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3 stories. 3 Immortal Dreams. 3 Immortal Destinies. We hope you enjoy the books you are about to read and meet some new characters to love! 

BOOK 1 Deadly Beauties
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BLURB:

Alyssa Coldwell decides to put her destiny as an immortal witch to the side, so she can take the chance to live like a normal girl amongst regular humans before she too is part of the fey world. She wants a break from magic and all the dangerous drama that comes with it, but life doesn't always let you do as you please.
Magic is supposed to be simple - you're either light or dark. But Alyssa is brutally awakened when she learns that life isn't always so simple. There are gray areas, and there is more to being light than simply saying you are. 
But magic isn't her only problem, humans have problems as well. When she meets Kane Ice, she finds herself in a situation she's never been before. She's been sheltered by her overly protective mother, so being with a guy hasn't ever been an easy task. Kane makes it impossible not to try... while she can. Though she knows she'll have to leave him once her body turns immortal, she can't help but fall for him. 
What's the problem with a witch loving a human? So, so many things. Her world is too dangerous, and her attempt to take a break from it fails miserably when her mother is taken captive. With danger always around her, she knows Kane will never be safe. But it's too hard to let him go. 
Kane's not so fragile though, and he refuses to lose the only girl he's ever really cared for. Secrets are a part of Alyssa's life, but she's not the only one with a locked vault full of unspoken truths. When the secrets come out, Alyssa loses all her faith, her will, and her hope. 


BOOK 2
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––––––––

BLURB:

Genre: Paranormal romance and fantasy adventure
BOOK TRAILER: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=n_w-eZwPJbA
*** 
Never marry a stranger...even if he is a drop-dead gorgeous immortal king. 
Never pretend to be a princess. 
And most importantly...never slip on an ancient wedding ring you know nothing about. 
Sarah Larker returns to a cave where her sister disappeared ten years earlier. She walks through a portal and is mistaken for a runaway princess on the run by a dangerous immortal king in medieval times. Her plan is bold as well as daring—become this princess, wed the king, and slip on an ancient wedding ring that will unlock the portal back home. Then find her sister and run as fast as she can out of Dodge. But taking on the identity of Princess Gloria comes along with dangerous consequences; and slipping on the ruby ring comes with an even higher price.

––––––––
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Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/media/set/?set=vb.351121651567296&type=2#!/pages/Chrissy-Peebles/351121651567296
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BLURB: Daughter of Aphrodite

Oh my Goddess! Just when Adisia Titan gives up on men, she finds Devin Cole. He's sexy, rich, and... persistent. Against her better judgment, she falls for him harder than she ever thought she could. But, Devin's secretive eyes and cryptic conversations leave her worried a stinging heartbreak is inevitable. Devin's secrets come to light, leaving her completely shocked and horrified. But not as horrified as she is when she learns her own secrets. Adisia never believed in the world of supernatural until it came crashing down at her feet. Now she's stuck in between the two realms, both promising to leave her destroyed. 
Devin refuses to lose her, and to keep her safe, he'll sacrifice everything. With death's breath on their back, they're forced to face a force they're not ready to contend with. Too many fates lie in their hands, and too many are ready to tear them down. Their love may just be the key to saving the world from the fate the dark hands are trying to deal.
This is the end of this introduction. Book 1 will start now. Thanks for joining and giving each series a chance.

––––––––
Book 1
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Deadly Beauties
Blood's Fury

Published by C.M. Owens 

Text Copyright 2013 by Christie M. Owens.

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.  This eBook may not be re-sold or given to other people.  If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient.  Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

This is a work of fiction.  Characters, names, places, events, or incidents are products of the author's imagination.  Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to places or incidents is purely coincidental.

Chapter One

"Maybe tomorrow we can find someone to take care of the rest of your furniture," my mother breathlessly releases, as we finish heaving my far too heavy couch into the living room.

"Or we could finish now since I have to start work tomorrow," I chirp with a grin.

I know she's not tired, but she's very opposed to doing things the human way.  Too bad.  That's what I plan to be for as long as I can.

"I could go persuade some of your hunky new neighbors to help us out," she says while flashing me a scandalous grin.

The candles in the house flicker before rising to a flame as the fire starts to spread over her eyes, making me scowl in response.

"No magic in my house," I caution while standing up and heading back out.

"It would be a hell of a lot easier to get your stuff in using magic," she huffs as the candles stop their blazing intent without leaving a smoky trail.

"Not concerned about getting it done easily," I chuckle out.  "That's sort of the point of my new start."

She follows me to the oversized truck I rented, and we start lugging out the next set of furnishings.

"It's part of you, Alyssa.  The sooner you start accepting it, the better.  You're so pow-"

"Don't say it," I interrupt, holding a hand up.  "If you say it, I'll finish unpacking by myself."

She crosses her arms in protest, but I roll my eyes as I head back into the house while carrying my two lamps.  As soon as I walk in, a growl of agitation slips through my tight lips.  All of my furniture, clothes, and everything else has been put into place.  Even my pictures are hanging on the damn walls.

"Seriously?" I gripe, knowing damn well she's out there laughing.

She walks in, a smug look on her face, and I roll my eyes.

"What?  You can't expect me to spend all day sweating and toiling over all this unnecessary labor when I'm not going to see my daughter for months."

Guilt.  She always uses guilt.  Amazing.

"Fine.  I'll order a pizza, and you can grab some wine out of the grocery bags I have over-" I look up to see they've also been taken care of.  "Never mind.  You can find the wine wherever you put it."

She lets a bit of a chuckle escape and the television turns on as she passes by.

"Really?  You're so lazy you can't even use the remote?"

"Not lazy, dear, just special... like you."

Oh you're special all right.

I somehow refrain from letting that snarky comment out.

"Get your hair out from behind your ears.  You know I absolutely hate that."

And she wonders why I'm moving out.

Like a small child, I do as my mother says and pull my hair out from behind my ears.  It's her biggest pet peeve.  After the little stunt she just pulled, I should keep both sides of my hair tucked behind my ears all day.

My attention is drawn to the television when four pictures of young girls my age flash across the screen.

"If you see these women, please contact the police.  They were last seen together on Midwalk Avenue.”

The television mutes when I press the button, and then I flip the channel quickly, hoping Mom didn't hear.

"I guess that means you didn't check to see what other immortals were roaming around here?" Mom asks as she walks back in with her phone at her face, reading.  "Fifteen girls have gone missing this month alone.  I don't like this."

"There are a variety of immortals all over the world, Mom.  It's not like I can avoid living among all of them.  Besides, they're apparently blood drinkers, which means they'll be moving along soon enough, and this will be one of the safest places around."

"It's not safe right now, and you're not immortal yet, meaning you can die as easily as a human."

And let the fight begin.

"I'm marked, Mom.  If someone gets too close, I'll show them what I'm meant to become."

She scoffs, "That won't matter.  If they give you the chance to show them, they'll just deny it if it comes to war.  No one wants another dark ages, so our council will dismiss it as an accident."

I sigh as I head over to the pantry to pull out some popcorn.  I'm exhausted from the move and the woman I stupidly asked to help me get situated in my new place.

"They're probably vampires or changers, considering the pretty girls they took.  I'll just steer clear of pretty boys for a while."

She groans while rolling her eyes.

"Don't say vampires.  It's so... juvenile.  And pretty boys aren't the only night stalkers or changers.  Pretty girls are night stalkers and changers too.  Besides, this could be lycans, werewolves, werecats, dark users... the list goes on and on, Alyssa.  I knew this was a bad idea.  Just come home with me."

Turning around, I shake my head, meeting her determined gaze with my defiant glower.  "No.  I'm twenty, and I've already been knocked out of going to college because of your paranoia.  You swore one of my professors was a changer you knew hundreds of years ago."

"He was," she growls.

Again, I'm forced to huff.  She's impossible.

"The point is, this world is deadly for anyone, yet humans exist daily, living to be of old age and dying of natural causes.  The chances of me actually running into harm are astronomical.  Stop worrying so much."

She breathes out heavily, and then she vanishes briefly to reappear on the couch.  That's one bit of magic I wouldn't mind having.  It would save me from trying to afford a car.

"It just worries me.  Promise me you'll use your powers if one of them comes after you."

Finally.

"I have no problem using paranormal against paranormal," I say with a shrug.  "I just don't want magic to be my life, not yet.  I happen to like living like a regular girl.  It's... comforting.  Now, where's my wine?"

She smirks before vanishing again, and I hear a cork being pulled free from the bottle.

––––––––
Chapter Two

The diner isn't what I was expecting.  You'd think a small town would have small business, but I've hardly had a chance to breathe, due to the ridiculous volume of customers.

"Thanks," I murmur to the guy who hands me a ten for a tip.

"My pleasure.  You new around here?" he asks, his eyes staring into mine with an obvious agenda.

I check his eyes for sparks of blue to infuse, showing me his true identity, but they stay brown as he stares at me.  His hair is too light to be a night stalker, and his thudding heartbeat is too quick to be a changer.  I could be wrong, but judging by his pitiful posture and terrible wardrobe, I'd say I'm in the clear.

Just a horny human.

"Very new."  I smile sweetly, and then I start to walk away when he pulls at my hand, catching me off guard.

"We're having a large dock party tonight.  You're welcome to come.  I could introduce you to some of the locals, help you make some friends."

He seems harmless enough, but vampires... er... I mean, night stalkers... are strongest under the moonlight.  If they're here, they'll be hunting at night.  My mother would flip the hell out if I was attacked, and knowing her, she'd level the town before our council could pass a verdict.

"Um, maybe," I lie, having no intentions of risking it.

"Here," he says, releasing my hand and scribbling down an address on a napkin.  "If you decide to show, just come here.  We might take one of the boats for a cruise later tonight.  There will be a bonfire on shore."

I smile, showing a little gratitude, and then I wave sweetly at him after taking the proffered address.

"Thanks."

Walking away, I felt his eyes on me.  He was cute, but not my type.  Unfortunately, I've got a nasty habit for being drawn to the bad, bad, very bad boys.  I sure as hell don't want to end up like my mother.  She has worse taste in men than I do.

"Alyssa, can you stay until nine tonight?" Francine asks as I walk behind the counter.  "Darlene just called in, and we don't have anyone to cover."

"Um, yeah.  I could use the extra cash."

Crap.  So much for enjoying my first night alone in my new house.

"Thank you.  You're a life saver."

At least now I'll be one step closer to getting a car.

The streets are dark, and my feet are killing me.  I was supposed to get to leave at nine, but I ended up having to stay until eleven.  What a great first day.

The night is perfect at least, just a slight breeze.  Putting the diner to my back, I start walking home.  I hate walking.

A chill hits my neck, as if a breath is being blown against it, but I turn to see nothing.  Then I feel it again, and I roll my eyes.

"You can show yourself, Frankie."

No one answers, and my skin crawls.  I assumed it was Frankie, my mother's best friend.  He loves scaring the shit out of me.  But he usually always starts laughing by now.

"Frankie?" I prompt, my hand tingling at my side as my magic starts to stir, ready to be used.

Nothing happens, and no one answers.  Sighing, I turn around and slam into a hard body, almost falling to the ground before strong arms wrap around me, pulling me back to a safe balance.

"You okay?" a smooth voice asks, and I grumble to myself as I try to look up at him.

My knees wobble, my heart thuds, and my palms begin sweating as I stare into the gorgeous green eyes of a dark haired beauty.  The way I'm shivering over him means he has to be terrible for my health.

His strong, chiseled face is nothing but flawless, and his dark hair sways with the wind, making me jealous of the fact I can't touch it with such ease.

I blush when I realize my hands are resting on his incredible waist, and he smirks in a way that makes me damn near dissolve.

"I said, are you okay?" he repeats, making my cheeks heat more when I realize I've forgotten how to damn speak.

"Um... yeah... you just startled me.  Where'd you come from?"

He shrugs, nodding his head toward the diner.

"I was heading toward the diner for some pie, but I see I was too late.  They sometimes stay open a little later if there are customers lingering around."

His smile is disarming, far too perfect.  He's too frigging hot to be part of this small town... or human.

"Oh, yeah.  Sorry.  I just finished locking up."

I start walking off, but he jogs up beside me, surprising me a little.

"You aren't from around here."

I pause, not sure if I should continue trying to speak to him.  If he's a changer, I should probably keep from turning my back on him again.  If he's a night stalker, I definitely don't want to turn my back on him.

"Um, is that a question or an observation?"

"Both, I suppose."

He smiles bigger, making my heart trip over itself.  Stupid deadly beauty bullshit.  What is he?

“You're right.  I just moved here from Colorado."

He stays at my side, keeping my pace as his hands cross behind his back.

"So are you going to the dock party?  I hear it's supposed to be pretty great, and it's just up the road."

I look up, expecting to see a glisten of something in his eyes, but there's nothing there.  I can't show him my mark until he reveals himself.  It could kill a human to see it.

"No.  I don't think so.  I'm exhausted."

I start walking faster, and he keeps stride with me, his steps even and not seeming rushed like mine.

"Is Frankie your boyfriend?" he asks.

"Huh?"

"You were calling for a Frankie back there," he murmurs softly, not sounding winded like me.

"Oh.  No.  Frankie is my mom's friend.  I thought I saw him."

Or thought he was trying to scare the shit out of me.

"Ah.  Your mom lives here with you then?"

I almost stumble, but I quickly regain my composure before he has to catch me again.  I almost wish my mother did live with me right now.  She's made me a fucking basket case, and I'm freaking out a little.

For all I know, this is just one hot human.  It's not like every sexy creature is an immortal.

"Um, no.  I assumed she sent him out here to check up on me.  He likes to scare me, so I thought he was lingering in the parking lot."

He bites back a grin, seeming amused by something.  He keeps his hands behind his back, casually enjoying the night while I clamber down the sidewalk.

"You seem... scared.  Am I scaring you?"

Hell yes.

"A little... are you following me home?" I worry, trying to provoke him into revealing himself and ending this cat-and-mouse game if he's really a blood drinker.

"Not at all," he laughs.  "I'm going to the dock party.  It's just around the corner up there.  I thought it would seem creepier if I was walking behind you."

I let out a nervous laugh, finally relaxing a little, and he smiles his panty-dropping grin that makes the junction between my legs heat up and pulsate.

"Oh.  Sorry.  I'm just a little freaked out after seeing the news about the missing girls," I mutter, gauging his reaction with subtle scrutiny.

He nods, his smile fading as seriousness takes place.

"You should be.  It's unnerving.  Just be careful, and try not to walk home so late.  Why did they make you shut down alone?"

Because I'm the new girl and a sucker.

"Because the other girls wanted to go to the dock party."

"Ah.  Well, personally, I feel no party gets going good until close to midnight."

"Midnight, eh?" I ask, feeling all the more relaxed now.

Not immortal, just a bad boy human.  Crap.  I think that's even worse.

Midnight is the showing hour, and all blood drinkers loathe it because they're forced to reveal the monster they are.  It's when their fangs show against their will, and their eyes glow their true color, even though they're not ready to show themselves.

"Well, it was odd but nice meeting you.  Sorry I wasn't better company," I murmur as I start off the sidewalk and down my gravel path to my house.

"You live here?" he asks, seeming surprised, possibly a little confused.

"Yeah, why?"

"It's just... what made you choose this house?"

It was the first affordable house I found that was far away from my overbearing, paranoid, ridiculously protective mother.

"It was cheap, I needed something close to town, and it's small.  Why?  Is something wrong with it?"

He shakes his head, obviously hiding something.  "Not at all.  A friend of mine lived here a while back.  I didn't realize she was selling it."

"I bought it from a woman in her early thirties.  Jessica... Richards?  I think."

"Sounds about right," he murmurs to himself, staring at the house as though he's looking for something... someone.

He seems confused.

"Were you close to her?" I muse.

"Not really, it's just odd this place made it back on the market without my knowing."

Okay.  I'm curious now, but I'd rather talk about something other than the prior owner of my house.

He concentrates on the house for a second longer, giving me a chance to examine him better under the moonlight.  He's so much hotter than I initially thought now that I can truly gawk at him.

"I should get going," I strain out, knowing Mom would kick my ass for speaking to a dark-haired beauty in the middle of the night.  "It was nice meeting you..."

"Kane," he says softly, giving me his delicious, dissolving smile once again.

"Nice to meet you, Kane."

"I'm sure you'll see me around.  Especially since you work at the diner.  It's my main source of nourishment."

Butterflies ruffle through my stomach, and I smile involuntarily.

I don't know if I should stay or go.  Now that I finally believe he's human, I'm almost considering going to the dock party.

"I should head on before all the booze is gone.  I'll see you around, Alyssa," he says while turning away, making me sick at my stomach.

"How did you know my name?" I release in a crackle.

He just laughs, turning back, mocking my fear.

"You're still wearing your tag," he says while motioning to my shirt, and then he winks at me before walking away.

I look down to my uniform, and I roll my eyes when I see the big slab advertising my name.

Idiot.

I've officially made myself look like an absolute wreck now that I've freaked out for no real reason.

I turn around and head inside, hoping to fall right to sleep.  A shadow passes through the room, and I squeal out.

"Ha!  Knew I'd scare you," Frankie murmurs as he appears in front of me.

"Stupid warlocks," I grumble.  "I knew you were here."

He laughs harder, reveling in his successful plot to leave me shaking and breathing hard.

"I know, that's why I didn't bother showing myself back at the diner.  By the way, who was that guy you were walking with?"

A delicious human that I made myself look like a psycho in front of.

"Spying much?" I scoff while walking by him.

Frankie looks much younger and acts much younger than he actually is.  His soft eyes and timeless face remind me of what's to come.

"You told your mother you wouldn't be getting involved with any guys until the disappearances stop."

"I'm not getting involved with anyone, Frankie.  Besides, he's human."

"You're sure?"

He runs his hand through his blond hair as he stares worriedly at me.

"He would have tried something.  The streets were deserted.  All he did was accompany me on my walk since it was on his way."

"So you showed him your mark?" he asks naively.

Though he's my mother's best friend, he doesn't know all of my dark, jaded secrets.  Mom's poor taste in men left her with a daughter too strong for her own damn good.

"Um, it wasn't necessary."

He sighs and grips his head.

"Your mother isn't going to be happy about this."

"Happy about what?"  I can't think of absolutely anything I've done wrong.  Hell, I've spent all day at work.

"You coming home so late, talking to a handsome stranger, and then letting him walk away after finding out where you live."

I'm sick of this.  I've literally been one day without my mother, and already I'm getting scolded by her spy.  She's not going to make me feel like a child in my own house.  That was the entire reason I moved all the way out here to Pine Shore.

"My mother can't control my life.  Neither can you.  Now go loiter in someone else's home.  I'm taking a shower and going to bed."

He tightens his lips, knowing better than to argue with me.

"Fine, but I'll be around.  This place is crawling with immortals.  I can feel their energy.  It's a good thing your mother can't do the same, otherwise she'd be the one stalking you right now."

"Overbearing, untrusting, arrogant immortals," I mumble under my breath while heading to my room.

"I heard that," he calls from the living area, but I ignore him as I hear the front door shut behind him.

My first night, and I'm getting treated like a child who is still living with her crazy mother.  Just for that, screw them.  I'm going to the dock party.

I walk up, tugging at the ends of the dress I didn't realize was this short, and my eyes fall on all the drunken fools acting out.  Everyone is completely wasted right now, and I haven't had a sip.  This could either be really fun, or incredibly annoying.

"You came," a voice says from behind, and I turn to meet the guy who invited me, though he's staggering drunk.

I don't even know how he recognizes me with his heavy duty beer-goggles on.

"I thought we had a moment."

"A moment?" I muse, stifling a laugh as he reaches for me and misses.

"Yeah," he says as he tries to figure out which of the many images is actually me.

"Seeing double?" I giggle out.

"Seeing quadruple," he jokes while shaking his head.  "It's fucking wonderful since there're four of you and one of me."

When he finally finds me, his arm wraps around my waist to pull me to him.

"Hey, whoa.  Easy, Romeo," I say through my snickers while escaping his hold.

"I can show you Romeo," he slurs while leaning toward me again, and I take a step back, bumping into someone.

I look up to see Kane towering over me, and my heartbeat quickens to the point of feeling like I'm going to explode.

"I thought you weren't coming," he says with a deviously sexy smile.

"I changed my mind," I mutter softly while turning to face him, and his eyes fall down to my chest before popping back up to meet mine.

"Yo, dude, she's with me," the drunken mess murmurs while tugging at my hand.

"Please stop," I huff while struggling to pull my hand free.

Then I feel Kane leaning over me and freeing me from the grasp.

"Actually, I think Alyssa is with me, considering I'm sober."

"So am I," he says while laughing ridiculously hard.  "Alyssa is a pretty name."

I'm tempted to make his hand go crazy and splash his beer in his face, but I refrain from using magic.

Kane pulls me back behind him, tucking me safely in his grasp, and then he gently murmurs, "Actually, she's my girl.  Better luck next time, Mark."

Mark huffs and slumps down to the ground.  Fortunately, he's too drunk to even try to counter.  I smirk as Kane pulls my hand in his and leads me toward the bonfire.

"Your girl, eh?" I tease.

He laughs a little, and then he looks over his shoulder.

"It worked, didn't it?  You're here without anyone to help you rebuff their attempts, and you're wearing that," he says, motioning to my dress, his brow rising.

He offers me a glance that makes me blush, and he smirks before looking away.

"Are you trying to say you like my dress?" I flirt, and his smile grows.

He props up against the side of a truck and studies me intently, making me feel a little on display.  The intensity of his green eyes is mesmerizing, and the way his dark hair plays with the wind is breathtaking.

"You're a little confusing, Alyssa," he says while tilting his head.  "You seemed terrified of me earlier, and yet now you're here, flirting with me."

Way to be obvious, Alyssa.

"I thought your girl was supposed to flirt with you," I say jokingly to lighten the mood, praying I don't look like the mess I feel I do.

"Cute.  So, why'd you change your mind about coming?" he says softly, shifting as he puts his hands in his pocket.

Five seconds ago he seemed so confident, and now he seems nervous.

"Long story.  So, are these people your friends?"

He lets his eyes drift around, taking in the partiers as he mulls that over.

"Some of them.  You want me to introduce you around?" he asks curiously while hopping up on the tailgate of a truck.

"Um, nah.  I'm not staying long.  I just wanted to see what all the fuss was about."

And I secretly wanted to see him again - possibly to piss my mother off.  Great.  I had to move out before I had the courage to start acting rebellious.

"Well, now you see a bunch of lake-loving drunks.  Some fun, huh?" he says through a laugh, making me chuckle lightly while nodding in agreement.

I look down to see it's almost midnight.

"So much for your theory - the fun gets started at midnight.  It looks like it gets sloppy after eleven."

He laughs ridiculously hard, and then he lifts me up, as though I weigh nothing, to pull me beside him on the tailgate of the truck.  His unexpected touch makes my breath hitch, but I play it off without letting him know how he just affected me.

"You'll have to come to one of my parties sometime.  This one shouldn't be setting the bar for this place.  I wouldn't have come if I had known it'd be this pathetic."

"You live close to here?" I muse, given the way he said it.

"Yeah, two houses over.  You should come by sometime, seriously.  We have a party at least once a week.  My roommates are relentless hell-raisers."

I smile lightly, and then I tug at my dress when I see it has risen almost too high.  He looks down and smirks.

"Pink's a good color on you," he murmurs, his eyes motioning to my dress.

I start to thank him when a group of people walk up to us.  They're laughing and talking

"Hey, Kane," one girl says.  "We're ditching the dud party and having the after party at our place.  You coming?"

He looks to me and smirks.  "Told you."

I force a smile, but my stomach is almost queasy.  There's no way this many hot-as-hell people are all in one group without them being some sort of immortals.  Maybe they're harmless though.

Or maybe you just think he's hot and now you're making excuses.

Girls are missing.  And here is a group of immortals, but I know Kane isn't.  They're not blood drinkers... they can't be.  It's now after midnight, and no one is revealing themselves.  Midnight is the waking hour when their victims' deaths force the curse of revelation.  They're planning to party, not hide.

"You coming?" a guy prompts, his eyes questioning Kane.  "You can bring your... new girl."

His eyes rake over me once before looking to Kane to give him a smile of approval, and Kane lets out a laugh.

"I'll see.  You guys head on."

They all start walking off, though one girl turns around to burn through me with her glare.  She's the only girl without a guy's arm draped around her, and I start wondering if she's into Kane.  I sure as hell don't need to make enemies with her until I know what she is.

"Girlfriend?" I muse as she turns around, my eyes still watching her carefully.

"Don't have one."

I turn back to see his eyes staring into mine, his far too sexy grin making my skin heat up, and I almost shiver in response.

"Cold?" he asks while leaning toward me.

"No, um... I just.... I need to get going."

I struggle to slide off the truck gracefully when my legs stick to the tailgate.  Suddenly I'm being lifted and sliding down a wonderfully hard body as Kane lowers me to the ground.

Oh damn.

Everything on me is tingling to be touched by him right now, and I'm almost looking forward to the sort of mistakes I could make.

He brushes my hair from my shoulder while wrapping his arm around my waist, and then he starts ushering me through the crowd.

"I'll walk you home.  It's late, and you shouldn't be walking back by yourself."

If he really is human, along with his model friends, then I'd be the one protecting him.  If he's not human, and I'm being played, my mom is going to kick my ass.

"I'll be fine.  You should probably go monitor your party-animal roommates."

He lets free a grin that sends the most heated chills through my bones, making my heart thud loudly.

"So, it's not me you're scared of, but being alone with me?  I think you might have a bit of a crush, Alyssa," he teases, his green eyes burning into mine without fear.

I'm such a damn girl.

"Um... I don't... we... I-"

"Look, I'm walking you home.  You can't go walking around by yourself this late right now.  I'd like to see you again - somewhere other than the missing flyers."

I swallow hard, and he takes my hand in his as he starts pulling me away from the party.  Now I want to go to his party.

"So... what about going to your party?" I ask, surprising myself.

"You want to go?" he muses, his smile etching up more.

"Is it going to be like this?" I laugh lightly, trying to sound more respectable than a stammering fool.

"Not at all.  It'll be more laid back."

"Then... yeah.  I want to go."

Cop lights begin flashing as sirens squeal out, and Kane shakes his head while pulling out his phone.

"You might want to can the after party.  The cops are here," he says into the phone, and then he hangs up and turns to me.  "How old are you?"

"Um, twenty.  Why?"

"You're underage.  Come on.  I'll get you out of here."

He tugs me through a wooded area, forcing me to quicken my pace.  He stays quiet and alert, checking from side to side with each step.  I can't help but admire the view he's giving me, letting me walk behind him.  I'm so pathetic.

Before I know it, we've hit the sidewalk of the streets.

"That was one hell of a short cut.  I wish I had known about it on the way there."

He turns to me, stopping our retreat and shakes his head.

"Don't go through those woods without me.  It's crazy dangerous, especially at night.  Two of the girls that are missing went in one night, and they were never seen again."

I smile a little at his protective tone.

"And you think you can protect me?" I ask, delighting in the warm feeling his words have given me.

"I know I can," he says with that damn heart-stopping grin before pulling me again.

Our fingers stay interlocked as we head down the sidewalk, and then I frown when I see my house coming into view.

"Do you think the cops will be at your house?"

"Probably," he chuckles out.  "We've had so many parties interrupted by them that it's just common for us to get the blame.  It'll be fine though.  We're all legal adults."

"Oh," I say somewhat disappointedly.

I was hoping for an excuse to invite him in without looking like a lusting, hormonal fool.  Something about him makes my blood stir with primal need.  I wanted to feel those perfectly smooth lips on my skin, devouring me.

"Your eyes," he murmurs softly.  "Wow."

Oh shit.

I quickly look away, praying my eyes die down.  Fucking mood stone eyes.

"It's like they were turning different colors," he says with a touch of suspicion.

I laugh dismissively, trying to downplay the slip up.  "Turning on the smooth talk?"

Out of all the immortals, my eyes are the only ones to do this.  No one in my family knows why, and I hate it.  Every emotion I have comes through almost too clearly when it gets too strong.  I was definitely feeling a strong emotion - desire.

"Not at all," he says with a smile as he walks me to my front door.  "I suppose I'll see you tomorrow."

"Tomorrow?" I ask, feeling my eyes fully back to normal.

"At the diner."

"Oh... yeah."

"I'm going to vote they make this your new uniform," he says with a devious grin while motioning to my showy dress.

I let out a small laugh, but then I'm trapped in his eyes as he props up against my door and stares at me.  It's like time has slowed, and I'm considering risking everything and pulling him inside.

"Are you going in?" he asks, his smile growing.

My cheeks flush, and I look down at my feet.

"Yeah.  Sorry.  Bye," I mumble as I wiggle my keys in the lock.

When my door opens, I step inside and turn to see him again just as he walks off my porch.  I really thought he was going to at least try to kiss me.

"You know where I live if you need me for anything," he says with his back turned.

"Actually, I don't," I say, smiling, and he turns to face me before I continue.  "You said you lived two houses down, but you didn't say in which direction."

He smiles this time, and then he shrugs before walking back toward me.  He gets dangerously close, letting his breath find my lips for a split second, and then he pulls back with my phone in his hand.

I was so enthralled and entranced by his near kiss that I never felt him pulling my phone out of my hand.  My breaths are heavy now, and then I hear a phone ringing - the sound coming from his pocket.  He smirks as it quits and hands me back my phone.

"Now you've got my number.  It's up to you whether or not you want to program it."

He starts walking away again, and I prop up while murmuring, "That goes both ways."

He turns around with his phone in his hand and waves it in front of him.

"Already done."

My heart flips over, and then the shadows swallow him as he disappears into the woods again.

Oh damn.

Obviously, I program his number in my phone before I even shut the damn door.  I glance around one last time before stepping inside, but something catches my eye before I can lock up.

There's a tall, lean figure in the distance across the street, and I hear the breaths growing rasp as a second figure goes limp in his arms.  Though they're in the shadows and between two houses, I can still somewhat make out what's going on, horrified by the reality I had hoped I wouldn't run into.

Night stalker.

Without any regard for my own safety, I throw off my heels and take off running, throwing my arms out to release my attack, and impacting him with my invisible force.  The feeding figure flies backwards, thudding against a house, and an alarm sounds as a window shatters.

Lights from several of the houses around us flash on in response to the loud wails.  The lights cast a bright glow on the scene of the crime, and I hear a hissing noise as the dark figure disappears into the shadows to avoid sight.  I rush over to the collapsed body on the ground, and my heartbeat charges fiercely as I slip her blond hair to the side to see the marks of proof on her neck.

Definitely a night stalker.  Changers have larger fangs, leaving bigger bite marks.  Lycans and Were are beasts who only feed in changed form, and that was a man's silhouette.

A guy rushes out of a house with his boxers and robe on - his white, hairy belly bouncing as he charges toward us with a bat.  He stumbles to a halt and turns pale when he sees the barely breathing girl's head cradled in my arms.

"Call an ambulance!" I scream.  "She's dying!"

Others rush out, and within seconds, I hear the whooping sounds of help on the way.  I only pray no one saw my release of power.  The council will string me up if they did.

––––––––
Chapter Three

"Are you crazy, Alyssa?" Mom scolds through the phone.

No, just really unlucky.

"He was killing her.  What was I supposed to do?"

No good deed goes unpunished.  Calypso Coldwell punishes me for every good deed I do.

"It's not your place to get involved.  Night stalkers kill to live.  You can't go painting yourself a target by interrupting their meal."

"He was feeding in the open.  If anything, he painted himself a target.  Besides, they don't have to kill in order to live, they just need blood.  They don't have to pick young, pretty girls, but they choose to.  I simply reminded him that they’re not the only ones in the damn universe, and some of us don't approve of killing."

She groans, exasperation in her long, drawn-out breath.  "Alyssa, you're still incredibly vulnerable right now.  Going after a feeding night stalker is suicide.  That's it.  I'm coming to stay with you."

"You can't, Mom.  They need you in Tibet for the ceremonies.  You're the priestess.  I'm fine.  I can handle myself, and he never saw my face.  Don't worry."

"Then I'm calling Frankie to follow you."

"If Frankie starts following me, I'm going to be on edge.  His favorite pastime is scaring the shit out of me.  Definitely not."

She sighs loudly, her mind searching for a way to keep me safe.  I tuck the phone closer to me as I walk up to the diner.

"Look, I've got to head into work right now.  I'll be fine.  Don't worry.  You do need to say something to the night... um... their council about openly eating dinner... if you know what I mean."

"Oh believe me, I will."

I nod, as if she can see me, and then I hang up the phone before she has time to reprimand me more.  I'm the only person in the world who gets in trouble for saving a life.

Sheesh.

"Thanks for staying late again, Alyssa," Mary, another waitress murmurs as she strips off her apron.

"It's fine.  It's dead in here anyway.  I should be able to handle it by myself."

I have one customer who is simply here for the Wifi.  He's about my age with black hair, tattoos peeking up from his shirt collar, and a piercing on his right eyebrow.  I've studied him too much, since it's a little dull in here tonight.

I've barely seen his face though.  He's kept his back to us since he arrived an hour ago.

Mary smiles, offering me a farewell-wave, and heads out to throw her arms around a beefed up guy who is leaning against his car.  I smirk as they entangle in a rather showy kiss, and then I flip on my phone to pick up reading my book where I left off.

"Need anything?" I ask the guy who has no interest in spending a dime in the diner.

"No, still fine," he chirps.

I hear the door open, and I look up to see a tan guy with onyx, glistening hair, as he walks in.  His eerie smile sends shivers down my spine, and I glance over to see the human in the corner shiver too.

Looking back, I see his glowing blue eyes spark and flicker before dying back down to a deep brown.

Shit.  Vampire.

Swallowing hard, I murmur, "Can I help you?"

He smiles bigger, malice burning in his eyes as he sits down at the bar directly in front of me.

"What time do you close?"

"Um, an hour."

"Ah.  Then I'll take some coffee while I wait."

I get sick as he stares at me, and I slowly back up, refusing to pull my eyes away.  He knows who I am, and I know who he is.  He's the night stalker from last night.

"You shouldn't be in here right now.  You know what I am," I almost whisper.

"You shouldn't have meddled in my meal and then sent the council after me," he growls.

I narrow my eyes as I place the cup of coffee in front of him, and then I do my best to act composed and in control.

"You shouldn't have been in the open.  You risk us all when you kill like that," I murmur in a nearly muted tone.

The sparks in his eyes ignite more fiercely as he smirks all the more - the devil's air in his breath.

"Well, I was famished, and there she was - drunk and alone."

"That's not how things work and you know it."

"Neither is interrupting one's kill.  You're just lucky no one wants a damn war."

I laugh a little louder than I meant to, and he glares at me.

"No one would start a war over this shit," I daringly release through my mocking laughter.  "You're a speck in a world far larger than you.  Interrupting your brazen, open kill was nothing but warranted in the eyes of everyone's councils.  I pray someone caught it on tape, and then they'll exterminate you."

He shakes his head, smiling more.  "If they saw me, they saw you.  You might want to recant that last little bit."

My feigned confidence doesn't waver, and I keep the conversation below the register a human can hear.  "The force I used was invisible.  You had a girl bent backwards with your fangs dug in.  All they'll see is you mysteriously flying backwards and me screaming for help as I rush to her body.  Believe me, I've ran through it a time or two."

He snarls, his eyes sparking blue again and his fangs slip free.

"How about I just pick up with you where I left off with her?"

He smirks as he stands, acting as though he's about to prove he hasn't just made an empty threat.  But then the door sounds out as new customers arrive, halting him from trying anything.

Thank God.

He snarls louder as he turns, and a wave of butterflies crash through my stomach when I see Kane and his friends walking in.

He smiles as he walks toward the counter, and then his smile falls when he sees the damn vampire still ready to rip my throat out.

"Hey," he says softly, his eyes returning to me and studying my face.

I try to seem casual, not wanting to give this fanged son of a bitch any ideas about going after Kane in order to get revenge on me.

"Hi," I say very professionally, showing indifference instead of pure lust.  "What can I get you?"

He frowns, feeling my chilly demeanor, and then he shrugs.  "Um, five coffees and a slice of pie each," he murmurs with a bit of disappointment.

I glance back to the night stalker, and then I head over to the coffee.  He won't attack with eyes on us.  He's in enough trouble as it is.

"I'll bring it to your table," I say with my back turned, and I hear a slight huff as Kane walks away.

"Thanks."

When I turn back, the night stalker is staring at me, slowly sipping his coffee, but I ignore him as I head over to Kane's table - the oversized corner booth.  The girl who glared at me the night before is sitting by his side, her body touching his.

Maybe it's good I'm being cold.  It seems he has someone already much too into him, and he obviously doesn't mind the attention, since he's sitting by her.

Without speaking, I pass out the coffee and pie, avoiding eye contact with Kane, and then I force an obligatory smile before wandering back behind the counter.  They're too close for the night stalker to say more, so he continues to stare at me, trying to scare me.

This could get bad when we're alone, so I decide to text Frankie.  I know he's still in town.

Night stalker in diner.  Could use your help.

This will cement my mother's fear, and I know she'll be out here as soon as she's finished with the ceremonies.

Crap.

Almost instantly, the door swings open, and in walks Frankie.  Kane's head turns to investigate, and he watches the night stalker watching me as Frankie takes a seat at his side.

I smirk as Frankie cracks his fingers, warming up to intimidate the fanged asshole.  "I'll take some coffee, Miss."

I stifle a laugh, and I serve him his coffee as requested, my eyes studying the night stalker who is oblivious to the immortal on his side.  Realizing we're out of cream, I head to the back to grab a fresh stash.

As I turn around, I gasp for air when I see a body standing too close.  I sigh in relief when I see it's Kane.

"You keep scaring the shit out of me," I grumble, shoving him lightly, and he smirks.

"I was starting to wonder if you recognized me."  He almost pouts, making me tingle in all the wrong places.

I can't fight my foolish grin, and then I roll my eyes.  "I recognize you, but I'm at work."

He smiles as he leans over, and his arm presses against the wall over my head.

"Is that guy bothering you?  You seem a little rattled around him."

Knowing he'd probably say something to him, I decide it's best to lie.  I don't need Kane throwing himself in the middle of a vampire/witch debacle.

"No.  I'm just not used to working so long.  Apparently the new girl gets used and abused the first few days."

He smiles bigger, and then he leans back.

"What are you doing after work?" he asks while propping up on some crates behind him.

"Why?  You having another party?"

He lets out a small laugh and shakes his head.  "No party, but I wouldn't mind you coming over... if you want to that is."

"You wouldn't mind me coming over?  That doesn't sound like much of an invitation," I tease while stacking a few more boxes of stuff in the corner, pretending to stay busy so I don't fall prey to his emerald green eyes.

"I suppose it didn't.  Let me rephrase it.  Would you like to come over after work?"

Trying not to grin like a girly idiot, I shrug as I turn around.  "I could, but it'll be late.  I'm closing up at eleven, and then I'll need to go change and wash away the diner."

"I could come to your place if you prefer," he suggests, his lips turning up in a seductive grin.

We'd be alone at my place, and I don't know if that's a good idea... Definitely not a good idea.

"That sounds better, actually," I blurt out.  What?  "You want to meet me there around eleven thirty?"

I've lost my damn mind.

"I'll just swing by and walk you home.  I don't like the vibe I'm getting from that guy.  I don't mind waiting in your living room."

Oh damn.  Tell him no.  Tell him never mind.

"Sounds good."

Dumbass girl.

"Great," he says with a smile, and then he ushers me back out.

I glance over to the counter to see Frankie sipping his coffee beside the night stalker who seems a little paler now.  Frankie gives me a wink, letting me know he just gave the lone stalker a hint that I have backup.

Kane glances over his shoulder, making butterflies stir when his eyes meet mine, and then he slides back into the booth beside the girl who is now fuming.

"Would you like some more coffee, sir?" I ask while staring at the less antagonistic night stalker.

"No thank you," he says, and then clears his throat.  "I should be on my way."

He stands up and throws a ten on the table before walking out with his tail between his legs.  I smile at Frankie who leans back with a triumphant grin.

"Well, that's that."

"What'd you say to him?" I whisper.

"Nothing.  Sometimes words aren't necessary," he whispers back, and then he gives me a menacing wink.  "Just give me a call if you have any more problems."

He stands up and then waves before walking out the door.

Kane turns around and comes to the counter as I wipe it clean and cash out the night stalker's coffee.

"So, it's almost eleven.  Can I just stick around?" he asks as his friends come up to leave their money behind on the counter.

"Um, if you want to," I murmur a little shakily.

He smiles as he sits down, and they all start filtering out the door.

"You coming, Kane?" one of the guys asks.

"Nah.  I'll be home later.  Don't wait up."

I blush fiercely at the way that has to sound, and the guy chuckles in response, while the girl with a black, short bobbed haircut glares at me once again.

"We're supposed to do something tonight," she grumbles. 

"Do it without me," he says nonchalantly.

She rolls her eyes and follows the others out, and then Kane props up on the counter as I cash out all the tickets and pocket the extra change as my tip.

"Are you sure she's not your girlfriend?" I ask with a tense tone, my eyes not meeting his.

They're supposed to do something?  What does that mean?

"Positive," he exhales very dramatically.  "She's just a roommate, but she's got a crush... like you do."

Blushing again, I roll my eyes and walk away from his teasing grin.

"I think you're a little full of yourself," I mumble.

"Hey, you're the one who blushes every time I say something," he menaces, and I turn to see his smoldering gaze burning through me.

"You're the one in my place of work asking to come home with me," I daringly counter, my own sizzling gaze meeting his.

"I never said I don't have a crush."

I blush again, and he leans back while propping his hands up behind his head.  The lone guy in the corner with his laptop finally stands and heads out the door without so much as a thank you.

"He sat in here all night, taking up a booth, and never even ordered anything," I murmur softly to change the subject.

"Are you ready?" Kane asks, his attempt to seduce me refusing to be deterred as he ignores my statement.

I glance over my shoulder to look at the clock, and see it's five minutes past eleven.

"I suppose so.  Just give me a second to wipe down your booth and ring out the register."

"I'll get the booth, you get the register," he says with a grin before picking up my rag and heading away.

I try not to smile like a fool as I rush through the closing process.  As soon as I'm done, Kane walks over to hold the door open for me.

Locking it quickly, I turn around to see him staring at me with a gaze so sexy I'm worried my eyes are going to shift again.

"So," I murmur, looking away, "what do you want to do at my place?"

He stifles a laugh, making me blush harder, and then I shake my head.

"Not what I meant," I mumble as he walks side by side with me.

"I didn't say anything," he murmurs, feigning innocence.

"You didn't have to."

He laughs harder as we cross the road in the quiet, still night.

"I thought a movie and popcorn, if you have either.  If not, we could just head down to the lake or something."

I'd love to go to the lake with him, but we'd have no privacy there.  That's probably better.  I don't need to be alone with him.  The lake it is.

"I've got a movie and popcorn, so you're in luck."

Apparently my brain and my mouth are no longer linked together.  Good grief.

"So I should probably ask for your last name," he murmurs while running a hand through his hair.  "It's not on your tag."

I chuckle lightly and then say, "Coldwell."

He tilts his head to the side, and then he nods.

"And yours?" I muse.  "I suppose I should have asked before inviting you home with me."

A devilish upturn of his lips makes me feel as though I'm coming down with a fever.  "You should have.  That's very irresponsible of you," he seductively plays.  Then he sighs out before answering.  "It's... don't laugh... Ice."

I do laugh because he's full of shit, and he lets out a laugh of his own.

"Seriously, what is it?" I giggle out.

He pulls out his wallet while smiling and hands me his license.  My eyes fall on his surname that truly says Ice.

"Wow.  Kane Ice.  Unbelievable."

"I know," he says while putting his proof back in his back pocket.  "I've caught hell a time or two.  When people call me Vanilla I get a little agitated."

I giggle louder, and then I feel his hand grazing my back to turn me when I almost walk by my own house.

"Thanks," I murmur softly.

He bites back his grin for my completely stupid move, and he follows me up to the porch as I nervously fumble for my keys.

"If this is making you uncomfortable, we can go back to my place.  There will be plenty of people around."

Good idea.  Say yes.

"No, I'm fine," I lie, forcing a smile.

What's wrong with me?!

I push open the door, and then I quickly flip on the light to show him my very girly decorated home.

"The diner must pay more than I thought," he murmurs as he looks at my furnishings.

I smile lightly while shaking my head.  "Everything you see was a housewarming gift from my mother.  I paid for the house out of my savings, which was also started by my mother."

"Well, nevertheless, I'm impressed.  I'll wait here for you," he says while flipping on the television and sitting down on my couch.

Suddenly, the flashy sectional looks so much sexier with him on it.  His long, perfectly sculpted body makes my body start to sweat as I gape openly at his marvelous physique.

"Yeah," I finally force out, and then I quickly disappear into my bedroom.

I start tossing clothes around, trying to find something that doesn't scream slut, while also looking for something that won't make me look undesirable.  I suck at mediums.

I hear the shower turn on, and scowl at myself for letting my magic out.  The room flies into place, cleaning up my accidental mess, and then I scowl again.

Great.  Seeping magic in front of a human.  Just what I need.

My phone rings just as I walk into the bathroom, and I roll my eyes when I see who it is.

"Hey, Mom," I murmur casually.

"What are you doing with a boy in your house, Alyssa?" she scolds.

She's lost her mind, and Frankie deserves an ass kicking now.  Keeping my voice in a whisper too low to even be heard by an immortal not standing directly beside me, I answer with agitation.

"Tell Frankie thanks for ratting me out."

"It could be dangerous.  After last night-"

"He's human.  Besides, I'm sure you've got Frankie watching the house for any possible intruders."

"You're sure he's human?" she worries.

"Very.  I've been around him at midnight.  He's also been alone with me and hasn't tried anything"

She huffs out, not enjoying her total lack of control.

"Well, if something happens, just call for Frankie.  He's tuned in."

He might want to tune out.

"Sure will."

"And be careful.  Right now, you're less than a year away from your immortality.  Your emotions, hormones... everything will be a little out of whack.  Don't lose your innocence to some random guy simply because you don't have the control to stop."

"Not having this conversation," I grumble.

"If it gets too intense, just eat some of the carnations I left behind and a drop of honey."

I'm not eating flowers to keep from being horny.

"Got it."

I hang up quickly, and then I rush myself through the shower to cleanse away the burger and fries smell.

Staring at my drowned-rat imagery in the mirror, I sigh.  Against all my better judgment, I use my magic to dry and style my hair while also making my makeup appear.

"Breaking my own damn rules so I can hurry up and be with a guy," I mumble under my breath, disgusted with my eagerness.

Deciding not to dwell on my pathetic excitement, I pull on tight pair of jeans and a shirt that drapes off the side of one of my shoulders.  Feeling satisfied, I walk out to see Kane is no longer on the couch.  A twinge of worry spreads as the thought of the night stalker making his way into my house crosses my mind.

"Kane?" I say a little too crackly.

"In here," he murmurs from the kitchen.  "I hate burnt popcorn so I'm watching very closely.  I thought you were getting ready."

I smirk as I walk into the kitchen, and he turns to face me with a smile until his eyes fall on my fully redone self.  His smile falls, his eyes widen, and his mind becomes clogged with transparently scandalous thoughts.

"Something wrong?" I almost tease.

He swallows hard and then bites back a smile.  "Not at all.  I just wasn't expecting you to... well, you clean up fast."

"I learned to be quick, thanks to my mother.  She's constantly bouncing around from one task to the next."

"Well, I'm impressed again."

I grin as I smell the hint of something familiar, and then my eyes point to the microwave.

"I thought you said you hate burnt popcorn."

"Huh?" he asks with a stupefied stare, and then he turns to follow my gaze.  "Shit," he spews while jerking open the door.  He frowns as he opens the bag, and then he shakes his head.  "Sorry."

"I happen to like it that way," I say with a laugh while pulling down a bowl.

His body brushes up against mine as he pours it in, and I feel my heartbeat quickening from the accidental graze.  He swallows hard, and I look up to see him staring at me.

"You look... really good," he murmurs softly.

"Thanks," I murmur while blushing again.

His thumb reaches up to stroke my blushing cheek, and my breath catches in my throat.

"Pink really is a good color on you."

Considering I'm wearing a red top and blue jeans, it's obvious he's now referring to my blushing hue.

"Movie," I strain out, my whole body suddenly aching to feel his hands somewhere else.

He smirks lightly, and takes the popcorn from the counter to start heading into the living area.

"I picked a zombie flick.  I thought horror would be better than a chick flick, and those two were quite literally your only options."

I laugh a little and then nod.  "Sounds good."

He sits down on the large sectional with the remote in his hand, and I sit down a safe distance away from him.

"You won't be able to reach the popcorn from there.  I don't bite... unless you want me to," he jokes, his eyes sizzling through me.

I swallow hard and force a smile as I move in closer.  Our legs graze each other's and I stiffen up a little.  The smallest touch from him seems to be igniting fires all over my body, and unless he plans to extinguish them, I'll burn alive with too much contact.

"You okay?" he asks as the movie starts.

"Yeah," I shakily release while cramming some of the burnt popcorn into my mouth.

Bring on the blood and gore and kill this lust.

The movie is almost over, and despite the blood and guts, I'm starting to burn worse than the popcorn I almost single handedly demolished.  My leg has pushed against his more, and he's slouched down with his hand resting on his leg, close to mine.

So close to my change, my hormones really are at an all time uncontrollable level.  This was so stupid.  I hate to admit this, but I should have listened to my mother.

"I'll be right back," I murmur uncomfortably while standing up.

He pauses the movie before tilting his head.

"Too much?" he asks, motioning toward the horror scene.

Not enough.  I need something to completely kill my desire to rip his clothes off right now.

"Um, nah.  I just need something to drink.  You want something?"

"Do you have any wine or anything?" he asks curiously.

"Yeah.  White or red?"

"White, please."

I smile and nod while diving into the kitchen.  I grab the carnations that are resting in the window and bite through the petals while digging around the cabinets for my honey.  As soon as I find it, I turn it up and let the slow-falling, sticky mess fall into my mouth.

I swallow hard, and then cringe as the two combine.  I grab a cup of water to force it all down, and then I take in a deep breath.

Slowly, the intense feelings start to relieve, and I sigh almost happily.

"Need some help?" Kane asks as he walks in, making me squeal a little from the surprise.

"Sorry," he chuckles out.  "I suppose I shouldn't subject you to zombies and then sneak up on you."

I laugh uneasily, and then I turn to start pulling down the wine glasses.

"It's fine.  I'm always a little jumpy."

I turn back around to see him propped up, looking far too damn good, and all the relief the carnations and honey gave me dissipates.  The look he's giving me is just as carnal and raw as the one I'm giving him.

My control doesn't merely waver, it snaps, and I launch myself at him.  I grip him behind the neck to pull him down, and his hands curl around my ass to jerk my hips against him.

His perfect, soft lips collide with mine in the most incredible way, and then his tongue slips in with a commanding force, exploring my mouth.  Everything south on me heats up, and then he jerks me up and spins me around to put me on the counter.

I moan into his mouth, making him pull me tighter to him as my legs wrap around his waist, locking him to me.  His arousal digs into the center of my pants, making me all the hotter as my fingers slide up to tangle in his hair.

Before I know what's going on, his hand slides under my shirt, finding one of my breasts through my bra, making me moan all the harder.

"Damn, you taste good," he murmurs against my lips, and then suddenly my shirt is over my head and on the floor as his hands slip over my bra strap to unclasp it.

I should stop him.  This can't be sane.

Instead, I jerk him tighter to me, bringing his lips back to mine as my chest becomes bare.  I hear the clap of my bra slapping the floor, and then I feel him lifting me from the counter and carrying me toward the bedroom.

I gasp when my back hits the bed, and then his lips start trailing down my neck, heating me to my core.  I suck in a breath when his hot, wet breath finds my nipple to send tingling shots of excitement shooting through me.

I grip his head, bringing him closer as he starts unbuttoning my pants.

"Alyssa, I can slow down," he murmurs while letting his lips travel to my other breast to give it some attention.

"Please don't."

His ravaging motions pick up, and I tug his shirt over his head to reveal a body I only thought I was prepared to see.

"Oh damn," I breathe, and he smiles salaciously as he finishes unclasping my pants.

"I should be the one saying that.  You're fucking ridiculous," he murmurs while his lips find the hollow of my neck.

His hands push down the open pants, and his fingers slide down to find the slick telltale proof of my arousal.

A deep moan exudes from the back of his throat, and I keep my eyes closed to prevent him from seeing the rolodex of crazy shades my eyes are flooding through right now.

"Damn, you're so wet," he murmurs, only making me want him inside me all the more.

I start undoing his belt, and he rips my pants free while I struggle.  I can't look.  I know my eyes are in hyper-drive right now, and he'd freak the hell out if he saw them.

Then I feel his bare body between mine - apparently he decided to help me out.  His erection brushes up against my leg as his lips find the center of my breastbone, and my whole body arches as my panties become drenched from his touch.

His lips slide back up to meet mine, dragging out the suspense.  All I can think about is getting him inside me, and I just learned his last name.  I met him yesterday.  This is crazy.

"Kane," I exhale with my heavy breath, making his moans louder as his erection presses against me through my underwear.

I've never wanted anyone so badly in all my life, and I barely even know him.

Someone pounds on my door, interrupting our crazy hot moment, and he leaps up from the bed to grab his pants.

"Are you expecting anyone?" he breathlessly releases.

"No.  Don't answer it," I grumble, knowing damn well Frankie is here to douse our fire.

He drops back down to me, even though now his jeans have been pulled back up.  He falls between my legs, and his mouth begins owning mine once again.

"Kane," a guys voice yells through the door.

"Shit," Kane gripes as he stands up again.  "I'm so sorry."

"Who is it?" I murmur with a bit of a frazzled tone while covering up with my sheet.

"It's Deke, one of my roommates.  I'll be right back."

I watch as he quickly buttons his pants, and then he pulls his shirt on while rushing out the door.

How did he know where I live?

"What the hell, man?" I hear Kane gripe.

"Sorry, it's Amy.  She's kind of... gone.  I think she got upset about you going off with this chick.  We need to find her before-"

"Fine.  Fuck," Kane interrupts.  "Just give me a second."

Amy?  The chick who's obviously in love with him?

I hear him rushing back through, and suddenly I feel incredibly stupid for having allowed myself to be with him.  I should have known he had a damn girlfriend.

"Hey," he murmurs as he walks back into the room.  "Something came up, and I have to go.  I'm really, really sorry, but can I see you tomorrow?"

He walks over to the bed and takes a seat on the edge as I cling to the covers.

"Um, I don't know.  Just call me, and I'll see what I've got going on."

He looks at me sideways, as if he's trying to see through me.

"Alyssa, I swear this is the last thing I want to do right now, but I have to.  Will you please see me tomorrow... or later today rather?" he asks while looking at the absurd hour on the clock.

"I told you, call me.  I don't know what I'll have going on," I murmur, my chill extinguishing the roaring flames.

He sighs out while gripping his head as Deke yells, "Come on, Kane.  We've got to get going before she does something stupid."

Kane cringes, apparently not wanting me to hear that, and I look away, not letting on I've already heard more.

"Alyssa, I'll call you after while.  I'm sorry," he murmurs while leaning over to kiss me.

I offer him my weakest, coldest kiss, and he pulls back looking torn about what to do.  It's just sex he's passing up.  He's doing me a huge favor by bailing out before I offer my first time to a creep.

He groans as he finally gets up, and then he walks out to leave me in my shameful bed that is laughing at me for my nearly foolish decision.

I hear the door shut, and then it wiggles as he checks to make sure it's locked.  I feel sick at my stomach, and I rise up to rush to the bathroom and expel the proof of my shame.

"So stupid," I mumble while leaning over the toilet.

Wiping my mouth, I stand up and head back into my room to pull on a pajama shirt and a pair of pants that match.  A huff falls free when I see his boxers he failed to put on his haste.  I pick them up and carry them to the wash, along with my uniform and clothes that all smell like him.

Tossing them all in at once, I flip on the wash and head back to my living room to finish watching the zombie movie still that is paused.

"Bring on the blood, guts, and death."

––––––––
Chapter Four

My phone buzzes for the fifth time during my shift, and I silence it when I see Kane's number.  I groan inwardly and lean over the counter, burying my head in my hands while yawning.

Butterflies and nerves rattle around aimlessly when I look up to see him and two of his guy roommates heading toward the diner.

Squealing lightly, I rush to the back to hide from the mistake I desperately wanted to make.  Cindy, another waitress, gasps while putting out her cigarette she's not supposed to be smoking inside.

"Please don't tell," she squeaks.

"I won't if you'll make Kane and the others believe I'm not at work."

She tilts her head.  "Kane Ice?  He's here to see you and you don't want to see him?" she gushes in disbelief.

"Please," I urge.

She nods hesitantly and then heads around to do my dirty work for me.  I listen in to Kane's smooth voice talking to someone else.

"Can I speak to Alyssa Coldwell, please?"

"She's-"

"Actually," Cindy interrupts, "Alyssa left earlier today.  We felt sort of bad for making her work over so much two nights in a row, so I told her I'd cover for her tonight."

"Oh.  Did she say where she'd be going?" he asks disappointedly.

"I think she was going to meet one of her friends."

Damn it, Cindy.  I'm new to town.  I don't have any friends yet.

"Sounds like you fucked up," one of his friends chuckles.

Kane lets out a trapped breath of air before responding.  "If you see Alyssa, will you tell her I stopped by?"

"Sure," Cindy chirps.

He sighs reluctantly, and I peek around the corner as he and his friends disappear out the door.  Cindy squeals in excitement as she rejoins me, and then she throws her hands up like what-the-hell.

"Seriously?" she releases in a girly octave.  "Kane Ice is into you and you're hiding from him?  What is wrong with you?"

I'm a witch on the verge of turning immortal and I want to fuck his brains out.  Probably shouldn't say that.

"He's... too... complicated," I murmur in a huff while returning to the floor to start refilling drinks.

"You've lost your mind.  If Kane Ice is looking to talk to you, you run toward him, not away."

She continues following me around like a new puppy as I smile and refill drinks, and then I turn to see her with her hands on her hips.

"I knew blonds have all the fun," she gripes, and I glance in the mirror to see my hair has gotten lighter and lighter.  In less than a month, I've gone from having a light brown color to a nearly solid, golden blond.

Crap.  Soon I'll match my mother too damn much.

"Well, it's not as much fun as it looks.  Listen, just drop it, please.  I'm not trying to get involved with anyone right now."

Her shoulders drop as she silently pouts.  "Fine," she grumbles.  "So, tonight, will you-"

"No.  I can't work over tonight.  My shift ends in an hour, and I'm going to get off my feet for one night," I crankily murmur as I glance to see it's nearly six.

She chuckles a little and shakes her head.  "I wasn't going to ask you to stay over.  Some friends of mine are having a little party up the road, and I was wondering if you'd come.  Apparently you draw in the right attention."

The praise in her eyes doesn't go unnoticed.  She really thinks I've got something special.  She'd feel stupid for thinking such a thing if she knew he ran off to be with Amy - while I was naked!

I offer a tight smile, and then I glance around the diner to see if I'm finished for now.

"Sure.  I've got nothing better to do."

"Great," she squeals, clapping her hands once after jumping up.

"Kane won't be there, will he?" I worry.

"He's never come to one of their parties before.  It's usually just a small gathering of the same old people, but tonight they've got some of the vacationers coming.  There're supposed to be some serious hotties."

I smile and then head back behind the counter just as my phone buzzes again.

Kane.

Eventually he'll take a hint.  For now, I've just got to dodge and ignore him.

Cindy's arm loops through mine as we head into the house too close to where Kane lives.  I hadn't realized how very close we'd be, or I would have said no.

"You're sure he won't be here?" I rattle out nervously.

"Like I said, he's never come before.  One of his roommates doesn't get along with Heath, my friend's husband."

"Okay," I murmur with some relief.

"So, what's the deal?" she muses.  "With Kane I mean."

He's the bad boy I almost threw my virginity at, only to have him run out in the middle of the night to go be with another girl after she got upset.

"Long, weird, terrible story.  Where's the booze?"

She laughs and then grabs me a cup full of a liquid stout enough to raise the dead.

"Whoa," I cough out.

She laughs and then clanks her plastic cup against mine before sucking it back.  I cringe as the tart, bitter taste lingers in my mouth after I've forced it down, but at least I should be able to get drunk.

"Hey," a tall, blond, smoking hot guy murmurs far too close to me.

"Hey yourself," I lightly flirt while turning my cup up again.

"Hey," Cindy squeaks, her red curls bouncing with excitement.

He smiles at her briefly, and then he turns his attention back to me.

"I'm Thad.  And you?" he asks curiously.

"Alyssa.  Are you a vacationer?"

"No, I just moved in a little across the way, close to Midbrook and Holtz."

"Awesome, Alyssa lives around there," Cindy interjects.

He tilts his head to the side, and then he leans up beside me while clanking the side of his cup to mine.

"Here's to new neighbors then," he says with a sexy grin, making me flush a little.  Another bad boy.  Just my luck.

"I suppose so."

Cindy frowns, possibly feeling ignored, and she wanders off to leave me alone with Mr. Blond Heaven.

"So, how long have you lived here?" he asks while getting a little closer.

"Less than a week," I chuckle out, and he lets a laugh free as well.

"Well then, I guess we're both the new kids on the block."

"I guess we are," I murmur while turning up the glass.  "So how do you know the people that live here?"

"I don't," he laughs.  "I'm a total party crasher.  I guess I'm busted, but I thought it'd be a good way to meet some of the locals."

"Well, instead you met me.  Another newbie."

He smirks, but doesn't laugh like I do.  "I'd say this was a party worth crashing."

I blush lightly, and then Cindy walks back in.

"Hey, Alyssa, come here.  I want to introduce you to Misty and Heath."

I turn to face the platinum blond vision, and then I hold my hand out to shake his.

"I guess I should go mingle.  It was nice meeting you, Thad."

He smiles, pulling my hand to his lips instead of shaking it, and then he plants a soft, sweet kiss on the back.  "It was very nice to meet you, Alyssa."

The way he looks at me makes me blush again, and I turn away, happy that someone else is interested in me besides Kane - the asshole who left me naked in bed while he went to find his missing girlfriend.

Time to drink until I can quit thinking about him.

The howls of the drunk exude the howls of the wild as I giggle over every stupid joke told.  Staggering, I make my way outside where Heath is standing.

"This is a great party," I slur.

He laughs, though nothing is funny, and I laugh too while hanging off the back deck overlooking the lake.

"I'm glad you came."

"Me too," I chirp while chugging another guzzle.

He smiles as he leans toward me, and a sick feeling strikes my gut right before he jerks me forward into a kiss.  I push him back with all my strength to shove him off while wiping his slobber from my face.

"What the hell?" I scold.  "You're married."

He laughs and shakes his head.  "Lighten up.  It's a party."

He starts toward me again, and I dart underneath his drunken grasp and rush down the stairs to escape him, happy to reach the yard.

"Alyssa, I can play this game," he chuckles out, and I start scouring the party in search of Thad, praying he's still here.

I'm not surprised when I don't find him - since I haven't seen him in hours - and I start running to escape the drunken fool following too close behind.

My phone buzzes, and I juggle it up to my ear, hoping it's Frankie getting ready to scoop in and save me.

"Are you seeing this?" I  ask, though my drunken stupor has made my words sound unintelligible and malformed.  "Where the hell are you already, Frankie?  I need your help."

"Alyssa?  Are you drunk?" Kane's voice sounds out, and I get all the sicker as silence steals my breath, his voice concreting my feet to the ground.  "Alyssa, where are you?"

The music blares louder as several drunken people stagger out of the house, and then I feel arms wrapping around me far too tightly.

"Let me go!" I yell while struggling under Heath's grasp.

"I've got you now," he chuckles out.

"Alyssa, damn it!  Where are you?!" Kane demands.

"I swear I'll break you like a damn twig if you don't let me go right now!" I screech.

My phone drops to the ground as I start trying to free myself from this asshole's grip.  If I use my power on him, I'm breaking the law of the light.  If I don't use it, I'll probably end up dealing a consequence that I'm not willing to face.

I finally get enough leverage to stomp his foot, making him yelp and loosen his grip, and giving me the chance to start running again.  I cry out as I stumble and crash to the ground, but knowing that scum is right behind me, I pull myself up and start running again.

I look over my shoulder to see Heath gaining on me, and suddenly I'm brought to an abrupt halt as I slam into a hard body.  New arms wrap around me to keep me from collapsing to the ground.

"Alyssa," Heath chuckles out from not far behind, but when I look up, I see the fury burning in Kane's eyes as his grip on me tightens.

Shit!  How'd he find me?

"Kane," Heath murmurs in surprise as his groggy eyes zoom in.

"Heath," Kane strains out through gritted teeth.  "I think you should get back to your wife, don't you?"

His grip tightens on me more when my legs try to give out, and Heath's eyes glaze over with fear as Kane stares him down.

"Um, yeah," the stupid ass murmurs, and then he turns to walk away, leaving me alone with the guy I damn near gave something I couldn't get back.

He breathes out heavily, watching Heath until he staggers off into the shadows, and then he looks down to me.

"You okay?" he says too sincerely.

"Peachy," I mumble while trying to wobble free from his grip.

"Damn, you're so drunk right now," he sighs while catching me before I lose my footing again.

"So what?"

He doesn't have time to answer before the heel on my shoe breaks and I go falling forward.  I tense up, but I'm suddenly going up before I hit the ground.  Kane pulls me into his arms in a bridal-style carry.

"Kane, please put me down.  I want to go home," I gripe while struggling.

"I'm sure you do, but you're too drunk to walk, and quite frankly, I'm not taking you home until I know you're not going to have alcohol poisoning."

"That's a little melodramatic," I scoff.

"No, ignoring me all day, staying away from your house, and then getting drunk at some random party where you don't have any friends there to have your back is melodramatic."

His tone is almost scolding, and I start to laugh at how absurd he sounds.

"Stalk me much?"

His jaw tenses, proving he's a little madder than I realized.

"Alyssa, you're obviously pissed, and all I want is a chance to explain about last night."

"It's fine.  I'm sure Amy was thrilled to have you come after her, especially when she found out you left me naked in the bed to run out."

He huffs loudly, cursing under his breath, and then he murmurs, "You heard that?  Why didn't you just say something?"

I squirm uselessly in his powerful grip.  I'm too drunk to be very strong right now.  Fuck it.

"Sounded like a personal problem, and it was obvious I was the other woman."

He groans, frustration rolling over him as he readies himself for the big explanation.

"Not even close to being the case.  Yes, Amy is a little obsessed with me, but I've never been with her.  She's just my damn roommate," he grumbles, as if he's exasperated.  "She gets a little crazy, but we usually just calm her down."

"How?  Do you put her back in her cage?" I mumble sardonically, not really meaning for him to hear, but he lets a laugh out.

"Something like that," he snickers.

Obviously I didn't say that as quietly as I meant to.

"How did you find me?"

He motions behind him with his head, though I have no idea what he's motioning to.

"The music.  It's not like we haven't heard it thudding every time we go outside.  We don't go to Heath's parties, but I would have shown up sooner, had I known you were there."

"Why?  So you could tell me all about leaving me naked in the bed to go chase after another girl?"

His head drops back as he lets out another exasperated groan.

"You're really blowing this out of proportion.  The last thing I wanted to do was leave you.  Believe me, it was painful to do.  But that's not why I would have shown up.  Heath has a reputation for doing girls the way he tried to do you tonight."

"Oh," I mumble, looking away as a sick pang strikes.

That was way too damn close.

"So I suppose your mother's friend - Frankie - was supposed to be watching out for you?"

I thought so.

"I just assumed he was.  I guess he would have been if I told him I was going out."

"I would have been if you had just talked to me."

I sigh, not really sure if I want to be talking to him right now.  He definitely didn't do much for my confidence.

"Sorry, but I still don't feel right about all this.  I shouldn't have even let you in my bed, and now you're whisking me away to who knows where."

"My house," he says as we start up the steps, making me look around.

My jaw drops when I see the three story cabin stretching wide.  There's no way they can afford this beast.  And he thought my place was impressive?

"Okay, this definitely doesn't feel right.  I really don't want to be around Amy right now."

He frowns, and then he shakes his head.

"Don't worry about her.  She knows not to mess with you, and she'll eventually get the hell over me.”

Doubtful. 

I sure as hell can't seem to stop thinking about him, and I just met him.

"Just take me home, please."

"If I take you home, I'm staying with you.  I'm not leaving you alone tonight, not with the heavy amount of alcohol you've apparently taken in."

I can't let him stay with me because then I wouldn't be able to sneak out to get away.

"Fine," I huff.  "I'll stay until I'm sober enough to leave."

He smirks, and then his delicious lips stroke my forehead as a guy opens the door to the cabin for us.

"Did you kick his ass?" he asks.

"No, but it was hard not to.  Do me a favor, Zee, will you go grab Alyssa's phone?  I think she dropped it around the midway point."

"Yeah, sure.  Maybe I'll get the chance to run into Heath."

The menace in his eyes is unmistakable.  They really hate Heath.

"Play nice.  Don't cause a scene," Kane warns before walking through the enormous living area filled with gallant, large widows.

The others are stretched out on couches and chairs, some of them coupled up, and the others seeming causally engaged in whatever movie they're watching.  Then I get sick when I see Amy staring at me with the scorned woman's fury.

"Should have kept her in that cage," I almost whisper, and Kane lets out a laugh again.

"You're probably right," he murmurs while kissing my forehead again.

"You alright?" one of the girls asks, seeming sincere in her concern.

"Fine, just drunk," I mumble.

She smirks and then she stands to walk to a door and opens it for us.  Her soft auburn hair falls to her shoulders.  Her eyes are dark, smoky blue, and they have a depth that shows experience beyond her years, giving her a delicate but mysterious edge.

"Heath is a total creep, and he knows it," she almost growls.  "He's one person I'd like to break my no-violence rule for."

"I think that goes for all of us," Kane murmurs while carrying me through the doorway, and then I feel a plush bed beneath me as he puts me down.

"Let me know if you need anything," she says while shutting the door behind her.

"At least she's not psycho for you." I sigh while turning over on my side, avoiding looking at him.

"Definitely not.  Sierra is Deke's girl, and she's pretty cool... like a sister to me."  He walks over to a dresser and pulls out a tee-shirt, and then tosses it to me.  "You can sleep in that, or I can see if Sierra has something you can borrow."

"I’ll stay in my clothes because I'm leaving the second I'm sober."

His sweet face is taken over with agitation.

"Alyssa, you're not getting sober until you get some sleep.  Change or I'll change you."

That shouldn't turn me on, so why does it?

"Fine.  I'll change," I mumble while sitting up and pulling my shirt over my head.

He coughs and turns his back, and I let a laugh free.

"Like you didn't see more last night.  Afraid you'll feel the urge to run off again?" I taunt.

He turns back around as I slip on his shirt, and then he walks over to me to pull my lips to his, devouring me by surprise.  He jerks my hips to his and rips my pants free from my body.

Heat floods through my veins, burning me alive from the inside in the most divine way.  Damn he tastes so good.

"Shit," he murmurs while backing away.  "I didn't want to look because I knew it'd be hard as hell to stop myself, but I'm not some asshole like Heath who's ready to pounce on a girl while she's drunk."

"You didn't have a problem stopping yourself when I was completely sober."

My snarky comment forces a wince from him.  He runs his hands through his hair, demonstrating how terribly frustrated he is.

"Please don't keep punishing me for that," he groans.  "I've already explained it and told you I was sorry several times."

Sorry doesn't piece back together my dignity or my confidence.  How's a girl supposed to feel?

"I'm not punishing you, I'm just stating the obvious."

I try to ignore the throbbing desire to straddle him right now, but it’s almost overwhelming.  One thing that helps me is the fact I really don't feel like being turned down a second time.

He sighs as he climbs into bed beside me, and then his arm drapes around my waist as he pulls me to him.

Now that he's touching me, it makes it all the harder to deny the throbbing ache inside me, pulsating at the spot no one has ever gone.  When his arousal brushes against my back, I shiver.

"Kane, you're not exactly making this easy on me," I mumble, and his sharp intake of breath follows my words.

"Sorry.  This isn't easy for me either."

He uncoils from my body, and then he rolls over to the other side of the bed to leave me all the more distraught and yearning for his touch.

I close my eyes tightly, praying for sobriety and sleep both.  Maybe I can make it through the night without dreaming about him.

Chapter Five

The sun blinds me as it peers through the enormous window in front of my face.  Shielding my eyes, I climb free from the bed to hear laughter and animated conversation on the other side of the door.

"Hey, I found the best new video," one of the guys laughs out.  "You have to see it."

"Not right now.  I'm trying to get Alyssa some breakfast ready before I take her home," Kane murmurs in objection, and I tense up.

I definitely don't want to see him right now... not after the idiot I looked like last night.

I start picking up my clothes and stepping into them as quickly as I can.  My bra is nowhere to be found.  Apparently I shed it during the night while I was sleeping, and right now I don't have time to find it.

I open the window to the balcony, and I grimace when I see how far down it is.

I hate using magic.

I force the ladder on the ground to rise to the window, and I tuck my high-heels under my arm as I climb down quickly.  With a flick of my wrist, the ladder slides down and back into its place before I run like hell through the woods Kane forbid me to travel without him.

After the first briar tears at my foot, I pull on my heels, deciding to brave the woods in shoes never meant for hiking or running.  I forgot I broke one of the heels off, so now I have to run like a gimp idiot through the patch of forest.  This walk of shame is by far the worst one ever experienced, and I'm still a damn virgin.

I stumble onto the sidewalk, and then I remove my heels again as all the judgmental eyes of the quiet street fall on me.

Small town slut.  

It'd be great if I actually got to have sex while being a slut.

I look over my shoulder, worried someone I actually know is going to see me, and then I feel myself colliding and arms wrapping around me to steady me as mail drops to the ground.

"Hey, whoa," a familiar voice chuckles out.

I turn to see Thad - fresh, clean, and looking just as sexy in the sun as he did under the moonlight.

"Hey," I bumble out.

"I guess you had a rough night," he says, amused, while staring at my bare, bleeding feet, my heels in my hand, and my previous night's clothing.  Not to mention, I'm sure my hair is a hot mess.

"Um, yeah, you could say that.  I ended up crashing with someone I know after getting a little too drunk to make it home."

My embarrassment has to be radiating from me with a blinding glare.

"I see," he says with his adorable grin, while his soft, blond hair strums through the fingers of the gentle breeze.

He kneels down and examines my bleeding feet, making me self conscious because I feel so icky right now.  I'm glad humans can't read auras.  I'd be mortified if he was an aura reader.

"Have you got anything to clean that up with?" he asks while standing back up.

"Um, I'm sure I do.  Don't worry about it."

"Let me come help you.  You definitely don't want an infection since you said you have to stand on your feet at work."

Sighing, I nod.  I really don't know the first thing about cleaning up a wound.  I've always had an overprotective mother to do that for me.

"You sure you don't mind?" I ask while walking by him, noticing his house is directly beside mine.

Great.  As if I need another guy clogging up my head.

"Positive, where do you live?"

I let out a laugh as he picks his mail back up.

"Right beside you."

He smirks, a menacing twinkle flashes in his eye, and then he stands to his feet to follow me.

"I guess I should bring you a cup of sugar or something sometime."

I chuckle lightly at his corny joke.

He's so tall, like Kane, but he's tanner, and his shoulder are a little broader.  His hips are still seductively narrow, like the dark-haired man who I've now slept with but still haven't slept with.

This town shouldn't be allowed to have so much sex appeal.  It's too small.  If the humans are this hot, I dread seeing the immortals.

"Wow, this is really nice," he murmurs as he follows me in.

"Thanks," I murmur softly as we head inside, then I feel a little sad as I think back to Kane walking in here just a couple of nights ago.

"So, let's see your foot," he ushers while motioning for me to sit down.

"It's both of them," I mumble while gripping my head in embarrassment.

"Should I ask why you felt it necessary to run home in broken shoes through the woods?"

I laugh bitterly while dropping my head back on the couch, and he gets up.

"Long story short, I didn't mean to spend the night with this person I know, so I snuck out while I could."

A knowing grin falls over his lips, and he bobs his head in a nod.

"Ah, one of those friends.  Been there.  So where's the alcohol, Band-Aids, and stuff like that?"

Not really one of those friends.

"Under the sink in the kitchen.  Thank you for doing this, by the way," I murmur as he heads into the kitchen.

"What are neighbors for?  The way I see it, small town people tend to band together and shut out outsiders.  We'll have to start our own little gang."

I laugh lightly, amused by his positive outlook, and he smiles warmly as he walks back in while carrying an armload of supplies.

"Well, I owe you for this.  My feet are not exactly very pretty right now."

He places a small bowl of water at my feet, and then he walks out again.

"I'll take care of it."

Suddenly my door swings open, and my head whips around to see Kane towering over me.

"Shit, Alyssa.  You scared the hell out of me.  How did you leave this morning?"  He takes a steadying breath as he tries to calm down, surprising me with his worry.

I hadn't thought about my disappearance scaring him.

"You guys must have been in the kitchen or something," I lie.

"Why the hell did you just leave?  And what's wrong with your feet?"

He slides around to be in front of me as he inspects my disgusting feet covered in dirt and matted blood.  I didn't like Thad seeing them, but I sure as hell don't want Kane to see them.

I start curling them away from his view just as Thad walks back in with an awkward smile.

"I'm about to clean them up," he says, making Kane's head whip around, his eyes narrowing.

"And you are?" he prompts.

"I'm her neighbor.  She sort of ran into me this morning - very literally - on her way in."

Kane relaxes slightly, returning his gaze to my dreadfully embarrassing feet.

"Ah, well, I'm here now.  I'll take care of it," Kane says dismissively, picking up my foot.

"Stop, please.  This is so embarrassing," I grumble while trying to pull my foot back.

"Did this happen last night or this morning?" he sighs.

I try cling to what shred of dignity I have left by refusing him an answer, but he stares at me expectantly, his eyes telling me he's more stubborn than I am. 

"This morning," I mumble reluctantly.

Kane swears under his breath, scolding me with his eyes just before he resumes his examination.

"Alyssa?  You okay with that?" Thad asks, putting me in an even more awkward position as he stares down Kane.

Kane snorts derisively, and I shrug while tightening my lips.

"Yeah, I guess so.  I'll see you later, Thad.  Thank you."

He doesn't seem too happy, but he puts the stuff on the floor beside Kane and walks around behind me.

"If you need me, you know I'm not far away.  I'll see you after while."

Kane makes sure to shoot him a threatening glare, which confuses me, and Thad glowers back before walking out very reluctantly.

"I leave you alone for five seconds and the wolves are at the door," Kane grumbles as soon as the door shuts.

"He was just trying to help.  I met him last night at the party before Heath went crazy."

His jaw tenses as he brings the bowl of water closer to him and starts the process of cleaning me up.

"Where was Thad when you were being chased around by a pervert?" he scoffs, his jealously a little bit bemusing but somewhat exciting.

I bite back a smile as he washes away the dirt from my feet.

"I don't know.  I think he had already left.  I was there a while.  Are you jealous?" I poke, and he stifles an embarrassed grin.

"I'm not crazy about you spending the night in my bed and then finding another guy in your house less than an hour later."

I laugh lightly as he starts towel-drying my feet.

"He was getting his mail when I came barreling down the sidewalk and slammed into him.  He offered to help, and considering I have to go to work in a few hours, I decided I should let someone who knew what they were doing help out."

He looks up, his hands burning against the back of my leg as he stares into my eyes.

"Well, you’re in luck.  I happen to know a great deal about doctoring up scratches.  You shouldn't let strangers into your house."

He looks back down, and I laugh again.

"Um, you realize you're still a stranger?" I muse.

He snickers lightly, and then he shakes his head.

"Yes, but I'm a stranger you can trust.  You either don't realize how incredibly gorgeous you are, or you're far too trusting.  Twice I've found you in a bad situation with a drunken ass at a party, and then I find some random guy in your house.  A girl who looks like you shouldn't be so quick to trust."

I blush fiercely.  Hearing his praises makes me start feeling hot in all the wrong places as his touch ignites that stupid, tempting fire I wish would stop blazing.

"I'm a little tougher than you might think."

He presses the alcohol swab against my cut, and I wince while reflexively jerking free from his grip when it burns.

"Yeah, you're superman alright," he sardonically releases after my whimpering reaction to the burning liquid.

"That's different," I huff, my lower lip pouting playfully.

His eyes suddenly shift from scolding concern to lusting desire, making me worry the windows in the house are all going to fog over.

"Please put that weapon away," he says with a wry grin.

"Weapon?" I murmur with a touch of breathlessness while falling prey to his gaze.

He abandons my foot, and jerks me to his body as he kneels between my legs.  His lips attack mine as his tongue forces itself into my mouth, demanding my arousal.

He pulls back, his thumb strolling over my lower lip, and then he smirks.

"Yes, that weapon."

Swallowing hard, I pull him by the back of the neck back to my lips.  His hand slides up my shirt, finding my breast and forcing a moan from my throat before his forceful touch starts becoming more urgent.

His passion and desire pours into my mouth.  My hand slides down to feel his erection through his jeans, making me all the hotter as the firm piece of perfection tries to break free from the fabric.

"Alyssa, you're killing me," he groans against my lips while ripping me up from the couch.  "I want you so damn bad."

"Then take me," I breathe, moaning louder when his lips reclaim mine.

My legs wrap around his waist as he starts carrying toward the bedroom.  Then suddenly his phone starts buzzing.

No!

"Fuck," he grumbles while pulling back and lowering me to where my feet touch the ground.

I shift uncomfortably, confused by why I can't seem to say no to him.  It's as though I lose all control and desire rules my body.

"What?" he snaps into the phone, and without thinking, my hand slides down the front of his pants to feel his delicious erection - hard, perfect, and ready to be inside me.

His breath hitches, and then he has to clear his throat.  The phone is so quiet that I can't hear the person on the other side, which is unusual, given my exceptional inhuman hearing.

"You're going to have to take care of it without me...  No, I'm not leaving...  I don't care."

He grips his head as my hand slides out of his pants, and then he looks at me as if he's tortured.  I know that means he's about to have to leave, and I suddenly feel very dirty again.

"Fine.  Fuck... Just meet me at the gallery in ten minutes."

He hangs up, and then he jerks me to his body before his lips crush mine, making me shiver before I push him away.

"Amy needs you again?" I mumble under my breath while turning away.

"Alyssa, it's not like that.  Deke needs my help with something, but I swear I'll be back in no time.  Please, please don't be mad at me."

My body officially hates him.  This is twice I've been on the edge of finally getting rid of my damn innocence, and twice I've been blown off.

"I'm not mad.  Go do what you have to.  I need to... Hey, do you have my phone?" I murmur, ready to start picking up the pieces of my confidence that are still scattered around the floor of my room.

"Yeah."  He sighs while pulling it out of his back pocket and hands it to me.  "I meant to tell you it was ringing earlier."

"I have some calls to make."  I groan inwardly when I see Frankie's number showing up at least ten times.

"Alyssa, please say I can see you in a little while."

I shrug, not really trusting myself not to fuck him if he returns.  I should have more self respect than this.

"I don't know.  I've got work, you've got... stuff to deal with.  I guess we'll see," I murmur dismissively.

He huffs loudly, cursing to himself while gripping his head again.

"I swear I'll take you somewhere no one can find us," he almost pleads, and I let a laugh escape.

"It's probably for the best.  This is all moving too fast anyhow.  Just go help Deke.  I've got to get a shower and put some stuff on my feet."

I start walking away, but he grabs my hand and whirls me around.  Without giving me a second to protest, his lips find mine, his tongue invades, and his strong hands hold me to him, forcing my already throbbing center to start aching painfully.

"Say you'll see me later," he softly demands.

"I'll see you later," I murmur involuntarily - a little breathless - as my eyes burn into his.

I'm praying the mood stone craziness isn't going on right now, but I look away to be safe.

"I'll call you, and then I'll come pick you up before work.  We'll go eat or something."

Or I'll go in to work early to avoid this.

"Sure."

He tightens his lips, and with exasperated reluctance, he releases me to rush through my door.  Once I hear the click of the front door closing behind him, I let out my own huff.

I've never known of any girl having such a hard time losing her damn virginity.

I flip on the television to see something that makes me sick.  Quickly turning up the volume, I lower myself to the couch when my legs try to fold.

"Samantha Taylor has been reported missing since late last night.  She was supposed to close up at work, but her mother says she never came home.  Police have found proof of a scuffle inside the diner where Samantha works, and they're currently running down every lead.  If you have any information-"

I shut off the TV.  I'm so sick and dizzy after hearing that.  I just saw Samantha last night.  I'm usually the one closing up.  What if the night stalker who was after me decided to feast on Samantha in my absence?

Picking up my phone to dial Frankie, I head back into the living area, the weight of my guilt striking my heart.  I saved one girl, but then I got another killed.

"It's about damn time you called me back," he gripes angrily, a little worked up.

"Sorry.  Long story short, I lost my phone for a while.  Where were you last night?"

"Why?  Did something happen?  Were you attacked?" The panic in his voice tells me I should downplay the occurrences from last night.

"Just some human issues.  Nothing that couldn't be handled by a regular person."

Though Kane is far from regular.

Frankie sighs out his relief, and then suddenly he's walking through my front door as a shadow puff of smoke follows behind him, proving he just manipulated the air around him.

"Well," he says while putting down the phone, "I followed the night stalker you had a run-in with.  I was worried he'd come after you, so I wanted to keep my eyes on him.  I followed him three towns over, keeping my distance of course, and then I watched him get ripped apart."

My hand covers my gaping mouth as I gasp in disbelief.

"By who?"

"A group of them.  I could tell by the way some of them were moving they were his own kind.  There were lycans in the mix too - fully changed and snarling like vicious pets.  Two lycans and three night stalkers working together.  It's unusual for them to team up and kill one of their own."

"Did the night stalker I pissed off kill Samantha?" I whimper.

"Who?" he muses just as my phone rings.

I pick it up, recognizing the number from the diner, and hold up a finger to Frankie while answering.

"Hello?"

"Alyssa, this is Wade.  I suppose you've seen the news," he murmurs with a heavy tension in his tone.

"Yeah, I just saw it.  Are you okay?" I ask sincerely.

"Right now I'm just worried about Samantha.  I pray she's okay.  The reason I'm calling is because I'm closing the diner for the next few days while the police investigate.  Whoever did this could come back.  Whenever I reopen it, no one is to close alone."

"I understand," I murmur while glancing up at Frankie who has most likely overheard both sides of the conversation, given his look of dread.

I hang up, and Frankie grips his head.

"How is it you chose this town - one where night stalkers hang out with lycans, night stalkers kill openly, girls keep popping up missing almost daily... I mean, what's wrong with Miami or Palm Springs?"

I release an exasperated, dramatic laugh while dropping to the couch.

"Just my luck, I guess.  Did you call Mom?" I sigh out.

"I tried, but she's apparently enthralled with the ceremonies.  I'm sure she'll call me back when she's free."

"Great.  I'm sure she'll yank me out of here the second she finds out a turf war is at play."

"This is bigger than a turf war.  Last night, the other night stalkers stood by and watched the two lycan females drain the vampire's body of life and blood."

"Did you see them in human form?" I ask curiously.

"No.  I couldn't ever get a look at the night stalkers either.  It was too dark, and obviously, I kept my distance.  I didn't want to be next on the menu."

Swallowing hard, I stand up and head for the wine.  Despite the fact I got entirely too drunk last night, I really need a drink right now.

"I need a drink and a shower.  You sticking around?" I ask curiously while heading to the kitchen.

"Yeah.  I need to make some calls, find out how long your mother is going to be indisposed."

I nod, the feeling of dread cloaking me as I think of how royally pissed my mother is going to be, and then I pour my drink and carry the bottle of wine with me to the bathroom.  One glass isn't going to cut it.

––––––––
Chapter Six

"Any word from Mom yet?" I ask as I walk out fully dressed and towel-drying my hair.

"No," he sighs.  "I can't get a hold of any of her guards either.  They must be deep under."

I check to make sure my makeup isn't running, and then I head back into the kitchen in search of something to eat.  A knock at the door interrupts my search, and Frankie stands up, ready to pounce.

“Chill, Frankie.  It's probably my neighbor checking up on me."

He doesn't relax though, and as soon as I open the door, I tense up more than him.

"Kane," I murmur before sucking in a sharp breath, and he gives me a devilish smirk while stepping in.

"I decided to skip the phone calls.  I wasn't going to risk you ignoring me again," he murmurs, his breath finding my neck as he pulls me to his body.  "Damn you smell good."

His hands run through my wet hair as he crushes his lips to mine, and then my lips part to invite in his expert tongue.

"Ah hmm," Frankie says with a throat clearing chuckle.

Kane quickly cuts his gaze toward the warlock, and I let an embarrassed grin free.

"Another wolf?" He sighs, and I laugh a little when I see the sheer jealously blossoming in his perfectly green eyes.

"Sorry.  Frankie, Kane.  Kane, Frankie," I quickly introduce.

"Your mother's friend?" Kane muses.  His body relaxes but his eyes continue to study Frankie curiously.

To the untrained eye, Frankie looks young - thirty at the most- but in all reality, Frankie has seen the realm of Author, the rise of the Roman Empire, the Trojan war... He's old as shit to put it bluntly.

"Well, I'd like to consider myself Alyssa's friend too," Frankie snickers.

Kane's grip on me doesn't loosen, but his hand does trail down my back to pull me into him.

"Um, Frankie, will you let me know something when she calls back?" I ask, hinting for him to get the hell out of the house.

"Yeah.  I'm sure she'll want to talk to you soon."

I'm sure she will.

I'm definitely not leaving until I've at least had a chance to be with Kane.  I know it's not possible to stay with a human, but I also want to be with him as long as I can.  It's so ridiculous to have such feelings so early on, but I want him.

Frankie waves as he walks out, and Kane's arms return to pull me to him.

"So what was it this time?" I ask, trying not to sound bitter, but failing slightly.

"Deke needed some help with a... problem, so to speak.  Zee and I went with him."

I back away, heading toward the kitchen once again, and he follows me.

"Is that all I get?" I sigh out, not sure if I even have the right to be prying.

"It's sort of a personal thing that you'd probably never understand.  So, you hungry?" he asks as I pull out a prepackaged salad.

"Very, you?" I ask, checking my fridge for more.

"In more ways than one, but if you've got another salad, that will do," he says far too seductively.  "Or we can go back to my place and I can make you something before you go to work."

I lean back while shaking my head, feeling my damp hair starting to seep through my shirt.  Crap.  I really wish I wasn't standing here with wet hair right now.

"Actually, they canceled work.  A girl I work with was snatched from the diner last night just before she closed up.  Wade is pretty upset, and he's not opening the place back up for a few days."

His eyes widen.  "I haven't even heard about that.  Shit.  You've been closing."

"I know.  It freaked me out a little, but I'm just worried about her right now."

"You're sure as hell not closing by yourself anymore.  I don't care if I have to sit in there for your entire shift."

I bite back a smile, wondering how he can care so much when he barely knows me.

Without over thinking it, I drop the salad and jerk his lips to mine, feeling his immediate response trying to burst free from his pants as he moans into my mouth.  Gripping my ass, he picks me up, forcing my legs to rise and straddle his waist as he starts carrying me to the bedroom once again.

I gasp as he drops me to the bed and then falls between my parted legs.  He turns his phone off and then tosses it to the ground while smiling.

"No interruptions this time," he says with a devious grin.

My lower lip slides between my teeth as my anticipation builds, and he slowly runs his finger under the waistband of my pants.

A loud, obnoxious banging rattles us out of our moment, and his head drops to his chest.

"Are you fucking kidding me?" he growls.

"Why did you tell your friends where I live?" I huff as he stands to go answer the intruder.

"Because I'm stupid like that," he grumbles on his way to the door.  "I swear I'm not leaving this time."

I flop down, waiting to hear why they have to have him right away, when suddenly Frankie's ashen face is in my room.

"What the hell?" I panic, and Kane quickly follows in behind him.

"Alyssa, come on.  We've got to go.  Your mom is missing."

My heart slaps my chest, my head spins, and I get dizzy and nauseated at once.

"I'll come with you," Kane quickly interjects while scooping up his shoes.

"Sorry, but you can't.  This is family only right now," Frankie vaguely counters.

More like magic only.  Shit.  Mom, where are you?

"Yeah, let me grab my stuff.  I'll meet you outside."

Kane looks so torn about what to do as I rush around to grab some stuff and throw it in a bag.

"Alyssa, please let me come help you out.  I can be there for you when you have to talk to the cops.”

There won't be any cops, just an immortal council.

"I'll call you as soon as I can, but right now I should just go with Frankie.  I'm sorry," I murmur with tears teetering on my lids.

"Don't be sorry.  Let me know if I can do anything.  If you need me, I'll be there."

My heart melts, and if I wasn't in a complete panic over my mom, I'd probably say something really stupid right now.

"Thanks," I squeak out as the first tear finally falls.

He wipes it away, and then he kisses my forehead so sweetly before pulling me into a comforting embrace I don't want to leave.

"Alyssa!" Frankie prompts.

"I'm coming," I whimper out, and Kane follows me to the door as I rush to the car Frankie has apparently swindled from someone.

Kane props up against my porch railing as he watches me disappear into the car with Frankie.  We pull away, and I feel his eyes still on me, wishing he could help me.

"What do they know?" I prompt, trying not to fall apart.

"All they'll tell me is that she's missing.  When there's a blood relative alive, the council won't release the details to anyone else.  When we get there, keep your eyes low.  Some of these council members aren't far from dark users.  They'll consider eye contact an insult, and it won't faze them to strike.  I wouldn't even be letting you doing this if-"

"If you weren't secretly in love with my mother," I interrupt, making his breath catch.  "I wouldn't let you not let me do this.  She's my mother.  She'd already be there if it was me.  I wish you could vaporize me with you and get us there quicker."

"I could, but you'd die," he sighs.  "Just hang on.  This thing looks like a family car, but I've replaced the engine with something a little... faster."

The engine roars as he gasses it, snapping me back against the seat, and I close my eyes as we push forward.

"Thank you for coming out, Ms. Coldwell.  I'm sorry we're not meeting under better circumstances," the frigid lady sitting near the end murmurs very insincerely.

I swallow the rude, foul thing I want to yell at her, and summon up my best cordial face, remembering to keep my eyes low and my tone humble.

"Thank you for seeing me.  Could you please give me what information you have on my mother so that I may ask for permission to seek her?"

The arched table sits prestigiously in the place that resembles a gallant courtroom, with all of them being judge and jury.  The prominent, stuffy asses behind the elongated table show no emotion as a man answers, "Her last whereabouts were in Tibet for the ceremonies, however, we believe it was a dark user she left with.  We don't know if it was a nabbing or a simple disappearing act.  Calypso has run off for decades at a time before, so it wouldn't be the first time.  I suggest starting in Washington, near the Canadian border.  Their roots of power are there, and if you're to find anything out of sorts, that's where she'll be."

I get sick, but I try to keep a straight face.  My mom has been around for a long time.  The longer you live, the harder you are to kill.  They'd need the magic their dark roots have in order to do such a thing, but the council can't acknowledge that, not without telling me they know she was taken and they're not going to do anything about it.

"Calypso Coldwell is indeed very important to the light community.  Without her, the ceremonies will have to stop until we can find someone strong enough to proceed.  However, we cannot send you any means of help other than that of information for fear of sparking too much conflict.  Light users are forbidden to travel around that area, so tread carefully."

Meaning these sorry, stick-up-their-asses cowards aren't going to risk their own necks to save the woman who has saved everyone here at some point and time.

I bite the inside of my jaw so hard the tang of blood strikes me.

"Of course," I murmur through strain, trying my best not to snap.

I bow, showing them respect they don't deserve, and then I walk out quickly to meet up with Frankie who's waiting by the door.

"Have you called for plane tickets yet?" I mutter as we head down the hallway.

"We've got the next flight out."

"It looks like it's just the two of us.  I've basically been forbidden to recruit anyone else."

He scowls.  "I heard.  Don't worry though.  We'll get her out of there."

"We better, or else my estranged father will be getting a phone call."

His eyes grow wide, and then he turns to me.  "You can't be serious.  You know how dangerous he is, Alyssa.  You're mother would-"

"I'm very serious.  My mother would call him if it was me and she had to.  He's dangerous, he's crazy, but he's also very protective of her.  If he finds out, they'll all die, and I'll watch."

––––––––
Chapter Seven

"I'm glad you called.  I've been worried.  Any word about your mother?" Kane asks.

I pull on my boots while slipping into my jacket, preparing to trudge through the rain, and then I sigh.

"Well, we're in Washington right now.  I think she just got a little crazy and ran off with some friends.  It’s happened before," I lie, using the council's cop out.  "They have a cabin up here, and right now we're trying to see if we can find it in this ridiculous wooded area."

"What section of woods?" he asks curiously.

I consider lying to him, but there's really no point.  It's not like he can stop me from going in there, and I don't want to lie to him more than necessary.

"We're in Fenshaw, it's mostly all woods to be honest.  When I track her down, I'll kick her ass for scaring Frankie and me."

At least I do well to mask my true fear.

"Alyssa, those woods are too dangerous.  Hikers go missing all the time out there."

That's because they don't know what sadistic bastards lurk out here.

The worry in his tone is genuine, and if he knew the truth, he'd never feel the same about the world he lives in.

"Don't worry.  Frankie knows a thing or two about the wilderness.  I'll call you later.  I doubt I'm going to have service once we get in there."

"Alyssa, just wait on me.  I'll come out there and help you."

My heart sizzles in my chest.  Knowing he'd do that makes the butterflies in my stomach ruffle.

"Don't be crazy.  Washington is too far away for you to have to come.  I'll take care of it.  Thanks though."

He exhales loudly, and then he murmurs, "Well, if you need me, you know how to find me."

Something about the way he says it... He almost sounds angry that I won't let him help.

"Thanks.  Really.  I'll talk to you later, Kane."

"Yeah," he murmurs, and then the line goes quiet. 

"You ready?" Frankie asks as I pull the battery out of my phone.

"Yeah, you?"

He does the same - pulling the battery out of his own phone - and then he puts the pieces on the table separately.

"Dark users are too good with tech."

"And black magic," I scoff while zipping up my jacket and heading out into the rain.

"And these woods," he sighs.  "Stay close.  I really don't even want you in here.  Calypso will kill me for letting you come."

"She'll die if we don't find her."

He tightens his lips, and lets out a breath of defeat as we start heading into the creepy-as-hell forest.  It's daylight, but between the rain and the shadows cast by the thick, leafy limbs of the forest giants, it's dark as night.

The wind whistles through a hollow log beside us, and Frankie evaporates only to reappear several yards in front of me.

"Really?" I scold in a whisper.

He shrugs and starts walking again until howling erupts from the far north, making Frankie evaporate once more only to reappear in a tree.

"I'm supposed to be the one who's scared," I grumble under my breath.

"Sorry," he murmurs as he reappears at my side.

"No more evaporating just because the wind rustles too loudly."

"Fine," he huffs, his body tensing as we slowly make our way through.

"If you want to evaporate so badly, then do it and grab Mom."

"You know it doesn't work that way.  I can only travel short distances, and I have to see where I'm going and what I'm doing.  If I could just pop in where she's at, I would have already done it.  Not to mention, it'd make traveling a lot easier."

"I was being sarcastic," I mumble.

"Oh."

We continue walking in silence, making sure to investigate every shadowy form we see.  Suddenly, a large, white bird, resembling a hawk, shoots free from a tree and rushes by us, making Frankie squeal and evaporate simultaneously.

Unbelievable.

I walk up just as he reappears, panting for air with his hands on his knees.

"That's it.  Hand over your man-card.  I'm having it revoked."

He straightens up, adjusting his shirt, and then scowls at me.

"I've been around a lot longer than you, meaning I've heard more horror stories about these woods than you."

"Meaning you've lost your balls along the way," I add, mocking him further.

He glares at me, but he doesn't come back with anything else as we continue on, warily checking over our shoulders with each step.

"How far until we reach their holy ground?" I ask, swallowing when I feel a chill in the air.

"At this pace?  Three days."

I groan inwardly, and then I pull out a bottle of water from my pack.  The only way to get there is on foot, and since I can't evaporate around the woods, this is going to be one hell of a three day trip.

Hours pass, leaving me exhausted and Frankie so tense that he's stiff as a board.  I shiver as night really does descend, making me realize how much darker these woods can get.  Frankie collapses to the ground, showing his own exhaustion - proving immortals aren't immune to being out of shape.

"We'll set up here for the night.  I'll take first watch," Frankie says.  He turns his jacket into a pillow for his back and props it between himself and a tree.

Reluctantly, I plop down.  We can't see two steps in front of us right now, and we'll get lost if we keep trying to cipher our way through here.

"Wake me when you get tired."  I yawn while resting my backpack under my head, praying the night doesn't hold any surprises.

A chill slithers up my back, and I wake up to the pitch black to see Frankie’s eyes closed and his body limp as he snores.

Way to keep watch, Frankie.

I pull my jacket around me a little tighter as I stare at the streaks of moonlight escaping through the veil cast by the trees.  My heart beats too quickly when I see several shadows appearing and evaporating in the distance.

Dark users.

"Frankie," I whisper while tugging at his jacket, but he doesn't move.

I slowly stand to my feet to kick him in the stomach, but still he doesn't move.  It's then I realize his snoring is too deep.  They've put him to sleep because they want me alone.

Fuck!

"Alyssssaaa," a phantom voice hisses too close, and I whip around just as the shadow turns to nothing.

They're playing with me.

"How do you know my name?" I demand, trying not to sound as terrified as I am.

"Alyssssaaa," the voice hisses again, and then suddenly I feel the air being knocked out of me as I'm thrown backwards, my body thudding hard against the ground as I collide.

"That's gonna leave a mark," I mumble under my breath while trying to stand up.

I feel another strike just as I stand, and I'm knocked backwards again.  This time, I hit so hard my tongue gets chomped between my teeth, drawing blood.

I spit it out, steadying my breaths as I search for something to use my magic on.  But it's hard to fight back when I can't see them coming.

I scream as my body gets lifted from the ground by a force I can't see, and then I get whisked up to nearly the tops of the trees just as several other shadows rush into the party from behind us.

Just when I accept my fate, I realize these shadows aren't evaporating, they're just fast as hell.

Screams erupt, and I'm dropped from the monstrous height, screaming all the way down.  I brace for impact, but I feel swift, gentle arms catching me and then gently dropping me to the ground as the figures emerge more obviously.

Dark-hooded silhouettes rush from place to place as the dark users scream out their pain.  The mystery people don't speak or slow down.  Instead, they work together like a band of choreographed dancers fighting against my attackers.

Then I see it.  Their faces are masked and their heads are covered, but I see the glowing blue eyes as they drain the dark users of their energy with the ease only one creature can hold.

Night stalkers!

Here I was, foolish enough to think I was being saved, only to find out I'm someone's next meal.

I slide over, and then kick Frankie's foot, trying to stir him awake, but it's no good.  I watch in horror as the night stalkers continue to drain the dark users, deflecting their attacks as they feast, never fazed by their outnumbered circumstance.

Then I squeal as two lycans crash through the trees, roaring and shredding the dark users who were trying to rush the night stalkers from behind.  One of the lycans spots me, and it snarls as it pounds the ground with its heavy paws.

The beast I've only ever heard about but never seen is far more terrifying than I imagined it to be.  It's head is the size of seven human heads, and it stands six feet tall on all fours.  I cower back, covering Frankie, offering myself as sacrifice.

The rabid beast snarls and rakes the ground with its dagger-like claws, readying itself for a charge as the battle behind it rages on.  A pair of glowing blue eyes offer me a glance before a silhouette leaps over, kicking the beast in the stomach, sending it sailing.

I squeal, and shield my eyes momentarily.  When I look up, I see the lycan is licking its paw, and then it charges back into the fight, no longer acknowledging me as it returns to shredding the dark users.

"Frankie!" I screech desperately, and he finally stirs just as the last of the dark users retreat. 

"What?" he murmurs through sleepy yawns, and my eyes look up once more to see the glowing blues fade before the unlikely rescue team darts away, disappearing from sight instead of coming to drain me dry.

Both of the lycans disappear, leaving us behind in the darkness without a threat.

"What the hell just happened?" Frankie gushes as he rises up to see the bodies of the dark users lying around like limp, drained rag dolls.

"Believe it or not, night stalkers and lycans just saved our lives."

"Night stalkers and lycans took down a flock of dark users to help us?" he asks in disbelief.

I look around, understanding his shock.  I watched it happen with my own eyes and I'm still struggling to find it true.

"Yeah.  These dark users were apparently fairly new to their abilities, so they died easier."

"Those had to be some badass mother fuckers to do all this even if they were new to the change," he murmurs to continue our very whispered conversation.

I step over the bodies of the men and women shriveled up, their eyes glazed over with death's glare.  

"That's creepy," Frankie shivers out.

"What's creepy is watching the dark ones of our kind trying to tear us apart and then watching our heroes be night stalkers and lycans."

Frankie shakes his head, still reeling from the absurdity of it all, and we continue to trek through the woods, not risking getting still again.

"How about casting an awake spell?" I whisper.  "I'd prefer to have a little backup the next time they attack."

"Good idea," he mumbles before he starts chanting under his breath.

"There it is," he whispers as we stare through the thick brush at the black tree in front of us.

My clothes are filthy, my hair is a tangled mess, and we've been on foot for two days - no sleep since the attack - for this?

"How is this supposed to help us find Mom?"

"Like the Tree of Gaya - the root of the light - this is the tree of Tartarus, the root of the dark.  If Calypso is close by, this will lead us there," he whispers, careful not to draw any unwanted ears our way.

Suddenly, a white hawk zooms down from the sky, barreling toward us as it screeches in protest.

"Get down, Alyssa!  Changer!" Frankie yells.

I squeal and duck, but the hawk doesn't attack.  Instead, it disappears behind the tree.  I pull my hands up, ready to go on the offense, when I'm startled from behind.

"Don't use that tree.  You'll awaken a thousand souls and yet you'll only have a riddle for what you need to know," a smooth voice says, and my eyes fall on his face in disbelief.

"Thad?" I gasp.

His lips thin, and then he nods while tossing a pair of pants beside the tree.  I look over my shoulder to see an a guy pulling them on, his bare body making me blush, and then I whip my head back around.

"I'll tear you apart if you try to touch us," Frankie threatens.

"If I wanted to harm her, I would have already done so.  I moved in next door to keep an eye on her once I found out she was living in a town full of night stalkers."

I tilt my head, still stunned into near silence. 


"Why?  You're a-"

"A vicious killer with a taste for blood?" he laughs out.  "Not exactly.  Just because I'm a changer, it doesn't make me a killer.  I've only killed when necessary, never for a meal.  They have blood banks these days.  I happen to own a few.  Before then, I learned when to stop before I killed someone."

His smug tone doesn't match the sweet boy next door I thought he was, but at the same time, he just got a hell of a lot sexier.

Stupid bad boy complex.

"Changers don't stop, they kill for fun," Frankie objects, his eyes narrowing in scrutiny.

"It's amazing you say that, considering the same was once said about witches and warlocks.  You think you're the only ones who've evolved?"

Three girls and two more guys walk up to join him, all of them hiding their secret.  Then one girl's eyes glow blue, making me sick.

"Night stalker," I shiver out.

"She's not going to hurt you.  She's here to help," Thad says as he walks toward me.  "Your mom isn't here - never was.  But someone wanted the council to think she was."

"And we're just supposed to take you at your word?" Frankie scoffs.

"No, but a thousand souls really are tied to that tree.  That's what the dark ones used to bless it.  If you use your white magic on it, you'll release more hell on earth than Pandora's box ever thought about, and you'll have nothing in return."

"Where is she?" I interrupt, holding Frankie back when he starts to do something foolish.

Thad keeps a wary eye on Frankie for a moment before answering me.

"That, I don't know.  I do know you're not going to find her this way, but I'll help you find her the right way."

I glance at the dark tree that seems to be taunting me right now, a silent plea for me to free the mayhem begging to wreak havoc, whispering its desires to me.  I cut away before I get too entranced by the fucked up chaos living inside of it.

"How did you know?" I ask, suspicion oozing from my tone.

"About your mother's disappearance or the fact you're a witch?"

"Both."

He cracks his neck to the side, and then looks around before speaking.

"I'm here as a servant to... Drackus.  If I can't help you, he'll get involved.  No one from either side wants that," he almost whispers, making the others lower their eyes.

"My father?" I gasp.

Frankie takes a step back once he hears the name that has struck fear in so many for so long.  Thad nods.

"Believe it or not, he's been keeping tabs on you since you were a child.  He sent me to watch after you after he learned you had branched out on your own."

I'd be touched if my father wasn't a psychotic asshole with too much power for any one person to hold.

"Where do you suggest we start?"

"I suggest you let me take over the legwork from here.  I didn't mean to get this involved, but now that I am, it's time to let us seek her out.  I'll call you if I find anything."

He turns to walk off with his entourage, but I race to get in front of him.

"Hell no.  She's my mother, and I want to be there."

He gives me a look filled with condescension, and I refrain from using my magic on his alpha ass.

“Alyssa, you're looking at old world relics and falling into obvious traps.  You can't expect me to let you come.  You have no idea the things your father would do to me if anything happens to you."

"Nothing will happen.  Please.  She's my mom.  She's all I've got," I whimper, and his eyes soften, his arrogance slowly subsiding and fading into sympathy.

"I'm really, really going to regret this, but... fine."

Without thinking, I throw my arms around his neck and he staggers back lightly from the unexpected hug.  Tears stroll down as the last couple of days full of exhaustion and overwhelming fear catch up with me.

I'm hugging a changer.  So fucking stupid.

"Thank you," I murmur through my tears.

He sighs as he gently returns the embrace, and the he pulls free to walk over beside a tree.  I gasp as he turns into a hawk, slipping out of his clothes, and then he shifts into an enormous white wolf in front of my eyes.

"You're gonna want to hold on tight," a guy says as he lifts me to be on top of the wolf - on top of Thad rather.

"Alyssa, I don't like this," Frankie murmurs hesitantly while looking around at the new assembly that certainly out numbers our sad little duo.

"It's better than going at this alone," I counter, while straddling the beast more comfortably.

I've never seen a wolf smile until now, and my mind flashes back to Kane calling him a wolf.  He'd flip the hell out if he knew how literal that was.

"Can you keep up?" one of the guys teases to Frankie.

He looks at me, his eyes rolling.  "Now that I'm not walking human style, yes."

Before I know it, Thad is racing through the woods with me strapped to his back.  I lean over, making sure my head doesn't get taken off by any stray limbs and to avoid the bugs slapping my face as well.

Changers and night stalkers.  I wonder who the lycans are.

––––––––
Chapter Eight

"So, you'll be staying here," Thad murmurs while motioning to the shady motel in front of us.  "I smelled night stalkers in the woods following our trail.  They never found us, but they seemed pretty determined to catch up.  You'll be safe here until I find out what they're after."

"You can smell them?" I murmur in disbelief.

He shrugs, though it's a poor attempt at not looking cocky.

"When they're using their speed and I'm in changed form, I can.  If I know their scent, I can follow them any time, much like a lycan's ability."

"How did you stay in form so long with me on you?" I muse curiously.  "Witches have a sour affect on changers."

He seems agitated with me but a hint of excitement sparks as well as he continues to play teacher.

"Again, old world rules.  Things have changed.  Your mom taught you a lot, but she didn't stay up to date.  Your dad warned me of that.  He said you'd be a little naïve and too trusting."

I should feel insulted, but I'm too tired to lash out.  I just want a shower and a bed right now more than anything.

"Should I trust you?" I ask, arching an eyebrow, realizing that's a really stupid question.  I repeat, I'm tired.  No one thinks clearly when they've been awake for as long as I have.

"No, but then again, you don't really have a choice," he says while taking a step too close to me.  "You shouldn't trust anyone right now."

I take a step back, but he just comes closer until his body has mine pinned against the wall, a daring grin forming on his lush lips.

"So, that guy the other morning... your boyfriend?" he asks while brushing away a wild blond strip of my tousled hair from my face.

Surely he's not trying to seduce me right now.  Not looking like this.

"No," I answer, swallowing hard.  "But maybe one day."

"So you like him?" he says while bending down, but before I can answer, his lips are pressed against mine, almost bruising them with his ferociously devouring kiss.

Everything on me heats up, but then Kane's face flashes through my mind, reminding me I want him to be my first.  I sure as hell don't want a changer to be my first.

"Thad, I-"

He pulls back, his menacing smirk spreading, and then he shrugs.

"I'm sure your dad would probably skin me for that.  I'll see you in a day or so.  For now, just lie low.  I'll call you if anything pops up."  He turns to Frankie, who has just walked in and is fuming after witnessing the accidental kiss, and says, "You coming with us or staying here?"

He looks from me to Thad several times, but his shoulders finally drop.

"I suppose I have to come with you to make sure you're really here to help."

Thad smirks, and then he turns back to me before strolling his thumb over my lower lip.

"I'll see you soon.  Next time, I won't hold back."

He walks away, leaving me shaken and feeling like a fool.  I wipe the stupefied look off my face and head inside, ready to wash away the terrible last few days.  My phone buzzes, and I look at it curiously until I see it's Kane.

"Hey," I murmur softly while turning on the bath.

"Alyssa, thank God.  I've been worried to damn death.  Where are you?" he breathlessly releases with relief.

I walk over to the window and peer out at the sign.

"Motel Lassier in Higdon, Canada.  Don't ask.  It's been a rough few days.  It's good to hear your voice though."

And I mean that more than he realizes.  After Thad's advance, I really miss my human.  I felt gross before, but after kissing a changer... I just feel dirty.

"You have no idea how good it is to hear your voice.  Are you okay?  You mentioned going into the woods, and then I never heard back.  Did you find your mom?"

I hold back my truly miserable emotion, and then I murmur, "No.  We never found the cabin her friend told us about.  I'm okay though."

"Did you run into any problems?"

Several.

"We had something a little... odd happen, but you'd think I was crazy," I murmur, not really able to completely lie to him the way I probably need to.

I almost want to tell him who I am and what I'm meant to become, but I'd scar him for life and take away his naïve bliss.  It'd be selfish and illegal to tell him the truth.

"Try me," he says with sincere curiosity.

"It's crazy.  Anyway, we're still tracking down my mom.  Frankie and I met up with some... colleagues of his, and now I've been tossed in this motel to wait until they get back with info."

"They left you alone?"

He curses loudly, his anger spilling over.  It makes me smile to hear his protective tone, a warming feeling spreading over my weary body.

"Yeah, but I'll be okay.  I live alone, you know."

I expect a small chuckle, but I get silence.

"You there?" I ask, wondering if we've been disconnected.

"I can't believe he just ran off and left you alone," he murmurs while offering a few more spewed profanities.

"Well, I'm glad to have a minute to myself.  I'm exhausted, I smell like days in the woods, and I look like hell.  I'm going to take a long, hot bath, and then I'm going to get a full night of sleep.  Believe me when I say I need sleep."

He sighs and then murmurs, "I'm sure you do.  Call me later, okay?"

I smile bigger, feeling the butterflies attacking my stomach.

"You really care, don't you?" I ask, feeling my cheeks sting from the ridiculous smile I'm wearing.

"Very much.  Does that mean you'll call me?"

His flirty tone, makes me wish he was here.

"Yeah.  I'll call.  Talk to you later."

"Bye, Alyssa."

I smile while hanging up, and then I head back to the bathtub that is eagerly awaiting my disgusting, tragically ragged body.

The water heats my skin almost too much, and I sigh in content as it rises to be up to my neck when I become fully submerged.  I need this so, so badly.

I wake up to a pounding at the door, and I shiver as the water I'm in reminds me it has turned to nearly ice.

"Shit, hold on.  I'm coming," I yell out.

Leaping out of the tub, I wrap up and ignore my chattering teeth while rushing to open the door.  My jaw tries to hit the floor when I see Kane wrapping his arms around me and pulling me to his body.

"You're wet," he chuckles out, looking too damn good to be anything less than a hallucination, and I'm worried I'm still in the frigid water... dreaming - possibly drowning.

"You're... here," I murmur in breathless disbelief, blinking rapidly to make sure I haven't gone crazy.

His smile almost makes me lose my footing, and he scoops my soaked body up to walk farther into the room.

"I'm here.  I took a plane to Washington last night when I hadn't heard from you.  Then you told me you were here, alone, so I rented a car and drove like hell."

My eyes water.  No one has ever done anything like this for me before.  Even though it's not safe for him to be here, I still want him with me.

He stands me up in the bathroom and hands me another towel.

"Thank you," I murmur as the first tear falls, and he wipes it away while bending down to kiss me.

"Dry off, and I'll go grab us a plate of food from the diner next door."

My stomach growls as if on cue, and he smiles.  I skip telling him the part where I haven't had anything but beef jerky and water for a few days.

"Sounds nice."

He smiles, and then he ducks out, giving me a chance to panic as I rush around to start rifling through the few clothes I packed.

Damn.  Not one sexy pair of underwear.

Since my wardrobe is lacking, I opt to go with a pair of pajama shorts, a long-sleeved, tight-fitted shirt, and no panties.

I dab on a little makeup, and then I quickly dry my hair, using a little bit of magic, but not so much that it's obvious.  As soon as I spray myself down with some fruity fragrance, the door swings open to reveal Kane carrying a bag of food.

"So, I got us some breakfast for dinner because it was the only thing on the menu that looked promising."

"Sounds good," I murmur while walking into his view, and he smiles when he sees me.

"For the record, I knocked on five doors before I found you.  The clerk wasn't very helpful."

I laugh a little while sitting down at the small table by the window.

"Considering you only had fifteen rooms to choose from, I don't think that task was too daunting."

He smiles, and then he pulls his chair closer to me while wrapping his arm around my back.

"I'm glad I'm finally seeing you again.  I shouldn't have been missing you so much so soon," he softly confesses.

I instantly dissolve under his gaze, and then I take a deep breath, hoping I don't say anything stupid.

"I missed you, too."

His smile grows, and then he leans over to kiss my cheek before scooping a pile of eggs on his fork.  He's human, but he's my hero right now.  I didn't want to be here alone, and now I don't have to be.

"So how long are you staying?" I ask curiously.

"Until you find your mom."

My eyes widen a little.  He can't be here for all that.  We already have changers in our midst, and despite Thad's claim of clean-living, I'm not going to wave my human in front of his face.

"Um, I don't know how that will work out.  It's been a little... hectic around here.  Besides, I'm sure you've got a lot going on back home."

He shrugs, his grin growing.

"I don't have anything going on.  You'd be surprised at how helpful I can be."

I don't feel like coming up with some fabulous lie right now.  At this moment, I just want to enjoy him and pretend as though he really could protect me if he had to, though it would be the other way around.

"You're freezing," he says while rubbing the side of my arm, warming me so easily with his heated touch.

Mmm.

"Yeah, I spent too long in cold bathwater."

He laughs a little, and then he stands to grab a blanket from his stuff.  He wraps it around my shoulders, and I breathe in his delicious scent that is drenching the blanket.

"Thanks.  You're just full of things I need tonight."

"Just food and a blanket," he chirps obliviously.

"And you."

He looks at me, his face expressionless, and then he pulls me to his lips, filling me with his passionate release as I slide out of my chair and move to be straddling his lap.  My hands clasp his hair as I pull him closer, and then his hot kiss starts trailing down my neck.

"Kane," I breathe, and he rips me up from the chair to carry me to the bed.

He drops me to it, and then falls between my parted legs as his heated breath and perfect lips ravage my neck and chest.  Then he pulls back to stare me in the eyes I'm praying are just blue.

"This isn't why I came here.  I want you to know that.  Just tell me to stop and I will."

I laugh a little, and then I run my fingers through his hair.  With all the drama going on, I just want a night in his arms, something to kill the worry that's eating me alive.

"I really don't think this is why you came all the way to Canada.  If one of your friends knocks on the door or calls you though, I'll lose my cool."

He smirks, and then his lips find mine again.

"For the record," he murmurs against my lips, "I would kick someone's ass if they interrupted us right now."

I giggle lightly, but it ceases immediately as his daring tongue starts sliding down my body, trailing down my chest as he pulls my shirt up and over my head.  He moans as he cups my bare breasts in his hands before finding my right nipple in his mouth.

My breaths become coarse, harsh, and needy as his tongue and mouth bring my back to an arch beneath him.  I feel like we've had nothing but foreplay since we met.

"Kane, please," I hoarsely release, and his hands suddenly grip my ass with a fervent cling.

His mouth moves lower, finding the top of my shorts, while his breath heats my lower stomach.  That glorious, expert tongue dips beneath my shorts, and then he pulls back to remove them fully.

"No panties?" he asks, seeming amused and turned on.  "Are you trying to make sure I don't last long?"

I let a laugh escape while blushing, as he continues pulling down the shorts the rest of the way.

“Damn, you're too perfect to be real," he murmurs while staring down at me, making me feel a little exposed and vulnerable.

I'm not used to showing someone my bare body, but the way his eyes are looking at me, I'm on fire and I don't care what part of me he sees.

I feel my eyes trying to freak out and go crazy colors, so I shut them tight as his mouth finds its way back to my body.  I gasp, spreading my legs wider and pulling him closer, and then his sweet, hot mouth finds that quivering junction between my legs - a place no one has ever gone before.

I gasp louder when I feel his tongue colliding with a spot I had no idea was so sensitive, and then my hands tangle in his hair as he greedily nips, sucks, and plays.  Each flick of his incredible tongue pushes me closer to an edge I've never fallen off before.

"Oh... my... fuck," I gush out, and his pace only quickens, forcing a tightening in my lower abdomen.

My legs begin trembling before stiffening, and I arch my back slightly before his hands push my hips into place.  Then he slips a finger inside me to push me over the edge, causing me to scream out his name involuntarily.

When he feels my whole body trembling, he smiles against me and slowly starts making his way back up, trailing his lips over my very sensitive skin.

"I love the way you want me," he breathes against my neck, making my whole body shiver.

My legs wrap around his waist as I free his erection with my greedy hands.  He moans into my mouth as his lips return, and then I pull him to me, silently begging him to be my first and end my innocent drought.

He pulls his shirt over his head and tosses it to the floor, revealing his perfection fully.  Then he jerks his pants off before returning to me.  His hand skims over my sex as he guides himself to my opening, and then his lips cover mine as he surges in.

I cry out upon feeling the unexpected strike of pain shooting through me from his abrupt, brutal entry.

"Fuck, I'm sorry.  What's wrong?" he worries, staying inside me and giving me a chance to acclimate to his size.

A tear falls from my eye as I shake my head.

"Sorry, I might should have mentioned I'm... um... I was..."

His eyes widen and he pulls out of me as his mouth falls open.  He looks down, and then up again while shaking his head.

"You're a virgin?" he says, his face turning pale.

I blush feverishly, my bare body now feeling all the more exposed.  The word virgin has never sounded so embarrassing or dirty before.

"I don't think I am anymore."

He grips his head as if he feels regret, and I pull a sheet to my body to cover my growing insecurities.

"Why didn't you tell me?"

I look away shamefully, and then I stare at the ground.

"I'm sorry.  I didn't know it would matter.  Do you want to leave?"

My heart feels heavy, painful, and foolish as I stare straight down.  He tilts my chin up, sincerity in his eyes.

"Alyssa, I don't want to go.  I just feel like a jerk because I didn't know.  I wouldn't have been so... rough... if I had known.  You're... it's just... you're twenty, and well, we sort of got close to doing this the first night we were together.  I only assumed-"

"I was a slut?"

He laughs a little and shakes his head.

"No.  Not a slut.  I just assumed you had been with someone before."

I draw back, feeling all the more stupid as I pull my knees to my chest.  I went from feeling like  a woman to a small child, and I thought it was supposed to go the other way around.

"I'm sorry," I murmur, trying not to sound like the crying kid I am inside.

His body softens, his eyes now holding pity.

My first time ended after one fucking thrust.  I wish I had just bit through the pain and ignored it.

"Alyssa, I'm not going to let this be the way you lost your virginity."

This is humiliating... mortifying actually.

"Don't patronize me, and ugh!  Don't say that word."

He laughs as I cover my head up with a pillow, and I feel his hand slipping under the sheet to curl around my bare body, pulling me to him.

"Stop, Kane.  You're right.  I was stupid and I should have told you," I mumble into the pillow.

"Hey, no.  That's not... Alyssa, I'm sorry.  I would have liked to have known so I could have made it a little more special for you - not to mention gentle."

I shake my head, and then he removes the pillow from my face before his lips find mine.  I try to pull back, but he pulls me tighter to him, refusing to let me recoil again.

"Kane, you don't have to-"

He cuts me off as he moves to be between my legs again, and his hot, demanding tongue slips inside my mouth to silence me more, rebuilding the fire.  I never thought it possible to recover from that, but now I'm realizing there's nothing about him that can keep me away... even a botched first time.

“Alyssa, I want you like I've never wanted anything before," he murmurs against my lips, making me feel hot in all the right places as my hands begin to tangle in his hair.  "I'm assuming you're not on birth control though."

My mind flashes back to my mother's spell she cast on me when I just hit puberty.  It's better than any mortal birth control there is.

"I am."

His lips become more demanding, as does his tongue.  He guides his firmness back to my opening.  I tense up, and his hand slides down the curve of my ass to angle me differently.

"Relax, baby.  I swear I won't hurt you again," he soothes, as his lips stroke slower, more gingerly across mine.

I just nod, but I don't really know how to relax.  A calming sensation suddenly floods through me as I stare into his soft, warm, green eyes, and I feel my body relaxing as if on its own.  His lips return to mine, making the calm all the better, as he guides himself back inside me.

This time, unlike the last, his thrust is gentle, slow, and not painful at all as he slides in to my deepest point, making me gasp in pleasure instead of pain.  My legs slide up around his waist, giving him more depth, and he tugs at my back as he releases a delicious breath of his own pleasure.

"Damn, you feel so fucking good," he murmurs in a hoarse tone, his body claiming mine as he pulls out slowly and then glides back in, making me greedy and desperate for more.

My nails dig into his back as I pull him to me, and he steadily quickens his pace as my hips start rising to meet his.  He grunts when he starts treating me like I'm stronger than a fragile piece of glass.

His slick thrusts are still nowhere as brutal as his first delivery, and now I sort of want that.  I want to feel him claiming me the way he wants to.

Deliberately holding back, he finds a gentle rhythm that still forces my whole body to tingle.  If I had known how incredible this could be, I might have turned into a slut long ago.

He holds onto me with more passion than I thought possible, and each thrust pushes me closer to the edge I'm desperate to fall off of... again.  I grip him tighter as something stirs in me once more, and I feel a tear slipping out for a whole new reason as I cry out happily.

He shudders inside me, filling me with his warmth, as he lets out a low moan of pleasure before collapsing to my body and pulling me into his arms.

"You okay?" he asks so sincerely while kissing my forehead.

I'm frigging awesome.

"Definitely okay," I pant out, still unable to catch my breath after that incredible release.

"Is that a little more like you expected?"

"So much better."

He lets out a huff of a laugh, and I cringe.

Crap.  I didn't mean to say that out loud.

"Good.  That's what I want to hear."

He lightly kisses my lips, and then he pulls me up so my face is even with his as he slides my leg across his waist.

"I wish I had upgraded the room at least," he says somewhat humorously.

I let a laugh free, and then I roll my eyes.

"Single level motels don't usually have suites."

He chuckles lightly, and then he props up while staring down at me.

"Well, I'll see about rustling us up some champagne.  There's got to be a store around here."

He's intent on making this special, but he doesn't realize how incredible it already is.

"I don't want you to leave right now.  Just stay here, and we can do champagne another time."

He smiles so genuinely, as if I've said something wonderful, and then he pulls me closer to him.

"I can handle that."

My lips stroll over his collarbone, and his hand slides down to grip my ass, making me want more of his delicious body inside me.

"So... belated question... how old are you?" I muse, grimacing lightly for not even knowing that much about him before he plucked all the petals from my flower.

"Twenty-five... I think."

I pull back to stare at him with an arched brow.  "You think?"

He laughs and then shrugs.  "I told you we party a lot.  Sometimes I forget things."

I shake my head, and a stupid smile spreads across my face.

"So, why didn't you tell me?" he asks curiously.

"Tell you what?"

"That you were a virgin."

My face glows red at this point.  If I could hide under the covers all day, I would.  He laughs a little at my embarrassment, but he refuses to let me hide.

"I didn't think you'd believe me, for one.  Like you said, we almost did this that first night you were at my house.  Also, I didn't want you to treat it like it was something sacred.  Either you wouldn't have done anything with me, or you would have made me wait for the 'perfect place and time.'  I didn't want to wait, and I didn't want to scare you off."

He smirks, and then he kisses the top of my head.

"Well, it'd be damn near impossible for you to scare me off, but I would have liked to plan out something better than a shady motel in the middle of nowhere.  I wanted to plan out something better for our first time together, actually, without even knowing you were a virgin.  You're too damn irresistible though."

I try my best not to giggle, but I do a little anyway.  He strokes my cheek with his thumb, and then he slides over to start kissing my neck.

"For the record, I've never been one too concerned with the place or the decorations... It's always been about the who," I murmur softly, and I feel him smiling against my neck.

"That's good to know.  Do you care if I'm your who for a while?"

The goofy grin that spreads over my face is insuppressible, and he rises up with a smile of his own as his lips lightly peck mine.

"I was hoping you'd ask that," I mutter while bringing my arms up around his neck and drawing him in for a deeper kiss.

His tongue invades my mouth once again, drawing forth that explosive heat, and then his erection grazes the insides of my thighs as he parts my legs.

"I'll be gentle," he murmurs against my mouth as he starts to slide in.

"Not too gentle.  I'm not so fragile anymore," I utter with a vixen's intent, and he growls in the back of his throat as he surges in a little harder, while still showing a tender touch.

Mmm.

For the first time ever, I wake up in someone's arms, and I grin as I roll over and wrap my leg around Kane's body.  He smiles down at me, looking rather alert, and I let out an involuntary giggle.

"Been up long?" I muse.

"A little while.  I was going to go get us some breakfast, but I didn't want you to wake up without me."

My cheeks officially hurt.  Apparently, once you have sex, you can't stop smiling like a complete goof.

"I'm glad you stayed."

"Me too," he murmurs softly while kissing my forehead.

"We can go out for breakfast," I say while sitting up.

"Definitely not.  I want you to wear that sheet for a little while longer.  I'll go grab us something, and when I get back, I'll distract you until Frankie gives you a call."

I smile lightly, and then I feel guilty.  I'm in bed with a guy, enjoying myself, and who knows where my mother is.

"Sorry.  I shouldn't have said it like that," he murmurs with a grimace.

"It's fine."

His fingers slip through my hair as he pulls me to him, and his soft lips comfort me, making me feel safe and wanted.

We're suddenly jarred apart, and I scream as the door to the motel swings open.  Kane has somehow already jerked me behind him, ready to keep me safe - ironically enough - but we both exhale in relief when we see it's just Frankie.

"What the hell, Frankie?" I scold.

His lips have etched up in an are-you-kidding-me grin, and I roll my eyes as I pull the sheet to my body.

"Sorry, I didn't realize you had company, and I was just going to give you a little scare.  Kane, right?" he asks with a devilish grin.

"Right," Kane says with his own sheepish grin, and then he turns to me.  "I'll go get us some breakfast now."

"Thanks," I murmur, my cheeks burning.

Frankie lets out a teasing chuckle as Kane kisses my cheek, and then he climbs up from the bed with nothing but his boxers on before slipping on his jeans and shirt.  He gives me a quick wink and then disappears out the door.

"Really?" Frankie says once the door shuts.

I plop down and pull the pillow over my head.

"Skip the embarrassing taunts, and tell me what's going on."

"Yes, ma'am," he snickers out, and I pull my head back out from under the pillow while using my magic to dress me under the sheet. 

"So, from what I can tell, Calypso isn't in Canada.  Just so you know, it's hard as hell to work with night stalkers, considering they're our worst natural enemy."

"Yeah, I know, but those night stalkers saved our lives.  You'd know that if you had been conscious."

"Are you sure it was them?" he asks, his face turning more serious.

"I'm sure it had to be.  It's not like there's a long list of blood drinkers coming to our aide.  Anyway, what else did you find out about Mom?"

"Nothing much, kiddo.  Whatever they're up to, they're covering their trail pretty damn good.  Thad says he has some contacts that deal with light and dark.  He's going to try and get a hold of them, see if they can help us out."

"Do you think he's really on our side?" I ask while emerging from under the sheet, my body now fully clothed.

"I think he has to be, otherwise Drackus will rip him to pieces."

Ah yes.  He's Drackus's errand boy.  I almost forgot about that.  Just because he's on my dad's payroll doesn't mean he's necessarily on our side.

"My dad has ulterior motives anytime he helps out.  I think we should watch Thad and the others closely - make sure they're not playing an angle while pulling the wool over our eyes."

Frankie thinks about that for a moment, weighing my words in his head.

"True, now back to pretty boy.  Why's he in Canada?"

I smile involuntarily, blushing a little as well, and then I murmur, "He showed up and surprised me last night.  He said he wanted to be here for me."

Frankie doesn't seem quite as jubilant about that as I am.

"As sweet as that is, how are we supposed to operate with a human amongst us?" he asks more seriously.

I frown.  I know Frankie has a good point, but I can't just send Kane away.

"I'm still working on that.  In the meantime, make sure no one does anything crazy in front of him.  It's not like I can come with you anyway.  All I do is slow you down.  The council is supposed to call me when they have more information - though their information sucks.  I'll play middle man, and then help out when and where I can - now that you have real immortals helping you out."

He shivers, a look of disgust climbing over his face.

"Changers and lycans I can handle, but night stalkers... yuk.  You have no idea how hard it is not to lose my magic on them."

"I know.  I hate night stalkers, too, but we need their help."

"I wouldn't do this for anyone but you and your mother, by the way."

I smile, knowing Frankie is beyond in love with Mom, and then I nod.

"I know."

Just then, my door opens again, and Thad steps inside.

"Well, look who's still in the bed," he says with a seductive tone and an animalistic twinkle in his eyes.

At least I'm clothed now.

"Yeah, yeah.  Hey, Thad, there's a human here, and if any of your guys-"

"Chill.  I already told you we don't eat fresh meat," he says dismissively with a wave of his hand.  "Does this person know about us?"

"Hell no.  It's-"

Kane interrupts as he walks in holding a bag full of diner food.  He stops and stares in confusion at Thad.

"Ah, the boyfriend," Thad says with an eerie, menacing grin.

"The neighbor?" Kane murmurs in bemusement.  "What the hell are you doing here?"

He almost looks angry or betrayed... or both.

Oh shit.  Think.  Think.  Think.

"Thad was apparently hired by my dad to keep an eye on me after he found out I moved away from Mom.  Then, when Mom went missing, my dad had Thad start playing private investigator."

Yay!  That was the best lie ever!  Though it's actually the truth with some omitted sections.

I'd pat myself on the back if I wouldn't look like an idiot.

"Your dad?" Kane asks curiously, his interest in Thad dissipating.

"Um, yeah," I murmur dismissively, and then I turn back to Thad and Frankie.  "Call me when you've got something."

"I'll just come see you if we run across something," Thad adds menacingly, intentionally poking at the human he could easily take.  "Until then, head to Chicago.  I've already gotten you a ticket.  We'll be there as soon as we can be."

I just nod and accept the plane ticket he proffers, and then he gives me a wink before disappearing out the door.  Frankie watches him for a minute, and then he shakes his head.

"I still don't like that guy."

I let a laugh free, and then Kane adds, "I'm with you on that."

Frankie smirks, and then he pats me on the shoulder.

"Chin up, kid.  You know I'll find her."

I force a smile through tight lips and hold back the tears.

"Thanks, Frankie."

Kane's arms wrap around me, making my head press against his chest, and for the first time in my life, I fall apart in front of someone.  The onslaught of tears is unexpected, and now I can't stop as they pour out harder, soaking through his shirt.

I'm so embarrassed, but I can't help it.  Kane coos as his lips stroke my head.  Consoling me like a scared child, he scoops me up and carries me over to the bed.

"Thanks for looking after her.  Make sure she doesn't miss the flight," Frankie says with a torn tone.

I know he hates leaving me, especially since I'm breaking, but at the same time, he knows he has to.  I'm too slow to be of any real help.

"Don't worry.  I've got her," Kane murmurs while pulling me closer, letting me sob freely.

Frankie finally leaves.  I'm completely unable to shut off the floodgates right now.

"I'm sorry," I whimper as I continue to fall apart.

"Hey, no.  Don't be sorry.  You have every right to be upset, Alyssa."

I try to choke back some of it, finally regaining a little composure, and then I glace down at the ticket.  I sigh when I see I've only got four hours to get my stuff and board.

"I should get ready," I say through my emotion.

He takes a deep breath, and then he lets me go so I can get up.  I can't look at him now that I've turned into a weeping mess.  Does losing your virginity also take away your strength?

We pull up to the airport, and I turn to give Kane a soft kiss as we head in.

"Thanks for bringing me.  What time's your flight?" I ask, feeling lonely already.

"One," he says with a small smile.

"Same time then.  At least you don't have to wait around to get home.  Will you call me later?" I ask when we reach security.

"Well, I could, but that would be a little odd," he says with a bit of a smirk.

I get a little sick, wondering why he said that.

"What's that supposed to mean?" I ask, sounding a little offended, and he roars out a laugh while pulling me to him.

"It would be odd since I'm going to be with you," he snickers out.

"What?  You're going to Chicago?" I gasp.

"Of course.  You thought I came to Canada to see you for one night?  I'm here for the duration, babe," he says with a sexy tone, making me blush.

We make it through the checks, and then he walks up to take my hand in his.

"So how is it you can just pick up and fly to Canada and Chicago?  What is it you do exactly?"

"We really do know very little about each other, don't we?" he asks, a smile playing on his lips.

"You know more about me than I do you.  I think it's time to level the playing field."

He lets a small chuckle free as we head to the lounge in front of the terminal.

"My roommates and I invested in several different things when we were younger, and now we turn a profit from those investments.  It makes it easy to come and go as we please, spend as we want, and live comfortably."

I'm jealous.

"Okay, what about your parents?  Or should I ask that?"

His lips tighten, and he takes a deep breath, letting me know I've rushed the getting-to-know-him process.

"They've been gone a while, but we were close at one time."

Oh I'm such an idiot.

"Kane, I'm sorry.  I shouldn't have asked that."

He forces a smile and shakes his head while wrapping his arm around my shoulders.

"I made peace with it long ago.  Your turn.  I haven't asked about your dad because you've never mentioned him.  Now that you have, I'm curious.  Why isn't he here himself?"

Because he's a murderous son of a bitch who rarely goes anywhere, due to the fact he has more enemies than friends. 

The last time my dad was in my life was the day the world almost turned to night forever.  Fortunately, it was passed off as a meteor shower blocking the sun - at least that's the story the humans know.  Mom got us out of there before he really lost it and endangered us both.

"He's not exactly the sort of person I want in my life.  He's actually a bit of an asshole, and it's better if he doesn't get involved."

He tilts his head curiously, not really understanding my answer, and then he murmurs, "He can't be that bad if he's hired a private investigator."

He sent a blood thirsty changer and a group of night stalkers - my natural enemy - to be my aide.  Yes, he's that bad.

"I wish I could say something nice about him, but the truth is, I barely know him,.  What I do know isn't exactly flattering.  Let's just say there's a reason I don't talk about him very much."

"I hate to say this, but I don't even know your mom's name," he murmurs shamefully.

"Oh.  It's... Callie.  At least that's what most everyone calls her."

The humans anyway.  

Calypso is a bit too unique to try and explain.

They start boarding our flight so we start walking up to hand in our tickets to the smiling woman happy to send us on our way.

"Any siblings?" I ask curiously.

"No.  Deke and Zee are like my brothers though, and Sierra is like my sister."

A slight scowl spreads over my face as we find our seats, and he lets me have the window while climbing in beside me.

"And where does Amy fit in?"

He lets out a laugh while shaking his head.

"Amy was... well... is Sierra's fault.  She took her in when Amy was struggling to find her way.  She needed help, and Sierra has a lot in common with her."

I'm not crazy about the vague answer, but I won't press the issue.

"So are all those people you hang out with your roommates?"

He swats at the air as if he's batting down my question.

"Hell no.  We've got a lot of friends, but it's just Zee, Deke, Amy, Sierra, and myself in the cabin.  As you've seen, it's plenty big enough for more.  It gets lonely living by yourself after a while."

"You're only twenty-five," I chuckle out.

He shrugs.  "I don't like living by myself.  What about you?  How do you like it?"

It's not exactly as thrilling as I originally thought it would be, but it's better than living with a coven before I have to.

"It's creepy, but I won't ever tell my mom that... if we find her that is," I murmur on a sour note, my eyes watering again.

"We'll find her.  Did the police ever find any sign of foul play?" he asks while running his fingers through my hair in an affectionate motion.

No, because they're not the ones looking for her.

"No.  I'm sure she's just off being stupid.  I still worry though."

He smiles and pulls my hand to his lips.

"I guess you didn't get to spend too much time home alone.  I started stalking you almost as soon as you moved in," he says to return to our previous conversation, keeping me from crying.

I laugh, my tears fading, and then I lean into him.

"You're one stalker I look forward to seeing."

"Good, because I plan on seeing you as much as I can for as long as I can."

Butterflies ruffle my stomach, and his hand slides down my back.

"I like the sound of that," I murmur as I nestle into him.

"I hope so," he says as if to himself, and then my eyes become too heavy to hold open any longer.

––––––––
Chapter Nine

"Any word?" I ask while rocking back and forth on the bed, wondering where Kane has been for so long.

"No.  We're still looking.  Are you in Arizona?" Frankie asks.

"Yeah, I've been to Chicago, Memphis, New York, and now Phoenix within five days.  What's going on?  Why am I changing locations so much?"

He exhales heavily, and then finally he murmurs, "I should have told you, but Thad worried you already had too much on your plate.  Your house was ransacked, your work was trashed, and we're worried whoever has Calypso is after you, too."

My heart sinks to the floor and my head begins pounding, searching aimlessly for answers.  

"Who would want me and why?  I haven't lived long enough to have enemies."

"No, but your mom has.  And let's not even get started about your dad's long list of enemies.  The point is, we're trying to keep you safe.  Is Kane still with you?"

I glance out the window, still seeing no sign of my human.

"Yeah, but I'm not sure how long he's going to want to stay with me if I'm constantly on the move.  I've already told him he could go home, but he swears he's not leaving until I can go home."

"Well, I'm not sure how long that will be.  Just sit tight.  We'll figure this all out soon enough."

"I hope so," I mumble.

"Look, I've got to go.  Thad says it's too dangerous to keep our cells on with so many dark users nearby.  He's gone off with two of the night stalkers right now to speak in private with his contact.  If they're looking for you, my calls could point them in the right direction.  I'll try to call when I can."

I hang up, doing my best not to cry, and then I pace around the rental house Thad just happen to have handy, wondering where in the hell Kane has been for so long.

Great.  I'm a nagging housewife.

The door opens, and I turn to see him walking in, his eyes seeming... off.

"You okay?" I ask curiously, but he doesn't answer.

Instead, he grabs me at the waist and tosses me to the bed, his lips pinning mine as his tongue invades.

Oh damn.

My greedy hands readily return the spontaneous gesture, but he doesn't taste right.

Then it hits me, and I get sick just before throwing my arms out, tossing the imposter across the room, using my magic.

"Who the hell are you?!" I blare, my whole body trembling as I force out my strength to hold him down.

He starts laughing ferociously loud, and then he releases his mask to reveal himself.

Thad.

"You asshole.  I could have killed you!"

I drop my hold on him, and he laughs harder while rising to his feet.

"Chill out.  It was just a spot of fun."

"A spot of fun?" I scoff.  "I'll turn you into a smear of pain if you do that to me again."

He gives me a carefree wink and then stands to his feet, pretending to dust himself off.

"What are you doing here?" I grumble as my body continues to tremble from the adrenaline high.

"I came to show you these.  I need you to tell me if you recognize any of these people."

He hands me a handful of pictures - surveillance type shots - and I carefully study the strangers' faces.

"No.  Why?" I ask while handing them back to him.

"Because," he sighs, "supposedly these people were seen with your mother a few hours before she disappeared.  From what I gather, your council isn't being very forthcoming with you either."

"What is that supposed to mean?"

He gives me a devilish grin before propping up on the back of the couch.

"I'll tell you if you kiss me like that again."

I really hate the fact I'm grinning right now, and I do my best to wipe it from my face.

"You're incorrigible."

"This I know.  Now, the kiss?" he muses, playfully feigning impatience.

I walk over to him, and then I almost put my lips to his before shoving him over the couch, making him fall in a toppling motion.  He starts laughing again as his back slaps the floor, and then he shakes his head while propping up.

"That's not a good way to ask for information."

"Perhaps I should call my dad and tell him you're trying to exploit me for sex."

He narrows his eyes, his smile lighter now.  "Firstly, don't call your dad.  He's fucking crazy.  Secondly, it's a kiss... not sex... not yet, anyway."

I accidentally laugh, and he stands up to walk back around to where I am before he starts his explanation.

"The council sent you to Washington, where the dark users hold the root of their power.  I found it suspicious to begin with, and then on top of that, they didn't tell you your mom had been receiving threats."

"Threats?" I prompt, expecting him to elaborate.

"Nothing deadly, they just kept saying she would get what was coming to her if she didn't return what was theirs."

That sounds deadly enough to me.

"What did she have?"

He shrugs, plopping down on the arm of my chair, and then he pulls out a bottle of red liquid I dare not watch him drink.

Blood.

"I don't know.  I haven't found out that much.  One thing is for certain though, your council is holding out."  I hear the swishing of the liquid going from the bottle to his mouth, and I shiver in response.

"Not a fan of blood, love?" he teases.

"Not a fan of blood meals."

"Well, I need less blood than night stalkers if it makes you feel any better."  Not really.  "So I take it you have no idea what your mother was holding either?" he asks almost rhetorically.

"No.  She didn't tell me anything about the politics or even the reality of our world.  She always tried to bring out the sunny side of my fate, since I'm constantly at odds with magic.  What about Frankie?  Does he know anything?"

I just talked to him.  Why didn't he tell me any of this?

"I haven't spoken with him yet.  He's not exactly very honest with me, given the fact I'm a changer.  I wanted to speak with you before he could coach you up.  It's hard to help someone when they're holding back."

True, but I don't blame Frankie for not trusting any of them.

"Well, I'm not holding back.  Apparently I know very little about my mother's life."

He sighs, frowning slightly, and then he stands up to walk to the door.

"If you think of anything, let me know.  Also, watch your back.  If anything goes wrong, head to your next safe house.  No more hotels."

I glance at the heavy book of procedures he has drawn up.  It's resting on my dresser, making me smile.

"Thanks for the long list of places to go, by the way.  How the hell do you have so many houses?"

He lets a laugh free, and then he shrugs.

"I've been around a while.  One tends to accumulate.  So, where's loverboy?"

"Out.  I'm sure he's tired of changing places all the time."

"Then tell him to go home," he says with a devious grin.  "If you don't like being alone, I can swing by and keep you company."

His boy-next-door persona was washed away the day I met him - well, since I met the real Thad.  Now he's the wolfish bad boy who loves to tease me.

"I can't believe I thought you were such a sweet guy," I huff out with a bit of a grin.

"I'm a changer, baby.  I can look like anyone... including a sweet guy," he teases, his menacing grin emphasizing his mischievous eyes.

"Change into someone leaving," I mumble playfully while ushering him out the door.

"It's been a long time since a girl kicked me out of one of my houses."

I laugh loudly, and he jerks me by the back of the head to push his lips against mine before disappearing out the door, leaving me scowling at his quickly fading back as he blurs out of sight.

Obviously he was watching me to know Kane is gone, so I quickly go to draw the curtains shut.

The door opens again, and Kane walks in, carrying... nothing.  Thad?

"Hey," I murmur softly, not sure if this is Kane or Thad.  "You've been gone a while."

He smiles as he walks over to me, and his arms slide around my waist as his lips find mine.  He tastes so damn good, and I smile.

Mmm.  Definitely Kane.

"Yeah," he says pulling back.  "I decided to go for a run after I went into town.  I was going to bring you back something nice to eat, but I thought we could go out instead."

"Like a date?" I say too excitedly, quickly masking my giddiness with a more respectable composure.

"Yes," he snickers out while pulling me closer.  "Like a date.  Judging by your reaction, I'm assuming you've been wanting a date for a while."

I blush lightly while feigning nonchalance, making him laugh a little more.

"Go get ready, and I'll make us some reservations."

I tug at his hand, suddenly a little too turned on to simply walk away.  I've never been this enthralled by anyone.  At the same time, I feel guilty for dragging him around the country.

"Do you want to go home?  I know you weren't expecting to be gone for so long, and I'm sure you didn't plan on living on the move."

He strums my lips with his, and then he shakes his head.

"I'm not leaving you.  I'm perfectly fine bouncing around.  Now, get ready, I'm taking you out."

I tug at his hand again, and he looks at me curiously.

"Actually, I sort of feel like ordering in now," I seductively release while leading him to the bed.

A smirk begins to play on his lips as he plays along, and he picks me up to gently toss me on the bed.

"Oh really?" he asks with a low, sizzling hot tone.

"Mm hm."

His lips find my neck, his teeth lightly grazing my skin as he sends the most delicious shivers all over my body.  His hand slides between my legs, pushing aside the shorts as his finger rolls across my aroused center.

I moan lightly when his touch stimulates the insatiable beast inside me, and he starts pulling my shorts down slowly, drawing out the torture.

"I'm starting to think I've created a monster," he teases when my hand rubs across his erection.

"Maybe.  Let's find out how vicious I can be."

He lets out a laugh, and then he pulls my shirt over my head just before his lips find my chest.  I moan more, and then I rip his shirt over his head to offer me skin on skin.

His body still astounds me.  Each line is carved by perfection's hand.  It's surreal how amazing he is.  All of him.

My hand slides under his jeans, finding his desire for me, and he moans as his lips find mine.  He flips over, bringing me with him as I sit astride his gloriously perfect body.

I bend down, bringing my lips to his, and he grabs my ass to grind my center against his, making me all the hotter.

I start pulling at his pants as my lips start trailing down, and his breath hitches in his throat when he feels my lips on his perfect piece of firmness.

"Alyssa," he breathes in a hoarse whisper, making my head move a little faster as I take him deeper into my mouth.

Then suddenly I'm ripped up and his lips are crushing mine as he thrusts in from underneath.  A loud breath falls through my lips in a grunt when he slams in a little harder, no longer taking it easy on me, and I sit up as his hands grip around my ass to aide my rhythm.

I pull his hands to my breasts, and he moans as his head falls back.  I push against his chest for balance as his hips buck harder, pushing me to the edge, and then I cry out as I find that incredible release only he has ever given me.

He shudders inside me, releasing his force, and I fall forward to collapse against his chest.  My ragged, tired breaths fall free as I work to steady my thudding heart, and his arms wrap around me as he kisses the side of my head.

"You're amazing," he murmurs with a breathless tone of his own.

"I've had an incredible teacher," I playfully retort, making his laughter break free in an expected spurt.

I rise up, a smile on my face, and then I kiss his neck.  I tilt my head to the side when I see a faint scar - his lone imperfection.  It's something I've never noticed before.

"Where'd you get this?" I ask while running my finger over it.

He tenses, and I feel like an ass for asking now.  Apparently it's not something he likes to talk about.

"It happened a long time ago.  It's not something I like to talk about though."

"Sorry," I murmur regretfully, and then he kisses my head, warming me through my hair.

"It's fine.  We're still learning about each other.  Right now, I want to learn what you look like in the shower."

I laugh a little, but I willingly cede to his request as he pulls me from the bed and leads me into the bathroom.

The bed is empty, and I start looking around the dark room for the warmth I'm missing.

"Kane?"

I'm met with silence, so I get up to start my search through the large home.  Each turn is another empty room, no sign of the man who has seemed to abandon me in the middle of the night.

Then my eyes fall on a note, and my heart drops as I read it.

Alyssa,

I'm sorry.  I had to head back home to take care of some business.  I'll be back tomorrow, I swear.  Please don't be mad.

Kane

I huff, and then I walk over to pick up my phone to call him.  It rings for a while before going to voicemail, so I hang up.

Who leaves in the middle of the night without saying anything?  Someone with secrets.

I can't be mad at him for having secrets though.  It's not like I can ever tell him who or what I really am.  This can just be fun while it lasts... as long as I don't fall in love.

A chill spreads through the air, and I move over to the window to see a shadow flashing from place to place.

I get sick when I see several pairs of glowing blue eyes in the distance, their bodies swiftly moving across the sands as they head toward me.

"Shit!"

I grab my phone and dial Thad as quickly as I can, praying he's still close by.

"Mmm, I love a late night call."

"Good, because I'd love a late night hero."

"What's going on?" he asks more seriously, slightly panicked.

"Night stalkers - at least twenty.  Please tell me you're close by."

"I'll be there as fast as I can.  There's a weapons room in the master.  Press the lever above the fireplace disguised as the head of a sparrow.  Shoot anything that gets too close with the silver gun.  The bullets have been blessed by your kind."

Thank fuck.

The phone goes dead, and I rush over to the mantle to press the button, praying it will hurry up and open.  My phone starts ringing just as it does, and I look down to see Kane's name.

Too late to talk now.

I'm actually glad he took off in the middle of the night now.  The last thing I need to do is drag him into a centuries-old war.  I rip two guns from the secret compartment, and then I start firing through the window while using my magic and scattering the shards of glass away from the frame for me to leap through it without getting ripped to shreds.

Hollow, shrill squeals erupt from the death-seeking, bloodthirsty bastards, and I force the power from my body to blow them back, praying Thad hurries the hell up.

"What the hell do you want from me?" I scream while spinning a circle of power around my body, a force strong enough to keep them away from me... for now.

"Just you," one hisses, fangs out, bloodlust in his eyes as he lunges at me, but the protective circle I've spun deflects his attacks, throwing him back.

"It's going to hurt worse next time," I bluff, knowing I'm not strong enough to keep this shit up against so many.

"Stupid witch."  He snarls while climbing to his feet, and the headlights in the distance make my stomach tense up.

Please don't be Kane.

The lights disappear, but my distracted mindset has left me vulnerable.  The eager bloodsuckers quickly take advantage.  The stinging pain in my side knocks the wind out of me as I go sailing backwards. 

I fall to my face, splitting my lip and making blood taint my taste.  I cringe, feeling the grit sliding down my throat as I cough up the remnants of the intrusive earth.

"Bastard," I growl, barely defending myself from the next attack in time.

Then I grunt and wheeze when I feel a hand around my throat from behind, lifting me high into the air and turning me to face the glowing blues on the pretty face.  As long as he's touching me, I can't use my fucking power.

"Now, where the hell is it?" he demands, his tone dark, ominous, and scary as hell.

"I... don't... know... what-"

A shrill screech rings out as a hawk zooms down from the sky, growing in size as it nears us.  I scream as the talons grip my arms and rip me away from the monster who can't hold back my powers anymore.

I sling my arms out as the hawk carries me off, and I deliver one last blow to the vicious bastards below.  I struggle against the piercing, sharp claws, and I look up at the hawk intent on getting us out of here.

"Too tight!" I squeal just as slithers of blood drip free from my arms.  "They'll find me if I'm bleeding every-damn-where."

He can't answer in changed form, but he swoops low, almost slapping the ground before releasing me.  My feet run to fight the built up momentum, and the hawk changes into the white wolf, his head motioning for me to hurry up.

I run and leap into the air, and he grows under me after I land on top.  I hang on for dear life as he charges ahead, deep into the desert.  The wind slaps me in the face, along with desert bugs, and the chill of the night creeps down to my bones, fighting against the heat of my adrenaline.

Everything around me turns into a blur, and I push my face into his back to warm me with his fur and keep the flying insects away from my gaping mouth.

Within minutes, we've lost them, and a car pulls around just as we come to an abrupt halt.  I fall forward, but foreign hands grab me when one of the "friendly" night stalkers catches me, leaving me with an eerie feeling.

"Thanks," I murmur halfheartedly.

"Go!  We have to go!" Thad urges as he leaps into the car, human and... naked.

Ah crap.  Why does he have to look like that naked?

I climb in, my face glowing red, and keep my eyes focused anywhere but the naked man as another changer gasses the vehicle, surging away from the craziness behind.

"They'll track me down if I'm in my changed form for too long," Thad sighs while relaxing in his seat.

"You should... um... put something on.  It's cold," I stammer, still refusing to look at him.

"Is that a dig at my manhood?" he chuckles out.  "For the record, I'm not turned on by near death encounters."

My glowing red burns brighter as I bury my face in my hands.

