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WHAT YOU SEE IS A LIE
"As I walked further into the alley, a chill that had nothing to do with the night air crystalized like frost beneath my skin. Isabel was kind of tall for a girl, but there was no mistaking Stephen's taller frame. I grabbed Izzy's arm and jerked her into the light. She slumped to the ground sideways, her dark hair spilling across the alley floor.
The other figure stepped into the dim light. Stephen smiled, and licked blood from his lips."
Emily Glass thought a move to Atlanta was just what she needed to jump start a new life. But after her roommate and best friend is attacked by a man with superhuman strength, she discovers an underworld to Atlanta she never expected.
Recruited by a strange organization with an enigmatic agenda to help apprehend the attacker, she soon finds herself doing strange side jobs for them. To make things more complicated, the boss at her day job expresses romantic interest. Despite her misgivings, she finds him irresistible and senses that, like Atlanta, there may be a lot more to the man than what she sees on the surface.
Unfortunately, there are secret organizations that know his true nature and will stop at nothing to capture him and destroy everything they have.



Chapter 1
My first night out in a new city, and I already had a stalker.
"Why do you keep looking over your shoulder?" Isabel asked, looking back the way I had.
"The guy from Sutra is following us."
"The really cute one?" She stopped and started to turn toward our follower.
I gripped her arm. "What are you doing?"
A confused look spread over her face. "Well, I was going to have a talk with him, but I don't see him."
She was right, I realized when I took a quick glance back. Aside from a couple of drunk girls wearing ridiculously short skirts and a scattering of other people, I didn't see Mr. Cute-n-Creepy. "Huh," I said. "Weird. I totally could have sworn—"
"You need to loosen up, girl! Drink more," Isabel said in a stern voice. She hooked her arm through mine and dragged me into Gronsky's Pub. "This is my fave place, and it's my duty as your sister to introduce you to one of the seven wonders of Atlanta."
I gave the establishment a dubious look. A large oak door garnished with countless bottle caps sat in the façade of a brick building with dirty windows. It looked like an old, abandoned warehouse. Compared to the other nightclubs on the strip, it seemed terribly out of place. "This establishment looks a bit dodgy. Why don't we go to Floppers instead?" I looked further down the street and saw a happy crowd of well-to-do people our age laughing and chatting on the balcony of the other club.
Isabel sighed. "It's too crowded. Besides, I want to catch up with my little sis, not yell over all the noise."
Technically, Isabel and I weren't related. She just took the whole sorority sisters thing way too seriously. Despite her stuck-up attitude toward those without a Kappa Beta Gamma pedigree, and her obsession with buying purses that cost more than my car, we'd become as close as sisters during high school and been flat mates at university.
"Isn't this place a little poor for your tastes?" I said as she pulled me through the door.
She laughed. "I think you'll be surprised."
And I was. The lacquered floors, tasteful art, and rustic design of the interior stood in direct contradiction to the grimy outside. They even had purse hooks at the bar. "Okay, so it's kinda nice," I said, trying not to give her too much satisfaction.
The grin on her face told me I'd failed.
We took the last two seats at the bar. Most of the tables teemed with happy drinking people. I wanted to be happy like them, really I did. Maybe it was time to cut loose.
"Please tell me you're not brooding again," Isabel said. She raised a hand and got the bartender's attention.
"What can I get for ya, Izzy?" He flashed a smile at her and reserved a nod for me.
"Alex, this is Emily. We went to school together."
He held out a hand, his grin revealing nice white teeth. "Great to meet you."
I could always appreciate someone with proper dental hygiene. I took his hand. He gave mine a wimpy little squeeze, as if he was afraid he'd hurt me or something. I gripped his hand tight and smiled at the slight widening of his eyes which told me he'd felt it.
"Pleased to meet you as well," I said.
He reclaimed his hand. "What kind of accent is that you have? Australian?"
Isabel leaned forward. "No, she's British. Isn't it just the neatest?"
"Oh bloody—" I stopped myself before finishing that very British statement. "Might I have a martini?"
"Make that two strawberry martinis, double vodka," Isabel said. "My girl just moved here, and we're celebrating."
"Sweet," Alex said. "Coming right up." He moved back down the bar to start on our drinks. 
"Alex is great," Isabel said. "Me and some of the other girls come here a lot after work. We're getting together next week for Angela's birthday—oh, you're going to love Angela. She's Kappa Beta too, but from UGA, and she has great connections." She took in a breath. "Candy and Michelle are awesome too. Oh my God, you're going to love everyone, I just know it." She squeezed me in a hug. "I'm so glad you decided to move in with me! It'll be just like the old days."
"Yes, it'll be wonderful," I said, a headache already working its way down my forehead.
"Here you go, ladies." Alex set down our drinks.
"You are so fast," Isabel said, giving Alex a smile I'd seen before. A smile I knew all too well.
"No way," I said, after he'd moved on to help other patrons. "You slept with him?"
Isabel's eyes went wide. "How—oh God, Em, how did you—wait, it was the smile right? I did it again?"
"That and the dreamy look in your eyes." I repressed a sigh, thinking back to the one thing about Izzy that drove me crazy during our time as roommates. "Please tell me you've cut back on the men."
"I totally did, scout's honor and everything!" She held up her pinky finger and wiggled it.
I laughed. "Scout's honor, eh?" I sensed a slight chill that had nothing to do with the temperature of the room. It was as if something reached through my skin and brushed against my very soul. A familiar face caught my eye and I froze. Light blue eyes stared back at me. With thick black hair hanging to his shoulders and pale but flawless skin, the guy was definitely cute despite the long sideburns. Okay, I had to admit he was gorgeous. He wore a black sport coat with expensive designer jeans and a blue oxford shirt, which showed he knew how to dress.
But none of that mattered. It was the same guy from Sutra. The same guy I felt certain had followed us here, because he looked too made up to be in this place. Granted, Isabel was wearing a nice dress, while I'd tossed on jeans, a T-shirt, and a nice sweater, so perhaps it was my dress code that wasn't quite up to snuff.
"It's him," Isabel said with a longing sigh. She turned to me and squealed. "I think he likes you!"
"He's creepy," I said, averting my eyes from the guy, and back to my drink. I took a long gulp, almost coughing it back out again. "Ugh, did you really have to ask for double vodka?" The cold sensation grew stronger, radiating against my back.
"Hello again," said a deep masculine voice behind us.
I jumped, nearly spilling my martini.
"Why hello you," Isabel said, one of her hands unconsciously brushing her long dark hair.
I turned and glared at the intruder. "Look, I'm really just catching up with my friend. Do you mind?"
Isabel's shoulders slumped a fraction, but she picked up on my girl code. "Maybe another time?"
The man smiled, revealing perfect rows of white teeth. "I never got the chance to introduce myself. I'm Stephen."
He had a strange accent, I noticed, though not a foreign one. More like his English was rusty or something. The coldness emanating from him made me want to shiver. It was a very strange vibe, one I'd felt when we'd encountered him earlier at Sutra. Only now was I beginning to realize it was something more than just a typical bad feeling about someone.
"I'm Isabel," my friend said, holding out her hand.
"That's great, Stephen." I pulled Isabel's outstretched hand down. "Now please, will you excuse us?"
Instead, he leaned toward me. His blue eyes seemed to darken. "We should get out of here," he said. His pupils dilated wide, and seemed to be trying to suck me into their depths. It seemed as though his voice echoed ever so slightly in my mind.
I raised an eyebrow. "Seriously? That's all you got?"
"Okay," Isabel said, a dreamy quality to her voice. "That sounds like fun."
Stephen quirked an eyebrow and looked almost comically confused. "Come with me," he said, leaning in even closer.
"And, that's enough." I stood up and pushed him back a few feet. "If you don't leave us alone, I'm calling a bouncer."
"Got a problem?" Alex called out from behind me.
I raised an eyebrow and looked at Stephen. "Well, do we?"
His easy smile flattened, and his eyes glinted like hard diamonds. "No, of course not." He smirked. "Be seeing you."
"Not if I can help it," I muttered, pausing a minute to watch him go back to the far side of the bar.
Isabel stood and moved to follow him. I grabbed her arm and sat her back down. She flinched. "Whoa, Em." She shook her head as if clearing out cobwebs. "I think I must've had too much to drink."
Her glass was still half-full and Isabel wasn't exactly a lightweight, but I was willing to go with the drunk angle. "If you hadn't asked for double vodka, you wouldn't have encouraged mister stalker over there."
A little sigh escaped her lips. "Oh, poo. He's gorgeous. How could you not like him?"
"After everything I've been through, you still ask me that?"
She frowned. "I'm sorry, Em. Oh god, I'm so stupid sometimes."
I smiled and hugged her. "Don't worry, I still love you."
"I miss you being there to take care of me." She patted my back as I hugged her. "You know how weak I am when it comes to temptation."
"I recall both of us failing when it came to that," I said with a laugh. "Remember the time we gorged on all those Dove bars?"
"Right after our boyfriends broke up with us in the same week!" She shuddered. "I thought I was going to die!"
That had been our freshman year at university. At the time, it had felt like the worst week ever. We'd overcome it the womanly way, with lots of chocolate, ice cream, and a weight gain of at least five pounds. Isabel, naturally, had a new boyfriend by the end of the next week. I didn't have even a single prospect I was interested in.
By the time I choked down my martini, Izzy covered her brief affair with Alex, and I'd forced confessions out of her about three other guys she'd dated. Me, I had nothing to report. And why would I? Just thinking about my last "romance" made me sick to my stomach. If I'd learned anything in my twenty-three years on this earth, it was this: romantic love didn't really exist. Only lust and carnal needs did. Men desired nothing more than sex and control.
"Oh god, you started thinking about him again, didn't you?" Isabel said. "Alex! Emergency!"
The bartender showed up. "We have a nine-one-one in progress?"
Isabel made a panicked face. "Shots, on the double!"
He returned a moment later, shot glasses filled to the brim with something that smelled like pancakes. I grimaced. "I wasn't planning on getting smashed tonight."
"Doctor's orders," Isabel said, pushing one of the glasses in front of me. "Besides, it's a Saturday night, you're all gloomy, and neither of us have any prospects for a happy ending later." Her eyes wandered the bar to find Creepy McCreeperson chatting up some other girl.
I groaned. "Girl, that guy may look good, but he's full of shit."
Isabel sighed. "I know. But all I want is one little happy ending."
Determined to tear her mind off tall, dark, and gruesome, I held up my shot glass. "Here's to being roomies again."
"Roomies!" she said, her shout overpowering the noise of the crowd for a split second—enough to attract the eyes of the nearest dozen people.
Isabel hadn't changed a bit. Something inside me snuggled up against that comfortable fact. True, she might not exactly be a role model for moderation, but she loved me, I loved her, and the rest of the world could go to hell.
We gulped down the shots in tandem. I nearly coughed mine back up as it burned down my throat. Not a minute later, I crossed the "comfortably buzzed" threshold and entered "mildly intoxicated" territory.
"Let's do another," Isabel said, raising her arm to get Alex's attention.
I fumbled for her arm, pulling it back down. "Give me time to recover."
She laughed.
"I've got to pee," I said, unsure if I might also need to throw up. The concoction Alex had made us left a sickly sweet coating on my taste buds.
"Want another martini?" Isabel asked.
I stood up. Shrugged. "Keep the vodka level normal this time, okay?"
"You got it."
I wandered to the back of the bar and, with guidance from a helpful waitress, found the queue to the washroom. The men's room, as usual, had only one guy waiting outside, while I stood behind at least six other women. All in all, it took about five minutes. When I returned to my place at the bar, Isabel was gone.
My eyes flicked across the crowd, looking for her dark hair while my ears listened for her excited squeal. Isabel was not an easy person to hide, crowd or not. With her exotic, canted eyes, honey-brown skin, and infectious personality, the crowd usually migrated toward her. When I failed to find her, I looked back at the bar as Alex deposited two fresh martinis in our spots. Izzy's purse was gone. Mine still hung by the hook.
"Did you see where Isabel went?" I asked Alex, shouting to be heard over the crowd.
He shrugged. "Thought I saw her talking with that guy from earlier."
"Guy?"
"Yeah, the one you pushed."
A hot rush of anger hit me. "Thanks," I snapped. Isabel, I'm going to kill you! This wasn't the first time she'd ditched me to go with a guy, but she usually told me before running off. And to leave my purse just hanging there without even bothering to watch it was beyond the pale. It might not be a Burberry, but damn it, it held my ID and what little money I had, not to mention my phone with all sorts of personal stuff on it.
"I think they went outside." Alex gave me a concerned look.
Despite the heavy alcoholic buzz in my head trying to make me happy, I had to take a deep breath to calm my anger. My first night in town, and Izzy had eloped with a guy I expressly told her was a loser. "Can I tab out?"
"Izzy left the tab open on her card." He shrugged. "Don't worry about it. I'll cut it off later."
I didn't feel a bit guilty about letting Isabel pay for my drinks at this point. I tried to smile, but barely managed to twitch my lips before snatching my purse off the hook and pushing my way through the crowd and out the door. A cloud of cigarette fumes invaded my nose, thanks to the crowd of smokers huddled in the cold outside. I didn't spot Izzy in the group, though I'd hoped maybe she'd just followed McCreeperson outside so he could smoke.
With a huff of anger, I got my bearings and headed down the sidewalk in the general direction of our flat. I knew I had to take a few turns here and there, but they were right on Peachtree. Walking might take longer, but I had no money to get a cab. Besides, if I didn't have time to cool off, I might say something rather nasty to my friend.
As I passed the alley between Gronsky's and a restaurant next door, a distinct moaning noise caught my ear. I turned and peered down the dark alley. Two shadowy outlines moved at the fringy of light offered by the closest streetlamp. I almost called out Izzy's name, but the words lodged in my throat. Whether it was fear of embarrassing myself, or just plain old fear, I wasn't sure. Even though Izzy wasn't all that choosy when it came to guys, I knew one thing. There was no way in the world she'd stoop to having sex in an alley.
It had to be someone else getting it on down there.
I turned to continue on my way, when one of the figures made a little squealing noise, faint, but unmistakable. Izzy was in that alley.
Now I really was going to kill her.
My inhibitions dropped away, replaced by disappointment and angry disbelief. I was going to drag her sorry little tail out of there and give her a verbal lashing she wouldn't forget.
As I walked further into the alley, a chill that had nothing to do with the night air crystalized like frost beneath my skin. When I closed to a few feet, the taller of the two silhouettes pulled away from the shorter. Isabel was kind of tall for a girl, but there was no mistaking Stephen's taller frame. I grabbed Izzy's arm and jerked her into the light. She slumped to the ground sideways, her dark hair spilling across the alley floor.
The other figure stepped into the dim light. Stephen smiled, and licked blood from his lips.



Chapter 2
I meant to scream, but fright somehow made me forget how to vocalize even the simplest word. Instead, a hoarse whimper replaced the scream and my legs went weak in the knees. I sucked in another breath, this time planning to really make a go of it, but Stephen was on me in a literal flash, pressing me hard against the wall. The rough surface of the brick bit through my sweater and against my skin. Stephen's hand slapped over my mouth. His skin felt dry, like slightly cool fabric against my skin. The cold aura drifting from him grew into an almost tangible entity of its own, like a reptilian presence that wanted nothing more than to sink its fangs into my flesh.
Reflex kicked in, and my knee went straight for his groin. Somehow, he blocked it and used a leg to press my thighs tight against the wall. I couldn't move. Couldn't scream. All I could do was look into his hard blue eyes and the sadistic joy within.
"Didn't want to come with me, huh, bitch?" he said. "Looks like I get dinner and dessert tonight." He moved his hand from my mouth and shifted his grip to my throat. "Nobody turns me down." He sniffed me like I was his next meal. "Nobody."
With his fingers digging into my neck, I couldn't answer, only tremble in fear and loathing. I squirmed, using all my strength to win my way free, but he was insanely strong. It reminded me of—I cut off my thoughts, trying desperately not to conjure up those images, but it was too late. A claustrophobic sensation sucked the remaining oxygen from my lungs. Panic gripped my muscles and fired off every nerve in my body.
I struggled, but I was a mouse caught in the grip of a cat's paw. Judging by the amusement in his eyes, he knew it.
"I'm going to enjoy this," he said. His mouth sprang open.
His teeth flashed in the light, two of them looking unnaturally long. Stephen froze. A croaking gasp escaped his throat and his grip on me loosened. His head snapped back. Flashed forward and smacked hard against the brick wall. I felt something wet spatter against the side of my face and winced.
Stephen thudded to the ground.
Another figure stood where he had. An older man with a concerned look on his face, and piercing green eyes. He took my hand. Gave it a reassuring squeeze. "Are you okay?"
I nodded. Tried to speak but nothing came out. My senses scrambled, I could hardly think straight.
He bent down and scooped Izzy off the ground, cradling her like a baby in his arms. He motioned with his head. "Let's get out of this alley, okay?"
I nodded again.
We made our way back to the street. Our savior set Izzy on a bench and looked her over. Pulled out a handkerchief and wiped at her neck, shaking his head and muttering.
"What did he do to her?" I asked, finally able to force words from my mouth.
"Crazy guy bit her," the man said. "Probably on drugs."
"We have to call the cops," I said, looking for my purse, and realizing it wasn't on me.
"You dropped it in the alley," he said, standing. "You stay with her. I'll be right back."
All I knew was nothing could make me go back down that dark tunnel. I shuddered. Squeezed my eyes shut against the terrors of the past and wished them away. I dropped next to Izzy and felt her neck, searching for a pulse. I found it. I also saw where Stephen had bitten her and grimaced. While it wasn't exactly a bad bite, it left a nasty mark.
"Nyuhhh," Isabel said, her eyelids fluttering. "Bluh."
Well, it wasn't the most eloquent statement in the world, but relief warmed me. She was okay. Everything would be all right.
The man returned a moment later with two purses, one in either hand. He set them both down on the bench next to me. "It looks like the attacker ran away."
"After the way you hit him?" I felt my eyebrows go up. "I'm calling the cops."
"You look exhausted." He frowned. "If you call the police, you'll be here for hours waiting and filling out paperwork."
"I don't want that asshole free to do this again."
He shrugged. "Okay."
I looked up at him. Though his face looked perfectly normal—average even—his remarkable eyes stood out like emerald beacons. When his gaze met mine, a hint of uncertainty crept into his demeanor. He backed away a step. Unlike the coldness I felt with Stephen, this guy emanated something I couldn't put my finger on, like heat with the underlying scent of something burning. Then again, this feeling probably had more to do with the alcohol in my blood and my state of shock. I sometimes had an uncanny knack for seeing more to some people than the everyday façade they presented, but this definitely wasn't one of those times.
"Thank you so much," I said, common sense finally gracing me with the hindsight to thank the guy who'd been our knight in shining armor. "God, my brain isn't functioning right now."
He chuckled. "No problem." Glanced at his watch. "Unfortunately, I have to go."
"But the police—"
"I can't," he said. "Cops and I don't get along."
I took a moment to look him over. He wore a pair of khakis and a white oxford. A pair of glasses perched atop his mid-sized nose. He looked to be in his mid to late thirties, and seemed moderately fit. While he was somewhat handsome he definitely didn't look like anything special, and he most certainly didn't look like someone the police would care about, lovely eyes or not.
"Are you a criminal mastermind?" I asked.
A grin broke on his face. "No." He shrugged. "Can't really explain." He held up a hand and whistled to stop a cab. "You have all your stuff?"
I nodded.
He handed the cabbie a fifty. "Take them wherever they need to go."
"Good lord, you just rescued us. Please, don't worry about—"
A wave of his hand cut me off. "Don't worry about it. I'm a criminal mastermind, remember?" He winked.
Before I could open my mouth to protest and insist on calling the police, he helped Izzy into the car. She staggered a bit, but he guided her with ease into the backseat and closed the door, then escorted me to the other side.
"Why?" I asked, unable to think of another question.
"That," he said, "is a very open question." He took my hand and kissed it.
I could have sworn I felt a slight electric tingle between our hands. He shivered ever so slightly. Or maybe it was me. I was so stunned by his generosity, I couldn't think of words to say. Without remembering actually climbing in, I heard the door click and watched as our hero turned and walked back toward the alley.
"Where to?" asked our driver, a man whose credentials displayed the name Natwar.
I gave him the address. In all of ten minutes, we were home. The fare was nowhere near fifty dollars, but I didn't bother asking for change. Natwar helped me pull Izzy from the backseat, and offered to help me take her up to the apartment, but I politely declined. Looping both purses around one arm, I guided my friend inside, using the security fob on the lift, and taking it up to our floor.
When we got inside, I pulled off Isabel's shoes and put her to bed, pulling the covers over her. By the time I stepped back inside the den, my muscles felt weak as noodles. Exhaustion swept over me like a warm fudge coating, and I lay down on the couch to rest my eyes for a moment.
"Em?" Nudge, nudge. Shake, shake. "Wake up."
I groaned. "Go away."
"I'm going to give you a wet willy if you don't wake up."
I covered my ears and burrowed my face in the couch cushions. A moment later, something freezing ran down my back. I shrieked and jumped up, hands reaching desperately for the icy sensation. Before I could get it, it slid down my back and lodged in my coin slot. Pulling the half-melted ice cube from my pants, I flung it at my devilish roommate.
"Bitch!"
She laughed, dodging the sliver of ice. "I made tea," she sang in falsetto. "With cinnamon and chocolate."
Pressing my temples to ward off the slight hangover and her impromptu singing, I staggered for a stool where the kitchen counter met the den. I must have slept like a rock, I supposed, because I couldn't remember a single dream. The only nightmare I recalled was from real life. I jerked my head upright and gazed blearily at Izzy. She looked happy. Normal.
"Are you okay?" I said, peering at the bruises on her neck.
"Why wouldn't I be?" She looked genuinely puzzled. "I got to catch up with my best friend, we got drunk, and I guess I passed out." She handed me a steaming mug of dark liquid. The divine odor of chocolate and tea pleasured my nose. I preferred something without so much sweetness in the morning, but over the years Isabel had slowly converted me to the dark side.
Men I could live without. Tea, not so much. If only I could marry the marvelous drink. I took a sip, resisting the urge to call her out on her bald-faced lie. The tea was a flimsy attempt to make me forget she'd gone off with a guy I'd expressly told her was bad news. Unfortunately, I could only resist for a few seconds.
"If you think for one bloody minute chocolate-flavored tea is going to make me forget about last night, you've got another think coming, Iz." I took another cautious sip of the hot liquid while I judged her reaction. Warmth and chocolately goodness trailed down my throat.
Her eyes went wide. "Oh God, did I do something stupid? Did I throw up in someone's purse again?"
"Don't give me that rubbish," I said, my conscious attempts at maintaining an American accent falling away completely. "I went to the bathroom for all of five minutes, only to come back and find out you left with that creepy asshole, Stephen."
Her mouth fell open. "No I didn't—Em, what are you talking about? I remember you going to the bathroom. Our drinks came." She wrinkled her forehead as if straining to remember. "I think someone tapped me on the shoulder." Pressing a hand to her forehead, she stared at the counter for a few seconds. "Good God, girl. I can't remember anything after that."
The tea mug trembled in my hand. I set it down before I spilled it. Anger swallowed my insides and I felt the urge to yell, "You're a bloody liar!" at her. But her confusion and concern looked genuine. Isabel always wore her emotions on her sleeve. And while I knew for a fact she wasn't always upfront about some things, she was terrible at hiding her secrets from me. Mainly because I was ruthless at digging them out of her.
My anger faded, replaced by my own sense of confusion. "Look me in the eye and tell me this is the truth. What happened last night is not something you can just gloss over and think I'll forget."
She looked up from the counter to me, her head shaking. "Did someone slip me roofies?" Her mouth opened in horror. "Oh no, please don't tell me I had sex with some random dude who drugged me."
I paused to take another sip of tea, my mind flipping through the possibilities. Had her mind blocked out the trauma? I'd heard of people's minds doing crazy things to purge painful memories, but Isabel's reaction seemed too extreme to be true. Then again, her expression looked too genuine to be false.
So which was it?
"You don't remember making out with that guy in the alley?" I said, taking in every iota of body language she offered up.
She almost dropped her drink. "I did what?"
"Stephen. The Creepazoid from Gronsky's. You left with him while I was in the bathroom. I found you in the alley making out."
Setting her mug on the counter, Isabel put a hand over her heart and leaned back against the wall. "I—I really don't remember that, Em. I swear I'm not lying." Her eyes narrowed and she gave me a look. "You're not messing with me are you?"
"Do you think I'd be so pissed if I was messing with you?"
She shook her head. Took a breath. "Oh, geez. I don't think I had that much to drink. And you know me. I always remember everything, unlike Angela. That girl either lies about not remembering the shit she does while she's drunk, or liquor just blanks her brain."
The remaining anger melted away, replaced in equal measure by confusion and doubt. How Isabel couldn't remember, I had absolutely no idea. But as far as I could tell, she really didn't have a clue about last night. By the time I finished recounting the story, Isabel dashed frantically to the mirror to check her neck.
"It looks like the mother of all hickies," she wailed. "And I didn't even have sex to go along with it."
As if sex were a side dish. I sighed and rolled my eyes. "Seriously, Iz, you were almost raped, I was nearly killed and raped, and all you care about are the stupid marks on your neck?"
Tears gathered in Isabel's eyes, pooling and breaking free in a flood. She hugged me. "I'm just trying not to think about it," she said between sobs. "But I don't remember a thing. What if something is horribly wrong with my brain?"
"Well, we both know something is wrong with your brain," I said, trying to inject some humor into this god-awful morning.
"Why didn't you call the cops?" she said, grabbing a tissue and blowing her nose. "I mean, even if that guy who saved us didn't want you to, it's still a good idea." She blew her nose again, left the bathroom, and dug her phone out of her purse.
"I think it's a little late now," I said. "You don't remember anything, and our savior didn't leave a number, so the police are just going to look at us as if we're mental."
She stared at the phone a moment before setting it down. "This is crazy." She looked up. "I want waffles. And ice cream. And fudge."
"This does qualify as an emergency, doesn't it?"
She nodded. "Big time."
We ended up gorging ourselves on breakfast, going to a movie, and shopping for stun guns—purple of course. We both already owned pepper spray, but I wanted to have fifty thousand volts ready to run through Stephen's body if I happened to see him again. I shuddered at the thought.
"Are you excited about tomorrow?" Isabel asked as I tossed laundry in the washer that night.
"Nervous," I said.
"They're going to love you."
"Because I'll be so awesome at fetching coffee and kissing ass?" I said. "It's an intern position, not CEO."
"Lots and lots of room for advancement," she said with a cheery note. "And at least it'll be something to live on until you find a job you like."
"Yeah." The problem was, I had a vanilla business degree and still no clue what I wanted to do for a career. I'd done some waitressing, but not much else, and certainly nothing to qualify me for an executive position.
Izzy touched my shoulder. "Oh, don't be such a Debbie Downer. Just let me teach you how to shake that ass a little, and you'll have a man ready to support you for life, sweetie."
I gave her a sideways look. "Because that's how I roll, right?"
She shook her butt and giggled.
After selecting appropriate business attire to wear to work the next day, I flossed, brushed, and climbed into bed. My mind would not shut up. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Stephen, his teeth flashing for my throat. His face crunching against the brick. Blood spraying everywhere. The entire incident seemed like a nightmare, not something that had really happened. I still remembered the otherworldly vibe emanating from him. It reminded me vaguely of some people my parents had once introduced me to.
I dragged myself out of bed when my alarm went off the next morning. Showered, and left the flat with a large travel mug of tea. My place of employment, OnTech, was about a fifteen minute walk, or a five minute bus ride. I knew, because I'd timed it on Saturday before Izzy and I had gone out for drinks. I was anal like that. I had a car, but parking wasn't free, at least not to a lowly intern. The parking would quickly add up to far more than the value of my car.
As I stood waiting for a walk sign so I could cross the street, a car pulled to a stop in the far lane. Normally, a car wouldn't be such a big deal, but this one was a brand new Range Rover. I looked at it with an adoring gaze. The face behind the windscreen caused me to freeze. It was the man from last night.
My knight in shining armor.



Chapter 3
The light turned green and the Range Rover zoomed away before I could raise an arm or yell. I tried to get the license plate, but a bus trundled past, blocking the vehicle from view. I hurried across the side street, trying to keep pace, but the traffic signals turned green down the main thoroughfare and I soon lost sight of my quarry.
Though I'd managed to sleep last night, visions of the mystery man harried my dreams. True, he'd saved Isabel and me. He'd paid for our cab home. If he drove such a nice car, it stood to reason the fifty dollars hadn't been of much consequence to him. He looked like an ordinary citizen who just happened along and did the right thing. But it was the whole "not good with cops" thing that stuck in my mind. What was his secret?
I wondered if he came this way for work every morning. I wondered if it would be stalkerish of me to keep an eye out for him tomorrow. I also wondered it would be okay for me to take down his license plate and find out where he lived and why, oh why, he didn't want the coppers talking to him.
So entranced was I by the mystery of it all, I walked nearly half a block past OnTech before realizing it. Groaning at my mistake, I did an about-face and made my way inside the lobby. I rode the lift up to the top floor of the high rise. A redheaded receptionist met me with her cool gray eyes the moment I stepped off the lift and stood facing the transparent doors into the office. Taking a calming breath, I stepped forward through the doors and into the reception area.
"Emily Glass?" the other woman said, standing, and walking around the large desk before I could nod in the affirmative.
"Yes."
She held out a hand, gave mine a firm, brief shake. "I'm Sandra. Follow me, please."
First stop was a small break room with a couple of microwaves, a large stainless steel fridge, and an industrial coffee machine among other things.
"From now on, you will arrive here at the same time I do, six forty-five. I'll let you in, and you will prepare the coffee." She showed me the precise number of scoops, water, and time it should take to make the kind of rubbish coffee people in offices drank.
I took out a notepad and wrote down her instructions. After that, she took me to the supply closet, explained my duties in keeping it stocked and tracking all the items inside to be sure nobody was filching.
She handed me a key to the closet. "Never, under any circumstances, let anyone borrow this key. I don't care if it's Mr. Jameson himself."
"But he's the owner."
She turned and raised a penciled-in eyebrow. "Who do you think made these rules?"
I shrugged. Wrote it down.
I trailed behind Sandra for the better part of two hours, jotting down notes, asking stupid questions, and watching her raise one or both of her drawn-in eyebrows at me every time I dared open my mouth. She was one of those people who probably never yelled, preferring instead to show cold contempt for those she considered beneath her.
"There are forty-five programmers here and twenty salespeople. I am the office manager," she said, her back to me as she led me through a room full of empty cubicles. I heard snoring and saw a man dozing under his desk, a horseshoe pillow around his neck, and a pair of earmuffs over his ears.
"This is Stan. Ever since his wife kicked him out, he's been working late and staying here." She shuddered. "Apparently, Mr. Jameson doesn't mind."
"You don't like him sleeping here?"
Again with the eyebrows. "I find it distasteful." She led on to the other end of the room where a woman in her forties sat at a desk drinking something from a paper coffee cup, and nibbling on a box of donuts.
Sandra stopped. "Emily, this is Janet. Janet, Emily."
Janet brushed donut crumbs off her shirt and offered me a cheery wave. "Hello, Emily. Great to meet you."
"She's the new intern," Sandra said, her tone snottier than a baby with a cold.
Janet swallowed a chunk of donut. "I'm the receptionist for Sales."
"She handles most incoming calls." Sandra motioned around the room. "I directly liaison with the executives."
I could only imagine what that entailed.
As I trailed Sandra back toward the front, I watched the way she swayed her hips in a suggestive and obviously practiced manner. I looked over my shoulder, trying to see if my butt swayed too, and bumped into her when she stopped.
"Excuse me," the executive liaison said, looking down on me from atop her six-inch heels.
"Sorry," I muttered, backing away.
She sighed. Pointed down a hallway. "These are the executive suites. You are not to enter here unless expressly told to do so." She put a hand to her breast. "I am the one who handles their requests. The only room you will enter is the conference room." She opened double doors to reveal a long room with a rectangular table down the center, and a fantastic view of Midtown Atlanta. "If there is a need for this room to be set up, you will use the cart in the kitchen to bring coffee and food in here."
By the time she'd finished laying down the law about every aspect of my new working life, including bathroom breaks and lunch, I considered shoving her out a window. Working here was going to suck. Then again, I'd never had a job that didn't suck, most likely due to my aimless wandering through life.
The programmers rolled in around nine AM. I had to play kitchen wench, keeping the coffee pots full, and putting dirty mugs into the dishwasher. Lunchtime came, and while most of the programmers went out, those who remained were slovenly enough to leave the kitchen a filthy mess. I began to wonder if I'd secretly been given yet another waitressing job, except this time I had the responsibilities of bus boy as well. Perhaps they should provide me with an apron to go along with the household chores.
Sandra dragged me out of the kitchen the moment I finished the brisket I'd brought for lunch, and ordered me to cut cardboard and play elementary school teacher to help one of the sales teams prepare for a presentation to clients in the boardroom the next day.
I was exhausted by the time the clock struck five.
"How was work?" Isabel asked the moment I dragged my body into the flat.
"Meh." It was the only word I had energy for.
"Let's go for drinks." My roommate turned off the telly and jumped off the couch, clad only in black boy shorts and a bra. "I just need to freshen up a bit."
"Drinks?" I said. "Are you bloody kidding me?"
Isabel tilted her head a notch. "You need something harder? Heroin, perhaps? I know a guy—"
I rolled my eyes and laughed. "Fine. I could use a pint."
"Was work that bad?"
"I'm sure it'll get better." Yeah, right!
We threw on some jeans, ankle boots, and sweaters, looking totally like sisters from another mister despite my plain brown hair and fair skin, compared to her silky black hair and lovely olive complexion. Okay, so we didn’t exactly look like sisters, and the matching sweaters wouldn't fool anyone, but at least I could wish I had some of Isabel's hotness. Against my better judgment, we went back to Gronsky's.
"Just because I have amnesia about a crazy guy sexually assaulting me doesn't mean I have to give up my fave bar." Isabel waved to Alex and ordered us drinks.
I went with a pint of beer. It might have been worse for my figure, but at least it wouldn't get me drunk. As I told Isabel about my first day at work, I couldn't help but glance furtively at the door every time it opened, expecting Stephen McCreepazoid to slither through, casting rapey glances our way. Being a Monday and all, the pub remained uncrowded. We left around seven and grabbed some sushi from a place down the street.
"Is this the alley?" Isabel asked on our way back to the flat. She looked down the dark, narrow tunnel.
I grabbed her arm and dragged her away as nerves twisted my belly into knots. "Let's go, let's go. Bloody hell, girl, are you mental?" Gronsky's had been trauma enough without standing at the mouth of hell and tempting fate. I shuddered.
"Okay, okay!" she said indignantly. "I just find it hard to believe—"
"That's because you don't remember it. I do, and it gives me the heebie jeebies." I increased my pace enough that even Isabel and her long legs had trouble keeping up.
When we arrived back at the flat, Isabel sat down on the couch, a glass of white wine in hand. "I'm sorry, Em." She made a pouty face. "I wish I could remember. It's just not fair."
"Believe me, you're better off not remembering," I said. I glanced at the time. It was nearly ten, and I had to play like an old lady and go to bed early if I expected to meet Sandra's high expectations.
I prepared lunch, laid out my clothes, and sat down to meditate in order to gird my mental facilities for the night ahead. My attempt at achieving Nirvana failed, as usual. Even in my calmest moments, my brain had a million things going through it, none of which I seemed capable of filtering to silence.
After lying in the dark for what seemed like hours, my mind rewinding back to the dark alley over and over again, I grunted in frustration and flicked on the lamp. Grabbed the dog-eared copy of The Princess Bride off my nightstand, and turned to the part where Buttercup finally realized she loved Westley. I'd read this part so many times I'd lost count, and still, it never grew old. Perhaps because a small part of me still clung to the romantic notion that true love existed out there somewhere, along with pink unicorns and fairy princesses.
Life is pain, Highness.
The older I became, the truer that statement seemed.
Somewhere in the middle of my musings, I must have fallen asleep, because my alarm screeched in my ear what seemed like only scant moments later. Still, I felt remarkably well rested.
Walking to work, I kept an eye out for the mystery knight's Range Rover, but saw nothing of it. Considering I'd left nearly twenty minutes earlier to meet Sandra's ungodly early deadline, it seemed highly likely he wouldn't even happen along until I was already at work.
A man dressed in a black suit leaned against the wall of one of the high-rise condos a few blocks from work. At first I thought he was a doorman, but he caught my eye and walked to intercept me. "Excuse me, miss. Might I have a word with you?"
The image of a bright white sphere flashed in my mind. I automatically jumped back a step. I rarely saw anything about people. Normally it was just a feeling. Either my intuition was completely out of whack or I was seeing things. I'd been so discomposed with the new job and the attack the other night, I could hardly blame my senses for being a bit scrambled.
"Who are you and what do you want?" My words hung heavy with frost. I did not like strangers accosting me from out of the blue.
"I'm trying to track down someone who may be a danger to others." He flashed a smile I didn't trust for a moment. "It's possible you might have come into contact with this individual, and we—"
"We who?" I looked him up and down. "You'd better show me some credentials right now or I'll call the police."
He raised a hand defensively. "I assure you there's no need for that." He took out a wallet and held it out to me. The sidewalk was busy enough with other pedestrians that I felt it would be safe to take the wallet from him without fear of him grabbing me. I snatched it and stepped back. The badge was from the Centers for Disease Control and identified him as George Walker, a disease vector analyst. I took the ID from behind the protective screen in the wallet and looked it over. It looked and felt authentic, but touching it sent a tiny shock into my fingers. Girl you're losing it.
I'd often wondered if my vibes were real, or simply a wild imagination. Either this sixth sense of mine was maturing, or I needed a visit to a therapist. I handed back his ID. "I'll be late for work. You'll have to walk with me."
"No problem." George smiled amicably and easily kept pace with me as I adopted a running walk.
"What does this individual look like?" I asked. Before he answered, I realized who he was talking about. I stopped in my tracks. "You're talking about the man who bit my friend, aren't you?"
"Perhaps—"
"Yeah, well, he's a good-looking chap goes by the name of Stephen." I touched my chin. "He bit my friend and had her blood all over his lips." I thought back to the frightening scene. "If you want to catch him, I suggest looking around the Midtown clubs. He looks like the sort who's always trawling the waters for stupid little fish he can take advantage of." I felt bad for including Isabel in that group, but she was such a ditz when it came to men.
George looked slightly confused. "You say he bit your friend and was drinking her blood?"
I hadn't exactly phrased it like that, but perhaps his statement was more accurate. "Fucking creepy, right? The man is obviously sick in the head." I realized I was just standing there and resumed my pace. Second day to work and I was already cutting it close. I reached the front door. "When I was near him I felt this cold sensation."
"He was cold?"
I shook my head. "No, just a cold feeling—I don't know how to explain it." I abruptly realized I would come across as quite the lunatic by trying to explain my intuitive feelings to the man, so I shook my head. "I really must go to work."
"I'll look into it." He stopped outside. "Perhaps we'll catch him."
I turned to enter the door when something else occurred to me. I spun around. "How in the world did you know—" I stopped speaking because the man was gone. I spotted him jogging across the street where he vanished around a corner. I didn't have time to think about this odd encounter, because I wanted to be on time. I took the lift up. The receptionist's desk was empty. I'm the early bird today.
Sandra and her stenciled eyebrows greeted me by arching in unison when she stepped off the lift and saw me standing there. I checked the time and noted with some satisfaction she was five minutes late. She knew I knew she knew she was late and both her eyebrows dove toward the center of her forehead in a little attack "V."
I pretended not to notice.
Sandra unlocked the door then paused to pull a tissue from her purse and blow her nose, which by the way, was quite red and icky looking. I'd been so focused on her eyebrows, I'd missed the telltale signs of a cold.
"Are you okay?" I asked, digging deep for a trace of human compassion and finding very little where she was concerned.
Eyebrows. "I'm fine. Please start the coffee."
I went about my morning tasks as the salespeople wandered into the office, conversing about sales stuff. Kevin, the leader of the team who was to meet with Mr. Jameson later that morning asked me to help him glue more pie charts to cardboard.
"Why not show the presentation on the projector?" We were well into the twenty-first century, and this sort of thing had gone out of style at least a decade ago.
He smiled in his plain little way and said, "Mr. Jones, the sales manager, doesn't like computers or projectors."
"Uh?" was the only thing I could add to that conversation. How bloody bizarre was that?
He shrugged. "Yeah, it all started a few months ago. Used to be he insisted we do it all digitally, and then he came back from vacation a changed man." Kevin leaned in closer. "And by that, I mean changed."
"He discovered Nirvana?"
He laughed. "I love British humor."
It took willpower not to roll my eyes. Obviously, I'd used Indian humor for that zinger.
Kevin cleared his throat and continued. "No, supposedly he went to Destin, Florida. Came back a week later with a spring in his step and a dislike for electronics. He even got rid of his smartphone and went back to a flip phone."
My lips curled up in disgust. "That's horrid. How does he manage?"
"I don't know." He pursed his lips, a thoughtful look on his face. "But I kinda like the new Mr. Jones a lot better than the old one. This one isn't on our asses every waking minute, demanding this report and that, and when he talks to clients, he woos them without breaking a sweat."
I put the final touches on the pie chart and held it up. "How's that?"
"Looks good." Kevin took a sip of coffee and stood back to admire the other charts.
It looked to me as if we were preparing for a high school science fair or some such nonsense. All that was missing was the fake volcano and pimply young boys with thick glasses. Then again, there were plenty of nerdy types in the programming department.
The phone buzzed and Sandra's voice over the speakerphone shattered the atmosphere of calm contemplation. "Emily, I need you now!" CLICK!
Kevin chuckled. "Sounds like the queen bee has her panties in a wad. Better run unless you want to end up like the last intern."
I managed to give him a Sandra-like raise of one eyebrow before jogging in high heels to the front of the office.
Sandra greeted me with watery eyes, and a painful looking chapped nose. "I need your help," she said, her sinuses sounding well on the way to stuffiness.
"Yes?" Your Grace?
"Mr. Jones is coming in any minute. I usually run down the street and get him a black coffee from Java Hippo and a copy of the newspaper, but didn't have time this morning. I need you to do that." She handed me a sticky note with exact instructions for the coffee—apparently black coffee was more complicated than I thought. "And hurry. It's only fifteen minutes until the meeting."
I was riding the lift to the ground floor when I realized I hadn't asked her where this coffee place was. I stepped outside and pulled up directions on my mobile. I mean seriously, who the bloody hell could live without a smartphone these days? I'd be lost in my own backyard if I didn't have a GPS to sort it out for me. And who, pray tell, still read a physical copy of the newspaper? Oh, that's right, the Luddite, Mr. Jones.
The GPS happily informed me the shop was five blocks down. Five blocks down! I jogged my merry way down the sidewalk, high heels clicking and business skirt doing its level best to slow me. I drew curious looks as I ran, my cursing loud enough for all to hear. By the time I reached the coffee place, I'd exhausted my expletives for describing Sandra and this bothersome task. Thankfully, I wasn't ready to fall over, just yet.
As I waited impatiently for the coffee, I noticed a man standing outside the shop. He wore a similar suit to George Walker's. I blinked and the image of a white burning orb flashed once again behind my eyelids. I might have chased the man down were it not for the highly time-sensitive task. I paid for a newspaper from the stand inside the coffee shop and looked back toward the window. The man was gone.
"Black coffee," yelled the barista. I snatched it.
Seven minutes remained on the clock for the return trip. I couldn't trot because the coffee, despite the lid on the to-go cup, was quite capable of splashing through the tiny hole in the lid. The boy behind the counter also hadn't doubled up on the cardboard thingy that prevented the coffee from scalding my hands through the cup. I juggled the newspaper and coffee from hand to hand, cursed a bit more, and took long strides, proving to myself I could multi-task and use vulgarities like any common sailor.
Mum would be so disappointed at my lack of proper etiquette. And Dad would be appalled at how the preacher's daughter had turned out.
The seconds were counting down when I reached the building, pushed open the door, and raced for the lift. I hit the buttons and willed it to speed upward without any stops. Miraculously, it reached the floor without pause. The doors dinged and started to slide open. I juggled the hot coffee. Dropped the paper. Snatched it up and hurried out, looking up at the last moment and—
Crushed the coffee against the chest of a man as he stepped toward the lift, his eyes on Sandra as he said, "Don't worry, Sandra. I'll run grab it myself."
I shrieked as hot coffee ran down my hand.
He shouted in alarm as hot coffee splashed on his suit and face.
Sandra stood upright, gasped, and promptly threw up all over her desk.
"Oh bloody hell in a hand basket," I said, trying to ignore the pain in my hand long enough to see if the fellow I'd run into was suffering from third-degree burns on his face.
He looked up at me.
I looked at him and nearly fell on my bottom in shock.
It was my mystery man.



Chapter 4
The man's eyes widened for an instant before normalizing. He turned to Sandra. "Are you okay?"
The executive liaison had managed to redirect some of her spew into a rubbish bin. She wiped her mouth with a tissue and nodded.
He looked to me, took my reddening hand in his, and tsked. "Come along."
With my brain paralyzed, my feet decided on their own to go along without resistance. We reached the kitchen where he pulled ice from the freezer, wrapped it in a paper towel, and dampened it before placing it against my skin.
"You look a bit flustered, Miss—" He raised an eyebrow.
"Uhm, Emily. Glass. That's my name, what people call me." I clamped my mouth shut before sounding like a complete ninny.
He chuckled. Looked down at his shirt and tie, following the trail of coffee down his slacks to his shoes. "Looks like I need a bath."
"I'm so sorry, really," I said, opening my mouth again despite my better judgment. "I was just bringing—oh God—Mr. Jones is expecting his coffee."
"Well, you didn't fail in that regard." The corner of his mouth turned up in an amused grin. "You did deliver my coffee."
"Wha—wait, you're Mr. Jones?" I felt absolutely flummoxed.
He pulled away the ice to look at my hand. "Hmm. Looks like it won't blister." Leaving his other hand beneath mine, he pressed the ice back to the skin. "Ice has so many uses," he mused, as if it were a marvel of the modern world.
"Who are you?" I said in a low voice.
"Thomas Jones. I'm the sales manager here."
"I know that, but, well you beat the hell out of a man, saved me and my roommate, and didn't want to talk to the police. Is this company a cover for nefarious businesses?" I had no idea what gave birth to my line of reasoning, though my mental faculties were still aflutter, and there was something oddly comforting about the way his hands clasped my injured one. In fact, the hand beneath mine felt much warmer than normal, likely due to the contrast with the ice. The strange sensation I'd once detected from him began to permeate my muddled thoughts.
He gave me another amused grin, his green eyes twinkling. "I like the word nefarious, especially when you say it in a British accent. It makes me think of spy movies."
I slipped back into my American accent. "That doesn't answer my question, Mr. Jones."
He shrugged. "I simply didn't feel like dealing with them."
"And that's it? You're not a criminal mastermind?"
"I suppose you'll just have to find out." He winked.
For some reason, that wink sent a nervous little flutter into my belly. Why, I had no idea. Thomas Jones seemed rather ordinary, from his plain business attire, to a marginally handsome face. Admittedly, his eyes were quite remarkable. He practically radiated self-confidence. Perhaps he was rich, well hung, or both. I realized my eyes had wandered to his crotch and jerked them back up.
A tiny self-satisfied grin perked his lips. I felt a hot rush of embarrassment run from the tips of my toes to the crown of my head.
He removed the ice from my hand again. Nodded. "Much better."
"Aren't you burned?" I asked, looking at the coffee stains.
"I'm fine. Heat doesn't bother me."
"There's no need to play tough guy with me," I said. "That coffee was scalding hot. I can't believe it didn't burn you just a little."
He held out his hands. "See? No blisters." His fingers went to his shirt. "I suppose we could check my chest for third-degree burns."
My flush returned. "I'm quite sure it won't be necessary," I said in a slightly choked voice.
"I'm going home," said a moaning voice from the door. Sandra leaned against the jamb for support, face pale, eyes sunken. "I think I have the flu."
"You look awful," Thomas said. "Let me give you a ride."
"I can take the bus."
"Are you kidding me?" He nodded to me before turning and guiding Sandra toward the lift.
"Cover for me," Sandra said, trying to sound imperious but failing, as Thomas took her inside the lift. She couldn't even manage to move her eyebrows.
I saw her handbag on the ground next to her desk. "Hold the lift!"
Thomas stuck an arm out to make the door open again, and I handed him the purse.
"Be seeing you, Miss Glass." He smiled as the lift doors closed.
Long after the doors had shut, I stood there, my heart beating a staccato rhythm, my mind a jumble. How on earth was it possible I would intern for the very man who'd rescued me and Isabel? Was it some strange twist of fate? I hardly believed in coincidence, preferring instead to think of the universe as a massive joke factory with humans as the punch lines. Not the sunniest outlook, true, but I could think of no other way something this bizarre could have happened.
"Sandra?" said a voice from behind. I turned just as a middle-aged man with a thick head of hair stepped around the corner and regarded me with a confused look. I recognized him from pictures I'd seen while researching OnTech, but hadn't met him yet since I'd been hired by proxy through an employment agency.
"She's sick, Mr. Jameson. Can I help you with anything?"
His nostrils flared, likely from the odor of Sandra's vomit. "Are you the new intern?"
"Yes, sir. Emily Glass."
He held out a hand. Gave mine a quick squeeze, and released. "Burt Jameson. Pleased to meet you, Miss Glass. Did Sandra leave any instructions?"
I glanced at her desk, and spotted a calendar on her computer. It showed the sales meeting scheduled that afternoon and detailed several things in her notes. "Yes sir, I just need to consult them."
He nodded. "Sounds good." Checked his watch. "We'll need the conference room set up ASAP."
"I'm on it." I gave him my cheeriest smile, though a flicker of panic passed across my vision.
After he'd gone, I read Sandra's notes. Most of the listed duties were labeled as mine, so I set about getting the portable coffee pots filled and ordering the pastries and other snacks. Thankfully, someone had already called janitorial services to clean up Sandra's spew. By the end of the hour, the conference room was good to go.
Kevin entered bearing a stack of pie charts and cardboard backers. He set them on the tripod at the other end of the conference table. "Have you seen Mr. Jones?"
I gave him the rundown on my unfortunate encounter. He burst into laughter. "You really know how to deal with the upper management."
"Nothing like a bit of coffee to warm things up," Thomas Jones said from the doorway.
Kevin's smiled froze on his face.
Thomas gave him a grin that thawed the temperature in the room. "I see you have everything ready to go, Miss Glass."
I noticed he had on a fresh set of clothes, khaki pants, and a white button-up shirt—understated attire that only bold-faced his normalcy. I imagined him dressed up in something a bit more stylish, say designer jeans and a fitted shirt, but decided he would still look rather non-descript. Perhaps if he worked out a bit, and got a tan, he might improve his looks, I mused. It occurred to me just how odd it was for me to even consider the benefits of a makeover for this man. Why did I care how he dressed or how he looked? He certainly wasn't what I'd consider my type—and why, oh why, was my mind even pursuing this line of reasoning?
Before I made a fool of myself yet again, I gave the room one last look and returned to the front desk to consult Sandra's calendar again, but only after applying hand sanitizer to everything she could have touched. I felt certain catching the flu and missing work would not bode well for my continued employment here, especially after scalding the sales manager with his coffee.
Most of the items on the calendar were things Sandra had assigned me to do whereas those tasks labeled with her name were few and far between, and mostly in the executive wing. It was obvious she meant to squeeze me like an indentured servant. I wondered what she'd done in the interim without an intern. Had she actually—gasp—worked?
On the upside, the day fled rather quickly thanks in no small part to my workload. As I gathered my things and prepared to leave, Thomas leaned against Sandra's desk and smiled.
"I'm gonna grab dinner at the pho noodle place down the street. You should join me."
His invitation caught me off guard. My mouth opened to say, "Thanks, but I have other plans," but curiosity got the better of me, and instead the word "Okay" popped out of my mouth unbidden. I wanted to get to the bottom of this enigmatic knight. Was his armor shiny, or tarnished?
"Shall we then?" A lopsided grin formed on his face.
My traitorous mouth left me little wiggle room, so I nodded and followed him onto the lift. He pressed the button for the lobby and leaned against the lift wall. A moment of uncomfortable silence ensued, though it didn't seem to bother him in the least.
"How is Sandra?" I asked, trying to make small talk.
"Sick." He shrugged. "I swung by the pharmacy and grabbed her some medicine. So long as she drinks plenty of water, she'll be fine."
"Is it your business to rescue damsels in distress?"
His green eyes studied me for a moment. A shrug. "I simply do what I need to do."
Something about his gaze unnerved me, and I looked at my hands, folded as they were in front of me. "That's not much of an answer."
He chuckled. "The universe has a nasty sense of humor. If I happen to be in a position to thwart it every now and then, I take the chance."
My gaze snapped back to him. "It appears we have the same opinion of the universe, Mr. Jones."
"Call me Thomas."
"Is that really a good idea? Whatever will the other employees think?" I gave him my best wide-eyed innocent look.
"That it's none of their concern."
He seemed so cocksure of himself, I couldn't help but puncture his little bubble. "Mr. Jameson might not like the new intern calling you by your first name. In fact, he might suspect something, Mr. Jones."
"I don't think Burt would mind. He certainly doesn't when Sandra calls him by his first name." A devilish grin crept onto his face. "Besides, when you say 'Mr. Jones' in that lovely British accent, it sounds even naughtier."
"Oh, dear," I said before I could bit my tongue. Why was I slipping up around him? I felt a strange magnetic pull from him. It wrapped around my senses in an alluring manner, but I viewed it in my typical detached way as just one more oddity about the way my mind worked.
"Why is it people assume such things simply because of what you call a person?" Thomas shook his head as the lift doors open. "Then again, I suppose it's not so different from my—" He broke off his sentence and looked down the street toward a neon sign advertising pho soup. "Are you a fan of Vietnamese cuisine, Miss Glass?"
"If you want me to call you Thomas, you might as well complete the scandal by calling me Emily." I narrowed my eyes at his back as I followed him down the sidewalk. "Not so different from your what?"
"Hmm?" He turned, slowing his pace so I could walk at his side.
"You never finished your sentence."
He looked amused. "Which one?"
"Oh, never mind."
He opened the door and waved me inside. The aroma of broth and onions met my nose in a pleasant medley.
We took a seat. A woman walking past us slowed and looked at Thomas. For a moment, I thought she might know him, but she continued on and sat at another table. The waitress, a short Vietnamese woman, approached. Her eyes fixed on Thomas.
"You ready to order, sir?"
He raised an eyebrow at me. "Are you?"
"Which soup do you recommend?"
"I like number thirteen."
I shrugged. "Sounds good."
He ordered two of them, and the chubby little woman wandered off, stealing glances at Thomas as she did. I regarded him again, wondering if there was something about his appearance I'd missed, like a tattoo of Satan emblazoned on his neck.
"So, Miss Glass—"
"Emily."
"Miss Emily—"
"Now you just sound ridiculous."
He grinned. "Why do you have a British accent?"
"I don't have a bloody—" I took a breath. Sighed. "I was born there. My father transferred us here with his job when I was sixteen."
"Why do you try to mask it?"
"To keep people from asking me about it, I suppose."
He leaned back in his seat. "Well, Emily, I think that's silly."
A shiver went through me when he said my name. I felt my eyes widen in surprise. "Silly?" I said, grasping at the line of conversation like a slippery rope dangling from the back of a boat.
"I happen to think a British accent is sexy."
A flush crept up my face. Thomas looked at me appraisingly. I could almost sense his satisfaction at keeping me off balance. "I'm not into older men," I said, regretting the weak riposte the second it left my mouth.
"I suppose it is intimidating for a young woman." The soup arrived. He dumped bean sprouts and an ungodly amount of hot sauce into his as I floundered for a response.
"No, it's just—it's just—I've never been attracted to older men." It was an outright lie, and I knew it. I found plenty of older men very attractive, even ones with more years on them than Thomas. He appeared so ordinary, and yet, there was something devilish lurking behind those eyes of his.
He smiled. "No need to apologize for your preferences, Emily." He took a pair of chopsticks and shoveled a clump of beef and noodles into his mouth, not even attempting to be neat about it.
I grabbed a pair of chopsticks, though a slight tremble of my hand made it difficult to control them. Why did this man have any sort of effect on me? Judging from the amused sparkle in his eyes, he seemed very much aware of my distress. Steeling my nerves, I steadied my hand and successfully delivered a mouthful of noodles, slurping the long ones in a deliberate attempt to show as little grace as possible. I'd show him I didn't care what he thought.
He laughed. "I love the way you eat."
I raised an eyebrow, a fresh bunch of noodles still dangling from my mouth and nearly choked trying to swallow them.
"I hate it when people hide their true nature behind good manners." As if to demonstrate that contempt, he took a spoon, filled it with broth, and piled noodles and beef atop it before cramming it into his mouth.
I accepted his challenge and followed suit. The noodles slipped off the spoon the moment I tried to put it in my mouth, splashing broth on the table and my blouse.
"Oh, hell," I said, grabbing a napkin and brushing at the droplets.
Thomas laughed. "I guess you're not ready for the big leagues of pho eaters just yet."
"Very funny, sir."
At the end of the meal, which was delicious I had to admit, I reached for my purse, but he stopped me.
"My treat," he said, standing up.
"I don't know if that's appropriate, Mr. Jones."
He shrugged. "Appropriate can kiss my—" He looked at his backside. "My well-defined ass."
His ass, obscured as it was in the folds of his khakis was anything but well defined from what I could see, but I giggled, covering my mouth and shaking my head. Again, I asked myself, what was it about this man that caused me to like him?
He paid the bill. Looked back at me with an amused gaze that sent a shiver through me. Again, my intuition pinged with a strange sensation I couldn't identify. Was Thomas toying with me? Did he hit on all the interns? Perhaps that was what had happened to the last one. I suddenly felt very unsure about what I was doing out with this man. For all I knew, he might demand something I wouldn't give him. He could fire me.
This was all a terrible mistake.



Chapter 5
I felt a hand atop my shoulder and looked up into his face. "Stop worrying," he said. "Cut loose and have fun for once. I don't bite too hard."
His hand felt feverishly warm. A chill sent goose bumps up my neck and into my scalp. How did he know what I was feeling? "I can't help but worry. You are my boss after all."
He took my coat from the back of the chair and held it out for me. I slipped into it.
"Thank you for the soup, Thomas."
I felt a slight tremble in his hand before he removed it from my shoulder. "You're welcome, Emily." He stood in front of me. "What kind of music do you like?"
Oh lord. I hoped he wasn't about to ask me to a Barry Manilow concert. "Heavy metal," I said, suppressing a grin at the momentary flicker of surprise on his face.
"Perfect." He grinned. Took my hand and guided me outside.
"But I really must get home," I said. "It's a school night."
"It's early." He led me down the street.
"I was joking about heavy metal." I slowed my footsteps. "And it is a bit late. I have to be at work early."
"Don't be an old maid." He pointed to a sign down the street. "That's where we're going. Do you like pie?"
"Oh, I love pie," I said again, unable to bite my traitorous tongue. Damn that thing, it was definitely going to get me into trouble tonight.
We stepped through a door into a foyer. To the left was a pastry shop. A heavyset bouncer guarded a downstairs entrance to our right from where loud music echoed. Approaching the counter, Thomas smiled at the girl behind it. "Two slices of chocolate pecan, and two decaf lattes."
The girl gave Thomas a dreamy look for a second before nodding and taking his order. He motioned me toward a table.
"This really isn't good for my delicate figure," I said, sitting across the table from him.
He raised an eyebrow, a little smirk playing about his lips. "I think it would take quite a lot to spoil your figure." He leaned closer. "Miss Glass."
Even with my coat still on, I shivered and my toes curled in my shoes. "Are you wearing some sort of pheromone-enhanced cologne? Or chocolate deodorant?"
"Why do you ask?"
"Oh, never mind," I said. There was no way I'd let this man know what sort of effect he had on me. Or the effect he apparently had on other women as well.
The cute girl from the counter dropped off our pie and lattes, lingering for a moment to look at Thomas with big doe eyes, and ask him if there was anything else he could possibly desire. "My shift ends in an hour," she said, not concealing her intentions whatsoever.
My forehead pinched in confusion as I looked from the fair maiden to the older man.
"I'm with a friend," he said with a broad smile.
She sighed longingly and went back to her onerous duties.
Thomas shook his head and turned back to me. "You're gonna love this pie," he said. "Best in town." He took a bite, closing his eyes and sighing. "Mmm. So good."
There was something oddly sensuous about his enjoyment. Well, two could play at that game. I cut a piece. Locked my eyes onto his, and slid the fork into my mouth, pursing my lips as suggestively as possible. Chocolate and pecan ignited my taste buds in a blissful explosion. I closed my eyes and moaned in genuine pleasure. "Oh, it really is yummy."
I opened my eyes and saw him regarding me, a somewhat stunned look on his face. He recovered. Smiled. "It is, isn't it?"
A little part of me was thrilled to see his response. I'd never been as good with men as Isabel. Her exotic looks grabbed men by the tender bits and drew them to her like a sexual vortex.
"You liked getting a reaction out of me, didn't you?" Thomas took a sip of his latte. "Be careful. You might get more than you bargained for."
"I'm always careful, Thomas."
He raised an eyebrow. "Is that so?" A wink. "Careful not to suppress too much, or you might explode one day."
"Is that hope I hear in your voice?"
He chuckled. "So, how do you like the new job so far?"
"It's been absolutely lovely, what with Sandra throwing up and me spilling coffee all over you."
"What do you want to do when you grow up?" He winked. "And don't say princess."
I felt my lips spread into a smile. "When I grow up? Oh, I don't know. I'd like to be an executive with a corner office, and a bunch of plushy pens on my desk."
"An executive with plushy pens?" He laughed. "So you want to boss people around, is that it?"
I shrugged. "It sounds like fun."
His eyes twinkled. "You are too much, Emily."
I smirked. "I'd like to think I'm just enough."
We finished our pies and lattes in an unfortunately short period of time. I could have savored that pie all night. Thomas stood. Stretched. Two women seated at a nearby table watched him the entire time, leaving me somewhat bewildered. Nothing new with this man, I supposed. Perhaps knights in shining armor emitted a glow I was unaware of. I sniffed the air, questing for the telltale scent of mind-altering cologne, but smelled nothing but coffee and the slight odor of something burned.
As we made for the door, Thomas turned toward the bouncers on the stairs instead of heading outside. Music thudded from below. "Got your ID?" he asked.
"But, it's late," I said in protest.
"Are you my grandmother?" he said, laughing.
I didn't even want to imagine what age that would put me at, and shook my head. "Yes, I do have my ID," I said in a terse voice. Oh, I'd show him whose grandmother I was. I was young. I was the Energizer bunny, damn it. When he came to work all bleary eyed in the morning, I'd be the one laughing.
We headed downstairs, the music booming loud enough to vibrate every molecule in my body. People my age danced in a rectangular room with a bar at one end and a stage with a live band playing. I had to admit the music was of the alternate rock variety I liked. Thomas directed me to the floor and started to prance about like a loon. It took all my willpower not to burst into laughter as he performed something resembling a chicken dance alternating with raise the ceiling.
Not that dancing was my forte. Usually several strong drinks were required before I loosened up. Still, nothing could look as ridiculous as his little caper. I moved side-to-side, wiggling my hips about, hopelessly trying to channel Isabel's smooth eye-catching form.
Thomas stopped dancing and laughed. He guffawed so hard, he doubled over, holding his stomach. I froze, mortified.
"What do you find so funny, Mr. Jones?" I yelled to be heard over the music, except at that moment, the band went silent, and my comment broadcast all about the room.
He caught his breath, shook his head, and assumed a serious expression. "Nothing at all."
"It's that time of the night," the lead singer of the band shouted. "Who's first?"
"First?" I said, as Thomas took my arm and moved us toward the stage.
"Karaoke time." He winked.
"Absolutely not!" I said tugging desperately to free myself from his grasp.
He gave me a devilish grin and stopped at the stage. "I have a volunteer."
The singer looked at me, a smile widening across his face. "What song, cutie?"
"I am not, I repeat, not volunteering to sing," I said, giving Thomas a stern look.
"Fine," he said, shrugging. "Guess I'll do it then."
"You up for it, grandpa?" the singer said with a teasing laugh.
"I was singing for rock bands when you were pooping your diapers." Thomas flashed a confident grin, hopped onstage with ease, and took the microphone. He turned and shouted something at the band, causing quite a few of them to break out in laughter.
The bass player started strumming a very familiar beat. Thomas, still facing the band, spun and shouted, "I like big butts and I cannot lie, you other brothers can't deny, when a girl walks in with an itty bitty waist and round thing in your face, you get sprung!"
My eyes went wide and an embarrassed flush ran across my skin. "Oh lord," I said, ready to flee as Thomas performed a white boy dance while he sang, rapped, and quite likely committed multiple crimes against humanity.
The crowd went wild, laughing and singing along, girls sticking out their bottoms and wagging them about, even if they didn't possess posteriors with the qualities espoused in the song.
The band seemed to love it as well, adding their own alt-rock twist to the melody. I couldn't help it, really I couldn't. But the mood pulled me in, and I laughed and sang along as Thomas, looking quite the fool, and at the same time, quite the man, gave a performance I knew nobody here would soon forget.
When the song finished, the crowd erupted into cheers. Several of the nearby women seemed to unconsciously gravitate our way. A young man thrust shots into our hands, and a big group formed around Thomas and me. Caught up in the moment, I held my shot glass high with the others and downed it, savoring the rush of fire in my throat and feeling as if something inside me, something I thought had died long ago, came back to life.
This is fun!
Thomas wrapped an arm around my waist and swung me around. I laughed. He set me down, and suddenly it seemed there was no one else in the place with us. His eyes and mine locked. Time seemed to linger in place. My stomach tingled. He caressed my cheek with a hand. Leaned in, and kissed me.
A shiver ran up my spine. My stomach muscles clenched. His lips were soft, gentle, so warm. His whiskers felt rough against my chin. An electric thrill ran from my lips and into my lower belly.
He jerked back, a surprised look on his face, mouth slightly open while the group around us cheered us on. A troubled look crossed his features, though he quickly covered it with a smile. Bowing and thanking our new acquaintances, Thomas took my hand and pulled me through the crowd. We emerged outside, the cold biting into my skin after the heat of crowded dancing bodies. I was still flushed and slightly perspiring beneath my clothes. Thomas, though a bit rumpled, hardly seemed affected by the sudden transition in temperature.
"Is anything the matter?" I asked, wanting him to turn and kiss me again. To see if it felt the same way the second time.
He looked over his shoulder, eyes scanning. I turned and looked, but saw nothing.
"Nah, it's just late," he said. "Time for you to get home."
"But—"
"We'll have to do this again sometime."
I could tell by the tone of his voice he didn't mean it. Something was wrong. I planted my feet and jerked him to a halt. He probably could have pulled me along easily, but stopped and turned, sighing.
"What the hell is going on?" I asked.
"It's—you were right earlier." He ran a hand through his hair. "It's not a good idea for us to do this."
"And you waited to kiss me before figuring this out?" I said, anger loosening the knots in my stomach. "Does my breath stink?"
He smiled. "No, not at all—"
"Do I kiss poorly?"
"Emily, no." His voice grew quiet. "If anything, it's the opposite. I never—" he touched his lips, eyes staring into space as if remembering the feeling. "It made me shiver."
My anger changed to confusion. "Then what's the problem?"
"There is no problem." He looked away. "And that's the problem."
"Kiss me," I said.
"What?"
"Kiss me. I want to see if it was real. To see if it feels the same."
Thomas shook his head. "Not a good idea. Really not."
"Don't you dare turn me down, Mr. Jones, or I will be very cross with you." I put all the fire I could muster into my eyes.
He backed up a step, waved his arms in surrender. "Fine, fine. But I won't be held responsible for the consequences."
Consequences be damned. I wanted to see if the first kiss was a fluke. If it had been all in my mind. If—Thomas cut off my thoughts as he drew near, one hand pressing the small of my back, the other hand taking my jaw in a gentle caress.
He leaned in close. Drew in a deep shuddering breath. "You are trouble."
Our lips met. The heat from his mouth ran down my neck and into my legs. My knees went weak, nearly buckling, but his hand at my back steadied me. My stomach muscles tightened, and I felt a leg lift off the ground. I could practically feel the electric current pulsing between us. I felt his warm body press to mine. Felt his excitement grow against my leg.
Oh lord. This is most certainly trouble.
The kiss seemed cut short when he pulled away, or perhaps time had simply stopped flowing. My breath shuddered in my lungs, and the air suddenly seemed much colder without his warmth against me. I could not stop looking into his amazing green eyes, nor stop the wondrous expression from spreading across my face. How could this be? Who was this man, and what had he slipped into my drink to make me feel this way?
"Who are you?" Thomas said, the slightest glimmer of a smile in his eyes. "And what have you done to me?"
"Those were the exact questions I wanted to ask you."
"I asked first."
I shook my head. "I can't think straight right now." My hand still rested on his shoulder.
He reached up and took it into his, weaving his fingers with mine. "It's late, Emily. I'll see you home." He stepped to the curb and waved down a taxi. Handed a bill to the driver. "Goodnight."
"Y—yes. Good night, Thomas."
He brushed his lips against mine. "Sweet dreams."
I dropped into the backseat of the taxi and sat there for a moment before the driver prompted me for my address. I shook the cobwebs from my head and told him. Looked out the back window to see Thomas standing there, his eyes never leaving the taxi, until he faded in the distance.
During the short drive home, confusion mingled with my elation. Worry gnawed at my insides. What in the world had I gotten myself into?