"I didn't look at your manhood," I lie, and he is turned on.

He laughs lightly, and then I hear the rustle of his clothes being pulled on beside me.  Turning to face him, I feel my face slowly fading back to its normal color.

"Where'd loverboy go this time?" he asks.

"He had some work to do back home.  Speaking of which, can I borrow your phone?  Mine was sort of left back at the house."

"Yeah."  He relinquishes his phone.

I quickly dial Kane's number and start biting my nails as I anxiously await his answer, the tears trying to fall as I mull over what I need to say.

"Hello?" he asks curiously, not recognizing the number.

"Hey," I murmur in relief just to hear his voice.

"Alyssa?  Whose phone are you using?" he worries.  "Are you okay?"

I'm not even close to being okay.

"Yeah, I'm fine.  There was a small problem back at the house, and I had to leave rather quickly.  Thad came and got me.  I was just worried about you."

"Shit.  What happened?"

It'd be easier to tell him monsters are hunting me, because then he'd definitely stay away.

"Nothing you need to worry about.  Look, Kane, this has gotten worse than I realized it would, and I don't think-"

"I know - it's a lot worse.  I went by your house tonight to grab you some more clothes, and your place was trashed.  Alyssa, I don't think your mom is with friends.  I called a detective I know, and he's looking into the case for me.  I'm on my way back right now.  Where are you going?"

My breath shakily slides out, and everyone in the car tries to pretend they're not listening in.

"That's just it.  Kane, I think it would be best if you stayed away from me until we find out what's going on."

"Hell no," he scoffs.  "Tell me where you're going.  I'll be there as soon as I can get a flight."

Tears start to drip, and Thad pats my leg as I try to gather some composure.

"Kane, I can't.  I care about you too much.  I don't know what's going on, but I won't let you be in the middle of it.  I'm sorry, I really am."

"Alyssa, tell me where the hell you're going!" he demands, fear lying in the undertones of his voice.

"I'm sorry," I repeat in a whispered whimper while hanging up.

The phone starts ringing immediately, but I just stare blankly at the number I can't answer.  I have to know what he's going to do though.  Using my magic, I wave my hand over the phone to listen to the man who doesn’t know I can hear him as the phone starts ringing again.

"Damn it.  She won't fucking answer!" he blares to someone.

"Who do you think is after her?" Deke asks.

I'm sure they're all telling him to stay the hell away from me.  As much as it kills me to think of, I hope he listens to them.

"I don't know, but she needs to be protected.  She thinks I could get hurt."

Deke laughs, and I hear Kane cursing again as the phone lights up and rings once more.

"That's a rather nifty trick," Thad says, now realizing what I've done.

"It'll only work until he calls someone else," I murmur softly.

"What are you going to do?" Deke asks.

"I'm going to find her, and then I'm going to beat the fuck out of whoever is messing with her.  I'm not going to leave her side again, and so help me, if you call for my help one more time with that fucking bitch, I'll never talk to you again."

Amy?  His business was Amy?

My anger takes the place of my tears as fury runs through me.

"I'm sorry," Deke exasperates.  "You're the only one who has any influence over her when she loses it.  It's just... you and this Alyssa girl spending so much time together is making Amy crazy.  Maybe it's good if she goes off on her own.  Amy needs all of us, and it appears you're the one she needs the most."

It's nice to know this now.  At least it makes this easier.

"Amy can go to hell for all I care.  Sierra wanted a pet, she can train her.  I'm not her fucking leash-handler anymore.  In case you haven't noticed, I happen to give a damn about someone else who needs me a hell of a lot more than Amy.  She's her own worst enemy, and Alyssa is just a fragile girl.”

Fragile girl?  Really?

I'll show him fragile the next time I see him... if I can even stand to be around him.

"Call the detective and find out what he knows," Kane urges.

"I can, but-"

"Fuck it.  I'll call him myself."

Just like that, the conversation is lost when he apparently does call someone else, ending the bit of magical influence I had.

I hand the phone back to Thad, and he sighs as he puts it back in his pocket.

"I'm sorry you had to do that, but it's for the best," Thad murmurs sympathetically.

"As you heard, it sounds like it was the best for more than one reason."

I fight back the furious tears that try to fall.  I can't believe I was so gullible, so stupid.

"I'm not sure what you mean.  It's sounds like some psychotic girl has a fatal attraction to him, but he wants you."

It sounds like he'll always go running in to save her.

"I'd like to show him fragile," I grumble.

"Now that was a little funny.  He just doesn't know any better.  Mortal men think most girls are fragile," he chuckles out.

"Let's just get the hell out of here."

––––––––
Chapter Ten

"It's been a week, and this bloody fool won't stop calling me.  I've got to get my number changed," Thad exasperates while flopping down to my bed.

Kane's number is still flashing across the vibrating phone he tosses to me, but I push it away.  I can't talk to him.

"He'll stop calling.  Eventually Amy will need him again, and he'll forget all about me."

Thad rests his head on my lap as I flip through the pages of a magazine, and I look down to arch my eyebrow at him.

"Comfortable?" I ask sardonically.

"I would be if you ate a little more.  Damn, your hipbones really jut out."

I laugh lightly, and then I roll my eyes.

"I'm on my back.  It happens.  Why are you in my room instead of tracking down my mother?"

"Crack the whip some other time.  I've got to lie low here.  I'm not very well liked in L.A.  I'm letting the others run down the leads down there, while I crash here in the condo with you."

I put my magazine down, now that I'm a little intrigued and curious.

"What did you do to become not so well liked?" I muse.

"Long story.  I've been around a while."

"Well, I'm about to change clothes, so I need you to not be around for a while," I tease while lifting my hips to knock his head from my lap.

"Why change?" he asks while sitting up and stretching.

"Because I have to go buy some more clothes.  I'm sick of wearing the same stuff over and over, and I can't go out in my pajamas."

I motion to the short pajama set I've worn so much that the hems are starting to show their tattered signs of early aging.

"I happen to be fond of that little purple shirt I've seen you in a time or two," he says menacingly while bouncing his eyebrows up and down.

I let out a laugh, and then I start shuffling through my bag.

"Well, that purple shirt is spent.  I'm sick of it, and I'll quite possibly trash it after I wear it one last time today."

He smirks, and then he licks his lips before winking at me.

"I should probably stick around.  You might need some help."

I let out a laugh, and then I start pushing him out the door.  Though he's sexy, he's not Kane.  I wish I could stop thinking about him.

Once Thad is out, I stare at my new phone, wondering if I should at least let Kane know I'm okay.  If I call him, I could at least listen to his voice... even after we hang up.  I hate the fact he keeps leaving me to help Amy, but I miss him so much.

"I'll probably regret this."

I pick up the phone and dial his number quickly before I can talk myself out of it.  It rings a few times, and then I sigh when I realize it's about to go to voicemail.

"Hello?" he says unexpectedly, again puzzled by a new number.

I sit there quietly, not sure what to say.

"Hey?" I finally strain out.  "I was just calling to see how you're doing."

"Alyssa, shit.  Where the hell are you?  I've been worried to damn death."

He really does sound worried, tormented even.

"Sorry.  It's been a long, busy week.  Um, Kane, I think this goes without saying, but you know we're not together anymore.  If you want to be with Amy-"

"Damn it, Alyssa.  Stop with the Amy shit.  I don't even fucking like her as a friend.  As a matter of fact, I quite possibly hate her at this particular moment.  Please tell me where you are, and don't you dare say we're not together."

I sigh out heavily, and then I glance out the window of the huge condominium to stare down at the small humans below, oblivious to the world of deadly beauties around them.

"I just called to see how you are.  I've been worried my mom's shit was going to affect you since you've been with me."

"Alyssa, please tell me what's going on.  My detective friend can't even find out anything about her.  It's like she's not real or something.  Are you in trouble?  Are you in witness protection or something?" he asks, worrying all the more.

Oh how I wish it was something as mundane and human as that.

"Sort of.  Look, don't worry.  As long as you're safe, I'll be okay.  For the record, I'm not as fragile as you think I am.  I'll be fine."

Don't ask me where I heard that.

"Alyssa, you are fragile.  You're a twenty-year-old girl.  Please let me come be with you.  I can help."

I wish that was true.

"Sorry, but it needs to be this way, and we aren't together.  It's for the best.  Maybe Amy is psycho, but she's probably better for you than me."

"Fuck!  I'm so sick of hearing about her.  I want you.  Do you hear me?  You."

The butterflies ruffle in my stomach, and I lie back on the bed while pulling on my shirt.

"I want you, too, but things are just too complicated right now.  I'd rather you just forget about me."

"Please don't make me beg," he hoarsely whispers, making my tears form.

I grip my hair and walk over to pull on my jeans, my heart sinking to the pits of my stomach as I stare woefully at the girl who has started to fall in love with a human she can never be with.

"Kane, I'm sorry.  Listen, if-"

I scream when I see the scaly tail of ... something, dangling from the top of my shirt, and I start flailing around wildly to rid myself of the mystery varmint invading my cleavage.  I leap onto the bed as a lizard thuds to the ground, and then I see it wink at me.  The fucking lizard even laughs as it scurries out the door.

Thad!

"Alyssa!" Kane yells, as if he's been saying my name repeatedly, expecting an explanation for my panic.

"Sorry.  I'm fine."

He breathes out a rattling breath, and I actually hear him collapse to a chair or something.

"What the hell just happened?"

"We've apparently got... pests," I grumble, scowling at the door which I know Thad is lurking behind.

Pests of the changer variety.

I need to remind Thad how much it hurts to be brought down by a witch.

"You damn near stopped my heart," he mumbles, his breaths still coming out in pained wisps.

"Sorry.  I need to go.  I've got to get some new clothes before we head off to some new, random destination."

"Alyssa, please tell me where to find you."

I hesitate to say no when all I want to do is just crumble, beg him to find me.

"I can't," I almost whisper.

Silence creeps through the phone as we both sit waiting for the other to cave.  I can't give in though.  I can't watch my world break him.

"I'd give anything to take that night back," he finally says, breaking the breathy suspense.  "I'd tell Deke to fuck off and deal with shit on his own for once.  I'd stay in bed, holding you to me as you curled around my body.  There's not an inch of your body I wouldn't have explored by now, and there's no way I would ever leave you alone for anything again."

My tears finally start dripping, making me hate myself for falling for him.  I knew better.  As much as I want to be human, I'm not.  Stringing him along was the worst mistake I could have made.

"But you already did.  Kane, I’m not going to lie.  I know you went back for Amy.  There's apparently something going on, and I-"

"I swear it's not like that.  Please let me come to you.  I'll prove it."

"Let me finish."  I sigh while gripping my head.  "I don't know what the deal is between the two of you, but I don't want in the middle of it.  I care about you too much too soon as it is.  You probably did me a favor by disappearing into the night.  I need to go.  Please stop calling Thad's phone, and don't start calling mine."

He sits silently on the other end, and then I hear a harsh breath.

"L.A.?" he asks, making my heart slap my throat.

"What?" I release with a crackle, my mouth drying.

"You're in L.A.?  I can be there in a few hours.  Don't leave.  We'll discuss this in person, and I'll show you how much I care about you."

"How do you know where I am?"  I shiver as excitement and dread fills me at once.

"I just traced your phone.  Money affords someone more than a nice house.  I'll be there soon."

"Kane, don't.  We're about to leave.  Please stop this."

"Then call me when you get to where you're going, and I'll follow you then."

"No, I won't call, and I'm switching off my GPS.  Just forget me."

"That's impossible.  I'm coming to you whether you like it or not.  Now, you can stay there, or I can come find you at your next place.  You'll call me again, Alyssa.  You want to be with me just like I want to be with you.  Admit it.  This chemistry between us isn't something people find everyday.  I know better than anyone that it's not."

I swallow my heart back down, and then I shake my head.

"It's not something someone finds everyday, but it's also not good for you."  Or your life.  "I'm sorry, Kane.  I won't be here when you come."

I hang up, quickly rushing into the room where Thad is packing.

"Yeah, I heard.  Loverboy is persistent, I'll give him that."

I don't have time to be aggravated with the fact he was eavesdropping.  Damn immortal hearing.

"We were going to leave tonight anyway, weren't we?"

"Yeah.  No worries, pretty girl.  Just grab your stuff, and we'll meet the others at the next rendezvous."

He offers me a wink, and then I narrow my eyes.

"I don't want to catch any more lizards down my shirt."

He starts laughing, and then he moves over to where I am, letting his thumb trail over my lips as he stares down at me.

"I would have gone for a snake, but I thought it'd be too much of a pun.  Grab your stuff."

He kisses my forehead, and I roll my eyes while heading back to my room.  I peek out to see him walking out the door, heading to the elevator, and I capitalize on the fact he's out of earshot.  I wave my hand over the phone, using my magic once again.

"Are you really going after her again?" Amy bellows.

"Of course I am.  Stay the hell out of my way and out of my life!" Kane berates, sounding furious.

There's silence for a minute, with the exception of drawers opening and shutting in the background.

"You really do hate me, don't you?" she whimpers, and I hear him sigh hard.

"Amy, I'm not the one for you.  I've told you this countless times - even before Alyssa came into my life.  I hope you get your shit under control, really, I do, but it's not my responsibility, it's yours.  Acting out every time I'm with the girl I want to be with only pisses me off.  Excuse me, I have to holler at Zee."

I hear his feet shuffling away, and I start to end my use of magic.

"Kane still mad?" asks Sierra, and I decide to be nosy and tune in instead of tuning out.

"Very.  What's so special about some blond girl?  Does he miss being a normal guy that much?" Amy scoffs.

Normal?

I suppose being insanely wealthy has its drawbacks.  It'd be hard to appreciate the small things and know when someone actually likes you for you.

"Amy, he’s right though.  You can't keep doing this to him.  He's not responsible for you.  You're responsible for you.  You'll find someone who loves you the way he loves Alyssa."

Loves?  He doesn't love me.  Slow down the wedding march, Sierra.

"He doesn't love her.  He barely knows her," Amy snorts.

Bitch.

"He does, or he wouldn't be in a frenzy to find her.  Just leave him in peace.  He'll never forgive you if he loses Alyssa, and then you won't even have his friendship."

"If I wanted his friendship, I wouldn't have told him I love him."

She loves him?  Shit.

"If he loved you, you wouldn't be sitting here scheming up ways to get him.  You have to stop crossing that line.  If you back off, he will eventually come around.  Right now, you're on a slippery slope.  Soon, you might not be able to stop from making a mistake that you'll have to live with after you've sobered up."

Sobered up?  Drugs?  Booze?

"I-"

"I need my phone," Kane murmurs, interrupting whatever Amy was going to say.

Crap.  I want to hear more.

"Be careful, and call us when you find her.  I'd like to know she's alright," Sierra murmurs genuinely.

"I will, in the meantime, stay on standby.  I might need some help finding the sons of bitches after her."

"You know we'll help in any way we can.  That's what family is for."

"Just... if she says... when I-"

"We'll accept her," Sierra says comfortingly, and I get sick.

When he what?  What will I say?

"I think it's stupid, and I won't accept her, no matter how long she stays," Amy spews.

Stays?

"It doesn't matter if you accept her or not.  You're the only one here whose opinion I don't give a fuck about," he growls, and then I lose the connection.

"No," I mumble, waving my hand over the phone, but nothing happens.

Shit.  He must have called someone else, or they called him.

"Ready?" Thad calls from the living area, and I drop my head back momentarily while sighing in exasperation.

"Yeah."

Ready for my life to make sense.

The rough winds scrape across the house thought to be abandoned deep in the woods.  Crackling out its strength, the fireplace warms the room.

I've gone from cold weather to hot weather so many times that I'm finally getting sick.

"You okay?" Thad asks as he sits down beside my shivering body.

"Yeah.  I think I'm getting a cold."

"Can't you do a healing spell or something?"

I laugh in the middle of a sneeze while shaking my head.

"Sure, if I want to end up crippled for all eternity.  Healing spells have to be done by very well practiced witches.  Not even Frankie can pull off a healing spell.  My mom is the only one I know to successfully do it without side effects."

"Did not know that," he murmurs while wrapping his arm around my shoulders, and I eye him suspiciously when he feels too close.

"I'm sick, not desperate."

He smirks, and then he leans over to my neck, making my breath hitch.  I feel his breath on me, warming my skin, and the warmth suddenly travels through the rest of my body, relieving me of my chills.

"Wow," I murmur while wiping my nose with a tissue.  "Any cure for the sniffles inside your breath?"

"Let's find out," he says before pressing his lips to mine, and I sneeze while laughing as he draws back with a look of disgust.

"I think you did that on purpose."

I shrug, feigning innocence, and he rolls his eyes while leaning back and letting his head rest against the couch.  My phone buzzes, and he rolls his eyes.

"That boy never takes a hint, does he?" he grumbles under his breath.

I glance down, realizing it really is Kane... again, and then I put the phone back down.

"He'll forget me eventually," I strain out, trying not to show the truly devastated emotion teetering on the edge.  "Can you give me a minute?"

"I'm exhausted.  Please don't make me move," he groans while stretching out.  "You can listen in.  I swear I won't judge or comment."

He closes his eyes while breathing steadily, but I put the phone down instead of listening.  Just hearing Kane's voice would probably make me cave and beg him to come risk his life just so I can have his arms around me.

Selfish bitch.

"Sorry to interrupt, but the warlock needs your help ciphering a code outside," one of the night stalkers murmurs.

"Tell him I'll be there in a minute, Rain."

Rain's eyes glow blue momentarily, as if he's taunting me, and then he smirks before walking out.

“Remind me why you have night stalkers in your party," I grumble, a chill spreading throughout me.

"Because they can subdue the dark users better than anyone.  Not to mention, they're some of the strongest beings in existence.  Why exactly are the two of you mortal enemies?  I've never understood it."

I sigh out as all the stories my mother told me when I was growing up suddenly rattle around in my mind.

"They have the ability to hold us down, making our powers worthless.  In the old days, they lived solely off our blood and essence.  Draining a witch kills most blood-thirsters, but to a night stalker, we're worth fifty humans."

"How do you build up resentment over something that happened centuries ago when you're so young?" he chuckles out.

My lips tighten, and then I pull my shirt down to reveal a spot along my collarbone.

"What?" he says with a devious smirk.  "Finally willing to let me show you what an animal I really can be?"

Though his witty little pun is humorous, I'm not exactly feeling the urge to laugh.  With a heavy sigh, I wave my hand over the spot to reveal the blemish I masked long ago.

The red, savage scar reveals itself, and his eyes widen in disbelief.

"Bloody hell.  When did that happen?" he gushes while running his finger along the mark.

I pull my hand back over it, making the skin pull smooth, and the scar vanishes once more.  I let my collar pop back into place and turn to face him.

"It happened when I was seventeen.  One day I went for a walk, but a night stalker had been tracking me, waiting for me to slip up and step out of the protective circle I was living in at the time - my overprotective mother's circle around our farmhouse coven.

"Obviously I didn't expect him, and he pinned me down, using his powers of subduing.  My blood became his meal, and little by little, I felt my life slipping away.  He fell between my legs, lifted my skirt, and all I could do was lie there, stunned by his hypnotism.  I thought... For a minute, I worried he was going to do more than just feast on me, but he didn't get the chance.

"After he dug his fangs in the second time, my mother showed up.  He got away, but it's doubtful he lived, considering the wounds he sustained.  I spent three days in a healing room, barely surviving the attack after he drained me almost dry within minutes.

"So don't say it's something that happened centuries ago.  Not everything has changed.  You know as well as I do, night stalkers still love a good witch meal, they just clean up better than they used to."

"I thought that attack was just the rumor your father started in order for your mother and you to live freely.  And I thought you were like eight or nine when it happened."

"No.  I was ten the first time I was attacked, and that's when they told everyone Airis Devall had died."  I pause, motioning to the other side of my neck.  "It didn't scar like the last one.  That night stalker's venom was weaker, meaning a smaller scar, and he met my father's wrath fairly quickly.  He was a fool to even come into Drackus's home."

He lets out a heavy, harsh breath, and then his fingertips trail along my collarbone as he pulls my shirt back down.  My breath hitches as his lips find the hidden scar, and he drags them across it on his way up to my neck.

I start to push him away, but he pulls back on his own.

"Just so you know, there's not a night stalker here brave enough to touch you with me around.  They know what I'd do to them, and most of them remember how very ruthless I once was.  You're safe."

I would smile if that didn't sound so morbid and a little... scary.  Too bad a changer is nowhere nearly as strong as a night stalker.  I would feel comforted if I knew he really could take on a night stalker as old and seasoned as Rain.

I lean into him, my eyes growing heavy, and then I shake my head.

"I'm stronger now.  You haven't even seen all I can do because I'm scared I'll end up like my father.  I hold back because I have to; not because I can't do more.  I almost dread my immortality."

"Why?" he muses, his fingers strumming through my hair.

"Because I'll be even stronger.  That's the real reason I don't like using magic.  I'm afraid I won't know when I've gone too far... just like him."

He nods, his hand sliding down my back now, and it almost feels like he's trying to comfort me.  In my wildest dreams, I never pictured a changer comforting me.  Sadly enough, he's the closest thing I have to a friend right now, and I really need a friend.

"There are few things left in the world that scare me.  I've seen hell try to rise above ground, but I lived through it.  Your dad... honestly, he scares the shit out of me."  Well, the comfort is gone.  "But it's not because he's powerful; it's because he has no reservations about using his power against anyone who crosses him.  The council may have condemned him to the lost lands, but you know as well as I do he can leave at any time - and does.

"He stays there most of the time though, never using his magic outside the fields, but only because he doesn't want to make things harder on your mother.  He doesn't ever want her punished for anything he does, and they would use her against him."

"Don't make it sound as though he truly cares.  The reason he stays put is because the only time the light and dark agree is when it comes to keeping him away.  He's powerful -deadly powerful - but he's not invincible.  I've seen it.  I've seen him hurt.  I was young, but I remember what happened."

His lips tighten, as if he wants to say more, but he decides against it.  I still can't believe Drackus told someone I'm his daughter.  They're all supposed to think that young girl died.

My phone buzzes to interrupt the awkward silence that has fallen, and I frown when I see Kane's name on the screen.

It finally stops, and Thad kisses the top of my head while standing up.

"Go ahead and spy.  I'll go help the warlock."

I force a smile, though I know it's a poor attempt, and he gives me a wink before disappearing out the door.  With a wave of my hand, Kane's voice comes through, making me miss him more than I thought possible.

"Still nothing," he says with frustration.

"This is ridiculous," Deke spews.  "How the hell did they leave L.A. without leaving a bit of a trail?  Are you sure this was the condo?"

"Positive.  What about Sierra?  Do you think she could pick up anything?"

Not unless she's a very gifted immortal.

Kane and his friends have no chance of finding us.  Hell, I don't even know exactly where we are.  I'm sick of keeping up.

"Doubtful.  She's had that damn cold going around and it's fucked up her smell.  We could ask Amy to help."

I get sick.  Just the mention of her name makes me snarl.

"I'm not asking Amy for anything.  I'll figure out something.  Call around, see if you can find-"

His voice cuts out, meaning someone just called him since he was mid-sentence.  I can't believe he's still looking for me.  The problem is, I wish he'd find me.

If I tell him where I am, and he comes, I have to feel guilty for dragging him around and risking his life.  If he finds me on his own, then I ... shit.  I would still feel guilty.  I have to keep him away.

––––––––
Chapter Eleven

The moon casts its silvery glow through the window, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up.  A full moon always makes me jittery.  Night stalkers are so much stronger the brighter the moon is.  And mortal witches are a coveted delicacy of theirs.

Looking out the window, I find Thad wrestling with a lycan, as if they're playing.  It's all so frigging weird.

Then I feel a chill.  It's not from outside either.  I whip around to see the glowing blues in the corner as Rain stares at me.

"What the hell are you doing in my room?" I bark.

He smiles, his fangs sliding back in as he shrugs.

"Thad wanted me to see if you felt like training?"

Training?

"I don't train yet.  I'm still mortal.  Now get out of my room."

Within a blink, his hands are on me, restraining me.  I gasp, but no air enters my lungs as his eyes penetrate mine, locking me into place and proving he's older than he looks as he uses the ancient power.

"I thought Thad was lying.  He said you were already immortal, but I knew better."

I would scream if my lips would move, but he's frozen me, leaving me to his mercy as my stiff body protests my futile attempts to move.

"Unfortunately for you, that means wonders for me.  Your father... let's say he's owed this."

His fangs slither out, slowly drawing out the building dread in the pit of my stomach.  A tear breaks free to roll down my cheek, my only release of terror as he hovers over my body, his gaze leaving me defenseless... leaving me his prey.

"Damn," he says while pulling a lock of my hair to his face and breathing it in.  "You smell so good... so strong."

I've only ever suffered this frozen state of terror twice, and I almost died both times.  This time, there's not a healing room or a group of witches capable of the spells it would take to bring me back.

"Your father thought it funny to kill the woman I had turned - the woman I loved.  He said he had to remind me who was in charge.  I think it's time I show him what happens when you take someone from somebody - you lose someone you love, too."

Just as his chilled breath finds my neck, the door bursts open, and the cold blooded bastard is yanked off of me and thrown out the window as Thad walks toward me.

"Are you okay?" he growls, his eyes not moving off the night stalker who is still trying to figure out what just happened.

I just nod while grabbing my throat, checking for punctures, and then he drops into a hawk and zooms out the window.  I wobble up and gaze out to see him changing into a tiger - a white, beautiful tighter - before leaping onto the back of Rain, his teeth shredding the skin of the stalking asshole.

"Kick his ass, Thad," one of the girl changers cheers.

"What the hell is going on?" one of the night stalkers interjects, and then the chatter rises to urge on the brutal fight.

"Alyssa?" Frankie murmurs while stepping into my room.  "What the hell?"

I don't answer as I stare out and wince when the night stalker digs his fangs into Thad's shoulder, and red stains the white fur.  He roars out his pain, changing into a white, majestic lion, and suddenly the fight shifts again as he takes over.

The night stalker wails into the darkness, and though he's stronger at night, Thad's apparently older, more in control, and one hell of a force to be reckoned with.  The lion roars louder, and suddenly red paints the white snow under their bodies as the night stalker goes limp - a chew toy for the fierce kitty with a bad temper.

"Shit.  Did he just kill a night stalker?" Frankie gasps in disbelief.

"Yeah," I almost whisper, feeling my whole body growing a little numb from the adrenaline overload.

"He's stronger than any changer I've ever seen to take on a night stalker under the full moon.  That's when they're at their damn strongest."

"I know," I murmur, still stunned as the lion shifts into Thad, and then he limps toward the house.

I rush out of the bedroom and into the living room just as he comes in, and a girl offers him a towel to cover up his... bare lower half.

He takes it, but he doesn't wrap up before collapsing to the chair, his shoulder bleeding profusely as he wearily pants his painful breaths.

"Thad," I murmur guiltily while kneeling down to examine the terrible gash.

"I'll be fine.  I just need some blood, some sleep, and some solid food," he strains out.

"I'll get the blood," one girl chirps, disappearing seconds later.

The others disperse, and one begins clanking pans to start cooking him something.  I cover up his lower half with a blanket that had been tossed across the back of the couch.

"A naked man's body really bothers you, doesn't it?" he jokes, but then he winces when his laughter proves to hurt.

I grimace while shaking my head.

"I can't believe you survived a night stalker under the full moon... under any moon for that matter," I murmur softly, ignoring his comment.

"I told you I wouldn't let someone touch you and get away with it.  If I hadn't gone all day without blood, I wouldn't have even gotten a scratch."

"Why'd you go all day without blood?" I ask as one girl brings him a bottle full of it.

He rises up slowly, wincing the whole way, and then he starts sipping.  After a few guzzles, he pulls it back from his lips to answer me.

"Drinking blood under a full moon makes me a lot stronger, but it also keeps me up all night.  I prefer to sleep... unless I have a reason to be up all night," he says, ending on a menacing note.

I let a ghost of a smile free, and then I stand to my feet.

"I'm going to go get you some clothes," I say while walking toward his room.

"Just shorts please.  I'll be burning up all night now that I'm drinking this with that out there," he says, pointing at the full moon glowing through the window.

I nod, and then disappear into the room.  After I grab him some shorts, I decide to change myself.  I feel creepy now that I've been almost violated by the night stalker.

When I walk into my room, I shiver.  The damn broken window has let all of nature's chill settle inside.

"Crap."

I start to use my magic to reassemble the shattered pieces when a shadow appears around me.  Nausea strikes, but before I can scream for help, a hand clamps over my mouth, and we evaporate into the wind.

Blurs, streaks, and glimpses of the world pass me by as we travel through the forest.  Dizziness rules me, and my heart feels like it's going to explode.  Tears are stripped from my eyes by the winds, and every second I'm a part of the air, I feel closer to death.

Finally, I feel the ground beneath me as I crash to it, being freed from whatever dark user just took me.

I rock up to my knees, and then I expel the contents of my stomach as the dizziness starts to feel more like drunkenness.

"It'll pass.  I know how to carry people through the planes without killing them," a voice says from behind.

I try to focus in on it, but I can't see the face.  The images and colors are so distorted that I feel like I'm trying to see a face at the end of a Kaleidoscope.

"Who are you?" I choke out before hurling out more liquid.

I hear the chatter of the leaves as the unseen dark one walks around, circling me, as he watches me in my humbled state.

"Someone who doesn't feel like being framed for the disappearance of your mother," the guy's smooth voice says, and the shadow moves to my side.

I feel a hand on my back, and then my sickness subsides before clarity comes to life.  My body stabilizes, bringing me back to normal.

I whip around, falling back to my ass, and then I scammer backwards.

"Calm down," he says, his dark hair a little longer, tousled by the wind in a sexy sort of way.

Damn bad boys.

“Calm down?  You've got to be kidding me," I scoff, praying my voice is loud enough to reach Thad or Frankie.  Then I recognize him - the eyebrow ring, the dark hair, the mysterious beauty.  Oh shit.  "You're the guy from the diner.  You sat in the corner and used the free Wifi."

He smirks, running his hand through his hair.  "I was keeping an eye on you.  It would have seemed odd if I just sat there drinking coffee."

"Keeping an eye on me?  You had to have heard that night stalker threatening me that night, yet you did nothing.  You were probably hoping he'd drain me dry, or you were planning to kill me yourself before Frankie and Kane showed up."

Shit.  I shouldn't have said Kane's name aloud.  Damn it.

His head drops back and he releases an exasperated sigh.

"I wouldn't have let him touch you.  I stayed until closing, and then I watched to make sure you made it back to your home, untouched.  If I wanted you dead, I've had ample opportunity to kill you.  I'm here as a friend, for now.  My people are not responsible for your mother's disappearance, so you need to call off your flock of killers."

Say huh?

"My flock of killers?" I ask in bemusement.  "I don't have a flock of killers, and I don't believe you don't have my mother.  You're the only ones with a true vendetta and the resources to take someone as strong as she is."

He snorts derisively.  "Your mother has pissed off a lot of immortals.  That's what happens when you're a strong witch - you make enemies.  Your killers are attacking innocent dark users."

I let out an incredulous laugh while standing to my feet, readying myself to fight.

"Innocent dark users?  That's an oxymoron if I've ever heard one."

His eyes narrow when he takes offense, and I silently start reminding myself I'm still not immortal.  I'm an idiot to provoke him.

"Don't be such a fool.  Dark users are no different from you, except we harness black magic and live of our own free will.  Not everyone who joins dark are vicious killers.  Most of us just don't like the rules set up by the hypocritical light council.  They think they rule you once you've chosen light, and yet they might as well be dark themselves.  They'll condemn you to death for breaking the rules, but they'll abandon you when you need them most.  Tell me I'm wrong."

He has me there.  The light council isn't what it was designed to be, but that doesn't make me trust a dark user.

"If not you, then who?"

"Who has your mother?  I don't know, but I would know if her disappearance was related to my kind.  No one wants to pick a fight with you or your father.  You're not far from your immortality, and we're not the only ones afraid of what you'll be able to do.  Have you ever thought this might not be about your mother at all, but you instead?"

"Me?" I squeak, an overwhelming surge of questions burning through me.  "Why would they go after someone as powerful as my mother when I'm still not changed?  And how the fuck do you know who my father is?"

"I have my ways of knowing things, though I can't believe he'd give you access to these killing machines destroying my people right now.  Whoever this is went after your mother because if they swooped in and took you, your father would surely get involved.  Whoever this is could be using her as a means to get to you without alerting your father of their true intentions."

I shake my head as sense comes to me.  "No, they want something my mother has.  A group of night stalkers attacked me, and one of them wanted to know where it is.  I assumed they were working with you."

This time he lets out a mocking laugh.

"Our people don't work with night stalkers, at least not on sanctioned missions.  If one of our kind is involved, they're not aligned with the dark council.  I can assure you of that.  As for the things your mother protects, there's a long list.  She's the strongest of the light, so they've tasked her with a great deal of their possessions.  However, you might want to consider the black diamond of Roth."

"The what?"

"It's a powerful gem that can destroy or create.  In the hands of the wrong user - light or dark - it could easily suck all the life from the world.  The gem was too powerful to be entrusted to anyone else.  Even we agreed with that."

His soft blue eyes are almost convincing.  His tall, lean body moves closer, and my breath catches in my throat as his true beauty is shown under the full streak of light cast by the moon.

"Your mother is also respected by our people.  You should know that we'd never seek to cause her harm when unprovoked."

I force myself to counter, though his beauty still calls for my attention.

"Your people tried to kill me when I was-"

"In our domain, near our root of power?" he interrupts, sounding condescending and bitter.  "They were protecting our tree just as you would yours.  You even demolished many of our men for doing so."

I take a step back, bringing my wandering eyes back up to meet his.

"That wasn't us.  A band of night stalkers and lycans stepped in and saved us."

He tilts his head, and then he glances toward the house I can no longer see.

"They're coming for you.  Call off your killers, and I swear you won't have any further problem from my people."

"I don't have killers.  The people up there are looking for my mom, not chasing you down."

"Not them," he murmurs.  "There's a group of twenty or more night stalkers who've been shredding us apart."

I gasp, suddenly realizing who he's talking about.

"Those are the same ones who attacked me," I almost whisper.

Again his head tilts, and then he kneels in front of me as the ground begins to sweep around us.  Suddenly, an image appears, as if he's opened up a mirror to another place, and I gasp in awe as I stare down at the power.

"Is this them?" he asks while moving back.

I kneel and stare at the imagery - the horror show playing.  Savage night stalkers rip apart dark users with effortless ease.  They're fast enough to keep up with the evaporating warlocks and witches.

"Yes.  That one is the one who wanted me to tell him where-"

"Alyssa!" Frankie screams from the distance.

The dark user glances that way, and then he turns back to me.

"It appears we have a common enemy then.  You'll hear from me soon."

He walks away, and before I know it, he's dust in the air.

"Down here," I call as I stare in the direction of my nighttime captor who is now gone.

I turn back to view the image again, but it's gone as well.  The vacant ground rests peacefully, showing no proof of the fight it once shed light on.

Suddenly Frankie is beside me, materializing as he throws his arms around me and jolts me forward.

"What the hell happened?"

I pull back, staring once more at the empty, silent woods ahead as I step out of Frankie's hold completely.

"A dark user robbed me from the room, showed me proof the same people are attacking them, and then he disappeared."

"A dark user?" Thad growls as he joins us, his shoulder already healing.

"I'm fine, Thad.  You should be resting," I murmur while walking over to him.

At least he's wearing something over his bare... um... manhood now.

"You're not fine if you were just taken by a dark user."

His hand snakes around my waist, and he starts leading me back toward the house, looking over his shoulder the whole time.  Right now, I don't know if I want to tell them about the black diamond of... whatever.

None of them will believe it until they see what I saw, and we don't have that kind of magic.  I'll just wait on him to show up... again.

The glare of the sun promises to melt the snow, but the frigid, white blanket refuses to go without a fight.  I smirk as I see it sweating, the melting pieces trickling down, but there's so much of it.  There's not a chance it'll all melt.

"What are you doing?  Watching the snow?" Thad chuckles as he sits down beside me on the porch steps.

I sip my coffee and then nod.

"This is the longest we've stayed in one spot, and I've finally had time to get bored.  Where're the others?"

"Out, running down leads.  I'm yours for the day it seems.  Let's cure that boredom," he says menacingly.

"What's that?" I ask, motioning to the coin he wears on a chain and ignoring his scandalous comment.

He looks down, running his fingers over it before palming it.

"It's something I'm supposed to keep safe."

"For what exactly?"

He shrugs, dropping it back to his chest while leaning back.

"I don't know.  It was just given to me by someone special - someone powerful - and she told me to keep it safe until it found its way into the right hands."

That's vague.

"Whose hands are the right hands?"

"That... I don't know.  I assume the answer will reveal itself in time."

Riddles and mysteries.  I hate our world.

His shoulder draws my attention.  In just two days time, it's completely healed - no proof of his scrape with the night stalker.

"How are you not freezing with just a tank and shorts on?" I ask.

He shrugs, and then he leans farther back to prop up on his elbows.

"My metabolism burns quicker than yours.  I have to eat more frequently, drink more, and... well, have blood of course.  It's enough to warm me up in the coldest of places.  I admit, heated spots are a bitch."

I laugh a little, and then I touch his healed shoulder with the tip of my fingers.

"It's a good thing you don't scar after immortality.  That would have been a bitch," I murmur jokingly.

His eyes are suddenly burning into mine as his hand rises up to catch mine on his shoulder.  I'm worried about what's about to happen, but then Frankie materializes in front of us.

"Hey," I murmur in surprise, meeting his eyes which don't seeming very approving.

"We should talk," he says very seriously, and I look at Thad who rolls his eyes while releasing my hand.

"You're going to have to trust me sometime, warlock," Thad mumbles as he stands to his feet.

"I just want to talk to Alyssa, alone.  Nothing pertaining to the case, of course."

"Sure," Thad grumbles.  "I need to go flex my muscles anyhow.  I have to make sure the perimeter is safe.  I'll see you in a bit, pretty girl."

He bends and takes my hand before pressing his lips to the back of it.  I blush, and then he turns into a hawk, dropping his clothes in a puddle at my feet before flying off into the trees.

Frankie rolls his eyes as he takes a seat beside me, and I listen as the hawk's screeches become too distant to hear any longer.

"You have to stop getting so close to him," Frankie murmurs in a near whisper.

"Frankie, he just saved my life the other night.  Not to mention the battle in the woods where he saved us both while you slept."

"Have you asked him about that?" he muses, his eyebrow arching.

"No, but just because it hasn't come up.  What's wrong?"

He sighs out loudly, and then he steeples his hands in front of his face while staring straight ahead into the woods.

"I don't know.  This just all... it's so odd.  They've already proven to be dangerous.  Rain could have killed you."

"But he didn't because Thad tore him to pieces."

He turns to me, his eyes a little worried, as he murmurs, "Exactly.  A changer took down a centuries old night stalker under the full moon.  Thad shouldn't be that strong, no matter how old he is.  The moon fuels a night stalker's strength.  The fuller the moon, the stronger the bloodsucker.  It scares me, Alyssa.  And the way you've been looking at him scares me even more."

"The way I've been looking at him?" I chuckle out, my cheeks blushing.

"Yeah.  You act like a schoolgirl with a crush every time he's close lately.  Ever think that's a little odd, considering you're head-over-heels for a human?"

Kane's face flashes through my mind, and seriousness takes the place of my humor.

"Kane's safer if he's not with me.  As for Thad, it's called hormones... normal hormones.  He's sexy, and he has that hero appeal.  Sex never fazed me before, but now that I've had it... well... it's like socks."

I blush deeper, staring away from the man I've always viewed as a father figure.  This is definitely not a conversation to be having with him.

"Socks?" he asks, seeming amused.  "How is sex like socks?"

I laugh a little, my crimson burn stinging my cheeks a little more.

"Well, if you lived your whole life without socks, your feet would be just fine.  You wouldn't know the difference.  But, once you've had socks and felt their comfort in hard shoes, warmth in cold weather, and softness against the harsh floor, then you become a little spoiled, and you notice when they're gone.  You want socks again... a lot."

He roars out his laughter, his seriousness broken, and then he shakes his head.

"Honestly, only you could forever ruin the idea of sex."

"This is gross," I murmur awkwardly.  "I can't talk about sex with you."

I stand up, and he laughs louder while following me into the house.

"I thought we were discussing socks."

"Ha," I mumble, not looking behind me to find his mocking face.  "I need a real drink and a change of subject."

"Fine, then let's discuss your aunt."

"Aunt Hilly?" I ask while whipping around.  "What about her?"

"She's coming to help us."

"I thought she was working undercover on some big immortal case."

"She was, but when she found out about your mother's disappearance, she dropped the ruse, and now she's on her way to join us.  She's not as strong as Calypso, but she'll be some serious help - trustworthy help."

"We can trust Thad, too," I murmur with a little agitation.

"Then why haven't you told him what the dark user said?" he asks, his eyes narrowing.

"Because Thad thinks I'm naïve.  He'd probably go after him just to prove he was trying to play me.  I want this guy to come back, tell me more.  I believed him, and none of you ever listen to me."

"I just think-"

"Exactly," I grumble.  "You think, but you never listen.  Just forget it.  I'm going to my room, reading, and shutting all of this out.  Let me know when there's something I can do to help get my mom back."

Storming by him, I huff as I head into my room, slamming the door behind me.  No one thinks I'm mature enough for all of this, and here I am throwing a tantrum.  I hate old magic.

I stare at the phone in my hand, Kane's name slowly fading as the buzzing stops.  Taking a deep breath, I wave my hand over it to bring it to life.

"We'll find her.  Maybe if you-"

"Just stop.  Stop trying to comfort me, Deke.  I appreciate it, but it’s pointless.  She doesn't know how dangerous this world can be, and it's starting to scare the hell out of me.  I wish she'd just let me know she's okay."

I frown, realizing the depth of his concern for me, and suddenly I feel extremely guilty for all the scandalous thoughts I've had about Thad.  It's like I can't help myself though, and that scares me.  I know it's in part because of the change I'm not far from - my immortality.  I've been warned of the hormonal overload that comes with that.

"I could call that friend of mine.  He's never failed in finding someone for me before," Deke says, interrupting my own private thoughts.

"He's too dangerous.  He's a loose cannon, and he might hurt her.  I'll find her on my own.  Did you come up with anything on Callie Coldwell or is it just an alias?"

My stomach sinks.  I've always called myself Coldwell because, though Devall is my true surname, it had to die with the ten-year-old girl they knew as Drackus's daughter.  It's easier to conceal myself with my mother's first surname.

She's been married so much her name has changed too many times to count.  Coldwell, her maiden name, is barely recognized.

"Callie Coldwell exists, but not the one you want.  I'm coming up with the same dead ends the detective did.  If they're in witness protection, Alyssa might not even be her real name."

It isn't.

I feel like such a bitch for lying to him, but it's always been important to conceal my identity.  I haven't heard anyone call me Airis in so long that it's as if Alyssa really is my name.

"I don't care what her damn name is.  I just care about her."

With a sigh, I type in a text, and I stare at it, wondering if I should send it or not.

I'm okay.  I miss you, but I hope you're moving on.  I'd never forgive myself if anything happened to you.

Pressing send, I hold my breath and listen in.

"It's her," he gasps.

He pauses briefly, and then Deke impatiently prompts him to share.

"What?  What is it?"

"She said she's okay.  See if you can ping where that just came from."

Shit.

I didn't think about him being able to trace me from a damn text.

Now I'll have to listen until I know if he can track me down.  He can't come to this place, not with so many of them now here... helping.  Not now that I know they can't all be trusted.

My encounter with Rain shook me up, and now more than ever, I realize how dangerous my life can be to someone as human as Kane.

"Frankie, I messed up," I mumble, and he materializes in the room, proving I was right to believe he was listening in on me.

"What?"

"I sent Kane a text to tell him I'm okay because he was worried about me.  Now he's trying to trace me from it."

He sighs, and then he takes my phone from my hand.

"I'll make him think you're at home," he says, waving his hand over the phone.  "Better yet, I'll send him back to his house."

I smile, though it's forced.  Part of me wants Kane here so badly it hurts, but the realistic side of me knows he'll be killed in my world.

I listen in, waiting for Deke's response.

"Got her.  She's in... what the hell?"

"What?" Kane prompts, and Frankie smiles before giving me a wink and vanishing from the room.

"She's at our place," Deke gushes in bemusement.

"Call Sierra.  Find her."

It doesn't take long for Deke to fill that request.

"Hey, it's Deke.  Alyssa's phone is saying she's at our house... I swear that's what it says.  Go check."

I wish I could hear her side of the damn conversation.  I'll have to wait on immortality for that luxury though.  I can only hear when they're closer, and for some reason, Kane and his friends keep their phones really low.

"This doesn't make any sense," Deke says, apparently still talking to the girl looking for me.

"Fuck.  I'll just go home and see if I can track her down.  If she's in the area, I'll find her," Kane huffs.  "Let's go."

The conversation cuts out when he dials someone else, and I drop my phone while sighing in relief.

At least he's still safe.

"Just to be clear, this tastes like bark," Frankie grumbles, tossing his toast down to his plate.

I laugh lightly as Thad glares at him.

"It's wheat bread.  You're such a spoiled brat."

They've done nothing but bicker these past few days, and it's gone from annoying to humorous.

A wave of air rushes me, filling me with the scent of jasmine, and my eyes widen with Frankie's as we both murmur in unison, "Hilly."

Rushing out the door, I stumble down the stairs, falling to my face in the cold, unforgiving snow.

Aunt Hilly laughs as she comes to help me up, her bright, blond hair glistening under the radiant streaks of sun.

"There's my girl," she says while wrapping me up in her arms.  "I've missed you so much, Airis."

That name sounds so odd to hear.

"Oh, I'm so glad you're here."

She holds me tighter, and then she looks around at our unusual allies.

"I almost didn't believe Frankie when he told me what company you were keeping."

I follow her gaze, unsure if I believe it myself.

"Well, the company we're keeping is the only company that would offer us help.  Light or not, they're our only chance of finding Mom."

She sighs, and then her fingers run through my hair that has grown even blonder.

"You're less than a year away from your change now.  I can tell.  Have you found a coven yet?" she asks, her eyes studying my new color of hair.

"Um... actually... I have a house."

"Good.  Where and with whom?"

"It's in Pine Shore, and it's... just me."

Her eyes try to pop out of her head as she gapes at me in disbelief.  Finally, she bursts out laughing.

"You almost had me," she chuckles out.  "If you didn't have the most overprotective mother there is, I'd believe you."

I don't laugh, and Frankie walks over to join us.

"She's not kidding, Hilly.  Calypso fought her on it, but Alyssa is living alone... for now."

For good, unless I decide to live with someone.

Her mouth falls back open, and then she gapes at me once more.

"Do you have any idea how dangerous that is?" she scolds.

"It's dangerous to live with a coven too.  I've heard the horror stories," I murmur dismissively while walking away.  "One dispute could result in an eternal rivalry.  One like Mom and Shay had."

"Shay had that coming, and so what if there are rivalries.  It's far safer than going it alone.  Your coven becomes your chosen family.  You've had a coven your whole life.  You don't know how to live alone."

I turn to face her, and I pull out my phone while shaking my head.

"Do you want to know what Mom's coven - her family - said when I asked for their help?"

I hand her the phone to show her the texts I just recently received after asking them for help the day Mom disappeared.

"Let me read them aloud.  I have them memorized," I snark.  "Sorry, dear.  It's too risky.  That's from Amelia.  I wish I could help, but I'm working on a spell right now.  Keep me posted, love Semara.  Oh and this one is great.  I'm sorry I can't help, but I'm on my honeymoon right now.  That's from Kenshaw, her best friend.

"A coven is worthless," I sum up, a scoffed breath following.

Her eyes soften, and she shakes her head while reading over the words herself.

"Foolish, selfish witches."

"Foolish, selfish bitches if you ask me."

Frankie interjects, "The point is, Alyssa has chosen to live alone, and there's no law stating she can't."

"I've never been fond of that name change," she huffs, staring at me a little harder.

"Well, Airis is a hard name to explain to people, since she's supposed to have died ten years ago.  Come in and we'll catch you up," I murmur while happily avoiding anymore of her scolding lectures.

"Well, I have a friend who is undercover in a dark user realm, so I asked him to do some digging around for me," Aunt Hilly whispers.

"And?" I prompt.

She frowns and plops back against the headboard of my bed.

"He hasn't contacted me yet.  Hopefully I'll hear from him soon."

I sigh out, agitated by the true lack of information we have.

"With the new moon coming, we might have a chance to find these night stalkers and take them down," Frankie interjects while peeking out of my room to see if our company is still lingering.

"Doubtful.  They'll lie low with the sky not offering them an extra burst of strength," Hilly adds.

"Well, I'm sick of talking about it.  I just want to take a hot bath and unwind."

"Be careful.  Water is our natural enemy," Aunt Hilly murmurs as I stand up.

"Lately I think everything is our natural enemy," I exasperate.  "Besides, I've not obtained immortality yet.  I can die any old way."

She frowns, and I head away to close the door to the bathroom.  It's odd how witches were once burned at stakes, hanged, or even shot, when the only mortal thing that can kill them is water.  For some reason, humans just never thought to drown us.

I hope no one is trying to drown Mom.  She's strong, but not even she can over come it if they hold her under for too long.  It's our secret though.  Only witches know, and it's not like they tell anyone outside of our realm.

As long as mystery boy was telling the truth, a dark user doesn't have her, and therefore they won't know to try to drown her.  They want something from her though, so she's safe until they have it regardless.

My phone buzzes, and my heart flutters when I see Kane's name pop up.  Using the trick Frankie showed me, I wave my hand over it to jam his tracing device as I finally answer it.

"You're not moving on if you're still calling me," I murmur, happy I'm doing something to keep him safe.

"Alyssa, I've been all over the place looking for you.  Where are you, baby?"

His voice is weak, tired even.  He sounds as though he hasn't slept in days.

"I'm somewhere you don't need to be."

"I just want to be with you.  I know this sounds completely crazy, but I really miss you.  Please let me come be with you."

With Hilly here, there's no chance he won't get a glimpse of magic.  With night stalkers willing to attack me, there's no chance he'd make it out alive.

"I wish you could, but it's just not sa-"

"Don't say it.  I'm sick of hearing that bullshit.  You have no idea how much I want to be there keeping you safe.  Stop worrying about me.  I swear to you I'm perfectly capable of handling anything you have going on."

He'd flip the hell out if he saw someone shift into a hawk or a wolf, or if he saw a night stalker's fangs emerge.  Not to mention if he saw what I could do.

Our fridge is stocked with blood, and the men here have no modesty - Thad especially.  I've seen more naked men these past couple of weeks than I've seen in my life - though I have been rather sheltered.

"I wish you could be here, really I do.  I miss you, too, but I can't risk it.  Kane, please stop calling.  Please move on.  Treat me like some bad dream, and shake me like a bad habit."

"Alyssa, please stop saying that shit.  I'm tired of hearing it.  I just want you.  You're the best bad habit I've ever had."  I laugh lightly, and I almost hear his smile.  "I miss that sound."

Sighing I murmur, "I miss you making me smile.  This is pathetic.  We barely know each other, Kane.  I shouldn't be... you shouldn't be... we shouldn't be acting like this."

"You know as well as I do this is something incredible.  Alyssa, please tell me where you ar-"

He stops, and I smirk.  He thought he was going to be sly and track me again.  More than likely he wasn't going to tell me he knew where I was this time, since I bolted the last time.

"Something wrong?" I muse, my smile spreading.

"How does it say you're at my house when you're most likely not even in town?  How are you doing that?" he grumbles, disappointment falling in his tone.

"You have your gadgets, I have mine," I murmur while pulling up my hand like a gun and blowing the tip of my finger like it's the barrel.

"Damn it.  I should have known the last time."

"I need to go," I mumble, my eyes glancing toward the clock.

"Please don't.  If you won't let me be there with you, at least talk to me for a minute.  I've missed your voice."

His voice is so soothing, so relaxing, and so amazing.  Instead of hanging up like I know I should, I just climb into the tub that has filled with warm water and lie back.

"Okay.  Talk to me... but not about coming here."

He pauses for a minute, more than likely a little stunned that I'm not fighting him about talking.

"I can do that.  How about a date... soon?  We never did get to go out."

I smile as I think back to that night, and then I frown.

"I knew you were getting tired of being pulled around that day.  You stayed gone for so long, and then you took off.  I'm sorry I tried to keep you out with me."

"Alyssa," he exasperates.  "I told you I'd give anything to have that day back.  I had stuff to take care of."

"Tell me about Amy," I blurt out after hearing about the stuff he had to take care of.  "Why does she think the two of you belong together, and why do all of your roommates seem to want the union to happen?"

"How do you-"

"I'm smart.  I figure things out.  You wanted to talk, and this is me talking."

He sighs louder, but his desperation shines when he finally answers.

"It's a long story.  Amy was a loner with a lot of severe issues when Sierra found her.  She has a problem Sierra understands.  I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, and she was in a place where she would fall for anyone who was nice to her.

"After a long, stressful week, I came home, and she was here... with Sierra.  All I fucking did was tell her she had a place with us if she needed somewhere to stay.  She took a kind gesture and turned it into something more.  Since then, I've had to deal with being the object of her obsession.  Now your turn.  Are you and Thad doing anything?"

His jealous turn of conversation catches me off guard.

"If I said yes, would you move on?" I ask, though it still aches to think of.

"No.  I'd just rip his head off his shoulders before using it for a soccer ball."

I laugh a little.  It's cute to hear him so jealous.

"No, we're not doing anything."  Though Thad doesn't give up easily.  "He's just helping me search for Mom.  Your turn.  Why aren't you into Amy?  She's cute enough."

"Cute enough?" he chuckles out.

Well, I'm not going to say she's hot because he'd probably start paying her the attention I really don't want him to.

"Yeah, cute enough."

"Alyssa, she's not my type."

"You like blonds, eh?" I tease.

"I like you.  Other than that, I've never been into blonds.  Amy just isn't... she's annoying as hell.  You're the first girl I've ever felt like I was going crazy over."

A goofy, pathetic grins spreads across my face as I close my eyes and relax in the tub.

"You're good at this," I tease.

He lets a light, somewhat sad laugh free.

"Apparently I'm not too good or you'd let me be with you right now."

Frowning, I start to counter, but a breeze in the air pops my eyes open, and I squeal as I see the dark user staring down at my naked body, his brow arched and a faint smile playing on his lips.

"What's wrong?" Kane worries.

I narrow my eyes while sinking lower in the bubbles as I stare into the eyes of the guy from the other day.

"Just more pests.  Can I call you later?" I ask, forcing the dark user to smirk more.

"Will you call me?" he sighs.

"I will, I promise.  Just get some rest.  You sound tired."

I hang up before he can say anything else, and then I stare expectantly at the unannounced visitor in my bathroom.

"How did you get in here?"

He takes a seat on the sink, and keeping his voice low, he says, "You should put a protection spell around the house if you don't want me popping in."

"I can't.  We've got dark ones here... well, blood drinkers.  My magic is light, meaning they'd be locked out."

"You mean killers?" he leads.

"You're one to talk," I scoff.  "The last I checked, dark users are just as vicious as night stalkers."

"We're not all vicious, just as you're not all angels.  Don't get it twisted.  Now, dry off and come with me," he says while handing me the towel I had hanging up.

My eyebrow arches, and then I mutter, "Why?"

"Because I'm going to prove to you our dark users do not have your mother, and then we'll help each other find the monsters after both of us."

He looks harmless, but so does a squirrel right before it tries to rip your fingers off once you get too close.

"Why should I trust you?" I murmur softly.

He leans over, his eyes shifting to be darker, and then he lets a deviously sexy grin free.

"Because I could have killed you more times than you know by now."

The knot that instantly forms in my throat is too large to swallow, and my voice becomes rasp, harsh, and strained when I counter, "That's not exactly making me want to trust you."

"No, but the fact you're still breathing should make you want to trust me.  Now come before the others realize I'm here."

I'm so fucking stupid.

"Fine, turn around."

He grins a little more, and then he stands to turn his back to me as I quickly climb out of the tub, sloshing water everywhere before I wrap up in my towel .

"You'll need these," he says, and suddenly a pair of pants and a red shirt appear in the room.

"Thanks," I murmur, but before I can reach for them, they're on my body.

Great.  He's a pervert in reverse - dressing me against my will.

"Sorry, but there's not really a lot of time.  Your changer friend will be coming in any minute."

"How do you know that?" I muse while stepping over to him.

"Because I heard him talking to one of the others.  He told him he was going to see if you needed anything from town.  Just go to the door, tell him to get you something random, and then say you're tired."

Instantly, there's a knock at my door.  Heading away from someone I fear almost as much as night stalkers, I make my way to the door, unsure of whether or not it's smart to send away a strong ally so I can sneak out with a known enemy.

"Hey," I murmur as Thad pops into my room.

"Wow, you look good.  Did you finally manage to get some new clothes?" he asks, his curiosity now a little piqued.

"Um," I mumble, looking down and then up, "I just forgot I had this.  What's up?"

"I have to go into town.  You need anything, or would you like to come with me?" he says almost suggestively.  "I know you've been wanting to do some shopping."

Crap.  I finally get the chance to refurnish my wardrobe, and Mr. Dangerous shows up, wanting to prove his peoples' innocence.

"I would, but I'm actually exhausted right now.  I didn't sleep too good last night.  Could you get me some chocolate while you're out?"

"Yeah, no problem.  You feeling okay?  You look a little flushed."

His hand cups my chin to tilt my head up, and I nod against his touch.

"I'm fine.  I just talked to Kane a little while ago.  I guess it sort of... well..."

"You miss the human?"

"Yeah."

At least it's the truth.

He looks a little disappointed, possibly wounded, but he nods in acceptance.

"I'll get you some chocolate, and I'll grab you some socks, too.  Frankie said you need some."

My face heats up instantly, and he tilts his head curiously as I squirm.

"Something wrong?" he asks, seeming amused.

"Nothing.  Tell Frankie I'm going to kick his ass."

He smiles, seeming confused and intrigued, but he doesn't say much else before disappearing out the door.  I turn around, and in a blink, Mr. Dangerous is staring into my eyes, taking my breath with his startling closeness.

"Stop doing that," I whisper breathlessly.

He smirks, and then his arms wrap around my waist, making me feel the edge of regret before we're suddenly blurring out of the room, everything passing me too quickly.  I feel dizzy, sick, and oh... damn... I'm...




Chapter Twelve

My eyes are too heavy to open at first, but a distant dripping sound leaves me with the taste of dread, forcing me to summon the strength to wake.

I gasp for air as I surge forth, and I look around, surprised by my surroundings.  I expected a dank, dark dungeon, but this is a beautiful room with one flaw - a leaky faucet in the gloriously gold bathroom adjacent to me.

The sleek, white walls are lined with gold satin fabric along the edges.  The sheer gold curtains flow in the wind from the balcony doors that have been left open, offering an airy, sensual feel.

Where the hell am I?

"Hey," a soft voice from behind prompts, and I whip my head around to meet his eyes.

It's him.  The dark user I so foolishly trusted.

"Where-"

"You're in the council's ward.  It's a castle veiled from the mortal world.  You okay?"

I grip my head that seems to still want to spin, but other than that, I feel fine.

"Yeah.  Why did I-"

"I was worried your conscious state couldn't handle the vaporized pace for the distance I had to carry you, so I rendered you unconscious instead.  Sorry, but it was the best way to keep you from dying during the intense travel.  This is one of our healing rooms.  The council wants to speak to you now."

I swallow hard, suddenly feeling like a lamb spread across a sacrificial altar.

"The Dark Council?" I barely break out in a whisper.

"Yes," he chuckles out.  "The Dark Council," he continues, a melodramatic tone carrying out a mock eerie delivery.

"This isn't funny.  I'm light.  This is suicide."

"Chill out.  I wouldn't have brought you if I felt you were in any danger.  As I told you before, this is simply a declaration of innocence."

"Fine.  Where do I need to go?"

He takes my hand in his, and I follow him, my legs still wobbly.  He steadies me by wrapping his arm around my waist, and I ignore his dark beauty as we step through the threshold together.

"You ever going to tell me your name, or should I stick with Mr. Dangerous?"

"Mr. Dangerous?" he asks with amusement.  "This coming from a girl bunking with changers and night stalkers?"

Rolling my eyes, I murmur, "I don't mingle with the night stalkers... ever.  They creep me out even worse than your kind."

"Ouch," he says teasingly.  "And here I was thinking we were starting to get along."

"Your name?" I grumble.

"Fine, but don't mention me to your father, please."

"I don't speak to him... ever."

He seems to relax, making it obvious my father really does scare the hell out of him.  Of course, Drackus scares the hell out of everyone... including me.

"It's Gage.  For now, that's all you need to know.  When you go before the council, they're going to expect you to make eye contact.  Otherwise it'll seem as though you're being dishonest."

That's the complete opposite of the light council.

"Well, they can kiss my ass if they're worried about my honesty.  I didn't come here to prove my innocence, and you can take me home right now if that's what this is about."

"This is a two-way meeting.  I'm just asking you to show my people the same respect I've shown you."

"The same respect you've shown me?" I ask incredulously.  "You've kidnapped me once already, and now I've been led here under false pretenses.  What respect have you shown me?"

He looks at me, his eyes showing more seriousness.  "More than one of your kind would have shown me."

This is so fucked up.

The way he talks, you'd think my kind was dark and his kind was light.

"Well, your kind has been trying to abolish mine for centuries.  If it was up to you, we would-"

"Just drop it.  It's obvious we'll have to agree to disagree, for you feel all dark users view things the same.  It never occurred to you that some of our kind happen to respect all forms of life simply because you're a biased, spoiled brat with some naïve notion the world is only layered in black and white."

I rip free from his grip and glare at him, my eyes going crazy with their random shades.

"Whoa," he says while backing up.  "What the hell is up with your eyes?"

"I'm pissed, that's what's up.  You brought me here, and you've done nothing but bash the light, yet you feel as though I have no right to do the same to the dark.  Your kind are vicious, unforgiving, and merciless monsters with a need for blood.  You're no different from a  night stalker, other than the fact you don't shed blood to survive!"

He sighs, exasperation oozing from his stance, and then he grips his head as his dark hair falls over his hand.  Finally, he looks up while steepling his hands in front of his face.

"Let's just do this, and see if we can at least try to get along for five damn minutes.  If they see us bickering like this, they'll never agree to uniting in an effort to track down our stalkers - the real threat out there."

"I never said I wanted to unite.  In fact, I'm ready to go home.  Screw this.  I've got enough on my plate with my mom missing.  I hope the gang of night stalkers find you and the rest of your kind and rips you all apart."

I turn to storm off, knowing I can't escape if he chooses to force me to stay.  My whole body burns with fury, adrenaline, and fear.  I don't know what the hell I was thinking when I agreed to go with him.

When I turn around, I expect to find him right on my heels, but he's gone.  The hallway is empty, and a breeze stirs as a door to the outside blows open.

With a heavy breath, I turn toward it and rush outside before he has the chance to change his mind.

Great.  Lost in the damn woods.  Stupid, stupid, stupid girl.  Why in the hell did you trust a dark user?

If I had never gone with him, I wouldn't have spent the last five hours wandering aimlessly in no man's land.  I'm cold, hungry, and freaking the hell out every time the wind blows too loud.

Great, I'm Frankie.

I hear a crack, and my body whips around to look for where it came from.  I sigh in relief as a fox scurries out of a burrow and hustles deep into the woods.  When I turn back around, my breath leaves my throat as a strong hand clamps around it, stealing my ability to use my magic.

Night stalker.  It's the same frigging one from Phoenix.

My mouth falls open as strained wheezes emerge from my throat, and the few breaths of air I struggle to get are painful.  With what little mobility I have, I look around to see the other fanged, blue-eyed beauties ready to show me their monstrous side.

"Where the fuck is it, witch?!"

I shake my head - what little bit I can - to answer when the only sound to escape through my lips is a strained squeak.

Slivers of night's black drapes are disrupted by the random streaks of moonlight, the glowing beauty only fueling these deadly assholes' strength.

"Tell me where it fucking is!" he blares, his spit finding my face and giving me the urge to gag when I can't wipe it away.

"Pl..eeaas..ee," I gurgle out, mindlessly begging for my life with that one word.

Then suddenly I'm released when the night stalker is launched backwards by some invisible force.

Oh thank you, Frankie.

I throw my arms out, sending out my own attack as several of the others fall to their backs, digging up the once dormant ground.  Between dodging their desperate hands and fighting off their lunges, my eyes scour the surface for Frankie, but with all the blurring nonsense, I can't find him.

"Get me the hell out of here!" I plead, my attacks still coming out fluently.

The ground shakes beneath me as all of the night stalkers are tossed back at once, and my breath leaves when arms appear around me, vaporizing me with the invisible savior I now know isn't Frankie.

Frankie can't vaporize me.

I turn my body as we move too fast, and my legs wrap around a waist as I cling on for dear life.  The dizziness and nausea sets in, but before I have to vomit, I feel the seat of a car and the slamming of a door.

Gage pops in beside me, and the little black car we're in suddenly charges into the night, racing through the winding roads.

Shit, shit, shit.  He saved me.  Now what?

His eyes study the road, but his ghost of a smile tells me he's waiting for some form of gratitude.  He's enjoying this far too much.  After I blasted his entire race for being nothing but dark - hence the name dark users - he saved me.

"Thank you," I mumble, quickly looking away as soon as his smile tries to twitch up more.

"I'm sorry, what did you say?  My vicious, unforgiving, and merciless killer ears couldn't hear."

Crap.  Jackass.

"I said, thank you.  You saved my life," I humbly mumble, choking on crow.

I refuse to look at him, but I can feel his taunting smile.

"You're welcome.  Now, can you accept the fact things are not black and white?  You obviously think a changer can be good, and they really do kill for blood."

This time I turn to eye him suspiciously.

"You've been spying on me, haven't you?"

He shrugs, not finding that to be the invasion of privacy I do.

"I've had to.  You apparently trust anyone with a pretty smile, and there are a lot of pretty smiles with deadly fangs behind them.  If you're to be of any use to me, you have to stay alive."

Crossing my arms over my chest, I glare at him.

"I don't trust every pretty smile.  I don't trust yours," I growl, and his eyes light up as he turns to me with his far too sexy smirk, as if he's mocking me.

I hate hot immortals... all immortal males.

"Despite my title as a dark user, you came out with me tonight, and you didn't even know my name.  You trusted my smile, you just didn't like it when I told you the truth."

If I knew it would do a bit of good, I'd slap him for that.

"You just barked at me earlier, calling me naïve, spoiled... and... and something else.  I think you're just as judgmental as I am.  And, I never trusted you.  I'm just desperate to find my mother.  Thad has been there for me enough to prove himself."

He lets a laugh out, and then he shakes his head.

"You barely know the guy.  Thad just tells you what you want to hear, and he constantly flirts with you, flashing his pretty smile for you to dissolve when you see it.  If you're not naïve, then please tell me what you are."

Asshole - him, not me.

I refuse to say anything else.  He's just going to twist my words around no matter what I say.

Instead of poking the bear, I simply sit there quietly as we drive around a mountainside.  It's obvious he was just waiting for me to need his help.  We're nowhere near the cabin I was in, and he was there to save me the second I screamed for help.

"Where are we exactly?"

"About a ten hour drive from where you were.  I'd vaporize you and carry you with me, but after having done that not too long ago, it would quite possibly kill you.  Besides, it's exhausting to travel long distances too frequently that way."

This is just weird.  I'm living with changers and night stalkers, and now I'm riding with a dark user.

"Did I get you into trouble with the dark council?"

He huffs out a touch of laughter and then shakes his head.

"Not at all.  They couldn't believe you made it that far before backing out.  Your council wouldn't listen to you anyhow.  It was purely for your benefit to know the truth so you'd stop chasing down dead ends that all lead to us."

"Okay, okay.  Fine.  So if those night stalkers aren't with you, who are they with?"

"They're sure as hell not with me, but I don't know who they're working for.  It's obviously someone of magic, otherwise they couldn't use the black diamond of Roth.  If it's someone dark, they're keeping themselves distanced from the council.  If it's someone light, they're doing the same.  Keep an eye out for someone who might have recently dropped off the grid.  They would have had high clearance to even know who the keeper was."

"And what happens if I find out something?  How do I get a hold of you?"

"Don't worry," he says with a small smile.  "I'll be checking in."

"I'm not sure if that's a warning or a threat," I dryly joke, and he lets out a laugh, proving he's not as stern-faced as he pretends to be.

"It's simply a promise.  If you need me, you can always send up a message flare with the right chant, and it'll call me to you."

"Really?" I muse, considering I've never heard of such.

He bursts out laughing, mockery in his roaring release, and then he shakes his head as my cheeks burn red.

"No.  Don't be ridiculous.  You can call me.  I've already programmed my number in your phone.  It's under Vicious One."

I slouch down, now that I've revealed how truly gullible I am, and I face the window while scrolling through my phone to see Gage Saber as part of my contacts, though he didn't literally program it the way he claimed.

Hmm.  Saber?  It's a fitting surname, considering this alliance could very well be a double-edged sword.

"You're right.  You did program it under Vicious One."

He chuckles lightly while rolling his eyes, and I let my eyes fall heavy, exhausted from the day of unexpected craze.

Waking up in my bed, I quickly glance around at the room.  Frankie is asleep on the floor, and I nudge him to see him startle awake.

"Shit, you scared the hell out of us," he gushes while reaching up to jerk me in his arms.

"What happened?" I muse, not remembering anything after falling asleep in the car with Gage.

"We spent most of the day looking for you, and then suddenly you were just in your bed, as if you had appeared out of nowhere.  When I tried to wake you, you wouldn't budge.  I realized it was a sleeper spell, one that just has to take its course and wear off naturally.  Who took you?  Was it that guy again?"

Knowing Frankie would storm the castle and fight Gage to the end over this, I shake my head.

"I don't think so.  I'm fine now.  Where's Aunt Hilly?"

"She's with the others in the living room.  You want to talk to her?  She's been worried."

"Um, actually, I think I'll just get some more rest.  As crazy as it sounds, I'm still a little tired."

And I don't want to deal with Aunt Hilly.

"Well, tomorrow we're taking you back home," he bluntly adds, surprising the shit out of me.

"What?  Why?"

"Because it’s obvious you aren't safe here.  You can't cast a protection spell here because of all the bloodsuckers coming and going at random.  It'd be a hassle to unlock the spell for all the new ones who are only here for small spurts at a time.  And as bad as I hate to say it, you would be safer in your own house.  I'll help cast the spell, only it won't just be against dark, it'll be against everyone.  No one will be able to come or go without your direct consent.  Understood?  That means no strangers, no matter how friendly they seem."

"Understood," I grumble, feeling like the child everyone keeps accusing me of being.

Sighing, I collapse back down to the bed, and I think of how impossible it will be to keep Kane safe once he knows I'm back.  I only thought he was relentless before.




Chapter Thirteen

"Call me if you need anything.  I'll be here as soon as possible," Frankie says while kissing my forehead.

"Where's Aunt Hilly?" I muse, looking around outside.

"She went on ahead to start calling in some favors - get a few more light ones helping us out."

"Ah.  Well, then I guess I'm on my own now," I sigh out, and Frankie smirks as his eyes cut toward the side of my house.

"Um, you might want to lift the spell for one person before he knocks himself out," he whispers, his tone almost too low for even me to hear.

I look over to see Kane pulling himself over the porch railing on his hasty way toward me.  His arms are around me and pulling me into the air before I even have a chance to say anything.

Kane can come in.

I feel the magic working, thankfully, before Kane's lips cover mine and we abandon Frankie on the front porch while heading inside.

"Damn I've missed you.  Why didn't you call me?" he breathes against my lips while squeezing me almost too tightly.

"Sorry, it's been crazy," I murmur while wrapping my legs around his waist, my lips devouring him with a hunger I didn't realize I had.

He pulls back with a breathless rattle, and his forehead presses against mine as he keeps me strapped to his waist.

"I hope you know, you're never leaving my sight again."

I smile, though it's forced.  I wish it was true.  I wish I could spend my life in his arms, but I know soon it won't be possible at all.  Being with a human is completely forbidden once you're immortal.

"Well, how about we start with tonight and see where that leads?" I chuckle out, though the weight of reality still rests on my shoulders.

"Tonight's a good start," he says with an adorable grin, and then he starts carrying me toward the bedroom.

"How did you know I was here?" I muse before I slip onto the bed, and suddenly I don't really give a damn anymore when he falls between my legs.

"I was on my way to the diner, and I ran into Thad.  Needless to say, I knew if he was here, you were here.  I didn't give him a chance to object either."

I smile as his lips reclaim mine, and my legs slide up to be fully nested around his waist.  His hands feel so incredibly familiar, though he should still be a stranger.  His breath is heaven's grace as he fills me full of his life with each kiss.

My shirt starts slipping over my head, and I surrender completely, giving myself to him without pause, though I shouldn't.  I can't help it though.

His lips slide down my chest, and my breath catches in my throat when his touch burns through me, awakening the desire I've forced to lie in hiding for far too long.

"I love it when you do that," I murmur as his lips stroll over my neck, nipping at it as he pulls the skin between his teeth.

Something I should loathe actually turns me on when it's him doing it.

"Do you?" he murmurs softly while moving to the other side and repeating the arousing action.

"Mm hmm."

I feel his smile against my neck as he starts lowering himself against me, his lips still owning me as my pliant body folds to his will.  My hips start to rock against his, giving me a chance to feel his erection digging into the front of my pants that he decides to pull off of me in one swift motion.

"Damn.  I can't believe I forgot how fucking perfect you are," he breathes in exaltation.

"I think you should look in the mirror," I giggle out.  "Your scale for perfection should be much higher if you get to look at this everyday."

I rip his shirt off, and then his body slides against mine, his lips pulling me in closer as my hips rise to meet his.

"Kane," I mumble against his lips, "this is probably not a good idea.  You shouldn't be around me.  My life is... complicated, and I-"

"Forget it.  You're mine," he interrupts, and then his lips crush mine, silencing me for good, except for the moans rising from my throat.

"Completely yours," I utter involuntarily, scaring the hell out of myself, and suddenly he backs away.

Crap.  I just scared the hell out of him, too.

"Sorry," I murmur with embarrassment.  "I got carried away."

I keep my eyes low, refusing to look at him.  Before I know it, he slams my body back against the bed, his weight crushing against me as his carnal desire becomes almost overwhelming.

I gasp as he surges in, not even knowing when or how his pants came off as I fully offer myself to him.  His tongue dances and plays with mine, as his rough, fervent need calls to the beast within me I didn't know existed.

His body moves vigorously between my legs as his breaths become rasp, desperate, and fully engulfed in our heat.  My body flames in a way I can't even explain, my insides burning as his body claims mine.

The sounds exuding from both of us only intensify the already hellacious, exquisite pace, and then his delicious mouth finds mine again, drawing out my few, harsh breaths as a tear springs free from my eye, and my body goes stiff - my toes curling, my fingers gripping, and my eyes rolling back in my head.

Then I'm limp in his arms as he thrusts in one last time and holds himself at the deepest point, finding his release.  He pulls me to him as he falls to the bed, and I nestle against him as he kisses my cheek, making me feel so warm, wanted, and... perfect.

"Say it again," he murmurs softly, pulling me closer as he does.

"Say what?" I muse while running my lips over his collarbone as my leg slides around his waist.

"Say you're mine."

My heart flutters, and I get a little sick.  I wish it wasn't true, but I really am his - his to do with as he pleases despite all the heartbreak I'll be forced to endure when my immortality comes.

“I'm yours," I utter, and his lips fall on mine very possessively as he breathes me in.

Kane makes my bed look so damn good, and I feel somewhat like a creepy, lurking stalker just standing here, watching him while sipping my coffee.  His glorious, bare body is only slightly hidden by the sheet as he rests on his back.

His smooth, even breaths are almost hypnotic, and those mouthwatering hip lines peeking out from under the sheet are drool-worthy.

His eyes flutter open, and he smirks when he catches my obvious gawking.

"Taking in the view?" he teases while pulling his arms behind his head, giving my eyes an even tastier treat.

I smile behind my coffee, careful not to giggle, and then I nod.

"It's not everyday my bed looks this good."

He lets a laugh free while shaking his head, and he stands up, his body sleek and perfect under the glow of the sun peeking through the window behind him.

"I wasn't kidding about not letting you out of my sight," he murmurs while coming to wrap his arms around my waist, pressing his bare perfection against me.

"I figured as much," I mutter with a goofy, ridiculous grin.

"I'm going to take a shower.  You coming?" he says, a salacious grin spreading over his face.

"I would, but I just had one."  I motion to my damp hair.

His lips pucker in an exaggerated, sexy pout, forcing a giggle out of me despite my attempts to restrain the degrading sound.

My arms slide around his neck as his lips press against mine.  His breath shouldn't taste this good after just waking up.  I'm starting to worry I've already fallen harder for him than I should.

"I won't be long, and then we can head to my place," he murmurs while pulling back.

Remembering Frankie and Thad pretty much forbid me to leave, I grimace.

"I should probably stay here in case one of the guys shows up to-"

"Absolutely not," he murmurs dismissively in interruption while walking away.

I tilt my head, admiring the nakedness of his body from behind as she struts into my bathroom.

Following him, I grumble, "No offense, but I'd like to steer clear of Amy as well."

At least that's not a lie.

He turns the water on, and I hop up on the sink as he tests it to see how long it will take to heat up.  He shakes his hand to dry it on his way back to me.

"Amy is simply a roommate.  Don't start this nonsense again.  You're coming with me.  I'll change, and we'll go out to eat.  We can do whatever you want to all day."

I smirk, genius striking, and then I murmur, "Then we'll skip going to your place, stay here, and order in."

His eyes swirl with scandalous thoughts as a devilish grin plays on his lips, but then he frowns.

“As much as I would love that - and I would love that - I want to take you out.  We've yet to have a real date, and I... I'm ready for this to feel like something more."

My coffee cup finds a place to rest behind me as he kisses me in a completely different way.  For the first time, it's not a kiss full of passion, desire, and unkempt carnal need.  It's something so much more, a depth I can't fully understand so soon.

His forehead rests against mine as he withdraws from the kiss, and against all of Frankie's demanded rules, I murmur, "Okay."

He smiles triumphantly, and then he steps away to head into the shower.  Watching his body drenching under the cascading shower through the transparent curtain sends chills through my body, and the lustful devil inside commands my attention.

Without thinking, worrying about tomorrow, or even worrying about the next hour, I drop my clothes to the ground and follow him in, surprising him.

My eyes fall upon his hard body, and a sinful smirk plays on my lips as I take him in.  His wet arms wrap around me, pulling me under the rainfall with him, and our lips become as entangled as our bodies.

The gathering awkward tension between Amy and me is only mounting the longer I sit here in the den, while Kane speaks with Deke and Zee.  Sierra keeps coming up with short bursts of conversation, but neither Amy nor I care to speak for longer than necessary.

Hurry the hell up, Kane.

I hear the oblivious boys laughing about something mundane as the three of us sit quietly.  Sierra shifts uncomfortably as she struggles to find a new topic.

"So, the moon is crazy bright tonight," she murmurs, her eyes glancing through the window.

Great.  The brighter the moon, the stronger the vamps.

Although it's a small sliver of a moon, it is bright.

"Yeah," I murmur softly, feeling the uneasiness of the reality they don't know exists.

"Sure is," Amy mumbles while flipping another page on the book she's merely pretending to read.

"Well I'm glad you're back.  It's nice to see Kane doing more than obsessing about finding you," Deke chirps as the three boys join our tense room.

Finally.

Kane's arms wrap around me and pull me to him as he sits down beside me, and I willingly nestle into him, paying no attention to the fuming black-haired girl trying not to be obvious with her dagger-throwing glare.

"You ready, babe?" he asks while kissing the side of my head.

Hell yes.  Get me the fuck out of here.

"If you are," I murmur casually, trying not to show him how completely out of place I feel.

"Hallow's Ball is in two months," Zee randomly inserts as he sifts through the mail, obviously finding an invitation of some sort.  “It's hard to believe Halloween is so close."

"Hallow's Ball?" I muse, happy someone is talking about something other than the moon.

"It's a local thing.  Every year they throw a big masquerade ball at one of the prominent homes.  You want to go?" Kane asks while running his fingers through my hair.

"That's two months away," Amy scoffs, not enjoying his future planning.

"And?" Kane growls, his tone more threatening than his word.

She looks down, huffing as she does.  Apparently he's warned her not to say anything, and now he's reminding her.  It just makes me feel all the more uncomfortable.

Zee walks by her, patting her shoulder as he does, and Deke's lips tighten as he too takes notice of her sullen stance.

"We'll see," I mumble, suddenly feeling like the girl everyone wishes would just go away.

It's obvious they want him with her, and I certainly know this thing between us can never actually work.

"It's up to you.  I'd like to take you.  I've never gone with a date before," Kane murmurs softly, pretending not to notice the sudden uncomfortable shift in the room.

"I think we should get going.  Nothing in this town stays open too late in the off season," I say with a strained sense of nonchalance.

He finally acknowledges my discomfort, and his lips thin into a knowing line.  I look away, feeling all the more insecure as his friends cast their disapproving stares to their roommate.

Standing, I wave at everyone, feigning dignity, and I walk out without waiting on Kane.  Once the fresh air hits me, I fight to keep my composure.  With the wind rustling in the trees, and the lake fighting with the shore, I can't hear them, even with my amplified hearing.

I know he's probably scolding them for not making me feel comfortable, but that's only going to make it worse.

"Out of all the creatures on the planet, humans are the most complex," a smooth voice murmurs from my side, forcing me to shriek a little.

"Damn you.  Can't you ever just call ahead," I gripe while glaring at Gage who has appeared on the railing beside me.

"Sorry," he snickers out.  "I didn't mean to startle you."

I don't believe that one little bit.

"Sure you didn't.  What are you doing here?  Did you find out something?" I ask hopefully, my eyes glancing through the windows to make sure Kane isn't coming out yet.

"Unfortunately, no, but I wanted to check out this town of yours.  An associate of mine told me a vicious pack of lycans lives here.  He also said he sensed my kind and night stalkers here.  I was worried about you, and I see I was right to worry."

"What does that mean?"

"You're standing alone on a deck, your mind is completely distracted, and there's not a spell you can cast to keep yourself safe in the open like this.  You should be in your house.  The spell Frankie cast was strong.  It even kept me out."

My brow arches as I eye him suspiciously.

"You tried to break into my house?  I think we should discuss boundaries."

He smirks, and then his eyes flash to the inside of the house as Kane shakes his head and starts walking to the door.

"I suppose we'll discuss them another time.  Go out tonight, but don't make a habit of this.  I'll keep an eye on you."

Before I can say anything, he vaporizes and rides off on the wind.  I'm not sure how I feel about a dark user looking out for me.

"I'm sorry about that," Kane murmurs while joining me outside, and I turn around to face him, still wondering just how closely Gage has been watching me.

He got one hell of a show last night.

My cheeks blush, but I shrug at Kane, not giving him any insight to my inner turmoil.

"Nothing to be sorry about besides making me wait so long on food.  I'm starving."

He smiles, though he knows I'm simply downplaying the obvious distaste his roommates have for me.

“The guys and Sierra have no problem with you.  I want you to know that.  They feel sorry for Amy, but they do like you.  I swear."

"Sure," I murmur, not meaning for it to sound as sardonic as it does.

"Alyss-"

"It's fine, Kane.  Really, I get it.  I don't have friends like that, but I've been around others that do."

His fingers interlock with mine as we start descending the staircase, and I try to shake off the lingering uncertainties plaguing my every step.

"Do you have any friends?" he asks.

Trying to find a way to not make myself sound pathetic and unloved, I choose my words carefully.

"Frankie... though he's more of a father figure than a friend.  I suppose I've sort of started considering Thad a friend, but I wouldn't go so far as to room with him."

"I wouldn't allow that," he quickly inserts, sounding possessive and jealous once more.

My eyebrows cock up in surprise and defiance.

"You really wouldn't have a say in the matter.  You live with two other girls, and well... You can't say they're both like sisters.  I've met Amy."

Though my tone is joking, the context is somewhat serious.  He shouldn't get all worked up about Thad when he lives with Amy.

"Does it bother you?" he asks, seeming authentically perplexed.

"You living with Amy?"

He nods.

It royally pisses me off.

"Not really.  It's your life, your choice.  It's none of my business who you live with."

He winces, and then his grip on my hand loosens.

"So it does bother you, but you refuse to be honest with me."

"Reading minds now?"

"Believe me, I wish I could read minds.  It'd make life so much easier," he grumbles, making me laugh a little.  "Since I can't read minds, you have to be honest with me.  I'll kick her out."

My eyes widen.  As much as I would love to see him kick her ass out of the house, it's not just his house.  It's obvious the others care about her, and they were all friends before I came around.  I can't be that girl.

"Don't be so dramatic.  I'm fine.  I was simply saying you don't have any room to talk.  I wasn't trying to stir you up."

"I wouldn't let you live with Thad unless I was there to beat the hell out of him every time he made a pass."

I let a laugh out, and through my snickers, I mutter, "How do you know he's ever made a pass at me?"

He rolls his eyes, seeming insulted by the fact I even asked that question.

"Because I know how incredibly gorgeous you look.  I also know how he looks at you.  I fucking hate it."

His jealously is adorable, and Thad definitely tries shit.  He makes it hard to be a good girl, but I managed to keep my pants up even with my hormones on the fritz.

"I lived with Thad since we split up in Phoenix, and nothing happened."

Well, other than the times he caught me by surprise with his devilishly soft lips.  No sex though.

I think I'll keep all of Thad's sneak attacks to myself.  Kane looks as though he's ready to combust as it is.

He sighs out, obviously not enjoying this conversation any longer.  I kept him at my house until nightfall, but that was all I could wrangle him to stay indoors.  I wish I could tell him how incredibly dangerous this all is - walking around in the open.

I knew this town was crawling with immortals, and then Gage confirmed it.  It's amazing at the gravitational pull we all seem to have to each other - even though most of us are forever engaged in blood wars.

I dread that part of my future.  Right now, there's not a whole lot I'm looking forward to as far as immortality is concerned.

"Are you okay?" Kane asks as a single tear rolls down my cheek.

"Yeah," I murmur while wiping the wet drop away, trying to be discreet.

"I'm sorry.  This was stupid.  I don't know what I was thinking.  With your mom missing, a date is probably the last thing you have on your mind."

With my mom missing, everything is on my mind... especially what will happen when I become the new target.  As the daughter of Drackus Devall, there's a world full of vicious revenge-seekers just like Rain.  Apparently my secret identity isn't as secretive as I thought.

"It's fine.  I'm just-"

"Let's go back.  We can just curl up in the bed, watch a movie, eat some burnt popcorn... anything you want."

I laugh lightly, though it mingles with a sniffle.  Then another tear slips free as I nod appreciatively.

"That sounds great actually."

"Do you care to stay at my place tonight?  I have some stuff to do - work related - and all my things are there."

Crap.

It's not like I can tell him no.  That would raise too many questions I can't answer.

"Sure," I murmur as my mind races to remember the protection spell.

I'll just cast one around his place.  That would actually make me feel better anyhow.  I can't cast the one Frankie did on my place because they constantly have friends over, but I can cast one to protect against dark users and blood drinkers of all varieties.

"So no friends at all, besides Thad?" he asks, sneering a little as he changes the subject on our way back to the house.  "How is that even possible?"

My attempt to not sound pathetic apparently failed - miserably.

"Well I did, once, but we grew apart."

"Oh?  Tell me about her and why you stopped being friends," he murmurs softly, obviously trying to distract my mind from my mother.

"Well, his name was Chaz.  Our mothers used to be really good friends, but they had a falling out.  Shay, Chaz's mom, ended up leaving our co... um... I mean our town.  She and Mom haven't spoken since.

Chaz was adopted, and considering his birth parents were rather ruthless, cold, and cruel, he felt like Shay was not only the mother who took him in, but she was also his saving grace.  Devoutly loyal to her, he thought it would be best if he and I stopped talking since it would cause conflict."

"What did they fight about?" he asks curiously.

"What do women usually fight about?  A man."

"Ah," he says with a small smile.  "So who won the guy in the end?"

Sighing, I mumble, "My mother, but he was no prize.  He was a total creep, and she kicked him to the curb when she found him peeping in on me while I was dressing."

I shudder slightly, and his arm slides around my shoulders in response.

"Did Shay and your mother ever make amends... since she found out he was a creep, I mean?"

"No.  I doubt Mom ever gave her the satisfaction of knowing.  She's prideful like that.  She has horrible taste in men, and that includes my father.  Everyone in our community warned her to stay away from my father, but she was stubborn and in love.  She kept their divorce a secret for years just so she wouldn't hear the I-told-you-so speeches."

He lets a small smile free, and I offer a weak grin of my own.  I'm not used to so much sharing.

"So, did your Mom ever remarry?"

If he knew my mother, he'd realize I find that question to be rhetorical.

"Many, many, many times," I release with exaggerated exasperation while rolling my eyes and he lets out a laugh.

Not to mention the hundreds of times she was married long before dear old Dad.

"Do you ever talk to your father?  I mean, he sent help to aide you in finding your mother."

From an outside perspective, I can see how that would seem like a sweet gesture.  Unfortunately, I know Drackus Devall.

"One thing about my dad, he's calculated.  If he's helping us, there's something in it for him."

"What could he possibly have to gain?" he muses, seeming genuinely interested in my fucked up family.

Power, release from his solitude confinement, the black diamond of Roth for himself... the list goes on and on.

"I don't know, but Dra... um, Dad doesn't do anything out of the goodness of his heart."

Because it's too dark to ever hold a speck of light.

"And I thought I had family drama," he chuckles out.

My eyebrows perk up, my interest very piqued.

"I thought you said your parents had passed."

"I was referring to my current family - Zee, Deke, Sierra-"

"And Amy," I grumble, my nose wrinkling as her name slips through my lips.

"Alyssa, Amy is just-"

"A roommate.  Got it.  So, how did you all meet?" I ask, trying to keep myself from sounding possessively jealous.

"That's a long story I'll fill you in on at another time," he murmurs softly while kissing my forehead.

He opens the door to his home for me, and I sigh as I walk in.

"Back so soon?" Deke asks as he walks through with a plate of spaghetti, a noodle slurping through his lips.

"We decided to spend the night inside instead."

"Cool.  The girls cooked a big pot of spaghetti, and the meatballs are pretty badass."

Kane smirks as the sloppy boy holds the plate up and pulls another noodle to his lips before slurping it in as well.

I guess we were gone longer than I realized.

"Thanks.  You're making me real hungry," Kane says sardonically.

Deke chuckles before walking into the den.  My skin crawls as a chill spreads through the air, and I remember I have to cast the protection spell.

"Um, can I use your bathroom?  I want to check my makeup."

"You look perfect, baby."

His soft voice is velvet in my ears, making me warm in so many ways.

"You're sweet, but I feel like my mascara is running.  I'll be right back."

He pulls me to him, and his lips graze mine softly before releasing me to rush away.  The masculine bedroom makes me smile on my way to the bathroom, and I shut and lock the door quickly while waving my hand over the mirror.

A flickering flame appears in the glass, and I draw a circle around it.  Though my circle is merely smudges made by my fingers, it'll have to work.

Next I pull the safety pin from the hem of my dress, and I prick my finger with the sharp, stinging point.  With a small wince, I force the blood out of the tiny opening, and I dab it into the center of the flame.

"Protect this home, let no dark pass through.  Thresholds be strong, protection be true."

Chanting it softly three more times, I open my eyes back up to see the flame coming to life and sparking against my blood, accepting my magic.  With a small flash, it disappears, taking my drop of blood with it as the veins of the house pump with a newfound will.

I walk out, heading back to the kitchen, and I smile when I see Kane light on his feet as he makes us two plates of food.  I stifle a laugh as he pretends to bow to a dishtowel, the finale to his dancing number.

"Do you always dance when you're getting dinner ready?" I tease, and his cheeks blush a little.

"You weren't supposed to see that," he grumbles, an embarrassed smile playing on lips as his disheveled hair sweeps over his brow just barely.

I giggle slightly, fueling his embarrassment, and then he shakes his head.  Our light moment is brought to an abrupt halt as Amy walks in from... the basement?  That's really the only place that door could go.

"Hey," she says, smiling too big when she sees Kane.

Then her eyes land on me, and her face falls, disappointment tainting her darker brown eyes.  They almost look black right now.

"Hey," Kane murmurs with an icy shot, the air bitten by the instant frost in his breath.

She glances at me again, and then she rolls her eyes before heading to the side door.

"Tell the others I'm going out for a run if they ask."

"You should invite Sierra if you're going for a run.  You shouldn't be out by yourself," Kane murmurs without looking at her.

My heart cracks a little upon hearing his concern for her.  I shouldn't be such a bitch, but I want him to be callous and cold.

"I'll behave, if that's what you're worried about," she almost whispers.

Behave?  As in she won't go meet any guys?  Why would Kane care?

"Hey guys," Sierra chirps while joining us.  "What's up?

"Amy is going for a run.  I told her to ask you to go with her," Kane says in a warmer tone, his eyes not giving Amy the attention she desperately wants.

"Sure," she murmurs.

Amy huffs as Sierra slips on a pair of shoes.  I tilt my head curiously at the odd choice of footwear, considering tennis shoes would be better than boots.  As soon as Amy jerks the door open, she slams into an invisible force, and her body falls backwards before she slams into the ground.

"What the fuck?" she spews, and my eyes try to pop out of my head.

Shit.  I messed up the spell.  Fucking shit!

Sierra bursts out laughing, and Kane turns while trying to stifle his own laughter.

"Did you forget you have to walk through the doorway and not the glass beside it?" Sierra teases, motioning to the glass she thinks Amy ran into.

"I did walk through the damn doorway, or I tried to.  I swear something threw me back."

Shit!  Think.

Spell I cast, please come back.  I rescind you now, cease your attack.

Chanting it in my head over and over, I begin to get nervous the spell won't lift.  Discreetly pulling the pin from my hem once more, I prick my finger to draw out my blood.

Kane's eyes fall on me as I pull my finger into my mouth to swallow my own blood, sealing the recanted spell's banishment.

"You okay?" he asks me, as Sierra continues to laugh at the fuming girl still on the ground.

"Yeah, just a splinter," I lie.

The small bit of metallic bitterness rattles around in my mouth.

"I swear!" Amy blares.  "Look for yourself!"

My stomach knots up as Sierra walks toward the door.  Kane has lost interest in the spectacle as he comes to draw my finger from my mouth and pulls it into his hand.  I look around him, trying not to be obvious as I nervously await the results of my recanted spell.

Sierra playfully leaps through the doorway and lands on the deck, her laughter roaring louder.  I breathe out a heavy sigh of relief.

“You lying klutz," she teases, her mocking laughter only growing.

Amy grumbles under her breath while pulling herself up, and then she hesitantly checks the doorway before trying to walk out once more.

"I swear I'm not that damn crazy," she gripes, her eyes studying the doorway.

"It must be out now," Kane says, drawing my attention back to him as carefully examines my finger.  "We don't have a lot of first-aide here, but I can get you a paper towel or something for the bleeding."

Amy and Sierra walk off, though Amy continues to look behind her, and I visibly relax.

"It'll be fine.  It just stings a little."

He smirks, his eyes still on my barely bleeding finger, and then he draws it into his mouth.  My breath catches in my throat as he sucks the tip of my finger with his deliciously soft lips, and, without thinking, I part my legs for him to step between them, feeling completely aroused, beguiled, and lost in his touch.

His eyes close as he draws my finger in more, and suddenly I'm rushed with an overwhelming desire to rip his clothes from his body as he grips me tighter to him.  He finally releases my finger from his lips, and I'm almost left with a painful ache after the withdrawal.

"Damn.  What was that?" I mutter breathlessly, but he doesn't answer.

Instead, he jerks me up from the stool where I'm sitting, and he pulls me to him as he carries me away, promising this night just got a hell of a lot better.  His lips claim mine with a bruising force, and the fire courses through my veins as every bit of me throbs to feel him inside my body like I never have before.

Ignoring the snickers of Zee and Deke, Kane slams the door to his room once we're inside.  He drops me to the bed as he pulls his shirt over his head, and he stares down hungrily at me, making my heart race almost too fast.

"Kane," I murmur as the ache inside me grows, and he jerks me to him so my legs slide around his waist.

"I really like this dress," he murmurs as he bends down, his feet still on the floor.

The high bed places my center at a perfect angle to feel his erection through his jeans, making me hurt to feel his touch all the more.  His fingers skim my sex through the lacy underwear, and my head tilts back as the sensation travels in a forceful tingle all the way up and down my body.

Then he slides my underwear to the side to feel the promise of the wet arousal waiting for him.

"Fuck," he says in an exhaled breath, his own head falling back.

I gasp as his fingers work their magic, making my body contort and wriggle beneath his touch as ecstasy fills me.  His head comes back down, and those perfectly green eyes find mine, making me want to say to hell with this torture he calls foreplay.

"Please," I murmur, surprised by how much it sounds like I'm begging.

"Please what?" he murmurs, feigning coyness.

"Fuck me."

The low growl in his throat proves he liked my crude, blunt answer.  The panties slide down my legs, leaving a damp trail from my inner thigh to my ankle, and he tosses them to the ground.

I rise up, desperate to get out of my dress, but he pushes me back down to the bed.

Hovering over me, he murmurs, "Leave it on."

My body heats all the more, making me feel as though the fire is about to become real as he drops his pants to the floor and jerks me to him by the bend of my knees.

I'm not used to him being this rough, but something tells me this is how he normally is.  I've been painfully aware that my newness to... sex... was giving him pause, but tonight he's not holding back

With one swift motion, he throws himself inside me, making me snap forward from the abrupt, incredible entry.

"Damn, you feel so good," he murmurs while stilling himself and leaning down to kiss my lips.

"I'm pretty sure I'm molded to you since you're the only person I've ever been with... like this," I mumble while blushing.

His body starts moving against me, and the air from my lungs gets sucked out when I forget to breathe.  Looking up at him as he shows my body no mercy is almost too much to bear.

I hurl myself up, and his arms wrap around me as he lifts me from the bed and forces me against the wall, his relentless rhythm pushing me closer to the brink.  I moan out in a gasping shriek, and his grunted growls grow louder when it comes close to being his undoing.

His lips find the curve of my neck just above the edge of my collarbone, and then I feel his teeth bearing down, forcing out my moans all the more.  Getting bitten in my world is something you don't want to do, but with him - a human - it's incredible.

Feeling my excitement, his rhythm quickens even more, becoming exquisitely punishing, and driving me that much closer to my peak.  My whole body becomes almost languid as I near that moment he's pounding me to.

His name becomes a screaming burst of ecstasy from my lips as I fall over the edge in the most surreal, mind-blowing release I've felt yet.

He grunts harder as he thrusts into me once, twice more, and then he pulls back, releasing my skin from his teeth while still holding my legs around his waist.

"Sorry," he murmurs with his eyes shut.

"For?" I muse, chuckling lightly.

"For being so rough," he murmurs while collapsing to the bed behind him, dragging me with him.

I fall on top of him, and then I nestle into the crook of his neck, kissing it lightly.

"I happened to like you being so rough."

He lets out a laugh, but still his eyes stay shut.  He pulls me closer, his fingers trailing up my back as he kisses my forehead.

"Are you going to keep your eyes closed all night?"

He smiles, and then they open, offering me a view of his emerald perfection.

"I just needed to compose myself."

"Why?  You want to go for round two?"

He laughs at my poking joke, and then he shakes his head.

"That would be more like round nine today."

I giggle lightly, and then I start kissing his neck again.

"I'm sorry about that," he says while pointing to the place where his teeth had been.

"Don't be.  It felt... good."  Ironically enough.

Smiling, his lips find mine, and he turns me over to be on my back.

"You have to wear a dress all the time now.  You know that, don't you?"

I giggle louder, sounding more like a fool with every chuckle, and then my fingers tangle in his hair.

"I might just do that."

His eyebrows bounce up and down for a moment, and then a knock at the door interrupts our naked humor.

"What?" Kane groans while I roll my eyes at the intrusion.

"Sorry to disturb your reunion, but Amy and Sierra just called.  They said we might have a situation to worry about in town.  You coming with?" Deke calls.

"No, but I'll be out in a second."

"What situation?" I grumble.

Obviously Amy is still trying to act out to gain his attention.

"Nothing for you to worry about.  I'll be right back.  Don't move, and don't you dare take off that dress."

I stare down at the blue, wrinkled mess of a dress that once looked much better.

"I think it needs to be replaced by something that doesn't say look-at-what-I've-been-doing."

He laughs lightly before kissing my forehead, and then he stands up to quickly pull on his pants.

“Stay," he says again, making me laugh.

"I'll be right here."

He smirks, and then he disappears out the door.  Almost instantly, there's a shadow in the room, and I hold back a squeal as Gage materializes in front of me.

"Pervert!" I yell in a whisper while gripping my dress and pulling it tight around my legs.

He stifles a laugh, and then he shakes his head.

"I looked away," he whispers back, and then he motions for me to follow him out onto the balcony.

"You looked away?" I grumble as he shuts the glass door.  "You knew what we were doing?"

"Close the curtains next time.  You might also want to invest in an iron," he teases while motioning to my thoroughly fucked dress.

I roll my eyes, and then his eyes narrow.

"Shit.  What'd he do to you?" he almost growls while examining me a little closer.

I flip my hair down, bringing it over the mark I still haven't seen, and then I push away his scrutiny.

"Nothing I didn't thoroughly enjoy.  Why are you materializing in the bedroom?"

He leans up, his eyes still studying the spot where Kane left his mark, though it's not visible with my hair blocking the view.

"I was wondering how long you were planning to stay.  I need to head into town.  I've got a source who spotted a couple of lycans roaming free.  I want to find out if they're friend or foe."

"Um... Foe, obviously."

"Don't be so judgmental.  You were running with lycans just last week."

"I wasn't running with lycans.  I was grasping at straws and taking help where I could get it.  Just because I tolerated them doesn't mean I doubted their dark core for one damn second."

"Just like me?" he asks, his eyes narrowing.  "You still think the worst of me."

Breathing out heavily, I ignore his statement.

"It looks like I’m spending the night, but don't worry.  I'll be on alert."

"If you're staying the night, cast a protection spell.  It was far too easy for me to get in."

I suddenly feel a little inept.

"I tried," I mumble.  "I did something wrong.  When one of the girls tried to leave, it threw her backwards.  Can you... um... help me?"

He lets out a laugh, making my embarrassment grow.  What witch can't cast a simple protection spell?

Me.

"I would, but I have dark magic.  My protection spell could injure you, even fuck with your white magic, if I tried casting it on your behalf.  I'll just stick around.  I can call a friend to go check out the lycans."

"The hairless beasts you mean."

He frowns while shaking his head in disapproval my tart remark.

"It's fine," I continue.  "You don't have to hang around.  Besides, I'm not sure I like you listening in on our... moments together."

My face blushes, and he chuckles a little more.

"Fortunately, I can't hear your moments."

What?  Immortals have hearing unparalleled by anything else on the planet.

"So your weakness is your hearing?"

"Not in the least.  This house is apparently very well insulated.  I can't hear a word when the doors are shut.  It's pretty nice actually.  I don't have to hear all the mushy stuff.  I'll stick around.  I'll cast an awake spell so I don't drift off."

"You don't have to do that-"

"Believe it or not, I would like to see you still breathing in the morning.  No one else is going to be keeping you safe.  Your human sure as hell can't.  If you're going to be foolish enough to sleep without a protection spell, then I'll stay vigilant."

I grip my head, feeling so... confused.

"That's ridiculous.  You should just-"

He clamps his hand over my mouth just as Kane's voice comes into sound.  It seems as though they're standing on the front deck.

"Just call me if it gets too rough," he says.

"No prob.  We'll see you in a bit," Deke chirps, and then he and Zee start jogging away from the house.

Kane starts to walk back in just as Gage releases his hold over my mouth.  Like the true klutz I am, I stumble forward, almost flipping over the rail before Gage can pull me back.  Unfortunately, I squeal like a fool.

"Alyssa?" Kane asks curiously, the deck creaking under his feet as he starts toward the edge to see me.

"Um, yeah.  Hey," I ramble out, and then I start swatting at Gage, trying to make him leave.

He shrugs innocently, and then I shove him with all my strength - and a little magic - to force him over the railing.  He vaporizes and reappears in the tree across from me, stifling a grin.

I scowl at him, ready to knock him out of the tree just as Kane comes into view.

"What are you doing?" he asks quizzically while pushing his hands in his pockets and staring up at me.

Trying to ditch a dark user.

"Um... nothing.  I just felt like some fresh air.  Everything okay with Amy?" I ask, the bitterness clearly in my tone.

He frowns, and then leans against the side of the house.

"It's not like that... at all.  I'll be right up to convince you."

I almost want to smile, but I'm sick of Amy and her needy ways.  He disappears around the corner, and Gage reappears on the balcony with me the second the front door clicks shut.

"You've got to get out of here."

"I didn't even tell you what I came to say," he retorts innocently.

"What?"

"I wanted to ask you if you knew any of these people."

He hands me a stack of photos, but no one looks familiar.

"No.  None."  Then something hits me, making my stomach queasy.  The earlier conversation with Kane has suddenly rattled around in my brain with an obvious jerk.  "Shay."

"Huh?" he says while studying the beastly man in the top picture in my hand.  "He looks more like a Hoss or a Goliath to me."

"No, dumbass.  Shay Myers.  She's a witch from my old coven.  She's got a grudge against my mom."

His face turns more serious, and then he evaporates from the balcony.  I look through the glass to see the door opening, and the far too sexy man walking toward me with a salacious grin as he opens the door.

"I love a pretty girl under the moonlight," he playfully murmurs, making me blush despite the fact it was meant to be corny funny.

I hate the moonlight.

Then he frowns as he dusts my hair away.

"What's wrong?"

His lips thin as he studies that damn spot.

"I shouldn't have done that.  I almost brought blood."

I give him my best vixen's smile, which is very unrehearsed and probably pathetic.

"It's not like it hurts, and it felt damn good at the time.  Stop taking away all the sparkle."

His eyebrow cocks up on one side, and he lets a slight grin free.

"Sparkle?"

"Yes.  Sparkle."

He lets a laugh free, and then he pulls me against him.

"How about we go sparkle in bed.  I've got a little work to do, but it can wait."

"I do love your bed."

"I do love that you love my bed."

With that, he scoops up me and my very wrinkled dress while walking back inside.  I might not be able to stay his for long, but for now, I can enjoy my human.

––––––––
Chapter Fourteen

"Did you find Shay or the lycans?" I ask Gage, holding my phone to my ear with one hand while my other holds my fresh cup of coffee.  I sit down on the end of Kane's bed.

"My friend lost the lycans.  I found Shay, but she's not the one who took your mom.  In fact, she has started her own search for her."

"It could be a cover-up.  It's not like she's dumb enough to just say, 'Yes.  I did it.'  She could be-"

"I know.  I thought the same thing, but she didn't tell me she started her own search.  Of course, she didn't actually tell me much at all, considering she sniffed out my dark magic right away.

"I had to do some deep digging.  She apparently doesn't want anyone, especially your mother, knowing she's trying to help.  Remind me to never get involved with two light witches, by the way."

"Why's that?"

He feigns a shivering breath, mocking a dramatic sense of fear.

"Because you girls are absolutely vicious.  Did you know your mother turned her into a fox for three weeks - until the spell ran dry?"

"Yes," I grumble.  "She lifted the spell though.  Mom's spells run longer than the average witch's.  She just didn't want anyone to know she felt guilty, so she waited until the usual time the spell ran dry."

"So are you still at your human's house?"

"Yeah, he's outside right now.  His roommates just left, and he's on the phone, talking business.  So you really think Shay is innocent?  It would have been foolish for her to do this too soon, but now she has waited long enough to douse suspicion."

"I really don’t think it's her.  She shoveled out a hunk of cash to hire some trackers in an effort to find your mother.  These guys are the best in the business, and I know for a fact they don't work cheap.  She also paid them to keep their mouths shut and told them if they found her, to bring her home and never tell her it was she who hired their services."

"So how did you find out?"

"I'm dark magic," he says casually.  "We don't play by your rules.  I can make almost anyone talk."

"If you're talking about casting a truth spell, those are dangerous and unpredictable.  Not to mention, that magic is hard to master, even for the oldest of magic wielders."

"Are you trying to get me to hint at my age?" he teases.

I smile involuntarily, and then I flop down on the bed.

"No, but now that you mention it-"

"Not a chance, light girl."

I laugh softly while shaking my head, and then I stand to walk back to the sliding glass door.  A foolish grin spreads over my face when I see Kane standing by the lake, his soft, dark hair whipping in the wind as he chats on his phone.

"How'd you sleep?" Gage asks, making it sound as though he actually gives a damn.

I turn away, sighing deeply.

"Like shit.  I stayed awake most of the night because I was worried to damn death about those night stalkers finding us.  I'm going to convince him to stay at my place the rest of the day... and tonight."

"The day won't be as bad.  Night stalkers are fools if they choose to attack under the sun when a witch is stronger.  Keep your ass at home tonight though."

The door shuts, letting me know Kane is back inside.

"I will.  Call me if you have anything."

"Of course."

I put the phone down just as Kane joins me in the room, and his arms slide around my waist as his sweet, perfect smile forms.

"You feel like a movie and dinner here tonight?"

Smiling like a fool, I murmur, "Not here.  Let's go back to my place."

His smile falls, and then he moves a piece of hair from my face.

"You don't feel comfortable here?"

Shrugging, I say, "Amy is here, but she's not at my place."

His head falls back as a sigh of exasperation falls between his lips.

"Baby, she's nothing to me.  How many times do I have to tell you that?"

You can't say it enough.

"It's not about that.  I just feel like I have to hide out in your room when she's here, and it's... tensing.  I'm tired, exhausted actually.  I kept worrying I was going to wake up and find her hovering over me with a butcher knife."

He starts laughing, showing his amusement, and then his lips lightly stroke mine.

"Sorry.  I don't want you feeling uncomfortable in my home.  My other roommates find you pretty fantastic."

Sure they do.  As long as they think I'm a temporary play toy... which... unfortunately, that's what I have to be.

With that sobering thought of reality, I back away, fighting back my tears as I turn to head into the bathroom.

"What's wrong?"

"Nothing.  I just need to head home and get some stuff done.  I also need to shower, change... that sort of thing.  I'll catch up with you later."

I start pulling on my shoes, and his arms wrap around me from behind.  His lips press against the back of my head, and a tear slips free.  I let it slide down my face so he doesn't see me wiping it away.

"I'm coming with you.  We'll stay at your place until you're comfortable here, but I really don't like you being in that house alone."

My house is much safer than this one.

"Why?  Is it haunted?" I tease, trying not to reveal the emotion truly choking me.

"Something like that."  The way he says it is almost chilling, as if he really believes there's a dark entity lurking in the shadows of my home.

"You're scaring me a little."

His eyes tilt up, and he forces a smile.  "Don't be scared.  I can swear to you no harm would ever come to you.  Not as long as I'm around."

I wish I was completely human - not destined to walk an immortal life among the real darkness lurking within the heavy shadows he only thinks he fears.  It would be so easy to feel safe in his arms.  Though I do feel safety within his warmth, I know he could never save me from the real monsters that walk the streets in search of my blood, my power, my... life.

"It's just... I knew the people who lived there before you, and the woman who lived there before them.  That house has a bad rep.  I'd prefer it if you stayed with me more and there less," he continues.

His aura is buzzing with fear and anxiety right now.  I usually can't feel or see a human's rattling aura because my power is so dormant, but I can see his right now.  It's dark - scary dark.  It's as though he's tormented by something he fears.

"Want to talk about it?" I pry while sitting down on his bed.

"They were just-"  He pauses, uncertainty flashing through his normally gloriously untainted eyes, and then he sits next to me.  "A while back - a long, long while back - a woman lived there who did less than savory things in that home.  After she left, the ones who moved in suffered in ways I never want to see you suffer.  It's a... it's just not a safe place."

I've been there for a while now, and I've never felt any darkness in the walls.  Frankie is an expert on such things, and he never noticed anything either.  I know my mother would have sensed it immediately and shooed me out before we unpacked the first box.

Maybe Kane is a victim of urban legends and dark gossip.

"Well, I can assure you no jaded spirits are there.  They would have been run out by the numerous fits I've thrown while living there."

My attempt at humor is met with solemn silence.  It's apparent he's holding back, and this really does have him scared.

"What sort of unsavory acts?" I prod, looking for insight to his adamant stance on my home.

"Dark stuff.  Weird stuff.  I'd sound like a complete idiot if I tried to explain it.  You'd run out of here thinking I'm crazy."

He forces a smile again, but his eyes betray him.  They tell me he's not at all comfortable, and the truth of his fear remains embedded in the undertones.

"Like witchcraft?" I ask, trying not to smile.

So, so many young humans toy with things they can never even attempt to understand.  Some skilled users tap into a tiny fraction of our power, but never enough to turn the heads of the council.

If he's scared of witches, then this poor guy picked the wrong girl to stalk.

He lets out a touch of laughter finally, and then he shakes his head.

"No, not witchcraft.  Look, let's drop this.  Stay with me and let me make you feel better.  I want you to distance yourself from that place until I know for sure she's not coming back."

"She?"

He turns to me, his lips tightening as though he just slipped up.

"The woman who originally owned it.  I need to know that she's not going to return."

He's definitely creeping me out right now.  His nervous, fearful energy is spilling out of him and eating at me.  It's been a while since I felt my inner witch responding so strongly to something.  I usually keep a lid on all my powers, but I'm emotionally drained right now.

"Don't worry.  I'm tougher than I look."  I can handle a human witch toying with powers she can never fully understand.

"Stay with me?" His eyes are heartbreaking, soft, and so very sincere.

After a long pause, I murmur, "I'll stay."

––––––––
Chapter Fifteen

"It's been a month, Frankie.  I've been back here for a month, and you're no closer to finding my mother now than you were when I left you.  I think it's time I called Drackus.  If I ask for his help, he won't refuse me.  He's probably sitting on the edge of his seat in anticipation for such.  Sadistic bastard."

"Don't even think about it.  If Drackus gets involved, he'll slaughter more than we can save.  He'll bring us no closer to Calypso either.  Before he's done, we'll have lost every trail we thought we had."

Sighing heavily, I lean back against Kane's headboard.  I can hear him loudly arguing with Zee about who just won their stupid game.  The constant clicking of remote controls is giving me a migraine.

After basically living with him for a month, I've decided men are boys until they die.  I wish I wasn't so completely enthralled by him.  I don't see how they can hear to argue over the roaring TV they have cranked up to full blast.  Not even immortals have that good of hearing.

"Just tell me what to do, Frankie.  My hope is running thin."

His exasperated sigh follows my words as he thinks almost loud enough for me to hear his thoughts.

"I don't know, Alyssa.  I really don't know.  We're heading to the Old Shot right now.  It's a night stalker bar on the north end of town.  Thad is going to shake down some of their men, see if they give us anything."

I sit up immediately, a prickling sense of fear spreading as I walk out onto the balcony and shut the glass door behind me.

"You can't go to a night stalker bar.  One whiff of your blood and they'll be all over you."

"That's not how it works, Alyssa.  They'll never know I'm a warlock.  They can't smell it in our blood.  They don't even know what they're drinking unless they've tasted us before.  Don't give them more credit than they deserve.  I'll keep my identity a complete secret.  Don't worry.  How are things with loverboy?  Did your spell ever cast correctly?"

Should I tell Frankie I'm a poor excuse for a witch and can't cast a simple protection spell without locking everyone in or out?  Should I tell him about all the times I've tried and failed this past month after he fought me on the decision to stay with Kane?  I don't think so.

"No problems.  Just worry about finding Mom."

"I miss you, kiddo.  Keep your chin up.  I'll call you if we find out anything."

"I miss you, too, Frankie."

I hang up as the weight of my mother's disappearance bears down on me without remorse.  Just as I'm about to go back in, Gage is suddenly right in front of me, scaring the hell out of me.

"Sheesh!  Stop doing that shit," I gripe while ineffectively slapping his immortal body.

He chuckles, playfully swatting at my pathetic swings.  The dark user has been on my nerves for a while, but he's hung around and watched my back.  I'm not too crazy about the fact he bought the house directly beside Kane's, but at least he's not sleeping in the trees.

"Sorry," he lies.  There's not an ounce of a genuine apology in his tone.

"Sure you are," I mumble while glancing through the glass window.

"Relax.  Pretty boy and his buddies are engulfed in a game of Grand Theft... something or another.  He's not coming in any time soon.  Mortals."

I let a small smirk free, but my inner turmoil instantly banishes it.  He starts to say something when I finally notice the metal ring in his lip.  Without thinking, my thumb brushes over it.

He almost shivers under my touch, which offends me.

"Don't like a light user touching you?" I scoff, trying not to sound as insulted as I feel.

I pull away and lean against the railing to stare away from him.  He lets a laugh free and leans up beside me.

"It just caught me off guard.  You like?" he asks while motioning to the steel circle.

I'd never tell him that he's the kind of guy who is sexy enough to pull it off.  I refuse to feed the immortal male ego.  He knows it looks good though, and it's obvious he realizes I think so.

"It's fine."

"You know I can read all the colors around you right now," he pokes, making me squirm.  "You should guard your aura better."

"Did you come to try and make fun of me, or did you have something of any relevance to say?"

My patience has run thin, and I'm sick of his usual frustrating openings.

"I just sent your hound a message to check out the Old Shot.  An informant of mine assured me there was a lead worth tracking down.  I was coming to find out if your light warlock had told you yet."

"He told me.  I don't like him going into a night stalker bar, but he assured me there was no way for them to know who or what he is."

He casts his gaze behind him once, checking for anyone who might be listening in, and then he turns his attention back to me.

"Shouldn't be.  So, you look tired.  Haven't been sleeping much?"

That's the stupidest question I've ever heard.

"My mother has been missing for over a month and a half now.  How would you sleep?"

"Just fine," he says with an unaffected shrug.

I'm almost shocked, which I shouldn't be.

"That's cold, even for a dark user."

He pulls a pen from his jacket and starts scratching something down on a piece of paper.

"What are you doing?" I muse while trying to look at what he's writing.

"Keeping tabs of all the hurtful things you say about my kind versus all the hurtful things I say about yours.  So far, you're way out in front.  Who's the bad guy?"

He smirks as I roll my eyes.

"Fine.  What's the deal with your mother?"

He puts his paper back in his pocket, and then he turns his attention to the ground below.

"You'll figure it out eventually, for now, let's focus on the other reason I'm here.  Are you feeling stir crazy?" he asks while looking at me once again.  "I've noticed human boy doesn't let you out of his sight very much."

Stir crazy?  No.  But it would be nice to get out of the remote-control-clicking environment for a while.

"What do you have in mind?" I ask, my suspension radar on high alert.

His menacing smile is quickly banished, but I had a chance to catch a glimpse of it.  I still don't know if I trust Gage... never mind.  I know I don't trust Gage.  Though he's kept a watchful eye, dark users can't be trusted.

"There're a couple of night stalkers I want to take out.  Believe me when I say you don't want to know what they've done.  Their council should be the ones eliminating them, but they're not here to do so."

The blood in my veins turns to ice from his bomb drop.

"Are you crazy?  A night stalker is our biggest enemy.  They'll freeze you stiff and draw out your life."

Idiocy apparently haunts every male - immortal and human alike.

"Believe me, if you knew the details of what they did to their latest, underage victims, you wouldn't be so quick to turn tail and run.  They need to be taken care of, and this won't be the first time I've taken them out.

"Night stalkers are allowed to kill with discretion.  I don't like it, but it's the way of our world.  These didn't use discretion, and they sure as hell didn't show mercy.  Since their council refuses to clean up the mess, my council has approved my request to do so with no objection from the bloodsucking rulers.  I've got some friends coming in for the job. Problem is, I need one little thing."

Crap.  I know where this is going.

"Bait."  My huffed answer almost makes him smile.  "Fine.  Where and when?  And no vaporizing me from place to place."

He pulls my hand in his to look at my watch.  He doesn't shiver the way he did only moments ago when I tried to touch him.  The moon is faint tonight, just a small sliver.  It's a good night for hunting night stalkers.

"Meet me at my place in five minutes.  I'll fill you in on the plan, and then I'll drive us there.  I promise, no vaporizing."

I frown a little at the spontaneous timing.  I quickly glance through the glass door to see if Kane has returned.

"Fine.  I'll see you shortly."

I turn to see Gage has already disappeared, leaving me talking to his leftover scent.  Rolling my eyes, I head back into the house to tell Kane... something.

"Hey," he says as soon as I join him and Zee in the living area.

"Hey.  Can you pause it for a second?"

"Sure, babe."

Without hesitation he halts the game, and I take his hand in mine to lead him back to the room - away from the unwanted listeners.

Amy is flipping through a magazine, pretending as though she hasn't been sitting in there to stare at my man this entire time.  Sierra and Deke are curled up on a chair together, their lips entangled.  I'm almost jealous.

He shuts the door behind him, his body tensing as if he's worried.  "Everything okay?"

"Um... yeah.  I just need to get out of here for a little while.  I think I'm getting a little... stir crazy."

I suck at lying.

"Sure.  Let me tell the guys I'm heading out."

I grab his hand, realizing I didn't clarify what I meant.

"I need some time to myself.  I'll be back in a little while."

His eyes drop, suddenly a sense of guilt in them.

"I've made you feel trapped, haven't I?  I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to pretty much strong-arm you into living with me."

Now I feel guilty for making him feel guilty.  Good grief.  What a vicious little circle.

"It's not that.  I'm just... I just need to walk around for a while.  I spoke to Frankie, and they still don't have any leads on my mother.  It's just a little much for one night."

As much as I hate using my mother's disappearance in my lie, it really will be therapeutic to kick some night stalker ass.  If Gage is right about his foolproof plan.

He sighs as he nods.  "Couldn't it wait until daylight?  I don't like the thought of you being alone in the dark."

Now I know why I'm so utterly lost in this beautiful man.  I've never known someone to be so thoughtful and sweet for no reason.

"I'll be fine.  I promise I won't be too long."

He sighs while shifting uncomfortably, fighting the urge to beg me to stay.

"Well, take your phone.  If you run into any problems, call me.  Where will you be?"

"Um, I'm not sure.  I might go to the diner, check in with Wade and some of the others."

He pulls my hand in his, holding it gently.

"Okay.  Just... be careful.  A lot of girls have been popping up missing lately.  I don't like you going out in the dark."

If he knew what was actually out there, he'd really be against me going out into the dark.

"Thanks."

I lean up to kiss his cheek, but he turns and catches my lips.  It's been so long since I've given into his delicious fire.  This thing with my mother has forced me to disengage, feeling guilty for losing myself in him.

His breath tastes incredible in my mouth, and I love the way his body feels pressed against mine.  He pulls me tighter, feeling the weeks of pent up frustration.  Before I know what's happening, he jerks me up, and my legs wrap around his waist.

"Clear your head tomorrow.  Stay with me tonight," he murmurs against my lips.

I groan instead of moaning, realizing by now Gage has already started growing impatient with me.  If another girl falls prey at the hands of the merciless simply because I selfishly became lost in the throes, I'll hate myself.

"When I get back, we'll finish this.  The diner will close before I can get there if I stay here right now."

He doesn't stop his perfect kisses.  Instead, his hunger for me only intensifies in a devouring motion.  The intoxicating sounds coming from him make my whole body tingle in ways I've almost forgotten.

Oh damn.  I hate you right now, Gage.

"Kane, stop.  Just let me go.  I'll be back," I mutter grudgingly.

He groans, obviously not wanting to release me, but he does so very reluctantly, letting me stand on my own again.

"Fine.  I'll see you soon.  Hopefully really soon," he grumbles while adjusting his pants.

I chuckle lightly as he gives me a playful scowl, and then he kisses my lips one last time before walking back out to the crazy living room scene where the music is blaring and drinks are underway.  I notice there are now a few new houseguests hanging out.  How long were we in here?

Gage is gong to kick my ass.

Pulling out my purse, I find a vial of scent masker to drown out any trail.  If one of the night stalkers escapes, I don't want to lead them back to my beautiful human.  I'd never let anyone touch him, but I don't invite danger to follow me either.

When I walk out, my eyes fall on Kane in the far corner talking to Deke.  They're whispering amongst the blaring music, which I obviously find a little odd.  At least I think they're whispering.  With this terribly obnoxious music, who knows?

A girl with store-bought blond hair drops her arms around Kane's waist and leans into him.  Who the hell is she?

Without a pause, he slips her arms out from around him and dismisses her with barely a wave.  Breathing out in relief, I pass the sulking fake-blond and walk over to Kane.

He smiles the second he sees me, and he doesn't waste any time pulling me into his arms.

"You guys can fill a house pretty quickly," I murmur, my eyes tossing back to the cheap blond whose eyes are on me right now, sizing me up.

As if Amy's obsession with Kane wasn't bad enough.  Great.

"I told you we party.  You just haven't had the chance to see it lately.  The guys felt like getting their buzz on tonight though.  You sure you won't just stay?  I wouldn't mind seeing you slur a little."

I let a small laugh free and shake my head.

"Maybe I'll take you up on that when I get back.  Don't let too many blonds rub up on you while I'm gone."

His bottom lip folds between his teeth just before he leans down to pick me up and pulls me against him.  Those luscious lips find mine again, and he smiles behind the kiss.

"I've only got eyes for one blond."

Amy snorts derisively as she walks by, letting it be known she just overheard that comment.  I roll my eyes, and pull back from his tempting offer to stay.

"I hope that means you're not thinking about some brunettes."

Amy's short black hair shakes as she tosses her head around to glare at me.  I'm pretty sure she couldn't have heard that, but the timing is rather coincidental.

"No worries.  You're the only girl that has ever held my attention, and that's not going to change.  Hurry back.  I don't want to spend the night around a bunch of drunken people without my girl to hold."

A goofy grin spreads across my lips, and I give him one last kiss before withdrawing completely.

"I'll be back soon, and I expect to be held all night."

"No arguments here."

He gives me a wink as I head out the door, and through the glass, I watch him resume his private conversation with Deke who never said a word to me.  They seem so serious, and Sierra seems to notice it as well.  I watch her approach, and instantly they loop her in.

I'm almost jealous of how close they all seem to be, because I feel like such an outsider.  It's for the best though.  In less than a year, Kane won't be able to be mine anymore.

A shuffle of people scurry past me on their way into the noise box of a house.  It's crazy how soundproofed it is.  It's obvious now why they had it soundproofed.  They never cut the volume low on anything.

I down the vial of scent masker before attempting the stairs.  My face distorts into a medley of disgusted expressions as the slimy, tart liquid slides down my throat.  I always forget how terribly horrid this stuff is.

Feeling it start to strip me of my scent, I sprint down the steps and cover the distance to Gage's house.  I knock, but his home is soundproofed too.  An immortal thing.

The lights are on, and the entire house is covered in windows just like Kane's.  A small fluttering of butterflies hit me when I see Gage's shirtless body in the room just ahead.

His back is turned as he talks to someone on the phone.  I notice the tattoos on his back - various symbols, mostly magical.  I shouldn't find it sexy, but I'll be damned if I don't.

Finally, I ring the doorbell to keep from staring at yet another guy I can't be with.  Gage's back stays turned as the door opens on its on.

"We'll be there shortly.  See you then."

He puts his phone in his pocket and turns to face me with a small smile.

"You've taken a scent masker already I see.  I was going to offer you some."

My eyes accidentally stray to his ripped body.  There's not a flaw on his muscled physique.  He's so lean... I wasn't expecting such definition.

"Yeah," I bumble out like a stammering fool.  "I didn't want to risk leading them to Kane."

Gage is tall, almost as tall as Kane.  Without my high-heels, I feel so short in comparison.  Even with my heels, I still just reach his chin.  Without them, I barely meet his chest.

"Uncomfortable?"

My eyes pop up from their forbidden journey over his salacious contours.  Immortals shouldn't be allowed to be this eternally hot.  I hate immortals.

"Huh?" I ask, feeling more than a little foolish.

"I was asking if you're uncomfortable.  Again, your colors are all over the place."

Damn warlocks.

"I'm fine.  I was just curious as to why you have so many symbols tattooed all over you."

It's obviously a rather transparent lie to cover my drooling fiasco.  I never realized how woman I was until these past several weeks.

He lets a small laugh out, and then he pulls a shirt from the back of the chair to put on.  I'm relieved when he finally covers himself up.

"I'm a member of the Somage.  I run into some pretty unsavory creatures, so in order to avoid possessions, summons, and various other precarious situations, I took on the protective symbols.  It's saved my ass more than once."

Somage?

"I thought the Somage were just an urban legend."

He smirks and then shrugs.

"We like it that way.  We can only erase memories for short intervals, so it's a daily struggle to keep the fey world a secret when some creatures refuse to abide by the rules.  We take out the ruthless and careless killers who could potentially become exposure threats, and  we put down the wild, bloodthirsty bloodsuckers of all kinds if they lose control.  We're just a group of dark users trying to take care of the big bads.  What exactly do the light users do to keep people safe?"

His rhetorical question seeps sarcasm as he pulls on a thin, hooded jacket.

"I get it.  I realize the light tends to-"

"Tends to worry about their own hide and not give a damn about anything else going on in the world?  Glad we agree on that."

Jackass.

"So, is this where you pull out your score pad and mark where you've just insulted the light?"

He lets a snicker out, and then he shakes his head.

"This is the part where I give you some makeup lessons."

Question marks form in my head and swirl around in circles.

"Makeup lessons?"

He smirks as he walks over to me, and I feel his dark magic roaming through my body as something changes.  It steals my breath with its invasive touch, and I almost feel the need to go on the defense when it's suddenly over.

"Easy girl.  Don't be going to battle just yet.  Your scent is gone for a few hours, but your appearance could still give away your identity.  Take a look."

I walk by him and gasp when I see the red hair, bright green eyes, and unfamiliar face.

"How did you... we can't-"

"We can for short periods of time.  It'll last for three hours at most.  You won't be able to do it again for several weeks though.  Magic is a beautifully tricky thing like that.  Let's get going."

He ushers me out the door, and I follow him down the stairs of the deck to his garage.

"Don't have an inside access?" I ask.

"To my garage?  Of course I do.  I just didn't want to drag your through my house and give you a chance to get comfortable.  The way you were looking at me... I was worried I was about to get unwrapped like a Christmas present while we were merely in the living room."

My cheeks flush upon hearing his teasing comment.  I cut my eyes away as he opens the door.  He laughs ridiculously hard, and then I hear a familiar voice behind us.

"Nothing?" Kane asks with disbelief, and without thinking, I whip around.

Gage walks over to me just as Sierra, Deke, and Kane come into view.

"Nothing.  It's as though... I don't know.  There's just nothing."

"What's going on?" Gage pipes up, and my heart leaps into my throat.

I'm going to kick his ass for this.

Kane walks toward us, not recognizing me at all as his eyes barely give me a second glance.  What's he doing leaving his party?  What are they looking for?

"Sorry.  I didn't realize anyone was living here.  I didn't mean to appear as though we were trespassing."

He sounds so formal, polite, and... oddly different.

"I just moved in a few weeks ago.  My girl and I were about to go grab a bite to eat, and we heard voices."

I could slap him right now.  I really hope he's reading the vibrant red of anger my aura is flashing at him.

He smirks, letting me know he has seen my fuming red colors lighting up like a neon sign.

"Sorry to have bothered you.  I was just checking up on something.  I won't hold you up.  Welcome to the neighborhood."

Kane turns to jog off once Gage thanks him, and I watch as the three of them head into the woods - a shortcut to town.

"Seriously?"  I slap Gage across the stomach, instantly regretting that foolish move when I pull back my throbbing hand.

"What?" he asks, feigning innocence.  "We need to meet up with the guys.  They've lured the night stalkers toward the edge of town - the deepest section of the woods that stretch on for miles.  You, my little redhead, will be in the center, smelling like a virgin."

"I'm not-"

He rolls his eyes while cutting me off.  "Believe me, I know.  I live next door, and well... there was that one time-"

"Oh shit."  I had completely forgotten about Gage being just outside during one of my bedroom romps.  "I hate you."

He laughs harder as we hop in his very sleek, black sports car.  It definitely suits a bad boy dark user.

"Chill," he teases while cranking the purring engine and throwing it in reverse.  My head jolts from the unnecessary force, and he skids around to slam it into gear.  The tires squeal with me as he continues.  "The virgin blood is something we have in stock.  Donated to us, of course.  Many people enjoy helping our cause.  It'll be strong enough to lure them to you.  We use just tiny drops to represent a true wound.  Their victims have all been virgins."

I still don't know the gruesome details, nor do I want to.

"Just don't let them get a hold of my witch blood.  They'll never stop."

My breath catches when his hand is suddenly on mine.

"I wouldn't do anything if I thought you'd be at risk.  We've pulled this trap more times than one can count.  Never once has there been anything go wrong."

His hand moves back to the wheel as he skirts around a curve, making my whole body tense up.  I'm starting to wish I had just let him vaporize me.

"Some of us are still mortal, you know."

He simply laughs at my aggravated remark, never slowing his hasty, dangerous, bat-out-of-hell driving.

Note to self, immortal drivers are bad for my health.

I'm relieved when he skids to a halt on the dirt drive next to the lake.  The dark woods promise to carry mischief to anyone who enters.  I climb out and instantly shiver upon seeing nothing but the leery darkness beyond the edge.

Gage climbs out, and I gasp when I see his masked face along with his drawn hood.  He looks just as scary as anything I'll see out there.

"Always cautious.  It's important to conceal our identities in case something goes wrong."

"That's encouraging," I grumble.

"No worries.  Like I said, just cautious."

I follow him, wondering why I ever agreed to this.  He moves with stealth through the forest that seems to go on forever.  Finally, we stop.  The silence is only interrupted by the scurrying night creatures who are curious about our imposing arrival.

"Okay, you'll be waiting here.  Cade, one of my friends, just sent a text saying the night stalkers are on the way.  I've got a few guys already out here."

I look around, but no one or nothing stands out.

"I don't see anything."

He nods, a small smile forming.  "That's the point.  I'll be out of sight too, but don't you dare think I'm very far away.  When a night stalker is hunting for blood, they can sense our immortal veins.  That's why you're here, and that's why we'll be hanging back.  If something feels off, just scream my name.  It'll make for good practice."

The devious wink he gives me after his seductive ending makes my cheeks flush.  I roll my eyes, feeling completely idiotic.

"I believe you were the one who bashed Thad for flirting with me, when you've now done it quite a bit lately."

He smiles, his eyes lowering bashfully, and then he shrugs.

"Well, I prefer to think of it as us being a little less defensive around each other.  Don't let it go to your head.  I need to go get into place."

I think I just made a dark user blush.  Didn't even know that was possible.

He starts to turn away, and I grab his arm as the reality of the situation sets in.

"Don't let them touch me.  If they-"

"They won't get close enough," he says in interruption.  "Even if they did, they won't be using their subduing powers against a witch because they'll just think you're a pretty little mortal girl lost in the woods.  Just think of yourself as Little Red Riding Hood facing off with the Big Bad Wolf."

The problem is, I've heard the dark version of that fable - not just the bubblegum tale where Little Red Riding Hood comes out unscathed.

I shiver slightly, and then murmur, "These aren't the kind of villains that waste time on some evil monologue.  They go straight for the kill without wasting time."

His eyes soften before the heat of his touch finds my arm in a comforting motion.

"Don't worry.  I swear I'll get you out of here if anything was to go wrong.  You're in good hands, Red."

He gives me a wink, and then he vaporizes to disappear into the darkness.  In all my life, I never thought I'd be playing bait for night stalkers while my rescue lay in the hands of a dark user.

I'm either incredibly stupid or insanely brave.  I'm not betting on the latter of the two.

I hear the rustle of the limbs, and I take a steady breath to calm my rampaging nerves.  In an effort to play the part, I start playing the prey.  I just hope I don't play the prey too well.

"Is anyone out there?  Please, someone?"  The fear in my voice is authentic, for I'm scared out of my frigging mind right now.

I'm sure they can hear my mortal heartbeat pounding against my chest as it tries to explode from the anticipation.  Then I see them - glowing eyes in the distance.  They keep fading in and out of sight as they start toying with me.

"Hello?  Someone?  Anyone?"  My voice breaks this time.  The squeaky pitch exuded is unintentional, but it still goes with my character.

Little Red Riding Hood only had one damn wolf to worry about.  I've counted five sets of glowing eyes so far, and there were only supposed to be three.  Already this plan is amiss.

Gage, you better not fuck this up.

I almost wish he could read minds right now.  I'd tell him I changed my mind, and get me the hell out of this sacrificial placement.

"A lost lamb?" an eerie voice pronounces, but it's alone.  Where are the other four?

"Can you help me?  I don't know how, but I got turned around," I murmur to the vacant, dark air, trying to find the place where the voice came from.

My breath is stolen as the glowing blue eyes suddenly find mine - directly in front of me.  I would gasp, but the painful air is trapped deep in my lungs, refusing to budge.

"Pretty girl," he breathes, playing with me all the more.  "Let's see how pretty you scream."

I do scream.  I can't help it.  When at last the sound finds my lungs, I can't stop screeching a terrified shriek, praying the action is about to go down.

He wasn't supposed to touch me, but his hand is clamping my mouth just before my back slams the tree.  Just when I think the game is over, he's flying backwards and crushing the tree behind him, causing the giant oak to creak, crack, and crash.

"Fucking trap!" another voice screeches, and within a blink, the five start rushing away.

Four others from Gage's mystery, masked brigade come into sight and start aiding in Gage's attempt to keep the night stalkers from fleeing.

I breathe out in relief as they are thrown back toward the circle the guys have prepared.  Slumping down against the tree, I silently watch, my heart still pounding.  Though I want to help, it's best not to reveal to them I'm a witch with mortal blood still coursing through my veins.

Blue balls of energy shoot free from Gage's hands, striking the snarling bloodsuckers.  I cringe when I see the dark blood shooting free, and I'm forced to turn my head when the gruesome sights become unbearable.

Then I hear Gage shouting, "Now!"

I look up in time to see one of the guys slamming down a stone to complete a circle.  A red, almost blinding light shoots into the sky from the circle, shedding light on all the curious forest creatures that instantly take cover.

I've only ever heard of trap nets such as this.  I've never actually seen one for myself.  It's incredible.

The night stalkers scramble around, but as soon as one of them tries to leap out, they're slammed back into the circle from the magic hidden inside the stones.

"Don't bother," Gage says as he runs a hand through his dark hair, pushing it away from his face after the ruffling fight.  He quickly pulls his hood back down, though now it seems pointless.

At least his face is still well hidden.

The night stalker who had me pinned doesn't seem very frazzled, or even worried about the situation.  That scares the shit out of me.  How can someone remain calm while facing imminent death?

"You have no idea who you're messing with," the night stalker snarls, his tone threatening.

"Don't I?" Gage taunts.  "You're Isolis, leader of this coven.  I admit we were just expecting two to be following your lead.  I didn't realize you could find four to follow you on a single kill."

Isolis's eyes cut toward me, and he gives me a dark grin that makes my skin prickle from head to toe.

"Is that a fact?" he asks while turning back to Gage.  "Do you always use live bait for your traps, or was I a special condition?"

Gage lets out a sardonic huff of a laugh, and then he shakes his head, his mask still covering his identity.

"You're not special in any way.  Let's talk about the sacrificial rituals you've been performing on the girls you've slaughtered and left for dead, leaving a few breaths in their lungs.  That's not very discreet or humane of you, both of which are required by your kind in order to keep peace.  Now, tell me why you've been performing the rituals."

Isolis just laughs - a deep, throaty, genuine laugh of amusement.  Though I can't see Gage's face, I'm sure he's not too thrilled by the reaction.

"Something funny, Isolis?  I don't think you quite realize how severe the consequences you're facing are.  Tell me what these rituals were intended to do, and you won't die by fire.  Deny me, and I'll make sure you feel the same pain those girls did before you left them gasping for their last breaths."

Isolis's laughter tapers off as his eyes grow darker with intent, his night stalker blues burning a glowing hue.  A small, secretive smirk plays on his lips as he pulls his hands behind his back.

"Boy, you have no idea what's coming.  There's more power at play than you can even fathom.  Just be warned, the Somage don't have a lot of friends.  Your faces may be hidden, your scents may be covered, but your voices remain the same.  We'll find you, and it won't be pretty when we do.  Remember this moment when I'm ripping your heart out through your throat."

If ever there was a scarier threat, I've never heard it.  Gage seems cool, unaffected, as though he's heard this all too many times.  I'm shaking like a leaf on a tree in the middle of a windstorm.

"I'm standing on the outside of this circle right now, while you're facing your last few breaths.  Don't think you scare me.  You're low on the food chain compared to what I've dealt with.  Just another snake in the grass waiting to get his head chopped off - that's all you are to me," Gage murmurs, his tone equally as terrifying.

With all the time we've spent together this past month, I've almost forgotten the dark roots he bears.  That's something I should remember before getting too close.

Isolis turns to face me, and my stomach slaps my throat when he gives me a devious wink, warning me something big is about to happen.

"Maybe you'd be right... if I hadn't been expecting a trap," he says, and as soon as those words release, the woods thunder with a sudden attack.

I scream as lycans and night stalkers crash through the trees.  At least ten have joined our party, and they're out for blood.  We set a trap alright - our own fucking trap.

The time for holding back is over.  With this many, I'll have to reveal my power.

Gage starts whirling blue orbs of energy while using his telekinesis to shove them away.  If they touch him, his fight is over.  They'll use their subduing power to restrain him, hold him... kill him.

The other members of his masked brigade fight off as many as they can, but one screams out as he's brought down.  His mask is ripped free by a night stalker who relishes the terror he's stricken before devouring him, forcing me to cut my eyes away.

I screech as one nears the circle, but while I'm busy hesitating, he has time to rip a stone up and free the other five.  Now we're all the more outnumbered, and I have no choice.

Before I can release the first bit of magic, death's grip is at my throat.

"Pretty girl, you've been a bad, bad girl," Isolis murmurs with malice lighting up in his eyes.  "Mortal dolls such as yourself should never agree to help those weaker than me."

I can't see the fight raging on.  I don't know who's hurt, dead, or dying.  All I can see are the glowing blue eyes in front of me, dulling down to a deep brown color.  Golden flecks sprinkle along the rims of his chocolates, and his strong, chiseled jaw clenches as he breathes me in.

He's a beast, seeming even taller than he did the first time he held my life in his hands.  I can still feel my power inside me, stirring.  Gage was right, he has no clue I'm a witch, so he doesn't know he has to fight against me.

I hear a strangled release, and I know it's Gage.  He's hurt, and I can't see how bad.  It's now or never.

Just as Isolis starts to go for the kill, I put my hands on his arms that are holding my shoulders.  Forcing enough volts out to kill a herd of elephants, I shock the fuck out of him and send him flying backwards.

The look on his face is pretty frigging priceless as the high fills me.  My father's power is toxic, inebriating.  I shouldn't have used it, but desperate times call for incredibly stupid measures.

Isolis stands as several more men surround me, their attention drawn to the mortal witch whose blood they're now desperate to taste.

With a devilishly wry grin, I pull the power forth, my silver orbs circling my hands as I step toward them without fear.

"Holy... shit," one of them releases in disbelief.

Little Red Riding Hood has a dark little secret.  Oops.

My silver orbs glow brighter, swelling to be much larger as they continue to swirl around my hands.  With one gloriously cathartic release, I sling them forth.  The two orbs split, turning into four and striking a lycan and three night stalkers in the chest.

Their screaming yelps ring like music to my ears, proving the intoxicating dark power is starting to take me deeper into its clutches.  I can't pull back though.  We'll never survive if I do.

The fire blazes from the earth to join the next set of silver streaking beauties, and the screams heard are delighting my sadistic side as my roaring inferno grabs more lives of the dark.

Gage is suddenly beside me, slinging me to the ground before a night stalker's surprise attack can succeed, and then he jumps up to resume his attacks.  Just as the high takes me over, a scream surges through my lips.

I feel the fangs bared, crunching against the curve of my neck, as the fire of the bite brings me to tears.  Gage flings his blue orbs, but a lycan sideswipes him and sends him barreling across the forest.

More glowing blue eyes and new lycans join the party, making death a reality.  Then something happens that I wasn't prepared to see.

The new deadly beauties leap into the fight, but they're not attacking us, they're attacking Isolis's men.

I look up just as Isolis is about to take another bite out of me, but he's thrown back as one of the newest night stalkers grabs him up and launches him back.  I cry out in pain when my dark hero lifts me up, but relief isn't anywhere inside me.

The red hair I'm wearing stains with an even darker red as my blood flows freely.  The face of my newest captor is hidden beneath a black mask just like Gage's.  His gray hoodie covers his head, and his glowing blues check me over.

I'm starting to worry we've just stepped into a turf war, but then I realize the other numbers dwindling.  The night stalker holding me feels so familiar to the touch, as if I know him.  His scent is gone, just like mine.  Apparently, everyone decided to be incognito tonight.  Not that a scent really matters to me.  I can't identify a scent or track it.

The night stalker holding me nods to the lycans of his group, and then one of his other night stalker friends whistles twice to signal some sort of attack formation.  With grace and effortless poise, the two lycans jump into the circle, and they shred several of the night stalkers attacking our few men.

Isolis is gone - nowhere at all to be seen.  Now one Devil has left, handing the keys to the gates of hell to another.

Gage runs over, but he stops as he stares eye-to-eye with the night stalker holding me.  He pulls free a blue orb, poised to strike, but the night stalker gently places me on the ground at his feet.

Gage kneels, his eyes never leaving the foe playing friend, until suddenly they're all gone as quickly as they came.

"What the fuck just happened?" one of Gage's friends asks.

"Your guess is as good as mine.  Don't question good fortune.  Let's get the hell out of here for now.  Grab Jesse.  He'll need a proper burial."

I cringe as I glance in the direction of their fallen comrade.  His dark hair shades his lifeless eyes.  I didn't know him, but I'm sure Gage and he were close enough for his death to sting the dark user.

"Are you okay?" I ask softly.

"Me?  I'm immortal.  You... Alyssa, I'm so sorry.  I swear to you nothing like this has ever happened before."

He had no idea I meant emotionally okay.  He just lost a member of his group.

"You-"

"Shit.  You're losing a lot of blood.  I need to get you back to my place and get you cleaned up."

Before I can argue, I feel the wind against me.  Either he forgot he drove, or the fanged demon left one hell of a mark behind which has prompted a hasty retreat.

Though the pain is excruciating, I grit through it.  It's not like I haven't felt it before.  Within a few deep breaths, we're back at his house.  I look down to see the blood has covered my arm.

Damn it.

Dizziness is always a reminder as to why I shouldn't let him vaporize me, but right now I've got to focus on the more important things.

"My blood, it'll leave a trail."

"Every drop that fell was soaked up by the earth.  Care to explain how that happened?  While you're at it, how about telling me how a mortal holds energy in the palm of her hand, when some century-old beings can't even do such a thing."

I was really hoping to avoid this conversation.

"Are you saying you're over a century old?  You used energy as well."

He smirks as he places me on his bed, and then he tugs his mask off to reveal the face I'm getting far too used to seeing.  I take a moment to drink in my surroundings.  It's a neutral colored scheme.  Given the fact he's a dark user, I was expecting something a little more... gothic?

There's nothing dark at all about his room.  In fact, it's actually a light, cozy sort of atmosphere.  The taupe walls mingle with the splashes of red art.  No personal pictures adorn the space, but there are plenty of wild, enthralling sculptures and paintings.

He takes interest in my bemused facial expression just before he rips my sleeve off my shoulder to reveal the severity of the wound I refuse to look at.  He flinches, and guilt shades his eyes as he pulls out medical supplies.

"Let me guess, you were expecting dark crosses, voodoo dolls, pentagrams... that sort of thing," he says in a forced mocking tone, his attention more focused on my shoulder.

The living room had been simple, nice, even elegant, but I thought that was just for the sake of appearances.

"Maybe a skull and cross sort of theme."

He lets a laugh out as he smears something over my shoulder.  His perfectly crisp blue eyes find mine as I take a deep breath.  The concern I see is genuine, which makes me genuinely confused.

"Be glad Isolis doesn't come from a strong sire.  His venom is weak," he says to break the awkward silence.

His eyes fall back down to my wound, and I flinch as he starts pressing harder against the open bites I still refuse to view.

"He sure as hell felt pretty strong to me."

He laughs at my candor, and then shakes his head as he eases off the bed.  His soft, satin bedspread is almost slippery.  The vibrant red goes well with the trickle of blood still falling off me.  It's a good thing he has magic, otherwise getting the blood stains out would be a bitch.

"He is strong.  I guess I should elaborate.  Just because his venom is weak, that doesn't mean he's weak.  It means he comes from a lesser bloodline.  The stronger bloodlines have much more painful venom.  Once, I spent days on my back screaming in agony."

I shiver as my mind falls back to the second, almost fatal bite I received.  I too spent days on my back, screaming out my torture.

"What did he mean by something big is coming?  And what rituals were you talking about?"

He shrugs, as if he's not dwelling on the fanged beast's spewed threat.

"They always say something big is coming.  As for the rituals, we don't know what they were for.  That's kind of why I asked him."

His playfully poking tone makes me roll my eyes, and then he kneels before me to start bandaging my newest set of bite marks.

"How am I going to explain this to Kane?" I huff out.

"It'll heal within twenty minutes.  That medicine is some of my aunt's best work."

It's obvious he's a little closer to his aunt than his mother.  Should I pry?

"So, you and your aunt are close?"

He smiles, and then he pulls off his shirt, as if he's trying to make me blush and squirm.

"Very.  She should have been my mother.  Life sure as hell would have been simpler.  Now, let's get back to you.  How did you control the energy orbs?"

He turns to me as he pulls out another, clean, blood-free shirt and pulls it over his head.  His bottom lip folds between his teeth - the metal ring included - as he waits for me to answer the question I never usually do.

"Do you remember that trust conversation we had?" I ask curiously.

"I think it's time you start trusting me so I can start helping you.  That's a lot of power, and Isolis just saw you use it.  He got away tonight.  Though he'll surely flee town now that he's lost his mignons, he'll be back.  You need to be ready.  Now trust me."

Hearing a dark user tell a light user to trust them is almost comical, but I really don't have a choice.  He can't allow his friends to tell his council what I'm already capable of.

"It's my father's magic.  I can control energy just as he does, but it's already strong enough to do some serious damage.  If your guys tell-"

"They won't.  They don't even know your name or your face so it wouldn't do them any good to tell.  You seemed so in-control over it, but I could tell you were holding back.  Why?"

Because it makes me a psychopathic freak to use it at full strength.

"It's... well, it's my father's power.  Do I really need to say more than that?  Just as the use of it gets him high, drunk, and leaves him completely encompassed by the seduction of its force, the same happens to me.  It's not something that can or should be used if there are options.  My mother's power is from the earth, which is why I can only assume my blood was swallowed up.  That's actually new to me.  The earth was trying to keep me safe.  As for the rest... well, I don't trust you that much."

I don't trust anyone to tell them how strong I really am... how damn crazy I can get.  The dark would look light if I ever lost control.  I dread being immortal.  My power will grow stronger, even stronger than Drackus's power, and who knows what a peril I might become.

"Fair enough," he murmurs while sitting down on the edge of the bed to join me.  "For the record, red suits you.  I prefer the blond, but you can pull off the extreme change."

I laugh a little as I stare at the ends of my hair bearing the foreign color.

"So, you never speak to Drackus?  Care if I ask why?" he asks, seeming hesitant in his approach to the touchy subject.

So, so, so many reasons come to mind, but I only share a tidbit about my estranged father.

"You've heard the stories.  Though I know my father would be here if I ever needed him, it wouldn't be because he loves me.  Drackus thrives on chaos and power.  He'd love nothing more than if I called him and asked him for help just so he'd have an excuse to show the world and me how powerful he really is.  To be honest, I'm considering asking for his help.  Mom's been missing for far too long."

He shifts uneasily.  Most people don't say my father's name above a whisper.  I suppose I use it a little too casually.

"I think you should give us a little more time.  If Drackus comes out of his-"

"I know.  The light and dark would unite to fight against him, and it would be war all over again.  My father has just as many friends as he does enemies, so when I say it would be a war, I mean that very literally.  I'm just reaching the point of desperation."

Before I realize I'm doing it, the tears are flowing down my face.  Gage pulls me into his arms, and I shiver against the unexpected contact.

He's been rude, obnoxious, aggravating, and recently flirty, but this is the first time he's ever been... sweet?  Considerate maybe?

Oddly enough, his embrace is comforting, but it only makes me ready to get back to Kane.  Those are the arms I want to be in right now.

"We'll find her.  I'll keep calling all my contacts and we'll find her."

I pull back to see the truth in his eyes, and I tilt my head.

"Why do you care so much?  I thought you were only here to clear all accusations of it being your people."

His lips tighten as he looks away.

"That's how it started, but then you kind of grew on me."  His words make me bite back a grin, but his lips etch up slightly upon seeing my reaction.  "I know.  Crazy how things work out.  Besides, you need my help, and I happen to enjoy helping people out.  Who knows, maybe once you're immortal, the two of us can even try to be friends."

I lean forward, my eyes teasing him lightly.  "Even if I'm light and you're dark?"

His eyes flash a devious glow before he murmurs, "They're just definitions of power, nothing else.  If lovers can be on opposing sides, so can friends."

I just laugh at that while shaking my head.

"I'll be glad when my face and hair get back to normal," I say in an effort to shift the topic.

I'm ready to get back to Kane - more than ready.  I'm also a little curious about where he went and what he was doing.

"Your face has been back to normal for a while now.  That's why I said you could pull off red.  It wouldn't be you pulling off red if you were still wearing another face."

Reflexively, my hands pop up to feel the familiar skin pulled in all the right places.  I glance to the mirror on the wall to see how very bizarre it seems for me to be wearing this brazen color.

"I'm definitely not rocking red.  Thanks for the lie though."

He laughs lightly, and then he plops down on the bed to rest his hands behind his head.  With him lying that way, it makes me feel uncomfortable to be sitting here.  This is too intimate a setting for us, but before I can disengage, he draws my attention to him.

"That'll still leave a mark.  The meds just stop the bleeding and kill the worst of the venom.  It'll close the wound, but I'm afraid it'll still scar.  Sorry."

His eyes hold mounds of guilt to prove the authenticity of his apology.  I pat his leg, and then I start to stand.

"That's no problem," I sigh out, and then I wave my hand over the mark while chanting the secret medley of words my mother formed in spell.

Before his eyes, my skin shifts, and an invisible veil drops to cloak the hideous mark I'm not yet prepared to see.  His eyes widen, and a smirk forms as he stands and lowers his head to be level with my little miracle.

"That's pretty nifty for a newbie.  How long will it last?"

I shrug, trying to ignore the heat of his breath finding the skin on my chest.

"I'm really not sure of its limitations.  It's worked on my other one for several years now.  Mom seems to believe it'll always work."

He stands up, seeming too impressed for such a seemingly simple feat.

"You don't even realize the significance of this, do you?" he asks while touching the skin.

Chill bumps form when he caresses the hidden bite, and then I shakily murmur, "It's just for small sections.  Nothing too big would work."

"It even feels smooth.  No different from the rest of your skin," he says while letting his hand trail down my shoulder to my arm.

I shiver this time, and he smirks, obviously reading my aura again.  Damn warlocks.

"Um, how much longer until my hair changes back?"

His smirk grows as he pulls my hair between his fingers and draws it in front of my face.

"It just did."

I stare at the blond and sigh in relief.  I really need to get out of here.  I know Kane and I can't be together forever, but I still want him.  Being around Gage, someone who has my immortal destiny... it's just confusing me.  Confusion is not something I need right now.

"I should get back to Kane."

Gage smiles bigger, and then he winks at me while holding his hand over my head.  My ripped sleeve mends in front of my eyes as the blood stains covering my clothes disappear.  Within seconds, my entire ensemble looks like I just walked out of the drycleaners.

I take it a step further and make it different, changing back into what Kane saw me leave in.

"Call me if you need me," he murmurs with his grin still intact.

Then something dawns on me.  "Why did you soundproof your house?  You mentioned you were... er... next door... and insinuated you overheard... um... stuff, but your house is completely shut off from the outside and so is Kane's."

He laughs loudly at my stammering attempt.  I couldn't just say he mentioned overhearing my bedroom tousles with Kane.

"The house was soundproof when I got it.  It wasn't something I added to it.  It's rather obvious this is a hotspot for immortals.  I'm sure one owned it at some point in time.  There are quite a few houses like this one.  As for overhearing your passionate screams, I'm not always inside and you don't always shut your balcony door."