Chapter 6
"Oh my god," Isabel said, her eyes going wide when I spilled the beans to her. She wore pink Hello Kitty lounge pants, a black T-shirt, and was nibbling the chocolate from a Dove bar. "You did what?"
"I kissed my boss." Technically, he wasn't my direct boss, but he was a boss. And the kiss had been far more exciting than I really wanted to admit.
She jumped up, pausing the reality show on the television. "You're making up for lost time fast, girl! Tell me all about it." She ran to the fridge. "Want a Dove bar?"
I nodded.
"Some wine?"
I looked at the time. It was almost ten. But my nerves felt jumbled and my mind replayed the evening over and over again. "Yes, please."
Isabel smirked. "Oh, this must really be a humdinger."
I accepted the ice cream bar and glass of wine, sampling each before launching into my oratory. By the time I'd finished, Isabel was on her second ice cream treat and another glass of red wine.
"He's the guy who saved us from the asshole in the alley?" Isabel said. "Are you freaking kidding me?"
"It's all rather surreal." I used my lips to pull the last bit of ice cream from the stick. "I wonder if I've been drugged."
"Oh, you're drugged all right." She grinned. "What a cool date. I hate it when guys take me to a fancy restaurant, and think it's gonna get them in my pants."
I smiled. "Because they don't even need the dinner do they?"
Isabel gasped and laughed. "You are so mean."
"Mean, but right?"
"I'm pure as the wind-driven snow, I'll have you know." She stuck her nose in the air and huffed.
"That's my Izzy."
"So." She gave me sideways look. "Are you going to do him?"
A flush ran up my face. "Am I what?"
"Gonna do the tango? Let him ride in the trunk?"
I swatted her shoulder. "You have such a filthy mind."
"Filthy in a good way." She held up her wine glass. "Here's to awesome dates, amazing kisses, and well-hung knights in shining armor."
I clinked my glass against hers. "I can drink to that."
"So is he?"
"Is he what?"
"You said you felt him during the last kiss. Is he well hung?"
I laughed. "I didn't exactly break out the tape measure."
Isabel gave me a curious look. "But did you feel him? You know, do the crotch test? I do that sometimes when I'm thinking I might want to do a little something-something."
"Good lord no!" I shuddered. "I just felt him against my leg, you little pervert."
She cackled with laughter. "You're so uptight, Em. You really need to loosen up. Don't let the asshole in your past ruin sex for the rest of your future."
Some of the fun went out of the evening as I thought of him. I stared forlornly at my half-empty wine glass. "Well, I should be going to bed."
"Aw, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have said that." Isabel's eyebrows pinched with worry.
"No, it's not that. I really need to sleep. Early morning."
Isabel touched my arm as I tried to rise. "Em, I know you don't like to talk about it, but you're letting he-who-shall-go-unnamed control your life. He's a total douchebag with a tiny little dick. Do not give him this kind of control."
My heart ached at her words. At the thought of my ex. I knew she was right, but it was so hard to forget and move on. "Peter doesn't actually have a tiny dick."
She burst into laughter. "How would you know? Have you seen any others to compare it with?"
"Of course. I—I've seen pictures. I'm not completely sheltered." I shrugged. "And I did have a boyfriend in high school too."
"As if I don't remember Dave. I still don't know how you resisted that boy."
"We messed around a little."
"And you're just telling me this now?" Isabel looked hurt.
"I was embarrassed." I looked away from her. "You know how hard it is for me to talk about that stuff."
"That stuff is called sex, sweetie." She sighed. Chuckled. "You're hopeless. How in the world you could be my best friend and still remain so uptight is beyond me." Her hand squeezed my arm. "I've failed you. I know that now. It's time for me to take you under my wing and teach you karate." She said the last word in a terrible Japanese accent.
We burst into laughter. The pain lifted from my chest. Listening to her might be a good thing, I supposed.
"It's so strange. Most preachers' daughters go crazy in college," Isabel said. "Your dad must have really frightened the hell out of you."
I shook my head. "Yeah, right. My dad doesn't scare anyone."
She chuckled. "I know. He's such a nice guy. You do realize he and your mom had to get it on for you to come into this world, right? Even preachers have to—"
"Oh, ugh!" I said, holding up a hand and gagging. "Don't say another word."
We talked a bit more, and then I headed to bed. The wine must have done a number on me, because I didn't lay awake for long before drifting to sleep.
Excitement fluttered through me as I prepared for work the next day, despite the ungodly hour. I caught myself humming Thomas's karaoke song from the previous night, or rather trying to rap under my breath as I put my lunch in a container.
"Oh lord, I have it bad," I said. But the truth was, I couldn't wait to see Thomas. Couldn't wait to see the twinkle in his lovely eyes.
As I walked along, my mental radar pinged. I looked up from my phone and saw George Walker leaning against the wall.
He smiled and pushed himself upright. "Good morning."
I stopped and stared at him. "Did you catch Stephen?"
George shook his head. "We were unable to find him."
Disappointment dampened my cheery mood. Seeing this man again brought back to mind the multitude of questions I had for him. "How did you even know about the attack in the first place?"
"There were eye-witness accounts about an incident at the pub down the road." He motioned in the direction of Gronsky's. "The bartender told me you and your roommate had mentioned something about an attack."
"Have you questioned my roommate?" I knew he couldn't have because Isabel would have told me about it the instant I saw her.
He shook his head. "We really don't want word of this getting out. It's best if we limit who knows about the investigation."
"What would the CDC want with a rapist?" I felt my eyebrows raise. "Is he one of those loons who tries to spread contagious diseases?" The mere thought of what he could've given Isabel by biting her made my stomach contract painfully.
"I can assure you that he's not contagious. I can't go further into why we're interested in him, but it's still imperative we get him off the streets." George gave me a discerning look and abruptly changed the subject. "You knew I was here before you looked up."
I felt acutely uncomfortable at his question. "Just a feeling I was being watched."
He didn't seem convinced. "You said you felt coldness emanating from the attacker. Perhaps you can sense him again."
I couldn't tell if he was being serious or not. "It's just intuition, really. I'm not a lunatic claiming to be psychic."
"I know." George gave me a reassuring smile. "Regardless, we'll need you to confirm the suspect's identity when we pick him up. Would you be willing to do that?"
"Of course." I checked the time on my phone. "I really must be going, though." Before I went, I cast a narrow-eyed look at him. "Don't you have an office or a better way to contact me than by standing on the streets like a vagrant?"
George chuckled. "This is much easier than dragging you into an office, wouldn't you agree?"
Admittedly, I wouldn't relish the idea of going out of my way for an interview at their offices. "I suppose." I gave him a nod. "Good day." I strode briskly away, wondering if I might be going mental. Why did I see images when George was around? Had I really felt something coming from Stephen? It must stress related. After all, I'd been attacked, started a new job, and possibly initiated an illicit affair with an older man who happened to be an authority figure at work. Perhaps it was all too much for me to handle.
I arrived at work and had to ask the janitor to let me in since Sandra hadn't thought to leave me the key. Thankfully, the man took me at my word that I wasn't a hooligan and unlocked the door. I prepared the coffee, went about my morning tasks, and then sat at Sandra's desk for a lack of anywhere else to go.
The salespeople greeted me with smiles and waves as they piled in around eight. The programmers, clumped into little groups as they came off the lift, seemed absorbed in conversations as they walked past, probably talking about video games or something equally nerdy, I supposed. One of them, a young man in designer jeans and a hoodie, stopped and did a double take when he saw me. His T-shirt beneath the unzipped hoodie had a large nametag emblazoned on it with the words: "HELLO My Name Is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die."
I laughed. "Very clever."
He looked down at his shirt. "I know, right? Is Sandra gone?" His voice sounded a hopeful note.
"She's sick with the flu."
"Oh." He smiled. "Is she gonna die?"
I giggled. "I believe she'll survive."
He sighed. "Oh well. Are you just temping then?"
"I'm the new intern."
His eyes brightened. "Awesome. I'm Jack." Held out a hand.
I shook it, noting with satisfaction his firm shake despite his programmer pedigree. "Pleased to meet you, Jack."
He took off the hoodie, revealing surprisingly well-defined arms. "I'm the one who's pleased." He laughed. "Sandra is a bitch."
"No comment," I said with a wink.
"I like you already." He tucked his hoodie under an arm. "Oh well, guess I'd better get to work before Hinkle has a fit."
"Hinkle?"
"Yeah, he's like the friggin pit boss at a cage match. Makes sure we're pumping out code on time." One corner of his mouth crept up. "I'm sure you'll meet him at some point." He waved. "Bye now."
I found myself checking out his backside as he walked down the hall. Someone cleared their throat, and I jerked back to attention to find Thomas standing there, coffee in one hand, a newspaper tucked under his arm. A hot flush spread across my face. I'd completely forgotten about running down to the Java Hippo for his coffee and paper. "Oh, goodness. Uh, hello Thom—Mr. Jones."
He chuckled. "Miss Glass, were you just checking out that young man's ass?"
"Absolutely not."
A loud laugh burst from his throat. "You are something else." He leaned over the desk, his face coming very close to mine, his voice a deep throaty growl. "Emily."
I froze like a deer in the headlights, waiting, wanting his lips to touch mine. Instead, he stood up and checked the time on the wall clock. "Ugh. Meetings." A shrug. "Later." He winked and went down the executive hall.
A long sigh emerged from my throat, and I caught myself crossing my legs and squeezing my thighs together. It occurred to me I was...damp. It's called being wet, you ninny! Oh lord. A few words from him and I was ready to be his little tramp. Why hadn't he kissed me? I raised a cross eyebrow as some of my excitement melted into disappointment.
Fear raised its ugly little head, pinching my chest. I hoped I hadn't fallen into another man trap. I should have known this wouldn't work. Me, dating a bloody executive. What in the world had I been thinking?
"Emily, can you give me a hand with some sales charts?" Kevin asked, appearing at my elbow.
"Of course," I said, trying not to sound sullen.
"Something wrong?"
"No, no. Just haven't had my morning tea." I was lying. I'd had it on the way to work. I forced a smile. "I'm a bit tired is all."
He laughed. "Nothing to be sorry about. Here, I'll show you the charts."
I helped him for a while, gluing more charts to cardboard for another of their stupid presentations for stupid Thomas who hadn't said a word to me since the morning. Lunch rolled around, and I went to the cafeteria to heat up the food I'd brought. A part of me hoped Thomas would ask me to lunch, or bring me a sandwich and cupcakes he'd made himself the night before while unable to take his mind off me.
Every time someone walked into the little cafeteria, I glanced up, hoping to see him. I'd done it again, I knew for sure. Opened myself up. Left myself vulnerable. Men loved that moment. They loved reaching in and ripping out your heart.
Melodramatic much?
"Hey Emily," said a familiar not-Thomas voice.
I looked up to see Jack. "Hi."
"You mind if I join you?"
I shook my head. "Of course not. I'm almost done anyway."
"Don't be in such a hurry to rush off." He grinned, pulled out a sandwich and some chips. "You look kinda sad. Did something happen this morning?"
I was growing tired of pretending to be happy, but plastered another smile on my face. "I just didn't sleep well last night."
He took a bite of sandwich. Nodded. "Yeah, I hate it when that happens. Problem is, I'm a night owl, so I always stay up late."
I poked at the rest of my chicken breast with a fork, unable to find the appetite to finish it.
"I think it's already dead." Jack looked at the chicken, a concerned look growing on his face. "Oh no. No, wait. I think I hear it talking. This chicken breast is only mostly dead! We have to get it to Miracle Max so it can find true love!"
I burst into an atrocious giggle-snort—a sniggle—and covered my mouth with embarrassment.
Jack laughed. "Now that was cute." He popped a chip into his mouth, his grin widening. "See, nothing like a laugh to wake you up."
"You're funny."
"I practice in the mirror every night."
I giggled again and cut the remaining chicken breast into smaller pieces. "Oh no, I guess it will never find true love."
"Oh, Westley!" Jack said, feigning horror. "My little Westley the chicken is no more!"
I laughed again. "At least in death he'll sustain me for the next few hours." I finished the unfortunate chicken and smiled at Jack. "Thank you. I do feel a bit more awake."
He crunched another chip. "No problem. All in a day's work for a superhero."
I left the cafeteria and reached the front desk. The lift dinged and Thomas stepped off it, a large sack in one hand. He grinned at me. I felt the warmth from his presence and smelled the faint burning odor. Was it intuition, or simply the way his presence made me feel?
Seeing him lifted my spirits. Perhaps now he would kiss—but no, he turned and went down the hall without another word. Hurt flooded into me. How could he be like this after last night? After that date? After that kiss? I nearly swooned just thinking about it. A knot formed in my throat and I took deep breaths, looking down at a blank sticky pad on my desk.
"Never ever let your guard down, you ninny," I said under my breath. "You idiot. You fool. How could you trust him?"
"Miss Glass?"
I jerked up and saw Thomas standing a few feet away, a concerned look on his face. "Y-yes?" I said, my voice sounding weak.
"Do you have a moment?"
I nodded dumbly, standing on weak legs.
"Are you sure you're okay? I hope you didn't catch the flu."
What I'd caught was much, much worse. "I just didn't get much sleep last night." It was an easy lie.
He smiled. "Me neither."
"Oh?"
"Yeah." He shivered. "Come on, I have something to show you."
I followed, my heart thumping hard, and daring to hope. He led me down the hall a little past the cafeteria and took a right to a corridor linking to the sales department. The men and women's bathroom doors were on the left. On the right was the door to a supply closet and another door, which Sandra hadn't introduced me to during my orientation. Thomas, his grin even wider, opened the door to a dark room.
No way in bloody hell!
The bastard wanted a quickie in the copier room. The magic we'd shared last night, and this was what he thought of me? I bared my teeth as a torrent of venomous words rose in my throat. I would tell this pervert in no uncertain terms just what I thought of this, throw in a knee to the groin, and quit just to spite him!
He turned on the light in the room and I froze, mouth hanging open in utter surprise.



Chapter 7
Inside the small room sat a desk—more like a table really—with a computer chair next to it. Atop the desk were dozens of plushy pens in their holders, all arranged in rows from one side of the desk to the other. Everything from little piggies to puppies, kitties to cows, hearts, fairies, and a unicorn. It was absolutely adorable.
I felt tears rising in my eyes and squeezed them shut.
"You don't like it?" he said, his voice sounding hurt.
"I love it," I said, trying not to choke up. "It's the most thoughtful thing anyone's ever done for me."
"Ever?" He shook his head. Put a finger under my chin and lifted my face. "Look, I know it's not a corner office, and I can't have you bossing people around just yet, but—" he shrugged. "It's a start."
I laughed and warmth flooded me for this wonderful man. "You are simply too much, Thomas." I stepped inside and touched the unicorn pen. "Oh, it's so fluffy!"
He laughed. Stepped inside and closed the door behind him. His hand touched my cheek. Pushed the hair behind my ear. Before I could take another breath, his lips touched mine and time seemed to bend to our will. Little shocks ran from his lips to mine, and the light in the room seemed to flicker. A tingling sensation ran from my lips to between my legs. I pressed my thighs together at the sweet sensation blossoming there. His hand ran down my back, stopping just above the curve of my bottom.
My body trembled at his touch.
A deep moan rose in his throat. Or was it mine? I couldn't tell. Didn't care. I just wanted more. Something popped, and the room went dark.
He pulled back. "Oops."
"I guess we blew out the light," I said with a little laugh.
"I've been wanting to kiss you all morning," he said, his hand still caressing my cheek, his lips brushing mine in the pitch black. Then he sagged a little.
"Are you okay?"
"Yeah. Just, you know—gotta get back to work." He opened the door a sliver and looked outside. Stepped into the hallway and walked away.
I waited a moment before stepping into the corridor. When I looked back into the room, I saw broken glass on the desk. My desk. The fluorescent bulb had apparently burst. I couldn't blame it. My heart was about to burst with happiness. It hadn't been a fluke. Thomas wanted me. He'd thought of nothing but kissing me all morning, and the world seemed right again. The shards of pain were completely gone. I had to remind myself this was work, and it wouldn't be appropriate to break into a slow-dance rendition of "Baby Got Back" in the middle of the hallway. I probably looked like quite the pervert, standing there, squirming and pressing my thighs together to combat the lingering heat the kiss had generated.
With that in mind, I called the janitor and asked him to come up and fix the lights in my office so I could view my lovely plush pen collection properly.
The rest of the workday went by in a blissful haze of happiness. I couldn't stop thinking about Thomas. About that last kiss. I sighed just thinking about it.
"Still feeling out of it?" Jack said, standing to the side of Sandra's desk.
I nearly jumped out of my skin. "Oh lord. You startled me."
"I have that effect on people." He set a cup on the desk. "I was just down the street for some real coffee, not that sludge in the cafeteria."
"I happen to make that sludge," I said, smiling.
"I'm sure it's great fresh." He smirked. "Anyway, figured you might like some chai, so I grabbed you some. Maybe it'll brighten your day."
"Oh," I said, feeling a bit surprised. "Thank you. What kind is it?"
"I just went with the standard green chai." He shrugged. "It's got caffeine."
My day was already ending up splendidly, so I didn't have to fake the smile. "I very much appreciate it." I took a sip. It was hot and a touch sweet. "It's perfect. Thank you, Jack."
He grinned. "Yeah, no problem. I don't usually buy cute girls tea, but you really needed an upper today."
He thinks I'm cute? I felt a blush coming on, and didn't know what to say. "I really did," I said, fumbling for something for words.
"Welp. Back to the grind." He waved and headed toward the back.
Five o'clock rolled around. I was caffeinated and high on the kiss from earlier, not to mention Jack's compliments. I felt so stupid for jumping to conclusions about Thomas. About pitching a mental hissy fit at his seeming lack of attention. Why had I jumped off the deep end so quickly? What was my malfunction? I put those questions on a mental list of things to ask Isabel when I got home. She probably didn't know any better than I did, but just talking about it would help. Talk, chocolate, and wine.
Perfect.
"You look very smug about something," Thomas said from the executive hallway.
I turned to see him leaning casually against the wall. "Not smug. Just happy to have a plushy unicorn." I waggled the pen in my fingers.
He chuckled. "Free for dinner?"
I nodded. A little voice inside my head castigated me for being so quick to agree. Play hard to get, you ninny! Men have to work for it or they'll get bored.
"Good." A wolfish grin spread across his face, one which I wouldn't have thought possible on that face of his.
It sent a tingle into my lower stomach. Heaven help me.
We stepped outside as a breeze kicked up, chilling me to the bone. Thomas only wore a light coat.
"Aren't you freezing?" I asked.
"I'm hot natured," he said, wrapping an arm around me and pulling me close. "You want to take a cab?"
"N-n-no," I said as my teeth chattered. "W-w-walking is f-f-fine."
He burst into laughter and hailed a cab. "Corner of Tenth," he told the driver.
I caught myself leaning against him, practically snuggling, and pulled myself upright. No sense in being a little slut even though part of my body—okay all of my body longed for another of his magical kisses, and wondered how his lips would feel elsewhere. On my neck. My ears. My breasts.
"You're looking a bit flushed," Thomas said, taking my hand and kissing it.
A sweet little shock danced across my skin and I suddenly felt rather hot, not to mention embarrassed about how far my mind had wandered. "Oh, I'm...glad to be in a warm car." My mouth hardly seemed to work with the jumble of emotions working their way through my mind.
We went to a Korean barbeque restaurant with a grill in the middle of the table.
"I'm going to be an absolute mess," I said, wrapping beef along with other odds and ends inside a large piece of lettuce.
Thomas took a big bite out of his first wrap, and juices ran down his hands. "So be a big mess," he said while chewing. "I'll make sure you get nice and cleaned up."
My eyes flared with pleasure at that thought. "Oh, really?" I nibbled at the wrap like a rabbit, trying to keep the mess at bay, and failed.
He wiped his hands and grinned. "Tell me. Why do you try so hard to cover up your accent?"
"My accent?"
"Your British accent."
"Why, Thomas, whatever do you mean?" I said, keeping my accent flat as possible.
He rolled his eyes. "No American is going to say it like that. They'd say, 'What the hell are you talking about?'"
"What the hell are you talking about?" I said, trying to sound mean like he had.
Thomas burst into laughter. "Oh, that's good. You sound gangsta."
"Don't make fun," I said, putting on a pouty face. "You're mean."
My protests only made him laugh harder.
As he was making another wrap, he narrowed his eyes and gave me a look that sent chills racing up my spine. "I know how to bring out the Brit in you."
"And how is that, pray tell?"
"I don't know if I want to tell you." He winked. "I'd rather show you."
My toes curled up in anticipation.
After eating and cleaning our messy hands, He led me outside back into the cold evening air and down the street. "I thought about taking you for more karaoke tonight," he said. "But first, I think you really need some help on your dance moves."
I hit him on the shoulder. "Now you're just being rude."
"No, just doing the public a favor." He dodged away from my next swipe, chuckling. Held up his hands in surrender. "Just kidding." He stopped. "Here we are." Grabbed my hand again, and led me inside a building.
A girl at a desk looked up and smiled. "Can I help you?"
He passed her a twenty. "Upstairs, right?"
"Yes, sir." Her eyes traveled up and down his body, then she glanced at me, a tiny frown working her features. "Want me to take you there?"
"Nah, we're good." He turned, apparently oblivious to the girl's interest and took me up a flight of wooden stairs as orchestral music drifted down from above.
I looked about for a sign to indicate where we were, but I'd been so busy watching the desk girl lustily gaze at Thomas, I hadn't paid attention. "Where are we?"
"We're in Atlanta. Oh no, did something happen to your memory?" He turned, a concerned look on his face. "Your name is Emily and you're a little clumsy at dancing."
"I'm going to punch you," I said, unable to suppress a smile. "And it's going to hurt. A lot."
"Great, memory loss has apparently made you violent too."
I didn't have time to strike back with another remark when we emerged in a large room with couples dancing, and an instructor weaving between them, demonstrating proper form. Thomas took my coat and hung it along with his on a rack.
"We're in a dance studio?" I said.
"Yep. Thought we'd start simple and work our way up." He shrugged. "I mean, my dancing is already great. We mainly need to work on you."
He pulled me close, setting his arm at an angle to match the other men in the room, and resting a hand on my waist. He moved from side-to-side, nearly throwing me off balance in the process. Somehow, my foot tangled in his and he toppled over backwards with me landing on top.
Some of the nearby couples burst into laughter. Rather than dying of embarrassment, I found myself laughing as well, giggling so hard tears came from my eyes while Thomas boomed a deep-throated guffaw.
"I think I've found my trouble couple," said the instructor as he investigated the disruption.
Thomas pushed himself to his feet with ease, helping me up at the same time. "It's all her," he said to the instructor, eyes twinkling.
"I'll be the judge of that," the other man replied. He looked at me, gave a conspiratorial wink, and said in a loud whisper, "It's him, isn't it?"
I nodded. "Most definitely."
After a lot of pushing and prodding, the instructor arranged us properly. By the end of the class, we'd managed not only to stay upright, but to actually dance a full waltz. Thomas caught on blazingly fast to the moves, and kept me in lockstep with him. I wasn't exactly clumsy, but then again, I'd never been elegant or sophisticated either.
His hands were so warm against me, and when our bare skin touched during the last dance, the tingles melted into my belly. I wanted to kiss him right there in front of everyone. No one had ever done anything so romantic for me before. Thomas was a man. A real man. Not some silly boy who had no clue what to do, or was too busy caring about himself to be creative. He might not be a swimsuit model, but he certainly knew how to keep things interesting.
Thomas traced a finger along the back of my neck. I shivered as a wave of pleasure wrapped around my midsection and worked its way to my thighs. I pressed them together, nearly tripping as I abandoned the proper dancing form. Thomas's hand continued to trace around my neck and to my jaw. I shivered again, and he smiled.
"Don't be naughty in front of all these people," I whispered.
"Should I wait until later for that?"
My mouth went dry at the thought of later and what I really wanted him to do to me. I managed a nod.
"What are you thinking?" he said, his eyes moving from mine to look at my lips.
I looked at his lips, imagining them kissing me right this moment.
"I can't help but be naughty with the way you're looking at me," he said. "You make me want to be very naughty."
I giggled and buried my face in his chest to hide the flush on my face.
He lifted my chin with a finger and touched his lips to mine just as the music ended. "That was fun."
"Uh huh," I said, wanting more.
A woman who'd been dancing with a partner near us smiled at Thomas. "You're very good. Is that your daughter?"
My eyes went wide with embarrassment. Before I could respond, I noticed a familiar figure standing just outside the room. George Walker.



Chapter 8
I turned back to Thomas to tell him about George, but he was already responding to the woman's remark.
He kissed my forehead. "This is my mistress." He winked at the other woman, though she didn't seem all that amused by his explanation. "My wife is at home with our three kids."
"Why, I never!" Her lips curled up in disgust.
I turned back toward George, but he was already gone. Blinking my eyes slowly and deliberately didn't bring him back. Did I imagine him?
Thomas led me back down the stairs and outside. He spun me once, leaned me into his arms for a quick kiss, and pulled me upright.
"Do I really look young enough to be your daughter?" I said, still feeling embarrassed. "You don't look that old. What are you, forty?"
"By your years—" he stopped midsentence. "More like thirty-eight. But everyone says I only look thirty-seven."
"Don't be silly," I said. "Seriously, do I look young enough to be your daughter?"
He put a finger to my lips. "Emily, hush."
I opened my mouth to tell him what I thought about his admonishment, but he stifled my retort with a kiss. His lips pressed gently to mine. I tangled my arms around his neck and pulled him tighter, closer as the sexual current between us seemed to grow in charge. He spun me around and pressed me against the side of the building, the heat of his body erasing the chill of the night air. His tongue met mine and another jolt shivered down my body. His hand ran up my neck. Gripped my hair and gave it a firm but gentle tug.
The warmth between my legs burst into flame. My legs pressed together as need and desire started to boil low in my stomach. I wanted him right this instant. My mind flashed to Isabel's advice. Good sense had evaporated from the moment his lips touched mine, I ran a hand up his leg, up toward his crotch, and felt a hard bulge there.
The little ninny in my head shrieked and told me I was being a filthy little pervert while the newly awakened sex fiend told me to break out the measuring tape. I really wasn't all that knowledgeable about sizes, though his didn't seem to be monstrous.
Thomas pulled his lips from my neck. He was panting, his eyes burning. "Oh God, Emily, you're going to cause an accident if you keep that up."
I felt my eyes go wide as I realized I was still rubbing him through his pants, and pulled my hand back liked I'd just been shocked. "Oh lord. I didn't even realize—" I burst into laughter.
Thomas said something in a low throaty growl, an almost animalistic quality to his voice. He leaned over and nipped my earlobe. "You drive me crazy, Em."
"The feeling is mutual," I said, my breathing heavy as his.
"God, I love it when you speak British to me," he said. "Told you I knew how to bring it out."
I made a little growling noise of my own. "Naughty boy. Now that you've called me out, what do you plan to do about it?"
His eyes met mine, and I could practically see the flames of desire burning within. He took my hand and pulled me to the curb. Waved down a taxi. We got in and disembarked at the office.
"Would you like to come over?" he said, his voice actually sounding a bit shy as he asked. "I don't want to pressure you. I mean, I know we just—"
I cut him off with a kiss. "Are you asking me over for hot tea?"
He nodded, the corner of his mouth curling up in amusement.
"I'd love to come."
Something like surprise flickered through his eyes. "I've corrupted you, haven't I?" he said.
"Yes, you apparently have. Now hurry up and get your bloody car."
He saluted. "Yes ma'am." Winked. "I'll be right back."
I drew my coat around me as he jogged inside the parking garage.
Though it was dark, it wasn't terribly late just yet, according to the time on my phone. I had a text from Isabel.
Well?????? Are you out with him again? TELL ME!!
I typed back a simple Yes, my lips spreading into an unstoppable smile. I could hardly wait to tell her about tonight. About—my breath caught in my throat as I realized what I was planning to do. Good lord, I was going to have sex. Sex! My stomach fluttered with delight at the thought, and I squeezed my legs together to fight off the heat of anticipation.
The glint of sunglasses in the headlights of a passing car caught my eyes from across the street. A man in a black sedan, his head covered in a black hoodie, eyes covered in wraparound shades seemed to be looking at me from across the road where his car was parallel parked in a no-parking zone.
Why he was wearing shades at this time of night, I had no idea. I wondered if he was with the FBI or the police, keeping something under surveillance, though the hoodie seemed a bit out of place for the authorities. He seemed to be watching the same building I worked in. Perhaps it had something to do with one of the many businesses inside.
The metal gate in the parking deck rattled open a moment later and Thomas pulled out in his Range Rover. He leaned over the center console and pushed my door open. I climbed in, and he took my hand. Kissed it.
"You're still sure?"
I pursed my lips. "If there's anything you should know about women, it's that you don't want to make us think too much about rash decisions, or we're likely to talk ourselves out of it."
He chuckled. "A rash decision, huh?" We pulled to the exit. He looked both ways and pulled out, going left.
I noticed a long black SUV pulling in behind the parked sedan, and turned to look out the back window. "I wonder if the FBI is about to raid our building," I said.
"FBI?" Thomas gave me a confused look.
"Yeah, back there." I jabbed my thumb behind us. "I think they're watching the building or something."
Thomas stopped at a red light. His face looked pale. "What did they look like?"
"I only saw the one man. He had on a hoodie and sunglasses. I have no idea—" I shrieked as Thomas hit the accelerator, pressing me back into my seat. "What are you doing?"
He looked in the rearview mirror. "Shit." Looked at me. "I've got to drop you off somewhere, okay?"
"Drop me off? What the bloody hell—" Realization shot through me and I went cold. "The FBI is after you? Is this why you didn't want to talk to the police? Oh my God, Thomas, what are you involved in?" My heart froze to a lump. Was he the person George Walker was looking for?
"It's not that simple," he said. "Shit!"
I looked in the side-view mirror and saw the sedan and SUV about a block back and racing after us.
"Well, you'd better make it simple," I snapped back as anger overtook my fear. "Tell me right this instant, or I'll punch you in the face and turn you in myself."
"I didn't do anything wrong," he said, his voice sounding almost like that of a boy caught watching his father's porn stash. "Why can't they just leave me alone?"
My heart ached. "Please, Thomas." I felt a tear trickle down my cheek. "What did you do?" The weight of fear pressed against me so hard, I wanted to scream. "A man from the CDC was looking for someone. His name is George Walker. Do you know him?"
"The names are fake. George Walker isn't real." Thomas jerked the wheel and we screeched around a corner. He took another left and careened down a narrow alley, nearly striking a dumpster.
I screamed, gripping the armrest with both hands. "Stop the car! Let me out!"
"I can't, not yet," he said. "I don't know what they'll do if they catch you with me."
"They saw me get in the car with you, you idiot!" Why that would make me an accomplice to his crimes, I had no idea.
The vehicle raced up an incline, and I felt weightlessness pull up my insides before we bounced hard back onto the street. I was beyond screaming by now, my mouth clenched tight with terror as Thomas guided the vehicle around tight corners and down back streets. I couldn't believe the local police hadn't joined the chase yet.
"Look, Emily, all I can tell you is I haven't broken any laws the FBI, CDC, or police would care about. I haven't done anything wrong."
"Then why are they chasing you?" I shouted, my breath coming in panicked bursts as he drove like a maniac.
"They're not with law enforcement of any kind." He slid the vehicle down a curved ramp and onto a downtown street with the grace of a professional racecar driver. Dodged around a car waiting at a red light and blew through the intersection.
"Who are they with?"
He seemed to struggle with what to say before shaking his head. "I can't tell you."
We swerved around a large pothole and up a narrow side road. I realized we'd gone in a large circle and were back near my flat. He screeched to a halt. Gripped my hand.
"Please, believe that I—I really like you. I'm not a criminal."
I felt hot tears rolling down my face, and my nose was stuffy. "Then tell me, Thomas. Please don't shut me out."
He leaned over and kissed me hard. "You need to get out and get inside your building."
"I'm not going anywhere until you tell me what's going on."
His eyes flashed. "Damn it, Emily, I don't have time." He pressed a hand to my cheek. "If you see me tomorrow and I don't recognize you, please don't hate me."
"If you what?" I said in a frantic voice. "Who the bloody hell—" My rant cut off in a yelp as he smoothly unclicked my seatbelt, reached across and opened the door, and pushed me out in a fluid movement as though I weighed nothing. Somehow, I kept my feet. He tossed something, and my purse landed next to me.
The SUV shot forward, slamming the door shut with its momentum, stopped, and squealed into reverse. Thomas's eyes met mine for an instant before the Range Rover backed onto the street we'd come from and roared off. Seconds later, the black sedan and SUV shot past.
I stood in the night air feeling cold, confused, and worst of all, alone. It made no sense. How had the evening gone from dinner to dancing to the promise of sex and suddenly to a car chase that left me trembling with fear?
Weak-kneed and dazed, I walked down the side street to the corner and crossed the road to my high-rise. The more I thought about the insanity of the past few minutes, the more I thought about Thomas's driving. He'd managed the tight turns at such a high rate of speed, dodging this way and that, as if it was something he'd done all his life. Could he be a getaway driver for bank robbers? Perhaps those men were his former accomplices and they wanted their money.
And what in the world would I tell Isabel?
I took a moment to arrange myself in the mirror in the lobby, though my face still looked splotchy from crying. I rode up the lift and opened the door to the flat as quietly as possible. Isabel wasn't in the den. I peeked around corners and saw her room was dark as well. She'd left a message on the dry erase board next to the front door.
Out on a date. Can't wait to hear how yours went!
Little hearts surrounded her message, along with a drawing of two stick figures obviously engaged in sexual acts with mine and Thomas's names beneath them. My face flushed, and I erased them, then wiped everything from the board with quick, angry strokes.
I should be having mind-blowing sex right this very moment, or cuddling against Thomas, feeling his electric skin against mine. Instead, I was a complete and utter mess. A hot mess. A little whimper escaped my mouth and fresh tears ran down my cheeks. My clothes felt damp and clingy, probably because I'd broken out into a cold sweat, a hot sweat, and God only knew what else during the terrifying car chase.
I had to get washed. To feel clean. Right now I felt worn out and used. I went into my room and tore off my clothes, threw them into the corner. Got into the shower and turned it nearly scalding hot. I hadn't planned on washing my hair tonight, but did it anyway. My skin was bright pink when I got out and dried. I felt cleaner on the outside, but it didn't make me feel any better on the inside. I found Isabel's stash of ice cream bars and wine, and helped myself to them. I turned on the television and watched it mindlessly in a futile effort to forget the night's events.
My phone dinged. I pulled it from my purse, hoping it was Thomas. Instead, it was from Isabel.
Don't wait up!
My heart dropped to a new low. God, I wanted to talk to her so badly right now. Nothing made sense, and my stomach twisted relentlessly inside me, cramping with pain, confusion, and anger. I drank more wine. Ate more ice cream. Hoped that the teenage mother on the reality telly show I was watching would wise up and get rid of the loser who'd impregnated her. Why were we women so stupid? Why did we put our trust in these assholes who thought with their stupid little pricks, and pranced around like they knew everything?
Why did some of them have to seem so wonderful, and make me feel so good about myself? How could they make me want to give the most intimate part of myself away?
"Stinking bastards. Assholes!"
I gulped down the rest of the wine, which was quite a lot and shouted a curse aimed at the idiot man on television who'd not only knocked up his girlfriend, but apparently her two sisters as well. I decided more wine was necessary if I was going to continue watching this rubbish. I poured another glass, whimpering as Thomas's pained looked flashed into my mind.
My phone sat next to me on the couch. I snatched it up and scrolled down for his number. It only then occurred to me I didn't actually have his number, and he didn't have mine. I felt helpless. How was I supposed to know if he was okay? I didn't even know where he lived. My mind grew more sluggish and my eyelids heavier. Perhaps drinking so much wine hadn't been such a wonderful idea. I slumped to the side and let the pain and the light slip away.
I woke up with a very stiff neck and a terrible ache in my bladder. My head pounded, and my mouth felt painfully dry. Deciding the ache in my bladder couldn't be ignored, I rolled off the couch and staggered to the bathroom, barely managing to sit down before I lost control. After finishing, I groaned and went to bed. As I fell into it, my eye caught sight of the digital clock. It was six thirty.
Six thirty!
Ignoring the terrible pain in my head and neck, I took off my PJs and pulled on my work clothes—a pair of dress slacks, and button-up shirt. By then I realized there was no way I could ignore the pain. I took three ibuprofen and gulped down a glass of water. I had no time to make lunch or my morning tea, and scooted out the door. Just as the door was about to close behind me, I jammed a foot in it just in time, and raced back inside to grab my purse, phone, and most importantly, my keys.
Every bounce hurt my head as I jogged down the sidewalk. I tried to flag down a taxi, but they all seemed to be full. I felt so scatterbrained.
Despite my urgency, I kept my eyes peeled for George Walker. If I ran into him, I planned to make him answer my questions. I had my new stun gun ready and willing to go if he resisted. George didn't make an appearance, so I kept on going.
Breathless, I finally reached the building. My legs felt like rubber, and my feet ached even though I'd worn flats instead of heels for the emergency situation. I didn't even want to look at the time.
A man in the lift pulled out his large phone just as seven o'clock flicked onto the screen. My nerves redoubled their efforts to twist my stomach into unimaginable shapes. It seemed the lift stopped at every floor along the way before finally reaching my office. I fairly flew off, rushed to the kitchen to start the morning coffee. Meanwhile, my mind was finally clearing a bit thanks to the ibuprofen. I wondered if Thomas would show up and what I'd do if he did. I wanted to beat him with a cricket bat. I wanted to kiss him and make sure he was all right. I wanted to throw a steaming cup of tea in his face. I wanted to see his smile and the twinkle in his eyes.
Get it straight, you idiot!
I heated up a cup of water in the microwave and tossed a bag of green tea into it, determined to pump some caffeine into my flustered system. I knew I had to do something when I saw Thomas, but what? What if he never showed up? What if he was in jail right this very moment? My stomach went cold with fear. If only I had his number!
It then occurred to me that Sandra had to have his number. She was, after all, the Executive Liaison. It took me all of two minutes to find a sheet of numbers taped to the desk. I ran my finger down the list and found Thomas Jones. Deciding it might be safer to call from the office phone, I picked up the receiver and dialed the number.
I heard a ringing from my left. From the executive hallway.