My face floods crimson, and he laughs ridiculously hard when I drop my eyes instantly.

"I'm definitely leaving now."

Turning on my heel, I head toward the door, leaving behind the rambunctious cackles flowing freely from the dark user's mouth.  He's enjoying this way too much.

––––––––
Chapter Sixteen

The loud, thumping music is vibrating the house.  The lights are dim, like this is some sort of a club instead of a home.  I can see a group of boys clicking away on the remotes while playing one of the violent games.

Amy is the only one I recognize and know.  There are so many people that it's impossible to find Kane right now.

"Blonds are my thing," a drunken goon slurs from behind me.

I whip around, quickly tossing his stray arm off my shoulders and take a step back.

"Sorry.  Drunk strangers aren't my thing."

He smiles, his eyes dancing with the thrill of a chase.

"Well, let's make them your thing.  I'm Craig."

"She's taken," Deke says while popping up out of nowhere, standing close to me in a protective sort of manner.

"Yo, man.  I though you were with Sierra.  That babe single now?"

What a jerk.

Deke's eyes narrow, and then he lets out a derisive scoff.  "Even if she was, you wouldn't be able to handle her.  Sierra's still mine.  This is Kane's girl.  You really want to keep playing with fire?"

The guy's eyes widen, as if he's sobering a little, and then he stumbles backwards.

"No.  Sorry.  Tell him I didn't know."

Without another word, he disappears from sight, leaving his balls behind apparently.  I've never seen anyone so quick to bow out.

"Where's Kane?" I ask, having to yell over the music.

"He's out looking for you.  I just sent him a text to tell him you're here.  He's heading back now."

Looking for me?

"Why did he go looking for me?"

"Because there was another attack in town.  We got a call a few minutes after you left.  Two girls were found dead in their homes, and it wasn't pretty.  He went to track you down and bring you home until daylight.  But you're an expert at vanishing into thin air.  Where'd you go?"

Crap.

"I just walked around mostly.  There's a spot at the edge of town I like to go.  When will he be back?"

Before he can answer, strong arms are wrapped around me and pulling me into a glorious embrace.  I breathe him in, enjoying his smell like he was made for me.  Those incredible lips find my neck and trail across my hidden wound as he kisses me through the fabric.

I stifle a wince when he presses too firmly against the still tender bite left behind.  Though it can't be seen, it can sure as hell be felt.

I turn around, and he draws me in closer just before his perfect lips find mine.  I smile behind the kiss that is far too passionate to be displayed in front of so many.

"No more late night romps through the town, please.  My heart still isn't steady," he murmurs against my lips.

I smile bigger as I lean into him.

"I take it you were worried?"

"Very.  I've called your phone at least a dozen times.  Did you lose it?"

Oh shit.

I left my phone at Gage's before we even left to go set the trap that went terribly awry.  I completely forgot it.

"I'm sure it'll turn up.  I'm sorry you were worried, but I'm a big girl.  I managed."

By the skin of my teeth, that is.

"I heard about those girls they found in town, and it scared the hell out of me.  I left shortly after you did, but we couldn't track you down.  Since then, I've been worried sick.  I sound like a total control freak right now, don't I?"

I smile involuntarily to the point it almost aches.  Giggling like a fool, I shake my head.  The noisy room makes it hard for us to hear each other, but I can tell he likes the fact I'm more turned on than freaked out.

It feels good to have him care so much, since I feel the same way.

"I love the fact you went all over town looking for me, but I hate you missed your party full of drunk, smitten-with-you women."

He laughs at my insincere remark, and then he cups my face in his hands before leaning down and kissing me lightly once again.

"I need to go check on Zee and tell him your back.  I've got him missing out on all the drunk women, too.  I'll be right back.  Don't move."

I just nod, my foolish grin remaining intact, as he shuffles back through the mass to head outside.

I look over to see Deke has claimed Sierra's attention.  I almost smile, but then my mouth fills with the taste of bitter when I see Amy making her way toward me.

Inhaling a sharp breath, I ready myself for whatever cruel, unnecessary thing she spews through her jealous lips.  This past month, I've heard it all.

"I really don't feel like hearing it, Amy.  Just enjoy the party and leave me alone," I grumble as soon as she reaches me.

"I don't want to fight.  I just came to tell you... look, there's a lot about us you don't know.  If you love your family, your friends, your life in general, you need to give up Kane."

My blood almost boils.  How dare she threaten me.

"You start making threats against my family, and I'll-"

"I'm not making threats, Alyssa.  I'm telling you that choosing Kane has consequences.  You'll belong to him.  If you don't like the way that sounds, you need to give him up, because he's never going to give you up."

She walks away before I can form some well mastered retort.  I glare at her back as she mingles into the middle and starts dancing between some drunken men.  I wish she'd just stay away from me.

"What'd she say this time?" Kane asks as he comes up behind me.  "I saw her talking to you through the glass.  I couldn't get in here before she said anything."

I just shrug it off the same way I always do the things she says.

"Nothing that changes anything.  I really don't want to talk about Amy."

His eyes burn against her back, and I'm sure she can feel his glare.  She's either enjoying his attention or avoiding his scowl.  Either way, I'm sick of his eyes being on her.

"How about showing your girlfriend some attention and forgetting about your ex."

His eyes fall on me as he sighs.  "She's not my damn ex."

If you say so.

"Then stop worrying about her.  Let's enjoy the night."

As someone cuts the lights up a little, I notice something that had averted my attention earlier.  Blood stains his shirt in various places.

"What happened?  Are you bleeding?" I panic.

He drops his gaze and his eyes widen as he lets a few curse words flow out under his breath.  It's obvious he didn't expect me to overhear his swearing, since he said them so low, and then he starts walking toward his room.

I follow him quickly, still waiting for a response.

"Kane," I prompt.

"It's not mine," he says, finally easing the knot tensed in my stomach.

"Whose is it?"

I shut the door behind me as he strips off his shirt.  The light stains don't reach his skin, and I sigh in relief when I see it really isn't his.

"There was a hurt girl with a bloody... nose.  I helped her out.  I didn't realize it had gotten on this shirt, too."

"Too?  Did you have on another shirt?"

He ignores me, but I quickly drop my inquisition when I see the divine lines of his body calling to me.  Without noticing my gaze on him, he starts rifling through his closet for another shirt.

He finally catches my scandalous eyes and my lip clutched between my teeth, and a dark grin appears on his beautiful face.

"Feeling the weight of a few weeks?" he teases, though it's obvious he's just as turned on as I am right now.

"A little."

Just as he's about to make his way toward me, a loud crashing sound breaks free on the other side of the door.  He rushes out with me on his heels to go investigate.

Amy is standing over the blond I saw draped around Kane earlier.  The pretty girl has a bloody mouth, a reddened eye and a swollen lip.  Her body is a tangled mess of disaster as she lies unconsciously on the ground.

The music halts and the lights come on quickly.

"What the fuck?" Kane scolds, his arms angrily flailing to emphasize his fury.

"I told you she better not taunt me again.  I don't deal with that female drama shit."

My ass.  That's all she fucking does is start drama.

"Amy, you can't-"  Kane stops short of whatever he was going to say as his hands go through his hair.

Sierra walks up, and Deke joins her to scoop the limp girl off the floor.

"Crank the tunes back up.  It's not like it's the first time someone has gotten laid out in here."  Deke laughs, but his eyes narrow at Amy as if he's silently scolding her.

The sound kicks back in, and Amy goes so far as to wink at Kane.  My fists clench at my sides as I hold my breath.

I'm so sick of her!

"We'll talk about this later," he growls, but she just shrugs and smiles before walking off.

He turns back to me to meet my scrutinizing glare burning into him.

"Please don't," he says before I even start to speak.

"What?  Tell you how old this has gotten?  It's always the same.  She acts out to gain your attention, which you always give her immediately after.  And people say I have daddy issues."

My sardonic release isn't lost on him even under the deafening music that has resumed.  I walk away, pushing through the partiers on my way to grab my own drink.  One second things are really hot, but Amy is good at icing the flames.

I grab the first empty glass I see and pour some of the chilled rum into it.  Kane catches up to me just as I draw in the first sip.

"Alyssa, I really don't want to fight about this.  I don't know what to say besides I'm sorry for upsetting you."

I just shake my head as I stare at all the oblivious people enjoying their short lives.  This isn't my world.  This isn't my place.  I shouldn't be here with him, messing up his short life while he has time to enjoy someone he can be with.

"Kane, I'm sorry, too.  I'm going back to my place tonight.  This was all... It was crazy.  We barely know each other, so me moving in was a stupid move to begin with.  I've got a lot going on with my mom right now, and it's obvious you have stuff to deal with as well.  I'll come get my clothes tomorrow."

I put the glass back down and start toward the door.  Before I can reach it, he's pulling me back, halting my retreat.

"I understand you're mad, but why does it feel like you're breaking up with me?"

My chest becomes heavy and each breath is painful.  Staring into his perfect emerald eyes, I want to tell him how I really feel.  I could lose myself in him forever if I had the choice.

I would happily give up immortality and keep a short life span just to be with him.  Unfortunately, even if I could do such a thing, there aren't any guarantees.  I'd rather leave without anything souring our memories... even though Amy is sour enough.

"Because... because..."  Damn this is so hard.  My tears start breaching my eyes as I walk out onto the deck.

"Because you think you are," he says as he shuts the door behind him, blocking out the music.

The quieter air outside leaves us alone with what's about to happen.  The weight on my chest grows to be unbearable as I nod and let a few tears trickle free.

"Because Amy's a bitch?  Baby, we can get out of here for a while.  I'll let the others deal with housebreaking Amy.  Just come back in with me, and we'll pack a bag right now."

He's making this so much harder.  Why does he have to be so perfect for me if I can't be with him?  It's not fair.

More tears fall as I stare at the dark lake in front of me.  His hand slides up my back, and I fall apart.

"Alyssa, I know you've got a lot on you right now," he coos.  He pulls me into his arms as I continue to weep into my hands, shielding my pain from his eyes.  "Don't push me away."

I have to.

"Kane, let's end this before it gets too hard to end.  Before we get hurt," I whimper.

He just pulls me tighter, bringing me so close he's all I can smell, feel, or taste.  My tears just fall that much harder.

"It's impossible to end, Alyssa.  As for getting hurt, you're already crying, and I'm already in love."

My heartbeat stops momentarily before springing back to life and rushing around in a frenzy.  My ears buzz, making me worry I've lost my mind.  There's no way something this incredible yet catastrophic is happening right now.

"Kane, don't say something you don't mean just because you're afraid of losing-"

His lips find mine before I can finish.  The heated trails of tears on my cheeks only grow in abundance.  He lifts me up and puts me on the rail of the deck as he slides between my legs.

"I'm not," he murmurs against my lips.  "I mean it, Alyssa.  I'm in love with you."

My head spins like I'm on some ride where gravity is manipulated and toyed with.  My stomach is in my head, and my heart is in my toes right now.  I'm a disarrayed arrangement of complicated emotions to go along with all the rest of the crazy.

My brain, heart and mouth don't converse before impulsively releasing, "I love you, too."

That's all it takes for his soft kiss to become devouring, desperate, and completely overpowering.  His hands slip to my hair to pull me in harder, and I taste blood when the bruising kiss becomes too much.

My heartbeat quickens as the inflaming desire for him suddenly intensifies all the more - the flames becoming almost surreal in comparison to anything I've ever felt.  Everything in my body burns for his touch with a depth I've only ever felt once before.

My legs tighten around his waist as all my weight becomes his to bear.  He effortlessly pulls me away from the railing as he carries me back into the noisy house.  Some wild song about rough sex blares as our entangled passion continues, only adding to the ambience.

"Kane, I'm sorry," Amy's voice interjects as we make our way to the bedroom.

If I could pull back, I would.  The moment should be soured after hearing her speak, but it's as if my mind has left me alone with my hormones that have kicked into overdrive.

He does pull back, almost breathless as he does so, and mutters, "I don't care."

Her eyes narrow at me, but I don't acknowledge her.  His lips find mine again as we finally find his room.  The door slams behind us, and the bed slaps my back as he tosses me to it.

Greedily, I grab at him, ready for him to be melded to my body.  His devilish smirk pushes me into a desperate gasp, until his mouth finds my body.  I reach for his zipper, but he pushes my hands to the side.

"Not yet," he murmurs against my neck as he slides my shirt over my head.

His lips trail down my chest, paying my breasts some attention just barely before going farther down.  His hot breath dampens my skin as he hovers over my pants.

I finally feel the relief of my pants being slid down, and then I feel his warm mouth covering me at the apex of my thighs.  His tongue... oh his tongue is incredible.

I moan before I realize what I'm doing as he comes to fully rest between my legs.  Grabbing me at the hips, he presses his face against me all the more, making me try to buck in response, but he holds me down.

Forced to endure the ecstasy, my hands tangle in his hair to draw him into me even more.  That only stirs his wicked tongue that much more as he pushes me to the brink of heaven.  My legs stiffen, warning me I'm almost there, and I'll use my magic on anyone who tries to break up this moment.

My cries are drowned out by the hellacious party music, and my shaking body turns overly sensitive to touch as I fall off the peak of surrealism.  I shiver as his lips brush against the insides of my thighs, kissing me with a much lighter touch than I crave right now.

I start to get up, ready to end this teasing game, but he pushes me down and pins my hands above my head with just one of his strong hands.  With his free hand, he starts undoing his pants.  The sound of his zipper sliding down almost hurts my ears with the building anticipation.

My whole body is throbbing for him, ready to be claimed as he slowly takes his time.

"Please," I release in a pathetic whisper as my hips arch to try and meet his.

He smiles, clearly enjoying my desperation, and then he bends down to bring those soft, perfect lips to my neck.  He nips at me, bringing my skin between his teeth, and I moan without even knowing why.

"You sound like you really want me."

He's toying with me, reveling in my desire for him.  My hunger only grows with each drawn out moment, and I start shivering as though I'm a junkie dealing with a need for the high.

The second I'm about to release a painful cry from the absurd reaction, he plunges deep inside of me, releasing my hands simultaneously.  It's so forceful, so sudden, and so painfully perfect that it takes my breath and forces a grunt through my lips.

"Damn, you feel so good," he murmurs as he pulls back and surges in deeper.

Again, my breath is forced out in a grunt as our bodies collide with the forceful impact.  I claw at him, desperate to feel him even closer, as if that's possible.

"Tell me again," he murmurs into the crook of my neck as he claims my body with his.

"What?" I moan out, gripping him even tighter.

"What you feel for me."

I try to catch my breath so I can release a well articulated line, but it's pointless.  Half moaning, half gasping, I murmur, "I love you."

His rhythm quickens, letting me know that was the magical phrase he sought, and then he tangles a hand in my hair to jerk my head back, exposing my neck.  The pain is sublime and welcome.  I'm not sure what's wrong with me, but I'd let him do anything he wanted to in this moment.

He nips at my neck over and over, making my body all the hotter as he punishes me with the most exquisite, rough thrusts.  He releases his hold on my hair as his hand slides down to my throat in a choking motion, making all the blood rush to my head in an arousing high.

I start to cry out, almost reaching my peak once more, but he slows his rhythm and releases his hold on my throat as I lose the edge.

"Kane," I plead, desperate to fall into that incredible release once more.

His smile is dark, exciting me to my core.  I've never seen him like this, but damn it's sexy.

"Not yet.  Tell me you're mine," he murmurs as he arches my hips to start owning me from a different, more salaciously divine angle.

I cry out, the force being just painful enough to be incredibly intoxicating.

"Tell me," he prompts, threatening to slow his rhythm once more.

"I'm yours," I gush out without hesitation, and suddenly that rhythm he's set becomes all the more surreal.

I hold on as though I'm on some hellacious ride that holds my life in its hands.  He grips me tighter, pushing me farther with each incredible stroke, until I finally scream out my release and shudder in his hold.

His warmth fills me, making his strangled moan come out in a delicious huff as he stills himself at the deepest point within me.  Collapsing to my side, he pulls me into his arms and kisses me so sweetly.

"I have got to stop doing that," he murmurs as if to himself.

"Stop doing what?  Making me feel as though I've been lifted ten feet off the ground while having an epic out of body experience?"

He lets out a laugh, and then he shakes his head while kissing me once more.

"I need to go tell the guys to wrap this party up.  I'm exhausted, and I just want to hold my girl in silence."

I smile as I snuggle into him.  I don't know how I'll ever let him go, but right now isn't the time.

"Hurry back.  Your girl is ready to fall asleep in your arms."

His smile is breathtakingly perfect, leaving me enamored as he slips free from the bed.  I almost forgot he walked around the party shirtless.  No doubt, every girl in here is green with envy right now.

I stand up with the sheet clutched to me, and his brow raises quizzically as he pulls his jeans back on.

"Where do you think you're going?" he jokes.

"I'm thirsty, and I need something to eat.  I'll just bring it back to the room."

He lets a small laugh free and nods.

"Definitely bring it back.  I don't want to share you tonight."

He kisses my forehead, and escapes into the rowdy room, quickly shutting the door behind him.

With a snap of my fingers, my clothes are back on, and I follow his exit.  I really wish he had at least put on a shirt.  I hate seeing all the girls drooling over him the way only I should be able to do.

He laughs with Deke, who I'm sure saw our passionate disappearance from the party.  I blush lightly as I make my way into the kitchen.  Amy's secret art room door is cracked ever so slightly, and curiosity invites me in.  With a quick glance over my shoulder, I quietly push through and head in. 

Artwork decorates the walls in abundance, but one really grabs my attention in an infuriating manner.  There's one of Kane displayed proudly.  The attention to detail would be amazing if not for the fact she's a psycho stalker.

One thing strikes me as odd.  She colored in his eyes as blue, and there's a dark aura surrounding his beauty.  I'm sure to the scorned woman, he does seem dark.  To me, he's absolutely stunningly light.

My witch senses kick in, and I feel the faintest trickle of air coming from a hollow wall.  It piques my interest enough to draw me in, and I kneel before it to find the slightest bit of a gap from the baseboard.

"False wall, perhaps?" I mumble aloud.

This home obviously belonged to immortals before, and every good immortal has a hidden room designed to be a safe-room.  What troubles me, is that it's usually not meant to be safe in the same sense a human defines the word.

Secret rooms are designed for discreet killings and disposal thereafter.  Torture rooms, holding cells... so many different things could lie below.  I'm sure Kane and his friends have been oblivious to all of the dark things that could be hidden beneath, but I can taste the darkness embedded in the wall beyond this point.

With a steadying breath, I step back and bypass searching for the hidden switch that would open this.  Using my abilities, I slide the wall open.

A dark stairwell lies in front of me, warning me to drop this search.  There's no reason I should need to see what's below.  I know darkness once etched this place.  I can feel it.

And Kane thinks my house has darkness lurking within.

Against my better judgment and the voice in my head screaming for me to stop, I start my descent, closing the false door behind me as the darkness cloaks me.  I push a piece of magic out of my body to light the room.

The glowing ball resembles the sun as it floats to the center and rests high overhead to cast a light on all the hidden, ghastly sights.

My footfalls echo through the silent room.  The music can't reach this heavily padded portion of the house, further proving my theory that nothing good ever came from this room.

As I head down, I start seeing many different chains, steel collars, shackles of all kinds, and heavy bars lined up like cages.  There are enchanted crests on all of them, making this seem like a prison for the immortal world as opposed to a torture room for human victims.

"Shit," I gripe aloud.

Kane lives in a home where creatures such as myself were probably held and bled... or worse.  This is not good.  The darkness that owned this place could always return to claim its rights.  Immortals are deadly serious about their possessions.  Though this house has been sold, the prior tenant might decide to be sentimental and come to reclaim their memories.  And they'll take the lives of anyone in their way.

Swallowing hard, I cast a hand forth to draw in the remnants left behind.  It's hard to tell what was trapped in that cage because I suck at this, but I finally see the aura staining the ground.  There are a few, dried drops of blood to help me cipher what once stayed in here.

"Lycan," I almost whisper to myself.

Someone had a lycan trapped in here.  I can almost feel the hatred burning through the bars from the lycan that tried to escape numerous times.  Oddly enough, I don't sense a death.  This place is full of darkness, but no death?  How is that possible?

A shudder passes through me, and I decide I've seen enough to know my house is much, much safer than this one.  I don't care if it is against the light law to intentionally use magic against a human.  I'll do it to push Kane out of this place if I have to.

I rush back up the stairs, and I close my eyes to check for any presence on the other side of the hidden door.  When I feel it's safe, I push through and quickly seal the door behind me, extinguishing my magical light that had lit the room.

Just as I reach the door to escape the art room, Kane steps in, gasping when he sees me.

"What are you doing in here?"

Finding out you live in a dark house I have to save you from.

"I was curious.  Then I saw the um... picture of you with the wrong eye color.  For such a stalker bitch, you'd think Amy could get that one detail right."

His eyes flash to the oversized sketch of himself, and he shakes his head while cursing under his breath.

"Come on.  Let's get out of here.  I don't like you being so close to such... craziness."

I laugh a little.  If he only knew the craziness we're close to.  He'd probably flip the fuck out.  Maybe I should show him.  It might make him think some twisted serial killer lived here and he would probably leave on his own.

I wouldn't scar him with that though.

"Yeah.  Right behind you.  I still need something to eat and drink."

He frowns, realizing I've been in here for a while now, and then he nods as I walk out in front of his ushered hand.

"Go on to the room.  I'll bring you something."

"I can get it."

"Please.  I don't want you in this madhouse any longer.  This party has gotten out of control, and I don't know all of these people.  Deke has started clearing them out, but it'll take a while.  Just head on."

With a shrug, I do as he says after he kisses me on top of my head.  His breath warms me through my hair, and I smile before making my way back through the sweaty bodies.  I'm really glad I can't see their auras right now.  I can smell the sex in the air without seeing how desperate this crowd really is.

Shutting the door behind me, I head to the bed.  Sudden panic consumes me when I feel a hand clamp over my mouth and strong arms pulling me to a body.  I've tasted this scent before, and I know it well.

Heath.

The same pervert who trapped me not long ago has me in his clutches once more.  I struggle, but he's so frigging strong.  Unless I use my magic, I can only pray Kane steps in soon.

"Easy, girl.  It's just me."

The alcohol on his breath floods my senses and makes me sick.  When he's drunk, he's a fucking psycho.

"Let me go," I try to say, but it's so muffled by his hand that it's completely lost on him.

"I only came here tonight because I knew you'd be here.  We never finished what we started, and damn you look good enough right now to make this trip worth while."

I feel his erection in my back, and it almost makes me gag.  His teeth scrape my neck as he trails his tongue over my skin.

I squeal out in a cry, but his grip tightens on my mouth.  I don't care if I do get sentenced, I'm not letting him touch me anywhere I won't recover from.

Right as I've found my resolve, the door bursts open, and darkening the doorway is my human hero.

"Let her the fuck go before I tear your head off your shoulders."

The venom in Kane's eyes is unmistakably scary.  It even scares me, and I know he'd never hurt me.  He stalks toward us, and I feel Heath starting to tremble, almost convulsing as Kane nears with a steady approach.

There's something... I don't know what.  The air seems to be thicker, as if there's some magical... it's so odd.

The hand over my mouth falls free, and before I realize what's going on, Kane is on top of Heath.  His fists are already bloody, and Heath is unconscious as Kane continues to brutally pound the life out of him.

"Kane!" I scream when I worry how far he might go.

A rush of wind stirs, and suddenly Deke and Zee are ripping Kane off Heath who is a bloody mess of lifelessness.

"Is he-"

"No, but he's not far from," Zee interrupts.  "Get Dray in here."

I don't know who Dray is, so how do I get him in here?

"Okay," Sierra answers from behind me, and then I realize his eyes weren't on me, but on her.

Kane fights the two of them, and for a second, I'm worried he really is going to break free and finish the job.

"Damn it, Kane!  Let it be!  You proved your point," Zee pleads.

"Obviously, I didn't, or he wouldn't have tried touching her again.  Stupid mother fucker.  He has no idea who he's fucking with."

I swear there was a low growl in his throat.  I've never seen anyone so pissed in all my life.

I walk over to step in front of him, and my arms go around his waist without hesitation.  I bury my head in his chest as I fight off the tears that have been teetering.

He stops fighting his friends, and then his arms wrap around me almost too tightly as he pulls me close, breathing me in.

"I'm sorry, baby.  I had no idea he was here."

I shake my head, wanting his comfort instead of his guilt.

"I'm fine.  He didn't-"

"This fool just doesn't know when to stop, does he?" a stranger asks as he comes into view.

"Thanks, Dray.  I sort of lost it," Kane says through gritted teeth, not sounding apologetic at all.

"No worries," he says while swatting away the guilt exuding from Kane.  "I'll get him patched up and then I'll ship him off to the hospital.  This creep deserved much worse.  See you after while."

Dray's eyes catch mine briefly, and he tilts his head, smirking slightly.  Then he throws the bloody heap of a man over his shoulder, and leaves just as quickly as he came.

It's as if it's no big deal Kane almost killed a guy.  Granted, Heath had it coming, but none of them seem very affected by the whole ordeal.

"We'll leave you to it," Sierra says as she ushers the guys out.  "Sorry about this, Alyssa."

I start to speak, but the door closes before I can.  Kane lifts me from the ground, his lips closing over mine as he carries me to the bed.

I give up on food and drink.  I'm too tired to even try to process all the events from this horrid night.

Since the sun set, I played bait and nearly ended up being devoured by a fanged demon.  I was saved by both of my enemies - dark user and night stalker.  I tried breaking up with my boyfriend, told him I love him instead, had insanely hot sex, found a dungeon full of dark play toys, and I was nearly.... well, I don't even want to think about that last bit.  Not to mention, I almost watched Kane kill a guy over me.

A shiver spreads over me as the soft bed swallows me up.  Kane's arms tighten around my waist, and my eyes instantly feel too heavy to hold open.

Again, I feel... something, but I don't know what.  I've got to get him out of this house.  I think the dark energy is starting to affect his human mind.

––––––––
Chapter Seventeen

"Kane," a voice whispers into what's left of the night, rousing me from my sleep.

I stay still as Kane stirs.

"What the fuck, Zee?" he whispers back.

"It's Amy... again.  I don't know what we're going to do with her if she keeps this up.  She's gone though, and we need your help."

"Fuck," he mumbles, and then I feel him leaning over as if to check on my sleeping status.

I remain perfectly still, keeping my breaths even to ensure him I haven't woken up.

"Fine.  I'll be out front in a second.  Make sure nothing can get in here.  Keep her safe."

"I'll stay.  It's you they need.  You're the only one she responds to when she loses it."

"I think that's just the game she's playing.  She's doing everything she fucking can to break me and Alyssa up.  I'm sick of this shit.  I plan on making that very clear."

Their conversation halts as Kane's warmth disappears from the bed.  I silently scramble to my feet the second the door shuts behind him.

I'm tired of this shit, too.  I'm desperate to see what the hell is going on with Little Miss Crazy Bitch.  I want to know why they need his help so fucking bad.

"If she wakes up, tell her I won't be long," Kane says from the living room.

"What should I tell her?  You got a good lie lined up?"

Lie?  What the fuck?

"No.  Don't lie to her.  I don't want to do that.  Just tell her I'll be back.  It's time to explain this shit anyway.  I told her I love her."

My heart beats fiercely.  The way he says it... it's almost like he's worried about something.  Is he worried he said it too soon?

"Shit, Kane.  You know she'll be coming for you now.  What are you going to do?"

What?  Who?  Huh?

These guys are more confusing than immortals with their constantly cryptic conversations.

"What I have to.  No matter how bad it gets, I won't lose Alyssa because of her.  Lock up.  I'll be back soon."

Who the fuck is her?

As soon as the door shuts, I pull on my shoes and sneak onto the balcony.  I'm still wearing my wrinkled clothes I never changed out of, but spy missions don't really have to have a prepared ensemble.

Kane quickly disappears into the woods, and I have to jump from the balcony to keep up.

At the last minute, I use my magic to call to a tree limb to me.  It wraps around my waist and halts my fall, turning it into a graceful landing.

Kane's already gone, obviously on his way to town.  I can't even sense his trail at all.  It's as though he's just disappeared.  I'm not giving up though.

I head out deeper, straining to hear one crunch of leaves or one snap of a twig.  I'm met with only the stir of the wind against the trees.  How in the hell did I lose him that quickly?

Scowling, I trek on, but I quickly learn the woods are trickier in the dark than in the light.  After an hour, I'm completely lost.  This should have been a quick trip - twenty minutes at most - but now I've somehow wandered into a never-ending circle.

Then I sense it - eyes on me.  I look around, casually gauging my surroundings as I inconspicuously search for the creature lurking in the shadows, waiting for their chance to pounce.

Glowing orange eyes appear behind a pile of brush, and my stomach flops against my sides.

Lycan.

I turn around, and after a heavy breath, I start running with every ounce of energy I have, regretting my thin-soled shoes immediately.  I hear the furious growl and the fierce roar, and then the chase is underway behind me as the beast launches itself out of hiding to pursue its prey - me.

I risk a glance over my shoulder to see it's too fast for me.  The monstrous size of the she-devil behind me makes me gasp, and I lose my balance, pummeling to the ground with a loud thud and an accidental scream.

I leap to my feet just as the vicious beast catches up.  It swipes at me before lunging, and I hurl my body out of its path just before impact.  Back on my feet again, I don't hesitate.  Using mother nature's energy, the ground jumps up and pins her into place.

The vines and plants spring to life to act as natural restraints.  I'm both surprised and impressed at the power that fell out at my fingertips.  I've never used my mother's power with such success before, and I'm not conflicted with the dark high that follows my father's power.

Shock seems to cloak the glowing orange eyes.  Obviously, it hadn't known it was fucking with a witch.

I hear the cracking of the vines restraining the creature, and I start running again before it has the chance to escape.  Breathless and terrified, I reach the edge of the woods, coming out behind Gage's house.

I start to rush to the door, but Kane's voice jars me out of my attempt.

"Alyssa!  What the hell are you doing out here?"

Shit!  I have to get him out of here before that lycan catches up.

"Kane!  Go!  We have to go!  There's a-"

Before I can speak again, the lycan crashes through the threshold of the forest in a mad dash for me.  The desperate desire for my death radiates in its eyes.  I start to summon the power, knowing I'll forever scar my love, but I don't have a choice.

But before I can release anything, Kane appears in front of me, catching the airborne beast by the throat.  I gasp in disbelief as the lycan cries out in pain from his crushing force.

No.  No.  There's no way. Please, God, no.  No!

Kane's eyes glow blue as he growls at the lycan.

"What the fuck are you doing, Amy?  I'll kill you for this!"

Amy?  Oh no.

My heart breaks and the pieces plummet to the ground.  This can't be happening.  This has to be a nightmare.  Wake the fuck up, Alyssa.

With a grunt from his exerted effort, Kane launches Amy backwards, throwing her lycan body back into the forest.  Trees crack and break against her as she disappears into the darkness.

I scramble backwards as Kane turns to me, his glowing blues dulling back to green as his vampiric side slinks back into hiding.  Sickness attacks me without mercy, and I double over to expel the contents of my stomach in the most ungraceful manner.

"Alyssa, baby, it's just me.  I know this is a lot, but-"

"Night stalker."  The hushed words flow through my lips like a blasphemous whisper.

He tilts his head, confusion seeming to gather in his traitorous green eyes as I back away again.

"What did you just call me?" he asks, a touch of disbelief and anger mingling in his tone.

"Kane!" Amy screams, her human body back intact as she runs toward us with a robe covering her nakedness.  "She's a fucking witch!"

Pain, anger, and so much more flashes through his eyes.  All of this was an elaborate hoax.  I was tricked into loving the enemy.  My hands burn with fury as the silver grabs me and tries to pull me to the darkness, begging me to release my devious power.

"Gage!" I cry out, but he doesn't come... doesn't hear me.  I turn to Kane, my eyes watering.  "It can't... You can't... I've seen you... How?  Why?" I sob out, my tears pouring down.

"You damn witch!  You fucking trickster bitch!" Amy growls, and suddenly the sound of shredding fabric rings out as her body distorts and changes in front of my eyes.

Her flesh turns from a tanned glow to a gray ash as the lycan rises to the surface.  She launches herself at me again, but Kane grabs her, and rips her back.  I don't give him the chance to take me down himself.

Using the energy around me, I slash through Gage's bedroom window, shattering it as I scream once more.  "Gage!"

Within a blink, he materializes in front of me, and his eyes gauge the craziness as Kane's glowing blue eyes jump forth to show his defensive stance before he slings Amy behind him.

"You," Kane whispers.

"What the fuck?" Gage gushes, but I jump into his arms and throw my legs around his waist.

"Get us out of here!"

He doesn't waste time.  We vaporize into the air and split the planes of life and death as we rush away, retreating in complete disbelief.

The head-rush consumes me, forcing me to be even sicker than I already am as we reach the porch of the safe home I abandoned to live with the devil.  No doubt, he didn't like the magic surrounding my home.  I gave my innocence to the enemy, and he took much more than that.

"What the hell is going on?" Gage demands as we start walking in.

Before he can cross the threshold, he's launched backwards as the protective spell from my house kicks him in the chest.

I squeal as he crashes into the cliché white picket fence and crushes it to pieces beneath his forceful slam.

"Ow," he grumbles, no real sense of pain in his tone.

"Sorry," I mumble numbly.  "Gage can come in."

He stands and warily makes his way back onto my porch.  Skeptically, he touches the air of the threshold with the same caution a human would exert to check for an electrical current on a wire.

Finally, he steps through without being battered again.

"Now, I repeat... what the fuck just happened?  Kane's a damn night stalker?"

The tears almost choke me, making it impossible for me to speak, so I nod vigorously instead.  He runs a hand through his hair to ruffle it as he shakes his head.

"I thought you checked him out.  How the hell did he not reveal himself under the influence of your mark?"

I steady myself enough to answer, though my voice is hoarse and pitchy as I speak.  "I couldn't use my mark.  If he had been human, it would have killed him.  I saw him at midnight over and over... he should have-"

"Damn it, Alyssa!  When will you learn?  Magic isn't old anymore.  Midnight doesn't mean shit nowadays.  Midnight reveals them if they've taken the lives of innocent victims.  Heavy emphasis on the word innocent.  In this day and age, such a fucking thing doesn't exist anymore, unless they kill a child.  Fuck!  And your damn mark won't kill a human!  Stop being so-"

"Mine will!  I've seen it, you asshole!  My power comes from Calypso Coldwell and Drackus Devall.  The two combined gave me more power than what should exist.  Most people just don't know how fucking strong my mother is.  Her mark kills too, just as my father's does.  Do you understand?  I couldn't risk it."

He frowns as he lets out another exasperated breath.  He grips his head as if it aches, and then he plops down on my couch.

"Fine.  Sorry.  I didn't know.  I knew Drackus's would kill, but I didn't know it was because of the power within.  Why didn't Frankie use his?"

The onslaught of tears I'm facing is merciless, ravaging my cheeks with their acidic flow.

"Because he thought I used mine.  Frankie doesn't know how strong I am either.  Mom keeps it quiet.  She's worried the world will shun me like they do my father.  I'm not supposed to exist, Gage."

His eyes soften, and he stands to walk over to me.  His bare chest glows under the lone light in the room.  He pulls me to him, and my tears dampen his chest.

"I don't know what he wanted from me.  I don't know why he had to make me-"

My sobs become too uncontrollable, making speech no longer an option.  Gage coos in my ear as he pulls me tighter into his embrace.  His soft touch is all the comfort he can offer, but it's not enough to hold me together.

"I'll stay with you tonight.  At least we know why your spell failed at his house.  You were trying to keep out the dark, when that's all that surrounded you."

Fuck.  I'm so, so stupid.  How could I live with a night stalker for a month and not know it?

I just nod as he scoops me up and carries me to the bedroom.  He gently places me on the cold, forgotten bed, and I curl up like a child afraid of the dark.  Drawing my knees to my chest, I cry into the pillow.

"Alyssa, I can stay in here if you need me to."

He stands uncertainly by my bed, but I shake my head.  I don't need his pity for my stupidity.

"No.  Just go."

He sighs out, reluctance shining in his aura.  With heavy footsteps, he makes his way toward the door.

"I'll be on the couch if you need me."

A strangled sob comes out as I nod, and then I pull the cover over all of me, trying to vanish from the misery the world holds ready.  I've never felt so broken.

Waking up to a new day doesn't ease the burden from the night of tears.  It's at least noon, but I feel as though I could spend weeks in bed.  Frankie isn't answering my calls on top of everything else.  Still no word on my mother.

I can feel her though.  Her life is still there.  The earth answers my daunting question everyday, letting me feel the air she breathes in, keeping my hope alive.

"So I've gone over everything, and according to my notes, Kane is one hell of a master of disguise.  They all are," Gage grumbles as he tosses his pen and paper to the table.

"You were checking him out?" I ask, a crackled lilt to my voice.

"No, but I have a habit of documenting things.  Nothing ever once stood out.  Why keep a mortal witch alive when you have every opportunity to drain her clean without anyone stopping you?"

I cringe at his heartless release.  Kane held my life in his hands for a month.  I was his to do with as he wished.  Fortunately for me, he apparently enjoys dragging out the game.

"We need to worry about my mother, not my devil-in-disguise lover.  I don't ever want to hear his name again."

A knock at the door interrupts our conversation, and Gage motions for me to stay back as he goes to answer it.  He's greeted with a vacant, empty porch.  He cautiously pokes his head out, but pulls back, seeming confused.

Then he picks up a note that lies at the threshold.  With tight lips, he brings it to me.

"It's for you."

I recognize Kane's handwriting immediately, and my heart pounds heavily in my chest as I stare at my name on the front of the envelope.

"I can't read it."

He pulls back the proffered note addressed to me, and then he opens it himself.  His eyes scan the contents quickly, and then he releases a sigh.

"Alyssa, we need to speak.  You've opened a door you should be prepared for.  Thirty minutes.  Meet me at the diner.  It'll be neutral grounds where you can't touch me."

"Where I can't touch him?  He can't be serious," I squeal out.  "He's the enemy.  He's the fucking dark night stalker that preys on my kind, damn it.  He tasted my fucking... oh damn."

My mind flashes back to the first time he tasted my blood, and then last night jumps up, too.  He knew I was a witch.  He was sampling the goods before devouring me whole.  I'm so fucking ignorant.

"I'll call Cade and the others.  We'll need backup.  Grab your clothes and get changed."

"You can't be serious," I gasp.  "I can't see him.  I'm barely keeping myself together as it is, Gage.  I don't want to hear whatever evil falls through his lips."

He tenses as he steps toward the door.

"We need to know what he was after.  Alyssa, whatever it is, I need you to stay calm.  If you lose it at the diner, you'll be putting both of us at risk.  I need to grab a shirt.  Stay here until I get back."

Before I can argue, he vaporizes into the air and vanishes from sight.  I can't see Kane.  This can't be happening.

––––––––
Chapter Eighteen

I walk into the diner with a begrudged and trembling motion.  I've drunk all the chamomile tea I can stomach, along with some of my mother's relaxing medleys of potions, but trepidation still claims me.

Kane and his entourage are assembled in the oversized back booth.  They all turn to stare at me and Gage as we approach with his own entourage following our lead.

Kane leans back, his eyes burning through me as his jaw clenches.  I can see his hatred and disgust teeming in his deceptive greens that are masking the killer blues lurking in their depths.

"Well, We're here," Gage says while standing beside me, clutching my hand.

Kane's eyes flash down to our grip on each other, and a huff of disgust flows through his lips.

"You were the redhead that night, weren't you?" he growls.

My heart flutters in my chest at the very sound of his voice.  Just hours ago I was telling this monster I loved him.

"It was you?  You are the pack that showed up to help that night?" Gage asks as if he's as baffled as I am.

"You mean the ones who saved your asses?  Yes, we were," Amy scoffs while scooting in closer to Kane.

The twisted, psychopathic part of me cringes in jealously as Kane allows her closeness.  I can't stop loving him this quickly, but I hate myself for the inability to do so.

"What's this about?" Gage grumbles.

"Have a seat.  We've got a lot to discuss," Kane says through tight lips.

I glance at the very unwelcoming seats across from Kane and next to Sierra who doesn't seem as warm and friendly as she pretended to be all month.  Her eyes flash an orange glow as her defenses kick in.

Lycan.  Unbelievable.

"If it's all the same to you, we'll stand," Gage murmurs.

"You'll draw attention if you stand," Kane gripes, and then he nods to Sierra and Deke who slide out of the booth to allow more room for us.

Zee sits on the opposite side of us, next to Amy who is between the two night stalkers.  Zee's and Deke's eyes both flash blue temporarily, warning us to behave.

With a shudder, I allow Gage to guide me into the booth.  I sit as close as I possibly can to him without being in his lap.  I pray he can vaporize us both for escape if this gets out of hand.

Deke and Sierra climb into the booth adjacent to us, and Gage's friends take the booth behind us.

"Now, talk.  Let's not drag this out," Gage prompts, seeming in control.

Kane leans back, a bitter grin cocking up as he shakes his head in disgust.

"What did you want?  To get at Castine?  You'll sure as hell have your shot now.  You have no idea what you've done."

Who?

"Castine?" Gage asks in disbelief.  "What the hell does that demon bitch have to do with this?"

Kane laughs bitterly, sounding delirious and livid.

"Don't play me.  The two of you have done that quite enough.  I've been made a fool, but I won't be allowing you to do such a thing anymore."

"You were played for a fool?" I'm jumping in before I even realize what I'm doing as my anger takes control.  "I fell into your bed, gave you everything I had to offer, and you took it without remorse, you monster."

Kane's eyes narrow, venom seeping through his glare.

"Don't play the innocent victim, Alyssa.  You were the one who pushed for that, not me.  Now, there are consequences to the trap you lured me into."

I want to take him and shake the fuck out of him right now.  How dare he try to play this game.

"Answer me about Castine," Gage prompts, ignoring our sparked feud.

"Hey, Alyssa, Kane," Mel says as she walks up to take our order.  Her eyes glance between us, and then they fall to Amy and Gage.  "Did you two break up?  I just saw you together last night at the party."

I never even saw her.  Of course, I was wrapped up in the devil's arms for the entirety of the time.

"Yeah.  We're definitely not together," Kane says while snarling.  "Coffees all around for now.  Nothing else, unless you carry liquor these days."

She lets an uncomfortable laugh free to add to the awkward tension before shaking her head.

"I'll be right back with those."

I glare at Kane with complete and utter contempt.  How dare he act so disgusted with me.  It's I who has a right to feel disgusted, repulsed even.

"Get on with your explanation about Castine," Gage prompts again, impatience shining in his tone.

Kane sighs, leaning back as he starts his explanation.  I look away when Amy rests her hand on his leg.

"I broke almost every bond with Castine years and years ago, but until last night, she didn't have a reason to track me down.  Now, Alyssa tricked me into telling her I loved her, and that last bond tethering me to that bitch has been severed.  She'll be out for blood.  Just thought I'd give you a heads up that your dreams of taking a shot at her are about to come true, but you'll regret going for this."

Bond?  Tricked?  That bastard.

"I didn't trick you, you son of a-"

"Castine is your sire?" Gage asks, interrupting me as the color rushes from his face, stealing his calm composure.

"Like you didn't already know, hunter.  The Somage have wanted her dead for quite some time," he snarks, carrying on with his charade.  "I couldn't exactly kill her without first falling in love.  If I had of, it would have killed me, too.  She knows that I've said it now, and she'll fear I'm coming for her.  Since I'm one of the few strong enough to do so, she'll go on the offense.  The two of you should leave, because despite what you think, you won't be able to take her on.  When she gets her hands on a mortal witch, she'll be merciless.  Though I don't give a damn if she bleeds her fucking dry, I don't feel like trying to kill damn Vampiress that is already much stronger than me while she has a witch's blood coursing through her, giving her added power."

His words cut like daggers in my heart.  He's so cold and callous.  I want to hate him so badly right now.  Why can't I?

"Fuck," Gage says under his breath.  "When will she be coming?"

Kane leans forward, his eyes finding mine once again.

"I don't know, but Alyssa is living in her house.  That gives her all the power in the world over her.  That little protection spell she cast won't do a damn bit of good.  You should know how possessive my kind is.  That house belongs to the dark, and so will the blond witch if she stays there."

"You knew the whole time, you slimy bastard.  You knew what I was and you-"

His eyes narrow as he interrupts me.  "The spell threw Deke off your porch.  That's how I found out.  It let me through, ironically enough, considering I'm the one who wants to see you suffer for what you've done."

"What I've done?  You're as psychotic as your pet," I scoff, my eyes cutting toward Amy.

A beastly growl slips through her snarling lips, and Gage stands to pull my hand in his.

"Let's go.  We've heard enough."

Mel returns with the coffees and her eyes clock Gage's hand on mine.

"Wow.  The night really changed things," she gasps while putting down the tray.

"One night didn't do anything but reveal the true depths of deception Alyssa has," Kane angrily releases while standing and tossing a few bills to the table.  "Keep the change."

He walks off with his dog on his heels.  It makes so much sense now.  Lycans don't mingle with night stalkers unless they find solace in one.  That one usually ends up being its owner... sort of.  Lycans were meant to be guardians to the night stalkers, and only after the rebellion did they cut ties.

The door jingles an annoying tune as the bells above it clank together.  Just like that, they're all gone, leaving us behind to deal with the heavy air.

"We need to go.  If you're living in Castine's home, he's right - no spell will keep you safe enough.  You'll stay with me."

"Right next door to him?" I scoff.  "Hell no.  If she comes, I'll rip her heart out."

"Alyssa, damn it.  You don't understand how this shit works."

"No, you don't understand what he did to me.  I won't let him take me from my home just because he has a crazy ex.  I'm sick of this ridiculous bullshit."

He pulls me down the road and to my walkway as we near my tainted house.  He glances around, suddenly wary of his surroundings as he urges me in.  His companions break off and head into the woods to vaporize and disperse.

"You didn't even ask him what he wanted from me.  You let him dictate the conversation and blame me for it all.  You even interrupted when I tried to pry the truth out of him," I scold, crossing my arms in front of my chest like a sullen child.

I'd stomp my foot, but that might be a little too immature.  I'm not sure why I ever thought a dark user would actually help me get the truth from my mortal enemy.  Of course, Gage is technically my other mortal enemy.  How the fuck did all this happen?

"He gave us the answer without meaning to, Alyssa.  He used you.  Let's face it - you're the kind of girl a guy can fall in love with without having to try too hard.  Night stalkers are possessive, but they hate to be possessed.  Almost all night stalkers dream of being able to kill their sires, but breaking the bonds it takes to do such a thing is painful and damn near impossible.

"He would have had to break the bonds one-by-one.  Some are excruciatingly painful, so much so that most night stalkers refuse to attempt breaking more than enough to distance themselves from their controlling sires.

"Castine is the most notorious among the night stalkers.  She has bonded spawn all over the place.  She's possessive, just as they all are.  It's their nature to be so.  Her creations are her pets.  Most all of them manage to distance themselves by breaking enough bonds.  Few ever break all the bonds they have to in order to kill their sires themselves.

"There's no telling the pain he went through to break the first of those.  Though this last one would have been painless, it was still a wall that crumbled between them.  She would have felt it, and she'll be coming for you.  Her venom is the most toxic there is."

I shake my head in disbelief.  Kane comes from the most vicious sire in the frigging immortal community.  Fuck my luck.

"So Kane's venom is just as toxic.  I guess it's good he didn't get the itch to bite when he tasted my blood."

Gage's face pales, and then he stands to be closer to me.

"He tasted your blood?  Fuck, Alyssa.  You're more than lucky he didn't use his toxic venom."

"He didn't bite.  Did you miss that part?"

"Damn you're so naive," he grumbles while walking away from me as if in exasperation.  "Venom isn't in the fangs, it's in the saliva.  You won't be affected by it anywhere other than the bloodstream.  Even if they taste your blood from a cut, you still get their venom.  What did you feel after he tasted your blood?"

Hot as hell.  I'm so ashamed and disgusted with myself right now.

"Oh," he says, as if he's reading my aura's tell-all colors.  "Poison's kiss.  Figures.  That's one way to coerce a confession of love."

"Poison's kiss?" I ask, still choking back my cruel, taunting tears.

"Seductive venom.  It's highly intoxicating and you almost drown in lust."

It all makes so much sense now.  I was just the dummy pawn.

"He never really loved me, so it's possible his bond is still intact," I whimper, giving into the tears when I can't hold them back.

"He didn't have to really love you.  He just had to believe it enough to sever their connection.  It's a fucked up world we live in.  You can't be here.  I can't protect you from her.  She wears an amulet around her neck that was given to her before the rebellions.  It's blessed by several of our kind, and it enables her to shield herself from our magic.  She can harness any energy you use against her, and she can use it on you."

Realizing just how fucked up this all is, I finally drop my shoulders in defeat.

"Fine.  I'll move, but not to your place.  I'll just have to find a new home in a less vampy town."

He releases a breath of relief, as if he's genuinely concerned.

"Sounds like a reasonable compromise.  The sooner the better.  I'll stay with you until you do find something.  I can at least try to get us out of here if she does come.  Your spell might slow her down enough to give us that time... if it works on her at all.  With her amulet, I doubt it will give us more than a few seconds."

Sighing in disbelief, I fight off the wave of tears beating at the backs of my eyes.  My phone rings just as Gage plops down on my couch and pulls up my laptop to start searching for homes.

"Hello?" I almost mumble.

"Alyssa, it's me."

Frankie's voice is soothing, though right now I just want to fall apart.

"Frankie, I've got so much to tell you.  You're never going to believe-"

"Alyssa, this is about your mom," he says in interruption.  My stomach plummets to the ground as my breaths stop.  I reach out to the earth, still feeling her presence, which relieves me somewhat.  He finally kills the suspense.  "Lyss, she's back."

End of Book I.  Book II, Poison's Kiss, available now on most venues. "Like" my page (C.M. Owens) on Facebook to keep up with all my new releases, get "teasers" from the next books before publication, and find out what deals are going on.

Thank you for reading Deadly Beauties, Blood's Fury.  Book two, Posion's Kiss, is currently going through edits and will be released very soon.

Feel free to engage and ask questions on Facebook.  I always try to respond to questions, and I appreciate feedback.

While you're waiting on the next installment of Deadly Beauties, check out some of my other titles.

If you like Greek Mythology with a contemporary twist and an epic, steamy romance, read Daughter of Aphrodite, book one of the Daughter Trilogy.  If you're into science fiction with a heavy dose of erotic romance, then Faders, The Devil's Artwork, is available now.

Prefer the darker erotic romance?  Then read the Curse Trilogy, starting with book one, Gifted Curse.  Bundle deal available.

And now is time to say thank you.  To all you incredible women on Facebook, thank you so much for all your constant feedback, shares, and encouragement - Michelle, Myra, Laura, Wanda, Andrea, Tonya, Julie, and Heather.
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Chapter 1

A soft growl echoed in the darkness. Sarah snatched the thermal imaging camera from the row of equipment by the fire. Turning in a slow circle, she scanned the dark trees beyond. Nothing moved. Just as she was taking a few tentative steps through the ferns and thick brush, a branch snapped, making her jump. Another growl pierced the silence. She clutched her chest, as if that might calm her racing heart. Five years as a Bigfoot researcher, and she was still not used to the occasional howl. Then again, no animal she had ever encountered before had made such an ominous and menacing sound. 

She stopped for a moment and listened, her heart thumping hard in her eardrums. “Show yourself!” Her voice echoed from the trees with a courage she couldn’t feel. A shiver slid down her spine as she pulled her radio off her belt. “Base camp to Adam. Computer screen’s flashing like crazy. Something broke the perimeter line.”

The radio crackled and a voice answered. “Adam to base camp. What zone?”

“Zone 3. All cameras up and running, but I don’t see anything out of the ordinary. I’m getting sounds over here—some movement too. I’m gonna check it out. Over.”

“Wait...all by yourself?” Adam’s snort carried through the static. “No way. Just because you’re running this operation, that doesn’t give you permission to break protocol. Stay by the fire. We’re coming.”

“Sure, bring in the cavalry.” Sarah rolled her eyes as she picked up her infrared camera. “Listen, in the meantime, I’ll just walk around the perimeter, that’s all. Maybe I’ll see something.”

“Roger that. Just be careful.” The radio transmission ended. 

She straightened and peered around in the darkness. A branch snapped behind her, followed by another. How many creatures are there? She switched on the walkie-talkie and moved her fingers over the buttons; she could barely see what she was doing. “Base camp to Adam. Something’s coming down the hill.”

Sarah pointed the FLIR camera straight ahead, then took a few more steps into the foliage. A red amoebic-looking blob on the scanner screen began to morph, growing larger as it took on a humanoid shape. She gasped. Oh, this time they’ll see. This time, I’m gonna have more tangible evidence than mosquito bites and a bad case of poison ivy in places where I didn’t even know I had places. She spoke into the radio, “Get over here NOW! I’m getting a heat signature on the thermal. Something’s moving closer...something really freaking huge!”

“We’re on our way!” said a voice over the radio. “Stay put and be careful!” 

She shouted into the walkie-talkie. “Is every team still in place? Nobody was supposed to return to base camp without my permission. Do you hear me, Adam?” 

Her radio crackled as Adam answered. “All teams accounted for. Nobody near base camp. Wait for a team. I repeat, wait for a team.”

Her heart rate spiked. Could this really be that elusive creature I’ve been stalking? “Are you kidding? This is what I came here for. It’s what we came for. I’ll stay within the perimeter and proceed with caution. Trust me, I’m not leaving in a Medivac.” 

The red blurb disappeared from Sarah’s monitor. She held her breath, her head whipping from left to the right, ears and eyes straining to take in any tiny noise she could make out. Moonlight flooded through the trees, and a cool breeze blew across her face. Crickets sang, and mosquitoes buzzed. She held down the lever on her radio. “I’m not seeing anything. Whatever it is, it’s gone now.” Is my mind playing tricks on me? No way. The thermal definitely picked up something. A bear? Possibly, and if it was, I probably spooked it off. She spun in a slow circle, extending the thermal image camera; suddenly, there was a snap of another twig. 

Strong arms gripped her from behind. She screamed, flailing wildly, sending her camera flying into the woodlands. 

“Calm down,” a voice said, laughing. “It’s only me. Might want to warn your team that I set off some tripwires on the way here.”

“YOU!? Those growling sounds weren’t funny, you idiot! And look...you made me drop an expensive piece of equipment. Hard to believe you’re a professional, Frank.” Sarah took a slow, deep breath to calm her nerves.

He slipped off his leather jacket. “Oh, come on. I even bought a proper Indiana Jones fedora for the occasion.” 

Her cheeks grew hot as she stared at the safari shirt stretching across his broad shoulders and strong chest, his sleeves rolled up at the elbow. Khaki-colored pants finished his adventurer ensemble. His brown hair hung in shaggy waves from underneath his hat. He looked really hot, but there was no way she was going to admit it. If he’d had a bullwhip, she would have wanted to strangle him with it. “You hate hats.” 

“What? No I don’t. Now we match—his and hers Indy hats.” The flames leapt greedily at the logs, reflecting in his hazel eyes as he scanned her up and down with a crooked smile. “Did anybody ever tell you how sexy you look in camouflage? And boy, you have the part of big-game hunter nailed.”

“I’m not here to hunt any game and certainly not to kill anything. I just want to prove its existence.” Sarah let out a long sigh. “This is my expedition anyway, so what’re you doing here?” She reached down and picked up her equipment.

“I’m on assignment. Nobody wanted to write this article, but I jumped on it.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her close. “One of the perks of the job is seeing you.”

“Even if you got lost trying to find me in this forest?”

“I could more easily get lost in those big brown eyes of yours.” 

She flung his arm off. “You scared the crap out of me!”

“Hey, you’re lucky I didn’t show up in an ape suit.”

“You know I have a tranquilizer gun, right?”

He glanced down at her waist. “Yeah, and I love the holster. It’s so Old West.”

Sarah met his gaze. “I’d aim straight for your—”

“Cute butt?” he finished, grinning.

She shook her head. “Not quite what I had in mind.”

“Don’t you dare say heart, ‘cause you’ve already shattered mine.”

“I’m sorry, Frank.”

“Why don’t you answer my phone calls or e-mails?”

She huffed. “Don’t you have some ridiculous ghost story or urban legend you could be out debunking? Shouldn’t you be killing off the Tooth Fairy for little kids or something?”

“Why do you waste your time playing head researcher in Planet of the Apes?”

Glaring, she picked up the radio. “Guys, false alarm! It’s only Frank Hedford.”

Adam’s voice crackled in the speaker. “Huh? That guy from the Daily News?”

She glared at Frank as she spoke into the walkie-talkie. “Yeah, that’s our animal. I’ll get rid of him. Everyone back to your positions.” 

“So you caught the smaller, smellier version of Bigfoot, huh?” he asked over the radio.

“Yeah, I suppose I did. We’ll be in tomorrow’s headlines—‘Bigfoot: A No Show’.” 

She recognized Steven’s voice when he said, “Throw that guy out on his big furry—” 

Sarah turned off the radio. 

Frank smiled. “Man, it feels good to be loved. Must be that article I wrote about those guys mistaking an elk for a Sasquatch. You know, I bet they could still get their story published. The supermarket tabloids would jump on a juicy tidbit like that.”

Sarah’s cheeks burned with anger. “Listen, we had two reliable eyewitnesses on that case, and—”

“And a blurry picture that didn’t add up to squat.” 

“Why is it so hard to believe that a reclusive primate that hasn’t yet been documented and studied could be out there? Are you really so shallow that you can only believe in things you’ve seen with your own eyes?”

He groaned. “Sarah, it’s a myth. You know what that is, right? Bigfoot stories have scared Boy Scouts around campfires for decades. Oh, and speaking of campfires, I’m assuming this is base camp.” He tossed his backpack next to a few logs. 

“You’re not invited to this slumber party,” Sarah said.

His eyes widened. “What? No stargazing and snuggling?”

She pointed away from her camp. “You can take your sleeping bag and tent somewhere else. How did you find me and my team anyway?”

He smirked. “Your organization tried to keep this location top secret, but I’m a journalist, doll, an investigative reporter. Took Lois Lane a while to figure out the correlation between Clark Kent and Superman, but I’m a hundred times sharper than her.”

“Fine. So spill it. How did you find us?”

Frank peeked up at the night sky that was dotted with millions of sparkling stars. “Well, for starters, I went back and read all the newspaper reports. Isn’t this the place where your sister disappeared when she was fifteen? What was that, about ten years ago? Sabrino Cave? I knew you’d hold the expedition here because you think these alleged creatures had something to do with your sister’s disappearance. When I saw your Jeep in that caravan of vehicles over there, I knew my hunch had panned out.”

He stretched his legs and made himself comfortable on the naked ground. She sensed he wasn’t going anywhere, so she decided to join the party and dropped down next to him. 

“This is a great place for an investigation. Bluff Creek is where Patterson took his famous Bigfoot video.”

“Is that what you told your team?” He snorted. “You can’t fool me. Why didn’t you elaborate on the real reason you picked this location? This has Liz written all over it.”

She tried to fight the quiver in her voice. “Look, I don’t care how ‘investigative’ of a reporter you think you are, mister, but my sister’s off limits. You got that? You print one word about her, and I’ll sue the living—”

His tone softened. “Now, now. Calm down. I’m sorry. Clearly, I was out of line.”

“It’s fine,” she muttered. “Just get out of here, okay?”

“You sure about that? What, are you still sore we didn’t work out?”

“Work out? Hmm.”

“You know it really hurt that you didn’t invite me to your twenty-fourth birthday party last week. Yeah, I saw the pics on Facebook before you unfriended me.” 

Sarah shrugged. 

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I forgive you. I have to admit, I saw fireworks the second I laid eyes on you. It was so adorable how your face lit up like a Christmas tree.”

She slapped his arm. “I’m afraid you mistook that reaction. It was fright.”

He smiled at her as he snaked his arms around her. “More like awe.”

Oh, he has some nerve, this one. “Listen, I don’t need you breathing down my neck, okay? This isn’t a joke. I take my research very seriously,” Sarah said, breaking herself free from his smothering embrace. She sat down by the fire and scanned all eight cameras. “If you don’t mind, I have work to do.”

He kicked off his leather boots and grinned. “Mind if I kick back for a while? I had to hike miles and miles through the forest to find you.”

She shot him a glare. “There are some twenty-five to thirty other researchers and scientists you can bother. Take your pick of them or go out there and try your dumb luck in the woods, but just leave me alone.” 

He winked. “Yeah, but those other campers aren’t as cute as you.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Oh brother. What are you up to anyway? Dreaming up articles on how to discredit my work even more?”

“I only give my honest, professional opinion. I thought that’s what you loved about me. Anyway, listen, Sarah; let’s not dwell on the past. We’ve both made mistakes. I should’ve taken your research more seriously.”

Her eyes stayed focused on the screen, and she saw a mysterious shadow flit across it. “Whoa! Did you see that? Something just moved on Camera 2!” She leaned in, not believing what she was seeing. “Right there, left of the boulders. See it?” Maybe this is the real deal. Hunters claimed to see this beast only yesterday, right here in this vicinity. 

“Where?” Frank asked.

She pointed to the left side of the monitor. “Look! It’s right there.” Her voice grew in intensity. “Something just moved on Camera 3. There...right over there. Do you see it?” 

“Yes, but need I remind you that we’re in the middle of the wilderness? In case you might have forgotten, plenty of squirrels, rabbits, bears, and deer live out here.”

Sarah turned the knob to give more clarity to the screen. “This is me ignoring you.” 

“You know, I think you’d be more into me if I stunk, had long hair, and gave off pheromones like a gorilla.”

“Who said you don’t?” She picked up the radio, her voice urgent. “Base camp to Adam. I got a shadow on the south side of the forest, Camera 3. I need Team 7 to check it out pronto. Over.”

“Roger that. What was that creepy howl?”

The radio crackled. “Amy to base camp.”

“Go ahead,” Sarah said.

“Bait’s gone by Cameras 1 and 2.” 

“Any other teams experiencing anything unusual?” questioned Sarah into the radio.

“Team 6, by the river. Nothing unusual to report here.”

Static crackled. “Team 3 reporting. We heard some rustling in the bushes. It stopped, but something’s definitely out there. Could just be local wildlife, but we’re not sure.” 

Another voice crackled over the walkie-talkie. “Team 9 reporting. We got some rock- and log-throwing, but it’s too dark to make anything out. Thermal’s not picking up anything.”

“Got a visual?” Sarah asked into the mouthpiece, ignoring her uninvited guest who didn’t believe it was anything more than a bear.

“No. We’re moving forward.”

She wasn’t comfortable with their plan. For a moment, she hesitated, considering other options, even though she knew there were none. “Okay. Get a visual, but stay safe.”

“This is Team 4. FLIR’s lighting up like fire,” Beth said. “We got a huge biped crawling low in the brush. Get over here NOW!”

“I’m on my way.” Sarah’s heart pounded as she put on a pair of night-vision goggles and began adjusting the straps. They weren’t as helpful as actual daylight, but even with that fluorescent green hue, they sure beat tripping. Everything sharpened into focus as she blinked, her view illuminated in neon from the high-tech gadget. She grabbed her 35mm, the FLIR, and clipped her radio on her belt. Without another look at Frank, she darted through the giant trees, swatting away at the brush and ferns as she went. 

“Wait! I’m coming!” Frank yelled. 

Sarah rolled her eyes and didn’t even bother looking back at him. She raced through the trees and thickets of brush, trying not to slip on the wet leaves. Finally, she made her way into a clearing and ran in the direction of Sabrino Cave.

Out of the darkness, a voice called out her name, and a beam of light shone in her direction. “Sarah? Is that you?” Adam called out. 

“Yeah.”

Adam waved a flashlight around. “Is that...why is Frank still here? I thought you got rid of that joker.”

Frank took a step forward, but Sarah jerked his arm. “Listen, buddy, we don’t have time for any nonsense. Capisce?” 

“But he started it,” he whined, pointing at Adam.

“What are you, like five?” She then shot a glance at Adam. “Look, just don’t start your crap, okay? I didn’t invite him, but he’s here, and we don’t have time for any drama.”

“Fine,” Adam said. 

“Where’re the others?” she asked between breaths. 

“Rob, Beth, and the camera dude, uh, Steven, are around here somewhere,” Adam said glancing around. 

Just then, a figure burst through the towering ferns. “I’m so glad you’re here! Oh, man, you should’ve seen it,” Beth shouted. “I swear I almost pissed my pants.” 

“No way! You saw it? With your own eyes?” Sarah met her gaze, gasping for air, her mind unable to comprehend just yet. “Where?”

“Over there!” Beth pointed behind her. “It took off to the north, and we chased it into the cave.”

A cold shudder ran down Sarah’s spine as she realized someone had actually seen the object of her obsession. We’re so close! We can’t afford any mistakes now. “This is Sarah calling all members.” She cleared her throat before she continued into her radio, her voice gaining urgency with every word. “Be on alert. We’ve got a visual on something huge walking around. We believe the creature is hiding in Sabrino Cave. Keep your eyes and ears open, people. Proceed with extreme caution.”

“What’s your position?” a voice crackled back.

“I’m a half-mile north of base camp, on my way to Sabrino Cave now. All teams report to Sabrino immediately.” She tapped Adam’s arm. “Let’s go.” Sarah jumped over the logs, ferns, and rocks scattered along the forest floor, her heartbeat thudding in her ears. Just ahead, she squinted at a large black mass of rock; the cave entrance came into view. Sarah stopped and peered into the dark hole. She pinched her nose shut, trying to prevent the pungent smell from penetrating her nostrils. “Pee-yew! I think somebody forgot to take out the garbage...like all week.” 

“I saw this thing on the FLIR,” Beth said. “It’s at least eight feet tall. Man, it’s huge! I wonder if it’s still in the cave.”

“Well, let’s track it!” Sarah ordered, inching closer to the jagged opening. 

“Or we can just follow the stench,” Beth said. “I say we get out our tranquilizer guns, just in case it charges us.”

Sarah nodded. “Good thinking.” She glanced at her cameraman, Steven, the bright camera light blinding her eyes in the blackness. “Are you getting this? Everything?”

“Yeah, man, but do you think cornering Crypto Guy is such a great idea?”

Sarah shoved her goggles to the top of her head. Glancing around, she took a few steps forward. “Look, you were hired to film this. If you can’t take the heat, get out of the kitchen, and we’ll find someone who can. Who knows when we’ll ever get another chance to be this close again? Surely you want to be part of this.”

“Yeah, sorry,” Steven uttered.

Sarah turned to Adam. “Now, did we get those shrieking calls on audio?”

“Sure did,” Adam said.

“Good.”

Frank shook her shoulder. “Are you crazy? Messing around with the local wildlife is beyond dangerous. I’m sure it’s just a bear or a big cat or—”

She brushed his hand off. “Look, Frank, you’ve done nothing but shoot down all my research on television, in your newspaper and magazine articles, and in your new book. If you’re so sure this is fake, some kind of staged crap, or that it’s just some nature show, why don’t you go in and see for yourself?”

Frank took a step back. “All you’ve got here is a trapped wild animal. Sure, I was hoping to get my shirt ripped off when I came looking for you, but not by a bear.”

Sarah ignored him and grabbed a tuft of coarse, dark hair from the cavern entrance. She squinted to get a good look at it in the darkness. “This isn’t from a bear, and whatever it is, I’m going to capture the thing on film. Adam, please bag this.” 

“You got it, boss.”

Sarah opened up the lens on her camera and adjusted the settings. “People, we’re about to solve one of the biggest unsolved mysteries of the twenty-first century.” 

Beth kneeled, her eyes wide. “Look, Sarah. We got prints.” 

Large humanoid footprints were clear in the mud, and the sight of them sent a shiver down Sarah’s spine. It wasn’t human, ape, gorilla or chimpanzee unless they came in XXL. “Get measurements of these. Steven, swing that camera over here and get them on film.”

Beth stretched out a tape measure next to one of the fresh tracks indented in the mud. 

“Some tracks in the mud? C’mon, Sarah. You know as well as I do that this doesn’t mean anything,” Frank muttered.

Sarah shook her head. “Anyone here wear a Size 20 shoe?” The footprints appeared to be roughly nineteen inches long and eight inches wide with a long stride and five discernible toes. Who’d go running around barefoot in ice-cold mud? “No one step on these prints. They’re the evidence we need. I’ll cast them in a minute.” She focused and snapped her camera. “Frank, myths don’t leave tracks,” she spat at him. “Wish me luck, people,” she said, turning her gaze toward the cave entrance. “I’m going in.” 

“You’re really gonna risk your life just to prove me wrong?” Frank asked.

“Well, skeptics do tend to piss me off,” Sarah said. “For all these years, you’ve claimed my work is worthless, and that there’s nothing scientific about what we’re doing out here. You said that science needed to validate the existence of Bigfoot with a live or dead specimen. You said I’d need bones, teeth, or blood. But really, this has nothing to do with you. I am willing to risk my life to prove me right, and this is the perfect opportunity to get all the proof I need. I’m not waiting another second.”

Frank laughed. “Do you really think tomorrow’s headlines are gonna read, ‘I Just Found Bigfoot’? No way! If anything, the papers are gonna say, ‘Bigfoot Researchers Torn to Shreds by Bear’.”

She shrugged. “Well, you can think whatever you want, but at this point, I’ll take whatever fate throws at me. I have to see for myself, one way or the other.” 

“All fate’s going to deliver is a million stitches and a trip to the emergency room,” Frank said. “These things don’t exist. I’ve told you that how many times?”

“I don’t care what you told me. Those tracks are real, that fur is real, and that’s solid enough evidence for me to take a closer look.” 

Frank cleared his throat. “Evidence? Sure. Everything but the creature itself.” 

“Well, Mr. Skeptic, then go in there and prove me wrong.”

He took off his hat and ran a hand through his unruly hair. “If I do this and I’m right, you owe me dinner—even if I’m in a full-body cast when that grizzly in there mauls me half to death.”

“Dinner? Sure. So man up.” She whipped out her tranquilizer gun and handed it to him.

He smiled, pointed the weapon with both hands, and walked through the entrance. 

Sarah followed, her smile vanishing. A scream pierced the air, and it took her only a moment to realize it was her own. 

––––––––

Chapter 2

Sarah scrambled to her feet, staring straight ahead. Harsh and unexpected light blared through the cavern entrance, forcing her to instinctively cover her eyes. Squinting, she raced outside and looked up: no stars, no moon, no darkness. Instead, the sun shone brightly through the trees, saturating the green leaves with its golden glow. The last time she’d checked, it had been midnight. All she could assume was that she’d hit her head in the fall and passed out for a good eight hours. Why hasn’t my team come to help me? She couldn’t help but wonder. Sure, they’d leave Frank to his own fate, but surely they’d come looking for me. “What the heck is going on? Where is everybody?” she asked aloud to no one in particular.

Groaning, Frank approached and rubbed his head. “What happened? Did I black out or something?”

Sarah hesitated for a moment, unsure. “I think we both did. It looks like morning.” She nervously fingered the black strap from her hanging 35mm Nikon. Reaching into her pocket, she let out a sigh of relief; the FLIR hadn’t fallen out in whatever skirmish had happened in the dark.

“Are you okay, babe?” He put a hand on her shoulder. “You hurt?”

She swatted his hand away. “Don’t call me ‘babe’! I could use some Motrin, but I needed that the second you showed up. You look like crap, by the way.”

“Thanks for the concern, but I’m fine. I just can’t figure out how we got here and managed to miss a few hours. How’s it daylight already?”

“I have absolutely no idea.”

His eyes darted about nervously. “Well, in any case, let’s get the heck out of here.”

“Yeah, okay. Let me see if I can get a hold of my team first.” She grabbed her radio from her belt and talked into the mouthpiece. “Sarah to base camp.” 

The device crackled, but then...nothing. 

Sarah shot Frank an inquiring look, then took a deep breath. She spoke louder this time into the mouthpiece, “This is Sarah. If anybody’s around, please respond.” 

More static was her only reply.

“Maybe they’re out of range,” Frank speculated.

Letting out a sigh, she attached the radio to her belt. “Probably. Let’s start heading back, and my team better have one heck of an excuse for deserting us like that.”

Frank started walking, crunching dry leaves under his feet. “I’m sure they do. How about some bacon and eggs? My treat.” He smiled over his shoulder. 

“Today is your lucky day, mister, ‘cause I’m ready to eat a dozen eggs and an entire pig.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Where’s the closest diner?”

“Hmm. Not sure, but it’s probably a three-hour walk back to our cars. We better make that lunch.”

Startled, Sarah jumped as a shrill cry echoed nearby.

“Tell me that was some kind of bird.” Frank’s gaze settled on her, his eyes wide.

“I could, but I’d be lying. No bird I’ve ever met has made that kind of sound.” She laughed at his expression. “Come on. Please tell me your backyard’s not the only square of nature you’ve ever visited besides this one, city boy.”

Frank opened his mouth to reply when a growl cut through the silence. “You sure that’s not a bird? Some kind of eagle or vulture or something?”

She shook her head as a shiver ran down her spine. “When’s the last time you heard a bird howl like that?” The cry sounded like the Bigfoot calls she’d captured on audio six months earlier. She could have kept quiet about that so as not to worry her ill-equipped Tarzan companion, but she knew there’d be no fun in that. “Nothing like seeing your research up close and personal. On the bright side, it’ll be worth watching you crap your pants.”

A twig snapped in the trees, and Frank instinctively reached for her hand like a lost little boy wanting his mother. “We need to find cover. A bear stalking us isn’t good.”

She scanned the trees and vegetation as she whispered, “How many times do I have to tell you it’s not a freaking bear, Frank?”

“How can you know that?” He shook his head. “Never mind. Let’s just get outta here.”

“No.” She planted her feet into the ground, just in case he decided to drag her away. “You can go wherever you want, but I’m staying right here. I’m not out here for some nature hike. I want proof, and I’m going to get it.”

He glared at her. “Can’t you forget about your research for one minute? I’d prefer to live.”

No way, she thought. I’ve waited years for this moment, this one confrontation, this proof that I’m not crazy. If only my team was here to back me up, but I need to do this with or without them—for me. “I have to see this for myself.” 

A dark, hairy outline rustled in the tall bushes. 

Chills rushed over Sarah. “Whoa! That thing is less than 200 feet away. You still have the tranquilizer gun?”

Frank pulled it from the back of his hip and cocked it. “Yep, right here, but if we get arrested by Ranger Smith for giving Yogi a death sentence, don’t be surprised when I say I told you so.”

“I’m not gonna kill anything. Maybe you should Google ‘tranquilizer’ sometime, Mr. Investigator.”

Suddenly, an ape-like creature emerged from the foliage. It stood eight feet tall and was covered from head to toe with long brown hair, matted in places. Its powerful build, broad shoulders, and thick chest cast a shadow on the grass, making Sarah shudder. For years, she’d studied the elusive monster, and finally, she was getting her first real encounter since that fateful day when she’d lost her sister. 

“No! It just...it can’t be,” Frank whispered. “No way! Should I admit myself into the psyche ward now or later?”

“It exists! I knew it all along,” she said. “One picture, that’s all I need.” With shaking hands, she brought the camera into focus. 

The creature simply stared at her.

She zoomed in on its face, still wondering if her eyes were playing tricks on her. It looked like an ape with a flat, wide nose, deep-set green eyes, and a full set of lips. The lips and chin protruded into somewhat of a snout, but nothing like a bear. She snapped the photo, knowing the proof on that film would change the way the world looked at Bigfoot—and at her. I’ll never be a laughingstock again. Zooming out, she took another photo. 

“You got your picture. Now let’s go!”

“Frank! Calm down. Don’t make any sudden movements, or it might—” Sarah tried to warn, but the creature had already become uneasy.

Taking slow, measured steps, the primate moved in their direction. 

“Crap!” Frank aimed the tranquilizer gun and fired, striking his target. 

The creature jumped back and let out a long, pained howl, then lurched forward. 

Sarah gasped as Frank tugged her hand. “Move it!”

Without waiting for him, she sprinted, her heart thumping like a jackhammer. If Frank knows what’s best for him, he’ll follow me. As they darted between trees and splashed through a tiny stream, the air behind them filled with blood-chilling howls. She glanced over her shoulder and screamed when she realized they were being pursued by not one beast, but multiple hairy figures gathering in the distance, darting behind them. 

Suddenly, Sarah’s hiking boot caught on a fallen log, and she tripped and fell with a solid thud on the forest floor. Crawling through the ferns, she peeked out. She didn’t see Frank anywhere. “Frank! Frank?” she whispered. “Where are you?” 

She yanked off her camera and threw it next to her, then lay flat on the ground as the howls grew closer. Loud neighs and the sound of hooves echoed in the air, growing louder by the second. She took a deep breath and peeked through the ferns. 

The ground thundered as scores of men on horses galloped toward her. Whew, rescue! Wherever they’d gotten the horses from, she only hoped they were fast enough to rescue Frank, outrun those things, and get her the heck out of the Bigfoot-infested forest. The curious, scientific part of her yearned to stay there and discover more, but without the assistance and backup of her team, she knew it just wasn’t safe. We’ll just regroup and come back tomorrow, she reasoned. Besides, I’ve already got two good shots of a Sasquatch. There’s no way Frank can debunk this one, especially since he’s an eyewitness himself. Where the heck is he anyway? 

“Princess, I command you to come out,” a man’s voice said in a most demanding and condescending tone. Not only was he dressed strangely, but he had the pronunciation skills of a bad B movie actor trying to act in a Broadway play.

Princess? A nickname of some sort? They must have me mistaken for somebody else. 

“We know you’re here. We heard you scream,” called out the same man. “I’m not going to hurt you. I am here to save your life. There were six of them closing in on you. If you don’t cooperate with us and we leave, you’re as good as dead, and I guarantee you’ll never find your way out of these dreaded woods on your own.”

Right, she thought. I found my way in here, and I can find my way out. Do they take me for some kind of idiot? Still, she knew hiking back to her vehicle by herself, unarmed, might not be so smart with those huge creatures running around. She raised her head a notch and noticed a pair of dirty black leather boots with very unfashionable black bottoms; no member of her team would be caught dead in such an atrocious ensemble. The man, whoever he was, stood less than twenty feet away. She needed to call for help immediately. Something might’ve happened to Frank, and she thought maybe the poorly dressed cavalry could help her. 

“Those beasts will tear you limb from limb the second we depart,” continued the man. “You know how territorial the Guardians are, and you know they have the power to destroy our kind. One bite from those ferocious teeth, and that will be it for you.” He paused and then continued. “It was quite the shock to see your brother alive and breathing. Your family did a fantastic job of staging his death. If you want me to keep his secret, then it’s best you come out now. We both know what will happen to him if I were to speak the truth.” 

What was he talking about? Sarah rose from her hiding place and gazed up at the man on the dressed horse. His appearance was odd, nothing like any park ranger she’d ever seen. From his royal-blue tunic top, to the emblem of a crowned lion in the center, to his chainmail sleeves, he looked as if he’d been zapped right out of medieval Europe, or maybe that she’d accidentally stepped through some magical wardrobe. Black satin knickers with boots up to his knees? she wondered. This guy is in need of some serious fashion intervention. She scanned the rest of the group, and it came to her attention that they actually did look like knights in shining armor. For a moment, she wondered if she’d ventured onto a film set, albeit a poorly funded film, considering the D-list acting and the awful costuming. Maybe there’s some kind of Renaissance Fair nearby. 

“You must come with us, Princess,” the man said. “There is no escape!”

No escape? She decided it might be a safer option to sneak back into the vegetation instead of running off with the crazy eighteenth-century cast party. Just as she was considering it, a twig snapped under her feet. The horse neighed, and the man jerked his head in Sarah’s direction. Crap! There goes that plan. 

She met his gaze and realized he had the bluest eyes and whitest smile she’d ever seen. His black hair was wavy and long, but it was worn in a masculine style. In spite of his ridiculous clothing, she’d be happy to be rescued by him anytime. Hmm. I wonder what he’s doing after work. 

“That’s it, Princess. So glad you’ve decided to come out of hiding, as it’s nice to officially meet you. Now where’s your brother?” he demanded. 

Princess? Brother? The handsome man had it wrong. “You must be mistaking me for somebody else. I don’t have a brother. Listen, I don’t know what that script of yours says, but we have to call 911! I lost my friend. We were being chased by these hairy creatures, and we somehow got separated.”

“Who do you think scared them off, Your Highness?” a knight with long red hair asked.

Your Highness? Would it kill one of them to slip out of character for a second and tell me what the heck’s really going on? “So you saw them?”

“Of course.”

Witnesses galore! The press is gonna have a field day with this. Nobody is ever gonna call me an idiot again, she thought. Especially Frank. Speaking of him... “Later, I’m going to have to get a statement from every one of you, but in the meantime, could you please make that phone call? Really, this is serious. Get rescue out here right now! My friend could be hurt.”

“Flushing you out was easier than I expected,” the leader said. 

“Well, you woulda been hiding, too, if those things were after you. Long story short, I was hunting...er, uh, not real hunting like shooting a buck or anything. I’m a researcher for The Bigfoot Field Researchers Organization, the BFRO. Ever heard of us?” she asked, feeling like a fool for mentioning it to the gorgeous guy in front of her. She was rather sure there was no hope of getting his phone number, if there ever was in the first place, because guys usually ran the other direction when they heard what she did for a living. 

A knight looked at the leader, cocking his brow. “Victor, we need to make haste. She must consult with the healer.”

Yep, that’s it. Either I’m nuts or they are. Victor, huh? Hmm. In Latin, that means “conqueror”.  Sexy. “Listen, I don’t need a doctor—just a little help finding my friend.” 

Victor swung lithely from his horse onto the ground. 

She gasped at his towering height and muscular build. Talk about tall, dark, and handsome! Who’d of thought I’d meet this medieval hottie in the middle of some forest on a Bigfoot hunt? She scanned the stranger and then the horsemen standing behind him. “Any of you got a cell?”

They mumbled amongst themselves, shaking their heads. 

Their character acting was beginning to get on her nerves. “Fine, but can one of you give me a ride back to my Jeep? I can call for help there. I think we’re parked about six miles north, near the main road.” 

“A cell? A Jeep? What are these strange things she speaks of?” a confused knight asked. “She is delusional, milord. She must be taken to the healer for her head wounds.”

“Delusional or bewitched,” said a knight with a white mustache and matching white hair tied into a ponytail. 

“Yes! She is spewing out these lies to mislead us!” called out another. 

“Lies? I’m not lying,” Sarah said. “I know it’s a long way back to my vehicle and a big favor to ask, but we’ll get there in no time on one of your horses. Look, I’ll even pay you to make up for your time off the set, but if you’re not going to help me, then please at least get your men to start searching the area. We can cover more ground if we split up into groups and look for Frank. You three can go over that way, and I will go with Victor here to—”

A dangerous glint flickered in Victor’s eyes. “How dare you command us, princess or not?”

She hesitated, taken aback by his rudeness. He looked like Prince Charming, but he sounded more like that caveman from those old dinosaur movies. “Listen, mister. I love movies and all, and if you save me some tickets, I’ll be sure to come watch this little performance of yours.” She tipped her hat. “I promise I’ll even wear something nicer for your big opening weekend and all, but right now, we need to get moving. A man’s life is at stake.” 

“Bark out another order like that, miss, and you’ll feel the sting of a whip on your back,” Victor said.

Sarah cringed. Testy, ain’t he? Pssh! Forget the phone number and the show then, buddy. How about some anger management classes? Or... A new thought popped in her head, and she glanced around. “A-ha! I got it! I know what you’re up to. Where’s the hidden cameras? You almost had me fooled. Frank’s in on this little Candid Camera act, isn’t he? Ooh, I’m gonna kill him. Where have you got him stashed away?”

“You should’ve thought twice before you stepped onto enemy territory,” he said.

“You’re good,” Sarah said, pointing at him. “Stepping on enemy territory is a nice touch. Did your producers put you up to this?” 

Victor’s face hardened into grim lines. “You’re now a prisoner of war, Princess Gloria.”

She stared at his stern face and stiffened. “Look...this medieval game you’re playing is kind of cool and all. Love the costumes and the attitude, but I really need a phone. If you’re not playing some kind of joke, then this really is an emergency.” 

Victor’s menacing gaze ran over her inch by inch. Stepping closer, he traced a finger down the side of her cheek. 

She shoved him back. “Don’t you touch me!”

“How dare you?” he roared. “Are you not aware of who I am?”

Of course she had no idea, nor did she really care. “No. Who are you?” The situation was getting out of control. The hot guy was clearly a nutcase, and she’d come to realize that Ashton Kutcher wasn’t going to be jumping out of the bushes anytime soon, announcing that she’d been punk’d by Frank. It was time to run and let them get back to their jousting, or whatever it was they did to earn their pay from the Renaissance Fair payroll office. Especially when she saw one of the knights scanning her up and down, lingering a little too long on the skin exposed where the two upper buttons had been ripped from her shirt by a rather intrusive thorny vine. Why the heck did I let Frank have our only weapon? She scolded herself. What if these medieval jerks decide to take advantage of me out here? The thought alone sent shivers through her body. If I scream out here, who’ll even hear me? She was suddenly sickeningly reminded of every horror film she’d ever seen where stupid teenage girls wandered off alone in the wilderness, and she was none too happy to be that stupid girl. As the knights fanned out and surrounded her, her heart raced. 

“Stubborn woman! You know who I am,” Victor said. “Your brother might’ve gotten away, but I’m afraid you are in our possession, whether you like it or not. It is my duty to make you pay for warning Charles and his knights about my trap.”

Mistaken identity was putting it lightly. “I don’t even have a brother,” Sarah said, “and I’m no rat.” 

“More lies!” he hissed, his blue eyes blazing. “Did you really think I would fail to find you just because they dressed you up like a man in clothes that blend with the trees? Foolish, foolish girl.”

She huffed. In her line of work, she’d been called plenty of names, but she’d never been mistaken for a male. “A man? Why, because I’m wearing camouflage pants? I’m hunting a creature, not going to the opera. What’d you expect, some strapless mini-dress and stilettos?”

“Milord, with all due respect, the disguise is a rather ingenious idea, perhaps one we should replicate in the future,” the blond guy behind the knight said. “Had the princess not surrendered, we would not have seen her.” 

“Surrender? Listen, you’re making a big mistake.” She suddenly remembered she’d left her pepper spray behind, and she regretted that. “I’m not a princess. I don’t know what freaky game you’re playing, but my friend’s going to call the police. And trust me when I say he has lots of connections with the FBI. They’ll be swarming the place any minute!”

Victor smiled. “Is that what you call your knights? I’m afraid we dispatched this FBI hours ago, Highness. That was how we knew they abandoned you somewhere in this forest.” He knocked the fedora off her head and hastily jerked her bunned hair to a disheveled mess. Tousles of long brown hair tumbled down the middle of her back. 

“I told you not to touch me!” she yelled, drawing her hand up to slap him.

He caught her wrist. “Do not ever threaten to attack me, Princess, and you must cease with giving orders to those who have you in custody.” A fiery blue flame burned behind his eyes.

Loosening his grip, she yanked her hand away. She realized that smacking him wasn’t going to help her one tiny bit; all things considered, running sounded like a much better option. She glanced around for the best escape route, but it was no use, for she was completely surrounded. Her mind raced, terrified to think about what they might try to do to her.

Victor tugged at her holster and pulled out her radio to examine it. “What kind of magic device is this?”

“Idiot,” Sarah whispered under her breath, rolling her eyes. “It’s a radio. I know it’s not the newest Sony type, all slick and thin and whatnot, but give me a break. Pretending you don’t know what it is, is just...lame.”

Victor raised an eyebrow. “A radio, you say? Is that a weapon of some sort?”

“No. It’s for communication.” Boy, was she getting tired of this role-playing. “You know, you talk into it, and someone else’s voice comes out.”

“Witchery,” mumbled one of the knights.

Victor held up his hand to hush the murmurs of his men and then gestured for one of his men to take it. “Take this back with us.”

A tall, muscular knight walked over to her, dangling her 35mm camera. “And what is this?” He snapped the button, and a flash of light made the knights erupt in a choir of gasps and shocked whispers. 

“A weapon to blind her opponent!” one knight asked, blinking as if hundreds of white spots filled his vision, like something he’d never experienced before. “Tis surely evil magic, sir!”

Sarah sighed and pointed to the digital view screen. “Magic? Seriously? Look. There are your fine knights in all their glory. I think I’ll call this shot, Deer in the Headlights.”

The man gasped. “She paints a picture of us in the blink of an eye, yet she has no paint or brushes! Surely she is of an evil ilk, milord!”

“Oh please. Give me back my camera,” Sarah hissed. 

Victor’s gaze narrowed. “You are brave, captured yet still forcing demands upon those who would have you in chains.” 

“Fine. You can have the dang thing. But that film belongs to me!” After all she’d been through, there was no way she was going to let her evidence go, medieval army or not.

“Film? What is this you speak of?” a knight asked. He looked at Victor, who only shook his head and shrugged. 

Victor ran his hands down her pant leg; she bit her lip to keep herself from kicking him hard, knowing any kind of physical assault would only make things worse. It was one girl against a platoon of nuts, and the odds didn’t look good. She was just glad he hadn’t held a knife or a sword to her throat...yet.

“What other weapons are you hiding in your man-clothes?” Searching her pocket, the man pulled out the thermal camera and dangled it. “Your knights left you with weapons we’ve never seen. Too bad you didn’t put them to good use, Princess Gloria.”

“Yeah, you wouldn’t believe how dangerous a radio and a thermal camera are. And stop calling me ‘Princess Gloria’! My name’s Sarah.” She shook her head and raised her hands in mock defense. “Tell you what. Just keep them both. I’ve no idea what game you’re playing, and I really don’t care either. All I want is to go home—with my film.” Her heart pounded, and her palms dampened. She took a few long steps backward. “But if you won’t give me the film, I still want to get out of here. So, I wish you gentlemen all the best, and I’ll just be on my merry way now, if you don’t mind.”

“I would advise you to halt,” a knight said behind her. 

Crap. Her breath caught in her throat, and the same thought played in her mind. What are these guys planning to do with me—or to me?

Victor turned to his knights. “You captured her this morning, here, in the Forest of the Guardians. Is this the same woman who escaped from you?”

“Yes, milord,” a knight said, looking slightly embarrassed. “Without a doubt, this is the same one who escaped us.” 

The others nodded in agreement, some looking at the ground in shame.

A case of mistaken identity was the last thing she needed. “They’re wrong! I can assure you they’ve never seen me before.” She laughed. “How could they? I wasn’t even here.”

Victor scoffed. “Are you suggesting that my knights are liars, Princess?” 

“No, but maybe this healer of yours should get them all some bifocals. I’m a researcher leading a major expedition. I study these creatures, uh, these Guardians, as you call them, that are running around this forest. I have been trying to prove their existence for a long time, and—”

“Prove their existence? You know full well they exist! That is exactly why you entered this forbidden place. You thought we wouldn’t follow you in, but I’d risk my life to get my hands on you. After all, you are all the leverage we need to make your stubborn father see the light.” Victor climbed up on his horse and stared down at her, casting periwinkle daggers through her. “Would you like to ride with me or one of them?” He pointed to his men. “I must warn you that my men are not as capable of keeping their hands to themselves. Has been many weeks since they have seen someone the likes of you, and men can get very lonely.”

The men exchanged glances and guffawed. 

Sarah glared at them, wanting to be sick. “Well, it’s a good thing I’m wearing a chastity belt. Never leave home without it,” she said.

“I’m not here to defile you.”

She hoped he wasn’t messing with her. “That’s great to hear.”

“You shall come with me. I give you my word that your virginity, your chastity, will remain intact, milady. I cannot make the same guarantee for your life, however, for that shall depend on your father’s cooperation.” 

Sarah’s heart quivered, and goose-bumps traveled to the surface of her skin. “I’m not going anywhere with any of you. You’ll have to kill me first.” She swallowed hard, wondering if she’d made a mistake of offering him that option right then and there. It might not have been her brightest idea. Shifting her legs to ease the stiffness only set off her internal alarms, and with some burst of ridiculously unfounded courage, she lurched toward the forest.

A knight locked his arms around her waist and left her feet kicking above the ground. “I believe we have a wild one here, milord,” he mumbled as he handed her up to her captor.

“I heard she was quite the feisty one,” Victor said. 

“Let me go!” Sarah said.

“Listen. If you cooperate, I will keep your secret.”

“What secret?”

“That your brother is alive and well. I know you’ve never met me before, but I used to know your mother. And because of that, I will keep your secret.”

Sarah flailed, trying to escape, but Victor pulled her into his strong embrace and wrapped one arm around her waist as he turned his horse. He hauled her off as if she was merely a possession, some spoil of war, in spite of her futile attempts to squirm out of his embrace. “Calm down, Princess,” he said. “You will come with me now, and if your father values your life as a father should, he shall graciously withdraw his forces from the Tastian border. If he does not, he is a fool and will be a father no longer.”

“Frank!” Sarah yelled. “Frank, if you can hear me, call the police! I’m being kidnapped by a bunch of lunatics. I know that’s what you think I am, but I’ve found somebody even crazier than me.”

“Nobody’s going to save you now.” His long dark hair tickled her cheek as he bent to whisper in her ear. “If you know what’s good for you, you will listen and obey. This is not a game, Princess. Do you understand?”

“Milord, we must be going,” said a man with a black beard. “It is not safe out here among the Guardians.”

She nodded. “It’s not a game for you either. First-degree kidnapping is a Class A-1 felony. You’ll be thrown in a hole for twenty years, and I’m sure Bubba will love this little costume of yours!” she shouted. “You let me go right now, or you’ll be the one somebody calls ‘Princess’!”

“Enough of this nonsense.” Victor’s voice turned sharp.

Nonsense? You got that right, buddy. She wondered at what point she’d fallen head-first into the Twilight Zone. “Who are you anyway?”

“Don’t play the fool. You know exactly who I am.”

“Well, I’m afraid my memory’s a little fuzzy on that.” She scratched her temple. “I think I hit my head and blacked out.” It wasn’t a lie, and she wondered for a minute if she was dreaming up the whole thing. She could think of nothing better than waking up in her bed to the aroma of a piping hot cup of coffee—or those bacon and eggs Frank had promised before he took off to God-knew-where.

“Perhaps that explains all the strange babbling,” Victor said, pulling on the reins. “But no matter. We shall take you to the healer for a look. Now, tell me, is ‘911’ some secret code, a way to beckon your armies against us?”

“Something like that,” she said, sighing again. “Anyway, please refresh my memory. Who are you?”

Victor straightened in his saddle and raised his chin a notch, the slightest glint of a smile playing in his blue eyes. “I’m King Victor Fesque II. Your father, King William Jarod, is currently my chief adversary. And now, thanks to you, I have all the leverage I need.”

Sarah was sure no one was going to believe any of it. She already got enough guff for chasing eight-foot humanoids around the woods. There was no way anyone was going to find out about this little fairytale, or she’d be labeled a crackpot for life. “Please, I’m begging you to trust me. If you let me go now, I won’t say a word to anyone—not even a peep. My reputation is at stake, and that means a lot to me as a scientist.”

“Scientist?”

“Listen, uh, Your Highness, you’re making a huge mistake. You have absolutely no leverage with me, because I’m not this person you think I am! My name’s Sarah Larker. This King Gerald or whoever you’re talking about won’t even know me.”

“In spite of your lies and your demands, Highness, it is a pleasure to finally meet you in person, Princess Gloria Jarod.”




Chapter 3

Sarah jumped when something resembling a cockroach—only much bigger and grosser—scurried over her foot. Water dripped onto the dirt floor from the craggy ceiling in an annoying and never-ending rhythm. Dark, rusty, ominous chains hung from the wall; she was glad the knights had spared her from being bound by them. A pile of bloodied, filthy rags were clumped together in the corner. She cringed, wondering if they used to be someone’s clothes. A putrid stench hung thickly in the air, but even that paled in comparison to the layers of muck covering the walls. In the opposite corner, were piles of excrement. She had to get out of this place, preferably before her next trip to the bathroom. 

A breeze whipped around her shoulders. As she shivered, her skin rippled into another fit of goose-bumps. Sarah would have killed for her leather coat, but it was locked in the trunk of her Jeep, along with all the other stuff that would have been useful, like her Swiss army knife and jack. She sighed and rubbed her arms with her palms, hoping the friction would infuse some warmth into her flesh. In the dim light, a giant cobweb dangled in one corner. Haven’t these people ever heard of dusting, deodorizer, or bug spray? Who in the world uses a dungeon anymore? She’d never even had a traffic ticket before, but now she was thrown into some ancient hell hole. She leaned against the stone wall and jumped when the cool, wet slime soaked through her shirt. An escape wouldn’t be happening anytime soon. Wherever she was, she doubted even Google Maps could find her. She wiped her hands across her pants and shouted, “Listen, you medieval nutcases, you’re all going to fry in the electric chair. I’ll personally invent the thing myself. The least you could do is to leave me a can of Raid.”

The pocked steel of the bars chilled her already cold hands as she wrapped her grimy fingers around the bars. How did a Bigfoot expedition with thirty researchers turn into a kidnapping? I’ve been thrown down here by some kind of King Arthur wannabe! It’s not possible...is it? She had no idea, but she was sure it all had something to do with Sabrino Cave, the same place her older sister had disappeared from ten years earlier while on a camping trip.

Sarah and her sister had decided to go on a hike that morning. Liz had entered the cave first. Since she was a whole year older, she thought she’d take responsibility if things went wrong. As Sarah began to follow, a towering, fur-covered figure jumped out and grabbed for her.

Sarah shook her head, sucking in a deep breath as the scene played out, those yellow eyes seared forever in her mind. She couldn’t help but wrinkle her nose at the memory of the skunk-like stench emanating from its matted brown fur. The thing chased her into the woods, but she somehow made it back to her parents. Her sister was not so lucky and had not been seen since. Nobody believed Sarah’s story, but since that fateful day on, Sarah had made it her mission to find her sister and prove to the world that what she saw that day was real. 

She rubbed her temples. Is that cave some kind of mysterious portal? Her heart raced, and she couldn’t stop the flood of hope that ran through her veins, even though the whole thing sounded absurd. The thought that her sister might still be alive spurred her on, and she wished she could find a few sticks of dynamite to bust herself out of that joint.

Suddenly, a door squeaked far off to the left, followed by the sound of footsteps echoing through the corridor.

Craning her neck to catch a glimpse, she squinted through the shadows flickering from the torches hanging on the wall. A figure approached, its face obscured by the partial darkness. A guard? No...something more sinister. My captor. King Victor’s blue eyes met hers, and her breath caught in her throat. He wore the same Knights of the Round Table garb as before, with two differences: a red velvet cape trimmed with black and white fur hung close to the ground, and he topped off the ensemble with a gold crown adorned with jewels. The facets of the gems reflected the light of the torches. Showing off, is he? Sarah could have sworn he’d been out costume shopping on eBay.

“Where the heck are we?” she hissed, glaring at him.

He flashed her a charming smile. “Still playing the fool, Highness? We’re in Tastia, as I am sure you already know.”

“Tastia? What map would I find that on?” She snorted as she squeezed her fingers around the rusted bars.

He picked at his perfectly manicured nails. “Acting stupid is not becoming, milady.”

“Stupid? I’m not the one walking around in that ridiculous Halloween costume at this time of the year,” she seethed. Finally, she managed a calming breath, “I’m not in California anymore, am I?”

“California? I know not of such a place, and your stories will get you nowhere, Princess Gloria. No one has ever heard of this place you speak of.” 

Sarah was suddenly painfully aware of how real her situation was. There was no way even dedicated actors would risk kidnapping charges to stay in character. By the look on the king’s face earlier, he really didn’t know what a radio or image thermal camera was. It was no wonder he thought she was crazy when she’d mentioned a cell phone and 911. Everything was adding up, and she didn’t like what it was adding up to. She took a step back, clutching her chest as the realization hit: Yeah, we definitely had to have entered through some portal, probably in that stupid cave! The same one the Bigfoot creatures—the Guardians—use to come through into our world, our time! It was a small wonder to her that no shred of evidence had ever been found. As she realized what was happening, she thought she might barf on the king’s fancy leather boots.

“Why is your brother alive? We thought he died years ago.” When Sarah didn’t answer, he let out a long sigh. “I will keep your secret...for now.”

“I have no clue what you’re talking about.”

“Your family staged his death. I’m wondering why.”

“I don’t know. This is something you should ask the real princess.”

King Victor cocked his head. “Surely you thought twice before crossing the Tastian border.” 

She glared at him, saying nothing.

He continued, “We’ve been at war for ages, Highness. Why would you risk your life to come here?”

“I followed Bigfoot...er, one of the Guardians into the cave. How could I’ve known it’d take me here?” She jumped at the sound of squeaking as two humongous rats fought over a crust of moldy bread. 

King Victor shook his head as though he didn’t have a clue what she meant. “Just admit the truth. You came to warn your brother about the trap I set. Was it worth it? Charles is back home in the comfort of his warm castle, and here you are in a cold, musty dungeon facing a rather questionable fate.” He stepped back and extended his hands in an all-encompassing gesture. “I take it everything is up to your standards.” He touched her hand that was wrapped around the bar in a death-grip.

“Oh yeah, sure. All the comforts of a five-star hotel.” She pulled her hand back as she fought against the instant attraction she felt. He might have been the hottest thing she’d ever lain eyes on, but he was the enemy—and he was a sarcastic jerk too. “You think it’s funny to kidnap me and then throw me in a dungeon?”

He curled his lips into a smile. “Why, milady, you should be thanking me. I could’ve put you in with the general population, but I feared you may not fare so well among those miscreants. The screams are just horrendous.”

“Well, in that case, I appreciate the VIP accommodations.” She rolled her eyes. “The rats and cockroaches are a nice touch,” she seethed. Regardless of what he thought, that stone coffin was not her idea of a comfy stay. 

“I’ve received word from your father.” King Victor locked his hands behind his back and rocked back on his heels. He cocked a brow, waiting for her reaction as though that news should mean something to her. 

“Really? Well, how is dear old Dad? I’m trying to picture his face in my head. Funny, I can’t. Maybe that’s because I’ve never even met the dude!” 

“I would think you might be curious to know what he said, as your fate relies on his cooperation.” 

“Let me think about that. Hmm. Not really.” A shiver slid down Sarah’s spine. She looked away quickly lest he notice her sudden realization. Whoever this Princess Gloria was, she hoped her father loved her deeply. Sarah’s life depended on it.

He turned to the guard who had just approached. “Guard, open this door!”

The guard snapped to attention. “Yes, milord.” 

“That’s not necessary, Vic,” Sarah said, taking a few steps back as the metallic clank of the lock echoed. “I can hear through the bars just fine.” She blinked, hoping the message had reached him loud and clear. The truth was, he’d clamped his arm around her waist a little too close for comfort on the ride to that horrible place, and he’d threatened her life more than once. 

The heavy door opened, and King Victor reached her in two strides. His gaze connected with hers as his blue eyes narrowed dangerously. “Your father refused to meet my demands. I’m afraid there’s only one thing left to do to show him how dire this situation truly is.”

Whatever it was, it didn’t sound good. Sarah sucked in a quick breath, her heart hammering. Why didn’t I just stay hidden in the trees? She thought perhaps she could do some fast-talking and flip the coin in her favor. They always say the truth will set you free, she reasoned. “Look, like I told you, I’m not Gloria. My name’s Sarah.” She could tell by the look in his eyes that he didn’t believe a single word passing from her lips. 

He leaned in closer, his warm breath caressing her cheek as he said, “Princess, I’m sorry, but I’m left with no other choice.” 

Her heart sank. It wasn’t rocket science. He planned on killing her to get revenge on his rival. He’d said so himself. She tried to control the quiver in her voice. “Of course you have other choices. If you’re the king, you get to make the rules—or aren’t you that powerful?” 

“Your father must pay for his sins and transgressions, and he will one way or another—soon and very soon.” He stroked a stray hair from her eyes, but she averted her gaze. His hot breath hit her cheek as he continued, “I think I’ll extend an invitation to him. There will be some tears shed. That we can count on.”

“You’re all crazy and in dire need of meds.”

King Victor whispered in her ear. “Don’t act so sad. You just might enjoy it.”

What kind of sick freak is this guy? Enjoy having my head cut off by some guy with a giant hatchet and a black hood? Some king this guy is. The only royal thing about him is that he’s a royal pain in the— 

“I can’t wait to see your father’s face.” He smirked.

She pushed him back, her stomach fluttering from the thought of her own execution. Will it be quick or long and painful? “You’re nuts! How can you order the execution of an innocent woman? No wonder this Gloria’s father is after you.”

“Execution? Princess, I’m not going to kill you.” 

“Said the spider to the fly.” 

“Spider? Fly? Pardon me, but I do not understand what insects have to do with any of this.” Victor shook his head. “I have much more...pleasurable things planned.” He squeezed her tight against him. 

Her breath caught in her throat as she realized the meaning of his words. He couldn’t possibly want... She pushed him hard. “Let me go!”

“Do you know what would make your father’s blood boil even more than seeing your pretty little head roll?”

She didn’t need to hear the words, as the grin on his face said it all. She squirmed in his grip, struggling to keep her wits and silence the screaming voice in her head. “Haven’t the slightest clue.”

“Me, his most hated enemy, taking his only daughter as my mate.” 

Sarah gasped, even though it was exactly what she’d expected. “What?”

“Marriage or execution. Either one will break your father, and I’m leaning toward the former.” 

“I think you’ve fallen off your horse and hit your head one time too many. This has to be the worst proposal of all time. But out of curiosity, when’s the big day? I need some time to gather up something borrowed and something blue.”

“When the sun sets.”

“Tonight? What happened to courtship? Chivalry? I don’t even know your bad habits, like if you leave the toilet seat up or...” She scanned the room, at a loss for words. “What if you snore like a chainsaw or have some psychological disorder that prevents you from refilling the ice cube tray?”

His eyebrows raised. “Toilet seat? Ice? Forgive me, but I believe you have fallen off your horse. Maybe we should take you to the healer after all.” 

Throwing my own insults back at me. Wow. How creative. She regarded him intently, but his expression remained confused. “Maybe we should have you evaluated and put on some psych meds.”

“I was thinking of discussing wine selections later today.” King Victor tucked a piece of stray hair behind her ear again, and it felt just as ridiculous as before. “Or maybe floral arrangements. What do you think, my love?”

“I’m thinking if I ever get my hands on that Gloria chick, she’s dead meat.”

“Meat? If that is your desire, I shall send my cooks to the fowl cages. Yes! We shall enjoy a feast of roasted quail, turtle dove, partridge, and braised peacock. And, of course, the butcher can supply ample calves’ heads and fish if you so wish.”

“I’m going to throw up.” She swallowed the bile in her throat. “I want no part of your delusional world.”

“Surely your knights taught you how to maintain this unpalatable guise,” King Victor said. “I’m impressed—I really am—but you’ll eventually break. For the time being, enough of these games. Let us address the question that has longed to escape my lips. Will you, Princess Gloria, be my bride?”

She shoved him. “Ain’t happening. Back off, man.”

He grinned, revealing two strings of white teeth. “I can see you need some time to consider your decision. Perhaps spending a little time down here will make you see things in a different light.”

“You’re crazy!” she yelled, taking a step back and balling her fists as if she had any chance of fighting him. 

In one swift move, he pinned her against the cold concrete wall, her arms outstretched, his hands wrapped tightly around her wrists. “I would advise you to hold your tongue,” he hissed in her ear. “I have put up with more than my fair share from you. Nobody talks to me that way—nobody—and if you cannot control that lashing snake of yours, I shall have it removed.”

Her heart pounded hard, and she took a deep breath. “Right back at ya, buddy! Nobody talks to me the way you do.”

He lowered his head, and his eyes narrowed. “You are disrespectful, obviously the spawn of your father.”

She had no idea who he was talking about, but she couldn’t resist the jab. “Guess I’m a chip off the old block.”

“Maybe this is the reason why he doesn’t want you back.”

Her temper flared even higher, for he’d hit a soft spot. How dare he poke around in my business like that? “My real father would never abandon me, you nutcase.”

“You might want to consider being cordial toward me. Do you have any understanding of the power I hold over you?” The dangerous undertone in his voice didn’t go unnoticed. “I control whether you’ll get one ounce of food or a drop of water, whether you’ll see the light of day or if you’ll live to see tomorrow.” 

No man, royalty or not, had ever treated Sarah in such a way. She clenched her hands into fists, yet again, and pressed her back against the wall to put another inch of space between her and King Victor. “Yeah, I got it. Life and death rest in your hands.” Her gaze wandered to the open cell door the same moment when the king loosened his grip. She held her breath, sensing her chance to escape. Without another thought, she spun around and darted for freedom, but before she could take another breath, she felt his stern grip on her upper arm. “Let go of me!” she snarled. 

King Victor swung her around to face him. 

Her hands balled into fists, and she pounded his chest. “Get your hands off me, you brute!” she yelled, her voice echoing. 

“Where do you think you’re going? I suggest you save your energy for our wedding night.” He pulled her close. “I can see I need to make an appointment with my blacksmith.”

Well, well, isn’t he funny, remembering my chastity belt comment? The jerk! “In your dreams.”

“I know you’re looking forward to it, but calm down, Princess. We have our entire lives to spend together.”

Sarah struggled in his arms as he chuckled. She could tell he was loving every minute of it. “This Gloria’s father wouldn’t meet your demands. He doesn’t even care if his daughter dies. Therefore, if you kill me, what’s it going to prove?”

“You’re right. It’s best we stick with option one. Your father might not care if you’re dead, but he will fume with rage knowing I have fathered his grandchildren, tainting his precious bloodline. Shall we have six, eight, or ten children, Princess? There shall be no revenge better than the pitter-patter of my sons’ feet flowing with your father’s blood.”

“If you use me like that—and remember I’m not who you think I am—your gene pool is going to need a ton of chlorine. I’m not any kind of royalty.” 

“Chlorine?”

“Never mind.” She shook her head. “How many kids did you just say you want? What do I look like, some kind of breeding machine?”

“Let’s just hope they don’t inherit your smart mouth. I’ve let it slide until now, but once we have exchanged vows, you shall control your tongue—or I will control it for you.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “And what if I don’t? What if I say whatever I want, whether you want to hear it or not?”

“Trust me, you do not want to find out,” he said. 

She glared at him, throwing daggers with her eyes. “What’re you going to do, lock me in a dungeon and throw away the key?”

“Let me know when I can call for the priest,” King Victor said. “We will need to inform him whether he will be performing a wedding ceremony or last rites. That, my love, is your choice.”

Sarah’s head shot back in defiance. “I’ll never marry you. It’ll never happen—not even if a million stars fell from the sky.”

“No?” He ran a finger down her cheekbone.

Her breath caught in her throat as she pushed him away. “No.” She put as much conviction into her voice as she could muster, but somehow, it barely made its way out of her throat.

“We’ll see about that,” King Victor said with a smirk. “Enjoy your stay. If you get too cold, just remember my bed’s nice and warm and waiting for you.” With one last glance over his shoulder, he slammed the cell door with his boot, trapping her in the confined space. 




Chapter 4

Sarah had plenty to think about in the drippy silence. Will he really kill me if I refuse to go through with the wedding? She shivered as a cool breeze blew across her face. How long does that idiot plan to keep me down here anyway? He’d only left minutes ago, but the distress of being alone with her thoughts crept up on her, putting her in an emotional chokehold. Where the heck is Frank anyway? I wonder if he made it out safely or if those Sasquatches attacked him. She hoped that since he had the tranquilizer gun on him, he’d managed to escape. If not, I’m afraid he’s seriously hurt or... She shook her head, eager to get rid of the images rolling before her eyes. Booted footsteps echoed down the corridor, jolting her back to reality. She held her breath and clenched her hands just in case she got the chance to attack and get the hell out of here. 

A knight held up a large ring of metal dungeon keys and unlocked the door. After it creaked open, he took a step inside. Obviously tired of waiting, Mr. Whack Job had sent his messenger boy. 

Can’t a girl have time to think about spending the rest of her life in some medieval nightmare? What, is Kingy Poo that desperate for an answer? She jumped to her feet and put her hands firmly on her hips. “Tell your idiot King my mind’s made up. The answer is a big fat no. I’m not going anywhere with him, now or ever.” 

The knight’s voice came out muffled from behind his visor. “What? I slayed a dragon, swam a moat full of crocodiles, and this is all the thanks I get for coming here to rescue you?” 

Sarah clasped a hand over her mouth as a spark of recognition hit her full force.

“Did I mention the getaway vehicle is parked right outside the gate?” The knight held up the tranquilizer gun. “And what kind of knight would I be without this?”

“Frank!” Relief flooded every fiber in her body.

He lifted his visor and smiled. “At your service, madam.”

She threw her arms around him, her heart racing. “I never thought I’d be so happy to see you, of all people. How the heck did you get in here?”

“You mean past the big, hairy gorillas out there?” He lifted a brow. “Meh, they were nothin’.” 

“I’d usually be sick of your cockiness by now, but all things considered, I’m just glad you’re here.” She smiled as she took a step back, regarding his steel attire.

“Wow,” Frank said. “Maybe you should get kidnapped more often. See what happens when you let go of all that anger?”

“That’s a combination of gratitude and stress, not forgiveness. Don’t go getting excited.”

“Ouch.” He pretended to grab his heart.

“Anyway, get me out of here.” She peered at the open door, her eyes scanning the empty space to the left and right as her brain considered the best possible way out.

“Wait...it’s gonna be a minute. I’m with this rebel dude who hates the king. His name is Jules. We have to wait for him to signal that the coast is clear, and then I’ll escort you out as a prisoner. Armed knights are swarming the place.”

“I thought you took care of them.”

Frank shrugged. “I did...sort of.”

“Hmm. So what you really mean is that you sneaked in here.” Sarah threw her hands in the air. “Well, that’s fantastic. Let’s sneak back out then. You said the vehicle’s parked outside. How’s that possible?”

“Well, about that...” Frank laughed. “Technically, it snorts, but at least it doesn’t create a smog problem. I’m your knight in shining armor, right? It would only be proper that I ride you off into the sunset on a white steed.” 

“A knight on a white horse?” Gosh, could this day get any weirder?

Frank winced. “Well, technically, the horse isn’t white, but you get the idea.”

“This isn’t some romance novel or fairytale, so can you just drop me off at the nearest bus station?” 

“Well, well, aren’t you quite the little comedian? Do you know how much work I put into this rescue mission?”

“Yes, Frank, and thank you. How’d you know where I was?” Shaking her head, she waved her hand. “Never mind. This isn’t the time. Let’s just say I appreciate it.” She eyed him up and down, knocking on his decorative etched breastplate. “You look like a walking tank, or maybe some kind of ancient Terminator.”

“Careful now. This is just a loaner from a friend I just met.”

“And he trusted you? I mean, you did crash my car into a pole a few months ago.”

Frank peered out the door. She caught the nervous flick of his tongue as he licked his upper lip. It was a telltale sign, even when he didn’t want to show his nerves. “If I remember correctly, you couldn’t drive because you were tipsy from too much champagne. You locked lips with me while—” 

“No, I don’t remember it that way at all,” she lied. He’d looked so handsome in that tux that she couldn’t help it. “Anyway, you can rehash your misguided fantasies later. For now, what’s up with all of this? What the heck happened to us?”

“You tell me, ‘cause I never gave up on our whirlwind affair.”

She inhaled sharply. “I’m not talking about the relationship we so don’t have. I’m talking about this place. What is it? What happened? Where the heck are we?”

“Well, I wasn’t given a handbook, but I’ve been doing a lot of research. Uh, it seems we...uh...”

She smiled, knowing all too well that they’d entered some kind of portal, but she couldn’t pass on hearing Frank admit it. “I’m all ears.”

He averted his gaze as though the mere thought of what he was about to say embarrassed him. “Against all logical explanation and my better judgment, I must admit that we’ve somehow slipped into another dimension.”

“What?” she asked with her hands on her hips again. Those words could put a serious dent in your reputation, not to mention book sales. How can the greatest skeptic of all time admit to something so ridiculous?” 

His face twitched, and he shuffled his feet, trying to avoid her gaze. “Trust me when I say it isn’t easy.” 

“I’m not too floored. After all, I wrote a long article on how these beings use an intra-dimensional portal to gain access to our world. Don’t you remember asking me in front of hundreds of people at a conference if Chewy could use warp speed to get back to his world? And don’t forget all the cracks you made on my colleagues.”

Frank’s cheeks turned red. “Uh, the details of that are a little fuzzy, I’m afraid.”

She knocked on his metal chest. “You remember. Just admit it.”

“Sorry about that. When we get back, I’ll apologize to your team.”

“You’ll buy them dinner too. Flowers would be a nice touch, and chocolates with a nice card attached admitting that you’re an idiot.”

His jaw dropped. “Dinner, flowers, and candy? Are you kidding? There are thirty people on that team of yours.”

Sarah shrugged. “Sucks to be you then. Speaking of my team, where are they?” A shadow crossed his face, and her heart fell. “Did they come through the portal or are they back in California? If they came in after us, we should find them and make sure they’re okay.”

Frank smirked. “Yeah, I know you wish you could squeeze everyone to your bosom, but it’s kind of hard to do with a herd of Bigfoot on your butt.”

She pressed a palm to her chest, fighting the anxiety building up inside. What’s wrong with being a nurturer, of wanting to take care of people? She wished she’d done the same for her sister.

“We gotta go. We need to be in position for Jules’s whistle,” Frank said. “Ready to be my prisoner?”

“Yep. I feel like I was ripped out of my world and just thrown somewhere I don’t belong. I want to go home, and I have a funny feeling clicking my heels three times isn’t going to work.”

“Yeah, dirty boots can’t take the place of ruby red slippers, I’m afraid, even if I do look like the Tin Man in this thing,” he joked, thumping his metal chest. 

“Well, you could use a heart.” She smiled, stepped in front of him, and placed her hands behind her back. “Anyway, you got here in the nick of time. That psychopath thinks I’m some princess and plans on making me his wife.”

He let go of her hands. “What?”

She spun around. “If you hadn’t come, I’d be a queen. He wants me to bear his dozen offspring.”

Frank looked away, but she didn’t miss the narrowed eyes and the frown forming between his brows as he mumbled, “I don’t believe this.”

“Don’t worry. It’s not gonna happen. I got caught in the middle of a hellish war between two kings. The one who threw me down here mistook me for Princess Gloria, the daughter of the other king. He wants to use me as a pawn for vengeance. The idiot could’ve checked my driver’s license. It’s nothing more than a big fat case of mistaken identity and being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“Well, come on. We can talk on the way,” Frank whispered, motioning her to step in front of him so she could play a proper prisoner. But halfway up the corridor, he stopped. “Wait...I have an idea.”

“I don’t know what’s running through that mind of yours, but this might be the first and last time I’ll ever be willing to ride off into the sunset with you, so let’s just go.” 

He turned to face her, lifting his visor, and let out a long breath. “What you just said changes everything. You’ve got to go back.”

She stared at him for a brief moment, unable to speak. Why did I have to open my big mouth? The thought of being left in that place made her gut tighten. “No! No way. You can’t just leave me here. Why? That makes no sense.”

He pressed his hands on her shoulders, his voice softening. “You have to marry the king.”

“What the heck are you talking about?” she asked. “Do you even hear yourself? How much ale have you been chugging with the locals?” Anger bubbled up inside her. She balled her hands, emotion choking her. “Wow, Frank. Really, I know you’re the jealous type, but this?” She took a steadying breath. “You’re even trying to speed things up by dumping me here.”

Frank shook his head, his eyes serious. “You’re staying.”

“He’s a lunatic. He threw me up against the wall and threatened my life.” And then it dawned on her. “Wait...there’s something in it for you, isn’t it? Are they making you editor-in-chief of the Tastian Times or the Guardian Gazette or something?”

“No! What do you take me for? That’s ludicrous.”

She shoved his shoulder. “Then tell me why!” She started to walk off, but Frank refused to budge. “What kind of knight in shining armor are you? You tease me with rescue only to send me back to my cold cell that’s in desperate need of fumigation?”

“You know there’s a method to my madness. I’ve been talking with my sources. We need that wedding ring to get back home. So you go play nice with Mr. King. Act like that princess and bat those eyelashes a million miles a minute if you have to.”

She crossed her arms. “What about the romantic dinner date I promised you for going into the cave? It’s not going to be so nice when I bring along my new husband, His Royal Pain in the—”

“Yeah, that could be a deal-breaker.” He paused for a moment. “Leaving you in the arms of another suitor really sucks, but we don’t have any other choice. Is he at least hot?”

She glared. “Very.”

His jaw set. “He’ll never lay his filthy hands on you.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “Yet you want me to marry him.”

“I’ll get you out of here before he can consummate the marriage.”

“Let me get this straight, and excuse me if I’m a tad confused.” She took a deep breath. “You came here to rescue me, which you aren’t. Now you want me to marry King Victor, and you promise to make some triumphant return before Kingy McJerkwad has his way with me? Frank, I don’t get this at all. We should be running for the hills, but instead you’re doing a total 180 on me!”

“We aren’t going to get back to our dimension anytime soon. Those Guardians, those Bigfeet, can go in and out as they please, but it’s not that easy for us.” 

Sarah tapped a finger against her lips. “Explains why we can’t find a specimen now, doesn’t it?”

“Seriously? Do you really want to debate Bigfoot at a time like this?” He shook his head. “Anyway, a person can walk through the portal, but once they’re in, that’s it. There’s no getting out, unless we have this special key.”

“Let me guess...the key’s impossible to get? We’re stuck here, just like my sister probably is? How do you even know all of this?”

“I’ve been digging all morning and have found some reliable sources. There’s a way to get back through, but we have to open the lock with an ancient wedding ring that only royalty wears.”

“We’ll just find a way to steal one, to borrow it temporarily so we can get the heck outta here.” 

Frank shook his head, a shadow crossing his face. “It’s not that easy, Sarah. The owner of the ring has to wear it when activating the portal.”

“You want me to exchange I-do’s with this guy so I will be royalty, so I’ll be handed the royal ring? You’ve got to be kidding.”

“Once I found you, my original plan was for us to somehow kidnap a queen, a prince, or maybe a king just long enough to open the portal.”

“You were going to hold them hostage with the...” She looked him up and down. “With the tranquilizer gun I gave you? Brilliant, Frank. Just brilliant...and completely insane.”

“Funny. I got the same reaction from the people I’ve met here. They told me it would be a suicide mission. Fortunately, thanks to you, we can scratch that and move on to Plan B.”

“What’re you saying? You want me to be the queen in your crappy excuse of a plan? The only way that will happen is if I marry Mr. Lunatic King so he’ll place a wedding ring on my finger.”

He pointed at her finger. “The vows won’t mean anything, Sarah, except that you’ll be wearing the key to the portal.”

She massaged her temples to ease the sudden tension building inside her skull. “What if this doesn’t work? I’ll be stuck as Queen Guinevere, married to some medieval—and I do mean evil—whack-job for the rest of my life, taking care of his bratty little minions.”

“It will work. It has to, or else we’re both gonna be ditching our careers and putting in applications at the Round Table.”

“That might work for you, Frank, but I’m not having it.” She scoffed. “I can fight with a sword if I have to, even if they’ve never heard of Joan of Arc. Regardless, I’m going to get my hands on that ring-slash-key because I’ll do anything to get back home.”

“I’ll come up with an escape plan.” Frank pulled her close. “If I didn’t think you were up for the challenge, I’d never have asked you to do this, but I know how tough you are. If anybody can pull this off, Sarah, it’s you.”

It was a bold and daring plan, and she had to stay strong, focused, and determined so they could pull it off and get back home. She simply could not allow fear to creep in. “Fine. King Victor is a royal pain in the butt, but don’t worry. I can handle him.” She touched Frank’s arm, knowing full well she should’ve never made Frank go inside that cave. Now they were stuck in some crazy world trying to pull off a jewelry heist. “I’m sorry I dragged you into all of this.”

“Are you kidding? I couldn’t let you have all the fun.” He hesitated, his gaze connecting with hers. “At least not alone.”

She cleared her throat and inched closer, peeling her gaze away just to avoid the depth of those hazel eyes. 

Frank shook his head as if in disbelief. “I still can’t believe this place exists. You really think your sister is here?” 

“Yes. I believe she’s alive, somewhere in this medieval world. I can feel it.”

“I agree, now that I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Anyway, the first thing we need to do is get the ring,” Frank said. “If we don’t take this opportunity, we may never get home. We’ll be stuck here forever. Once we have the ring, we’ll go undercover and hunt for your sister.”

Hundreds of thoughts raced through Sarah’s mind, but she managed a nod. “That’s a beginning. In the meantime, Frank, do as much digging as you can. You’re a reporter, a million times sharper than Lois Lane, remember? And right now I need you to be my Superman.”

“I knew those words were going to come back and bite me.” 

“While you’re out there, keep an eye and ear out for Liz, okay?” Sarah whispered. Her voice came hoarse, barely audible in her own ears. For a moment, she wasn’t sure he even heard her, but then he gave a sharp nod. 

“I’ll see what I can find.” 

A black beetle scurried over her foot. She squashed it, digging her boot into the dirty ground until dust whirled up. “I don’t want to risk getting stuck here forever, but there is no way I’m leaving without my sister—not after looking for her for so long.” 

“Then you have to play along, or we’ll never get the chance to get our hands on that ring.”

“Princess Gloria seems to be in hiding, letting me take the fall. What if he figures out I’m not the real deal?”

Frank cupped her face. “You need to bring home the Oscar at all costs, babe.”

A shudder rocked her body. “We don’t have much time. The ceremony’s tonight. Boy, I can’t wait to see the comments I’m gonna get when I tweet and Facebook this crap.”

“You won’t really be married, Sarah. It’s not legal.”

“Whatever. He said sunset, though, so you have to hurry. Trust me, it’s the only thing he looks forward to. The guy’s dying to knock me up with triplets, quadruplets, quintuplets, and sextuplets.”

Frank smiled. “Wow. What a lucky man.”

“What, you want a try too?” She slapped his armor. “Focus, please. We need all the brain cells we can get.”

“I swear to you that I won’t let it get that far. Our plan is to get the ring, break out, find your sister, and then run like hell to Sabrino Cave—back to reality and that diner we were talking about.”

She shook her head. “It’s doable...I think.”

He nodded. “You can do this. You’re the strongest person I know. Who goes out in front of thousands of people and gives lectures about supposedly imaginary monsters without batting an eyelash? Who politely tells off all the reporters and debunkers? Who got the biggest research grant in the state of California?” He smiled. “You did, Bigfoot researcher, Sarah Larker.”

“Aw, shucks. I never knew you had so much confidence in me.” She smirked. 

“You know it, Princess.” He softly kissed her hand. “I can’t believe this. I’m down here dressed like some Lancelot wannabe in a creepy dungeon in another dimension, trying to win you back. What kind of joke is fate playing on me anyway? Man, karma can do a number on a skeptic, huh?” 

“Life’s funny that way, always throwing us some kind of curveball. I mean, when I woke up this morning, I never dreamt I’d be a medieval queen in the land of Camelot.” 

A chirp sounded nearby. “That’s the signal.” Frank peeked down the corridor. 

Footsteps echoed, and Sarah jumped. “Somebody’s coming.”

Frank’s lips softly brushed hers. “Leaving you is the last thing I want to do. You know that, right?” He flipped his visor down.

She gasped, anger rising inside her once again. “Don’t feel guilty for leaving me here to marry a complete stranger who wants nothing more than to see my stomach swollen with his seed.”

He turned around, his eyes wide. “You’re right. I can’t do this. What in the world am I thinking? Leaving you here is just...stupidly impossible. Come with me, Sarah. We’re gonna find your sister and find our own way out of this Renaissance nightmare.” 

Knowing there was no other way, Sarah turned and ran down the corridor.

“What’re you doing?!” Frank yelled, chasing after her.

She grabbed the door and slammed it shut, then walked to the back of the cell. Staying in that freaky dimension wasn’t an option. She had to take a chance on marrying the nutcase if it meant she could get her hands on that key. “Lock me in! Hurry!”

“What?”

She met his gaze through the rusty bars. “You heard me. Lock it and leave. Tell the other knights to inform the king that I’ve changed my mind and I’d love to marry him.”

“Sarah, are you sure? You really need to think about this. I mean, you’re risking everything, and what if we—”

“I have thought about it, Frank, and this is the best way.” She smiled. “Now go...and don’t worry.”

“I’ll get you out of this, I swear. Just get that ring.”

“Not a problem.” As he turned to leave, she added, “I’ll be sure to say hello to hubby for you.”




Chapter 5

Sarah smoothed out her white and gold Juliet-style dress. The corseted bodice clung to her chest like a second skin, raising and flattening all the right places, but she hadn’t seen that style in any magazine in the last twenty years. She felt for the tags at the back, but the scratchy piece of material wasn’t there. It certainly wasn’t a designer label, but with all the sequins, lace, and fine details, it would have made a killing on any runway.

The maidservants had wasted no time preparing her for her dreaded nuptials. They scrubbed her skin with lye soap in a tub of scalding water. Countless hands had forced her into a wedding dress so tight she didn’t know whether she was dead as a ghost or just floating from the lack of oxygen, and the shiny tiara that weighed a ton didn’t ease her throbbing headache either. A long veil trailed the ground, promising to send her into a tumbling fall if she didn’t move gracefully. 

Curls trimmed her forehead and fell in ringlets down the sides of her face. Thicker curls hung loosely at the back of her head and neck. She played with one gingerly, marveling at how easy it wound around her finger. So this is what hair felt like before straightening irons and all that hairspray. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen anyone with ringlet curls, but she was beginning to think the trend should be brought back to life.

A guard walked Sarah through the dimly lit corridor, then stopped, his eyes focused somewhere above her chest. 

Frowning, she followed his line of vision and let out a groan. The pervert’s stare at her cleavage couldn’t have been more obvious if he’d have tattooed the words on his forehead. She rolled her eyes. “Why don’t you take a picture? It’ll last longer.” She was certain that King Victor had definitely picked out the winner of a dress.

The guard cocked an eyebrow. “Excuse me, Highness?” 

“Paint a portrait?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Never mind,” Sarah hissed. Of course they wouldn’t know what a camera was in a place where they still knew what a chastity belt was and thought asking for a woman’s hand in marriage meant knocking her over the head and dragging her to one’s cage.

The guard opened the door, letting her into a large room. More guardsmen stood in every corner. She brushed against the wooden frame to avoid touching him. Her eyes fell on the iron chandeliers holding a multitude of taupe-colored candles. Beautiful red and purple tapestries and elaborate arrangements of gleaming swords, maces, arm poles, and shields covered the stone-sculptured walls. She took a deep breath as realization hit: She was there, in that real medieval castle, to marry a real king. 

“Wait here.” The guard motioned her to stand by the floor-to-ceiling fireplace.

Minutes later, Victor walked in. He took her hand and kissed it gently. Her stomach fluttered as she peered from his gleaming white teeth and black, shaggy hair into his blue eyes. As much as she hated to admit it, he could’ve stepped out of a fairytale; he was dressed like Prince Charming himself, complete with crown, cape, short breeches tucked into high boots, and tights. The black and white doublet, with a golden lion emblazoned on the velvet, outlined every muscle in his chest. He was a handsome sight, even if he had the personality of a wolverine; she had never gone for the controlling type who enjoyed threatening to murder her for his own political gains. Against her better judgment, her knees went weak. Quit drooling! she scolded herself. She was in a very dangerous situation with a man who could kill her at any moment if he found out who she really was—or wasn’t. Sooner or later, he’d discover that she wasn’t Gloria, and there wasn’t a royal bone in her body.

Slowly, his gaze traveled over her. “Princess Gloria, you look dashing...much more like a princess now, soon to be a queen, my dear.”

Sarah knew that she had to play along if she wanted to get out of there. She returned his smile and curtsied, hoping it looked close enough to the real deal. “Thank you, milord.”

A grin grew across his lips. “You respond to your name now?”

An incredibly sexy dimple in his left cheek drew her attention. She moistened her lips; her breath caught in her throat. “I-I must’ve hit my head earlier and was confused, forgetting my identity. It’s all coming back to me, but certain parts still remain unclear,” she fibbed, hoping that would cover her if someone asked her a question she couldn’t properly answer. She had to play the part of Princess Gloria perfectly or Plan B was gonna be a no-go.

He pointed around the room. “Welcome to my home...your home now. 

“Since you’re mentioning it, the first thing I would like to do is hire an interior designer.”

“I’ve no idea what that is.” He inched closer and touched the side of her face with a caress so tender it sent shivers down her spine. “However, if it’s within my might to buy it for you, then so be it.”

Sarah took a step back, her fingers barely connecting with the material of his shirt as she placed a hand between them. Her throat felt constricted; her heart hammered in her chest. If he wouldn’t have followed her command, she wouldn’t have had the willpower to push him away.

“You make a beautiful bride,” he said. “I’m glad you finally came to your senses.”

“Well, Victor, sitting in a cold dungeon will do that to a girl—that and threats of execution will nudge a gal in the right direction.”

“You’re taking all of this rather calmly. Your reputation preceded you, and I expected more of a fight.”

“My father doesn’t care if I live or die, so I hope he chokes on my new title.” She smiled inwardly. Getting into character wasn’t as hard as she thought. 

“That’s the spirit! You would never have been queen in your own kingdom. I have a feeling your mother is going to hold on to that title for a long time.”

“Exactly, and that’s why I’ve decided to take this wonderful opportunity, though I must admit I would have preferred a bit more romance and a proper courting.” She blinked her lashes, amused. “May I give you some dating...er, courting advice, my King?”

“You may.” A note of amusement rang in his tone.

“It works best to woo a girl and sweep her off her feet rather than throw her in a dungeon. When you propose, try kneeling and stating your undying love. That works better than threatening your future bride with impending death or impregnating her with ten kids.”

Victor laughed, the delicious dimples forming on his cheeks again. “You’re here to marry me, are you not?”

She bit her lip. “Guess you got me there,” she said, knowing she didn’t have much of a choice.

He inched closer, a shadow passing over his features as he peered into her eyes. “You know the consequences of the ring, yet you are still willing to move forward with the marriage?”

Yeah, she knew the consequences. She’d wear a ball and chain for a few hours before she cut it off with a hacksaw and ran as far away from the guy as she could—no matter how gorgeous he was. “I’m aware.”

“I knew you were, but I had to make sure. I wouldn’t want you to blame me for...” He winced slightly. “Keeping it from you.”

Whoa! Is there more to this thing than he’s letting on, more to it than what that Jules told Frank? She thought maybe she could play up the amnesia angle, leftover from the bump on the head. She narrowed her eyes to tiny slits, considering her words. “Uh, just to be on the safe side, would you be so kind and refresh my memory? Things are a little fuzzy from the fall.”

He nodded. “Of course, my love. It’s said that—” 

A knock on the door interrupted him. 

Victor held up a hand. “Ah, the priest. I want this done quickly.”

Sarah grabbed hold of his arm. “Wait! What about your bad conscience? You wouldn’t want me to blame you later, would you?”

He laughed, motioning in a short man with white, thinning hair. He was dressed in a wide-sleeved, kimono-style, monk’s robe with a knotted rope belt tied at the waist. 

Victor shut the door, then met Sarah’s gaze. “All royalty knows about the ring’s secrets. And I’m certain you wouldn’t forget something so important. Let’s get started.”

“You don’t waste time,” she said. “Nothing says love better than a shotgun wedding.”

The priest bowed. “It’s nice to meet you, Princess.”

She nodded. Frank had better be right about this ring being the key we need to get outta here. I hope his sources really are reliable, because if I go through with this all for nothing, I’m gonna kick his butt into the next century!

“Is anyone else attending the ceremony?” the priest asked.

“No, Father,” Victor said.

Sarah chuckled and motioned around her. “I think the only guests we have are the guards.”

“I need you to stand to my left, and King Victor, please stand to the right,” the priest continued.

Sarah moved into position, butterflies dancing in her stomach. Can I really go through with this? Staring at all the polished swords and shields hanging on the wall, she gulped. She’d always planned to get married in a church filled with smiling friends and family, not alone on some King Arthur movie set. And what’s Victor hiding from me about the ring? Obviously, there was something she needed to know, because it was something all the other royals were aware of. The problem was, she wasn’t royalty. 

“You’re so beautiful,” Victor whispered, cupping her face. “You take my breath away.”

Her heart leapt. The guy throws me in a hole in the ground and then feeds me a bunch of compliments? She gazed into his eyes, searching for sincerity. For a minute, she thought he actually meant it. “I’m flattered.” Then it dawned on her: There’s got to be something in this for him, even if it is just plain old revenge.

“Your father and I don’t get along, but I bear you no ill feelings. I’m sorry I lost my temper in the dungeon. I am fuming angry with your wolf of a father, and I should not have taken that out on his blood.” Victor slipped his hands around her waist, his eyes glistening with something she couldn’t place. “I know you were forced into this, and I grant you my deepest apologies. I assure you, my love, that I will spend the rest of my life trying to make you happy.” 

Gazing up at his face, she was surprised to find that he actually had a soft side. So his threats were all a bluff? And he really wants to spend the rest of his life making me happy? Confusion flooded through her. What girl doesn’t dream of getting swept off her feet by a handsome king declaring his undying devotion? Even if we did start off on the wrong foot when he imprisoned me.

The priest cleared his throat and opened his leather-bound book. 

The king grinned. “Ah, yes. Let’s get started, shall we?”

The priest nodded. “King Victor Fesque II, wilt thou have this woman to be thy wedded wife? Wilt thou love her, honor her, keep her and guard her, in health and in sickness, as a husband should a wife, forsaking all others? Wilt thou cling only unto her, so long as ye both shall live?” 

Victor met Sarah’s eyes and smiled. “I will.”

“Princess Gloria Jarod, wilt thou have this man to be thy wedded husband? Wilt thou love him, honor him, keep him and guard him, in health and in sickness, as a wife should a husband, forsaking all others? Wilt though cleave only unto him, so long as ye both shall live?” 

The words sounded surreal, almost as though marrying a man she never met before was nothing more than a dream. Sarah wished she’d get up in the morning and erase all memory of the nonsense with a steaming cup of coffee. Victor looked into her eyes, and she held his gaze. Bring home the Oscar, Sarah, she told herself. She was enjoying her undercover work much more than she should have been. Hmm. Getting that ring on my finger might be easier than I hoped. She gulped and spat out the words. “I will.” 

The priest continued, “Do you take Princess Gloria Jarod to be your wedded wife, to have and to hold from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness, and in health, till death do you part, if the Holy Church doth ordain it? And thereto plight her thy troth?”

Victor smiled, flashing gorgeous white teeth. “I do.”

The priest turned and repeated the vows to Sarah.

She’d never dreamt she’d be saying the words to a stranger, but she said, “I do.” Her stomach twisted into knots, and she took a deep breath. It had all seemed like make-believe to that point, but now it was real. There she was, in that ridiculously fancy wedding gown, facing a man in all his royal finery, wearing a gold crown crusted with jewels. 

The priest said a blessing, then joined Sarah’s and Victor’s hands, “The third finger on the left hand has a special vein called vena amoris, which means ‘the vein of love’. This vein runs from the ring finger directly to the heart. The special ring that is placed upon this finger is the symbol of the sun, earth, and universe, and it represents perfection and peace. It has no beginning and no end, just like time.” He turned to the king. “You may pledge your allegiance to your love and undying devotion.” 

Sarah smiled as Victor pulled a ring from his pocket, cradling it on his palm. Her plan was coming together perfectly and nothing made her happier.

“The rubies represent love, and the diamonds signify eternity,” said the priest, nodding to the sparkling gems set in a gold band.

Sarah’s eyes widened. Not only was the ring her ticket back home, but it was also drop-dead gorgeous, a huge, hulking piece of bling. She couldn’t stop staring at it. With its four-carat oval ruby silhouetted by shimmering diamonds, it didn’t look like a traditional wedding ring.

She cleared her throat and raised her gaze for a second. “It’s real?”

Victor shook his head, wide-eyed. “Of course, my dear. I assure you it is genuine, for it has been in my family for centuries. Why do you ask?”

“Because...” She took a deep breath to hide her emotions. “Well, I am a real princess, after all, and I don’t do knock-offs.” Undying love or not, she made sure to hold on tight to the ring. The least she’d get from that forced marriage would be a small house with a nice view in a neighborhood where she didn’t need to barricade her windows at night and sleep with pepper spray under her pillow.

As her new husband slid the ring on her finger, a jolt of electricity raced up Sarah’s hand and spread throughout her body. She blinked, and a flurry of spots flooded her vision. It was weird and quite inexplicable. The sensation stopped just as quickly as it appeared, and for a moment she stood there, flabbergasted. Wait...did I just imagine that? Granted, her nerves were on edge, what with almost being blinded by the gemstones. Or maybe I’m just dehydrated.

The priest handed her a matching ring. Looking closer, she noticed his ruby was square, making it look more masculine.

“Put the ring on Victor’s finger,” the priest whispered. 

She’d never been through a wedding ceremony before, and they hadn’t granted her the courtesy of a rehearsal, so she had no way of knowing what to do. With trembling hands, she slid the ring on his finger and gazed up at his beaming face. 

“We’ve done it,” Victor whispered. 

Wait...that’s it? We’re...married? The cave of her mouth felt dry, almost painful, as she swallowed past the lump in her throat. Is he going to kiss me? She stared at his best feature, those full, firm, luscious lips. She couldn’t come to terms with what was going on in that head of hers. There she was, marrying a powerful king who might keep her from ever going home, but all she could do was stare at his mouth. 

The priest broke through her thoughts. “I now pronounce you husband and wife. My King, you may kiss your queen.”

“You’re mine now—forever. Our bond is unbreakable, the spark between us never to be quenched.” In slow motion, she saw his face lower onto hers, their lips barely touching. His hand wandered to the low of her back, drawing her closer, her chest pressing against his as his lips came down harder but with nowhere near as much force as she would’ve expected from such a man.

Sweet and gentle? That’ll work. Don’t all fairytales end with the perfect kiss? A flame spread over her, spanning from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. He wasn’t kidding about that spark! But she knew it was time to shut that down and go to the reception. 

Victor dismissed the priest, and Sarah let out a breath of relief. The ring felt heavy on her finger, reminding her that only the first step was done. The hard part was yet to come. She needed to find Frank and get the heck out of there. She smiled sweetly as she peered at her new husband. “Can we eat cake and smash it in each other’s faces now? It’s my favorite wedding tradition.”

His mouth hovered over her lips, his hot breath giving her goose-bumps. Cake was definitely the last thing on her new hubby’s mind. “I’m so blessed to have a bride as beautiful as you.” Victor’s eyes bore down into hers. “I’ve been burning to touch you, to hold you, to kiss you since the moment I laid eyes upon you.” He slipped his hands behind the back of her head, pulling her even closer. He kissed her again, more deeply this time, pushing past her lips and plunging his tongue deep into her mouth, demanding surrender. Sweet and gentle was out the door. 

Is he trying to prove his dominance somehow? Prove he owns me? Maybe I should smack him, Sarah pondered, but she couldn’t deny the unexpected invasion of passion that threatened to consume her. Letting out a soft moan, she felt a burst of heat race through her body as she snuggled against his hard muscles, shivering with pleasure. Wrapping her arms fiercely around his neck, she swirled her tongue over his, hot and fast. Somewhere inside her head, a voice yelled for her to come to her senses. Why am I not trying to fight him off? She knew she was nothing but a pawn in his game of revenge to piss off Princess Gloria’s father, yet she couldn’t seem to do anything about it.

He broke away as she gasped for a breath of air. “Guards!” he shouted. “Leave us!” 

Footsteps echoed across the room and a door slammed. 

Victor ran his hands down her back while her fingers slid through his thick, gorgeous hair, his crown landing next to him with a thud. Their tongues tangled and danced furiously in perfect unison. Nobody had kissed her like that before, and his lip-lock drove all thoughts of Frank, the ring, and going home out of her mind. Frank! The name jolted her out of her passion, awareness banishing the fog inside her head. She was lucky she still remembered her name. It was time to go, but she couldn’t force herself to stop. 

Sarah wasn’t expecting that kind of kiss at all: bold, hot, addictive, and devouring. She certainly wasn’t supposed to be enjoying it. If she kept that up, she’d be sleeping with the enemy right there on the stone floor. She broke away, breathing hard, staring into his seductive blue eyes as her heart pounded away. She wanted him in the worst way, and she could easily imagine giving herself to him right then and there. She’d only meant to give him a peck on the lips to seal the deal, so she didn’t understand how that passion had blossomed so quickly. Her escape plan was backfiring quickly. Her gaze focused on his lips again, and she wondered what it would be like to make wild, passionate love to someone so powerful and dangerous.

Victor scooped her up and cradled her in his arms as her wedding dress trailed to the ground. “Do you want to lie with me here or go somewhere more fitting for a queen?” His disheveled hair made him look even hotter.

She opened her mouth but no words came out. Sure, he was the bad guy. He had kidnapped, imprisoned, and threatened her, after all, but he was still hotter than a blazing forest fire. She didn’t understand how a complete stranger could give her the most passionate kiss of her life—a stranger who was now her husband, no less. 

“Let’s stay here,” Victor said. “No one will come in and disturb us.”

“May I ask for something to eat?” And some wine—lots of it—to calm my nerves. Hey, while you’re at it, why don’t you have the royal bartender throw a few cosmos in the mix? “In case you’ve forgotten, I’ve been locked in a rat-infested dungeon all day.” It was the only thing she could think of that might stall him and help her get back on track. She had to get him to the reception, because Frank would be waiting there with some kind of rescue plan in the works. Although, she thought, letting her mind wander for a moment, how bad could it be to be married to a drop-dead gorgeous king? Not bad at all, until he finds out I’m nothing but a peasant trying to steal the royal wedding ring. Sarah couldn’t get caught up in the royal fantasy. He was only using her to procreate, part of his wicked plan to tarnish the bloodline of her so-called royal family. His plan was screwed; her reality set back in. Once he finds out the truth, he’ll have me killed. That’s what all powerful tyrants do. I have to get out of here...NOW!

“You have my deepest apologies about the dungeon.” Victor tightened his grip on her body. “Let me make it up to you...all night long.” 

“But what I need now is some food,” she said. 

“This is much better.”

Sarah gasped as hot kisses inched down her neck and toward her cleavage. Nothing had ever felt better than that, but she had to focus and keep herself from getting distracted if she ever planned on finding her sister and getting them all safely home. She wriggled, trying to free herself of his vise-like grip. “But I’m hungry.” 

“We can have cartloads of food brought to my...to our bedchamber.” Victor slid down the puffy sleeve of her dress, kissing her bare shoulder, sending tingling heat throughout her body. 

Enjoying his touch and kisses were a complication she couldn’t afford. She could easily lose herself in that medieval world, but it would be at a lofty price. It was not worth losing everything, her entire life, as well as Frank’s and Liz’s. “Don’t you want to celebrate with your people on this joyous occasion? They might hold a grudge if you count them out. I’m talking pitchforks and stormed castles.” She raised her brows in the hope that he’d buy it.

He groaned and let go of her. “You think of everything, my love. We’ll make a quick show and then get you something to eat.” Pinching her butt, he winked. “You’ll need your strength, for it shall be a very long night, Queen Gloria Fesque.”

Smiling sweetly, she nodded. If only...




Chapter 6

Sarah stumbled but quickly regained her balance. Stupid, big, fluffy wedding dress! An embarrassing trip down the stairs wasn’t the grand entrance she’d hoped for. If anyone noticed, she decided she’d just laugh it off as wedding-night jitters. She needed to pay attention, but focusing on her footsteps seemed impossible when nothing but escape ran through her mind. 

“Shall I assist you, Your Majesty?” A soldier appeared at her side, his arm proffered. 

She scowled at him, lest he disclose her faux pas to everyone watching. “I’m fine, thanks.” Why’d hubby have to go and send a multitude of armed guards as escorts to the after-party? Now I’ll just have to lose them once I’m in the reception hall. Wait...hubby? Sarah still couldn’t get over the fact that she was married to someone who wouldn’t look out of place on the cover of a romance novel. She shook her head at her temporary lapse in judgment. But what a kisser!

She entered the great hall, which was filled with well-dressed ladies in silks and satins, whirling across the floor in the arms of gentlemen garbed in rich velvets and brocades. Laughter and chatter echoed through the room as her subjects drank to the new queen’s good health from brown-colored mugs. A troupe of musicians with recorders, trumpets, and flutes played a sprightly dance tune, while their whistles, bells, and drums kept the beat. She wondered if the DJ would take requests, but she highly doubted it.

Victor smiled, looping his arm in hers. “I see I’m just in time to escort my lovely bride.” His eyes glazed over, and she knew he meant every word. Against her will, Sarah felt her cheeks burning.

She knew it was cliché, but she felt exactly like Cinderella at the ball. Maybe she’d watched one too many Disney movies, but she had to keep reminding herself that it was all an act on both their parts. All she wanted out of their “blessed union” was the ring, and all he wanted was to piss off his alleged new father-in-law. Nevertheless, she couldn’t help but feel impressed. Nobody had ever given her such a celebration or that much attention before.

A bald man in short red pants blew a trumpet blast. “Noblemen and women, commoners, and all other parties, bow down before our glorious monarchs, protectors and defenders of the realm, his Royal Majesty King Victor and her Highness Queen Gloria.” 

In one smooth movement, the crowd formed a corridor, bowing deeply as the royal couple stepped into their midst.

Victor held Sarah’s trembling hand high as they made their way through the parted sea of people. “My bride!” He inclined his head, a broad grin playing on his lips, his eyes shining with pride.

Part of Sarah wished the illusion was real, but she knew what was really lurking behind that smooth smile of his: revenge. He hated Gloria’s father with a passion, and he viewed that wedding and the forthcoming children as nothing more than payback. Of course, Sarah couldn’t blame him, as she had her own little scheme going on and certainly wasn’t one to point fingers. She scanned the room as the king engaged in friendly chatter, but there was no sign of Frank anywhere. Where is he? 

“Are you looking to make a quick getaway, my Queen?” Victor asked, gripping her hand tighter. If it was meant as a joke, it sure didn’t come across as one. “There’s nobody here from your kingdom to whisk you away.”

Oh boy. He’s not going to let me out of his sight for a minute. Talk about a clingy husband. Maybe I can play up my alleged head injury, talk crazy and make my escape while he’s off finding that so-called healer of theirs. That’ll be easy enough. All I have to do is mention my world, my California, my cell phones, my high-tech cameras. Sarah beamed at him, spouting the first thing that hit her. “I was a hippie last year, but I didn’t win best costume at the work party, so I’m trying to decide which one of these fantasy costumes I’ll sport next month for Halloween—you know...to win the title.” If I even get home in time for that, she pondered. 

“What?” Confusion crossed his face. 

She motioned toward the crowd. “These costumes don’t work for me. How come there are no warrior women in the medieval Arthurian tales? I think it’s time I create one, because some of these chicks look like they’d stab first and ask questions later. I, for one, would love to lead troops out into battle. I bet they make some figure-flattering chainmail, right? But just because I’m wearing a fluffy dress, that doesn’t mean I can’t find a nice shiny sword to match it. I think I’ll be Lady Guinevere/Lara Croft. Whaddya think, Kingsy, dear?”

“I told you I was done with your games. You shall not distract me with your odd babbling.” 

Babbling? When did I take a left turn into Crazy Town? Oh, wait. Maybe that was when I decided to chase Bigfoot into a cave with no one but Frank around to protect me. Why didn’t I just stay home and curl up with a good book or rent a fantastic movie? But she knew the answer to that question: The adventure DNA in her gene pool wouldn’t allow her to sit at home watching movies when there were creatures to be discovered in the wilderness. “Maybe it’s best that I visit the healer. Could you please fetch him?”

Victor raised his brows. “Are you trying to get rid of me?”

“What? No!” She laughed, putting on her best performance yet. The last thing she wanted to do was stick around and end up as the inspiration behind some Lifetime movies starring Valerie Bertinelli or Tori Spelling.

“I know you’re looking for your brother, hoping he’ll rescue you,” he said. “After all, he’s the one who got you into this mess in the first place, love.”

“You’re right. It was his fault. Men are always getting me into all kinds of messes.” Especially handsome kings with bright blue eyes. And Frank, too, with this alleged brilliant plan of his. By the way, where’s the nearest divorce court? I’m sorry, but I need more out of a marriage than good looks, money, and a fancy car...er, uh, horse. “But don’t worry. I always get myself out of trouble. I don’t need anyone to help me with that.”

“Are you angry with him? With your brother?” Victor asked. 

Heck yeah! If Frank ditched out on her, she knew she’d be up the creek without a paddle. She frowned, realizing he was talking about Gloria’s brother. She wasn’t sure of exactly what he’d done, but she had a pretty good idea how to fill in the blanks. 

“Wouldn’t you be? The little sister crosses into enemy lines to warn her brother about a nasty trap in store for him. He gets away while she gets caught. He’s probably home now, toasting his freedom with Daddy dearest.” 

“What a nice family you come from.” Victor laughed. “If I were you I’d—”

“Yeah, yeah. I got it, loud and clear.” She turned away because she’d had enough of his mouth. She decided he’d be better off if he stuck to kissing instead of talking. Wasting her time chatting with him wasn’t going to get her anywhere, and it was time to switch tactics. “I have to use the little queen’s room.”

“All rooms belong to the royal king and queen,” he said.

“This freaking lung-squeezing corset is tighter than my skinny jeans, and it’s about to burst. I have to fix it if I ever intend to breathe again. Perhaps oxygen deprivation is what is causing me to talk such nonsense.” 

He slid his arm around her waist and pulled her close, whispering into her ear in a husky voice, “How about we go upstairs and I remove it myself?” 

She smirked, aware that he would enjoy unwrapping her like a Christmas present out of all those buttons, ties, and layers. It would take hours, and she was sure the guy would love every minute of it. She couldn’t stop the goose-bumps from rushing over her skin though. It was a tempting offer, but one night of passion would be a high price to pay to squeeze out ten kids and be bossed around for the rest of her life. “I’d rather mingle and meet everyone.” She winked. “Remember, we have all night...and all our lives after that.”

He tilted her chin to meet his steady gaze. “Mingle with my subjects? Why do you care, Gloria? You only married me to save your pretty little neck.”

“Not true. I was tired of lonely Friday nights, and I desperately wanted this wedding ring,” she said, for once telling the truth.

Victor inclined his head, his eyes shining with pride as though he’d forged the thing himself. “It’s one of our most treasured heirlooms, dating back thousands of years. The wearers of the collection are bonded for all of eternity with one heartbeat.”

Eternity? How about a few short hours, buddy?

“I’m sure you’re familiar with the tradition,” Victor continued, a twinkle in his eye.

One heartbeat for all of eternity? He is nuts. She swallowed. Wait...could there be any truth to his statement? Maybe I should’ve read the fine print before I said, “I do.” 

“Now that we’re connected, I’m positive your father will meet every single one of my demands.”

Sarah raised an eyebrow. “What makes you think so? He didn’t care before if I lived or got my head whacked off by your sword.”

“He cares deeply. According to my sources, he seems to have trouble believing that I actually have you in my possession.”

“Oh?” She realized that Gloria’s father had a heart after all. 

“He thought I was bluffing, but he will now know the truth.” Victor leaned in. “Don’t convince yourself for a minute that I would’ve believed that Sarah Larker nonsense. My most reliable soldiers identified you as Princess Gloria. There is no mistaking who you really are.”

Sarah had heard of evil twins, of doppelgangers, but this was ridiculous. A shudder ran through her body as a thought occurred to her. Princess Gloria’s father is on to my scam. He knows King Victor doesn’t have the real princess. No wonder he wouldn’t meet the king’s demands. She knew she had to jump-start the escape plan into high gear before Victor figured the whole thing out for himself. “Is there a private place I could go where I can fix this girdle?” 

Victor motioned to one of his guards. “Take her to the dressing quarters. Station six guards at the door...no, make that a dozen of my finest men.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” a soldier said. For a moment, he peered at her, beaming with enthusiasm.

Sarah chuckled. “Hey, I know I look like a fairy godmother in this get-up, but I promise, I can’t vanish into thin air.” 

A woman approached with her head down. She wore a simple muslin dress and carried a large leather satchel over one shoulder. Copper bracelets adorned her wrists. She bowed in humility. “Would you like me to help you with your dress, Highness?”

Sarah shook her head. “No, but thank you.” She knew the girl could easily ruin her plans and spoil everything. The last thing she needed was some little spy following her around while she hunted for Frank.

As contrary as always, the king motioned to the girl, his voice authoritative. “My queen will definitely be taking any help you offer.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. The guy was definitely a bona fide control freak, and she wasn’t about to let him think he had the upper hand. Just as she opened her mouth to set him straight, though, she remembered something her kindergarten teacher said: “Say something nice or shut up.” Nothing had worked so far, so she figured she might as well give it a try. Smiling, she cleared her throat. “How kind of you to think of me. That’d be great.”