Chapter 9
I slammed down the receiver. Anger, surprise, pain, and too many more emotions to name roiled in my guts. Was he here already? I marched down the hall to his office. Through his office window, I saw him talking to Burt Jameson with the door closed. I backed up a step before he saw me and tried to hear what they were saying, but I could only pick out bits and pieces from their muffled voices.
He must be confessing his crimes to the boss, I thought. Or trying to talk his way out of the consequences. Most of the negative emotions melted away, leaving only confusion and concern. It made sense he was here early if he somehow escaped his pursuers. Or maybe it made no sense at all. Why not skip town? Why not escape with me and his millions of stolen dollars to an island in the Caribbean?
What in God's name was going on here?
I heard the hubbub of conversation from the front area and went to the reception desk as employees trickled in. Jack stepped off the lift and did a double take.
"Wow, you look tense," he said. "Too much caffeine in the green chai?"
I managed a laugh. "I overslept and had to run in."
"Man, I hate it when that happens. Hinkle gets all over my ass."
"I'm just glad Sandra isn't here."
"Yeah, that'd be brutal." He opened his mouth to say something. Paused. "Uh, well, guess I better get back there."
"See you later," I said, hardly paying attention as he walked away. I dropped into the seat and caught myself peering down the executive hallway every few seconds. Nearly an hour later, Burt Jameson emerged from the office, leaving the door open.
"If you feel fine, then I don't see a problem," he said. "Thanks for letting me know."
Thomas's muffled voice echoed down the hall, but I couldn't make out what he said.
Burt laughed. "Yeah, it's called getting old." Then he walked down the hall toward his office at the end.
Kevin walked past the front desk, a stack of charts and a tripod under one arm. He sidled up to the desk, eyes flicking toward the executive hall. "You hear about Jones?" he said.
My hands trembled. I tucked them into my lap. "No, what happened?"
He tapped his temple. "His memory is screwed up. Got in a fender bender and bumped his head."
Thomas's warning echoed in my head. "He lost his memory from a bump?"
"So he says. I gotta go in and show him what we've been up to."
"Do you need my help?" I said, desperately wanting to see Thomas.
"That'd be great. You have time?"
"Yes, yes, of course."
"Can you run to my cubicle and grab the other set of charts?" Kevin made a motion with his head, indicating the general direction.
"Sure thing." I hurried down the hall, past my little office, and grabbed the materials. My hands shook, whether due to nerves or excitement, I didn't know.
Voices echoed from the conference room. I entered to see Kevin putting the charts on the tripod.
"What's with the tripod?" Thomas said, his voice sounding different, almost like a weaker version of his normal tone and timbre.
"Uh, you told us you preferred us to do it this way," Kevin said, looking back and forth between the charts and Thomas.
"Uh-huh." Thomas took a seat. Aside from a small bandage on his forehead, he looked fine, albeit a bit pale. Something else seemed off. "Paper charts on a tripod. How many years have we been using the projector?"
"I'm not sure, Mr. Jones. Ever since I started working here."
"And I suddenly decided to go back a century."
"Um." Kevin seemed at a loss for words.
"You asked them to switch to paper," I said from his side.
He flicked his head my way. Instead of a look of recognition, his eyes narrowed. "Who are you?"
"Emily Glass, the new intern." I looked at him, trying to figure out what it was that seemed so different about his appearance.
"Since when? What happened to Shannon?"
"Shannon hasn't been with us for three months," Kevin said. "Emily just started with us this week."
"So you're the expert on office procedure after a week?" Thomas said, sparing me a disparaging glance. He stood, walked to the front of the room, and knocked the charts off the stand. "Put this crap into a digital presentation, and get it done by lunch so I can look over the figures." He headed my way toward the door. Stopped and turned back to Kevin. "And get me the sales figures from the past three months. I may have lost some memories, but I sure as hell haven't lost my damned mind." With that, he stormed past me, his shoulder bumping me aside.
My vision blurred and a lead weight sagged in my chest. He hadn't recognized me in the slightest. And he'd practically shoved past me. What happened to him last night? A hand touched my shoulder. I flinched.
"I'm sorry, Emily." Kevin stared out the door. "Great. Looks like the old Jones is back from vacation. Maybe they should send him on another one."
I nodded, hardly hearing his words, as I dragged my heavy heart out the door and back to the front desk, trying with all my might not to cry.
Lunch came around, and Thomas emerged from the executive hall, pressed the button for the lift. He turned and squinted at me. "Where's Sandra?"
"Sick." A lump climbed in my throat at the sight of him. He seemed smaller somehow. Less robust. As if someone had taken a vibrant picture and washed out all the colors. But the nagging thought that something else was completely wrong with his appearance wouldn't go away. Not only that, but the usual vibe I got from Thomas was completely absent, as if this was a shadow of a copy of the real man.
The difference slapped me in the face. His eyes are brown! Had he been wearing contacts? If he had, they'd been exceptionally good, because I could usually tell the difference.
"She's never sick." Thomas grunted.
I snapped out of my confusion. "Is your head okay?" I didn't dare mention I'd been with him the night before.
He touched the bandage. "It's fine. Damndest thing. I remember vacation, and then poof"—he snapped his fingers—"nothing. Woke up behind the wheel of a car I don't even remember buying."
"Your Range Rover?"
He grunted. "You've seen it? Too expensive. Too fancy for my tastes. Give me a Ford sedan and I'm a happy man. None of this import crap."
"Sometimes you have to live a little," I said, smiling hopefully.
"Not if you have to waste money to do it." He banged on the lift button several times. "Damned thing is slow today."
"Will you be going out for pho soup?" I hoped the question jogged a memory.
He turned back to me. "What soup?
"Vietnamese noodle soup."
"I don't eat that crap." He narrowed his eyes. "Are you saying I've been eating some kind of Asian garbage food?"
I shrugged. "You mentioned going there one day, sir."
His lips curled into a grimace. "Christ Almighty, it's like I was possessed." He crossed the distance between the lift and the desk and said, "The Blue Ribbon Grill or Mackey's are the only two places I eat lunch. Why? Because the food is good, it's cheap, and I know it ain't got dog meat or some other shit in it." He shook his head as the lift dinged, casting me one more venomous look before getting on. "Eating Asian food. Gotta be kidding me."
The moment the doors closed, I let out a long breath. A group of people from sales walked around the corner, huddled together like frightened sheep, their eyes glued to the closed lift doors.
"Son of a bitch," Kevin said.
"Let's give him a few minutes," said a woman. "I don't want to bump into him when we go for lunch."
The others in the group nodded.
"Is this what he was like before?" Horror gripped me with cold fingers.
"It's Jones one point oh," said one of the other guys. "Complete and utter asshole."
"Can we hit him on the head again?" asked the woman. She pressed the lift button and sighed. "I'll bet he's gonna take our flex time away too."
"Did you get your presentation done?" I asked Kevin.
He nodded. "I already had it in another program, so it was easy to copy the charts. When I told him it was ready, he didn't even seem to care."
The lift arrived and the huddled mass of sales people got on, faces sad, and hearts obviously heavy at the current state of their boss.
The day crawled past like a dying animal. Every time I saw Thomas, my heart caught in my throat, but by the end of the day, it was clear he was just Mr. Jones to me. Whatever spark had been between us over the past two days was gone, snuffed out overnight. I tried not to brood, but a part of me felt like I'd just lost my best friend. Like all the magic in the world had just vanished.
Isabel greeted me at home with a fresh pot of her Cajun chili. Despite her Chinese roots, she'd been raised in southern Louisiana and knew how to cook a meal, even if she rarely bothered.
"Date night, girl!" she chirped, waving her arm at a kitchen table set with wine glasses and the chili. "Just you and me."
It took every ounce of will to move my lips into a smile. And then I burst into tears.
Isabel's arms wrapped around me in a fierce hug. "What did that bastard do to you, Em? I will fuck him up if he hurt you."
I tried to talk, but sobs wracked my body. "T-t-t-tissue."
She grabbed a box. Held one out to me.
After a few minutes, I finally composed myself, despite a few aftershock sobs and tears. "He didn't hurt me, really." I blew my nose, trying to figure out how in the hell I could explain things to her. Nothing made sense. I finally decided to just blurt it all out and hope she might see something I'd missed. "And he doesn't even seem like the same person." Retelling the story made me burst into fresh tears.
"What in the hell?" Isabel said, her face screwed up in confusion. "A little bump on the head?"
I nodded. "With an itty-bitty bandage."
She stood and paced, a wine glass in her hand. "So the guy goes on vacay, comes back a changed man." She stopped and looked at me. "A very nice and cool guy. But some FBI-looking types are after him for some reason. Maybe he did something on vacation, and it took all this time for them to catch up."
I shrugged. "Why did they let him go, then?"
"Yeah, you're right. It doesn't make sense." She took a sip of wine, paced for a moment. "And he said they weren't with law enforcement?"
I nodded, walked across the room to get a glass of wine for myself. It was becoming a terrible habit. "Damned men," I snarled. "Not worth it. Not worth the pain or the bloody weight gain." As my voice slipped into its natural state, I remembered Thomas telling me how much he loved my accent. Moisture pooled in my eyes, and the room vanished in a blur of hot tears.
Isabel laughed. "Oh, Emily, aren't they just terrible?" She sighed. "And I can't get enough of them."
"I wish I could just use them like you," I said. "Throw them away and not get attached." I cleared my eyes with the back of my hand.
"Is that what you think I do?" Isabel said, her forehead pinched into a sad look. "I—I don't do that."
"Yes, it is," I said. "Are you dating the guy you slept with last night? Or the one from a week ago? Have you dated a guy for more than a month since university?" I wasn't trying to be mean. I was just pointing out the simple truth.
Her olive skin flushed and she jerked straight. "Yes. I have." Her voice went cold, and her blue eyes flashed. "And you know I have." She wiped at her eyes. Grabbed a bowl of chili off the table along with the wine bottle. Stormed into her room and slammed the door.
I stared at the closed door, my entire body shaking with—with what? It felt like grief. But deep down below the surface I felt boiling anger. I hated men. Ever since—him. My teeth clenched tight to the point of pain. They were all dicks on legs. Assholes. Why had I let myself feel anything for Thomas?
Because he gave you no choice.
No. I always had a choice. I took a gulp of wine. Stared at the glass, and dumped the rest out into the sink. I would not let men control me. I would not let my foolish emotions rule me. I sure as hell wasn't about to let this drive me to alcoholism. I was going to be strong. I'd done it before, and I'd do it again. This was nothing compared to what Peter had done to me.
I ate a bowl of chili, savoring the sting as it burned my tongue. Wishing I could boil Mr. Jones in a pot and feed him to hungry dogs. What if this was all some ploy, some elaborate act on his part to be rid of me? But if it was, why hadn't he slept with me first? What man in his right mind would pass up getting laid before breaking a girl's heart? Thomas Jones was certainly going through a lot of trouble to cover his tracks with me. Amnesia and personality alteration were not easy to fake.
Just thinking back to the night before—how parts of me had tingled like never before, how happy I'd been. How much fun I'd had dancing. Kissing. Looking forward to feeling his body on top of mine. Despite his outward appearance, he'd seemed larger than life. But why? For God's sake, he was handsome, but not amazingly so. What in the hell was wrong with me? I thought about how he'd looked today. Smaller, duller, a pale shadow of the exciting man who'd swept me off my feet only hours before.
I suddenly wished to have the wine back.
You're acting like a baby. Instead of pouting, you should get up and do something about it. Fix him!
I jerked to my feet and stared blankly. "Fix him." Was it possible? It had to be. The feelings he'd woken in me were too strong to forget. If I was honest with myself, I'd never felt that way about a guy, not even him. Even if I had to knock him over the head with a shovel, I was going to make Mr. Jones turn back into Thomas. A little growl emerged from the back of my throat, startling me.
After brushing my teeth and preparing for bed, I stopped outside Isabel's door. I heard the telly buzzing inside, and raised my knuckles. But I couldn't bring myself to knock. Part of it was foolish pride, I had to admit, but the other part was the anger. I still felt right about what I'd said to her. We'd both been virgins in high school. We'd sworn to stay that way until marriage.
Isabel had been the first to break our social contract. I hadn't blamed her, I really hadn't. She was in love. Young, stupid, foolish love. I wondered if love ever stopped being foolish. Instead of knocking, I went into my room and closed the door. Set my alarm and tried to sleep. Without a drunken haze to soothe me, my mind raced over plans for fixing Mr. Jones.
I thought of everything from taking him to the dance studio for more lessons, to taking a paperweight and hitting him right on the bandage with it. But if what we'd had was really magical, shouldn't the mere sight of me bring his memories back from the grave? Thinking about that made me angry and sad. Before long, I was crying into my pillow. I didn't want to feel powerless. I wanted to feel like I could change him, put him back together again. But another part of me told me I couldn't.
Just do it!
I couldn't live with the pain of not trying. Of not knowing.
Ready or not, Mr. Jones, here I come.



Chapter 10
George Walker stood in his favorite spot the next morning. Somehow, I knew he had something to do with Thomas's new attitude.
I stormed up to him and jabbed a finger in his face. "What did you do to Thomas Jones? Did you wipe his mind?"
He held up his hands defensively. "Now, now, Miss Glass."
I jumped back a step. I'd never given him my name. "How do you know my—" Duh, he's with the government. "Never mind. Were those your men chasing Thomas the other night?"
He looked slightly puzzled at the question. "No. We have no interest in your boss."
"Were you spying on us at the dance studio?"
Once again, George shook his head. "I'd planned to ask for your help, but you were obviously quite busy."
I didn't believe him for a moment.
I reached inside my purse and gripped the stun gun. Perhaps if I knocked him out and dragged him into an alley I could force some answers from him. For all I knew, he planned to wipe my memories as he had Thomas's.
George looked at the purse. "It won't work on me, Miss Glass."
"What won't?" I gave him an innocent look.
He smiled. "The stun—"
I lunged at him with the stunner and caught him right on the hem of his collar. He didn't even flinch as jagged electricity surged between the prongs. The stun gun fell from my limp fingers and clattered on the sidewalk. I stepped back, eyes widening with surprise.
George leaned down and picked up the stun gun. He stepped forward and dropped it into my purse. "As I was saying, it won't work." He sighed. "Let me tell you why I'm really here. You possess an ability that would be very useful to us."
My eyelids fluttered as I attempted to regain my senses. "An ability?"
He nodded. "The sensations you feel when certain individuals are near you."
"It's just intuition."
He shook his head. "We believe it's more than that. If you work with us, we could help you develop it."
"Bollocks." I shoved past him. "Go to hell, George, or whatever your real name may be."
He didn't try to stop me. "We'll be in touch, Miss Glass."
I didn't bother to respond. I had far bigger items on my agenda today. I had to fix whatever the government had done to Thomas.
I arrived at work and hurried through my morning chores as quickly as possible so I could greet Mr. Jones the moment he stepped off the lift. As I stood watching and waiting, my hands trembled and a chill prickled my skin as if a ghost was dancing through my body.
I rehearsed my lines again. I'd gone down to the coffee shop and grabbed his newspaper and coffee. I would hand them to him while saying, "Did you ever get the coffee stains out of your shirt when I ran into you the other day?"
And in my fantasy world, he would stop, his lovely green eyes going wide, and say, "Emily? My God, Emily! I remember!" We'd skip work, go dancing, and he would dazzle me with a heretofore-unmentioned ability to play classic guitar and sing in Italian.
The lift dinged.
I flinched. Grabbed his coffee and paper.
The doors opened and Mr. Jones stepped out.
Nearly tripping over my own feet, I rounded the desk, holding them out. "Did you—"
He waved a dismissive hand at me, pointed to the wireless earpiece in his ear, and said, "Look, I was obviously out of my mind when I bought the stupid vehicle. You can't bind me to a contract when I was crazy."
I held out the coffee and paper to him. He gave them a confused look, holding up a plain Styrofoam cup with a lid on it, and walked into the executive wing while cursing at whoever was on the other end of the line.
My lower lip trembled, and hot tears pooled as I stared down the hall after him. The lift dinged, and a crowd of salespeople got off, talking, laughing, and enjoying this dismal morning straight from the backside of hell.
"You okay?" Jack asked, lingering behind the crowd.
Biting down hard, I was able to get the tremble under control and nodded. "I bit my tongue."
"Ouch! Yeah that'd bring tears to my eyes too."
I smiled the best I could and nodded. "Would you like some coffee and a newspaper?"
He glanced at the shunned items. "I sense a story hiding behind this somewhere."
A half-laugh, half-sob burst from me, and I had to bite my lip to keep from bursting into hysterics. "Mr. Jones apparently no longer wants his daily coffee or paper."
"Ah, I see." He picked up the coffee and sniffed it. "Well, smells better than the—" he broke off and gave an apologetic grin.
"Oh, you can say it," I said. "Anything is probably better than the cheap coffee I make in the break room. I don't care if you despise it."
"Something else is bothering you," he said, his forehead wrinkling. "Want to talk about it?"
The lift dinged and a short, pudgy man with thick glasses got off. "Somers, what the hell are you doing up here chit-chatting? In case you forgot, today is the deadline for the code review."
"Sorry Mr. Hinkle." Jack grabbed the coffee but left the newspaper. "Want to do lunch?" he said in a low voice as he leaned forward.
"Oh, I don't know."
"Just say yes. It's easier than coming up with an excuse."
"Yes?"
He chuckled and nodded. "I'll pick you up at noon."
As he went down the hall trailing behind the dwarf-like Mr. Hinkle, someone cleared their voice behind me. I turned and saw Thomas—Mr. Jones—standing there.
"Perhaps you can explain what you were doing with the coffee and newspaper," he said, lips flat.
"Sandra told me you wanted that coffee and newspaper each morning, so I went down the street—"
"Let's get something straight, young lady. I do not drink that fancy crap they charge five bucks a cup for, and I stopped reading paper versions of the news when I got a smartphone." He held up a phone with a large screen. "So you will no longer have to fetch those items for me."
I toyed with the idea of skipping the other parts of my plan and going straight to hitting him over the head with the paperweight, but common sense told me that wouldn't be the brightest of ideas. "Did you ever get the coffee stains out of your shirt?"
"Coffee stains?"
"When I spilled the coffee on you the other day."
He squinted. "I don't remember that, young lady, but it's just another reason I don't trust interns to do a proper job of anything." His hand flicked in a dismissive gesture. "Now, are there any other idiotic things I did over the past few months I need to know about?"
I stared at him. At the slouch in his shoulders I'd never seen before. At the way he squinted and made his brown eyes look almost beady. Thomas had exuded self-confidence, almost to the point of arrogance. He'd been cool and hip. This guy was like an eighty year-old in a younger body. He had none of Thomas's caring or compassion in his eyes. Was it really possible to so drastically alter someone's personality? What had those government people done to him?
I fervently wished I still had the coffee so I could toss it in his face.
"Well, don't stand there like a fool with your mouth open, girl," Mr. Jones snapped. "Is there anything else?"
Even though I suddenly knew with utter certainty it would do no good, I stuck to my plan. "Do you like to dance, sir?"
"What?"
"Like waltzing? Do you like karaoke?"
"What kind of stupid questions are these?" His eyes narrowed. "What did I do? Tell me."
I felt sick to my stomach. My questions were having no affect whatsoever on this man. Thomas was dead, and only Jackass Jones remained, the bloody git. "Nothing, sir. I just remember you talking about doing karaoke the other day, and though it might ring a bell."
"Do I look Japanese to you?" He hooked a thumb at his chest. "You wouldn't catch me dead doing something like that. Now, unless you have anything important to bring to my attention, I'm going back to my office." He turned. Paused. "Oh, and we have guests coming in at two, so be sure to have the conference room ready to go. With a projector this time."
My hand gripped the cool surface of the glass paperweight from Sandra's desk as he walked away. I was tempted to brain him with it, and not just to return his memory. Just thinking about how close I'd come to sleeping with him made me physically ill. The man was a bloody troll. He needed to take his personality, crawl back under his bridge, and give me Thomas and his green eyes back.
Throw it! Beat the shit out of the bloody fool!
I was becoming desperate.
Lunch finally arrived. As I prepared to heat up the food I'd brought, Jack appeared, and I remembered our lunch...thing. I felt horrible for not remembering although my mind had been a cauldron of boiling emotions all morning. I discreetly slid my food back into the refrigerator before he could notice.
"You like pho?" Jack asked as we rode down the lift.
I almost burst into tears. Somehow, I managed a nod. "But I'm not really in the mood for pho. Is there anything else?"
We ended up having pizza.
Though my appetite wasn't exactly begging for food, I found space for a few slices and listened to Jack talk about how he wanted to program video games or something like that.
"So what's your story?" he asked.
"It's not very interesting." I sipped my drink, trying to think of a suitable way to redirect the conversation.
"What made you leave England?"
Apparently, my accent was the worst kept secret, ever. It usually wasn't an issue, but then again, I wasn't typically assaulted with mental trauma on an everyday basis. Somewhere along the way, I'd picked up a nice emotional balance and put my pain, worries, and misery behind me. Leave it up to a man to jump on the seesaw and send me flying.
"My father transferred us here."
"Cool, what kind of work does he do?"
"Uh, religious."
"Some kind of aid organization?"
I really didn't want to explain this. He'd think I was a religious nut with a crazy father. "No, he just wanted to start a church of his own." At least, that was what Dad told me. He and Mum seemed to operate on a level I couldn't understand, vanishing for days on a mission for poor people, or leaving town at the drop of a hat to help someone in need.
"Oh, wow." Jack leaned back and stretched. "So I guess you had a really strict upbringing."
"Not particularly." I glanced at the time. "Perhaps we should start back to the office."
"Sure thing." I went for my purse, but Jack held up a hand. "I got it."
"That's not necessary," I said, in no way desiring this to seem like a date. I'd had enough of dates and enough of men.
"No, really. I got it."
I took out some cash and handed it to him. "I insist."
Some of the air seemed to go out of him, and I could tell he must have gotten the message. "All right."
I felt a little bad. He was a handsome guy. He seemed nice. But they all seemed nice at the beginning. Once they got what they wanted, men morphed into brutes. Careless, thoughtless animals. Even Jack would, given the chance. Perhaps he already had with previous girlfriends. I just wanted my nice, balanced seesaw back. No more of this emotional rollercoaster ride with a man at the wheel. I was done.
"Did I say something to upset you?" Jack asked as we walked down the sidewalk.
"No, why would you think that?" I said.
He shrugged. "You keep clenching your fists and scowling."
I grimaced and looked at him. "Uh, maybe because I keep thinking about Mr. Jones. He's been kind of mean today."
"Ah." He chuckled. "Yeah. Once Sandra gets back, you'll be in for some real fun."
"Just lovely," I muttered.
Jack gave me a business card with a number scrawled on the back. "Feel free to call me anytime, even if you just want to talk." He shrugged. "I'm no Dr. Phil, but alcohol and talking seem to be universal bandages for what ails people."
I offered him a smile and tucked the card into my purse. "You're sweet."
The look in his eyes told me he considered that statement to be a death sentence. Friend-zoned.
Back at the office, Kevin rushed around in a panic, trying to finish the presentation scheduled for two o'clock, so I pitched in, doing what I could to help him copy over all the files he needed.
"Son of a—" Kevin snapped his mouth shut. "Jones is all over my ass. He's scheduled meetings for every day this week. I don't know how I'm supposed to sell software to anyone if he has me and the others in here making all these internal presentations to bring him up to speed. I sent him a summary email, but no, he wants us to explain every account."
"Can I help?" I said, not particularly wanting to, but figuring I might as well seem helpful since I'd get dragged into the mess anyway. It wasn't that I didn't want to work with Kevin, but the thought of having to deal with ex-Thomas made me feel physically ill.
"That would be so awesome," Kevin said.
I didn't leave work until six and took the bus home since walking in the dark didn't seem the wisest course of action. I didn't wish to be kidnapped by roving gangs of government officials in black cars who could apparently wipe someone's personality and replace it with a horse's ass.
A familiar chill ran through me as I walked from the bus stop. I stopped in my tracks. I remembered the last time I'd felt this chill. Goosebumps ran up my back. I turned.
Stephen stood several feet away from me, lips peeled back into a sneer. "You told them about me, didn't you?"
"Told who?" Knees threatening to buckle, I backed away.
"The Custodians."
I gulped and fought back the fear. "What in the hell would a janitorial staff do about a rapist like yourself? Throw bleach in your face?" This man was truly out of his mind.
"Janitorial?" He seemed genuinely bemused. Understanding dawned in his face. A rough laugh burst from his throat. "How interesting. You're just a stupid nom after all."
"A what?" I wasn't sure if I should be afraid or upset. I suspected this conversation wasn't heading in a direction I'd like in any case and reached inside my purse. This stun gun was getting a lot of use today. I just hoped it worked this time.
Stephen sniffed the air. He made a hissing noise that simply didn't seem normal for a man. "It seems I have you all to myself." He moved toward me so quickly, he almost seemed a blur, stopping inches away from me.
My stomach went cold as ice. There were a few cars nearby, but I'd have to run for my life and hope someone stopped and helped me. I whipped out the stun gun, pressed the trigger, and drove it toward his exposed neck. Stephen reacted like a coiled snake, striking it from my hand so fast, I hardly saw him do it. Then he was on top of me, pressing me against a lamppost, one hand around my throat. My knee went for his groin, but had no more success than the last time.
He blocked me with his other hand and laughed. "Pathetic."
I felt the cold emanating from inside him. Felt a lust that was part sexual and part animal. I pressed my hands to his face and tried to gouge his eyes but my fingers felt as powerless as they might in a bad dream. He squeezed my throat. I gasped for breath.
"I want you to beg me to take you, my sweet little whore." His lips spread into a cruel smile. "You think you're something special, don't you?" His eyes flashed. "You're nothing but an ordinary piece of ass. Your type is my favorite." He licked my ear and spoke in a low mocking voice. "Nothing better than finding a foolish little girl who thinks she's special and making her beg me to have my way with her body."
"You're filth," I croaked. "Vermin."
"You'll be the dirty one soon, love." He loosened his grip and nipped at my throat.
My skin recoiled at his touch. I squirmed desperately but there was no escape. "Kill me first. I'd rather be dead than suffer your disgusting presence."
He hissed. "You mean little—"
Someone shouted. Voices echoed and reached my ears.
"What the hell is he doing to her?" a man yelled.
A female voice joined his. "Let her go!"
Stephen hissed again and released me. I slumped to the ground. The cold pavement chilled my legs and butt. I was just grateful to feel anything at that point. I drew in a rasping breath and looked around. The deranged lunatic was nowhere to be seen.
A man helped me to my feet. "Are you okay?"
A woman came into view. "Where did he go?" She looked around. "I could've sworn I saw him two seconds ago."
My breath came easier. I saw my stun gun lying on the ground a short distance away and retrieved it. Useless piece of junk!
"You need to report this to the police," the man said. "Let me call—"
I held up a hand. "Thanks, but I'll call them. I just want to get home." I squeezed his hand. "Thank you so much. You saved my life."
He looked at me for a long moment. "If you're sure."
I nodded. "I am. Thanks again." I walked quickly to the flat on rubbery legs. I could hardly believe what had happened in such a short span of time. I'd have to upgrade my self-defense arsenal. Maybe get an actual gun. How did Stephen know I'd be at that bus stop? Had he been following me? Had he been on the bus? I didn't know. I would have to be extra careful from now on.
A normal person might have been hysterically crying by this point.
Not me. I had Peter to thank for that. The abuse I'd suffered at his hands had thickened my skin and built up the barrier around my soul. I'd loved Peter and allowed him so close to my heart it had been easy for him to thrust the dagger of his abuse where it hurt the most. I wouldn't let this new monster affect me the same way. I'd adapt and be ready for the next time.
Isabel wasn't home when I arrived. I heard her come in as I lay in bed trying to shut down my busy brain and find respite in slumber, but I couldn't stop thinking about the attack or the day's other events. Her footsteps seemed to pause outside my door, though I supposed my imagination might have only wished it were so. Her door clicked shut a moment later, and I stared through the pitch black toward the door wishing I could talk to her and tell her about everything. Surely what I'd been through ranked as newsworthy enough to break the silence between us. Instead, I did what I'd done when faced with the unspeakable. I bottled it up inside and pushed it away. I'd survived on my own before, and I'd survive again.
I still felt bewildered at Isabel's reaction during our discussion yesterday. I hadn't meant to mortally insult her. Then again, I wasn't going to dance around the truth either. Maybe we were both completely messed up. Her with too many boys, and me with none, except for that stalker, Stephen. Of course, men would be the common denominator of our troubles.
They always are.
When my alarm went off at six in the morning, I glared at it before soundly smacking it off.
Work bad. Work very bad.
Unfortunately, I had no choice but to tighten my knickers and forge ahead. On the other hand, work might offer a taste of normalcy from the bizarre mess my life had devolved into.
The next several days blurred mercifully together, each one much the same.
Prepare morning coffee service. Help Kevin with presentations. Prepare conference room. Listen to Mr. Jones complain about Kevin's presentations and the layout of the conference room. Talk to Jack who would try to make me feel better about the whole miserable affair. Wash. Rinse. Repeat.
When I left work each day, I constantly looked over my shoulder, wary of the menacing Stephen. Thankfully, he must have chosen other women to molest and I saw no sign of him. As for George Walker, he, too, seemed to be on holiday from my life. I considered how I might better protect myself—a gun perhaps? Or would it be as useless as the stun gun? I purchased several cans of pepper spray and put them around the apartment, keeping one with me at all times. A stun gun required me to be close. The pepper spray gave me some space.
Isabel continued to ignore me, coming in late each night. I had no idea what she was doing every evening. Part of me wanted to beg her forgiveness for what I'd said to her even if it was the truth, but stubborn pride held me back. Unfortunately, Isabel was as stubborn as me. Our fights, though few and far between, often caused us not to speak for a week or more.
By Friday, I was ready to take a job as a petrol station attendant if only it would get me out of OnTech. But I needed this job if I ever planned to get anywhere in the professional world.
I was just deliriously happy to go home with the weekend ahead of me. The dry erase board on the fridge bore a message from Isabel: Gone for the weekend.
At least she'd let me know. Bitch. My face heated up at the thought of her leaving town without so much as a by-your-leave or anything. I wondered where she was going and how much fun she'd have. Without me. I dropped into a chair and stared blankly at the note. After a few minutes, I realized I was sulking and it wasn't making me feel any better. I was the one being the bitch for not ending this silence.
I cooked dinner and ate while watching telly. I had no plans for the weekend. I had virtually no friends in this town. The once-promising weekend loomed ahead like a purgatorial interim before the hellish nightmare of work started again on Monday. I simply had to find something to do with myself.
My internal clock kicked me from sleep at six AM, despite my having turned off the alarm. I turned over and tried to go back to sleep, but visions of Thomas literally danced through my head. I saw him eating pho. Saw him smiling at me. Kissing me. Tears burned my eyes.
He was gone. Gone forever. What had happened to him? How could he have possibly even faked being the man he was with me, when the "normal" Mr. Jones with his beady brown eyes was so much different?
A knock on the door woke me from a nightmare in which men in black cars were chasing me and Thomas through dark rainy streets while Stephen clung to the hood of the Range Rover, his lips peeled back in a frightening leer.
I threw on a fluffy purple robe over my PJs and looked through the peephole. There didn't seem to be anyone out there. I opened the door and saw a man walk toward the lift and press the button. He turned and a sharp gasp emerged from my throat.
Dad.