Victor grabbed her wrist, whispering in her ear, “Try to escape and you’ll pay dearly.” She knew he meant every word of his threat; the teacher’s advice clearly sucked.

“After that kiss, I thought we were past all that. You’re posting an army at the door? Where’s the trust? How could I possibly run away with everyone knowing my face, thanks to you?”

He released her wrist, and she pulled her hand away, eager to put a few inches between them. “Trust is something one must earn,” he whispered, sounding like something she read on a fortune cookie once.

She met his hot gaze. “I kissed you. Doesn’t that mean anything?”

“Maybe it will when you do it out of enjoyment or passion or love and not for the sake of saving your own life.”

“Are you saying I faked it? Come on! We both know that kiss was real.” For a moment, she watched the dangerous glitter in his eye and wondered whether she’d underestimated him. She knew he could easily overpower her, and the fact that he hadn’t done so yet didn’t mean he wouldn’t once he realized she had no interest in being wife material. Should I dare an escape attempt? She snorted inwardly. Heck yeah! Living in Freaksville isn’t my thing.

“The girl is waiting on you,” Victor said.

Sarah smiled up at him sweetly. “Thanks for your help, darling.”

The girl touched her elbow. “If you’d follow me, my Queen.”

Throwing him one last look, Sarah followed her through the crowd to a room in the far left-hand quarter. True to Victor’s word, a multitude of minions guarded the entrance, and she could see the king’s prying sapphire eyes not too far away. She stepped inside and scanned the room, then shook her head. There wasn’t one window or opening, and freedom didn’t appear to be an option, at least not anytime soon. She was only moments away from him taking her upstairs to procreate an entire baseball team. 

The girl motioned her behind a giant divider for privacy. “Please hurry, my Queen.” The way the girl’s eyes darted about, Sarah knew who would bear the brunt of the punishment if she did not do as she was told. 

Sarah stumbled over the hem of her dress as she joined the girl. “Listen...I don’t need your help.”

“Yes you do, Sarah Larker.”

She gasped. “What? You know my real name?”

The girl nodded. “That and much more. Frank told me King Victor has mistaken you for Princess Gloria.”

“Frank? Oh my gosh! You’ve met him! Where is he? Is he here?”

“I’m working with him. He is currently hiding in the forest.”

“So you’re really here to help me with more than my dress?” Sarah gripped her hands, relief flooding through her. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“Frank said you went through with the marriage only to obtain the ring.”

Sarah flashed her hand with a huge smile. “Mission accomplished, baby.”

“Good, for that is the one key back to your world, according to legend. Now, are you ready to switch identities? We’re pretty close in size. Even our hair is the same length and color. Your true lover, Frank, said I would pass for you with no problem, as long as we are careful.” 

“Lover?” She shook her head and laughed. “Frank’s not my boyfriend.”

“Why not? He seems to be a nice man. We met only this morning, but he couldn’t stop talking about you.” The girl unbuttoned Sarah’s dress in the back, groaning. “This is tricky.”

“Why are you so willing to help us?” Sarah heaved a huge sigh as the cumbersome dress fell to the floor, happy to breathe freely again. 

“My father’s dying, and Frank promised to obtain some minerals that will cure him if I help you.” The girl slipped out of her far less expensive leather dress. 

Sarah thought Frank nuts to make such an outrageous promise, and she almost felt sorry for the girl for falling for it. “What?” 

“There’s an ancient legend about the Gold Minerals of Life. I’ve spent years looking for them to help my father, and I’ve finally found where they’re hidden. It is said they shall heal any person who swallows them, no matter the person’s affliction, but only a royal with a ruby wedding ring can see the minerals. I told Frank the secret location. I will help you, but you must help me in return, as Frank promised. There is nothing I would not do for my father.” 

Sarah hated being put in such a position, but she had no other choice at that point. “Get me the heck out of here so I can find my sister, and I will give you anything you want.” She knew she’d have to find those minerals to make good on Frank’s promise, and she felt like slugging Frank for that—and for referring to himself as her “true lover”. She was no fan of him making crazy deals that’d just keep them in that world even longer. And what if these minerals didn’t even exist? We don’t have time for this. Once I make my escape, the king will be hot on my trail. All she wanted to do was find her sister and get the heck out of that dimension or wherever the heck they were. In spite of her disdain for his crazy ideas, Sarah wished Frank was there. “Any particular reason why Frank didn’t come to this little Halloween party himself? He’d make one heck of a Robin Hood.”

The girl squirmed into the flowing wedding gown. “It would be far too risky for him to venture inside the castle.” 

Sarah hurried into the leather dress. “I’m not sure this plan is going to work. My eyes are brown, and yours are blue.”

“No one will notice. I’ll keep them closed.”

“What’re you going to do when they discover you’re not me?” Sarah had a pretty good idea, and she wondered why the girl would risk her life; she understood, though, because she’d risk her own for her father’s in a heartbeat. 

For a brief second, a shadow passed the girl’s face. Then she shrugged. “I can talk my way out of anything.” 

She must be quite the con artist. Sarah tied the leather strings in the front. “What do you know about this king?” 

“Only that he is one of the Immortals, like all royalty.”

Sarah took a deep breath and pondered her strange words, which sounded like something out of a comic book. “That’s a rumor, right? I mean, some ancient people in my time used to say they were gods, but they only claimed that to control their people.”

“No, it is entirely real.” The girl flinched. “Ouch! That pinched. Can we hurry this up?”

“I’m trying,” Sarah said. “Do you know how many buttons and ties are on this dress? Please tell me more about the king...and what is your name?”

“My name is Mia. The king is one of the most dangerous of the Immortals. He is feared by many throughout our world. I think it’s best that you get as far away from him as possible and never look back. This will be no easy task though, since you’re bonded to him now for all eternity, or so the legend says.”

“Not sure I can buy all that.” Sarah pushed and pulled the corset strings on the wedding dress till the girl squeaked. “I saw a soft side to him during the ceremony, especially when I kissed him.”

“You kissed him?” Mia asked in a shocked tone, shuddering.

“Not intentionally. I tried to dodge the bullet, but he just laid one on me.” 

Mia shook her head. “That is not good. You’ve only strengthened the bond. Now he’ll be able to jump into your head and control you.”

Sarah scowled. “What? This might be news to you in your misogynistic day, but nobody controls me—and you shouldn’t let any man control you either.”

“I told Frank all of this, but he doesn’t believe it.”

Sarah thrust her crown into the girl’s hands. “Are you suggesting that Frank is stubborn? Well, you ain’t telling me anything new.”

Mia slid off her thick copper bracelets. “Put these on. Servants are required to wear them. You know, your lover Frank is a wonderful man. He went through a lot to ensure that this rescue would happen.” She reached for a long leather bag and then froze for a minute. She snapped out of her trance as her hands ran over the satin material on her dress.

“What’s wrong?” Sarah touched her shoulder, wondering if the girl was getting cold feet. She certainly wouldn’t have blamed her.

“Just enjoying my thirty seconds as a queen and being in such a luxurious gown, one like I’ll never see again in my lifetime. I hate myself for what I’m about to do.” Mia lifted up the leather bag and poured a red liquid all over her face. It dripped down her dress, leaving tiny puddles on the floor. 

As much as she hated the idea of marrying King Victor, it was a shame for Sarah to watch such a beautiful gown go to crimson ruins. “What’re you doing?!” Sarah stared in shock. It felt like she’d jumped onto the set of Carrie, only John Travolta was nowhere in sight. She was pretty sure even Stephen King woulda been running for the hills if he was mixed up in all that mess.

“I am simply playing dead. Relax! It’s only scarlet dye, and it is all part of the plan. I will tell the king that your...er, Gloria’s brother made me switch clothing, drenched me in dye, and then knocked me out. We have to shock them and distract them, or our plan will not prove successful. Please do well in your role of a horrified servant, Sarah.”

Sarah tucked the last strand of hair into her leather hairnet. “Got it. I can do hysterical.”

“A man named Jules, on a brown horse, is waiting outside for you.”

“Jules? Frank mentioned him to me earlier. I’m assuming I can trust him?”

“Of course! Jules is the love of my life. My father told him that if he would do this deed for us, it will prove his loyalty to our family, and his prize shall be my hand in marriage. Of course, that will be a prize for me too, for I adore Jules and want to spend my life with him once my beloved father is healed. My Jules will take you to a carriage three miles away, where your love Frank is waiting.”

“How many times do I have to remind you that he is not my love?”

Mia lay on the floor and closed her eyes. “Forgive Frank if you can, Sarah Larker. Life is too short to hold grudges against those who hold you dear in their hearts, as Frank clearly does. Any man who would risk his life for yours deserves some consideration, don’t you think?”

She had a point, for Frank had done plenty to prove himself. There was no point in being held hostage by anger, and Sarah knew it was time to move on and apologize. But at the moment, there were bigger fish to fry. She was tasked with another Oscar-worthy performance, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone from prisoner to queen to servant girl all in the same day. It was the role of a lifetime.

Sarah covered her face with her hands and ran out screaming. “Help! Somebody! Anybody! The queen’s been attacked.” She shrieked with hysteria, tears running down her cheeks. At some point, her lungs constricted, burning like they were on fire, but she didn’t care. To make it seem authentic, she had to let go of any pain and fear.

A soldier gripped her by her arm. “What happened, girl?”

“She’s bleeding! A man—no, more like a ghost—just appeared before my eyes and—” 

He darted off before she even had a chance to finish her makeshift explanation.

Everything played out in slow motion. Soldiers headed toward the dressing room. People gasped, heads turned, jaws dropped, and screams echoed. Every instinct told Sarah to run immediately. She had just spun around on her heels to leave when she noticed Victor racing in her direction, terror etched on his face. Glued to the spot where she stood, her heart pounded with each step he took. Part of her felt bad for deceiving him in such a way after the tender kiss they’d shared, but the greater part of her wanted to live and to have her old life back. She wasn’t in her world, her life, and she refused to be controlled by some tyrant, regardless of how hot and how good of a kisser he was. Sarah swallowed past the lump in her throat as he swept her a quick glance, his troubled blue eyes piercing holes in her heart. Why do I even care? There’s no way to soften the blow from a battle axe. He’s just gonna have to man up. He hasn’t even known me for more than a day, even if I was his bride. She threw herself into the character of horrified servant, and covered her face with her hands and sobbed as he passed by. 

Thrusting the door open, Victor let out a loud shriek. “Get the healer in here now!” 

The emotion in his voice made her shiver as she walked away, clutching her chest. Through the crowd of people, directly into the dressing room, she could specifically hear his voice. She wondered when she’d gained the power of superhuman hearing.

“Secure the perimeter!” Victor said. “Nobody comes in or out.” 

“I feel a pulse throbbing,” a man said. “She’s alive.”

“Thank goodness, but something’s not right. Why don’t I feel her pain?” Victor asked. “I should’ve felt this happening the moment it began. We are bonded, one to another, by the ring!” 

“Maybe the ring has not taken effect yet,” someone suggested. 

Feel my pain? Is he talking about the emotional pain of forcing me into marriage with a stranger? Sarah forced her mind into action and swiftly walked through the crowd of people. Dashing off like Cinderella after the ball at the stroke of midnight, she hoped she wouldn’t lose a glass slipper, or rather, a leather shoe. She focused on forcing her way through, her eyes fixed on her feet so she wouldn’t trip. Something brushed her back, but she didn’t halt. Somebody yanked her arm, jerking her back, and she gasped, startled.




Chapter 7

Sarah’s labored breathing echoed in her ears. It was even louder than the excited chatter of the crowded room. She took another step forward, pushing against a bulky peasant, when she felt another tug on her arm. Gasping, she turned, shudders running through her body. A large man towered over her, his bulging eyes fixed somewhere below her head. Great. Busted. 

The man grinned. “Whom do we have here?”

Holding her breath, she clenched her fists, ready to fight.

The woman standing next to her pressed an empty goblet into her arm yelling, “More wine, girl!” Sarah stared, unbelieving. “Chop, chop.”

The man narrowed his gaze, staring from the woman to Sarah.

Rolling her eyes, the woman glared at her, enunciating each syllable. “I said, more wine. Well? What are you looking at?”

She knew she’d be spending ten to twenty in a dark dungeon swarming with bugs once she shoved that glass down her throat. Someone bumped into her, making Sarah stumble. She needed to breathe before panic consumed her. “Coming right away, madam. I’ll fetch a bottle,” she said, smiling.

She forged through the crowd to the other side of the room when she saw two huge doors, the outside entrance. Glancing over her shoulder, she scanned the room. The man from before wasn’t following. There were no knights, only clueless guests sipping on wine and laughing. Nobody on that side of the room had any clue what was going on, and she was glad for their drunken stupor. She placed her trembling hands on the iron handle and slowly pushed, squeezing through the entryway. Outside, stars twinkled in a blanket of darkness, and a chilly breeze ran over her body. She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself as her breath came out in bursts of steam against the frosty night air.

Strong arms gripped her shoulders, throwing her up against the outside door. “You’re not getting away that easy,” a male voice said. 

Busted again, she turned slowly, fear gripping her. The guy staring at her wasn’t the same one, but the frown on his face looked just as mean. Her heart pounded in her chest. She could have tried to run, but there were guards posted every twenty feet. She took a deep breath and continued with her role as a humble servant. “My shift’s over.”

“This entrance isn’t for slaves and riffraff,” he hissed. “Next time use the one in the back.”

She let out a tiny sigh of relief, keeping her head low. “It won’t happen again, sir.”

“Over here!” She turned her head toward the man hidden under a cloak, sitting on a brown horse. He grinned at the guards, winking. “I’m here to escort this pretty maiden home.”

The soldier shoved Sarah toward the man. He wore a grotesque grin on his face. “At least somebody will have fun with this trash tonight.” They all guffawed and laughed as Sarah stumbled forward.

She hesitated for a moment though. She knew if she stayed back, the guards might raise alarm. If she followed the horseman, he might turn into a whacko who’d rape her and dump her body into the next available ditch. 

“Come on.” The guy offered his hand and whispered, “I’m Jules, Mia’s friend.”

Jules! The sound of his name calmed Sarah’s racing heart. Mia’s boyfriend. Grabbing his hand, she let him pull her up.

“I know you must be tired after your long day of work,” Jules said.

“Yes, and I have to be back tomorrow, bright and early.” She put her foot into the dangling stirrup and heaved herself up into the saddle. 

A soldier whistled, and the rest of them cackled. 

Oh gosh! It was then that Sarah realized her leather dress had ridden up, exposing her entire thigh. She tried to pull it down, but it was difficult to do while mounted atop a horse. 

Jules pulled hard on his horse’s reins, galloping past the army of guards and into the moonlit forest. 

Sarah clung to his waist, praying she wouldn’t fall. Relief washed over her when she realized nobody seemed to suspect a thing. She shivered as the cool wind blew through her hair. Crickets chirped, and an owl hooted in the distance. Eerie shadows from branches jumped around in the silvery light. “Are you taking me to Frank?” 

“Yes. Did everything go according to plan? Is Mia okay?” Jules asked.

“She was fine when I left, but won’t they question her once they realize she’s not me?”

“My Mia can handle herself. That is one of the things I love about her. But if anything should happen to my love, I shall know who to blame—you and your male companion.”

“She’s very brave,” Sarah said earnestly. “I’ll always be indebted to the two of you. Thank you.”

He said nothing and only urged the horse on through the woods.

Minutes felt like hours, but they finally reached a wagon, which was situated under a towering tree and loaded with bales of hay. As soon as Jules swung Sarah down from the horse, she raced into Frank’s arms. “Oh, Frank!” 

He embraced her, and she felt the warmth of his body against hers. “Did I ever tell you how smoking hot you look in leather?” 

She smiled, pulling her hair net off, allowing her long curls to bounce freely against her shoulders. “So you’re into Tastian servant girls, huh?” 

“You look absolutely stunning in anything,” he said. He leaned closer and nuzzled her neck. “You smell nice too.”

“They curled my hair, painted on as much make-up as an Egyptian princess, drenched me in perfume, and threw me in a Cinderella dress.”

“Let me guess... It struck midnight and you lost the gown and glass slippers?”

She laughed. “Something like that.”

“I can’t believe I just rescued you from a real-live castle.”

“You should’ve seen the inside, man.”

“That nice, huh?” He gazed at her intently, his hand cupping her face. “Did he hurt you? Did that royal jackass put his hands on you in any way?”

“He only stole a smooch.”

“On the cheek?”

“Lips.” She winked. “And I can’t say I didn’t like it,” she admitted as that magical kiss flashed through her mind, washing her with guilt. She wasn’t sorry about it though. In fact, she wished Victor had made it a longer one, like all night. She cleared her throat, eager to change the subject before Frank started asking questions. She held up her hand with a grin. “Anyway, I got the ring.”

“Our ticket out of here!” His face lit up as he bowed. “My Queen, you rock.” 

She grinned. “Yeah, baby—just like this giant rock on my finger.”

He examined the ring, its large ruby and tiny diamonds glinting in the moonlight. “It’s too big, way too tacky. That bragging jerk.”

“Right. It’s so ugly. I mean, clearly, the man has no taste whatsoever.” She rolled her eyes. “Are you kidding me? No woman in her right mind would say no to something like this.” 

Frank was jealous and he had every right to be. The darn thing was gorgeous, almost as gorgeous as the man who had placed it on Sarah’s finger. “You’re having a ball with this, aren’t you?” he asked.

She touched his brown hooded cloak. “I see you are too. Love the new digs.”

He smiled, his hazel eyes twinkling. “An investigative reporter knows how to go deep undercover.” 

Jules approached and handed her a cloak. “This shall keep you warm, miss. Now, if you will, please take measures to hide and hide well.”

“I made us a little fort inside all these towering haystacks.” Frank reached for some folded blankets on the ground beside the wagon. He hopped on the wagon and spread a few out over the scratchy hay. “A bed fit for a queen.” 

She crawled inside and lay down next to him, pulling the top cover over her. She didn’t know which one itched most, the hay, the blanket, or the cloak Jules had given her. 

Jules rearranged the haystacks, covering the entrance to their makeshift fort.

“Nice little cubby hole you got here, Frank,” she said. “What’s the matter? You couldn’t spring for a decent hotel? I was kind of expecting a limo on my wedding night, not a hayride.”

Frank snuggled up to her. “I tried to call for a rental car, but they haven’t invented spark plugs yet—or engines or tires, for that matter. They do have horsepower though.” 

Sarah rolled her eyes.

“What?” Frank said. “You’re not gonna laugh at my jokes?” 

“Gosh, Frank, if you ever lose your job as a reporter, maybe the king could use a court jester,” she said.

“Well, that’s the last straw!” he said, blowing a piece of hay in her direction, to which Sarah just rolled her eyes again.

The horse snorted, and a moment later, the wagon lurched forward. To call the ride bumpy would have been an understatement. It rocked and thumped and bounced over every bump and crack in the road.

“I never thought I’d be riding off into the sunset with another man’s wife—let alone a queen—on the dude’s wedding night.”

“I hope that’s not a deal-breaker.”

Frank laughed. “That depends. Do I get to enjoy the honeymoon?”

She laughed too, and then continued. “No honeymoon, but I can tell you this. Life throws curve balls you can’t even begin to imagine.” 

He chuckled. “Tell me about it.”

“So how did you get these people to do all of this anyway? And what did you promise Mia? Gold minerals? Start from the beginning. What happened to you back in the forest?”

“I was running for my life from a herd of beasts I said never existed. And I’m sure you’re still laughing about that one.”

She grinned. “Just a tiny bit.”

“The next thing I know, you disappear. I hear voices and start running toward them, but there’s this guy in some ridiculous outfit calling you Princess Gloria. He and his armored goons had you cornered, so I had to hang back so they wouldn’t take me prisoner too. Then, when they cleared out, I followed them and found you at the castle. Is this weird or what?”

She snorted. “Thank goodness for horses or you would have never been able to keep up. If you’d have only had a car, you might have crashed it.” 

“Hey, those horses were pretty darn fast. While I was looking for a telephone to call 911, I ran into a group of rebels, some local boys who thought for sure I was a spy for King Victor. They tied me up and threatened me, but I used my charm.”

She pressed her hands into her lap, suppressing the laughter bubbling up inside her. It was just like Frank to put the spotlight on himself, even though she’d been the one to survive incarceration and marriage to a barbarian. He got paid to be a sensationalist, after all. “Really?” She bobbed her head, brows raised. “And how did that work out for you?”

“I finally bonded with them over a few glasses of ale and told them about my situation. Then they informed me that I am trapped in some other dimension. Of course, at first, I assumed it was just the ale talking.”

“How do they know that?”

“Well, the legends apparently go back for generations. They only know there’s a magical portal that opens with that royal bling of yours. It’s some kind of ancient door guarded by Bigfoot in the Forbidden Forest, the very same one we came through. For goodness sake, I can’t believe I’m even saying all this.”

“How did you take the news?”

“I freaked out, of course.”

She cringed. “How bad?”

Frank winced, pausing for a second. “Let’s just say that one of them had to throw a bucket of water over my head.”

Sarah laughed, wishing she’d been there to witness it.

“Mia gave me some info on opening the portal, info that had been passed down from her grandmother,” he said. “And the group offered to help me as long as we promised to go to Global Mountain and get some minerals or something to save Mia’s dad’s life. Only a royal with a wedding ring can see the ancient minerals.”

“So you volunteered me?” She shook her head. “I know I never would have gotten out of there without Mia’s help, but even still, how could you make a promise like that?”

“I had to do something crazy to save you from being shacked up with Mr. Tyrant. And get this...the group even knows your sister.”

“Really? How? Are they sure it’s her? Where is she? We have to go get her and—” 

“They specifically remember your sister because they thought she was a witch when she screamed like a maniac that she’d come through the portal. They even held a trial, but she was found innocent when some rich guy named Charles paid off the judges.”

“Poor Liz! Oh, thank goodness for that Charles. I couldn’t have lived with myself if she’d been burned at the stake!”

“We’re heading away from the portal toward another country called Dornia. I got a tip your sister may be there with this Charles dude.”

She stared at him in disbelief. “Frank, don’t kid with me.” If he was playing any of his ridiculous games, she vowed then and there that she would never speak to him again.

“No, I’m dead serious.”

“You mean she’s okay? Alive? And we’re gonna find her?” Tears filled her eyes, and an overwhelming sense of joy flooded through her.

“Alive and in Dornia—at least that’s what they tell me, but don’t get your hopes up just yet. We don’t know if the source is reliable.” He caressed her face and swiped away a falling tear with his thumb.

“This is too much. How can I ever thank you?” 

“Hmm. I can think of a few ways, but now that you’re a married woman and all, I don’t know how proper it would be for me to expect you to—” 

“Frank!” She went to slug him, but he caught her hand and kissed it. 

“Nice thought, but I’m talking about something completely different, like forgiving me and letting me back into your life.” Snuggling closer, he said, “I’m sorry I never understood your research. I’m also sorry for all the awful things I’ve ever said. I’m an idiot.”

“You insulted my research.” She paused for effect. 

“I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”

Frank’s apology meant a lot, but she had other worries. “So Liz’s is in Dornia. Let’s work on a plan.”

“What about my apology?”

“I accept it wholeheartedly, Frank.” It was the second time a man had apologized to her that day, only Frank’s meant much more to her than King Victor’s. “How could I hold a grudge against you when you’re here helping me find my sister? And yes, that apology is a good start.” She reached up and threaded her hand through his thick hair.

Frank pulled her next to him, his face so close that she could feel his hot breath and his hammering heart. “I’ve been wanting to hold you since the second I saw you wearing that sexy Indiana Jones hat and camouflage,” he said.

“I’ve been dying to run a hand through that gorgeous hair of yours from the moment I laid eyes on you at base camp. And you’re right.”

“About what?”

“It was awe when I first saw you, not fright.” 

“I knew it! You’re crazy about me.”

“Let’s not get carried away now.” When she touched his face, she knew every defense she’d built against him was starting to melt. He had to care about her, even if they hadn’t seen eye to eye in the past. No man would dive deeper into some bizarre world they knew nothing about, especially while being placed on Tastia’s most wanted list, just to rescue a girl unless he cared deeply for her. Closing her eyes, she let go as he captured her lips with a slow and gentle kiss. She felt the familiar flutter and wrapped her arms around him. She had to admit to herself that she had missed him. He didn’t push any further, and she rested in his warm, comforting arms.

She tried to forget about everything, but the events of the day marched through her mind, making her tremble. 

“Are you okay?” he asked. 

Slowly, the words came out. “No, I’m not.”

Stroking the side of her cheek, he whispered, “Everything’s going to be fine.”

“But what if it isn’t?” she said.

“We have the ring. It’s the answer to all of our problems.”

“I don’t think so. I have a feeling it’s only the start of all our problems.”

“No, it’s our way out of here, babe,” he said.

“But Mia said I’m bonded with this king.”

“She’s filling your head with crap she’s been taught since birth, like some of those religious zealots try to do back home.”

“I don’t know what to think anymore.” She took a deep breath. “We’ve actually seen Bigfoot for ourselves. We’re not even in our own world. My sister’s out there somewhere. I’m married to a real-live king. I’m wearing a ring that is a key to some mysterious portal. We’re on the run. And last but not least, Mia told me that if you’re royalty, you’re an Immortal.”

Moonlight pooled in through the cracks of hay piled above them. Sarah’s eyes locked on Frank’s magnetic gaze, quivering from his gentle touch as his fingers brushed her cheek. 

“It’s a lot to process, I know,” he said. “The whole idea of another dimension is deeply, shockingly unlikely, but here we are. I mean, I’m blown away by all of it—maybe more than you are because I’m a skeptic by nature—but we’re going to get through this.”

Before she could respond, the king’s voice burst through her thoughts. Come back to me. It disappeared as fast as it came. “Get out of my head!” she yelled, pressing her fingers against her temples. She sat up, droplets of sweat rolling down her forehead. Mia was right, for the king could clearly somehow jump inside her head. It was either that or she was going crazy from lack of food and water. Worst-case scenario, she was having a mental breakdown. She began to wonder where the men in white coats were, as she was just about ready for her straightjacket and her trip on the paddy wagon. 

“What’s wrong?” Frank asked. “I’m only trying to help.”

She worried he’d think she was nuts, and she hoped she was just imagining it all based on what Mia had told her. “I swear I heard King Victor’s voice in my head, begging me to come back.”

“Whoa. That’s weird. What did he say exactly?” he asked. 

“You wouldn’t even believe me if I told you, Mr. Skeptic.”

“I’m trying to have an open mind here. Did I make fun of you? No, I didn’t.”

“Never mind. I’m stressed out right now. Let’s not talk about this. I-I think I’m going to close my eyes for a little bit.” 

“Okay. You’ve been through a lot. Try and get some rest. Goodnight, babe,” Frank said, turning the other way. 

“Hey, Frank. I won’t get mad if you decide to hold me—you know, just for tonight. Just remember it doesn’t mean anything.”

“It means absolutely nothing. I got it seared into my memory, just like the kiss that you so didn’t slap me for.” 

“Just shut up and hold me,” she whispered. 

He wrapped his arms around her, and she closed her eyes, drifting off to sleep. 

* * *

The ground thundered underneath pounding hooves, jolting Sarah out of her sleep. She shook Frank’s arm. “Why are we moving so fast?” She moved one of the haystacks over and peeked out. She saw no trees, just the rising light of morning spilling through the clouds. She realized she must have slept all night. 

The horses neighed and came to a stop in a meadow at the border of a towering forest. “We have a big problem,” said Jules in a rushed tone.

Frank jumped off the wagon. “What’s up?”

The king’s voice rolled across Sarah’s mind. Please stop running. You’re going to get us both killed stepping into enemy territory. She reasoned that if he was so worried about getting killed, he shouldn’t have his men chasing her into dangerous zones. He would have been safe and sound if he’d just stayed in his fancy castle. A picture sharpened into focus, and Sarah felt like she was up in a helicopter looking down; there were swirls of dust, knights, swords, crossbows, spears, and war-adorned horses. Millions stretched out across the land, thundering toward them. An icy chill ran through her, and panic ensued. “The king’s men are close! He didn’t just send a platoon. He sent his entire freaking army!”

“For one person? How do you know?” Jules asked. 

“I saw a vision.”

Frank shook his head. “Visions? How’s that humanly possible?” 

“I’ve been trying to outrun a few soldiers for an hour now through shortcuts. I didn’t know he had his army after us.” Jules took a breath, his voice frantic. “Our only choice is to take another short cut, through Shadow Forest. If we take the long way around, we’ll be caught.”

“Cut through the forest then,” Sarah said. “They’re coming! Legions of them!”

Jules looked at her like she’d said the most taboo thing in the world. “It is forbidden. If we get caught, we’re dead. Then again, if the king’s men catch us, we’re dead anyway.” He glanced away. “Either way, we’re dead.” 

“We can’t sit here and wait for the king’s men to kill us,” Frank said.

Sarah shot him a look. “Or steal this ring off my hand. We can’t wait here like sitting ducks. I say we take our chances in the forest.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking,” Jules said. “Even the king’s men won’t follow us in there.”

“Perfect,” Sarah said. 

Jules stepped back. “I’m not taking one step into those woods. Nobody—and I mean nobody—ever comes out alive.” 

“You said we’d be dead only if we get caught,” said Frank. “We won’t get caught if they won’t follow us in.” 

“I’m not doing it.” Jules ran a hand through his blond hair. “You two are crazy!” 

No, crazy is sitting here and handing ourselves over on a silver platter to a bunch of psychopathic swordsmen. “Please take the chance, Jules, or I swear I’m going to knock you out and carry you over my shoulder into that forest.” 

“I won’t be the cause of your death,” Jules said. “The more I think about it, King Victor might kill Frank and me, but he won’t kill you, as long as you beg him for mercy.”

“Now’s not the time to play martyr,” Sarah hissed. 

Jules threw his hands up. “You’ll fare better with your husband than this forest. I can assure you of that.”

“My fake husband. And remember, I deserted him on his wedding night,” Sarah said. “Nobody does that. He’ll make an example out of me.”

Frank grabbed Jules’s shoulder, shaking it furiously. “We don’t have time for your superstitious bull crap. Give us two horses or I’m taking them!”

Hooves echoed off in the distance, and Sarah swallowed. “They’re getting closer!”

“Take us in the woods, Jules,” Frank demanded. “You’re playing with our lives here, and this isn’t a freaking game!”

Jules pivoted back, fear etched in his features. “You’ll be slaughtered.” 

“By what?” Sarah asked, her eyes wide. “Tell us what we’re up against.”

“Magical beings,” he answered. “They turn into different forms.”

“Frank shot him an amused look. “Shape-shifters? How do you know they even exist if no one has ever made it out of there alive to tell the tale?”

“They’re real!” said Jules.

“Nonsense!” Frank yelled. “Get these horses moving NOW!”

“He might have a point. Something in there is scaring these people.” Sarah looked off into the distance; she could make out men heading toward them on horseback.

“Have you seen these ‘shape shifters’ with your own eyes?” Frank asked.

“No,” Jules said. “Anyone who has ever lain eyes on them is dead.”

Frank pointed toward the forest. “I’ll take my chance with them.” 

He started to frantically unloosen the reins when Sarah grabbed his arm. “I’m not leaving Jules here to die.”

“I’m not getting my head chopped off just because he’s afraid of some stupid myth. That king’s not laying one of his filthy fingers on you, Sarah!” 

She glanced over her shoulder. Thousands of mounted soldiers thundered into the open field where they stood. A shiver slid up her spine, and she pointed toward the forest. 

Arrows flew over their heads, and Sarah ducked behind the wagon.

“Forget the horses!” shouted Frank. “RUN!”




Chapter 8

Sarah couldn’t believe she had defied all reason and escaped the king’s clutches. Thinking back, she doubted she could do it again a second time. Nevertheless, that was all the more reason to get moving and escape all the madness. The king’s men were gaining on them, getting closer and closer. She took a steadying breath. It was like she had been thrown into some horror flick set in the Old West, minus the Indians and add the knights. She set her jaw and sprinted for the front of the wagon, dashing for the high seat and grabbing the reins all in one fluid moment that would have made any stunt double proud. “Come on! I can drive this thing.” She hoped Jules would cooperate and hop onboard. If he doesn’t, I’m gonna have to throw him in the wagon myself, she thought, determined to have things her way.

The horse neighed, ready to jump into motion. The cart rolled into gear, but it was way too slow. If the horse didn’t speed up, they’d be back in a cell within minutes...or dead. 

From the corner of her eye, she caught Jules waving his hands. “What!?” she yelled.

“Get off of there, you two!”

“Why?” She glared at him as if he was insane. Maybe he was sick and tired of running, but giving up without a fight wasn’t her style. She started to yell but instead switched to a soft voice since yelling at him hadn’t accomplished anything. What is that they always say? “It’s easier to catch flies with honey than with vinegar”? Well, personally, I’d rather just swat him, but...”Jules, dear, you already said we’re dead either way. Let’s live for a few more hours, take the gamble. If not for yourself, then do so for Mia. Please? She doesn’t want to see you die...and neither do I.”

“Perhaps you’re right. But you must move over. I’m driving,” Jules said.

Sarah stifled her satisfied smile and crawled to the back of the wagon, adjusting her dress as she sat on top of the haystacks next to Frank. Somewhere in the distance, shouts echoed and dogs barked, and she knew their pursuers might be there within seconds. “Get a move-on, then, Jules,” she muttered under her breath. 

The agitated horses neighed and abruptly stopped, stomping their hooves. Jules snapped the reins. “Come on!”

But the horses didn’t want any part of crossing the perimeter into the mysterious forest. Sarah had to wonder if they sensed something she couldn’t. Glancing over her shoulder again, she gasped. Horsemen were less than 200 feet away, the sun glinting off of the polished metal of their armor. She could hear the troop leader call his men to arms. Their galloping hooves kicked up clouds of dust as they thundered along, just as it had in her vision. The dust made her eyes water. She ran a hand over her face, rubbing, but the friction only made it worse. “They’re coming!” she shouted. “Get those horses moving!” 

Jules gave a curt whistle and snapped the reins again. The horses snorted, and the wagon lurched forward. He tried to steer them into the forest, maneuvering through the giant ferns. “I hope you know you’re ordering us to our doom!”

“No, Jules, doom is coming up behind us. I think the king’s wrath is far worse than anything we’re going to find in there,” Frank reasoned. 

Sarah glanced behind her and scanned for anybody following them. “Do you think they will follow us into the forest?”

“I don’t think so,” Frank said. “Look how scared Jules is—and even the horses. I think they’ll respect the myth simply because they fear it. Walking into this forest is a death sentence, in their opinion anyway.” 

Sarah blinked as every detail along the forest’s edge sharpened into focus: the feathery green of a fern, the uneven bark of a tree, even a tiny, six-legged insect scurrying across a red-veined leaf. Unless she had suddenly developed superhero vision, this couldn’t be. 

Sunlight shimmered through the towering trees, and a blanket of cold, damp fog surrounded them, sending goose-bumps up and down her shivering arms. The wagon bounced down the rocky path as the horses galloped on. Shivering, she pulled her hood up around her ears to keep warm. 

Frank squeezed her hand and pulled her down into the haystacks. “No use getting yourself all worked up. I’ve learned a lot in my years of reporting, Sarah, and one of them is that magical beings don’t exist.”

“Like the Immortals?”

“I don’t believe that crap for a minute. I’ve learned to accept that other dimensions are possible and that unidentified primates can world-hop, but immortality? Not even you could believe something so ridiculous, right?”

“I’d like to believe that the rulers here made the Immortals up to keep their subjects in line, but I’m hearing voices in my head and seeing things, Frank.” Wait...did I just admit that to him? He’s gonna be looking for a medieval straightjacket if I don’t learn to keep my mouth shut.

“Seeing things? Hmm. Maybe this dimension is doing weird things to our bodies. Maybe the electric and magnetic fields are off. I mean, we weren’t born here. It could take some physiological toll on us.”

She could only hope that was the truth. The wagon jerked, and Sarah bounced off a haystack. Putting out her hands, she landed on Frank’s chest. “What the heck was that?” 

“I dunno, but the wagon stopped.”

While trying to keep her balance, Sarah climbed onto the haystacks and looked at the wagon seat. Jules was nowhere in sight. She glanced at Frank with a confused look on her face. “Where the heck did our driver go? You think he jumped ship...er, uh, wagon?” 

“Let’s check it out,” he said, reaching into the hay and pulling out the tranquilizer gun.

“You still have that?”

“Heck yeah! Who knows when we’ll need it? And now might be just the occasion.” 

Sarah jumped off the side of the cart and walked to the front. “Easy, boy. It’s okay.” She patted one of the horses, then looked around into the thick blanket of fog. “Jules?” 

An icy wind blew across her face, followed by a menacing whisper in her ear. “Gettt ooout...” 

She gasped, her heart pounding a million miles a minute. 

The horses neighed and kicked wildly, almost as if they’d heard it, too, as if they sensed another frightening presence. 

“Something’s spooking the horses,” said Frank, appearing beside her. 

“Yeah. I...we heard a voice.”

“A voice? What did it sound like?” he asked.

“A whisper...like a ghost. Frank, do you think this forest is really haunted? Like you said, we weren’t born here, and the people who were probably know more about the place than we do.”

“I really don’t want to find out,” said Frank, pointing the gun into the forest. “Get back in the wagon. We’re getting out of here. Time for Plan B...as soon as I think of one.”

Snap! A branch broke amongst the foliage. 

Sarah’s heart thumped wildly. She spun in a slow circle, scanning the dark area. “H-hello?” she stuttered, terrified.

Eerie whispers echoed from all around, as if invisible beings were speaking directly in her ear. Shadows drifted in the trees all around them, causing the hair at the nape of Sarah’s neck to stand on end. “Do you...you hear that? Those voices?”

“I don’t hear anything.”

“You sure? They’re everywhere,” she said, aghast that he couldn’t hear them. Maybe I’m losing it, having some kind of a breakdown, Sarah thought. She gripped his arm tightly. “Oh gosh, Frank. There’s something wrong...with my brain.” 

“No, I think you’re all right. There is something off in this place though,” said Frank. “We’d better high-tail it out of here...like NOW!”

“What about Jules? We can’t just leave him behind, Frank. I couldn’t do that to Mia, not after all she risked to help me.” 

A slow growl echoed through the air.

Sarah froze. “Wh-what was that? And please tell me you heard it too.”

“Yeah, I heard it all right. Sounded like some kind of wild animal.” Frank’s hand tightened around hers. “Let’s get out of here!”

“But Jules is—”

A deep growl rumbled from the vegetation. Sarah glanced up just as a black wolf, the size of a lion, lurched through the ferns toward her. Sarah staggered back against the wagon, gasping. Eyes blazing, body tensed, the furry beast bared his teeth. She suddenly felt like she was playing Little Red Riding Hood in virtual 3D—complete with dark forest, hooded cloak, and the big, bad wolf with real sharp teeth to eat her with. She took a deep breath to calm her racing heart. “Back up slowly...very slow,” she whispered, hoping Frank could hear her. Her hands were clammy, and she had a death-grip on him, even though she knew he would be just as helpless against the wild animal as she was. 

The wolf snarled, its top lip quivering over razor-sharp teeth. The horses stood on their hind legs, neighing in terror. 

As Sarah looked feverishly for an escape route, she noticed that the fog had mysteriously lifted, and hundreds of wolves surrounded the wagon. “There are so, so many! Wh-where did they all come from?” she muttered, afraid to speak too loudly and set them off. 

“Have you ever seen a pack this big?” asked Frank, taking another step back. He pointed the tranquilizer gun directly at the front wolf.

“Never!”

The largest wolf inched closer. It lifted its muzzle to the morning sky and let out a primal howl. The others followed its lead. The bloodcurdling noise sent shivers through Sarah’s body.

“Get back on the wagon,” Frank said. “I’m sure the horses can outrun them.” 

“Okay,” she whispered.

A voice thundered inside Sarah’s head. “Leave, and we will tear you to shreds.”

She yanked Frank’s arm, showing him she meant business. “No, Frank, change of plans. We need to stay put.”

“Are you crazy, Sarah? I’m not gonna stand here and become a snack for those—

“Frank! If we move, they’ll kill us.”

“Now’s not the time to freeze up on me, Sarah. Now get on the wagon and let’s go!” 

She took a steadying breath. “No, I mean it. I heard them, Frank, crazy as that sounds. They said if we leave, they’ll rip us to shreds.”

“What? Maybe you are losing it, Sarah.”

She slowly met Frank’s gaze. “Listen, I’m going to try and reason with them.”

“But they’re wolves!” he shot back.

“I think this pack’s intelligent. Maybe they’re the shape-shifters Jules warned us about.”

“It sounds absolutely crazy...but then again, this whole thing is insane. I suppose if you’re hearing voices, maybe they’re trying to talk to you telepathically.”

Sarah gazed into the black eyes of the alpha male, or so she assumed. “We mean no harm. We were being chased. Our lives were in danger, and we had nowhere else to go. We beg you for sanctuary.”

Frank nudged her. “No, Sarah, not sanctuary. Ask for safe passage.”

She bowed deeply. “We throw ourselves at your mercy and ask for safe passage.” She felt like an idiot. I’m standing here talking to a pack of wolves, begging for protection and mercy? I wonder if there’s a padded cell in that dungeon back there. Maybe they should call in the royal shrink. 

The image of the wolf flickered like a television transmission that was about to be interrupted, and a light formed where the animal’s chest was, spreading across its shaggy fur until it morphed into the nearby leaves and passed on to the other animals. Sarah blinked against the glaring brightness and raised a shaky hand to cover her eyes, but her curious nature wouldn’t allow her to avert her gaze completely. The image flickered more, shifting and elongating, until it burst into thousands of particles. In that instant, every wolf turned into a person. 

Sarah’s heart trembled at the sight of a tall, copper-skinned man dressed from head to toe in jet black. He looked like an Indian from an old Western movie with his black and white feathered headdress, heavily outlined eyes, his strong jaw, and the stripes and spots painted on his face. Sarah took a deep breath and glanced at Frank. “What the heck?”

Ignoring Frank, the black-eyed man flipped his long hair over his shoulders and spoke to Sarah in a cool voice. “You know the rules. I can only promise you a quick death.” With lightning speed, he knocked the gun from Frank’s hands.

“No!” Frank yelled. “Don’t you understand? We’re not from here. We don’t know the rules.” 

Never taking his eyes off Sarah, the man snarled, “They were communicated to you at the edge of the forest, yet you insisted on breaking them and crossing our border.”

“If you heard all of that, then you know my situation,” Sarah said. 

The man ran a long, needle-sharp fingernail across her face and down her throat, making her gasp. A tad more pressure, and he could slice right through her skin. “I only know you’re being pursued. I don’t care by whom...or why.” 

A woman dressed in the same black leather outfit with more feathers than a Las Vegas showgirl marched forward, holding a gold dagger to Jules’s throat. 

Sarah put her arm around Jules. He sucked in air like he’d just run a marathon. “Yes,” she said. “He is with us, and he did try to warn us.”

The alpha male touched Jules’s forehead, then Frank’s, and finally hers. “You’re all marked for death.”

Jules dropped to his knees, and Frank clenched his fists. 

Maybe Jules had a good point about not setting foot in the forest, but what else were we supposed to do? Let the knights drag us back to face the jilted king’s wrath? He was a powerful ruler and wouldn’t forgive her for such an act of treason. Besides that, his reputation was at stake; if he didn’t punish her, he’d appear weak, and no king could afford that. 

The shape-shifter whipped out a dagger and held it to Jules’s neck. “You’ll be the first to go, since you were the one who gave in like a weakling, knowing the rules, and drove them into the forest.” 

Jules gasped.

Sarah gripped his arm and pulled. “Let him go! I made him come in here. If you must punish someone, kill me. He’s done nothing wrong.”

“That can be easily arranged.” Lunging forward, he gripped her throat and squeezed, his nails digging into her soft flesh.

Sarah struggled to take a trembling breath. 

The shape-shifter held a cold blade against her throat. “This will teach you humans not to trespass on my territory.”

Sarah gasped as much as she could, her heart drumming in her chest. A burning sensation—hot, deep, and piercing—spread across the fingers of her left hand and quickly intensified. She touched the ring, grunting as she collapsed. “My hand! It’s on fire. Get this thing off me.”

“Sarah, are you okay?” Frank’s voice seemed to come from far away. 

She strained her eyes to catch a glimpse of him, but she couldn’t think further than the piercing pain. “Get it off me, Frank!” She met Jules’s gaze as she desperately tugged at the ring, trying to slide it off her finger. It looked like she was going to need a whole tub of butter or a pan of grease to get the jewelry off. It was stuck, as if it had been cemented to her finger permanently. “Why is it hurting me?” she asked. “And why won’t it come off?”

“I-I don’t know,” Jules said, his eyes wide. 

Sarah bit her lip, refusing to cry out as the shape-shifter twisted her wrist. Her trembling calmed some when she saw his arrogant grin falter. As his black gaze fell on the ruby ring on her finger, she heard him mutter with astonishment, “You wear the mark of the Immortals! You...you are an Immortal?” It was like a magnet, drawing him in. 

The pain left Sarah’s hand as quickly as it came. Stunned, she shoved her hand toward him. “If you can get it off, it’s all yours—as long as you let us go on our merry way.”

“But that’s our key!” Frank said.

Jumping to her feet, she shot him a glare. “What good is a key if we’re dead?”

The shape-shifter thrust her hand upward, jerking her off balance and causing her to fall against his sturdy chest. Black feathers from his outfit swept across her cheek. He yelled to his people, “She wears the mark of the Immortals!” 

Gasps and murmurs erupted as shock registered on every face. 

Sarah held her breath, wondering what that yell might imply. They might decide to try and kill her any moment. 

His gaze locked on her for a moment, impenetrable and blank, just as guarded as his attitude. Then he bowed, and the hundreds of others scattered about the woods followed suit.
Sarah’s mouth dropped. This must be what it’s like to be royalty...but I’m not. She wasn’t keen on all the attention either. “Let’s not make a big fuss. Please rise.” 
The shape-shifter scrambled to his feet. “Oh, Highness, I beg your forgiveness and understanding. If I’d have killed you, I would’ve brought the entire wrath of the Immortal world down on my head. Which tribe do you belong to?”

Sarah glanced at Frank, and he gave her the look to play along. “King Victor Fesque is...he’s my husband.” Husband. Even still, the words sounded awkward coming out of her mouth.

The woman gasped. “Fesque? He’s next in line to take over the Cardashian Court once King Taggert dies...and that won’t be long now.”

The wolf man’s eyes widened as full-blown acknowledgement registered on his face. “You are married to one of the most powerful men in our world, and I must respect your position as such. My name is Titano, and this is my wife Lana.”

Sarah smiled. “It is such an honor to meet both of you.” 

The woman eyed Sarah up and down, focusing on the ring on Sarah’s finger as though she doubted its meaning. Eventually, she nodded, though it was clear she was still unconvinced. “If she is what she says she is, we can’t afford any trouble with Victor. The Cardashian Court will stop at nothing to avenge her if she is truly his bride. Besides, the rules don’t apply to her, as they are only meant for regular humans. Titano, we have no choice other than to spare her life.”

The man nodded, his gaze focused on Sarah. “I don’t need to start a war with the Immortals with your blood on my hands. My Queen, I am happy to offer you the safe passage you have requested.”

“And my friends?”

He didn’t even blink. “I am afraid they are still marked for death.”

A cold chill ran down her spine. No! She couldn’t lose Frank and Jules. She decided that if they were going to force her to play the part of the queen, she was going to use it to her advantage. It was time for another Oscar-worthy performance. “That is unacceptable, Titano. I will not have my loyal servants slaughtered and devoured before my very eyes.”

“Are you forcing my hand, my Queen?” asked Titano.

“I am.” She met his gaze, narrowing her eyes in anger, hoping he wouldn’t see through her. “If you harm one hair on their heads, I shall send my husband back here, and he will come with vengeance and his wife’s rage to motivate him. I assure you, shape-shifter, that it will not be pretty if he has to go to those measures because of your disobedience to my direct commands.”

Lana grabbed her husband’s arm, her black eyes wide. “King Victor isn’t an Immortal we can afford to anger, Titano. Just let them go! They are not worth the casualties of the war he will wage if these servants have a special bond with him as well.”

“Yeah,” said Frank, sounding far too twenty-first century. “King Victor and I go way back.”

The man looked at Frank, then at Jules, and finally at Sarah. “My wife has spoken wisely. You may go—all of you.” He picked up the tranquilizer gun and handed it back to Frank. “Take your weapon with you. We have no need of it, for we are well capable of defending ourselves and our land.” 

“Thank you. Your wisdom and obedience are to be commended.” Sarah took a few slow steps back, then quickly jumped on the back of the wagon and crawled into the cubbyhole with Frank right behind her. She peeked out and watched as Jules climbed onto the high wagon seat and whistled to the horses. He pulled the reins, and once again, they were trotting, bouncing, and jerking their way through the bumpy forest terrain. This time, though, they were escorted by hundreds of wolves, perhaps thousands, running and darting through the trees. 

Streams of sunlight glistened through the branches and leaves as Jules crossed the border of the woods into a huge meadow. The wolves no longer followed; instead, they sat like trained dogs at the edge of the tree line. 

Sarah’s stomach churned, and bile threatened to erupt at any moment. She’d known all along that Victor wasn’t just a regular kind of husband, and that had been acceptable because she didn’t want him, didn’t want the kind of life he offered. But as the lucky trio left the cursed forest behind, something else dawned on her. Even though he wasn’t technically part of her life because their marriage was a scam, he still held power over her life. The shape-shifters had let them go only because they feared Victor’s wrath. It defied all logic, and she had to admit that maybe the whole Immortal part wasn’t a figment of everyone else’s imagination. Maybe I do share a bond with him that everyone here truly fears—and maybe that’s exactly what I need to find my sister and get us out of this crazy place. Then again, maybe I am crazy and am just dreaming the whole thing up. Bring the royal meds, please!

* * *

A cool breeze blew through the haystacks as Jules steered the horses through the open field to the next town. “Frank!” Sarah called. 

He didn’t reply. 

She poked him in the ribs. “What’s wrong with you?” 

He turned, a frown crossing his forehead. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked. 

He shook his head. “I just watched a wolf change into a man right before my eyes. I guess I’m a little freaked out. Who wouldn’t be, given the situation? I’m trying to hold it together for you, but just don’t expect my undying enthusiasm at our prospects anytime soon.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off. 

“No, don’t even try to explain this whole mess, because you know you can’t. Let’s just figure out a way to find your sister and get the hell out of here.”

“Forget the pack of wolves. I have a feeling we’ll soon have bigger problems than a bunch of weird people howling at the moon. For starters, we’re a million miles away from the portal—not to mention I’m a runaway queen, and there’s a dangerous man after us.” Her chest heaved with each breath. “If Victor’s men catch us, we’re dead. Frank, we can’t afford to waste time whining or feeling sorry for ourselves. We have to stay focused here. If we don’t make it, it’ll only be because you’re sending off those fear-vibes. Even a mouse could pick those up from a mile away, and the mice are probably telepathic here too.”

“The king’s guys are not going to catch us,” Frank retorted. “All we have to do is stay one step ahead of him.”

“He’s an Immortal, Frank,” she said. “We, on the other hand, are not.”

He reached for her hands, forcing her to face him. “You don’t believe that bull, do you? Nobody lives forever, Sarah.”

“I thought it was all a joke too...” She pointed at the forest. “...until I saw them. They said I have the mark of the Immortals. This ring belongs to them, not us, and we stole it. It’s grand theft jewelry, Frank, and I doubt they live by the fair trial rule. In fact, I’m sure they’re quite okay with cruel and unusual punishment.”

“Big dungeon time, huh?” Frank winked, amused.

Sarah shook her head. A few wolf people had him running for the hills, but the psychic bond she was beginning to feel with the king was beyond his rational comprehension. “Try execution, medieval style. We didn’t just steal it from anybody, like a local merchant or something. We had to involve the local mob boss, the freaking godfather.”

Frank glanced down at her finger. “We’ll give it back as soon as we use it to open the portal. Heck, we can even leave a note. What’s so special about it anyway? It looks pretty, uh...gaudy and normal, like something out of a thrift store or Halloween costume shop.” 

Sarah twisted a strand of hair around her finger, biting her lip as she considered her words. Frank was freaked out already, but he had a right to know. “There’s nothing normal about it, in spite of its looks. When Victor slipped it on my finger, I felt a weird electricity racing through me.”

“Maybe just cold feet?”

“What?” She peered at him, confused.

“You know...cold feet because you were getting married.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Frank, can you be serious for just one minute? I honestly don’t want to wear anything that belongs to somebody who’s not human. Maybe you can keep it safe for us. Just let me get it off.”

He nodded. “I’ll put it in my pocket.” 

She tugged, eager to slide it down her finger, but like before, it wouldn’t budge. “Shoot! I still can’t get it off!”

“Are you sure? Let me try,” Frank said. When she held out her hand, he pulled hard. “Nope. A little butter might do the trick. It’s been around since biblical times.”

“Get it off me, Frank!” She stuck her finger in her mouth, biting the band and pulling. “It’s not working. This darned thing almost burned my hand off back there!” 

“I thought you were just pretending, stalling for time.”

“Nope,” she whispered. “That was real.”

He gripped the band and started tugging again, harder this time. “Geesh. Didn’t the king bother having it sized first? How the heck did he even manage to fit it over your knuckle to put it on you?”

“Aren’t you hilarious?” She slapped his arm. 

“I’m serious, Sarah. You could die from a blood clot.” 

Wait...could that really happen? She regarded him, taking in the creased skin around his eyes, as dark as pools. 

“Calm down. I’m only joking,” Frank continued. “Leave it on for now, and we’ll worry about it when we reach the next town. Hopefully it won’t start burning your finger again.”

“It’s just so...so weird, Frank.” Her heart pounded in her chest as she turned to face him, realization dawning on her. “Do you think he’ll find out the truth?”

“You mean that you’re not who he thinks you are? You tried to tell him, but he wouldn’t listen. He didn’t give you much choice, did he?”

“I guess not.” Sarah crawled out of their hole and climbed on top of one of the haystacks. She pondered as the wind whipped through her hair and the sun beat down on her face. The horses neighed, making her jump as the wagon ploughed through a meadow of purple and yellow wildflowers. The sweet scent drifted all around her. 

“Even if he does find out, he won’t know where we are.” Frank shook his head. “I’m not scared of him.”

“Those shape-shifters were! They sure didn’t want to piss him off, and I’m sure they must have good reasons. Even if we escape from here, maybe Victor can follow us through the portal. He has the key to open it up.” She threw her hands in the air. “This crap might follow us right back home and bite us in the butt!”

“He only married you because he wants to make Princess Gloria’s dad pay. When he finds out you’re not the king’s daughter, he’ll realize his plan’s been foiled. His revenge game plan of tainting the pure bloodline won’t work, because you’re not Princess Gloria. He will have no reason to waste his time and risk his men’s health coming after us through the portal.”

She glanced down and wiggled her finger. “I have his mark glued on my finger for all of eternity.”

Frank rolled his eyes. “You’re getting a little extreme, babe.” 

The soft glow of morning light cast a brilliant shimmer on the blossoming trees. A strong scent of manure wafted past as the wagon raced through the meadow. One good bump, and she’d go flying over the pane, but she didn’t care. All Sarah wanted at that moment was answers. She sat up, her back straight, as she hung on to the haystacks for dear life. “Hey, Jules, what do you know about this ring?”

He steered the reins and glanced over his shoulder. “Not much—just that the Immortals are only allowed to marry once in their lifetime, and when they do, they’re given the ancient ruby ring.” 

“Why would Victor waste his only shot at marriage on a stranger he doesn’t love, one he thinks is the daughter of his archenemy?” Frank asked, pulling himself on top of a haystack next to her. 

“I told you earlier,” Sarah said. “It’s about revenge. He wanted me to have a whole herd of his babies—to mess up the pure bloodline in their family. Bloodline’s a big deal with these royal types.”

Frank nodded. “I know, but it seems like there’s more to it than that. If this Victor’s an Immortal, how can he have kids?”

“They can,” Jules said through the pounding hooves. 

“That’s hard to wrap my mind around,” Frank said. 

“Does this ruby hold any sort of power?” Sarah asked. She twisted her finger to catch the sunlight at just the right angles, watching the gemstone reflect the bright rays. 

“I don’t know,” Jules said, “but the wearers have some kind of psychic connection.”
She knew how ridiculous it was to believe in psychic powers captured in a ring, but she had also never seen a ring that just wouldn’t come off, no matter how hard she tugged or tortured her finger. She’d also never heard of shape-shifting wolves before. She was beginning to think anything and everything was possible in this strange new—or old—world. Leaning forward, interested, Sarah cocked a brow. “What does that connection do?”
Jules shook his head. 

Boy, he’s not much help, is he? They can manufacture magic rings around here but can’t invent Google so I can look all this up? Hmm. “You said all the Immortals receive a ring like this,” Sarah continued. “Can a human even wear one?”

Jules hesitated. “I’m not sure how it works. The Immortals are very private. They live in a secretive world, following their own set of rules. I do know that every country in our world is under the rule of King Taggert, who resides over the Cardashian Court. I also know that King Victor is rumored to be next in line to rule when King Taggert dies. The king is dying, so it won’t be long before Victor takes the mightiest throne.”

Sarah blew out a breath. “Yeah, that was what those shape-shifters said.”

“Well, it’s no surprise King Taggert chose King Victor.”

“Why not? Isn’t there anyone else?”

“Victor is one of the oldest and strongest men in our world. He’s very powerful, rules with an iron fist, and is feared by all.”

“Yet you risk your life and face his wrath for us?” Frank asked.

“I’ll do anything for Mia,” Jules said, his gaze focused on the road ahead. “I love her.”

“Wait...did you just say Victor’s one of the oldest? How old is the guy?” 

“I’ve no idea,” Jules said. “Maybe centuries.”

Just my luck again, Sarah thought. Not only am I married to a psycho, stuck with his weird magic ring, but he’s an old man with one foot inside the grave, and he just won’t ever die. Victor had captured and kidnapped Sarah in broad daylight, but still, she had to ask, “Are the Immortals like vampires or something? I need to know if Victor plans on biting me. Am I gonna start sparkling in the sun, sport some new fangs, and making blood my new choice of drink?” 

Jules laughed, looking a bit confused. “Fangs? No, no, nothing like that—at least not that I’ve heard.”

Sarah pressed a hand against her chest. “Thank goodness!”

“In most regards, the Immortals are just like us,” continued Jules. “They eat, sleep, laugh, and cry. The only difference is that thousands of years ago, they somehow tapped into the power of immortality. According to legend, they took over every country in our world and have ruled with an iron fist ever since.”

“Do the Immortals have any, uh...superpowers?” Frank asked. 

“Yeah, and they can do weird things with their minds, like make somebody see visions or—”

“I had one of those! I saw the king’s knights and horses before they got near us,” Sarah said, her voice rising an octave. “I very vividly saw them coming, and I even heard Victor’s voice. I think this is...for real.”

Frank shook his head. “I know you’ve mentioned it a million times, but I find the notion of an Immortal king chasing us a little hard to swallow.”

“Think about it, Frank. We’re not in our world anymore. Things are different here. We have to open up our minds to the unexplainable, which I know is a big leap for you.” Glancing down, she whispered, “I’m just wondering how a human like me managed to put on their magic ruby ring in the first place without bursting into flames or something.” 

“You know what that proves, right?” Frank said, always the skeptic. 

“No. What?”

“That any ordinary person can put one on, which means those people are about as Immortal as me.”

“Can you two please go back into hiding?” Jules asked. “We’re still in Tastia. I will take you as far as Dornia, but then you will be on your own.”

Sarah shrugged. “Sure. I need to forget about all this strange stuff anyway and focus on finding my sister.”




Chapter 9

From the other side of the narrow wooden door, worn with time, Sarah had no idea what would await her inside the local pub. She stepped into the large hall, dirt crunching beneath her booted feet, and stopped to take in the vaulted ceilings and crowded space. Countless tables faced the tarnished wooden bar. Roars of laughter and conversation echoed through the air. Flames flickered from candles in iron chandelier-like wall sconces on the stone walls. Sarah had always thought of candlelight dinners as romantic occasions, but watching a large man with greasy hair bite into a giant drumstick changed her opinion in a hurry. The delicious aroma of freshly baked bread and roast beef wafted into her nostrils, making her stomach growl in spite of the crude and unsanitary atmosphere. 

Jules went to place the order for their feast, and Sarah and Frank walked past long banquet tables filled with customers she could swear were wearing outfits straight out of Hollywood. They weren’t dressed fancy like the people in Victor’s ballroom. The women wore long, simple dresses, while the men were garbed in itchy-looking wool breeches with a tunic or doublet and cloaks with a simple belt. 

A tall woman seated them at a dark wooden table, on long benches draped in animal furs. It looked as though the woman wore two braids, one on each side, and then wrapped them around her head like a headband and tucked them into place, like some kind of milk maid. Sarah smiled at the lady sitting next to her on the bench, taking in the deep wrinkles running across her forehead and face. 

The woman returned the smile, revealing crooked yellow teeth. “Don’t order the peacock, milady. It’s tough as leather and tasty as one’s sandals.”

Wait...these people eat peacocks? I thought they were only for showing off their pretty feathers in the zoo! I’d rather eat sandals! Sarah smirked. “Thank you. I’ll keep that in mind.”

The old woman inched closer and patted Sarah’s hand as she mumbled, “I hope you’re not into dark meat either, love. The pigeon’s too salty here.”

“I’ll take that into consideration as well,” Sarah said, cringing at the thought of eating such a dirty, messy bird that leaves feathers and feces everywhere it goes.

Frank glanced over at the woman. “How’s the dragon-tail soup?”

“Stop it.” Sarah nudged Frank playfully as she peered around. “Look how crowded this place is. This tavern must be the happening place.”

“Yeah, it’s definitely the medieval hotspot. The only thing missing is the flamethrower...and maybe the jester.” Frank slid in next to Jules and smiled. “I hope these furs don’t have fleas.” 

“Thanks, Frank,” Sarah said. “Now I’m going to start itching.”

“Don’t worry, honey,” the old lady said. “The furs have been treated with wormwood. Fleas and moths are not keen on it.”

“Wormwood?” Sarah stood and waved her hand, trying to get the woman’s attention. “Waitress...um, I mean, wench, we don’t need luxury seating. We’d prefer a nice hard bench.” 

“Relax,” Frank said. “It’s some kind of plant or herb.”

Sarah sat down. “I knew that.” She chuckled. 

Minutes later, a lady in a red velvet dress with a black lace-up waistcoat brought drinks in wooden mugs, along with a generous platter of raw vegetables, fruit, a loaf of bread, and some kind of braised meat on a bed of prunes and cedar nuts.

Jules ripped off a golden-brown leg and bit into it like a starving homeless man. “I hope you will enjoy the duck. Eat, drink, and be merry.”

Sarah laughed and looked around for a plate, napkins, or silverware. “Um, are there utensils we can use, or are we supposed to go at it caveman style?”

“Utensils, miss? Why do you think God gave us hands?” Jules asked between mouthfuls of food. 

Frank reached for a piece of meat. “The fork’s still centuries away from sitting in a silverware drawer, Sarah. Just dig in like he said. We’re sitting on animal skins, for God’s sake. I don’t think manners are all that important here.” 

“If you don’t mind, then I don’t. Just don’t wipe your greasy hands on my cloak.” She bit into a drumstick and smirked as the food stuck between her teeth. Eventually, she managed to swallow and put the meat aside.

“Don’t like it?” Frank asked.

“Well, for starters, it’s cold.”

“Maybe they could pop it in the microwave for a few seconds.” Frank tore off a piece of bread and dunked it into the meat grease.

“I guess beggars can’t be choosers.” Sarah laughed as she popped a plum into her mouth.

“Better get used to it. You’re not gonna survive on celery and plums, Your Highness.”

“What is this microwave you speak of?” Jules asked.

Sarah met Frank’s gaze. “You do the talking.”

“Well, it’s a kind of box, you see, and...well, I suppose you’d probably think it’s magic or something, but you put food in it, and it zaps it hot.” Frank bit into his pear, signaling the end of the conversation, but Jules didn’t seem keen on letting him off the hook.

“So this box carries a magic fire?”

“Maybe it’s best we don’t talk about our world,” Sarah said. “It might blow our cover or at least get us locked up in the medieval cuckoo’s nest.” 

“Right. When we’re done eating, maybe we’ll start asking around about Liz,” Frank said. “I’m sure someone knows her or has heard of her.” His investigation skills were kicking in. No matter where—or when—the man went, he was destined to always be 100 percent reporter. 

Sarah took a sip of her ale. “Just keep a low profile, okay?” 

He grinned. “Yeah, right, like you fit right in here. Okay, I’ll see what I can dig up.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“We should be safe here in Dornia,” Jules said. “Finish your lunch, and then I’ll take you to somebody who might be able to help. After that, you’re on your own.”

“So this is where we part ways?” Frank asked.

Jules nodded. “As I said before, I must head back to my own land. I must find out where my Mia is and be sure she is well.”

“We can’t thank you enough, Jules,” Sarah said. 

After eating her meal, she excused herself and squeezed between two long tables, heading for the bar. Folding her hands on the wooden counter, she waved to get the bartender’s attention.

He was a broad man with a black beard. He turned to face her and arched his eyebrow at her inquisitively (or perhaps flirtatiously) as he wiped down the filthy counter with an even filthier rag. “May I help you?” 

Sure. Allow me to fill you in on the wonders of antibacterial soap. If you learned a thing or two about germs, perhaps it would eliminate all those plagues running rampant in the history books, she humored herself. “Perhaps you can be of help. I’m looking for a woman named Elizabeth Larker. She goes by ‘Liz’. She’s my sister, one year older, and she looks just like me.”

The man poured a mug of ale, avoiding her gaze. “Never heard of her, miss, but I know there is an Immortal who looks just like you.”

Sarah shook her head. “No, that’s not her. Liz is human.”

“How can she be a human and your sister if you, yourself, are an Immortal?” He looked down at her ring, then back at her face. 

She sighed. “It’s a long story, sir, but let me assure you I am not one of them.”

He smirked, then put the rag on the counter and placed his large, hairy hands in front of her, leaning forward as he emphasized each word. “Your finger bears the ruby ring, and you are the spitting image of Princess Gloria. You must be one of them.”

She regarded him intently, trying to make sense of what he was implying. She was obviously not Princess Gloria, and the only person she’d ever known who looked even remotely like her was her sister. Wait...could Liz be...? No way. And if she is, why would she change her name to Gloria? She leaned against the counter, her interest piqued. From the movies, she knew bartenders are the go-to people for everything, so she was sure it couldn’t hurt to ask. “Perhaps you could tell me more about this princess, this Gloria? Was she adopted into the family as a teenager?” Sarah considered the idea that maybe her so-called father, this king, abducted Liz or gave her sanctuary in his kingdom after hearing she came through the portal. Crazier things had happened. 

“Adopted?” He scoffed as he used the same dirty rag to wipe down the glasses and mugs—the ones his customers drank from. “No. I worked as a cook in the castle when Princess Gloria was a baby, even courted her nanny for many months. I do know that Gloria moved away to another country when she was twelve, but she recently moved back to spend more time with her family here in Dornia. She’s so grown up now. I saw her last month at a ball at the castle.”

Well, there goes that idea, Sarah thought. There’s no way that could be Liz. “Could you tell me—”

A maid inched closer and whispered to the grizzly barkeep, “You’re not supposed to talk about them.”

The guy nodded, a frown perched between his brows. 

Sarah straightened her back, and a determined look came over her face. She was unwilling to drop the topic just yet. “You said—”

The man shook his head. “You may ask all the questions you want, miss, but there’ll be no more answers coming from me, I’m afraid. I have a bar to run here.” His tone was sharp, almost arrogant. 

Sarah wondered what had caused the sudden sealing of his lips. “But I just—” Sarah started.

He slammed his fist on the counter. “Just leave! I don’t want any trouble with your race. The last time the Immortals were in here, they tried to kill me with a sword. Your drinks and food are on the house, but I have the right to ask anyone to leave my establishment, and I am asking you to go now.”

Frank approached, touching her shoulder as he whispered in her ear, “Not only does that ring get us out of trouble, but it also gives us all kinds of perks and freebies.”

“Yeah, but Victor should’ve given me a handbook. Clearly this guy doesn’t want to help,” Sarah said.

Frank nodded, frowning. “Yeah. Nobody else is talking either.” 

The sound of hooves thundered in the distance. Outside, horses neighed in response. Sarah walked across the room and peeked out the door. The sun glinted off the armor of twenty or so armed knights as they dismounted. She raced back to Frank, her heart racing. “Great! There are soldiers out there—hordes of them.”

“Where?” Frank asked, rising from his stool.

She nodded to the door. “Out there. Look for yourself if you don’t believe me.”

He weaved through the tables, heading for the door. “Don’t worry, I still have the tranquilizer gun.” 

Keeping her gaze focused on the entrance, Sarah hurried after him.

“But how? How did they find us?” Frank muttered.

She shrugged, even though he couldn’t see her. “Jules.”

He shook his head. “Those aren’t King Victor’s men. That’s King William’s entourage.”

“How do you know?”

Jules stood behind her, leaning over her shoulder as he pointed out the doorway. “Look at the crest on their armor. See the golden royal eagle?”

She nodded. “Princess Gloria’s father, the ruler of Dornia?”

“Speak of the devil, huh?” Jules turned her to face him, a glint playing in his eyes. “King William Jarod. What are the odds of them turning up at the same moment we did?” 

She took a step back, her dress brushing the cool wall as she turned to Frank. “Maybe they’re just coming in for a bite to eat. Just play it cool.”

“But if you look anything like Glor—”

She held up a hand, stopping him mid-sentence as she scanned the room for any other exit. There were no windows and no other doors—not even a trapdoor in the ground. Crap! Don’t they have fire inspections around here! Talk about a fire hazard. “We should sue them.”

“What?” Frank asked, brows furrowed.

“Never mind.” Sarah pulled the hood of her cloak up and returned to her bench with Frank in tow. She took her previous seat next to the old woman, her eyes darting toward the door as she whispered, “The place is surrounded. How the heck are we supposed to bail?”

Frank gripped her hand tightly, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Let’s just wait and see how this plays out. In our world, police stop for donuts, right? Maybe here they stop for drumsticks.”

She nodded in agreement and hid her face as best she could. 

A group of knights in chainmail coats stormed in, and the tavern fell silent. The patrons, mostly humble peasants, lowered their eyes to the ground, as if they were trying to be invisible. Sarah’s stomach fluttered uneasily. 

“Attention, patrons,” one soldier said. “We’re looking for Queen Gloria Fesque.”

Sarah gasped. Just my luck that they aren’t here for a bucket of extra crispy. Shivers ran up and down her spine as she debated whether to make a run for it or play dumb. As much as she fancied the idea of dashing for the nearest exit, she realized her sprint probably wouldn’t get her further than the nearest table.

“We’ve tracked her here,” the knight continued, whipping out his sword. “Point her out, and we shall leave in peace.” 

Sarah’s gaze wandered from the tall, hairy guy to the gleaming blade in his hand, frightening in the dim light. People dropped to the ground, scurrying under tables and whimpering. “Oh my gosh,” whispered Sarah. “Are you telling me I’ve somehow managed to piss off two kings? How’s this possible?” 

“You better run, dear,” the elderly woman whispered. 

Sarah shot her a sideway glance. “I really am a nice person.” Sarah paused, gathering her thoughts. “Really, I am. Everyone loves me. I don’t make enemies. This is way too much for me.”

“I’d say you’re doing a pretty good job considering you have two of the most powerful Immortals on your tail,” said Jules, “and on mine too,” he added. 

The knight wrapped his hand in the serving wench’s hair and yanked, hissing, “Where is she, wench? Tell me, and perhaps you will live to serve these miscreants another day.”

Another knight knocked over a thick pillar candle on one of the tables. “We shall have no regrets burning this hole to ash if that becomes necessary!” he shouted. 

Sarah peered up from under her hood at the two women pouring liquid from a brown mug over the smoldering flame that was threatening to ignite a nearby table.

“Tell me if the woman I’m looking for has been here or is in your fine establishment,” the first knight continued.

The wench frowned and looked at Sarah, as if debating whether she should keep quiet or rat her out. 

Sarah frowned and bobbed her head ever so slightly, her eyes imploring the woman to keep quiet. Her life depended on the kind stranger. 

The knight pulled out his jewel-studded dagger and held it to the woman’s throat. 

The hostage’s eyes bulged like a deer in the headlights. Pointing straight at Sarah, the woman said, “She wears the mark of the Immortals.”

The knight threw the woman against a table, sending cups and mugs crashing to the ground. He met Sarah’s gaze. “In the name of the king, you are under arrest for the crime of heresy. You are scheduled for execution. Surrender to me now, and I will make this as painless as possible.”

Wait...did she just tattle on me? What happened to girl power? Aren’t girls supposed to stick together? Sarah shook her head. Boy, she really is a wench. There goes her tip, that’s for sure. Her heart racing, Sarah knelt and crawled under the wooden tables, bumping into everyone’s grubby legs along the way. Jules and Frank trailed close behind. Her hand stuck in something red and gooey, and she quickly wiped it on her cloak, bumping her head. Mice squeaked and squealed, none too happy to be interrupted from their feast of chicken bones, orange peels, and apple cores that littered the ground. She made it to the end of the table and peeked out to meet the eyes of a dreaded knight. 

He smiled, showing off the gap where his two missing front teeth used to be. “There she is!” he yelled.

Frank pointed the tranquilizer gun and pulled the trigger. “Go Sarah!” 

The knight jumped back startled and pulled the dart out of his chest. Sarah raced for the counter and jumped, easily soaring over it. She’d no idea how she could possibly jump that high, but she was aware that adrenaline could do some crazy things. Landing on her feet, she turned and reached out her hands, dragging Jules over, then Frank. There has to be a way out. There just has to be, she thought. 

“I lost the gun!” Frank said. “He kicked it out of my hand.”  

The bartender stood in the corner, cowering. “I told you I didn’t want any trouble,” he hissed.

Sarah grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. “Please help us. This nutcase is going to kill me.”

“Surely you’re an honorable man, sir. You can’t let them hurt an innocent woman over a case of mistaken identity,” Frank said.

The bartender pointed. “Get to the basement. In the back, under crates of vegetables, is a door that leads to a tunnel,” he whispered. 

Everything happened in slow motion. Sarah ran toward the doorway that led to the basement, but she suddenly felt a sharp pain in her back. She spun around to see the knight holding a crossbow. He squinted, as if taking careful aim not to miss his target. Before she could blink, more arrows shot through the air. In the next second, another one pierced her heart. Pain radiated through her chest. Frank and Jules yelled. Patrons screamed. Her breath became labored as she dropped to the ground, her face slamming against the cold, dirt floor.

“Evil must be stopped!” yelled the knight. “Your sacrifice will save our land.”

Sarah groaned inwardly. She didn’t have one evil bone in her body. Scamming the king was wrong, and stealing somebody’s identity was too. She only did it out of desperation to get home, to get out of a world she didn’t belong in. Her vision blurred, and her body went limp. She couldn’t even move a muscle, let alone scream. Blinking, she tried to clear her vision. 

“That ain’t happening!” Frank scooped her up in his arms. 

A door squeaked open, and footsteps thudded down a steep set of stairs. Sarah could feel her head bouncing back and forth, as if she was some kind of inanimate bobble-head doll on a dashboard. 

“Keep going! I’ll hold them back,” yelled Jules, barricading the door behind him with giant jugs of ale that he dragged across the floor. 

Sarah drew in a shaky breath as pain rippled across her chest. She let out a small gurgling sound. 

“Oh, Sarah,” Frank pleaded, his voice wavering. “Don’t you die on me, girl.” 

She reached up to stroke his cheek. “I’m sorry, Frank...so sorry.” 

“Hang on!” said Frank, squeezing her hand.

“I’m...I’m dying,” Sarah whispered. 

He shook his head vehemently, his eyes wide, teeming with an emotion she couldn’t place. “No! Don’t you say that. Don’t you dare die on me, Sarah.”

Spots danced in her vision. Is this the way it’s going to end? Am I really going to die here, in the basement of some medieval tavern? She didn’t want to die without knowing what had happened to Liz. “When you find my sister, tell her I love her.” 

Frank’s voice wavered. “You’re going to tell her that yourself.”

A loud rattle made her jump. 

“Those knights pounding on that door might not agree with...with you,” Sarah said with a pained gasp, squeezing Frank’s hand tightly. 

“They’re coming!” yelled Jules. “Hurry!”

She choked on a ragged breath. Her vision blurred even more, and she blinked again, to no avail. Voices became faint and then trailed off. And then, there was only darkness.




Chapter 10

Sarah’s eyes fluttered open. Through a foggy haze, she took in the bright light and the brownish stains on her fingers when realization set in: She’d been shot with an arrow—twice. Someone was pushing down hard on her chest, making it very difficult to breathe. Pain flooded her chest, pushing her to the edge of her consciousness. She opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out. 

A voice hissed to her right, the words too low to distinguish. She turned her head sharply, flinching against the sudden jolt of pain rippling through her. “What do you want me to do?!” shouted Jules. “I’m not a healer! She was shot directly in the heart. I’ve never seen anybody survive such an injury, not even for this long.”

“You must know someone who can help,” the first voice said again.

Sarah could hear their voices coming from all directions. She wanted to answer, but the words remained frozen in her throat. The sweet smell of incense filled her nostrils. Beams of light shone down on her. Divine light? Staring upward, she let out a groan. Stained glass...vaulted ceilings. Painted angels? Am I in heaven or on my way there? Being dead would at least end the pain rippling through her, but she still had so much to do. My life can’t end now—not like this.

A picture of a chubby cherub caught her eye. Maybe this is just a renaissance art gallery. She peered closer at the ceiling, which rested on six Tuscan columns of great height. Nice architecture. Soaring round iron candelabras hung from the ceiling, capturing her attention, as she stared at flickering flames, trying to make sense of everything. Light shone through multiple stained glass windows in a hue of vivid, glowing rainbow colors, the sun making the mosaic patterns sparkle and shine. She surmised that she had to be in some kind of church.

“Sarah,” the first voice said. 

She turned her head, taking in the blurred shapes. Her gaze sharpened, allowing her to recognize Frank. 

He inched closer until his nose was inches away from her face. “We’ll get you out of this...alive.”

“Don’t make promises you may not be able to keep,” Jules said matter-of-factly.

Frank pulled back, hesitating. “I got the arrows out.”

“Yes, but she’s still losing much blood,” Jules said.

She would’ve liked to point out that she could hear every word they said, but somehow it didn’t register with her that they were talking about her. They couldn’t be. Surely I’m not the one hurt and covered in blood. Did he say an arrow went through my...my heart?

“Send for a healer and get me some antiseptic of some sort...you know, something with a high alcohol content,” Frank said.

“You want a drink when your woman is dying?”

“Well I could use a stiff one right about now, but I need it to sterilize the wound.” Frank’s voice echoed through the large room, cutting through the silence like a knife as he jumped to his feet, peering around him. If he was looking for some good old whiskey, he wasn’t likely going to find it there. “It always works in the movies when those cowboys pour moonshine on a bullet wound,” he continued.

“Movies?” Jules asked. “And I know we have wolf people, but what are cow boys?”

Frank dismissed him with a wave of his hand. “It’s not important,” Frank said. “Please just go. Sarah’s life’s at stake.”

“They’re counting on us to look for help. Guards will be stationed all over the healer’s cottage.”

“I’ll go myself then,” Frank demanded.

“Have you gone mad? Perhaps you took an arrow to the head.”

“Just tell me where to go. Please, Jules. I can’t just stand here and watch her die without doing anything. What if it were Mia?”

Sarah moaned. “Bon Jovi would be proud,” she said.

“Huh?” Frank said, kneeling down and grabbing her hand.

“Yeah. Brings a whole new meaning to ‘Shot Through the Heart,” she said, attempting a crooked smile

“Sarah, can you hear me?” Frank asked.

“Did the serving wench pack me a doggy bag?” she whispered. “I wasn’t finished with the duck.”

Smiling, he stroked her face. “Hey, Sleeping Beauty. Welcome back to the land of the living.”

“Frank...” She squinted, her gaze searching his hazel eyes. “Where...where are we? This can’t be heaven. There’s no way they’d let you past the pearly gates.”

He laughed, happy to hear her voice, in spite of her banter. “We’re in a chapel. Jules has a friend who’s a priest.” 

Sarah was lying on something hard, a wooden pew. She groaned and tried to move her aching bones. “Surely you could’ve found a rug or something to squeeze under me. My back’s killing me.” Pushing up on her elbows, she sat up and noticed that the room was illuminated with hundreds of candles in the front of the church, placed meticulously around a wooden altar decorated with a gold and white cloth. Her hand flew to where Frank had applied pressure rags. “I should be...dead.” She scrambled to her feet, and the bloody rags fell to the floor. She pulled down the blood-soaked cloak and stared at the gaping wound as it shrank smaller and smaller, finally disappearing right before her eyes. “What the heck?” she gasped between breaths. “What’s going on? The wound’s gone—no redness, no pain, and not even a scar.”

Frank ran a hand over the smooth skin where the wound once was. “How’s this possible?”

Jules looked at Frank, his eyes widening in shock. “It’s true. She’s an Immortal!” He gasped. “She is one of them.” 

“What?” Frank asked, his mouth agape with shock. “Because she put on this bubblegum machine ring of his?”

“I don’t get it. Why?” Sarah said, confusion filling her voice. “It’s just a ring.”

Jules lifted her hand, peering down at the jewelry. “This is not just any ring, miss. It’s a powerful, ancient one, thousands of years old, and it obviously carries the power of transforming one into an Immortal being.”

A shudder of fear ran through her. “Get it off right now! Find some grease or butter, whatever it takes!” She pulled at the band with all her might, wincing in pain. “That knight—he said they could stop evil by killing me. What the heck did that mean? Do they think I’m the devil or something?”

“I don’t know, but I am sure they are mistaken. I’ve only known you a short while, but I know you are not evil.” Jules touched her shoulder. “Stop, Sarah. No amount of lubricant will allow you to remove that ring.” 

“I didn’t ask for this.” Sarah fell into Frank’s arms, and he held her tight. “Why didn’t Victor warn me I’d become a walking freak show? Although, I guess I should feel grateful. Without this ring, I’d be dead right now.”

“He doesn’t know you are human,” Frank said. 

She had no idea Victor was Immortal either, like something straight out of some crazy Highlander movie. He wasn’t going around shouting “There can be only one!” or anything, but maybe I should’ve picked up on some small sign. Her senses had been heightened, but she had assumed that only meant the ring had some strange magical properties. Never in her wildest dreams would she have imagined herself becoming Immortal. “I-I don’t understand any of this.” 

Frank ran a hand through her hair. “We’re going to figure this out together, I promise. We’ll undo the ring’s curse somehow, Sarah. There has to be a way. But first, we have to figure out why there’s so much heat on us.” He looked at Jules. “Why are King William’s men trying to kill Sarah?” 

His brows furrowed. “I don’t know. Perhaps they are angry because we brought Victor’s wife over here, into their territory.”

“No, that can’t be it. Notice they didn’t shoot us,” Frank said. “Sarah had a bull’s-eye on her back, and they were aiming to kill.”

Jules shook his head. “They hate Victor, and I have no doubt they’d hate his wife too.” 

“It must be the reason why Victor warned me not to come to Dornia...into enemy territory. How good is your witness protection program out here?” she joked halfheartedly. 

Jules cocked an eyebrow. 

Sarah waved her hand. “Never mind. Listen, King William is just mad because I pretended to be his daughter, Princess Gloria. Think identity theft. Maybe I brought disgrace to her name somehow, and that’s why they think I’m evil.” 

Snap! Outside, someone or something stepped on a twig.

Frank rose to his feet and motioned for them to be silent. When nothing moved, he inched closer, whispering, “We need a game plan. Let’s find Liz...and quick.”

“But how?” Sarah asked. “Everyone’s after us. I’m on the most wanted lists of two kings.”

“There might be a third party after us as well,” Jules said with a sigh. “Sarah was turned into an Immortal without permission from the Cardashian Court. They’ll send trackers the second they find out, if they haven’t already.”

She slapped her forehead. “You’ve got to be kidding me!”

“The Cardashian Court has their own justice and trials,” Jules said.

“Is Victor in trouble with the court for making me Immortal?” Sarah asked. “Maybe that’s why he’s after me.”

“For payback?” Jules shook his head. “How could he get in trouble? He didn’t knowingly marry a mortal behind their back. He thought he was marrying an Immortal princess. He is guilty of nothing in this. In spite of their propensity for swift justice, even the Cardashians should see that. They are very wise.”

“Then he’s only out for revenge, because we tricked him and likely made a fool of him.” Sarah took a trembling breath, her shoulders slumping. “Can this get any worse? It’s like being chased by the FBI, the police, and the Italian mafia all in one night.”

“Had much experience with any of that?” Frank asked, grinning. 

Sarah slapped the back of his head. 

He shrugged. “What? At least you don’t need a bulletproof jacket. I’ve heard they are harder to come by than the actual weapons.”

She slugged him again. “Focus, Frank.”

“The Immortals from the Cardashian Court will likely give you a speedy trial and then kill you,” Jules said. “We know King William’s men will definitely kill you. As for King Victor, I don’t know his intentions, but he could be the lesser of the evils. You could have a chance with him—especially if you give yourself up and quit running.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Wow. I’m overcome with so many wonderful options, aren’t I? Let’s see...courtroom and likely death, definite death, and making babies with a king I barely know. I’ve no idea which one to choose.”

“Try to look at it from another perspective, Sarah. You didn’t die before. If they try to kill you, you might just weasel out of it with the help of that ring,” Frank said.

Sarah groaned. “Awesome. I’ve always wanted to know what it feels like to be a zombie.”

“Then my advice would be to take your chances with Victor,” Jules said softly.

She glared at him. Take a chance with Victor? She remembered those dangerous eyes he flashed her, warning her not to escape. She also remembered the way he’d gripped her wrist and told her she’d pay dearly if she ever tried. A chill ran up her spine. “No way! I don’t know why or how, but I can feel his anger and bitterness from my betrayal. He is after revenge, and he has a reputation to maintain.”

Jules put a hand softly on her shoulder. “He may spare you. You are his wife...and an Immortal.”

“Yeah, thanks for the reminder,” Sarah said. 

“King Victor has the power to sway the Cardashian Court to forgive you, especially when he takes over after King Taggert’s imminent death. That will put him in the perfect position to save your life. Your husband is one of the most powerful men in their group, feared by all. He may be your best bet to surviving all of this.”

She turned away with a shudder. “If he doesn’t kill me the second he sees me.”

“Can she even be killed?” Frank asked.

She nudged him in the ribs, annoyed. “You make me sound like I’m some kind of virus.”

“I’m just saying...” Frank said, effectively dodging another shove. “You might want to put less force into those. I’m not keen on bruises. I have a reputation to uphold too, you know, and getting beaten up by a girl won’t help.”

“I barely touched you.”

He cocked a brow. “Your hours at the gym are starting to pay off then.”

“I only want to look out for Sarah’s best interests,” Jules said. He turned to Frank. “You’ll certainly lose her, but at least she’ll live.” 

“Live? Under the rule of a tyrant in some kind of medieval world?” Frank asked. “What kind of life would that be? No. Sarah deserves better, and I promised to get her out of here.”

“Like I said, she’ll live, and so will you.”

“After I stole his bride on his wedding night?”

“He might not even know that you were involved in Sarah’s rescue,” Jules said. “Victor’s her only chance. To get her out of this mess you’ve created, he’s a risk worth taking.”

Frank shook his head vehemently. “No way. I’m not going to stand by and let her throw herself at the mercy of some psychopathic royal pain in the—”

“Frank!” Sarah said, getting tired of being talked about like she wasn’t even there.

“And that’s final.”

She shot him a thankful look. Even though it wasn’t really his business, she appreciated how adamant he was about keeping her safe, as if he truly cared for her wellbeing. “I don’t think the king wants me back. I might’ve called him Vic one too many times,” she said. “He really hates that. I’m not sure he’d be very forgiving or eager to experience marital bliss with someone he’s already threatened to kill.”

Jules snorted. “Vic? You called him that, yet you’re still breathing? You must have a brilliant guardian angel.”

Sarah smirked. “More likely it’s because my boobs were half falling out of that wedding gown. What’s with those corsets anyway?”

Jules’s cheeks flushed, and he cleared his throat, signaling that a change in subject was imminent. “You could use your, um, queenly influence to strike a deal to see Frank sent safely back home—to his own world.”

“No deals. Frank and I can get home on our own.”

“You think the Immortals from the council will give up so easily? You think they won’t follow you back through the portal and hunt you down?” asked Jules. “You’ve no idea how vicious and ruthless they can be, and they do not take deceit and betrayal lightly...that or theft of their magic artifacts.” 

Frank’s eyebrows rose into arches of disbelief. “Sure. Maybe if they had some kind of tracking device, but I’m pretty sure that cheap trinket isn’t equipped with GPS.” 

Sarah noticed the serious look on Jules’s face and the intensity of his words. “You don’t know that, Frank. Maybe I’ve been tagged, like a wild animal,” Sarah said.

“Doesn’t matter,” Frank said. “I have all kinds of tricks up my sleeve to outrun them.” 

“Without their blessing, you’ll never be safe again.” Jules stood and adjusted his cloak, pulling up his hood as if he was getting ready to leave. “You can’t do this by yourselves any longer.”

“Yes we can,” Frank said. “You’ve grown up being taught to fear them, but we haven’t. We’ll fight to the very end.” 

“With that kind of thinking, you’re going to get yourselves killed. Sarah doesn’t even know how to use her powers. She’s like a newborn fighting against experienced Immortals, hundreds of years old. How long do you think you two can last out there stumbling around in the dark with no knowledge whatsoever of the landscape or what you’re up against?”

Sarah’s stomach fluttered. She knew absolutely nothing, but she was sure she and Frank could figure it out on their own. They were both investigators after all, though she never would have liked to compare herself to him before they’d arrived here. “I know we’re in over our heads here, but I think we can manage.”

Jules’s gaze narrowed. “You’re drowning, milady. You need help from another Immortal, someone who can guide you through the process. Go back to your husband and fall into his arms. Throw yourself at his mercy and beg for forgiveness. He’s the only one who can help you now.”

“She’s not going back to King Victor, Jules, and I’ll hear no more of it!” Frank yelled. 

“If I go back to him, all of this we’ve suffered in an effort to escape will have been for nothing,” Sarah reasoned. 

“So what?” Jules asked. “At least you’ll continue to breathe. Did you ever think he might annul the marriage and let you go once he finds out he married the wrong person?”

She knew Victor would never let go of her so easily. “That won’t happen. He feels connected to me because—”

Frank met her gaze straight on. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“Did you bed down with him?” Jules asked, wide-eyed. “I mean no disrespect, miss, but if you did, you completed the bonding process, and it is unbreakable.”

“Sleep with him?” Her cheeks suddenly burned. She’d definitely thought about it. “No! Of course not! Who do you take me for?”

Frank grabbed Jules’s arm. “Sarah’s not like that. She only kissed him on the lips during the ceremony, and that was only to play the part of a happy wife.”

“She’s seeing visions, and he is behind the sending of them,” Jules said. “That would never happen unless a bond was formed, and that would likely require more than a tiny kiss on the lips.” He glanced over at Sarah. “Did you give yourself to your husband before you ran?”

“No, I most certainly did not...and quit referring to Victor as my husband!” Sarah retorted. 

Frank shoved Jules against the wall, his eyes throwing daggers as he hissed, “Listen, buddy, I’m really beginning to dislike you. What kind of girl do you take Sarah for anyway? She’d never touch him like that. Do you understand?”

“Perhaps not by her own will, but she could’ve been forced,” Jules whispered, pushing him back. “Victor is a very powerful, persuasive man, and we should have never left her in that dungeon to face him. It was a fool’s plan!” 

Sarah nodded eagerly. “Frank is right, Jules. Nothing like that happened! I swear. We just said the vows, I kissed him, and I escaped the first chance I had. The entire thing was a farce.” She didn’t think it was a good time to elaborate on just how much, how deeply she’d kissed him or how much she’d enjoyed it. 

“I will be back soon,” Jules said, heading toward the exit. 

“Just admit it, Jules,” Frank said, following after him. “You don’t approve of what we did—or should I say—what I did. This entire thing was my idea, and you’re just angry that the fool, as you called me, dragged Sarah and Mia into this wedding gig.”

Jules glared at him. “You are correct, sir. As I said, it was a fool’s plan, and it put my Mia and your Sarah in more danger than was necessary.” He took a deep breath before continuing. “This whole thing could have been avoided! My friends and I risked our lives when we took you to the dungeon to rescue Sarah, but did you come back with her?” He pushed Frank away and pointed at Sarah. “No! You left her to her fate. Unbelievable.”

Sarah realized in that moment that Jules had, in fact, been the lookout, the one who had done the whistling. “Guys, stop it!” She turned to look intensely at Jules. “It’s not his fault,” Sarah said. “Frank gave me an out, and I didn’t take it.” 

“That is only because of him!” Jules pointed an accusatory finger at Frank and shot him a most distasteful glare. “He filled your head with talk about the ring, the key to your home world. Had you left with us at that very moment, you’d be free from all of these problems already, and my Mia would be by my side instead of suffering or in danger!”

“And I’d be stuck in this world forever!” she retorted. 

“We don’t need you anymore, Jules,” Frank said. 

“I hope you know your so-called ‘brilliant plan’ has ruined Sarah’s life,” Jules said. “I think you’re the one who needs some sense.”

Frank took a menacing step forward, his cheeks ablaze with anger. “Get out! We don’t need you.”

Sarah grabbed his arm. “Everyone calm down. Let’s take a breather.”

“I’m going to look for my friend,” Jules said, opening the door.

Wait...is he crazy? But the knights saw his face in the pub. They know he’s in on it with us. Sarah grabbed his arm, his gaze imploring. “It’s not safe out there.”

“It’s not safe in here either.” Jules shot Frank a glare over his shoulder before he walked out, slamming the door behind him. Ironically, as loud and ominous as the slam sounded, the ornate door was carved with a bevy of angelic symbols and cherubs.

“You idiot! How could you chase away the only friend we have in this dreadful place?” She turned to face Frank, challenging him to a fight that was long overdue. She wasn’t keen on his Victor-marrying plan in the first place, and he had talked her into it, just like Jules said. 

He hugged her tight, pressing her against his broad chest. “I’m sorry, Sarah,” Frank whispered into her ear, “but the thought of sending you back to that whack-job infuriates me. We’ll find another way. I promise.” 

She snuggled into him, inhaling the manly scent of his skin, comfort washing over her, if only for a second. She let out a sigh, eager to forget her own incredulity and just trust him for a change. “I know, babe. Just try and keep your cool. Your outbursts aren’t helping my nerves.”

“So what exactly did you do to strengthen this so-called bond with your so-called husband?” Frank asked. “I’m sorry, but I gotta know.”

She looked up at Frank, ready to confess it all. “I kissed him.”

His gaze narrowed. “Yeah. You mentioned that.”

“No, I mean...I-I really kissed him...like, uh...a lot.” She felt the telltale heat rising in her cheeks. Her breath caught in her throat, but not from shame. Somehow, Victor’s kiss lingered in her mind, all too vivid, and it wasn’t an unpleasant memory.

Frank narrowed his gaze. “What happened to the alleged smooch?”

Is he jealous? She regarded him intently, taking in the frown perched above his brows and the tight lines around his mouth. “It was more than that—more like some serious making out, but it didn’t go very far. I swear! Besides, it was only because he seduced me with those bright blue eyes of his, and I think—” 

He pushed her away. “I just wanted the truth. You think I want to hear the details? How could you let him lock lips with you anyway?” He shuddered for dramatic effect.

She shrugged, anger rising up inside her. How dare he corner me like that and try to make me feel guilty? “It just happened, Frank. It’s not like the priest announced us man and wife and I jumped him. It was more like the other way around. I guess when I didn’t resist, when I kissed him back, I somehow triggered the darn ring. It was really just some kind of accident.”

“So he just attacked you?”

“He just seized the moment.”

“And you obliged him because you liked it?” He groaned. “I don’t believe this. I know we’re not dating, but still. You’re attracted to him big time, aren’t you?”

“What woman wouldn’t be?” 

“Right, with ‘those blue eyes of his’,” he mocked. “Gosh, Sarah, I can’t believe you’d kiss that jerk. Do you want to be with him, to be his queen or something?”

“Frank, he’s not my type. You know as well as I do that the last guy I’d want to be with would be a guy who wants to control me.” She gripped Frank’s hands. “Besides, I’m here with you, aren’t I?”

“Right,” Frank said, not sounding too sure.

––––––––

Chapter 11

Jules returned but refused to talk to anyone, and Sarah thought it best to give him some time to cool down. 

When footsteps echoed outside the door, she held her breath and motioned Frank to keep silent. Jules’s hand moved to the dagger tied around his waist. She had no idea what he’d do with it against an entire army, but it was the thought that counted. At least it indicated that he wasn’t going to jump at the first opportunity and turn his back on them, leaving them to their fate.

The thuds stopped in front of the door, and an eerie silence ensued. Sarah barely dared to peel her gaze off the entrance to shoot Frank a questioning gaze. His brows were drawn together, his tense shoulders, and the muscles peering from under his short sleeves told her he was ready to battle for his life—and for hers. So was she. She decided that groveling was fair play; if need be, she’d punch and scream her way out, tugging at hair and kicking them where it’d hurt the most, hoping their armor didn’t protect them everywhere.

The door handle moved slowly, and the sound of old hinges cut through the silence of the chapel. Sarah clenched her hands and nodded at Frank as the door flew open. The second it did, she pounced like a cat, ready to claw her way out, stopping only inches away from the face of an old man with thinning white hair and a scraggly white beard.

“Hello, Father,” said Jules calmly.

The priest hugged Jules in a tight embrace. “It’s so good to see you, son. Thomas told me you are here and of the dire situation you are facing.”

“I would have come myself, but I got tied up here.” Jules smiled. “These are my friends, Frank and Sarah.”

“Greetings,” he said, smiling. “Welcome, my Queen. My name is Father Haster, and I am the priest of this sacred house.” He wore a hooded monk’s robe with a rope-like belt. 

She peered behind the man to see whether it was a bluff, to see if anyone was hiding outside to ambush them. The cobblestone path seemed deserted, the woods to the left and right devoid of life.

“Did you expect someone else?” The priest looked away as he broke the silence, drawing her attention to him.

“It’s our pleasure to meet you, Father, and we’re actually glad to see you and not someone else,” Frank said, grabbing the old man’s hand in a tight grip until his knuckles turned white.

“You’re killing him,” Sarah whispered.

He threw her a questioning look, so she pointed at his hand. Frank let go, a smile playing on his lips. “It’s not my fault I’m built like an ox.”

She smirked. “You got the ox part right—in smell and brains at least,” she joked. “Father,” she said, bowing, “it’s an honor to meet you.”

The priest touched her forehead with a finger as dry as sandpaper and gestured her to straighten. “You can’t leave until tomorrow, child. There are orders about to execute you on sight. I’ve never seen King William react this way to anything or anyone. Sending his troops to kill a defenseless woman is uncalled for. Jules has filled me in on your problems, and I am more than happy to offer you sanctuary.”

Of course, he doesn’t know I made out with Victor, she presumed. She smirked. “Jules is a very helpful soul...and so very understanding.”

Jules nodded, not getting the hint.

“Yes, he has always been known to help those in need,” the priest said, “and I’d like to think he gets that from his priest.”

Sarah eagerly shook his hand. “Well, truly, Father, it is a pleasure, and thank you for your kindness.” Then she said dryly, looking embarrassed, “I guess I shouldn’t have played the part of Princess Gloria. It might’ve earned me an Oscar in our time, but here, it seems my only reward would be a death sentence. Can I ask, Father, what would be the means of execution for someone of my crimes?”

The priest looked away as he whispered, “Beheading.”

I’ve been thinking I was losing my head all this time, but literally? Sarah let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding. “I better calm down and keep my head on straight then.”

Frank wrapped an arm around her waist, forcing her to face him. “Your life isn’t a joking matter, Sarah.”

“Let me deal with it the way I want,” she hissed. “Remember what I said about controlling men, Frank.”

“As you wish.” He shrugged and let go of her as he turned to the priest, but she could see her reaction didn’t sit well with him. 

That’s just too bad, Sarah thought. I’ve had enough of people telling me what to do and how to react. It was time to be herself and play it all down because pretending no evil would ever befall her was a better coping strategy than expecting the worst and letting herself fall into an abyss of worry and depression.

“Even if Sarah’s refuses to acknowledge it,” Frank said, shooting her a sideways glance, “I say we need to protect ourselves. Do you have any weapons we can use? Wouldn’t have an Uzi lying around, would ya, Father?”

“I know not what an Uzi is,” Jules said, “but weapons in a church?” Jules snorted. “What do you expect? Crucifixes and holy water?”

“Well, given that we’re dealing with Immortals, maybe,” Frank said.

Sarah peered at him, not amused at his jokes after he’d just scolded her for making her own. “An Uzi, Frank? Really. Don’t be stupid. Try to think more along the lines of swords, Jules—or maybe even a dagger.”

“Did you see their armor? What do you plan to do with a dagger, sweetheart?” Frank asked. “Peel them an apple and poison them with it?” His arrogant, superior attitude was slowly beginning to irritate her. 

“Do you have a better idea? And I swear, you better not start talking about some Rambo arsenal again, or I’m going to find the closest dragon and personally feed you to it.”

The priest held up his hands to stop their banter, which was becoming a bit more heated than friendly. “Enough! There’ll be no violence in this house of God.”

“Sounds good to me,” Sarah said. “But does the army outside agree too?”

Frank nodded, agreeing with her for a change. “Yeah. Why don’t you remind the leaders of Tastia and Dornia about peace and goodwill, because right now, we’re toast. If you don’t toss in a sword or two, we’ve no way to defend ourselves.”

The priest shook his head and turned on his heels, walking out of the room without another glance back.

Jules chased after him. “Father, do you need any help?”

Sarah elbowed Frank in the ribs hard. “Now you did it! You made the priest mad.”

“What did I do?” Frank hissed.

“You know all too well. Quit pissing everyone off, will ya? We already have a long list of people fuming at us. We don’t need the clergy on our heels as well. Think witch hunts and all that.”

“What?” He snorted and rubbed a hand over his face, annoyed. “Every soldier out there’s trying to kill you, and you think I’m just being paranoid.”

“Nope. Just irrational and negative.”

“I sent Jules out to get the rest of my bags and take them to my quarters in the back.” The priest’s voice made her turn around. “And this is for you.”

Her gaze fell on the silver heart necklace he held out to her. For a moment, Sarah could only stare. Her eyes clouded with tears as she lifted a finger and traced it over the face of the locket. Her hands trembled while she pried it open it and saw a photo of Liz inside it—a photo of the two of them standing side by side, together, happy and healthy as ever. Why would anyone in this world have Liz’s belongings? Liz would never give this away. Unless... Sarah shook her head defiantly. No! It can’t be! Liz has to be alive and well. She just has to be okay after all we’ve gone through to find her! 

Frank snorted. “What are we supposed to do with that? Choke them to death or ask for their hand in marriage?”

“Shut up, Frank!” Sarah screamed, casting him a death glare. “I bought this for my sister the Christmas before she disappeared,” Sarah whispered, her gaze fixing on the priest. “How did you...where did you get this?” she asked, almost scared to hear the answer.

The priest inched closer and cupped her hands. “My child, Jules has brought you here for a reason. He told me that you are looking for your sister.”

Frank peeked over Sarah’s shoulder at the picture. “Yes. She went missing ten years ago, and no one knows what happened to her.”

“I met a girl by the name of Elizabeth Larker when she was fifteen,” the priest said.

Sarah stared at him, for a moment unable to comprehend why he was avoiding her gaze. Her heart pounded hard against her ribcage, threatening to jump out of her throat any minute. “Oh no! Tell me she’s not...” Her voice came thin and low, so low she wasn’t sure anyone had even heard her. Someone who wasn’t out to kill her had seen Liz, and she was finally making progress, but something didn’t feel right. She met Frank’s gaze, her mouth gaping. “This proves without a shadow of a doubt that she definitely walked through the portal.”

“Don’t do that, Sarah,” Frank said slowly.

“What? Why?” She met his dark, brooding eyes and found there what she’d been trying to control all along: her hope that somehow, Liz was still alive and well.

“I don’t want you to be disappointed, that’s all. I couldn’t bear to see you hurt.”

He was right, but she couldn’t help herself—not until someone proved her wrong.

The priest smiled, the thin skin around his eyes morphing into hundreds of tiny lines. “Elizabeth does look very much like you indeed, my dear.”

“I knew she was alive!” Sarah squeezed his hand, fighting the need to grab him into a hug, which she was rather certain would not be appropriate. “I never believed for a moment she was dead. Where is she? When can we go to her? How do I find her, and—”

“She was only here for one year, I’m afraid. During that time, I tried to help her through the pain of being stuck in this world, but she didn’t adjust well. It must’ve been a great shock for her. From what she told me, I gathered your world is very different from ours.”

Tears welled in Sarah’s eyes as realization kicked in.

“Babe, I tried to tell you,” Frank muttered.

“You said she was here for a year?” Sarah said, ignoring him. “How long ago was that? And where did she go when she left?”

The priest scratched his forehead, thinking. “It’s been a while. I have been out in the mission field for two years and just recently returned. I’m afraid I don’t know where she went.”

“Do you know whether or not she’s still alive?”

“I don’t know, but why shouldn’t she be?”

Sarah shrugged, hysteria bubbling up inside her. The journey had proven to be nothing but an emotional rollercoaster. If she continued this way she was bound to develop a borderline personality disorder, what with all the crying and laughing and hoping, only to have her hopes dashed an instant later. “I shouldn’t have left her. How can I ever forgive myself? I shouldn’t have been so scared of the creature and dumped my own sister like a sack of potatoes.”

“You were only a kid yourself,” Frank said, “a teenager. “A grown man would have been scared seeing one of those Bigfoots up close and personal. Heck, even I about crapped my pants, and you know how brave I am.”

“She was fifteen, Frank—lost, scared, and wandering around in a forest with countless Bigfoots chasing her.” Sarah turned back to the priest. “When was the last time you heard from her?”

“Let me think.” The man’s eyes glazed, deeply buried in his memories. 

Sarah appreciated his help, but her patience was growing thin. She wished she could shake them all out of him, make him answer faster, because her pangs of hope were killing her inside, but she couldn’t risk alienating him; he was her only link to Liz. So she clasped her hands behind her, digging her nails deeply into her skin until a burning sensation traveled up her arm. 

The priest answered eventually. “She left when she fell in love with a man. Last I heard she was still with him, and they are doing splendidly.”

Sarah smiled. Somewhere in the midst of all that tragedy, Liz had found true love—something Sarah couldn’t manage to hang on to if her life depended on it. “So she’s happy.”

The priest nodded. “Very much so.”

A thought struck her. “When we arrived in the cave, it was nighttime, but when we walked through the portal, the sun was out. They’re opposites!”

“So she would’ve arrived at night,” Frank finished.

Sarah swallowed, unclasping the necklace and putting it around her neck. “She had to be so lonely and frightened. I hope that man is good to her, whoever he is.”

Frank lifted her hair and clasped the locket around her neck. “We’re going to find her and take her home. Do you remember the man’s name, Father?”

The priest scratched his head. “His name was Charles, and I believe he was from Ripteenia, north of here. Liz never told me much else about him. She was a bit secretive, that one.”

Sarah jumped as the front door slammed open and Jules walked in, his eyes wide. “Two villages away, when the sun sets, they plan to hang three people by the names of Beth, Steven, and Adam,” he announced between labored breaths, as though he had just run a marathon. “I heard they were dressed in odd clothing, similar to those Frank was wearing when I met him. My friend said they came through the forest of the Guardians, just like you two. Do you know them?”

Sarah gasped. “Of course! That would be my BFF, my lead researcher, and my cameraman.”

“BFF?” Jules and the priest asked in unison.

“Never mind,” Frank said to them with a groan. “Sarah, they followed you in? You’ve got to be kidding!”




Chapter 12

Sarah stared at Jules, wide-eyed. Three members of her team had made it through the portal, but now they faced execution. She felt awful about that. Once again, it was all her fault that people she cared about were in trouble. She’d been in charge of the expedition, and she’d picked the spot where they hunted for Bigfoot. Waves of guilt surged through her, first over Liz and now over her friends, her team. If anything happened to them, she could never live with herself. She grabbed Frank’s hand, avoiding his apologetic gaze. “We can’t just let them die in this place, Frank. We have to do something—anything! Let’s go!”

“What do you suggest we—” Frank started.

Jules grabbed her shoulder, interrupting Frank. “Where do you think you and Frank are going? We’re in the middle of a big village crawling with knights. You take one step out there, and it will be an execution of five instead of three.”

“He’s right,” Frank whispered. “Besides, it might be a trap. They probably know we all came from the same world and that we’re friends. They might be trying to bait you out of hiding, Sarah.” 

Sarah was trying to think logically, but having more people on her conscience wasn’t an option. She had done enough harm already. Shaking her head vehemently, she turned to face Frank, her eyes ablaze. “I don’t care! They are only here because they were loyal, trying to find me, and I’m not going to desert them now. I’m going, with or without you.”

“Sarah, you’re being irrational,” Jules said. “I won’t let you go.”

“And you care why?” Sarah asked. “Last time I checked, you couldn’t wait to get rid of us.”

“You scammed King Victor and dragged Mia into all your craziness. I might not like it, but I promised Mia I’d keep you safe. I’m not going to just stand by and watch you walk into death’s arms. Throughout this journey, I’ve regarded your safety as my top priority because I will not break a promise to my love.”

“Walking out there is a suicide mission,” Frank said. “Unless this Immortal nonsense can also make you invisible, we’re gonna need a disguise and a smoking hot plan...and a couple of Uzis really would have helped.”

The priest smiled. “I may be able to help with the disguises,” he said proudly, walking over to a peeling wooden chest. He pulled out two black cotton robes, frayed where the hem had dragged over the ground. “Just wait a bit longer. In one hour, hundreds of priests will gather for prayer and to attend a short midday service. When they leave to return to their villages, you’ll blend right in with them.”

Frank nodded, brows raised. “I love it when a plan comes together,” he said with a smirk.

“I think this will work,” Sarah said, slipping into a robe, tying the hood, and then adjusting the white belt cord. The coarse material hid her supple curves, giving the impression of someone much leaner and less feminine. 

She turned her attention to Jules. “Are you onboard with this or not?”

He seemed confused. “I don’t understand. It is not necessary to use a boat, as we’ll be traveling on foot.”

She rolled her eyes, more at herself at forgetting the poor guy wasn’t accustomed with twenty-first century slang. “Sorry. I meant to ask if you are in agreement to help us with this. Can you guide us? We cannot find the village on our own.”

“I said we’ll be traveling on foot, didn’t I? And I know a shorter way.”

The mention of a shortcut made Sarah smile, in spite of the sarcastic tone in Jules’s voice. “Even better,” she said, tossing him a robe.

The priest handed Sarah a staff, a pair of glasses, and an oversized silver cross on a long leather string. “You need the best disguise possible, considering you’re their main target.” He squeezed a small bag of gold into her hand. “Take it. Your sister would want me to help you, and you may need this on your journey.”

For a moment, she struggled with the idea of taking the old man’s money. His torn clothes and the tattered condition of his church told her he needed it as much as she did; however, she knew they might not make it without his monetary support. Even though her throat constricted at the idea, she held out her hand and grabbed the sachet, then hugged him tight. “You’ve been a huge help, Father. Thank you,” she whispered, vowing to come back and repay her debt.

* * *

Sarah leaned against the giant stone pillar outside the back of the church. The beams of sunlight felt good on her face. She wondered how her sister had dealt with the drama of finding herself in a dangerous new world with no one to protect her when she came through the portal at fifteen. The sudden helplessness had to be world shattering. Not only had Liz lost all of her friends and family, but this odd world was very different from what they were used to, and one tiny mistake could’ve cost her her life. Sarah jumped as bells chimed in the distance, jolting her out of her thoughts. She straightened her back at the realization that the church service must be over, and the time had come for her to leave the sanctuary of the kind priest’s church.

Frank put up his hood and turned to face her. “It’s time.” His voice came low and grave, too grave for an easygoing man like him. It wasn’t like him to let his worries take hold of his spirits. 

“Yep, I’m ready.” She infused as much cheeriness into her tone as she could muster. At least one of them had to keep up the good mood before they drowned in their own pool of despair.

Smiling, Frank straightened up her glasses. “There, you look perfect.”

“Thanks for everything, Father.” She turned to hug the old man. “And thanks for taking care of my sister when she had nobody else to look after her. That means the world to me.”

“My doors are open to anyone in need of refuge, as our heavenly Father would have it.” The priest nodded graciously, and Sarah thought she might have seen a tear in his eye. “Be careful,” the priest said. “I’ve just received word that Ethano Milers is tracking you as we speak.” 

“Who is he?” Sarah asked. 

“He’s a very powerful Immortal from the Cardashian Court. I don’t understand why they would send somebody so high up to personally bring you in for trial. Usually, they just send in an experienced and skilled tracker. My prayers will go with you, child.”

Sarah shook her head. Obviously there must be a reason. She officially had her third enemy. “They must really want me.” She gave the priest one last hug, and this time, there was a tear in her own eye. 

Jules led the way through the lush green grass to the front of the huge stone church. They blended in with all the other priests in monk’s robes, exiting through the two giant oak doors. 

Sarah’s mouth dropped. Reality came crashing down at the sight of hundreds of knights on horses, all there with one mission: to behead her. Shudders rocked her body. She couldn’t give in to her fear, though—not when her life and the lives of so many others depended on her. She forced herself forward, gazing only at the ground, trying to gain her composure. She hoped that if she didn’t look, her heart would stop beating so fast, but the closer she inched, the more her hands started to sweat. Her nerves felt like they were fraying like the bottom of her borrowed robe with every step she took.

The knights swarmed the place, waiting for the moment she’d come out of hiding, as if they were cats and she the mouse. 

Taking a deep breath, she started limping as she clung to the staff, hoping it might throw them off her trail. Her heart pounded as she swerved between two knights on black horses. A horse neighed, and Sarah nearly jumped out of her skin. She wasn’t sure if her nerves could take another moment of it. She took a deep breath and focused on seeing her sister’s face again. 

“Sorry about that, Father,” a knight to her right said.

She nodded and tried to understand his logic. He was sorry his horse had scared a priest, but he seemingly had no qualms about killing an unarmed woman for no apparent reason other than identity theft. What kind of place is this? Is that their idea of justice? She hobbled along, and in no time, they came to the edge of the city where knights guarded the perimeter. 

“Halt!” a knight ordered. 

She peered up past the black horse to the red tunic covering the guy’s chainmail.

“Let us pass so we can get more bread from the next village,” Jules said. “No one told us about the extra guests.”

“You intend to feed our troops?”

“Indeed,” Frank said. “We just need a few supplies—some wine, bread, and potato chips.”

Potato chips? Sarah nudged him. It was no time for making jokes. 

“Splendid, Father.” The knight lifted his visor, his brown eyes shining at the thought of filling his stomach with a free meal and then plundering the village.

“What is your answer then?” Jules prompted impatiently. 

Sarah kept her head down and bit her lip, waiting for the soldier’s answer, her heart pounding hard.

The knight motioned his colleagues to clear a path. “Let them pass to go for provisions!”

The others obediently took a few steps back. 

Sarah let out a tiny sigh of relief and walked into the forest, taking swift but measured footsteps so she wouldn’t look conspicuous. Either the disguise or the kind priest’s prayers had worked—or maybe a little of both.

An animal snort, along with the sound of thundering hooves echoed behind them. She spun around to see a group of knights approaching, and her hands began to tremble. She frowned.

The knight’s hand moved to the hilt of his sword as he inched closer. “Wait, you.” His hard gaze focused on Sarah. “Hello, Father.”

She swallowed hard, words frozen in her throat. Sweat gathered across her brows, and her pulse started to race again. Their plan was falling apart, she knew it, yet she wasn’t about to go down without a fight, dressed like a clergyman or not.

“I’m sorry,” Frank chimed in. “He’s a mute. I can translate for him if you’d like. I know the language of hand signs.”

The knight didn’t tear his gaze off Sarah. “Ask him why he’s wearing pearl earrings in his ears. Is he blind as well as dumb?”

She took in a sharp breath, marveling at her own stupidity. Crap! How could I have forgotten to remove those?

“Oh. I am sorry, sir, for the confusion, but it is our way of penance, a punishment to purify a troubled soul and thoughts,” Frank said, unfazed.

“Really?” He let out a chuckle. “Ask him this. What is it like to be married to the most evil man in the entire world?”

“We don’t marry,” Jules said.

“Perhaps you don’t, but I can assure you she does.” The knight dismounted. In two long strides, he reached her and yanked down her hood and glasses. “We’ve finally got you!” he hissed, the stench of his breath floating into Sarah’s nostrils.

“Get away from me!” she spat, her anger flaring.

His hand clasped around hers, and his eyes lingered on the ring. “She wears the mark of the Immortals! Seize them!” Pointing at the others, he drew his sword out of his sheath, his cold stare meeting hers once again. “My Queen, for your crimes, you are hereby sentenced to death.”

“No!” She shook her head, willing her magical powers to make an appearance, but nothing happened. Whatever the Immortal thing was, it didn’t work on command. In her time, Frank or someone like him would have debunked those so-called powers ages ago. Her heart thundered in her chest. 

Jules and Frank shouted from behind.

The sun caught in the soldier’s blade as he raised it over his head, ready to strike. “I promise that I shall make this as quick and painless as possible, Highness. Your friends won’t feel a thing either,” he said with a laugh that told her he was lying about that part. 

“No!” she screamed, her heart pounding in her ears. 

He turned to the other knights. “Get her in position.”

Sarah glared, and a few soldiers backed away. 

“Do not fear her!” a knight said. “She’s merely an infant, a baby Immortal who ran away from her teacher. She doesn’t know a thing about her powers or how to wield them.”

How could this be the end? Maybe I can appeal to him emotionally, make one last-ditch effort. She looked deeply into his eyes as a knight jerked her to her knees. “Please stop this! Put that thing down. You don’t want to kill me.” A burst of heat spread through her forehead.

He stared at her, wide-eyed. For a moment, all color drained from his face, as though he had just seen a ghost. Then his cheeks turned red and his eyes beady. 

She stared at him, frowning, wondering what was happening to him. 

The soldier’s hand waved, his sword dangling over her head menacingly. 

She shook her head. 

He imitated the action, then put the sword away ever so slowly. His voice came low, barely louder than a whisper. “I don’t want to kill you, miss, but you’re still under arrest.” He had a grim line perched on his forehead, his hands clenched as though he was leading an inner battle. 

“You did it!” Jules whispered.

She stared at him as realization kicked in. Maybe this Immortal ability business isn’t a hoax after all. She couldn’t believe it was so easy, but ultimately, it worked! She’d somehow managed to tap into his softer side, appealed to the part of him that did not want to harm or kill a helpless woman. But being arrested wasn’t going to help her situation. She knew somebody else, some heartless individual, would just do the dirty deed and behead her in a second. 

A knight gripped her arms behind her back. Pain surged through her body, blinding her for a second. In spite of the burning sensation, she struggled against his strong hold hissing, “Let go of me!” Another burst of intense heat flooded her mind, weakening her against the pictures that threatened to form before her eyes.

His grip loosened.

Sarah swung around, baffled. What is going on? He’s listening to my commands. Where did this ability come from? She didn’t know what kind of power it was, but she planned to use it to her full advantage. “You’ll command your men to let me and my friends go. This is a big misunderstanding. Let us go so we can bring back food for the feast.”

His head bowed, and he looked at the other soldiers. “My mistake, milady. You and these men are free to go.”

Another knight stepped forward, shaking his head vehemently. “Sir, you can’t do that! She’s put a hex on you. Our orders clearly state that—”

Sarah gazed into his green eyes, drops of sweat rolling down her forehead. Anger built up inside of her. How dare he question his superior? She closed her eyes against the building surge of electricity pouring through her. Her body jerked in convulsions, and she couldn’t move. Am I—paralyzed? It was as if she had absolutely no control of her body. She gasped and lifted her hands. No...I CAN move! As she opened her eyes, a wind whipped through her hair and rose to a fierce howl. Lightning flashed; thunder cracked. Ice-cold drops of rain fell from the sky, cooling off her hot skin. 

“Seize her!” yelled the man in charge. 

“Ain’t happening!” she yelled back. She gasped as she gazed down at her hands; they were glimmering, glowing with energy. Without warning, red balls of light centered in the palms of her hands, some kind of sparking electricity. What the heck? Where did the wizard-like powers even come from? They didn’t even fizzle with the rain. It was freaky but she decided she might as well put them to good use, especially with soldiers bolting in her direction, swords drawn. She threw crackling balls of fire from her outstretched hands. Dirt and leaves exploded all around them, as if she was tossing grenades on the battlefield. 

“We can’t take on an Immortal with unstable power,” a knight said. 

“We’ll get reinforcements. Let’s go!” The leader pulled on his reins and steered his horse back toward the perimeter, his group trailing behind in a hurry. 

Sarah blinked the dripping rain out of her eyes. She whipped a few more balls of energy toward the departing knights just as a precaution. The fireballs only slammed haphazardly into tree trunks, but she had to scare them at all costs while she still possessed the weird power; she didn’t want them to come back anytime soon. The horses whinnied in terror, and more shouts echoed as clouds of dirt, bark, and mud exploded high into the air. There! That should do it. Gazing down, she watched her hands instantly turn back to their normal color. She sucked in a deep breath and tried to control the trembling in her hands. She gazed out ahead at the billowing smoke that hung over the trail of smoldering fires—fires she’d created with her very own hands. She watched the rain extinguish the flames.

Jules and Frank rushed over as she stared at the splintered tree trunks.

How the heck did I do that? But it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was that they were alive and breathing. She wiped her forehead with the long sleeve of her wet cloak. Relief flooded through her as she grabbed Frank’s hand, and they slowly walked deeper into the woods, her legs threatening to give way beneath her, her forehead still on fire. 

The rain ceased, and the sunshine peeked out from behind a pile of fluffy clouds.

“You did it, babe!” Frank said. “What kind of superpowers are you sporting anyway?”

She heaved a sigh. “I’ve got no idea. That was just...weird.”

He let go of her hand. “You’re burning up, Sarah. Are you running a fever?”

Beads of sweat rolled down her back. Her clothes were soaked in an instant. “I feel like I’m being sautéed in a frying pan, like stir fry. I haven’t a clue how to work these powers. I’m navigating through them blindly. Wish you guys had the Web somewhere,” she said to Jules. “I could Google them.”

“Web? I am not sure what a spider would be able to do for you,” Jules said, causing Sarah and Frank to roll their eyes at one another. Then he averted his eyes to the ground and said in a whisper, “But Victor could teach you.”

Frank rolled his eyes again. “Just drop it, will ya?”

Victor! His sapphire-blue eyes flashed in her head. She could hear his voice roll across her mind, repeating those precious wedding vows to her in the sweetest and most sincere way: vows he intended to keep, at least for that first day. She remembered how her hand had trembled as he’d placed the ring on her finger, the touch of his lips, the way he’d held her, the passion they’d experienced in such a short time. Her heartbeat spiked. He probably didn’t know what to make of me—a woman who talks back, talks of things he’s never heard of, and runs away. But she couldn’t forget that he had a dangerous side, and he might just kill her the moment he captured her. She needed to focus on saving her friends, finding her sister, and getting the heck out of Dodge. She didn’t have time for Superpowers for Dummies 101, instructed by Victor the Conqueror. “I’m going to take a rain check. Now let’s go find my team. We have an execution to stop.”

“Follow me then,” Jules said. “The village we are headed to isn’t a pretty sight. Just to warn you, the people living there will beg you for money, food, and anything they can get their hands on. They are starving, for their cattle have died in the drought, and the ground is too dry for their crops to grow.”

Sarah let out a slow breath. “That’s awful. My heart goes out to them,” she said, and it truly did. She’d been supporting charities since the second she’d received her very first paycheck, clear back when she was sixteen. In spite of the fact that some of her pursuers thought her evil, Sarah had a heart of gold and wanted to help the less fortunate.
Hours later, they arrived. Within minutes, a little boy ran up to her with dirty cheeks and greasy hair. “A visitor!” he shouted. “Can you spare me anything to eat?” 
Sarah knelt down, her heart melting at the sight of his big brown eyes. “What’s your name?”

“Edward.”

She handed him a gold coin and whispered, “Use this to put something in your tummy, Edward.” She watched him as he scurried away, smiling, then turned back to Jules. Edward didn’t strike her as a boy from a poor country with a swollen head and belly, eating from trash piles, yet she couldn’t help but offer some token of support. “Jules, what does the face of hunger look like?”

“You just hugged it,” whispered Jules. 

Tears welled up in Sarah’s eyes. She vowed to somehow help this village, even it meant giving away all her gold.

A red and orange sunset glowed in the sky. Sarah took a deep breath, hoping they had made it in time. Her friends were to be executed at sunset, and she still blamed herself for their predicament. Why did I have to pick the Sabrino Cave area to hold those stupid expeditions? Liz had disappeared from that same place, yet she risked the lives of her team by dragging them there. Waves of guilt washed through her as she watched peasants with sunken cheeks walk around the village square in simple robes and cloaks. Jules wasn’t kidding: The villagers were absolutely starving. She noticed that small stone buildings lined the streets, and she wondered if her friends were meant to be executed in a jail cell or put on display.

She noticed a red-haired woman squinting in the dust, rocking a crying baby. Her frightened blue eyes glistened with desperation. A little barefoot girl with the same long, red hair clung to her mother’s side. Her bony arms and legs stuck out from baggy clothes. A shabby dress covered in patches of dirt hung from her shoulders. 

“Jules, is there any milk for the babies?” Sarah asked.

He shook his head, wearing a grave expression. “Without cattle to give it, no.”

The woman pulled on her sleeve. “Please help me and my little ones. Do you have anything to eat? Anything? I cannot bear to watch my children die.”

Sarah’s heart sank. She had never witnessed world hunger in person, and suddenly all those infomercials and commercials had a whole new meaning for her. “I don’t have any food, but I have money.” With shaking fingers, she reached inside her bag and pulled out a few gold coins.

“Oh, thank you for your kindness, miss! You have given my children a few more days to live!” Tears streaked the woman’s face as she bowed at Sarah’s feet, kissing the tattered hem of her robe.

“Please,” Sarah said, helping her up, meeting the surprised expression in the woman’s gaze. “Go with God...and feed your children and yourself.”

The woman nodded and darted off down the cobbled street, pulling her daughter along.

“I see a crowd gathered over there.” Frank pointed. “We better check it out.” 

Weaving through the crowd, Sarah peered closer. Adam, Steven, and Beth were all bound to long wooden stakes in the ground. A group of townspeople surrounded them, shouting obscenities and waving torches. Sarah’s mouth dropped; it was medieval torture at its finest, being burned at the stake. “This is outrageous! I cannot let them roast my friends.”

“Better hurry up then,” Jules said. “Do you have a plan to save them?”

Frank craned his neck. “It’s hard to see with all these people. We’re just going to have to wing it. Maybe you can use those powers of yours, Sarah.” 

Sarah took a closer look. A pile of wood was arranged by their feet, along with small bundles of sticks and straw. One spark, and her friends would be doomed. She shook her head. “I’m not sure, Frank. I don’t know how to control it yet. What if I accidentally ignite them? I already feel awful enough about this. I could never live with that.”

Jules touched Sarah’s arm. “Tell them you’re Princess Gloria.”

She nodded, even though she knew she was about to sign her death sentence. Making her way through the sea of people, Sarah hoped it would work, or else she’d be burning right along with her team. She wondered if fire would kill her, but even if it didn’t she was sure it’d hurt like crazy.

As Sarah pushed past a stick-thin woman to the front, Beth spotted her and screamed out her name.

Sarah gazed up into her pale face and terrified green eyes. Her long blonde hair was a dirty mess. “Shh! Beth, I’m going to get you out of here.”

“Hurry!” Adam said, struggling against his bindings.

“The roast’s about to start any minute,” Steven hissed. “Since we’re the main course, this is one dinner I’d rather miss.”

“I’m doing all I can.” Sarah’s gaze fell on a man with long black hair and a matching beard. Somehow, he stood out from the cheering crowd as he stood by her friends. Maybe it was the glint in his eyes or the serious expression, as though he didn’t quite enjoy the display like all the others. She straightened her back and marched over to him, regarding the guards as she whispered, “Please, sir, I beg you to stop this execution.”

The man glared at her. “Get back with the others, miss, or we’ll have another fire to light.”

“But—”

He turned his back on her as he addressed the crowd. “These thieves were caught stealing a loaf of bread that’d just been dropped off by a friend from the next village. Now they must pay for their crimes. What do we do with thieves?”

“Hang ‘em!” the crowd cheered.

“Nobody steals from us. NOBODY!” a man yelled.

“We don’t have enough to feed our own children, yet they steal bread for themselves!” a woman screeched. “Kill them now! That will teach them and other would-be thieves a thing or two about greed!”

Sarah groaned inwardly. Her ability to read people was awfully off track, as she had thought the man might have something remotely gracious within him. Like the rest, his smile likely only meant he was already imagining the gruesome details of the execution about to take place before his eyes.

“My baby hasn’t eaten in two days!” someone yelled.

Sarah had to stop the madness, even if it meant sacrificing her own life. Slowly, she rose from her cowering position. Her gaze met Frank’s somewhere in the distance, but she ignored his questioning frown. Her voice came low, then increased in volume as she gathered more courage. “I’m Princess Gloria, and I demand you stop this nonsense now.” To prove her point, she lifted her hand to flash her ring.

The bearded guy bowed, deeply muttering, “Your Highness.” 

The crowd fell silent and followed suit.

Now that she had their respect, she demanded, “Release these prisoners.”

“With all due respect, milady, our orders come straight from your father, who despises thievery more than anything,” the bearded guy said. 

She watched in horror as he retrieved what looked like an axe from behind his cloak. Not only did she suck at reading people, but she gathered that her sixth sense and ability to pick up any dangerous undercurrents must suck too. 

The man continued, “Please step aside.”

Taking a deep breath, she thought back to what Jules had said. She was an Immortal now, and immortality did come with a few perks. She had no idea how it all worked, but she had to give it a try. “I demand that you stop this execution right now!” A pang of heat burst through her head, making her wobble on her feet for a second. Maybe the ability of influencing someone’s mind is connected to emotion. It had surely worked when the knight had planned on executing her.
The executioner laughed, his eyes glinting with malice. “Trying your parlor tricks on me? I know how to block you out. You Immortals are really something, and you? You’re not even that strong. Stick to the weak-minded, young one.” 
She smirked. Great. Even strong-willed humans can block me out. Irritated, she blew out a breath and walked back over to Frank and Jules. “It’s not working! We need a Plan B...pronto. You two got any more bright ideas?”

––––––––

Chapter 13

Sarah stared at her three friends tied to long poles, awaiting their fiery fate. Her heart lurched. “So? What’s the plan?”

“We could try creating a riot,” Frank said. 

Jules cocked a brow. “That may work. We could force a fight in the crowd. It might be enough of a distraction to pass through without further incident.”

“It’s worth a shot.” Sarah tilted her head, considering his suggestion. For once, Frank’s idea wasn’t such a bad one, particularly since pretending to be Princess Gloria didn’t work. “Look over there by that wood pile. See Steven’s black camera bag in the straw?” 

Frank nodded.

Sarah continued, “Maybe you should show them some of our technology. We could pretend it wields great and dangerous magic.”

“Why me?”

She rolled her eyes. “Obviously because Jules has no idea how to use the stuff, and everyone knows my face.”

Frank groaned. “Do you remember what used to happen to anyone who dared to brew tea from some herbs?”

She shook her head, grinning.

“Think pyre and lots of fire...and surely not for roast beef.”

“You got any other brilliant ideas then?”

He sighed and pushed his hood further down his face. “All right. I get it. We could film me commanding them to let the others go, threatening to send down hail and brimstone if they don’t cooperate. Then we could play it back to them.” 

The crowd cheered, excited again at the prospect of murder and suffering. How can they be so excited about killing people? “I’ll sneak over and grab the bag,” Sarah said. 

Without waiting for Frank’s answer, she took a few steps forward, bumping into a broad guy. She glanced at the executioner, who now held up a torch as a priest gave last rights. She’d never seen Beth so freaked out. Tears were streaming down her cheeks as she pleaded for them to change their minds. 

“Hurry!” Frank hissed.

“No!” Jules said, grabbing the edge of Sarah’s cloak. “Come to think of it, Frank’s plan is a better idea. We should go with a distraction. We don’t need them trying Frank and me as witches. I’d rather not leave it to you to save us all.”

She turned to Frank. “So which is better? Distraction or magic?”

Before he could answer, Beth let out a wailing shriek. The executioner lit the straw beneath them. 

Sarah gasped as her stomach lurched. Without another thought, her Immortal reflexes took over, and she blew at the tiny flames, extinguishing them with one single breath. 

“Powers like that can only come from an immortal being.” The executioner’s gaze shot straight to the crowd, focusing on Sarah. “You can’t stop this, Highness.” He nodded at a monster-sized muscular man. “Seize her!”

Pain shot through her as he grabbed her arms from behind and dragged her on her heels through the crowd. “No!” she shouted. Without her, her friends didn’t stand a chance. They were all as good as dead. 

Suddenly, a man charged into the crowd, yelling, “She’s dead! Mella’s drowned. I need a healer! Only a healer can save her.” The crowd turned toward him as he laid down a woman on the ground, her face blue and swollen, her brown hair dripping wet. Cries and shrieks echoed through the crowd. For a moment, the attention was drawn away from the execution to the crying man cradling the woman’s head.

“But...but she’s dead already!” shouted a man. 

Sarah jerked out of the man’s grasp. When he grabbed her arm again, she flung him into the crowd as if he weighed nothing more than a fly. Somehow, emotion was connected to her powers, but she wasn’t sure how to use it just yet. She inched closer when she noticed the woman’s finger twitching, indicating that there might be some life still lingering in her. Without giving it another thought, she rushed over and knelt down, placing her ear over the woman’s mouth to hear or feel for air. Nothing. Putting two fingers on her neck, she felt for a pulse. None. “Frank!”

He nodded and positioned himself at the woman’s chest. “Two-person CPR? What’s the ratio?”

Sarah looked up at Beth, still tied to the pole. “It’s been years. I don’t remember. How many?”

“Thirty to two,” she answered. 

Sarah titled the woman’s head back and pinched her nostrils closed. Bending forward, she blew two breaths into her blue-lipped mouth.

Frank started chest compressions. “One and two and three and...”

“Gentle CPR won’t save her life!” yelled Beth. “Pump hard and fast. Push on her chest hard enough to compress the heart. Depress the chest wall about the width of an 800-page book. We need uninterrupted chest compressions of about 100 a minute.”

The man grabbed Frank’s shoulders, his face a mask of fury. “Get off of my wife, you freak of nature!”

“We’re only trying to help,” Sarah whispered.

“Listen, mister,” Beth yelled, “give them a chance. It might look strange, but they’ll bring her back to life.”

“Why would anyone kiss the dead, unless they’re dead themselves?” the husband hissed.

“Untie me,” Beth said. “I’m a nurse...a healer. I can save your wife.”

“It’s a trick!” a woman yelled. “The dead are beyond healing.” 

Sarah gazed into the man’s eyes. “Do it! She isn’t dead yet, but we’re losing her. You’re wasting precious seconds that we need to save your wife’s life.”

He looked down at his wife and then up at the executioner, nodding. “Release the healer!”

Sarah’s attention focused back on the CPR. There was no way she was going to let the poor woman die. 

An instant later, Beth appeared beside her and took Frank’s position, starting chest compressions. Sarah shot her a bitter smile, then focused on her breathing again.

The crowd fell silent, countless eyes peering at them. Sarah could feel beads of sweat gathering above her brows as she tried to ignore their probing gazes. 

After several minutes passed, Beth finally said, “Got a pulse.”

The frail woman coughed, and water gushed out of her mouth. Her color went from blue to pink. 

Her husband scooped her up in his arms, stroking her hair. “Oh, Mella!” He looked up at Sarah, then Frank and Beth. “Thank you! I cannot allow my wife’s saviors to be harmed, let alone killed. You saved my precious Mella. As magistrate of this village, I offer you pardon.” Glancing at the executioner, he ordered, “Untie the others. These people are free to go.”

Tears welled up in Sarah’s eyes as she met the magistrate’s eyes. “Thank you.” Sarah reached for her bag of gold and untied it. The villagers needed food, and she was going to do whatever she could to help. People surrounded her and started to shove and bump her as she tried to hand out coins. Getting trampled wasn’t in her plan, so she threw the gold up in the air and watched it fall like rain over the villagers’ heads. The crowd screamed with delight and scrambled for the coins, like children searching for candy from a broken piñata.

Beth pulled Sarah to her chest, tears shimmering in her eyes as she whispered, “That was so generous. I’m so happy to see you, girl.”

Sarah hugged her back tight. “Think I was going to let you guys fry?” From the corner of her eye, she noticed Frank helping to untie the others. 

As soon as his hands were free, Steven hurried over and grabbed his camera bag, checking it over as if it was his child. 

“Yes, your camera’s lovely. You won’t even find a scratch. We’re all great, too, just in case you were wondering,” Beth said.

“Let’s cruise out of here before these medieval nutcases change their minds,” Steven said to Beth once he realized his camera was, in fact, fine.

Adam scooped Sarah up and swung her around. “I owe you dinner, big time. You know what I’ve been thinking?”

“What?” Sarah loved his sparkling blue-green eyes and his laugh too. She looked up to him like a big brother. 

“We’re not in California anymore.”

“Gee, really? I didn’t even notice.” Sarah rolled her eyes, smiling.

Adam’s eyes grew wide. “I saw...all of us saw the creatures for the very first time. It was mind-blowing! Did you see them?”

“I did! It was spectacular. I even managed to snap a few pics.”

“I knew they were real! I searched all over the world for them. Native Americans have been talking about mythical giant apes for centuries, and in legends handed down through the ages from Europe and Asia. And I saw them firsthand!” Adam could barely contain his excitement.

Sarah smiled. “It’s an amazing discovery!”

“I must be on my way now,” Jules announced. “Walk two hours north toward your destination. There, you will find a cave that should be safe for you to camp in for the night. It’s used all the time to escape immortal beings or hide things from them.”

“What?” she asked.

“As long as you are near or in the cave, Victor won’t be able to find you.”

“So it breaks the signal and keeps me off his radar. And he can’t find me?” 

He nodded yes and then waved. “Goodbye, dear friends.”

Sarah nodded, a tight sensation choking her. “Thanks, Jules. I hope we’ll meet again. Send Mia our love.”

“I will. Just do not forget your promise to obtain the Gold Minerals of Life.”

“I won’t.” Sarah watched him smile and walk away. 

Around them, the crowd had started to disperse, hurrying home after a long afternoon, some of them rushing off to buy much-needed food and supplies with the coins she’d shared. The sky had turned a dirty shade of gray, promising a cold night and possible rain. Even the air smelled damp, carrying the heavy promise of precipitation. If they were going to reach the cave before nightfall, they had to be on their way. Much to Sarah’s relief, the knights had long since disappeared, leaving no trace of their presence, as though they had never been looking for her. 

“Ready to leave, guys?” she called out to the others.

Frank nodded and wrapped his arm around Sarah’s waist. Adam scowled as they walked down the well-worn path past several dilapidated cottages with candles burning on the windowsills and smoke rising from the chimneys. 

They had barely reached a large meadow away from the village when darkness rushed in too quickly, a silver moon appearing in the sky. Sarah looked up at the black sky, worried and wondering if they’d be able to find the cave in the darkness. “You know what really bugs me?” she whispered to Frank.

“Besides me?”

“Well, yeah. How does it manage to get dark so quickly?”

He shrugged as though he didn’t care, but she could discern the deep set lines around his mouth.

“Dude, nice ring.” Steven pointed at her finger. “Didn’t know you were so loaded, buying antique jewelry and all. Otherwise I’d have charged more for my services.”

Sarah smiled and held up her hand. Any other would’ve pissed her off with such a remark, but Steven was quite the joker. He was bound to be forgiven for his trespasses.

Beth touched the ring, her eyes lighting up. “Now that’s a rock! How did you get it?”

Before Sarah could answer, she saw Adam shove Frank in the chest. He hissed, “She’s way too good for you, and you know it.”

They were fighting like two gorillas squaring off over a banana. Her team hated Frank more than anything, mostly because he’d spent his life trying to prove researchers wrong, and he’d been debunking their hard work for years.

Why couldn’t Adam behave? After all, he was the oldest out of the bunch, maybe in his late thirties. He smoothed out his brown hair to one side before putting his fedora hat back on. He was a true explorer if there ever was one, traveling from one part of the world to the other. He was definitely an asset to the team when he kept his temper in check. 

“What’s your problem?” Frank yelled. “I just saved your sorry butt.”

“You’re my problem, punk.” Adam shoved him again. “I’d rather be here with anyone but you. I don’t see why Sarah told you the location of our expedition.”

“I didn’t tell him,” Sarah hissed. “He found us on his own. You know he’s a journalist...and apparently a stalker.” 

Frank ran a hand through his hair. “I know you guys are pissed about some of my articles, but get your crap together. We’re in a different dimension here. Obviously, getting out of here is much more important than rehashing who did what to whom back in the twenty-first century.”

“You debunked us by name in that trash book you wrote.” Adam clenched his fists. “I should sue you for slander.”

Frank shrugged. “Suit yourself, but I’m pretty sure you won’t find an attorney here. You have to get home first, and that might be difficult since I’ve no intention to save your ass a second time.”

Adam lunged, the vein on his forehead ready to burst any minute. 

Steven grabbed his arm and held him back. “Listen, man, we got bigger problems. He’s so not worth it.”

“He made us look like the laughingstocks of California,” Adam said. Even though he was still fuming, he took Steven’s advice and backed off. “I can’t believe Sarah would ever date a guy like that, let alone let him put his arm around her. Are you two shacking up or something now, Sarah? Sleeping with the enemy?”

As much as she would’ve liked to have convinced him otherwise, Steven was right. They had other worries to take care of first. Frank was often obnoxious, as were the claims he made in his book, but alienating him wasn’t an option. They needed all the manpower they could get, and he’d risked his hide more than once to save her. “It’s none of your business who I spend my time with. We’re all stuck here, so quit acting like preschoolers. Let’s figure out how to find my sister and then get the heck out of here!”

He looked at her, shaking his head slowly. “I don’t think you’re running this expedition anymore, boss.”

“That last word said it all.” She smirked. “As long as I’m paying you, you’ll do as I say, and as of right now, you’re still on my payroll.”

“Fine then. You’re the boss.”

“Wait...Liz? Your sister’s here?” Beth asked.

“I’ll explain later.” With a last warning look at Adam, Sarah turned and focused on the path ahead. 

To both sides, large trees stretched as far as she could see, their thick canopy of leaves filtering the last natural light of the day. Branches and twigs snapped under their booted feet, the only noise exchanged between them until Beth resumed the conversation after a few minutes of walking. “So, you’re back with Frank? I thought you two split up.”

What is this? Why can’t people butt out of my private life? She opened her mouth to answer when Frank slipped his arm around her, beating her to it. “Listen, all you enquiring minds, we’re trying to work things out here. Digging up dirt isn’t going to help our blossoming relationship, so just shut the hell up, will ya?”

“You’re unbelievable! Such an idiot,” Beth said, unfazed. She went to slap Frank’s face, but he caught her hand. 

“Listen, Beth, don’t start on me too. I hope we can all be friends.”

She rolled her eyes. “Not a chance.”

Steven turned on his camera and started filming the trees and narrow path. “Come on, man, that’s enough. Everybody stop. I apologize for their behavior, Sarah. Being stuck here with Frank Hedford is the pits, but we’re also stressed. You’ve no idea what we’ve been through. Fortunately, I caught it all on film.”

Sarah grabbed the camera and looked directly into the lens, anger edging her voice. “On the contrary, I just might have a feeling. It hasn’t exactly been champagne and caviar, limos and five-star hotels for us either. We’ve gone through quite a bit ourselves.”

Adam adjusted his fedora against the gust of wind blowing in their direction. “Well, we almost died countless times. Like Steven said, you’ve absolutely no idea.”

Sarah waved her finger in the air, showing off her ruby ring. “Well, you poor, poor babies. I mean, I was only mistaken for a princess and thrown in a dungeon crawling with bugs and rats. I was then forced to marry the king of Tastia, who just so happens to be an Immortal eager to impregnate me with a whole freaking medieval baseball team. He slapped this ring on my finger, and I can’t get it off, and now fireballs shoot out of my hands.” She took a breath and gathered her thoughts. “Oh, and did I mention I pissed him off by running away, and Frank and I had to fake being monks to escape him and his knights? If that’s not bad enough, the king of Dornia is pissed at me, too, and this is his turf. He wants me dead too. There’s also a group of Immortals who want to kill me because I became one without their permission, which is how I managed to get shot in the heart, and I’m not talking about eighties music here.”

Steven laughed. “Wait...fireballs? Shot in the heart? And you’re...married to a king? Wow, Sarah, you should start writing fiction. You’re pulling my leg. If someone shot you, you’d be dead as a stone, sweetheart.”

“She ain’t kidding,” Frank muttered. “And remember, I’m the skeptic here. I saw it all for myself.”

Sarah nodded. “Yes, I was shot directly in the heart and the back as well. I had to walk disguised as a monk through a village of knights whose only goal in life was to behead me. So Adam, do fill me in on your little horror story, won’t you? I’d love to hear it.”

Beth put an arm around her. “You were mistaken for a princess? And you married a king? Seriously? How come that stuff doesn’t happen to me?”

Sarah smacked her hand. “Stop it.”

Beth laughed. “But blondes are supposed to have more fun.”

Steven gave her a fist bump. “Yeah, baby! Us blonds have to stick together.”

She smiled, and then continued. “Is this king a good kisser? Was it nice and slow or fast and furious? And more importantly, if he was any kind of kisser at all, what in God’s name are you doing traipsing around poor villages and sleeping in caves when you could be sleeping in one of those fancy canopy beds ordering room service from the royal kitchen?” 

“That’s enough!” Frank hissed.

“Oh!” Beth squealed. “Even better? Is he hot?”

“How about we don’t go there right now?” Frank asked. 

Beth smiled. “Jealous? Bet you never thought you’d have any competition here, of all places. If I were you, Frank, I’d be worried—for more reasons than one. Just look at the muscles on some of these guys. A knight in shining armor is every girl’s dream...and don’t even get me started on the dark hair and broodiness.”

“Ain’t that the truth?” Sarah said as Victor’s face flashed across her mind. “Actually, it was Frank’s brilliant idea for me to marry the king, when he came to rescue me like a knight in shining armor.”

Steven cocked an eyebrow. “Say what?”

“Long story,” Frank said. 

Adam ran his hand across Sarah’s forehead. “How hard did you hit your head, boss?” 

“You better get your employee on a short leash, Sarah, or I’m going to slug him into next week,” said Frank, “or maybe last week. God knows around here.” 

Beth cleared her throat. When everyone fell silent and she had their attention, she said, “While our little Sarah here was busy joining the royal family and impersonating a monk, we’ve discovered a few things. The cave’s still here, but there’s no portal back home. We tried to snoop around for a bit longer, but a ton of Bigfoots—or is it Bigfeet?—chased us out of the forest.”

“And I got it all on tape.” Steven’s voice went up an octave. “Six o’clock news, here we come! No—better yet—Discovery Channel!”

“There’s a way back,” Frank said. “You just need a key. Bet you didn’t know that part.”

“Frank!” Sarah elbowed him in the ribs. “Don’t be rude. Just because you stumbled across that little tidbit of information doesn’t mean you knew it all along. You got lucky.”

“Hmm. I don’t recall getting lucky...yet.”

“Shut up. I meant you got lucky with Jules...er, uh...” Sarah smacked her forehead and scowled at him. “You know what I mean.”

“A key?” Steven asked, interrupting their chiding. “How exactly do we get one of those? I haven’t seen a Ye Olde Portal Locksmith shop around here yet,” Steven asked.

“I’m wearing it.” Sarah held up her hand.

Steven pointed the camera down at her ring. “Awesome. Then what are we waiting for?”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “I told you I have to find my sister first. She’s here. She’s been here all along.”

“I thought you were delusional,” Adam said. “You’re for real?” When she nodded he continued, “Let’s hurry up then. This is a dangerous place. We can’t stay here one minute longer than we have to.”

“I’m carrying the key, so you know what that means, right?”

A couple of them nodded, but Adam just shook his head. “No. What?”

“It means everyone plays by my rules,” Sarah said. “Got it? I’m the one who married a complete stranger so we could all go home.”

Steven nodded. In the darkness, his pale skin and huge blue eyes gave him the appearance of a teenager. No one would’ve guessed he was at least her age. “Got it, boss. You went through some tough times, just like we all did.”

“Yeah. We were chased by a dragon south of here,” Beth said. “Can you believe that? A real-live dragon! Of course I guess it could have also been a dinosaur that hasn’t gone extinct yet.”

Steven smiled. “Yeah...and I got it all on tape!” He put his camera away in a giant bag and swung it over his shoulder. 

“I wonder if that tops the shape-shifters that turned from wolves into people,” Sarah said.

“Whoa!” Steven’s voice raised another octave. “We need an entire expedition with at least fifty researchers.”

“We better go. I’ve already made enough enemies in this place,” said Sarah as she scanned her surroundings.

“Tell me more about the men trying to kill you,” Beth requested.

“Define kill. If you mean kill immediately, on sight, that would be King William’s men. If you’re talking kill after a speedy and slanted trial, that’d be the Immortals, some group called the Cardashian Court. If you’re talking about execution for being a runaway bride, that would be King Victor.”

“Wow. Throw in the mafia, a couple of Terminators, and a motorcycle gang, and you’ve got the makings of a real epic film here. You think you have enough killing machines after you?” Steven asked.

“Let’s just hope the shape-shifters don’t get mad. We lied to them too,” Frank said. “The last thing we need are a bunch of pissed-off werewolves after us. I guess you might say pissing people off is our specialty.”

“Well, that’s no news to me when it comes to you,” Adam said, “but it’s not Sarah’s normal M.O.”

Frank sighed. “Humph. In any case, there are several angry mobs hot on our trail. You might think twice before traveling with us.”

“But you have the key,” Adam said.

“I guess you’re stuck with us then,” said Frank. “I hate to interrupt this meaningful, pleasant conversation,” he continued, taking a deep breath and pointing behind him “but people with torches and pitchforks are never a good sign, right?”

Sarah followed his line of vision to the crowd gathering in the distance. Village people—and not the kind who liked to sing about the YMCA—were closing in from all sides, marching closer. Her gaze fell on the two men riding on white horses, leading the congregation. The ruby ring on the finger of one of them shimmered in the light as he lifted his arm to signal. “And neither are Immortals,” she muttered. “I can see their rings.”

Beth squinted. “How can you possibly see that far?”

Sarah shrugged. “I guess being Immortal comes with a good vision plan. How are you guys at fencing?”

“I’m no ninja,” Adam retorted.

Sarah backed up a few steps and glanced over her shoulder; they were at the edge of a steep cliff with a roaring river below. “From the looks of it, maybe we should be more worried about our diving skills. Everyone can swim, right?”

People hurried in their direction, the torches in their hands flickering in the breeze. 

What the heck? Why the sudden 360? Listening closer, she could make out some of the shouts.

“Kill the witch!”

“Evil be damned!”

“Death to the intruders!”

“Save our world!”

“Make them beg! Make them bleed! Kill them for their evil deeds!” shouted one particularly creative mercenary who should have been equipped with a set of pompoms.

She groaned, irritated. What makes them think we’re witches? Did the Immortals tell them that? She took a glance over the cliff and shuddered. “Ready to do some nighttime cliff-diving, team? I know I’m not, but it might be our only chance.”

“Well,” Frank said, “we’d better get to it while the adrenaline’s pumping. Let’s do this.”

She looked at the others. “You guys up for it?”

Shaking her head, Beth grabbed Sarah’s arm, her eyes filled with unspoken terror. “Sarah, I...I can’t! I can’t do it.”

“Now’s not the time to wuss out on me, Beth.” Sarah gave her a shove forward. “This is your life we’re talking about.” 

“They’re getting closer!” Adam said.

“JUMP!” Sarah yelled. 

“I can’t!” Beth screamed.

“Beth, you have to!”

“No, I mean I really...I can’t because...because—” 

“Why not? C’mon! You can do it!”

“I can’t because I’m pregnant!” she said, shaking her head. It wasn’t exactly how she wanted to break the news to everybody.

“Oh my gosh! Jump then, for the sake of your child. If you don’t, they will kill you. They’ll kill all of us, because we’re not leaving you behind.”

Beth’s eyes wavered as she glanced over her shoulder. “Looks like I don’t have a choice.” Taking a last breath and wiping the tears from her eyes, she leapt.

“GERONIMO!” Steven yelled as he jumped into the air, realizing the mob would have no idea who he was paying homage to with his yell.

Sarah shot a glance over her shoulder at her Immortal pursuers. If she wanted to survive in that mad world, she had to know what to look out for in the future. They weren’t wearing the colors or bearing the crests of King William or King Victor. Their pale skin shimmered in the bright light of the moon. She could discern their eye color, hazel and green, even from such a distance, as well as the ruby-red glint of their Immortal jewelry.

“You’re going to the Cardashian Court!” the blond one yelled.

“Like hell I am,” Sarah mumbled. Daggers flew inches from her face. Before she could move aside, one pierced her right shoulder blade. Another one flew into her chest, inches from where the arrow had pierced her flesh before. She spun around and jumped just as another one plunged deep into her back. 




Chapter 14

Jumping off a sixty-foot cliff did seem ridiculous, but Sarah knew they had no other choice. Tumbling, cold water gushed into her mouth and soaked her clothes, pulling her under the surface. She pinched her nose, fighting the sensation to draw in her breath, her lungs on fire. With deliberate, long pushes of her legs and arms, she broke the surface and spewed out water, her whole body screaming for oxygen. She took giant gulps of air as she gazed up. In the distance, the dark shapes of the Immortals rose against the almost black sky; they were still mounted on their fancy white horses, looking down on her from their place atop the high cliffs. 
She smiled and waved her hand. “So long, suckers!” Sarah’s vision sharpened quickly. From this distance, she thought she could even see deep lines forming around the blond guy’s mouth, his eyes two glimmering flames of anger. 
Suddenly, his voice rolled across her mind. “My name is Ethano. You’ve been summoned by the Cardashian Court to be tried for the crime of claiming Immortal status without permission. This is forbidden by King Taggert, and now you must be judged. Know that I too, can easily jump over this cliff. I recommend that you stop fleeing, because you will be caught and tried eventually, one way or another.” 

“I’m sorry I broke your laws!” shouted Sarah. “Truly, it was an accident. I didn’t know anything about the Immortals or this world of yours!” Gasping for breath, she swam toward shore until her feet touched the ground beneath her. Sarah waded through the waist-high current that pulled at her hips and legs with a violent undertow. Pebbles and sand shifted under her feet. She climbed out, shivering as a cold breeze ran over her body. Piercing pain radiated across her chest and back. She bit her lip and held back a moan. Finding her friends was more important than focusing on a little discomfort—or a lot of pain. She took another deep breath and forged ahead. “Frank!” she called through the moonlight, stopping midstride to scan the area. Shadows stretched and shifted in the trees. Squinting, she peered closer until she could make out figures in the distance, hopefully her friends, leaning against black boulders, catching their breath. She raced over, calling out their names.
Frank grabbed her arms. “Are you okay, babe?” 
“We have to...to keep going,” Sarah said, breathing heavily. “They’re...they’re coming over the cliff. They’re...right behind us!”

“Sit down for a minute, Sarah,” Beth ordered. “You’re hurt, and you need to catch your breath.”

“No. There’s no time.” 

“But I don’t see anybody,” Beth said, looking back.

Sarah glanced up. The two Immortals had disappeared into the darkness. Maybe Ethano didn’t want to get wet after all, but she was sure he’d come a different way. 

“Sit down! You’re drenched and shaking,” Beth ordered, guiding her to a nearby tree.

Sarah shook her head. “No! We don’t have time for this nonsense. They could reach us any minute.”

“Oh my Gosh! Are you...bleeding?” Beth held her hands up to her face, smelling the dark stains covering her pale skin. Her blue eyes shone big and bright in the dim moonlight. “Sarah, you could be hurt bad. It’s too dark to tell for sure, but you’re in no condition to go anywhere.”

“I’m sure your condition is more delicate than mine,” Sarah whispered in her ear.

“I’m fine. Now drop it,” Beth hissed. “I’d rather not talk about it right now.”

Sarah regarded her intently. She was sure Beth was hiding something, because most pregnant women she knew were happy to tell the world about it. 

“Dude, is that blood?” Steven said, inching closer.

Sarah looked down and noticed she’d been hit three times. 

Adam shook his head. “We’ve got to find a doctor. You’re bleeding like a stuck pig.” 

“A pig, huh?”

“Sorry.”

“It’s just a scratch anyway. Don’t worry.” Sarah gripped the dagger tightly and moaned as she pulled it out.

“Stop that!” Beth grabbed her hand and pulled Sarah to the ground, elevating her feet with a rock. “If you elevate your legs above your chest, it will slow your blood loss.”

“We don’t have time for you to play nurse,” Sarah said. 

“Well, I’m all up for playing doctor if you want,” Frank joked.

Sarah rolled her eyes at him and offered Beth a grateful look. In spite of the seriousness of the situation, she decided to let Beth have her way. Helping everyone else was what her friend did. She just couldn’t help herself.

Beth rolled her eyes. “I know you’re not used to taking orders, especially now that you’re a queen and all.” She smiled. “But this time, Your Highness, you need to listen to one of your humble servants who knows a thing or two more than you do about anatomy.”

“She’s right,” Adam said. “And quit trying to pull out those daggers. We don’t even have a medic here.”

“No use to call 911. Sarah will be over it before they get here,” Frank said, placing his hands over Sarah’s wound to apply pressure.

She glared up at Frank. “I’d really like to know why I’m the one getting shot at with arrows and having daggers thrown at me. Last time I checked, putting this stupid ring on and marrying that king was your dumb idea. What did Jules call it? A fool’s plan?”

He lifted his hands and peeked at the wound. “I’m sorry, Sarah. Really, I had no idea we’d get in so deep.”

“That’s the problem,” Beth hissed, pushing his hands away. “The Frank I know never thinks, just acts on his impulses. Maybe he’ll learn one day that consequences are part of life.”

“Look, can we just stop all this bickering and chitchat and do something?” Adam said in a frustrated tone. “Beth, Sarah’s gonna bleed out or get an infection if we don’t figure something out, and I’m pretty sure there’s not a Walgreen’s around here for bandages and peroxide.”

Beth touched her forehead, then took her pulse. “It’s rapid. Her skin’s cold, pale, and clammy. She’s going into shock! We have to control the bleeding and keep her warm. Better yet, we need to get her through the portal and to the closest ER!” 

“She’ll never live that long!” Adam pushed Frank out of the way and frantically applied more pressure, making Sarah cringe in pain. “Look out, Frank. Let me take over here. Maybe I can do something other than make jokes and wait for some magic cure.” 

Sarah shook her head. “No, listen, Frank’s right. I—”

Steven cut her off. “Look, no one’s gonna die. I’ll run to the next village, and I won’t come back without a doc.”

Sarah knew if she didn’t do something to stop all the debating, they’d still be sitting there in a week, if the Immortals didn’t show up and get rid of them first. As much as she valued their concern, she was still the team leader, and she had to get a grip on the situation because being stuck there any longer than necessary wasn’t an option. Rolling her eyes, Sarah held up a hand. “No, Steven, you’re not going off by yourself. I’m fine. Look.” She wrapped her hands around the second dagger and pulled once again, groaning. The blade moved out inch by inch, leaving a hollow emptiness behind. She held it up with a triumphant smile, even though the others could probably not see her in the darkness. “Now we’ve got two weapons.”

“See? She’s delirious already. She’s not going to make it if we don’t do something drastic,” Adam said. “Steven, c’mon. I’ll go with you, and we’ll drag the local witch doctor back here.”

Frank smiled. “You guys got a death-wish or something? She’s fine. This is nothing.”

“What does Sarah see in you?” Adam rolled his eyes. “Her life’s hanging in the balance, and you couldn’t care less.”

“No...you don’t understand,” whispered Sarah, trying to breathe through the pain. 

Frank let up on the pressure. “What happened here is nothing compared to what she took earlier. Like I told you, she was shot in the heart before, and she lived.”

“So she was just lucky,” Adam said. “Karma probably owed her that after having to put up with you!”

“No. She’s Immortal, you idiot.” Frank shook his head, as if he could barely believe the words coming out of his own mouth. “Haven’t you been listening to anything we’ve been saying?”

Adam stood and shook out his wet fedora. “I don’t make it a habit to listen to your nonsense.”

Frank threw his arms up. “Whoa! Now who’s the skeptic?” He nudged Steven. “Did you get that on camera?” 

“Think I will.” Steven unzipped his bag and started to film. “Dude, thank goodness my camera bag’s waterproof.”

With the knives out, her skin started to burn, and the healing process began. She gnashed her teeth against the first pang of pain hitting her somewhere in the chest. Adam held her hand as more pain radiated through her body. She peeked up, forcing her mouth into a weak smile so she wouldn’t scream. “What Frank...what he says...it’s true.”

“Hold steady,” Frank whispered. 

She nodded as she felt his hand tighten around the third dagger in her back.

He pulled, and a moment later, he held the dagger out to her. “Here’s number three.”

Sarah pulled down her robe, exposing her bare shoulder. Cringing, she looked away; the bright red tissue, blood, and tendon made her nauseous. “Now watch.”

Adam cringed. “No way! I’m not looking at that.”

“You need to,” Sarah said. “All of you need to see it with your own eyes. Otherwise, you won’t believe it.”

In the bright moonlight, the wound began to shrink. Sarah bit her lip against the piercing pain that made her body tremble. With every inch that closed, a strong tremor ran up and down her spine, and the pain grew in intensity. Just when she thought she couldn’t take the pain any longer, the gash finally disappeared before their eyes.

Adam gasped and ran his hand across her skin. “How...how is that possible? How did you do it?”

“It’s the ring.”

He met her gaze. “Well, I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you believe us now.”

He nodded, awestruck.

Beth traced her skin with her fingers. “I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

“And I got it all on camera!” Steven said. “Yeah, baby!”

“If you’re feeling better, Sarah, we really should get a move-on,” Frank said.

“Definitely.” She stood, but she doubled over when a piercing pain hit her abdomen. “My stomach! It feels like somebody just stabbed me.”

“What? How?” Frank touched her back and eased her back down to the ground.

A picture flashed in her head: wavy black hair swaying in a cold breeze as mist built in front of a pale face. It was Victor, fighting the same two Immortals she’d just seen in the meadow. Blood trickled from a wound in his abdomen, but he still raised his sword and fought like some kind of brave warrior. Then, as quickly as it had come upon her, the vision faded. “He’s here! Right where we jumped.”

Beth rubbed her back. “Who?”

“Victor,” Sarah whispered. “I saw him in some freaky vision.” She raised her hand to rub her eyes, but more spots clouded her vision, drawing her into a sense of floating.

“Your, uh, husband?” Steven asked. “Are you sure it’s not just separation anxiety?”

Beth slugged him. “Her fake husband, you moron.”

“Victor took down the two Immortals who were chasing us,” said Sarah. “That was why they didn’t jump over the cliff to follow us like they threatened.”

“Can you walk?” Frank asked. When she nodded, he wrapped his arm around her waist to support her and pulled her closer, until she leaned into him.

Electricity flooded Sarah’s body, and she went limp. Her friends shouted and shook her, but their voices trailed off. The picture in her head returned to the meadow. The two Immortals lay in the grass unconscious, under the silver light of the moon. She stood only feet away from Victor. Over his white long-sleeved shirt, he wore a gold metal ringed tunic, and his legs were clothed in short purple knickers and tights. As he towered over her, she stared straight ahead at the center of his broad chest and powerful arms. She was scared to death to meet his gaze. 

She scanned her surroundings. A roaring river echoed in her ears, and she stood on the same cliff she’d just jumped from minutes earlier. Her friends were gone, and she was in the meadow with Victor. 

“I know you’re here. I can feel you. Haven’t you figured out that the ring bonds us? We have a connection like none other, my Queen.”

Her breath trembled. It was all beyond weird. There was some pretty freaky psychic vibe going, but at least he couldn’t see her. Now, how do I get out of this little hallucination? She wondered. 

He turned slowly in a circle, his eyes scanning the area as though he was looking for her. “I’m sorry I burned your finger, but it was the only way to show the Shadow People who you really were. It saved your life. I did it to protect you, to protect us.”

“Wait...back there with the shape-shifters? That was you?” she said out loud.

Victor tilted her chin, looking directly into her eyes. It was like as if she was simultaneously there with him and still down by the river with her friends. How is this even possible? Wait a minute...I’m...I’m not human anymore, right? This is because I’m...because I’m Immortal. The idea haunted her. 

“I can see you now. What a beautiful vision you are, like an angel,” Victor said. 

She rubbed her temples, hoping to escape the vision. “Get out of my head!”

“Do you know how close you came to death, love? The Immortals missed you by mere minutes.”

“Why would you care? You threatened to kill me yourself.”

His lips captured hers in a slow, gentle kiss, sending shivers throughout her body. “You are my wife, and I will fight for you in that regard, even if you aren’t Princess Gloria.”

He knows? Crap! Her heart thundered as she bit her lip, scanning his eyes; his face was a cold mask, betraying no emotion. She shook her head slightly, a fool for feeling so guilty. “I’m sorry I misled you. Surely we can have this scam of a marriage annulled or something. Please tell me the secret to removing the ring.” 

“There is no way. We are bonded for eternity.”

She stepped back to escape the happy glint in his eyes. “I tried to tell you I wasn’t Princess Gloria, but you didn’t listen. You said if I didn’t go through with it, you’d kill me.”

“That wasn’t your only motivation, and you know it,” he said softly.

Sarah gulped. How did he know of my ulterior motive, to obtain the ring so I—so we—can go home? 

He stroked her cheek. “You didn’t think I’d figure it out, but it turns out that Mia valued her life more than keeping your secrets, Your Highness.” 

Her body trembled, and her heart raced. “But I didn’t know what it meant to put the ring on. I truly didn’t. I just want to go home. Getting you in trouble with the court wasn’t my intention. I’m sorry. I just...I just don’t belong here.”

He took a deep breath, regarding her intently as he slowly shook his head. “I’m not in trouble. You, on the other hand, are buried beneath it.”

“Yeah, so I’ve learned.”

“I see you’ve been busy testing your new immortality,” he said, smirking. “You were wounded in the heart, the back, the chest, and the shoulder. I felt it, every tear of your flesh, and I know you just felt the blow to my stomach.”

“Yeah. That hurt.” Realization hit her full force: The ring really did somehow connect them, and they could feel what one another felt. “I know I’ve ruined all of your plans,” Sarah said. “I’m afraid I will be of little help in contaminating that bloodline for you.”

“It wasn’t about that, although that would’ve made King William’s blood boil.”

“What? So, let me get this straight. All this time you really didn’t want to contaminate the royal bloodline?”

“No.”

“Then why?”

“The idea to marry Princess Gloria was a brilliant military strategy. If I had connected myself to her the way I’m connected to you, I would have King William at my beck and call. If he laid one hand on me, his beloved daughter would’ve felt any pain he inflicted upon me. He could never bear that, for he loves her way too much to make her suffer, even for a moment. As such, he would be forced to obey every command I barked out and submit to my rule as long as he lived. I could have marched right into enemy territory, and not one of his men would have touched a hair on my head. I could have been so bold to walk up to King William himself, in his castle, and spit in his face, and he still wouldn’t kill me.”

“Maybe, but now he still can, since I’m not his precious daughter,” Sarah said a bit flippantly, growing weary of talking to her bully of a spouse. “Too bad you screwed up and married the wrong person.”

“I don’t care about those plans anymore,” he whispered, cupping her face. 

She touched his hand. “I get it. Your plans flopped, so now I’m your consolation prize. Why don’t you cut your losses and release me?”

Moonlight shone against his disheveled hair. “I loved how your eyes lit up when I kissed you after our vows. There’s a spark there that even you cannot deny. We both felt it, and you know it. Why fight it?”

“Let me go, Victor,” she whispered. “It’s better this way, especially since I don’t belong here.”

“You’re like no other woman in this kingdom. I’ve never met such a free spirit. You’re just as strong-willed as I am. Finally, I have met my match, an equal—a true partner. How can I let you go? I’ve been waiting for someone like you for hundreds of years. It was fate that I found you instead of Gloria, and I wouldn’t change it for anything.” He pulled her closer. “I can help you with the Immortals, but you have to come with me. I am personal friends with King Taggert, who resides over the Cardashian Court and all Immortals.”

“I heard you’re next in line to rule this world once your dying king takes his last breath.”

He nodded. “Yes. I am well connected, and I can and will use that influence to my advantage to see that nothing happens to you. Please let me help you.”

“And never go home to my world?” 

“Your home is here with me now, ruling by my side.”

She reached for his hands to make one last plea. “Go back to your castle. Forget about me. I have to run one quick errand, and then I’m going back home.”

“Heading into deeper enemy territory to find your sister, are you? Do you want to get us both killed?”

She gazed up into his blue eyes. “Don’t follow me, and you won’t have to worry about it.”

“Let me come with you. I assure you that I can help.”

“No way!” she demanded, certain he’d say anything to get her back in his grasp.

“I can’t let you go deeper into Dornia without me. I hate to do this, but it’s the only way. I’m sorry. I need you to surrender to me now.” He closed his eyes and repeated his command in a stern voice.

She could feel him at the edge of her mind, trying to break in. Closing her eyes, she tried to break out of the vision and go back to her friends, but her mind would not let go of him; it was as if he was held there, captive, right before her eyes. She could smell his woody scent, and her skin still felt his light caress on her bare arms.

He kissed her forehead. “Don’t fight it. I’m hundreds of years old, while you are merely an infant, only a day old as far as Immortals go. I’m doing all of this to save your life.” 

She could feel him stroking her hair, his hot breath on her cheek. 

“I can’t let you die,” he said. 

“These feelings we’re having...it’s just because of the ring,” Sarah reasoned, trying to convince herself as much as she was trying to convince him.

He picked up her hand, touching her finger. “This ring is capable of more than you know, but one thing it cannot do is force someone to fall in love where those feelings do not exist. I can sense what you feel. It’s stronger than your will, yet you frivolously try to run from it, from me?”

Sarah fought to wake up, but it was no use. 

“Wait for me along the river’s edge,” he commanded. “Come alone.” 

A burst of heat spread through her body, and everything seemed clear. Why am I even running? Of course I must surrender to him. I’m his...his wife. He’s only trying to save my life. If he says it’s dangerous to go into Dornia, he must be telling me the truth. This is his world, and I need him if I’m to survive in it.

“I’ll be there soon,” he whispered in her ear.

“I’ll wait for you at the river’s edge, my King.”

Like through a tunnel, she could hear the voices of her friends breaking through. 

Beth yanked on her finger. “Get that ring off!” 

“That’s not the way it works,” Frank explained. “We’ve tried everything, and it won’t budge.”

She felt somebody rocking her back and forth, shaking her. “Snap her out of it!” said Adam.

Panic flickered in Frank’s voice. “I’m trying!” 

“How did he hypnotize her like that?” asked Steven.

Ice-cold water rushed over her skin. She blinked as if waking up from some kind of long nap. Pushing the hair out of her face, the rushing river echoed in her ears. I’m back in the river? Her gaze darted up to her friends’ faces, staring at her. “I felt like a swim?”

Steven touched her shoulder. “Yo, man, what happened? You were in some kind of freaky trance. We thought dunking you in the cold water would snap you out of it.”

“Sorry ‘bout the bath.” Beth helped Sarah to her feet. “You walked to the river to meet Victor.”

Sarah cupped a hand over her mouth. “How do you know that?”

“You told us,” Adam said, rubbing his arm. “You were on some kind of mission. I tried to stop you, but you threw me against that tree like ragdoll. We didn’t know what else to do.”

“It’s okay...and, um, I’m so sorry about your arm. I guess I don’t know my own strength, especially when I’m in Zombie Land.” Sarah stood and glanced up at Frank. “He can feel everything I can, and I can feel everything he does. He was stabbed in the stomach while fighting the two Immortals we saw. That was why I fell down in pain—his pain.”

“How’re you feeling now?” he asked.

“I’m fine. He healed quickly.” 

“So if we keep ourselves safe and he gets hurt, then Sarah pays?” Adam asked . “He’s bound to get some bumps and bruises along the way, considering he’s in enemy territory.”

Sarah shook her head. “Add that to our long list of problems.” She put a hand to her head. “I can sense him. He’s close.” Looking up, she gasped. Victor was mounted on a white horse riding along the cliff’s edge, wind blowing through his dark hair, blue eyes blazing as he met her gaze. 

“I can see a figure, a man,” Beth said. “He’s hard to make out. Can any of you guys see him?”

Sarah could see him perfectly, down to his dimple. Anger flooded through her as she held up her hand with the ruby ring. How dare he use his powers to control me? Who does he think he is? Her voice echoed into the cliffs. “I don’t want to be Immortal! I want my life back. Do you hear me? I’m going to figure out a way to get this ring off, and when I do, I don’t ever want to see you again!” He stared into her eyes, and her knees weakened. Am I...am I going to faint? Clearly, he was using his psychic ability, showering her with mumbo-jumbo again. She could feel herself losing control as his voice filled her mind: “Come to me now.”

Beth tugged at her arm. “Do something...quick! She’s going into that trance again.”

“Why do you engage him?” asked Adam, shaking Sarah. “You know he has those freaky mind skills. Come on!”

Sarah’s legs wouldn’t budge, though, no matter how hard she tried. It was as if she had no choice but to wait for Victor. Closing her eyes, she could feel him. He was so close she thought she could touch him. She reached out her hand and collapsed. 

“Great. She’s back in Zombie Land,” Steven said through the blanket of fog that enveloped her mind.

Somebody scooped her up. “I’ve got her!” Frank said. “C’mon. It’s about time we break the connection between her and Houdummy.” 

Sarah opened her eyes and found herself being carried. She looked up into green eyes. “Frank,” she whispered.

He motioned the others to stop as he laid her down on the ground. “She’s coming to.” 

Sarah’s mind started to clear at the sound of Frank’s voice. He helped her stand on her feet and touched her shoulders at arm’s length. “You okay?”

She nodded. 

The others stopped, and Beth rubbed her back. “You sure you’re all right, Sarah?”

Sarah hated being the damsel in distress. “Listen, I’m fine, but thanks for asking. Let’s keep moving.” 

“Look!” Adam yelled. “The king just got off his horse, and he’s standing by the cliff. I bet he’s going to jump down. He’ll be here in seconds, man!” 

Sarah rushed back through the vegetation.

“Sarah!” Beth shouted. “Do not engage the king. Get back here!”

There was no way he was going to drag her back to his castle. She felt a sudden jolt of electricity rushing through her body as her hands glowed and crackled with balls of energy. Focusing on Victor, she whipped her hand back and flung a fireball straight up at him. He fell backward just as darkness enveloped her and spots danced in her vision. Oh no! I’m going to pass out. 

Sarah fluttered her eyes opened and felt the cold ground. 

“Dude!” Steven shouted. “Whoa! You’re like some kind of superhero. I want powers like that! The way you flung that fireball was like something straight out of X-Men! You just—”

“Steven, that’s enough.” Beth touched her forehead. “I guess you can feel what he does. You knocked yourself out right along with him, Sarah.”

Sarah slowly sat up and groaned as a rush of dizziness flooded over her. “Oh gosh.” 

“I was wondering when you were going to wake up,” Steven said. “We’ve found the cave and everything.” 

Adam touched her shoulder. “You’ve been out for nearly two hours.”

Sarah moaned. “I know. Me and my bright ideas. At least I stopped him from following us for a little while.” She rubbed her temples. “I’m so sorry about passing out. I’m sure whoever carried me has a sore back.”

Frank raised a hand. “That’d be me. I could sure use a massage, Your Highness.”

Beth rolled her eyes. “You’re such an idiot.” 

Frank shot her a glare when Steven changed the subject. “Why doesn’t the royal dude just go look for someone else to marry?” 

“Because,” Sarah began. “The Immortals only get one chance to bond with someone, and he wasted his opportunity on me, thinking I was Princess Gloria. Immortal idiot.”

“Well, yeah, if you completely ruined his game, I guess he would be pretty royally ticked off,” Steven said. “Pardon the pun.”

Beth sighed. “Geesh, Steven.”

Sarah stood. “He says he’s not ticked off at me and that he doesn’t care about whatever little agenda he previously had going. He’s just glad fate stepped in and that we met.”

“Don’t trust him!” Adam said. “That could be a ploy to get you into his grasp. He could throw you in a dungeon for the rest of your life or worse...kill you.” 

“I know.” 

Adam started picking up small twigs. “Let’s get a fire going and we’ll start fresh in the morning. So where to, boss?” 

“When we wake up, we’ll head north to Ripteenia. We need to find Charles, the man my sister ran off with. Maybe she lives there with him, or maybe we could find his family. Anyway, let’s get some rest. I’m beat...and hungry.”

“Hey, any chance Dominos delivers around here?” Frank asked.

“Right. In thirty decades or less,” Beth said, rolling her eyes yet again. “Besides, between yours and Steven’s stupid jokes, I think we’ve already got plenty of extra cheese.”

* * *

The fire crackled as hot embers floated into the night air as they camped in the cave Jules had clued them in on. Frank, Adam, and Steven had already fallen asleep.

Sarah smiled at Beth. “Looks like it’s just us gals.”

“Great,” she said. “Maybe you can fill me in on how you managed to tie the knot with that gorgeous king...or even better, what’s up with you and Frank?”

Sarah hesitated. “I guess I can say it’s complicated on both counts.”

Beth grinned and sat down next to her. “I like complicated...and I’ve got all night. We don’t need our beauty sleep as much as those three do,” she said, glancing back at the snoring men.

Sarah laughed. “You have a point.” She glanced down at the ring. “I married the guy because I had no other choice,” she began, then went on to explain the entire story. It sounded insane, even to her, and she was the one who’d lived through it.

Beth squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry. We’ll find your sister. I’m so glad you found out she’s here in this place because the ‘not knowing part’ was killing you inside.” 

Sarah nodded as tears welled up in her eyes. 

“I know she’s a beautiful person. I can’t wait to meet her.”

“That means so much to me, Beth.”

“Let’s talk about the king. So he’s hot and a great kisser?” Beth asked. 

Sarah’s heart fluttered. “Yes, the best kisser I’ve ever had.”

“Hmm. In that case, why would you feel so guilty about being drawn to him? I’d die to have a powerful king chasing after me.”

“For one, I’m pretty sure the only part of me he wants is my head on a silver platter. In my vision, it seemed like that wasn’t the case, but I don’t trust him. He could be trying to trick me so he can drag me back to his castle for a public execution—to make an example of me since I made a fool of him.”

Beth shook her head. “After the kiss you shared? Girlfriend, I don’t think so. I think that’s what you’re telling yourself, but you’re just running from what you feel. You’ve been hurt by men your entire life, so you put this shield up to protect yourself from any more pain. But somehow, I think Victor has gotten past it. Something tells me you’ve fallen for him...hard.”

But I haven’t...have I? Sarah set her jaw, her eyes shifting to the flickering fire bathing half of the cave in a soft glow. “Whatever. Nobody can fall in love that quick, especially with a complete stranger who starts off by kidnapping you and throwing you in a dungeon.”

“You started off on the wrong foot. But he was in the middle of a war and thought you were the enemy king’s daughter. He knows the truth now and things are different.” She grinned widely. “You got it bad for him. Your eyes are a dead giveaway. You light up every time you say his name.”

“You should have heard the pride in his voice when he introduced me as his wife to everyone as he paraded me through the crowd of people. I had on this fancy wedding gown and this gorgeous crown, and he looked so handsome. I felt like Cinderella, like I was in the middle of some fairytale, some dream.”

“See?”

“But that’s just it. None of it was real.”

“How so? You were there. He was there. It was as real as this cave is—as real as that ring on your finger, Sarah.”

“What I mean is that everything was based on a lie. He’d never marry a peasant like me. He’s next in line to rule the Cardashian Court. And it won’t be long now, because their Immortal king is dying. Anyway, once he takes the title, it’ll make him the most powerful person in this world. What would somebody like that want with somebody like me?”

“Don’t be so hard on yourself. He knows the truth—that you’re not really the princess—yet he still wants you.” 

“The thing is, I can’t stop thinking about him.” Sarah smirked. “Especially that kiss.”

“How does Frank fit into this equation?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Frank and I were kind of getting back together, but—”

“But your tall, dark, handsome King Kiss-a-lot is coming between the two of you?”

“Nobody has ever made me feel the way Victor did, and I hardly know him. I know it sounds absolutely crazy. I don’t even understand it myself. We have this spark, this connection, this passion, and this chemistry that blows me away. It’s amazing...yet it scares me. Frank was the last straw, and it was because of him that I’d sworn off men. I just can’t win in the game of love. I guess it’s fine for everyone else, but romance is not for me, fairytale or not.” 

“It’s not just your eyes.”

“What?” Sarah asked.

“When you talk about your new husband, it’s not just your eyes that light up, but your entire face and even your voice.”

Sarah giggled and gazed down at the ring, touching it, remembering how he’d slid it on and declared his undying devotion. “Really? Even if he was telling the truth and doesn’t want to kill me, I can’t spend my life here in this world. It’s not where I belong.”

“Follow your heart, Sarah. That’s the only way to know where you really belong.”

“You do realize they only say stuff like that in movies.”

Beth smirked. “Meh. It can happen in real life too.” 

“I hope he’s not mad at me for knocking him out, but I can feel that he’s all right now.” Sarah lowered her gaze to her ring again. The soft light bounced from the red gemstone, shimmering unnaturally bright. “I just need to find a way to get this ring off, find my sister, and go home. But enough about me. How’re you feeling?”

Beth rubbed her stomach. “I’m four months along. They tell me I’m having a bouncing baby boy. I guess he did a lot of bouncing when we jumped off that cliff today. I’m pretty sure that would have been against doctor’s orders.”

“I didn’t realize you were even dating anyone. Who’s the lucky guy?”

“Um, I am not really dating—nothing serious anyway. I met this hot guy in a bar, and we downed a couple of pitchers together, drowning our loneliness away I guess. One thing led to another, and...well, bingo, I’m knocked up.”

“Does he know?”

Beth shook her head. “Nope, and I prefer to keep it that way. I don’t need his help or his money. Besides, he’s too hung up on some other chick now. Plus, he’d never understand my research.”

“Kind of like Frank?”

“Definitely...and unfortunately.” Beth laughed, brushing a stray strand of hair out of her face.

Sarah hesitated, considering her words. She didn’t want to make promises she couldn’t keep, but she wanted to help Beth feel better. The baby’s wellbeing depended on it. “Well, you know I’m always here for you, and I never got a chance to officially congratulate you.” Sarah reached over and hugged her.

“Thank you,” Beth said between sniffles. 

“What’s wrong?”

“I can’t...Sarah, I just can’t have this baby here.” Beth hugged her more tightly. “What if we don’t get back home in time?”

“You’re only four months along, Beth. That gives you five months! We’ll be back home way before that baby’s born, and I’m going to spoil him rotten.”

“I’m not usually such a wimp or a crybaby. I’m sure it’s just the hormones,” Beth said. “I’m sorry.”

“You’ve got nothing to apologize for.”

Tears streamed down Beth’s face. “If we do get stuck here, what about my epidural?”

“Honey, women have been having babies naturally for generations. You will deliver your son one way or another, and you’ll both be fine.” 

Beth smirked. “Yeah, I get that, but I’m not like other women. I’m not a fan of pain. They have to knock me out just to pull a tooth, and that’s a lot different than yanking an eight-pound baby out of me!”

“We’re going to get you back home, and you’re going to be a fantastic mom.”

Beth hugged her Sarah tightly, burying her face in her hair. “You’re such a wonderful friend. I really don’t deserve you.”

Sarah smiled and rubbed a hand over Beth’s back, soothing her. She wasn’t sure about the wonderful friend part. If they didn’t get back home, Beth’s child might just be born in the Middle Ages, and Beth would be in danger of losing her life in childbirth like so many mothers of that era did. Sarah had already suffered the loss of her sister; losing a friend was not an option.




Chapter 15

The iron gate, faded and rusted in patches from years of rain and snow, creaked as Sarah opened it and walked through. The moon hung high above the horizon, casting a silver hue over the trees on either side of the road. At that time of day, the village seemed deserted, devoid of life, reminding Sarah of a ghost town minus the eerie wind and hundreds of eyes peering from behind closed curtains. Her feet thudded across the bare ground as she led the way to the first tiny house with whitewashed walls and flowerpots on the windowsills. Stopping, she spun in a slow circle. How are we going to find anything out if the entire town is asleep? “Are you sure this is Ripteenia?”

Frank nodded. “Yep, the one and only. Maybe we should split up—you know, start asking some questions.”

“Sure.” Sarah shot him an amused look. “I’m sure they’ll be happy to accommodate us, particularly if we show up knocking so early in the morning, in a world where robbing and burning down villages is as common as baking bread.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

She shrugged. “Let’s look around and see what we can find out on our own before we wake up the entire town. Some people can be real nasty if they don’t get their beauty sleep.”

“Sounds reasonable.” Beth pulled Frank’s hand. “C’mon.”

Frank’s gaze lingered on Sarah and she motioned with a laugh. “Go on. You guys go that way, and me and the guys will go the other.” 

“I can protect her just as well as you can,” Adam said to Frank’s arched eyebrow.

Men—always trying to out-macho each other, Sarah thought with a sigh. “Actually, guys, I think I’m well capable of protecting myself. Technically, you can’t even take a bullet for me.”

Frank glanced over his shoulder and winked. “Hmm. I wonder if I could get the jump on inventing bulletproof vests—or bullets, for that matter. Any idea where Ye Olde Patent Office is around here?”

Beth sighed and took charge, leading Frank away. “C’mon, Frank.” 

Adam smiled. “I told her to do it. Come to think of it, I actually begged.”

“What for?”

Adam shrugged. “Just needed a break from your lover boy, I guess.”

She could only hope Beth wasn’t embarrassing her. Frank was not necessarily her idea of Prince Charming, but he wasn’t such a bad choice. He was surely better than an Immortal sociopath who was trying to marry her one minute and telepathically kidnap her in the next. She slapped Adam’s arm, returning her focus back to the conversation at hand. “You’re so bad. And for the record, he’s not my lover boy. I have no idea why everyone in this place seems to think that.”

“Hmm. I wonder what gave them that impression.”

She rolled her eyes. “Let’s go.” 

Frank and Beth had disappeared to her right, where the wide street seemed deserted now. The houses to the left looked barely bigger than cottages that wouldn’t withstand a strong autumn wind. She sighed and took that direction, the others following right behind. 

Steven resumed the conversation first. “Where are we going?”

Sarah pointed to what looked like a large open space, peering through the houses. “The middle of the town. It’s too early in the morning to do much other than wait.”

“I thought people got up with the sun to milk cows,” Steven said.

“This world’s amazing—dangerous, but amazing nonetheless.” Adam quickened his pace, passing her.

She grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Wait up! It isn’t safe to just venture off on your own.”

He seemed to barely hear her. “We gotta take proof back with us. Somebody can always say the film is fake, but if we have something concrete, some tangible proof, I could be the first scientist to prove other dimensions exist. We could prove this is where Bigfoot comes from.” 

Steven patted his bag. “But I’ve got the footage, man! I even got the Immortal dude on tape.”

“That’s admirable, man, but you know someone will say it’s like all that fake footage on YouTube.” Adam motioned around him. “Boy, I never thought a Bigfoot expedition would turn into all of this, that’s for sure. We just need proof—tangible proof.”

“Interesting conversation, guys, but in order to be actually able to tell the world about it, you’ll have to get out of here first,” Sarah said. From the corner of her eye, she noticed something flickering in one of the windows. Who would be awake at this ungodly hour? Regardless of who it was, she was glad someone was up, because she was tired and hungry, and the cold night wind had sent shivers through her. In all the excitement, the others didn’t seem to care about such trivial things as keeping warm and eating, but she knew they’d thank her for it later. She took a tentative step toward the house.

Suddenly, the door opened, and a woman clad in an off-white dress peered out. A wimple like that of a nun hid her features, and a fur shawl was draped across her shoulders, going halfway down her legs. “Elizabeth?” The woman’s voice came low and hoarse, as if she was still half-asleep. “Is that you, dear?”

Sarah stopped, frozen to the spot. 

The woman inched closer and gripped Sarah’s arm. “It can’t be! Elizabeth?”

With her heart pounding hard, Sarah shook her head. “No. Elizabeth is my sister.”

“Your sister?”

“Yes. Do you know her?”

The woman’s eyes glinted as she turned Sarah to inspect her from all sides. “She came from so far away. How’s it even possible that you’re here?”

“I found a way into this world just like she did—sort of by accident.” She took a step back, hiding her hand from view so the woman wouldn’t notice the incriminating ring. Everyone seemed to fear her or hate her for it, and there was no need to push her luck. “I heard that Elizabeth met a man named Charles, a man from this town.”

“Charles?” The woman looked away into the early dawn.

“Yes, that’s what we heard,” said Adam.

“Charles wasn’t born here. He spent a year helping us rebuild after the flood. He met Elizabeth a few towns over.” She looked around and lowered her voice to a whisper, as if she was about to share some juicy gossip. “But they had to keep their relationship a secret, you know.”

Steven inched closer, his camera and aspirations of fame forgotten. “Why? Was he a rich noble or something?”

“An Immortal, and as I’m sure you know, it’s forbidden for an Immortal to court a mere human.”

Sarah gasped. “What? Did you say he’s an Immortal?”

“Yes. Elizabeth grew quite fond of King William’s son.”

Sarah’s jaw dropped. Liz fell for the son of evil King William, the guy who’s trying to have me killed? And furthermore, how can Charles be such a saint, helping these peasants after a disaster nearly destroyed their city, if his father is such a monster? Her sister was so close, she could feel it. Her eyes widened, her heart pounding even harder. “My sister’s in the castle then?”

The woman looked away, tears welling up in her eyes. “Dear, your sister married him and slipped on the Ring of Immortality. The other Immortals found out and...” She looked down for a moment before she could finish. “Oh, I hate to have to tell you this, but—”

“What?” Sarah demanded. 

“They executed her...and Charles too. The funeral was last year.”

Wait...Liz is gone? Murdered? For the same mistake I made? Horror washed over her as she fell to her knees. All her pent-up emotions came flowing out like a tidal wave. 

The woman dropped to her knees and patted her back. “I’m so, so sorry. It was a shock for all of us. I can take you to her gravestone in the cemetery if you would like. Perhaps it will give you some comfort and allow you to put it behind you, as we have all had to do. Oh, how awful it was.”

Sarah spoke between sobs. “Please. I need to see it for myself.”

“We put the headstone up to remember her. She was actually buried with Charles at the castle.” The woman looped her arm around Sarah’s, and they walked in silence to the other side of town with Adam and Steven in tow, shock written all over their faces. After they passed rows and rows of crude headstones, she pointed at a marble one. 

“I need a few minutes alone, if you don’t mind,” said Sarah, her voice quivering. 

“I understand, dear,” said the woman, and she turned and left. 

Adam touched Sarah’s shoulder. “We’ll be waiting outside the gate. Take your time.”

Sarah knelt, and her trembling fingers slowly traced the letters: E-L-I-Z-A-B-E-T-H L-A-R-K-E-R. “Oh, Liz. I’ve spent the last ten years looking for answers, looking for you...and I guess now I have them.” Tears rolled down her face as she spoke softly, “I know life here is tough, but you adjusted because you were always strong, just like Mom. You even...you even met someone to fall in love with. I am so glad to know you were happy in this place, if only for a little while. Charles must be a wonderful man who truly loved you.” She wiped her eyes and then continued. “It looks like I’ve gotten into the same terrible situation, only I don’t know the one who slipped the ring on my finger. He’s my husband, yet he’s a stranger. I’ve known him less than a few days. 

Oh, Liz, the Immortals are hot on my trail now, and if they didn’t spare you, surely I stand no chance against them. Déjà vu, I guess. Isn’t it funny how fate works?” She wiped a tear rolling down her cheek as she peered around at rows after rows of dry earth and bare crosses. Every few spaces, a gravestone jutted out of the ground, providing a change in the dismal display of poverty. “You weren’t just my sister, Liz.” She stopped and pulled her nose, her voice failing her. “You were my best friend. I’ll never forget the beautiful memories we shared. They might have taken your life, but you’re alive in my heart, and that’s one thing they can never take away, no matter what they do to me.” 

Numb and exhausted, she closed her eyes and tried to think of better times, of their happy childhoods, hide-and-seek, skipping rope, and Christmas mornings. “Do I have any regrets? Yes! For one thing—maybe the biggest regret of all—I’m sorry I left you in those woods years ago. I deserted you, and I have never forgiven myself, but I hope you were able to forgive me. Know that I’ll always love you, Liz, and I never stopped looking for you. I hope you are...resting in peace, dear sister.” Emotion choked her as she straightened her back and, with one last glance back, walked back through the iron gate. She had been looking for answers about what had happened to her older sister, but now she wished she’d never found out. It had been easier holding on to hope than it was to know the truth. She would never have stopped searching, but now she had lost all purpose in life. How can I go back to my life? How can I ever be happy again knowing my sister was killed...because I left her behind?

The others had been waiting patiently in front of a big boulder. “I’m here for you,” Beth said, embracing her as she reached them.

Frank wrapped his arms around her in a hug. “I’m so sorry.” 

She buried her head in his chest and let her tears flow freely into the fabric of his shirt. “She died a year ago—killed by the Immortals when she married King William’s son Charles. Liz and Charles were killed. Those same Immortals are after me!”

“I know. Adam told us.” He held her tightly. “Everything is going to be okay, Sarah.” 

Okay? How can he even say that? Nothing is okay. My sister is dead, and I will never be okay again! The pain cut out a huge part of her heart.

They all gave her words of hope and encouragement, but nothing they said could take away the pain in her heart, the only part of her that was still human. She wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. Even though she knew she would not find the person she had really come for, she couldn’t leave without meeting Gloria. “Maybe we could track Princess Gloria down and talk to her.”

Adam shook his head. “Go into King William’s castle? There are probably wanted posters of your face plastered on every brick! Every single person in there is probably after your head...literally.”

“No way,” Beth said. “We have to think about your life.” 

Frank gripped her hand tightly. “Remember, babe, those are the people who shoot first and don’t bother asking questions now or later. I know you want your questions answered, but getting yourself—and possibly all of us—killed isn’t the way to go.”

“I know! Of all of you, I know! They shot me in the freaking heart. If I could get to Gloria, though, I think she could help us,” Sarah pleaded. 

“She might be able to,” Beth said. “She’s Charles’s sister.”

Steven leaned against a rock and met Sarah’s gaze. “Yeah, man, that sounds great and all, but you won’t get one breath out to explain yourself before they string you up to be roasted like a marshmallow.”

“Why do you even need to find Gloria?” Adam asked. “I’m not trying to be insensitive here, but it seems pointless when you have the answers you need. Let’s just get the heck out of here.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. Adam wasn’t sporting an irremovable ring and running around with everyone out to kill him, or he might have been singing a different tune. “I’ll tell you why. Sure, I wouldn’t mind finding out more about my sister’s life, but that’s not the reason. I have a feeling those Immortals from the court will follow me right back home to my doorstep, and so will King Victor. For all I know, King William might even have a way to crash the party. I need to find out how to get this ring off and what I can do to get the Immortals off my back. Until I know that, I will never have control of my life again.”

“They’re at war with King Victor,” Frank said. “They hate him. They might help us based on that fact alone.”

“Gloria lost her brother,” Beth said. “She won’t want to lose you, too, especially over the exact same thing.”

“I agree,” Sarah said. “I’m sure Princess Gloria loved Liz, and I think she will understand why I pretended to be her. It’s her father who is crazy, not her.”

“Then we’ll avoid him like the plague,” said Frank. “Sarah’s right. She’ll never get her life back until we figure out how to get this ring off.”

Adam kicked at stones in the dirt, his brows furrowed. “This sucks.” 

“This is something I have to do,” Sarah said. “If you don’t want to go with me, that’s okay, but I hope you understand.”

“Nobody’s backing out on you now, Sarah. We’re a team, remember? Now c’mon. Let’s head toward the castle,” Frank said. 

Sarah nodded. Heading into dangerous enemy territory was risky, but it was something she had to do to get answers to the lingering questions in her head—and even more importantly, how to get that ancient wedding ring off her finger. “Let’s go.” 

To be continued....
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Chapter 1

First Impressions

"Come on Adisia.  The limo will be here any minute," Clara screams to me from the living area.

"This is the shortest dress I've ever worn.  To say I'm a little apprehensive would be a profound understatement," I shout back while glaring at the incredibly short dress that is leaving the bad taste of easy in my mouth.

"Well get over it.  This is my weekend, and this is our last night to get a little crazy.  My maid of honor is going to look hot as hell, and maybe she'll entice a New Yorker to free her mature mind for one frigging night.  We're not going back to Connecticut until I know for a fact you've had a good time."

I laugh a little as I wobble out of the room in the incredulous high heels I've been forced to wear.

"I can barely walk barefoot.  What made you think these walking stilts of death would be a good idea?" I chuckle out.

Her eyes widen when she sees me, and a blushing hue stains my cheeks now.

"Wow!  Sweet hot girl in red!  You look incredible.  If you can't find a man in that, then New York is completely devoid of straight men," Clara gasps - jaw unhinged, eyes still gaping.

I roll my eyes as I stare into the full length mirror which is decking the wall of our extravagant suite.

"This really isn't me," I whimper.

"I know.  That's why it's so frigging killer.  You're a goddess in that outfit.  I don't know if your dark locks have ever looked so good.  Your hair pops against the red."

Great.

"I don't want a man," I grumble while returning to her earlier wish.  "I sure as hell don't want a man from New York.  Do you realize that sexually transmitted diseases are at an all time high?  The men in this city are probably a cesspool for such.  I wish you'd quit trying to get me infected."

She laughs wildly at my voiced concern, and I just scowl as we're joined by the other girls.

"Well, Clara, in three days you're going to be Mrs. Henry Whitman the third."

I roll my eyes at the anti-feminist remark Clara's friend - Jenny - makes.  I have to keep my mouth shut though.

She's Clara's friend.  Play nice, Adisia.

"I know.  It's so exciting," Clara squeals.

The lavish surroundings we've spent the past few days in remind me of how wealthy Clara's soon-to-be-husband really is.  The suite is embroidered with luxury.  The decadent folds of fabric that sway from the full wall of windows leading to the wrap-around balcony probably cost more than my entire apartment combined with all of its contents.  Hell, the dining table we have yet to use probably cost more than my car.

"I don't suppose we could stay in and maybe order takeout?" I ask timidly.

The group of girls glare at me with mocking disbelief.  Clara joins them in their scowl, and I slump under their disapproving glower.

"You guys head on down to the limo.  I need to speak with Adisia for a minute," Clara says.

Oh boy.  I know that look.  I'm in trouble.  Clara's third grade teacher face has emerged.  She's about to speak to me like a nine-year-old from her class.

The other girls quickly abandon me, leaving me alone with Ms. Richards.  Damn them.

"Okay.  I know you're not usually the social type, but this is my last weekend as a free woman.  Henry has been too busy to have a bachelor party, so he's living vicariously through me.  I'm not going to let him down by sitting in like a group of prudes.  I want to enjoy my last night in New York with my very best friend since kindergarten.  Please don't act so miserable.  Just have fun, for me."

Well, that's not quite the scolding I was expecting.  She went with total guilt trip instead.  She's very good at chess, and she just moved the right piece to capture my queen.

"You're right.  This is your weekend.  I'll dance like a fool and enjoy the New York air for one last night," I mumble in defeat.

"Thank you.  I wouldn't mind if you got laid while we're here.  God knows you need to."  She exaggerates an exhausted sigh, her mischievousness surfacing.

"You're so crude.  Does Henry know what a romantic you are?"

"Why do you think he fell in love with me?" Clara smugly retorts.

I just giggle with my soon-to-be married friend.  Then she places her hands firmly on my shoulders while staring into my eyes.

"Tonight, you're not Aphrodisia Titan, which by the way could second as a stripper's stage name.  Tonight, you're not an assistant to a ball-busting bitch for a marketing agency in Connecticut.  Tonight, you're Alexius Smith - a gutsy, sexy goddess with zero inhibitions.  You're not going to overanalyze every possible consequence of every decision.  You're going to live for once in your life.  Then when we get home, I'm going to introduce you to Henry's cousin... Irvin."

"Irvin?" I ask while wrinkling my nose at the libido-killing name.

She laughs a little, noting my reaction.  "He looks much better than his name leads you to think."

"I would hope so, because the mental image I have is of an old man relying on a cane," I giggle out.

She rolls her eyes, but she can't stifle her grin.

"Let's catch up with the others, Alexius," she says menacingly.

I huff a little at the false name she's apparently going to call me for the remainder of our stay.

We climb into the elevator, and she's so giddy she's almost shaking when she pushes the lobby button.  When we walk out, a man is holding the door open to a long, exquisite, white limo.

"Good evening, Mrs. Whitman," he says so formally.

She's not Mrs. Whitman just yet.  Clara doesn't correct him though.  She actually smiles as she tests the feel of the name and seems to enjoy the sound of it.

"Good evening," she responds with an air of prominence I'm not used to hearing from her.

I sigh a little as I follow her through the open door.  My best friend is about to be married to Mr. Mega Bucks, and she'll be busy with the serious collection of business and charity events that tie up most of his time.

The car starts moving, and Clara loops her arm through mine as the other girls discuss how excited they are about the club we're going to.  It's an impossible club to get into, but Henry assured her we'd all get in without fail.

Suck up.

Her phone buzzes in her purse, and she pulls it out with a goofy grin spreading.  Obviously Henry is calling.

"Hey, honey," she squeals.  "Yes it's perfect... Thank you... I will... I love you, too... I can't wait."

She hangs up and smiles at the blank screen as though she's waiting on Henry to jump out of it.

"Should I leave the two of you alone?" I murmur teasingly while motioning to the inanimate device in her hand.

She rolls her eyes and puts it back into her purse.  "I wish you were a little happier for me."

I huff as she pushes a little more guilt my way.

"I am happy for you - very happy.  I'm actually a little envious of the two of you.  You make it look so easy."

"I wish you'd give love another chance," she says while nudging me with her elbow.

"Well, the flavor I tasted wasn't quite as delicious as yours.  As a matter of fact, I'm still trying to rid myself of the lingering, rancid aftertaste which refuses to go away."

My face distorts as though there really is a bad taste in my mouth, which is always my reaction when speaking about my ex.

"It's been almost a year, and not all men are creeps like Jerry," she replies softly, keeping our conversation between us and away from the ears of the other girls.

"Well, Jerry was just the creep who broke the camel's back.  Picking the wrong men at all the wrong times seems to be my niche.  I don't feel the need to continue letting Mr. Wrong invade my life, and they're all Mr. Wrong when it comes to me.  Don't worry.  We can have a good time without me being in love.  I'll smile, drink, and dance - although it will be hideous dancing with these death traps you've strapped to my feet."

She starts laughing, meaning I've done well to divert this topic. After forcing a reassuring smile, I stare out the window at the brightly lit streets of the animated night life that is New York.  I swear there are more people out at night than during the day.

A long, dreadful line wraps around the corner of a large building, and my breath rushes out in a frustrated groan when I realize this is our stop.

I wore the wrong heels to brave this line.

The door opens as our driver greets us with a smile.  "We're here Mrs. Whitman."

Clara smiles, giggling a little at her premature surname, and climbs out first.  The other girls squeal excitedly and then sigh when they see the ridiculous line there is just to get in.

Clara smirks smugly as she takes my hand and leads me to the front entrance, bypassing a bunch of pissed-off glares.

"We should be on the list.  Check for Whitman," she confidently spouts to the bouncer.

He stares at the list of names and then looks up and nods.  He ushers us in through the decadent doors, and we can hear the frustration pouring out of the people who have most likely been waiting for hours.

"Wow," I mumble very loudly.  "Henry really did pull out all the stops."

She smiles with a twinge of pride in her eyes.

"He's sweet like that."

I can hear the music beating as my body jitters involuntarily from the heavy vibrations.  The dark lighting offers a perfect backdrop for the colorful laser show splashing around.  The bar extends across the entirety of one wall, and waitresses walk around in dresses that look to have cost more than my usual wardrobe.

"I need a drink," I yell over the music.

"So do I," Clara screams back.

We walk arm in arm to the bar, and as soon as we reach it, a guy yells in my ear.

"I'll get you whatever you want, baby."

Oh gross.  Say it don't spray it, I think while wiping my ear with the back of my hand.  I certainly don't want his spit in my ear.  I'd need to drink the whole bar before I let this ape buy me a drink.

"Sorry, I'm with her," I murmur very misleadingly while wrapping my arm around Clara's waist to add to the charade.

Clara laughs a little as she orders for us.  The guy frowns with a slighted attitude, but he quickly finds a new prey to stalk.

Sleaze.

"Here," Clara yells while handing me my drink.

The other girls join us and order their own drinks while I begin guzzling mine.  I don't plan on getting laid, but I definitely plan on getting drunk.

"We're going to the VIP room.  It's supposed to be quieter," Clara yells.

I nod appreciatively, and we start climbing the spiraled stairs to the left of us.  After Clara drops her name on the clipboard-wielding bouncer that is guarding the door, we walk into a far less obnoxious room.

The lessened blare of the music helps to alleviate the pressure inside my head, and the congestion is no longer an issue.  People are gathered around several monitors overhead.  Some people observe the view from the large window that hangs over the dance floor.

It's like two different worlds in one place.  The downstairs area holds the wild, savage partiers, and the upstairs realm plays host to civility.  I'm not sure which one I should be classed in, but I prefer the quieter room to the loud rage going on below.

There are tables set up all around, and ours is marked with a card - "Whitman," it says proudly.

Clara orders me another dirty martini while I keep my gaze on the crazy scene below.  It does look kind of fun, but I need more to drink before I dare to join the partiers.

When I look up, I see a guy in his late-twenties propped against the wall and staring at one of the monitors broadcasting the news.

Really?  He's watching the news?  And Clara thinks I don't know how to have fun.

His tall, strong body offers mystery beneath the perfectly tailored suit.  One hand holds his drink, while the other hides in his pocket.  Of course it is his left hand hiding, so I have no idea if he is married or not.  Perhaps he's hiding it intentionally because he's married but is keeping his options open.

Creep.

As long as I think he's a creep, I won't feel the need to approach him.  Considering he's a breathtaking slab of perfection, I need that creep-persona to hold me back.

Damn, he's hot.

Another drink is set in front of me as soon as I guzzle down my previous one, but my eyes stay fixated on the dark-haired masterpiece still staring at the news.

"He's hot," Clara whispers, and my drink sloshes when my startled reaction requires me to jump.

I roll my eyes, and she giggles a little at my reflexively clumsy action.

"He's probably married," I mumble, letting my eyes point to the hidden left hand.

A waitress comes over and hands him a paper and pen.  His left hand emerges from its hiding spot to sign the paper for her, and Clara smiles deviously.

There's no wedding band.  So much for that barring me from doing something foolish.  I haven't had a problem denying all temptations for almost a year, but here I am crumbling for an absolute stranger.

"There's no way he's single.  He's way too hot, and it's pretty obvious he's got money," I rattle off nervously.

"There's only one to know for sure."

The waitress rests my fourth glass in front of me, and I almost inhale it in order to steady my trembling hands with liquid courage.  Clara laughs as she motions for another.

Moments later, I finally find the courage I've been drinking for.

Clara whispers in my ear, "It's now or never, Alexius."

I smile a little as I try to dive into the false persona she has instructed me to take on.  When I stand up, she grips her hands in front of her nervously, and I try to steady my sloshing nerves by taking a deep breath - even though it doesn't work at all.

What am I doing?  Oh this sucks.

I slowly make my way over to the beautiful stranger, and I strut like a confident predator.  My sexy stalk is in vain though, because he doesn't even take notice of my approach.  I clear my throat awkwardly in a rude attempt to draw his attention, and his eyes slowly cut to meet mine.

Seriously?  He shouldn't be allowed to look this good because now I feel all the more intimidated.  It's as though I'm watching all my confidence run away while waving a white flag.

His perfect eyes are smoky blue, almost like the ocean on a cloudy day.  His face is so... wow - perfectly chiseled and strong.  His body is so... wow - hard, lean, and fascinatingly postured.

I am way out of my league here.  What the hell was I thinking?  Even with my six inch heels, he is still towering over me.  His dark hair is tousled to perfection, but his snobby gaze offers me little welcome.

"Yes?" he asks impatiently, snapping me out of my gawking idiocy.

Oh no!  I forgot my witty line I prepared for my opening.

"Hi," I mumble like a ridiculously nervous juvenile.

He shows how unimpressed he is when his condescending stare scolds my eyes.  He turns his body to face mine, and I'm suddenly trembling like an idiot.

Oh please get this over with.

"Hi," he says coldly to express his dispassionate attitude toward my presence.

"I was wondering if you maybe you wanted to dance?" I ask like a bumbling loser.

I was wondering if you maybe you wanted to dance?  Really?  What the hell is wrong with me?

"No thanks, sweetie.  I'm not interested," he says with a laugh.

Oh my damn.  How humiliating.

I quickly turn and take off back to my table.  He resumes staring at the news until a man walks up to him smiling.

"Devin.  Nice to see you.  Are you ready to run over the schematics?"

I listen and hear his voice warmly responding to the man.  It almost pisses me off to hear how smooth his tone can be shortly after he just stabbed me in the eyes with his ice cold stare.

"Yes I am, though it's quite the odd scene you've chosen for business."

The man laughs.  "I like the young air in here.  It reminds me how life isn't always about work.  I think a youthful surrounding is good for you, considering you've forgotten how young you are."

Devin.  His name is Devin.  It suits him since it's so close to devil.  Cruel, hot devil.  If I could crawl into a hole and hide for eternity I would.

"That was brutal," Melissa, Henry's sister whispers.

I swear I think that bitch enjoyed watching me get my knees chopped off.

"Yeah.  I know.  I was kind of there," I mumble, my humiliation seeping through every orifice of my body.

Clara sympathetically rests her hand on my shoulder while adding, "He has to be gay."

I let a laugh escape, and I see him almost smirk.  He couldn't have heard her though.  I have to stop looking at him.  It's so hard to do when he's right there, his ruthlessly sexy body right in my line of view.

"Let's go dance.  I'll drink on the way down," I murmur distractedly.

I pray I drink enough to forgot this ever happened.  I'll gladly expel my memories tonight.  No matter how ungraceful or how undignified hugging a toilet might seem, it'll leave me with more self-respect than his brutal rejection did.

Clara takes my hand as our group starts descending the intimidating staircase that feels to be wobbling beneath my inebriated body which is stilted by the absurd extra inches.  My hand grasps firmly to the railing in order to hold myself steady, given the fact I'm not used to wearing heels.

I'm happy when I feel the level floor beneath me, though it too feels as though it's moving.  As soon as my body starts swaying to the music, I feel alien hands resting on my hips.  I turn to meet a guy who is eye level with me, and he's smiling with a seductive grin that's not seducing me in the least.

I pull his hands off of me and dismiss him with a wave of my hand.  I roll my eyes and resume my dance with Clara.  She starts laughing against the deafening music when a new set of hands find their way around my waist, and I can feel someone's body pressed against mine from behind.

I remove myself from the clutches of the latest wolf and pull Clara with me.

She yells loudly, "See.  I told you that guy has to be gay.  These men can't stay away from the sexy Alexius Smith."

I laugh a little at her incorrigible efforts to rebuild my confidence.  I keep rebuffing the attempts of the numerous men trying to weasel their way into a dance with me.  They always want what they can't have.  That's where I went wrong with Mr. Business Suit.  No man wants a girl who wants them because they're fucking assholes like that.  I knew better, but Alexius didn't.  Poor girl had to learn the hard way.

"You're hot," a drunk guy yells in my ear.

The alcohol on his breath is strong enough to get a sober bystander drunk.  Holy crap.

Clara laughs louder, and then an old, familiar song starts playing.  I can see the excitement budding in her eyes, and I immediately start backing up.

"Hell no," I object to her silent question.

"Please.  It's been so long.  I need this," she pleads in a whiny, childlike tone.

"No.  I'm not doing our eighth grade, made-up dance in a New York club.  It was bad back then, and now it would just be pathetic.  I can't believe they're even playing this old song."

"I asked them to.  Please dance with me.  We're never going to see these people again," she whimpers while pouting her lips.

I start laughing a little as I point to my shoes.

"I can barely walk in these.  There's no way."

She pulls off her shoes and hands them to Melissa.  She motions for me to do the same, and I follow her lead with my begrudged, defeated motion.  It's her weekend.  It's not as though I haven't already suffered through one humiliation.  At least this one will make Clara happy.

She makes a clearing on the dance floor, and we wait for our beat.  Our feet start mimicking the old dance steps we taught ourselves so long ago, and I laugh with each turn and twist.  Everyone is clapping as we chuckle our way through our silly moves.

When the song ends, we take a bow to the crowd who are drunk enough to applaud our sad little number.  But a big, brawny man stalks toward us with a very disapproving gaze.

"You have to wear shoes.  It's dress code," he adamantly admonishes.

Clara and I both giggle like embarrassed children from our scolding as we pull our heels back on.

"Oops," she mutters.

I laugh a little more until a new guy drapes his arm across my shoulders.

"You're a good dancer," he yells.

Oh good grief.  "No thanks," I say loudly, my voice barely audible over the music.

"I didn't ask anything," he says with a puzzled gaze.

"No, but you're leading up to it.  I'm saving you some time."

Brazen or bitchy?  I'm not sure.

"You're a bitch," he says while glaring at me.

Apparently he thought it was more bitchy than brazen.  I can deal with that.  I've been called worse.

"Yes I am.  Yet another reason you should find someone else to bug."

He drops his arm and towers over me threateningly.  I'm not used to someone getting this pissed in such a crowded place.  I might have finally crossed a line.

Clara yells, "Get lost.  We don't want any trouble.  We're just trying to enjoy our night."

His eyes reveal a stone-cold glare, one he refuses to relinquish.  Alcohol and anger... not good.  I should have known better.

"So am I.  Your bitch friend thinks she's too damn good to even speak to me."

The music tapers off as the sound system starts playing a lower, slower song.

"That's because she is," a new voice interjects.

I swallow hard when I see Devin staring down at the guy who's accosting me.  He steps between the guy and me before speaking again.

"She's with me.  If you have a problem with that, then you need to deal with me, not her.  Got it?" Devin growls.

His voice is so much sexier when it's being protective rather than cold and dismissive.  Why is he doing this though?

The other guy throws his hands up in surrender.  "Sorry dude.  Didn't know."

He skulks off, and Clara abandons my side as Devin turns to meet my eyes.

"You okay?" he asks without having to yell over the softer music.

"Yeah.  Thanks," I mumble with a touch of humiliation still lingering in my tone.

"I'm Devin Cole."

His hand extends to shake mine, and I warily proffer my hand.  His touch is so... mmm.  The glass in his hand carries a dark, amber liquid, but he doesn't seem to be affected by its toxin.  His eyes are expectant as his hand holds onto mine.  I finally end the suspense with a lie.

"I'm Alexius Smith."

He smirks slightly, revealing a peek of his perfect teeth.  I wiggle free from the heated grip of his hand and try to wipe the tempting tingles off.

"Sorry about earlier, I was a little distracted.  I thought you were... different," he says vaguely, his head tilting for a moment before straightening back up.

I shrug and try to sound casually unaffected when I say, "It's okay.  I need to get back to my friends."

I start to turn, but his hand catches mine.

"Stay.  Dance with me.  Let's convince the army of men chasing after you that you really are taken."

My breathing hitches slightly from the unexpected touch.  I slowly raise my eyes to meet his, and I very nearly dissolve under his smoldering stare.

"You made me feel like a complete fool earlier.  I believe you said you weren’t interested.  Thank you for the help, but I really do need to go," I mumble.

He doesn't let go though, and with every passing second, my strength wavers.

"I said I was sorry about that.  I changed my mind," he says with a fiery, low tone.

I seize the opportunity for a little payback.

"What a coincidence.  So did I," I smugly reply.

He doesn't seem humiliated by my rejection though.  His eyes spark like he's the predator now.

"We'll see about changing your mind back then," he says with a low, tempting growl.

I shiver slightly when his arm gently grazes against mine as he passes by me, casually sipping his drink as he does so.  I smile once I know he can't see me, and I wipe it from my face before I go to rejoin the girls.

"What the crap are you doing?  He's totally hot for you.  Go get him," Clara scolds while trying to usher me away.

I laugh a little at her overreaction.

"He likes the chase, not me.  Now that I've made it harder, he's suddenly interested.  I'm not into the whole charade personally.  I like simplicity, and I'm not going to waste time with my best friend to endeavor on a fruitless journey."

"I think it's a fruit-filled journey.  Go get you some.  That man is ripe for the picking.  Please don't let me down."

I roll my eyes while murmuring, "Let's go back to the quieter part.  The music is picking back up, and it's getting more crowded now."

She drops her shoulders, but cedes to my request.  The other girls are giggling at my close encounter with Mr. Piping Hot.  He's nothing but trouble in a designer suit.  He's just a well disguised jerk,  The kind of jerk a girl ends up drowning herself in a tub of ice cream over once the thrill of the chase ends.

We sit down at the table, and a waitress rushes over to us to bring us a flashy bottle of expensive champagne.

"Wow.  Henry is definitely making sure you enjoy every minute," I gush to Clara.

"Ms. Smith?" the waitress asks.

That's my fake last name.  It's for me?

Clara's eyes teem with intrigue and approval as I look back toward the waitress.

"That's me," I lie.

"This is from Mr. Cole.  He said to make sure your table's tab goes to him for the rest of the night, and he requested my services be solely focused on you.  Here's a bottle of champagne, courtesy of him."

Oh drat.  Trouble just invaded my night against my will.

"Well," Melissa snarks bitterly.  "How in the world did you manage that?"

I shrug.  "Beats the hell out of me.  I turned him down as punishment for his rudeness earlier."

My eyes dart around the room, but I don't see him anywhere.

"Well this night just got interesting," Clara beams, sipping her glass of champagne while offering me an appraising glance.

I slump a little in my seat as a large platter of chocolate covered strawberries is brought to us.  There's a note in the middle of the platter addressed to "Alexius Smith."  I warily pull it open and read it.

Has your mind changed yet?

I smile reflexively and quickly check the room, but I still don't see him.  I sigh a little before writing under his text on the card.

No, but thank you for the strawberries and booze.  Perhaps you're too fond of the chase.

I hand the waitress the card, and she smirks as she reads the front. I scratched out "Alexius Smith" and changed it to "Mr. Loves The Chase."

She disappears from the room, and I try to assess where she is going.  She seems to disappear behind a crowd of men, and I lose her behind the flock.  Clara interrupts my silent search.

"Well, I'm impressed," she laughs.

"I'm not," I fib.

We finish the strawberries, and the waitress returns to clear the plate while handing me a new card.  She's smiling ear to ear as I read the addressed name.

Miss Hot And Cold.

I let out a bit of a laugh as I open it.

I realize my hasty rejection to your earlier advance has possibly wounded your ego, but I can assure you it was not attributed to anything other than your brazen approach.  I misjudged you, and now I'm filled with regret.  Contrary to your accusation, I'm not overly fond of chases.  I prefer simplicity in everything.  Please reconsider, or I'll be forced to go against my grain and continue to chase you.

I shiver a little against the overwhelming temptation.  Then a sigh escapes as I grab a napkin to write a reply on.  He didn't leave any room on this small card for me to counter.

Mr. Lost Opportunity,

It took a great deal of courage for me to put myself out there with what you call my "brazen approach."  Your cruel rejection did wound my ego, and it embarrassed the hell out of me.  There was simplicity in my obvious intentions, but you rejected it.  The moment I showed you the same indifference you shared with me, you began this little "chase."  It's obvious the chase is you're end goal, not me.  The door closed the moment you slammed it in my face.  I don't believe in second chances.

I hesitate for a moment, questioning my resolve.  This will certainly end our little flirty exchange, but I don't need this much drama with a complete stranger.  I'm going home tomorrow, and I certainly don't need to be sucked in by someone as hot as he is.

I hand the folded napkin to the waitress, and she disappears once more.  I instantly regret completely killing the possibility, but I know it's for the best.

He said he misjudged me, but he never said why he changed his mind.  Why didn't I ask?  Why does it matter?

We sit at our table without further interruption from the notes, and the later it gets, the more crowded the club becomes.  Things seem to work opposite here than back home.  By midnight in Frankford, the party is almost over.  Here, it's just getting started.

Clara slurps against her ice as she finishes her drink.

"I'm drunk and ready to go.  Let's find something else to do," she slurs, amusing me quite a bit.  I love drunk Clara.

I've essentially quit drinking and sobered up slightly.

"Something else?  Like what?"

"Like... find a pancake house.  I'm starving," she grumbles.

I laugh wildly as the image of our limo pulling up to a pancake house flashes through my mind.

"It's your night.  Let's do it."

She smiles happily, and I help her to her feet.  A twinge of disappointment invades me as I think of the man I've rejected and will never see again, but I shake free from the uninvited distraction.

We cautiously make our way down the steps, and Clara wobbles to the point I can no longer hold her.  My off-balanced stance threatens to send both of us in a downward tumble.

The other girls are too far ahead, and I can't hold Clara another second.  We start to tip, but strong arms wrap around me and pull both of us back to safety.  I turn to see Devin staring fearlessly into my eyes, and now I'm wobbly for a whole new reason.  He gently releases us once we're upright again, but his eyes still hold mine.

Clara smiles with her drunken beam, and then her head drops to rest on my shoulder as her body goes limp.  She has passed the fuck out, and I'm feeling the strain of her weight pulling me in a tipping motion once more.

Devin scoops her up and relieves me of the impending tilt.  He starts walking down the steps without saying a word.  My heart is about to pound out of my chest, and I feel sick - so, so sick.

The bouncer opens the door for us, and the limo driver is holding the door to the car as we walk out.

"Oh, what happened?" Melissa gasps when she sees the limp body of Clara sprawled out in Devin's arms.

"She passed out," I mumble softly.

Melissa starts tossing her hair in an effort to lure Devin's attention.  I roll my eyes at her obvious attempt, but he doesn't seem to pay her the attention she craves.

He lowers Clara to a seat and then pops back out.  I start to get in, but he catches my arm and pulls me back.  Then he leans in to speak to the girls.

"I'll carry Ms. Smith home.  Can you ladies handle this one?" he asks while pointing to Clara.

Whoa.  Wait.  Carry me home?  Who gave him permission to do that?

"We'll take care of her," Sarah chimes in.  "Have fun," she yells as he shuts the door.

I scowl as I scold, "I never said I would go with you."

The limo pulls out into traffic, and Devin smirks at me.

"Well, it appears you have no choice now."

I cross my arms in protest and start walking away.

"You obviously don't live in New York.  It's not safe for you to be dressed like that, walking in those heels, and going off alone.  Please let me give you a ride," he says softly.

He's right.  I don't know the first thing about maneuvering around New York by myself.  I huff in defeat as he hands a man a ticket.  The guy disappears, and Devin returns to my side.

"Your words were rather cutting.  Perhaps now we can consider us even.  I've only rejected you once, but you've rejected me three times now.  Do you think it possible for us to start over?"

His soft tone is so alluring, inviting, and almost irresistible.

"Why did you change your mind?" I ask, my arms sliding out of their pouting cross.

"I thought you were the typical sort of woman who approaches a man in a bar.  Most want free drinks, a fat wallet, and a night of ease.  Then I saw you consistently refusing one advance after another.  I thought you were beautiful, so I continued to watch.  I finally decided to come make amends just as the jerk you were tousling with was running his mouth.  I got a little pissed with some of the things he said.  I'm rather proud of myself for not having punched him."

I calm down a little and let myself relax while trying not to get turned on by his sexy demeanor.  He proffers his introductory hand once more.

"I'm Devin Cole.  It's nice to meet you."

I smile a little despite my attempts to restrain it.  I place my shaky hand in his, and follow his playful new start.

"I'm Aphr... Alexius Smith," I falter.

He starts to question my response, when a black, convertible Mercedes pulls up.

"Mr. Cole," the man says.

"Thank you," Devin replies.

The valet quickly goes to open my door, but Devin dismisses him as he opens it for me instead.  He smiles at me when our eyes meet, and I can feel the blushing rose filling my cheeks.

I sit down and stare up at the brilliantly lit sky.  The door to the driver's side closes, and I look over to see him checking for a gap in traffic.

"Don't you need to ask where I'm staying?"

He smirks as he pulls away from the curb while murmuring, "Not yet.  Right now I'm hungry, and I can only assume you are too."

Not anymore.  Now I'm a little nervous.  I'm in a car with a complete stranger, and no one from my group even gives a damn.

"Not particularly," I mumble.

"I can promise I'm no threat.  I simply want to feed you.  Relax."

No serial killer ever warns his victims he's about to kill them.  Why should I relax?

"Where are we going?" I ask timidly.

"There's a diner just ahead.  It's a small, intimate space with good food and a quiet atmosphere.  My head is still banging from the obnoxious music back at the club."

His nose wrinkles up, and I can see the distaste for the loud scene we've just exited.

"Why did you go if you hated it?" I question with a touch of humor.

"I had a business meeting, and for some absurd reason, Bob thought it would be good to meet there."

"That was a long business meeting," I add.

"Actually, it was short.  We just had a few wrinkles to iron out, and then he left about an hour later."

I'm confused now, as relayed by my tone.

"Then why did you stay?"

He smirks while changing lanes.  His eyes stay focused on the road ahead as he speaks softly.

"Because you were still there."

Really?  I'm in trouble now.  Why did he have to go and say that?

"Oh," I mumble.

His menacing grin grows as we pull up to the curb in front of a diner.  I snap a picture of it with my phone, along with the street corner signs, and send it to our whole group.

He laughs a little.  "Are you really so scared of me you're sending pictures of your location?"

I didn't mean for my actions to be so blatantly obvious.

"I'm just cautious."

"That's not a bad affliction.  I can give you the address if you need it," he says while standing dangerously close to me.

"I think this is good enough," I murmur as uninvited chills consume me.

Wow, he's gorgeous.  His soft hair dances carelessly on his brow, and his eyes dare me to come closer.  He takes my hand, and I feel no strength enabling me to pull away.  I go willingly with the sexy as hell stranger into the diner.

We sit down and a waitress almost trips when she sees the beautiful creature opposite me.

"Can I... um... take your body... I mean your order?" she stammers out.

I roll my eyes and look up to see his dark blue eyes staring at me.  They look different than they did earlier.  Now they look like the deep ocean on a windy day.  I could have sworn they were a completely different color of blue, but the lighting at the club wasn't too helpful.  I could be wrong. 

He speaks to her while never leaving our gaze.

"We'll take two of your specials and two cups of coffee," he says assertively.

She lingers around as if she's waiting for him to pay her an ounce of attention.  Finally, she scurries off to put in our orders when he doesn't offer her another breath.

"So you're the kind of guy who just orders for a girl without first asking what she likes?" I ask, trying to sound agitated, but lacking true conviction.

"I'm the kind of guy who knows what a girl likes without having to ask," he says with such a tempting, seductive tone.

Mmm.  Crap.  I'm so far out of my league.

This guy is an Olympic swimmer, and I'm still splashing around in the kiddy pool.

"So you're a playboy?" I muse in an effort to douse the flames between us.

He bursts out laughing and releases me from his smoldering hold.  Whew.  Now I can breathe again.

"No.  Not at all.  I'm an excellent observer.  You requested coffee at the club, and they didn't serve it.  The waitress told me.  Your friend requested pancakes, and you were ready for them.  So I gathered you like them as well."

"Where were you?" I ask curiously, all else suddenly forgotten.

"There's a private corner I requested after Bob left.  I had a clear view of you, but you were unable to find me, despite your best attempts to do so," he murmurs with the seduction returning to his tone as his eyes daringly hold mine captive again.

“Oh.  You saw me?  That's a little embarrassing," I grumble while slumping down in the booth.

"It shouldn't be.  I wanted you to look for me so I'd know whether or not I was pursuing a lost cause.  I was enjoying your relentless eyes."

Oh he is so... No.  I can't do this.  I'm falling for this perfect piece of man, and I have to go home tomorrow.  I start to tell him the truth, including my name, but the waitress returns with our food.

I'm hungrier than I realize when I taste the first bite.  The sweet syrup does well to glue my mouth shut, and it prevents me from revealing anything.

We eat in a comfortable silence.  His eyes find mine on occasion and my stupid grin slips free too many times.

As soon as we finish, he takes my hand and pays at the counter without releasing me from his grip.  It feels like we're on a date, and I am completely dumbfounded by his perfection.

We walk outside to see the animated nightlife of New York once more, and he holds the door to his car open for me.  I can't spend another minute with him because I'm dangerously close to launching myself at him.

"Thanks, but I can catch a cab from here.  There's one just over there, and it's late.  I'm sure you've got more important things to do than escort me back to my hotel."

He closes the door and props against it, disappointment suddenly weighting his posture.

"I've got nowhere to be," he mutters almost sadly.  "So I was right.  You're not from the city.  Where do you live?"

"Frankford, Connecticut," I blurt out without hesitance, and then I wince for the slip up.

Oh crap.  I just told him a truth!

"That's not too far," he says as though he's mapping out the distance in his head, possibly weighing a larger potential for a relationship.

"It's pretty far," I say quickly in an attempt to squash any hypothetical plots rattling around in his head.  "I have to leave at noon tomorrow."

His eyes look saddened by my revelation.  His hand pulls mine to him, and suddenly my body is pressed against his.  I should pull back, but I can't.  He's too close to me, and I'm burning up.  His firm physique makes me question my sanity as my fantasies begin running wild.  Visions of his expensive suit being ripped off his body cloud my better judgment.

I've never felt so... drawn to someone.  I've never felt so helplessly lost in someone's eyes.

His hands burn against my back, and suddenly there are velvety lips massaging mine.  His incredible scent overwhelms my nose and my hands slide up his arms to the back of his neck as I succumb to the delicious kiss.

He grips me tighter, and my lower half tightens against his.  The kiss deepens with every passing second, and he finally releases me.

"Stay with me tonight," he says softly.

"I don't even know you," I mumble in forced protest, my whole body still trembling under his delicious breath.

"There's only one way to remedy that," he says, but he doesn't give me a chance to object again.

He pulls my face back to his, and the kiss takes hold of me in the most surreal, unprecedented manner.  I've never felt such energy, and now I know how a power line feels from the inside.

He opens the door and backs me into the car while reluctantly withdrawing from the kiss.

What am I doing?  You're having a one night stand, you slut.

He climbs in quickly, and pulls into traffic without even looking.

Mmm.  He's definitely into me right now.

We bypass my hotel as he heads further uptown.  He finally slows down when we reach a huge, sky-scraping work of art.  The curved metal entrance offers absolute intimidation.

A valet runs up, but Devin dismisses him from my door and hands him the keys.  Devin then opens my door and takes my hand in his.  Our fingers intertwine, and I'm almost sick as we walk to the door - my nerves suddenly wadding up in a tight knot.

A doorman quickly takes the opportunity to suck up.

"Hello, Mr. Cole.  Did you have a pleasant evening?"

"I did.  Thank you," Devin says with a smirk, and his eyes deliberately catch mine.

He pulls me through the doors, and the elevator dings for us to step in.  He smiles as he enters his code, and the box holding us begins its ascent.  I can feel it almost take my already queasy stomach as it rushes us to his apartment.

Crap, crap, crap.  I can't do this.  Can I?

His lips storm mine and I'm quickly scouring his perfect body with my hands, my thoughts scattered into oblivion.  My back hits the wall as his hips pin me.  His breath tastes of syrup and perfection.... and the sea... oddly enough.  It's divine.

I'm swept up in his exaggeratedly delicious scent, and I'm trembling under his soft, luscious lips.  They scale down my neck as his hands grip my sides, and I moan slightly from the incredible sensations awakening from their year long slumber.

The elevator dings, and he scoops me up.  Our kiss continues with a desperate desire driving us both.

This is crazy.  This is worse than crazy.  Oh, I'm such a slut.

Something shatters as we crash from one surface to the next.  I've never felt so out of control before.

I'm usually a little more conservative in the bedroom, but considering we haven't even made it to the bedroom yet... oh hell... I'm officially a slutty fool.

He grips me tighter as we cross the threshold to a new room, and I feel a bed beneath me almost instantly.  He unzips the dress and swiftly slides it over my head.

I can feel my lacy underwear sliding down my legs as he slows his pace and extends the teasing sensation.  My bra offers him no difficulty - proving he's an expert.

I slide his jacket off his shoulders and hear it clap against the sleek floors.  I almost rip his shirt off, and it joins the jacket quickly.

His belt kicks my ass though.  I'm all thumbs as I scramble to figure out the complicated, unique design.  He laughs a little through our kiss and rips it free for me.  His pants offer less of a struggle, and I kick them off of him with my feet while feeling his incredible self between my legs.

His strong, toned body slides against mine, awakening every bit of the sex-deprived beast within.  His lips play across my chest, and I moan a little more as I clinch the soft, satin sheets beneath me.  His lips cover mine once more, and I can feel my desire pouncing.

He jerks my head back and kisses the front of my neck with silky finesse.  I wiggle beneath him as the sensations become even more drenched in desire.  His immaculate body offers nothing but more temptation, sending me spiraling through a tunnel of need.

He stares into my eyes as though he's known me forever, and for a minute, I forget he's a complete stranger.  I feel connected, engaged, and entangled in his wonderful web.  His eyes carry danger and protection at once.  They bear a mystery, but reveal honesty as well.  I can't help but give in to him.

His breath is steady, even, and not the least bit rattled.  Mine is raspy, exaggerated, and damn near gasping for the next bit of air.  I've never felt so incredibly entranced in all my life, and at the same time, I've never felt my body so languid, weak, and immobile.

I look at the clock and see why I'm so exhausted.  We've been at it for over two hours.  He doesn't look tired at all, and I'm a frigging wreck.

He pulls me tighter into his embrace, and his soft lips find mine in a sweeter, less devouring kiss.  I'm uncertain of how to proceed.  I absolutely cannot go for round... oh hell, I lost count.  I've never had a one-night stand before.  Am I supposed to leave now?

I hope not.  I can't move.  My body is completely done for the night.  He pulls me tighter into his arms, and that's all the reassurance I need.  My eyes close before I can fight the sleepiness taking me down.




Chapter 2

Bringing Your Prey to You

I wake up in the strange, white, glorious room I never even glanced around last night.  I cringe as I feel the warm arms of the incredibly gorgeous stranger still draped around me.  I stare at his peaceful, sleeping face, and I instantly find it nearly impossible to leave.

Drat.  This is a mess.

Very cautiously, I use skilled strategic maneuvers to wiggle free without waking him up.  I tiptoe across the vast room and retrieve my dress, underwear, bra, and shoes.  I glance at the enormous bathroom just to the right, and pray there's another one in this huge penthouse.  I really don't want to risk waking him.

I continue my tiptoeing steps to the bathroom I find down the hall.

Very quickly, I throw my clothes on and finger comb my wild hair.  I go through the motions of making myself presentable to the outside world, praying it lessens the scrutiny I'll receive on my way out.

My heels that gave me grief the night before are clutched in my hand as I make my way to the front of the apartment.  There's a large vase shattered in the floor with flowers loosely tossed around from their fallen perch.

Oh no.  I hope that wasn't expensive.

I carefully cross over the scattered remnants, and press the elevator button.

Come on.  Come on, I silently beckon.

"I can send someone out to get you something else to wear," Devin's calm voice says from behind me.

Shit.

My heart leaps into my throat, and my whole face heats up with embarrassment for my botched getaway attempt.

I slowly turn to face him, and the shivering invades me.  He's propped against the wall, and he's wearing such low pants that reveal the body I couldn't fully appreciate in the dark.

Holy hot guy.  He's magnificent.

Each exquisite line of his abdomen is defined with a lean definition.  Those salaciously sculpted lines on his hips almost make my mouth water, and I actually forget to breathe.  I finally snap out of the foolish trance, and my eyes pop back up to find his.

"That's okay.  I'll change at the hotel," I say with a touch of humiliation for my scandalous affair.

"I don't mind.  There's a wonderful concierge service I pay top dollar for and rarely use.  Please let me have someone bring you something to wear."

"Really, I'm fine.  I just need to go," I huff out.

The elevator dings, and I almost jump into it, grateful for the salvation it brings.  He's suddenly there - his hands holding the doors open.  How did he get here so quick?  He was all the way across the room.

My breath hitches when I see his smoldering stare daring me to go another round with him.  I don't think I'm physically able, even though I desperately want to try.

"Please stay for a little while longer.  I'll send for breakfast.  I'd like to know a little more about you," he softly pleads.

I sigh a little, and he joins me in the elevator when the alarm begins to sound from the doors being held open too long.  Someone below apparently sends for it, because it starts its descent.  His lips find mine, and my shoes drop to the ground so my hands can fully feel this incredible creature's body.  The kiss intensifies, and I'm thankful I rinsed my mouth with his guest bathroom's mouthwash.

"Stay with me," he whispers.

The door dings, telling me I've reached the ground - and reality - and we're joined by a curious older couple.

"I can't.  I have to go.  You're too damn... I have to go," I say with such obvious reluctance.

"I want to see you again," he yells from the elevator.

"I'll call you," I mumble just as he disappears behind the closing doors.

Holy shit.  That was a disaster.  I need to take stealth lessons.  I suck at being a one-night stand.

I pull on my shoes and ignore all the judgmental eyes casting their glaring disapproval like daggers at me as I walk through the lobby.  I keep my head down and let my hair shield me from the brutal whispers.

I start walking, and realize I never got my purse out of the limo.  Great.  Now I have to walk in six inch heels all the way to the hotel.  I don't even know which direction to go.  I remember passing it, but I don't remember which way we went.

Everyone is staring at my obvious walk of shame.  This dress was meant for the nightlife of New York.  In the daytime, I just look like a cheap prostitute.

A black sedan pulls up in front of me and the driver's window rolls down.

"Ms. Smith?"

I huff lightly while grumbling in more embarrassment.  "Yes.  That’s me."

He quickly hops out of the car and opens the back door for me.  I climb in appreciatively, and I realize Devin is even more incredible than I gave him credit for being.

"Mr. Cole requested I take you to your hotel."

"Thanks.  I'm at the Waldorf that's right around here somewhere," I rattle out a little shamefully.

"Yes ma'am."

I stare out the darkly tinted window, thankful no one can see in.  He was thoughtful enough to get a car around to me.  He did it very quickly too.  Why am I leaving like this?

Because he's the kind of guy you'll fall in love with and have your heart smashed to pieces all over again.

I keep my shameful eyes buried in the floor mats of the elegant car until he pulls in front of my hotel.

"I'm sorry, if you'll wait just a minute I'll go grab my purse," I say with embarrassment for a lack of tip.

"That won't be necessary," he says while climbing out and opening my door.  "Mr. Cole told me if I took any money from you it would be at the cost of my job.  He'll reward me handsomely.  No need to fret."

Oh crap.  He threatened a guy's job?

"Sorry," I mumble.

"No need for that either ma'am," he says with a smirk.

I climb out of the car and quickly walk into the lobby.  I see the man I’ve grown very acquainted with during our short visit.  He's the desk clerk, and he has got a huge crush.

"Hello Ms. Titan.  How can I help you?" he says with a boyish, giddy tone.

"I kind of lost my key."

"No problem.  I'll get you one right away."

I smile as he hands it to me and, I quickly hop in the elevator before it closes.  I press the button for my floor and wait impatiently aboard the elevator full of scolding eyes.  One woman actually snorts out her distaste, and I can feel her eyes burning against my short red dress.

She starts off the elevator and I wave very exaggeratedly, goading her.

"Have a great day," I snark.

She snorts her disgust once more and strides away in her business dress suit.  I laugh a little until I realize everyone else is still assessing my unladylike daytime attire.

Oh good grief.  Yes, I had sex with some random, hot as hell, mouthwateringly delicious stranger.  Get the fuck over it.

I'm relieved as one by one they all filter out.  I'm even more relieved when it's my turn.  I take off the dreadful shoes, and carry them the rest of the way to my door.  I creep inside and hope no one is up, but that hope is quickly obliterated as Clara rounds the corner, rubbing her aching head.

"Please tell me we haven't drunk all the coffee.  I need it," she pleads with her scratchy throat.

I quietly ditch my shoes and walk to the kitchen while murmuring, "I'll check for you."

I almost think I've gotten away with it, when Clara finally realizes what's going on.

"You did it.  You're still in your dress.  Oh thank God," she exclaims dramatically, giggling directly after.  "Give me details.  Rich?  Hot in bed?  Bad in bed?  What's the scoop?"

She sits eagerly at the counter, her headache forgotten, and her eyes begging. 

I sigh out in defeat, "Rich, yes.  Hot in bed, very.  That's about it."

"No.  That can't be it.  This was your first one-night stand, unless you're planning on seeing him again."

I'm not sure if she's asking a question or making an observation.

"I'm not seeing him again.  I just want a shower right now," I grumble as I finish putting the coffee on.

"That's because you've been doing something dirty," she teases.

I roll my eyes at the juvenile joke.

"Yes I have.  I've also learned that I'm not one-night stand material.  I didn't know they followed you out the door."

"Whoa, what?" she says while jumping from the barstool and following me.

"He jumped on the elevator and asked me to stay with him.  I wasn't prepared for that."

"That's because such things don't normally happen with complete strangers.  So he wanted you to stay?"

I shrug as I turn the water on and start waiting for the perfect temperature.

"Yes.  He asked me to stay, and then he asked to see me again."

"Wow.  What did you say?"

"I said I'd call him," I mumble, regretting that even more.  I should have at least given him my real name.

"Awesome," she squeals.  "When are you going to call him?  I think that's smart.  It keeps the ball in your court."

My head drops, shame and guilt both weighing me down now.

"I'm not really going to call him, and he knows that.  I didn't even get his number.  I just darted out.  He even sent a car around to pick me up after I blew him off."

She grabs my shoulders and starts shaking me violently.

"What's wrong with you?  If a hot, rich, sweet guy wants to be with you, then you say yes.  You don't run away."

I laugh a little at her overreaction.  I swear she's acting as if this affects her.

"I just want it to be what it is.  He's a gentleman.  It's sweet of him to show such manners, but I don't need to get involved with someone this far out of my league."

"Hey!  You know damn well I don't allow you to belittle yourself in front of me.  This guy is lucky he got to have a night with you.  That being said, I think you should call him.  You know where he lives, so just look his number up that way."

"I don't actually know the address or anything.  I didn't really pay too much attention.  We had a hasty entrance, and I rushed the exit."

"Okay, then we'll figure it out another way," she says, and I can feel her wheels turning.

"Hey, just drop it.  Leave it here.  I live in Frankford.  There's no way it's going to work out."

"You act like you two live on opposite sides of the world.  This is not a terrible distance.  You could make it work," she urges.

"I don't want to.  I want to enjoy the memories I made, and leave it at that.  Now get out.  I need to wash away the dirty Alexius Smith and get back to being plain Aphrodisia Titan."

"Fine," she relents with a pout.

My head is pounding and I'm exhausted from the tiresome trip we just returned from yesterday.  Clara's wedding is tomorrow, and I have to find a makeshift date before she sets me up with Irvin.  Maybe I can ask my brother to go.

"Adisia!" Jane, the receptionist, yells.

"Yeah.  What?" I ask.

"You have a delivery," she squeals as she runs toward me with an oversized bouquet of flowers.  "Who are they from?"

"I honestly have no idea," I say in disbelief.

She sets down the vibrant red roses, and the bouquet has to be at least three dozen.  This thing is massive.

I open the bright red envelope that has my name on the front.

I gasp slightly as I read it.

To Aphrodisia, the true name of the girl in the red dress.  It'll be hard for you to call me without my number, so I'll contact you instead.

Devin Cole (My real name)

Oh no.  How did he find out my name?  How did he find me?

"Who are they from?" Jane asks impatiently.

"Devin Cole," I whisper as I stare blankly at the wall.

"Who's that?"

"A really hot mistake," I grumble while plopping my head on my desk.

"Aphrodisia," Charlene, my boss, yells.

I snap to attention and Jane retreats as the bitch from hell stalks toward me.

"Yes ma'am?"

"I need you to grab your purse and head to New York."

"What?  I just got back from New York yesterday.  Why do I need to do there?"

"You need to go see a client for me.  This is a big deal we've just had fall into our laps.  I have to be in Sacramento in the morning, so I need you to do this for me.  The client has specified they need this dealt with today."

"I'm just an assistant.  How am I supposed to handle a client?  I don't know anything about that side of the business.  What about one of the other agents?" I plead.

"No.  Sorry, but that's not an option.  You'll go because I'm telling you to go.  Now get your stuff and get on the road.  Time is wasting."

I've been on vacation for a few days for the bachelorette party, and I've only been at work for an hour.  I have mounds of work to get caught up on, and now she's sending me to meet with a client, which I have no experience in because I've never done it before.  Our marketing agency has plenty of more qualified, eager people ready to assume such a task.  Why is she making me go?

I don't argue though.  You can't argue with Charlene.  I do as she says and walk out to head to a company car.  A man pulls up in a black SUV, very deliberately cutting off my path.

"Ms. Titan?" he asks while rolling down the window.

"Yeah?"

"I'm Tim.  I'm here to take you to New York."

This hulking man starts climbing out of the driver's side, and there's so much of him that he just keeps on getting out.  He opens my door, and I toss in my laptop and my purse before taking out my phone.

I dial Charlene right away.  "Where am I going?  Who am I seeing?  What am I doing?"

She laughs, which is uncommon.  "I've sent you an email with all the details you need to know.  It's mostly just signing the client.  The real legwork has already been done.  The client has the contract on hand.  They want a face-to-face before signing.  This is a big deal.  Don't fuck it up."

The line is dead as soon as she finishes her threatening last words.  Okay.  That's not helpful at all.  What am I doing here if this is such a big deal?  Oh this sucks.

I sigh as the man opens the door for me, and I climb out, exhausted from the long ride.  I walk toward the steel archway, and I suddenly know where I am.

No.  He didn't.  He couldn't have.  Impossible.

"Ms. Titan?" a sweet, older man says.

"Yes," I murmur.

"Mr. Cole is expecting you."

The man opens the elevator and keys in a code.  I swallow hard.  This can't really be happening.  What the fuck?  I stare blankly at the cold walls of the elevator as the numbers count up.

"Ms. Titan?"

I look up to see the doors open, and the gentle old man waiting for my exit.

"Thank you," I mumble as I step out.

I walk in a little better and stand awkwardly in the entryway.  I notice a new vase has replaced the shattered one, and I focus all my attention on it.  I'm almost praying this is some horrid dream I'm unable to awake.

"I had to replace the old one.  It somehow shattered," Devin says as he slowly glides into the room.

My eyes stay fixated on the vase, allowing only my peripheral vision to watch him.

"It's nice," I mumble in a nearly muted tone.

He sits down on the couch, and I look up to meet his gaze.  There's a bottle of wine and two glasses set up as well.

"Would you like to join me, Aphrodisia?" he asks casually.

My pale skin is suddenly infested with chills.

"Honestly, I'm a little too freaked out to join you," I almost whisper.

He flashes me an innocent look as he scoots to the edge of his seat, and gives me his undivided attention.

"Why is that?" he asks.

"Do you have some freaky Christian Grey complex?  You've stalked me, found out my real name, and interfered with my job in a way that has brought me back to your doorstep.  I swear I'll call the police, scream for help, and pepper spray you before I step into some crazy ass sex room."

He laughs loudly at my voiced concern, which, I admit, does sound a little crazy in itself.

"I'm not into whips and chains.  I didn't stalk you, I brought you to me.  I found out your true identity because I generally make it a habit to find out whom I've slept with.  Call me old fashioned."

He makes me feel all the more foolish.  I should feel like he's invaded my privacy, but I did sleep with him and give him a false name.

"Besides," he adds.  "My secret is much bigger, and I'll be the only one signing anything," he teases.

I slowly make my way over to the couch, and shift the topic back to business.

"I'm supposed to be here for a face-to-face signing.  I honestly have no idea why they sent me, and I hope you know what I'm supposed to do because I don't.  I'm just an assistant."

He smirks a little and closes the gap between us by scooting dangerously close to me.

"You're here because I requested you to be here.  I told your eager boss I'd sign with the company if she sent you.  It's a big deal.  I know the marketing world inside and out, so I can help you in any way you need it," he almost whispers as his lips dare mine.

He hovers over me and his arm wraps around my shoulders, pulling me into the kiss I can't fight.  I feel my body responding to his creepy seduction, and I have no choice but to surrender.  He grips me and pulls me to sit astride him.  My hips reflexively grind against him and he only grips me tighter.

"You can't deny it either, can you?" he whispers through the kiss.

"We can't do this," I mumble before kissing him harder.

His hands slide down my skirt, freeing me from the zipped restraint.  He slowly opens my shirt, revealing my body to him.  He kisses my chest as he hoists me into the air and carries me to the bedroom.

I know I can't stop myself from wanting him right now, and there's no sanity left in my mind.

"That's the last time we can do that," I pant as my bare body curls against his.

He smiles as his lips cover mine.  Then he gingerly pulls back enough to look into my eyes.

"Why do you keep saying stuff like that?"

I shake my head.  "Well, now it's because you're about to be client, and I feel like a total slut for having slept with you before you signed."

"Then I won't sign," he says casually, nonchalance resonating in the back of his tone.

"What?  I'll lose my job if you don't sign after telling Charlene you would," I gush helplessly.

He smirks deviously as he pulls me to his chest, and his menacing eyes churn with excitement.

"Stay with me tonight, and I'll sign in the morning."

"I can't stay.  I have to be home tonight to go to a rehearsal dinner, and then I have Clara's wedding tomorrow."

"Then stay with me until you have to go, and I'll just come with you to the dinner and the wedding.  Then I'll sign."

Why is he so sexy right now?

"No.  I can't do that.  Clara already has the guest list planned out.  Not to mention, I feel like a total slut negotiating this way."

He laughs a little while hopping up and running out of the room.  He returns with a grin and the contract in hand.  The ink scribbles across the marked lines, and then he places it on the table beside the bed.

"It's signed, now please prove you're not a slut and stay with me," he mocks, his smile growing by the second.

I sigh loudly and stare the sexy contours of his body that wouldn't let me go if I wanted to right now.  I'm pathetic.

"Fine.  I'll stay for as long as I can, but I'm returning to Connecticut... alone."

He holds his hands up playfully as his eyes grow alight with success.

"I'll take what I can get.  We'll discuss details later.  Right this moment, I'd like to take you out."

I almost laugh as I look in the mirror at my thoroughly ravaged appearance.

"Take me out?  Now?" I ask with a slight chuckle.

"Yes.  I'd like to take you to a restaurant and pay for your meal or something."

I laugh a little at his out of character uncertainty.

"Or something?" I repeat quizzically.

"Yeah.  I really don't know too much about dating."

Dating?  I thought this was a one-night stand.  Can you have two one-night stands with the same person?

Oh good grief.  I need a manual.

"I'd prefer to stay in.  I'm kind of a mess now, and I don't have any supplies here to regroup."

"I think you look perfect the way you are," he says so genuinely.

Oh he's got to be too good to be true.  He's so hot right now, and the sex we just had was thunderous enough to rattle the ground.  Run.

"I'm wearing a sheet," I snicker out.

"I know.  My sheet looks damn good on you," he declares while stifling his laugh.

I blush a little and he comes back to join me in the bed.  His arm wraps around me as he makes a call.

"I need to place an order... delivery... Cole... yes..."

He stands up and walks out of the room to finish the order.  I quickly run my fingers through my hair, and remove some of the smeared remnants of my makeup.

Crap.  I look a hot mess.

I pinch my cheeks to add a little color, and then he walks back into the room wearing a smile.  He can't seem to sit still for five minutes.

"Chinese will be delivered shortly, and I have some wine we never started if you'd like to join me."

I just nod as my girly grin emerges, and I clutch the sheet under my arms to secure it into place as I follow him into the living area.

He sits down on the couch, and I follow his lead.  The soft fabric beneath me offers warmth as I sink in and relax.  He pours the wine into the glasses and hands me one.

"So, Aphrodisia, why did you give me a fake name?"

I squirm a little.  I had hoped we'd completely drop this conversation.

"I actually prefer Adisia, and I gave you a false name because Adisia wasn't brave enough to behave the way Alexius did."

He smirks menacingly.  "Adisia behaved almost exactly as Alexius did."

I blush fiercely.  "Well, the ice had already been broken.  I never thought I'd see you again, and I didn't see any harm in escaping from myself for one night."

"Well, now you know you're going to see me again.  Can we try to treat this as more than a two night-slash-day stand?  I'd really like to get to know you."

I smile against all my attempts to restrain it.

"I don't know.  This is incredible when we... you know, but I'm not in the market for heartbreak."

"Neither am I," he says softly.

"If I dated you, I might as well go ahead and buy the biggest tub of ice cream there is.  There's no way I'll make it out unscathed."

He tilts my chin up to meet his face.

"I promise you won't get hurt."

"You're too rich, sexy, and way too charismatic to not be a playboy despite your protests."

He smirks smugly and sits back.

"I've just lived a long time.  You learn things at a gradual pace."

His answer is odd to say the least, but then again he's not too normal.  It's sort of a turn on though.  Then again, my sanity is in question.

"How old are you?"

"I'm twenty-seven for all intents and purposes.  How old are you?"

Again, his answer confuses me.

"I'm twenty-five.  Um... All intents and purposes?"

He laughs a little more and sips his wine while his enigmatic smirk slides back into place.  I feel the desire to probe him for more information, even though I should really get out of here.

"What do you do?" I ask.

"A number of things really.  I find a business that needs financial backing.  If it looks to be prosperous, I aide them by becoming a silent partner.  I try to stay out of the spotlight, but I'm involved in countless profitable businesses where I can draw a substantial return."

Well that's vague.

I glance around the room which looks to have been drowned in a can of white paint.  There are very few touches of color, and the room would seem sterile if it wasn't for his charm filling it full of character.

"Why did you want to sign with our company?"

"Because I wanted to see you again," he answers honestly, his captivating eyes forcing me to fight gravity's pull.

I'm a little taken aback from his truth, and I squirm slightly when the urge to rip my sheet off and throw myself at him again strikes me almost painfully.  His phone buzzes and he answers.

"Yeah... send him on up... thank you."

He turns to me with a smile.  "The food is here."

He stands up and kisses me on the cheek.  Why does this feel like a relationship?  It's not supposed to feel like a relationship.

"I read Charlene's email at least twenty times, and she never once mentioned your name.  Did you ask her not to?"

He half smiles.  "I did.  I wanted to make sure you came.  I had to see you, and I was worried you regretted the other night.  When you got here, I could feel how much you wanted me.  When you kissed me, I knew I was right for feeling this draw toward you."

Drat.  He's good.

I'm a sucker for smooth talking Romeos.  That's how I got myself into all the messes of my past relationships.  Each guy falls in love, and then each guy falls out just as quickly.  I can't think of a guy I've ever dated who hasn't cheated on me.  How can I put myself through this again?

This guy is hotter, richer, smarter, and so much better at smooth talk than all the men in my past combined.  How can I possibly go into something I know is going to shatter me?

The door dings as it opens, breaking me out of my silent reverie, and Devin walks over to pay the delivery man who is gawking at me in my hand-made toga attire.  Devin clears his throat to bring the man out of his staring fit, and the deliver boy walks away blushing.

I laugh a little when his eyes dart around nervously - looking at anything but me - while he waits for the doors of the elevator to close in front of him.

Devin hands me a set of chopsticks and a box of noodles which smell divine.

"How do you know what I like to eat?"  I ask with a suspicious grin.

"I read up on you.  Your favorite food is on your profile page.  I took the liberty of ordering this since you didn't want to go out, but I would like to take you out on a real date soon."

I play with the noodles for a minute before finally pulling a few into my mouth.  He watches me, and it starts to make me nervous.  I swallow hard while turning red for no reason and shrug.

"Why are you staring at me?"

"I want you to stay.  I know you can't, but I still want you too.  I'm not used to this sort of obsessive behavior.  It can't be healthy, and it's confusing me how you're not the one obsessed."

The way he just said that is so... odd - annoyingly pretentious mostly, but still... odd.  He's a little more arrogant than I gave him credit for.

Apparently most girls become obsessed with him.  I'm already below par, even though the truth is I'm just fighting the obsession because I know he's heartbreak in a sexy body waiting to rip my heart back into shreds.

"How did you find out my name?" I ask.

"A few different ways, but the details are overrated.  I still like Adisia better than Alexius," he says with tone that dares me to drop my sheet.

I blush a little and dig back into the noodles.  So many things he has said should make me want to leave, but instead, I'm hanging out on is sofa, eating noodles with my rich, sexy-as-hell stalker.

He sets his food down and steeples his hands in front of his face while studying me a little differently.  It's as if he's amused by something I've done, or something I haven't done.  I'm not sure which.

"So tell me something true about you.  Your family?" he insists.

I smile a little at his new line of questioning.  He's trying to get a little more personal.

"They're pretty great.  My brother, Jake, is a reporter.  My mom is a nurse, and my dad manages the small inn close to their house."

"Is your brother older or younger?"

"He's three months older."

His face shows confusion as he does the pointless math so many others have done.

"Is he adopted?" he muses.

"No.  I am.  I was five when Mom and Dad spent their life savings to bring me home," I murmur mildly.

"You seem very at peace with it.  Do you know your birth parents?" he gracefully pries.

"No, and I don't care too either.  They gave me up, and Titan's wanted me.  The only thing my birthmother ever gave me was my name, and I shortened it to Adisia for that reason."

He tightens his lips once he feels a line was crossed.  I always hate that look.  Everyone feels sorry for me, and it just irks me.

"I'm sorry.  I shouldn't have asked that."

"It's not the first time I've been asked.  The truth is, I could care less about where I come from.  I learned a long time ago blood isn't the important piece of a family.  How about you?  Brothers?  Sisters?"

"None that I know of.  It's been a while since I checked in though."  He snickers to himself, but he seemed so serious when he was saying it.

"Your parents are still together I assume."

"For life."

Okay.  He's not really giving me very much.  Am I over-sharing?

"Where do you live?" he asks casually.

"You don't already know?" I question, my eyes playfully narrowing in suspicion.

He smirks and picks his food back up while deliberately leaving my unanswered question suspended in the air between us.

"I'll take that as a yes," I say while rolling my eyes.  "You know that does sound a little stalkerish."

"I haven't been glued to your window or showing up in random places.  All I did was send you some roses and offer your company a big deal.  I don't view it as stalking so much as I view it a kind gesture."

I wonder if he's a lawyer part time.  He's damn good at making a case of reason in the unreasonable.

I sigh a little as the clock draws my attention away, taunting me with reality.  It's already past two, and it'll take at least four or five hours to get home.  Clara's rehearsal starts at eight.

"I really do need to get back.  I have to change and look like a proud maid of honor tonight.  Then I have to do the same thing tomorrow."

He frowns before standing, his unwillingness to let me go radiating through his touch as he helps me up.

He pulls me against his sleek, still exposed upper body.  I feel my hand clinging to the sheet for dear life, for it's the only thing shielding me from making the same mistake a third time... today.

"Can I go back with you?" he asks so sweetly.

Yes.

"No.  Weddings are a really bad idea.  It's an intimate setting that pushes the endorphins into overdrive.  Falsified closeness emerges, and before you know it... let's just keep this casual.  I like this, but I'm not ready for it to go any further."

"I'm not done trying to change your mind about this," he murmurs in his smoldering tone, and I almost hope he doesn't give up.

I need a date, but I'm not ready to be at a wedding with someone as incredible as him.  I'll fall apart at the seams for this man.  I already have.

I quickly remove myself from his tempting, daring eyes before I melt.  He follows me into the room, and I move to the large bathroom I had avoided the last time I was here.

The white room resembles the rest of the house.  The cold tile is smooth as my bare feet glide against it.

I shut the door, and start trying to make myself more presentable.  The closest thing I can find to a hairbrush is a small comb, but I make it work.

Smart sluts carry makeup bags everywhere.  Now I know why.

I rush through throwing on my clothes, and I finally walk back out to see Devin fully dressed.

Crap.

I wish he didn't look so sexy.  I swear he pulls off the quick-dressed look better than anyone in history.

"I'm walking you down with my clothes on this time," he says with a smirk.

I smile bashfully and grab my purse.  "I won't fight you on it this time."

"I definitely like Adisia better," he murmurs softly while leaning over to kiss me.

Oh, his lips taste so incredible.  His mouth is the perfect shape adhering to mine.  I can feel his sweet tongue raising hell suddenly as his gentle grip becomes almost painful in the best way.

The moment of retreat turns into a moment of flooding desire.  My shirt hits the ground before I even realize he's unbuttoning it.  He cups my face in his hand as he slides me on top of the bed and falls between my parted legs.

He pushes my skirt up over my hips, and his hand slides down to find my underwear for the second time today.  I shouldn't have bothered putting them back on until I got out of here.

Oh, why am I doing this again?

He kisses me, and I realize it's because I have no frigging choice.  I want him.  Hell, I damn near need him, and my body isn't taking no for an answer.  I feel alive and so different when I'm with him.

What is he doing to me?

"Okay.  I really do have to go this time.  I'll talk to you later?" I ask hopefully while slipping the sheet out from around me again.

He smiles as he pulls me into his embrace, my attempted retreat halted as his lips slowly slide across mine.

"Oh, you can count on it.  I have your number," he seduces with a wink.

I laugh a little.

"That shouldn't surprise me."

I climb up and once again pull on my clothes.  I start refilling my purse with the violently spilled contents on his floor.  I almost laugh at the mace I carry around in case some crazy guy stalks me.  Here I am making love to a crazy stalker.

He's standing in front of me when I stand back up, and I swallow hard as my eyes fall on his incredibly sculpted body.  His lines are so defined, and he's just the right shade of perfection.

His lips find mine, and I quickly turn it into a short kiss.

"No tricking me this time," I say playfully.

He laughs a little and pulls his shirt on.  How did he get his jeans on so quickly?

He puts his shoes on before walking me to the elevator, and I catch myself staring at him until the doors open.  He smirks when he catches my hypnotized gaze, and my cheeks flush again.

I'm grateful the doors open for us to slip inside.  Then his daring, smoky eyes promise I won't make it out with out some more wrinkles added to my clothes.  He moves toward me, and I almost grin ear to ear when the door dings for someone to join us.

He shakes his head and props against the wall beside me.  Then I feel his arms pulling me to him before he kisses me lightly, despite the new spectators on board.

"I want to see you again.  Soon.  Don't make me call your boss to schedule another meeting."

I laugh a little at his persistence.

"Okay.  Call me, and we'll set something up between our schedules."

He frowns a little as though he's disappointed in my noncommittal answer.  I'm wondering what I'm doing.  I can't be with him.  I'm heading down crazy-lady alley as it is.  I sure as hell don't need to be giggling and arranging future visits with this gorgeous man who was supposed to be a one-night stand.

"I wish I could get you to reconsider letting me go back with you."

"I don't want things to get complicated right out of the gate.  I'll see you when I see you," I say casually, fighting off my inner girl who wants to be the clingy fool that never leaves his side again.

The door dings, and he pulls me into his arms.  His lips promise to never let mine go, but they're forced to betray their promise as a throat clearing interrupts the moment that has gotten a little carried away.

An elderly lady is glaring at me with her disapproving eyes.  Man, old women absolutely hate me.

Devin chuckles lightly as he pulls me out the door with him.

"I'll call you after while, if that's okay."

My lips tighten as the regret for having allowed myself to become this involved starts to sting.

"Yeah.  Bye."

He kisses me as the big man climbs out to open the door to the SUV.  With heavy reluctance and a loudly exhaled breath, he finally releases me from his heated hold.

He shuts the door behind me as I climb into the backseat, and the idle engine hums as the man driving shifts it into gear.

I sigh lightly as we pull away from the man staring at me with his gorgeous, swirling blue eyes.  He doesn't move from the sidewalk, and I can't look away.  Everything in me wants to bail out of the vehicle and run back to the arms that would happily embrace me.

I refrain, though, while gripping my head and steadying my harsh breaths.  Maybe I am a little obsessed.




Chapter 3

Boundaries

"So you spent the day with him?" Clara squeals while I finish putting on my makeup.

"Yeah... well, a couple hours.  I had to stay on the road longer than I was there.  I had to be back for your rehearsal dinner.  I've been at work for one hour, and I wont' be back until Wednesday, since you're the only person in the world who gets married on a Tuesday."

"I wanted us to get married on the exact day we went on our first date," she explains with a snicker.  "I think Devin is creepily romantic.  It's so... weirdly erotic and exciting to know the lengths he'll go to in order to see you.  So, when are you seeing him again?" she squeals out.

"I don't know.  It's all so-"

My phone buzzing in my pocket interrupts our conversation.  I look down and shake my head when I see the name to the number I never programmed.  He doesn't know any boundaries at all.

"Well, I was just talking about you," I murmur while stifling a fool's grin.

Clara does a goofy dance to demonstrate her enthusiasm when she realizes who I'm talking to.

"I hope you were telling someone you want me to be with you at the rehearsal dinner tonight."

My goofy grin grows, but I don't relay my giddiness in my stern tone.

"I thought we already discussed this numerous times.  I'm not ready for that sort of date.  Baby steps, please."

"I don't want to take baby steps with you.  I want to see you, and you have plans; therefore I want to be a part of your plans," he says adamantly.

"I already said no.  Please don't keep trying."

"Let him come," Clara yells in a whisper while scowling her disapproval for my objection.

"See.  Clara wants me to come, and it is her wedding after all," he gloats.

"I don't know how you heard that, but I don't want to do this right now."

Suddenly the line goes dead, and Clara's phone starts buzzing.

"Hello?" she asks quizzically.

Her eyes light up as she listens to the other side of the phone, and I instantly know who she's talking to, given the goofy grin that spreads across her face.  I rush to grab the phone, but Clara fends me off.

"Yes," she laughs while holding me back.  "You're completely welcome to come.  Adisia never filled her plus-one slot, so we have the extra space... Great.  We'll see you soon then."

She smirks as she hands the phone to me.  "Now he wants to talk to you."

Conspiring asses.

I rip the phone from her hands while offering her my best death glare.

"I can't believe you know my best friend's number.  This just crossed another big line.  I think we should discuss boundaries for the future."

"I would love to discuss any form of future with you," he smugly replies.

Great.  Now I want to smile.  Jackass.

"You think you're cute, don't you?"

"I know I'm cute.  Now I get to see you while I'm being cute."

I can't stifle my grin any longer despite my greatest attempts to be pissed.

Clara whispers, "This is perfect.  Now you don't have to see Jerry making out with some girl while you're sitting there without a date."

Oh.  I had forgotten about Jerry.  I sigh a little sadly now.

Crap.  How could I have forgotten about Jerry being there?  He's Henry's best man.

"You won't see me tonight.  The rehearsal starts in fifteen minutes, and the dinner is directly after.  We're about to head down now."

"Damn," he murmurs disappointedly into the phone.

A knock at the door reminds us we're running a little behind schedule.

"I have to go.  There's someone here."

"Bye, Adisia," he says with his far too sexy tone.

My foolish grin finds my face again, and then I end the call and walk over to answer the door.  I swing the door open and gasp when I see most delicious man there is.

Devin is propped up against the doorframe, his eyes instantly locking with and hypnotizing mine

Mmm.  He looks so gloriously good in a suit.

The charcoal, designer fabric is tailored too perfectly, making chills form in all the wrong places on my body.  He looks like he just stepped out of Armani.  His dark hair is tousled sexily, and his incredible smile forces my cheeks to flush.

I quickly realize I'm not breathing, and I almost choke on the air entering my lungs when I try to speak.

"It's... well... I... You're here," I babble.

"I'm here," he says with his smoking hot tone that brings me down to a pint-sized girl.

"How did you..." I stammer out, but nothing follows.

"I left shortly after you did.  I've been here for a while.  I told you I'd change your mind."

He doesn't give me anymore time to stutter or try to argue.  His lips cover mine, and I'm drowning in this incredible man just that quickly.  My hands slide up to be behind his neck as I revel in his delicious, intoxicating taste.

"Okay.  I'll see you kids downstairs," Clara giggles while rushing by us to leave me alone with this incredible wonder dripping his sex appeal all over the inn's floor.

Devin pulls back slowly and kisses the top of my head.

"Who's Jerry?" he asks so softly.

Jerry who?  Oh yeah.  My ex.

"How do you know about Jerry?"

"I don't.  That's why I'm asking.  I don't particularly like not knowing things."

He leans back and admires my tight, black dress with a low dip in the front.  For some reason, I felt like showing cleavage tonight.  I usually stray from such, but today I felt the need to try for sexy.  I'm glad I did now.

"Jerry is my ex," I mumble while wrinkling my nose to accentuate the sour taste left in my mouth after expelling his disgusting name.

I feel his long fingers tightening on me as he pulls me closer, and in that instant, I forget what we're even talking about as the heat from his body warms mine.

"And you still care for him?" he asks.

"Who?" I ask, lost in the moment.

I feel my breath catching each time I try to breathe as he lowers to kiss my neck and shoulders.  His soft, velvety lips stroke my exposed skin, and my body sways under his gravitational pull.

"Jerry," he says between his patterned kisses.

"No," I murmur through a rasp, breathy tone.  "I actually hate him."

"Good," he says far too enticingly while continuing the seductive dance across my exposed chest area.

"No," I say quickly as I snap out of the hypnotic moment.  "I have to go downstairs without crazy-fucked hair and clothes."

He chuckles while taking my hand in his, the sizzling sparks between us trying simmer down.

"Then let's get you down there," he says smoothly.

He leads me down the old, creaky stairs, and Clara giggles as we pass by.  It's almost embarrassing to see her acting like such a fool.  I swear she acts like a giggling fifteen-year-old any time I mention Devin.

My strong, rich slice of heaven pulls me to him to inhale his delectable, mouthwatering scent, and I just fall into his embrace as a short, round man walks into the room.

"Alright.  Take your places please."

I'm sick now.  I don't want to be separated from Devin for this stupid pretend ceremony.  I want to stay in his arms and just be happy.  He frowns too when I move toward the line to join the wedding party, and he leans against the wall while watching me.

Jerry walks over to me to take his place at my side, and I do all I can not to spit in his face.

"Hey, gorgeous.  You look amazing," he says cockily, his eyes alight with more enthusiasm than he deserves to have.

Slime.

Apparently he didn't get the memo about how I desperately want to see him castrated.

Hmm.  He seems to have lost some of his toning.  I remember him looking a hell of a lot sexier when we were dating.  Of course, now that I've fucked Devin, no guy will ever seem sexy again.  What was I thinking?

"Hey," I say curtly, my eyes moving back to my newfound obsession.

Devin's eyes are still locked in place on me, and he walks up show the world I'm with him.  I can see the possessive glow blooming around him as his eyes size up Jerry, and my knees wobble when those smoky swirls of blue find mine again.

"Hey.  I'm going to take a seat.  I'll see you in a bit," he says in a way to let Jerry know we're together.

Then he takes it a step further and kisses me a little inappropriately - his tongue parading around in my mouth as though it owns it.  I try to stifle the grin that's forming behind the kiss, and then I let it free while blushing when he pulls back.

"Okay," I giggle out like a giddy schoolgirl.

Sheesh.  Did I really just giggle out okay?  Oh boy.

I'm already in trouble, and I barely know this guy.

He glides through the crowd as he finds a seat in the back.  Every girl around makes sure to lock their eyes on the dazzling, confident creature here for me.

"Who the hell is that guy?" Jerry huffs while glaring at Devin's back.

"Devin," I murmur vaguely while keeping my eyes glued to the smoky eyes that have found mine again.

I hate how perfect he is.

"You ready maid of honor?" Clara squeals, snapping me out of my trance.

I turn to see her face ready to split in two.  Her smile is so wide it has to be painful.

"Are you ready bride?" I giggle out.

Oh.  That's why I'm giggly.  It's a damn wedding.  I knew this was a bad idea.  Weddings evoke a dramatic sense of closeness that hasn't actually been achieved.  This is going to end badly.

"I'm beyond ready," she squeals while jumping up and down.

I join her in her goofy jumping routine, and she just laughs all the louder as her excitement rolls out.

If she's this hysterically excited for the rehearsal, then I can only imagine how she's going to be tomorrow.

"I love you, Aphrodisia," she cries as she throws her arms around me.

"I love you too, Clara.  Now get back and calm down.  You have to make it down the aisle with only a small, respectable amount of giddiness," I chuckle.

"Okay," she giggles.

At least I'm not the only one giggling out that word.  My eyes work their way back over to Devin, and I feel my heart flutter when he winks at me.

"I think we're up," Jerry mumbles with a slighted tone.

I loop my arm in his to fulfill my bridal-party duty, but I refuse to make eye contact with him as we follow the bridesmaid and groomsman in front of us.

Devin has one arm propped up on the back of the chair, and I can tell he doesn't like me being arm-in-arm with Jerry.  His sprinkled jealously brings a smile to my face, and he smirks while rolling his eyes in response, apparently catching onto my observation.

I take my place and await Clara's approach as she carries a silk bouquet down the aisle.  I barely notice her though.  It's my best friend's wedding rehearsal, and I can't look away from the man I barely know.

Devin's eyes are burning against mine as Clara and Henry run through the mock ceremony.  I don't hear anything at all besides the overzealous drumming of my flustered heartbeat.

The only thing I can focus on is the man sitting in the back, giving me the sweetest electrical currents I've ever felt.

Then something goes wrong.  I can hear the ocean rattling in my ears as though my head is pressed between two seashells.  I feel off balance, dizzy, nauseated, and frankly... I feel like shit.  My knees start to buckle, and I stumble around while struggling to stay upright.

What the hell?

I start falling, but I feel arms catching me before I can face-plant into the ground.  Devin is staring at me with terror etched into his face.

"Adisia!" Clara screams.

Devin scoops me in his arms and speaks over his shoulder as he begins carrying me away.

"I've got her.  You can keep going."

"Like hell I can.  She's my best friend!"

"Sorry," Devin murmurs, gracefully accepting her scolding tone.

My head bobs lightly, and he nestles it against his chest to help it stay steady.

"She's never sick," Clara murmurs, talking to someone else.

"I've got you," Devin comforts as his soft lips press against my forehead with more affection than I thought possible so early on in a relationship.

I groan a little in contempt for my body that has suddenly betrayed me.

What's wrong with me?  Why am I feeling like death warmed over?

Devin carries me up the stairs, and I can hear others scrambling around behind us.

"Where are you taking her?" Clara demands.

"I have a room up here.  I thought it might do her some good to lie down," he answers softly.

"Oh," she says in a calmer tone, her momma-bear falling back into hibernation.

He's staying here?  Oh no.  He's staying at my dad's inn?  Why me?  He's doing this on purpose.

I'll chastise him later when I'm not depending on him.  Right now, I just want to be held the way he's so willing to hold me.

I hear the door creak open and he lays me down on a soft bed.  The obnoxious lights blare in my face, and I grumble while covering my eyes with my arm.

I hear a small click to ensure me the room has darkened, and I lower my arm to see the room full of anxious, worrisome faces.

"Is she okay?" Jerry gushes with a touch of panic.

"I'm fine," I groan.

"Hey, is she going to be all right?" Henry's voice chimes in as he joins the group of worried bystanders.

"I'm fine," I huff out.

I put my hand in Devin's for... support?  I don't know why I do it.  I just want him close to me right now, and it actually pisses me off.  I've been fighting a losing battle since we met.  I've never been sick before, and now I want him close to me.  His presence is comforting.

"You said she's never been sick?"  Devin questions in disbelief, addressing Clara's earlier comment.

"Never.  We've been friends since kindergarten.  Her parents have always bragged about how ridiculously healthy she is.  What's wrong with her?"

"I don't know.  I can take her to the hospital and find out though," Devin says, completely oblivious to the hell in his words.

"No.  No hospitals!" I scream reflexively, my whole body shaking directly after.

Devin jumps at my screeched request, and then he grips my hand tighter.  Everyone shifts uncomfortably in the room as they exchange awkward glances.

"She's scared of hospitals.  Just let her rest for a minute.  If she doesn't get to feeling better, I'll call my dad.  He's a doctor," Clara murmurs softly.

He curls up next to me and kisses my forehead.

"I'm sorry.  I didn't know."

I snuggle into his arms and ignore the crowded assembly.

"Who the hell is this guy?" Jerry asks.

"He's Devin," Clara replies smugly.

"Go.  I'm fine.  Finish your rehearsal.  Don't hang out with me.  I promise I'm fine," I say, desperate to be out of the spotlight.

"I don't want to leave you like this," Clara sighs.

"Please do.  I don't want you ruining your time because of me.  I promise I'm fine.  I'm already feeling a little better."

She sighs louder, reluctance dragging her breaths out to a heavier flow.

"Okay, but I'll be back in a little while to check on you."

"Okay."

"Don't leave her," Clara instructs to Devin while pointing a threatening finger at him.

"I have no intentions of leaving.  I promise she's in good hands," Devin says gently, his eyes breaking away from her threatening promise and rejoining mine.

"Thanks," she murmurs hesitantly.

"No thanks necessary.  She's the reason I'm here.  I'll let you know if anything happens."

I snuggle in closer, and his arms tighten in response.  I hear the people slowly filtering out, and the relentless tone of Jerry in the hallway.

"Someone please tell me who that guy is."

"It's Devin," Henry chuckles.

I want to laugh, but it hurts too badly.  What the hell is wrong with me?  Why do I feel as if I've been flattened by a truck, re-inflated, and flattened again?

"I can't believe you've never been sick before," Devin whispers.

"I can't believe you're staying at the inn my father manages."

He laughs a little at my disgruntled, playful remark.  Rain starts tapping lightly outside to distract me from his delicious chuckles.  It sounds so close right now.  It's as if my hearing has somehow become overly sensitive.

"I need something to drink," I mumble with closed eyes.

A breeze of wind blows, and I feel him helping me up as he hands me an open bottle of water.  My eyes try to focus, but everything is almost a blur.

"Wow.  You had that handy."

He smirks at me cockily, but it fades as my body starts shaking.  What's happening to me?

"What's wrong?" he asks with more horror tainting his perfect face.

"I don't know," I shakily release through my almost chattering teeth.

"I'm taking you to a hospital," he says adamantly.

I jerk free from his grip.  "No!  If you take me there I'll never speak to you again," I yelp, tears springing to my eyes instantly.

He tightens his lips.

"What happened to make you loathe hospitals so passionately?"

I shake my head to dismiss the question I really do not feel like answering.

"Please tell me.  I'm trying to understand," he comforts.

He doesn't understand the time I spent in the hospital hell.  It's pretty traumatic for a five-year-old to be in a cold, dank, and terrifyingly dark room where not even the bugs are brave enough to venture out for very long.

"Because that's where my mother dumped me," I whimper, instantly regretting such a ridiculous over-sharing.

He exhales heavily, and then he pulls me closer to him.  The pity in his eyes makes me all the sicker.  I hate pity, and it's all I get when people find out.

"I'm sorry, but you really need to be in a hospital.  This could be serious."

I pull back and shake my head, the tears in my eyes dripping out my humiliation and pain.

"Devin, you don't get it.  I spent five days locked in a basement where no one knew I was.  It took them weeks to nurse me back to health - mentally and physically.  I was fortunate that anyone found me at all, but they didn't find me before I envisioned every shadow on the wall to be a monster.  I was starving, cold, weak, and talking to death's angel due to severe dehydration.  Then my birthmother strolled in and walked out with me once more.

"Why they let her have me back is beyond me.  Thankfully, she handed me over to people who wanted to care for a child instead of dumping me in another basement.  The point is, I can't even think about a hospital without feeling the weight of the world crushing on my chest.  Please... just drop it."

He tightens his lips, letting my heavy bomb settle in.  I shouldn't have told him that.  That was so stupid.

"I'm sorry.  That's horrible," he says through his own emotional rattle.

More pity falls free from his swirling blues, and I do my best to pull myself together before continuing.

"It's just the way things are.  I learned to cope with the reality a long time ago.  I don't remember her or even what she looked like.  All I remember is being cold, hungry, and absolutely terrified for what seemed like much longer than five days.  The whispering pipes of a basement along with the building groans can offer quite the nightmarish terrors to a child.  I won't step into a hospital, at least not willingly," I murmur.

He hugs me tighter.  His velvety soft lips stroke my forehead to bring my anxiety down just slightly.

I feel so inexplicably connected to him.  His lips find mine once more in a soft, reassuring manner.  The kiss deepens, and currents crash through me as though I've just stepped in water while holding a live wire.

I jerk back, grabbing my throbbing lips while my wide eyes stare into his.  He touches his as well with curiosity plaguing his face.

"That was odd," he mumbles with a hint of a distracted tone.

"Yeah," I whisper, but then I feel my body weakening again.

I feel the sickness overwhelming me, and I can't hold my heavy eyes open another moment.




Chapter 4

A Damn Boyfriend

I wake up to the odd, floral room with scratched antique furniture I instantly recognize.  Shit.  I can't believe he's staying here.  He lives in a frigging penthouse.  Why is he staying in a heinously decorated room at the local inn?

Though the sickness I suffered the night before has passed, now I feel sick for a whole new set of reasons.

He had to take care of me all night.  This is humiliating.

"Hey," his soft voice whispers as my groggy eyes finally find his alert ones.

"Hey," I return with a parched, throaty rasp.

He quickly hands me a bottle of water, and I begin to sip it slowly while looking away from him.  I clutch my aching head, and he sits up to join me.

"What time is it?" I mumble.

"You've got plenty of time before the wedding.  How do you feel?"

"Like hell met ice," I jokingly interject.  "I need to... oh no.  It's eight o' clock," I panic out loud when I see the woodland inspired theme clock.

His look is puzzled.  "The wedding isn't until two.  You don't have to go to work do you?"

I start scrambling to situate my wrinkled dress that I ended up sleeping in, and Devin casually climbs free from the bed to join me at my side.

"No.  I don't have work.  I have a father who's going to kill me if he sees me staying in a room with a guy he's never met.  He'll be here any minute now."

Devin starts laughing, his worry completely replaced by humor, as he grabs my purse and hands it to me.  "We can hide out in here until the wedding, and then you can make your father think you showed up with the rest of the guests."

I roll my eyes at his scandalous offer - though it would be nice to just curl up in bed with him all day as opposed to dealing with all the craziness today has in store.

"My dress, makeup, hair supplies... everything I need is at my apartment."

"Then I'll drive you there."

His soft smile is so enticing.  How does he look this good when he first wakes up?  That's so not fair.

"Thanks, but you don't have to," I mumble with a touch of embarrassment.

I've spent the night curled up in his arms like a sick child, and I barely know him.  He drove all the way from New York to enjoy my company in a far different way.  I feel so stupid.

"You rode with Clara yesterday.  You need a ride," he murmurs while putting all of his stuff in his pockets.

"Are you going back to New York today?" I ask timidly.

"No.  I'm going to a wedding, and then I'm going to spend the rest of the day with you."

I grin like a girl and quickly cover it.  "Oh.  I just didn't think you'd want to hang around after last night."

"I don't see why not.  I came to see you, and I've spent every second with you since I got here.  I sat up worrying all night, but I got to hold you."

Aw.

I'd kiss him right now if my breath wasn't rancid.  Oh, the inn keeps complimentary toiletries in the bottom cabinets.

My blushing hue stains my cheeks, and I look out from under my lashes to see his smile only growing.  I have to kiss him, but not yet.

I casually stroll into the bathroom, and as soon as the door closes behind me, I start savagely ripping it apart to find a toothbrush.  I smile as I open the pack, and then grab the toothpaste he has in his bag.

My vigorous brushing rids my mouth of the disgusting thing that has curled up and died in it, and then I start scrambling to finger-comb my hair.

Yep.  I've got to get a slut bag.

I walk back out just as he's pulling on a shirt.  Mmm.  Why does he have to be so insanely hot?

The soft threads slowly cover up his rippling abs, and I almost feel the need to wipe a dollop of drool from my mouth.

"Thank you for last night."

"You're welcome," he murmurs so softly it's almost a whisper, but I hear it with such perfect clarity - as though he was right beside my ear when he said it.

I feel oddly in tune with everything.  I can see, hear, and smell so acutely - it's rather distracting.

A bird's flapping wings almost seems to rattle against my eardrum as it flutters around the tree outside.  I have to shake my head just to rid myself of the nuisance.

"What's wrong?" he asks with worry.

"Nothing.  Just a little off today."

"Are you ready?"

I nod and he takes my hand my hand in his to lead me out.  The touch of his smooth skin feels so much different today.  It feels so... intimate.

I quickly snap out of my momentary hypnosis, and then the sick pang of dread stings me.

Oh, please don't be here yet, Daddy.

I creep behind Devin like a child afraid of the dark as we walk down the stairs.  Each creak ringing out beneath our feet makes me cringe, and my stomach only knots all the more.

He's doing his best not to laugh at me.  I'm sure he's not used to being around someone still afraid of their dad.  I'm actually not afraid of him.  I'm terrified of the mortifying scene he'll cause if he witnesses what will appear to be a walk of shame.

When we finally near the foyer, I peek around the corner like the world's worst spy and sigh out in relief when I see my dad isn't here yet.

"Feel better?" Devin teases, his laughter finally coming out in a breathy heap.

I smile bashfully while blushing, but then the front door swings open.

My stomach plunges to the ground, dragging the sickness with it, and then it jumps back up into my throat.

Shit!

Dad very slowly walks in, stops, and stares at me holding this very tall, sexy, and mysterious man's hand.

"Hey, Adisia.  What are you doing here?" he asks very warily, suspicion in his gaze, and his eyes not moving from Devin.

Fuck my life.

Oh, I really don't want to try and explain my complicated whirlwind romance to my father.  I can't say, hey Dad, this is the guy I tried to have a one-night stand with.

Oh this sucks.  Be quick, vague, and get the heck out of here.

"I got a little sick last night during the rehearsal dinner."

"But you never get sick," he quickly adds, sounding even more suspicious.

Drat.

"I did last night.  Clara got a little worried.  I probably need to call her."

"I already did," Devin says with his wonderful, considerate tone, and now my dad is staring him down twice as hard.

"Are you going to introduce yourself, or are you just going to keep holding my daughter's hand in front of me without so much as giving me a name?" Dad snarks.

And there it is.  Mr. James Titan has reared his intimidating head, even though Devin towers over him by at least five inches.

Devin smiles warmly as he sticks out his free hand to shake my dad's.

"I'm Devin Cole.  I live in New York.  Adisia and I met this past weekend."

No! I wish he hadn't told him when we met.

Perfect.  Now my daddy knows I'm a slut.

"And the two of you are sleeping together already?" my dad chokes out with a pale face.

This is so frigging humiliating.

Devin stifles a grin while shaking his head noncommittally.

"She just slept in my room because she was sick.  She didn't want to go to the hospital, and I didn't want to leave her in her apartment alone.  I thought it might be somewhat rude to just invite myself to stay there, so I just kept her with me."

"So you really got sick?" Dad worries, his eyes finding mine and forgetting about Devin.

And my daddy is back.  Whew.

"Yes.  I don't know what happened.  I got dizzy mostly.  I feel better today though.  Devin is taking me home because I rode with Clara last night."

Dad looks at him curiously.

"Is that your Mercedes out front?"

Devin smirks.  "Yeah.  I got here yesterday so I could be Adisia's date for the rehearsal dinner.

"Ah.  So the two of you are going to the wedding together?"

"Yes, sir," Devin says with a cool tone.

"So what do you do for a living?"

This is so terrible.

Now Dad is going to start with the interrogation.  I should have introduced him to my father before I conceded to the idea of us actually trying to make this work.

Have I considered that?  Of course I have.  He just held me all night long while I was sick for the first time in my life.  I have to see him as something more than just a... well, an intimate friend.  I need a terminology book.

"I have several businesses I'm a partner in.  It's all sort of complicated, but I do well for myself."

"I see," Dad grumbles while shifting his weight to his other leg, trying to make himself look taller.

"We're going to get going.  I'll be back in a little while to help out with the setup."

"You don't have to do that honey, I can get it."

His eyes glaze over with a genuine concern that reminds me how much he loves me.

"Don't worry, Dad.  I'm fine.  I promise.  I feel much better, and you know how crazy Clara is going to be if one thing is out of place," I exasperate too dramatically.

He starts laughing, and I can see his eyes lighting up a little.

"I can't believe Clara is getting married.  It seems like just yesterday the two of you were playing princess."

Devin's hand tightens around mine, and I smile at him.  He looks away shyly just before Dad grumbles uncomfortably.

"We're going to head on out," I say before hugging Dad.

He hugs me back, and then Devin and I start walking out hand in hand.

"So is this guy your boyfriend or something?" Dad asks just before we escape.

So close.  Damn it.

I very warily turn back around and fidget awkwardly.  His burning, interrogating glare is back.  There's no escaping, but I don't know what to say right now.

"Yes, I am," Devin says with a menacing grin.

My head flips back around to catch his mischievous eyes toying with me.  My lips tighten, and I turn back to meet the softer gaze of my father.

"Well, I hope you two have a good time at the wedding.  I'll see you after while, dear."

Wow.  That went much smoother than I expected.

"Bye," I murmur quickly while tugging at Devin's hand.

We seize the opportunity to escape while it lingers.  He laughs a little as he follows me out with my rushed pace.

Asshole.  Now my dad thinks we're dating.

He walks over and opens the door for me.  I sit down, careful to avoid his playful grin.  I don't want to smile right now, and I know I will if I look at him.

"Why did you tell him you're my boyfriend?" I scold.

He chuckles mildly as he shuts my door and makes his way to the driver's side.

"I'd prefer it if he thought I had more honorable intentions than what it appeared.  He wouldn't have been too happy if you had told him the truth about our entanglement," he chuckles.

"Well it isn't like I was going to tell him what we've been doing for the past couple of days.  Hell, I'm not even sure what that is."

I almost whisper the last part to myself.

"Well, I'd like to think this is the direction we were already going, and now the pressure is off."

I roll my eyes just as my lips finally cede to the tugging smile.  His devious smirk emerges as he pulls away from the inn.

"So how do you know where I live?" I ask curiously.

"It's a matter of public record.  Once I had your name, I had your address," he smugly replies, his eyes seeming to hold secrets behind that little explanation.

I really don't know if I want to know if he's telling the truth or not.  At least this doesn't sound too creepy.  I should be freaked out, disgusted, possibly appalled, but instead, I'm incredibly flattered and turned on.

I'm officially a freak - a sad, sad freak.

The wind blows in my hair, freeing me of the distressing lie that is sure to have consequences.  My dad will tell my mother, and now they'll expect Devin to come eat with them, talk to them, and be practically family right away just so they can grill him.

"So... Jerry?" Devin asks, breaking me out of my train of thought.

"So?  What about him?" I ask while shrugging.

"Was it serious?"

This is the first time it hasn't hurt to talk about Jerry since the breakup.  I almost forgot about him completely.

"Yes.  We were engaged, and we had just signed a two year lease on an apartment a week before we broke up," I say quickly, hoping he doesn't want me to elaborate.

Why do I keep telling him so much personal shit?  Way to scare him off, dummy.

"Do you mind if I ask why you broke up?"

Say it was a mutual thing.

"He did what they always do - he cheated on me.  Then he stuck me with the apartment."

Where's the fucking filter for my mouth?

He reaches over and takes my hand in his as his thumb strolls across the back of my knuckles.

"I'm sorry," he mumbles.

"You don't have to be.  It's not like you had anything to do with it."

You can save your apology for when you're the one cheating and leaving.

"Did he forget he cheated on you?  He seems a little distraught by your being with me."

I almost giggle at the jealous hue staining his swirling blue eyes.  He stifles a grin when he deduces the reason for my silent laughter that turns into a soft chuckle.

"I'm not jealous," he lies.

I laugh more, and his smile grows.

"I can't tell," I tease.

His head bobs with a laugh before he tries to sound more sincere.

"I just don't like knowing he cheated on you, and now he thinks he can just talk to you whenever or however he chooses.  He shouldn't feel as though he has such a right."

I smile bigger when I hear the protective tone in his voice, but he's still jealous.  I don't care what he says... I know jealousy.

"He has thought that since the week after we broke up.  He came crawling back - like they all do - but I don't believe in second chances.  If someone will do something once, they'll do it again.  That's my philosophy."

Just ask my mother.

"I see.  I suppose I was an exception to that rule?"

His cocky smirk is so sexy, and I fight the cheesy grin trying to invade my face.

"Yeah, well.  You got a fresh start after a poorly executed introduction.  I'm telling myself it's different."

He laughs loudly just as we pull up in front of my apartment building.

The wind stirs a little rougher, bringing with it the scent of the diner down the street.  I've never smelled it from all the way down here before.

A scratching sound draws my attention across the road to a dog digging his claws into the fur behind his ear as he fervently tries to rid himself of the flea biting his flesh.  Why can I hear that from over here?

I shake my head as I did earlier to rid myself of all the unwanted, supercharged senses.  My eyes fall back on Devin, and my girly grin reemerges.

He's looking around as if he's inspecting the surroundings.  He's almost acting like a cop, which I have dated one of those before as well.

"Are you going to come in, or are you going to take in the scenery a while longer?"

He gives me that panty-dropping, full-flashing smile, and my heart stumbles until it crashes into the wall of my chest.  A simple look shouldn't drive me this crazy.

"I was just waiting on an invitation," he smolders.

His eyes flash that dangerous glow, and I'm sucked in instantly.  He stalks toward me with a predatory prowess I've never witnessed from anyone before, and I can feel the tingles of electricity sparking wildly, pumping my already exhausted heart too fast.  He smirks when he sees the enslaved helplessness drenching my eyes.

His hands grip me at my waist and he starts pushing me backwards as he bends, and his mouth closes over mine just before his devilish tongue pushes in and goes to work.  I can feel the currents growing, shocking to life more sensations that shouldn't even exist.

Oh, he's so different from anything I've ever known.

A barking dog brings a smile to our faces and interrupts the accidental steamy moment.

"Shall we?" he asks.

I just nod when my lips refuse to let a word squeak through.  He pulls my hand in his, and we finally manage to walk in.  The dust-collecting elevator stands before us, and I start laughing as he pushes the buttons that never light up.

"It's broken.  It has been since before I lived here.  You can imagine what a pain in the ass it was trying to move in."

He smiles, and I swear I can see something dark swirling in his smoky blue eyes.  They change colors so often.  It's captivating.

He pushes the button again, and I almost gasp as the doors open with a ding.

"Wow.  I guess the super finally got it fixed."

"I guess so," he says in a mysterious whisper that almost excites me.

I push the button and smile in surprise as the doors close.  I giggle when I press the button to my floor for the first time ever.

"You're happy about this," he observes.

"Of course I am.  I hate walking up eight flights of stairs daily."

His sweet smile is so infectious.  I mimic the goofy grin just before his lips find mine once again.  He slides his electrically charged hands under my shirt and grips my sides firmly while jerking me closer. 

The door dings like a professional spoiler alert to interrupt us yet again.  I giggle a little as his eyebrows dance up and down with an odd spark of excitement.

"Now I get to see how you live," he utters mischievously.

I burst out laughing the second I see the reason for his intrigue, and his brow rises to silently question my bizarre outburst.

"Sorry," I chuckle.  "I just can't wait to gauge your reaction.  I've seen your place, and I don't think you're going to be very impressed with mine."

He tilts his head to the side, looking almost offended.

"I’m not a snob," he reports with his wounded tone.

"I wasn't saying that.  You'll see," I snicker out while digging around in my purse for my keys.

I open the door to reveal my small, eclectic, slightly cluttered home.  His eyes widen as he sees the bold paint splashed deliberately against the walls with uneven brushstrokes left by my amateur hands.

He looks at the odd assortment of unmatched picture frames that layer the tables, walls, and every other surface of the room.  The random frames host an assortment of colorful pictures taken at various times in my life.

He inches through the small space between my couch and coffee table to make his way to the bright green kitchen that has been overrun with sunflower designs.  He shakes his head in disbelief.

"I figured you'd be a little surprised, considering your whitewashed apartment and minimalist style preference," I poke.

"I'm... confused more than... surprised," he mumbles, distracted by the decor.

I cover my giggling mouth with my hand as he continues to stare around the apartment.

“Not what you had envisioned?" I chuckle out.

He looks at me with a stupefied face.

"That's the problem.  I was unable to envision anything.  You're quite the mystery, and I'm not exactly used to that.  I have to see things with my own eyes where you're concerned."

With his own eyes?

That's an odd but hot response.  Everything he does is hot though.

He slowly begins stalking toward me, and the dark swirls are reappearing.  His eyes... they're so... intoxicating.

He bends to kiss me, and I can feel him lowering me to the small couch.  He doesn't hesitate to push his hips against mine, and I'm suddenly tumbling down a hill I can't climb back up.  I have to be with him.  It's starting to hurt when I think of how he'll have to leave.

His phone starts buzzing in his pocket, and he groans as he withdraws from the steamy moment to check it.

I'm so sick of all the interruptions.

"Shit.  I have to take this.  I'm sorry," he grumbles with a stiffened posture.

"Yeah.  Okay," I mumble with a slightly agitated growl.

He steps outside to answer, and I'm shocked by how well I can still hear him when he answers.  It's as if he's standing right beside me rather than in the hallway.

"What do you want?" he snaps.

At least he's feeling a little frustrated by the interference as well.  He calms down slightly, and his voice changes.

"I don't know when I'll be back... I'm busy.... No... I'm sorry, but I'm not coming home tonight... Yeah... Okay... I'll talk to you later."

Oh hell no!

He walks back in to see my death glare stopping him from proceeding.

"What?" he asks innocently.

"I know those phone calls.  I've been the person on the other end of them before listening to the vague, irritable, noncommittal answers.  I'm not some girl you can treat like a side dish, and I'm not going to fuck a man who has a woman waiting at home.  Where was she when I was there?  Did you strategically plan my presence around her absence?"

He starts laughing ridiculously hard, and it pisses me off that much more.

"What's so damn funny?" I yell.

"You are.  And I thought I was the jealous type.  There's no woman at home.  That was a guy I'm friends with."

He continues chuckling, but I'm not an idiot.

"That wasn't a conversation with a friend.  Don't treat me like I'm stupid.  I have more experience with cheaters than anyone else I know."

His eyes soften and his laughter ceases.

"Hey, I'm not-"

I hold my hands up and interrupt him as he tries to cross the room to me.

"No.  Don't.  Just go.  Go back home to your girlfriend, fiancée, wife, or whatever she is.  I'm not doing this."

He purses his lips as he tries to plot out a new plan of attack.  I've seen that scheming stare before - many times from many guys.

"Listen, I swear I'm not involved with anyone but you.  I like seeing you so bent out of shape and worrying about such, considering you've been fighting me every step of the way, but this isn't even close to what you think it is."

I roll my eyes.  "Oh please.  At least be original," I snark.

I walk to the kitchen and pull a beer from the fridge.  I slam the edge of the cap against the overhang of the countertop to relieve my bottle from it.  I quickly start drinking it, even though it's barely nine in the morning.

"Hey, whoa.  Adisia, I'll prove it.  You can dial the last number on my phone and any number in front of it if you want to.  You won't find more than three women - you, Clara, and my mother."

I had better not be wrong about this.

I'll call his bluff.

"Fine.  Hand me your phone."

He smirks as he walks over and unlocks it for me.  Oh shit.  He's really giving me his phone.

I pull up his recent calls, and the last one says Ther. 

That could be short for Theresa.

I hear the phone ringing on the other end, and Devin puts his phone on speaker.  I feel sick when a guy's voice answers.

"Yo.  Did you change your mind?  We could use your help," he says casually.

No.  This is so mortifying.  It's a guy.  Fuck.

"No.  I just had a suspicious mind to put at ease.  I'm still not coming back."

Devin is smirking deviously, relishing my humiliation, as my face gleams with a scarlet stain.

"Oh, did that Adiva chick think you were cheating on her?"

I bury my head in my hands, and Devin snickers a little.

"Actually, she thought I was cheating on someone else with her.  And her name is Adisia."

"What-evs. I have a mess to clean up since you're not coming back.  Tell Dissy to chill."

Devin laughs a little more, and then murmurs, "Let me know when it's cleaned up."

"Yeah," Ther says before ending the conversation.

Devin puts his phone back in his pocket, and I'm doing my best to keep my eyes planted on the countertop - even though I think even it's laughing at me as well.

"Satisfied?" he asks smugly.

"No.  Satisfaction is generally achieved when someone is right about something, or they get what they want.  I was completely wrong, and all I got was a heaping pile of embarrassment."

He stops laughing and moves in closer to me.  He forces my chin up, and my eyes bravely meet his.

“So you wanted me to be a cheater?" he whispers in a low, seductive tone as he starts scooting me backwards, and my feet inch back in response to his inching forward.

"It would have given me a legitimate reason to be done with you," I utter back with trembling lips.

He smirks slightly as his lips barely brush mine.  Their soft caress is enough to leave my lips throbbing for more.  He leans back up and continues to hold my eyes with his steady, unwavering gaze.

"You think it would be that easy?" he mutters.

My heart begins pounding harder, and I can feel his breath seducing me more as it cascades its heat over me.

I'm so fucked.

"No." I visibly tremble.

"You're right.  I'm not letting you go that easy," he threatens in a tone that excites me when it should terrify me.

My back eases against the wall, warning me I've run out of room.  His body is still nearing mine, pinning mine, and I know there's no escaping him.  I don't want to escape him either.

"Good," I whisper in a nearly muted tone.

His lips capture mine, and he lifts me with a savage approach.  He puts me on the counter top, and jerks me forward to straddle him more intimately.  He rips my dress over my head, and his lips continue their carnivorous meal on mine.

He grips me tightly and yanks my head back to give him a better angle on my neck.  I feel the sparks against my skin, and it's all I can do not to collapse into him.

Why can't I control myself around him?  I'm conservative, quiet, and not at all adventurous in the bedroom, but I feel like a sex goddess when I'm with him.

He pulls me tighter to him and lifts me from the counter.  I feel the brisk walk ending in the bedroom as he kicks the door shut, and his eyes promise me another memory I'll never forget.

"I don't want to know how you're so good at... everything," I heave out through labored breaths.

"I've never seen someone get so jealous before.  I suppose you should quit trying to act as though you don't want to be with me now," he teases.

I blush and pull the sheet over my head.  "I can't believe I acted like that.  I've never been so rash about anything."

The sheet slides back down to reveal his perfect face hovering over mine.  His sweet gaze offers me a little reprieve from my torturous humiliation.

"You're as enthralled and obsessed with me as I am with you.  It's good to know," he seduces as his lips cover mine briefly.

When he draws back, I look over at the clock that is warning me it's nearly eleven.

"I have to get ready and get back to the inn.  You can go back if you want to.  I don't want you being bored while I get ready."

He smiles a little mischievously.  "I don't mind watching.  I'm sure I'll find a great deal of something other than boredom from it."

I blush and roll my eyes as I nudge him playfully.  He catches my hand and pulls me to him to feel his warmth all the more exquisitely.

"I need a shower," I mumble to shatter the possibility of an encore.

I really have to get ready.

"So do I.  I don't mind sharing shower space," he insists, his irresistibly enticing tone making my heart thud against my chest.

Like I have a choice.  Why am I even trying to think this over?

"Then come on," I dare.

His devious smirk and darkened eyes offer me nothing but chills and shocks.  He pulls my lips to his as we stand up, and his hands tangle in my wild hair.

Completely engulfed by each other, we slowly creep to the bathroom that is so much smaller than the one he's accustomed to.

He laughs a little as his elbow slaps the wall, and I giggle too.  He breaks away to cut the shower on, but as soon as he rises, I'm still glued to his lips again.

At least there's no need to undress, since we never got redressed.

I feel the splatter of water beating against my back as he places both of us behind the curtain.  He's doing all the work because I'm too wrapped up in him to do anything else.  I can't think - ever - when he's around.

There's no trace of sanity left in me, and only the dark swirls in his eyes remind me how wrong this can go.  He's dangerously desirable, and he's going to break me in half.

Our moment deepens to the point I know my shower is about to be defiled for the first time, but the second we get started, the water around me changes.  It feels to be spinning against me rather that beating fiercely.

Then it starts boiling, and I mean literally boiling.  I scream as I leap through the curtain, and I gasp as I see the boiling bubbles on the shower floor.

Devin's eyes widen to better view the ghastly sight before he slowly climbs free from the scalding water and wraps a towel around his waist.

"Holy shit," I shriek, grabbing a towel for myself to hide my nakedness.  "My hot water heater must be busted.  I'm so sorry."

His eyes study the shower in disbelief, and I notice the water slowly starting to return to a normal temperature.  He seems a little stunned, and I swear there's a twinge of guilt etching into his face.

"I need to head back and get dressed.  I'll see you in a little while," he mumbles while continuing to examine the shower.

I tilt my head curiously.  "Are you mad at me?"

He shakes his head while taking in a deep breath and running a hand through his hair.

"No.  I just have some calls to return.  I need to get caught up on some business."

He kisses my forehead, and I can tell the momentum has completely shifted.  He feels colder, and the electricity has frozen to be a dull buzzing as opposed to a gushing current.

I can feel the gut-wrenching feeling of the impending disconnect.  It's so soon though.  How did I lose him this quick?  This can't already be happening.

"Please don't go," I whisper in a pathetic, needy tone.

He forces a smile, pity shining in his eyes.

"I'm just going for a little while.  I'll see you at the inn.  I swear."

He pecks me lightly on the lips, and I can taste the frost forming on those soft pieces of perfection that once coursed with a raging fire.

He disappears, closing the bathroom door behind him, and I tighten my towel against my waist as I turn to stare in the mirror.

I sigh loudly while shaking my head.  This can't be happening.  Please let me be wrong.

I hear my front door close, and I rush out to see he's already gone.  I've never known anyone to get dressed so fast and make such a quick exit.

I dart over to the window just in time to see him jump over the door of his car and land in the seat.  The engine revs, and he squeals out without so much as looking into the traffic around him.

The car roars as he races down the street to escape me.  He's in a hurry.  He's ready to be done, and I just agreed to start.

I can feel the tears breaching the gates, but I fight them back.  I can't be distracted with my own issues right now.  I have to remember this is Clara's day.  I knew this was going to happen.

I'll just need to buy some ice cream on the way home.

I turn the water back on, and test it fervently before I climb back in.  I wish I could wash away this terrible feeling filling me with dread.  Life would be easier if I could.  Why would a tub of hot water freak him out toward me?

I usually have more warning signs before the guy goes glacier on me, but this time the switch flipped faster than the eye could see.

I wash up quickly, feeling the water running cold - ironically enough.  As I climb out, I look over to see a large chunk of my bathroom wall crumbled on the floor.  The dust falls between my fingertips like powder when I try to feel what I can't understand.

What the fuck?  The only thing he did was bump it.  There's no way he did this sort of damage.  What's going on? 

Maybe he was hurt.  I don't think so though.  He didn't have a problem putting me in the shower.  The scalding water didn't send him flying out of the accidental sauna the way it did me.

It's just me.  He's already over it.  I'm cursed.




Chapter 5

Twisted Paradise

"Oh my gosh.  This is so fucking hot," Melissa gushes as I finish the last bow on the back of a chair. 

"Thanks," I murmur proudly.

"Wow," a voice from behind me exclaims.

I smile as I speak blindly to the voice.

"I know.  This place is unbelievably gorgeous right now," I say with giddiness.

"I was talking about you.  I've never seen you look so... amazing."

Unwelcome chills spread over me as I turn to meet the drooling eyes of Jerry.  I fight hard not to slap him across the face for looking at me that way.  I hate knowing this asshole has seen me naked.

The low-cut neckline of the dress offers a sneak peek of my cleavage, and the short front reveals the fronts of my legs - almost up to my thighs - while the back drapes in a long, dragging train.

"I need to go check on some things," I grumble.

He takes my hand and pulls me to him.  His breath traces over my lips when he stands too close, and his grip grows to feel almost desperate as he clings to me.

His light brown hair highlights is golden-hued eyes.  There's hope in his eyes he doesn't deserve to possess.

"Let me go, Jerry.  Now," I warn.

"No.  Just talk to me.  You've avoided me for a year, and I had this elaborate plan to lure you back today.  Then you show up with Mr. Random, and... well... I don't like it.  I can't stand seeing you with another guy."

Oh!  The audacity of this creep is dumbfounding!

"Well, I really don't give a rat's ass about what you do or don't like.  I personally wasn't too fond of seeing you with another girl while we were engaged, but life's a bitch.  You don't get to tell me what to do a year after you crushed me.  Let. Me. Go," I demand.

His hold only tightens as his hand slides up my arm.  It actually hurts now.  He jerks me closer to him, making my body press against his.  The determination in his eyes almost scares me.

“I'm sorry.  I fucked up.  If you'd take five minutes to talk to me, you'd know how damn crazy about you I still am," he barks in a pleading tone.

Melissa walks off quickly to avoid the confrontation.  A lot of good she fucking did me.

"I don't want to know because I don't care.  I have more self respect than you're giving me credit for.  If you don't let me go, I swear I'll scream."

A breeze carries a familiar scent to me just before a voice sounds out to interrupt our heated argument.

"You don't have to scream because he's going to let you go right now."

Butterflies form and multiply ferociously as my eyes meet Devin's.  His swirling blues move from mine to glare threateningly at Jerry while he walks over to us.

Jerry drops my arm just as Devin pulls me away and tucks me behind him protectively.

"I don't want you touching her again," Devin threatens.

"You don't fucking own her," Jerry growls.

"If you touch her again, I swear I'll make you disappear," Devin cautions while taking a step toward my cowardly ex who starts backing down.

Jerry swallows hard as Devin continues to glower at him.  He takes a step back and then walks away with his tail drawn up in a knot between his legs.

Devin exhales heavily while turning back to face me, and the backs of his fingers stroke my cheek with a caress that makes me almost dissolve.  Tears try to breach my eyes now.  I almost wish he wouldn't touch me at all.

"You okay?" he asks softly.

"Yeah.  I'm fine," I say with heartbreak still threatening me with its tears.

His lips tighten to a thin line, and then he draws my hand up to kiss the back of it.

"I need go finish some stuff, but I'll be back before the wedding.  If he looks at you wrong, tell me."

How did he know I needed him?  Why did he come down here?  He's so fucking confusing.

"You don't have to stay and help me save face.  I'll just tell everyone you had business to attend to," I say curtly, my whole body trembling as a painful wave of heat rushes through me.

Sheesh.  Why do I feel like I have a fever?

His eyes instantly spark with shock, pain, and surprise.

"What are you talking about?"

"I know this all too well; hot one minute, ice cold the next.  You can save the sweet, easy let down.  Been there, done that, and it got old a long time ago.  Just make sure you tell Charlene you need someone else.  There's no need in us seeing each other again."

He sits down in one of my girly dressed chairs and stares at me in complete bemusement.

"I'm not leaving you.  I just have a lot to do.  I'm sorry if I've somehow come off as cold, but you got hurt earlier.  It upset me a little.  I needed to get away, and I really do have stuff to do."

I stare back, wanting to believe him so badly, but I know there’s more he's not telling me.  There's only one thing it could be.  Why is he dragging this out?

"I need to get the music ready for the bridal entrance.  I'll see you later if you're still here."

I turn to walk away, and I'm whirled back around into his arms.  His swirling blues burn into my eyes, making the glacier around me melt.  His incredible lips find mine without warning, his tongue invading through my parted lips.

I can feel the electricity zapping me mercilessly as his hands grip against my lower waist, forcing my body closer to his.

He pulls back slightly, leaving my throbbing lips begging for more, and whispers, "I'll still be here."

I swallow hard as he leaves me scattered in the reception hall.  My breath eludes my grasp, almost taunting me as it runs away.  He walks away, leaving me to ogle his back, and forcing me to wonder if I need medication.

He's fucking driving me crazy.  Why is he doing this?  What is he doing?  What the hell am I doing?  Since when am I an overanalyzing, nagging drama queen?

"Adisia?" I turn to see my mom just as her arms wrap around me, and I fall apart in her embrace - finally letting my tears fall in their abundant flow.

"Oh, don't cry, honey.  Clara is going to be just fine."

It's not Clara I'm worried about... it's me.