Chapter 11
My father faced me as the lift doors closed beside him. A smile broke across his broad face. "There's my little angel," he said in his deep, booming voice.
I felt like anything but a little angel—half-asleep, oily bedraggled hair, and I hadn't even brushed my teeth yet. But seeing someone who cared for me when I felt like I was slipping further and further into a cold lonely place was a burst of warm sunshine on my face.
"Daddy!" I threw myself against his big chest, and felt his strong arms wrap around me in a bear hug.
He stood back after a moment, towering over me, and gave me a once-over. "Are you eating enough?" Dad was naturally broad-shouldered with big arms, but he could eat a horse and not gain an ounce of fat, it seemed. Then again, any fat probably stretched a lot over his six-foot-five frame.
I laughed. If only he knew how many Dove bars and glasses of wine I'd had, he wouldn't be worried about my not eating enough in the slightest.
But a lady never tells.
"Like a pig," I said in answer to his question. Nobody ever accused me of being a lady. I waved him inside before one of the neighbors stepped into the hallway and caught me looking like a purple ragamuffin.
The couch creaked as dad took a seat on one end and stretched his legs across the coffee table. He wore nice slacks and a button-up, which probably meant he was on the job.
"So, what are you doing in Atlanta?" The glow of such a pleasant surprise gave me a nice warm feeling.
"I'm in town helping with grief counseling over in Decatur. Thought I'd swing by and see how my little girl is doing."
"Would you like something to drink?" I walked into the kitchen to heat water for tea in the microwave.
"Beer would be good if you have it."
"Light beer okay?"
He laughed. "Sounds marginally better than water."
It wasn't my favorite either, and judging from how many bottles were left—five in the six-pack—Isabel had probably grabbed them as part of a dieting scheme and discovered the error of her ways rather quickly.
I popped off the top and handed it to him, then took a seat on the couch. "What's the grief counseling for?"
"I don't know if you heard anything about the massacre over at Edenfield High School a few days ago—"
"I did. It was on the news." I shuddered. "Bloody lunatics." I covered my mouth with my hands. "Oops."
Dad chuckled. "I see you still have your mom's temperament."
The microwave beeped, and I got up to fetch my water and toss in a bag of Earl Grey. "You know I try, Daddy." I pressed the tea bag into the water with a spoon. "And how is Mum?"
"Same as always. She'll be coming to Atlanta in a few days to help me."
"Oh, we should do dinner." I felt excited at the prospect of having family in town. "I try to call, but you two are always on the road somewhere. When are you going to invest in cell phones, for goodness sake?"
Dad laughed. "I think we've avoided them for as long as possible. Maybe it's time we got one."
"You say that, and then you never do." My parents couldn't care less about keeping up with technology. They were hardly ever home to watch telly when I was a child, and I'd had to beg, wheedle, and cajole them into finally upgrading to a telly that didn't look like it belonged in the last century.
Dad looked at the clock in the kitchen. "You have time for brunch?"
The outlook on what had started a gloomy day, brightened. "I'd love to. Let me clean up first." I picked up the telly remote. "Want to watch anything?"
He waved a dismissive hand. "No thanks. I'm going to rest my eyes a bit. I haven't had much sleep lately."
I took a quick shower, threw on a pair of new jeans, ankle boots, and a black cashmere sweater I'd been saving for a chilly day. I made the important decision to go with a matching black purse. When I came to the couch, Dad's eye flicked open. He stood and stretched, yawning.
"Nothing like a quick catnap." He grinned. "I know a great little breakfast place next to Piedmont Park. They have the best bananas foster French toast. How does that sound?"
Just the thought of French toast made me giddy with excitement. "Where did you hear about this place?"
He chuckled. "When you travel and eat out as much as I do, you find a few good spots and stick with them."
We took the lift down to the lobby. I waved to Jorge, the concierge, and followed Dad to his rental car.
The Nook was a quaint little restaurant with a cozy atmosphere, all dark wood paneling and warm colors. I immediately loved it. The front deck overlooking Piedmont Park looked perfect for spring brunch, though it was a bit too overcast and chilly today.
After placing our orders, Dad took a sip of coffee and gave me a discerning look. "What's wrong, angel?"
"Nothing." My smile of genuine pleasure faltered as his question brought thoughts of Thomas back to the surface. "Nothing I can't handle anyway."
"Your mother's stubbornness again," he said with a grin. "You don't have to tell me if it's about boys. You know I won't bring out the shotgun."
As if he'd ever brought it out. I think it was because I had my mother's temperament that he'd never worried too much about me and boys. I was far too busy giving them a hard time to let them get away with their tomfoolery. Otherwise, I wouldn't have stayed a virgin as long as I had.
"Well, it is a bit about boys." Despite the trouble bubble in my belly, the tension of the past few days was no longer present. Dad had an uncanny knack for putting me at ease and making me feel safe. I couldn't decide how much I wanted to tell him.
"Peter hasn't been bothering you again, has he?" His mouth was set in a smile, but the glint in his eyes told me how seriously he took the question.
"No, no, not at all," I said. "I just, you know, get a little lonely. I thought I'd met someone, but he turned out to be a real wanker."
Dad laughed. "Just because Peter was a royal ass doesn't mean every man is." He leaned back and took another sip of coffee. "Tell me what happened. Maybe I can offer some insight."
I recounted the story, but left out the men in black cars, the chase, and the sexy bits. Dad might be even-headed about boys, but he would probably take exception to a man putting his daughter in danger, and talking about what turned me on with my father was just gross. Of course, without including those bits, my story made it sound like Thomas was simply a grade-A douche.
"Well, Jack the programmer sounds like a nice boy," Dad said after a moment. "Is this Thomas ordeal going to make your work environment difficult?"
I chuckled. "It wasn't exactly the best to begin with. But I'll be fine, Dad. I can handle it."
"I know you can," he said. "Your mom sure is proud of you."
"Of me being an intern?" A laugh bubbled up in my throat. "I haven't exactly made it to the top or anything."
"You know how independent she is." A grin curled his lips. "Fiery. Dominant. You got her looks and her attitude. I have no doubt you can do anything you set your mind to, angel."
I felt an irresistible smile on my lips and a pleased blush in my face. Dad always knew the right thing to say. The man had to be a master to have convinced Mum to marry him. "I don't think I'm quite the control freak she is. It's a wonder she trusts God to do anything when she thinks she can do it better herself."
He chuckled. "I think she views herself as an even partner with the Almighty sometimes."
I once again wrestled with telling Dad about Stephen the Creepazoid, but I didn't want to worry him. I pushed the dark feelings about the man back into its small corner in my mind.
After brunch, we wandered the park, talking and catching up. My brother, Phillip, was still attending Oxford on scholarship. Mum had been helping Aunt Lydia get settled into a new home after her divorce from my former Uncle Mick. The rest of the extended family on my Mum's side was in quite the uproar over that little scandal, though I knew they secretly loved the drama.
Dad's side of the family was in North Dakota. They were farmers and ranchers mostly who didn't much care for that sort of spectacle, except for Dad's sister Katherine who'd moved to Minneapolis because farm life was too boring for her.
"When's Mum going to be in town?" I asked as we watched a guy throw a Frisbee to the cutest beagle I'd ever seen.
"Probably the end of next week," he said, running a hand through his short dark-blonde hair. "Depends on when she's finished helping Lydia."
"Poor Auntie," I said. "Uncle Mick always seemed like a good sort. Not the kind who gets kinky with prostitutes." Lydia, my mother's identical twin, still looked every bit as beautiful as Mum. However, where my mother was fierce and dominating, Lydia was the very soul of meekness. The woman wouldn't force her will on a sack of potatoes. I had to wonder if Mum had stolen all the strong personality traits from her sister while in the womb.
"Your mother thinks it's because Lydia lets everyone run over her. But I think she's given up trying to make her into a lioness." Dad chuckled. "The world couldn't handle two of them like that."
"What a bloody mess that would be," I said with a sharp laugh.
Dad checked the time and grunted. "Well, guess I'd better get back. We've been talking to students over the weekend, trying to get them through the trauma."
"What a horrific thing," I said. "Do they know who committed the murders?"
Dad shook his head. "Looks like a few school authorities were involved in illegal gambling on football games among other things. Probably went up against the wrong people and came out on the losing end."
Dad drove me back to the flat. He got out of the rental car and gave me a big hug and a kiss on my cheek. "Here's the number where I'm staying." He handed me a slip of paper. "Call me if you need anything."
"A hotel phone number?" I rolled my eyes. "This is absolutely stone age. Perhaps we should go to a store. I'll buy you the bloody phone."
He laughed. "Maybe when Victoria is in town we can go phone shopping."
"I honestly don't know how you two survive without them."
"Oh, and here's something from me and your mother." He handed me an envelope. "Think of it as a little something to get you started."
I opened it and found cash inside. "You're the best!" I gave him another big hug.
Dad smiled. "We thought it might come in handy." He slid back inside the car. I watched as he drove away. The warm glow surrounding me faded little by little, replaced by the chilly wind and the isolated cold of loneliness. It built around me, pressing in like claustrophobia as I rode the lift back up to the flat.
Dad had been like a light in the dark, warming and guiding me, but now that he was gone again, I felt like the only human on the planet. Back inside the flat, I snatched open the freezer door and grabbed the box of Dove bars. It was empty.
"No, no, no!" I looked through the cabinets for anything, but aside from an old box of spaghetti noodles, all the comfort food was gone. Heart hanging heavy in my chest, I wandered back to the bedroom, hoping at the very least to read a book. I sprawled on the bed, feeling at a loss for what to do with the remainder of my day. I spotted the plastic wrapper to the last Dove bar I'd eaten, and pulled out the barren stick.
How very sad you look, my empty little stick.
I wasn't sure quite why, but I put it in my mouth. I tasted the barest hint of chocolate still within its wooden confines. I sucked on it for a moment, trying to imagine it still held God's true gift to women, before sighing.
"What the hell am I doing?" I pushed into a sitting position and tossing the stick aside. "This is just pathetic."
I spotted a business card poking out of the pile of junk I'd dumped from my purse while switching it with the black one earlier. Saw Jack's phone number staring at me. It was already well into the afternoon, but emptiness threatened to tear a hole in my soul. My father's absence only highlighted the feeling. I prided myself on my independence, but this loneliness was simply overwhelming.
Returning my eyes to the ceiling, I ran through a list of possible activities to spare me from my misery, but came up empty. There were other people in Atlanta I knew from my sorority, but nobody I felt close to. God, how awful was it that I was contemplating Jack as a last resort before my descent into insanity? I felt terrible. And what if he wasn't available to do anything? I'd probably feel even worse than now.
I dug my phone out of my purse and stared at it before tapping in Jack's number. Then the next huge question arose. Text or call? I decided a text was less serious. That, plus he couldn't hear the tremble of desperation in my voice.
Hi, this is Emily. I was thinking of getting some dinner, but I don't know of a good place to go. Any recommendations?
I studied the message for a long moment before sending it. It seemed innocent enough. I hoped he would take the bait and save me from a night in PJs and a bathrobe as I spooned ice cream directly from the tub and into my mouth.
Minutes ticked by with no response. I turned the phone screen on and back off to be sure I hadn't accidentally missed anything. Five minutes. Ten minutes. Good lord, it was really starting to bother me, I realized, and turned on the telly to distract myself. A full half-hour later, my phone chimed, and I nearly cried in relief.
There are tons of places. What kind of food?
I didn't even bother waiting the prerequisite ten minutes or more that text etiquette requires when the person you've just texted takes an obscene amount of time to reply.
No preference, really.
A pause of two minutes ensued, though I knew he possibly needed allowances to search his memory or the internet for restaurant suggestions.
A friend and I are going to eat in an hour. Want to join?
"Yes!" I threw both arms straight up in the air. My ploy had worked to utter perfection. Although Dad told me I was a lot like Mum, I knew it wasn't the case. Surely, she would have simply texted someone, Let's go eat, and bugger your other plans. I'd never actually seen my mother text anyone, lacking a modern phone and all, but she'd certainly done the equivalent in person.
This time, I forced myself to pause for a couple of moments before replying. I found I suddenly needed to file my fingernails, and pluck an errant eyebrow hair before going back to the phone.
Sure.
He arranged to pick me up outside the flat and I practically sighed in relief. No lonely night for me, no sir. Find a man, put him in the friend zone, and Bob's your uncle. I truly did feel a bit bad for using him like this, but Jack seemed a decent sort. While men were utter pigs when it came to dating, they could sometimes be good friends, if for no other reason than they kept on their best behavior in a vain hope that one day their female friend would decide to sleep with them.
Men really are clueless.
I brushed my hair, touched up my makeup, and put on the same boots I'd worn to brunch with Dad, then examined myself in the mirror to be sure I was presentable. I wondered if the boots might be a bit much for going out with a guy friend, but they were so comfortable I decided to leave them on.
Jack pulled up in a silver sedan a few minutes after I walked outside. I reached a hand for the front door handle only to realize someone was already in the passenger seat, although I couldn't see who in the dark. I opened the back door and climbed in.
Jack turned to look at me, an unreadable expression on his face. "Hey, Emily. This is Ana."
A very pretty girl with long dark hair and fair skin turned, smiled, and with a Russian accent said, "I'm Jack's girlfriend. Pleased to meet you."



Chapter 12
Girlfriend?
That pig. He'd been hitting on me all this time and he had a bloody girlfriend? I smiled and shook her hand. She returned a soft wimpy shake that made me want to squeeze her hand until the dainty little knuckles cracked. Not out of jealousy, of course, but just because I instantly disliked her.
"Pleased to meet you," I said. "I love your scarf." Really I did. It looked like silk with little pink hearts on it. I could appreciate a woman's clothing without liking her.
"Thanks." Her eyes didn't seem to smile along with her mouth. She was probably wondering why Jack would pick up another woman to eat with them.
And it was a very good question. I thought back to the times I'd talked with Jack. He'd been very friendly, even offered to pay for lunch, but had he really been hitting on me? Or had he—no—surely he hadn't friend-zoned me first? It took some effort to keep a smile on my face as I contemplated that. Apparently, I had inherited my mother's ego, thinking Jack was falling all over himself for me when in reality he had this stunning girlfriend.
"So, ladies, how about some Colombian food?" Jack didn't wait for an answer, taking off without another word.
"You work with Jack?" Ana asked, her Russian accent light and her English perfectly understandable. She didn't seem to be the mail-order type.
"I do," I said, leaving it at that.
"Do you like Colombian food?" Jack aimed the question at me since I presumed he knew exactly what Ana liked when it came to food and beyond.
"I love it. Especially empanadas." My knowledge of Colombian cuisine was actually rather limited, and I only knew about empanadas because I'd once eaten them with a friend at a Spanish-themed restaurant.
"Arepas with cheese are simply to die for," Ana said, rolling the "r" in "arepas" and shining her bright blue eyes back at me.
We arrived at a rather run-down establishment a few minutes later. Jack didn't seem the least bit worried about the dilapidated environs and held the door open for us. I followed Ana, noting how tall and skinny she was, yet her bum was quite round as opposed to the boy bump some petite girls had. Her breasts swelled against her tight sweater. C-cups at least, I estimated. They couldn't be real. Nobody could be that skinny with those boobs. And her bum had to be padded.
Bitch.
A curvy woman with skin the color of cinnamon greeted us with a happy smile, a few incomprehensible words in Spanish, and guided us to a booth instead of a table. I suppressed a grimace at the sight of the seating.
How awkward.
Why not a bloody table? It would be impossible to hide my third wheel status by sitting opposite the happy couple, but at least it was better than sitting home alone sucking on Dove bar sticks I managed to scavenge from beneath the couch cushions. I slid in, and was a bit surprised when Ana sat down next to me.
"Going to the bathroom." Jack detoured from the table and headed toward a door in the back.
"How long have you worked with Jack?" Ana's accent thickened a bit.
"Just a couple of weeks."
"And he gave you his number?"
The question made me uncomfortable, but I turned my gaze on her and said, "Yes." Before she could volley another question at me, I posed her a question. "How long have you known Jack?"
"For very long time."
"Years? Months?"
"Much longer than two weeks." Ana smiled, revealing perfect little white teeth, and emphasizing her high cheekbones.
"What brought you to America?" Human smugglers? The thought of her cramped in a cargo container on a ship in a storm-tossed sea almost made me smile.
"I took a modeling job here."
"How wonderful. Do you have to starve yourself?"
"I can eat what I want." Ana's eyes gleamed. "And I never work out."
Okay, I really hated her now. I opened my mouth to ask her how much money those boobs of hers cost when I saw Jack coming.
"Hey, ladies," Jack said, sliding in across from us. "Decide what you want to eat?"
"We're just getting to know each other," Ana said. "You did not tell me she was so pretty."
Jack rubbed his hands together. "I'm gonna get something with steak in it."
I wasn't sure if I should respond to the "pretty" comment or not, because I didn't believe her sincerity for a second.
Jack, however, solved the dilemma. "Hey, they have empanadas!" His enthusiasm sounded a bit manic, like someone trying to ward off a catfight by tossing scraps of meat in opposite directions in the hopes the two felines would forget one another.
I ordered empanadas and some kind of chicken soup, figuring it would be safe. Ana ordered a dish that made the waitress give her a once-over before asking if she wanted the half-sized version, speaking in broken English and pantomiming cutting something in half.
"No, I want full size," Ana said. I could have sworn she gave me a triumphant look.
This girl obviously saw me as a threat to her and Jacky-Poo's happily ever after. Jack was doing his best to make small talk and ignore the elephant in the room. And me? I'd just wanted company to keep me from going mental at home.
It's no bloody wonder people warn you to be careful what you wish for.
"You certainly know all the good places to eat," I said after biting into one of the empanadas. It was absolutely delicious. The chicken soup looked a bit frightful, populated as it was by half a chicken with the bones still in, and a whole cob of corn, but it tasted wonderful. "I do believe you're now my official culinary consultant."
Ana paused in her gluttonous attack on a large flat piece of beef over beans and rice to give Jack a venomous look. "You're so sweet to help new girl."
I was beginning to think when she left definite articles like "the" out of her sentences it meant I'd scored a particularly brilliant point. "Jack is very sweet." I unleashed my full British accent. "He's helped me out immeasurably since I started working at OnTech."
Ana stabbed her beef with a fork, and slashed it with a knife while her eyes raked over Jack. "He has very tender heart. Every time he sees homeless person, he gives them money. I tell him it is a waste, but he cannot help himself, I think."
Did she just equate me to a bum?
Before I could retaliate, Ana gave me a concerned look. "Emily, you are not eating enough. I know you must worry about putting on weight with your"—she looked me up and down—"stocky frame. Perhaps you should avoid starches."
I shoved an empanada in my mouth to keep my lips from curling into a snarl. I smiled as I chewed to show her I didn't have a care in the world about all the potatoes and starchy goodness inside the fried shell.
"Did you hear that Jameson is thinking of selling the company?" Jack said, almost comical desperation in his eyes.
I shook my head, unable to speak due to the aforementioned stuffing of face with an empanada.
Ana narrowed her eyes. "Will that hurt your job?"
"I doubt it," he said. "The company wouldn't be able to do much without programmers. They tried outsourcing a long time ago, but some of our customers won't buy our products if they know the code was handled by a firm outside the country."
I took a gulp of water to wash down the food. "When did you hear about this?" If Jameson really was planning to sell the company, I doubted the intern position would stick around. The thought of losing my job felt like a blow to my stomach.
"I heard Kevin talking about it." Jack shrugged. "Probably just rumor. From what I know, the company is doing great right now."
"I hope you are certain," Ana said.
As if she cared about anything but his paycheck. Jack was handsome. But Ana seemed like the type who could land a bigger fish with a fatter wallet if she put her mind to it. Or maybe I was wrong. She certainly was protective.
When the waitress came with our bill, I noticed Jack didn't say a thing about paying for me. Not that I wanted him to or anything, but a part of me wished he'd offered just to throw that in Ana's face. I used some of the cash Dad had given me to pay for my part. Jack took out his wallet and looked at Ana for a fleeting moment before putting down enough cash to cover the rest of the bill.
"Let's grab some drinks," Jack said, as we left the restaurant and got into his car.
I almost refused, but the thought of going back into my cold lonely flat made me shudder. It was still early, only nine, and I simply didn't want to face the silence alone. Jack took us to a bar in a place called the Virginia Highlands. Young guys in slacks and button-up shirts who appeared as if they'd just left fraternity meetings hobnobbed with girls in pastel sweaters and skirts.
Jack forced his way through the throng at the bar while I followed in his wake. Since my credit card had a ridiculously low limit, I paid for a martini with more of the cash Dad had given me while Jack ordered for Ana and himself. By the time we got away from the bar and back to the gathering area, Ana had talked a couple of guys out of their seats and patted one of the cushions for Jack.
Fine. I have no problem standing.
Jack scooted his butt against Ana, sliding her over in her chair so they could share it, and motioned for me to take the empty seat. A wave of gratitude swept over me, and it was all I could do not to give Ana a smug look. The seats were more like padded divans with plenty of room for more than one person to sit, but I considered it a win nonetheless.
The roar of the crowd mixed with loud music forced us to shout to be heard by each other. With Ana on the other side of Jack, it was all but impossible to hear her, a fact for which I was immensely grateful.
After her first drink, Ana went to the bathroom, though not before telling Jack what she wanted for her next drink.
"She's not really my girlfriend," Jack said the minute she was out of earshot.
I raised an eyebrow to highlight the skepticism I felt over that statement. "She certainly seems to think she is."
"We used to date." He shrugged. "I didn't expect her to be like this after meeting you."
A part of me felt very pleased to have caused Ana's reaction. "Well, she seems very sweet," I said.
Jack burst into laughter. "Oh man, you haven't seen her temper yet." He stood. "You want anything else?"
I gave him some money and let him go to the bar while I saved our seats. He returned a few minutes later, but still no Ana. I looked around, but with all the bystanders it was difficult to see.
"Would you check if she's still in the bathroom?" Jack said.
"Of course." I set my drink on the table between our chairs and headed that way. I hadn't gone far when I spotted the tall girl, a drink in hand, as a guy with his back to me chatted her up.
How rude!
Jack had purchased another drink for the slut and here she was making time with another bloke. I forced my way between several people, trying to catch her eye so I could give her girl code for "You're a stupid bitch!" I sensed a sudden chill. The man she was speaking with turned slightly, presenting his profile to me. He had short dark hair, blue eyes—my heart went cold with fear and repulsion as recognition took hold.
It was Stephen.



Chapter 13
Stephen had cut his hair and shaved off the long sideburns, but I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt it was him.
Revulsion skittered up my arms like an army of cockroaches. Ana seemed completely taken with him. Her hand unconsciously went to her hair, brushing it behind an ear in the way a nervous schoolgirl would, with a vapid smile on her face. I wasn't close enough to hear their conversation, but having encountered this molester twice, my imagination was more than adequate to fill in the blanks.
I paused, uncertain what to do. The man had attacked me twice. I wondered if I might smash a beer bottle over his head, or grab my stun gun and hit him in the crotch with it.
"Is something wrong?" asked a guy standing near me, apparently taking the open-mouthed look of horror on my face as an indication I was in peril.
"That creep over there keeps bothering me and my friend," I said.
The guy looked over at Ana and Stephen. "Yeah, he was hitting on our female friends earlier." He nodded his head at a group a few feet behind him. "That dude makes creeps look good."
I briefly considered asking him to retrieve Ana for me, but concluded quick decisive action was the best tact. I tried catching Ana's eye, but she had the same doe-eyed look Isabel had worn upon seeing Stephen. I mean, the guy was gorgeous, but his personality was the pits. I decided on direct action. We were in a public place. Surely he wouldn't attack me here. Despite my distaste for Ana and her slutty attitude, I didn't want even her being attacked by this maniac.
I walked over, grabbed Ana's hand, and dragged her away.
Stephen's head flicked toward me. His eyes narrowed for an instant before widening. "You." The word bore contempt and hatred.
"Hello again, you rapey perverted piece of filth. I suggest you get out of here before I call the authorities."
A feral smile crept over his face. "Go ahead. See if I care." He stalked closer. "Now, if you'll excuse me, I was having a conversation with—whatever her name is." He reached a hand toward Ana's.
Ana looked dazed. Her eyes hadn't left Stephen for a minute. I pulled her away. Just then, the guys from the other group stepped forward, blocking the creepy bastard from getting his paws on her.
"Dude, you better leave," said the biggest of the bunch. "The lady told you to leave her alone."
Stephen's eyes sparked with blatant hatred and contempt. "You're lucky I don't want to cause a scene, or I'd wipe the floor with you."
"I'd like to see you try, pretty boy." The big guy cracked his knuckles.
Stephen's fist flashed so fast, I almost wondered if it had moved at all. The big guy doubled over with a gasp. He vomited all over Stephen's shoes. The creep danced back with a curse. "Fucking noms," he spat before pushing away through the crowd.
While the big guy's friends crowded around him, I thanked them and pulled Ana back toward Jack.
"Wh-what happened?" she said, her words thick. "I was talking and then...that man threw up?"
"You were talking to the gorgeous creep," I said. "Blue eyes, black hair, thinks he's God's gift to humanity."
She winced. "I remember him saying hello." A hand went to her stomach. "Oh, I really have to pee."
"Didn't you just go?"
She shook her head.
I reversed course and took her to the bathroom. Miraculously, the line wasn't that long, though I chalked it up to more women putting the men's bathroom to use as alcohol and full bladders decreased their inhibitions.
When we finally returned to Jack, he was staring into his empty drink glass, and starting on the drink he'd bought for Ana nearly fifteen minutes earlier.
"Geez," he said. "Long line?"
"You wouldn't bloody believe." I decided to leave discussing the incident up to Ana. But not only did Ana not discuss it, she didn't seem to remember it at all. It was so frighteningly close to Isabel's reaction, I had to wonder just what Stephen was putting into drinks. Why in the world a man so attractive would need date-rape drugs was beyond me. If he only exercised a bit of control over his narcissism, he wouldn't need to be a rapist.
I shuddered. There was something fundamentally wrong with that man. He was a sociopath—or was it psychopath? I never could remember the distinction. Again, my skin crawled like I'd fallen into a nest of baby spiders. I just wanted to leave. Go home and bury my face in my pillow.
"Did something happen?" Jack said, looking at my face with concern.
"Someone threw up," Ana said, her eyes still looking a bit glazed. "I am not feeling well, Jack. Can we go?"
For once, I wholeheartedly agreed with Ana. "I'm feeling a bit tired myself," I added.
Jack nodded and left the rest of Ana's drink on the table between the divans. During the ride home, Ana didn't say much, just gazed out the window with a blank expression. Such was the dazed look on her face, I half expected her to lick it or do something equally mental.
"Goodnight." Jack got out of the car to give me a hug. "Sorry the bar wasn't that great."
I smiled. "It was fine. Just a bit rowdy."
It was only ten thirty, but the alcohol and the fading shock of seeing Stephen yet again must have worn me out. I fell asleep the moment my head hit the pillow.
The next day I forced myself out of bed around eleven even though I felt as if I could sleep all day with the soothing rain pattering against my bedroom window. I made tea and sat on the couch, looking out the window at the gray city skyline and wondering what to do with myself. I called the hotel number Dad had given me, but only reached voicemail.
"Well, the day's not going to make anything happen for you." I pushed myself up. After taking a shower, I used the GPS on my phone to find a good mall, ending up at Lenox Square in Buckhead. By late afternoon, I'd spent less than a hundred dollars, but managed to pick up a lovely new pair of jeans, a jacket, and a silk scarf that looked remarkably like Ana's, except mine was purple not pink.
I decided to go across the road to check out Phipp's Plaza, knowing full well I couldn't afford anything in the high-priced mall. I took a few wrong turns in the parking deck and ended up belowground in some sort of service area that dead-ended in a concrete wall. Just as I was certain I'd never get back out, a pink Lamborghini with zebra stripes appeared from nowhere I could discern. If I hadn't been in the process of blinking, I would've sworn it came straight through a concrete wall.
Nevertheless, I followed this beacon of bad taste through the twisting deck and back out to the main area. Breathing a sigh of relief, I parked the car and went inside. As I walked around, I passed people who made my senses tingle. Unlike Stephen, they put off something of a warm glow or the slight prickle of static electricity. As one fellow passed me, the image of a great well of glowing light flickered across my vision.
Dizzy, I sat down and gave myself a moment. "I really do need a therapist." Getting a peculiar feeling from being near someone wasn't all that abnormal, but seeing things was. Rarely had so many people set off my senses and I came to the conclusion that seeing Stephen must have affected me more than I wanted to admit. I obviously needed therapy and knew just where to find it. I located a bookstore with a nice selection of tea in their cafe and bought the sequel to a smutty novel I'd wanted to read for a while.
While ratcheting up my randy factor probably wasn't the best thing for me to do considering the lack of man solutions, I decided the little box of toys in my closet were a lot less troublesome than any man. Just pop in a fresh set of batteries, and they were all the company I needed. They didn't go out drinking, lie to your face, or cheat on you after having their way with your body.
If only they cuddled.
After depressing myself with such thoughts, I thought it perfectly reasonable to treat myself to a nice dinner with wine and chocolate pie for dessert, all while fantasizing about telling Ana I could eat anything I wanted. Of course, that required ignoring the little ninny in me that was freaking out about how many calories I'd consumed over the past two weeks. I hadn't gone near a scale lately, nor did I intend to. So long as my jeans still fit, I would do my level best to ignore the elephant in the room, even if I was the elephant.
Jack texted me to ask if I was feeling better. After waiting an appropriate amount of time, I texted back and told him I'd had a wonderful day of shopping. He didn't reply which irritated me a bit. I wondered if perhaps I'd completely misjudged his interest in me. It wasn't a pleasant thought. I wanted him to like me even though I really wasn't interested in him as more than a friend. Just because I had no romantic feelings didn't mean I couldn't enjoy a double standard.
Bloody men, always causing problems.
After a quick stop by the grocery store for lunch food, I felt as if I'd managed a somewhat productive day. Even better, I wasn't feeling horribly depressed, nor had I sucked on any desiccated Dove bar sticks.
As I cooked chicken breasts and quinoa for lunch the next day, the door opened and Isabel walked inside, suitcase in hand. A pink bow held her hair in a sideways ponytail, and she wore Pink sweatpants and a hoodie. Without even trying, she looked like a bloody supermodel. Her eyes met mine, and I noticed how sad they looked.
I took in a breath to speak, but paused with uncertainty.
"I'm sorry," she said, a tear trickling down her eye. "You were right. I'm out of control."
I rushed over to her and hugged her, tears gathering in my eyes and spilling down my cheeks. "I'm so sorry, Izzy. You know I love you. I should have kept my big mouth shut."
"No, you were right, Em." She pulled back, wiping tears with the back of her hand. "I'm so stupid with guys. I keep sleeping with them, expecting to find one of them really interesting, but they're like empty shells. They all start looking and sounding the same."
I slumped against the back of the couch. "Well, at least you're not uptight about them like me. I think I'm turning into a man hater."
She laughed. "We are so screwed, aren't we?"
I nodded. "Indeed."
Isabel dug her hand into a bag. "Well, it's a good thing I brought out the big guns then, isn't it?" She produced a large container of Nutella. "You forgive me?"
Despite my misgivings, I laughed, and my mood lightened. "For Nutella I would forgive almost anything." I went and grabbed two spoons. "You forgive me?"
"There's nothing to forgive, Em." She strained with the lid on the Nutella. "Now if only we had a man to open this damned thing."
We burst into giggles.
"Just stand over there, sir, and open our jars for us when we say so," I said.
"And give us back massages," Isabel added.
"Oh dear, that would probably lead to other things," I said.
"Ugh, men!" Isabel set down the jar and tugged off her hoodie, stripping down to a T-shirt. Her bicep bore a nasty yellow-green bruise.
I took her arm and looked at it. "What happened?"
"Oh, nothing. I fell."
"This bruise is in the shape of a finger, Izzy." My stomach felt tight as I looked it over. It was too fresh to have been caused by our first encounter with Stephen, though the slight traces of where he'd bitten her neck remained. It took everything I had to keep painful memories at bay.
She closed her eyes, her head bowing. "Can we start with the Nutella first?"
I laughed despite the anger boiling deep in my belly. "If we can get it open."
A damp rag helped me twist off the cap. "The Devil himself must have tightened the lid on this one in order to torment the poor woman who purchased it."
"Men," Isabel said in an exasperated voice.
"With horns."
She giggled. "And tails."
I let Isabel take the first spoonful, and followed right after.
"Mmm." She moaned pleasure. "Oh God, I feel better already."
"It is cathartic, isn't it?" I nibbled at chocolaty goodness on my spoon in an effort not to gobble it all at once.
We were several spoonfuls in when Isabel sighed. "I went to Destin with a guy I met. There were six of us—three guys, three girls. At first it was a lot of fun, but they started doing drugs. The guy I was with, Rex—"
"Whoa, they still name guys Rex?" I said.
She laughed. "I think it was short for something, maybe Tyrannosaurus. Anyway, he insisted I do some coke with them, but I didn't want to. We got in an argument, and he grabbed my arm to keep me from walking away." A tear trickled down her cheek. "Then he hit me in the face. If I hadn't been wearing my hair like this, it probably would have left a bruise."
My fingers tightened on the spoon. "Son of a bitch. Where does he live?"
"He's a rich boy. Lives near Buckhead."
"Let's get some baseball bats and trap him in an alley."
She laughed. "I don't think I could hit someone with a baseball bat."
"But the bastard hit you."
"He was high."
"Don't defend him."
Isabel gave me a tiny smile. "I'm not you, sis. You're brave and vicious. I don't like hurting anything."
"I'm not vicious," I jammed the entire spoonful of heaven in my mouth.
"Like the time you tripped Billy Ferguson and stomped him in the crotch with your high heels after he touched your butt?"
I tried to speak, but my mouth was too full. "Omm!"
Isabel grinned. "Maybe that's why we're opposite when it comes to guys. I let them do what they want, and you beat the shit out of them."
The glob of Nutella finally dissolved enough for me to form words. "In case you don't remember, Billy said he wanted to fuck me up the ass!"
We both laughed uncontrollably for a few minutes, remembering that night. Billy hadn't come near us after that.
"Seriously," I said, looking at her arm. "I think we both need therapy. And baseball bats. Plus, slugging a man with hard wood would not only be ironic, but also a good workout. We'll both need to lose some weight after this."
"This is good therapy," Isabel said. "I feel happy right now."
"So do I." And it was true. For the first time in days, I felt happy. I was certain my day of shopping and gluttony had plenty to do with it, but I wasn't one to look a gift horse in the mouth. Isabel and I were back to speaking. All was right with the world. I decided it was too soon to tell Isabel about my bizarre encounters with Stephen and George Walker. I didn't want to freak her out.
Then again, not telling her might have dire consequences. If Stephen wanted to hurt me, what would stop him from hurting Isabel? I resolved to tell her everything.
Tomorrow.