She draws back and wipes the escapees from my cheeks.  “Now, that's better."  Then she turns to take in all my hard work as her eyes shift from one girly decoration to the next.  "This place looks amazing.  Clara is going to be thoroughly ecstatic with all of your hard work."

I force a smile and cram all of my self conscious bullshit into a tiny box and shove it into a dark corner in the back of my mind.

"She better be," I scoff.  "I've killed myself on this place.  I spent weeks making the center pieces because she couldn't find anything that 'matched her vision.' "

Mom chuckles lightly, and then I get that Mom stare down.  Ah, peachy.  Here we go.

"So, your father tells me you have a new boyfriend."

Oh great.  Now she's really burning into my eyes.

"Yeah.  It appears so," I mumble, not feeling so convinced it's the truth anymore.

"And why didn't I know?" she gripes.

"Because it's very, very new.  I didn't know he was going to be here.  He just kind of surprised me, and I haven't really had a chance to make formal introductions.  You'll meet him though."

A duh look spreads across her face, and she rolls her eyes at me.

"Oh honey, I know I'll meet him.  I hate knowing your father beat me to it.  He also said you got sick.  What happened?"

Her concerned mother look takes over her irritated expression.

"I don't know.  It was weird.  I'm okay now though.  I still have a few things to do before the wedding, so I need to get to rushing.  I'll see you later," I say dismissively.

I really don't have anything else to do for the wedding.  The only thing I need to do is talk to Devin and find out what the hell is going on.  My mind and my sanity have both abandoned me.

I start walking up the steps, my feet feeling light as a feather.  They're not making the slightest creak against the old stairs.  I've never been so quiet in all my life, and I have no idea how I'm doing it.

My stomach knots when I hear his voice.  I'm not even all the way to his room yet, so how can I hear him this clearly?

I stop my stalk and stand perfectly still to eavesdrop.

"It's about fucking time you answered.  Where the hell have you been?" he snaps.

Holy crap.  I feel sorry for whoever he's talking to.  I've not heard him angry before.

“Did you get my messages?...  And?...  Well find out!  I don't want anything like this to ever happen again.  She could have been hurt... If it had ever happened before I wouldn't be calling you... Of course I'm freaked out... No.  I'm not going to leave her... I'll figure it out on my own if I have to... It can't be an infection yet... Good.  Thanks."

Infection?  What the fuck?

I shiver slightly.  I could hear a faint voice on the other side of that conversation, but I couldn't make out who it was or what they were saying.  How could that be possible?

Devin darts out of his room, and his eyes lock with mine at the end of the long hallway.  He swallows hard as he stalks toward me while straightening his tie.  There are a thousand questions in my mind right now.

His face is soft, not angry like his tone was seconds ago.  The heat burns through me the second his arms wrap around my waist, and I shiver again for new reasons as I stare up into his smoky blue eyes.

"You look beautiful.  I'm sorry I neglected to tell you that earlier," he says in his sexy voice.

He doesn't have a trace of the fury I just heard bellowing out of him.

“Thanks," I murmur through trembling lips as I try to catch my the stubborn breath he keeps stealing.  "What's going on?"

He tilts his head to the side as his lips purse.  "What do you mean?"

"I mean, who could have been hurt, and who are you not leaving?  And an infection?  Were you talking about me?"

"You heard that?  I never heard you-"

"Please don't shift the subject.  Tell me what's going on," I interrupt pleadingly with small tears teetering.

"Please don't look at me like that.  It's heartbreaking," he murmurs while running his hand down the side of my cheek.

"Just tell me.  I feel like I'm going crazy."

"I know the feeling.  I'm pretty damn addicted to you.  It's not a feeling I'm accustomed to.  It's as though I can't get enough of you, and I'm quite possibly going mad."

His lips cover mine as he successfully evades my questions, and I surrender too willingly as I give into the passionate entanglement.  He pulls me tighter to him, and the frost completely melts and turns to lava.

His hands start sliding up the front part of the dress, sending me into a need for his body, but approaching footsteps quickly break us apart.

He adjusts his suit and tie just as my mother rounds the corner.

"There you are.  I've been looking for..."

Her voice slowly trails off as a pool of drool forms on the edges of her mouth.  She stares speechlessly at the magnificent creature I'm obsessed with.  Her right hand hovers over her heart as if she's worried it's going to flop out of her chest, and her eyes are so wide I'm worried they're going to dislodge from their sockets.

"Hello Mrs. Titan.  It's nice to finally meet you," Devin says cordially while proffering his hand.

Finally?  He's barely met me.

She shakes it while steadying herself over her wobbly knees.  I'm almost worried I'm going to have to intervene when she's reluctant to let his hand go.

He snickers lightly just as she finally releases him from her hold, and her hand returns to its place over her heart.

"Yeah... too you... I mean, you too," she flaps.

I cover my face that is stained with embarrassment for her crude reaction.

Oh good grief.  Have some dignity woman.

He wraps his arm around my shoulders and kisses me lightly on top of the head.  She smiles foolishly at his action, and then she covers her giddy mouth.

"I'm a little surprised.  You're very... different from what I expected.  I'm impressed."

I almost feel a little slighted by her gawking disbelief.  It's not like I haven't dated hot guys before.  Granted, none of them were ever this hot, but then again, I don't know if I've ever seen anyone this hot to date.

"Thanks... I think," he chuckles out while blushing as well.

I roll into his arms and shake my head against his chest.  She giggles a little more, and when I turn around, she's staring dreamily into his eyes while twirling her hair.

Really?  Wow.  My mother is officially fifteen again.

"Okay.  Well, I need to get downstairs.  I'm sure Clara's flipping out by now," I grumble.

"I'll walk you," Devin says quickly.

With the way my mom is staring at him, he's probably afraid to be left alone with her.

He scoops my hand in his, and I help him escape from the over-aged teenager.  I laugh a little as he smirks with a touch of embarrassment revealing itself more prominently in his deeper blushing hue.

"Not used to moms going gaga for you?"

He roars out his laughter and covers his face while shaking his head.  He's so cute when he's embarrassed.

"I think it's time for you to join the wedding party," he chuckles out.

"Are you going to find a seat?" I ask while staring up into his eyes.

"Yeah.  I'll be watching to make sure your ex doesn't get too clingy down the aisle."

I want to laugh at his jealously rearing its head again, but I'm still worried about... us.

"When do you have to go home?" I ask pitifully.

He sighs out as he rubs my hand between his.

"I'll probably head out first thing in the morning, but I'll be seeing you soon, even if I have to schedule an appointment.  You know I'm not above using my influence."

I giggle a little, and he pulls me in for another kiss.

"Go before I decide I can't resist you any longer," he whispers.

My hand slowly falls out of his as I walk to the hiding place Clara has found for the women and herself.

"Oh thank God," Clara squeals as I walk in.  "Where have you been?"

I smile at her panicky meltdown proving to be sincerely severe when she downs a shot of tequila.  Her eyes scrunch as her nose wrinkles, and she holds her breath for a moment while she tries shake off the strong aftertaste.

"I've been finishing up the rest of the decorations for the reception.  I know you wanted it to be perfect, so I made sure to study each detail before I came back here."

She clutches me in her arms and squeals.

"I'm getting married!"

I laugh a little.  "I know."

Devin is sitting near the back, and I haven't taken my eyes off him yet.  His daring eyes promise to seduce me at all times, and I'm a willing fool to fall prey to his gaze.

I keep smiling at him, and I can't help it.  Clara's going to kick my ass when she watches her wedding video.

Suddenly everyone's moving back down the aisle, and I realize I'm holding things up.  Oh shit.

I almost stumble off the steps of the altar that Henry had custom built just for Clara's picky tastes.

As soon as I reach the back, Devin is freeing me from the reluctant grasp of Jerry.  His lips devour mine as though he's been waiting days instead of an hour to do that.  I smile like a goofy teen behind the delicious kiss.

"You're not supposed to distract attention from the bride.  She should have chosen a different dress for you," he murmurs softly.

I see Jerry rolling his eyes as he darts on by.  I giggle a little as I stand on my tiptoes, and he bends to kiss me once more.

"I was wondering if you maybe you wanted to dance?"

He smiles at my deliberately bumbling question to exactly mimic the first question I ever asked him.

"I find that a very enticing proposition," he growls menacingly.

I smirk a little as I stretch my arms up around his neck.

"I like your answer much better this time," I seduce.

"I know what's at stake this time," he whispers before closing his mouth over mine.

When he pulls back, we walk into the loud reception hall that is already celebrating the union of my best friend and her new hubby.

I feel my body suddenly swaying slowly to the fast song that's playing, and I block out every bit of the chaos going on around me.  I pull back slightly, and see a devilish smirk daring me to bring this heat to the next level.

I just roll my eyes at his insinuated suggestion.

"Behave.  Clara is going to kill me for smiling like a fool and staring at you the whole wedding as it is."

He bounces his eyebrows up and down mischievously.  I can feel the heat inside of me growing, burning, and desperately begging to be set free.  I feel a little dizzy, and I stagger slightly in his arms.

He holds on to me to halt the impending fall, and concern cloaks his face.

"What's wrong?"

I force a smile, though all I want to do is lie down and go to sleep.

"I think it's the altitude.  I'm not use to high heels," I joke.

He doesn't crack a grin though.  He keeps his eyes intensely focused on mine, and he starts shaking his head.

"I think I'm starting to have a toxic effect on you," he mutters too seriously with sincere guilt etching his exquisitely chiseled face.

"Don't be ridiculous.  I've probably just eaten something that didn't like me as much as I liked it.”

He kisses me lightly and pulls my head to his chest.  He's getting distant again.  Surely he doesn't really think he's doing something to me.  I don't want him to leave me.  Why do I feel so desperate to be with a man I barely know?

I wake up to a cold bed, my hands scouring around the vacant space and searching for the missing warmth I want to snuggle into.  I sit straight up when I realize I'm alone, and I flip on the bedside lamp in my apartment.

My heart drops when there's a note on the pillow next to me instead of the man I expected to see.  I feel pissed, worried, and sick when I open it up and read it.

Adisia,

I'm sorry, but I had to go back to New York to deal with an unexpected issue.  I hope you don't find yourself cross with me, but it was necessary.  I'm sorry I didn't wake you, but you were so peaceful.  I'll see you later.

Devin

Cross?  Who the hell uses that word in that context anymore?

I'm not cross, I'm fucking pissed.  There wasn't an unexpected issue; he's just done exactly what I knew he'd do.

Ben and Jerry's here I frigging come.

Maybe I'm overreacting.  Maybe there really was an issue.

I climb out of bed and see it's barely six in the morning.  My eyes flash over to the window showing the sun barely in rise.  It's almost depressing to see the new day starting while I'm alone.

I walk quietly into the bathroom and turn on the shower to wash away my tension.  I'm so pissed right now I actually feel hot.

The water attempts to cheer me up with its warm, inviting flow, and I try to drown myself in the refreshing sensation splashing against me.

My shower is invaded again, and I scream as the water bubbles in its boiling form once more.  The shower curtain rod clanks to the ground as I charge out with hasty retreat.  But the heat from the shower disappears as soon as I'm out.

Stupid hot water heater.  I swear.

I shut the malfunctioning abomination off and start getting ready for work.  I check my phone, but there's nothing from Devin.  The screen tries to show me pity, so I toss it face down on the bed as I head to the closet.

"Adisia." The receptionist beams as she rushes toward me with a bouquet of a dozen roses.

"Mine?"

My anxiety flees slightly to make room for the excited butterflies filling my stomach.  The last time he sent me roses I got to go see him.  These are much smaller than the last decadent bouquet he sent me that are still proudly displayed on my desk.

I eagerly open the card, and my excitement instantly fades to dread as the tears of disappointment threaten to pour.  I read the card in disgust.

Adisia,

I wanted you to know I'm so sorry about everything.  Please give me another chance.  I love you, and I always will.

Jerry

Ugh!  Of all the nerve.  I hand the roses back to Jane as I scowl.

"Here.  You can have them," I utter in a loathsome manner as my nose wrinkles up to further accentuate the sour taste left in my mouth.

"Really?  You don't want them?"

"Really.  I don't want anything to do with the sender.  They're from Jerry."

"Oh," she says with an understanding tone, her eyes looking down to the puny bouquet.

"I'm going to take an early lunch.  Forward any calls for me to my cell phone, please," I huff out.

I can't stay here right now.  That was the last drop of disappointment I could stomach in front of everyone here.  I need some air.

"No problem."

I throw my purse over my shoulder and tuck my wounded heart back into my sleeve as I head out the door.  It's amazing he went from saying he was obsessed with me to not wanting to speak to me at all.

I check my phone for the hundredth time to see nothing but my screensaver.  I've left him two voicemails, and still he's ignoring me.  I think that's all the desperation I'm willing to spoon out.

A guy stares at me so hard while he's passing by that he walks into a car that is parked on the curb.

O...kay... that was weird.

I cross my arms in front of my chest, and then I watch another guy walk into a tree right in front of me.  He crashes to the ground after being instantly halted by the unrelenting force planted in the ground.

His gaping eyes were glued to me.  He was staring at me so hard he never saw it coming.

Sheesh.  This shirt isn't that low.  Pervert.

I walk a little farther to see another guy staring at me.  He doesn't even attempt to be subtle.  I actually feel like I need a shower.  I'm starting to wonder if I stink or something.  Maybe there's something on my face

Oh no.  I had a biscuit this morning.  I bet there's jelly on me, and no one from work bothered to warn me.

I stop to use the reflective surface of a shop window as a mirror, but I don't see anything other than a guy splattering into the door while holding his coffee as he stares at me.  The coffee cup bursts against his chest, and he dances to escape the scalding clutches of the spilled brew.

Others from inside the shop stare at me through the streaked mess left behind, and I dart away to escape their gaze.

Has everyone lost their minds today?  Perhaps I should ride to New York right now.  I'm apparently having a pretty good hair day or something.

Oh no.  I see Bret.  I hate Bret.  Yet another guy I was with who cheated on me after asking me to move in with him.

I try to find somewhere to disappear to as he jogs toward me.  The second his eyes meet mine, he falls in a flipping motion until he thuds against the ground.

Him too?  Wow.  Something has to be in the air.

"You okay?" I ask without a trace of authentic sympathy, a ha-ha tone lacing my words.

"Wow!  What happened to you?" he asks as he climbs to his feet while dusting himself off.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean... wow.  Have you always been this hot?"

"Um... I think you must have hit your head pretty hard.  You might need to go to the doctor," I say with a little concern, trying to see if he's bruising.

"No.  I'm not the only one looking at you," he says as though he's in a trance while pointing behind me.

I follow his direction to see an array of men staring helplessly at me - like I'm some sort of movie star.

I'm officially freaked out.

I almost sprint away - passing numerous other exes along the way.  I've dated way too many guys in this town.  I've never felt like such a slut.

I almost dive into the office doors, and I slump down in my seat after I close the blinds to the outside.  I've apparently taken a wrong turn somewhere and crossed into another dimension.

Crazy sons of bitches.

My phone buzzes, and I juggle it frantically when I try to answer.  I don't even check it before I connect with the person on the other end.

"Devin?" I ask hopefully.

"No.  It's Cal.  I just saw you in front of the coffee shop.  I was wondering if you have any plans tonight?"

Oh good grief.  What is this?

"Sorry, Cal.  You need to go home to the blond bimbo you left me for and forget about me because it isn't happening."

"But I-"

I hang up before he protests, and then my phone buzzes again.  I look down at the unfamiliar number, and I cringe slightly before I answer.

"Hello?"

"Hey, babe," Devin's smooth, irresistible voice coos.

I fall out of my chair with a loud boom.  Everyone around me quickly tosses their curiosity my way, and I blush feverishly while jumping back up to my feet.

It's him!  Everything is okay.  I was just overreacting.

My heart flops into my mouth, and then it rushes back down to pound ferociously against my chest.

"Hey," I squeak very immaturely, and then I clear my throat before continuing more respectably.  "Why did you just take off?"

"Sorry about that.  I had to get home and take care of some stuff.  I know this is very cowardly of me, but..."

He just stops speaking as though I'm supposed to finish his sentence for him.  The silence left on the line sends tension seeping through my pores.  I feel sick.  There shouldn't be a "but."  I hate buts.

"But what?" I prompt, instantly regretting having rushed him.

"Adisia, I don't think we should see each other anymore.  At least... not for a while."

My heart shatters to the floor when it gets blown to smithereens by the bomb he just dropped.  His weighted words leave a throbbing ring in my ears as I try to fathom what's just been said.

"What?" I ask dryly, my whole body physically trying to draw up in the same tight knot my insides feel.

"I can't explain this to you in a way you'll understand, and I'm so sorry, but I don't think it's a good idea for you to get mixed up with me."

I slowly swallow against the huge knot invading my throat just as Jane squeals.

"Adisia.  You've got five bouquets of roses waiting up front for you, and the flower shop called to say there's a delivery van on the way."

I brush my cheek free from the tear that has crept out, and then I turn to face her with my watery eyes.

"Tell them to stop sending them, please.  Throw them all away or keep them for yourself.  Here, you can have these too."

I hand her the three dozen roses Devin had sent to me, and she stares at me with a puzzled glare.

“But you love these."

"I don’t ever want to see them again," I whisper, so as not to let him hear what's going on.

I turn my attention back to the phone, and take a deep breath to steady my wavering tone as Jane rushes back to answer the annoying buzzer at the front desk.

"What's going on there?" he asks before I can say anything else.

"Nothing.  I'll let you go.  Apparently you've thought this through.  You ran out in the middle of the night like a pathetic coward, you've avoided my calls, and you call me at work to deliver the final devastating blow.  You want out, you got it.  Don't bother calling when you change your mind.  I don't do second chances; no more exceptions."

"Adisia-"

I hang up before he tries to tell me his ridiculous reasons for breaking me the way he promised he never would.  I don't know him.  I shouldn't feel so hurt.  I feel worse right now than I did when I found Jerry cheating on me.  I feel worse than I did when all my other relationships combined fell apart.

I barely know him.  It shouldn't hurt this frigging bad.  My heavy chest feels like it's going to explode right now, and my lungs are praying for a breath to find their grasp.

I invited the devil into my home, into my bed, and into my life, knowing he was going to rip me to shreds when I least expected it.

I lean over into my small cubicle trashcan and expel the contents of my stomach.  I wipe my mouth and roll my eyes while groaning in disgust, as a few others gag back their own desire to share in my distasteful display.

How embarrassing.

I pick up my desk phone and hit the button for the front desk.

"Hello?" Jane asks.

"If Charlene asks, I'm taking a sick day for the rest of the week.  If she wants to fire me, then fine," I grumble, another tear slipping free amidst my words.

"Adisia?  Are you okay?"

I can feel the tears starting to pour now.  I wish she hadn't asked me that.  Never ask a girl on the verge of tears if they're okay.

"No.  I have to go now."

I jump up and take the back door to escape any eyes that might spy my crying.  I bypass store after store with my head hanging low, as if I'm the town outcast instead of the brokenhearted girl shredded at the hands of Devin Cole.

The stares and foolish men gawking are still driving me insane.  I rush into my apartment building to fully escape their debasing thoughts.

Tears rip from my eyes more fiercely when I see the elevator.  I never got to use that thing until Devin was briefly in my life.  I press the button, but I can't use it.  I can't be around anything that will remind me of him.

I run up the stairs while sobbing into my shirt sleeve.

The front door to my apartment squeals when I burst through it too forcefully and slam it shut behind me.  Everything in my path gets thrown to the floor, including my picture frames that shatter as they crash to the ground.

More tears flow feverishly down my cheeks, scalding the delicate skin in their path.  All the pictures on my wall endure my wrath as well.

I grab the ball bat I keep propped by the door for protection, and I start swinging away in my blind rage.  The pictures shatter and fall to the ground, along with chunks of the sheetrock that nested behind them.

My fury only grows, fueling my tantrum.  I sling the bat into the kitchen when I finish beating the hell out of everything I can, and it clanks against the tile floor as it sighs out its exhaustion.

The wild sobbing turns into a near howling as I slide down the wall until my rear finds the cool tile.  I can't believe this is happening.

Why does it fucking hurt so much?  I feel as though my heart is being ripped from my chest as shooting stabs of pain rupture everything inside of me.

I lie down on the shattered glass and cold floor as I continue my wailing.  I smell something burning, but I don't give a damn.  I hope I burn up with it.

A loud zapping sound erupts through the apartment, and sparks fly as the power shuts down, leaving me in the silence of the room with only my gasps for a breath and sad melody tainting the air.

The commotion continues on to several other rooms nearby, and it causes screams to erupt all down the hallway, but I don't flinch, move, or even react at all.

I'm numb.  I'm beyond numb.  I might as well be dead.




Chapter 6

Contagious

I can hear the knocking, but I refuse to answer the door.  Keys start jingling as someone struggles to find the right one, but I still don't move.

The door creaks open, and a voice softly coos to me as I sit alone in the dark room, hiding from the sun behind the dark shades over the windows.

"Adisia?  Are you okay?" Clara asks timidly while coming in.

"Never better," I say while scooping out a big wad of chocolate ice cream and shoveling it into my mouth like a slob.

I stare blankly at the television show I'm not actually watching to avoid her prying and pitying eyes.

"Hey, I've been trying to call.  Your dad said your building had some sort of electrical problem."

As if I care about the electricity.

"Yeah.  A few breaker boxes blew a couple days ago, but they've fixed them all.  No worries," I say casually, but I still refuse to look at her.

"Adisia?  What the hell happened in here?"

Her feet crunch across the mounds of shattered objects I've yet to pick up.

"I got pissed.  That's the collateral damage.  Please don't ask," I plead, a strain in my voice now.

She stands in front of me and sighs while staring at my oversized tub of chocolate consolation.

"I don't have to.  I know what ice cream means."

She walks to the kitchen and pulls out a spoon.  She heads back to me - still crunching on glass - and joins me on the couch.

"So he left?" she asks softly while dipping some of the ice cream out.

"Of course.  I said I didn't want to talk about it.  Right now, I just want to eat, drink, sleep, and forget about those fucked up blue eyes that swirl."

"Swirl?" she asks in bemusement.

"You've never noticed his eyes?  They swirl like the ocean is coming to life."

She frowns as her arm wraps around my shoulders, and she pulls out another spoonful.

"I think you're sleep deprived," she sighs out.  "His eyes are just blue, a crazy sort of blue, but just blue - no swirls."

Maybe I am crazy.  I know I was the whole time I was with him.

"Why aren't you on your honeymoon?" I ask through a frozen mouthful in order to change the subject.

"Henry had to work.  We're going to reschedule for the end of the month.  I guess we'll see," she says with a devastated tone.

Tears start pouring from her eyes the moment the words escape from her lips, and I look at her curiously as she dips out a much larger wad of ice cream.

"Is it that bad?"

She wipes her drenched eyes with the back of her hand and tries to rid herself of the fiery stream.

“No.  I don't know why I'm crying like this," she whimpers.

I smirk a little.  I've cried so much that there are no tears left for me to cry.

"How to you look so hot when I know you're a filthy mess?" she wails through her tears.

I laugh at her sobbing question, and then I sigh, "I have to go get the mail.  I'm sure it's pretty piled up."

"Okay," she whines as she digs into the ice cream bucket like a woman on a mission to freeze out her woes.

I walk out in my slinky pajama shorts and silky top.  Very gingerly, I creep down the hall, and then I hear sobs erupting from behind every locked door along the way.  The sounds are coming from every direction when I finally reach my mail slot downstairs.

I quickly grab the mounds of mail, and I see an elderly woman drying her eyes with a tissue.  I can see outside through barred glass door, and there are people on the street sniffling and wiping their eyes.  No one is walking by without tears in their eyes right now.

Apparently sadness is a heavy burden for the town of Frankford today.  I jog back up the steps and walk in to see and hear Clara wailing louder - her face stained by a ridiculous amount of tears.

"I don't know why I can't stop crying," she heaves through her sobs.

Holy shit.  I've never seen Clara like this.

I walk over and hug her, and she just howls that much louder.  What's going on around here?

"I'm going to go.  I think I've lost my fucking mind," she cries.

She never curses.  Maybe things aren't good with Henry right now, and she doesn't want to talk about it.

"Okay.  I'll call to check on you later," I say with concern, my own problems forgotten as I stare at my destroyed friend who seemed fine when she got here.

She swishes out the door, and I walk over the glass to grab a beer from the fridge.  I twist the cap off for the first time in my life.

Wow.  I'm so pissed that I'm actually stronger.

I sit down and pull up my breakfast - ice cream and beer.  What a way to live.

I wake up shivering, feeling eyes on me.  I stare around the room, but I don't see anyone.

Sirens attack my ears, and I rush to close the window that's not open.  I don't see any flashing lights, but it feels as though the sirens are in the room with me.  I cover my ears in response, and the obnoxious noise slowly starts to subside.

The pitch black night shines into my room with its eerie lurk, and then I see someone on top of the building across from me.

A silhouette of a man is all I can make out at first, but I can almost see his face before he disappears.

Whoa.  I have to be dreaming.  There's no way I can see that far in this dark sky.

It almost looked like Devin, but there's no way.  I'm sure I'll dream of seeing his face for a while... unfortunately.

I stand up and show no regard for my wellbeing as I walk barefoot over the glass in my apartment.  I grab my toothbrush and begin scrubbing the wretched, foul taste from my mouth.  An all day rendezvous with ice cream and beer hasn't been kind to my taste buds.

There's a knock at my door, and I glance over at the clock.  It's almost three in the morning.  Who in the hell could be here?

I don't even ask who it is before I swing open the door like a fool girl in a poorly screened horror flick.  The toothbrush drops from my hand and thuds against the ground to mingle with the shattered fragments of my apartment when I see Devin standing in front of me.

He's wearing a button-up shirt, dark jeans, and that swirling gaze that makes my knees wobble.  I almost get sick at the very sexy sight of him.

"What the hell are you doing here?" I explode the second my anger replaces my astonishment.

He holds up the sign that had been posted to my front door.  It says: Not accepting anymore flowers.

I cross my arms, and he tosses a bouquet of flowers to the ground.

"Can we talk?" he murmurs softly.

"No," I growl furiously.

I don't hesitate to slam the door in his face.  I lock it as soon as it shuts, and I fight the tears I thought had dried up.  My hands fist at my side, and the livid adrenaline burns through me with such a ravaging motion, I actually start sweating.  I swear I see fumes exuding from me.

How can he do this right now?  I'm finally showing some composure, and now he wants to show back up.  They always do this.  Why do they always do this?

"I really want to talk to you," he yells through the door.

"Well you should have thought of that before you crushed me," I whisper to myself.

"I'm sorry.  I didn't mean to crush you," he murmurs with guilt oozing from his tone.

He couldn't have heard that.  I'm delirious at this point, so it's possible I said it louder than a whisper.

"Adisia, I'm desperate to see you.  Please talk to me," his muffled voice says through the door.

"No!  Go away," I yell.

I sit on the bed and rock back and forth while reentering the sobbing fiasco I only recently escaped.  My chest hurts so badly that I almost can't breathe.  I feel like I'm having a panic attack right now, and there's no brown paper bag handy to rid me of my hyperventilation.

"I'm not leaving until I talk to you," he says loudly.

"Then sleep in the hallway.  I'm not going to work, and I just had groceries delivered today.  I can hold up in here for as long as I need to," I heave out through my panicked, uncontrollably rasp breaths.

"Adisia, please," he pleads.

"No!  I told you not to call me.  I thought it was pretty obvious I didn't want to speak to you ever again.  I don't care why you're here.  I just want you to go away."

My tears just fall all the harder, my breaths come in spurts, and I feel like I'm about to pass out as the shadows of darkness invade the corners of my eyes.

"I can't.  I have to see you.  Please, just speak to me," he begs.

"No," I whisper in a nearly muted tone as my sobbing starts to grip my air all the more fervently, forcing me to almost lose the consciousness I'm desperately trying to keep.

I can hear his footsteps leaving the front of my door just before my eyes finally shut.  My pillow is strangling under my tight grasp, and I release it as the adrenaline rush I'm coming down from makes me start shaking violently.  I lose my connection to the world around me in that instant.

Please let this have been a dream.

I wake up to the brightly lit noon sky, vivid with promise and mischief at once.  I look around, and think back to my bizarre nightly excursion.

My breaths are normal, not erratic and painful.  My head aches from the exerted energy it took to produce so many tears, but it's not as painful as I was expecting.

It had to have been a dream.  There's no way all that happened.

I warily climb out of the bed and tiptoe over to my front door.  I take a deep breath to summon my strength and jerk open the door like I'm ripping off a Band-Aid.  There's no one in the hallway, and my sign is hanging on the nail again.  There aren't any flowers tossed to the side - not even a petal lying loosely on the ground.

It was a dream.

I slowly close the door, and sigh as I lean against it.  Then I gasp loudly when I look around at the room absent of all the destruction it should hold.  In my just-wakened fog, I hadn't even noticed I didn't have to walk across glass to make it to the door.  Now there's nothing to prove my little tantrum ever happened.

Everything is clean, neat, and picked up.  The mess of takeout food is gone, and the beaten frames are missing as well.  My pictures are stacked in a neat pile on my table, only slightly scathed by the few scratches they endured from the broken glass.

I walk across the floor that is devoid of any lingering fragments.

I stare at the wall I butchered, and it's completely patched with a fresh coat of paint.  Now I'm not sure which part is a dream.  I've gone completely crazy.

"Good afternoon," a familiar, warm voice sounds out, and chills instantly invade my body as I jump.

I scream as I turn and meet the eyes of Devin who is walking out of my kitchen.

"What are you doing here?  How did you get in?" I yell.

"Sorry I scared you.  I need to talk to you," he sighs in exasperation.

I glare at him and his perfectly clean, sexy self.  It pisses me off to know how raging hot he is after he just shattered me.

"I don't want to talk.  No second chances.  Remember?"

"I don't want a second chance.  I want to help you," he murmurs.

"I don't need your fucking help.  I hate pity worse than I hate liars and cheaters," I snap.

"I never cheated," he defends.

"Well give the boy a medal for not cheating on me the whole two or three days we were a couple.  I'm sorry, but that doesn't change anything.  Get out!  I don't need your help."

I hold the door open and motion for him to leave, but he props up against the wall to protest my gestured demand.

"I'm not going anywhere.  I just picked up a slew of picture frames, shattered glass, and then I patched holes all in your apartment.  You haven't gone to work, answered your phone, or even left this place at all in days.  You do need help, and I can help you."

"I swear I'll call the cops if you don't get the fuck out of my house," I growl.

"Adisia, you need me to help you.  I'm sorry, but it's the truth.  I know an expert who specializes in this area, and I'll carry you there kicking and screaming if I have to.  Now go get dressed."

"No," I declare, my feet digging into the ground to take my stance and emphasize my fervent protest.

He steps toward me, and I waver on my stand as I step back in response.

"If you touch me, I will scream.  You will be arrested.  Go away," I hiss through gritted teeth.

"No.  I can play this game, too.  I care about you, and -"

"Care about me?" I snark in interruption.  "Is this really how you show someone you care?  You trample all over them, and call them to tell them you're not really interested anymore?"

"I never said that," he snaps, his eyes chastising me.  "I was trying to keep from hurting you.  I handled it poorly, but I swear I was doing what I thought I should.  This has been torture for me, too.  You haven't been suffering alone."

"Pardon me if I don't show too much sympathy for your self-inflicted wounds.  I'm not the one who called you to tell you it was over.  I would have had the balls to do it to your face."

He winces under my cutting words, but he knows he can't argue with the facts.

"Get dressed, I'm taking you with me in fifteen minutes - ready or not," he says coldly.

I roll my eyes and plop down on my couch like an errant, surly teen.  I put my headphones in and open my magazine to obnoxiously display my complete indifference to his empty threat.

I'm glad I actually showered yesterday and put on a fresh set of satin pajamas.

I'm in the middle of a page when I feel my body being lifted into the air.  I instantly start screaming and fighting uselessly against the strength he's subduing me with.

He carries me bridal style out the door, and another guy joins us the moment we reach the hall.  He shuts the door behind us, and Devin steps into the open elevator awaiting his abducting ass.

I scream louder, but no one comes to my aide.  None of my self absorbed, useless neighbors even bother to poke their heads out to investigate my screams for help.

Assholes.

I'm flailing around uselessly in his arms as the elevator doors close.

"Let me go now," I squeal.

"Are you sure she needs help?  She looks pretty sprightly to me.  Maybe you're the only one suffering," the mystery guy whispers in a nearly muted tone.  I don't think I was meant to hear, but he expected Devin to hear it.

"I'm not sprightly, I'm pissed.  What kind of an egomaniac comes into his ex's house and kidnaps her so he can help coax her through the damn breakup.  Get the fuck over yourself."

The mystery guy leans over and looks directly at me.  I stop squirming slightly as he speaks.

"You heard that?" he asks with surprise.

"Yeah.  Now hear this.  You're fucking kidnapping me.  It's a crime you will serve time in a federal prison for.  Do you understand that?" I blare.

His eyes cut away from mine as he returns his attention to my kidnapper restraining my escape attempts.

"She's not the sobbing mess you said she was," the guy says to Devin.

"It's not just the emotions.  Besides, you haven't seen her when no one's looking," he whispers.

"And you have?  You sick son of a stalker bitch.  Put me down now," I screech.

"I'm not putting you down.  Now either I can tie you up or you can calm the hell down," he scolds, as if he's talking to a child.

Bastard.  He's kidnapping me, and scolding me like I'm some kid who didn't clean their room up.

The other guy starts putting my fuzzy boots on my bare feet, and I start kicking wildly to try and connect with him.  He just laughs in response while batting down my feet that prove to be ineffective against him.

I glare at him, and he holds his hands up innocently while giving me such a condescending smirk.

The door dings on the elevator, and I start screaming in vain once again.  A man even holds the door open for us as we pass through the entrance of my apartment building.

Are you fucking kidding me?

Devin tosses me into the backseat of the black SUV that is waiting at the curb in true abduction fashion.  I instantly scramble over to the other side and tug on a door that refuses to open.

"The child lock is on.  Don't bother," he says while sitting down beside me.

The other guy jumps in the driver's seat and cranks the car.  He glances at my death stare in the rearview mirror and laughs a little harder.

"What the hell is your name?" I snap.

"Why do you want my name?" he chuckles.

"So I can tell the cops the name of the accomplice who helped my psycho ex kidnap me."

He laughs even harder.

"Oh, in that case, sure," he snickers out.

"It's Ther.  Just calm down.  You know you're not going to the cops," Devin says softly.

"You have no idea the hell I'm going to raise.  You have no right.  Do you even realize what an arrogant, psycho ass you're being right now?"

"You have no idea how bad this can get if you don't get help," he says with a trembling tone.

"What in fuck's name are you talking about?"

"It's a long story you'll never believe.  Just let me get you some help.  If I'm wrong, then I'll apologize, and you'll never see me again."

I huff and flop back in the seat.  "I can't wait for them to tell you you're wrong."

"I hope I am," he mumbles.

I cross my legs, vigorously shaking the one on top as I try to defuse my imminent explosion.  I'd like to figure out what he thinks it is he can do for me.

"Where are you taking me?" I ask in a calmer but still agitated tone.

"My mother.  She's good."

Holy fucking psycho ex.

"Really?" I ask in an unusually high octave.  "You wait until after you dump me to introduce me to your mom?"

Ther bursts out laughing, but Devin rolls his eyes.  I squirm uncomfortably in my short, slinky pajama set.

"I can't believe you kidnapped me to take me to your mom's while I'm wearing this," I grumble while motioning to my pajama set.

"Ther, toss me the bag," Devin says mildly.

Ther grabs a bag from the passenger seat and tosses it backwards.  As soon as Devin catches it, he hands it to me while avoiding eye contact.

"I packed you some clothes and brought them down to the car while you were reading," he exasperates.

I glare at him while I rip it from his hands.  He looks away and starts messing with his phone like a distracted ass.

A smirk spreads across my face when I pull out the shirt because I see a rare opportunity to be a gold medal bitch.

I slide my lacy bra on under my skimpy top, and then I connect it without showing anyone anything.

Devin squirms around slightly uncomfortable, so I know he's aware of what I just did.  Then I stifle a grin as I slowly slide off the stringy pajama top.

The car violently darts out into the other lane, and Ther has to jerk it back into our original lane before he hits the side of an overpass.

Devin growls, "Damn it, Ther!  Keep your eyes on the road."

"Well shit!  I wasn't expecting a striptease in the backseat.  Sue me."

Devin leans up and tilts the rearview mirror up so Ther can't see me anymore.  He plops back down, and I can see him fighting hard not to look at me.  He's also suppressing a threatening grin as I pull down the shorts, revealing my black underwear.

Ther starts to turn his head, but Devin threatens him.

"Do it and I'll kick your ass."

Ther starts snickering slightly, and I smirk as I pull my jeans up with a very slow, seductive slide.  I leave them unbuttoned as I start pulling the shirt on, and my slow, sliding motion continues as I let it gingerly cascade over my flesh.

Devin is breathing a little uneasy, and I hear something crack in his hand.  It's his phone.

"Shit.  Ther, toss me another phone," he says calmly, as if it's nothing out of the ordinary.

Another phone?  He keeps them on hand?

He pulls the card out of the broken phone and inserts it into the new phone that is an exact replica.

Wow.  Perhaps that's why he called me from a different number.

"Break a lot of phones?" I ask while adjusting the new top that looks fairly slinky as well.

I don't remember this looking so sexy when I bought it.  Then again, all of my clothes have fit me different lately - sexier.  It's all been so odd.

"It happens," he says casually.

"Is that why you called me from a random number the other day?"

"Yeah.  I didn't have another phone on me at the time.  I've stocked up since then."

So fucking weird.

"It was my number he called you from.  Just in case you ever want to-"

"Ther, I swear it would be in your best interest not to finish that sentence," Devin growls through gritted teeth.

Ther shifts uncomfortably in the front seat after hearing Devin's latest threat.  I have to stifle another grin.  I'm enjoying this for some reason.  My demented mind is reveling in his psychotic jealously.  I almost feel... drunk, maybe?  It's strange.

I button the top of my pants as Ther lowers the rearview mirror back into place, and then he winks at me.  I roll my eyes at the sick goon drooling behind the wheel, and Devin's eyes narrow at his horrid friend.

"Ther, I'm going to break your face if you keep on," he says while programming his new phone.

"I think you're right about her being infected.  I can't help but look at her.  She shouldn't be so... so hot," Ther grumbles while finally breaking his eyes away from me.

"Infected?" I ask in distaste.

"He's stupid.  Don't pay any attention to him please."

I just roll my eyes as Devin continues to avoid looking at me.  I can feel my body heating up as I stare at him from the corner of my eye.  The blood in my veins pumps faster, my breath quickens, and my heart pounds to the point I can actually hear it.

I can feel the currents of electricity flowing through me as if they're real.  Suddenly, another phone snaps in Devin's hand.  He tosses his head back in frustration, and then he drops the crumbled pieces to the floor.

My body heats even more as I stare at him fully.  I can't look away, and sweat has started to dampen my skin.  He finally looks at me, and he's trapped too.

My body aches for his, and I can tell he's fighting the urge to take me here and now.  He moves toward me, and I fall into his clutches, but as soon as we start to entangle ourselves, sparks fly around the car and the engine sounds like it is exploding.

I can smell burning rubber as the brakes lock up, and smoke fills the squealing vehicle that is skidding across the interstate.

The car spins wildly out of control, and I scream in reaction.  I feel my seatbelt being fastened as if on its own.  My stomach finds my throat and plummets back down with each spiral the car makes.  The blurry scene outside the window turns into a collage of nonsense.

Then, the impact of the crash throws my head backwards, forcing me to gasp for air.  I feel stinging sensations invading me as glass shatters all around to bite my flesh and draw blood.  The metallic tang finds my mouth when I bite down on the inside of my jaw.

The car slides on its roof through the grass, plowing up mounds of dirt and throwing it through the air as it skids to a halt before turning to rest on its side - my side.  Ther kicks the door, and it flies into the air.

Whoa.  There must be some serious adrenaline pumping through him.

Devin kicks his door off as well, and the same unnatural thing happens.

I'm dumbfounded, but I was also just in a traumatic and horrible wreck, so I could be seeing things.

Devin rips the seatbelt off me, and I cringe in pain as his hand scrapes across one of my cuts.

"Fuck.  How bad are you hurt?" he demands as his eyes scour my tattered body.

"I'm fine, it's all superficial.  Just get me out of here," I say through a trembling breath.

My door is completely flat against the ground, and Devin has to lift me out to hand me to Ther.

His alien hands clasp around me too tightly, forcing me to squeal out in pain, and he instantly loosens his grip.

"Sorry," he murmurs under his breath.

As soon as Ther lays me down, Devin is by my side, better assessing the damage.  I touch the cut on my bottom lip and scowl when I see Devin's perfection still intact.

"What the hell happened?" Devin demands, looking at Ther and ignoring my irritation.

"I don't have a fucking clue.  The engine blew up or something.  One second it's clear skies, and the next there's a flaming ball of fire in front of me.  I tried to hit the brakes, but they locked up.  The psychotic car felt possessed.  I'll call for transport though." Ther says with more confusion than panic.

"So I'm the only one with a scratch?" I ask with a bit of anger lacing my resentful tone.

They're both completely unscathed by the rolling hunk of metal that tried to tear me to pieces.  Neither of them even seems spooked by how dangerously close we just came to dying.

I still don't know how my seat belt buckled.  Was it already buckled?  I could have sworn I was about to straddle Devin, so how could it have been buckled?

"You didn't see that coming?" Ther asks.

"No.  I'm blind around her.  You know this.  I usually see things going on around her though.  It doesn't make sense," Devin says with exasperation while gripping his head that appears to ache.

"I thought you just couldn't see her or anything she does.  She couldn't have done that."

"She could if she's infected," Devin almost whispers.

"Not looking like that.  They look like death when they reach that level," Ther objects in the same whispered tone.

"What the hell are you two talking about?  What do you mean see that?  How could anyone see that coming?  What do you mean you're blind around me?  And why does Ther keep referring to me as infected?  I think the two of you are defective," I berate while my wild hands swirl over my head to add to my dramatic tirade.

"Like I said, it's a long story you can't possibly even consider believing," Devin says dismissively.

"Hey, come pick us up... Nah, our ride just blew the fuck up... No clue... Alright... Thanks," Ther says into the phone.

Devin is still hovering over me, trying to see how badly I've been fucked up.  I just lie down on the ground and stare at the sky, my eyes avoiding looking at him.

I hear a police siren whooping as the car pulls over to us.

"You guys okay?" a stern voice asks.

"Yeah.  Our engine blew up.  Not really sure what caused it," Ther says while walking over to the state trooper I can now see.

I should scream.  I should definitely scream right now.  I'm an abducted girl who has just been in a severe car accident.  My psycho ex and his best bud are spouting off crazy nonsense and taking me to see Devin's mother for my ailment called heartbreak.  Why am I not screaming?

"You okay Miss?" the officer asks me while climbing out of his car.

Devin's eyes are begging me to keep quiet.  Why should I listen?

Fuck.  I'm going to regret this.

"Yes officer.  Just a few cuts and bruises."

The officer tightens his lips and nods in response to my answer.

"I'll take care of the paperwork," Ther says.

He walks off with the officer, and Devin helps me to sit up when he sees me struggling to do so.  I'm so frigging sore right now.

"You didn't run," he murmurs softly.

"Don't start asking me why because I really don't have a fucking clue.  This is all getting crazier by the second," I breathe out in exasperation.

"I know.  I should never have invaded your life.  I should have left our first conversation as our last.  I'm so sorry."

I lie back down and cover my face when the tears brim my lids.

"Whatever.  It doesn't matter.  I just want to get this over with and move on.  If you think your mom can give me some magical cure to get over you, then I'll give it a shot."

His hand is holding mine, and I should pull away.  I can't though.  His velvet lips stroke the back of my hand, and his eyes dive into mine as I lower my arm from my face.

"I really do care about you.  I never meant to hurt you," he says sincerely.

"Well, I did get hurt.  It's too late to take it back, and telling me you really cared is only pissing me off.  I'm the one who cared.  I'm the one who fought this because I didn't want to care, and you forced me to let you in.  Just drop it.  I can't do this right now."

He leans over, and his forehead burns as it presses against mine.

"I want to kiss you so badly right now," he whispers.

My heart flutters and begs me to let him put those deliciously wonderful lips on mine.  It's almost painful to deny his whispered request or whatever it was.

I steady my trembling voice before I attempt to speak.

"Good.  Too bad I won't ever let you do it again," I force out with mock conviction.

I wish I could convince myself of that.  He's the only person in the world I've ever considered breaking my second chance rule for.

"I hope you hold strong to that," he mutters in a low tone.

"I will.  I don't like experiencing the same flavor of heartbreak more than once," I grunt out while rising to my feet.

He starts to help me up, but I swat his hands away.  I need to get some space from him before I cede to his confusing request once again.

I stagger over closer to the road as the state trooper finally pulls away.  I've got one last chance.  I can flag him down and run like a bull charging at red to get in his car and go home.

He waves at me as he drives off, and all I do is wave back like the submissive fool I am right now.

I'm fucking crazy.  Is it possible to have Stockholm's syndrome this early on?

"Our ride will be here in a minute, and I've got someone coming to clean up this hunk of junk later,” Ther tells Devin who's still sitting on the ground and staring at me.

I turn back around and continue staring at the cars passing by.  A car load of guys pull up and start honking their horn.

"Hey, sweet thing.  Get in.  We're heading to New York City," one of them entices.

"No thanks," I mumble to the drooling weirdoes.

"Damn, girl.  You're fine as hell.  Please come to the city with us.  I'll make you a wife before the end of the night."

Devin is suddenly beside me, glowering at the fools foaming at the mouth for a chance to have me, and Ther is by my other side in an instant like he's protective too.

Great.  My kidnappers are trying to pretend as though they're protecting me.  The irony.

The guys cower down and speed back onto the road without another word.

"She's attracting too much attention," Ther snarks, his eyes narrowing at me.

I scowl at him, and Devin takes my hand.  I shouldn't follow him so willingly, but I do.  He sits down on the ground and pulls me into the far too close seduction of his lap.

Why am I sitting in his lap?

I stiffen as he brushes my hair off my shoulder and kisses the newly unveiled skin of my shoulder with his perfectly soft lips.  The lightning within me crashes as the thunder roars through my veins

He kisses just below my neck, his soft lips trailing down the exposed skin of my back, and the blood inside me steams to a boil.  He moves up my neck, and that's all I can take.

I leap out of his lap with tears staining my eyes.

"Stop.  Please, just stop," I cry.

"I'm sorry.  I can't," he utters so guiltily, his eyes revealing a sincerity I can't bear.

Then his eyes glaze over with guilt as he stands to his feet.  I take a deep breath to try and steady my shaking body, but he suddenly pushes me against the distorted car.

Those glorious lips I've been tortured by and longing for grab mine, and I'm consumed by the force of his passionate assault.  I can't help but grip his shirt, and I can hear the fabric stretching to the point of tearing as his hips move against mine.

I can feel my body lifting as my legs wrap around his waist to assert even more of a vigorous attack.  I moan into his mouth as I plead for my sanity to return, but it continues to evade me as my hands tangle in his hair.

I feel him grinding between my legs, and I want this to become the mesmerizing, spellbinding passion I shouldn't allow.  I'm ready to give myself to him here, on the side of the road.

He grips my ass through my jeans as the heat of his breath becomes trapped inside my mouth.  His tongue tangles with mine, and I'm throbbing for him to be mine right now.

What am I doing?  I can't do this.  This is just begging for torture.

The sanity I need finally returns.  I rip free from his clutches and shove him violently as my feet slap the ground, but my hand feels to almost break against his steeled chest.  I clutch my aching wrist, and then I scream at him.

"I can't do this.  You left me, remember?  Stop acting like it was the other way around," I beg helplessly.

"He can't help it.  He can't keep himself away," Ther mumbles in defense of his friend.

Oh, this is really starting to piss me off.

"He already did once.  He can do it again," I snap.

Ther dusts his hands off and pats Devin on the back as he walks toward the road.  Devin is still staring at me as I fall apart.

The sound of another car pulling up distracts me.

"Hey, you guys need a ride?" a new voice chuckles out.

Ther smiles as he grabs some stuff out of the crumpled vehicle that tried to kill us, and then he jogs toward the new SUV.

Devin walks up to me and takes my hand once more to pull me to the stranger's vehicle.

Ther hops in the front seat, and Devin holds the door open to the back for me to climb in.  I avoid eye contact as I follow suit, my eyes refusing to look anywhere but at the ground for fear I'll lose my sanity again.

"So this is the girl?" the guy driving asks.

My eyes find the face to the voice, and I tilt my head curiously.  He doesn't look like the sort of guy I expected clean-cut Devin to know.

He's tall, like Devin and Ther, but his bleach blond hair is styled in a crazy ass faux-hawk.  His lip is pierced along with his eyebrow, but it's almost sexy in an odd sort of way.

Ther is sexy too.  I suppose sexy men hang out with sexy men.  It's not that way with most women.  Insecurities and all.

"Yeah," Devin says to answer the guy as he climbs to sit beside me.

"She's definitely hot.  You sure you want her to be over you?" the guy asks with a menacing tone, his brow dancing to accentuate his devious remark.

"She needs to be rid of me.  Just get us there, Kry," Devin strains out through an emotional lump.

Kry?  What a fucked up name.  Of course, he seems weird enough to pull it off.

Devin is staring out the window, and I look back down at the floor.  I can't keep doing this to myself.  I should have just gotten out while I still had the chance.

I feel sick staring at the floorboard, so my eyes rise up to meet the bleach blond boy's.  He seems as if he's studying me, and then he looks back to the road.

I look away, but then my eyes find his again through the mirror.  This time, Devin grumbles in response.

"You better stop, man.  He's pretty protective," Ther whispers.

"I can't help it.  She's so... I don't even know how to describe it.  Are you sure she's mortal?" Kry whispers in an almost inaudible tone.

"Mortal?" I shout out in complete confusion.

Devin narrows his eyes at me as he lowers his hand from its nesting place under his chin.

"How did you hear that?" he asks suspiciously.

"It beats the hell out of me.  Why did he say that?" I squeal.

"Kry, keep it down until we talk to my mother," Devin instructs.

"How did she hear that?" Kry asks in a completely baffled tone.

Devin stares at me as if he's trying to see through me.  He shakes his head in frustration before finally looking away.

"I don't know.  It might be a side effect," he mumbles.

Side effect?  Infected?  Mortal?  Why is all this crazy talk so normal to them?  Am I in the middle of some twisted game they play?

This has to be the most elaborate punk of all time, or a freaky cult abduction.  Damn my luck.

I knew Devin was too unbelievably good to be true, but I didn't listen to the sane part of my brain.  Instead, I followed my heart... well, my hormones actually.  Crazy ass hot guy.

"You can't see her, and she's able to hear stuff she shouldn't hear.  She might be one of them sent here to spy on you," Ther says in a warning tone.

Spy?  One of who?  Fucking shit.  This just keeps getting more psychotic by the second.  Run, Adisia.  Run!

I look at Devin who's scowling at Ther.  It almost looks like my psycho man is offended or defensive.  I can't cipher which.

"She's bleeding from broken glass.  How much more proof do you need?" he says with a growling tone.

"True.  Sorry," Ther mumbles apologetically.

What the fuck is going on right now?

"You're really scaring me with all the crazy talk.  I changed my mind.  Please, just take me back.  I want to go home."

"I can't do that.  I'd never forgive myself if or when things get worse.  I promise this will never make sense, but it will be over soon.  Just give me a couple more hours, please," he pleads softly.

"This is fucked up.  You know that, right?" I huff while crossing my arms over my chest.

"I know.  Believe me, I know.  I'm sorry for getting you tangled up in it," he mumbles.

"Yeah.  You already said that.  I'm sorry I ever broke my second chances rule.  I should have kept your rejection and dumped the roses sooner," I snidely reply.

"You dumped my roses?  That's what you and Jane were discussing?  That makes sense now," he mumbles, and he actually whispers the last part, seeming wounded.

"Yeah.  I dumped them and all the others too.  I never want to see another flower for as long as I live, which isn't going to be long if I keep hanging around you."

He flinches at my tart comment and sighs out a heavy breath.  I can see the city engulfing us now.  The sky-lining towers obstruct all other views, but I have to stare anywhere other than at Devin.

I can feel his eyes burning against my back, but I refuse to look at him.

We pull up in front of the familiar metal arches that seem a little colder now.  This door also has a child lock in place in order to keep me from escaping, so I have to wait for Ther to open it for me.

My eyes scold him, but he barely notices as he takes in the rest of my body that is stained with dried flakes of my own blood.  Kry is damn near drooling as he walks up.  I swear they have some sadistic fantasies if they think I look sexy like this.

Devin walks up and takes my hand, and the other two follow behind us.  The doorman smiles as he opens the door while greeting Devin.

"Ah, hello, Mr. Cole.  Ms. Smith."

Crap.

Devin smiles a little at the false name the door man never heard corrected.  He pulls me to the elevator as another man holds it open for us.

We all board it, and a pretty blond joins us while staring at me with disgust as she sizes me up like a boxer in the ring.  Her eyes actually burn against my skin, and it's all I can do not to slap this bitch.

Ther starts laughing a little and quickly covers his mouth with his hand when he gauges this bitch's reaction to my presence.  Her eyes lock in on Devin's hand holding mine, and jealously brews in her eyes.

"Would you like me to pose for a picture," I snidely growl.

She snorts with derision and crosses her arms over her chest, and then she storms out the moment the elevator dings again.

Devin is rubbing his hand over his mouth to hide his smile while Ther and Kry burst out laughing.  I roll my eyes and question why I'm still holding Devin's hand.  That jealous bitch wouldn't be so sore if she knew how fucking crazy he is.

The doors open to his apartment, and I take a deep breath as he pulls me out behind him while doing something on his phone.

"Bring the scotch," Devin yells behind him with his eyes still concentrated on his attention-craving inanimate device.

"Got it," Ther replies while carrying a crystal container full of the dark liquor and three glasses.

Kry follows us with a few more glasses and a glass bowl full of ice.  It rattles around as he carries it toward the living area, and the sound of it seems so much louder than it should.  I shake my head, trying to rid myself of the echo the rattling has left behind in my sensitive ears.

Devin plops down on the couch, but he doesn't let go of my hand as he drags me with him.  His eyes continue to study his phone, and I'm about ready to break the stupid thing.  He'd just pull out another one from a box full of them though, so it wouldn't do much good.

He puts the stupid thing away finally and drops my hand before he leans up to pour a glass of scotch.

"How long?" Ther asks.

"Any minute now," Devin murmurs as the cryptic conversations continue.

He guzzles his scotch down quickly before relaxing again, cupping the glass with both hands as his thumb strides across the rim of the glass.

"I need to go to the bathroom and clean up some of these cuts," I mumble.

"I'll come with you," Devin says while standing.

"I know where the bathroom is, and I can clean up by myself."

"You don't know where all my supplies are.  I'll come with you and help you locate everything."

I don't even resist.  I can hear that annoying ice clanking in the glasses as Ther and Kry pour themselves a glass of scotch.

I need a drink too.  But not scotch.  Gross.  That's what my granddad drank.

The bathroom lights nearly blind me as we walk in.  The massive room seems so much colder than it once did.

Devin rests his glass on the bathroom counter as he opens up the cabinets and pulls out gauze, Band-Aids, and peroxide.  I start to open the bottle of peroxide, but he picks me up and puts me on the counter before I can.

"Just let me do it," I mumble like a grouch.

"No.  Some of these need more attention than you can give them," he says softly, his eyes studying my various scrapes.

I huff as he starts patting a spot on my cheek with the peroxide drenched gauze.  He moves to another spot on my forehead, and I wince slightly when he applies too much pressure.

"Sorry," he says with a grimace.

"Stop saying that," I gripe.

"I was apologizing for using too much pressure," he says with a cocked grin.

Oh.  Crap.  I hate that look because I love it.

He picks up a Band-Aid and presses it over the wound, his eyes locking with mine as he does so.  I break the eye contact quickly to avoid the fever that always follows his gaze.

He cleans a spot on my collarbone and adds a bandage to it as well.  He carefully cleans the cut on my lip with water, and our eyes lock again.

His breath is too close to me, and the warmth of it is enough to bring my blood back to its delicious boil.

He leans in closer to me before speaking.

"After my mother finishes, you won't feel anything at all for me.  Do you think I could get a goodbye kiss?" he asks softly.

"I think we already shared a post-breakup kiss that could be classified as a goodbye kiss," I grumble while breaking eye contact again and staring at the ground.

He tilts my chin up and forces my eyes to reconnect with his.

"That wasn't a goodbye kiss.  That was an I-can't-control-myself-around-you kiss.  Please.  It's the last thing I'll ever ask for."

I shiver slightly as my eyes give him the permission my lips cannot.  He pulls me gently into the clutches of his perfect lips, and more passion explodes in my mouth than I was expecting.

My submission has opened the floodgates for desire, and it's one crashing wave after another.  My legs wrap around him, and he jerks me tighter to his hips.  I moan lightly into his mouth as the last bit of sanity flees from me.  His hand wraps around the back of my neck, pulling my face closer, and suddenly I'm a ball of fire burning from the inside out.

The bottle of peroxide begins fizzing loudly beside us and then explodes across the room, but neither of us even acknowledges the crazy anomaly.  The kiss only deepens, and I pull his shirt over his head to reveal his divinity.

He jerks my pants down and throws them to the floor before jerking me back to his incredible center - my panties being all that shields me from the earth-shattering sex I know he's capable of.

My hands scour his firm, sleek body, and he bends me backwards as his lips trail down my neck.

His pants unzip, and I tremble as I get ready to feel his body connecting with mine.

Suddenly, all the bulbs lining the top of the mirror burst in unison.

I scream as he shields me from the falling debris dropping all around us.  The bathroom door swings open as Ther and Kry run in.

"What the hell was that noise?"

Devin stares at the empty sockets where the light bulbs once were and shakes his head before turning his gaze to the men with gaping mouths.  Their eyes are glued to me in my underwear.

Oh no.  My underwear!

"I don't know," Devin says in a low tone, not acknowledging their scandalous thoughts.

"I know what it was.  It was more crazy shit happening all around me," I gripe while hopping down and jerking my pants up as my cheeks become overrun with the red stain of embarrassment mixed with fury... and now sexual frustration.

Ther and Kry laugh a little as they walk back out.  Devin's arms wrap around me, the seduction of his touch burning against my already pulsing body.

Our eyes lock, and he leans down to lightly finish the interrupted goodbye kiss - which was more like a goodbye-grinding that brushed the median of turning into goodbye-sex.

He pulls back and strokes my lip with his thumb.

I don't want to give him up.

The elevator dings, warning us someone has joined our crazy assembly, and he pulls his shirt back on.

"My mother is here.  I'll miss you," he murmurs pitifully.

"I don't think this is really going to work, but if it does, I'll miss you, too," I whimper.

His lips attack mine this time without asking for permission.  I hear a woman's voice calling from the living area to interrupt the passion I want to feel.

"Devin.  Come on, son.  Let's not prolong the inevitable."

"Be right there," he says lowly through our parted lips.

"Just hurry it up.  I have other places to be today.  I love you, honey, but you can't make a mess like this ever again," she murmurs lightly, but I can hear it.

"A mess like what?" I ask.

I hear her gasp when I ask the question.

"Just keep quiet.  I'll be there in a minute," he says lowly, as if she's standing in the room with us.  "Sorry," he mumbles to me.

I kiss him again as tears fill up in my eyes, and I finally give him a taste of the pain I've been feeling when the salt from my tears invades our kiss.

I whisper lightly between his lips, "I'm not."



Chapter 7

The Truth about the Lies

Devin holds my hand almost too tightly while leading me to the living area.  His stride resembles an inmate's stroll down death row.  I know this isn't going to work, but he's apparently convinced it will.  Is she versed in hypnotherapy or something?

A lean woman stands next to the bar while talking to a tall, broad, and muscled man.  They look young, not our age, but young.

Her short black hair is cut in a chic bob that rises higher in the back.  She looks like a model.  There's not a hair out of place, a wrinkle on the pricy attire she's wearing, or an aged place on her face.

Her long, black pencil skirt has a tiny spit in the back to offer her legs more mobility.  Her white blouse is perfectly tucked into the broad waistband of the skirt, and her dangling earrings are studded with real, glistening diamonds.

I'm so out of place right now.  There's no way she's his mother.

"Devin," she says affectionately as she walks over to hug him.

He lightly embraces her, and she stares at me over his shoulder.  She pulls back and swallows hard as she sizes me up.

"She's a pretty girl.  I can see why you were derailed," she says in a snobby tone that burns through me with condescension.

Derailed?  Really?

"Play nice or I'll find someone else to do this," he cautions, his eyes admonishing her for her curt remark.

She tightens her lips while nodding to acknowledge his warning.

"I'm sorry.  I just hate to see you hurting like this, son.  I've been there.  It's not pleasant," she says with more compassion.

Okay.  So, the crazy versus normal scale has just tipped over after it got so one-sided.  These people are absolute lunatics.  They keep referring to me as if I'm the plague or something.

She walks over and takes my hand.  I can see more pain flooding through Devin as she drags me away.

What is going on?

"So, Adisia, is it?" she asks with her condescending sweetness.

"Yeah," I murmur quietly while staring into her odd, dark blue eyes - nothing like the swirling beauties of Devin.

"We're going to have you home and feeling better in no time," she says with a doctor's tone.

She starts rubbing my hand with her fingers and studying my eyes.  Her lips purse as she concentrates, though I'm not sure what she's trying to do, other than give me a hand massage.  I don't feel any different in the least, just like I knew I wouldn't.

Devin walks around the other side of the couch so he can see me better as his mother continues on with her tickling massage.  I actually giggle slightly.

Devin frowns at the same time she does.  My shoulders hunch as I cower slightly when I feel like I've done something wrong.

"What's wrong?" he asks her.

Nothing.  You're all just a bunch of crazy freaks.

"I don't know.  It's not withdrawing like it should.  I actually can't find it at all.  Are you sure it's there?" she asks curiously.

"I'm positive.  You haven't seen the way she's suffered.  The tears have been continuous, and she barely leaves her apartment.  The obsession is still there, even now.  Look at her eyes," he whispers.

I scowl a little as I rip my hand free.

"I'm right here.  I'm not obsessed.  I like you.  That's it.  Apparently I'm some sort of freak for giving a damn about you, but that's all it is.  If you think giving me a hand massage is going to keep me from liking you, then I'll save you some trouble.  I'll get over you on my own like a normal human being."

I stand up, but his mother catches my hand in hers.

"I feel something, but it's different, unique - I'm not sure what it is."

"Look, I'm sorry I cried over your son, but I really don't give a rat's ass if you think I'm such a speck that I don't even deserve to grieve over losing him.  The entire town has been crying.  Why don't you go massage their hands and cure them of their woes?  I have better things to do," I scold.

I sprint toward the elevator, and she quickly questions me.

"You said your whole town is crying?  What do you mean?" she asks curiously.

"I think it's pretty self-explanatory," I grumble while pressing the button in frantic repetition.

Devin walks over and steps in front of me, and I meet his soft eyes with my threatening ones.

"Move.  I'm done with this psycho charade.  I don't know why you're so insistent on me being over you, but I swear I'll work desperately hard to make your dreams come true."

Finally, I sound sane again.  No longer are my hormones controlling me.

The door dings, and I barge by him on my way in.

"You can't leave until I fix this," he murmurs softly while following me in.

"Watch me," I mumble.

He scoops me up, and I start screaming at the top of my lungs.  His mother rolls her eyes before she glares at him.

"Put that girl down.  There's no need in keeping her here.  She's not infected.  You were wrong son,” she says in a muted, almost inaudible tone.

"You're right.  I'm not fucking infected.  You all are.  You're all a bunch of infected psychopaths,” I scream.

Her eyes widen in complete shock.

"She heard that."

"Yeah.  She can hear us when we speak in our whispers.  She couldn't two days ago, but she can today.  She got sick for the first time in her life while I was with her.  She got sick for the second time in her life while I was with her.  Water boiled in her shower.  She sobs inconsolably day and night.  She doesn't come out of the apartment.  She destroyed half the shit in her home.  She told her boss she could fire her if she wanted to.  She can't stop herself from being with me, and I can't stop myself from being with her.  How many more signs do you need?  I've got more if necessary."

"Son, enhanced hearing is not a symptom.  She shouldn't ever be able to hear our whispers.  This is something else entirely.  Are you sure her family's not-"

She stops mid-sentence and her eyes seem to have a silent conversation with his.

"Positive.  She was adopted - legally - and they are all completely-"

He stops before finishing his sentence, and his eyes speak to her.

This is infuriating.

"Well.  A legal adoption does snuff out that hypothesis.  I don't know what to tell you.  It's possible I've missed something.  Give me a minute to regroup, and I'll get back with you."

Devin releases me completely and walks to his bedroom while smearing around the exasperation cloaking his face.  Ther and the man I'm assuming is Devin's father walk down the long hallway.  His mother goes into the guest bathroom, leaving Kry alone with me.

"Hey.  Is there anything to drink besides scotch?" I ask quietly.

"Yeah, I think so.  He has an excellent selection of wine in the back."

I smile appreciatively while feigning the damsel in distress act.

"Wine would be great," I say softly.

"I'll get you some."

He jumps up, and as soon as he disappears around the corner, I walk in complete silence to the elevator.  I know I have to get the doors shut quickly after it dings.  They'll hear it.

I don't know who or what they are, but I'm sick of the guessing game.  I'm not going to continue being anyone's captive.

The door dings, and I shoot inside and hit the lobby button over and over with my frantic fingers.

Devin flashes out of the bedroom with lightning quick speed, and I get sick when I see the craziness with my own eyes.  The doors shut, and they dent in as he pounds against them a split second too late.

I scream and leap backwards, watching in disbelief as the doors start to be pulled open, but the elevator descends before he can pry his way in.

"Don't jump, son.  That elevator will collapse if you do," a man's voice says from above as the elevator tries to whisk me away.

That has to be his dad.  He's the only one I never heard speak.

"The stairs!  Take the stairs," Devin yells.

"Watch your speed.  Don't let the mortals see it," his mother says.

Oh fuck!

I stick the phone I just stole in my back pocket, and my trembling hands rifle through the stolen wallet.  There's five hundred dollars in cash.  That should be enough to persuade a cab to take me somewhere far away.

I shove the wallet in my other back pocket as I swallow hard against the trembling knot in my throat.  I'm grateful Devin dumped his pockets on the coffee table.

The door dings, and I pull out the phone to pretend as if I'm talking on it so that I'm not approachable or suspicious.  Please don't ring.  Please don't ring.

"Yeah.  Sounds great.  Oh, you crazy girl, when did you do that?" I mock.

It works.  The doorman holds the door for me and tips his hat rather than trying to engage in conversation.  I turn the corner and break out into a dead sprint.

I don't see a single taxi anywhere, and I thought New York was supposed to be loaded with them.  I don't have time to stand around looking either.  By now, Devin isn't too far behind me.

I rush through the crowds of people littering the streets.  Everyone yells profanities at me as I bump, collide, and rub against them.

I don't have time to be courteous.  These people are fucking crazy, and there's something supernaturally fucked up going on.

I can feel eyes on me, and I know there's someone chasing me.  I run faster, knocking people out of my way.  I turn to look behind me, but I don't see anyone.  When I turn back around, I hit a wall, but when I look up, I see the wall that has just knocked me on my ass is actually a man.

His face is etched with danger, and his eyes glower at me with a threatening gaze.

"Sorry," I mumble.  "I wasn't looking where I was going."

"Alexius Smith?" he asks.

Really?  Devin sent this man this quick?

"No.  Sorry.  You must be thinking of someone else," I mutter innocently.

I stand up and start walking around him in a very casual manner.  As I pass him, his hand clamps around my mouth, and he swirls me into an alley.

The night has already started to descend on us, the twilight offering little promise of someone seeing me, and my screams are silenced by his hand subbing as a lid.

He throws me onto the alley ground, and the loud cars honking mask my screams that finally find a way out.

A few more join us in the alley, and I can tell they're with him by their snarling sounds and dangerous eyes.

"Please don't do this," I cry.  "I promise I won't say anything about what I saw."

"What did you see?" the guy asks curiously.

"Nothing.  I swear.  I didn't see anything," I cry louder.

He smirks as he picks me up by my throat and launches me across the alley into the back wall.  I thud off of it and collapse to the ground, my bones crunching, the air leaving my lungs, and the tang of blood filling my mouth.

Holy fucking shit.  I've never been in so much pain.  It aches on levels I never thought possible.  The excruciating pain rips through me, shredding me from the inside, and my pain gurgles out in the form of blood.

"Ah hell, Shane.  You probably just broke every bone in her body.  He's not going to come after a dead girl," one girl says with a wicked, ominous tone.

Dead girl?  He's not going to come after me?  Devin?

The vicious brute doesn't acknowledge the girl's exasperated comment.  His eyes burn against mine as he glares at me, his image blurred by the abundant tears pouring from my eyes.

"You've been a hard girl to track down.  Many girls by the name Alexius Smith have died in our search for you.  It's almost as if you don't exist.  We finally found your boyfriend's home.  We knew we'd get you sooner or later," Shane says.

"What do you want from me?" I cough out, blood falling from my mouth, while I attempt to rise up a little.  It's pointless though.  It's too painful, and I'm fairly positive my fucking legs are broken.

"From you?  Nothing.  From Devin Cole?  Everything.  Do you know the man behind the persona, or do you only know the mortal version?" he asks curiously.

Mortal version?  This really is some kind of fucked up supernatural shit.

"The only thing I know is that we broke up.  I just came to get the last of my stuff, but he had already burned it.  I ran off crying when he told me he never wanted to see me again," I lie.

They all smile at me as if they know I'm full of shit.  Fucking pathetic poker face.

"Pick her up and put her in the car.  He'll come for her.  She finally got a view of the man behind the mask, and now he's going to be desperate to find her.  If she's infected, he knows he doesn't have long before she's dead.  Then, we'll have him."

No.  They can't have him.  They can't use me to get him.

They start walking toward me with their eerie grins, and I feel something inside of me burning, stirring, and taking me over.  The wind around me stirs violently, and the clouds crackle with thunder as the rain starts to pour.

I feel my eyes burning with a light I can feel more than I can see.

"She's a fucking-"

"No.  It's impossible," another interrupts.

Before anything can get started, Devin drops down from the rooftop above me, Kry quickly joining with a thud as his feet clap the ground.

"No," I cry out when I see the man I desperately tried to escape.  Now I just want him out... safe.

These demons want him, but he doesn't know it.

"Adisia!" Devin panics as he flashes to my side too fast for my eyes to follow.

His eyes move up and down my destroyed body.  So many of my bones are broken, and I can see my leg almost disjoined from its place as it juts out in an unnatural position.

"You just fucked up," Devin growls to the group of savages, and then he looks up when he's startled by the brewing storm above growing stronger.

The rain pounds down and I can feel my bones snapping back into place on their own.  I feel the strength inside me burning with more intensity as I climb to my feet.  My eyes burn with fury as the demonic crew glare at me, ready to tear me apart.

"Get her out of here," Devin yells to Kry, but a streak of lightning crashes in front of us, and one of the men is blown back from the unexpected jolt.

Devin looks at me, and his eyes widen in pure shock as his mouth claps open and shut in the same astonishment.

Kry screams out as my first attacker, Shane, charges toward us, and Devin turns to throw his arms out.  It all plays out in slow motion as the air ripples, and the man goes sailing backwards.

The girl throws her whip free that sparks into a blaze.  She slices it toward us, but it misses and gashes the pavement below, leaving a trail of fire despite the torrential downpour.

Devin spins through the air and kicks her in the chest.  I hear the breath grunt out of her lungs, and she flies into the building behind her.  Chunks of the bricks crumble to the ground behind her collapse.

Kry whips out three circular blades and flings them at our attackers.  All three slice through the chest of one of the men, and he drops lifelessly to the ground.

"Go.  We have to go!" One of them screams before they start turning to retreat.

The one who tried to crush me glares at me one last time before turning to run while holding his wounded side.

Devin slowly turns to meet my thundering eyes, and he motions for Kry to take a step back.

"Adisia, I need you to calm down right now.  You'll rip these buildings apart if you don't.  Listen to my voice.  Calm down, baby, calm down."

His soothing voice is laced with fear.  He's afraid of me?  What am I doing?

I feel so much energy coursing through me, and I can't control it.  I feel my body growing tired and weak from the force exuding from me.

The thunder lessens, and the torrential downpour slows into a sudden drizzle.  Devin is approaching me like I'm a cornered, rabid animal.  I do feel like a savage beast ready to pounce, but there's nothing to pounce on anymore.  I don't know what beast has awoken within me, but it feels good.

"Calm down," he coos, and the winds calm a little more.

His hands cup my cheeks, and a whole new burning takes over.  I feel the rush of a thousand fires colliding with a tidal wave while an electrical storm strikes the middle of it all.

He jerks back, and stares at his hands as if he just felt it too.

"Fuck!" he gasps.

"What?" Kry panics.

"I don't know.  I have no idea what just happened.  I've never felt anything like it," Devin says in shock, and I smirk a little as I feel the world around me climbing into my palm.

"Fuck.  We need to calm her down before it all picks back up," Kry growls.

Car horns start sounding off, men and women begin falling into each other's arms as though they're entering a torrid affair, birds flock in a blur creating black clouds in the dark sky, and the breath of the earth blows against my face to carry me its blessings.

Cars begin flying into the air on the wings of my hellacious winds.  My winds.  My deliciously powerful winds.

It's intoxicating, spellbinding, and it feels so seductively incredible.

Devin takes a deep breath and scoops me up.

"I've got you, baby.  Just try to fight it, please.  You'll destroy this place if you don't."

His lips fold over mine, and I blink over and over until my mind finally returns.  I push him back from me, and then I look around frantically at the chaos I think I evoked.

But how?  How could I have done that?

Cars drop into place, alarms sounding out in unison as they crash to the ground.

Devin looks down at me, fear and worry etching his swirling beauties, as he carries me away.

"Damn.  We have to figure this shit out quick," he mumbles as he looks back to Kry.

"Yeah, you think?" he asks with rhetorical sarcasm.  "She barely stopped before crumbling five buildings without even meaning to.  I'm pretty freaking sure she's not infected."

"What's he talking about?" I ask with a dry mouth while my lazy eyes try to shut.

"Shut up before you get her worked up," Devin snaps at Kry.

"Mr. Cole, is every thing okay?" the soaked doorman asks when we reach the front of the apartment building once more.

"It's fine," Devin says dismissively as he walks through the door while still carrying my trembling body.

The elevator opens shortly after we reach it and, he kisses my forehead.  His lips bring me back to a wonderful warmth.  I can taste the desire playing freely inside my mouth, and the delicious taste of power harnessing it with ease.

My body heats with the passionate blaze that is magnified to the nth degree now.  The elevator rattles as my body gets even hotter.

"Fuck.  Put her down.  You're the one working her up.  You're her fucking trigger." Kry panics.

"That's impossible," Devin murmurs softly while putting me down.  "You know it doesn't work that way."

My body is completely healed, but my legs wobble beneath me as the lights in the elevator brighten to a blinding glare before bursting.

"Damn it.  What is she?" Kry gushes.

"I don't know.  Her parents are a mystery.  Nothing like this has ever happened before.  She shouldn't be so... well, strong for one."

"Why are you acting scared of me?" I ask with a pout, and I feel so drunk right now.

"No, baby.  I'm not scared.  I'm just worried about you.  I kissed your head and the elevator felt like it was about to plummet.  I need to find out what's going on."

I frown like a sulking child.  I'm starting to wonder if I devoured a bottle of liquor without remembering it.

"Where are we going?" I ask dizzily while grabbing the wall to steady myself.

"She's almost incoherent.  A bad dream could set her off in this state.  We need to get her out of here before something happens," Kry grumbles.

I turn around to see Devin tightening his lips.  The elevator doors open, and he scoops me back up despite the disapproving eyes of Kry.

His mother is standing in the foyer waiting on us, her own concern displayed on her far too pristine face.

"Oh thank goodness.  What the hell is going on out there?  I saw a crazy flash storm, and then I heard a loud ruckus."

Devin swallows hard as he lays me on the couch.

"She's one of us.  She just changed.  We have to get her to a safe house.  There were men out there looking for me.  I could hear them long before I could see them.  I'm blind with her, and I'm blind with them.  I don't know what she might do in this state."

"She can't be one of us.  Her adoptive parents are legal mortals," she mutters dismissively.

"I saw it.  She called to the skies, and she got one hell of an answer," Devin says with a streak of terror.

"The skies?  She called to the skies?  That's impossible.  That power has been dormant for centuries."

This all sounds like some jumbled up load of crazy to me.  It's as if they're speaking another language.

"Please stop talking about me like I'm not sitting right here," I say while slumping down in my fully weakened state.

Devin frowns and joins me on the couch.  He wraps his arms around me, and I try to fight his perfect body touching mine.  The clouds outside start swirling in the night sky, and the thunder crackles its presence.

"Son, let her go," his mother says warningly.

He looks out the window and slowly releases me.  The clouds gently start to disappear the second he does.

She lowers to her knees in front of me and speaks so gently.

"Adisia?  I need to know what exactly triggered this first episode."

I roll my eyes as I cross my arms.

"I don't know what you're talking about.  I want to go home.  This is all too much," I slur slightly, the drunkenness reaching a new level.

The rain starts a slow drizzle as the clouds form once more.

"Don't make her mad," Ther says in a whisper.

She flashes him a disapproving glare, and then turns her attention back to me.

"Please, Adisia, I just need to know what made you call to the skies."

My anger eases slightly, and the rain flows a little lighter.

"I don't know what 'call to the skies' you're talking about.  The guy said he wanted to use me to get to Devin.  The next thing I know, the storm clouds sprang up.  I didn't call anything," I mumble.

"Oh dear," she says with panic.

Devin's eyes are wide as if I've said something terrible.

"She didn't call?  The skies just opened up to her?" he asks in disbelief.

"Her protectiveness sparked this.  Her feelings toward you invited the change.  This is completely unorthodox and incredibly dangerous.  Let's go ahead and move her while we still can."

"I'm not going anywhere but home.  Take me there now," I demand while tilting to the side that feels the heaviest in my unbalanced state.

The lightning outside the window strikes the ground, and I hear screams erupting from the streets that should be too far away for me to hear.  The thunder roars its frustration louder, and I feel a burning inside me that seems to be making the men in the room sway - with the exception of Devin.

"Oh no.  The skies are responding to her emotions more and more.  I’ve never seen this.  You have to talk to her," his mother beckons.

He turns to me and takes a deep breath as if he's preparing to lecture a child.

"Adisia, I know this is all beyond crazy, but you have to trust me.  I know I have no right to ask you to do such a thing, but I'm begging you."

I feel the storm brewing inside of me more vigorously as I stare drunkenly into his eyes.  I feel the air in me being sucked from my lungs.  The dancing shadows cloud in my eyes as I feel myself falling... falling... falling.




Chapter 8

The Dawning of New Life

My eyes bat gingerly as they slowly open to the inside of a car.  There's a slow, classical medley playing softly in the background to evoke a calm.

I feel the warmth of the body I'm propped against, and I grimace when I realize who it belongs to.

I slowly rise from Devin's arms, and he straightens up as I do.  The night is almost turning to day.  I look around to the numerous trees lining the two-lane road, and I feel the aching headache tumbling in a downward spiral, forcing me to clutch the weighted thing on my shoulders.

"Hey, you okay?" he whispers, sparing my throbbing head.

"Yeah.  Where are we?" I ask with a hint of agitation for the unfamiliar scenery.

"We're heading to a safe house.  You need some time to digest all this, and you need to be somewhere you can't hurt anyone."

"Hurt anyone?  What are you talking about?" I ask, starting to annoy my own self with the same, redundant phrase.

"Do you remember anything at all about the alley or my apartment?"

A few blurry memories pop into my head, and I shrug at what seems to be an impossible dream.

"Vaguely.  There was a storm and some crazy guys," I lie.

I remember more - much more - but I just want to go home and pretend none of this happened.  This can't be real, and I feel crazy for considering the possibility it is.

"You're not very good at lying, for the record.  I know you have some questions, and we've got questions too.  Go ahead and ask me anything you want to before we get there."

I frown slightly at my inability to hold a strong poker face.  I shrug in defeat and fight the tears back as I breathe in loudly.

"What did you do to me?" I whimper.

His eyes soften and rattle with guilt.

"I didn't do this to you," he breathes.

"You kept calling me infected, and now I've seen lightning crashing because I'm pissed.  Don't tell me this has nothing to do with you because I was perfectly normal until I met you."

The back of his hand strokes my cheek, and against my will, the unrelenting fire starts to surge.  Kry's voice rings out to caution him.

"Easy, Devin.  The car's starting to shake.  I think we now know what caused your engine to blow up,” he mumbles.

My eyes widen in panic as I look to Devin for answers.

"He thinks I did that?  How?  Why?"

Devin sighs loudly.  "You and I were... I'm not really sure what we were doing, but it was getting hot in the car before the engine went out.  I can't see you doing anything at all except with my own eyes in real time."

"You can see the future," I mumble sarcastically, as if that's the most unrealistic part of this whole thing.

"Yes, well, most of the time.  It's how I know when to enter a business deal.  I never saw that engine blowing up.  The first time I met you, I never saw you coming.  I blamed it on the fact I was distracted.  I planned on taking a glimpse of your future just to see what you were going to do, and I couldn't see anything - not even a blur.

"It was completely blank with not even a fragment of information to grasp a hold of.  That's never happened before.  It forced me to go to the window in that club and physically watch you.  Nothing has ever made me feel as alive as watching you with my own eyes.

"I had to know more.  I watched you turning away one fool after another, and it was enough to push me over the edge.  You were beautiful, carefree, brave, and this soft glow of sadness barely tainted you enough to arouse my curiosity even more.  One touch was all it took to know I was never going to escape you no matter how hard I tried.  I had to have you.  I've never heard of such an instant obsession," he murmurs.  "I still don't know what's going on."

"There's that word again, 'obsession,' why do you keep using it?"

"Because if an immortal gets too close, loves too much, or needs to vigorously, the mortal object of the immortal's desire becomes infected.  The obsession will devour one or both - depending on the details - and eventually the immortal always forgets how strong they are and how fragile their mortal is.

"It can make their mortal sick to feel such a strong connection.  I broke it off when I thought I had infected you, and I watched you from across the street to see if I was right or not.  If infected, you'll radiate symptoms of some immortal attributes, and you'll experience more pain and suffering than anyone in the world thought possible.

"I saw the men chasing you.  I saw the multitudes of flowers.  I saw the damage you did to your apartment-"

"So in short you acted like a peeping Tom watching me self-destruct and not doing anything about it?  Great.  Good to know," I snap in interruption.

"Adisia, I didn't watch you fall apart because I liked it.  I felt responsible, and it was killing me to-"

"So how do I get this infection out of me?" I interrupt again.

He frowns and looks down.

"It's not an infection.  It never was.  You're one of us, and we have to find out as much about you as we can very quickly before you get stirred up again.  I've never seen someone's powers come out the way yours did."

"Okay.  Now my head hurts.  Powers, immortals, crazy guys trying to break me like a piece of glass," I mumble, and he winces at the last part.  I take a deep breath and continue, "What am I?"

He tightens his lips as he prepares to deliver a speech he has apparently been apprehensive about, given his rigid posture and averting eyes.

"An immortal, at least now you are.  There are many mortals that never reach their immortal destiny - meaning they never find their triggers.  Sometimes their powers lie dormant and never get provoked."

I sigh out, trying to take in all the crazy, and gather my thoughts for the next thing burdening my mind.

"Define immortals, please," I request quietly.

"Immortals are embodiments of energy, originally created by the earth to keep all the excess energy from ripping it apart.  The embodiments corporealized and became the first wave of immortals, many of the mortals referred to them as the titans.

"They were discreet and docile.  The energy became too much for this group to harness, so a second string of embodiments were formed, and they took a more famed approach.  The mortals revered them as gods, and the ones they worshipped were forming at a larger pace daily."

"Whoa, whoa.  So you're saying we're gods or titans formed from the earth?"

Kry starts laughing, and I feel my cheeks blush.  I shouldn't feel embarrassed for asking a question, I should feel embarrassed for believing the answers.

Devin smiles so sweetly as if he's enjoying the fact I'm listening to all of this.

"No.  We're descendents of those embodiments, and we embody the same energy they were created from."

"So, you're saying... we're from people like Zeus or Apollo?"

I expect a few more chuckles, but I get nothing.  Kry is concentrated on the road, but he answers me.

"Most of us are from less reputable ones.  Boy Wonder is from Poseidon though."

My eyes widen in disbelief.  Oh this is so crazy.

"I'm so confused right now."

Devin takes my hand in his and starts to kiss the back of it.  Kry's eyes narrow in the rearview mirror and Devin smirks before he lowers it.

"I know.  It's a lot to take in.  Most all forms of energy had numerous outlets.  Many different beings were created to take the load off of one when it became too much.  Forget every twisted thing you've ever read about the gods, every juvenile detail you've ever heard, and don't refer to them as anything other than immortals, because that's what they were.  That's what we are."

"If they were immortal then they should still be alive," I grumble.

Kry laughs at that, and Devin smiles again.

"Immortal doesn't necessarily mean invincible.  You can kill immortals; we just don't die too easily."

This time he does kiss the back of my hand, but I rip it free and cross my arms.

This is too much.  How can I possibly digest all of this?

Devin frowns a little as he looks at me with worried eyes.

“So those guys who tried to break me, who were they?" I mumble.

Kry's laughter ceases instantly, and Devin's eyes swirl more prominently than I've seen them before.  The freaking ocean really is in there, and it's so gloriously hot right now.  I feel my fever returning as sweat forms on my chest above my ferociously pounding heart.

"We don't know.  They've come about in the last few centuries or so.  We've been fighting them, but they're not too easy to find.

"They're usually the ones finding us.  They infect mortals in a different way than we've ever seen.  These mortals take on severe mutations, allowing them to fight like an immortal for a while.  After the infection, their life span is usually no more than two years from what we can tell.  You need to stay with me so I can keep you safe."

"My family," I gasp.

"They're safe.  I have a team of men watching them, but I don't think they know who you are, or they would have come to your place instead of risking mine.  They’re scared of us, but they need us dead for whatever they're planning."

"Why?"

Kry answers before Devin can.

"Because Theia can reverse any damage they do.  Her powers are hard to control, and there's a chance it could kill more than it saves if she rewinds time, but she can do it if the need arises."

"Rewind time?" I ask.  "Theia?"

"My mother," Devin answers.  "She's a titan."

"You mean a descendent of a titan?"

He shakes his head.  "No.  I mean one of the last true titans in existence.  There are only two.  She and our Emperian, Deidra, are the soul survivors of their kind.  If Mom is alive, they'll never be able to do as they want.  If she uses her power, the side effects can be grave.  She once rewound time to save my life, and a deadly epidemic killed thousands.  Her power is not without consequence, but they won't chance her undoing what they're planning to do."

That's too crazy to even touch.  I'm not asking about the Em...peri... whatever.  Subject changing time.

"They called me Alexius Smith.  They don't know my name yet," I murmur.

Devin and Kry both breathe out in relief.  Devin pulls my hand back in his and nods.

"That's good news."

Tears fill my eyes as I start choking on guilt.

"They killed a bunch of girls with that name while trying to find me," I sob.

"Shh," he coos gently while pulling me into his arms.  "It's not your fault.  These people will kill just to be killing.  Don't blame any of this on yourself," he comforts.

My tears feel like lava burning against my cheeks.  I can feel a storm inside of me brewing, and the car begins to shake as the wind outside strikes against it.

"Easy, Dev," Kry whispers.  "Calm her down before this gets bad."

I look outside to see the trees bending under the force of the wind, and my eyes widen.

"I'm doing this?" I ask in disbelief.

Devin tightens his lips.  "Yes," he murmurs hesitantly.

The panic inside of me stirs violently, and the sky turns completely black as the dark clouds overcome the lighter ones in a hostile takeover.  Rain starts pounding down vigorously against the car as it begs to break in and soothe me.  Small, spiraling clouds begin to descend by the tens.

"Oh fuck," Kry yelps.

The twisting clouds begin ripping up the ground and charging toward us, but I don't know how to make this nightmare stop.

"Calm her down!" Kry screams, but one of the twisting beasts grabs up the SUV like it's a stray weed and launches us into the air.

I fly through the vehicle as the powerful winds flip us from side to side.  I feel my body falling, shattering the glass of the front windshield, and then I'm spiraling with the strong winds.

I scream in vain, for the storm only worsens in response.

Calm down.  Calm down.  How the fuck am I supposed to calm down right now?

Suddenly I'm falling too fast, and the clouds begin to thunder and crackle in response to my panic as I bounce against the ground with a heavy thump, but it doesn't hurt the way I expected it to.  In fact, I barely felt it at all.  Devin and Kry slap the ground, both landing on their feet.

Graceful assholes.

Devin stalks toward me and grabs me up from the ground.  His lips cover mine, devour me, and bring me to a whole new level of mind.

The winds around us disappear from my mind, and the drunken state returns with an extreme burn.  The storm inside of me begins to change, and my body leans into his.  The light burns in my eyes again, but I can't stop myself from loving his touch.  I need him right now, and my madness only grows.

My hands twist in his hair, and I can feel the weight of the world lifting from my shoulders.  His hands grip me tighter, pulling me into the kiss.  I'm too weak and wanton to fight this right now.  His tongue plays against mine, and I feel something stronger in me burning, as if it's singeing against our bodies.

"Okay.  You have to stop.  The first storm is gone, but now a new one is stirring," Kry warns.

Devin's hands don't release me though.  His lips stay on mine, and he pulls me up to meet his kiss more passionately.  I can feel that new storm inside me beginning to brew stronger as a needy throbbing erupts from deep within.

I rip his shirt off, and his hands start burning up my sides under my shirt.

Kry rips Devin off of me and yells at him.

"Stop!"

My drunken state of mind has taken over me, and Kry just pissed me off.  The winds around him stir, and his eyes widen as they launch him through five trees, and several massive boulders shatter from the impact of his body.

Devin's eyes widen, too, as he notices my newly acquired state of mind.  He yells to Kry.

"Stay back.  Don't touch me or her.  She'll fucking kill you right now."

Kry mumbles back, "Yeah, kind of figured that out on my own.  Calm her the fuck down, please."

I slowly strut toward Devin with a sexy saunter, and he takes my hands in his.  His eyes meet mine, and the power inside of me burns to get out.

"Kiss me," an odd, hollow tone sounds out from my mouth.

"Please stop, baby.  Calm down.  Come back to me," he pleads.

I feel my body shaking, trembling, and weakening beneath his pleading tone.  The clouds shift, lighten, and almost disappear slowly to reveal the brighter sky.  My eyes roll back in my head to offer me nothing more than darkness as I collapse into gentle arms.

My eyes stay closed as I feel the soft bed beneath me.  Fluffy, heavenly covers embrace me, offering me comfort.  My head is supported by the most incredible pillow I've ever felt.  My eyes finally dare to open and inspect my new surroundings.

The room is massive, white, and strategically placed items decorate it.  Obviously this is Devin's place, but where am I?

I stand and walk over to the gallant window stretching wide across the room, and I see the beauty of a glistening lake just in front of me.  There's a long, wooden dock with several speedboats attached.

I look out to see two more ridiculously large houses beside of us, identical in comparison.  I idly wonder if this house looks just the same from the outside.

I look down to see I'm wearing a satin pajama set, similar to the one I left behind in the crumpled SUV when the engine blew up.

I've destroyed two vehicles now.  Perfect.

I quickly try to think about anything other than the crazy.  I can't get upset.  I lose myself when I'm upset, and I don't know who comes out in my place.  I can't control myself.

I walk to the doorway, and I hear the whispers from voices that are trying to stay hidden from my ears.

"She's way too strong for a beginner.  What do we know exactly?

"Well I know I barely touched Devin, and she actually tried to kill me," Kry gripes.

"If she had wanted you dead, I don't think you'd be standing," Theia says softly.  "It sounds as if she's in love with my son.  He shouldn't be her trigger though.  He shouldn't be able to control her either.  Triggers don't have that sort of influence.  What does he know about her family?"

In love?  No.  I'm not in love.

I want to be done with him.  No second chances.  I just can't seem to keep my body in check around him because of this freaky... whatever it is going on with me.  I'm not in love.

"He's pretty bound by her too.  He can't stop himself around her.  He kissed her to calm the storm, but he came close to sparking a new one when he couldn't withdraw.  If she hadn't passed out, he'd still be lost in her while the storms ripped apart the lands.  This is all new to me," Kry exasperates.

"Have you seen what color her eyes burn yet?" Theia interjects.

"No.  That's another pain in the ass conundrum.  Her eyes should be showing before her power.  What is going on?" Kry whines.

"I don't know that I've ever seen anything like it to be honest.  It's possible her eyes just haven't learned to shift yet.  Now, her family?" she prompts.

"Devin doesn't know anything," Ther interjects.  "The only thing Adisia knows is that her mother abandoned her twice."

I swallow hard to fight the demons of that statement.  I might need to quit eavesdropping before I rip the house to shreds.

"And her personal history?" Theia asks.

It sucks.  Point blank.

"None to share really.  He knows very little about her.  Apparently they haven't done too much talking in the short time they've known each other," Ther says far too casually without any respect for the situation.

Really?  You don't tell that shit to a mother, you jackass.

The wind outside begins to howl, and they all shut up in unison.  Theia sighs loudly.

"Would you like to join us, Adisia?"

Stupid, traitorous wind.  Thanks for selling me out.

I stand up with begrudged acceptance for my failed spying attempt and lightly make my way down the staircase.

"Sorry.  Just trying to figure out what's going on with me since everyone talks about me and not to me," I explain, as if I need an excuse to listen to a conversation about me.

"It's fine, dear.  We just need to be careful what we say in front of you," Theia murmurs.

"I know.  I wish I knew who I was.  I would tell you if I did."

"Tell us what you do know," she requests.

"My birthmother left me in the basement of a hospital when I was five.  They didn't find me for five days, and I should have died.  They nursed me back to health, and she walked in and walked back out with me in her arms.  Then, she dumped me at the orphanage and collected her check.  The Titan's, as ironic as that is, adopted me."

She rubs her chin and nods.

"The Titan's?  That is ironic, but it could have been the universe's way of trying to get someone's attention.  Perhaps, we should have given it better attention in the beginning."

I look over at Kry who's pouring a glass of a dark alcohol.

"I'm sorry about earlier.  I didn't mean to...  It just happened, and I don't know why I did it.  That scares me the most."

He nods.  "It was my carelessness.  I knew Devin was a hands-off area with you.  I should have been more cautious in my approach."

I squirm a little.  They're all under the impression I'm in love with a man who is still a complete stranger, more so now than when I first met him.  He has broken my heart, and now I've been thrown into a world that is so surreal... I don't even know where to begin in trying to understand it.

"I think I've figured it out.  I want to lay the facts out for you, and let you draw your own conclusions to see if I'm not completely crazy," Devin's voice interjects from nowhere.

I turn to see him in a dangerously low pair of jogging pants, and he's pulling on a sleeveless shirt as he stalks toward us.  His perfect, toned, deliciously defined abdomen is slowly hidden as the shirt cascades down.  My quivering bottom lip seeks refuge between my teeth, and my body starts to heat while the wind stirs.

"Adisia," Theia says in a warning tone, and I realize the lights are flickering.

The embarrassment from his mother's observation is enough to snuff out the small fire before it becomes the raging inferno that leaves me drunk and out of control.  Devin smirks a little and avoids making eye contact with me so he doesn't entice the flames to return.

"Starting from the beginning, her mother's abandonment was the first trigger, but she was too young to change at the time.  The fear of being left alone has forced everyone around her to love her almost too much.  She's been radiating that energy since she was an infant."

"That would mean a very powerful source.  Radiating such energy takes more power than I've seen since you," Theia says to her son.

"Men go mad around her, leaving them completely beguiled and often obsessed," he continues.

"That's not really what you think, is it?" I question.

He ignores me and continues.  "When I met her, something between us sparked.  I think that was the second trigger.  That explains her sickness and the boiling water in our shower.  When I left her, the abandonment issues struck full force, and several breaker boxes blew up in her apartment building.  Then, of course, there was the engine combustion when were sharing a dangerous look.  I triggered something because of my passion for her and hers for me."

Why emphasize the word passion when speaking to his mother?  Fuck. Now I'm mortified.

"I think that's crossing a line of over-sharing," I whisper to him with a red face full of humiliation.

How can a guy tell his mother shit like this?

Devin grins too big to suppress it after hearing my voiced embarrassment, and he finally acknowledges I'm in the room.  He shakes his head and steps lightly toward me as he speaks.

"It's pertinent information to discovering your origins," he murmurs.

Then he turns back around to meet the hesitant eyes of his mother.

"I think know where you're going with this, but you know as well as I do that it's preposterous.  There's no way.  Especially with her sky opening act.  That never came about with her."

Her?  Me?  Someone else perhaps?  Irritating cryptic immortals.

"Here's the deal sealer.  Every mortal that ever dated her cheated on her.  They always came back within a week.  Now what do you think?"

Her eyes widen in shock.  Everyone is silent, and now mortified is in the rearview mirror for me.  They haven't yet created a word that fully describes how incredibly humiliated I feel.

"Seriously?  Would you like to post my personal life on the internet as well?  You asshole," I exclaim.

He steps toward me, but I move back.  I don't want to look at him right now.

"I see... I don't know... it's just too... What else brings you to this conclusion?" Theia stammers.

"Well, if that's not enough, my leaving her triggered even more of a stir when it-"

I interrupt his imperious speech.  I'm sick of hearing how he's my trigger, how he left me, and how tragic I was when I was so helplessly destroyed.

"I've been left before by men I've spent far more time with than you.  I've been destroyed and left with thousands of pieces.  I knew you for a hot minute before you decided you didn't want me," I grumble.

"I never decided I didn't want you.  I was trying to keep you safe," he argues.  "I've never stopped wanting you in the least bit since the day I met you."

Oh no.  Look away.  Look away.  This is not a conversation to have in front of his mother!

"Anyway, like I was saying, he's not the first guy to dump me, so I don't see what this has to do with anything."

"You never loved anyone like you do my son," Theia bluntly states.

Fuck!  Really lady?

Devin looks down bashfully, and I glare at his smirking face.

"I barely know him.  I don't love him.  I've been engaged before, so I think I know what love is."

Devin sits down casually on the couch, and his eyes reach up to pull mine in.  Fucking immortal.  Damn him and his eternal hotness.

I break eye contact when Theia speaks with a condescending smile.

“Immortal love is far different.  He's your trigger, which is surreal for our kind.  He has a connection with you I've never seen before.  This is far stronger than you're giving it credit for.  It's actually too strong.  This sort of bond is much more-"

She stops, pauses, and turns to Devin.

"That's where you're going with this.  You know this is who she is.  I see a little better.  What happened after your abandonment?"

"Every guy in the entire town sent her flowers.  I didn't really think that much about it.  I thought the possible infection had heightened her sex appeal to the mortals.  They were obsessing over her, though, in a mindless, helpless sort of way."

Theia takes a deep breath.  "I can't believe this.  This has never been heard of.  If this is true, they're going to be after her more than they're after the rest of us."

"I know.  Believe me, I know," he almost mumbles, his smile vanishing.

"What are you talking about?" I insist, my foot stomping the ground to accentuate my adamant demand.

"We believe you to be a daughter of Aphrodite," Theia says with a tone of awe.

Kry's glass drops and shatters against the ground.  I squirm uncomfortably as they all stare at me - gawk at me rather.

"That makes sense," Ther exasperates while gripping his head.

"A lot of sense," Kry adds with the same exasperation, relief seeming to find his eyes.

"Why?" I ask, still drinking in all the crazy.

"Because we couldn't fucking get you out of our heads," Ther grumbles, and I flush instantly.

This is so absurd.  Surely I'm not believing any of this.  I'm getting a migraine.

"So, wasn't Aphrodite all about love and flowers?  How is this such a big deal?" I ask while completely ignoring Ther's last remark.

Devin answers, sounding a little agitated.

"I told you not to believe the crap you read.  Some of it is half truths, but most of it is a bag of nonsense.  Aphrodite was the only corporealized entity that embodied love, passion, lust, and many other emotionally discharged energies around the world.  You said the whole town was crying.  When did that start?"

I shrug.  "I'm not sure."

"Were you crying when they were?" he asks.

"No.  I was all cried out at that point, or at least I thought I was," I mumble.

His lips tighten as a guilty look covers his face.

"The town was crying the tears you could no longer shed.  They grieved for you when you were too exhausted to continue.  It's another key piece to the puzzle that proves your origins.  It also makes you a target," he mutters with reservation.

"Why?"

"Because the daughters of Aphrodite were deemed too strong to contend with.  They could assemble an army by simply walking through a crowd.  Athena was believed to be the embodiment of virtue, and most of the mortal world believed her to have never had children, but that is another falsehood.  She did believe herself to be the embodiment of virtue, though nothing could be further from the truth.  She loathed Aphrodite because she thought of her as her adversary.  Aphrodite was the opposite of virtue in Athena's eyes, and she considered her to be a threat.

"She and her daughters hunted and killed the daughters of Aphrodite for centuries, leaving none left in existence... or so we thought.  Athena's self-righteous quest led to the massacre of numerous women.  Aphrodite mourned herself to death - literally.

"The daughters of Aphrodite were strong, but they never had a father of a higher power.  Aphrodite only bore children from mortals... or so we thought.  You're an anomaly, and we have to learn more about your other half."

Okay.  I just thought the crazy side of the scale had been broken.  It has just sunk into the floor, and now it's tunneling through the earth on its quest to find China.

"If Aphrodite had such a child, why didn't she step up when the others were being slaughtered?" I ask.

"Because there was something greater at stake.  She most likely had a love or another child of her own.  There's no way to tell without finding your real mother.  She can probably do just as you do, and she'll be the best one to teach you."

The wind outside slaps the side of the house, and windows begin shattering all around.

"No," I protest, an eerie crawl to my tone.

The wind picks up harder, and Devin stands to walk to me as the electricity surges violently, causing things to reach the point of eruption.

"This is to keep you safe.  I wouldn't do anything to hurt you," he promises.

"You already have," my unfamiliar voice echoes with a wind chime sound.

The trees begin to snap, and the winds around the house threaten to pull it apart.

Devin slowly wraps his arms around me and pulls me into his arms.  I can feel my tears of a lifetime's resentment starting to pour, and the rain responds by slashing into the broken windows.

"I've got you.  Nothing is going to happen," he coos.

I shove him off of me, and he catches himself against the couch.  I walk out and stare at the crazy storm I've just brought forth.

"Stop!" I scream.

The winds stir harder, and I take a deep breath.  I think of my brother carrying me around in a red wagon.  I think of Clara and me playing in the sandbox together.  My mind fills with pleasant memories, and the winds slowly start to calm.

I think back to the first time Clara met Henry, and how she giggled so excitedly.  I think of how we danced for the school talent show in eighth grade, and I laugh to myself when I see how terrible it looked.

I slowly open my eyes to see the sky has completely cleared, and only a few ruffled leaves fall to tell the story of the short storm.  I turn back to see Devin and the others standing on the porch.

"I can do this without her.  If you find her, I swear I'll lose all control.  I never want to see her," I growl, and the winds slightly stir in response.

I take a deep, cleansing breath before walking back to the house.  Devin takes my hand, but I jerk it free.  I stare him in the eye, and my voice reaches an icy tone.

"I don't care what you or anyone else thinks.  I'm not ever going to be in love with a man or an immortal who watched me fall apart and did nothing to stop my pain.  I'm still the same person.  I've broken my rule before, and I gave you a second chance.  Just like before, I ended up humiliated.  No third chances for you or my mother."

I walk by him, and he calls to me from behind.

"Adisia.  Please don't do this.  I want to be with you," he sighs.

I stop, turn, and glare.

"Then you should have thought of a way to keep us together before you ripped us apart," I snap.

When I walk in, his people have already reassembled, and they're desperately trying not to look at me.  I point my question toward Theia.

"Do I have to stay here?  I don't know you or anyone here, including Devin.  I want to be around my family or no one at all.  I've never done well in groups of strangers."

She frowns slightly.

"Your family could be at risk if you return.  I know we've had an unorthodox introduction, given my rudeness when I thought my son had fallen in love with a mortal, but perhaps we could start over.  We need to help you before you hurt yourself or someone else."

I look at Devin as he walks in, still drenched from the down pouring rain I unleashed.

"I don’t do reintroductions.  They end with the same consequence as the first."

His eyes fall to the ground, and Theia speaks gently so as not to provoke my anger.

"Your father's half has to be strong to enable you to deny your Aphrodite half the satisfaction it seeks from Devin.  It's only when your Aphrodite half intoxicates you that you succumb to your true desire.  See?  We're learning more about you already.  We need to learn as much as possible to ensure your safety and the safety of the ones around you.  Maybe I could get you a cup of coffee or tea?"

I sigh loudly when I feel the storm trying to brew.

"No.  I need a shower.  I'll clean up my mess when I get done."

I look around at the shattered windows and the flipped over furniture pieces left by my storm.  Devin walks toward me, but I turn and walk away before he reaches me.

Stay calm.  How can I do that if I'm stuck around him?

The water streaks against my skin, cleansing me of the toxic day.  The soap lathers and removes the grit and dust from my hair and body.  Mango's heavenly scent reaches my nose and brings a slight smile to my face.

I push my head under the water and smile against the warm stream covering my face.

I open my eyes, and there's a creepy, crawling, disgustingly hideous spider staring at me from the ceiling.  I scream and fall out of the shower, bringing the shower curtain with me.  I hear the tile floor crack from the impact, and I cringe at the accidental damage I've now added to this house.

I shriek as Devin flashes into the room.  I scramble to cover myself with the shower curtain, and his eyes lock with mine.  The water splashing from the showerhead begins to boil and bubble in response to the shared heated gaze.

He walks toward me, and I feel the drunken desire filling me as my strength begins to fade.  He bends and opens a cabinet door to pull out a towel.

"Sorry.  I heard a scream," he says softly with his menacing, wry smile still cocked to one side.

My eyes dance as the bubbles begin exaggerating their boil.

"I saw a spider," I whisper.

He smirks slightly, and the steamy gaze pushes the room into a haze.  Every surface fogs over with a thick coat, and he smiles a little more.

He wraps the towel around me, and the water shuts off by itself.  I look around curiously as he helps me up.

"You did that?" I ask.

His devious smirk smugly spreads.  "Yes."

I scowl a little.  "My elevator too?"

He lets an adorable throaty chuckle free.  "Yes.  I have the ability to manipulate sound waves as well, and I used my ability to fuse together the tattered wires."

Now I'm fighting a grin.  My Aphrodite half is starting to intoxicate me.  I have to stay strong, but it's hard to do when I feel his hands burning against the towel he's securing in place.

Our eyes are desperately clinging to each other's, and my hands slide against the thin shirt he's wearing to feel the secret of his perfect body hidden beneath.

"I don't want to do this until you want me - all of you," he murmurs in forced objection.

My Aphrodite half surges through me and my body moves against his.  The passion is oozing from me, and the monster inside is begging to be unleashed.  My lips graze his arm as my eyes begin their burning torment once more.

"Take me now, and we'll worry about the rest later," I dare in a tone that's almost sexy enough to even turn me on.

He smiles his smoldering, full-flashing grin, and his lips graze mine lightly, forcing my body to throb in desire.

"I like this half of you," he taunts.  "This half wants me, needs me, and begs me."

He starts to cover my mouth with his and my hands grip against his shoulders.  Just as I'm about to quench my goddess's thirst, he pulls back.  My body almost distorts to pose my writhing pain when he withdraws before I even feel truly teased.

"But I'm not going to take advantage of you when this half is in sole control.  I want all of you, just like I used to have.  I'll change your mind," he says with a seductive wink.

My hands drop from his shoulders, and he turns to walks out.  The door slams in front of him when a wind finds its way into the room, and I know I’m the one who just did it.  I can see him smiling through the cloudy mirror.

"You're getting a little control," he murmurs with his back still turned.  "That's good."

He tugs at the door and forces it open.  I skulk out with a mystifying pout, and listen to him treading lightly down the staircase.

Very slowly, my sanity begins to return.  The problem is, I want him regardless of my anonymous half.  It's not just Aphrodite begging for him, it's all of me.  I'm just smart enough to know the consequences for revisiting an old path.

Oh, but damn, that path is so good in bed.  Now I just sound like a goddess wanting sex as opposed to a sex goddess.  And I sound crazy.

Good grief.

Devin is propped against a post on the porch while he stares out at the lake.  The house was cleaned up completely before I could help.  The windows are still robbed of their glass, but I can't exactly do anything about that.

I walk up behind him and resist the urge to wrap my arms around him.

"Feel better after your shower?" he asks with his back still turned.

No.  I fucking want you so bad it hurts.  Happy?  Asshole.

I take a deep breath, praying I can show some dignity around him for a change.

"How'd you know it was me?" I ask while intentionally avoiding his question.

He slowly turns to face me.  "I can feel your presence now.  It's sort of hard to explain, but I know when you're near, and I can feel so much from you."

Please don't feel me fighting my addiction.

"Ah.  Well, I came to tell you I have to go home.  My parents are used to me checking in, and Clara will be fit to be tied if I don't go see her.  Not to mention, I have a job - that is, if I haven't already lost it.  I have bills to pay, things to do... I can't hide out here no matter how badly you want me to."

He frowns a little at my request before he answers with a soft, disgruntled tone.

"I have a cell that is tied to a false name, and you're welcome to it anytime you want.  You can call your parents and Clara whenever you wish.  As for your job, if you haven't been fired, you need to quit.  Your bills have been paid by one of my accounts listed under another false name, and your to-do list will have to wait until you can control yourself."

Damn him and his sex- as-hell self.  He's too fucking hot like this.  It makes arguing hard because I'm so distracted.

His hair is tousled, and he's still wearing those low jogging pants and sleeveless shirt.  His voice is so steady, the complete opposite of my shaky one.

"No one asked you to pay my bills, and I like seeing my family and Clara.  My job was a hard one to get, and I haven't put up with all the bullshit to just quit.  Please stop holding me captive.  I'm tired, and I want to go home."

He tightens his lips before continuing.  "Think of what might happen if you do.  What happens if you get pissed?  The apartment building could crumble beneath a storm you accidentally invite.  What happens if you're in a car with Clara, and some jerk cuts you off?  What happens if you watch a movie that evokes a sad emotion?  What happens if you're at work and your bitch boss finally makes you snap?"

"Okay.  Okay.  I get it," I mumble in defeat.  "When do I get to learn control?"

"Right now if you want to start," Theia says from behind me.

I turn to face her, and Devin steps up to stand beside me.

"I don't think that's a good idea.  She needs to rest for at least a couple of days," he contests.

"No.  I want to learn now."  I make sure to pull out my most intimidating glower, though it seems to have no effect on him.

"It's dangerous to open you up too soon," he murmurs compassionately.

Theia jumps in to speak before I can counter.

"It's no more dangerous than leaving her to the mercy of her own emotions.  I've never seen anyone controlled by their entity the way she is.  We need to see if she can handle herself like she did earlier every time.  That was a small storm.  We need to have her control when it starts and when it ends before something worse happens."

Devin sighs in protest, but he knows she's right.

"Fine, but I'm not going to let you push her too hard," he warns.

She smiles slightly and shifts her gaze to me while still speaking to him.

"I suspect you won't," she says with a smirk.

I squirm uncomfortably, and her smirk remains as she walks on by.  Devin motions for me to walk down the steps in front of him, and he follows at a small distance behind.

He struts over to a bar area set up outside and pours a glass of liquor.  The ice rattles against the glass as he sips it slowly, his eyes showing their nervousness from over the rim of the cup.

"I need you to open the skies.  Use your emotions to draw forth the thunder, the rain, the wind, whatever you can summon on a lower scale," Theia instructs.

I nod and stare at the sky.  I think about the fight with the crazy people, but not even a slight stirring occurs.  I think of my anger with Devin when he left me, and a breeze emerges.  He sits down and keeps his eyes intensely focused on me.

"Good.  Now force it stronger," Theia urges.

I think of how heartbroken I was and still am.  The wind stirs more, but it's still a subdued gust.  I can't seem to break the skies apart when I'm on the spot.

"Okay.  I need you to think of your mother.  Think of how she dumped you like an old sweater," Theia says heartlessly.

"Watch it, Mother," Devin snaps angrily as he glares at her.

"I have to piss her off.  It's a strong emotion for anyone.  Trust me," she says to him.

"It's not going to piss me off.  Earlier was a fluke.  I've dealt with my anger for my mother for far too long to provoke another emotion like I had.  I need something else.  I've dealt with too much, and I've already released most of the shit tying me down."

She frowns slightly as she thinks.

"You've dealt with your mother leaving, but what about your mother returning?  That was what pissed you off.  Imagine if she strolled up right now.  What would you do?"

Lightning crashes from the clear sky without warning, and it barely misses Theia.  She jumps to the side to dodge it - a ridiculously high and long jump.  She lands close to Devin and dusts herself off as though she's trying to rid herself of her exposed nerves.

"Well, I think that'll do the trick," she says with a slightly rattled tone.

Devin covers his laughing face behind his drink.  She clears her throat to rid her voice of her nervous crackle before she speaks.

"I think this is a good start.  I'm going to go get a glass of wine, empty it into my mouth in one gulp, and pour another before we resume.  I have to say, I wasn't prepared for that," she rattles out.

Devin laughs harder as she walks in with a slight tremble.  I resume my place on the porch, and he walks over to join me.

His sweet breath is laced with the alcohol I normally don't care for, but on his lips, I'm desperate to reconsider the appalling scotch as a personal favorite.  I've never wanted so badly to taste it, and my lips call to his.

He walks up the steps, and my eyes rise to follow his ascent.  Soon, I'm staring straight up as he towers over me.

"Have you changed your mind yet?" he says playfully.

My hands slide up his chest when the goddess within tries to pull his lips to mine, but he stops me before I can.

"That's not all of you.  I can see when you're not all of you," he seduces.  "I do love the way you want me when you're like this.  I just want all of you to want me."

His lips brush mine with their teasing dance, and he turns to disappear into the house.

He said he loves it when I want him.

The word love sends chills through me.  I can't believe this is sending me into such a rush.  He didn't say he loved me.  Why am I reeling over this?

I'm not in love.  I'm not in love.  I'm not in love.

Maybe if I say it in mantra, it'll be true.

I'm exhausted from straining my emotions, and receiving very little payout.  The one lightning bolt was apparently a fluke.  We couldn't wrestle anything else out of me, and I can't seem to control absolutely anything.

"It doesn't happen over night," Devin says softly from behind me.

Chills invade me as his breath lingers on my neck, tempting me, seducing me, and winning the war raging on inside me.

"I wasn't expecting to be an overnight success, but there's no improvement at all.  If anything, I'm declining."

He laughs a little and moves to prop in front of me.  His slanted body makes me feel a desire to straddle him, but I fight the ridiculous, carnal urge.

"Where are the others?" I ask to change the tone of the conversation.

"They went window shopping," he says with a chuckle.

"Window shopping?" I ask curiously.

"Yes, for actual windows."

His snicker continues and my cheeks blush.  I wish I had the money to pay for the damages.

"I have an idea," Theia says from behind me.  "I'll just attack Devin.  That should stir the emotions she's strongest with."

Devin grimaces.  "I don't think that's a good idea.  You've seen what happens.  She could have killed Kry."

I cringe slightly to think of such a ghastly, morbid option.

"I'm a titan.  I can withstand a great deal.  I think I can handle her," she says smugly.

"Then let's try it," I say hesitantly.

We walk back outside to see Kry, Ther, and Phillip - Devin's father- walking up with huge windows bound in cardboard boxes.  The elongated boxes are propped over their shoulders, and the immortal men don't even act the least bit breathless, despite how heavy the windows have to be.

"What’s going on?" Phillip asks casually.

"I'm about to provoke her emotions by simulating an attack on Devin."

Kry puts down the windows he's carrying as he cautions Theia.

"That's not a good idea."

She rolls her eyes, and now everyone is watching us.  No pressure.

She throws her arms out, but Devin doesn't budge.  Nothing happens at all.  Suddenly, a loud noise erupts, and a ripple dives toward him.

I take a deep breath, but nothing happens.  Devin is struck by the rippling force, and he flies backwards, digging his feet into the ground when he lands and driving up the disturbed soil.

He brushes himself off, but he's unfazed by the gentle attack.  Theia purses her lips, and then she frowns.

"I don't understand.  That should have stirred something."

"Nothing.  I got nothing from it," I say in a huff.

"Perhaps I'm not the trigger we thought I was," Devin says with a little bit of a pout.

Then his face changes.  Fear sparks and mingles with uncertainty.  He flashes up to me with his incredible speed, and his hand holds mine.

"We're about to have company," he says in an eerie, whispered tone.

Everyone jumps on guard, but nothing happens right away.  A slow fog creeps in from out of nowhere, and the clouds above us crackle.  Devin pulls me behind him in a protective motion.

"That's not me," I whisper, my hands clinging to his waist.

Though I'm barely touching him, it's still distracting.

"I know," Devin whispers back, snapping me out of my accidental trance.

My heart leaps into my throat when I hear a woman's voice sounding out.  "You're training her all wrong."

Kry whips out his circular blades just as the woman's silhouette presents itself inside the cloak of the fog, and then she emerges to reveal herself fully.  She's stunning - early thirties maybe - with striking blond hair that drapes around her shoulders.  Her sexy ensemble compliments her astounding beauty.

Kry flings the blades, but she dodges them with quick, effortless ease.  She dusts her shoulder off as the blades travel through five trees.  She doesn't flinch as the once gallant giants crash around her.

She jumps through the gap as one topples in front of her, and she continues her unwavering approach.

The blades return to Kry, and Ther pulls out a metal pole that he flings into a spiky whip.  He starts to head toward the woman, but Devin stretches out his hand to stop him.

"What do you suggest?" Devin asks the blond temptress.

Does he know her?

"You have the strongest trigger in the world for a daughter of Aphrodite - her love.  This is a rare first, and it's going to play well in our hands.  You just have to learn to control her.  You're her trigger, and you're her brake.  I think you already know this, but you need someone to guide your approach."

Theia doesn't seem to know her at all, given her offensive stance.

"Who are you? How did you find us?" Theia asks.

The woman stops and smiles while staring directly at me.

"I always know where my daughter is."




Chapter 9

The Breaking Point

"What?" I gasp in terrified, traumatic disbelief.

Her eyes soften, and her fearless, badass persona lifts slightly as she stares at me with more guilt than I've ever seen one person hold.  The thunder rolls fiercely through the sky and the lightning glistens high, threatening to strike.

Theia holds her hands up for an attack pounce, but Devin speaks gently to her.

"This is Adisia's storm.  Not Persia's."

Persia?  He knows her name?

My voice quivers as the pain inside me overflows into a raging ball of anger, and the rain pelts against my face when the horizontal winds slide it in under the overhang.

"You brought her here?  You bastard!  You can't stop hurting me!" I cry as I back up.

The thunder rumbles louder, and the lightning begins streaking to spark life into the ground.  The rain pounds on the house, and the wind cracks against it and us as it hastens with violent ambition.

"I didn't.  Adisia, I swear I didn't," he panics.

"You fucking know her name," my chimed voice blares to protest his lie.

Suddenly, Persia's voice is behind me.

"He saw me just before I got here.  I can still avoid visions pretty well it seems," she boasts.

I turn to face her, and lightning crashes between us.  She flies backwards, and I stalk toward her as the power consumes me.  I'm not out of control either.  It's just me, and I want this heartless bitch dead - cold in the ground for all she has done to me.

The lightning crashes again, but she pulls her hand up and deflects it.  It crashes to the ground beside her instead of tearing her to shreds like I wanted it to.

She scowls as she throws her hands toward the heavens and screams at me.

"That's enough!"

Like I'm going to listen to her.

The lightning crashes against the ground beside her again, and her eyes swirl and spark with lightning before shading over with a mesmerizing green.  The storm around us calms, despite the one still crashing around inside of me.

"You can control her?" Theia asks in disbelief as the skies clear.

I start to fall, but Devin catches me and pulls me into his protective clutches.

"For now I can control her storms, not her.  In a few days, her power will surpass mine.  We grow stronger with each generation.  Our collective parts gain more energy with each new breath.  She has to get a handle on herself - at least somewhat - or she'll be ripped apart by her own power.  That's why I'm here."

Devin scoops me up and sits down with me still tucked safely in his arms.  My head rests on his chest, and I feel the burning passion inside of me clashing with my fury.  The clouds thunder again, and Persia flashes to be next to us.

"You're training her Prometheus half first when you should be concentrating on her Aphrodite half.  That’s the control," she says in the usual cryptic manner the immortals around me do.

"Prometheus?  She's half titan?  Impossible.  Aphrodite never mated, let alone bore child, with a titan," Theia objects.

"Aphrodite had a child that found a strong titan mate.  I'm the direct daughter of Prometheus and Sapphire.  Sapphire had me shortly after she met Prometheus, and then Athena's war began.

"We bounced around from place to place, but eventually Athena and her daughters caught up with us.  I destroyed Athena, but not before my mother was killed.  That was my strongest trigger - my mother.

"Then I was hunted.  I bounced all over the world, and denied my Aphrodite half satisfaction.  It finally caught up with me.  I met Aphrodisia's father while I was in Egypt.  I didn't even know he was immortal at first because his eyes were so subdued.  My goddess called to him, and he responded with vigor.  The overwhelming ecstasy made me make a decision I wasn't ready to undertake, given the hunt for me.  I opened my womb for a child, and her father and I stayed together for as long as we could.”

I don't even know how to respond.  My storm is being subdued by the bitch who abandoned me, and I'm weakened from the strain of trying to force it.  Devin's arms tighten around me when he feels my shaky body trembling against him.

"And her father?" Theia asks.

Persia hesitates and takes a deep breath before answering.

"Kahl, son of Krios.  A full titan."

"That's impossible.  The titans have all been killed with the exception of Deidra."

Theia apparently doesn't want my mother to know she's a titan.  I don't blame her.  I don't trust the blond bitch either.

"Don't treat me like a fool.  I told you the name of my father.  Don't pretend I don't know who or what you are.  Besides, Kahl died before Aphrodisia was ever born.  No one, and I mean no one, outside this group can know of her existence.

"You have no idea what I've sacrificed to keep her safe.  If she dies, I'll kill you all.  Don't doubt my abilities.  I've survived one attack after another from the bitches spawned from Athena.  I'll continue until I kill them all.  Don't add yourselves to my list."

You have got to be kidding me.

"Who the fuck do you think you are?  You abandoned me.  You have no right to threaten anyone for my safety," I wail out angrily.

Devin's arms tighten around me again while Persia takes a deep breath, and then she calms herself before speaking.  Thunder doesn't crackle when she's mad.  Why does it crackle when I'm mad?

"I did what I had to in order to keep you from living the life I did.  It wasn't living at all.  I wanted you to have family, friends, and possibly a future.  I had hoped your immortality would stay dormant, and then you could live a normal, happy, fearless life.  I knew this day would come despite my hopes.  Your blood is too strong for your powers to have stayed dormant.  Then I saw you with him, and I knew it was just a matter of time before you hit your mark.  It was so obvious.  I don't know how anyone missed it."

"You can see her?" Devin questions, seeming intrigued.

"Vaguely, and only because I'm a direct descendent of Prometheus."

"I can't see her at all," he says in a huffing manner.

"That's because she's very shielded, more so than I.  We can discuss the ins and outs of our world at a different time though.  Right now, we need to train her Aphrodite half.  You're the key to that,” she says to Devin.

He frowns slightly, and I finally sit up and out of his lap.  I can't train my Aphrodite half because it wants to be with Devin so badly it's painful.  If I give in again, it'll be worse.

"I don't have to listen to you.  I'm getting somewhere the other way," I lie.

"You're not getting anywhere.  You can hate me as fervently as you want to, you can even try to kill me later, but right now, I'm going to get you where you need to be in order to survive.  So get up, dust yourself off, and get ready to learn."

I stand up, take a deep breath, and then something bizarre and unexpected happens.  I punch her as hard as I can right in the face.

She flies backwards into the lake - that is rather far away - and I turn to walk in as if I'm not rattled by my incredible strength.

Holy fucking shit.

Kry and Ther let accidental laughs escape, but everyone else is wide-eyed and mum.  I'm not listening to this bitch.  I'm not having anything to do with her.

I'm not using my Aphrodite half for a thing if I don't have to.  I'm tired of feeling pain.  I'm tired of the foolish tears.  I'm sick of the people who inflict me with both.

For the first time, I use my speed and flash up to my makeshift room.  Everything around me blurs, and my legs feel to be moving in slow motion even though they're carrying me too fast for the human eye to see.  I almost get queasy from the velocity I wasn't expecting.

Talk about a head rush.

I find the room and flop on the bed.  Soft footsteps are not too far behind, and I know Devin is in my room when his incredible scent engulfs me.

"I'm sorry she's here, but she's right.  There's no way we can beat your self-destructive deadline without her.  You have two titans and Aphrodite in you - and that's just what we know.  We have to do something fast because I'm not going to watch you die."

"I don't really care what you do or don't want to do.  I'm not letting that woman anywhere near me.  Please go away.  My head is already killing me as it is."

I sniffle a little as a few tears escape.  How did this happen?  My life was so normal just yesterday.  I was heartbroken, but normal.

He climbs into my bed and wraps his arms around me.  I can feel my goddess half warming up, and I fight to suppress it.

"I'm not going anywhere until I know you're okay," he whispers while nestling his head into my hair.

I turn to face him, and his hand grazes my cheek.

"I can't do this.  You know how badly you hurt me.  You watched it.  I've never been so destroyed in all my life.  Please, just go away."

His eyes are rippling with pain just as Persia enters the room while rubbing her sore, aching jaw.

"Okay.  Now that you've gotten that out of your system, let's get to work," she sighs.

Devin shakes his head woefully before standing up and leaving me alone with Mrs. Bitch.

She takes a deep breath, and I swear she's as nervous as I am.  She finally steadies herself enough to talk.

"You need to train now.  I know you don't want me here, but I'm the only one who knows how to teach you.  I've survived this long just to be here when you reached this age.  Your adoptive parents will have to see you ripped apart from the inside out if you don't listen to me.  Your brother will have to see you like that.  Clara will see you like that.  Don't do this for me, Devin, or anyone here.  Do it for the ones who have loved you in my absence."

How does she know so much about me?

She's right.  My parents would be destroyed by such a thing.  I hate her, but I love them.

I slowly stand to my feet and glare at her.

"This doesn't mean you and I will ever be anything more than teacher and student."

"I understand," she says with a pained whimper.

I barge by her and flash down the stairs - that wild head rush coming in again.  Everything blurs by me vividly, and my stomach slaps my throat from the inside.

Devin is drinking a glass of scotch, and Kry is pouring a glass of his own when I reach the bottom.  Exhaling heavily, I stalk toward them very deliberately.

"I'm going to assume immortals can still get drunk since the two of you are always drinking."

Kry shrugs.  "It takes more for us than mortals, but it's still doable."

I take Devin's glass from his hand and turn up the remaining liquid.  I hand him the empty cup, and then I take Kry's from his hand and turn it up as well.  Kry laughs a little when I finish my little breakdown.

"I'm about to go train with Persia.  I suggest you take cover," I mumble.

Kry laughs a little harder, but Devin follows me outside with a solemn air.  He keeps his distance this time, but Persia is already out there.  How'd she get by me?

Devin's eyes seem to bear the burden of a thought I don't share.  I'm not sure if he knows something I don't, or if he's just sulking from our previous conversation.

"So, in order to train Aphrodite, you have to get your inhibitions a little lower.  It's obvious the two of you are in a bad patch, but Aphrodite doesn't give a damn.  She's a beast with an appetite.  You have to get your lust under control before you can control anything else."

Oh.  This can't be good.

She turns to Devin.

"Okay.  Kiss her," she demands very bluntly.

"I can't do that," he says with a nervous chuckle while strumming his hand through his already tousled hair.

"You have to.  Otherwise, Aphrodite sleeps until she wants to control her.  Aphrodisia is different from us.  Her entity lies in wait to take control, where as the rest of us just draw off the power of the ancient ones.  If she's to be trained, we need her awake."

His laughter fades, and he looks at me with pained eyes.  Turning back to her, he sighs in reluctance.

"I'm not kissing her until every bit of her wants to kiss me," he murmurs gently.

I cross my arms in protest.  I don't get a say in this?  She's such a bitch.

How can she waltz in here and act as though she has a say in anything?  She can't order him to kiss me.

"Kiss her," she says, her eyes turning green.

Nothing happens, and she seems a little taken aback by that.

"You're immune?" she almost whispers.

"Look, I don't want to take advantage of her!" he barks, ignoring her question.

Immune to what?

"If you don't wake Aphrodite, then none of this is going to work.  It just requires a little effort from you.  Otherwise, she could die."

He flinches at the mention of the fatal possibility.  He steadies his breath before whispering to her, but I can still hear it.

"She doesn't want me to."

"It doesn't matter what she wants.  It matters if she lives or not," she whispers back.

He flashes to me, and his eyes connect with mine.  The goddess within is awakening against my wishes.  His hands grip me, and I struggle lightly against his touch.

"I'm sorry," he murmurs as his lips take mine.

I can't fight him.  I need him right now.  Aphrodite breaks free and takes me over as my hands wrap around his neck and then move to twist in his hair as he lifts me up.

My legs wrap around his waist, and the kiss deepens with more fire and intensity than I've ever felt.  I can hear something happening, but my eyes barely gauge anything around me as he grips me tighter and they close again.

The steamy scent of boiling water invades my nose, but it doesn’t snuff out the entrancing scent of Devin Cole's passion for me.

"What's going on?" Theia questions, but I can't stop what's about to happen - even if it is a little crude to do in front of his mother.

My nails dig into his back, and he squeezes his hands against me tighter in response.  I'm not in control anymore.  I'm not me at all, but then again I am.  It's all so confusing, dreadful, incredible, and surreal at once.

"Now.  Please," the goddess and I beg.

He starts walking away with me still firmly attached to him, and Theia calls to us.  "We need to train.  The whole lake is boiling.  Can you two break it up for a minute?"

Devin ignores her as he carries me toward the house, and I hear Persia talking in a low murmur.

"Unfortunately, this is how you train Aphrodite."

I feel the wall crack as he falters in his stride and my back claps against it.  He doesn't attempt the stairs.  I can feel us crossing a threshold, but I don't pay any attention to the room around me.

The bed is suddenly beneath me, and he separates from me long enough for me to rip his shirt over his head.  His mouth quickly regains control over mine, and his hands scour my body, making up for lost time.  My hips rise and fall against his and my jeans feel as if they're burning off of me.

He rips them free from my body, and then he hoists me back into the air to force my back into a shattering armoire.  The splintered wood splatters around us, but that only fuels my lusting fire.

He pushes me harder against the wall, and I balance myself long enough to pull my shirt off.  His lips stroke my neck, and I'm so fucking doomed at this point.  My lips return to his, and I feel the desperate, unkempt desire I've been dying to give into.

Aphrodite seizes her moment, consumes me, and takes both of us into the flames.

"Do you hate me for that?" Devin asks guiltily while we lie in a shattered bed surrounded by an even more shattered room.

I think about that for a second, and I know I can't hate him no matter what - certainly not for that.

Day turned to night during our ridiculous amount of time in here.  I don't know what I'm supposed to feel, but Aphrodite has been sated, and I still want him so badly.

"No.  I don't hate you, but I don't see how having sex with you has helped anything... other than the obvious," I mumble.

He stifles a grin, and I roll over to face him.

"What do we do now?" I ask softly.

His eyes soften, and they start trying to pull me in.

"Anything you want," he says with an underlying meaning.

I feel myself inching toward him, surrendering, and finally giving up my endeavor to stay away.

"I want you."

The honesty in my words is raw, leaving me all the more vulnerable.

"I'm yours."

His lips cover mine, but there's a knock at the door to interrupt the new stirring.  I cover up with the remainder of the sheet that has been scorched from the heated encounter, and Devin pulls on his eye-catching, low-hanging pants.

"Yeah," he says with a bit of agitation.

The door creaks open, and Ther walks in with a huge smile that only forces me to blush.

Damn immortal super-hearing.  There's no telling what wild, raw, carnal sounds came out of us during that.

"The others are here now, and Persia isn't happy about so many knowing about Dissy, so we could use your help."

I roll my eyes.

"My name is Adisia."

Devin laughs a little, and Ther's eyes dance excitedly.  I pull the scorched sheet a little tighter, and Devin moves between me and Ther to block his view.

"I'll be out in a minute," he says in a scolding tone.

"Yeah.  Take your time.  I think we can manage for a minute.  By the way, the two of you blew out the power for ten miles.  Your dad went to get some supplies."

I blush deeper as I clap my hand over my face, and Devin snickers a little as the door shuts behind Ther.

He turns back to me and steps over the shattered furniture trail we've left behind.  The bed is even setting at an angle after we collapsed half of it.

I smile as he pulls on his shirt.  "So, was this your room?"

He laughs louder as he climbs back onto the bed to be beside me.

"Yes, it was.  I may have to do a little redecorating before I can sleep in it again."

"I don't know.  I think it has a savage appeal now," I flirt.

His eyes hold mine as he kisses the back of my hand, and the goddess tries to awaken.

"You could stay in the room I'm in," I breathe, losing all the humor I had in my earlier tone.

"I wasn't planning on staying anywhere but with you," he smolders, and my lower lip feels the bite of my teeth as I stare into his swirling eyes.

He pulls me into his arms, and his lips trap mine.  I feel the heat of his hands forcing my body to spark.  He pulls me under him, and then there's another knock.

Devin smirks as he answers the interrupter.

"Yeah."

"So, I know you're with a sex goddess and all, but we could really use you out here," Kry says impatiently.

Devin laughs wildly as I blush again.  He kisses my forehead, and I whisper to him before he gets up.

"Don't hurt me again.  I can't-"

He kisses me to stop my ramble, and then he draws back slowly to meet my eyes.

"I never wanted to hurt you the first time.  I have to be with you.  I need to be with you, and I'll never let you go.  I couldn't let you go even after I let you go.  I-"

Another knock interrupts us yet again.

"Yes," he growls.

"Some crazy bitch is threatening to open the skies on our asses if we don't go.  Can you please help us out?" an unfamiliar voice pleads.

Devin smiles playfully as though he finds humor in Persia's madness.

"Be right there," he chuckles out.

I pout slightly when he turns back to me, as if he's asking for permission to leave.

"Go.  Kill my mother if you have to."

He laughs again, but I can see his reluctance to get up.

"I do want to be with you.  That's never been in question since I started stalking you the first time," he teases.

I smile foolishly, and he disappears out the door, leaving me only his scent to drown in.

I stand up and pick up my jeans.  A gasp breaches my once sealed lips when my eyes fall upon the charred fabric.

They felt like they were burning against my legs because they were.  There's barely any material still intact.  I'm surprised the entire house didn't get torched.  I'm sure he had to break out some of his Poseidon juice to extinguish that shit.

Oh boy.  This is all so crazy.

I can hear everyone outside, but I tune it out.  At least I'm learning to do that much.

I pull on my shirt, which has suffered some burns as well.  Hopefully I can get through the house without anyone seeing me.  At least my underwear is still intact.  I slide them on and peek out the door.  I don't see anyone, so I decide to risk it.

I sprint toward the stairs and shriek as a guy barrels down them.  His mouth falls open, and he shakes his head to try and assess if he's seeing clearly.

His eyes blaze with excitement, and he licks his lips like I'm a juicy steak someone just threw on a plate in front of him.

Who the hell is this guy?

"Hey, girl.  Where did you come from?"

He takes a step toward me, and I inch backwards in a ready-to-run stance.  He takes another step, the swirling yellow staining his once brown eyes.  I don't like the way he's looking at me, and I don't hesitate.

"Devin," I murmur quietly, the fear evident in my tone.

Devin flashes to my side the moment I call his name.  He pulls his shirt off and hands it to me to put on.

I quickly shrug it on, and I'm thankful it drips lower than my underwear.

"Back off, Trey," he threatens.

The guy seems possessed, and he steps toward me again.

"Trey?  What the hell?  Back the fuck off," Devin blares.

Persia walks in just as Devin grabs Trey and throws him out of the house.  He rushes to the porch, and yells at him.

"You don't want to try this with me."

Persia sighs, "It's not his fault.  This is why I wanted a limited amount of people here.  She has to get her Aphrodite under control.  The others here seem to have acclimated to her growing powers somewhat, but all these new ones are going to struggle until she gets her supercharged sex appeal subdued."

Supercharged sex appeal?

Devin's lips tighten, and then he nods.

"Yeah.  Most of us have been around her from mortal to immortal.  I'll talk to Mom about keeping everyone else out of this house until she figures it out," Devin grumbles with his eyes still burning against the brooding man limping away.

"I'm going to put some pants on now," I say with a blushing, shameful, downward gaze.

"Aphrodisia, you should concentrate on Devin and only on him when you're in a room full of men.  If you make eye contact with another man right now, it could push them to a limit with severe consequences - even the ones who have gotten used to your... charms," she instructs.

"I'll fucking kill someone if they try anything," Devin interjects.

"It won't be them.  They lose control," Persia adds.

"I've walked away from her Aphrodite stare, so can they," he growls.

"You're the only man I've ever known capable of such.  It's astounding actually.  Her eyes bear the aphrodisiacs to the gods in them, and it's unbelievably strong in the early stages."

"Got it.  I'm not even allowed to look at people now.  Great," I mumble.

Persia's eyes soften, and I know she actually knows exactly what I'm going through, but I still hate her.

"It gets easier.  Getting your goddess under control will free you from such issues, but for right now you have to play carefully.  Eventually, you'll control the gaze and your Aphrodite.  You can't hide out here forever.  It's too dangerous."

"Too dangerous?  I thought this was a safe house," I say in confusion.

"A safe house is only good for intense training.  We hide better among the mortals.  Out here, we're too obvious.  There's no interference with our scents or anything else.  Our presence is easily detected.  We stay here to give someone time to get their powers under control.  Usually we have about two weeks before someone starts sniffing around," Devin answers with a huff.

"And no one bothered to tell me I had to be ready to go back into society within a couple of weeks.  You told me I'd be ripped apart in a few days, so why not tell me I can go home in two weeks?"

"Because he didn't know how strong your scent was.  These people were half mad by the time they got here.  They're intoxicated and drinking you in.  Their presence is a safety risk."

Devin shakes his head.

"Their presence is necessary in case we run out of time before we're ready.  Things have gone awry in other safe houses.  There's a reason we have multiples.  I'm not going to let anyone here touch her, and they're going to be here in case someone outside our group tries."

She tightens her lips, but sighs in defeat.  "I'm used to doing things on my own.  It's easier to move quicker."

"I guess that's the real reason why you threw me away twice," I grumble while I make my way up the stairs at last.

I almost feel pain exuding from her.  I suppose she's using her goddess to express how cutting my words were.

Kry runs in, and Devin speaks to him as he follows behind me.

"No one in the main house.  They're vulnerable to her goddess."

"Yeah, well, it's not easy on Ther and me either."

"Just let me know if you feel it's too much," Devin exasperates while gripping his head.

"I'll be fine.  Just make sure she stays in here as much as possible when the others are out.  I'll keep them back, but we've got some hikers to deter right this moment.  I'm going to inspect so we can be sure there not immortals."

Devin looks at me as I finally step into the room.

"Take Trey.  He needs the fresh air," Devin mumbles.

"Will do."

Devin enters the bedroom and walks over to hold me in his arms.

"He didn't touch you, did he?"

"No.  I called you when I saw the swirls of crazy in his eyes," I grumble softly.

He kisses me gently, and Aphrodite wiggles freely inside of me.

"We have to get you sorted out.  I don't like knowing so many men want you," he says with a forced playful tone.

My eyes look up at his, tears brimming my lids.  I feel so scared right now.

"I just want you, and I shouldn't," I sigh.

"Yes you should because I want you too.  You have no idea how surreal it was to learn you're immortal.  I was elated, and I felt free to fall for you.  I need you, and I'm more determined now than ever to keep you.  I'm never going to let you go."

He jerks me into his kiss, and his hands slide up my hips to graze my underwear.  He pulls back slightly, and I'm still me.  The small bit of intimacy hasn't brought out Aphrodite.

"You're already getting some control, and I love kissing you when you're you," he whispers.

There's that word again, love.  It sounds so good rolling off his tongue.  Why does such a word send me into an aching throb?

Restrain the goddess.  Get a grip.  Learn to control her.

"So, educate me on your visions," I say to derail the goddess's plan of seduction.

He shrugs and plops down on the bed.

"Tell me what you want to know."

I climb over him and shiver as the inside of my left leg grazes him.  He smirks as he sees Aphrodite stir, and my eyes spark with an unseen force.  I swallow hard and try to subdue her once more.

"How far can you see?" I ask shakily.

His grin stays apparent, but he answers casually.

"It depends.  Sometimes I can see seconds ahead, and sometimes I can see years ahead.  It varies.  There're sometimes I can't see anything at all, and that usually means someone is heavily blocked.  You're the only one on our side I can't see."

I smile a little as the goddess sparks her power in my eyes, and I'm taken aback when I see the mirror on the far wall.  My eyes are a bright, emerald green.  Frigging green.  It looks so... unnatural yet familiar.  I love it and hate it at the same time.

I play Aphrodite's delicious game when my strength wavers too much.

"So, you can't see me at all?" I ask with a hint of playful seduction.

He narrows his eyes in suspicion as he answers.

"No.  Not at all."

"So you can't see me before I do this?" I ask teasingly as I lean over and graze his bare abdomen with my lips.

His breath hitches, and I smile as I speak softly with the seductive tone more pronounced.

"Or this?" I ask while trailing my lips up his stomach to his chest.

He squirms as a dull moan rattles in his throat.

His voice trembles as he whispers, "No."

I smile again as I weave my passionate web on him.

"And you can't see before I do this either?" I ask as my lips scrape back down to kiss just below the waistband of his pants.

He squirms more, and I can feel his desire materializing and running over his body.  The power surges back on, despite all the damage we caused to it earlier, and light bulbs begin sounding off violently in their bursting melody across the house.

He grabs me and jerks my face to his.  I can feel his body grinding against mine, calling to mine, and holding mine without a chance of escape.  My lips play over his for a moment before giving into the devouring kiss.

I feel my body burning against his and the room begins to shake beneath us.  He pulls my hips to meet his, the desire coursing through us both.  The passion erupts, and the remaining windows blow free from the room as I fall prey to the man I need.

I wake up in the warm arms of the immortal I adore despite all my logic.  He's staring at me, and I grin bashfully under his beguiled gaze.

"Kry is very upset he has to go get more windows.  He has threatened to board everything up until you're gone," he teases.

I laugh a little and cover my face which is still beaming its favorite shade of red.  He removes the sheet from my head and leans over to kiss me.  His sweet lips bring my blood boiling to the surface, but I calm the storm that's trying to brew.

"How do you feel?" he asks genuinely.

"Like I've passed a few tests.  There wasn't a hurricane forming from one kiss.  Granted, I did break your electricity, bedroom, and now this bedroom as well," I joke while glancing around from the bed that once sat much higher in the air.

"Perhaps a wooden bed frame isn't the best idea for you," he chuckles.

I smile a little as I climb out of the smashed bed and pull on my shorts and shirt.

"What are you doing?" he asks softly.

"I thought I might take you up on your offer to lend me your phone."

He smiles as he picks his pants up from the floor and pulls a phone from the pocket.

I straddle him for a second as I wrestle with the awakening goddess, and then I kiss him gently on the lips while I take the phone from his hands.

I pull back with a smile spreading when I see his.  It takes more strength than I should have to exert, but I climb free from the very, very tempting position and walk out while calling my dad.

"Hello," his worried tone says to the number he doesn't know.

I flash down the stairs, my head jolting back as I cover the mouthpiece of the phone to keep it from sounding like a windstorm to the man who has probably been awake for days.

"Hey, Dad," I say guiltily.

"Aphrodisia!  I've been worried to death.  Where have you been?" he gasps in a scolding, terrified tone.

My ex-boyfriend kidnapped me, I turned immortal, I met my birthmother, and then I broke a few beds while trying to train my Aphrodite... Hmm.  How about a lie instead?

I take a deep breath to prepare myself for the hellacious lie I'm about to have to tell.  I really should have rehearsed something.

"Sorry.  I had a rough few days, so I held up in my apartment with no contact with the outside world, and now I'm on... vacation."

"Vacation?  Adisia, your boss said you haven't come into work in days.  She said you'd lose your job if you didn't show up tomorrow.  What's going on?  Does this have something to do with that boy?"

I laugh a little.

"Boy?  Dad, he's old enough to be called a man," I snicker out.

Speaking of which, just how old is he?

"Adisia, you can't do this.  You're a strong, confident, level-headed girl with a good sense of direction in your life.  Don't give all that up because you've got eyes for a guy.  He has too much money to trust him.  Men like that; they don't stay with women for too long.  Don't do this to yourself, honey.  Just forget about him, and come home," he pleads.

My dad has never been one to hold back.  He always gives me his opinion, whether I want it or not, and then he tells me what to do even though I never listen.

"It's not like that.  I love you, Daddy, but I just called to check in, not to get in trouble," I tease.

"I'm not getting on to you, but I'm worried," he mumbles.

"Don't be.  I'm fine.  I'll see you when I get home.  Don't worry about my job.  I hated it anyway.”

"You need a job, young lady."

"I love you, Daddy," I mumble as I hang up.

Sheesh.  Why did I start my morning out with that phone call?

I dial the next number on my list and hope for a better conversation.

"Hello?"

"Hey, Mom.  It's me."

"Where are you, young lady?" she scolds.

So much for this call going better.

"I'm with Devin," I murmur with an involuntary smile spreading across my face.

"Oh.  Well then.  Never mind.  I suppose I'd lose track of time too if I was with such a cutie."

Cutie?  Really?

"Yeah.  I just wanted to call and tell you I'm okay.  I love you, Mom."

"I love you, too, sweetie.  Have a good time with that piece of perfection," she teases.

I blush as I end the call and dial the next number.

"Oh this had better be you, Titan," Clara demands.

I laugh at the irony in that name showing more dominance now.

"Yes.  It's me.  How are you?"

"Don't you dare laugh.  Where are you?  I've been to your apartment, your work, your favorite coffee spot... I've been every-damn-where trying to find you.  Your cell phone is still on your dresser.  Your clothes and suitcases are still in place.  I've been to the police station three times, and they wouldn't do anything."

I laugh ridiculously hard at her motherly tone that surpasses my actual mother's tone.

"I'm with Devin."

I tense, waiting for Clara's angry reaction that's sure to follow.

"What?  You're kidding?  After that piece of shit dumped you?" she gasps.

"It's a long story, but yes, we're back together.  We decided to get away for a few days."

"No.  Get home now, and get away from that... guy.  He's bad news.  What happened to your no second chances rule?  I happen to be rather fond of it."

"My no second chances rule seems to have a blind spot for him.  Anyways, I'm happy.  Please don't be mad at me."

She sighs out, and I know I've just won her over.

"Fine.  Be warned though, Jerry heard about your breakup, and he's been stalking your apartment.  He's probably going to be waiting on you when you get home."

"I'll be fine.  Devin can handle Jerry if he has to," I chuckle.

That would be fun to watch.  I'm so cruel.

"Okay.  I'm going to expect a call soon and a visit sooner," she insists.

"I'll do my best.  I'll talk to you later," I murmur just before hanging up.

I look out at the beautiful lake, and a cup of coffee is suddenly in front of me.  I turn to see the tantalizing, dark- not swirling - blue eyes staring into mine.

"Thanks," I say with a very girly hue.

He nods and smirks as he props against the railing beside me.

"So, I need to take care of Jerry?" he asks with an excited spark in his eyes.

"Easy boy," I chuckle.  "It was a joke.  Clara said he's been scoping out my place because he heard about our breakup.  I told her we were back together, so maybe he'll get the message."

"I'll be glad to deliver the message personally," he says dangerously.

I move over to straddle his slanted body, and his free hand pulls me closer while his other holds his coffee steady.

"Not necessary, though it's hot knowing you want to," I seduce.

He pulls me tighter while his eyes dance with more menace.

"I think I like your turn-ons."

My lips lightly graze his as I strain to keep the goddess in check.  My tongue parts his lips, and his grip tightens in response.

Pulling back, I smile deviously and see my blue eyes glow green in the reflective surface of the remaining window.  I gasp slightly at the unexpected glow that seems so much brighter than it did earlier.  I never even felt the burn this time.

"Whoa.  Do they always do that?"

Devin tucks my hair behind my ears as he turns my face around, and then he kisses my shoulder.

"It's becoming more pronounced now.  It just started after we... reconciled.  Before, it was a little harder to tell when you were completely you."

"Great.  Now there's proof I have more than just me in here," I mumble distastefully.

"Yep, and I get to be with both.  It's like having two women for the price of one," he teases.

I shove him playfully for his crude remark while shaking my head.  Then I lean back and stare into his perfect eyes.

"I'm kidding, you know?  You're just you.  She's just the entity that guides your power.  Eventually she'll cease to have any control," he adds.

"I know you're kidding, but it's good to know I don't have to share you forever," I murmur with a blushing color stinging my face.

"Forever, eh?" he says with a menacing, teasing grin.

Oh fuck.  The red floods my face from my accidental insinuation, and I almost fall off of him while trying to recover.

"I meant that figuratively," I quickly correct, and he just laughs while strumming my lips with his.

"Sure you did," he chuckles out, and his lips dare mine to get even closer.

"Vices?" I murmur through the brush of a kiss we're sharing, and it's more of a desperate attempt to break away from the embarrassing conversation I hadn't meant to start.

He pulls back to look at me curiously.

"Vices?" he asks with bemusement.

"Yes.  Name yours."

"Oh.  Coffee, scotch, and the occasional cigar.  What about you?"

"Chocolate, coffee, and bad boys," I snicker out.

He smirks in response, and then his eyes dare me to come closer.

"Bad boy - singular from now on, I hope," he says with a seductive tone that sends chills all over me.

I almost dissolve under his liquefying gaze.  Mmm.

"Definitely singular.  I don't cheat, and I can't seem to stay away from you."

"I can't tell you how happy that makes me to hear," he murmurs, and it's in a way that sends my body spiraling into full blown goddess.

The wind stirs and runs its fingers through my hair as it gently whirls it around me.  The clouds begin to darken, and Devin cringes as the lightning starts to threaten the sky.

"Baby, you have to control this.  Persia can't keep helping you.  Come on, do this.  You can do this."

The wicked grin on my face doesn't give him the relief he seeks, and more lightning jerks down as I press my lips to his.

He kisses me for a moment, but then he pulls me back.  I tilt my head in confusion, and the goddess inside me grows angry from the recoiled intimacy.

"Baby, please.  Adisia, you have to control this," he pleads.

Then a new voice interjects itself into our private conversation.

"Adisia, think about Devin needing you to stop.  Think about how he'll be injured if you don't.  Think about how this affects him when the goddess controls you," Persia yells.

I tilt my head at her, and I see a beautiful goddess inside her begging to be set free.

"You stay too locked up," my voice echoes.

"Adisia, this isn't you.  Calm the goddess.  You have to learn to control her.  Devin needs you to control her if you ever want to be together," she cautions.

Slowly the wind stalls its gust, and then stops all together.  The lightning whimpers as it's forced back into the clouds.  The clouds are trembling instead of thundering as they disperse and make room for the sunshine.

I sigh out loudly, and Devin wraps his arms around my waist to steady me.  He looks discouraged as he speaks to Persia.

"I thought she was getting control.  What happened?"

"She's growing stronger.  I can't pull the storm away from her anymore.  It's up to her already.  I wasn't expecting it to happen today, and Aphrodite shouldn't be so dominant within her.  I've never seen such a hold," she murmurs meekly.  "I knew Aphrodite would have presence, but not this strongly."

Devin kisses the top of my head just as Theia walks out.

"The storm started and stopped.  That's progress, right?" she asks Persia.

"In one respect, yes," Persia mutters unconvincingly.

Theia seems as displeased by that answer as I am.  Drat.  I thought I was getting this under control.

Persia stares expectantly.  I'm sure she would love for me to ask her what I'm doing wrong, especially since I haven't listened to a single thing she's been trying to tell me.

She finally realizes I'm not going to give her an inch, so she skulks off to the edge of the lake.  I feel a gentle breeze stirring as she tosses a leaf out in front of her.  I watch her float the leaf around like a feather in the wind.

She lets it get almost to the surface of the lake, and then she blows it back into the air to reset the cycle.  It's so relaxing to watch the gentle, repetitive motion.

"How does she do that?" I whisper almost too low.

"I don't know.  I don't have that power," Devin says in the same whisper.

"What can you do?  I mean besides your ripple thingy."

He laughs a little at my pitiful, ill-informed characterization of his ability.

"Well, besides my 'ripple thingy,' I can call to the water."

I smirk a little.  "I've always enjoyed show more than tell."

He snickers slightly, and then he pulls me into his arms.  He kisses me gently, and I can almost hear the ocean inside of me.

I pull back to see the tide rushing in his eyes, and I gasp loudly as he turns me around to see the lake forming spirals of water into the air.

The magnificent display draws me in as I gaze at the wonder dancing to a well choreographed melody only he can hear.

He kisses me on the back of the head, and the water slowly begins to descend without disturbing the surface below with a splash.

I smile, and now I'm wishing I hadn't asked him what else he could do.  I'm so flushed, hot, and burning for him right now.

"That was a bad idea," I mumble as the goddess begins to return.  "I can't control her at all."

He stares into my bright green eyes that have replaced the blue.

"There's only one person who can show you how to control the goddess and the storm.  I know you don't want to talk to her, but it's proving to be a necessary evil."

"I can't," I whisper.

He kisses me softly, and then whispers back, "You never get answers until you ask questions."

I stare at her as she continues on in her tranquil release, never having even acknowledged Devin's display of power behind her, and I sigh with begrudged acceptance for what I know I have to do.

Devin's right.  I do have questions, but not all of them are about the immortal world I've been dropped into.

"Okay."

He pecks me on the lips, and my hand trails down his chest as I walk away.

I'm slowly losing my nerve with each step.  She starts to turn when she hears me but returns to her leaf dance instead.  She's probably worried she'll spook me.  She's probably right.

I need to ask her how to subdue Aphrodite or at least rein in her power.  I need her to show me how she exercises such control.  The only thing she's told me to do that I've done is have sex, and well, obviously that wasn't exactly a difficult order to follow.

I have to ask her how she got it under control, even though that means I'm going to have to listen.  I almost want to hold my nose before diving into the deep end of the conversation I've avoided.

"Why did you leave me twice?  Why didn't you just leave me alone the first time you dumped me?  Why did you come back?"

The tears that flow from my eyes are just as unexpected as my outburst.  I never meant to touch such a personal, devastating subject.

The leaf she's been toying with surrenders to gravity and plummets to the lake's surface.  She cringes slightly, having been caught off guard by the same unexpected confrontation.

She sits down on the edge of the dock and lets her feet dangle just above the water's surface.

"I left you the first time because there was a gang of huntresses after me - Athena's daughters most likely.  I don't know how they knew who I was, where I was, or even what I was, but they did.

"Kahl had died just a few months before during another unprovoked battle, and I had been on the run with a child in my arms the whole time.  I didn't know they had found me until I felt the stinging of fire against my cheek.

"A fire wielder had caught me off guard, and I grabbed you up from the sandbox you were playing in.  From there, I did what I do best - I ran.  It's ingrained in our kind to run away when all else fails.  Something you'll learn if you haven't already.

"I made it to the hospital before they caught up with me, but I knew they were close, and I had to get you to safety.  There was a chained door that led to the basement.  I ripped the chains off and tucked you inside.  I ran for miles and miles with every intention of returning.  I couldn't shake them though.  I managed to get to a phone, and I called the hospital.  I told them where you were, and I almost fell apart when I heard on the news five days later that you had just been found.

"They never went to look for you.  I told them where you were, and they never went to look for you.  I don't even... I simply-"

Her sobbing ramble is interrupted by the sound of Devin's panicked footsteps.  Persia's eyes widen, as she sees something he's apparently seen.

"What?" I prompt, since all I can see is the present, not the future.

"We've got to go.  Now," Devin demands as he grabs my hand and rushes me to the car.

He scoops me up and places me over the door, and then he leaps into his seat.  The car slams into reverse, and Persia jumps in the backseat.

"I see at least ten," she whispers.

"Same here," he says in an almost inaudible tone.

He pulls out his phone, and now I can hear both whispered conversations as he wedges the phone between his ear and shoulder to enable him to shift his gears violently.

"Devin?" Theia asks in bemusement.

"Mom, there're at least five coming in from the east, two from the west, and three from the north.  They'll be there in less than ten minutes.  Persia and I are getting Adisia out of here."

"We'll handle things here.  Keep her calm, and keep her safe."

Calm?  Really?  Is anyone else here seeing this craziness, or am I alone in finding this all bizarre?

"Tell Kry to grab our stuff and meet us at the rally point when it's safe."

"I'll call you when we've resolved the issue."

He puts the phone down, and his hand reaches over to grab my trembling one.  The clouds over head begin to rumble, and lightning flickers above.

"I'm here.  Don't panic.  Just hold it back," he murmurs softly.

I look at him and try to focus on my adoration and my deep, concentrated emotion for him, but I'm derailed in my attempt as suddenly a man crashes to the road in front of us.

I scream as Devin jerks the wheel and uses the emergency brake to drift around him with professional precision.

I turn back to see the guy pounding the road with his fist, and the thunderous cracking as the road crumbles, breaks apart, and collapses behind us in a ripple.  I hear the roar of the engine as my head bobs from the ferocious acceleration when Devin outruns the destruction behind us.

My eyes lose the man as the car squeals around a sharp curve, and my hair slaps me in the face.  Persia stands to her feet, despite the wild ride, and focuses her energy behind us just as the guy emerges from around the curve.

Lightning crashes fiercely against the ground, and it flips him backwards once it strikes just in front of him.

The earth quakes beneath him, and it screams in agony from its newly opened surface.  The lightning whistles as it crashes again, and the man is thrown into the lake before he can ever stand back up.

Persia sits down, and I see Devin's eyes clashing with the forced tide as the lake stirs beside us.  The sides start swirling faster and faster until there's a whirlpool pulling everything to the bottom.  I can't see the man, but I know he can't out swim that.

I take ten deep breaths.  I'm doing good not to hyperventilate at this point.

Devin screeches the car against another curve on the winding road, and Persia's eyes are staring behind us.

Devin picks his phone back up again.

"We'll be there in five minutes.  Have it off the ground," he says briskly and hangs up before the person on the other line says anything.

"Be where in five minutes?" I whimper in complete baffled frustration, but he doesn't answer.

The storm above us starts to brew, and Devin jerks my face to his.  He kisses me hard, and I can feel the storm lifting as he uses his foresight to lead him around the winding road while my face obstructs his eyesight.

He releases me just before the goddess consumes me, and I see the storm has vanished from the sky.

He just controlled me.  He just controlled my inner chaos by provoking the goddess's appetite.  I'm not sure how I feel about that.

"You can see them?" Persia asks mildly.

"Only moments before an attack, and not all the time.  It's hit or miss usually," he mumbles.

"I didn't see them coming until you came up.  You're stronger than I gave you credit for being."

"That's how I like it," he says very cockily, and it's almost too sexy for my goddess to withstand.  "Just be ready to bail out.  We're here," he adds while squealing the car at a ninety degree angle, and then he barrels down a muddy dirt path that leads to a vast field.

The car sloshes through the mud, driving it up to almost splash inside the car.  He doesn't even turn off the engine when he jumps out and whisks me out of my seat, treating me as though I don't weigh an ounce.

I see a helicopter hovering approximately twenty feet above the ground, and Devin is pulling me through the muddy field to meet it.  He doesn't give me any warning before he pulls me to him, and suddenly we're leaping through the air and then thudding inside the chopper.  It takes my stomach a second to catch up and slap me in the throat.

Persia glides in just behind us, and the helicopter lifts and surges forward to aide in our retreat.

Devin relaxes as we climb higher, and his arm drapes over me.  I shiver slightly from the overwhelming rush of adrenaline mingling with confusion.

"Who were they?" I tremble out.

"I don't know.  There're so many groups these days, and I never see the names behind the faces coming," he says softly.

"You need to stay calm.  A storm will take down this helicopter, and it could cause serious injury to any mortals around," Persia cautions.

How can I stay calm when she puts it that way?  Oh I need alcohol - lots and lots of alcohol.

I close my eyes and think of anything at all besides the crazy episode going on below.  I think of promiscuous winds dancing with the sands of the beach.  I think of the glimmer of the stars blurring against the small ambitious ripples of the miniscule lake which is desperately trying to mimic the glorious waves of the ocean.

Then my mind flashes to a memory rather than a thought - one I had completely misplaced in the shadows of my mind where all the unimportant information gets stored.

There's a blond-haired woman sitting proudly in the stands.  The large gymnasium is packed to the brim, but her beauty calls for my attention.  Her dark sunglasses strike me as odd, given the night sky and intimate enclosure.

Tears slip out from under the frames, and she dabs them lightly with her tissue.  She doesn't speak to anyone, or even act as if she knows anyone around her.  She only claps when they call out my name.

I walk across the stage, accept my diploma, and smile at my doting parents.  My eyes revert back to the mysterious stranger, but she has vanished.

It was her.  It was Persia.  My mother came to my high school graduation.




Chapter 10

The Motherly Stalker

I walk out of the bathroom while towel drying my hair.  My water-loving wonder is staring out the window and talking on his phone.

My mind has been so congested I didn't even hear him talking while I was in the shower.

"Good.  Anyone from our group hurt?" he asks with concern.

"No.  We're fine.  Just a few scratches, nothing major.  Are your visions failing you?" Kry asks teasingly.

"I don't trust them in situations like this.  I'm worried I'll confuse wishful thinking with visions.  Just bring our bags to the room.  The helicopter is on stand by."

"It's a damn good thing you think so far ahead.  I always thought it was a waste of money to have someone on constant stand by out there," Kry says a little shakily.

Devin sighs lightly while speaking.

"I've got more than enough money to ensure the safety of anyone undergoing training, especially Adisia."

"How is she?"

Devin turns to me just as my dampened, chocolate-glazed hair falls free from the clutches of the towel and cascades around my bare shoulders to graze the top of the towel clasped at my chest.

"Tell Kry I'm fine," I say with a smirk to let him know I've been listening in.

He smiles faintly at me, and then Kry speaks a little louder.

"Thank you for not losing control," he chuckles.

I half smile at his morbid sense of humor.  He seems so indifferent to the recent events that have just unfolded.

"We'll see you when you get here," Devin murmurs, and then he pushes his phone back into his pocket.

He smiles a little bigger when he fully inspects my towel-wrapped state.  His eyes swirl with seductive danger, and the goddess stirs.

"I need a shower too," he murmurs while kissing me.

"I got pretty muddy.  It's possible I missed a spot or two," I seduce.

He smirks deviously, and then his eyes stare into mine that are most likely green at this point, given his look.

"We're in a hotel with quite a few mortals.  We need to refrain from anything that will provoke your goddess.  I'll be done soon.  The clothes from the emergency pack are just over there," he murmurs while pointing to the bag in the corner.

He's right about needing to refrain.  My mind scrolls through childhood memories as he walks away.

I do my best to subdue the Aphrodite within by reliving each memory.  As it did before, another memory springs free from the dusty corner of my mind.

A woman standing by a black car is watching me play soccer.  I'm an eight-year-old girl with freckles still attached to the end of my nose.  A scarf drapes around her head, and the dark shades hide the eyes of the woman I think is staring at me.

I'm distracted by her for a moment, and then Clara screams my name before she passes me the ball.  I score the winning goal and race across the field to dive on the team pile.

I stand back up just as the mystery woman's black car is pulling away.  Her shaded eyes stare at mine through her side mirror until I can no longer see her at all.

She was there, too.  She's been watching me.

The words she said when she first appeared at the safe house flash through my mind.

I always know where my daughter is.

Those were her exact words.  She's been watching me my whole life.  Is it possible she really did care about me?

I pull on my clothes before I walk into the steamy bathroom and see Devin's phone on the counter.  He pokes his head out from behind the curtain with suspicion in his eyes.

I'm not in the mood to seduce though.  The goddess has been thoroughly subdued by this dramatic memory.

"I just need to use your phone, if that's okay?" I mumble.

His eyes soften as I stare down at the daunting device that I barely know how to work.  Mine is so much simpler.  I've used this one three times, and I still struggle to find out where you go to actually make a call.

"Yeah.  Of course.  You don't have to ask," he says with a slightly offended tone.

"Thanks," my strained voice releases as I walk back out.

He doesn't have to ask who I'm calling because he'll hear every word of my conversation with the most loving mortal I know.  I have to talk to my mother - the one who raised me.

"Hey, honey.  I've got this number in my phone now."

I laugh a little at her chipper spirit, and then I sigh loudly as I dread the burden of the question I have on my mind.

"Mom, I need to ask you something."

"You can ask me anything.  Is everything okay?" she asks with a twinge of worry.

"Yeah, it's fine.  I just have a question that's going to seem a little random."

"Okay.  Ask away."

"Do you know anything about my birthmother?  All I know is that she took your life savings and ran for the hills.  I'm just wondering if she's ever tried contacting you since then."

Her voice softens as she speaks through an emotional rattle.  "Oh, honey.  Why do you think she took our life savings?"

"I heard you telling Grandma that you spent your life savings to adopt me when you and dad were having financial problems," I mumble guiltily.

She sighs out with her own guilt plaguing her breath.

"I'm sorry you ever heard such a thing, but that was not meant in the context you took it.  I wish you had told me this sooner.  You've dealt with this for that long?  You were just a child when Mom and I had that conversation."

"Yeah.  Just tell me, please," I whimper.

"I'll tell you everything I know.  I just never thought you wanted to know," she says with such stabbing waves of guilt now clearly demonstrating its power in her voice.

"I didn't, but now I do.  Don't ask why, please."

"I don't need to know why, sweetie.  When we adopted you, it was a private adoption.  Firstly, we were young, and so was our life savings.  Don't think for one minute we had mounds of money on hand.  The money went toward legal fees mostly, and then baby supplies, and various other things.  None of that money went to your birthmother.  I'm so sorry you thought it did."

I almost cry when I hear that she never took a cent.  She might actually be telling me the truth about her reasons for leaving me behind.  I steady myself when I hear the storm starting to stir.  I breathe in and out very slowly and the thunder stops.

"Did she ever ask you anything about me while I was growing up?" I ask softly.

"No, sweetie, but she did do something else.  I never told you because you were doing so well in everything.  You had never asked questions about her, and I didn't want to force those questions on you.  Not to mention, she asked me not to."

I gasp a little.

"So you did talk to her?" I prompt.

"Not exactly.  Around the same time you heard that conversation your grandma and I shared, your father and I were on the verge of losing our house.  We were trying to make do until after Christmas.

"I remember I sat down with you and Jake, and we made out your Christmas wish lists.  You wanted a pink princess room.  You had so many pictures on hand to show me when I asked you what you wanted.  You had cut up every magazine with anything pink or princess.  I fought back the tears as we put the letters in the mail to be delivered to Santa, knowing I wouldn't be able to grant your wish.

"The next morning I woke up and started my usual routine.  When I went to pour a cup of coffee, there was an envelope on the counter.  It was addressed to me, and there was no way anyone could have put it there.

"Your father was still at work, the doors were locked, and the windows were locked as well.  I opened it up with terrible worry for what I was going to find.  I remember screaming when I pulled out a check for fifty-thousand dollars.  Obviously I thought it had to be a twisted, cruel joke, but then I read the letter inside the envelope.  I've read it at least a thousand times, and I have it memorized.

"It said: Don't make your children leave their home.  Use this to give them stability, comfort, and security.  Buy Aphrodisia her pink princess room - every detail in the pictures.  Please give her security in a world full of scary realities.  Please don't ever tell her about this.  Let her know you've always given her what she needed.

"That Christmas you got your pink princess room and a special delivery arrived.  An ornate tiara was inside a package with your name engraved along the rim of it.  The same one you still have."

I feel the tears streaming down my cheeks with fever.  I choke slightly on the emotions invading me, and the wind claps against the side of the hotel.  She really did care about me.  I spent my whole life hating the woman who just wanted to give me a better life than she had - a normal childhood with the stability she craved.

Devin walks into the room with a low pair of jeans dangling from his hips and his sympathy for me etched in his face.  I cry a little harder as he wraps his damp arms around me to comfort the inner storm.

"I'm sorry, Adisia.  I should have told you.  I love you.  Please don't hate me," she sobs.

"I don't hate you at all.  I love you.  I need to go right now though," I choke out.

"Okay.  I'm here if you need me."

"I know," I mumble as I lay the phone down and sob harder into the warm, embracing arms of Devin.

He soothes me, and the storm outside lessens as he strokes my hair.  His lips collect mine in a soft, comforting kiss to bring forth the peace he always induces.  I pull back and take a deep breath.

"I need to see Persia."  I sniffle.

"Do you need me to do anything?" he asks softly.

"Come with me, please.  I don't want to do this alone, even though I know I should."

He stands up and takes my hand in his to pull me from the bed without the slightest bit of reservation.

"Let's go," he says without hesitation, and then he pulls on a shirt before opening the door for me.

He leads me out of the room, and we make our way down the long hall.  I can hear all the conversations from one end to the other, and I realize Persia most likely heard the conversation I just had with Mom.

She opens the door just before Devin knocks, and I can see in her eyes that she does know.  All the things she's been desperate to tell me teem in her soft, blue eyes that are untainted by Aphrodite's green.

Devin steps to the side to let me walk in first, and she lingers behind to slowly close the door as we sit on the small sofa on the side.

I'm just going to put it out there and skip the small talk.

"Why didn't you ever talk to me?  You came to more things, didn't you?"

She looks puzzled.  She heard the conversation with my mother, but she doesn't know the struggle I've had with the recovered memories of the blond stranger cheering softly in the background at so many different events.

"I thought this was going to be about the money I gave your parents.  What are you talking about?" she asks curiously.

"My graduation, my soccer game, you came to them didn't you?  Were there more things you came to?" I ask with tears.

She frowns slightly as she looks out at the darkened sky created by my inner turmoil.

"I didn't ever mean for you to see me," she sighs.

"Why?  Why not just speak to me?" I prompt.

"Because I was worried I wouldn't leave you again, and I needed to keep you safe, happy, and secure.  I wanted you to live a blissful, stress-free, and normal life.  I watched various stages of your life when it was safe for me to do.

"I saw you suffer through so many mortal heartbreaks, and I longed so badly to warn you of the curse you would suffer until you found an immortal.  I couldn't though.  I killed Athena.  I spilled her blood, and my hands were stained red from the gushing flow.  I was number one on her daughters' hit list.  I couldn't let you be number two," she says as tears of her own start to emerge.

"So you just let me hate you all these years while I thought you abandoned me twice.  I thought I was defective, unlovable, and I thought that was why none of my relationships lasted."

She cries a little harder and struggles to maintain her composure.

"I knew if you hated me you wouldn't look for me.  As long as you weren't looking for me, you were safe.  That's what I wanted more than anything for you.  I was so excited when I found out I could finally be a part of your life.  I knew you were going to hate me, but I didn't care.  I finally got to see the beautiful woman you've become, and I got to speak to you - the daughter I've only ever watched from the shadows."

My tears thicken and struggle to drop as they film over my eyes.  Devin caresses my back in a comforting motion as I steady my breath.

"Why did they cheat on me?  You said it was a curse.  Devin and his family also mentioned it as if it was a key piece to the puzzle."

She sighs a little as she sits on the edge of the bed.

"Mortals are so fragile under Aphrodite's spell.  Even though you hadn't inherited your full gift, you still exuded sexual energy along with all sorts of other emotions mingling in.  They can't think clearly once they've been around us for too long.  Their minds cloud and they're almost obsessed by their love for us.  They also feel that burning desire to prowl as a predator would.

"It's not designed for them, even though Aphrodite drove them mad with it for her own satisfaction.  You also exude more than you realize with love, excitement... every emotion you experience.

"Clara would have never fallen in love with Henry had you not been there guiding her.  He would have never glanced her way if you hadn't been devoutly loyal to her and forcing him to see her as all men see you.  These are the things that you do without realizing you're doing them."

"I wish you had told me.  I wish I had known so much more," I mumble.

"I just wanted you to have a mortal life that didn't revolve around your immortal one you were destined to endure one day... just like me."

I stand up, and Devin follows my lead.  He's been completely silent.  I'm sure he's not comfortable, but he's been so incredible.

I walk by her, but then I stop, turn, and throw my arms around her as I sob softly into her blond hair.  Her arms instantly embrace me in the hug she's been holding back for twenty-five years.

When I pull back, her perfect face is streaked with the imperfect tears of a woman who's not used to crying.

I smile at her affectionately as I murmur, "I'll see you later."

She stifles a sob as she chokes out a whispered return.

"I'll be here."

"I know," I say as we walk back out.

Devin takes my hand in his, and the storm above us slowly dissolves before it ever crashes to earth.

"You're handling it very well right now.  I have to admit I was worried."

I smile slightly.  "Is there an immortal sedative you can dose me with in case I lose control?"

He laughs a little at my forced humor.

"No, but I'm learning how to play my role a little better," he says with such a sexy, cocky, smugness.

I smirk.  "I've noticed.  I'm not so sure I like you controlling me by seducing my goddess, and then leaving her in the cold once you've calmed the storm."

He pulls me to be in front of him and lifts me as he continues walking.

"Persia gave me some pointers on what I had to do.  I just want you safe.  As long as I'm helping, she's being trained.  Eventually, you may not need me at all."

I kiss him softly, and his grip tightens.  I feel my girly grin spreading with obvious affection oozing out.

"I'm always going to need you," I utter without any premeditation.

His lips cover mine, and I feel my legs wrapping around his waist.  I feel the thundering electricity flowing through me, and the green eyes taking over my blue ones.  He puts me down hastily, and he trembles slightly as he grips the side of the wall for balance.  He shakes his head, and then turns back to me.

"Can you control her?" he asks in need.

I swallow hard.  He needs me.  My goddess is calling to him.  I'm calling to him.  I'm hurting him.  Oh no.

"This is hurting you?" I whimper, and the green eyes disappear immediately.

His trembling doesn't lessen though.  He keeps his grip on the wall, and I remember the eye contact.

"I'm sorry," I whisper as I lower my eyes.

He continues shaking.

"I'm not hurting.  I'm trying to refrain from my own desire right now.  It has nothing to do with Aphrodite, I just want you.  I don't want to hurt anyone here.  I'm asking if you can control her, and keep them safe, because I can't control myself anymore today.  I need you right now, and I know you need me.  Just tell me you can control her," he whispers with such a pleading tone.

I can do this.  I do need him.  I need him, she doesn't.

"Yes," I pronounce with promise.

He releases the wall that has started to crumble under his hands, and he bends to consume my lips.  I feel his hands almost ripping my clothes off as he forces me into our room.

The fabric finally gives free, and the tearing sound is my undoing.  I feel the green eyes sparking, but I know I have to fight.  She has to learn to be a part of me, but not in control of me.

I push him onto the bed, and his hands jerk me to be on top of him.  The walls aren't shaking, the lights aren't flashing, but the bed is breaking.  I can deal with leaving some damage.  I'm controlling her.

I'm controlling me.

I'm lying in his arms after the most surreal, intimate encounter we've had yet, and I feel empowered.  I just controlled Aphrodite in the one place she always rules supreme.  If I can control her in the bedroom, I can control her anywhere.

Devin kisses my shoulders and his breath wavers slightly as he rests his head in the nook of my neck.

"That was unbelievable," he pants.

Finally, he's the one breathing hard.  Yay!

I smile victoriously as I give the pouting Aphrodite a high-five.

"I'd say encore, but I'm worried that'd be pushing too far too quick." I giggle.

He laughs a little, and the bed beneath us creaks out in pain.  The poor frame has been crushed to ruins, and the headboard is splintered on the floor.

I blush slightly as we fully assess the damage.

"I don't think the room nor I could withstand an encore after that performance," he teases.

My scarlet cheeks burn as he kisses my temple.  I roll my eyes at his candor, and then a knock rings out at the door.  I panic slightly, and he grips my hand.

"It's Kry.  I saw him coming miles away," he says softly.

"Yeah, it's me, the bellboy with your luggage, sir," Kry scoffs sardonically in a mock British accent.

I laugh a little as Devin winks at me and hops up to pull on his pants.  I pull the sheet tighter to me, ensuring nothing too much is seen, and then I lower my eyes to the floor as Devin opens the door.

"Thanks, here's a tip," Devin teases.

"Funny," Kry says with a chuckle.  "Theia said we'd head to another safe house tonight."

I look up, still avoiding eye contact with Kry.  I stare at Devin as I speak a little excitedly.

"I can control it.  I did just then.  I don't have to go to another safe house."

"You controlled it once, baby.  You need more practice, more time, more everything," Devin sighs.

Kry finally notices my sheet attire, and he winces very noticeably.

"Great.  I really wish I hadn't seen that," he grumbles.

Devin glares threateningly at him, and then I jump to my feet with the sheet still clenched in my hand.

"I'll prove to you I can control it," I plead.

Devin narrows his eyes.

"Why is it so important to you to stay out of the safe house?"

I fight the tears that try to climb out as my voice crackles slightly.

"They found us once already.  You said we hid better among mortals.  I don't want to be the reason everyone's life is at risk.  I feel the control.  Let me prove it," I beg.

His eyes soften, and then I notice Kry is trying his best not to look at me.

"I'm sorry, Kry.  I'll put on some clothes.  Just give me a minute," I say softly.

"Thank you so much," he whines.

I try not to laugh, and Devin flashes into the bathroom before I close the door.

"You don't have to do this.  We've dealt with this before.  You don't want to risk hurting mortals."

"I don't want anyone at all getting hurt.  I can do this.  Please, let me show you the control I feel."

He frowns a little but nods to give me his begrudged blessing.  I smirk as the victorious glow emerges, and I start pulling on my clothes.

He turns to leave while I pull on my shirt, although his scandalous eyes do take a second to indulge in one last peek.

He and Kry are waiting for me by the door when I walk out, and I hear Persia speaking from behind them.

"Sorry.  It's hard not to overhear from such a close distance when you're not whispering.  I'd like to watch this," she says softly.

I smile at first, and then my face beams with embarrassment when I see the flushed cheeks of Devin.

She just heard a lot more than any mother ever should.

"Sorry, Persia.  I didn't think about-"

Devin stops trying to apologize when the flooding humiliation deepens his cheek color and he strangles on his sentence.

"It's not like we haven't been hearing it since you two made up.  I'm sure Persia has heard as much as I have," Kry snarks.

She laughs ridiculously hard, and Devin's embarrassed smile is so distractingly sexy.

“I've been dealing with Aphrodite for much too long to let such things affect me.  I can assure you I'm not quite as rattled as the others."

The blushing continues, and Devin walks over to take my hand while grinning bashfully.  Kry examines the decimated bed, and a pout emerges.

"I'm officially jealous."  He looks at Persia and grins.  "You got any more daughters out there?"

Devin rolls his eyes, and Persia frowns her disapproval.  Kry shrugs innocently, and we all walk out toward the balcony.

It's quiet, and the hotel's simple appeal is granted by nature's beautiful scenery painting the surroundings.  Devin smirks as he walks to the edge of the third floor balcony.

I tilt my head to question such a cocky grin, but he suddenly throws his legs over the balcony and drops to the ground.

I lean over the edge just as Kry flips over and pounds the ground with his feet.  Devin is propped against a car and uses his head to motion for me to follow their lead.

Persia catwalks across the thin railing before stepping off.  She crouches slightly as she hits the ground with a graceful thud, and then she strides toward the woods.

I smile as I climb over and place my heels on the edge of the ledge while hanging on to the railing behind me.  Devin smirks as he slides his hands into his pockets and waits for me to take the leap.

I take a deep breath and giggle out my nervousness as I start and stop numerous times.

"Sometime today, please," Kry says in mock exasperation, a smile giving him away.

I roll my eyes and take one last breath before pushing off.  The wind gushes into my face, and the adrenaline surges through me, pushing my stomach into my throat.  It's exhilarating at first, but I cringe and lock up my eyes as I brace for impact.

I feel my body suddenly thudding against soft, strong arms, and I smile when I open my eyes to see the smoky ones staring back at me.  I wrap my arms around his neck, and he leans over to kiss me.

"Sorry, I couldn't let you hit the ground.  Impulse save," he says humorously.

"I prefer this landing," I seduce.

"Okay, so I thought we were supposed to be getting a different sort of show out here," Kry teases.

Devin smirks as he lowers me.  Our eyes stay locked until I finally force the contact to break.  I have something to prove right now.  We can resume this moment later.

I start walking through the tall, unruly weeds engulfing us.  Devin frowns when my shirt tears against a patch of thorns.  He pushes his hand out casually, and a ripple flies out.

The weeds in front of us shred under its force, and a path emerges.  He stifles a smug grin as he takes my hand, and I fight off the turned-on state overcoming me.

We find a place completely surrounded by nature's veil, and I shake off my nerves as I try to harness the beasts within.  I turn to him and smile.

"Kiss me," I say with the same blunt grace Persia used once before.

"Can you just skip to the part where you show us your control?" Kry grumbles.

I snicker slightly, and Persia answers him for me.

"She needs to be provoked.  She can't bring it forth unless she is this early on."

"Then she can't control it," Kry says with a sigh.

"I can't summon it, but that's not the part that's going to hurt someone.  I can stop the provoked attacks.  The rest I can learn as I go.  The only thing that's going to hurt someone is my inability to control a stirred storm."

Kry shrugs and puts his hands over his eyes like a child not wanting to see his parents kissing.  Devin gives me a wicked grin as his eyebrows bounce up and down, and I try not to giggle foolishly as he strides toward me.

"Happy to be of assistance," he seduces.

"Really?" Kry gripes with disgruntled distaste, his eyes still covered.

I laugh a little more, but the humor vanishes the second Devin's lips encase mine.  I feel the passion pouring into my mouth, and awakening the goddess instantly.  His delicious tongue plays with mine, making my temperature rise... literally.  I can feel my blue eyes turning green as the storm begins to stir over head.

The kiss deepens, and his hands grip tighter against me, pushing me to the brink of insanity.  He doesn't stop either.  He's making me stay in control.

His tongue continues to own me, and the passion burns against my skin.  I can smell the burning stench of clothes sizzling away, and I steady my breath to ease the fire.  I can do this.  I've done this.

The thunder crackles, and I smile in response.  I pull back from the intoxicating contact and my eyes burn green.  Her eyes might be there, but I'm in control.

Kry starts squirming as the goddess fully cloaks me.  I'm sure it's not too easy for him to endure her toxin, but he restrains himself - probably because he knows Devin would kill him if he tried anything.

My mind is slightly fogged, but I'm not drunk.  I stand in the center of the swirling clouds, and I pull the storm to me.  The lightning crashes around me, forming a fiery circle in the center of the field.  I taste the power entering my mouth for the first time.  I'm directing the skies - they're mine.

I smirk as the wind picks up and forms a spiraling force field around me.  I smile a little more as it picks up trees along the way and spirals them around me with the powerful cyclone I've intentionally created.

The leaves break free from the branches and scream as they endure their lightning quick merry-go-round ride.  The embers from my fire - made by the lightning - swirl and spark inside the whirling winds, and the smoke plays in rings like they would from an old man's pipe.

My hair is barely disturbed by the erratic commotion of the wind shifting directions at my behest.  I'm the eye of the storm, and it's mine - completely mine.

Devin's eyes are wide and filled with excitement, pride, and a touch of seduced beguilement.  I feel like a goddess now, as opposed to feeling like the goddess is in me.

I crack open the clouds like a fluffy egg and drop the rain down on us, but I curve it like opened curtains so it doesn't hit anyone.

Devin's smile grows, as does his desire for me - that ruling desire that sends the most delicious waves sailing through me.  And then I do something to prove my control all the more.  I shut it off instantly, despite the tormenting stare Devin is giving me.

The rain drizzles to a halt and the sun parts the dispersing dark clouds.  Persia is smiling with pride beaming from her eyes.  Devin grins in adoration for my little exhibition, and Kry starts clapping with his mouth gaped open.

"Wow," Kry exclaims.

"Indeed," Devin murmurs in complete astonishment.

"I can't believe the control you just exhibited.  That's such an impossible feat to accomplish in such a short time.  I'm certainly impressed," Persia almost squeals.

Devin walks over to me, his intentions obvious as the desire floods his eyes.  The green is still staining my eyes as his lips find mine.  I fall prey to his need, and our clothes begin singeing again as my passion materializes.

He pulls back with a shaky breath, and clears his throat before speaking.

"You win.  We'll go home tomorrow," he murmurs breathlessly.

His panty-dropping tone is enough to provoke the goddess, but I hold her back.  I'm too excited, and I have to sweep this craziness under the rug.

"Good.  I've got so much to do," I sigh out.

He tilts his head.  "What do you have to do?"

"I need to go beg the bitch from hell for my job back.  I need to get my mail, clean my air filters, water my flowers that are probably pitiful by now, empty my refrigerator... the list goes on and on," I murmur in exasperation.

He looks confused, and his confusion is baffling me.

"What?" I ask impatiently.

"You can't just return to your life as if all is normal.  There are people looking for you, and there will be everyday for the rest of your life.  Our world is one giant pissing contest, and you just learn to adapt," he murmurs with a touch of sadness in the underlying tone.

"I'm sorry Aphrodisia, but he's right," Persia adds.  "This is your life.  It's the same as ours now."

I feel my shoulders slump, and Devin shifts his weight to show his hesitance to say more.

"So I have to start all over?  I just got that apartment a year ago, and my job sucks, but it's a good paying job."

Kry starts laughing.  "Why go back to that little apartment when you have Devin's big ass spread?  Not to mention, it's not like you really have to work to earn money."

I flop to the ground.  "I can't take his money or his house," I mumble.

I know we're incredibly intense together, but I still barely know him.  I barely know myself anymore.

"I've got money, so don't worry about that," Persia insists.  "I have numerous properties all over as well, but you can't stay alone.  I think you staying with Devin is a good idea because I have to do some tracking."

"She is staying with me.  It's not even up for debate, so I'm not sure why we're discussing it," Devin says with a wounded, insulted, and slightly angered tone.

I frown a little.  He shouldn't feel like my keeper.  Now I feel like an imposition instead of a girlfriend or whatever immortals call each other.

"You don't have to do that.  I've put you out enough," I say with a guilty rattle.

His eyes blaze with anger, and I don't know that I've ever seen him mad at me until right this moment.  What did I do?

"I can't believe you'd say that.  I'll get our stuff ready, and I'll tell Ther to bring us a new car," he says curtly, and then he turns to walk off, leaving me stumped.

Kry rubs the back of his neck awkwardly from the absurd outburst and follows Devin.  I look at Persia with complete bewilderment drenching my face.

"What did I do?"

She stifles a grin, but her eyes hold a condescending, patronizing smirk.

"Oh, dear.  You're with an immortal.  You're time is so different from his.  The men from your time are, well... a little meeker.  Men from his time are so much stronger, more possessive, and a hell of a lot more protective.  He's not going to let you out of his sight, and he took offense to your brushing him off as if he doesn't care enough about you to take care of you," she explains in a low, almost muted tone, her smile only growing.

"Why?  Because I feel like I should take care of myself before I let someone I barely know take care of me?  That's stupid and a little irritating," I growl.

She laughs a little louder at my apparently naïve notion.  I assumed we were living in the twenty-first century.

"It's the way the men from our world are... well, the real men.  He's not taking care of you because he's expected to; he's doing it because he wants to.  You really don't understand the difference, do you?" she says with sad fascination.

"I really don't see why he got so mad."

She smiles with her older-and-wiser grin before speaking in a nurturing tone.

"Because he's falling in love.  He may already be there."

Yeah right.

He's known me for a minute.  He's not in love with me.  He's gorgeous, rich, powerful, so sexy, smart, and fucking immortal.  I can remember it taking months to get such a confession from far lesser creatures.  I'm not having this argument with her though.

"I need to go see if I can make peace.  There's nothing I hate worse than a brooding man."

She laughs hard and follows me back to the hotel - where we opt to take the stairs instead of playing another game of leaping lizards.

She pats me on the arm as she passes me to head on to her room, and I take a deep breath before I walk in.  Kry puts his headphones on when he sees me.  I see a small grin playing on his lips as he pulls up a magazine to be in front of his face.

I roll my eyes at the juvenile joy he's relishing from our little spat.  Asshole.

Devin is putting all of his numerous things in his pockets, and I sit down on the edge of the broken bed.

"I'm sorry.  I wasn't trying to make you mad.  I'm used to being self-sufficient.  I'm not sure how I feel about you feeling like I'm your responsibility."

He stops loading his pockets back down and picks up his phone.

"What's up, Dev?" Ther says on the other end.

"Ther, hey, grab me a car on your way in."

"Okay.  Anything in particular?"

"Nothing red, blue, yellow, or any other prime color.  Nothing with more than two doors.  Don't even think about getting me something you would drive," Devin says dryly.

I can hear Ther laughing, and then he speaks through his chuckles.

"No prob.  I'll see ya when I see ya."

Devin puts the phone in his pocket and resumes picking some of the pieces of the room up.

He kicks Kry's foot, and Kry jerks down the blaring headphones.

"What's up?"

"Take my card and pay for the damages," Devin instructs.

"Yeah.  No problem," Kry chuckles out as he takes Devin's credit card.

He disappears from the room, and Devin sits down beside me.  He hands me a cell phone, and then he speaks coolly.

"It's an untraceable cell.  Try not to call home too often for a little while.  I got you a local Frankford number so as not to arouse suspicion from anyone getting too close.  We can head to your apartment and get anything you're attached to.  Anything else can easily be replaced.  I'm sorry you don't want to stay with me, but I'm not going to let you put yourself at risk."

I huff slightly.  "Devin, don't make this out to be that.  I love staying with you, but we barely know each other.  This is a very new relationship we haven't even defined yet.  I have no idea where we are or where we're going because we haven't discussed it.  The closest thing we've had to a date is Clara's wedding and rehearsal dinner, which you left me afterwards.  I feel uncomfortable moving in and taking money.  It's just weird."

His eyes soften, and he purses his lips.

"We're all family.  I pay for all kinds of shit for Kry and Ther on a regular basis.  It's just the way we do things.  It's not like I have to work hard to earn money.  I can see the future.  It's very easy to gamble on an investment when it's not actually a gamble.  I don't hold money to the same high respect you do.  It's just something to buy stuff with in my eyes.  I could clean out a casino in hours if I wanted to.

"As for the living arrangements, I've not wanted you to leave my side since the first night you stayed with me.  I know it's a little unorthodox, according to the rules and guidelines you're accustomed to, but it's not so bizarre to me.  I want to be with you, you want to be with me, so the end result should be fairly simple.  Not to mention, everyone new to their powers lives with someone until they are as comfortable as they can be.

"You deserve a date, and I've actually tried to take you out to dinner, but you objected to that suggestion due to our scandalous endeavor moments earlier that day.  I want to take you out.  I want to do things with you and for you.

"As for your point of defining our relationship, I've been yours since I met you.  I realize there was a moment of a breakdown, but I thought I was hurting you.  I never really left you, and I never plan on leaving you again.  If you need a defining term, then pick one, anything at all," his genuine voice relays.

He really doesn't regard money the same way I do.  Any term?  There's really only one I can think of, but I just don't know if I can say girlfriend or boyfriend out loud without sounding like a sixteen-year-old girl.

I think I'll skip the defining terms for the time being, although technically he has told my family he's my boyfriend.  Why does that sound so yummy and so silly at once?

"I just don't want to ruin things by living together this early on in the relationship.  I like you, and I like where we are.  I'm afraid if we push things too fast, we'll lose it all too soon."

His kind eyes hold such promise, and his lips whisk away my worrying mind with their supple touch.  He pulls back and stares into my eyes again as he speaks so softly.

"We're not going to lose anything.  I won't ever give you up.  Haven't you learned that by now?" he murmurs with his wickedly seductive tone that makes my heart flip-flop in my chest.

I blush in response and stare bashfully at the floor.  I'm falling harder and harder for him with each passing moment.  I hope this is real.  Please let it be real.

"Tell me about your past relationships," I prompt, catching him off guard.

His head pops back in surprise, and his seducing tone turns to one of bewilderment.

"That's random."  He laughs a little nervously.

"Not really.  We're sitting here planning out a living arrangement in which we'll be sharing the same home.  You know far too much about my past relationships, and I don't know anything about yours," I clarify.

He shrugs and weighs my explanation in his head.

"A few meaningless endeavors here and there, along with some nasty entanglements, as well as a few other forms of relationships," he casually replies with his nonchalant tone.

"A few other forms of relationships?"

That's just one of my many questions that has stemmed from his vague answer that insinuates he really is a playboy despite his numerous denials.

He laughs as if I've said something funny, but his perfect smile bears no influence over me for once.  He strokes my reddened cheek as he pokes at my anger.

"It was long before you.  There's no need in being mad.  My past is completely in the past.  Please don't overanalyze this," he says with a teasing tone.

Friends with benefits.  That's got to be the other form of relationship he's talking about.  Great.  He's one of those guys.  Those guys don't know how to stay faithful for long.  What am I doing?

I pout like the pitiful teen whose persona I've suddenly taken over.  This is so foolish.  How can I be mad at him for having other relationships when I've had so, so many?  Not to mention...

"How old are you?" I pop out.

"Again, very random," he chuckles.

Personally, I think this whole thing is anything but laughable right at this moment.  I'm disgusted with the fact he's a playboy, I'm jealous of all the girls I've never met, and I'm curious how long he's been alive and with women.  Okay, maybe it is a little laughable, considering how foolish I'm behaving.

"I want to know," I murmur in a less offensive manner.

"Well, I actually stopped counting a long, long time ago.  Let's leave it at that.  A number would just be intimidating, and I like you seeing me as a twenty-seven-year-old with nothing but time on his hands," he gleams.

That actually brings a smile to my face.  Damn him and his cuteness.

Will I ever be able to stay angry with him?  I haven't yet.

He abandoned me in the middle of the night, he broke up with me over the phone, and he kidnapped me for heaven's sake.  If that doesn't keep me mad, what will?

His lips swell in desire against mine, and my lips pulse against his.  His hands grip my sides as he pulls me closer, and all my anger runs away as Aphrodite stretches her muscles and brings the green eyes to life.

He smiles behind our kiss as I slide over to straddle him, and he pulls my body tighter against his the second I'm fully astride.  The abrupt tug at my hips awakens the lusting goddess fully, and she almost consumes me.

Such small, seemingly insignificant actions can be the sexiest when I'm with him.  No man has ever made me feel so alive, needed, or wanted.

His hands slide up my waist and then over my breasts until they reach my neck.  He cups my face gently, and then the fire consumes me.

I hear my pants sizzling as he pries them from my legs, and I smell the stench of burning fabric as my shirt scorches too much before he frees me from it.

I smile as the spark between us becomes visible, and my currents spread over me with their delicious snaps.  He smirks as they move around his body to deliver a pulsating, erotic sensation.

"That's new," he breathes with a squirming indulgence.

A smug grin tugs at the corner of my mouth, and I feel the currents magnetizing his body to mine.  The eruption of our merging bodies is almost too much to endure without giving into the goddess, but then I remember... I am the goddess.

"Wow.  I don't even know what to say after that.  I don't know what you were doing with those currents, but I hope you can duplicate it," he gasps as he flops onto his back.

I smile with all the superior smugness of a queen as she acknowledges her bowing subjects.  He rolls over to grab his phone out of his pants that are crumpled on the floor - slightly singed.  I quickly indulge in a private victory dance that I will never let him see me do.  He turns back around, and I halt my silly motion while playing the cool, composed goddess.

He smirks a little in a way that makes me squirm.

"I assume I wasn't supposed to see that," he snarks playfully while stifling a laugh.

My face floods with a wave of various reds.  "I... uh... um... no," I stammer foolishly.

Stupid, stupid girl.  The damn window reflection sold me out, and his supernatural eyes just busted my goofy ass.

He laughs a little as I cover my head with the sheet.  His lips find mine against the fabric shielding me from the embarrassment, and I succumb to a smile despite my humiliation.

"I have to make a few calls while we wait on the others.  Kry will probably be back in a while," he says with a slight snicker still lingering in the back of his throat.

I blush under the sheet as I think of how Kry most likely tried to return while we were... indisposed.  I'm sure heard the rather fierce commotion as the rest of the bed gave way to our savagery, and the animalistic sounds exuding from us as well.

Peachy.

I'm distracted as I hear the clanking of his belt popping against his body while he pulls his pants up.  Oh, the sound of his pants scraping against his body is unnerving, even more so when the pants are heading in the other direction.

Then I grow curious when I hear both sides of Devin's phone conversation.

"Mr. Cole," a man answers, instead of using a hello.

"Greer, I'll be staying at my other apartment for a while, and I need you to set it up for me."

"Yes, sir.  Should I move any of your things from your current apartment?" the man's strong voice asks.

"No.  There's nothing I need from there, but I do need you to procure a few items for me," Devin requests.

"That's no problem, sir," the man replies with a happy-to-oblige attitude.

"I'll have a female companion accompanying me, so please make sure there's nothing she'll need.  You'll be starting from scratch.  I'll call Sheila to assist you with this," Devin says with his businesslike tone.

That tone is so, so sexy.

"Yes, sir.  Anything else?"

Devin turns to smirk at me before responding.

"I need a reinforced steel bed frame, or a titanium one, or something of that nature.  It needs to be the strongest you can find," he says casually, and I'm unmistakably mortified.

The man coughs in surprise and strangles on the air that has formed coarse bubbles in his throat.

"Sir?  Okay... yes, sir," Greer says with an insuppressible snicker.

Oh please don't ever let me have to meet this man.

Devin grins a little wider when he realizes how obvious his request has been.  His business tone has flipped to a more genuine tone mixed with a mysteriously hidden excitement.

"I have a special request for Sheila, but I'll email her the details.  Just tell her to call me if there's any hitch in finalizing the details."

"Yes, sir," the man says as Devin hangs up.

He shrugs as I roll my eyes.

"Please tell me I'll never have to see that guy," I whine.

Devin laughs ridiculously hard at my blushing request, and then he pulls on his shirt, ending the peep show I was still reveling in.  I huff slightly as he turns to start putting on his socks and shoes.

My clothes have been completely murdered by the vicious flames of passion... literally.

“I really have to start getting naked before we start getting hot.  You need to invest in some flame-retardant sheets or something," I grumble while picking up the remnants of the brittle, scorched shirt that suffered the brunt of the passionate force.

He smiles with a bit of menace in his eyes daring me to take him again.

"I wouldn't complain if you never wore clothes around the apartment at all.  Perhaps we should experiment with that idea and see how it goes."

I roll my eyes and toss the blackened shirt that once bore a vivid orange at him.  He catches it and then drops it to the ground with a chuckle.  He tosses me a new set of clothes from the bag, and I very languidly pull them on.

It's been forever since he called Ther.  Of course, I know it takes a while to buy a new car.  Only Devin Cole would send someone to buy a car for him as if it's a tiresome chore.  Most people do cartwheels when they get to purchase a new vehicle.

Then I hear the roaring of an engine revving outside.  Devin rolls his eyes as he shakes his head.

"I should have known," Devin grumbles.

"What?" I ask curiously.

"Ther's a corvette man," he sighs.

I walk out holding his hand to see the charcoal-gray corvette stingray Ther's giving hell.  He smiles and hangs his head out the window as Devin leans over the railing to glare his disapproval.

"What you think?" Ther says excitedly.

"Ostentatious," Devin gripes.

Ther swats his scrutiny away as he counters, "It's not like it's a Lamborghini or something.  It's not going to draw too much attention either.  It's a sexy car, and now you have... well, you've got the queen of sexy.  We'll put it that way," Ther chuckles.

Devin glowers at him, but I just laugh with Ther.

"I like it," I say with a girlish enthusiasm.

"You can have it then.  I'll go pick me out something a little more conservative from my garage when we return," he murmurs with his smoldering tone.

I just laugh at his joke, and then he takes my hand.  I hope it was a joke.  I'm not taking that car.

"You sure you're ready for this?" he asks timidly as all the playfulness dissipates.

I squeeze my hand against his and nod.

"I am.  I swear."

He kisses me, and I feel him scooping me up.  I smile as I feel him bounding over the rail, and the light impact I feel when we connect with the ground is almost enough to unravel me and reveal the queen of lust.

He smiles behind the kiss, and then he puts me down so he can open the door for me.  I climb in slightly giddy as he shuts the door.

I'm about to move in with him, and now that the shock has subsided, I'm so excited.  I'm actually a little too excited.

Paling, a realization comes to me and steals all the air from my lungs.

Oh damn.  I really am in love.  Fuck!




Chapter 11

Bubbling Over

The outside display is one big blur as Devin weaves in and out of traffic with effortless ease.  Of course, he can see everything before it happens, so it's not as if he's risking anyone's life.

I just keep my eyes focused on the whirling lights as we enter the gallant city that is New York.  We've been on the road for so, so long, and I can't wait to be out of this car I once thought of as amazing.  I've been trapped in this small space with my thoughts and the object of my anxiety for far too long.

"Are you okay?  You've barely spoken since we left the hotel," Devin says in a worried tone.

"I'm fine.  Just a little tired," I lie.

I'm in love with him.  I can't be in love with him.  I barely know him, and I won't survive being in love and destroyed by him.

"Are you sure?  I feel as though you're mad at me, but I don't know what I've done."

I turn to meet the troubled, angst-ridden smoky eyes burning into mine.  I don't need this right now.  I just learned I'm immortal - which is still blowing my tangled and confused mind.  I just found my estranged mother and learned the truth about why she gave me up.  I'm not allowed to go home or have a job, and I don't have a clue about the people trying to kill us every time we slow down.  I don't have the energy to be in love with the most incredible man I've ever known.

"You haven't done anything," I comfort before changing the subject.  "You don't even have to look at the road, do you?"

He smirks, and I can see the smugness overcoming the troubled hue staining his eyes.

"No.  It's one of the perks," he chirps.  "One of the things I hate about this car is stopping to get gas," he gripes, while turning the conversation again.

"You don't normally have to?" I muse, letting him distract me.

"No.  My vehicles have technology not supposed to exist.  They're faster, and they require a clean fuel that keeps them running for several thousand miles without a need to refuel."

"Impressive, Mr. Seer," I playfully add.

He smiles his boyish, boastful grin, and he kisses the back of my hand.

I force a smile to match his, but my mind is still drenched in this mind-boggling discovery.  How can I be in love with him so soon?

"Do you have a lot of places in New York?" I ask to distract myself from the resurfacing anxiety.

"Three.  The one we're going to is a little smaller than the one I was in.  It's my favorite here," he says with a little excitement sparking.

"So you don't like the big, luxurious penthouse you bought?" I tease.

He grins lightly, trying to maintain his modesty by seeming as if he's not high-maintenance.

"I like it, but I also like the more intimate space of this apartment.  The best feature is how it overlooks the water."

I smile as the boyish enthusiasm enters his eyes.  Then a frown fights to take over when I realize what a dangerous game I'm playing.

Every time he smiles, my heart quickens its pace.  Damn my luck.  Of all the men to fall in love with, I found the one who could crush me the worst.

"That sounds nice," I say with a cooler tone.

"Did I say something wrong?" he questions with a worried look returning to his face.

I shake my head as I stare out the window at the numerous cars littering the sides of the streets.

"No.  When will we be there?"

He shifts lanes, and I feel the car turning.  I look up to see the sky-scraping building with a triple-arched entrance driveway.  A man rushes to the car, and I recognize him.  He was the valet at Devin's other home.

"He's a valet here too?" I ask curiously.

Devin laughs slightly as he steps out and hands the man the keys.  I pull my shoes back on and start to open the door, but Devin opens it before I can.  The man stands beside the car while he speaks informatively.

"I acquired everything you asked for, sir, except for the... bed," he stammers slightly while blushing at me.

I do well to avoid eye contact, which isn't too hard since he's trying just as hard as I am to look anywhere else.

Devin smirks at my reddened appearance.

“Thank you, Greer.  I assumed the bed wouldn't be ready yet."

Oh great.  This is Greer.

"It should be ready in about four or five days, sir," Greer continues with his nervousness still intact.

Devin takes my hand as Greer takes his place in the driver's seat.  We walk in to the marvel that is a lobby, and the elevator is waiting for us just as we get to it. Devin punches in a code, just as he had to at the last apartment building.  It whisks us upward with haste, and fortunately it doesn't play any annoying music.

"He's my personal concierge.  I take him everywhere," he says with tasteful arrogance.

I admit, I'm slightly impressed.

The door dings as we walk into yet another stunning apartment.  The tile floors carry creams of every shade, and the tan walls are warmer than the stark white appearance of the last.

There are still very few decorations anywhere other than the walls that bear strategically hung artwork to splash small hints of color.

The marble countertops beg to be touched, and I answer their request as I slide my fingers across the smooth bar.  You could fit five of my apartments in here.  I narrow my eyes at him.

"Smaller?  I think this place is bigger," I scoff.

"Really?  I could have sworn it was smaller," he snickers out.

I roll my eyes as I walk over to the large wall of windows.  I gasp slightly as I see the sparkling lights against the surface of the water.  The stars glitter as the small waves float the blurred specks from place to place.

Devin's arms wrap around my waist as I stare out at the beauty of the city at night.  It's so chaotic, rushed, and wild down there, but right here it's so peaceful.

I quickly tune out the noises and focus on his steady breaths on top of my head while he gazes with me.

"I think I like this one better too.  I might have to take a peek at your other home one day.  I'd hate for it to feel left out because it's the only one I haven't seen," I joke lightly.

I can feel him smiling above me, and I turn to face him.

"What?" I ask with a grin that has now infected my face.

"I've got more than one you haven't seen," he murmurs with an air of intriguing mystery.

I frown slightly.  "You said you had three."

"You how many homes I have in New York.  I said I had three.  I meant I have three in New York.  I have numerous houses all around the world in various densely populated areas, and I have several safe houses in remote areas such as the one you saw."

Whoa.  Definitely out of my league.

"Please stop trying to impress me," I whine playfully.

He laughs lightly as his lips find mine and relieve them of their quivering unworthiness.

"I'll stop when you do," he breathes.

I feel the goddess awakening inside of me, and my hands wrap around his neck as he hoists me into the air.  I feel the breeze of the wind exciting my over sensitized skin as he flashes us to the bedroom.

The weak bed creaks slightly as a warning to be gentle.  He ditches his shirt before I accidentally mess it up.  I smile as I pull the currents over his body, and his eyes roll back to soak in the pleasure of my electric touch.

The goddess is begging me to confess my love, but I know that will only push him away.  He'll know just how crazy I am for being so mad about him before we even get to know each other.

His lips scour my neck and break me free from my hindering mind.  My nails slide up his bare back, and I smile as he brings my shirt over my head.  He leans over to softly remind me just how suave he really is.

"I don't know that I've ever wanted anything as badly as I want you," he says with his sizzling tone.

I want to cry, laugh, fall apart, and be lost in him.  Most of all... I want to say, I love you.

I wake up to the brilliantly lit room and the clouds outside peeking in.  I feel the scorched sheets beneath me, and a girly grin spreads across my face.  The passion has only deepened with each sexual venture.

"Good afternoon," Devin says from behind me.

I roll over to see him tying his tie in the mirror to ice his formal cake.  He's wearing a fearless gray suit with a navy shirt.  His eyes smile at me, and I know my lust for him is so transparent right now.

"I should wear a suit more often it seems," he teases.

I roll my eyes and try to calm the brewing storm inside me.

"I don't know that it matters what you wear to be honest.  I'm apparently insatiable," I mumble in disgust for my lack of control around him.

He finishes with his tie and leans over to kiss me.  "You can't keep talking like that, or I'll never leave."

"Where are you going?" I almost whimper.

Don't be needy, you foolish girl.

I take a silent breath and strain to be a normal, confident woman.  He smiles lightly at my childish don't-leave-me tone.

"I've got a meeting that came up.  I can have Sheila reschedule it if you need me to stay," he says to soothe my inner abandonment issues that are trying to surface. 

Well now I just feel like a clingy fool.  Get a hold of yourself.  Be Aphrodisia Titan, not some sixteen-year-old, lovesick pup.

"No.  Go to your meeting.  It'll give me a chance to explore your small, intimate dwelling," I murmur sarcastically as I look around the bedroom that makes everything I've ever seen so obviously inferior.

"I don't mind staying," he promises, sincerity oozing free from his tone.

I smile encouragingly to prove my moment of weakness has passed.

"I'll be fine as long as you have coffee."

He laughs a little and hands me a robe.  I pull on the sleek, satiny fabric, and it hugs me perfectly.  The daring red offers me a seductive edge, and I can see the tides stirring in his eyes.  I frown suddenly as an unwelcome thought comes to my mind.

"This doesn't belong to some other girl, does it?"

He laughs fiercely and pulls me from the room to head to the kitchen as he speaks.

"No.  I wouldn't do something so carelessly callous," he teases, but it only deepens my frown.

"Oh," I grumble.

His lips pull mine to them, but my touch is more distant than usual.

"I was kidding, Adisia.  I've never had a girl here... at all.  Sheila went shopping for you.  In case you didn't notice, there's a second walk-in closet in the bedroom, and it now has clothes in it for the first time ever.  There's also a bathroom full of everything a girl is supposed to need.  The kitchen is stocked with everything I knew you liked.  Everything is completely new."

I sigh with a bit of relief, and then a new question springs to mind.

"Sheila?  You've mentioned her at least three times.  Who is she?" I say with a tart face.

He snickers a little.  "She's my very middle-aged, very married, and very unappealing assistant.  She handles all the boring stuff, and all the things I know nothing about - such as girl clothing and supplies.  This is a first for me," he confesses.

I'm a little shocked by that.  It definitely puts some of my more tiresome worries to bed.

"You've never lived with a girl?" I ask with a tone relaying my astonishment.

"No.  I have no idea what I'm doing," he says with a hint of insecurity bleeding into his voice.

"Well, so far you've surpassed anything I've ever heard of.  I've never dated a guy who actually cared about what I needed.  I'm sorry for being so... weird.  I'm just a little out of my element.  Your lavish surroundings are a little intimidating, and I'm not sure how to feel really," I mumble self consciously.

He sighs slightly as he kisses my forehead, and his hands slide down my arms to steady my shaky body.

"I have something for you and for me too," he says with a hint of excitement to kill our heavy moment of exposed insecurities.

I giggle a little as he flashes to the bedroom and then back to the kitchen.  He hands me a long, wide, elegant, white box with a silver, lacy ribbon decorating the top.  I start to open it, but he puts his hand over mine.

"Wait until I'm gone.  I don't want to see it until it's on you," he says with a goofy grin spreading so salaciously across his face.

"You bought me a gift you haven't seen?"

"Yes.  I had Sheila pick up something special for tonight because I plan on taking you out on a real date."

A silly grin now consumes my face, and I almost jump a little.  He smiles a full-teeth-flashing, heart-stopping smile, and my face starts to hurt from the inability to lessen my grin.  He leans over and his lips cover mine.

I pull him to me and start loosening the tightly tucked shirt hiding his perfect body that begs to be seen.

He moans slightly and speaks breathlessly.  "I'll cancel the damn meeting."

His lips consume mine, and I struggle with my own desire along with his in order to push back.

"No.  Go to your meeting.  Then you can pick me up for our date like normal people in the early phases of a relationship.  Even though you'll be picking me up from your own home."

His thumb tugs at my lip for a second before he moves to tuck his shirt back in, and a menacing smirk appears.

"I like knowing where you are.  It prevents me from playing stalker," he jokes.

"How did you really find out my real name?" I ask playfully.

He smirks a little, and kisses the back of my hand.

"I might have sent Ther to follow you home and do some recon," he says with a wince.

"Ah.  So I was correct when I accused you of such stalkery," I tease.

His devilish grin is enough to singe my skin, and I can smell the clothes on my body scorching under his smoldering stare.  He doesn't need Aphrodite's stare to possess me.  His Devin Cole stare is enough to heat the arctic and turn it into a desert within minutes.

I take a deep breath and force myself to disengage from the temptation.

"When does your meeting start?" I ask in a pleading effort to distract him.

"Five minutes ago," he reports with his devilish smirk growing.

I roll my eyes and start pulling him to the elevator.

“Go.  Now.  Before I burn both of our clothes off.  I want my real date," I playfully tease.

His eyes dance with their tempting dare, but I refuse to fall prey.  He laughs a little as he reluctantly steps into the elevator.  He huffs and adjusts his tie as he exaggerates a pout, and I cover my smile as the elevator doors close.  I can hear him speaking softly on his way down.

"I'll pick you up at six."

Got to love super-hearing.

"I'll be waiting," I say with a giggle.

A date.  A real date.

I rush over to the mystery box still perched on the kitchen counter, and I begin ripping into it without any regard for the beautiful wrapping.  I gasp as I pull out the elegantly sexy ensemble it had concealed.

It's four o' clock already.  Crap.  Why did he let me sleep so late?

I stare at myself in the mirror, and I almost don't recognize the girl wearing the one-of-a-kind blue, diamond-studded gown that stretches to my toes with its elegant shimmer.

My right shoulder is bare, and a one-inch strap laps over my left.  The back dips low, and I feel the wind stirring as my nervousness grows.

My long, bronze-kissed locks drape past my shoulders in carefully placed large, loose curls.  I'm wearing just the right amount of makeup, and I feel like a goddess.  This dress was meant to be worn by someone far more impressive than I.

I hear the doors of the elevator swishing open, and I giggle a little.  He's ten minutes early.

I rush into the room, but I can sense instantly that it's not him.  The smell of strong liquor and cheap aftershave pollute the air.  The tainted hindrance of cigarette smoke seeps through the apartment, and now I'm scared.

"Hey, Dev.  Where the blazes are you?" a stranger's Scottish accent pronounces.

I sigh out in relief when I realize this is a friendly tone, even though I don't know the man it belongs to.  I walk out to the living area, and the man's jaw drops the moment his eyes connect with my gorgeous dress.

"Bloody hell.  I think I lucked up and punched in the wrong damn code.  I'll be damned."

I laugh a little at his dumbfounded and mesmerized comment.

"Devin will be here in just a few minutes," I murmur.

His jet black hair shags around his face, and his black leather jacket is tattered from years of wear.  He's built and attractive with the bad boy persona that would have made me swoon a couple of weeks ago.

His eyes begin stirring with dark swirls, and a look of possession fills them.  I've seen that look before.  Shit!  My eyes!

I jerk them to stare at the ground quickly.

"Sorry.  I forgot."

But I'm startled from my downward gaze as lips cover mine, claiming my mouth as his.  I'm not far from getting drunk off this man's breath.  Gross.

I struggle against him as he pins me against the wall.  My squeals are muffled as his mouth continues to trap mine.  I feel my hands heating up in a different way, and electricity surges through them.

My possessed attacker flies across the room with smoke billowing from his burned-through jacket and shirt - holes courtesy of my electrically charged hands.

"You have to snap out of it.  Please stop," I beg.

Suddenly the guy leaps to his feet, and he charges me again with an undeniable determination to make me his.  I wince, but then he's derailed in his efforts as a punch comes in from the side, and he slams against the wall.

Crumbs fall from the sheetrock as a crack climbs up to prove this apartment wasn't made for immortals to fight in.

Devin's here.  Oh thank goodness.

My strong Poseidon pulls me into his arms and kisses the top of my head.  The Scottish man's eyes clear from their pollution, and he shakes his head before rubbing his jaw that is now aching from Devin's right jab.

"You could have damned warned me you had an Aphrodite here.  I would've worn some shades.  I thought they were extinct," the man says while laughing.

"I thought your flight was coming in tomorrow," Devin mutters with an air of indifference as he inspects me.

"I got an early flight.  You made it sound important.  Why'd you hit me so bloody hard?" he groans as he continues rubbing his jaw.  "And where'd you come from?"

Devin smirks as he stares me up and down with a look of astonishment when he finally takes a minute to appreciate my attempt to be striking.

"I took the fire escape when I heard Adisia warning you off," he murmurs distractedly, and then he turns his attention to focus solely on me.  "You look stunning.  Wow.  I'm considering kicking Deacon's ass for spoiling the big reveal," Devin gushes.

"Hey.  She gave me the stare.  I didn't stand a chance," Deacon reports with a defensive tone.

Devin rolls his eyes.

"She's new to her powers.  Her mother assures me it will soon be under her control and not falling from her eyes without consent."

Deacon's eyes light up.  "There's another?  Incredible.  How in the hell did I just land in heaven?  Where is she?"

"She's unavailable.  She went to run down some leads on the guys attacking us in repetitive sweeps.  That's why you're here," Devin mumbles.

"You invite me up, and then punch me.  I'm not so sure I like the hospitality around here anymore," Deacon murmurs with a mock pout.

Devin laughs.  "I had to snap you out of it."

"Well she didn't need any help with that," Deacon gripes as he points to his scorched shirt.  "She's quite the firecracker."

Devin smirks as he stares at me with such an enamored gaze.

"She's more like TNT.  She just held back because she knew what was going on.  Trey had the same reaction when he saw her."

Deacon shows his surprise.  "So Trey got to taste those luscious, deliciously intoxicating lips as well?  Lucky bastard."

Uh-oh.  Devin's eyes swirl with fury, and now I'm worried this friendly conversation is pretty, well... fucked.

"You fucking kissed her?" Devin blares as he flashes to Deacon and throws him against the wall.

"Whoa.  Whoa.  Whoa.  Not my fault.  Aphrodite's stare, remember?" Deacon panics, his hands raised like a man pleading his innocence.

Devin drops him to the floor reluctantly with a look of disgust and walks over to the bar to pick up his mound of mail.  He cracks his neck as he uses the heaps of envelopes to distract himself from tearing into Deacon.  I try to shift the tense subject.

"Greer dropped off your mail earlier.  It looks like you've been gone for months."

He laughs slightly.  "Just a few days, but it piles up quickly."

He continues to sift through the numerous pieces, and I walk over to Deacon.

"Sorry.  I promise I'm trying to control it," I mumble while avoiding eye contact.

"It's fine.  Devin's been wanting to do that for years," he says with a menacing undertone.

I turn to see a smirk spreading on Devin's face as he rips open an envelope to read its contents.

"Why?" I ask curiously.

"Well, long story short, I was supposed to cover for him with Gemma while he made off with the hot piano player from a bar we were at, but instead, when Gemma came looking for him, I told her he wasn't there.  That lass was pissed, and Dev-"

Deacon shuts up when Devin clears his throat as an obnoxious warning, and Deacon's eyes grow wide as if he now realizes what's going on.

"Oh.  You two are together?  I mean, really together?  I thought she was one of your  drive-bys."

"Drive-bys?" I growl in distaste.

Devin is staring at his mail now to avoid the scrutiny glaring from my eyes.  I can see him stifling a smirk as he responds so casually.

"I told you I have a past.  Nothing for you to fret about now.  Deacon just doesn't know when to shut the hell up," Devin murmurs as his tone ends in more of a threatening one.

"Sorry.  It's a bit of an adjustment.  I need a beer to help me think better," Deacon chirps.

"Who's Gemma?" I interject.

Devin tenses at the mention of her name sliding from my lips.  Did he love Gemma?  Is she a fuck buddy?  Is she an ex-girlfriend?

Deacon flicks his thumb slightly against the cap of the beer bottle, and it shoots into the sink.  He takes a swig of the western brew before answering the question Devin refuses to.

"She's an old flame of Devin's," he says so naturally, as if I'm not supposed to even acknowledge the words that were said.

"More like a nasty entanglement," Devin adds with a loathsome distaste ringing out.

"Please define that term for a lay person such as me," I mouth off sardonically, my irritation showing through with more clarity.

He squirms uncomfortably before sighing in defeat.

"She was very... persistent in her endeavors to be with me.  I didn't share the same enthusiasm, but I made a few mistakes that only strung her along longer," he says vaguely.

"Persistent?  That bloody girl stalked him for two centuries or more," Deacon adds with a chuckle.

Two centuries?  Or more?  Seriously?

Devin's eyes narrow at the paper, and I hear a gurgling sound coming from the beer bottle just before it explodes against Deacon's face.

Devin's smug, triumphant smirk almost brings a giggle out of me, but I'm still too pissed about this mysterious Gemma portion of his past.  Why is he so determined to keep his past a mystery?

Deacon wipes his beer-drenched face and growls under his breath, "Mature.  Real mature."

Devin lets a faint grin cock up on the edge of one side of his mouth again.  I cross my arms in a huffy manner as I contemplate berating him, and instead, decide to go with an ominous, one-line slice.

"So you were a playboy?"

Devin's cocked grin disappears, and his eyes finally look up to catch my scolding ones.

"Playboy?  Hell.  He makes Hugh Hefner look like the Pope," Deacon chuckles out, and Devin's eyes twist in glaring offense.

"My bad.  Sorry.  I'm still adjusting to your being in a... what are you in?  Is this a serious committed relationship or what?" Deacon asks curiously.

I'm curious as well.  What are we?  He told me to pick a term, but I have no idea what that means.  My eyes narrow as I stare expectantly; waiting on Devin to answer the question I've been dying to know the answer to.

"Yes.  Very committed," he asserts without hesitation.

His eyes stay fixated on mine, and I can feel the anger slowly rolling off of me as Aphrodite's lust becomes stronger and more pronounced.

"Wow.  Devin Cole in a real relationship.  I feel as though I skipped a century somehow," Deacon chuckles.

"What are you?" I inquire bluntly, my question pointed toward Deacon.

He smirks, and Devin rolls his eyes.

"Isn't it obvious?" Devin scoffs.

"No.  I'm still new to all of this," I say while shrugging.

"I'm a son of Aries," Deacon answers proudly.

"War?  The embodiment of war?" I ask with a sense of understanding for Devin's comment.

Apparently the son of war really gets off on conflict, considering he's been stirring it up since he got here.

Devin lets out a huff of a laugh and comes to stand by me.  He wraps his arm around me, and Deacon shakes his head.

"Still trying to wrap my mind around this," he mumbles.

Devin smiles as he kisses the back of my hand.

"Hurry up and get used to it.  It's going to be like this for a while, hopefully," he murmurs sweetly.

I sigh a little when a smile forces its way to my face.  Damn him for being so supernaturally charming.

"I need a bloody shirt.  Mine seems to have a brew mugging it up," Deacon grumbles.

"In the master bedroom - the closet to your left," Devin instructs while offering me his strongest seductive glare.

I roll my eyes at his successful attempt to squash my momentary rage.  Gemma's name is still taking a seat in the back of my mind though.

"Bloody hell!  What in the name of all that is holy happened to your bed?" Deacon gasps.

Devin and I both chuckle as he walks out pulling on one of Devin's tee-shirts.  He gauges our reaction and his shoulders slump as his eyes teem with envy.

"I want one," he whines.

Devin kisses my lips so gently and wraps his arms around me as he pulls me to his incredible body.

"You can't have this one.  She's mine." he teases with a slightly possessive tone that sends the most delicious chills up and down my body.

I feel the foolish grin on his face forcing mine to mimic it.  I wipe it from my face as I ask a more derailing question.

"So what is Gemma exactly?" I ask while glaring into his eyes.

"She's a daughter of Gaya," he says casually while he walks toward the kitchen.

I hope he doesn't think he can escape this conversation.

"I've never heard of Gaya," I say with a prying, leading tone.

Devin sighs.  "She was the embodiment of the earth, like Athena."

"Athena?" I gasp.

Devin shakes his head.  "Minus the bloodlust for Aphrodite's daughters," he quickly adds.

"For now," Deacon scoffs.

Devin narrows his eyes at Deacon for his snarky remark.  Deacon shrugs as he flops down on the couch.

"I'm just saying," Deacon adds menacingly.

Devin looks back to me.  "As I informed you once, Athena believed herself to be the embodiment of virtue, though she was nothing more than the embodiment of earth.  That is what prompted the Aphrodite Wars.  Gayans, such as Gemma, only believe themselves to be the embodiment of earth."

He gives Deacon one more warning glance which the Scottish menace ignores.

"Oh the joy of the wrath from a woman scorned.  It's sure to come.  It always does when Gemma learns of your newest conquest."  What?  Deacon continues before Devin can blast him or before I can question him.  "So what's going on with these groups, and why did you request I come?"

Devin lets out an agitated breath, but gladly drops the Gemma conversation.

"Because I need you to be in New York.  I have no idea the names to the faces within this group, but they're vicious, ruthless, and too close too often.  I don't know the heads, and I can't catch a glimpse of anyone behind the curtains.  I need Camara, and you're the only one who can get to her," Devin says with a tone of anticipation and possibly a little menace of his own.

"Camara?  I can't talk to her.  Are you crazy?  The last time I saw her she strung me up and beat me half to death," Deacon blares.

Devin starts laughing, and I have to stifle a chuckle of my own.  The terror in Deacon's eyes is delighting Devin.

"You shouldn't have pissed off a Sharlan.  What did you think would happen when you slept with her and then ignored her for two hundred years?" Devin snickers.

"Well I never thought she'd lose her howls on me," Deacon pouts.

"What's a Sharlan?" I ask curiously.

"The embodiment of the wild," Devin says with such a soft tone.

Then he turns back to Deacon.  "You have to find her.  You're the only one she's going to let get close to her.  The wild in her makes her skittish.  She's still got it bad for you, and I think you like the animal side of her despite your denial," he teases.

Deacon scowls and rolls his eyes.  "You could at least buy me dinner before you screw me like this," he crudely remarks.

Devin laughs as his eyes run up and down the full length of my body.

"Sorry," he mumbles.  "I've already made dinner plans."

Deacon rolls his eyes, and Devin kisses me while my jealousy is completely distracted and subdued.

"Fine.  I'll go get her.  You had better come get me if she tars and feathers me again," he whimpers.

Devin starts laughing through our kiss before answering.

"Promise."

Then the elevator dings, and Persia walks in unannounced.

"I hope this is okay.  A gentleman named Greer told me you were already expecting me," she says to Devin.

"It's perfectly fine.  I suppose you're not shielding yourself from my visions anymore," he beams.

She smiles endearingly.  "I see no reason to waste such energy.  I came to see you and Adisia before I went to run down some leads on this group.  I've got several contacts around the area.  I'll draw some of them away from New York if they're after an Aphrodite."

"No.  Don't.  You could be killed," I panic.

She takes my hand in hers, and I see tears forming in her eyes.

"I never thought I'd see the day when you cared enough to worry, but I'll be fine.  I know what I'm doing, and I'm the only one who can infiltrate my contacts.  They're very cautious and with good reason.  They've lived a long time by showing such reservations with trusting outsiders.  I'll be back soon though," she chokes out slightly.

I sigh out deeply, and Devin tightens his grip around my hand.

"I've got several cars in a garage down the street.  You're welcome to any of them," he says to Persia.

"No.  I've got wheels of my own.  The only thing I need you to do is take care of my daughter."

He kisses the top of my head before nodding to her.  "Gladly," he murmurs gently.

"You look stunning.  I'm so amazed by your beauty.  I'm glad you're safe.  I'm glad you've found a group to belong to," she says, and then her eyes turn to catch sight of the drooling-like-a-kid-at-the-cotton-candy-machine gawk from Deacon.

"Who are you?" she admonishes.

"I'm Deacon Crichton, a son of Aries.  I just have to say, you're gorgeous."

She laughs a little and looks at Devin.  "Keep her away from this one."

Devin lets out a mock derisive snort.  "No problem."

"Hey, I'm more into older women," Deacon attempts to seduce.

Persia laughs at his failed attempt to win her over as she laughs.

"I can assure you, you're not ready for me," she menaces.

He swallows hard against the instant knot in his throat, and his breath rattles as he tries to keep up his confident persona.

"I'm sure I'm a little tougher than you're giving me credit for.  You know what they say about love and war."

She lets her breath find his face, and he almost dissolves under the potent spell she's exuding.

"There's always war when I love." she whispers, and I try not to fucking gag.

She smirks at his entertaining recovery and her stimulating tease, and then she deliberately struts like a goddess to the elevator, leaving his mouth gaped open.

Devin laughs a little as I sneer in distaste.  I know I barely know her as my mother, but... gross.

She disappears behind the doors, and Deacon gasps for air.

"Sweet swinging hips.  I'm in love."

Devin laughs loudly, and I just fight against the foul taste consuming my mouth.  He kisses me on the temple and walks over to grab a stack of cash from a drawer.  Holy crap, that's a lot of money.

He hands it to Deacon while returning his tone to a more businesslike professionalism.

"If anything goes wrong, don't hesitate, run.  They're cunning.  No one has ever found my New York apartments.  The population is so thick, and there are so many conflicting elements to blur one's abilities.  They're good.  Don't risk it."

I suddenly feel the reality of his concern for Deacon.

"I will.  If something does go wrong, get Camara out of that group.  They'll never be able to defend her, and they'll all be slaughtered."

"I will," Devin promises.

He walks back over to take my hand and Deacon waves as he loads the elevator.

Devin turns to me and tilts my chin up to force my eyes to his.  His immunity to my enslaving eyes is so liberating.  He's amazing.

"I'm sorry our evening was hindered.  I hope it's okay to continue on."

I take a deep breath as I try to digest the heaping pile of crazy that has just been whipped on top of the insanity cake, and then I nod.  I need a night away from the surreal.  A normal date with the guy I'm now living with would do wonders for my exhausted mind.

"I want our date."

"Good.  I've got reservations at my favorite spot in the city," he seduces.

I dread trying to avoid eye contact with the numerous people littering New York, but I'd do anything to have a real date with him.

"Where are we going?" I muse.

"That would ruin the surprise," he says with a boyish grin.

I smile like a foolish girl, and he pulls me to the elevator.  I almost skip a little with my perky steps.

He chuckles lightly at my giddiness, and his lips close over mine the moment the doors seal.  A dinging lets us know someone is joining us, but his lips don't move from mine.

I hear the giggles of teenage girls as our soft-lipped embrace continues without allowing for interruption.

A second ding tells us we've arrived in the lobby.  He takes my hand and pulls me out of the elevator.  I can see the childlike excitement in his eyes.

A limousine is sitting outside the apartment like a horse-drawn carriage awaiting Cinderella.  Greer opens the door with a blushing smile, and I giggle a little as I step in.

Devin gracefully dips in and sits beside me.  He pulls me into his arms the moment he gets seated, and I rest my head on his firm, comfortable shoulder.

“You really went all out," I sigh happily.

"This is just the ride.  Don't be impressed yet," he murmurs with a daring tease.

I smile uncontrollably with my stinging cheeks.  This is so amazing.

We drive a short distance, and I feel the car slowing to a halt.  I glance around to see nothing but the bay in front of us.

"What are we doing here?"

Oh no.  I thought we were eating.  My neglected stomach is about to start growling because I haven't eaten a thing in a couple of days.

"We're having dinner," he says with a secretive smirk.

I look around curiously.

"Here?" I squeak.

He laughs a little, and Greer opens the door for us.

"I'll be back in a couple of hours as you requested, sir."

Devin nods, and then Greer hands him a picnic basket and a blanket.  I'm confused.  The sun is almost lowering in front of us, there's not really a romantic picnic area, and I'm in a flashy dress.  I'm so baffled.

Devin takes my hand and pulls me to the edge of the water as Greer drives away.

"You ready?" he asks softly.

We're completely alone, and I'm still stumped as to what he's up to.

"What are we doing?" I ask impatiently.

He smirks, and then the water starts to separate in front of us.  Even the ground beneath the river begins to dry up as the moisture is sucked out of it.

I watch in amazement as the ground firms enough for me to take a step onto.  He pulls me through the spreading water, and the cycle continues with each step.  Once we've descended low enough that the water starts to close over us, allowing only our bubble to remain within it.

"Oh wow.  This is so... I don't even know what to say," I babble.

"Good," he says with a tone of pride.

Every step takes us deeper, and the bubble around us allows us to see the beauty of the river without disruption.  There are fish ranging from all sizes, and they're swirling curiously around our bubble.  Devin smiles as he gauges my wide-eyed reaction.

The blurred water above us begins to lighten, and it separates from all the dilutions corrupting the clear view of the setting sun.

Devin spreads the blanket on the floor of the riverbed, and I stare up in amazement.

"I knew it would be hard to take you somewhere full of people, but I got one of the best chefs in New York to prepare our dinner to-go.  I brought wine, champagne, and desert.  I hope this will do for now," he utters so gently.

"Oh, it'll do.  This is so unbelievable.  I'm watching the sunset from under the water."

He smiles a little bigger and starts setting up our gourmet dinner for two.  He even brought a candle to set up.

I smile at his attention to detail.  He planned this very thoroughly... for me.

"Am I allowed to be impressed now?" I say with adoration for his incredible thoughtfulness.

He smiles with a twinge of excitement beaming from his eyes for my appreciation.

"Yes.  Now you can be impressed," he says with his cocky, seductive tone.

I giggle slightly as I slide my finger along the side of the bubble.  The cool water strokes against as it wiggles around my touch.  Devin smiles as I study the underwater picnic area in complete fascination.

"I love this," I say softly as he pours the wine.

"I'm glad.  I had to think of a way to stand out from your other first dates," he says proudly.

"You excelled in your attempt."

The plate is filled with food so fancy I'm scared to eat it.  Devin scoops up a perky mushroom stuffed with some delicious looking toppings and spoons it into my mouth.  I feel like heaven has just erupted against my taste buds.

"Oh, that's amazing," I moan.

He smirks a little as he begins to indulge in his artwork plate.  He's so accustomed to all of this.  Everything is so new to me.  I'm eating a culinary masterpiece on the river floor while sitting in our protective bubble, and now the moon is starting to take the place of the sun.

The blurred, glistening streaks strike across the water and wrinkle down to us.

I stare at this perfect man who has done all this for me, and I'm dumbfounded.  What is so special about me?

I sit back, completely full, and smile at him as he pops the cork on the champagne.  It pops through the bubble, and the river's current swallows it up.  The fizzy bubbles of the champagne intrigue the curious fish that are still confused by our aquatic intrusion.

I take a deep breath to steady the storm growing inside of me.  It's too soon.  I can't tell him.  I'll scare him off.

"Adisia, what's wrong?" he asks when he notices my torn gaze.

I sigh out loudly.  Don't tell him you love him.

"Devin, I need to tell you something, and I don't think you're going to like it," I mumble with dismay.

His eyes dance with fear, and I can see a pained gaze protruding from them.

“You don't want to be with me?" he asks pitifully.

That couldn't be further from the truth.

"It's the opposite actually.  Devin, I know you're not going to be in the same place as I am, but you need to know what I'm feeling.  You can't keep being so wonderful.  I'm... I'm falling in love with you," I almost whisper as a slight crackle interrupts my words.

Shit.  Shit.  Shit.

He pulls my hand in his, and his eyes give me nothing as they stare at the ground.  His low tone matches my near whisper when he finally speaks.

"You're right.  We're not in the same place," he says as his eyes look back up to meet mine.

I can feel my heart slapping me in the face for my foolish spur of the moment spout.

"Adisia, I'm not falling in love with you, I've been in love with you.  It's possible that I've loved you since the first night you stayed with me, but I've never been in love before.  I didn't know how or when to say it.  I do though, love you."

His eyes dart around nervously as he tries to read mine and gauge my reaction.  Holy crap.  He loves me!

It's almost impossible to deny my inner-girl the right to squeal.  It's all I can do to not do cartwheels at this moment.

I lunge up from my sitting position and throw my arms around him.  His lips find mine, and the trailing tear from my eye finds its way into our mouths as our kiss erupts into a powerful, engulfing, and mind-blowing contact.

His hands slowly ease my dress up, and my hands begin carefully undoing the buttons on his shirt.  With each undone button, I slowly trail my fingers down to the next one.

His hands gently nestle in my hair as he slightly cups my head, and his lips move with a gentler pace than normal.  Each slow, drawn out moment is almost painful to my overly stimulated senses.

He pulls me against his body and the water around us starts to quiver and then slowly simmers to a near rolling boil before I remind myself to control it.  Devin smiles from behind the kiss as I continue to fall into him.

He loves me.

We're lying on the bed of the river and staring up at the gallant moon that is outshining the stars.  Devin pulls my hand to his lips, and I shiver slightly at his touch.  My body is much too sensitive right now.  We have just taken our bedroom activities to a remote bubbled picnic area, and the slow seduction led to the most incredible sex I've ever had in my life.

Devin snickers slightly.  "Ticklish all of the sudden?"

I giggle a little as he kisses the back of my hand again.

"Just a little... overly sensitive right now.  That was surreal.  This whole night has been a fantasy,” I breathe.

He rolls over and the side of his glorious abdomen presses against me as he stares into my eyes, caressing my cheek with the back of his hand.

"I meant it.  I love you," he says softly.

I can feel the tears trying to fall.

"I lied when I said I was falling in love.  I just didn't want to push you too soon.  I've been in love with you since that first night too.  I just didn't think it was possible.  I only ever thought I knew what it was like to be in love before I met you," I gush out, possibly sounding to rushed.

His eyes swirl with a provocative dare, and then they settle back down as his lips gently thank mine for their words.  I can feel him smiling behind the kiss.

"Greer will be here any minute with the car.  I don't need to let him see us emerging from the river completely dry and obviously ravaged, and my cell doesn't have reception under here.  I checked."

I laugh a little at his slight frustration.  We've just thoroughly enjoyed the most incredible intimacy, but he's still craving more.  I love that.  I love him.

"I'm glad you told me," he whispers.

I smile a little more.  "I'm glad you told me, too," I say before kissing him once again.

He grunts slightly as he stands to his feet with a begrudged motion and extends his hand down to collect mine.  I slowly climb to my feet with the same reluctant motion, and the waters around us begin to form a path for our return.

As soon as we surface, Devin's eyes swirl with the dark tides.  They begin to scour the landscape frantically as if he's searching for something.  He rips his phone from his pocket.

"Hello, sir, I'll be there in about ten more minutes.  I got stuck in a bit of traffic," Greer says shakily.

"Just turn around.  We're going to walk and enjoy the night," Devin lies, his tense body contradicting his light tone.

Why is he lying?  What's going on?

He ends the call, and I see him typing away on his phone.  My phone buzzes in my purse, but I ignore it.  His eyes are masking a worry he's not sharing with me.

"Check your phone, baby," he says gently.

"No, I'll check it later," I say while trying to read his mixed facial expressions.

"Check it now, please.  It could be important," he insists.

I sigh as I pull out the phone and read the text from... him?

Act natural.  We've got several people watching our every move.  Move fast, and be ready to move faster.

I slowly lower the phone to my purse, and I'm praying my face doesn't show the terror I'm feeling right now.  He takes my hand in his, and I start keeping up with his swift, but subtle stride.

We make it to the street, and I breathe out when I think we're safe.  Devin grimaces, and suddenly I hear the screeching tires of a hell raising car.  I scream as the car jumps the sidewalk, and people begin diving out of the way.  Devin races toward the car, and I scream again.

He slams his fist into the hood of the rampaging vehicle, and the car's front smashes into the ground before flipping over Devin and sliding on its hood through the crowded streets of New York.

"Get back, Adisia!" he yells as the driver jumps out of the car and begins charging him.

I can hear the thunder crackling, people screaming, and the rain pelting down as I open the skies.  My instinct to protect kicks into panic mode as I watch Devin throw his rippling sound wave across the chest of his attacker.

Suddenly the man thuds against the ground, and blood starts rushing from his head.  Devin's eyes grow wide, and he gasps slightly.

"Fuck.  They're mortals," he breathes.

The fire hydrants around us begin bursting open and spraying the air with a watery veil as more of them charge us.

Devin takes my hand.  "Try not to hurt them.  They're infected."

Suddenly, we're surrounded by at least fifty people, and their eyes are drunk, mad, and power hungry.  It's like they're possessed, but not by Aphrodite's stare.  This is something different.

Fire blazes beside our heads as one of them launches it at us.

"Mortals can't do that!" I screech.

"Infected mortals can.  They mimic our strength, our powers... almost everything when they reach the point nearest to death, but they can still die easily.  We can't retaliate.  Defend yourself though.  If it's you or them, make it them," he asserts.

We're encircled, completely surrounded by the drunken people who are flashing around like immortals.

Devin ripples the air, and throws them back without fatality, but it's enough to provide a gap for us.  Pandemonium breaks out through the streets, and screams erupt as the infected men begin to wreak havoc all around the uninfected mortals running away.

Devin is desperately seeking a way to save the innocent while not hurting the infected.  I squeal as one man swings at me.

I duck under his whirled arm, and a car crushes under the impact of his stray fist.  His hand is bloody, broken, and I realize super-strength isn't something to be used by the fragile.

We have to end this.

I feel the power summoning itself as my eyes glare with their jade glow.

"Enough!" I scream.

All eyes turn to face me and the men surrounding us start slowly trotting toward me with the puppy-dog eyes of intoxicated, love-drunk fools.  I stare around at all the eyes glued to me.  They're... listening and... obeying me.

Devin's eyes widen when he realizes what's going on.  I feel something lifting in the air as the heavy shifts to light.  Their eyes glimmer with helplessness, and I feel myself growing stronger from their praising stares.  I step into the middle of them and throw my arms out in release of the power that has built up.

Their eyes drain from the poisoned stare, and the natural colors begin to fade back into hue.  They slowly drop to the ground as they begin passing out from the overexertion they've been forced to endure.

Their exhausted bodies collapse to the ground around my feet, and I feel the green slowly fading from my eyes.

A woman catches my gaze - her lip trembling, her mortal heartbeat in panic.  Shit.  She just saw me do that.

"We need to go," Devin whispers as curious bystanders hold up their phones and try to video the scene.

Crap.

Devin pulls me through the crowd, and I lower my head to avoid any eye contact.  He takes me down a desolate alleyway, and checks over his shoulder for anyone watching us.  He ducks down a covered alley, and then we dart through an older building.

A man nods as we pass through a spice shop, and Devin barely acknowledges him as we go to the back.  Every random scent in the universe invades my nose at once, and I turn it up reflexively.

"Where are we going?" I urge.

"Back to the apartment.  We might be getting watched though."

I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention as my scalp begins to feel the prickling of tiny needles tap-dancing on my head.

He pulls me through a back door, and a basement floor hatch lifts in front of me.  He drops in and motions for me to follow.  I remain quiet, just in case someone is close enough to hear.

I drop into his arms, and he starts leading me through an underground tunnel passage to a ladder.  The crawling bugs send an unwelcome wave of icky over me, but I brush it off as we pop up through a theater hatch.

I can hear the sound of an orchestra practicing, drowning out any other sound with their loud strings mixed with their winded instruments.  The dramatic tone quickens our steps and the beats of our pounding hearts.

Devin grabs an oversized hat and a draping shawl from the prop room on the side and hands it to me.  It smells like an old lady and floral perfume, but I put it on.  He intentionally drops his jacket in the room.  He's done this a time or two.

He turns down a long, crowded street as we emerge from the front entrance with a dispersing group.  He holds my hand while finding a subtle pace, keeping an even stride with the animated mortals on the bustling streets.  I can't feel eyes on me, but that doesn't mean they're not there.

We disappear into another building, and he leads me to the back of a restaurant.  I can hear the laughing - happy, oblivious people talking about meaningless pieces of their lives, and then all the chatter turns to gasps as the news reports an emergency broadcast.  I look up in time to see the muted television in the corner displaying the spewing water from the hydrants.

It did get caught on camera.  Freaking eh.

Devin jerks me out of the doorway, and the awnings draping over the sidewalk offer us some cloaking from overhead - should anyone be up there.

"Make it rain," he softly requests.

I swallow hard, and beg for the power to control it without provoking the goddess.  It works.

The rain begins to drizzle at first, and then it thunders down on us with a merciless grind.  Devin pulls me through the blurry mess, and then I feel us disappearing into a car.

I sigh in relief when I see Kry's face.  The music is blaring, most likely to keep away any trespassing ears.

"Any sign of unwanted eyes?" Devin whispers.

"Not from here.  I've been sitting here since about five minutes after I got your text.  I wasn't far away."

"Let's go to my apartment.  We'll call the others when I feel we're safely tucked behind the padded walls of my soundproofed room."

He leans back, and Kry pulls out into the torrential downpour I've created.

"You did good, baby," he whispers to my panicky self.  "You did better than good.  You were incredible."

"So were you," I murmur with tears starting to fall now that I've stopped to breathe and reality crushes down on me with its heavy force.

"Shh.  It's okay.  You're okay.  We're going home.  We'll be safe there.  I've got a padded room.  It's proofed against immortal hearing."

He wraps his arms around me and kisses my head.  Kry keeps the music loud as we weave slowly through the traffic.  My eyes keep scouring rooftops, sidewalks, and everything else.  I've never felt so paranoid in all my life.  The adrenaline has left me shaky and breathy.

The radio broadcaster interrupts the music for a special report.

"This just in.  A group of fifty or more people exhibited a display of unimaginable, unrealistic strengths and other demonstrations of supernatural power in the downtown area tonight-"

Kry flips the station, and more music begins blaring once again.

He looks into the rearview mirror at Devin, and whispers in disbelief, "Fifty fucking people?  That's not-"

"I know," Devin interrupts.  "Wait until we're safely behind the walls."

Kry pulls up, and Greer scurries to get the door.  His eyes widen when he sees us.

"Mr. Cole.  I'm so sorry.  I would have come to get you."

"Kry was in the neighborhood when the bottom dropped out unexpectedly.  Please take his car for us," Devin kindly instructs.

Greer nods and quickly takes the keys from Kry.  We load the elevator, and Kry shakes his bleach blond hair free from the excess water.

"Your doings?" he questions sardonically, motioning to the rainwater falling from his body.

I point to Devin.  "He told me to," I defend.

"We needed cover.  I wanted to make sure no one could see where we were going," Devin whispers.

He releases my hand the second before the door dings, and then he and Kry head over to grab scotch from the bar.  Devin returns and bends to kiss me softly just as I step out with my shaky legs trying to betray me.

"Go get on some dry clothes.  I've got some calls to make."

I nod and head off to the bedroom, but I can hear every word on both sides of the phone.

"Devin?  Oh thank goodness.  Was that-"

"Yes.  It was Adisia and myself.  Will you clean it up?  It has already hit the news," he says to interrupt Theia.

I see him flip on the eighty-inch, custom built, flat screen to view the chaotic aftermath of our crazy first date gone terribly wrong.

"I'm already working on it," Theia comforts.

"When you get done, head on over.  I'm calling an emergency meeting."

"We'll be there soon," she informs.

Devin slides his phone in his pocket and nods to Kry.

"Make the calls from the padded room.  I'm going to go change," he instructs.

"No problem," Kry says gruffly while flashing into a side room.

I watch in amazement from the doorway of the bedroom as the news begins to change.  The blurry streaks of our flashing war turn into a gaseous eruption instead.  The broadcast stops talking about supernatural possibilities as if they've forgotten what they're reporting about.

"Fifty-three men were laid out when a fluke gas explosion ruptured the waterlines, causing a chain reaction of fire hydrants to burst.  Only one fatality was suffered, and another man was critically injured, sustaining major breaks in his arm and hand.  Several others suffered burns, and minor wounds."

Unbelievable.  The news is changing in front of my gaping eyes.  They move to an interview with a female witness.

"We heard a loud explosion and saw the men falling down as the water sprayed in the air.  It was the scariest thing I've ever seen," she gasps.

I remember that woman.  She looked right at me.  She saw what I was doing, but she can't remember it.

"It's my mother," Devin says to answer my silent, twisting weave of confusion as he ushers me in farther and closes the door behind him.  "She has the ability to replace the memories of mortals.  She can shift the facts for all to see, and erase the memories of the truth.  It's how we do cover-ups."

"Oh," I mumble.

He dries his hair, and quickly changes into a low-hanging, sleek pair of track pants that make him look too fucking good without his shirt on.

I walk over to him and resist the urge to rub my hands up his smooth chest.

"Can you unzip me?" I ask softly while turning my back to him and lifting my hair up to be out of the way.

I can feel his breath beating against the back of my neck as he slowly unzips the wet, confining dress.  It drops to the floor to reveal my blue, strapless bra and my matching underwear.  His breath hitches slightly as I deliberately step out of the dress with my heels still on.  I smile slightly as the goddess tries to emerge, and I very gingerly remove my high heels.

"You're so beautiful," he murmurs sweetly.

I blush lightly as I walk over and pull out a pair of yoga pants and a sexy tank top.  He smirks a little as I pull on the tight-fitted ensemble.  But I frown slightly as I pull on a pair of fuzzy socks.

"I know this is a stupid question, but are you okay?" he softly asks.

I smile a little.  Oh this world is so fucked up.  I'm starting to find normalcy in all the chaos, and that's even more fucked up.

"Yeah.  I just didn't get to give you your present, and now the moment is spoiled," I pout.

His eyes perk up with a childlike excitement.  "You got me a present?  Can I still have it?"

I laugh a little at his enthusiasm, and then I walk over to the bedside table.  I pull out the small, wrapped gift I had tucked away for him.

"You can have it, but it's nothing special.  It would have had more oomph earlier... before the chaos."

He holds it in his hands and stares at it as if it's the first present he's ever received.  My heart almost dissolves as I indulge in his endearing gaze fixated on the small gift.

"What's wrong?" I ask curiously.

"This is the first time I've ever held a present without seeing what's inside.  It's so exciting, different, and surprising.  I've never been surprised," he says with a tone of awe.

That's a little shocking.  He's more excited about a present he can't see than a wonderful gift I can't afford.

"Don't get too excited.  It's nothing spectacular.  Now I feel like the expectations are too high."  I giggle nervously.

His face is so sincere though.  There's no humor, just honest elation.

"You didn't get surprised as a child?" I muse curiously.

He shakes his head as continues staring at the present.

"No.  I've had the visions my whole life.  I couldn't control them until I gained immortality, but they've always been provoked by touch.  I've always been able to see anything a person was going to get me before they even bought it.  I never realized how incredible it is to not know what lies underneath the wrapping."

Oh my.  He's so frigging cute right now.  I really wish I had gotten him something better.

"Open it," I urge.

He smiles and sits down on the badly damaged remnants of his bed.  He cautiously pulls the strings that bind the wrapping paper together and reveals the sleek, sophisticated white picture frame holding the black and white, close-up picture of us at Clara's wedding.

He stares at it with glistening eyes, and I'm so baffled by his reaction.  He's acting as though I've just handed him a Rembrandt instead of a home-printed copy of a picture.

"I checked my emails today, and Clara had sent me the wedding photos.  I really loved this one.  I know you're not too crazy about personal photos, given the lack of them in all the homes I've seen so far, but I used your printer and printed it off in black and white to go with your neutral tastes.  When Greer dropped off the mail, I asked him to pick up the frame and wrapping supplies."

He continues staring at it, and I'm not sure what else to say or do.

"Thank you," he murmurs with such an enamored tone.  "This is incredible.  I don't keep pictures because I don't usually have any memories I want to keep.  This is one I haven't forgotten at all.  I almost told you I loved you then," he nearly whispers.

I swallow hard against the excited wad of nerves in my throat.  He takes my hand and pulls me to the living room.  He places the small framed picture on the center of the table in front of the elevator.

"You don't have to put it on display.  I know it's not your taste.  I just wanted you to have a picture of us.  There were so many, but like I said, I love that one."

He continues staring at the sweet exchange of his lips on mine surrounded by a frame.

"I love it, too.  This is the first and best surprise I've ever had.  I can't tell you how special I feel right now."

Aw.  He's so adorable like this.

He pulls me to the padded room, and Kry nods to him as he slides his phone into his pocket.

"Most everyone will be here in a few minutes.  I'm going to grab some more drinks and glasses.  I think we're going to need them," Kry murmurs.

Devin nods to him, and I pick up behind the padded walls where we left off.

"You're very special to me.  I don't ever want to be without you," I confess.

His arms slide around me and his lips pull mine to them.  I feel his hands roaming freely around my body, and I fall into him without hesitation.

"You won't ever be without me," he swears against my lips that are still pulsing from his touch.

"I love you," I whisper.

He smiles salaciously while pulling back to stare into my eyes, and I feel my blood pumping harder to get through my veins in response.

"I love you, Adisia."

His lips cover mine again, and then he grimaces as he pulls away.

"What?" I ask with a slight self-conscious stir.

Did I do something gross?

"I'm sorry in advance.  I can't see you, or anything directly related to you, so I have no idea what's about to happen.  Just don't leave my side."

Before I can question him, a girl walks into the padded room full of warm, taupe walls with splashes of red here and there.  Kry smirks as he follows in behind her, his childish enthusiasm showing with a menacing twinkle displayed in his stride.

"Well.  This is one I haven't seen before," the girl says with her silky, seductive tone.

Her soft auburn hair drapes artfully down her back with big curls, and her slender curves are hugged by a short black dress that appears to have been molded onto her body.  Her jewelry glistens under the recessed lighting, and her bright red nails show off their perfect manicure.

"This one isn't usually up for viewing," Devin replies coolly while wrapping an arm around me.

She takes notice of me in my comfortable clothing, damp hair, and slouching posture while I nestle into Devin's arms.

"I swear.  You'll take in a stray quicker than the damn pound.  What's this one?" she snarks.

"Watch yourself, Gemma.  This is my home.  Show all of my guests respect, or you can leave," Devin warns.

No!  This girl is Gemma?  Oh, I had so been hoping she was ugly.  She's supposed to look like a troll.  I hate her even more for being pretty.

She rolls her eyes and walks over to dig through her oversized bag.  She pulls out a wilting, shriveled, tragic looking orchid.

"I brought you something for the home I've never seen.  You know, for tradition's sake.  The man down the street was killing it, so I offered him a cactus in exchange," she says with a tone that lets us know she swapped it without permission.

Devin huffs as he pulls me tighter under his arm and kisses my head.  I watch her push her thumb into the soil surrounding the plant, and before my eyes, it blooms out full of life.  The wilting process has been reversed, and now the vibrant plant stands with such pride.

And I thought I had a green thumb.

"Make sure to water it.  All earth needs a little water," she says suggestively.

Her underlying meaning isn't lost on me.  He's water, and she's the damn earth.  Bitch.

"Thanks," Devin says dismissively.

She's persistent though, just like he said she was.

"I can always come help you out if you find yourself struggling," she provocatively suggests.

Oh hell no.  I'm cutting that loaded-with-devious-intentions plant to pieces the moment she's gone.

"I've cared for orchids before.  I can handle it," I interject, reminding her I'm sitting right in front of her.

Devin smirks as he relaxes and pulls me into his lap.  She completely ignores me and looks around the room.

"Your homes need life.  They're always so sterile and cold.  This one is different though.  It's a recent change, too.  I can still smell the fresh paint mingling with the remnants of sweat from the painters that is barely starching the air.  The artwork is new as well.  I can smell the hydrangeas dancing off them, and I know you don't have any of them.  What's with all the new styles?"

"I did it for Adisia," he says while staring at me.

I'm stunned.  I had no idea.

"You did this for me?  Why?" I gleam, trying not to giggle foolishly.

"Judging by your apartment, I knew white wasn't going to be too comfortable for you, but I'm not quite the color enthusiast or collective omnivore you are.  I decided this would be a reasonable compromise.  I wanted you to feel comfortable when you moved in," he answers genuinely.

I almost tear up.  I start to speak, but Earth Girl beats me to it.

"She's moving in?" she gasps.

Devin seems aggravated by her rude interruption, so he answers curtly.

"She has already moved in."

Her eyes teem with envy, shock, and a loathsome appetite for my head on a stake.

"Why?" she blares.

"She has to live with someone.  She's new to her powers, and Devin is her most prominent trigger," Ther says as he walks in and shuts the door behind him.

She glares directly into my eyes and fights the urge to do something rash.

"So you train new ones now?  How are you a trigger?" She asks with an ice-cold tone.

Devin pulls me to him a little tighter, and I'm almost in his lap now.

"She was attacked by people trying to get to Devin.  Her protective instincts kicked in and forced her immortality," Kry answers with a nonchalant indifference to the dramatic meltdown Gemma is facing.

She cracks one side of her neck, and her clenched jaw looks as though it’s about to break in half.

"Why did she feel protective?" she inquires with her ominous tone.

"Because I love him," I answer softly.

Devin lets a small smile escape, and he kisses my head in response to my answer.  Her eyes spread so wide I'm worried she's about to have a stroke.  Then she lets out a laugh, and her eyes relax.  She opens her mouth to speak, but Devin interrupts her.

"Don't.  I've had enough.  You're not going to attack her anymore.  You've had your moment, just leave it alone."

"You know I hate it when you do that.  I should be allowed to speak even if you can see what I'm about to say," she mumbles.

"I can't see it.  That's why I know it's directed toward Adisia.  You can attack me all you want, but I'm not going to let you accost her any further," Devin warns.

Her eyes show her surprise all too clearly.  "What do you mean you can't see it?" she whines.

"Devin can't see anything about or pertaining to Adisia," Ther answers.  "It's pretty cool actually.  She blew up a car before we figured it out and shocked the hell out of him.  I've never seen him caught off guard," he chuckles.

I smile a little as I think of the heated, silent moment we were sharing when I accidentally over stimulated the engine.  He smirks slightly, and his lips cover mine.  He pulls back quickly before the passion calls forth Aphrodite's green eyes.

"You... this can't... why can't you..." she stammers in disbelief.

"She's special," he murmurs with such an adoring tone.

"Well, you should know it won't last.  I know better than anyone that Devin doesn't do love," she scoffs.

Ther and Kry exchange an awkward glance and disappear from the room.  Devin takes a deep breath and sits back on the warm couch, pulling me with him as he does so.

"I do now.  I'm sorry, Gemma."

Her eyes flash from angry to pained in that instant.  She wipes her falling tears quickly, and almost chokes on her emotion as she lights into a tirade.

"You said you couldn't be with anyone like that.  You said you couldn't have a committed relationship.  I've been waiting centuries on you.  I've done everything to be with you.  How can you do this to me?" she cries.

I stand up to give them a moment alone.  I've been there.  I know how much it hurts to lose him.  He frowns slightly as I abandon him, but he knows she needs closure.  I start closing the door, but I hear Devin before it closes completely.

"I love her.  I'm sorry, but I never told you to wait for me.  As a matter of fact, I told you not to do such a thing.  There're people on their way up.  I need to go be with Adisia."

I smile and my eyes lock with his the moment he walks out.  His beautiful smoky eyes are filled with regret and a twinge of embarrassment.

"I’m sorry," he mouths silently.

I just shrug.  I can't blame her for loving him to the point of being obsessed.  That's how I've felt since I met him.

He wraps his arms around me, and Ther's eyes lock with mine as I turn around.  I quickly withdraw from the accidental gaze and stare at the floor while I cringe.

"I'm so sorry," I squeal.

"I'm fine.  Hey, why am I fine?" he questions in shock.

Devin tilts my chin up and stares into my eyes.  A smirk spreads across his face as he answers.

"She's got it under control now - earlier than expected."

I smile a little and blush bashfully under his adoring eyes.  The elevator dings, and Theia steps out with Phillip holding her hand.

"She's got control?" Theia asks in surprise.  "That's excellent."

"Have any others shown up yet?" Phillip asks.

"So far just Kry, Ther, and... Gemma," he says with a lower, sour note.

"Don't sound too enthused with my being here," she scoffs from behind.

"Where are your parents?" Theia asks her.

"On their way.  I was in the area," she murmurs.

Of course she was in the area.  She's my stalker's stalker.  That bitch.

"We've got more coming up," Devin adds.

The elevator dings and several men pile out.  They are grungy, oily, and very unpolished to say the least.  They're all staring at me with the Grinch's grin, and I'm starting to feel like the Christmas they would love to steal.

"Easy boys, this is Devin's girl," Ther teases.

"Of course it is.  He always gets the pretty ones, but he doesn't keep them long," one of them gleams.

"I do now, Hector.  Adisia is different, so watch yourself," Devin cautions.

Hector holds his hands up as if he's bowing out gracefully, and then he winks at me when he passes by.  The others keep their eyes on me as they follow him into the padded room.

Theia's smile distracts me, and I see her staring at the picture Devin has proudly displayed in front of the elevator.

"You got your picture made?  You hate pictures," she says with a distant tone as her eyes study the framed photo.

"I did.  That's from Adisia's friend's wedding.  Adisia surprised me with it as a present."

Theia's eyes glance up, and tears begin to form in the corners of both of them.

"She surprised you?  Oh, I wish I had seen that," she chokes out.

Wow.  This is a really big deal.  I've always thought it was irritating to see a wrapped present and have to wait to find out what was inside.

Devin smiles a little bashfully, and then he kisses the top of my head.  I feel his hand tightening on my shoulder as Gemma walks over to look at the picture in question.  Her eyes burn against the photo for a moment, and then she shakes her head in disgusted disbelief before skulking off.

More people start piling out of the elevator as each descent returns with a new load.  Devin takes my hand to return me to the padded room.

Ther and Kry begin bringing in more chairs from other rooms to accommodate the house full of bodies.

The padded door shuts for the last time when the final person is accounted for.  Theia looks to Devin to start the meeting.  He nods in acknowledgement as he leans forward on the couch to speak.

"This group we've been dealing with is becoming more and more organized.  If any of you saw the news before the minds of the mortals were altered, you know what I'm talking about.  We need answers, and we have to start hunting them before this reaches a limit that requires a rewind.  None of us want that to happen," he asserts.

"How were fifty infected mortals there at once?  And how were they working together?  It doesn't make sense.  Infected mortals go mad before they reach a level where they can work together as an assembly," a brawny man interjects.

"They weren't infected like normal.  This was something far more extreme than anything I've ever seen.  They were being controlled by a greater mind.  I could see it in their eyes - they were enslaved," Devin answers, and his words are met with a united gasp.

"Who can do such a thing?" A redhead asks.

"I don't know, but we need to find out soon," Theia says.

"You can't see them?" Gemma questions, her eyes solely focused on Devin.

"No.  Whoever is pulling the strings is doing very well to keep the curtain fastened behind a vaulted door that I can't break through.  It's blurry at best, and I can't see anything other than the attacks just before they happen.

"Even that is getting weaker as they grow stronger.  There's barely enough time to form a plan.  This puppet master is strong, calculated, and too good to keep playing with," Devin says.

"I don't understand why they released the mortals when they had you pinned down.  They could have forced your hand, or worse, they could have killed you with those numbers and limited maneuverability on your end," Theia almost whimpers with quizzical dismay.

"The puppet master didn't release them.  Adisia did," he says with admiration blooming from his lips.

I look down shyly as all eyes flash to me - the girl they either barely know or don't know at all.

"How?" Phillips asks.

"She used her stare to free them from the captivity they were forced into.  I've never seen anything like it.  I wasn't aware it could be used for such.  I've been trying to reach Persia, but she's gone underground in search of her contacts already."

Kry props against the counter while sipping his scotch before he adds to the conversation.

"Do you think you can train that ability?  We made need it again... soon.  The way these guys are coming, we'll need an army of able immortals."

Oh crap.  He's talking to me.  Damn you, Kry.

I can't believe he's putting me on the spot with so many people here.  I wasn't planning on being a part of the meeting.  I didn't even want to listen in, but Devin made me.

"I'll do my best." I quiver, feeling like I'm standing naked in front of thousands.

"What kind of stare are you talking about?" Gemma snarks, and then I notice many of the people here are wondering the same thing.

"She's a daughter of Aphrodite," Devin answers quickly.

Gemma's eyes widen in shock, and the unknowing members begin ruffling their whispers of disbelief around the room.

"And you're just now sharing that with us?" she barks.  "That explains so fucking much.  You're not in love with her - she's got you spellbound, you fool."

She glares at me with all the contempt of hell's fury.

"Release him now, you fucking whore," she growls, and the padded door opens at that exact moment.

I glare into her eyes with the same fury.  How dare her!  I would never hold him even if I could.

"Told you this would happen," Deacon laughs as he walks in with a wild-eyed beauty that has to be Camara.

Devin rolls his eyes.  "She's not holding me.  I'm not affected like the others by her abilities," he says smugly.

I smile and stare at the floor instantly to hide my blushing cheeks and glowing green eyes.

"She's not holding you my ass.  You said you can't see her or the person pulling the strings, and you can see everything.  It's no coincidence that you're blinded twice at the same time.  There's no secret puppet master, it's her.  Your New York apartments have never been found.  It's impossible to find an immortal in this clustered pheromone fest.  She led them there.  She's a mole!  The goddess gaze of Aphrodite is the only enslaving act known to our kind.  Considering there aren't any others, it has to be her," she berates.

In less than a breath, she lunges toward me, and the once docile orchid spirals around my neck.  I start gasping for air, but then Devin leaps up to throw her against the wall - his hand choking her at neck.

"Let her fucking go now, or I swear I'll break your neck," he threatens.

"She's controlling you.  Fight it," she strangles out.

I keep gasping, and my head starts to feel as though it's going to explode as the blood and oxygen rip from it.  I sure as hell feel mortal right now.

"Enough, Gemma.  Control yourself," another lady yells as she holds out her hand, and the plant drops free from its choking embrace.

I gasp for air and grab my neck to make sure that vicious thing is really gone.  Devin drops Gemma and rushes to me to make sure I'm okay.

I officially hate plants.

The woman who saved me looks to Theia as Devin inspects the damage that has been done.

"You know for sure it isn't her?" the woman I thought to be my savior asks suspiciously.

"I'm positive.  Devin has been with her every minute since her change.  She didn't get her powers until after the first attack," Theia reports.

Gemma cries from the betrayal she feels as she screams at Devin.

"You're being used!  Can't you see that?  This is all her!"

"It's not her!" he shouts in complete frustration.  "She's been attacked with me.  She's fought to stop them.  They've almost killed her, damn it!  If she hadn't obtained her immortality, she would be dead right now.

"She freed them.  They weren't trapped by an Aphrodite at all.  I've seen the look in those eyes.  She's accidentally rattled Trey and Deacon.  The eyes are completely different.  This was something terrifyingly dark.  There're some sort of powers that have been mixed together and produced this.  We have to find out what and who... soon," Devin berates back.

He resumes his examination of me, and Theia walks over to view me as well.

"Devin can't see her at all.  Absolutely nothing comes to him in the least.  The person running this is blurry.  He can tell they're blocking him.  There's a difference.  If you don't trust us, then you're welcome to leave," Theia says to the woman and Gemma.

"I trust you.  My daughter's emotions are clouding her judgment.  Please forgive her, and forgive me for questioning you," the woman says humbly while bowing toward Theia.

Daughter, I inwardly scoff.  That figures.

She could unwind the strangling orchid because she has the same power, and Gemma had been under duress and unfocused while Devin was choking the life out of her.

"I'm not crazy.  I know she's behind this no matter what you try to say," Gemma sobs.  "I won't let her have you because she has the power to force you into love."

"She's not forcing him.  He told me he was in love her when she was still mortal," Kry says in an effort to shut her up.

Devin's eyes dart to meet mine, and I feel the green eyes brewing over now.  He told people he loved me?

How can I sit here without ripping his clothes off now?

"He told me the same thing, and she was very mortal at the time.  Her Aphrodite stare didn't kick in until we were at the safe house.  Trey was the first one afflicted by it.  It's never fazed Devin.  He's immune to her," Ther adds.  "We kidnapped her when she refused to go with him.  I can swear to you she's not holding him against his will.  If anything, it would be the other way around.  Devin hasn't let her out of his sight since they met.  Dude would have been arrested if he was an average mortal."

I snicker slightly, and Devin rolls his eyes.

"I simply wanted to discuss a plan of action.  This shouldn't be about Adisia at all.  I think we've gotten away from the actual problem at hand.  Maybe we should resume this meeting at a time when emotions aren't running so high.  Anyone who wishes to join Kry, Ther, and myself tomorrow is welcome.  We're going to speak to some of the California crew about their suspicious activities.  They had a similar run-in not too long ago.  For now, meeting adjourned," Devin asserts.

My stomach ruffles in knots.  He's going to California?  Why didn't I know?  Am I going, too?

Everyone starts dispersing, and I pick up the orchid sitting on the perch while it pretends it doesn't remember trying to kill me.  I walk over to the trash and dump it in.  Devin laughs slightly as I dust my hands free of the grit left on them.

Gemma glares at me as her mother ushers her out the door.  I can't believe she tried to kill me.  Psycho bitch.

"I'm sorry," Devin says with serious eyes.

"It's not your fault.  I wish I had zapped the bitch, but I didn't want to provoke the room into believing I was capable of such a thing."

He smirks a little at my feisty response, and then he pulls my lips to his.  I smile as I hear two throat clearings beside of us.

"Sorry," Ther grumbles.  "I just wanted to tell you we'll have ten joining us tomorrow."

"Okay.  Thanks for having my back in there," Devin says to both Ther and Kry.

"Gemma's a crazy bitch.  We've known that for centuries," Kry chuckles.

"She means well.  She just wasn't expecting... Adisia," Ther chirps.

"Yeah.  I should have excluded her from these proceedings tonight, but we need her family's contacts and power.  Pick me up in the morning," Devin sighs.

They wave as they load the elevator, and my pout instantly forms.

"You're leaving me here, aren't you?"

He smirks slightly as he kisses my forehead.

"I'm not happy about it either.  Deacon and Camara will be staying here with you.  If you have any problems at all, please call me."

"I already have a problem - being here without you," I gripe.

His lips devour mine the moment mine pucker again.

"I'm sorry," he murmurs against my lips.  "I have to go.  Believe me, I wouldn't be leaving you if I didn't have to," he promises.

"You didn't have to send Deacon to retrieve me," the girl I can only assume is Camara says in interruption.

She's nowhere nearly the vicious, wild animal Deacon made her sound like.  She's actually very calm, pretty, and even sweet in appearance.

Devin chuckles a little as he says, "I know.  He's the best at tracking you down though, and we needed you here.  Thank you for coming."

"I owe you and your family my life, so I couldn't imagine being anywhere else.  I'll begin the process of tracking tomorrow," she says mildly.

"You're going after them?" I ask with a slight bit of concern for the girl I don't know.

Her unkempt, yet gorgeous, curly blond hair sways gently as she turns to face me with a devious, smug smirk.

"No.  I can see through the eyes of nature's creatures.  I'll use their senses which will be amplified by own to track them down.  It may take a couple of days to catch a break though."

"That'll be fine.  We need to exert caution in every effort," Devin offers.

"I'll be wary of anything out of place, and I'll desert the animal I'm linked to if I see something set for a trap.  They'll never know we were there."

"Good.  Call me immediately if anything happens," Devin gingerly adds.

"I will, and we'll take care of her.  Deacon's a vile creature at best, but he's rather loyal to you."

Deacon scowls at her.  "Don't be disclosing any details you've caught scent of during your prying searches, love.  I don't need this pompous ass thinking I like him that bloody much," Deacon teases.

"He can see the future.  Do you really think he doesn't already know?" she retorts.

"True.  Hadn't really thought about that," Deacon mumbles with a shrug before walking over to pour a glass of scotch.

You can tell they're old.  They all drink the same thing my grandfather did.  I don't need to think about that.  It just makes my relationship seem creepy.

"Gemma hasn't changed much," Camara murmurs with a turned-up nose.

"No, unfortunately not.  It's been over a century since I saw her last, and now everyone knows why I've avoided her."

"A century?" I gasp in disbelief.  "You haven't seen her in over a hundred years, and she's still this hung up on you?  You'd think it would have gone cold by now," I grumble.

"Time loses value after a while.  A century becomes no more severe to an immortal than a week to a mortal.  It's just time when you don't age.  It's a ticking clock when you do.  You'll see," Camara offers with an insightful tone.

I suppose this is all still too much to digest.  I need a drink.

I walk over and join them in their old drink of choice, and Devin kisses my shoulder while I pour a glass.

"I'm going to miss you," he murmurs softly in my ear.

I frown slightly.  "I'll miss you, too.  How long will you be gone?"

"No longer than I have to be, I swear.  I hate that I have to do this, but these are my connections.  I'll call you though," he promises.

I pout once again, and he scoops me into his arms.  Camara smiles behind her glass as she turns her eyes toward the skyline view.  I smile as well when Devin's lips find mine while carrying me over the threshold of his room.

"Send me those pictures," he murmurs through the kiss.

I pull back slightly as he kicks the door shut behind him.

"What pictures?" I inquire.

"The pictures from Clara's wedding.  You said there were several of us.  I want them all.  I want to be able to see you while I'm gone.  Forward them to my email."

I smile with a blushing hue.  "I will.  I love you, Devin."

I feel the velvet of his lips brushing against mine slightly before consuming them.  He lays me on the broken bed, and brushes the hair from my face as he draws back just barely.

"I love you, Adisia."

That's all the goddess can be held back for now.  She needs a minute to run free, and she has to take me with her.  The green engulfs my eyes, and the passion flames around us.




Chapter 12

Colliding Worlds

"When are you coming back?" I whine into the phone.

"I'll be back soon, I promise.  We've tracked down almost every lead," Devin says with a tired tone.

"I'm sick of Deacon, for the record.  I have to sit in the padded room just to talk to you in private.  He never goes anywhere.  He's only funny for a little while, and then he's just annoying," I grumble.

"Well that's because you've been cooped up with him for over a week, and he's not supposed to go anywhere.  Anyone grows annoying after that amount of togetherness," he says with a chuckle.

"I would never be that annoyed with you.  In fact, the new bed finally arrived this morning, and I've been wondering how much togetherness it can withstand," I seduce.

"Please don't use that voice with me.  I'm dying as it is.  I swear I've been having withdrawal pains for you," he groans.

I smile at my victorious attempt to tease him, and then I decide to step up my game.  I turn on the laptop and pull up the pictures I had taken during a devilish attempt to make him miss me more.

Until this moment, I have lacked the desperation and the courage to actually send them.  There are several of me in a tight, red corset that has a small black faux-fur trim and black satin laces drawing together the back.  The fishnet stockings bear rose designs on them, and the black underwear shows just enough to truly tease the wandering mind.

In a gutsy moment, I had set up the camera to take several very provocative and daring poses.  In several pictures, the green eyes glare against the camera - though only immortal eyes can see them - and even I'm a little turned on by them.

I take a deep breath as my finger hovers over the send option.  I grit my teeth and finally gain the courage to go through with it.

"Adisia?  You there?" Devin asks.

"Yeah.  Sorry.  I got a little distracted.  I just sent you something that will hopefully give you some incentive to hurry up out there.  Or you're going to laugh, and then I'm going to be really embarrassed."

"What did you send?" he muses while laughing under his breath.

I blush even though he can't see me, and I resist the urge to squeal.  I wish Aphrodite would take over and control this situation for me.

I don't think I have the scandalous ferocity needed to follow this through, but I attempt it anyway.

"Check your email," I prompt.

"Okay," he almost snickers out.

I wait very impatiently, and my nails find their way to my mouth.  I chew them vigorously as I await his response, but there's a deathly silence on the other side.

"Holy shit," he coughs out as if he's strangling on something.

I giggle slightly at his caught-off-guard reaction, and then I shake hands with Aphrodite.

"Well?" I urge.

"Well, I'm definitely wishing I hadn't opened my email.  I only thought I was hurting until now.  Please be wearing that when I come home tomorrow," he says breathlessly.

"Tomorrow?  You're coming home tomorrow?" I squeal.

"Yes.  I was going to surprise you, but now I just want to come home to you wearing that.  Damn it.  Where the hell did you even get that?"

I blush slightly as I recall the awkward interaction I had in order to acquire the racy garment.  I didn't realize Devin has such strict security.  If you don't forewarn Greer that a package is coming, then he inspects it to ensure Devin's safety before delivering it.  He'll never look at me without blushing again.

"I ordered it online.  I thought it would be fun to entice your return.  I can’t believe I actually did it," I bashfully reply.

"Oh, it's definitely enticing.  I'm afraid you've just destroyed my mindset for the day.  I'm going to be completely lost in my fantasies for the rest of my stay."

I smile deviously.  "So there's really no need in you staying there another night then.  Perhaps you could just come on home to me," I seduce.

He sighs loudly as if he's struggling with the new encouraging bits of temptation.

"I love the way you said that.  I can't believe I'm looking forward to coming home to anyone.  I love you, baby."

I grin foolishly, and my cheeks cringe in pain when the smile extends too far.

"I love you, too," I almost giggle out.

"I should be home by noon tomorrow.  We have to get some leads sorted out right now.  I have to go, and I'll try to think of something other than how completely dazzling, tempting, and intoxicating you look in these goddess pictures you've tortured me with."

I giggle again, and then I sigh with a twinge of disappointment.

"Okay.  Go be a hero.  I'll see you soon,"

"Bye, babe."

"Bye, Devin," I say with some seductiveness and disappointment at once.

I put my phone in my pocket and stare at the picture of us kissing.  I'm going crazy being confined to this apartment.  I'm sick of being here without him here to keep me occupied.

My phone rings, and I juggle it for a minute as I scurry to answer it.

"Miss me already," I seduce.

"I've been missing you for too damn long, Aphrodisia Titan," Clara says with a chuckle.

I blush slightly as I answer with an embarrassed giggle.

"I miss you, too, hot stuff.  How's the married life?" I ask in an effort to recover.

"It's pretty great.  I still haven't gotten my freaking honeymoon, due to the fact I married a workaholic, but I love him.  I was actually calling to see if you had lunch plans because I'm coming into the city right now."

I cringe a little.  I'm not supposed to leave the apartment, but I can't tell her that, and I suck at lying.

"I don't.  How about you come see me at the apartment?  I know a great Thai place that delivers, and you haven't seen my new place," I say with a perky, hopefully affective offer.

"I'll see your place, but you're totally going out with me.  I can't come to New York and eat in," she says with exaggerated drama.

Crap.

"Okay.  I'll text you the address," I murmur nervously.

"Awesome," she squeals.  "See you soon."

I slowly lower the phone as my mind starts strategizing a plan.  I rush out of the padded room to find Deacon or Camara.

I see Deacon at the bar and steady my breath as I walk over to him.

"I kind of have a problem," I awkwardly mumble.

He turns with a menacing smirk plastered to his slightly shadowed face.

"I knew it.  I knew with Devin gone you'd fall for me.  Come, love," he says while crunching on his cereal.  "Let's go break the bed."

I scowl at him as I narrow my eyes.

"You're not even the slightest bit funny anymore," I grumble.

He chuckles lightly to himself, and then he adds, "So you say.  I find myself to be wildly amusing."

He returns to his bowl of cereal, shrugging as he does so.

"Or just incredibly obnoxious," Camara says with a smirk as she emerges from the guestroom.

He rolls his eyes, and then he gives me a semi-serious look.  It's probably the best serious-face he can muster.

"What's the problem?"

I take another deep breath as I grimace.

"I sort of have a friend from back home coming over, and she's expecting me to go out."

"Oh a friend.  That's cool, but no," he snarks, still crunching on the enormous bowl of his cereal.

I feel like a child asking for permission to hang out with my friend on a school night.  This is absurd.

"I'm not asking for permission.  I'm telling you my plans for the day, so either help me work it out, or watch me walk out without your approval," I scold.

He shakes his head.  "And I'm saying it's not going to happen.  I'll tie you up if I have to - no pun intended," he teases as his eyebrows bounce up and down.

I roll my eyes and grab my purse.

"Forget it.  I'm going now.  I'll just meet her somewhere.  If you try to tie me up, I'll just force you to let me go.  I've become quite adept with that little skill, in case you've forgotten," I smugly counter.

He glares at me as he thinks back to when I enslaved his mind long enough to have him wait on Camara and me for bits and pieces of a day.  He even wore an apron to add to his humiliation.

Camara and I immensely enjoyed the show, and we took pictures of the entire charade for intense mocking purposes.  It's amazing what someone finds to do for entertainment when they've been locked away in a tower for so long.  Even a tower as lavish as this one becomes dreadfully boring after a while.

Camara chuckles lightly in amusement, and then she sighs with slight dismay.

"It's really not safe.  There are eyes watching from all over.  It's possible someone can use the mortals the way I can use the animals," she gently inserts.

"It's possible they can, and it's also possible they can do as I do in a different way.  It's possible they can infect masses by some unknown medley of powers and control them that way as well.  It's possible they can use mind control without even seeing their victim, and it's possible they've created something to use on the mortals.

"There are so many theories about what they can do that I can't even keep up anymore, and we're no closer to finding out who they are.  I'm tired of being held captive, and I need the fresh air before I blow up inside this apartment.  It’s just lunch.  I'm not going to be frolicking around the city aimlessly.  We'll eat, chat and share a drink.  I'll make up a reason to excuse myself if she tries to extend the visit," I murmur with exasperation.

Camara sits back and sighs as if she feels sorry for me, and it's possible she empathizes with me.  She is the embodiment of the wild.  The wild isn't meant to be kept locked up.  It's very likely she's going as stir-crazy as I am.

Deacon continues shaking his head.

"It's too risky.  Devin will flip out if I go along with this," he grumbles with a mouthful.

"I'll go with her.  You can stake out the place and keep a watch for anything seeming suspicious.  They can't possibly find us every time we're out there," Camara says while joining my side.

I almost squeal and look expectantly at Deacon.

"You're going regardless of any perfectly executed argument I make, aren't you?"

I nod with my critical and stubborn eyes staring confidently into his.  He sighs loudly and spoons the last mouthful of food.

"I'll make myself scarce before your friend gets here.  I'll follow you lasses, but if I call you and tell you to get the hell out, you do as I say," he sternly orders.

"Deal," I squeak.

"Bloody hell.  Devin's going to kick my ass for this," he gripes.

I rush to the bedroom and decide to change into a sleek, dark red, low cut, and completely flattering shirt coupled with a black pencil skirt.  I look in the mirror at the refined goddess staring at me, and I smirk.

I've changed so much since I last saw Clara.

The elevator dings, and Clara steps out with wide eyes.

"Holy crap.  You hit the jackpot.  This place is huge," she gasps, her busy eyes not yet finding me.

I giggle a little as she looks around at the massive space with the spectacular view.

"The guy who owns it is far more impressive," I chuckle out like a silly girl.

She rolls her eyes and pretends to gag on her finger before finally looking me over.

"You're such a cornball," she mocks.  "Are you ready to wine me and dine me with your flashy, hot-as-hell new style?  You look fantastic.  Have you been working out?"

Hmm... That depends on what one might refer to as working out.

"Here and there.  It's just the new clothes mostly.  They fit a little better than my old ones," I lie.

Being immortal has its perks.  Eat what you want.  Drink what you want.  Sleep when you want.  There's really only one downfall - people want you dead all the damn time.

I pull her into the bedroom that is a masterpiece in its own accord.

"Holy shit.  This room is huge.  And I thought Henry was loaded.  Wow."

Her eyes flash to the immaculate, large, and intimidating bed.

"Now that's a bed.  Who buys a bed that monstrously thick, and is that steel?"

I laugh a little.  Reinforced steel, actually, but I know it still won't be strong enough to endure the reunion after a week long sabbatical.

"Devin has odd tastes in some areas," I fib.

"Well, I'm starving, and seeing you all fit, trim, and sexy is making me feel guilty for being so hungry.  We need to go and eat before I lose my appetite."

I laugh a little as Camara walks into the room.

"Oh, this is Camara.  I asked her to come with us.  I hope that's all right," I add.

Clara appraises the blond beauty standing in front of her, and then she swallows hard.

"Yeah.  No problem," she mumbles.

"Great.  I'll go grab my purse," Camara says with a smile.

Clara turns toward me with wide eyes as she whispers.  "Hell no.  You don't need to be friends with a girl that hot.  She's bound to try to make a move on your man.  And did you see her eyes?  They're so... wild."

I snicker slightly, partially because I know Camara can hear every word she's saying, and partially because of the word Clara used to describe Camara's eyes - wild.  She has no idea how wild Camara really is.

"She's not like that.  She's got her sights on someone else anyway.  His name is Deacon," I say teasingly, since I know Camara is listening in.

"Okay, I'm ready," Camara chirps as her eyes scold me for my remark.

I give her a taunting glance, and we walk to the elevator.  Greer greets me once we enter the lobby.

"Should I fetch a car, Ms. Titan?" he asks with a chipper welcome.

"That would be great.  Thank you," I say while flashing him a warm smile.

"I was hoping we could walk.  Everyone in New York walks.  I just want a chance to enjoy the hustle and bustle you get to everyday, and it's so beautiful outside," Clara whines.

I don't enjoy the "hustle and bustle" because I've been under lock and key since the last attack.  I can't tell her that though.  This would be so much easier if she was immortal.

I can't believe I just put that sentence together.

I look at Camara, and she's subtly shaking her head to disapprove of Clara's request.  I tighten my lips, and turn back to face Greer.

"Sorry, Greer.  That won't be necessary after all," I say hesitantly.

Camara's eyes admonish me for my lack of backbone around a whiny Clara.  She doesn't know Clara like I do though.

We walk out to the sidewalk, and I'm almost blinded by the light blaring down on us.  There's no overcast at all, and my indoor eyes are not used to the vivid rays.

I smirk at Camara who is also struggling with the sun she's been banished from.  I keep my eyes focused on the ground to hide the green glow as I pull the clouds' protective mask to blur the extreme rays.

"Well, those clouds came out of nowhere," Clara murmurs dispassionately.

Camara smirks slightly at me, and we walk down the sidewalk to a nearby restaurant.

"This place seems pretty cool," Clara says softly, not seeming to even glance at the restaurant she's motioning to.

Her interest in the place gives me hope.  I seize the opportunity to get off the street as soon as possible.

"This place has a wonderful menu I know you'll approve of," I say anxiously.

Please, please, please let this work.

She glances across the street as if she's distracted, and then she turns back to face me.

"This looks perfect.  Maybe we can get a window seat," she gleams.

I smile at her jubilance, and a woman greets us before promptly showing us to a seat not too far from the window we've requested.  Clara stares out with such amusement at the city.

"You're so lucky," she gushes dreamily.

I tilt my head sideways, and then I whisper to Camara in a key too low for Clara to hear.

"Can you give us a minute?"

"I need to go find the powder room," Camara says in an understanding manner, although "powder room" is yet another archaic term.

Clara doesn't even acknowledge her.  She turns to me once Camara is gone.

"I can't believe you moved in with a guy so soon after knowing him.  You're so fearless.  I wish I had moved in with Henry before I married him," she murmurs with a hint of despair.

"What's going on, Clara?" I ask sympathetically for the obvious duress she's in.

"It's nothing.  I didn't mean to come off so pathetic.  How's life with Devin?"

I smile a little and blush.  I can see the swirls of pain still stinging her eyes, and my moment of elation quickly dissipates.

"Tell me.  I'm your best friend.  I know something's wrong," I insist.

She sighs loudly and glances over her shoulder to see if Camara is coming back yet.  When she returns her gaze to me, she looks so sad - nothing like the happy girl she was pretending to be moments ago.

"Henry never does anything besides work.  I saw him more before I lived with him than I do now.  I always thought it would get better after we got married, not worse.  Adisia, I think he's cheating on me.  That's why I drove all the way to New York - to spy on him like some crazy-eyed stalker.  That's where I really was when I called you," she confesses.

I've been here before.  Henry is going to taste what a live wire can do to your insides if he's cheating on her.

"What did you find?" I prompt.

"Nothing.  He went inside a big business and didn’t come back out during the two hours I was watching.  His car is still there," she says while pointing across the street.

"You weren't far away at all," I murmur, my eyes falling across the street as well.

"No.  I sat out here for a little while longer when I realized how close you were.  I'm so embarrassed, but I don't know what else to do.  Either he's cheating, or he's completely uninterested in me," she cries.

Camara walks back over to the table, and Clara dries her tears quickly.  I can see Camara's empathy staining her face.

"I'm sorry, ladies. I forgot I need to call my mother.  Just order for me please, Adisia," she says as another form for excusing herself.

I whisper in my low key once more.

"Can you spy for her?"

She smirks.  "That's where I'm going.  Pigeons rule the streets of New York.  They're constantly breaking into buildings," she says mischievously.

"Yeah, that's no problem.  Turkey burger?" I continue on, as if there wasn't a private interaction going on.

"Yes please," she murmurs before stepping outside.

I stare at my woeful friend who is whimpering into the dainty napkin as she holds back her howling sobs and confines them to a respectable weep.

"He's probably actually working.  Henry has never shown anyone else the slightest bit of attention in the three years I've known him," I encourage.

"He doesn't show me the slightest bit anymore either.  I just need to know why.  I don't know what I'll find out today, but it'll be more than I knew yesterday.  I'm going crazy," she says through a sniffle as she wipes her eyes again.

"Hey, hey, hey.  Don't do this to yourself.  We'll find out what's going on.  You see Camara?" I ask.

"Yeah.  What about her?"

"Henry doesn't know her.  We can send her to find out what's going on," I offer.

Camara hears the whispered conversation, and returns from her falsified phone call.  She sits back down and waits for me to ask without being too obvious.

Clara nods to give her silent approval, and I lean back to start the charade.

"Can you do us a favor?" I ask while trying to keep a serious face.

"Anything," she responds innocently.

"Can you find this guy in there, and see if he's cheating on Clara?" I ask while handing her a picture I have of Clara and Henry.

She's been looking for someone to say his name.  Now she has a visual aide.  Clara will just have to think she's going in personally.

"I can do that," she says with a smirk.

Then she lowers her voice to a whisper as she walks out the door.

"Give me some cover.  I can't actually leave you here and go inside the building."

I look up at the sky, and the green stirs as the fog begins to drift in and cloak the city streets.  Traffic slows to a near halt, horns begin blowing, and Camara disappears from our sight.

"Whoa.  Freaky fog.  Now I can't see anything," Clara gripes.

"Don't worry.  Camara will find out what's going on."

"I feel like such an idiot," Clara says while burying her head into her hands.

The waitress returns with her perky, ready-to-serve attitude.

"Have you ladies decided what you want?"

"Three turkey burgers and three very strong cosmopolitans as well," I say quickly to dismiss her.

Clara glances up at me to see me smirking.  "You have to have a cosmo while you're on a New York stakeout," I say to lighten her despaired mood.

She laughs slightly as she wipes her nose and eyes.  We look over in time to see Camara walking back in.  She smiles as she sits down.

"He's in a boardroom on the fifth floor.  He's pitching an idea that needs investors.  He's telling them about a condominium build he wants to start.  He's not cheating.  There's a room full of men listening, and only one woman.  If he's cheating on you with her, he needs to be slapped in the face because she's not at all aesthetically pleasing."

Clara laughs in relief, but then more tears fall.

"He just doesn't like coming home then," she whimpers.

"He's probably just trying to give you nice things," I offer.

"I just want him.  I'm so tired of going to bed alone while he sits up on the phone or on the computer.  He's constantly away on business, and I'm sitting in that small town dying alone.  Time is passing us by.  You don't live forever," she mumbles.

Oh no.

How am I going to explain to her about my body not aging?  Will I have to lose my best friend in order to shield her from the truth?  I haven't even thought about this.  My mom, dad, brother... everyone will notice that I'm still the twenty-five-year-old girl that never changes.

Camara swallows hard, as if she sees the core of my inner turmoil.  The fog outside lifts when I realize I still haven't released it.  As soon as it does, I can see three men staring through the window at us.

They're blocking traffic, and carelessly moving toward us without any regard for their safety as more cars screech to a halt to avoid plowing over them.

"We have to go now," Camara prompts.

"Now?  We haven't even eaten," Clara says with confusion.

My phone buzzes, and I pull it out as I stand to my feet.  I motion for Clara to follow us, and she very warily does so.  I don't even say anything before Deacon is blaring into my ear.

"Get the hell out of there.  Go the back way and turn right out of the exit.  Don't go straight to the apartment.  This could just be a fishing expedition," he warns.

"Got it," I murmur with a slightly panicked edge.

I take Clara's hand and throw sixty dollars on the table behind us.  We weave through the people and finally emerge out the back door.  Camara's eyes are glowing with a perfect pale blue as she controls the eyes of the animals around us.

"They're coming in through the restaurant.  We have to go now," she urges.

"Who?  What are you talking about?  What's going on?" Clara insists.

Deacon drops down from the ridiculously high building, and the sidewalk cracks under his feet as he lands beside of us.  Clara screams at his brutally abrupt entrance.

"I knew this was a bloody bad idea.  We have to get out of here," he gripes.

"Who is this guy?" Clara squeals.

"This is Deacon.  He's about to carry you, and he's going to be moving fast.  Please stay quiet and calm," I coo.

She swallows hard, realizing the intensity of the situation.  Deacon scoops her up, and she lets out a startled gasp.  Suddenly we're flashing through the streets of Manhattan, and Clara has her head buried in Deacon's neck to avoid the sharp, biting winds created from the high speed retreat.

Each twist and turn Camara makes is abrupt but calculated.  She can see exactly where they are.

We come to a dead end, and Camara leaps on top of the building.  Deacon and I follow suit.  Clara's eyes are still closed tightly.

Camara's eyes concentrate as she kneels to one knee.  Clara almost cries when she finally opens her eyes.

"Please tell me what's going on," she whimpers.

I sigh out loudly as I try to think of a suitable explanation that's not going to completely freak her out, but the cracking of concrete behind us halts that attempt.

I whip around to see an immortal, not a human.  I can tell by his swirling, uninfected eyes.

"Well, now.  There you are," he says with an ominous smirk revealing itself.

Camara's eyes widen.  She had been looking for the three.  They were just the decoys, and we fell for it.

"What do you want?" Deacon blares.

Clara steps behind Deacon and slumps against a wall.  I can hear her heart pounding fiercely as she nears hyperventilation.

What have I done?  I have just brought Clara into the middle of our fight.

The man is instantly joined by four others, and in a blink we've just been outnumbered in the immortal department.

"Give me the girl tied to Cole, or suffer the consequences," the man demands.

Camara steps up, and I see the wild growing restless in her eyes as her daring smirk appears.

"I think we'll take our chances with the consequences," she says sardonically.

The man smirks, but I can feel the power in me growing, mounting, and burning against me.

"You will stop," my voice echoes.

The men's eyes glare against me, and their heads bow in submission.  It worked.  I've enslaved them.

"Who do you work for?  What do you want?" I order.

"We want you.  We need Devin Cole, or one of the others Theia loves.  Her son is the key to what she seeks.  She won't stop until she has you," one answers with his intoxicated tone.

"Who won't stop?  What's her name?" I command.

"The daughter of-"

His throat slices in half mid-sentence as three women leap up to join the submissive men.  One girl glares at me when she realizes what I've just done.

"She's a fucking Aphrodite.  That's how we lost the humans," she blares.

"You can't control us, bitch," another boasts with premeditated hatred.

Camara smiles at the new faces as the menacing excitement spreads on her lips.

"Perfect.  I love a good catfight," she hisses.

I can't risk Clara's life with a fight.  I smirk with menace as the men grab a hold of the women and force them to the ground with a violent crushing force.  Camara pouts as the battle between the sexes sparks to life.

"Go.  We have to go now.  I don't know how long I can keep them trapped," I urge.

Deacon scoops Clara back up, and we jump from rooftop to rooftop.  I whisper to Camara.  "You're right.  They're using the humans the way you use the animals."

"We have to tell Devin.  They didn't even know who or what you were," she exclaims.

We take the elaborate labyrinth of detours to make it home without detection.  Camara keeps eyes on anyone that might have eyes on us.  Clara keeps crying as our hasty retreat frightens her even more than the supernatural encounter.

We make it back to the apartment and I pull on her hand.

"No.  I'm going home.  I don't know what the hell you're doing, but I don't want any part of it.  Are you on drugs?" she blares through her tears.

My eyes widen as so many look at us, but they're not the eyes of the possessed, just the curious.

"You're coming in with me even if Deacon has to carry you," I warn.

"I'll scream," she threatens.

I pull her to the side.  "Clara, I've been your best friend for twenty years.  Please, hear me out.  Trust me," I plead.

She takes a deep breath and tightens her lips.  She storms through the lobby to the elevator to show her silent, begrudged acceptation.

We ride the elevator in silence, and Deacon steps out first once the doors open to the penthouse.

"I have to call Devin," he grumbles.

I swallow hard as he walks into the padded room.  Clara turns to me with scolding but inquisitive eyes.

"Are you part of some elaborate role playing game?" she snarks.

I remember wondering the same thing about Devin once - my mind attempting to rationalize the irrational.

"No," I mumble.

"What is going on?" she insists.

Camara walks over to take a seat, and she relieves me of the burden of explanation.

"Adisia is part of our world," she says vaguely.

"What world?" Clara scoffs.

"The immortal world," Camara bluntly offers.

"What?  You're all fucking crazy," she blurts out.

Then concern floods her eyes as she turns to me.  "Adisia, this is a cult.  They're trying to convince you that you're immortal.  I've read about this crap before.  They convince you that you can't die, and then you willingly drink poison or some shit.  You have to get out of here," she whispers.

This would almost be comical if it wasn't so dreadful.

"We're not a cult.  We're very much real, and immortality doesn't offer a life without the consequence of possible death.  It only offers a life without the fragile mortality of your kind," Camara says softly.

"What?  How did you hear that?" Clara breathes in disbelief.

"Show her who you really are, Adisia," Camara requests.

Clara turns back to me expectantly with terrified eyes.  I sigh loudly as I walk over to the window.

I look her in the eye, and I can feel the wind starting to stir.  My hands swirl with electricity spiraling around them.  Clara's eyes try to pop free from their sockets while her mouth does its best to slap the floor.

"What the-"

She stops short as the clouds overhead swirl across New York.  The skies part and the rain drops instantly before I release the first warning crackle of thunder.

"I'm a daughter of Aphrodite, along with a few other powerful things mixed in.  I know this is crazy, but it's the truth.  I never wanted you entangled in all of this," I murmur with guilt pouring from my tone.

Her mouth flops open and shut, but all words evade her as she stares out at my gentle storm.

"You’re doing this?" she gasps finally.

"Yes.  I can do a lot of freaky things.  I'm so sorry, Clara," I whine.

Her lips clap together and then fall apart as her mouth searches for the words she can't find again.

"So, we've been friends for twenty years, and you never thought to mention this?" she finally squeaks out while keeping her eyes fixated on the large droplets of rain still falling.

I release the storm from my grasp, and Camara walks away to join Deacon in the padded room.  Though she can't see the green, my eyes turn back to blue as I sit down to explain everything as gently as I can.

"I just recently found out.  I never knew such a world existed."

Her eyes tear up as she chokes on emotion.

"Did he do this to you?"

"No.  I was born this way.  I just never knew it.  This is why Persia gave me up.  She didn't want me to deal with my future until I had to," I mutter softly, holding back my own emotion.

"Persia?" she inquires.

"My birthmother.  Recently, she came back to help me train this new... power."

She takes a deep breath and sinks into the folds of the warm couch.  I can almost hear her head thudding.

"I... I... I don't even know what to say to be honest," she stammers.  "And Devin?  Is he a-?"

I nod to the sentence she can't finish out loud.

"Yes.  He's an immortal too.  Deacon and Camara as well.  There are some people after me, and they're trying to use me against Devin.  You need to go home and stay far away from me until we find out who it is," I choke out.

Her eyes soften when she sees the struggle I'm enduring.

"You're scared.  I didn't even think of how you were feeling right now.  This is so... Where the hell is Devin?  How can he just leave you like this?" she barks.

"He went to run down some leads.  I was supposed to stay confined to the apartment.  I'm sorry I put you at risk," I cry.

She purses her lips, and then she warily stands to her feet.  Her shoulders drop as she walks over to me and throws her arms out to embrace me in a much needed hug.

"I don't understand all this crazy, but I'm here for you," she encourages.

"I love you, Clara Whitman," I chuckle through my tears.

She laughs a little.  "I love you, Aphrodisia Titan."

She leans back and tilts her head.  "What's your real last name?"

I smile lightly as I pull a picture from my purse.  It holds the faces of my birthmother and father.

“Krillan.  Persia sent me this the other day.  That's Kahl and that's her."

Her eyes widen.  "No wonder you're such a hottie.  Your mom is super hot, and your dad is some kind of delicious.  Where's he?"

I frown slightly.  "He died before I was born."

"Oh.  So immortals really aren't that immortal.  Adisia, I'm scared for you," she confesses.

"I'm scared for me too, but I've got Devin.  He's pretty amazing, and I feel safe with him," I say reassuringly.

She hugs me again, and I can feel the weight lifting from my shoulders.

"Well, I need to get back home.  Is it safe for me to leave?" Clara asks after our three hour conversation about my new life.

"It should be," Camara says as her eyes light up to search the perimeter.

"I'll walk her out," Deacon says quietly.

He's been anything but humorous since his conversation with Devin.  I still haven't heard the details of what Devin said, but I know he had to be pissed, given the pouting output from Deacon.

"I'll talk to you soon.  Next time, we'll eat in," Clara sardonically adds.

"Okay." I giggle nervously.

They disappear onto the elevator, and I pull out my phone to call Devin.  It goes straight to voicemail.

Wow.  He's really pissed.

"I wish I knew a way to show her my green eyes," I say while thinking aloud.

"Impossible.  Mortals can't see our immortal stirring," Camara says from her crouched position behind the bar.

"I saw Devin's, so there has to be a way," I argue lightly.

"There's a lot about your bond with Devin that we don't fully understand.  No one has ever had a trigger outside of their immediate family before you.  It changes the way you use your powers, and it strengthens them as well.  It's pretty incredible, really," she murmurs while rising.

"I'm not so sure he thinks it's incredible right now," I grumble.

"Thirsty?" Camara asks while holding up a large bottle of vodka.

"Very," I sigh.

I walk over to the bar, and she pours both of us a straight glass.  I guzzle the burning, clear liquid and set my glass down with an expectant stare.

She chuckles a little as she pours another.  I guzzle it down, and finally summon up the courage to speak through the wadded knots in my stomach.

"What did Devin say?" I ask with a cringing face.

She sighs loudly while shaking her head and guzzling her new glass.  She pours us both a fresh batch before answering.

"Oh, it would be easier to tell you the things he didn't say.  I'm debating rejoining the wild before he gets back," she murmurs wearily.

"That bad?" I ask apologetically.

"Yes.  That bad indeed.  He's not too thrilled with Deacon either.  On the bright side, we now know a little more about the ones chasing us.  He couldn't deny that we needed that information.  Deacon was quick to report it.  It was enough to sidetrack Devin from his tirade."

"Devin already assumed they were after Theia though," I interject.

"Yes, but now we know for sure.  We also know they're definitely controlling the humans as I do the animals, and we know that a woman is behind it.  There're more sons than daughters.  We can start the process of elimination, and begin sifting through the mingling of powers."

"How can they're only be daughters or sons when we pair together?" I ask curiously.

"It's just mandated for certain embodiments.  Athena, Aries, Aphrodite, and a few select others.  If two mandated immortals interlope, no children can be born."

"Are you a mandated immortal?" I ask.

"No.  My kind is made up of both, but the way the guy said, 'the daughter of,' lets us know there was a mandated immortal behind this.  There's a tone we use when speaking about specific heirs.  You learn it after a while."

"Who do you think it is?" I ask.

"I don't know.  It's too soon to start spouting off theories, but we can rule out any mandated male bloodlines, as well as any non-mandated female immortals.  We know more today than we did yesterday,” she adds.

That reminds me of what Clara had said earlier in the restaurant.  This day had started out as a normal day with a normal relationship tiff between my mortal friend and her husband.  It quickly turned into a clash with unknown immortals, and the world I lived in collided with the world I've been sucked into.

"I need more," I say as I set my glass back down on the bar surface.

"More it is," Camara responds with a smirk.

I wake up and look at the clock.  It's two o' clock in the morning, and I'm wide awake.

Crap.  I can't sleep.

I'm so worried about what Devin's going to say when he gets home.  He'll be here at noon.  I'm just one twisted ball of nerves right now.

I sit up and gasp when I see the silhouette propped against the window.  I relax and tense up in a different way when I realize it's Devin.

"Hey.  You're home," I whisper.

"Yeah," he says coolly.

Whoa.

He's not even going to turn around to see me.  He's never been so mad at me.

"I'm sorry.  I just wanted a normal day with a friend," I whimper.

He maintains his icy silence as he stares out the window with his hands tucked in his pockets.  His bags are propped against the dresser, and his pockets have been emptied onto the table beside the bed.

The once full scotch bottle sits empty on top of the dresser with a glass tracing the last bits of the strong liquor.  He's been here a while, and somehow he has avoided waking me.

"How long have you been back?" I ask curiously in an attempt to break through his glacial barrier.

"A while," he answers vaguely.

I sigh out in frustration.

"Please talk to me," I plead.

He continues his silent treatment, despite my begging.  I stand up, and his long, button-up shirt tickles against my bare thighs.  I've missed him so much that I've been sleeping in his shirts.

The top three buttons are undone, exposing just enough skin to try to seduce him with.

His breath hitches slightly as his peripheral catches a glimpse of my bedtime attire.  I smile lightly as I run my hand up his arm, but he stays frozen.

"Don't.  Not right now, Adisia," he scolds.

I almost cry.  It's the first time he's ever rejected my touch.  I don't stop though.  I'm nothing if not relentless to mend this.

"I said stop," he growls while forcing my hands away.

He walks out of the room and heads to the bar.  I follow him, and I can see the guestroom wide open and empty.

"Camara and Deacon?" I ask softly.

"They've gone," he replies with his iciness.

"Oh.  You didn't reprimand them too much, I hope," I murmur guiltily.

"They left before I could.  As soon as I stepped off the elevator, they were loading it."

Drat.  They've abandoned me, leaving me to deal with Mr. Pissed Off all by myself.

"Oh," I grumble.  "Devin, I just wanted to see Clara."

That does the trick to break his short sentences.  He explodes.

"And you damn near got yourself and her killed.  I've been stalking every contact I have in order to find a way to end this and keep you safe, and then you go willingly into the world of danger.  You have no idea how pissed I am right now, and I don't think it's a good idea to continue this conversation at this moment," he fervently admonishes.

Whoa.  Talk about beating someone with a damn stick.  Shit.  I knew he was going to be mad, but sheesh.

"I'm sorry," I mumble.

He takes a deep breath, and the icy tone returns to his lips.

"Go back to bed," he breathes.

"Not unless you come with me," I lightly protest.

He doesn't say anything right away.  He pulls another bottle of liquor from the cabinet and pours a glass.  He stalks past me to flop on the couch without so much as acknowledging my words.

He flips on the news before finally ending the silent torture of my suspended request.

"I'll be sleeping in the guestroom tonight.  Go to bed," he mutters chillingly.

My heart almost sinks into my stomach.  I feel my chest becoming so heavy that it's hard to inhale.  He completely ignores my fractured composure as he flips through the various news channels.

"You don't want to be with me anymore?" I whimper.

"Go to bed, Adisia.  Not everything can go your way.  I don't walk to talk about this tonight.  I'm not leaving you, I'm just fucking pissed.  I don't want to say anything I'll regret," he grumbles.

I step in between him and the television to rebel against his commanding tone.  He glares into my eyes, and I can see the swirls of fury.

"I'm not walking away.  This has been torture for me.  If you want this to be over, then let it be.  I can go be with Persia," I say as I force back the tears.

He grimaces lightly, and then his stone face returns.

"Stop.  Just stop.  You fucked up.  Quit trying to make me fold by making me feel guilty.  I haven't done anything wrong, so it's not going to work.  I have a right to be mad right now.  Your safety is all that matters to me, and you blatantly disregarded all of my attempts to keep you alive.  I don't give a fuck how you feel right now, you're not going any-damn-where, and I'd like to see you try to force me to let you."

I know he's talking about my threat to Deacon.  I told him I could force him to let me go, and he only ceded to me in order to be able to keep an eye on me.  That chicken sold me out.

"So Deacon told you everything," I gripe.

"He didn't have to.  I knew he wouldn't have gone along with any such thing, but I was too mad to think about your stubborn persistence at first.  I figured it out on the way home," he growls.

He takes a deep breath as he tries to control his anger.

"Go to bed," he orders lightly.

"No," I protest again.

He stands up and walks over to me.  I'm forced to look up to stare into his eyes - his incredibly angry, pained, and terrified eyes.

He's been a mess.  I can tell by the way he's looking at me that he's been a complete wreck.  He's using his anger to mask his fear.

"Please, don't be mad at me," I murmur pitifully.

"Please, go to bed."

I swallow hard against the knot in my throat, and I start moving my hands up his arms once again.  His hands pull me into his body, and I can feel the week's worth of built up frustration antagonizing the pleading hormones inside.

His lips almost touch mine, but then he rips free from the contact and storms into the guestroom.  The door slams behind him, and the top of it unhinges from the doorframe.

So close.

I hear the news broadcasting from inside the room, and I sink to the couch in dismay.  How do I make this better?

I smirk deviously as I rush into the bedroom and pull out the red corset ensemble.  Aphrodite used sex as a weapon.  I hate to stoop to such a level, but desperate times call for seductive measures.

I slowly glide the fishnet stockings over my smooth legs, and then I quickly pull on the black stilettos that scream sex-appeal.  I tug on a black satin robe and rush into the bathroom to fix my hair, brush my teeth, and apply my makeup.

I smirk as I return to the crumbling door and pry it free.  He doesn't even look up as he scolds me once more.

"Adisia, go away.  Just let it rest for tonight."

Mmm.  He's shirtless now.

Once again, I step into his view, and his eyes catch sight of the robe.  He knows I'm hiding something tantalizing underneath, and his eyes reprimand me instantly.

"Don't.  I'm not going to give into this," he huffs.

My devilish grin emerges as I let one side of the robe fall off my shoulder and swing around my waist.

"Stop, Adisia," he almost begs.

My wicked grin grows as the other side falls free, completely revealing the daring, seductive garment that has been hiding beneath.

His eyes widen and then narrow with disapproval.  I stalk toward his bed with the goddess persona I've completely dove into.  He swallows harder as I slowly stretch my leg across his body and sit astride him.  His body stiffens as my weight presses against his lap, and I can hear him groaning as he fights the urge to take me.

"Adisia, you can't do this.  It's not fair," he crackles out.

"I never claimed to fight fair," I seduce as the green eyes threaten his wavering strength all the more.

I bend to kiss his bare chest, and he squirms beneath my lips pressing softly against him.  I smile as I drag my lower lip down his abdomen and back up chest and then kiss his shoulder lightly.

He grips my hips firmly, and I'm worried he's about to throw me off him.  His eyes glare into mine, and then he flips me to be under him on the bed as his lips devour mine.

His hips grind against me, and the overwhelming throbbing sensation is almost painful.  His hand slides up my leg, over the stocking, until it reaches the bare skin exposed at the top of my thigh.

"Damn you," he murmurs against my lips.

His reluctant submission is my undoing, and I respond by gripping him tighter against me and thrusting my hips up to bash against his.  He grips me harder, and I can feel his breath swarming inside my mouth, filling me with all the more desire.  Aphrodite applauds my successful seduction as the bed creaks beneath us.

"You make it impossible for someone to stay mad.  You realize that, don't you?" Devin says with exaggerated irritation.

I smirk triumphantly as I feel the badly damaged guest bed that has taken the full brunt of the angry sex we just thoroughly reveled in.

"Yes, but it's fun to make up," I tease seductively.

He tries to stifle a grin, but to no avail.  He rolls his eyes as he pulls me into his arms, and I can feel how immensely the ice has melted away from his touch.

"I love you, Adisia.  Promise me you won't take this sort of risk again," he almost pleads.

My eyes soften and lose their seductive edge when I see how truly sincere he is.

"I promise.  I understand a little better now.  I love you, too."

His lips cover mine, and then the news catches his attention, pulling him away from me.

"A number of people died today during an explosion that rattled the city of San Diego.  Police are investigating the possibility of a ruptured gas line, while others speculate the possibility of a terrorist attack.  Dean Stables in on site now-"

Devin cuts off the television and dials a number on his phone.  My breath is rasp as I listen in.

“They're in California.  They must have tracked us there somehow," he barks before the person even says hello.

"So they're in New York and in California.  How are they scouring so much at once?" Deacon asks.

"I don't know, but we need to show extreme caution.  They've modified the news on their own.  I don't know what's going on right now," Devin says with an air of frustration.

"How's Adisia?  You weren't too hard on her, were you?" Deacon mumbles.

Devin rolls his eyes as the bed creaks again before dropping a shattered piece of wood to the floor, forcing me to stifle my laugh.

"No.  She didn't give me the opportunity," he huffs.

Deacon starts laughing, and I shine a smug smirk.

"What did you expect from an Aphrodite?" he chuckles.

Devin lets a small laugh escape, and then wipes the smile from his face.

"Get some sleep.  We've got work to do later," Devin says with a heavy tone.

"No problem," Deacon responds seriously.

An unexplainable smirk spreads to Devin's face as he continues with a bit of a teasing tone.

"Could you hand the phone to Camara?"

"Bloody prying psychic.  Yeah," Deacon grumbles.

I clamp my hand over my mouth to stifle a laugh, and Devin's grin spreads bigger.

"Hey, Devin," Camara murmurs with a touch of embarrassment.

"Can you come here in the morning?" he asks while holding his humor at bay.

"Yeah.  No problem," she quickly responds.

He hangs up while snickering slightly.

"That was just cruel," I chuckle out.