Chapter 14
The first thing I saw upon entering the office Monday morning was Sandra's pale face, her eyes bearing dark circles beneath them. If I hadn't known better, I would have thought she'd been engaged in ultimate fighting and gained two black eyes for her trouble.
"Are you feeling better?" I said, careful to give her wide berth lest she contaminate me.
"I'm fine." She summoned enough energy to weakly raise an imperious eyebrow. They were penciled in, though I could tell her heart hadn't been in it this morning, because they were flat and not tapered with her usual precision.
I decided not to waste another breath expressing false feelings of empathy for her. At least she would be the one dealing with Jones. I could safely hide away in my office and admire the plushy pens Thomas had given me before losing his mind.
The next two weeks went by in a blur. Mr. Jones kept us so busy bowing to his every whim and desire that it was all I could do not to give into my homicidal urges to beat the man with a baseball bat. On the positive side, I saw no signs of Stephen or George Walker, and life seemed to have returned to a state of normalcy. Despite Mr. Jones's rotten attitude, I didn't give up trying to figure out what had happened to him.
At least things with Isabel and me were back to normal; otherwise, I might not have survived. Her friendship and a few drinks at Gronsky's were the only thing keeping me sane. Although I'd promised myself to tell her about Stephen and George Walker, I never felt the moment was right, especially since those troubles seemed to have vanished.
Another Monday tore me from slumber and forced me from bed. I hadn't been sleeping well, but that was old news. I bit back a yawn as I stepped into the reception area at work.
Sandra greeted me with an eyebrow raise. "You're late."
I checked the clock behind the desk and looked at my phone. "The clock is a minute fast."
"That is the office time. I suggest you adjust your phone to match it."
I didn't bother telling her that cell phones were synchronized with an atomic clock that was always right. Instead, I decided I would turn the office clock back five minutes so I could be early tomorrow.
After finishing my morning duties, I checked in on Kevin to be sure he didn't need anything and inspected the schedule on Sandra's desk to see what time the conference room needed to be prepared for any presentations. A breath caught in my throat as I noticed a presentation scheduled for seven-thirty.
What the bloody fudge? I'd checked the schedule on Friday before leaving and this definitely had not been on there.
Even worse, I only had fifteen minutes for preparation. Sandra appeared from down the executive hall.
"When was this scheduled?" I pointed to the calendar item.
She shrugged. "I didn't make the schedule. I assume Mr. Jones did it." An eyebrow went up. "You'd better hurry."
I resisted the urge to tear the paper to shreds and throw it in her face. Instead, I ran back into the kitchen to get out the portable coffee containers. A few employees milled around inside the break room, swilling coffee and talking. Out of the four coffee pots, only one was full. I grabbed it a split second before Stan, his horseshoe pillow still around his neck, reached for it.
"Hey!" he said, eyes squinting at me from beneath bushy eyebrows. His scrawny frame stood about my height, and he must not have showered since awakening beneath his desk, because a whiff of BO tortured my nose.
Repressing a gag, I said, "Sorry, it's an emergency." I dumped the pot into one of the three dispensers and raced to fill the water reservoirs in the industrial machine and spoon coffee into the filters. I had to fill the third dispenser with a decaffeinated brew.
"I want coffee," Stan grumbled. "I can't program without coffee."
"You'll get it," I said. "But there's a meeting in ten minutes, and I have to make coffee for them."
"Just let me get a cup." He held up a mug that was larger than his head, the words Mega Guzzler on the side.
"Your cup holds a pot full of coffee in it. Please, if you'll just let me take care of this, I'll make you a fresh pot."
The door opened and Hinkle waddled in. The room went silent, and people edged toward the door. "What the hell are all of you still doing in here?"
"She's not giving me my coffee," Stan said in a whiney voice. "You know how hard it is for me to get going without my morning cup."
Hinkle looked from the brewing coffee to me. "You didn't have the coffee ready this morning, intern?"
"I did but—"
"You're causing productivity issues in my department, and I don't think Mr. Jameson would appreciate it."
"I made the bloody coffee on time," I said. "But sales is having a meeting in less than ten minutes!"
"I could give a rat's ass. The next pot of coffee is his."
Though math wasn't my strong suit, I knew giving him a pot of coffee would leave me enough to fill only one dispenser. As if I had a choice. It suddenly occurred to me that coffee wasn't the only thing lacking. There were no donuts.
"Bloody hell," I said.
"I don't appreciate your tone, intern."
"I wasn't talking to you."
"She's not as nice as the last one." Stan eyed a filling coffee pot.
Stan would soon receive a pot of coffee all over his head if he didn't watch out. I raced to the phone and dialed Kevin's desk. It rang several times before he finally answered.
"Do you have donuts for the meeting this morning?" I asked.
"What meeting?"
"The one at seven thirty. I just saw it on the calendar."
Kevin cursed and I heard a keyboard clicking. "Son of a bitch! Jones changed the time for this appointment over the weekend but he didn't send out an email to let us know." He groaned. "Look, I gotta go. Thankfully, I have this presentation ready to go, or I'd be screwed."
The phone clicked in my ear. I turned in time to see Stan dumping sugar into his coffee mug with the large scoop that came with the coffee.
I had five minutes.
Time for desperate measures.
The first pot of coffee finally finished. "Well, take it," I said, glaring at Stan.
A smug look crossed his face as he dumped most of the contents into his mug while Hinkle looked on, arms crossed, his beady little eyes watching me like I might swoop in and steal Stan's coffee at any minute.
"I don't like your attitude, young lady," Hinkle said as he ushered Stan out the door. "If our programmers aren't happy, they aren't productive. You'd better do your job."
"You'd better do your job," I mimicked a few seconds after he left, closing the door behind him. I was frustrated, angry, and ready to panic—a terrible combination for a Monday morning.
Jack entered the room and grinned. "Hinkle giving you a hard time? I heard him complaining about the coffee."
"I got blindsided with a presentation this morning." I dumped the other pots into the coffee dispensers and decided to go with the things two-thirds full instead of waiting on more pots. "And I don't have donuts."
"How many do you need?" Jack said.
"There are fifteen people attending."
"Get the coffee to the room. I'll see what I can do."
My heart lifted from the bed of nails it currently rested on. "That would be wonderful, Jack."
He left the room and I followed after, pushing the cart out into the hall and to the conference room. Attendees had already gathered. Jones gave me a nasty look as I wheeled in the cart.
He followed me into the hallway as I made for the kitchen, and cleared his throat. "You realize we're going to start in two minutes, don't you, Miss Glass?"
"I'm sorry. I didn't see the calendar had changed."
"That's not my problem." He looked back into the room. "Where are the bagels and cream cheese?"
"But I thought you wanted donuts."
"Those too. But some of us prefer something healthier." He grunted. "You're not impressing anyone, young woman. I suggest you pick it up a notch starting now."
I ran back to the break room, my heart racing. The closest bagel shop was two blocks away. Jack reappeared, a box of donuts in his hand.
"I had to borrow these from Janet."
"Jones wants bagels," I said. "Bloody bagels!"
"That asshole." Jack scowled and looked around, his eyes settling on the fridge. He opened the door and pulled out a bag of bagels with someone's name scrawled on the side. "Looks like we'll have to borrow these too." He grabbed a plate from the cabinet and dumped the plain bagels on the plate, and found a few foil-topped containers of cream cheese in the door of the fridge where people apparently dumped their excess single-use condiments.
"Just what the hell are you doing in here?" said Hinkle from behind us.
I nearly tossed the bagels on the floor, letting out a little shriek of surprise.
"Sorry, wanted some coffee," Jack said.
"That sorry excuse for an intern still hasn't made more coffee?"
"Yep, just got some fresh," Jack said, picking up a mug someone had left near the sink and gulping down whatever was in it. He made a slight gagging sound and coughed, his eyes watering.
I gathered up the bagels and donuts, trying to act as if I knew exactly what I was doing and skirted around Hinkle as his little piggy eyes followed me. Once out the door, I rushed down the hallway, nearly tripping over my high heels, and put the food down in the conference room as Kevin spoke from the front of the room.
Mr. Jones did a Hinkle impersonation, watching me with narrowed eyes. It felt as though everyone was watching me, like hot pokers prodding me in the back. I broke out into cold perspiration and left the room with as much speed and dignity as I could muster. Sandra emerged from Mr. Jameson's office, her face a cool mask as her eyes met mine.
"I certainly hope you didn't run the office like this while I was out," she said. "The people around here expect and deserve a high level of service."
I glanced back at Jameson's office and wondered just what level of service she provided him. "Usually I have more notice about these meetings, or this wouldn't have happened." I almost went on about how smoothly things had gone during her absence—aside from nearly sleeping with the good Mr. Jones.
Sandra sighed. "I knew we should have hired someone with more experience."
Heat rushed into my cheeks and it was all I could do not to shout, "Experience at making coffee and bagels, you bitch?" Instead, I held my breath and went down the hall to the bathroom. I was so angry, so frustrated, my hands were shaking. I took a paper towel and dabbed at my forehead to remove the perspiration. Even my boobs felt sweaty. Thankfully, I didn't plaster on makeup like Sandra, otherwise it would be turning into a mudslide at this very moment. My job sucked. My man situation sucked. This was a Monday straight from Hell.
"Took my donuts!" said an angry female voice from outside the bathroom door.
Someone said something back, though it was too muffled to make out through the door.
My skin went cold as I realized the first voice belonged to Janet, and the voices were coming closer. I locked myself in the last stall and wondered if I should climb onto the toilet seat, or sit down and pretend to be doing my business.
"Yeah, she stole them when I got up to use the bathroom this morning," Janet said as she and someone else entered the bathroom.
I left my feet down and held my breath.
"Are you sure it was the intern?" said the other woman whose voice I didn't recognize.
"Hinkle told me she had a box of donuts that looked like the ones I usually get."
"What a little thief! What are you going to do about it?"
"Give her a piece of my mind."
The stall door next to me slammed shut, followed by another one. I peeked through the crack in my door and didn't see anyone, so I slipped out as Janet continued to rant about her donuts. When I got into the hallway, I dashed for the lift. Sandra didn't say a word as I punched the button and waited. It suddenly occurred to me there might be other items on the calendar for today. I calmly walked to her desk and, ignoring the gesticulations of her eyebrows, checked the agenda. Sure enough, there were two more meetings.
I took a sticky note and wrote down the number of people. The lift dinged. I casually walked toward it as though I had all the time in the world, though my ears were perked and ready to sound the alarm should I hear Janet coming my way.
Once the doors closed, I paced back and forth, barely able to contain my nervous energy. The lift hit the ground floor and the doors opened. I trotted through the lobby and outside, making my way toward the donut shop. It was absolutely freezing. In my haste, I'd forgotten my coat, and there was no way I was going back up for it. As if to add a twist to my misery, a light mist began to fall.
Monday. From. Hell.
Was this what my life had become? Was I destined to forever roam the streets in search of donuts and bagels to keep a cranky Mr. Jones happy?
By the time I returned to the building lobby, I was half frozen, and my hair was sticking to my head from the mist. My nipples were so hard from the cold I felt certain they could slice through steel. My arms hung like lead weights, numb with fatigue from carrying the bags full of donuts, bagels, and other treats for the despicable Mr. Jones. I shivered violently every few seconds and my teeth chattered.
A man riding up the lift with me gave me a sideways look, probably trying to decide if I were some homeless bag lady who'd somehow stolen her way past building security. He exited on the tenth floor, and I continued upward. The doors slid open to reveal several people gathered around Sandra's desk.
Janet, Hinkle, Stan, Mr. Jones, and Sandra regarded me with looks varying from cool disdain to stolen donut outrage.
I forced a smile, held up the bags of goodies while my tired arms screamed in pain, and said, "Pastries anyone?"
Nobody seemed amused.
"Leave the donuts with Sandra and come with me," Mr. Jones said. He looked at Hinkle. "Fred, why don't you come along too?"
Janet grabbed a bag from me and pulled out a box with an angry huff. "You shouldn't steal from people." Her gaze shifted to Sandra. "Don't people like this get flagged with a criminal background check?"
Oh yes, I'm a dangerous donut thief.
I set the other bags on the table, wiped a wet lock of hair from my face, and followed Mr. Jones and Hinkle without another word. Jones motioned toward a seat and closed the door behind me before settling into his leather chair. Hinkle took a stance near the door, his beady little eyes scouring me with scorn.
"I knew there was something off about you, Miss Glass, from the moment I first spoke with you." Jones leaned forward, eyes narrowed. "You not only disrupted an important sales meeting this morning, but resorted to thievery to cover for your poor planning skills."
"But—"
He held up a hand. "I'm not finished speaking, young lady."
I shut my mouth, pressing my fingers tight into the palm of my hand, and feeling the bite of fingernails against skin.
"You were unprepared with the coffee. Then you stole Janet's donuts and took Ted Grafton's bagels. I don't know how your parents raised you, but they obviously did a very poor job of it."
He paused, as if testing to see if I'd blurt something out again. I realized that anything I said probably wouldn't help, and I didn't want to get Jack in trouble. At the same time, I wanted to strangle Jack for not coming up with a better method than making off with Janet's donuts. Why hadn't he simply offered to buy them from her, or something reasonable?
"She's been disrupting operations in my department all morning," Hinkle said. "The coffee wasn't ready, and then she outright refused to give Stan any coffee."
"The coffee was ready!" I said, unable to keep my mouth shut. "And I needed the coffee for the meeting."
"Unprepared," Jones said, shaking his head. He looked up at Hinkle. "Anything else you want to add, Fred?"
"As a matter of fact, yes." The piggish little man crossed his arms and assumed a rather smug air. "She's also been making eyes at some of the male programmers. Flirting with them and causing them to shirk their duties to talk to her. I would say it's bordering dangerously close to sexual harassment."
I felt my eyelids fly wide open with outrage. A cold, icy feeling formed in the pit of my stomach, and my hands started to shake again. "I did not—"
"Thanks, Fred. I'll take it from here."
Hinkle nodded. Gave me one last disdainful glare, and left.
"I have not been flirting with anyone," I said. "When Sandra was sick I took over her duties and performed them exactly as asked. There hasn't been one complaint I know of. This meeting was rescheduled at the last minute, and she didn't tell me, nor did Kevin even know about it until I told him." I was so angry that hot tears pressed against my eyes. I didn't want to cry in front of this bastard. I didn't want to give him the satisfaction.
"Frankly, I don't need to know anything else, Miss Glass." He pointed to a poster on the wall behind him. Beneath the image of a man with crossed arms and a stern look on his face were the words: A lack of planning on your part doesn't constitute an emergency on mine.
This bastard had things reversed. His lack of planning had caused an emergency. I eyed the stapler on his desk and wondered how many times I could hit him before security got to me.
Jones continued his stern lecture. "The fact that you stole from coworkers to make up for your own lack of planning is enough to settle the matter. I want you to clear out of here in fifteen minutes. Gather your things. We'll mail your paycheck."



Chapter 15
Shock rolled through me, and I felt my mouth open as if to respond, but no words came out. With great effort, I stood, feeling like a ragamuffin with my still-damp hair and wet clothes, and proceeded from his office without another word.
Every positive feeling I'd had for Thomas twisted inside me, boiling into hatred for Mr. Jones. I wanted to slap the smug look off his face. Scream at him. But that would only make things worse. Sandra turned in her chair when I emerged from the hallway, one eyebrow arched, as if regarding a hangnail.
She sighed. "Well, I guess we'll need a new intern."
If she expected a response, I hoped to disappoint her by keeping my mouth clamped shut. What was I going to do? Where would I find another job? It was enough to make me want to run home to Daddy. Except Mum would be furious with me for not standing up for myself. But what else could I have done?
I found a small box and scooped my plushy pens into them, along with a picture of me and Dad and a few other knick-knacks I'd decorated my desk with. Just looking at the pens filled me with conflicting emotions. Thomas had given them to me before the blow to his head—or whatever had truly happened—turned him into Mr. Jones. I loved them. They were adorable. But they reminded me of something precious that I'd lost and would never have again, unless I wanted to risk murder and knock Jones on the noggin. If that would even work.
A part of me wanted to throw them away or burn them. Another part wanted to keep them because they were cute. A third part of me wanted to throw the box against the wall and scream at the top of my lungs.
Instead, I took a fourth option, and after putting my coat on over damp clothes, forced my head high and went to the lift. I didn't turn my head to look at Sandra as I waited. When the doors opened, I stepped in and pressed the button for the lobby.
The minute the doors slid shut, my entire body trembled, and I sagged against the side of the carriage. A sob shook my shoulders and tears blurred my vision. I tried deep breaths, but nothing helped and the dam broke. By the time the lift hit the ground floor, I was a soggy mess. I searched my purse, but I'd used my last tissue some time ago. The mirrors on the lift walls showed how awful I looked—blotchy faced, tear streaked, and with a red runny nose.
The doors slid open. I put my head down to hide my awful complexion, rushed forward, and promptly rammed against a warm body.
Someone shouted in alarm.
My box fell, spilling its contents all over the floor, and something hot and wet ran down my hands.
"Oh God, I'm so sorry," I said, looking up to see a young man with striking green eyes. I couldn't help but think how much they looked like Thomas's...before.
His gray suit looked as if it had been hand-tailored and fitted. It also looked drenched with coffee, from the jacket to the slacks. What was it with me, hot coffee, and men?
I started apologizing and blubbering like a lunatic, brushing his suit with my hands as though they could soak up the liquid. "I'll pay for the dry cleaning," I said as more tears blinded me.
"Oh man, you got hot coffee all over your hands," he said, and shouted something to someone else. A moment later, I felt a damp cloth pressing against my hands.
My hands felt fine, probably because they'd been so cold earlier, or possibly because my coat had soaked up most of the coffee before it had gotten on me. I wasn't exactly feeling on top of things at the moment.
Someone pressed a tissue into my hand. I wiped away tears and looked back at the man. He looked young, late twenties perhaps. He wore his dark hair combed to the side, exposing a chiseled face, square chin, and a strong nose. He was gorgeous in a manly way that pretty boy Stephen could never be. I, on the other hand, looked like some prostitute they'd rounded up off the street.
"Are you okay?" the man asked.
"I'm so sorry about your suit."
He smiled. "Don't worry. Coffee comes out." He knelt down, picking up my coffee soaked items from the floor and putting them into the box, which had somehow remained dry. "Why are you so sad, pretty lady?"
"I—I lost my job." Why I was telling this perfect stranger my business, I had no idea. At this point, I almost didn't care. I was beyond mortified.
His eyes went hard as diamonds. "You were fired?" His voice was calm. Cold as ice.
"Yes."
"Why don't you ride back up with me? Let me talk to your boss. Maybe I can help out."
I laughed through my tears. "I wish you could."
"I'm not joking. I'm really good at persuading people to do things."
"Not this fellow," I said. "He used to be such a great person, but then he hit his head and lost his mind. Now he's a right asshole." I had no idea why I was spilling my woes on this poor fellow. Perhaps he really was good at persuasion if he'd made me confess this so quickly.
He laughed and retrieved an attaché case from the floor. "I love challenges." Tucking my box under one arm, he held out his free hand, looking a bit silly with the coffee stains running down his clothes. "Trust me."
I didn't know why in the world I listened to him. Perhaps it was because he wore an expensive suit and looked like he knew what he was doing. Perhaps I was simply curious to see what in the world this man would do. Something about his eyes made me want to trust him. One thing was certain. I had nothing left to lose at this point, not even my dignity.
We stepped into the lift. He reached for the buttons, and seemed to stop his finger before pressing the button to the twentieth floor. "Which floor?"
"The twentieth."
"Ah." He hit it.
The doors slid open a moment later. Sandra was talking on the phone. "It was pathetic. I almost felt sorry—" She saw me. "Oh. What are you doing here?"
The man left the lift. "She's back for her job," he said, smiling.
A slightly dazed look came over Sandra's eyes. "Hello."
I waited for her to continue, but she simply looked at him, a slight flush entering her sickly cheeks. I could hardly blame her. He was a pleasure to stare at.
"Who do I need to speak with?" the man said.
"His name is Thomas Jones," I replied.
"I'd like to talk with Mr. Jones," he said, turning back to Sandra.
She gave her head a quick shake, as if waking up and said, "He's in a meeting. I can make an appointment if you'd like."
"Interrupt his meeting."
"Sir, I can't do that."
"Tell him Mr. Rock is here to see him."
Her eyes went a bit wide. "Yes, of course, sir."
With that, Sandra actually got up from her desk and hurried down the hallway rather than using her phone to buzz Mr. Jones.
"Your last name is Rock?" I said.
He held out a hand. "Tyler Rock. Nice to meet you Miss..."
"Emily Glass," I said, taking his hand.
He squeezed my hand in his very warm grip and gave me a smile that almost made my panties melt.
Oh dear.
I caught myself staring and looked away before I lost myself in those eyes.
"What do you do here?" he asked.
"A bit of this, a bit of that. I'm just an intern."
"Everyone is important." Tyler gave me a lopsided grin. "So don't give me that 'just an intern' garbage."
A little smiled crept onto my face despite how icky I felt. A warm, embarrassed flush quickly followed when I thought back to how awful I looked right now. And in front of this man. But why should I even care? True, he was quite yummy looking, but he probably used his looks to get a lot of women in bed.
Pretty plays around.
It was true. A desirable man had no shortage of women willing to sleep with him. Then again, I looked horrid. There was no way this man wanted to bed me. He quite likely felt truly sorry for the ragged little intern girl. For some reason, this made me laugh out loud.
Tyler gave me an amused look. "What's so funny, Miss Glass?"
I snorted with laughter, and quickly clamped both hands over my mouth, shaking my head. I really had no idea what I found so funny except how ridiculous I must look with this coffee-stained gentleman next to me.
"I'm sorry," I said. "I do believe I'm going mental."
He burst into a loud laugh. "I like a woman who can admit she's crazy."
A comfortable flush filled me. My flustered senses slowly returned, and with them, a distinct tingling from my radar.
Before I could get a feel for the vibe emanating from Tyler, Sandra appeared with a grumbling Mr. Jones in tow.
Mr. Jones looked Tyler's stained suit up and down with a grimace. "Can I help you Mr. Rock?" The tone of his voice sounded like he wanted to do anything but help him.
"Yes, you can." I noticed Tyler didn't hold out a hand to shake the other man's. "Miss Glass here informed me that you just let her go."
"She's a thief and a slacker."
Tyler pursed his lips. "Perhaps you can explain the situation."
Mr. Jones scowled and he looked even more annoyed than usual. "Just because you're in negotiations with Mr. Jameson doesn't mean you can—"
"The negotiations are over, Mr. Jones. Hadn't you heard?"
"Negotiations?" I said, feeling completely lost.
Sandra dropped like a stone into her chair, eyes wide.
"No, I have not heard," Mr. Jones said. "And Burt would tell me before making a decision."
"Ah, well, maybe he hasn't had time." Tyler gave Mr. Jones a wolfish grin, baring his teeth like a predator that had just cornered his prey. "My lawyer will be here in a few minutes with the final paperwork."
"Mr. Jameson is at lunch," Sandra said. "But he'll be back in fifteen minutes."
"Paperwork?" I said.
"So, given that, Mr. Jones, I'd like you to explain your decision to fire Miss Glass." Tyler crossed his arms and regarded the shorter man.
Just looking at the two of them, I wondered how in the world I'd felt any sort of physical attraction for Thomas. Tyler was a good head taller, somewhere over six feet, and Mr. Jones's plain features paled like a candle before the sun compared to Tyler. Then again, it hadn't been physical with Thomas. It had been something else. Something deeper.
"We had a sales meeting this morning. Miss Glass did not have the coffee done in time, and she stole donuts from a coworker because she hadn't planned ahead."
"The meeting was rescheduled without notice," said a voice from behind me. "And Mr. Jones failed to email us about it."
I turned to see Kevin standing in the hall, his forehead pinched.
"Some people don't look at the schedule like they should," Mr. Jones said. "The girl had plenty of time to check the schedule when she got in this morning."
"What kind of a sales manager changes an appointment at the last minute, and doesn't tell his salespeople?" Tyler said. "Sounds like a fundamental lack of communication."
"It certainly surprised me," Kevin said. "In fact, I wouldn't have known if Emily hadn't told me. It sounds to me that she made the best of the situation with what she had."
Intense gratitude welled up in me for Kevin. He'd always been a nice enough fellow, but to butt heads with Mr. Jones for a lowly intern seemed above and beyond one's duty. He had a wife and children. What if Mr. Jones felt vindictive and fired him?
Jones's lips curled into a snarl. "How dare you—"
"I agree," Tyler said, cutting off Jones and nodding at Kevin. "Sounds like a rush to judgment on your part, Mr. Jones." He stared at the other man for a moment. "I think you owe Miss Glass an apology and her job back."
Mr. Jones actually sputtered, his face going red. "I owe her no such thing. You have no idea what really happened."
Tyler pulled a folder from his small attaché case, and pulled out a sheet of paper. "According to human resources, you already had another recommendation in mind to replace Miss Glass. The new intern would be none other than your niece. It appears to me that when Mr. Jameson hired Miss Glass, you wanted to come up with a reason to fire her so you could hire your niece."
"Preposterous!" Mr. Jones yelled. "Who do you think you are coming in here making accusations like this?"
Tyler bared his teeth in a grin. "Your new boss."



Chapter 16
Mr. Jones tried to speak, but he seemed at a loss for words. Or perhaps he realized yelling at the new boss wasn't the best way to get off on a good foot. As for me, things suddenly became a bit clearer. The rumor Jack had mentioned about someone buying the company had apparently been true. Mr. Jameson had sold it to Tyler—Mr. Rock.
Tyler looked at Sandra. "I expect we'll make things official once Burt gets back. Until then, I'd like you to get Miss Glass settled back in. I've done a tour of the offices before, and I think the little office in the center hall would be a good place for her to call home."
Sandra looked from Mr. Jones to Tyler to me, her eyes uncertain, before standing and nodding. "At once, sir."
"I know the way," I said. "Really, there's no reason to show me, Sandra."
Tyler shrugged. "Whatever works for you Em—Miss Glass."
My gaze settled on him for a moment as a sense of déjà vu nagged me. I almost felt as if I knew this man from a previous life, or something weird like that. I realized I was staring. "Oh, yes. Thanks." I turned and walked down the hall.
"Welcome back." Kevin grinned and headed toward his department. He paused outside my office door when we reached it. "I was furious when I heard Jones had fired you. I'm amazed how quickly you got it back though." He chuckled. "Guess it doesn't hurt to catch the eye of the new owner, does it?"
"More like his pity," I said, smiling wistfully.
"Oh, I think it's more than that. He couldn't take his eyes off you. Don't underestimate yourself, Emily." Kevin tapped the doorframe with his hand. "Well, back to the grind." He walked off.
I set my box down on the desk and dropped into the chair as my legs suddenly felt quite weak. What a whirlwind day! I shook my head, hardly able to believe all the twists and turns. It was certainly a day to write about in my journal.
Bloody hell.
A quick visit to the bathroom turned into a long visit as I tried to make myself once again presentable. The hairbrush I kept in my purse wasn't the best, but it loosened the tangles in my hair until my dingy brown locks finally straightened into some semblance of order. I wiped my face with a damp paper towel and freshened up my lip gloss, happy that I seldom wore much in the way of makeup or I might have looked like a Gothic nightmare with runny eyeliner and washed out base.
My clothes were altogether another matter. Tyler had taken the brunt of the coffee, but my pea coat's sleeves were stained. My blouse and business skirt looked rumpled, and only a good dry cleaning would make them right again. My appearance ranged somewhere between that of a homeless tramp and a hooker, but at least my hair was brushed and drying.
The bathroom door bumped open and Janet walked in. The side of her mouth had a jelly stain on it, no doubt from the fresh donuts I'd purchased to replace the ones Jack had taken. She saw me and went crimson.
"Oh, goodness. Jack told me he took the donuts, not you. I feel so awful for getting you into trouble." She offered me a sheepish grin. "I hope Mr. Jones wasn't too harsh on you."
Harsh? He bloody fired me, you nincompoop. I kept those nasty little thoughts to myself and returned her smile, except mine probably looked closer to Tyler's wolfish grin. I definitely smelled blood in the water. "No, we had a good talk and everything is fine now."
"Oh, thank heavens," she said, walking to the sink and dabbing at the jelly stain. "I forgive you, by the way."
Forgive me for what? The woman had only just told me Jack had admitted to grand theft donut, so why—oh forget it! "How very sweet of you," I said in a polite voice, and left the bathroom.
After checking on the coffee machines and making sure the remaining meetings of the day were stocked with junk food, I returned to my office and slumped in my chair, assuming a very unladylike posture. I was absolutely worn out, not to mention famished. In all the excitement, I'd skipped lunch.
Since my duties were done and Sandra had left me well enough alone, I decided to eat my lunch despite the late hour. But when I looked for it in my box, it wasn't there. I thought back to breakfast, and realized I hadn't packed food. I went to the kitchen and procured a bagel and cream cheese from the cart for the three-o'clock meeting. I swore to God if anyone accused me of stealing it I would stab them with a plastic butter knife.
Jack stepped inside, saw me, and let out a long breath. "Holy crap, Emily. I am so sorry for getting you into trouble. Did Jones do anything mean?"
I paused to take a drink of water and wash down a mouthful of bagel before answering. "Nothing too terrible. He fired me."
"He what?" Jack's eyes went almost comically wide.
"Well, he fired me, but it's all good now, because I ran into the new owner and he hired me back." I suppressed a smile and bit into the quickly dwindling bagel.
"Uh..." Jack didn't seem to have a response. "New owner?"
"Apparently the rumors of a buyout were well founded." I shrugged. "I believe they're doing the final paperwork today." Just the thought of Tyler brought his green eyes back to focus. How firm and warm his grip was on my hands. How gentle he'd been wiping off the hot coffee. His eyes, actions, and vibe almost reminded me of—I took in a sharp breath and caught a puzzled look from Jack.
"Did you find a bone in the bagel or something?" he said.
"No, I just realized why I had such déjà vu earlier." It actually felt much stronger than those words could describe. I remembered Thomas's concerned green eyes when I'd spilled coffee all over him. How he'd thought of me first. Was it possible someone like Tyler Rock could really exist? Someone so gorgeous and likely rich who would care about the feelings of an intern? Or was it just a game for him?
"So who's the mystery buyer?" Jack said, walking to the fridge and pulling out a soft drink.
"His name is Tyler Rock. Have you heard of him?"
He took a sip and shook his head. "No. Did you do an internet search?"
I clucked my tongue and shook my head at my own idiocy. "No, but that's a wonderful idea."
"Yeah, I want to know if he'll be good for the company or if I should start looking for another job." Jack pulled out his cell phone and typed in the name. He whistled softly. "Wow. I haven't heard of this guy, but I have heard of his father." He held the screen so I could see it. "Cyrus Rock. Billionaire. He basically spun off part of his empire and incorporated the holdings into three smaller corporations, then gave one to each of his kids to run as they saw fit. He said they'd have to prove they were worthy of their inheritance, or he'd cut them out of the will."
"Good heavens, what a monster," I said. "All the people who depend on those companies and he risked them just so his children could prove themselves?"
"Yeah. I remember reading about it a few years ago, but forgot all about it. I guess this Tyler Rock dude is one of his kids."
"And we're a bloody experiment?"
Jack laughed. "I hope you like hamster wheels."
"Not funny."
"Yeah, well, I'll have to do some more research about this guy." He scrolled down the screen. "Looks like Cyrus has a daughter and two sons. Tyler is the youngest, his brother Brandon is the oldest, and Arianna is in between. Their mother died when they were young, and with a dad like they have, I'm sure they all have severe daddy and mommy issues."
"Just what we need," I said, my heart sinking at this news. It didn't mean Tyler was a bad person, but it certainly didn't bode well.
"According to this, Brandon's companies are doing okay, while Arianna's have fluctuated." He grimaced. "Crap."
"What?" I said grabbing his hand and pulling his phone screen into a better position for me to read it.
"Tyler's companies haven't done well. One went bankrupt. He sold it off for pennies on the dollar. The others have all sunk in value, but they're holding on."
"Good lord," I said in a whiney voice. "We're doomed, aren't we? Maybe he just got the worst companies in the deal."
"According to the original news stories, Cyrus gave them each companies of similar value, type, and potential. So I don't think that's it. Tyler just doesn't have what it takes."
I was no business expert, but it didn't take a financial genius to see the writing on the wall. Perhaps Tyler was truly a nice person. If so, it was no wonder he was failing miserably at business. It took a right asshole like Mr. Jones to make money.
"Don't believe everything you read," said a quiet, but amused voice from the door.
I felt my skin turn to ice as I looked into the storm-tossed eyes of Tyler Rock. The remnant of the bagel smacked cream cheese side down on the floor, a split second before Jack's phone fell from my fingers and landed atop it. I looked at Jack and wondered if my face looked quite as shocked as his.
"Uh," Jack said, quite eloquently stating my present thoughts as well.
Tyler shrugged. "It's smart to question the order of things. Most people don't bother to research anything about a company they work for. They just slog in place day-to-day for a paycheck and never question anything." He stepped through the door. "They're sheep." His wolf-like grin returned. "I eat sheep."
I gulped. His eyes were so intense, his body language so predatory, I felt a bit weak in the knees. But something inside me, quite likely the thought of my mother seeing me quaver, bucked up my courage. "Thank you for saving my job, Mr. Rock, but you apparently don't have a very good track record. Why are you buying this company when your others are failing?"
His eyes flared for a moment. "I knew there was something about you." It almost seemed as if he were saying it to himself. "I have a very good reason for buying this company. A reason I'm not willing to explain, however." He leaned down, retrieved my bagel and Jack's phone from the floor, handing the latter to the still-stunned programmer. "But things are going to be different with my holdings from here on out. I've made mistakes. But I've also learned from them." He rinsed his hands in the sink and grabbed a paper towel. "I need people who will question things and be brave enough to challenge the people in charge. I want a pack of wolves, not a flock of sheep."
Jack shook his head slowly. "Is this what you tried at your other companies?"
Tyler laughed, his pleasant baritone echoing in the room. "No, not at all." He rested a hand on Jack's shoulder. "What do you do here?"
"I'm a programmer."
"What do you think of your department head?"
"Of Hinkle?" Jack shrugged. "He's an asshole who never listens to anyone."
Tyler nodded, putting a hand under his chin. "Is he a programmer?"
"He used to be."
"Okay." Tyler's eyes seemed to go out of focus for a moment. "We're going to have a full staff meeting first thing tomorrow. I already had Sandra clear the calendar for everyone." He looked at me. "Miss Glass, I'd like you to brief me on the company."
"But I'm new," I said, feeling the weight of his gaze. "Jack knows a lot more than I do."
He acted as though I hadn't spoken. "Jack, I want you to write up a work flow for the programming department. How you do things now, and what you think would make it better. You'll present it tomorrow."
Jack's mouth dropped open. Snapped shut. "Yes, sir."
"Good. Get on it, and tell Hinkle you're to do nothing else today. In other words, tell him to stay off your ass." Tyler winked.
A laugh erupted from Jack, which he quickly stifled. "I'm on it." He left the room with an honest-to-God spring in his step.
Tyler shifted his intense gaze to me. "You look...hungry."
Oh dear. The way he said it seemed to have an entirely different meaning. Just looking at him did make me hungry. But not for food. What was wrong with me? One chiseled confident man, and I was practically salivating.
He smiled. "I saw the way you were devouring that bagel."
Somehow, I found the words to reply. "I forgot my lunch today."
Tyler checked a very expensive looking Rolex. "I haven't had lunch yet either." His lip curled into a lopsided grin. "Do you like pho soup?"
I felt a bit dizzy at the question, and an edge of electricity seemed to run up my stomach. Déjà vu all over again. "Yes," I said, my voice sound weak to my ears. Something about this man reminded me of Thomas even though the pair looked nothing alike. I imagined it must be his green eyes.
"Excellent. You can brief me while we eat."
From the way he looked at me, I wondered just what he planned to eat. Perhaps it might have been better if I hadn't been rehired, because Tyler Rock looked like a man who got what he wanted.
And I was on the menu.