He shrugs as he kisses me and pulls me under his perfectly divine body.  His eyes dance with seduction as he teases me.

"No.  Wearing that ridiculously sexy attire when I'm working incredibly hard to be mad at you is cruel."

I blush slightly under his adoring eyes, and my lips move back to find his.

"I didn't wear it for very long," I seduce through the kiss.

He pulls back and laughs a little as he tosses the ripped pieces of the once enticing corset to the ground.

"I'll buy you a new one," he tempts.

I smile lightly as he pulls me to him, and the flames erupt around us as the passion reignites.

"I hope you're not sleepy," I dare.

He smirks deviously.

"Not in the least."

The passion wins us over, and the outside world ceases to exist for the moment.  But then I draw back slightly as the question that has been plaguing my mind springs from my mouth.

"Is your heir mandated?  I mean, are there only sons of Poseidon, or can there be daughters as well?” I ask nervously.

I see a smile spread over his face when he realizes my reason for asking.  He kisses me softly while removing a stray piece of hair from my face.

"You're planning ahead.  Does that mean you want kids?" he asks with an excited flare.

I blush instantly when I realize what a complete freak I sound like.  I can't sound like the loon planning a family a couple weeks into a relationship.

"I was just asking.  I only learned about the mandated genders earlier," I stumble out.

He smiles gently as he pulls the back of my hand to his lips and trails his kisses up to my wrist.

"Oh.  So you're not asking if we can have children together?" he teases.

I roll my eyes at myself.  Why did I just blurt that out?

"I... um... well... I meant," I babble.

He smirks and sits up to stare down at me.  He pulls me into his lap and kisses my forehead.

"I actually have a female cousin from my Poseidon side, so there is no mandate stating all heirs of Poseidon have to be male.  I'll able to have a daughter with you one day, if that's what you're asking."

My eyes fall prey to his dissolving gaze.  I squirm uncomfortably under the indescribable look he's giving me.

"Please don't think I'm crazy.  I wasn't saying I want or expect children anytime soon, especially not with all of this other crazy stuff going on."

His smile grows, and I realize the accidental confession I've just shared with him.  My cheeks instantly burn brighter.

"But you're planning on spending your life with me and having children with me in the future," he says softly.

Holy crap.  I just keep digging a hole with my ridiculous inability to find a clever way out of this madness.

"I didn't mean to... oh, I sound like a psycho right now.  I give up," I gasp while throwing my head in my hands to cover my face.

He laughs at me as he kisses me on top of the head.  He shifts me back onto the bed as he climbs out from under me.

"Did I scare you off?" I ask mildly as he walks out of the room.

I hear him laughing lightly from his bedroom, and I stand up to pull on the black satin robe.  I follow his lead with embarrassment etching its way into my face with more definition.

"Don't laugh at me," I pout, sounding a little childish.

I turn the corner to see him digging around in his bag, and I sit down on the new bed we've yet to christen.

"I'm not laughing at you, baby," he snickers out.

"Don't patronize me either," I huff.

He laughs a little louder as he pulls out a gift wrapped box.  It's about the size of a shoe box, and the gallant ribbons drip elegantly.  His laughter slowly fades as he walks over and hands it to me.

"I got you something while I was away," he says with a humorless, endearing smile.

"Why did you get me a present?"

His eyes stare into mine as they freely pour out sincerity.

"Because I missed you.  Open it," he prompts with an adorable grin.

I smile giddily as I slowly untie the decadent bow.  He kisses me on the head as I continue to unravel the lavish wrapping.

I open the lid to find a beautiful jade jewelry box.  I also find a pair of diamond earrings glistening through a transparent container.

"Wow.  I can't take these.  This is way too much," I gush.

He smiles as he pulls out something I've missed.  There's a necklace in the shape of a wavy heart.  The platinum marvel slides against my neck as he fastens it onto me.

"Devin, this is ridiculous.  I can't wear stuff this expensive," I mumble.

He smiles as he brushes my hair away to kiss my shoulder.

"You're my everything.  I can buy you some jewelry if I want to.  Look in the mirror at how beautiful you are, and try on the earrings," he prompts while lying back on the bed.

I smile a girly grin as I walk over to the mirror.  I put the earrings on and stare at the girl wearing the expensive jewels.  The necklace settles against my chest and I'm fascinated by how incredible he is to me.

"I love it," I breathe.

"Good," he says with a heart-melting smile.

I start to climb back onto the bed, but he holds his hand up.

“You might want to put that in your new jewelry box.  I'd hate for something to break or get lost before you get to wear them out in public," he says gently while rubbing my side.

I smile as I move away from the bed - the bed he hasn't even mentioned.

"How do you like the new bed?" I ask gently as I walk back over to the dresser where I left the jade box.

"It feels sturdy, but I question its sustainability against your seductive wrath," he jokes.

I giggle lightly as I open the new jewelry box, and I gasp as I look inside it.  I pull out a large, princess cut diamond ring.  I examine it closely to see green and blue sapphires made into the band.  I stare at it quizzically for a moment before I realize what it is.  I gasp even louder when I do.

I hold it up as I whirl around to see Devin on one knee in front of me.  His nervous eyes match his tone as he speaks.

"I've walked through centuries without even realizing five years had passed, but these past eight days without you have felt like a millennium.  I realized I can't be without you, and I don't want to ever lose you.  I know this is sudden, and possibly crazy, but I don't want to waste time, even if we have an eternity of it.  I love you, Adisia.  Will you please be my wife?" he asks so genuinely.

Tears have been building up the entire time he's been proposing, and now they're slowly starting to slide down my cheeks.  I swallow hard against the gigantic knot that has almost closed up my throat, and I cough out the only words I can speak.

"Yes.  I will."

Tears stream more freely from my eyes, and he flashes up from the ground to cup my face in his hands before his lips envelope mine.  His hands slowly move down my body, and he pulls me tighter into a more devoted embrace.

I can't believe this.  We barely know each other, and we're getting married.  I love him too much to have it any other way.




Chapter 13

Intuition

Thunder roars across the sky as the lightning streaks down to disintegrate all in its path.  Persia is taking on an army by herself in the suburb streets that are more accustomed to a docile night.

A woman flips wildly through the air, and that's all there is surrounding her - women.  She has no power over them, and her lightning is failing her as she weakens from the strain she's being forced to exert.

The jet black hair of one swirls freely through the wind as she traps Persia with the deadly vines that have come to life and ripped through the streets.  Persia screams out her strangled cry as the girl smiles her eerie grin.

"No Aphrodite stays alive," she hisses the blond beauty who is gasping for air..

Persia collapses to the ground, and I start screaming myself awake.  I sit straight up, and Devin's arms close around me as he soothes me.

"Hey, baby.  Calm down.  It was just a dream.  You're okay," he coos while holding me to his chest and stroking my hair affectionately.

Tears burn against my face as I try to catch a breath from the air evading my lungs.

"Persia... Look for her... Please..." I gasp incoherently.

"I can't see her.  She's been underground for a while though.  She's probably blocking out everyone,” he soothes.

I shake my head and leap up from the bed.  I start jerking clothes free from the closet and flashing into them.

"No.  She's dying.  I can feel it.  I saw it.  We have to go now," I cry.

"Adisia, it was probably just a dream.  Where did you see her?"

I swallow hard as more tears pour down with ferocity.

"My parents' house.  A black-haired girl swore no Aphrodite would live."

He grabs his pants from the floor and pulls them on.  Then he rips a shirt from the closet and slides into it as he grabs his phone.

"What’s wrong?" Kry says to the late night phone call.

"We've got to get to Adisia's parents' house.  Call everyone else.  We're leaving now."

The elevator dings, and I flash to it with my shoes clutched in my hand.  Devin buttons his shirt as I pull on my shoes on the way down to the lobby.

"My cars are just down the street," he says briskly when the doors open and he takes my hand.

We flash through the crowd without concern for being noticed.  Devin types in a code to a large warehouse, and I almost trip into it when I see the phenomenon with my own eyes.

There are rows and rows of cars streaming across the floor.  Devin keeps my hand in his, and opens the door to a sleek, black sports car.  He pulls the seat forward as if I'm supposed to get in the back.

"Go get in the passenger seat," he orders.

I flash into the car just as Camara pops into the backseat.  Deacon quickly joins her, and Devin takes his place behind the wheel to make the beastly car roar.

He must have seen them coming.

"Kry called us.  I knew you'd pick the Veyron.  Although, it would have been nice if you had made the bloody backseats a little bigger" Deacon murmurs dryly.

"Be glad I had any installed at all," Devin counters.

He squeals out of the parking place and jumps out of the garage to the street.  The car sparks as it bottoms out on the small dip between the driveway and the road.

He pushes a button that closes the door to the garage, and Camara interrupts my inner panic.

"Wouldn't it be faster to take a chopper?" she asks.

"Not right now.  The helicopter is across town, and it’s completely unprepared.  It needs fuel and time to start up.  This car will get us there faster, especially with me behind the wheel right now," Devin asserts.

"Gas," I worry out loud.

"No gas.  Future tech," he murmurs.

Oh yeah.  Thank goodness.

My head bobs as he shifts gears and weaves through the New York traffic, which is fortunately slightly diluted due to the late hour.  He slides through barely-there spaces, and quickly springs forward to the next void as we head out of the city.

Once we hit the bridge, the car violently surges with lightning quick speed as the engine hums with a ferocious appetite.

"What did you see?" Deacon asks.

"I didn't see it.  Adisia did," Devin says.

"You have visions now?" inquires Camara.

"No... I mean... I don't know.  It felt like I was there - I mean really there.  I know it wasn't a dream," I try to explain.

"How do we know it wasn't just a very vivid dream?" Deacon spouts.

"She saw a girl with black hair telling Persia no Aphrodite can live," Devin says in a low, almost muted tone.

Camara and Deacon exchange a panicked glance.  Then something dawns on me.  She was in control of the vines like Gemma.

"She was strangling Persia with vines shooting from the ground.  Are these women affiliated with Gemma?" I blare.

Devin doesn’t answer.  I feel the car going even faster now as we blur down the open road in front of us.

"Women?  Plural?  And you're sure they had black hair and could use the plants as weapons?" Deacon interjects.

"Yes.  I'm positive.  What does that mean?" I squeal.

"It means we need to hurry the hell up," Camara adds.

"Can you see anything?" Devin asks Camara.

"I'll try," she says as her eyes flicker to the pale blue light.

"You can't see anything?" Deacon quizzically inserts.

"No.  Someone's doing a good job of blocking me because they're focusing on blocking me.  I thought it was Persia, but I don't know.  It feels like her signature, but I don't know why she would be blocking me this hard if she's in trouble," he says with an air of confusion.

"Because she doesn't want me to come there," I hoarsely release through my tears.

Devin's jaw clenches when he realizes I'm right.  She wants to save my life by sacrificing her own.  She was focusing so hard on blocking him that Aphrodite cried out to me.

He squeals through the streets and drifts around every curve as if he's a professional handler.

I fasten my seatbelt, but not to keep me safe.  I need it to keep me from sliding all over the car because I'm worried I'm going to break the door if I keep clinging to it with my white-knuckled grip.

Blue lights flash from behind us as a cop car tries to catch up with our hellacious speed.

"I'll get it," Deacon says while turning around.

"No need.  He'll never be able to keep up, and we're turning just ahead.  He'll keep going straight and radio it in to have others block the road we're not going to be on," Devin says curtly while cutting the headlights off completely.

Very quickly, the cop car becomes nothing more than a faint twinkle in the rearview mirror.  It's pitch black, and I can barely see the road.  Devin doesn't need his eyes to drive though.

He skids to take a ninety-degree turn once we enter my town.  We've made it here in under an hour - which should be impossible - and he blazes through the silent streets with even more vigor when he sees the sky lighting up.

I can see the lightning crashing in the distance, and my heart plummets to the ground.  Devin charges through the torrential downpour blaring against us, and I try to veil us from the whirling winds.

"Fuck.  She was right," Deacon exclaims.

Chills invade every inch of my body as I mimic his reaction.  Fuck.  I was right.

Devin skids to a halt, and we all jump out of the vehicle.  I flash behind him and barely keep up with him as he charges straight ahead, releasing a rippling wave through the air just before we reach the site.

I hear screams as his ripple connects with the first three women I had seen in my vision.

Persia is on the ground as she gasps for air against the strangling vine.  I pull the lightning from the sky and strike the bitch holding her down.

She flips backwards as it connects with her, and she loses her connection with the vines strangling Persia.

I slide to the ground to her side in order to protect her from the others swarming in.  Devin is a machine as he continues his destructive path.  Camara flips her fans through the air and they slice through one of the girls.

I cringe as she collapses to the ground, and my eyes flash over to Deacon.  He's holding a metal rod tattooed with snakes, and he's blasting them with an invisible force surging from the conducting rod.

"Another one!" A girl yells as she glares at me.

"No," Persia screams as she jerks me to the ground and pulls the sky down on the girl.

The lightning consumes her as the swirling winds rip her to the heavens.  She drops down in shambles, and I rise up in time to inflict my own damage on a new face seeking our blood.

I free the lightning in gulping blasts, and the girls collapse under my wrath.  I gasp as I see them fall lifelessly to the ground.

They're dead, and I'm the one who killed them.

The first girl I struck yells to them.  "Get out.  We have to go," she screams.

They flee from the larger fight than they were prepared to encounter.  I smile as I look down at Persia, but it quickly fades when I see her eyes barely holding on.

"No.  I saved you.  You can't die," I cry while dropping back down to her side and throwing my arms around her.

She forces a smile as she strokes my hair.  I don't get it.  Why is she dying?

"Athena's poison," Devin growls to answer my silent question while he grips his head.  "Shit."

Persia's eyes begin to cloud as she tries to speak.

"I got them out.  Your father and your mother are safe," she breathes weakly.

I feel the tears pouring out of my eyes as I try to fathom this impossibility.  This doesn't make sense.  Why did I get a vision if I couldn't stop the outcome?

"You're my mother, too.  Please don't leave me again.  I need you," I cry louder.

People start emerging from the safety of their homes, and I see that my parents' house has been shattered by the violent crashes.

Persia cries as she chokes slightly against her wheezing, labored breaths.

"I love you, Adisia."

Tears flood my face, and my sobs reach higher howls as I choke on the overwhelming emotion filling me.  The clouds thunder above me and the slackened rain starts pounding back down vigorously.

"I love you," I sob.

I look up at the despaired faces surrounding me as headlights blind my eyes.  I stare at Devin hopefully.

"Please.  Tell me Theia can fix this.  Please save her," I plead through the tears.

He kneels beside me, and his hand slides up my back.  He shakes his head as his eyes drop helplessly to the ground.

"They injected her with Athena's poison.  It's only deadly to an Aphrodite.  There's nothing we can do.  I'm... I'm sorry," he stammers.

I cry louder as the sobs hit new ranges and the winds begin breaking limbs from the fragile few trees around us.  Kry runs up with Theia and Phillip, all of them halting with pitying eyes and gaping mouths.

I wail into the chest of Persia as she draws her last breath.  My pain can be felt for miles, and the storm strengthens around me to make sure no one escapes the pain I feel right now.  I want blood to be shed by the masses for this.

The wind stirs into a swirling threat above our heads, and the lightning begins crashing in bulk.

"You have to calm her.  Persia is a trigger, too.  She'll crush this town and everyone in it," Theia warns, but I don't give a fuck right now.

My drunken state has fully returned, and I'm not me anymore.

I feel the surging power consuming me with all of its divine vengeance seeking to be released.  Everyone can die for hiding like cowards while my mother died in front of their eyes.  They're too scared to see the truth and too pathetic to stand up for someone in need.

Too many.  Too many daughters have died while others did nothing to stop it.  Too, too many,

My eyes glow green as I stand to my feet, completely possessed with Aphrodite's wrath burning through me.

I hold out my hands and the car in the driveway beside us slams through the house across the street.  People begin screaming and running in panic as I lose all control.

"Stop.  Adisia, you have to control it.  You'll kill them," Devin pleads.

"They deserve to die.  They just stood there and watched my daughter die," my voice echoes, but it's not me talking anymore.

"Holy fucking shit!  Aphrodite is completely controlling her.  What the fuck?" Kry panics.

I'm riding in the backseat of my own body as the swirling winds erupt across the flat land behind the subdivision.

The trees rip free from their roots and shoot across the land like missiles.  The glowing green is stronger than my blue, and I can't climb back in.

"They'll all die, and so will all the earth-wielding, self-righteous daughters Athena bore.  No more.  Aphrodite sleeps no more.  Too many have died.  Too many.  They'll all pay the price for the lives I've lost," the new voice from my body declares.

Devin stands before me, seeming like a distant figure at the end of a tunnel.

"Adisia, you have to fight this.  Aphrodite is dead.  She's just part of you.  You're giving her too much power.  Fight her.  Come back to me.  Please, come back to me."

His lips consume mine, but it takes a moment for the sensation to reach me.  I feel his desperation, his need, and his love pouring through my veins.

The tears start breaking free from my eyes again, and they're mine, not hers.  I feel the wind calming around me as Devin's love grounds me, and I slowly fight against the goddess controlling me.

The crashing sound of the whirling trees halting their attack and falling from the sky rings out.  Each breath I take is steadier as I start to regain control of the vessel that should only be mine.

I drop to the ground as the blue eyes return, and Devin scoops me into his arms as he breathes out a sigh of relief.

"Clean this up.  I'm going to take her to see her parents, and hopefully banish Aphrodite from ever pulling this shit again," Devin says to Theia.

"I've got it, son.  Go," she replies warmly, her eyes offering me sympathy in passing.

"Persia," I whimper in my own voice.

"Shh.  Baby, it's okay.  We'll make sure Persia is taken care of.  We'll hold a funeral tomorrow," he coos.

I cry into his chest as he puts me in the back of a SUV that has just pulled up.  Ther is in the front seat with Trey, and Devin speaks instructively.

"Take my car back to the city.  I'm going to take yours so I can take care of her."

"No problem," Ther answers softly as he stares at my tear-streaked face, his lips moving to try and find something to say.

He just offers me a sympathetic look just as Theia did when he can't find the words he needs.

"I'll drive," Deacon says as Ther hops out.

Camara takes Trey's place in the passenger seat, and Devin cradles me in his lap.  He presses his lips to my forehead momentarily before speaking.

"The inn.  That's where Persia sent Adisia's parents.  She blocked the visions to their location.  I need to get them out of here, and then I'll block the visions in Persia's place."

We pull up to the inn, and Devin lifts me out of the backseat as though I'm a sleepy child.

"Are you sure you can do this?" he asks sympathetically.

"I have to.  I hate doing something like this, but I don't want the same thing happening to them," I say as new tears emerge.

I take a deep breath, and Devin wraps his arm around my waist as we walk toward the front doors.  Mom rushes out when she sees it's me.

"Adisia?  Oh honey, tell me you didn't just drive through that storm?"

I almost start crying as I think of Persia's storm, her sacrifice.

"We beat it," I lie, barely subduing the raging storm brewing inside me.

"Oh dear, why have you been crying?"

I fight the flooding tears strangling my words.  I can't tell her I just held my birthmother as she took her last breath.  I can't tell her a group of psychotic bitches want me dead just because of my bloodline.  So many fucked up things rattle around in my mind at once... and none of them can I tell her.

"I saw your house and got worried.  Someone told me you had gone here.  I just had to see it with my own eyes," I lie again.

She sighs out heavily.

"Yeah.  Fortunately, your father had a hankering to spend the night at the inn.  I just went along with it since he was so insistent.  I suppose I should give him a big hug for saving our lives," she murmurs in disbelief.

Persia did this.  She enslaved my father's mind to force him to want to come here.  She took their place when Athena's daughters came looking for my parents to get to me, but they didn't even know I was an Aphrodite.  They were using me to get to Devin.  They're a part of this somehow.  And Persia sacrificed herself to let me keep the parents she had chosen for me.

My tears pour freely once more, and Mom hugs me instantly.

"Sweetie, don't cry.  We're okay.  Please don't cry," she coos.

"I need to see Dad, please," I mumble through the sobs.

"Of course.  He's in the back working with the satellite receiver."

Devin, Deacon, and Camara follow behind us.  Mom takes notice of the new visitors, and her eyes narrow.

"New friends, dear?" she whispers.

"Yes.  Good friends," I add.

"I'm Deacon and this is Camara."

"Unusual names.  Do you work with Adisia in New York?" Mom asks curiously.

I told her I got a job in New York and I was staying with Devin temporarily until I found my own place.  It was yet another lie I had to tell.

"No ma'am," Deacon says softly.  "We're very old friends of Devin.  Adisia has been a lovely addition," he offers so sweetly.

His eyes are filled with sympathy, softness, and a new kindness I didn't think possible from him.

Mom accepts that as she wraps her arm around me and walks with me tucked against her like a scared child.  Dad is kneeling and cursing the receiver box as we walk up.

"Adisia's here," Mom informs.

"Adisia?" he says with surprise as he spins around with a look of disbelief.

"Hey, Daddy," I whimper.

"Adisia, why have you been crying?"

"She saw the house," Mom answers.

"We saw it on the news just before the electricity surged.  I think it ruined the box," he gripes.

I smile lightly at their naïve notion of the fluke storm.  Devin pats my shoulder before his lips find the top of my head, and then Mom's eyes grow wide.

"Wow.  That's a big ring... on your left hand... on your ring finger... Are you engaged?" she gasps.

I squirm uncomfortably under her gaze, and Devin mimics the awkwardness.  This isn't how I planned on telling them I was engaged, and I'm too bruised emotionally to play the happy fiancée right now.

"We were on our way to tell you.  That's why we drove out here," Devin lies.

"It's so soon.  You two barely know each other," Dad objects, his brow creasing as he frowns.

"I know it's soon, but I also know I love your daughter.  She's everything to me, and I will do anything for her.  I know it's a little late to ask your permission, but I do hope to receive your blessing," Devin adds with his formal mannered etiquette.

Dad's eyes droop sadly as he stares at the enormous ring on my finger.

"That really is a big ring.  It must have cost a fortune," he mumbles.

"It's not as much as she deserves.  But I was afraid to go any bigger for her small finger," Devin teases to lighten the mood.

"So you're rich?  I mean really rich?" Mom bluntly inquires.

My eyes widen at the embarrassing interrogation.

"Mom," I scold mildly.

"Yes.  I'm really rich.  I'll make sure she has everything I can give her in every way," Devin says gingerly.

I smile lightly and lean into him.  His grip tightens on me in response, and his breath warms my hair as he kisses the top of my head again.

"Wow.  This is just so... sudden.  Have you thought this through?" Dad asks.

"I've thought of nothing but her and our future since the day I met her.  I'm aware of the suddenness of it all, but I sincerely love her more than I've ever thought it possible to love anyone," Devin conveys.

Dad nods and then pulls me to the corner to embark on a useless whispering conversation.

"Adisia, blink twice if he's forcing you to be with him against your will," Dad jokes lightly.

I roll my eyes, and shake my head.  I can see Deacon covering his mouth to hide his insuppressible smile, and Camara hiding hers by turning around subtly.  Devin disguises his amusement by pretending as if his smile is directed at the childhood photo of me.

I turn back to my crazy dad.  "No.  I'm perfectly free in this decision.  I love him.  This is the most I've ever loved anyone this way," I say honestly.

Devin's eyes flash to mine, and I can feel the stirring of my love for him consuming me.  He's always here for me.  He pulls me from the darkest of places, and he's been saving me since the moment I met him.

"You're sure about this?" Dad asks more seriously.

"I've never been more certain of anything in all my life," I murmur.

I can tell Devin's resisting the urge to press his lips against mine as his eyes pour love from them.  I smile at him, and then I turn back to meet the heavy eyes of the man who raised me.

He whispers, "I'll kick his ass if he hurts you."

I smile, just as I feel Devin is doing.  Deacon lets a laugh escape, and then quickly recovers.

"Sorry.  Someone sent me a new cat-playing-a-piano video," he mumbles while pretending to stare at his phone.

Devin snickers under his breath at Deacon's accidental outburst, and then Dad turns back to me.

"I love you, kiddo."

"I love you, too, Daddy."  I almost cry, newly formed tears wavering on my lids.

I know what I have to do, and I almost hate myself for doing it.  I'm not crazy about entering and enslaving my father's mind, and to force him to do something for a long amount of time is almost heartbreaking.

I look toward Devin to tell him I'm ready, and he nods at me with tight lips for my silent request.

"Mrs. Titan?  Could you show me where I can find a glass of water?" he asks in an effort to remove my mother from the room.

"Oh.  Of course.  Are any of you thirsty?"

"Yes ma'am," Deacon and Camara answer in unison to offer me more privacy.

Dad starts to follow them, but I tug on his arm to draw his attention back to me.

"I'm sorry, Daddy," I whisper.

"Sorry for what, dear?" he asks quizzically.

"For this," I say as my eyes turn green, and I enter his mind.

He gasps slightly as I force his thoughts to change and take away his will.

"You need to take Mom and get away.  Throw away your old phones, and ditch your email accounts.  You'll fly out by private jet tonight.  You'll be escorted to the airport by two people, and they'll leave you with enough money to have a wonderful month away.  You'll have clothes there waiting on you, and you'll have everything else you need as well.  There's no reason to pack.  Don't call the insurance people or anyone else from home.  I'll handle everything here.  You need time away," I instruct.

"We need time away," he repeats with his zombie-like tone, and the tears threaten my eyes.

I hate doing this to my father.  I take a deep breath as his eyes slowly dilate back to normal.

He smiles at me, oblivious to what I've just done, and we walk quietly into the dining area to rejoin the others.  I nod to Devin, and he gives me an encouraging, you-had-to-do-this smile.

"Mr. and Mrs. Titan, I have a gift for you.  My family originally planned on taking a month long vacation at our summer home on the beaches of Costa Rica.  I was wondering if you would like to take their place because some family business has come up, and they'll no longer be able to go." Devin lies effortlessly.

He makes it seem so easy.  That's not too comforting.

"Oh, wow.  When?" Mom gushes.

"Tonight, actually.  There's a jet waiting at the airport for you as we speak," Devin adds.

"Oh.  I wish we could, but there's no way I can take off work for a month, and we really don't have the money to do such a thing anyway," Mom sighs.

"Actually, we can.  I have some money saved up that I've been waiting to spend for a while.  I wanted to save it for a special occasion.  I think this is perfect," Dad answers with his rehearsed lines.

"Really?  Since when do you have money saved up?  I still can't take off for that long."

"You can.  You've been working there for too long.  We both need a break.  I think this is perfect.  We can do it honey.  We're too old to worry about such things, and with the insurance money we'll get for the house, we can just relax for a while."

Her eyes light up as she considers the possibility.  She finally begins smiling.

"Okay.  I can't believe this, but okay.  I'll go pack," she squeals out.

"Actually, I hope you don't mind, but I had someone shop for you and leave all the clothes you'll need in the house you'll be staying in.  It's sort of important the jet leave as soon as possible so it can move on to its next stop," Devin lies again.

It's his personal jet, so there's nowhere else it has to be.

"This feels too good to be true.  Let's go," she says giddily.

Sneakily, I pull her cell phone from her purse and drop it into Camara's bag.  Dad pulls his out and drops it behind him while he heads to the door like a mindless drone.

Devin hands him a card and an envelope full of cash which Dad accepts without hesitation - though in his sober state of mind, he'd never do such a thing.

Mom rushes to hug me as she squeals in delight.

Dad turns to Devin and smiles as he says, "You have my blessing."

Devin looks to me to find out if I had added that to his instructions, and I shake my head to prove my innocence.  He smiles at my dad to show his appreciation.

"Thank you, sir.  It means a great deal to me."

They walk out, and Devin comes to put his arm around my shoulders.  He kisses the top of my head and leads me back out to the SUV.

"I want to go to my apartment.  There's something I need to get," I murmur.

"We'll need to be quick," he cautions.

"There're just two things I want," I say softly.

He nods and holds the door open for me to climb in.  I should be catatonic, due to how drained I am right now, but I'm still holding it together against all odds.  I know it's because I have Devin keeping me upright.

We pull up to my apartment, and we flash up the stairs.  Devin opens the door for me and surveys the inside before he allows me to follow.

Camara and Deacon are watching the outside, and Camara is using her furry friends for additional eyes.

I walk to my bedroom and pull my lockbox out from under my bed.  The cold, metal top stares at me expectantly, and I hesitate as the fresh tears begin to blur my vision.

Taking a deep breath, I open it and pull out the necklace I had worn as a child.  It has my name inscribed on it.  The metal top clanks back shut when I release it, and then I walk over to the dresser and pull out the top drawer to retrieve the tarnished princess tiara I received from the mother I didn't know still cared.

Devin's eyes soften as I walk toward him with my nostalgic treasures, and he takes my hand as we flash back down to the car.

"This necklace told the world my name when I was too scared to speak to my new family," I whisper softly.

"I'm sorry, baby.  I wish I knew what to do," he says helplessly.

"Help me find them," I say with an ominous hue.

His eyes show their fear for my request, and I duck into the SUV to escape his dread.  Deacon starts driving as Devin finally responds.

"You know how dangerous this is.  I'll find them, and I promise I'll take care of it.  I don't want you anywhere near them.  Athena's poison only targets an Aphrodite.  The toxin spawned from her hatred and jealousy she bore toward your blood.  You can't fight against them," he warns.

"I can, and I will.  I'll draw them out if you don't help me find them.  They've been chasing us this whole time."

"It's not them.  Whoever has been chasing us most likely tipped them off to who you really are.  They just wanted someone on their side, and the daughters of Athena are a powerful ally to someone after us," he explains.

"They didn't know who I was until they saw my eyes.  They're allies alright, but they weren't cued in on me.  They're part of this, and I want all of them dead."

"I love you.  I won't lose you to a battle you're bound to die in."

I sit back and keep my mouth shut the rest of the way back to the apartment.  I will find them - with or without his help.

I stare at the lying tombstone in front of me.  The date born has been falsified for prying eyes, but last night's date is the true ending for her life - a life she willing offered to the monsters disguised as women.  She did it to keep me safe.  I'll kill them to give her justice.

Devin walks over and puts his arms around me for added comfort and support to my weary stance.

"She lived a long time, Adisia.  All she ever wanted was to know you were safe.  She got the chance to be in your life for a little bit, and she loved it," he encourages.

"Life.  That's a funny word to use.  The date born is etched into the stone with all of its lying pretenses.  The ending is much clearer.  The dash in the middle represents the life she lived.  There was no life though.  This is all one fatally elaborate game of hide and seek.  I'm tired of hiding.  I'm ready to seek.  I want to be able to live, and this isn't living.  This is barely surviving."

He sighs loudly when he realizes there's no way I'm ever backing down from this, and his eyes show defeat.

"I'll help you find them, but you have to swear to give me some time to formulate a strong plan of attack," he pleads.

"I promise," I mutter.

His lips close over mine as he scoops me up.  I pull back though to drop the flowers on the grave.  A few more tears drip, and then he carries me to the car.

Greer is waiting for us, and he holds the door open as Devin lowers me to the seat.

I lean against him as we ride to the apartment and my tears burn against my cheeks.  Devin comforts me as I weep lightly into his chest, and the blurry scenery around me passes us by.

In my catatonic state, I tune out everything going on around me.  I don't even realize we're back until Devin holds the door open for me.  With a heavy motion, I step out and take his hand.

I look over to see Deacon is waiting in front of the building.

"Anything?" Devin asks with concern once we reach him.

"Nothing but our people coming in and out.  I've been out here for a while, but Camara has had eyes all over.  I don't know how everyone can vanish except for us," he gripes.

"Come on up, and call Camara as well."

A small pigeon with pale blue eyes tilts its head at us, and Devin smirks.

"Never mind.  She already knows."

Deacon scowls slightly while glaring at the bird.

"That bloody pigeon has been checking out my ass for over five minutes now.  I thought it was a bloomin' pervert."

Devin lets out a small laugh, and even I indulge in a soft chuckle.

The elevator opens and we board it to get whisked upward.  I feel something in the air shift as Devin's eyes darken, apparently seeing something.

"Adisia, I have to tell you something," he says with a scary sort of tone.

"What?" I ask, but the doors open before he can answer.

Gemma is standing front and center as soon as we step out.  Others are congregated around and indulging in the alcohol.

Devin glowers at her, and it almost seems as if they're having a private conversation.  I'm starting to become a little agitated, and I tug on his arm to draw his attention away.

Her eyes connect with my hand tugging on him, and her mouth falls open.

"You're engaged?  You can't be," she scoffs.

Devin's eyes still scold her for something that I have no idea about.

"This shouldn't be so surprising.  I told you I love her.  I've actually told you numerous times.  Let it go," he warns.

He's being incredibly aggressive toward her, and I can only assume it's due to our last interaction.  Deacon nods at Camara as she walks in, and she pats my shoulder on her way to join him.

"I'm going to get a drink," I mumble.

"I'll join you," Devin says gently as he takes my hand in his.

"Are you going to tell me what that was about?" I whisper to allow only his ears to hear.

"Yeah, but not right now," he replies evasively.

I'm curious, but I'm also exhausted.  Everyone is compiling theories and plotting attack ideas.  Devin has pulled out all the stops in an effort to give me the vengeance I seek.

Gemma walks up with a glowing menace exuding from her.  I look around to make sure there aren't any new houseplant gifts lurking close by.

Devin turns and shakes his head very sternly at her to dissuade the unspoken future he has apparently seen.

"Don't try it, Gemma.  I swear, I'll make you regret it," he threatens.

Everyone starts to look toward the newly formed conflict, and Theia walks over to join us.

"Gemma, please leave them alone.  We're here for a meeting.  This isn't the time to rehash old wounds," she scolds.

"I'm not rehashing anything, I promise.  I just wanted to give Devin back the watch he left in California," she says with a smug, satisfied smile.

I can actually hear the pieces of my heart shattering against the floor as she holds the watch in front of him.  My mind begins swirling with all the worst nightmares my mind can fathom.

She was with him in California?  He never told me that.  He never told me anything at all.  No.  No.  Please, no.

I turn to him as the newly formed tears reach my eyes.  His panicked smoky eyes swirl desperately as they try to explain.

I grab his hand and pull him into the padded room to escape the prying ears of the other immortals before berating him.  As soon as the door shuts, I don't hold back.

"You lying son of a bitch!  How could you?" I wail.

"Adisia, I swear nothing happened," he says with the same cliché opening line I've heard over and over.

"Do you have any idea how many times I've heard that?  Before you try to start again, you should know I've also heard these before too - 'Adisia, I swear that girl meant nothing.'  There's also, 'Adisia, I'm so sorry.  It'll never happen again.'  Oh, but my favorite is, 'Adisia, I never meant to hurt you.'  So how about you just skip the bullshit and tell me the truth," I blare.

His voice is trembling slightly as he answers my tirade.

"I know you've been hurt.  I know you think the worst right now, but I swear on my own life I didn't do anything at all.  She showed up on the last day, and I immediately turned her away.  I left shortly after when Deacon called and told me about your attack.  I didn't give a damn what I left behind.  She went in after I was gone.  She was planning to seduce me, but I wouldn't have ever fallen for it.  She didn't even realize I had come home until the attack last night," he promises.

"Then why didn't you tell me?" I cry.

"When would I have?  It's been crazy since I've been back.  I wasn't going to tell you such a thing after your mother was killed," he gushes.

"How about when you got home?" I say with an ice cold, calm tone.  "I thought you were mad at me, but now I'm wondering if it wasn't your own guilt surging through."

"No.  I was mad.  I was thoroughly pissed.  I wasn't going to add that in on the first night back.  I was planning on having a calm discussion about everything later - after I saw with my own eyes that you were okay.  I was too mad to talk about anything.

"You seduced me and forced that anger away.  I was reveling in the moment you had supplied me with because I'm so in love with you that it's almost maddening.  I had bought that engagement ring, and I had planned on giving it to you in the most glorious way.  Then you spoke of kids, and I decided that moment was the perfect moment.  Then you had the vision, and from there it has been nonstop.  There was nothing to feel guilty about.  I haven't had a chance to tell you," he defends.

"I've heard this song and dance with different words before.  Every time someone cheated, they always had some fantastically elaborate story, reasoning, or flat out lie.  I'm sick of it.  Supposedly the mortals all cheated because of my secreting pheromone overload.  It was so wonderful to find out that it had been my fault they all cheated on me," I roll out with heavy sarcasm.  "I thought it failed to drive immortals crazy.  So, tell me, what's your excuse?"

"Adisia, I never fucking cheated.  I've loved you since the night you curled up in my arms.  Your eyes penetrated through me before you ever had a goddess side.  I love you so much.  Please don't do this right now.  Just trust me," he begs.

"Trust you?  Really?  You can't ask me to trust you when Gemma walks up holding your watch in front of everyone!" I scream.

He sighs out loudly, and I just barge past him on my way to the door.  He grabs my hand in his and brings me to a halt.

"Where are you going?" he demands.

"Any-damn-where but here," I cry.

He pulls me into his arms, and I fight against him.  His forehead presses against mine as he pleads.

"Please don't do this.  Don't leave me.  I told you I'd never let you go.  I meant it," he whispers.

I feel the electricity surging through me, but it fails to strike against him with any force.  His lips close over mine as he tries to force me to give into his divinity.

I cry as I feel my strength building, and it takes all of it to shove him off me.  He slams into the wall behind him, and I almost gasp at my empowered act of aggression.  Then I seize the moment of his shock.

"I never want to see you again," I whimper.

I pull the ring off my finger and drop it to the ground as he starts to climb to his feet.  I flash out the door and slam it behind me.  I cut through the bedroom and flash down the fire escape before jumping from the fourth floor the rest of the way to the ground.

The concrete cracks beneath me, and I flash into the crowded streets to hide from the eyes that can't see me any other way.

I'm so beyond broken.  Broken isn't even in the rearview mirror anymore.




Chapter 14

Crazy Bitches

"Would you care for anything else, Ms. Smith?" the waiter asks as he hands me my third colada for the day.

"No thank you," I mumble as I answer to the fake name.

He blushes and bows his head, but he struggles to leave.  I pull my shades down, and I force the green he can't see back to my eyes.

"Go now," I command.

He promptly walks back toward the bar that is resting on the beach.  The small setup is decorated by the very animated tourists who are laughing wildly.  I tilt my oversized hat down slightly as the seagulls circle overhead.

I hope Camara is not watching through their eyes, but I can't take any chances.

I've made it a week without Devin finding me.  I left with no money, no car, no clothes - other than the ones on my back - and the only identification I had was the necklace my mother gave me with my name engraved on it.

It's amazing how far someone can make it with a little charm though, and the Aphrodite stare helped out quite often.  I have to admit, the men have seemed overly entranced by me lately, and they all act as though they can't stay away.  I keep having to force them back.  Weirdoes.

I lean back in the chair and watch the waves splash and slide over my toes as the sand beneath my feet draws back slightly with each ebb, and the new sand gracefully eases in to take its place.

Ironically enough, I've found solace in the city and state where Devin was when cheated on me.  I've been in San Diego for three days now without a single hint of any drama chasing on my heels.

I stayed in Los Angeles for a minute before I realized it was swarming with immortals.  I quickly made my way up and down the coast before coming to the scene of the crime.

I don't know if I'm looking for answers, or if I just know this is the last place he would ever look for me.

The sun strokes my legs with its golden beams, promising to shine a tranquil blanket over me.  My small, red bikini has attracted a great deal of unwanted attention, but Aphrodite gets her way sometimes.  My black, sheer cover up ties around my waist, but it doesn't actually cover anything up with its transparency.

Devin has been all I can think or dream about.  He even invades my daydreams.

I sigh as I stare at the waves that make me think about him all the more.  I bet he loves the ocean.  I wonder why he doesn't stay on the ocean.  He's a Poseidon.  It would only make sense for him to live near the sea.

A gushing wave reaches a new height and journeys up my legs, stopping just at my thigh.  I gasp slightly at the unexpected rushing water that has barely crossed over my ankles until now.  I quickly look around as the possibility of Devin being here enters my mind.

That's just silly.  He wouldn't show up and splash me with a wave.

I shake my head free from the foolish thought as a guy walks toward me.  I burn my eyes against his as I use the power of Aphrodite to take from him as I've been taking from so many others.

"Give me your phone," I command with a smile.

His eyes fall prey to mine and his poised posture slumps as he hands me his phone.  I smile as I wave him off.

"You can retrieve it in thirty minutes.  Go away until then," I command again.

He does as I say without question, and I try calling Jake - my brother - for the tenth time.  I sigh when it goes to his voicemail, yet again, and then I dial Clara's number.

"Hello?" she asks.

"Hey, hot stuff," I murmur, trying to sound unaffected by my growing pit of despair.

"It's about damn time you called me," she rants.

I laugh a little at her outburst before responding.

"Miss me?" I tease.

"Yes, and I'm worried about you.  Devin told me to call him if you called me," she sighs.

"Oh.  Please don't call him," I beg.

"I'm not, but I think you should.  This shit you're in is crazy.  Immortals, tornadoes, fucking poisonous vines... all of it's scaring the crap out of me," she blurts out.

"How do you know about the tornadoes and poisonous vines?"

"Devin.  He told me what happened up to the point where you left him.  Do you really think he cheated on you?  Because I really want to believe he didn't," she mumbles.

"I really want to believe he didn't, too, but we both know my track record.  I don't want to talk about Devin or our broken relationship right now.  I want to talk about you and Henry.  Has he finally gotten his head out of his ass long enough to plan a date for your honeymoon?" I snark.

She giggles lightly.  "We're in Paris right now."

My eyes widen.  "Oh.  Wow.  My bad.  When did you leave?"

"About three days ago.  Devin signed a contract to be a silent partner in the new condominium endeavor Henry's embarking on.  Devin said he'd only sign if Henry promised to take me to Paris for a month.  Henry thought he was joking until Devin handed him the keys to his Parisian home.  It's incredible here, and... there are pictures of you everywhere," she murmurs.

My mouth dries as her words connect fully with my slow-to-process mind.

"Pictures of me?" I gasp.

"Yes.  Most of them are from my wedding.  There are huge portraits of you and him dancing, laughing, and kissing everywhere.  There are some of you sleeping, and there're some of you when you're not paying attention.  It's a little creepy sweet," she sighs.

My heart is almost thudding out of my chest now.  Devin got Clara away from the danger by signing with Henry.  He has pictures of me all over his home in Paris.  I'm really starting to regret calling her now.  I felt so much stronger ten minutes ago.

"I need to let you go.  I borrowed a phone, and I need to call Mom and Dad."  I just need an excuse to get away from the Devin conversation.

"Do you need me to send you any money?" she asks with sincerity.

I smirk a little as I think of how easy it has been to acquire anything I want with my new ability.

"No.  I'm fine.  Have you talked to Jake?"

"I spoke to him last week.  He was covering a story in Kuwait."

I frown slightly.  I hate not being able to talk to him.  I need to make sure he stays safe.

"Okay.  I'll talk to you later," I grumble.

"Call me if you need me," she insists.

I hang up, and my head flops back as I grunt very loudly.  I watch the larger waves overtake the smaller ones and then form their foamy surface as they collide.  The salt drifts to land on my lips, and I can taste the ocean and all of its seduction.  This was supposed to be my escape, but everything reminds me of Devin.

"I couldn't help but overhear your conversation," a guy's charismatic voice says, startling me a little.

I lift my head enough to see bright blond, sexily tousled hair on a tan, immaculate body in front of me.  I roll my eyes and push my sunglasses back into place as I resume my ray soaking.

"No thanks," I murmur.

He laughs lightly.

"I haven't even made an offer yet."

"I'm saving us both some time.  It's what I do," I roll out sardonically.

He sits down on the vacant lounge chair beside me and smirks.  The staring is distracting, and I finally turn to see the wild, swirling streaks of gold spinning recklessly in his eyes.

I huff loudly while shaking my head.

"Oh.  You're immortal," I sigh.

His devious smirk grows, and he smugly replies, "So are you."

"How did you know?" I huff again while keeping my eyes hidden behind my very dark shades.

"Mortals breathe every five to ten seconds.  Your chest has been rising and falling in five minute intervals.  You need to watch that if you're trying to fly under the radar."

Really?

You're not supposed to have to think about breathing.

"So you're saying you've been watching my chest for a while?" I tease with a provocative air.

He blushes slightly.  "Guilty as charged.  It's a nice chest," he seduces.

Not interested, Blondie.

I like my men to have dark hair, smoky blue eyes, and be almost too perfect to be true.  I love heartbreak too much to change my criteria now, but it would be fun to force him to act like a fool on the beach while I make an unscathed getaway.

The wave rolling in crashes against us suddenly, and I'm instantly soaked, as is he.  He laughs a little as he wipes the water from his eyes, but I feel like there are eyes on us.  I feel... him.

Devin.

Chills spread all over my body as I wring my hair out.  I stand to unravel my soaked cover up, and I can see my body visibly trembling.

Blondie's eyes show his salacious thoughts while they stare at the water trickling down my skin, and I almost want to slap his provocative thoughts from his head.

"I'm sorry, but I need to get back to my hotel.  It was nice meeting you..."

"Hale," he says to fill in the blank.

"Nice meeting you, Hale.  Enjoy your day," I murmur dismissively.

"You're not even curious about who or what I am?" he chuckles.

The wind stirs from my overexerted fears, though I hope I'm simply being paranoid.  A gust steals my hat and carries it away, making me groan inwardly since that flock of seagulls is still looming overhead.  I sigh as I turn to humor Hale.

"I'm guessing it has something to do with the beach, given your glow," I offer.

His eyes dance with seducing intent, but Aphrodite doesn't stir in the least.  Only Devin awakens her.  Only Devin awakens me.

"I'm a descendent of Helios," he says proudly.

"Helios?" I ask curiously.

He almost seems offended by my lack of knowledge on the matter.

"The embodiment of the sun," he pouts.

I smirk lightly.  "Sorry.  I'm still new to all of this," I explain.

"Could you give me a hint as to who you are before you run off into the sunset?" he charms.

"I'm someone you need to forget you ever met.  Death, danger, and crazy bitches follow me everywhere I go," I mumble as I turn around.

"Hey, at least let me buy you a drink before I forget you," he wittily replies.

I laugh lightly, but my eyes are diverted from him as the sand beneath my feet rattles.  I can see the waves darkening as they stir, and the air around me warns me to run.

"Who the hell are you, and what are you doing here?" a muscle-bound bald man blares.

I assume he's talking to Hale, and I start to tiptoe away.  He jerks me around to stare into the sunglasses hiding my eyes.

"I wasn't aware you were talking to me," I almost whisper.

People begin dispersing from the scene as his anger grows.

"You can't just walk around in someone's territory without notifying the leader," he barks.

"Let her go, Paul.  She's new to this.  She didn't know," Hale defends.

"No one asked you.  You're in enough trouble as it is with Serena for your wild escapade with the Apollo girls you brought on the beach after their banishment.  This girl has to go through her to be granted passage here.  It's a show of respect," he threatens.

Then his eyes change before I start working my magic when he begins drinking in my smell.

He continues sniffing the air as if it's an aphrodisiac, and he coos, "You smell so good."

Oh good grief.

Hale rolls his eyes and plops back down in the lounge chair.  I smirk lightly as the shades drop down my nose enough to reveal my eyes.  I feel the green surging forth, and I take control of the moment.

"You'll let me go now.  You'll pretend you never saw me, and I'll be gone before you wake up.  Now, close your eyes," I command.

Hale's eyes widen in astonishment as Paul falls to the ground with a thud and begins snoring instantly.

"What the fuck did you do to him?" he gasps.

"I put him to bed.  He'll wake up in the morning," I say while walking away briskly.

A flaming whip swipes in front of me, and I barely dodge it as I roll to the ground.  I flip around to see a tall, lean woman glaring at me with fire blazing in her eyes.  The volcanic ash sizzles from her hands as the fire races up and down the two whips she's gripping.  Her sleek, red hair is tied up in a binding ponytail that dances like the malicious tail of a serpent.

I really wish I could control women, too.

"Serena, he's just sleeping.  Listen.  You can hear him snoring.  She's just trying to leave," Hale says with trepidation.

"She's not going anywhere.  You can't touch my husband and expect to live," she threatens.

"I didn't touch him," I snark.  "He's the one who touched me."

She smirks as her eyes darken with the swirling rings ablaze.  She flicks her whip, but I dodge it effortlessly.  My reflexes have sharpened during my week of solitude.  Being paranoid makes you jumpy.

The drunken state slowly starts to creep in when Aphrodite feels my threatened situation.

"Stop, Serena.  She's new.  She's just learning our ways," Hale defends again.

"I'll teach her the golden rule.  Don't fuck with my man," she hisses menacingly.

I see several others stalking toward me now - mostly women and only some men.

"I told you death, danger, and crazy bitches follow me wherever I go," I gripe.

I feel the green consuming my eyes as the skies start to open.  They all gasp as the lightning threatens to crash down on them, and the rain pounds into the sand, staking it as it connects.  The thunder barks loudly at them as a cautionary warning, and the lightning continues threatening its bite.

"I don't want to fight.  I just wanted to swim and rest, damn it," I huff.

"Not here.  There are boundaries all must abide by.  You can't roam freely and exert your power as you've done without consequence," she scolds.

Crap.  I can't catch a damn break.

"You asked for this," I warn before bringing the lightning down to divide a line in front of us.

"She's in touch with the sky," a girl whispers to Serena.

"She's also new.  We're not.  Go," she commands, and they all begin threatening me with their whirling weapons of choice.

"Ah, hell.  You're going to get me in so much trouble," Hale gripes as he breaks the sun free from my cloudy sky, and the rays blast against the women charging us.

Serena jumps to her feet to glare at him.

"You just crossed the last line I'll ever let you," she growls.

Then the waves rattle behind us fiercely.  The swishing becomes a rampaging tidal wave within seconds, and the water claps against the surface as it splits to miss me completely.

Devin.  He really is here.

Serena scowls as she loses her offensive positioning and shouts to the air.

"Is she with you?  You had better show yourself," she warns.

My heart almost jumps into my mouth as Devin's voice sounds out.

"I'm not hiding, Serena."

I slowly seek his voice as every hair on my neck stands to attention.  He's propped against a palm tree, messing with his phone as if he could care less about the entire situation's magnitude.

"You'll show me some respect.  You're in my territory," she snaps.

He slides his phone in his pocket and walks over to stand in front of me.  I almost lose my breath as he passes by without so much as glancing at me, and then my erratic breathing almost hurts my lungs as I stare at his shirt swishing in the wind.

My frigging breaths are coming in every five to ten seconds now.

"Actually, I'm in Deidra's territory - it's all her territory.  She's the only one I need permission from.  Don't forget who you're talking to."

Her eyes widen, and he pulls out his phone when it buzzes.

"Deidra has granted us passage through here.  Would you like to see for yourself?"

Serena glares at him with the contempt of hell burning in her eyes.

"No.  I'd rather not," she says through grinding teeth.

Devin smirks smugly and turns to walk away.  Hale jogs up beside him as the eyes still glare against his back.

"You know I'm in deep shit now, right?" Hale chirps.

Of course he knows Devin.  That's the real reason he knew I was immortal.

"You weren't supposed to approach her." Devin tries to whisper, but I still hear him.

"You sent him to spy on me?" I bark, quickening my pace so I can keep up.

Devin doesn't say anything.  I don't know why I'm following him.

"He sent me to keep Serena from trying to tear you a new one.  She's vicious, volatile and hotheaded.  If you piss her off, she doesn't stop attacking," Hale explains.

"I could have handled it," I scoff.

Devin still doesn't acknowledge me.  He keeps crossing through the last of the palms before we reach the street.

I see a SUV parked against the curb, and Kry is lying on top of the hood with his arms behind his head.

"D'you send my regards to Serena?" Kry chuckles.

Devin smirks slightly at some inside joke they're sharing, and then his stern face returns.

"I sent her Deidra's instead," he retorts dryly.

Kry turns to face him with wide eyes.  "Had to pull out the big guns, eh?"

Devin nods once, and Kry hops off the car.  "Glad to see you're back, Adisia," he says with a smile.

I stop walking abruptly.  What am I doing?  I've just followed Devin when all I've been trying to do is escape him.

"I'm not back.  I just... I don't know why I'm here.  I need to go," I mumble as I turn to cross the street.

"You can't go," Theia's voice calls out from behind me.

I turn to see her stepping out of another SUV that is parked just in front of Devin's.

"Theia, I have to," I grumble awkwardly.

"You're safer with us.  Persia made me promise to keep you safe before she left to find her contacts.  I don't go back on my word, and you owe it to her to keep yourself safe," she harshly asserts.

I choke back some of the emotion balling up in my throat, and Devin climbs into the passenger seat.  Deacon walks over with angered eyes.

"We're not leaving you here.  Devin's not the only one who has been worried to damn death about you.  Camara has exhausted herself keeping tabs on you, and I almost started a nuclear war by accident," he says with exasperation.

I almost smile at his morbid candor.  Devin is back to messing with his phone, which is what he does when he's cross with me - as he would say.  Hale walks up and hands me my black wrap he apparently went to retrieve.

"I'm not so sure how long you want to roam the streets in just that," he says while motioning to my bikini.

I roll my eyes as I tie the sarong back around my waist, and then I climb in the backseat in defeat.  Deacon fist pumps the air victoriously and slides across the hood like Bo Duke as he piles back into the SUV Theia had been in.

"He better not have dented my damn hood," Kry sneers.

"Well, where to?" Hale asks as he claims the seat next to me.

"My boat," Devin murmurs, and my heart is slowly trying to sweep the remaining pieces of it under the rug to hide it from the pain I'm feeling right now.

My lungs are exhausted from the erratic breathing, and my legs are wobbly from the unexpected reunion.

I pop my head back as Kry steps on the gas and the ocean stands still before my eyes as we head to the marina.

I can see the name Aphrodisia on the back of a yacht, and my stomach twists into knots.  The gallant sea beast has been named after me.  Why is he doing this to me?

I slump down in the seat and try to sink below the awkward tension thickening the air around us.

"We need to head out to sea for a while so Theia can relax and clean up the beach scene," Phillip grumbles.

I can tell he's not pleased with me, but then again, like father like son.  Devin has yet to make eye contact with me, and he's like a fifteen-year-old on his phone.

"I've got the first draft drawn up.  I'll see you below," Devin murmurs to Phillip as he heads into the cabin.

I stand at the front of the nose and contemplate jumping into the water and swimming away.

"Don't jump," Deacon snickers out.

Kry walks up and props up on the railing beside me to give me a very disapproving glare.

I roll my eyes as I huff, "Can we please skip the grueling lectures?  I get it.  I scared everyone.  Shame on me for having a freak out."

Camara's voice growls from behind, "Shame on you indeed.  I've nearly worn the animals in the world ragged trying to pick up your scent.  I've slept for three days straight to make up for all the exerted energy."

I tilt my head curiously at her phrasing.

"You found me three days ago?"

She squirms uncomfortably, and Deacon rolls his eyes at Camara's slip.

"We've been trying to make sure you didn't stir up any trouble or attract attention to yourself.  I freaked out a bit when I found out you were in LA.  That place is crawling with our kind, and they're very territorial.  How did you make it out?" Deacon says in an effort to change the subject.

"Don't know how they didn't catch her scent," Kry whispers to himself, and then he squirms uncomfortably.

I feel like I'm missing something, but I ignore the comment he hadn't intended for me to hear before answering Deacon's question.

"I left after I saw the first fifteen with swirling eyes.  No one ever knew who I was.  I've kept my sunglasses on the entire time.  Hale was the first one to spot me, and technically he cheated since he was sent to spy on me," I pout while finally removing my dark sunglasses.

"Protect," Hale interjects.  "I was sent to protect you."

"Fine job you did.  Devin had to bail you out from what I saw," Deacon snorts in distaste for the blond babe.

"I wasn't expecting Paul to show up.  He's intense, and Serena's just crazy," he blubbers.

"Well, now Adisia is back with us.  Let's just be grateful this is all over," Camara sighs.

"Helios beach bum," Deacon grumbles.

Hale cuts his eyes at him, and Camara splits them up like they're children.  I look around at all the familiar faces that are usually in attendance, but there's a few missing - Gemma and her parents.

Devin emerges from the cabin with Phillip following him.  They carry on a whispered conversation while staring out at the sea.  Phillip drops back down below deck, and Theia follows him to start cleaning everything up.

Ther walks up to whisper with Devin in Phillip's absence.  I glower at his back, and I seize the opportunity to remind him I haven't forgotten the reason I left, even if I have been forced to rejoin.

"I'm surprised Gemma hasn't capitalized on her successful plan to rip us apart.  Where is she?  Out ripping my face from the frames before she moves in?" I snark.

Devin winces slightly at my vicious remark.  It's the first reaction he's had to my presence thus far.

"She's not part of our group anymore.  She's still a member of our protective circle, but she's not allowed to join us unless absolutely necessary," Kry announces with a touch of anger.

Devin leans over the rail, and Ther mimics his action as they continue on with their private conversation.

"Oh.  There's no reason for Devin to exclude her after the fact.  That's like getting a vaccine after you get sick.  It's pointless," I grumble.

"It wasn't just Devin.  We voted on the matter, and it was almost unanimous.  No one trusts someone who will pull something like that - during a time as sensitive as that was, especially.  We limit the amount of conflict within our group to prevent a separation.  She was causing too much conflict," Kry explains.

Oh.

"I shouldn't be here.  I'm going to be nothing but conflict.  I've been nothing but conflict since I got here.  I swear Aphrodite was the embodiment of drama instead of love," I gripe.

Devin seems to wince again, and Hale's mouth drops open.

"What?  She's a daughter of Aphrodite and no one told me?  What the hell?" Hale screeches.

Devin walks over and violently shoves him into a seat.

"What are you doing?  Keep your voice down.  That could have been heard for miles," he warns.

Hale holds his hands up innocently as he speaks much lower.

"Sorry.  It just caught me off guard.  Why didn't you tell me?"

Devin rolls his eyes.  "You know why," he grumbles, and then he flashes back over to Ther.

I cross my arms over my chest in protest.

"Why?" I huff with the frustration from always feeling left out.

"Because he's a Helios," Deacon says as if it's some sort of explanation.

"And?" I mumble rudely.

"She doesn't have a clue what that means," Hale huffs with an offended tone.

I swear I see a slight smirk come to Devin's face, but I don't know if it's because he's listening in.

"Helios was the embodiment of the sun," Deacon sighs.

"Yeah.  I got that part.  So what?" I retort.

This time Devin turns his back to me completely when his smirk broadens.  He is listening in, but what's so comical?

"The sun is an aphrodisiac to most, especially immortals.  Helios descendents tend to drip sex appeal," Deacon mumbles with a grouchy tone.

Camara giggles slightly as she inspects Hale a little closer, and Deacon steps in front of her to cut off her view.

"Don't even think about it," Deacon warns, and Hale shakes his head at the not-so-veiled threat.

"Don't worry.  I appear to be losing my touch.  She turned me down before I even got going good.  The second I was making headway, Devin threw water on the fire - literally," Hale gripes.

It was Devin.  He brought that wave over us while trying to subdue Aphrodite because he thought I would be enticed by Hale.  I almost smile at the jealous ass that broke my heart.

"It wasn't heating up.  Sorry.  I was actually about to make you dance like a ballerina for my amusement.  Devin spared you the humiliation by bringing down my Aphrodite high with the awakening wave," I confess.

I see Devin's head turn slightly as he strains to eavesdrop on our light conversation.  I smirk slightly as Hale huffs louder.

"So nothing?" he pouts.

"Nothing," I giggle out.  "Are you sure you're an aphrodisiac in flesh?"

He scowls at me, and Devin actually lets a small laugh escape from a distance.

"Have you not ever wondered where the term sexy-as-Hale came from?" he smugly releases with an insulted, defensive rattle.

"Oh.  I just thought it was sexy-as-hell - as in the devil's home," I murmur dismissively.

"What's sexy about that place?  The saying stemmed from me," he gripes.

Everyone around us releases a small chuckle, and I shrug innocently.

"Well, now I know where it came from," I laugh out as I watch the fumes form around his body.

"I thought Aphrodite was a sex goddess," he mumbles.

"She wasn't a sex goddess, exactly, and I'm not Aphrodite.  I'm a descendent, and I don't fall for guys who are more in love with themselves than they could ever love me.  I don't fall for anyone anymore," I murmur, whispering the last part to myself.

Devin turns and walks back into the cabin area once he's heard all he needs to hear.  I don't know why I feel the need to reassure him of my loyalty when he's proven his to be a joke.

Camara's phone buzzes and she scowls as she reads the name I can't see.

"What do you want?" she asks curtly, her face soured by whoever has just had the nerve to interrupt her day.

I see why when I hear the voice on the other line.

"I want to speak to Devin.  He’s completely ignoring my phone calls, texts, emails, and every other form of technology he can use to rebuff my attempts to apologize.  Please give him the phone," Gemma begs.  "I need to tell him I'm sorry."

"You're damn right you're sorry.  Do you have any idea what a mess you've caused?" she chastises.

"Yes I do.  That's why I'm trying to apologize.  Please put your wild-thing anger on hold for a minute, and give him the phone," Gemma pleads again.

Camara hangs up her phone and shoves it in her pocket.  Gemma really is in trouble.  It actually makes me feel good to know how protective everyone is acting.  I'm sure it's more for Devin than me, but it still makes me feel a little more like I belong.

"The nerve," Camara growls.

Deacon's phone buzzes and Camara snarls as he answers it.

"You're not getting any sympathy from me either," Deacon says coolly.

"I just want to fucking apologize.  I can't own my mistake if he won't talk to me," she whines.

"You should have thought about that before you tried to make Adisia think you slept with him in San Diego," he reprimands.

Make me think she slept with him?  She all but said the shit.  It wasn't even a subtle insinuation.  She dangled his watch in front of me like it was a flashing neon sign for the whole room to see.

"If she's that easy to run off, then he doesn't need her.  She doesn't love him like I do, or she wouldn't have fallen for that so easily," Gemma harps.

With her words, a horrific realization slaps me in the face.  It wasn't real.  She fucking maliciously falsified that shit, and I fell for it.  If he didn't do anything, then why did he keep it a secret?

I don't know what's going on right now, and even if I did, now he won't even look at me.

"Just let me talk to him, damn it.  I'll tell everyone about that night in Belize if you don't.  About how you cried when you saw that girly chick flick, and you said-"

"Okay," Deacon yells to interrupt her before we hear anymore.  "I'll give him the bloody phone."

Devin reemerges once again as if on cue, and of course, he's toying with his own phone.  Deacon walks over to hand him his phone with Gemma dangling on the other line like a Venus flytrap in waiting.

I glare at him, waiting to see what he says to her.  He looks up as the phone slides in front of his face.

"Who is it?" he says curiously.

"It's Gemma.  She wants to apologize," Deacon stumbles out.

"Oh," Devin says very naturally as he takes the phone.

I almost start to pout, but instead of answering it, he very casually tosses over the edge and turns his attention back to his own phone while he leisurely strolls away.

Deacon's mouth pops open as he stares into the water to watch his phone sink.  I almost laugh, and I have to cover my mouth to suppress the sound.

Camara giggles slightly as Deacon looks over to us while pointing helplessly at the water below.

Kry's phone buzzes, and he hits the ignore option without hesitation.  He shrugs as he looks at me.

"I just got this phone," he says humorously.

I snicker under my breath, and then Devin walks up and completely avoids eye contact with me.

This is driving me crazy, and I don't know why.  I've been avoiding him, so why can't I be thankful he's not making it harder on me to stay away.

"Let's eat, and then we'll tell Aphrodisia about what we've learned in her absence," he says with his popsicle tone.

He used my formal name as if he refuses to personalize me at all.  Now I don't even know if I have the right to be mad.  I've never been here before.

The delicious food is gone, and it's just a small group of us sitting in the cabin.

Devin is relaxed against the padded bench as he stares out the window at the water glistening under the sunset.  He looks so comfortable, and he's so sexy in those damn jogging pants.  I think he intentionally came in without a shirt on just to irk me.

I cut my eyes away when he turns to catch me staring.

He doesn't show any interest in my momentary weakness as he starts the conversation I've been waiting to hear.  I'm almost offended by the business tone I once found so sexy.  When he's using it on me, it's heartbreaking.

"You were right about the daughters of Athena working with our anonymous puppet master.  Camara was able to catch a peek at them for a brief bit.  They know you're new, and they've been working tirelessly to find you so they can get to me.  They view you as our weakest link because they underestimate what you're capable of.  We're still not certain as to how they're finding us, but we think it could have something to do with the hunting abilities of the Athena girls.  It's possible that's why they were recruited.

"We've narrowed down the suspect pool for the puppet master, but there's still a broad array of people to sift through before we can start accusations.  That's all we've got for now."

He is cold, callous, and very formal.  His eyes remove themselves from mine the moment he's done speaking, as if I never meant anything at all to him, and Kry pats him on the back as he stands up.

"I'm going to grab some sleep on the deck," Kry says through a yawn.

"I second that idea," Deacon says with a stretch.

They all look so fatigued now that I think about it, except for Camara who has apparently slept for three days.

"I'm going to sort through some of this.  You can rest easy.  It'll be a few days before we dock.  The jets will carry us from there," Devin announces.

"I'm riding in yours.  The seats are so much more comfortable than Theia's," Kry says with a dramatic touch.

Devin smirks lightly and props his feet up on the table as he starts writing on a notepad.

I stand up with uncertainty carving itself into my body.  I don't know whether to stay or go as the others disperse to the deck and other cabins.

"Thank you," I murmur awkwardly.

He doesn't even look up as he answers.  "It's just stuff you needed to know.  Nothing to be grateful for," he mumbles as he grips the pen too tightly, cracking it slightly under the strain.

He takes a deep breath and tosses the pen down before grabbing another.

"I meant for getting Clara out of the country and away from the crazy," I murmur.

His fervent drawing ceases and his eyes look up to connect with mine.  I can see the pain etched in them, and now I know why he's been avoiding my eyes so much.  It almost hurts to see his aching.

"Again, nothing to be grateful for.  If I hadn't done it, Theia would have.  She's not quite as cold as she appears to be," he murmurs mildly, making sure his tone doesn't match the sadness in his eyes.

He doesn't allow his eyes to linger on mine for even a fraction of a second longer than necessary.

I sigh as I walk by him, and my hand accidentally grazes his shoulder as the ship shifts.  The wild sensation surges through me as Aphrodite begs me to give into the passion I've denied her for too long.

He flinches against my lingering touch, and his whole body stiffens under my hand.  I start to dive on him, kiss him, and rip his clothes off, but I fight the carnal desire burning, aching, and throbbing inside of me.

I take a deep breath and let my hand slowly move away from his shoulder.

He lets a breath escape as I walk out, and I do my best not to turn around.  I'm worried he's watching, and I'll cave if I see those eyes staring into mine again.

Almost everyone on the ship is asleep.  The ridiculously huge yacht harnesses far more rooms than I've even seen.

Devin hasn't come out of the cabin below, and I want to ask him about the pictures.  It's been eating at me.

Why wait until I'm gone to name a boat after me?  Why wait until I'm gone to hang up a bunch of pictures of me?  What really happened with Gemma?

I suck in a gulp of air, and then I guzzle half a bottle of vodka that's been baking in the sun for far too long.  I snarl my nose up at the hot beverage that should have never been left unattended for such an amount of time and then consumed.

I gently turn the door to the room he was in last, and I see him sleeping on the couch with his notebook still clutched in his hands.  About twenty pens have been snapped in half and tossed on the table to leave puddles of dripping ink.

I can't help but smile and wonder if that was because of me.

I tiptoe over to him, and ease the notebook from his hand.  As soon as it's freed, his hand drops from the couch and grazes my bare leg on the way down.

I'm still in my bikini, but there's not too much I can do about that.  It's not like I planned on hauling ass out of San Diego.

I stare at the cryptic writing in wild fascination for the crazy collage of random names with extended brackets to show more random names.  The notebook is full of similar graphs on every page.

"He's been working on that since you left.  He's been searching under every rock to find you as well.  This is the first time he's slept since you disappeared," Camara whispers as she joins me, breaking the silence in the room.

I gasp lightly as he stirs and turns over on his side.  I almost want to stroke his cheek, and tell him I love him.  I miss him so much.

"I've been gone a week.  There's no way he's stayed awake that long," I argue.

"Immortals can push the limits on sleep.  He pushed all of ours.  Everyone's exhausted.  I collapsed the moment I found you.  I couldn't have made it another day, but Kry, Ther, and Deacon have been awake with him the whole time.  No one has put forth more effort to bring you back than Devin though."

I sigh as I sit on the edge of the couch beside him.

"Why did he name this boat after me?  And why did he put pictures of me up in Paris when he knew he was sending Clara there?  It seems like he's trying to sway my thinking by strategically placing things in places he knows will grab my attention.  It's clever, but it's also pretty manipulative.  I don't like manipulative," I gripe.

"He put those pictures up in every home he owns - which is a lot, by the way.  He didn't do it to be manipulative.  The ship was going to be your wedding present.  He wanted to invite you to see the Poseidon world with him.  You left before he could give it to you, and we needed a big boat to carry all of us away while Theia cleaned.  He also needed a ground zero while we were here.  Obviously any Poseidon feels more at home on the water."

I stare at the ground dispassionately, and he stirs again.  This time his arm finds its way around my waist, and I feel the heat burning from his sleeping touch.

He grumbles lightly as he unknowingly nestles against me.  I can't help but feel the tears breaching my eyelids, and my fingers reflexively run through his hair.  He smiles as though he's enjoying a pleasant dream, but his breathing lets me know he's not awake.

"It's funny you're doing that," Camara says gently.

I look at her curiously.  "Why?"

"Because that's what he did the first night we found you.  He climbed in the bed beside you, and you wrapped your arms around him as if you'd never let go.  He just brushed your hair with his fingers, and a smile spread across your face.

"I almost thought you were really awake.  He stayed with you until just before dawn.  Then he called Hale and asked him to help us keep an eye on you.  Hale wasn't supposed to introduce himself, but you probably wounded his ego when you didn't notice him tailing you for three days.  He's not used to being overlooked.  He even told Devin you'd notice him within the first hour," she giggles out under a whispered breath.

I smile down at Devin's peaceful face, and then I bend to barely kiss him on the forehead.

"No.  I haven't noticed another man in that way since the day I met him.  I doubt I ever will," I sigh.

"Then why won't you just get back together with him?  He's been hell's bitch since you left him."

I slowly remove myself from his sleeping embrace.  He stirs slightly and rolls over to face the back of the elongated couch.  His feet are propped up on the end, and his head is awkwardly angled.  I push a pillow under his head to provide better support before I pull Camara out of the room.

"Because he kept it from me.  There's always a reason for someone to hide something, and I need to know what that is before I put myself back in the line of fire.  He hasn't offered me anything but excuses.  I just want answers," I whisper.

"I know it's easy to forget with all the glittery flare surrounding our world, but he's still just a man.  Just because he's immortal doesn't mean he's perfect.  He came home with a chip on his shoulder, and he wasn't going to level the playing field by giving you something to be mad about as well.  I repeat, he's still a man.  He's a good one though, and he loves you," she huffs.

She's right.  I've almost forgotten that he might not be mortal, but he's still a man.  I shouldn't expect perfection, but then again, this is my biggest fear.

"I've spent years getting broken by men wanting to taste a new flavor of ice cream while I'm still in the cone.  I've been here enough to know the risks, and I've never loved anyone the way I do him.  It's scary, and I don't know what to do.  He's immune to my... charm, so to speak, so I can't force him to tell me what happened," I grumble.

"He already did.  He never lied to you about what really happened.  He just wasn't as forthcoming as he should have been.  Men are stupid that way, and again, he's a man," she says with exasperation.

I laugh a little and stare around to see the setting sun over the open water.  We're completely still, and the anchor holds us steady from being carried away by the rising and falling waves.

There's nothing but water surrounding us anymore, and the glistening sun disperses a colorful slideshow against the surface of the salty water.

"I don't know what to do.  I wish I could just skip the awkwardness.  He's barely looked at me since I've been here.  It's possible he's done trying," I whimper.

She looks down at the ground as if she has a burden to share but doesn't know if she should or not.

"He is done trying, isn't he?" I choke out.

"He told Deacon he just wanted you safe, but he wasn't going to try to force you to be with him.  Deacon told me how new to love Devin is, and he thinks Devin is a little scared of this being a reoccurring thing.  I don't know what he'll say or do, but you never know until you try," she mumbles.

I fucked it up.  He's done with me.  One second I'm running, and now I'm chasing.  How is this even possible?

"What am I supposed to do now?" I gripe as I sit down on the edge of the boat.

"Now, you do what you were born to do.  Aphrodite is the founder and CEO of Seduction Enterprises.  Use it.  Seduce him back to you.  He'll never stand a chance," she says smugly with a smirk.

I smile at her devilish plan.  "When?  We're heading back to the airport soon.  I can't exactly seduce him once we're back if he's still not speaking to me."

"We're not heading back to the airport for two more days.  We're going to stay here, in the deep blue, with nothing but the sun threatening us," she gleams.

"I thought we hid better among the mortals," I gasp.

"We do, but we don't really have to hide while we're out here.  We've got two Poseidon descendents.  It would be hard for anyone to match them while sitting in the middle of the ocean," she says with a smirk.

Oh.

"Why don't we just live out here then?" I sigh with exasperation.

She laughs a little.  "You'd be sick of living on a rocking boat after a while.  Besides, what's eternal life without living?"

"Sounds familiar," I grumble as I think back to my "living versus surviving" speech I shared with Devin.

"Let's go to sleep for now.  Tomorrow we'll wake up early, and then it's time to play... hard," she giggles.

I smile as I follow her to an unoccupied room, and she hugs me before she heads off to join Deacon in their shared cabin.

I sigh as I look at the small, lonely room staring at me.  Devin's so close, and it's so hard not to return to the room with him.

I grunt in frustration, and then I start pulling off the bikini I've been trapped in for the entirety of the day.  I look around for something else to wear, and I pull out one drawer near the bottom.

There are pictures of me shoved in it.  Apparently this is where he stashed them all before bringing me onboard.

He's already started removing pictures.  That can't be good.  What now?

"Adisia, you awake?" a voice blares as my door swings open.

I scream in response as my heart pounds its panicked melody.  I jerk to attention and realize my bare chest is exposed.

I squeal again as Hale's eyes stay glued to my chest until I scramble and pull the covers over me.

Suddenly Hale is being slammed against the wall so fast it's all a blur.  As my eyes adjust, I see Devin's arm pressed to Hale's throat.

"What the fuck did you do?" Devin blares.

"Nothing," Hale strangles out.  "I just came to wake her up."

Shit!

"Devin, he didn't do anything.  I'm still just a little jumpy from spending the week alone and looking over my shoulder.  Sorry.  I didn't mean to scare you," I say with an embarrassed tone.

Devin releases his grip, and Hale rubs his throat.

"Damn, you people know how to make a guy feel welcome," he coughs out.

"Sorry.  I thought you had-" Devin's voice trails off as he sees me in my barely draped position, completely naked under the covers.

Hale's eyes grow wider as he catches a peek of my side showing, and Deacon walks in to add to the awkwardness.

"Oh, holy naked sex goddess.  What'd I miss?" he chuckles in surprise.

I glower at him as I explain my nude condition.

"I didn't want to sleep in my damp bikini, and I couldn't find anything to wear.  It's not like we made a pit stop by my hotel before we came," I snarl.

"You could've asked for a shirt," Devin retorts.

"You could've offered one," I snark back.

He just turns and walks away.  Deacon starts walking off too, but Hale slowly starts closing the door while he's still in the room, his devious smirk in place and his eyes fixated on me.

Suddenly the door reopens, and Deacon jerks Hale out by the ear.

"Ow.  Ow.  Ow," Hale says in quick repetition while being led away.

I laugh a little before plopping down and covering my head with the blanket.

Great way to start the seducing game.

Being naked in a room full of men might sound seductive, but not when it's by mistake.  On top of that, Devin and I just shared un-pleasantries.

The door creaks open, and I barely peek out from under the cover as angst rattles over me.  I sigh in relief when Camara walks in with a smirk.

"I'm really getting to him now," I say with heavy sarcasm.

She laughs a little, letting me know she just overheard the messy morning wakeup call.

"I'm sorry.  I should have given you something of mine to sleep in.  I brought you a bathing suit for today though."

"I've got a bathing suit," I mumble.

She shakes her head disapprovingly.

"You can't seduce a man while wearing something he's already gotten used to.  He saw you in that all day yesterday," she whispers.  "This is hot, different, and you'll look exceptionally delectable in it."

I stare at the skimpy suit, and I'm just grateful the ass of it isn't missing.

"And I thought my bikini was slutty," I gasp.

She laughs a little as she shrugs.

"You don't have to be an Aphrodite to buy an enticing garment.  Put it on," she says excitedly.

I chuckle lightly as I stand up and drop the sheet from me.  I pull on the tiny, perfectly white suit, and stare at the mirror in disbelief.

The front is attached by a chain and a thin piece of material leading from the low dip under my breasts to the low start of the bottom of the suit.  The back is completely out, and it just barely starts covering my rear soon enough.

My breasts are exposed on both sides, leaving only the middles covered by the thin strip of material, and my cleavage is very much on display.  A tiny set of strings at the top and the back is all that holds this thing in place.

"Whoa.  I feel like I'm supposed to be posing for a dirty magazine right now." I grimace.

She laughs loudly and nods in delight.  She then hands me an orange, dress-like cover up that actually does cover me up.

"Leave them wondering what's underneath for a little while.  It'll make the big reveal much more... wow, if you know what I mean," she murmurs with her masterminding tone.

I just snicker lightly at all her scheming, and then I pull on the daring, white heels she's brought along as well.

We walk up to the top, and Devin is reading a newspaper, deliberately abstaining from looking toward me as we emerge.

"Good morning again, Adisia," Hale charms.

"Morning, Hale," I force out with a smile, though I intentionally left off the good.

There's a delicious spread of breakfast decorating the large table that has been assembled on the deck.  There's also coffee.

Thank goodness.

I pour a cup of the wonderful smelling brew, and then I start searching for the cream.

Devin slides it toward me without moving his eyes out from behind the paper.  It's sad that he doesn't see me with his visions or his eyes, but he still knows what I'm doing at this moment.

Perhaps I didn't give our relationship enough credit.  Maybe we know each other better than I realized.

"Thanks," I say softly, hoping he'll look at me.

Look at me, damn it.

"No problem," he says gently, but still keeps his face hidden behind the paper - today's paper.

"How did you get a newspaper out here?" I ask in an effort to try to keep him talking.

"Dad went and got several things from town.  We move faster in the water than on land," he says very calmly.

Apparently his dad can manipulate the water to fall around him as well.  The paper is completely dry.

My mind goes back to the bubble night - the night he first told me he loved me.  The night I knew I'd one day be a complete disaster by his hand.  I was right, but I was also wrong.

He doesn't make an effort to continue the conversation, and I decide to just eat in silence.  Camara gives me a very disappointed gaze, and I just shrug.

"You want to swim?" Hale asks as I finish my last bite.

"Um..." I hesitate as my eyes look over at the still hiding Devin.  "Yeah.  Let me just get this thing off."

Hale smirks as he stares at my feet.

"Heels?  Wow.  You really are a sex goddess," he gleams.

I hear the paper crinkle slightly as Devin's hands grip it a little too tightly.

"Yeah.  Camara thought they would look good with the bathing suit," I explain.

Again, the paper crinkles, and I smirk slightly as I see Devin starting to squirm uncomfortably.

He slowly lowers the paper, and his eyes become locked with mine.  I very deliberately pull the dressy cover-up over my head in a slow, drawn out motion.

When I'm free from its confines, Devin's eyes are still staring at mine.  His smoky eyes are swirling, and I stifle the smug grin trying to appear.

"Holy hot bodies," Hale exclaims.

Devin's eyes narrow slightly, and Hale continues his fascination with my swimming attire.

"Well.  I think you need to have some fun in the sun," he says provocatively.

It's so obvious it's almost corny.  He is the embodiment of the sun after all.

A wave gushes across the deck, and takes Hale overboard as it heads back out to sea.

Everyone chuckles as Hale screams up to the deck, "Not cool, Devin."

Devin smirks menacingly, and gives me a smug look before pulling his paper back up.

Well, I got him to look at me.  Now I have to make him unable to look away.

Kry walks over to me with a look noting what I'm attempting to do.  He smirks slightly and taunts me for my endeavor.

"So, you planning on swimming in stilettos?" he snarks playfully.

I almost want to stick my tongue out at him.  Devin snickers lightly behind the paper, and I hope it isn't because he realizes what I'm up to as well.

I admit, the heels are overkill.

I quickly kick free from them and walk over to the edge of the boat.  Everyone is splashing, laughing, and having a good time.  Devin's the only old man reading the paper.

I smile as I step off the edge and splash into the cool, sensationally refreshing water below.  The turquoise sea laps around me and coaxes the worry from my mind.

Deacon climbs back on board, and I can see Devin relinquish the thoroughly-read paper as they speak in whispers.

"Stop staring.  It'll make it obvious," Camara scolds.  "You're supposed to be seducing him, not the other way around."

I puff slightly as Devin continues to look anywhere but at me.  I swim back over to the boat, and the water trickles down my body as I reach the top.

I stand in front of Devin and Deacon's mouth drops open as the water slides against my skin.  My hair is saturated by the ocean's scent, and my body is almost calling to his.

"Do you have any towels?" I ask with a subtle reason for speaking to him.

"Yes," he says vaguely as he stares into my eyes.

"Okay... um... Where?" I ask with a sweet smile invading my lips.

"I've got some over here," Hale chirps as he climbs back onboard.

Devin frowns slightly, but I asked for a towel.

Stupid interfering sun.

"Thanks," I mumble insincerely.

"You look so fucking hot in that bathing suit," Hale asserts bluntly.

I blush slightly under his admiring gaze, secretly hoping Devin feels the same way.

"I know.  I'm going to have to let her keep it because it doesn't look like that on me," Camara says with a wink.

I stifle a laugh.  She's attempting to draw Devin out of his shell by doting on me.

"You had that and didn't wear it for me?" Deacon gripes.

"Yes, well, like I said, it doesn't look like that on me.  Now roll your tongue back into your mouth, please," she says with a mocking tone.

I laugh lightly, but Devin seems unaffected by the scene.  I frown a little before Hale speaks to me again.

"Your scent is so... I don't even know how to explain it.  It so... surreal," he murmurs with an exaggerated enamored tone.

Devin squirms uncomfortably.  I'm just confused.  It's not the first time someone has mentioned my scent.  Camara and Deacon both share an amused smiling glance - adding to my confusion.

"What scent?" I scoff.

"It's intoxicating," Hale says while his eyes lock with mine.

I quickly detach from the eye contact.  Devin squirms more, and Camara answers.

"The goddess has been denied for quite some time, if you know what I mean.  You have a strong, heavenly, divine pull, and it's almost impossible to ignore.  It has been masked by fear for the past few days, and I'm sure before then as well.  Now that you feel safe, all you can smell is an aerial aphrodisiac.  It did the same thing when Devin was gone for a week.  I blame that scent for making me crazy enough to give Deacon another chance."

Deacon raises his arms in disbelief.  "Hey," he yelps in a defensive tone.

Camara laughs a little as she walks over to kiss him with reassurance she's not going anywhere.

"I've never smelled anything so alluring," Hale says as his eyes spark.

I'm sure his sex god side is sort of overheating his normal state of mind.  He takes a step toward me, and I take a step back.  Another wave surges over the boat, and once again, Hale is carried away.

"This is starting to get old," he gripes from the water below.

I turn to see Devin's eyes staring into mine, and I decide to let the wind drag this scent to him.  Perhaps it'll have the same effect on him as it did on Hale.  He takes a deep breath and tightens his lips as our eyes stay locked.

"I need to get off this boat for a while," he whispers to Deacon, and I don't think I was meant to hear it.

He slowly walks toward me, and his breath hitches as he nears.  I'm almost certain he's about to take me, but he continues by me to the edge of the boat.  He dives in, and I finally release my trapped breath.

I slump down in a chair and pour me some more coffee as I work on a new plan of attack.  Kry sits down across from me and shakes the excess water from his hair - his faux-hawk smoothed down into a normal shag, due to the ocean.

"I need to douse you in my cologne or something.  That is potent, and it's going to drive everyone here crazy," he rattles.

I frown as I stare at Devin who is so far out in the sea he barely looks like a speck even with my heightened sight.

"Not everyone," I pout.

"Are you trying to get his attention, or is Aphrodite?  I'm not sure he understands what your motives are.  You went from ice cold to fire hot.  You can see how a guy would be confused.  Aphrodite was always known to be so capricious, but you're usually not."

"He knows it's me," I grumble.  "He just doesn't care."

Kry sits back and bites into an apple as Devin swims out farther - to the point of disappearing completely.  He is faster in the water, much faster.

"I don't think he does know.  It wouldn't hurt to clue him in," he murmurs.

He stands up and pats me on the shoulder as he tosses the apple back down on the table.

I hear a splash, and then Hale rejoins me once again.  I stare out at the sea as Devin slowly makes his way back toward us, barely becoming visible again.  He doesn't seem to be in the hurry to get back that he was to get gone.

"You really are beautiful.  I've never met an Aphrodite before.  They say Helios and Aphrodite were meant for each other, but they just never found each other in time," he seduces.

I roll my eyes.

"I think you've had too much sun," I joke to lighten the mood.

"You can never have too much sun," he seduces more.

He's working too hard to sound smooth.

Oh.  Poor guy.  He doesn't have a clue how in love I am with Devin.

"Sorry.  I think you've been exposed to whatever this scent is for too long.  I'm going to go swim for a while," I say in an effort to get away.

He follows me to the edge, and his hand grabs mine.  I gingerly remove it from his grasp as he tries yet again to gain my affections.

"Let me show you how close you can get to the sun without getting burned," he dares.

A wave rushes over us, and Hale is swept away.  I hear him huffing loudly as he spews water from his mouth.

"Really, Devin?" he blares.

Devin emerges from below the surface with a shrug as soon as Hale scolds him.

"It wasn't me this time," he murmurs innocently.

Phillip is leisurely floating on his back with his arms propped behind his head while kicking with sloppy intent against the water.  He smiles as he spits a fountain flow of water into the air from his mouth.

"Sorry.  Couldn't resist.  I thought the sun could use some cooling down," he chuckles.

Hale slaps the water in frustration, and I laugh a little at the uncharacteristic, childish behavior of Phillip.

Devin slowly climbs up the boat, and the water sweeps over his perfect body, the seductive trickle reminding me what a fool I am for not listening to him about the whole Gemma situation.

"What did he say this time?" he mumbles.

"Nothing important.  He's just confused.  He hasn't been around me as long as the others.  He'll get to where he doesn't find me to be quite the fascinating anomaly he thinks I am, and then he can move on like everyone else," I say pitifully as I turn to escape the group.

I'm done trying to recapture his attention.  I feel like a fool for ever even having embarked on such a feat.  I may possess the power of Aphrodite, but I don't encompass the ability to seduce the unwilling heart.

I lean over the rail and stare out at the empty sea ahead of us.  The clouds above me look so tranquil and happy as they perch on the edge of the sky.

The waves rush back and forth as a natural wind stirs.  I draw it to me and let it splash against my face, dragging the mist of the ocean spray with it.

I smile lightly as I see Deacon being dunked by Camara as they swim in front of the boat.  My smile almost turns to a pout when envy stings my blue eyes with a jaded hue, but then I feel heat from behind me.

Devin leans up to where he's almost touching my back with his front as his hands grip against the railing beside mine.  My heart stumbles and flips forward until it slams into my chest.

His breath lingers against my ear as his face stays just out of grasp.  Aphrodite stirs, awakens, and climbs to attention as she poises for attack.

"I know it's in your nature to seduce, but if you don't want me, then please stop," he whispers, and chills scramble to the surface to cover my body.

I very slowly turn to face him, and the green takes over my eyes for a moment before turning back blue to let him know I'm completely in control.

I lean back on the railing to stare him in the eyes, and I tilt my hips up slightly toward him.  His body so close to mine that it is almost sending me into convulsions.

"I'll keep that in mind," I seduce, even though I said I wasn't going to try anymore.

He smirks slightly, and he bends to where his lips almost touch mine but don't.

"Please do," he dares.

He leans back from the tantalizing closeness and walks away.  I follow him like a lioness stalking her prey, but he stops to talk to Kry.

Damn you, Kry.

I decide to lure him away by walking over to the edge again.  I give him a provocative look that challenges him to see how far I'll go with this, and Kry's jaw unhinges slightly as Aphrodite creeps through me to bring forth the sexy strut.

Devin smirks when he sees the dangerous game I'm daring him to play.  I step backwards to fall to the water, and I take my time swimming back to the surface.

I emerge slowly to add some zest to the seduction, but Devin is no longer on the boat.  I look around the water, but he's nowhere to be found.

I huff slightly as I realize my plan of seduction has failed yet again.  Kry splashes in, and I draw his attention to me by splashing him lightly.

"Where's Devin?" I whine.

Kry smirks as though he has a secret, but he shrugs before he answers.

"He said he'd be gone for a while.  Told me to cover for him."

"Cover for him?" I grumble.

What does that mean?

"Yeah," he murmurs vaguely with his smirk growing more menacing.

I start to pout more, but the water beneath me embraces me around the waist.  I'm almost seduced by the gripping sensation, and then I'm suddenly sucked under.

I don't struggle against the aquatic abduction because I know what's going to be on the other end - Devin.

Everything passes me in a blur as the spiraling hold drags me deeper - so deep a mortal's body wouldn't be able to withstand the pressure.

I feel air entering my lungs as I land on the ocean ground, and I'm in a bubble similar to the one where he told me he loved me.

My toes sink into the soft, dry sand on the ocean floor, and my eyes lock with the smoky blue ones as the one who summoned me stalks toward me.

His eyes burn through me, and I can feel the electrical currents rushing over my body in response.  His hands pull me to his body, and he tugs my hair lightly to bring my head back.

"You sure want me?" he asks in a pleading prayer.

My eyes swirl, mixing green and blue with the desire and lust burning inside me.  His mouth covers mine when I barely nod, and he almost crushes me into him from the pent-up desire that has been begging to break free.

My hands grip the back of his neck, and I feel him scoop me up to lay me on the sand.

His hands scour my body as if they've just felt dry land for the first time in years.  His lips fold over mine almost violently as his expert tongue attacks, and my body shudders from the overwhelming sensations it all brings forth.

I push my hips up to meet his, and he slides his hand up my bare leg until it reaches my back.  He jerks me to him as he thrusts against me, and I feel the delicious entrapment of our hideaway cloaking our ferocious sounds.  He's mine again.




Chapter 15

Almost Happy

I stare up at the swirling rows of sea creatures that are peeking into our private hideaway.  Devin nestles his head against mine, and I smile foolishly in response to his touch.

He pulls me to him, and I find my lips on his once more.

"I love you," he breathes into my mouth.

"I love you," I murmur back in between his lips closing against mine, trying not to grin even bigger.

"I'm sorry.  I swear I never did anything with her.  You're the only one in the world for me, and I've lived long enough to swear to that," he promises as he pulls back.

"I'm sorry I didn't believe you.  It's just hard to trust someone when you've only ever known betrayal.  Then I worried about why you didn't tell me, and it brought back so many painful memories.  I just-"

His lips seal my quivering ones before I babble on more.  He draws back slightly, and his eyes stare fearlessly into mine.

"I would never do that.  I should have told you the moment it happened.  I've never done this before, and I'm going to make mistakes.  I can promise they will only ever be lapses in judgment, never betrayals.  You're the only person I've ever loved in this way.  Please don't ever leave me again," he pleads as he brushes his lips against mine.

"I won't," I promise as he pulls me under him.

His hand strokes my cheek as his eyes gauge mine for any fear, but he won't find any.  I do love him, and I do want to stay with him... for eternity.

"Let's head back up to the surface.  I'm sure the others are wondering where we are, and there's something I need to do," he murmurs reluctantly.

I almost pout as I rise up with a begrudged motion, giving up the soft folds of the sand beneath me, and leaving behind the cracked and broken seashells littering the tousled sand-bed.

He pulls my lips to his, and the water crashes down on us as we surge to the top.

As soon as we emerge, everyone blushes.  Apparently we weren't too subtle with our very long retreat.  We did have time to make up for though.

"Fireworks tonight?" Ther asks in the form of a seemingly random request.

I look at him quizzically as Devin snickers.  "Yes," Devin chuckles out.

"Thank Aphrodite for me," Ther mumbles in an exasperated tone.

Devin looks into my eyes, and I feel the world spinning too fast for me to keep my balance even in the water.

"Aphrodite had nothing to do with it," Devin murmurs sincerely, and it's so hot.

He's not like everyone else.  He's not drawn to the goddess within; he's drawn to the goddess that is me.  He loves me and just me.

I smile, and his lips close over mine before he dunks me under the water playfully.  I laugh as I reemerge and wipe the ocean from my face.

He moves my hair to the side, and our eyes stay lock intensely.  He's not looking away, and I can't.

"Well, the intoxicating scent is gone, and now it just smells like sex out here," Hale sulks.

Devin smirks as his eyebrows dance up and down.  Hale is gripping his head as if it aches, and Deacon slaps him on the back as he sits down beside him.

"It's the goddess hangover.  It sucks, but it'll go away within an hour or two," he promises.

"The goddess hangover?" I ask with a stupefied mannerism.

"Yes.  It's rather grueling if you don't have a way to... release your heightened senses, if you know what I mean," Deacon murmurs through his chuckles.

Camara laughs a little, and he pulls her up to sit beside him.  Hale pouts lightly as he looks around.

"You guys are in severe need of some women.  You should never have a group where the men outnumber the women five to one," he gripes.

Devin smiles at me, and he pecks me lightly on the lips before he starts pulling me toward the boat.

Hale scowls at him slightly as Devin pulls me from the water and holds me in his arms.  The sun is almost setting, and I gasp in disbelief.

"The day is almost over?" I whine.

"That's the life of an immortal.  Time flies when you have too much to spend," he says softly.

"I'm fine with that as long as I get to watch it fly with you," I murmur, even though the context is slightly cheesy.

"Come with me," he says with a grin.

I smile as we climb the ladder to the deck, and I follow him into a cabin.  I frown slightly as something crosses my mind.

"Why did you shove all of our pictures into a drawer?"

He stops for a minute and turns to face me.

"Because it was too painful seeing us so happy when I was worried you'd never be with me again.  I've never felt such an empty feeling until you were gone.  I overcompensated by putting them everywhere, and then they became too painful to look at," he sighs.

I step into his arms, and wrap my arms around his waist as I stare up into his eyes.

"Can you put them back up?  I want to see us happy.  I want to make more pictures, have more memories, and I want everyone to know how much I love you."

He smirks slightly as he turns and pulls open a drawer.  He pulls out my engagement ring and puts it back on the finger it had been forced to abandon.

"Then wear this again."  The tone of his voice is so smooth, alluring, and downright inescapably sexy.

I smile and blush as he slides it all the way into place.  I feel complete once more, and life finally makes sense again.  I'm so lucky, happy, and irrefutably in love.

"I missed this ring," I giggle.

"I missed its owner," he mutters too sincerely, making my heartbeat quicken.

My lips cover his, and then I see night descending outside.  I've been waiting for the day when I would finally feel the love I sought after so desperately, and everyday I'm with him, I feel it.

"Fireworks," Ther chirps below to us.

I laugh lightly as Devin smiles against our kiss.

He takes my hand in his, and we emerge just in time to see the first one streaking straight up into the sky.

The cosmic eruption dramatizes the night sky, but there aren't any small, smoldering tendrils slowly gliding to the surface.  There is a streaking light rather than the remnants of a sizzled trail behind them.

Devin takes me in his arms and pulls me to his lap as he sits down.  The fresh breeze isn't obstructed by the charred scent of the bursting beauties, and I finally see why.

Ther throws his hands up and releases the lights into the sky to exactly replicate the fireworks I grew up with as a child, but these are so much more magnificent.

"What is Ther?" I whisper to Devin.

Devin smirks as he returns the low answer.  "A descendent of Pera and Char; both are embodiments of light.  He thinks it's good luck to streak his fireworks during times of war, but I wouldn't let him do it until I had you back with me."

"Why?" I muse.

"Because I didn't want to taint something I've always enjoyed.  I would have been miserable without you here with me," he confesses.

More colorful rays explode into the air, and I snuggle into Devin's embrace.  We needed this moment of serenity and peace.

He kisses the back of my neck, and a slight shiver spreads over me as a girly grin invades my face.

"I missed you," he murmurs with reserved strain.

I turn so I can nestle into his chest before sharing his sweet confession.

"I missed you, too."

His smile matches mine as our lips connect once more, folding in perfect unison as they dance against each other with a soft embrace under the mesmerizing beauties lighting the sky.

"You two going to do that all night?" Hale grumbles.

Devin shares a crooked smirk and looks into my eyes before answering him.

"We very well may."

Hale grumbles louder as he turns his nose up with bitter distaste.

Deacon and Camara snuggle into each other as more bursts of lights fill the sky.  Devin's breath is almost seductive when it lingers against my face with its warm promise.  I smile as I soak in this moment; one we won't be allowed to experience as often as I wish.

"How do you feel right now?" he murmurs against the top of my head.

"Like I'm a normal girl enjoying a night on the ocean with my insanely hot, rich fiancé," I gloat.

He smiles endearingly, and a different set of swirls stir in his eyes.

"I love hearing you say that.  I'll love hearing you call me husband even more," he says in his tantalizing tone.

"I'll love calling you my husband," I almost giggle.

He kisses me briefly before drawing back and standing to his feet as Ther wraps up the pyrotechnical display with the grand finale.

The exploding wonders erupt from his hand, and they fizzle out quickly to give way to the new booms emerging to take the place of the faded echoes.

The thunderous exhibition's end brings everyone to a standing ovation to applaud Ther's breathtaking performance.

He playfully takes a bow, and then Devin starts pulling me away.

"We'll have to behave tonight," he snickers out in a low, almost muted tone before we reach the cabin entrance, but I tug on him to keep him from going in.

"Why?" I whimper.

His eyes show their joy in my whining dismay, and he whispers his reasoning.

"I don't want to sink the boat, and we both know you have no control over your strength in the bedroom.  You're untamable ways force me to lose my control as well," he teases.

I blush slightly, and then we realize belatedly that Hale has been too close to the conversation.

"Holy fuck.  Damn you, Devin Cole," he gripes from behind us.

Devin laughs lightly at the unintentional tidbit he's revealed that has left Hale green with envy.

"Sorry.  I thought I kept my voice low enough to escape the ears of anyone," he snickers, though I'm not so sure he didn't want Hale to hear that.

I'm sure on some twisted inward level, Devin is poking his chest out and strutting around proudly, though he's too much a gentleman to make it that obvious right now.

Men.  Sheesh.

"How'd you like the fireworks?" Ther excitedly chirps as he struts across the deck on his way to us.

"I loved them," I say genuinely.

"Of course, I love flashing lights, but it wasn't my favorite form of flashing.  But then again, I already witnessed that sort of show earlier today," Hale adds with malicious intent as his eyes daringly stare into my very wide and slightly alarmed ones.

Uh-oh.  This is going to be bad.

"What are you talking about?" Devin asks with a touch of suspicion.

"This morning, when Adisia flashed me," he boldly and bluntly pops out.

Devin's eyes narrow at him, and his jaw tenses before clenching to a locked state.  His hands fist at his side, and I purposely step in between him and Hale.

"I jumped up before I realized what was going on.  He didn't see much.  Just let it go," I plead gently.

"I should probably go... away," Hale mumbles when he sees how incredibly pissed Devin actually is.

I start pulling on Devin's hand to lead him away from his tempting desire to punch a hole through the ocean floor - using Hale’s head as the driving force.  The swirls in his eyes darken, and I know I've lost this battle.

A gushing wave roars up from the sea and carries the unsuspecting Hale with it once more.  He squeals slightly as it sucks him under and twists him in its grip with a wringing motion.

He gasps as he claws back to the surface, and Devin smirks daringly.  Hale growls as he climbs back onto the boat, and starts peeling off his soaked shirt.

"Remind me again why I elected to help you and get shunned by my group to be treated like this," he scoffs.

Devin smiles a little sympathetically in response to Hale's pitiful whine.

"Because you know we need you more than they do, and you've already made too bad a bed with Serena too many times to have stayed there much longer.  Water stings less than fire," Devin snickers.

Hale shrugs with his surly stance.  "True.  Although, I'm no longer too fond of water."

Devin laughs lightly as he shakes his head, and we duck into the cabin area.  He leads me back to the room where my ring had been kept - his room.  I feel his arms wrapping around my waist as he follows me to the bed.

"I'm surprised he wasn't more persistent," he mumbles.

"What do you mean by that?" I inquire.

He smirks lightly as he unties the strings of my suit and they drop, as does the top half of the bathing suit.  My breath grows harsh against his smooth chest as my chest bares itself freely in front of his eyes.

"If he saw that much of you, he had to have been reeling all day.  Too bad you're mine," he remarks smugly.

Undeniably, completely, and irrevocably yours.

I blush slightly, and then I match his seductive tone.

"I don't think there's anything bad about being yours," I seduce.

"You would if you were any other man but me."

My breath hitches, and his hands pull me to his arresting, salient body, and the bare skin on skin contact is enough to bring my blood to a boil as my breasts push against his upper abdomen.

He drops his head back as if he is distressed, and then he walks away to pull open a dresser drawer.  He tosses me a shirt, but I'm confused by what exactly is going on.

I keep my upper half exposed as the stringy portion of the bathing suit drapes past my covered bottom half.

"What's this?" I ask in a baffled pout.

"A shirt," he says sardonically, and the literalness of his phrasing offers coy mockery for my true question.

I roll my eyes while I huff in frustration, "I mean, why are you giving me a shirt?"

He snickers slightly as he pulls off his shorts and flashes into a loose pair of low-hanging jogging pants that expose his perfect hip lines.

He flops onto the bed and pulls his hands up behind his head to be comfortable, despite the obvious sexual energy charging around the light-flickering room.

“I told you we have to behave.  You're far too wild for such a small, fragile contraption, and I'd prefer it if no one else saw you're incredible chest for the rest of our time here.  I'd also prefer it if no one else saw you in such a slinky swimsuit ever again.  I'm not trying to sound controlling, but you're a descendent of Aphrodite.  It makes it hard for most men to keep their eyes off you as it is," he grumbles slightly.

I drop the shirt to the floor as a menacing smirk invades my face.  I stalk toward him, swishing my hips slightly to draw his eyes to a smoldering gaze.

I slide my leg across his waist while keeping his eyes trapped in mine and the electrical currents flow over him to offer a stimulating, erotic touch.

"Most men?  What about you?" I seduce.

He smiles as his eyes narrow with devious intentions.  He rises and grips me at my hips before jerking me tighter against him.

"Aphrodite doesn't hold any power over me, but you do," he smolders.  He flips me to my back, and his extraordinary body presses with promise against mine.  "But I also have the ability to say no when it risks the safety of our brand new boat," he teases.

Our.  Mmm.  That word sounds so good coming out of his mouth.

I smile and then pout at his rejection.  "That's not fair.  You set me on fire and then dunked me in ice."

He laughs as he stands to pick up the shirt I had abandoned.  He tosses it to me once more as he responds.

"You spent the better part of the day seducing me," he retorts.

"I had every intention of finishing what I started though.  You just revved up the engine and cut it off.  That's just cruel." I exaggerate my pout.

He laughs ridiculously hard as he kisses my forehead with a patronizing touch.  Jackass.

"I'm sorry, baby.  I'll make it up to you when we're on dry, stable, resistant land."

I roll my eyes, but in doing so, my eyes flash a new color as I glance into the mirror across from the bed.

They quickly return to their gentle blue, but I'm shivering slightly from the unexpected change.  Devin's smile drops instantly as the teasing playfulness is sucked from the room.

"What the hell was that?" I gasp.

His mouth is almost stunned into silence, and his eyes bear the shocked, terror-stricken gaze of a child watching a horror movie.

"What?" I prompt again.

"We need to speak to the others," he mumbles with his stupefied, horrified, and disbelieving face still dumbfounding me.

I pull on the shirt, and he tosses me a pair of boxers to pull on as well.  I have to turn the waist band down several times just to make them stay up - somewhat.

He clutches my hand and almost drags me back out.

Theia and Phillip are laughing with Ther and Kry until Theia sees her son's face.  Her expression mimics his instantly without even knowing what is going on.

"What?  What happened?" Her panic is apparent.

"Adisia's eyes," he mutters with the disbelief still clearly notable in his tone.  "They just turned white."

"White?" she gasps, and her glass tumbles from her hand to the deck below.  "That's impossible," she squeaks as the glass continues shattering against the wood.

"You're sure?" Kry asks in a far more serious tone than I've ever heard him use.

"Positive," Devin says with breathless suspense.

Hale walks up bearing the same taxing look as the others, and I'm still fucking clueless as to what's going on.

"What does white mean?" I blare.

"Did Persia tell you who Kahl's mother was?" Devin asks in his worrisome tone.

"No.  It never came up, given all the other butt-loads of crazy going on.  Why?" I inquire desperately.

"She said Kahl was full titan," Ther says quietly while running a hand through his hair.

"It's possible it was just a fluke, or maybe a glare from the light," Theia explains with logicality to the unfathomable hypothesis they're all secretly sharing.

"It wasn't a glare.  It was an intentional flash.  She was making her presence known, and Adisia saw it, too." Devin trembles.

She?  Who is she?  We already know about Aphrodite, so who else am I sharing my immortality with?

"Why wouldn't Persia have told us such a thing if this is the case?" Theia questions as she sits down slowly to relieve her wobbling legs.

"Persia told us very little in general, but she probably thought Aphrodite would be the only guiding entity, since that's the way it has always fucking worked.  She can't have two.  We still don't know anything about Kahl, other than he was full titan, and we never bothered to ask about his mother.  Persia was a secretive person, and she didn't elaborate on Adisia's father's half in the least.  I still don't know why we didn't press the issue," Devin groans with exasperated regret.

"Because we were so wrapped around the Aphrodite anomaly," Phillip interjects, groaning just like Devin.

"Please tell me what's going on," I whine.

I feel something in me stirring, weakening me slightly before filling me with power.

I can feel my eyes shifting, but I no longer know the color they're turning.  Devin's mouth gapes open, as does everyone else's, answering the question without words.

White.  What does white mean?

Then I see something flashing through my mind, as an unexplainable pain brings me to my knees.  I scream as the aching tries to split my head in half with its piercing slash.

Devin grabs me, but the whole ship seems to be wobbling beneath me as Jake's face enters my mind.  The horrific image brings me into a fetal curl as I try to free myself from the grinding pain surging through me.

He's screaming in terror as a girl with swirling orange and black eyes mercilessly slits his throat, bearing the red stain of my brother's life very proudly on her hands.

A bloodcurdling scream erupts from me, and the ship begins sloshing against the waves as the anchor pulls too tight.  The chain jerks free from its holding bay, and then dashes into the water.  The other two anchors follow suit as the cracking of the ship warns us of their escape.

"Fuck!  Someone do something!" Devin panics.

"What?  What the hell do we do?" Kry stammers.

Their voices sound like faint, hollow echoes as the image keeps replaying, and I'm unable to break free from this painful hold.

"Hold her tight until it passes," Hale instructs.

Devin's arms wrap around me, but I'm thrashing against him in panic as my brother's throat is sliced repeatedly in front of my eyes.

I scream again, and the ship begins moving on its own, charging through the water with its deadly pace.

"Holy shit!" Deacon yelps.  "What's happening?"

"Damn it! Hold her tighter.  She has to come out of this or she'll completely control her," Hale shouts.

Devin's grip tightens, but I'm still screaming as the graphically terrorizing image stays stuck in replay mode.

"What's wrong with her?" Camara cries.

The boat moves faster, and I feel the wind stirring around us as thunder crackles and lightning crashes, electrifying the water we're racing through.  I hear the suckling sound of water spinning with my cyclone beasts, and the rushing of the waves trying to retreat from their grasps.

"Aphrodite!  Invoke Aphrodite," Hale yelps over the wind.  "She may be strong enough to overcome her."

Devin's lips cover mine, pulling me into his arms in a different way.  His hands graze against the skin hiding under the shirt I'm wearing, and his lips continue to beg me to come back.

The image halts, finally, and I feel my eyes shift again.  His provoking lips release me as I emerge from the horrific trance.

I sob uncontrollably as the winds slowly fade from the deathly swirls, and the storm ceases to threaten us.  My languid limbs fall with a pounding motion, and he has to support my exhausted body.

"Jake," I sob.  "They've got Jake," I cry louder.

"Kry," Devin orders.

"Already on it.  We'll be there in a couple of hours," he promises as he dashes to the controls.

"What's happening to her?" Deacon asks in disbelief.

"You saw what's happening," Devin whispers in panic.

"It's not possible it's her though.  She never had children," Camara gasps.

"We don't have a fucking clue what's possible anymore.  Her father was full titan - that was impossible.  Her mother was Aphrodite's descendent - that was impossible.  Prometheus is her grandfather - that was impossible.  Every-fucking-thing about her is impossible.  We need to find her brother right now.  We'll sort out all this other shit later," Devin growls.

"What's wrong with me?" I whimper.

He coos against my face as he pulls me into his arms.  His eyes soften, as does his voice when he speaks to me.

"You've just got way too much power, baby.  I'm going to take care of you.  Don't worry," he soothes.

"Please tell me who you're talking about," I whine.

He sighs out deeply as the boat continues its clashing with the waves.  He stares at Theia, and she sits down to aide him in what ever horrible truth he's hesitant to share with me.

"Asteria," she murmurs vaguely, the word almost sounding blasphemous, given her tone.

"Who?" I bark while continuing my wailing cry.

"Asteria was the embodiment of the cosmos, but her power surpassed any cosmic release I've seen.  She was very capricious; one minute she'd be perfectly content among the mortals, and the next she'd level towns.  This power mixed with Aphrodite's is far more than I've ever heard of before.  I really don't know how to even begin to tell you of the magnitude of this.  Not to mention all of the other mingling powers mixed in.  I'm amazed and terrified right now," she murmurs with more honesty than I was prepared for.

I look up at Devin, and his eyes are so angst-ridden.

"What else?" I fret.

He sighs loudly before answering.  "I'm worried you can't withstand two awakened entities who bear so much power.  Only one entity ever awakens to guide your powers.  There's never been a time when two were awake at once," he murmurs with fear etching his eyes more profoundly.

Something strikes Theia, and her facial expression changes to relay the shift in the direction she has taken.

"Yes, why did she awaken?" Theia mumbles.

"To warn me about my brother," I cry, and Devin holds me tighter in his embrace.

Theia doesn't act convinced though.

"Asteria was anything but concerned about mortals.  It's apparent now that she cared enough about her own son to hide him from the world that craved bloodshed, but that wouldn't explain her coming out of a necessary slumber to force a vision just to save a mortal.  There's got to be another reason," she ponders aloud.

"Perhaps it's because Adisia is so close to him.  Maybe Asteria is playing off of Adisia's love," Phillip interjects with a hopeful explanation.

"Maybe," Theia murmurs distractedly.  Then she turns her attention back to me.  "What else happened in your vision?" she asks curiously, as if she's looking for the missing pieces to a jigsaw puzzle.

"That's all," I say through my sniffles.  "It just kept replaying that girl slicing his throat."

Her eyes dim as if a dark realization has come to light.  "What girl?  Explain her," she demands.

I wipe my tears from my eyes as I steady my breath.

"Jet black hair with orange streaks.  Orange and black swirls decorating her eyes.  Small and petite but as vicious as the devil's pet.  She was ruthless, and she even turned to smile at me after she sliced his throat open."  My sobs kick back in without mercy.

Theia pales and I notice everyone else matches her ghostly hue.

"What?" I prompt, growing more and more agitated with their silent conversations.

"The vision wasn't to warn you about your brother, it was to warn you about the daughter of Rhea," Devin says with an ominous whisper.

"Who?" I beg, but my head becomes too heavy to hold up.

My arms fall from their poised position, and my head spins uncontrollably as the world around me fades from my mind.  I've only felt this weak after Aphrodite introduced herself over and over.

I can't even fathom how I can deal with two of them competing for my attention.  I can't imagine how I'll survive.




Chapter 16

Awakened Power

Dull voices construct incoherent conversations around me.  My eyes try to flitter open, but the light is almost blinding when they do.

Devin's arms tighten around me as his troubled eyes stare into mine with relief flooding through them as they do.

"How do you feel?" he worries.

Like shit.

"Like I slapped my head against a wall for several days," I grumble, and then I remember why I feel like hell.  Jake.  "Where are we?  Have you gotten a hold of Jake?" I whimper as I look around frantically, noticing the familiar scenery lining the roadsides outside the window of the moving vehicle.

"We're almost to your apartment," Devin murmurs gently.

"Why?"

"I finally picked him up in a vision and saw him in your living room.  I've never met him before, so the images were weak, and I wasn't able to hold on for very long.  He's alive though.  Camara has kept eyes on him since I located his whereabouts," Devin soothes.

"That doesn't make any sense.  Jake never comes to my apartment.  He told Clara he was in Kuwait."

"Maybe he went to your apartment once he realized your parents were missing."

I look around the large SUV and find Camara's glowing eyes concentrating fiercely.

"Tell me what he's doing," I whisper in an effort not to disturb her too abruptly.

"He's eating ice cream and flipping through your albums.  It looks like he's waiting for you to get home."

I sigh in relief.  He's okay.

We turn onto my street, and I leap out of the car before it even slows down.  Devin is right behind me as I flash into the building and up the stairs.

I burst through my door to see Jake lounging comfortably on my couch with his feet propped on my coffee table.  I almost gush relief out of my breath.  The small bird perched on the windowsill glows its blue eyes at me to let me know Camara is still watching.

"Hey, sis.  I hope you don't mind that I used your in-case-of-an-emergency-only key," Jake says with complete indifference to the panic I've had to endure.

I want to rush him - throw my arms around him and hug him.  I know that would freak him out though.  I'm a ball of nerves right now.

Jake's eyes stare at me with odd amusement.  "What's with the new wardrobe?" he asks casually as he continues assessing my attire made up of Devin's tee-shirt and boxers.

Devin smirks slightly as I roll my eyes.

"What are you doing here?" I breathlessly toil.

"I went to see Mom and Dad, but they weren't there since the house was flattened.  They haven't even started repairs yet.

"I swung by the inn, and Eric said they had taken off on vacation.  I saw I had like five million missed calls from random numbers, and Clara said they were from you.  I came by to see what could possibly be so important," he says lazily, as if I'm some sort of crazy person.

Devin steps into view and Jake's eyes narrow when he sees him for the first time.

"Who's the new dude?" he blurts out with distaste.

Devin extends his hand in true gentlemanly fashion, and Jake warily shakes it, not bothering to get up.

"Devin Cole.  I'm Adisia's-"  He pauses as his eyes dart over to me.

I sigh slightly because I know how rude Jake can be to any guy I'm with.

"He's my fiancé," I finish.

Jake's eyes show fierce disapproval, despite the fact that Devin is by far the sweetest, most considerate, hottest, richest, and most phenomenal guy I've ever been with.  He'd shit if he knew all of Devin's secrets... and mine too.

"Why the hell don't I know about this guy?" Jake rudely remarks.

Here we go.

"Probably because you never answer your damn phone," I gripe, and then I stare like a scolding mother into his eyes.

"I spoke to you just about four or five weeks ago, and you didn't even have a boyfriend.  How did you go from single to engaged in that snap?" he murmurs, sounding irritated.

"It's a long story," I mumble while squirming under his penetrating disapproval.

He props back again with scrutinizing eyes burning against me.

"Obviously it can't be that long," he criticizes.

I huff slightly.  "I thought you were in Kuwait," I mumble in an effort to shift the awkward subject.

Devin is still smiling, enjoying my brother's protectiveness, while I long to dive under the bed and hide.

"I was.  I got what I needed, and came home to see the 'rents and my secretive sister who is desperately trying to avoid my questions in a not-so-subtle sort of way.  You suck at diversions," he teases.

"I need to go change." I huff as I walk into my room and shut the door.

"When are you planning to marry my sister?" Jake interrogates.

Devin laughs, and I roll my eyes as I start sifting through my closet.  I hear him lightly answer the question we haven't really discussed.

"As soon as she'll let me."

My heart flutters, and a goofy, girly grin stings my cheeks.

"You really like her, huh?" Jake says with a more subtle interrogating tone.

"I really love her, actually," Devin clarifies.

"You'll change your mind once you live with her," Jake chuckles.  "She has a bizarre routine, and she lives on takeout, ice cream, and beer."

Devin snickers lightly, and I'm scowling at Jake, even though he can't see me.  I pull a shirt from a hanger and grab a pair of jeans.

"Well I happen to have a rather bizarre schedule as well," Devin says with an understating tone.  "We've actually adjusted rather well to living together, despite our clashing styles.  We've got more in common than most people," he says with an air of mystery.

I shake my head as the overwhelming few weeks spring to my mind all at once, and then I snicker at the private joke meant for me to overhear as I lace up my boots.

I fluff my wavy hair into place and smooth on some lip gloss.  Jake laughs a little as I walk out.

"So the two of you are living together?"

"Yeah," I murmur vaguely with a nonchalant shrug.

Jake shakes his head.  Devin is as confused as I am by Jake's reaction.  He hates not being able to see anything directly related to me, and I love the irritation on his face.

"So what's the deal?  He doesn't let you keep your clothes at his place?  And are you holding onto your apartment in case you decide to end it or what?" he asks with a bit of a troubled tone.

Devin laughs incredibly hard at the amusing misconception, but Jake's stern face allows for nothing but seriousness in his concern.  I smile patronizingly at my worried brother.

"Her lease doesn't run out for another year, and she has more to wear at our place than she does here," Devin reassures.

There's that word again - our.  It instantly brings a smile to my face, and Devin comes to wrap his arms around me.

"So, why were you wearing dude's undies and tee?" Jake scoffs.

I roll my eyes once more.  "His name is Devin, not dude, and again... long story," I mumble.

Jake seems agitated by my unwillingness to divulge the mystery behind our whirlwind romance.  His brow rises when he looks over to my windowsill at the shriveled up, crunchy plants that have thirsted to death in my absence.

"I'm assuming you're not allowed to have plants in your new place."

Devin frowns slightly.  "I actually do have a no-plant policy these days, but it's been a recent rule."

My eyes narrow slightly as the memory of the killer orchid striking me runs through my mind.  Then the imagery of Persia's life taken by a toxic vine sweeps through like the running bulls of Spain.

“I also had the same change of heart toward plants of any kind," I growl.

Devin pulls me in tighter to him and kisses my head.  I feel a tear almost escape, and Jake is now incredibly curious about the odd and vague answers we just gave him.

Someone taps lightly against the door to interrupt the conversation we're avoiding.

"It's Camara," Devin answers to my silent, paranoid panic attack.

We've been here too long.  What are we doing?

"Come in, Camara," I offer.

She walks in with worrisome eyes, and Jake turns to see the new face.  He slips from his unstable position on the couch and pounds into the floor like a ten-year-old boy who just saw a pretty girl for the first time in his life.

Camara stifles a smirk, but my laughter roars free.

"Real smooth, big brother," I tease.

He rolls his eyes as his cheeks burn crimson.  I laugh a little more to mock his uncharacteristic stumble before introducing them.

"Camara, this is Jake.  Jake, Camara."

He smiles his lady-killing, full-flash, but Camara has been around too long to fall for pretty boys flashing their teeth.

Deacon walks in and quickly throws his arm around her shoulders to stake his claim, and Jake frowns at the new wolf in the room.

Then some more walk on in to my very small apartment - which once seemed so much larger before I stumbled headfirst into the world of Devin Cole and his massive homes.

"This is Ther, Kry, and Hale," I introduce.

"Sheesh.  Do you always travel with an entourage these days?" Jake mocks sardonically.

I giggle slightly at his completely baffled and stupefied look.  Jake always says I'm too predictable, and I've been anything but such a thing since the moment I met Devin.

“We were wondering if you'd go with us to grab a drink," Devin says misleadingly.

Jake shrugs.  "I just found out my sister is getting married, has moved, and my parents have gone on a vacation for the first time in years after our childhood home was destroyed.  I think a drink sounds mighty damn good right about now," he huffs.

I smile lightly, and Devin scoops my hand in his as we walk out the door.  Jake's eyes keep a suspicious lock on Devin, even though he's not paying Jake any attention at all.

"Which bar are we hitting?" Jake asks.

"Whichever you suggest," Devin offers kindly.

Jake still acts unimpressed by my perfect fiancé.  Devin is completely aware of the loathing distaste Jake is demonstrating, but he's not letting on.

"Do Mom and Dad know?" Jake growls.

"Yeah.  We told them before they went to Devin's beach home for the month," I say while my eyes stay trapped in Devin's.

"Wow.  So he did some major sucking up," Jake jokes.

"They needed a break," I sigh, although it was purely intended to keep them safe.

"So you and Devin were on a boat?" Jake asks curiously, disguising his probing as idle chitchat.

"We all were," Camara adds.

"So you really do go everywhere with them," Jake dramatizes with wide eyes.

Devin smirks slightly, and Hale leans up to whisper in his ear.  It's so low that even I can't hear it.  Jake tugs on my hand as he whispers to me.

"These people are so... odd.  This isn't like a cult or something, is it?" he asks worriedly.

Devin stifles a grin, letting me know he just listened in, while Camara, Deacon, Ther, and Hale suppress a smile as well.  I roll my eyes as I speak with an equally dramatic tone.

"No.  They're just really good friends, almost like family," I add.

"That's what cult members say.  I did a story on one just four months ago," he murmurs in his nearly muted tone - well, nearly muted to a mortal.

"I know you did," I mumble.  That was the article that plagued my mind when Devin kidnapped me to take me to his mother.  I thought he was psychotic.  "But, it's not a cult, or any other sort of brainwashing family.  It's a lo-"

"Long story.  Yeah, you've said that - over and over," he gripes in interruption while sulking.

"I know it's your nature to seek out a story, but there's nothing to seek out here.  It's really just a bunch of boring details you won't understand until you fall in love," I lie.

"Love," he laughs.  "Me?  You've been in la-la land for too long it seems," he snarks, and just like that, this conversation has shifted.

I suck at diversions my ass.

We make it outside to the vehicle, and we all load up with Kry taking over the driver's seat of the large SUV.  Deacon, Camara, and Ther hop in the very back.  Hale acquires the passenger seat up front, and my brother, Devin, and I load up in the middle.

"You still changing flavors weekly?" I scoff.

"More like daily.  Women are so frigging annoying after a minute," Jake dramatizes.

Camara turns to scold him with her eyes, and the guys begin chuckling at the little remark.

Jake slumps down under the offended eyes of Camara glaring at him.  I laugh a little as I try to scold him.

"I'm a woman, too."

"Yeah, but you're my sister, so you don't count," he says with nonchalance.

"The human race would cease to exist if all men had your finesse and perspective," I grumble.

"I don't know," Hale says with an intrigued tone.  "I see his point."

I roll my eyes at the male equivalent to Aphrodite.  None of them would say such things if they loved someone like I do Devin.

"Same here," Kry retorts.

"What about you?" I dare Devin.

He smirks lightly, but Ther interjects before he can answer.

"Devin has flown through more women than any of us," he pops out with an absentminded accident.

His eyes grow wide when mine cut to him, and Devin lets a small chuckle escape.  Jake leans up so he can see around me to meet Devin's eyes.

"So you're the love em' and leave em' type, eh?" Jake asks with more suspicion.

"I've only ever loved one, and I'll never leave her," Devin says while his eyes stare into mine.

The stupidest grin inches across my face, and Jake pretends to be gagging at the super sweet comment.

Ther and Kry laugh a little at what must be a rather uncharacteristic side of Devin, but it's the only side of him I've ever known.

"I love you," he murmurs.

"I love you, too," I whisper - a mortal whisper.

"Oh, I'm going to be sick," Jake grumbles.

I roll my eyes just before Devin's lips reach mine, and then I turn to scold my brother.

"Really?  Are you that immature?"

He shakes his head, and I see the almost puce color invading his face.

"No.  I'm really going to be sick."  He grimaces while holding back an upchucking motion.

Kry squeals the car to a halt, and Jake dives out into the night air.  He doubles over, hands-on-his knees, and does his best to catch his bearings.  I climb out slowly with worry etching my face.

"What's wrong?" I ask, feeling anxious.

He holds up his hand in a "stop" motion, while gingerly taking soft breaths as if he's trying to steady his hurling impulse.

"I'm okay.  I guess I just got carsick or something," he mumbles as he stands back up very slowly.

"Are you sure?" I worry.

"Yeah," he reassures.  "Hey, look.  It's the first bar I ever took you to," he says while pointing to a sign.

"You want to go here?" Devin asks as he climbs out.

"Yeah.  I need a good walk down memory lane with all the shit that's apparently happened in my absence," Jake grumbles while grabbing his head.

Everyone hops out, except for Kry who drives off to park.  I lean over to whisper - our whisper - as everyone starts making their way into the hazy bar that is dimly lit with tacky neon and cigarette embers at the entrance.

"Is it safe to be here?"

He nods to Ther and Deacon who walk in first upon his permissive motion before he answers.

"It should be.  The smell of alcohol, cigarettes, lust, desperation, and sorrow should drown out any of our scents as well as his.  The more disrupting sounds and scents, the better.  That's why I suggested a drink.  The jet has to refuel and prep for another trip, so hold off on forcing his willingness to leave until they call," he instructs.

I shiver slightly when the anxiety rumbles to the surface, and Devin wraps his arms around me in response.

"He's fine now.  He's with us," he murmurs soothingly.

He holds my hand as we walk into the bar.  Jake is already chatting up some pretty blond sitting alone at the bar.  Poor girl.

"Well that took five seconds," I snark.

Devin laughs lightly as he pulls me to be beside Jake.  The girl squirms while giggling foolishly on the barstool.  I roll my eyes as I order my drink.

"Vodka, straight up," I yell over the dreadful karaoke music.

Jake spins around with quizzical eyes, his blond prey forgotten.

"Since when do you drink the real stuff?" he gasps.

"It's a long story," I tease.

He just rolls his eyes at my favorite line of the night.

"I'll have whiskey on the rocks," Devin says as he hands the bartender his credit card.  "And start a tab for all of us."

Jake's eyebrows etch up.  "You drink hard, too, eh?"

"Yeah.  It's a nasty habit," Devin chuckles.

It's impossibly hard to get drunk as an immortal, and beer doesn't even come close to cutting it.

"Adisia can't drink like that for too long.  She's a lightweight.  I used to have to carry her home after a few beers.  I hope you're ready to hold her hair back," Jake teases.

I smile as the guy hands me my drink, and I guzzle it without so much as making a face.  The burn barely stuns my immortal throat.

"I bet I can out drink you," I dare while staring into my naïve brother's eyes.

He swivels his whole body to face me and holds up a hand to the bartender.

"I'll have whatever she's having for the rest of the night," Jake says as he takes me up on my little challenge.

The guy hands him a glass of vodka.  His eyes close tightly, his nose turns up, and his throat forces the drink down once he finally attempts to guzzle it as I did.

"Okay," he breathes harshly.  "What's next?"

"Another," I say with an air of fearlessness to the bartender.

He gives me an insuppressible grin as I swish the strong liquor in my mouth and gulp it down.  Jake shakes his head with a surprised smile as he follows behind me.

Devin doesn't seem too amused with the charade.  As the bartender reaches for another, I whisper to my distracted man.

"What's wrong?"

His eyes stay focused as he pulls out his phone.

"I don't know.  I can't see anything in your brother's future," he murmurs vaguely as he types away.

"Maybe it's because he's drinking and talking with me," I try to explain.

Devin doesn't seem convinced as he mutters, "Maybe."  His eyes shift up to offer me a less worrisome look.  "I need to call Mom and the others to see where we're at with the jet.  I'll be right back."

I lean into him as his hand slips over the back of my neck, and he kisses my forehead.  I turn back to Jake and clank my glass against his before turning it up again.

He shakes his head in disbelief, but he refuses to back down from the fast pace I've set.

"Since when can you drink?" he spouts.

"Things change when you stay gone for too long," I snark.

He rolls his eyes.  Then a voice interrupts our playful sibling rivalry.

"Well I'll be damned.  Aphrodisia and Jake Titan," a piercing, unwelcome voice bids.

I stifle a scowl as I turn to face the girl I've long despised.  Her blond hair wraps around her shoulders with a bit of frizz, due to the hot, humid air tainting the bar.  Her makeup is smeared from the beads of sweat forming around her brow and upper lip.

I don't even feel the heat or the cold anymore - at least not because of the actual temperatures.  Aphrodite's passionate fever is sometimes challenging.

"Sharon," I cordially force.

"Well, you look... different," she says with a displeased and somewhat surprised tone.

Yeah.  I look like a goddess, bitch.

I smugly stare her down, and notice that time hasn't been as friendly to her.

At the ripe old age of twenty-five, she has crow's feet and terrible brown roots sticking out above her store-bought blond.

It would be sort of pitiful if she hadn't been a perky, popular, cheerleading, boyfriend-stealing bitch in high school.

"I am different," I retort.

Her eyes seem sad for a brief moment, and then the bitch eyes I've grown accustomed to return.

"I see you're still relying on your brother to hang out with you.  It's sort of a sad thing to do on a Saturday night, don't you think?" she snarks.

Jake rolls his eyes as he motions for more drinks, and a semi-attractive man comes to slap Sharon on the ass.  She giggles at him as he does so, and she quickly introduces him.

"This is Tad.  He's my husband," she says with an even smugger, in-your-face tone, but I'm so far from jealous.  As petty and shallow as it is, I want to rub Devin in her face.

Tad's eyes dance excitedly as he stares me up and down, and I try to fight the urge to vomit.

"You're far too hot to be from around here," he gushes.

Sharon elbows him in the ribs, growling her disapproval, and I just roll my eyes at the crude and inappropriate remark.

Devin walks back over like my real-life hero.  No doubt he's been listening in and saw my discomfort.  He snakes his arm around my waist while kissing me on top of the head.

"Sorry it took so long," he says with a menacing smirk, and then he turns to face the gaping mouth of Sharon as she stares with a stupefied and dumbfounded gaze at the beautiful man in love with me.  "I'm sorry, I don't think we've met," he says with such an innocent tone.

"I'm... uh... Sharon," she stutters, and she completely forgets to mention Tad.

"I'm Devin Cole, Adisia's fiancé."

I've never been happier to rub that in someone's face.  I'm deriving the most surreal joy from her gaping disbelief.

"Oh.  I didn't know she was engaged," Sharon mumbles while staring dreamily at my man.

"Join the crowd," Jake gripes as his eyes narrow at me.

Sharon giggles in her awkward fashion, and Tad grows restless behind his drooling wife.

"That's Tad, her husband," I say to mock her slightly.

She doesn't even acknowledge him as he extends his hand to shake Devin's.  I snuggle into Devin, and her eyes stay locked against him as if she's planning their future.

"I think we should get back to our evening, but it was nice meeting someone who knows Adisia," Devin says while trying to escape her family-planning eyes.

"You, it's nice to meet too.  I mean, it's nice to meet you, too," she stammers foolishly.

Devin tugs at me, and I willingly leave behind my arch nemesis and her stalker eyes.

"I don't know why I thought I could leave you unattended for a moment," he teases.

"Thank you for returning when you did," I utter with exasperation.

He brushes my hair from my cheek, and his lips brush against mine with such a sweet taste.

"I love making you smile like that," he says as his thumb rubs over my grinning lips.

"I love that you love it," I breathe.

He smiles his pleased grin, but I can still see something in his eyes burning with angst.

"What's wrong?  Are you still upset about not seeing Jake?" I question.

He tightens his lips before forcing a half smile.

"Mom said the jet is ready now," he murmurs as he avoids answering my question.

I sigh a little as I look over to my happy, naïve, and completely mortal brother who has gone back to trying to take home Little Miss Blond.

He's going to have to hide to stay alive, and I'm going to have to force him to do it.  He'll lose his job and possibly his apartment, and he won't even know why he did it.

"I guess it's now or never," I grumble.

"I'll get him a better job, a better home, and anything else he loses in transition," Devin assures, apparently reading my mind.  He really does know me so well.

I smile slightly at my wonderful, thoughtful man who is so intent on making my anxiety fade.

"I thought you couldn't see me.  How is it you know my worries?"

He leans over and kisses me so lightly, and I feel the sincerity of his love for me trickling against my lips.

"I can't see you, but I know you.  I know how you think and how you worry.  I see your eyes droop when you have more on your mind than you wish to share, and a tiny frown always appears.  I hate seeing that frown.  You don't have to worry about anything materialistic in this world, so please don't," he murmurs so genuinely.

I feel my mouth turning up in a smile as my eyes stare adoringly into his.  I still find him too perfect to be real.  I'm so entranced, obsessed, and in love with him.

"That's better," he utters with a smirk playing on his lips as his thumb strokes my smile.

"That's usually the effect you have on me," I sizzle out with more seduction than I had meant to.

His lips waste no time pressing against mine, and I feel his breath dancing with mine as his devilish tongue enters my mouth.

My hands clasp against the back of his neck, pulling him closer, deeper into the kiss.  He grips my sides and my insides begin throbbing and begging for this to spin out of control.

"Wow.  You two really know how to draw a bar's attention," Jake chuckles.

I look up to see every woman ready to throw themselves at Devin, and the eyes of every man teeming with vicious desire for me.

"Fuck," Devin whispers.

"What?" I ask softly.

"I wasn't thinking.  Your scent builds when you feel tempted.  The mortals don't know to deal with it because it's a seductive rush like they've never felt."

"Oh gross.  Thank goodness it's not affecting Jake."  I grimace.

"He has spent years as your brother, and he has been able to acclimate to you, but his affections are heightened in a brotherly nature, which is what is prompting his over protectiveness.  We need to hurry up and get out of here before something happens," Devin explains.

Then I feel something inside me twisting and turning.  My body begins losing all of its energy as the two competing entities inside me struggle for power and drain me of my own life.  My body goes heavy and limp from the sudden exhausting war raging within.

I begin to drop, but Devin's arms clasp around me as he scoops me up bridal style and holds me to his body.  Jake instantly starts laughing.

"I knew she couldn't hold that much liquor.  I guess it finally caught up with her."

Devin's angst-ridden eyes stay focused on mine, and Hale rushes over to inspect me.

"When did she start feeling weak?" the serious sun panics in a whisper.

"Just now.  She dropped the moment it hit," Devin says through strain, fighting to speak around the lump in his throat.

"She needs to rest.  I'll call Deidra and see if she can help us figure this out," Hale says as we start walking out.

"Jake," I mumble.

"I'm here, sis.  I'll head out with you," he murmurs through his chuckles.

He has no idea what is really going on, and he has no idea what might happen to me if I can't force one of these inner bitches to calm the fuck down and go back to sleep.

Once we're outside, Jake halts before entering the SUV.  He turns and an ominous grin spreads across his face.  My hair stands up on end, and Devin's face pales.

Jake's eyes are possessed, and I almost want to scream as I recognize that signature.  He looks just like the crazies from the streets the night Devin and I had our first date.

"The daughter of Aphrodite struggles to hold her balance.  That's adorable and perfect," his voice says, but it's not him controlling his words.

I almost cry as I see the swirls of darkness overcoming him, and I know I have to free him, but I'm so weak.

"What do you want, Safina?" Devin asserts.

Safina?

Jake's brow arches in eerie surprise.  "So you've learned my identity?  Impressive.  Did you think you could keep me locked away forever?"

"That was our intention," Hale says while stepping up, seeming more like a strong, serious man than a horny teen.

Jake smirks as his eyes connect with Hale's.

"Well, if it isn't the sun who held me down while the more powerful entities entrapped me.  Ironic how I've been searching all over for you and now here you are.  What a fortunate gift," she snarls through my brother's mouth.

"Here I am, but you're hiding behind a mortal.  I wasn't ever hiding.  How about you stop?" Hale taunts.

Jake's eyes narrow as he steps forward and spits, "I'm not fucking hiding, you insolent speck."

Hale smiles as if he's pleased with the fact he has roused her anger.

"Could have fooled me.  You've ensnared a mortal so you could speak to us.  Why not address us in person if you're not ducking out like a coward?" he ridicules further.

Jake smirks, and now more chills violently surge through me.  Hale is trying to get her to release him by accusing her of being a coward, but something about this feels so wrong.

"Oh, don't worry.  You'll see me soon enough.  Until then, let Aphrodite's bitch tell her brother goodbye," she snarks with Jake's voice.

I scream as Jake pulls a knife from his pocket and holds it to his throat.  Hale lunges forward to stop him, but Jake's hands release a power I've not seen.

The black ashes spring forth and swirl around him, shielding him from the saving grace of my friends.

I scream as the knife bears against his throat, and Jake's ominous smile spreads as the first bit of blood is drawn.

I scramble to summon my remaining strength, and leap free from Devin's protective arms.

"You want me.  Not him.  Please, just take me," I plead.

"I never wanted you.  It has always been him," Jake says as he points to Devin.  "And I only need him to find and kill his precious titan mother."

More blood falls as the knife bears down harder, and I feel the stirring Aphrodite fighting Asteria for the floor.  My eyes flash green, and I yell at Jake.

"Stop!  You will put down that knife," my echoed voice commands.

"You won't stop me," Jake snarls.

I strain harder, but she's expecting my power this time, and she's come ready to fight my control.  I'm so much weaker now that Asteria is wiggling free inside of me, but I force myself to be stronger.

I see the hesitation in his hand, and his face shows his straining effort to mimic the face of the puppet master.

"I said stop!  Put it down!" I demand in a stronger voice, my strength building despite all the chaos inside of me.

Jake's hand starts pulling the knife away from his throat, and the ashes show a weakened spot.  Devin leaps through, and rips the knife from his hands.

"No!" Jake screams, and Devin restrains him in a bear hug.

I walk over to Jake's eyes and stare into them directly.

"Stop.  You're free," I shout, and I see the possession in his eyes changing to the form of my control.

I almost cry when I see the successful transfer of power, and he drops limply in Devin's arms, completely unconscious.

"Let's get him out of here," Devin whispers.

I see a crowd of people that have congregated in front of the bar, and I nod as we all duck into the SUV.  Devin gently rests Jake in the seat, propping him up against the door.

"It wasn't like my vision.  In my vision she was physically there," I murmur as Deacon cranks the car.

"Your vision wasn't one of material.  It was a warning of Safina's return," Hale explains.

"Who the fuck is she?"

Hale leans up to answer the question that has driving me crazy.

"The daughter of Rhea.  Rhea was wife to Kronos and the embodiment of hatred's fire.  Everyone had always thought Rhea to be the embodiment of wisdom, and we all fucking trusted her.  She was nothing more than a puppet master deceiving us for centuries.

"We thought Kronos was the enemy, when really, he was just her slave.  She was able to control an immortal's mind the way Safina can control a mortal's, but unlike Safina, Rhea could only hold one captive at a time.

"Kronos was our leader, and an ideal target for her plan.  We exerted all of our strength to kill him, which was the first war among our kind.  We thought he was trying to enslave the mortals to worship us, and we thought he wanted to enslave us to do his bidding.  It was never him though - it was always Rhea.

"She sat back and laughed as we killed the only one alive capable of killing her.  She wasn't strong enough to kill him by herself, so she just used him instead, and then let us carry out the dirty work.

"Her daughter stood by her and aided her in her efforts.  We quickly learned we didn't have the strength left to destroy either of them. We thought we were fucked, but Deidra found a way to entomb them in the volcanoes on the earth's surface.

"We all worked together, and we finally captured the bitches.  They've been held in the lava tombs ever since."

"So is Rhea here, too?" I worry aloud.

"No.  If she was, the world would already be under fire.  Safina's strong, but she's also calculated.  Rhea is too powerful to give a damn, and she's spent centuries getting pissed.  We need to find out how Safina broke free," Camara adds.

"Did you help entomb Rhea and Safina?" I ask Devin.

"I wasn't born yet."

So at least he's not that old.

"What about Aphrodite?" I ask.

There's a pause, and everyone seems hesitant to respond.  Finally, Hale ends the odd suspense.

"No.  She was the only one not in attendance.  She had every right to scorn us.  We did nothing when Athena and her daughters started stalking her and her children.  We went to ask for her help, and she told us to go to hell.  We did," Hale murmurs guiltily.

"Why wouldn't anyone help her?" I whimper.

Hale's eyes shadow the ground as more guilt springs free.

"We were selfish, stupid, and completely uninterested in anything that didn't concern us personally.  That shit changes after you've seen what happens when the only ones binding together are the ones trying to dominate.  It took us too long to get our heads out of our asses.  That's why I'm here right now.  Call it an atoning for the sins of my past."

"Is that why you're all here with me?" I mumble.

"As I just said, I wasn't born yet, so I missed all the Aphrodite wars - the ancient Aphrodite wars, that is.  I have nothing to feel guilty for, but Theia and Phillip-" Devin stops and hesitates.

He doesn't have to finish the sentence though.  The rest of the guilty eyes around me tell me their dark, guilty secret.  This is why they've worked so hard to keep me alive.  This is why they pledged their allegiance when Gemma sparked conflict against me.  They're all trying to atone for their past sins.

"I see," I murmur quietly.

The words leave my mouth, and suddenly I feel the excruciating pain of the two bitches fighting inside me once more.  I scream as my body contorts, and my eyes flash back and forth from green to white.  I scream again as my back cracks, and Devin shouts to Deacon.

"Pull over!  She's fucking dying!" he yelps.

The tires squeal as the SUV jerks to a halt, and Devin flashes out, pulling me with him.  The ground is soft under me, and the grass smells freshly cut.  Crickets sound out, trying to drown out my screams, but it's pointless.

"Come on, baby.  You can fight them.  Please fight them.  They're not taking you away from me," Devin pleads.

I pant as I try to forge through the horrific pain consuming me, and tears fall from my eyes.  Hale's eyes are etched in fear, and Deacon holds Camara as she hides her face in his chest.

“I can't," I scream, the bloodcurdling tune bringing tears to Devin's eyes.

"Yes you can.  Please fight them," Devin begs as one tear falls down his cheek.

I cry louder as another stab of pain surges through me, and I begin my silent plead.

You bitches better stop playing tug of war if either of you want to continue on.  I'm the last of both of you, and you're fucking killing me.

The pain lessens slightly, and I feel my bones popping back into place.  Devin's eyes drop free another tear as he sees me starting to heal, but a look of panic spreads when he looks up.

I follow his gaze and see the dark haired bitches from Athena's womb stalking toward us.

"Give us the girl, and you can live," the head bitch snarks.

Hale lowers himself down to whisper to me.

"You really do have a lot of crazy bitches after you - both inside and out," he says to try and lighten the heavy, monumental dilemma in front of us.

"You can't have her without going through us," Devin asserts with a feral, protective glare.

I slowly start to sit up, but the girl pulls a vine from the ground to try and grab me.  Deacon slices through it before it can reach me.

"I don't think so," he taunts.

"You have no idea how strong we are," she blares threateningly.

"That goes both ways," Camara announces as she steps in front of me.

Another vine springs from the ground, but it's attacked by a similar one.  I look over to see Gemma joining us.

"I think I know how strong you are," she dares.  "I've personally never enjoyed how overlooked I was because of your kind."

Really?  This bitch is going to help save me?  That makes it harder to hate her.

"You don't want to start a war with us.  I can assure you of that." Gemma's mother threatens from behind us, and I can see Theia, Phillip, and all the others with them.

Devin looks over to me and kneels to help me to my feet.

"Well I'll be damned.  Ava.  I thought you were dead," the vine-wielding bitch scoffs maliciously to Gemma's mother.

"You thought wrong.  I happen to be very alive, and I have quite a few alliances across the board.  You should rethink what you're considering."

The girl smiles as if she's holding a secret in her hand.

"I happen to have made a few alliances myself, but unlike you, mine are already here," she mocks.

Swirls of ashes stir around us, and Hale's eyes narrow as he breathes a breath of panic.  A ghostly whisper travels through his barely parted lips.  One word.  One terrifyingly, ominous word.

"Safina."




Chapter 17

Aphrodite's Stand

The ashes surround the bitches stalking toward us, and there are men following along behind her as well.  Their eyes are covered by tinted and odd shaped glasses as a preemptive strike against my power.

"What are those?" I whisper.

Devin scowls.  "Technology that hasn't been created yet.  They've got a visionary somewhere among them, and they're prepared for you," he murmurs back.

The ashes spread for a dramatic entrance to be made by the girl from my vision.  She steps up with her black and orange swirling eyes, and her raven hair sweeps with orange stripes as she smirks directly at Theia.

I take a deep breath to steady my nerves, and glance toward the SUV where Jake is still passed out.

Devin squeezes my hand in his, and I feel the fear spreading throughout me.  The storm brews overhead, and Safina's attention switches to me.

"Strike your lightning, spin your winds, and bare your green eyes, bitch.  You'll see I've come prepared," she snarks.

A guy steps up, and the lightning I send at her surges through him.  He screeches as it enters his body, and the currents flood over his skin.  He doesn't shrivel up or act as though he's in pain though.  I swear his masochistic ass is enjoying my vicious currents.

He smiles as he throws his hand out and returns my blast back at us.  Devin sends out his ripple and deflects the energy to the side just in time.

"What the hell?" I worry.

"He's a fucking conductor," Devin mumbles in his usual vague fashion.  "No lightning you send at them will hit anyone but him."

Tornadoes drop to the ground as I glare ahead.  They rip up the ground, readying to attack.

"I've got more than lightning," I growl.

A girl smiles as the air begins shifting, slicing through my whirling winds.  Her eyes glow with a deep purple, and I gasp as my cyclone-attack dissipates in front of my eyes.

"Nifty huh?" Safina retorts.  "This is Emerald, the descendent of Heisha; the embodiment of air."

Crap.

Hale steps forward and smirks at Safina.

"You have no counter for the sun," he blares, but the ground beneath us quakes as vines spring free and dart toward us.

Hale begins slicing through them with his radiating beams, and the battle begins.

Devin breaks the ground free of all moisture and the watery attack rushes the group only to be sizzled out by the flames of some.  I feel the green springing forth as the clouds rumble again, and the rain falls to aide Devin's need for water.

The air spins around us, and I feel the strangling effects as it materializes into a choking hand.  I pull the wind to fight the air and free myself from the suffocating clutches.

When my attempts to free myself fail, I decide to detain her by giving her something to chase after.  More spiraling death whirls drop free from the sky at my behest, and she quickly begins trying to slice through them.

These are stronger though.  The bitches within me are finally working together.

My eyes glow white as Asteria takes her turn against the monsters on the other side, and the winds form a massive collection of cyclones to give way to a beastly storm.

Safina's eyes grow wide in disbelief.

"Asteria.  Impossible," she blares.

"She's the one," another whispers almost too quietly to hear.

I smirk at the secret she didn't know I had as the others continue their attacks.  Camara whirls her fans through the air, and I give them a momentum boost as the winds guide them through the hoard of Athena bitches.

Slicing connections and piercing screams rattle through the air as the successful launch continues on its path.

I deny the conductor any more lightning, but I offer him a chance to ride on my swirling doomsday device as the hands of my winds jerk him into the storm.

The air bitch is keeping the others back, but she can't stop this one.

Another beast brews beside them, and Safina is pissed when she sees she wasn't as prepared for me as she thought.

"Why didn't I fucking know she carried Asteria with her?" she screams to a guy.

I'm smirking at my victorious success, but then Camara drops to the ground beside me, and I see the ashes running from her lifeless body.

No!

Deacon yells for her and loses concentration, opening him up to a blazing flame.  Devin turns to deflect it, but it connects with Deacon before the ripple reaches it.

I scream as Deacon falls to the ground beside his love, his eyes glazed over and devoid of any animation.

Devin turns to Theia and yells, "Get out of here!"

"No!" she screams.  "I won't leave you!"

"You have to.  We're going to need you to undo this.  Go now before it's too late," he pleads.

Vines surge through the air and bring her to her knees.  Gemma starts untangling them as Devin spins my rain at her attackers.

They have so many versus our so few.  We weren't prepared for this, but they've planned this down to the last detail - with the exception of my Asteria I can't properly use yet.

Gemma's eyes fall flat, devoid of any life, as she drops to her knees with a blade stuck in her back.  Her parents scream, but they're stuck in the thick of the fight, unable to reach their daughter.

Kry and Ther face off with the front line as they send their own attacks, but it's proving more and more ineffective against the fully ready counters devised for all of us.

Devin and Phillip rush to free Theia, and suddenly I feel the vines wrapping around me, jerking me to the ground.

I fight against them, but I can't move.  I scream in agony as they squeeze against my waist, and Devin turns to see me bound by the green beasts.

"Adisia!"

He starts racing toward me, but the vines suck him down as well.

"No!" I cry helplessly as I watch him struggle in vain.

Phillip is next as the army of green seizes him completely.  Ava struggles to free us, but she's met with the ashes from Safina as the life is sucked out of her.

Her husband screams as he watches her fall to the ground, and the ashes consume him as well.  Kry and Ther begin slicing through the vines entangling Devin, and Hale fights against the army alone.

Safina whirls her ashes at me, but Hale dives in front of them.  I scream as he collapses to the ground - dying in my place.  His body shrivels to dust in front of my eyes.

Everyone is crumbling, and Ther and Kry are no exception.  I scream with Devin as the life is pulled from them by the hands of two Athenians, and they collapse to the ground.

The chaos stops as the only ones left stirring are the ones in control.  Those of us not who aren't dead are bound - our lives resting in the hands of the devils in front of us.  The harsh breaths laced with triumph fall through their lips effortlessly as I gasp for each breath that finds my lungs.

Safina walks in front of me, her strut casual and confident, as she glides across her battlefield.  She smirks as she stares down her nose at me - her fucking crazy eyes swirling their menace and their malevolent glow.

"It's funny how differently this could have gone.  Asteria has apparently lost her touch," Safina mocks.

I can feel the white and green both sparking within me, doing their best to work together and find a way out of this.

She grabs Devin's chin and jerks his eyes up to meet hers, making my heart slap my chest on its way to my throat.

"You've been a pain in my ass.  Those seeing eyes have caused me a lot of hard work.  It's nice to know they'll soon be closed forever," she snarls.

"No!  Please no," I cry.

"Take me.  You want me, not my son," Theia begs.

Phillip still struggles, but suddenly he's gasping for air, and Theia cries harder.

"Please take me," she whimpers.

"Oh I'll make sure you get what's coming to you.  For now, just sit tight," Safina snarks.

The strength of her full blood titan self is somehow summoned, and Theia suddenly breaks free from the restraints to charges at Safina while releasing her ripple.

Safina flies through the air and against the SUV where my brother had been.  The car rolls across the road several times, and lands completely smashed.

I scream as I see the impossible to escape deathtrap that has just taken my brother's life.

"No!"

Tears overwhelm me as Theia is restrained once more.  Her neck snaps, and Phillip is laid to rest when he almost frees himself.

Devin's eyes show his undeniable pain and fear, his eyes dripping from loss and terror, as he tries to free himself and reach me.  There's no hope now.  Theia's dead.  There can't be a rewind.  This is it.

Safina yells, "No!  The titan was supposed to be last, you idiot!"

She flings the ashes toward the disobedient vine-holder, and the girl drops to the ground.  I sob uncontrollably as I stare at Devin, knowing this is the last time I'll ever see him.

"I'm sorry," he breathes.

Safina rips his head backwards, forcing his eyes to stare into hers once more.

"This is all your fault," she yells to him, but then looks to me.  "If you hadn't come into the picture this would have gone according to plan," she scolds.

What?  She's won.  What has gone wrong?

"Please let him go," I sob.

She smiles at me as the poison from the vine starts being released into my body.  The deadly, excruciating burn flames against my skin as it slithers through my blood.  I see the veins in my body turning as black as her heart as it steals my life with its slow, tormenting creep.

"No!  Adisia, no!" Devin pleads as he continues his useless struggle against the vine prison.

I cry harder as the burn weakens me, dragging the breaths from my lungs.

"I want you to see something before you completely fade into the darkness of Athena's wrath," Safina murmurs with an eerie promise.

She bends down to Devin's mouth, and her dark lips cover his soft ones.

I scream loud enough to deafen the air as Devin squirms violently under her touch.  The ashes release into his mouth as she draws back, and malice sparks proudly in her eyes.

His eyes slowly start to lose their swirling life, and they fade to be duller and duller until his spark is completely gone.

No!  No!  No!  Please, God, no!

The tears flow vigorously in disbelief as he falls to the ground, and I fall forward to expel everything from my stomach as the sickness and loss overtake me.

My piercing shrieks rattle the ground below us as I feel every wall for miles around breaking under the strain.

She laughs mercilessly at my screaming agony, and the vines around me suddenly shatter as the white and green form in unison within my eyes.

A new voice falls through my lips as my mind spirals into the shadows of the great goddesses within.  I surrender it all - giving them compete control when I have no reason left to fight  and no will left to live.

"You stupid fool.  You have no idea what you've just done," my new voice says - Asteria's voice.

My feeble mind does nothing but drown in its misery for the loss of my love, and Aphrodite joins the conversation.

"You shouldn't have killed him.  You shouldn't have come out of your tomb," Aphrodite mocks, menace drenching every syllable in her words.

I feel a power stirring vigorously as the air around me is sucked clean of the oxygen and the Athena warriors loose their power without it.  Their plants die as they sink to the ground, ashing over to nothing, and the men's glasses shatter from their faces.

"Kill the rest," Aphrodite's voice says to the men now under her spell.

They do as instructed and turn on the women.  Screams erupt as powers collide, and their army becomes mine.

Safina stumbles backwards with her mouth gaped open as the powerful women within me stalk toward her.

She scrambles to deliver her ash attack, but the ashes never reach my possessed body.  They fly back into her mouth, and I can feel the power surging through me as it intoxicates both goddesses ruling me.

Light surrounds me suddenly, and blinding explosions erupt from me, leveling everything in front of me until I stand alone with the embers sparking on their way down.

The air is almost black, and Safina's body wastes away in front of my eyes.  She now looks no different than the ashes she once cast into my love's mouth.

The once green, lively world is shattered along with everything in it, and I'm completely alone to stare at my apocalypse.  Life has been drained from the planet and my eyes burn as more power radiates outward to light the blackened sky.

I drop to my knees in front of the place where Devin once lay as the goddesses subside suddenly, forcing me back in the driver's seat of my body.

I sob wildly into my hands that are stained with too many deaths to count.  The poison hasn't lost its affect, it was merely temporarily restrained.

I feel the weakening effects and the power of death's promise pulling the air from my lungs again.  Tears flow down my paralyzed cheeks as I stay frozen awake for the moment.

I stare at the dead sky I've created, and my mind begins working in reverse as memories of everything Devin and I have done together form a melody and sing me to sleep.

Each tear represents a day with him, and each stab of pain represents a day lost.  I feel the ground beneath me spinning, and there's some radiant power flowing from me again, but I don't know what.

I'm dizzy while lying perfectly still, and the earth trembles beneath me to retract its deadly news as the backward force of the air whips around me.  The darkness consumes me as I gasp for my last breath, and I stare at Devin's resting place, though his body is no longer there.

The grass turns green as the scenes around me change back to what they once were, but I can't watch any longer.  My last tear falls, followed by the last exhaled breath that evades my lips.

I’m so weak and...and...




Reliving the Storm

I wake up with a pounding headache.  It feels as though I've consumed an entire bottle of vodka, but I barely had a glass of wine last night.

"Adisia!" Clara squeals as she dives onto the bed and falls beside me.  I laugh a little at her excitement despite the vicious hammering inside my head.  "Can you believe I'm getting married in just a few more days?" she giggles out in her shrill pitch.

I laugh again as I sit up to meet her eyes.  I feel a sharp pain against my heart, but I don't know what's wrong.  I feel like something is missing - like there's a void in me that wasn't there yesterday.

"What's wrong?" she prompts, her eyes gauging mine with concern falling across her soft face.

I shake my head as I try to compose the slight panic attack I can't explain.

"I don't know," I murmur as I stare into the mirror at the blue eyes hiding secrets I should know.

End of Book one.  Book two, Daughter of Asteria.  Available now on Kindle.

Currently, I have nine published books, and I'm in the process of releasing more.  For more information on my other romances, "like" my author page - C.M. Owens.  Feel free to comment or ask questions.  I love feedback.

Thank you so much for reading Daughter of Aphrodite.

Thank you so much to all of my facebook fans.  You guys are incredible.

Thank you to my sister, Tonya.  You're the reason I gathered the courage to publish my first book.  I love you.

Thank you to my other sister, Danielle.  I love you.

Thank you, Daddy.  Your belief in me has always given me strength.






We’ve reached the end and it was great having you. Thanks for coming along and reading each character’s story. I hoped you enjoyed the stories as much as we enjoyed writing them. 
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