Chapter 17
We walked down the hall toward the lift. Sandra, a shell-shocked look still on her face watched us approach. "Everything is scheduled, Mr. Rock. Is there anything else you need?"
Tyler shook his head. "Not right now. We're going for a bite, and Miss Glass will brief me on company policies."
"The intern?" Sandra said, her eyebrows rising in tandem. "But she's only been here two weeks."
"Sometimes a fresh perspective is best." The doors dinged, and Tyler motioned for me to enter first.
I was torn between giving Sandra a smug smile, or fainting at the thought of having to brief this powerful man on a company I knew next to nothing about. I wasn't sure if I should be terrified or exhilarated. My body had an opinion of its own, wavering between knee-weakening fear, and a chill of excitement that left goose bumps on my arms. My gaze wandered of its own accord to take in Tyler's handsome profile, the confident set of his shoulders, and the slightly amused smile that seemed ever-present on his lips, as if he found the world to be a source of constant entertainment.
My heart beat a little harder just looking at him. He was manly and gorgeous, but the confidence he exuded amplified everything else. The strong, hot sensation I'd felt earlier tingled my intuition. The faintest hint of something burning tickled my nose. I couldn't be sure if it was real or imagined. An image of Thomas flashed into my head but I quickly dismissed it. The two men were nothing alike.
Tyler gave me a quick sideways look and grinned. "Are you feeling okay, Miss Glass?"
The way he said my name sent a shiver through me. "Uh huh." Is that even English? Apparently it was all I could muster, because my mouth simply hung open like a decorative piece on a statue.
Tyler chuckled.
Once we reached the sidewalk, I almost expected a limousine and a security detail of men in dark suits to melt out of the environment to see him safely away. Instead, a man of medium height with a head of thick brown hair joined us, keeping a discreet distance behind. Oh, and we walked.
My wealthy companion took a deep breath of the cool air and sighed. Misty breath billowed from his mouth. "So beautiful," he said, taking in the gray afternoon weather as if he'd never seen it like this before.
"It's a bit chilly and damp," I said, pulling my coat tight around me. The sleeves were stained, but dry, and my clothes were no longer damp, though if my nerves didn't calm down, perspiration might undo that minor accomplishment.
He looked down at me. "Would you like another coat?"
I wondered what would happen if I said yes. "I'm fine."
"Just give the word, and I'll make you warm."
I shivered, and it had nothing to do with the cold. A surge of hot defiance took away the weakness in my legs. "Mr. Rock, I may be just an intern, and I am truly grateful to you for saving my job. But if you think for one bloody minute that this entitles you to anything more, I want to make it perfectly clear that it does not." What in God's name am I saying?
Tyler burst into a loud laugh, throwing back his head as if I'd just said the funniest thing in the world. "You and I are going to get along great." His hand reached toward my cheek, and jerked back as if he suddenly realized what he was doing.
Again, I had the strangest sense that I'd met this man before. That I somehow knew him. But I knew with certainty I'd never forget a face like his. Nor his eyes, nor his body. Tyler Rock was unforgettable.
He held the door to the restaurant open, and one of the waiters sat us. The man I assumed was Tyler's bodyguard remained outside. Tyler removed his suit jacket, revealing a dark blue shirt. His frame was lean, but his biceps bulged against his long-sleeve shirt when he bent his arms. I also happened to notice his ring finger was bare—a fact that brought me a strange sense of satisfaction. Ha, as if I'd have a chance with such a man.
The same Vietnamese woman who'd taken my order the last time I'd been here approached, pen and order pad in hand. Her eyes seemed to bug a little when taking in Tyler. I also noticed the eyes of other women in the restaurant resting on his handsome face. Again, I felt as though I were reliving a day from the past. The reactions of the women had been so similar when Thomas and I had eaten here, except in that case the attentions of all those women made no sense to me whatsoever. Thomas was—had been—charismatic before turning back into Mr. Hyde. But he was nothing special to look at.
Tyler was phenomenal.
He took—or pretended to take—no notice of the female attention and gave me a smile that made my stomach clench with pleasure and apprehension. "The number thirteen looks good."
"Yes," I said, my voice trembling. "It does." Again, the presence of the past intruded on me. I checked the date on my phone to be sure I wasn't caught in some bizarre time loop. "Might I have mine without onions?" No sense in ruining things with awful breath.
"Are you okay?" He reached across the small table and touched my hand. "You seem nervous."
A thrill of electricity seemed to run from his hand to mine. I jerked back, my breathing suddenly heavy. This was too strange! I took a long draw of water, and managed a feeble smile. "I'm fine. It's just been a crazy day, what with me being fired and all."
He chuckled. "You're a strong person to keep soldiering on. But if you'd like to take off the rest of the day—"
"No, no." I sucked more water through my straw. "Really, Mr. Rock, I'm fine."
"Call me Tyler, Miss Glass."
"As you wish." I felt the only polite thing to do would tell him to call me Emily, but I couldn't bring myself to do it. I wasn't sure I wanted to be on a first-name basis with this man. He was so far out of my league it wasn't even funny. And my fawning over him would only lead to pain and further disillusionment on my part, though I already knew for certain he probably toyed with women for enjoyment when he grew bored of spending his money.
Now you're just being mean!
"Why don't you tell me about your experience with OnTech so far, Miss Glass?" He leaned back and crossed his arms. I heard the woman sitting to our right release a little sigh.
My gaze flicked her way, and I noticed the annoyed look the woman's male companion gave her. I turned back to Tyler who seemed oblivious to the unfolding drama, and shrugged. "Well, I suppose it's been interesting. But I don't do much besides make coffee and run errands. Oh, and I sometimes help Kevin make sales presentations, although that has changed somewhat since Mr. Jones reverted to his old personality."
A grin broke the serious set of Tyler's mouth. "Old personality?"
A little laugh burst from my mouth as I realized how preposterous that statement sounded. "Perhaps Kevin could give a better account of the story."
"Oh, no, Miss Glass. You started it, now I want to hear everything."
A warm flush crept into my cheeks, and I pressed my lips together to stop from smiling. It really was no laughing matter. Thomas had been so amazing before his reversion to the little troll that was Mr. Jones. He'd seemed bigger than life. Electric. My eyes locked onto Tyler's hand, remembering his touch.
"Well," I said, "supposedly, he went on vacation and came back very different from his old self. From what I knew of him, I would agree. He went from being a very interesting and kind man to a complete and utter jackass."
Tyler leaned forward, his eyes seeming to darken in color. "How well did you know him before he changed back?"
A nervous flutter passed through my belly, and I felt myself shrink away from his intense gaze. "Not very well," I lied.
"Are you certain about that? I need to know, Miss Glass. His job may depend on it."
My stomach tensed. I didn't much care for Mr. Jones. True, he'd fired me for little cause, and seemed to be an uncaring lout. But I'd feel guilty if I were responsible for Tyler firing him. "I—I spilled coffee on him," I said. "And we had lunch once."
Tyler laughed. "You have a way with coffee, don't you, Miss Glass?"
"Yes, I suppose I do."
Our soups arrived and I felt relieved as Tyler shifted his attention to filling his bowl with bean sprouts and a frightening amount of hot sauce. He took a pair of chopsticks in one hand, a soup spoon in the other, and pulled a bunch of noodles from the broth, piling them onto the spoon before filling it with broth and stuffing it all into his mouth. He somehow managed not to spill a drop on his lovely shirt.
I stared at him for a moment. He ate with gusto and no concern about appearances. Now he most definitely reminded me of the old Thomas. After shaking off this strange feeling, I turned to my soup. I picked out the meat, avoiding the noodles. Considering my dietary crimes of the past couple of weeks, I needed to avoid unnecessary carbs.
"Tell me about this lunch you had with Mr. Jones," Tyler said a moment later, pausing to dab his face with a napkin even though it didn't look messy.
I stuffed a piece of beef in my mouth, and followed it up with the forbidden noodles. Smiled, and pointed at my mouth. Unfortunately, I'd look quite the fool if I kept stuffing my face in order to avoid the subject. At least it gave me time to think. How much did I want to tell this man? Surely there were other employees who knew I'd lunched with Thomas. Even with Sandra gone, there were too many prying eyes in that place to get away with a lie.
Supposing Tyler interviewed other employees, they would tell him and I'd be busted. So, at least some of the truth was in order. He'd likely think me a little whore though. And what if he thought my issues with Mr. Jones were due to some illicit affair? My face heated up at the mere thought. I was stuck between two very hard places. If I lied and he found out, he would certainly think the worst.
"Miss Glass, I promise I won't think any less of you, no matter what you have to say on the matter." Tyler touched the top of my hand, his intense eyes meeting mine.
Again, a tiny shock seemed to pass from his hand to mine. This time, I didn't jerk back, but slowly withdrew my hand and gripped my cup for another drink of water. "He and I had lunch a few times. I thought we were becoming friends."
Tyler didn't seem the least bit surprised. "And then he changed?"
"Yes. Claims he was in an accident and hit his head, and that he remembers nothing from the past three months or so since his vacation."
"Strange." Tyler took in another mouthful of noodles.
"It was very queer." I waited for him to make a snap judgment about the relationship. There were all sorts of indecent conclusions he could draw—that Mr. Jones had tried to make it more than friendship, I'd rebuked him, and then things had become nasty. Or that he and I had done the deed, and when he was finished with me, had turned into Mr. Hyde.
Tyler shrugged. "It's amazing what a bump on the head will do to someone. Maybe he can be redeemed."
"Redeemed?" It sounded a lot like something my father would say, what with his religious view of life. "I thought another bump on the head might do it."
Tyler snorted with laughter, just as he took a drink of water, somehow managing to not spray it all out of his mouth, and then let out a choking cough.
"Are you okay?"
His face turning red from either laughter or lack of oxygen, he pressed a napkin to his mouth, until he stopped coughing. His eyes looking into mine. "Em—Miss Glass, you make me laugh."
The compliment sent a little wave of warmth flushing down my chest and into my stomach. I crossed my legs, pressing them tight together.
Oh dear.
This man would be impossible to work with on a daily basis. A part of me was glad he wouldn't be there for everyday operations. If I had to look into those green eyes on a regular basis, and feel the intensity of that gaze, it would undo me slowly but surely. Men were not to be trusted, especially not this one.
"I'm going to give you another job, Miss Glass," Tyler said. "I want you to be my assistant while I reorganize the company. You have a strength of character about you that runs deep."
"What?" I bolted up from my chair like a startled deer. "You want me to what?"
He gave me a calm look, and smiled. "Please have a seat before people think we're having a lovers' spat."
I dropped into my seat. "I—I can't be your assistant. I'm not that strong. You don't even know me, sir."
He folded his arms, and pursed his lips for a moment, then said, "You told me off earlier, and didn't bat an eyelash. True, you sometimes act a little girlish and immature, but for the most part, you carry yourself well."
"Girlish?" I said, feeling my eyes flare in anger. "You think I'm bloody girlish? Well, if you think by making me your personal assistant, I'll be sweet and girlish, you're sadly mistaken, Mr. Rock. It just seems like another ploy to make me—" I clamped my mouth shut and looked down at the table before verbally lashing myself out of a job.
"A ploy to make you do what, Miss Glass?" He didn't sound the least bit angry. If anything, he sounded amused. "Please, I want to know."
I shook my head. "I just don't think it would be a good idea."
"I want to know why, Miss Glass." He leaned forward.
I met his eyes. The next few words would likely land me back in unemployment for the second time in a day, but there was no way I could work with side-by-side with this man. He was too tempting. Too gorgeous. Too everything. Men could not be trusted. They only played with what amused them before moving on to something new.
Never again.
I would not fall prey to that. I would not let him undo me.
"Because, Mr. Rock, you are the kind of man who uses women and throws them away. I will not be your sexual conquest."



Chapter 18
I wiped my mouth and stood. "I'm sorry for being so blunt, but it's the truth. I truly am grateful for the second chance. But I can't put myself in that position."
He sat there, a slightly stunned look on his face as I turned and walked away.
My stomach clenched tight. What had I done? What sort of idiot was I to turn down such an offer? It was the right decision. It had to be. I would not deal with the pain and shame such a situation would drag me through.
I'd just opened the door to go outside when a hand touched my shoulder. I turned and saw Tyler, his face set with seriousness, as opposed to the amusement he normally wore.
"Why are you leaving?" he asked.
"Because after what I just told you, I don't expect you'll want me to stick around."
"I already told you I value your honesty."
I laughed. "You mean my sharp tongue?"
"Look, if I do anything to make you uncomfortable, you can tell me. I think it'll be great experience for you, learning how to restructure a company and make it more efficient. You won't be a secretary, you'll be an assistant."
Somehow, his tone of voice made me feel the difference he saw in the two positions. He sounded so bloody reasonable and so not evil. I was going to regret it. I just knew it.
"I'd like a raise," I said. The measly salary I was making now wouldn't cut it.
"I'll triple your pay for starters, and if you impress me, I'll raise it more."
It all sounded so good, even if tripling my pay wouldn't be that much extra money. "What would my duties be?"
His body seemed to relax at my tacit agreement. "Kevin and Jack are in charge of revamping their respective departments. You would coordinate between the two, and answer to them. They would answer to me."
"Oh." I felt a bit surprised. His original statement hinted at me reporting to and assisting him. I felt both disappointed and relieved, through truth be told, I felt more of the former than the latter.
"You'll be in good hands with those two. They've worked at the company for a while and know how things work." He regarded me for a moment. "Any other questions?"
"What will become of Mr. Jones?"
"I'll offer him and Mr. Hinkle staff positions in the new departments. But they won't be executives anymore."
"They won't be happy about that."
He shrugged. "They're assholes."
I laughed. "Not precisely a business term."
"It's a perfect business term." He motioned me toward the door. His bodyguard held it open as we passed through. "I want you to take the rest of the day off."
"After everything you just did?" I said. "But there's so much to be done. What if Jack and Kevin need my help today?"
"This isn't a test, Miss Glass." He walked beside me, his intense eyes looking into mine. "You've been through trial by fire today. Fired, hired back, told the new boss off, and then been promoted. It's a lot for anyone to take in. I want you fresh and ready to go tomorrow." He took my hand in his, placing the other hand over it in a comforting gesture.
It felt like so much more. Goosebumps ran up my arm, and my breath hitched in my throat. I heard his sharp intake of air as well. He dropped my hand and backed away a step. Shook his head as if clearing the cobwebs.
"I'll have Joe drive you." He hooked a thumb at his bodyguard.
"What was that?" I said, my knees doing their very best to betray me again.
"What was what?" He resumed walking down the sidewalk, staring straight ahead.
"Whenever you—" I shut my mouth. No time for me to be a foolish girl. "Never mind. Thank you for the rest of the day off. I'll go home and catch up on my reality shows."
He burst into laughter, shaking his head and giving me a sideways look of amusement. "How I missed that."
"Missed what?"
He cleared his throat. "Having a good laugh. Business can be so boring at times."
"Not to mention gut wrenching," I said in a droll voice. "And burdensome and tiresome."
We reached the office building. Joe the bodyguard-slash-driver went into the parking deck and returned a moment later with a black BMW sport-utility vehicle. He got out and held open the rear door for me.
"I'd prefer to sit in the front, if you don't mind."
"Not at all, Miss Glass." He held the passenger door open for me, and I climbed inside.
"Until tomorrow, Miss Glass," Tyler said.
I smiled as Joe closed the door. I'll see you in my dreams. I could dream about him, couldn't I? About his hands touching mine. About that electric feeling when he touched me. Heat blossomed in my stomach. I crossed my legs and tried not to think about Tyler. I closed my eyes, and saw those green eyes smiling back at me.
This man is going to be trouble.
"Where are we going, Miss Glass?"
I jerked from my trance, and gave Joe directions. He put the vehicle in motion, pulling into traffic. It was all I could do not to think of Tyler as we drove the few short blocks back to my place. What was it about that man that seemed so familiar? Had I seen him on the news before? Am I going mental?
"Here we are, ma'am," Joe said a few minutes later. He wasn't the most talkative person ever, but then again, I supposed he wasn't a taxi driver either. He worked for a powerful man, and those people had to keep their mouths shut. Joe opened the door for me.
"Thank you, Joe."
He held open the door to the building for me. "My pleasure. Have a pleasant evening."
I watched as he pulled away. What a surreal day! My eyes caught on a familiar form standing on the sidewalk and I realized it might get even stranger. I almost ignored the beckoning glance from George Walker, but curiosity won the moment. I'd tried to stun him but he hadn't retaliated or actually tried to hurt me in any way, which probably meant he wasn't a threat. Stephen, however, was most definitely another matter. With the last attack from him still weighing on my mind, it might be best to get George and company to help me.
I stepped outside and walked the half block to where he stood. "You're persistent."
He grinned. "I have to be. It's in my job title."
"Director of Persistence?"
"Something like that." He folded his arms and gave me a once-over. "Have you thought about our last conversation?"
"Thought about it?" I laughed. "My life has been a mess ever since your government friends chased down Thomas and brainwashed him."
"Once again, that was not my agency." He retained an affable smile, but there was something steely beneath it. "I'd like to offer you a position with us."
I shook my head. "Not interested. For one thing, I wouldn't want to work with dangerous diseases. For another, I just received a promotion at work today."
"You have a gift—"
I stepped closer to him. "You never explained how you knew about my intuition."
"It was obvious from the way you spoke about your encounter with Stephen and from the way you react to my presence." He tilted his head slightly. "What do you sense about me?"
This was all so very odd. I felt stupid for even speaking to him about it. They were just feelings, really, nothing special.
"You can tell me, Miss Glass."
I sighed. "Fine. I sometimes envision a burning white orb when you're near. Your ID shocked me as well, as if it was electrically charged."
"Impressive." He held out a hand. "Does anything change if you touch me?"
I was quite uneasy about touching him, but did so anyway. The moment I did, I felt a raw crackling heat. The outline of a human form with a sizzling white core flashed into my head. I snatched back my finger. "What the bloody hell is going on?" I shook off the strange sensations. "I must be losing my mind."
"What did you see?"
I shook my head. "You'll have me committed if I say."
"Absolutely not." He folded his arms. "Please, tell me what you saw."
"Some sort of energy, like a white star at your center." I backed away a step, certain he'd restrain me and have me wrapped in a straight-jacket.
"You're actually quite sane." George gave me a reassuring smile. "You're simply very empathic. You can see more to people than their outward appearance."
"Or perhaps my tea was laced with narcotics this morning." A slight headache formed in my forehead. "I don't know what's going on with me."
"We can help you realize your full potential."
"If I'm seeing more to you than meets the eye, what is the meaning of the white orb?"
He opened his mouth as if to speak and paused. "I can't tell you that quite yet. Let me say that me and some of my people have been enhanced."
I flinched. "Like robot people?" How horrific!
George chuckled. "Not precisely."
"Who are you truly with?" I asked. "Tell me that and perhaps I'll consider your offer." I really had no intention of leaving my new position at OnTech, but desperately wanted to know what in the Dickens was wrong with me.
George paused for a long moment. "I'm with an organization that protects everyday citizens. We're called Custodians."
Stephen's accusation sprang back to mind. "Do you protect us by keeping our bathrooms tidy, and our carpets well vacuumed?" I looked back toward my building. "I have quite a number of chores for you in our flat."
He chuckled. "In a sense, we are in charge of cleanup. Some situations require more sanitizing than others."
"You could start by tracking down the lunatic who attacked me and my friend."
"We labeled him as an active threat," George said. "Unfortunately, he's been a slippery one to catch."
I felt my eyes widen. "Has he done this before?" I jabbed a finger into George's chest and was surprised to find muscle hiding beneath the suit. "If you find this creep, I will consider helping you."
George nodded. "I'll devote more resources toward the hunt." He raised an eyebrow. "You told me you felt a cold sensation from this Stephen fellow. Was there anything more to it?"
"Cold. Lustful." I shuddered. "Almost like he's part reptile."
"Ah." George pursed his lips as if my explanation made all the sense in the world. "I'll let you know when we catch him, Miss Glass. Please give some thought to my proposal."
"Oh, I will." It was worth it to get one more sexual offender off the streets. I watched George like a hawk as he turned and strode down the street to see if he got into a car similar to the ones that had chased Thomas. Instead, he walked around a corner and into a blind alley.
I jogged after him and peeked around the corner. Aside from a dumpster, there was nothing to hide behind and no doors to use. George, however, was nowhere to be seen. After conducting a quick search of the place, I found a sewer grate and wondered if he'd gone down below. The lid appeared to be firmly in place and I didn't bother testing to see if I could move it. If George was so desperate to exude a mysterious disappearing act that he'd go into the sewers to preserve it, let him. I imagined him standing in a puddle of human excrement below, patiently waiting for me to go away.
I couldn't help but laugh at the vivid thought.
I returned to the flat. Once inside, I stripped off my clothes and took a long, hot shower. In reality, I probably needed a cold one as well due to lingering thoughts of Tyler. Thank goodness I wouldn't have to see my new boss every day or I'd likely lose control. I'd always thought I was so strong. That I'd tempered myself into an armored untouchable statue. And this man penetrated my shield without even trying. Just like Thomas. Was I losing control? Had I held on to my emotions so tightly that they were slipping from my grasp?
Isabel returned home a couple of hours later.
"I need a drink," I said, the moment she came inside.
Her eyes brightened. "Really? Me too! Oh my God has it been a Monday."
"You wouldn't believe the half of it," I said in agreement.
We made our way down to Gronsky's and grabbed seats at the bar. Alex came over, a grin on his face. "Long time no see."
"Hey, Alex!" Isabel gave him a hug across the bar. "We need emergency drinks, stat."
"That kind of a Monday, huh?" He chuckled. "How about a couple of Choco-Bombs?"
Isabel grinned and rubbed her hands together. "Perfect."
I decided not to ask what those were. "So, how was your day?"
"Ugh! My boss wanted me to get all these papers filed, then she left for a gyno appointment, and I had to take all her calls, too. It was crazy. And everyone kept coming to me asking where she was because she hadn't told anyone she'd be out for the afternoon getting her cooch examined." Isabel glanced toward Alex as he made the drinks, a hungry look on her face. "I want to get drunk, but we're only at Monday."
I laughed. "Well, I had an interesting day today."
"Was that Jones guy being an ass again?"
"An utter pile of dog shit."
Alex dropped off two small shots of chocolate liquid. "Anything else, ladies?"
We ordered martinis, and he left to make them.
"Bombs away." Isabel clinked her glass against mine.
"Here's to Mondays," I said. We gulped them down. Chocolate fire burned down my throat in a pleasant wave. When it reached my belly, it seemed to radiate in all directions.
"So, dish," Isabel said. "I want to hear what Jackass Jones has been up to."
By the time I finished my tale, Isabel was beside herself with giddy excitement. "Girl, you're living the dream! A promotion and a hot new boss all in one day? Where do I sign up?"
"Wouldn't it be cool if we could work together?" I felt quite buzzed from the Choco-Bomb and the high alcohol content of the martini Alex had dropped off moments earlier.
Despite the warm fuzzy feeling, I decided now was the time to tell Isabel about the other strange intruders in my life. I gave her the story about my encounters with Stephen and George Walker.
"Why didn't you tell me sooner?" Isabel's eyes lit with disappointment. "That Stephen creep needs to be put down like a dog." She bared her teeth.
I nodded. "George is looking into it."
"And this intution thing." She cocked her head slightly. "I remember you mentioning it a couple times in college, but you never told me about anything like this."
I shrugged. "It's new to me. Sometimes I wonder if I'm going mental."
Isabel pursed her lips seriously. "You're definitely mental."
"Thank you, my dear, dear friend." I stuck out my tongue.
My friend broke into giggles. "Wow, this is so weird but cool. Maybe you have a sixth sense or something." She looked around the room. "Do you see dead people?"
I gave her an indignant look. "He said I'm highly empathetic, not a paranormal wacko."
Isabel burst into laughter again. "Okay, enough of the strange stuff. I want to talk about your hot man again." She looked at my phone. "Are there any pictures of this Tyler hunk online?"
I took out my phone, and ran a search. The pub was starting to fill up with other happy-hour celebrators, but a familiar sensation touched my senses. An instant later, someone entered the pub. My phone dropped in my lap. Isabel jerked her head around to follow my gaze.
Tyler walked to the bar and placed a drink order. He looked my way and did a double take. Smiled.
My body went weak.
Isabel let out a little squeak. "Oh my God, that guy is gorgeous." She squeaked again. "And he's coming our way!" She whipped out her compact and gave herself a once-over in the little mirror.
I took a deep breath and tried to compose myself. I hadn't bothered with any makeup, and my hair hung in a ponytail. I wore old jeans and a pink hoodie. I looked like I'd just gotten out of bed and walked to the bar for an alcoholic fix.
"Hello, Miss Glass." Tyler leaned on the bar next to me. "I see you took my order seriously."
"You know him?" Isabel looked at me with astonishment.
My mouth dry, I somehow managed to say, "Isabel, meet my new boss, Mr. Rock."
He shook her hand.
She made a noise that sounded like "Eep," and giggled.
"Are you slumming tonight, Mr. Rock?" I wondered what in the world someone so wealthy was doing in a place like this.
"As it happens, I like this place." Alex set a dark beer down in front of Tyler. He nodded. "Thanks."
I noticed the other women in the room darting glances toward Tyler. One of them met my eyes with a look of pure jealousy. A girl a couple seats down from us seemed mesmerized. And yet, Tyler seemed to take no notice. In fact, his eyes were on me. When I caught his gaze, he returned a guilty smile, as if I'd just caught him doing something naughty.
I want him to be naughty, I thought, then gasped at the downward spiral my thoughts were taking. I recovered my wits. "I've never seen you here before."
"You've only been here twice, Em," Isabel said with a laugh. "Although I've been here a lot, and this is definitely the first time I've seen you, Mr. Rock."
"Call me Tyler, please."
"Sure thing, Tyler." Isabel seemed to savor the name like a hunk of rare beef. "You can call me Isabel."
"I have a few places I frequent, Isabel." Tyler took a sip of his beer. "I haven't been here as much lately, even though I live just down the street."
"We're just down the street too," she said her eyes widening. "Which building are you in?"
He nodded his head in the general direction of our flat. "I'm in the newly renovated building at Fourteenth and Piedmont."
"The Gregorian? That building is beautiful!"
I had no idea which one they were talking about. "Close to the park?"
"Right across the street," he said. "I like it."
"I'd love to see the inside," Isabel said. "Do you have the penthouse?"
Tyler took a sip of beer. "I do." He smirked at me. "Maybe I'll give you the tour sometime."
I couldn't help but think he'd directed the comment solely at me.
"Tyler, do you like Asian cuisine?" Isabel asked.
I felt my eyes go wide, and tried to give her girl code for "What the hell are you doing?"
"I love Asian food," he said. "Are you two hungry?"
"Actually, I love to cook. Would you like to come over for dinner with the two of us?"
I forced a smile. "Uh, I'm sure Mr. Rock has a lot on his plate, Izzy. There's no way—"
"I'm open this Wednesday evening, Isabel. Does that work?"
"But...but," I stammered.
"Perfect." Isabel gave me a sly look. "It's a date."



Chapter 19
"I have to use the bathroom. I grabbed Isabel by the arm and tugged her after me. When we got inside, I turned on her. "Are you crazy? He's my boss!"
"And he is totally into you, girl." Isabel inspected my face and made a tutting noise. "You need some lipstick. And you should let your hair down. I'll bet Tyler would love it."
I leaned against the sink for support. "No. This is insane. He owns the company. I can't flirt with him. It's wrong!"
"Something's wrong with you if you let this man slip away." Isabel tugged off the band holding up my hair and fussed over it despite my protestations. "I told you I'd be there for you, Em, and this is definitely one of those times."
I pushed her hands away and pulled the hood over my head. "I'm sneaking out the back door before you get me into trouble."
"Oh no you don't!" She pushed off the hood and dragged me out of the bathroom.
When we got back to the bar, Tyler was dropping some cash on it. "I have to get going." He tilted his head slightly and gave me a discerning look. "Did you let your hair down?"
"No," I said. "I mean, yes. The ponytail was giving me a headache."
The corner of his mouth lifted. "Can I give you two a ride home?"
"We can walk," I said, grunting as Isabel nudged me.
"Yes definitely, Tyler." She looped her arm in mine and held on tight as if I'd run away given the chance.
I certainly considered it.
Isabel caught Alex's eye but didn't release my arm for even a second. "We're ready to close out."
He nodded toward Tyler. "Already paid up."
Isabel gave Tyler a full-lipped smile. "Aw, how sweet."
I elbowed her.
Joe was waiting outside next to the BMW. He saw me and smiled. "Nice to see you again, Miss Glass."
"You too," I grumbled, climbing into the back seat.
Isabel let go of my arm and hopped in the front seat. "Oh, I love this car."
Tyler's smile widened, and he walked to the other side, sliding onto the back seat next to me. "You have a very lively friend," he told me in a low voice as Isabel extolled the virtues of the vehicle.
"Soon to be quite dead," I mumbled.
He laughed.
Joe climbed in the driver seat. "Where to, Mr. Rock?"
"Miss Glass's condominium, please."
Joe nodded and pulled into the street. Isabel turned to him and began talking his ear off.
Tyler turned to me. "Are you okay with the dinner plans?" His arm stretched along the seat back, stopping only inches from me.
I could almost feel the tingle I knew his touch would cause. A part of me longed to slide over and let him put his arm around my shoulders. To snuggle up to his chest. To—oh my God, I was losing it!
"Yes, it's fine." I wondered what on earth I should wear—whether a dress would be appropriate, or if I should throw on something casual like jeans or a pair of ragged sweatpants. I didn't want to give him the wrong impression, but I also didn't want to look like a slob.
"Good. I think it'll be fun. Should I bring wine, Isabel?"
She stopped her chatter with Joe and nodded. "A cabernet would be good. Do you eat beef?"
His eyes met mine, and a wolfish grin bared his teeth. "I'll eat anything."
A pleasant chill left goose bumps down my back. Oh dear. He would gobble me up and leave nothing. How wonderful that would be. No, wait, how terrible it would be. Right?
Joe pulled to a stop on the curb. Tyler hopped out and walked around to my side, opening my door while Joe opened Isabel's door.
Tyler held out his hand for me, but I hopped down myself, keeping well away from his magical, electric hands.
"Thanks for the ride." I gripped Isabel's arm. "I'll see you tomorrow, Mr. Rock."
"Looking forward to it, Miss Glass."
I pushed Isabel through the lobby, into the lift, and hit the button. The doors slid shut and I blew out a long breath. "You know I love you, right Izzy?"
"You should." She gave me a mischievous smirk.
"Good. Because I'm going to kill you."
"You're a terrible friend." She pooched out her lips. "I'm setting you up with the rich gorgeous guy and you want to kill me?"
"A man like that has all sorts of women after him," I said. "Just look at him!"
"Oh, I definitely looked at him." She sighed. "He is one hot piece of man meat. Did you see his arms? And how wide his shoulders are? Imagine those arms—"
I put my hands in my ears and said, "I don't want to hear it. I don't want to hear it!"
She pulled my hands away. "Stop being silly."
"I'm preserving myself," I said. "Falling for someone like that would be an awful mistake. He'd use me and spit me back out. Probably fire me after he was done ravishing my body." Heat flowered in my stomach at the thought of him doing terribly wonderful things to me.
"Wow," Isabel gave me a look of disbelief as the lift doors dinged open. She stepped into the hallway. "You gave me the harsh truth about myself, Em, so I want you to hush and listen to me right now." She unlocked the door to the flat and stepped inside.
"And what would that be?" I tried to sound bored.
"Maybe—just maybe—Tyler is a user and a jackass. But he seems like a good guy to me."
"You're basing this on less than an hour of talking to the man."
"It's a gut feeling," she said. "He really likes you. Why that is, I have no idea." She stuck out her tongue. "But he does. He kept looking at your eyes and your lips. It was like all he could think of was kissing you."
"Kissing me?" I thought about his hungry look and my face grew warm. "I got the impression he had other things on his mind."
"Well, he is a man, sweetie." She shivered. "A real man."
I gave her an admonishing look. "You are a horrid influence."
She stepped back and looked me over. "I want you to wear that black dress of yours and the shoes with four-inch heels on Wednesday."
"I might as well wear a sign telling him to take me right on the table."
"No, no, no. He'll get the message. We want to tempt him with the possibilities on Wednesday." Isabel let out an evil-sounding cackle. "Men love to look. I want you to show off those pretty legs of yours. And you're going to have to wear makeup."
"What's that supposed to mean?" I said, feeling a little upset. "Did my complexion go to hell without me knowing?"
"You're pretty, Em. But your face gets all splotchy when you blush as much as you do around him."
"I don't get all splotchy around him! Do I?"
She ignored my outburst. "We want to knock him out Wednesday with gorgeous Em. If we put some eyeliner around those big eyes of yours, and gussie up your hair, he's going to jizz in his pants, girl."
I burst into laughter. "I cannot believe you just said that."
"Believe it. He's gonna come in here and show you his O face. He'll be like, 'Oooooh!’" She made an O with her lips, crossed her eyes, and then burst into giggles.
I laughed even harder until tears filled my eyes. Thinking of Tyler Rock losing it like that was next to impossible, which made it all the funnier. "We are so terrible." I caught my breath and wiped away tears of mirth. "Lord have mercy on that poor man. Izzy has him in her sights."
I jerked awake several minutes before my alarm went off the next morning to a stomach full of nervous tingles. Despite Isabel's assurances about Tyler, I still had to prove my business worth to the man.
When I got to work, I noticed the coffee was already done. Sandra gave me a narrow-eyed look when I entered the conference room as she set vegetable and fruit trays out on the table with the coffee dispensers.
"Do you need any help?" I asked.
"This is now my job." She bit off each word as if she wanted to kill them and then me. "You are to report to Jack and Kevin."
"Okay, thanks." I backed out of the room for fear she might throw a butter knife if I turned my back to her.
I walked into Kevin's office to find him and Jack putting the final touches on a presentation. I think it was the first time I'd seen either one of them with a smile on their faces since I started working here.
"Congrats on the promotion," Jack said.
"I hope this guy is as cool as he seems," Kevin said. "And not just some asshole waiting to stab us in the back."
I knew that feeling very well—though I feared Tyler may want to stab me elsewhere with something other than a knife.
Jack shrugged. "I think he's for real." He gave me a look. "What did you talk about with him over lunch?"
"Um," I said, trying to think of what exactly we had talking about. "Mainly that I would be working with you two." I gave them a sheepish smile. "So, what do you want me to do?"
The two men looked at each other. Turned back to me and shrugged.
"I'm not sure yet," Kevin said. "Maybe we'll know more after the meeting. We have to brief Mr. Rock before the entire staff meeting." He checked the wall clock. "In about fifteen minutes. Grab some coffee if you want and meet us in there."
"Very well." I went to the kitchen, made some Earl Grey tea, grabbed a pen and paper, and went into the conference room. Despite Kevin's assurances, my hands shook and I wondered if I was prepared for this.
Tyler came in a moment later. "Good morning, Miss Glass. I trust you feel rested."
I felt a warm blush rise in my cheeks. "Very rested," I said, suddenly recalling a dream I'd had last night. He'd been in it, and hadn't been wearing very much. My warm blush turned hot. I fanned myself with my notepad.
"Are you comfortable, Miss Glass?" He set a newspaper and a paper coffee cup bearing the Java Hippo logo on the table. "I can turn down the heat."
I thought it quite impossible for him to turn down the sort of heat he used on me. "It is a bit warm."
Kevin and Jack appeared a moment later and started their presentation. I sat back and took notes, though it hardly seemed necessary. They planned to dismantle the current order of things and break the departments into self-regulating teams with shared rewards between Sales and Programming so all sides would benefit from their work. It had a couple of flaws I noticed.
"Is there a mechanism for handling low performers?" I asked. "At university we had to form project teams to complete various challenges. Sometimes we'd end up with people who didn't do much work, but expected to cash in anyway."
"And what did you do about those people?" Tyler turned his head to me, his face genuinely curious, it seemed, as opposed to condescending.
"We spoke with the professor and asked if we could rate our fellows and let the professor decide on their final grade based on that." I shrugged. "We made everyone aware of the rule and told them that not only would the professor grade them, but we would as well, so if they didn't pull their own weight, they wouldn't get the same grade. It worked for the most part, although there were always people who thought they could brownnose us."
"I know for sure we have people like that in Programming," Jack said. "That sounds like a really good idea. We could have team members evaluate each other's performance on projects."
"Let's put that in beta for both departments." Tyler looked at each of us. "Any other suggestions?"
"What about support personnel like Janet, Sandra, and me?" I said. "We're not really on these teams, but I'm sure we'll contribute. Shouldn't support people have a stake in the outcome as well?"
"Good point," Kevin said. "I used to ask Sandra for help, but she'd more or less ignore me because Mr. Jameson—uh." He cleared his throat. "Anyway, it's a good idea."
"You're talking about her allegedly sleeping with the former owner?" Tyler smirked. "Those days are over. I think it's a great idea to give everyone in the company a stake in the outcome." He nodded toward the light switch. "Would you turn those off, Jack?"
Jack turned them off. Tyler fiddled with the projector remote for a moment before it came on. He flicked through several graphs. "As you can see, sales and productivity are way down. The company is going under unless we pull it back up."
"Jesus, I knew the situation was bad," Kevin said. "But not this bad."
Tyler nodded. "Jameson was running out of cash. It was only a matter of time before he started laying off people."
"And you came in and rescued us?" I raised a skeptical eyebrow.
"I'm not a scavenger if that's what you mean," Tyler replied. "I see potential with this company. I see skilled people who, given the chance, can make good things happen for themselves." He scribbled a few things on a notepad. "Let's give everyone a stake and a fair share. I'll work out percentages and we'll hold a vote. For now I think we have a good start—a thick hunk of meat the other employees can sink their teeth into." He sat back and put his hands behind his head. "Do you agree?"
We replied in the affirmative all around.
"Is Mr. Jameson out of the picture?" Kevin asked.
"He took his money and retired," Tyler said. "Thomas Jones and Fred Hinkle are now members of their respective departments, as accountable as the rest."
"This should be interesting." Jack gave Kevin a look.
Kevin raised his eyebrows. "Boy and how."



Chapter 20
After a brief break, the entire staff was summoned to the conference room for the big meeting. The place teemed with people. I hadn't realized there were so many people working at the company, but then again, I hadn't seen them packed into one place. Needless to say, there weren't enough donuts to go around, and the grumbling started early.
Tyler entered the room and a hush settled over everyone. He made his way through the crowd, and hopped up on the conference table. "Hello, everyone."
A few mutters of, "Hi," went up from the employees.
"Seriously, that's all you got?" He rolled his eyes. "Hello, everyone." His baritone voice seemed to destroy the silence, infecting everyone around him, including me.
"HELLO!" everyone shouted back.
"Yes, they're alive!" He set his arms akimbo and grinned, his perfect white teeth gleaming.
"There are big changes afoot," he said, voice projecting across the room, reaching even me where I stood near the door.
The room was so silent with anticipation, it was almost scary.
Tyler laid out his plans and told everyone the dire straits the company was in, his brutal honesty causing some wide eyes and worried looks across the room. When he explained the new order, I heard two people grumbling behind me and turned to see Jones and Hinkle standing just outside in the hallway.
"It'll never work." Jones's lip curled into a snarl.
"Morons," Hinkle added.
I wondered if Tyler might be better off firing those two.
"Teams will grade their members on performance." Tyler's voice grew more excited. "Everyone will have a stake." He pointed a finger at Janet. "You'll have a stake. And you, and you." He pointed to other people. "We will all share in the profits."
"And what if we lose money?" Jones shouted. "Will we share that too?"
Tyler nodded. "That's a great question." He took in the serious looks around the room. "Nobody will lose their salaries. The company is already operating at a loss. I will not lay off anyone to free up money. I will only consider that option for those who don't pull their weight. If the company goes under, we all go under together. It's sink or swim for us, people, but given what I know about the quality of products coming from this company, I don't see how we can fail." He pumped a fist in the air. "We will rise, and we will pull this enterprise to the top!"
A big cheer roared throughout the room, startling me.
One of the female programmers actually swooned and leaned back against a surprised man behind her.
I felt a bit weak myself, looking at this statuesque man, his shirtsleeves rolled up, face set in a wide grin. Tyler looked so confident in himself, in us, that I literally felt I could do anything. My God, this man was a bloody rock star. Was he crazy, or could we actually do it?
"Insanity," Jones said.
"Morons," Hinkle added.
The other employees didn't seem to be listening to the two naysayers. I heard one man chatting excitedly about how his team could finally focus on the things they felt were needed for improving the product as opposed to being told what to do by someone who didn't have a clue.
I got the feeling his statement referred to Hinkle.
Tyler did a question and answer session, walking up and down the table, pointing out raised hands, and giving answers. He didn't shy away from anything, it seemed, going into details about the company buyout. One woman asked if he was single.
His eyes found me, and he grinned. "I am single. But I'm saving myself."
That brought on a round of laughter. But I didn't join in because my eyes seemed locked onto Tyler's. I felt a connection. A quickening of my heart. A tingle working down low into my stomach. Heat growing from a pinpoint and radiating outward.
Oh dear.
His gaze broke off, as he answered another question, and the long second, moment, or eternity our eye contact had lasted left me feeling as if someone had stripped me of my blanket in a cold room. I wanted to feel the heat of his gaze on me again. I realized I was biting my lip and staring at him. I probably looked like every other star-struck female in the room.
Don't be silly.
"Concentrate, Emily," I said under my breath. "Concentrate."
The meeting seemed more like a gathering by now, and the excitement in the room felt palpable. Despite the grim numbers Tyler had shown us, I dared to feel hope. Hope that his crazy style of management might actually pay off. Today felt positively electric. What a difference a day made.
Tyler checked the wall clock. "I think everyone has a good idea of what is expected of them, not just by me, but by their team members. For now, I want you all to take a two hour lunch with your team members. Kevin and Jack will hand out vouchers to one of three restaurants. Your first assignment will be to agree on which restaurant to visit."
A murmur of laughter went up from the assembly.
Tyler grinned, his enthusiasm lighting up the room like a lighthouse wherever he turned. "Come back refreshed and ready to go. Today is the day we start moving up."
The group cheered, and broke into a cacophony of conversations.
"This man is fabulous," said a man with an effeminate voice behind me.
"And sexy," purred a woman standing next to him.
It suddenly felt very warm. Thankfully, I was standing near the door and stepped out into the hallway. People left in groups—with their teams, I supposed—and went to enjoy a long lunch. Within a few minutes, the room had emptied out with the exception of Jack, Kevin, and Tyler.
"Good luck, gentlemen," he said, shaking their hands.
Jack gave me a thumbs-up as he and Kevin left for lunch. I looked back and saw Tyler regarding me. Either his eyes looked particularly hungry, or I was just hoping they did, but I felt acutely naked and vulnerable all alone in the hallway with him only feet away.
"Impressions?" he said.
I cleared my head of indecent thoughts and said, "I think it went very well. Hinkle and Jones didn't sound convinced."
He pursed his lips. "It's to be expected. They were leaders in the old order, and now they're part of the crowd again."
"And you think they'll play nice? I think they'll be nothing but trouble, and it's a terrible idea to keep them around."
His eyes met mine. "Everyone deserves a chance at redemption, Miss Glass." His voice and face were so serious, I literally felt a shock run through my heart.
My hand flew to my chest on reflex as I soaked in the meaning of his message. His body language and voice were in lockstep. But where had this serious side of him come from all of a sudden? I wanted to know more about this man. He seemed transparent and forthright about the business, but personally, I knew only what I'd scoured from online searches.
However, if I went down that path, it could be dangerous. I already felt attraction—no, I felt something even stronger even than that simple word could describe. I felt drawn to him, inexorably pulled into his orbit, circling him like a stray rock caught between the cold of the void and the intense heat of the sun. I feared if I lost the distance between us, I would spiral deep into him and burn up.
"You look troubled, Miss Glass." Tyler, inches from me, reached for my shoulder.
I stepped back, nearly stumbling in my haste. He was so close I felt the heat of his aura. It was my imagination, I knew, my body longing to let him touch me. But I could not fall prey to my weakness.
"I'm fine," I managed to say. "I'm glad you believe in second chances. I do too. But sometimes, our best intentions come back to hurt us."
He gave me a troubled look of his own, and peered at me for a moment as if trying to get a read on me. "You have no idea how happy I am to hear you believe in second chances."
The hope in his voice caught me off guard, and I felt my eyes widen as I looked at him. How did this man keep me so off balance? Had he read a book about women and decided to test it on me? Because whatever his ploy was, it was working despite my best efforts.
"Join me for lunch?" he said, offering his arm to me.
"It might be viewed as inappropriate," I answered.
He grinned. "I'll be the judge of that, Miss Glass."
Thankful for my long sleeves and his suit jacket protecting my naked skin, I sighed and slipped my arm through his. Even without skin contact, my arm tingled and the sensual burning odor faintly touched my nose. It had to be my imagination. I'd been so long without a man, I had forgotten the simple pleasure of walking arm-in-arm with one. Not to mention the visual pleasure of eyes the color of emeralds and firm biceps. Without even thinking, my other hand squeezed his upper arm.
Oh yes, very firm.
He chuckled, and I nearly tripped over my own feet in embarrassment.
"Don't worry, I'm strong enough to support you if you fall." He winked.
"I'm sure you are." I rolled my eyes. "I suppose you take great pride in bench pressing an obscene amount of weight."
"I try to keep in shape."
I thought he would surely use my statement as a launching pad for a bit of manly boasting. But instead, he remained quiet, letting go of my arm to press the button for the lift.
Joe picked us up out front and we went to a restaurant that looked on the outside as though it should be condemned. Inside, it was a homey Greek restaurant with a happy little man who took our orders and told us we'd chosen wisely by coming to the best Greek restaurant in Atlanta.
I ordered a Greek salad and gyro wrap with chicken breast inside, determined to stick to whatever half-arsed diet I'd been on the past few days. Tyler ordered enough to feed two grown men, and devoured his meal like a starving person.
Considering the way I'd seen him eat so far, I found it amazing he stayed so lean. Then again, it was most likely genetics. Some people had all the luck. Ana came to mind.
"You pick interesting places to eat," I said. "Not quite what I'd expect from someone with your resources."
"You mean because I'm rich?" He wiped gyro sauce off his mouth with a napkin and grinned. "Good food is where you find it, Miss Glass."
I wondered how every time he said my name he managed to make it sound like an indecent proposal and a sign of respect all at the same time. "You don't eat at fancy restaurants?"
He shrugged. "Sometimes it's a necessity. And some of them actually have amazing food."
I finished off my salad, and opened the pita bread on my gyro so I could pick out the chicken breast and vegetables. "I must admit, this is excellent Greek cuisine."
"Why are you eating like that?"
"Like what?" My words were muffled due to the chicken I'd just shoved in my mouth.
"You should eat the whole gyro."
"Unlike some people, I can't expect the extra weight to simply drop off me."
"Then you should work out."
I swallowed and raised an eyebrow for him, Sandra-style. "And what sort of workout regimen would you recommend, Mr. Rock?"
"Vigorous exercise, Miss Glass." His green eyes sharpened, and his lips curled up.
I suddenly felt like a vulnerable lamb all alone in a field with a ravenous wolf. I stiffened my spine, and flared my eyes in challenge to his. "That's not very specific, Mr. Rock."
His grin widened. "Calisthenics are always fun. Pushups. Squats. Using your body weight in creative ways."
I leaned forward, determined not to show weakness. I was a she-wolf, and I had teeth too. "Like wrestling?" I said in a sweet voice. "I imagine there are all sorts of creative holds and positions."
His mouth opened slightly, as if he were, for once, at a loss for words. He recovered quickly. Leaned forward until he was only inches from me. "Are you well versed in wrestling, Miss Glass? Are you offering to show me how to do it correctly?"
My legs crossed of their own accord, pressing tight against the heat budding between them, and I was suddenly the speechless one. I leaned back, as if suddenly disinterested, though my body screamed for me to teach this man how to wrestle. Except I knew I would be the student. "I don't think you'd be very good at it," I said in an offhand manner.
A baritone laugh burst from his mouth, drawing the eyes of the other patrons. Tyler didn't care. The man operated in his own universe where he made the rules. And I wanted to be in that universe.
Gravity! Hot sun!
What was I thinking? Toying with this man was like lighting dynamite on a short fuse.
"You are a brave woman, Miss Glass. Unabashed. Straightforward. I think we're going to get along very well." Tyler took a drink of water. "Are you done picking at your poor gyro?"
My sexual frustration melted into professional gratitude at his compliment. How the bloody hell did this man do such a thing? "I'm ready to go when you are."
When we arrived back at the office, Sandra held out a note to Tyler. "Your attorney called, sir." She smiled, and to my surprise, it seemed genuine. "I want to thank you for giving us all a stake, sir. I feel like I can actually contribute something useful."
"You are as worthy as anyone else, Ms. Connors." He showed her an easy smile and nodded. "I'll be in my office if anyone needs me."
I went to my office and spent the last hour of the prolonged lunch break reading a romance novel and drinking tea, thankful to be alone. Although the book was good, the steamy sex scenes only made me think of Tyler and his definition of a vigorous workout. I imagined him wrestling me to the floor, pinning my hands above my head, and the deliciousness that would follow.
"Mr. Rock, you're killing me." I crossed my legs tight and attempted to think of something terribly serious to get my mind off his biceps. And his smile. "Bloody hell!" I threw my book at the wall.
I was in big trouble.



Chapter 21
Once Jack and Kevin returned, the work started in earnest. The day flew past, but by the end of it, we felt the new order was off to a great start. Already, three of the programming teams had submitted ideas for improved computer applications, and the sales teams were submitting ideas for new products their clients had requested. We just had to hope the execution would work.
The next day was just as busy. Tyler was away at a meeting, presumably about his other businesses, which was probably a good thing, since Isabel was hosting dinner for us tonight. She hadn't mentioned inviting anyone else, which made things feel a bit awkward. Knowing her, she'd make enough food for ten people. She tended to get overenthusiastic about showing off her cooking.
I took lunch in my office, this time reading a book about exercising—no wrestling involved—when someone knocked on the door.
"Come in," I said.
Jack entered, a big smile on his face. "We just sold a huge contract to Everson Security," he said. "They loved the latest proposals."
I put the book down and grinned. "That's great! Have you told Ty—Mr. Rock?"
"Kevin left him a message." Jack rubbed his hands together. "Damn this is exciting! I feel like I'm running my own company."
"It is a good feeling to be in control," I said, even though Tyler Rock made me feel as though I had absolutely no self-control. I paused as a thought entered my head. "Do you have plans tonight?"
He shook his head. "Not really. Did you want to grab some drinks after work?"
"How would you like to join me and my roommate for dinner around seven?"
He shrugged. "Sure, sounds cool. Want me to bring anything?"
"Just yourself."
"Anyone else going to be there besides you and your roommate?"
I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile. "Mr. Rock will be there." I told him about our encounter at Gronsky's and how Isabel had invited him for dinner.
"And you want another guy to balance the hormone levels?" Jack winked.
I laughed. "Three is just an odd number," I said. "Besides, we're friends, right?" I really did like Jack, despite his poor taste in women, namely Ana.
"Yeah, we are." His smile grew. "Count me in. I'll bring some dessert."
After work, I walked home, a little spring in my step. Where that spring came from, I had no idea. Surely I wasn't looking forward to torturing myself with Tyler's irresistible presence, was I?
Yes, you are.
I sensed a familiar chill. A gasp burst from me and I spun to confront—George Walker climbing out of a large black SUV. He and another man dressed in a similar black suit held a scowling teen between them. It was quite obvious the teen was a prisoner.
"Miss Glass, might we have a moment?" George and company remained where they were, apparently aware I was as skittish as a horse.
I calmed myself with a few deep breaths. "Who are these people?"
He nodded at the tall, thin man in a matching black suit. "This is my associate, Mr. Sticks." He indicated the prisoner. "This is young Joseph McAllister."
"It's Joey," the teen protested. "Nobody but my mom calls me Joseph."
"Joseph has been naughty," George said. "I was wondering if you'd mind testing your talent on him."
I looked at the young man. He bared his teeth as if daring me to come closer. His cold presence reminded me of Stephen's. "It's like being near an open freezer," I said.
"Would you mind touching him?" George asked.
"Ooh, yeah, I'd like her to touch me," Joey said with a malicious grin. "If you reach down my pants, you'll find something real nice."
A shudder ran down my spine, but I wasn't about to let this boy's chauvinist attitude scare me off. If anything, it made me more determined. "Perhaps the only thing I'd find is a hairless little piggy." I smiled sweetly. "Perhaps I'd find nothing at all." I took out my stun gun. "Perhaps this would get you off."
Joey's eyes widened. He tried to say something, but Mr. Sticks waved a hand over the teen's mouth. The prisoner struggled, but his lips seemed glued shut.
I looked at Sticks. "What did you do to him?"
The man didn't answer.
"If you don't mind, Miss Glass, we're in somewhat of a hurry." George motioned toward Joey.
I stepped forward and touched the struggling boy's arm. The cold sensation amped considerably as it had when Stephen had grabbed me. This time, it felt almost like a separate presence, like a glowing white reptile filled with power and lust. It had sharp fangs like a snake and longed to strike, to drink. I almost felt as though I could cup the entity in my hands and pull it wriggling from inside this boy. I imagined myself touching it. It felt cold, wet, and slimy.
A cry of surprise burst from my mouth and I staggered back.
George looked at me with great interest. "What did you feel, Miss Glass? Details please."
I described it to him. "Impressive." He looked at Sticks. "What did I tell you?"
Sticks looked me up and down. He nodded.
George looked back to me. "Mr. Sticks approves, Miss Glass. I know you wish to keep your current day job, so I'm willing to offer you something on the side. Would you be interested in assisting us like this from time to time? We can pay you for your efforts."
"What's wrong with him?" I looked at Joey. On the outside, he seemed like a normal teen. On the inside, something was horribly wrong.
Mr. Sticks gave George a long warning look, but said nothing.
"There is a serious virus going around." George spared a sympathetic look for Joey. "It has been ravaging colleges and high schools. Unfortunately, it's incurable, so we have to identify the infected individuals and hold onto them until we decide what to do."
"You don't need to keep up the CDC pretense," I said. "In case you forgot, you told me it's just a front."
"It may be a front, but what we do is very similar." George sighed. "There are criminals in the pharmaceutical industry intent on testing this new viral serum on young people. The serum was once intended to create super soldiers, but someone stole the formula and has been selling it to unsuspecting teens."
Criminals in the pharmaceutical industry? That was something I could believe. His stories suddenly made sense. I felt this virus as something living and malevolent. What made this one different from the common cold or any other normal sickness, I didn't know. I had certainly never felt anything like this from other sick people. Perhaps I did have a highly sensitive empathic gift I could use to help people. "I will help you, but only when I have time." I looked at the struggling teen. "Are you looking for a cure?"
George nodded. "We are doing everything we can to make him well." He looked at me as if he wanted to say something else, but stopped. "Thank you for your time, Miss Glass. We'll be in touch." He stopped. "Oh, and I must ask that you keep this work confidential from your roommate and other associates. Should word of this virus get out, pandemonium could ensue."
I didn't like keeping secrets, but understood his thoughts entirely. The population would break into a panic like they did over Ebola and AIDS. "I won't tell anyone."
He climbed into the back seat of the SUV with the unfortunate Joey. Mr. Sticks got into the driver's seat. It was, at least, a normal departure for the ever-enigmatic George Walker. I almost asked how he'd enjoyed hiding in the sewer, but the door closed and I lost the chance.
I headed into the apartment building and my thoughts once again resuming where they'd left off before George had interrupted them. Tyler. Isabel was already home, dancing about the space, the wonderful smell of her cooking permeating the air.
"You're home!" She flung her arms around me and danced in a circle to the timing of the music emanating from her laptop. "I cannot wait to see you all dressed up."
I looked at her sweatpants and T-shirt. "Is that what you're wearing?"
"No, silly." She giggled. "The food is ready though, so now we can both get dressed." She took a step back. "Remember, the slinky black dress."
"The one that comes to my knees, or the full-length?"
"Ooh, I'd forgotten about the shorter one. Wear it instead!"
I wished I'd kept my mouth closed. "Okay."
She ran into her room and closed the door. I went into my room and did the same. After sorting through the dense collection of outfits in my walk-in closet, I located the dress in question. It was short, black, and hugged my body. I was almost afraid to look at my backside in the mirror for fear my posterior had expanded from all the Dove bars and alcohol I'd had over the past few weeks.
Isabel knocked on the door. "I'm coming in."
"Come on, then."
She bounced inside, absolutely stunning in an aqua blue dress that contrasted with her olive skin and dark, shiny hair. Her blue eyes shined like sapphires. She looked gorgeous, and she hadn't even put on makeup yet. I looked at myself in the full-length mirror on my closet doors and sighed. My hair looked flat and dull. My skin looked pale, as if I hadn't seen the sun in years.
"You look like a fairy princess," Isabel said. "God I love how fair your skin is. It's like porcelain."
"It's like the moon is what it is." I looked sickly more than anything. "You don't have to make me feel better."
Isabel grabbed my shoulders and turned me toward the mirror. "Em, shut up and listen to me."
I rolled my eyes. "Yes, Mother."
"Peter was a fucking asshole. A blind, stupid asshole."
My chest froze with pain as her words plowed up buried images of him. "Please, no, Isabel."
"Listen to me Emily."
I shuddered, but kept quiet, eyes downcast.
"You are beautiful. Just because one man treated you like dirt doesn't mean you are dirt."
"I know."
"Do you?" she said. "Do you really know that, or are you just saying it?"
I didn't know the answer to that question.
"You are going to get ready. You are going to project confidence. You are going to blow a hole in Tyler's underpants."
I laughed, and wiped away an errant tear. "Do you really think so?"
She let go of my shoulders and sat on the edge of my bed. "You're one of the most confident women I know, Em. You're confident about everything except your body, and the way you look. It's time you got over that. It's time you put Peter where he belongs—in the god damned dustbin of history."
I dropped next to her, and looked at my knees. They weren't terrible knees. But Isabel's looked so much better. "I'll try. But it's not easy."
She took my hand. "Do you think it's been any easier forgetting Robert?"
I shook my head. "No."
"Any man who beats women deserves what he got." She trembled. Patted my hand. "Anyway, brush out your hair, and don't forget the eyeliner. Remember—our goal tonight is jizz in the pants."
We burst into laughter, guffawing so hard we rolled on the bed. As we caught our breath, I remembered something. "Oh, I invited a coworker to even out the number. His name is Jack, and he's a nice guy."
"Friend-zoned?" Isabel asked.
"Yeah, but I think you'll like him. He's easy-going and from what I can tell, not an undercover asshole."
We finished readying ourselves. It took me a while to put on makeup since I hardly ever bothered to wear it in the first place. Somehow, I managed to put the eyeliner on without getting any in my eye and had to admit, it did add a bit of "oomph" to my large eyes.
Someone knocked on the door, and my heart leapt into my throat. I opened the door to find Jack there, and felt the flutter settle into a mild disappointment. He gave me a glass container with some sort of bread in it, and hugged me.
"Hey, Emily. Brought some homemade banana bread. Best I could whip up on short notice."
"You cook?" I set it down on the table.
"I like to dabble." He sniffed the air. "Man, it smells delicious in here. What's on the menu?"
"Some concoction of Isabel's," I said, looking down the hallway to her door. "She'll be out in a minute." I opened the fridge. "Want a beer or something?"
"Sure."
I gave him a light beer, figuring I'd have the six pack finished off in a month if we had more houseguests over. He gave it a dubious look, shrugged, and took a sip.
"So, the boss is coming over, huh?" He sat on a barstool at the kitchen counter. "Already brownnosing?"
I punched him on the shoulder. "No. Isabel invited him like I told you. She's a bit impulsive."
The door to Isabel's room opened and she burst out of it, dancing down the hall to the still going music, and hardly paying attention. She stopped her spin and saw Jack. Isabel froze, a slightly surprised look on her face.
Jack stood, his mouth slightly open. "Uh."
"You're Jack?" Isabel said, still looking at him with something like astonishment on her face.
"My name is Jack." He sounded like a little kid in his first day at school.
"I think we established that," I said in a wry voice. "Jack, this is Isabel."
She blushed and giggled. "Hi."
"Well, I hope Mr. Rock shows up soon." I checked the time and saw he still had fifteen minutes.
"Did you cook this?" Jack asked.
"I like to cook." Isabel smiled, averting her eyes from his like an innocent maiden. "Want to see what I made?"
Jack nodded.
I wrinkled my forehead at Isabel, wondering when she'd become so shy, and then saw how giggly she was. Isabel was like a whirlwind around guys, pulling them in without even trying. But she was never shy. The last time I'd seen her act like this was—
A knock on the door startled me. I felt giddiness sweep over me, and opened the door. Tyler stood outside. He looked amazing in a pair of designer jeans and a dark button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. God, he had nice forearms.
"Miss Glass, you look—" he took a breath. "Absolutely stunning."
I almost giggled, but somehow maintained my composure, if just barely. "You look very handsome, Mr. Rock."
I closed the door and looked to the kitchen where Isabel was showing Jack her cookware. As if that would hold a man's interest for long. It only took me a moment to realize Jack was actually enjoying the conversation. Or else he was exceptionally good at faking it.
"Well," I said, clapping my hands together. "Everyone is here. Shall we serve dinner?"
Tyler pulled out a couple of bottles of red wine. "These are from my personal collection. Would you like to try the seventy-seven, or the nineteen ninety-five?"
"Oh wow." Isabel looked from one wine bottle to the other. "Let's try the seventy-seven." She grabbed some wine glasses and set them on the table, and Jack brought out the dishes. It looked like some kind of beef with mixed vegetables, and smelled heavenly.
I took a seat next to Isabel. Tyler sat across from me, his trademark amused smile on his face. Jack took the remaining seat across from Isabel.
"Just dig in," Isabel said.
Tyler put some on his plate and took a bite. "This is amazing, Isabel. I'm impressed."
"You really know how to cook." Jack gazed at Isabel with undisguised adoration.
I added my own two pence. "It's great, Izzy."
The wine was also heavenly. I was used to three-buck chuck, not wine from a millionaire's personal collection. Jack and Isabel kept the conversation firmly in food land, talking about cooking and failed experiments, some of them I remembered from Isabel's attempts in college.
One in particular stood out to me. "What about the time you accidentally spilled all that pepper in the beef stew, and we didn't realize it until we ate it?"
"We nearly sneezed our heads off," Isabel said with a laugh.
Tyler looked at Jack and Isabel, a knowing look in his eye, and nudged my foot with his. "Would you like to join me for some fresh air?"
Seeing how happy Isabel looked, and Jack's entranced face, I decided it might be a good idea to give them some time to talk. "Let me grab my coat."
I took my long coat and slid it on. Tyler stepped into the hallway, and called the lift. "You really do look captivating," he said, the amused look on his face settling into something far more serious.
"Thank you." I tried to keep the nervousness out of my voice. What was I thinking going anywhere alone with him?
He pushed the button for the roof, and we emerged a moment later into the enclosed lobby next to the pool, now covered for winter. Tyler opened the door, and we stepped outside into a chilly breeze. It wasn't numbingly cold tonight, but I still shivered.
We skirted the edge of the pool and leaned against the railing, looking at the glittering skyline.
"Beautiful," Tyler said.
"It is," I agreed.
I felt a tingle in my cheek, and felt his warm hand touching it. A part of me wanted to pull away and run for the hills. The other part wanted to purr.
"I was talking about you," Tyler said.
Danger!
I pressed my hand against his. It felt so warm in the cold air. So impossibly warm. "This is a terrible, terrible idea, Mr. Rock."
"My instincts tell me it's not, Miss Glass."
"You'll use me. Throw me away."
"Never." He drew in a breath, as if filling himself with my scent. "I will adore and treasure you."
I looked up at him, as the lights of the city glittered in his eyes. He looked so sincere. I felt weak in my knees. I felt as though he were a giant Dove bar and I was about to eat it whole. But instead of waking with an enormous backside, I'd wake up alone, feeling enormous regret. Feeling used.
He leaned toward me, not bothering with banter or amused grins or words of any kind. Everything I needed to know was in his eyes. The longing. The desire. Did he feel what I was feeling? His hand trembled against my cheek, and he stopped, his mouth inches away from mine. Was he as scared as I was?
"Why me?" I said, my voice a whisper. "Why me?"
"Because you are you." And then, he kissed me.



Chapter 22
If the touch of his hand caused me to tingle, his lips made me vibrate to my very center. Heat rushed deep into my stomach, and an electric shock of pleasure prickled every pore on my skin. His body pressed against mine. I moaned. Pressed my hands to his chest, and pushed him against the railing.
A deep growl rumbled in his chest. But it didn't frighten me. It only emboldened me. His tongue pressed against mine. His hand dropped to the small of my back and pressed me to him. I felt his arousal. I didn't need Isabel's crotch test to tell me that Tyler Rock was well built in all dimensions.
Oh dear.
A stiff wind picked up, blowing my hair about. But I didn't feel the cold. His body seemed to heat me all the way through. My desire did the rest. Tyler backed off all of a sudden, panting, giving me a look of such longing I felt the temperature in my stomach rise another notch.
"You've enchanted me, Miss Glass."
I touched his lips. Ran my hand through his thick hair. Stood on tiptoe and kissed him, savoring the electric shock where our lips touched. "Please, call me Emily." I kissed him again.
He ran a hand down the back of my leg, stopping at the back of my knee and lifting it off the ground as his lips trailed kissed up and down my neck. "Yes, Emily."
I shivered hearing his voice say my name. "What have you done to me, Tyler?" I looked up at him. "You've drugged me, haven't you?"
He chuckled softly. "And you've bewitched me."
I smiled. "What a funny word." The wind picked up and I shivered, despite the heat in my body and his.
"Let me walk you downstairs." He guided me around the pool and into the lobby.
"Are you taking me home?" I said, disappointment rising.
He stopped at the lift and regarded me with a serious look. His fingers trailed up my arm to my neck, and back down again. "I want you Emily. But I want you to be ready."
My thighs clenched tighter together at the feel of his fingers. "I'm ready."
"Are you?"
I nodded almost frantically as my body hummed with desire. With need. Damn everything else, it was time for me to take what I wanted. "Yes." I took a deep breath and looked him in the eyes. "Are you ready for me?"
He gave me a heavy-lidded gaze, his breathing low and urgent. "Oh, yes."
"Your place?"
"Pack an overnight bag."
I felt my eyes go wide. What would Isabel think? Forget that, what would Jack think?
"They'll understand," he said, as if he'd read my mind. "But I can wait if you're worried. We can do this another time. I've endured the torture this long. I can bear it longer."
"Are you truly tortured thinking about being with me?"
"It's not being with you that tortures me, Emily." The lift doors slid open. He pushed me inside and pressed the button before pinning me against the wall and kissing me so hard, I thought I might pass out. He drew away, leaned his forehead against mine. "Imagining your eyes, your lips, the sound of your lovely voice against my ears, and wishing I could hold you against me and kiss you," he said, "is pain beyond imagining when I open my eyes and find you absent. I have wanted you from the first day our hands touched, Emily. From the first time I felt the reaction your mere touch caused in me."
"You felt it too?" I looked up at him, my eyes settling on his lips, my hands pressed against the taut muscles in his chest. My legs pressed together against the tortuous heat.
His eyes flared. "You felt it?"
I nodded. Smiled. "Oh, yes."
His lips pressed to mine. The lift dinged and he pulled away. "We don't have to rush."
"Forget that." I grabbed his hand and pulled him from the lift. "Let me grab a few things and I'll be right back."
He leaned against the wall. "I'll wait out here."
I smiled at him, and saw a rather noticeable bulge in his jeans. Surely the man had been genetically engineered from the erotic dreams of women. I forced my gaze away and went back into the flat, opening the door slowly in case something lewd was going on. Instead, I found Jack and Isabel in the kitchen discussing recipes.
"Tyler and I are going to pop down to the pub for a couple of drinks," I said.
Isabel broke from her trance and looked at me. "Oh, want us to come?"
"No, no," I said a bit too quickly. "Enjoy your food talk."
Her eyes went wide, and a smile broke onto her face. "Should I leave the nightlight on?"
It was our code for, "Don't wait up." Of course, Isabel was the only one of us who'd ever made use of it until this point. "Yes, please."
"Have a good one," Jack said, and immediately turned his attention back on Isabel, whose eyes lit up like Christmas ornaments as she gave me a covert thumbs up.
I grabbed my purse and threw a couple of pairs of panties, some work clothes, makeup remover, another pair of shoes, a hair tie, my toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, and practically half my toiletries into a large bag. I just hoped he had a hair dryer. Thinking of that reminded me to get my brush and the shampoo I used, plus a razor for my legs.
By the time I was packed, it looked as if I were moving in. I slipped back out the door, past my roommate and Jack, and found Tyler pacing in the hall pacing like a hungry wolf. He saw my bag and grinned. Pushed me against the wall, and kissed me. My body trembled with delight. I dropped the bag, threw my hands over his neck, and pulled him tight.
When I drew away a moment later, I said, "We're never getting out of here if you keep this up."
Joe stood out front when we emerged. A sudden sense of embarrassment came over me, and I wondered what he must think. Doubt clouded my mind. What if Tyler did this all the time? How many women had he seduced? How many had Joe driven him home with? I wished I could read the man's mind.
Tyler seemed to sense my doubt. He turned and took my hands in his. "Are you sure, Emily?"
His eyes seemed so sincere. My body screamed for his touch.
Indulge yourself.
Run back to your own bed!
I chose the first option. "Let's go."
We both slid into the back seat. Somehow, I kept my hands off him for the short duration of the trip. I felt uncomfortable with someone else in the car, even if Joe seemed like the type who kept his mouth shut about such things. My mind whirled through possibilities, wondering if this could possibly be real, and wondering what the consequences would be.
Joe pulled up in front of the towering Gregorian building and opened the car door for me. I stepped out. Tyler took my bag in one hand and led me inside, using his thumbprint to open a set of security doors. His thumb opened the lift doors in the lobby, and we stepped inside. His hand found mine when the doors shut. A moment later, the doors slid open to reveal a small lobby and an oak door. Using the same method as before, he opened it.
"Seems very secure here," I said.
He shrugged. "I enjoy the privacy."
We stepped through a marble foyer and onto a hardwood floor where a red leather couch sat before an ornate fireplace. A large sliding-glass door and huge windows displayed the sparkling vista of the park and the city.
I stepped toward the glass. "It's amazing."
He helped me out of my coat and hung it. "Would you like a drink?"
I turned and took his hand. "Maybe later."
He leaned in, took my upper lip between his, and sucked it. Released it, and took my other lip. I shivered and ran my hand along his back, feeling his muscles tense beneath the soft fabric of his shirt. His fingers ran up my neck, tangled in my hair. Gripped it and gave a slight tug. My scalp tingled with a mixture of pain and pleasure. He pressed harder against me, his lips trailing down my neck. I felt the sting of his teeth against my skin, and my knees went weak.
His strong arms picked me up as though I weighed nothing. He carried me down a hallway and into a bedroom lit by a nightlight on the far wall. After sliding me onto the king-sized bed, Tyler climbed in next to me, his hand tracing the curve of my hip, running down to my bare leg.
I unbuckled the straps on my shoes and dropped them onto the floor. He kicked off his shoes. We kissed again, and sweet fire rushed through me. I fumbled with his shirt buttons, each one an agonizing chore in my haste and need, until the last one parted, revealing the carved lines of his chest and his etched abs.
I ran my hand along his skin. "Oh, my."
He chuckled and brought me in for more kisses. His hand slide down the back of my dress, the soft material parting as he unzipped me. My bra opened within a second of his hand touching the hooks, and I felt my breasts fall free from their constraints.
Not to be outdone, I reached down and tugged at his belt, resorting to two hands so I could unbutton his jeans.
He slid a hand up my bare leg, his fingers tracing electricity across the skin. Tyler rolled me onto my back, and used his fingers to slide the dress straps off my shoulders.
"You are so beautiful." He worked his lips down my neck and across my bare shoulders. Traced his tongue along my upper chest, pulling the dress lower. Chills ran through me as he journeyed around the sides of my breasts, spiraling around their base, tightening his turns until he took the nipple in his mouth, and gently bit it.
"Oh." I shuddered as my skin rippled with the aftershock of his caress.
He moved to my other breast, taking the nipple in his mouth and giving it a twist. A flash of excitement raced between my legs and back up again. I had never felt like this. I had never had a man show such patience.
He worked his caresses, going lower, pulling the dress off as he went, until it slipped free from my legs and I was completely nude. But I didn't feel the least bit self-conscious about it. Not with Tyler and his magic tongue.
A gasp burst from my mouth as he tracked his tongue down my leg, lifted it, and kissed the back of my knee. He changed course, trailing kisses down the back of my leg, around to my inner thigh. The heat between my legs was nearly unbearable. My entire body trembled as I yearned for him to take me.
His head moved between my legs, his tongue working a circle between my lips. Pulses of pleasure raced along my skin. I arched my back, muscles taut, and groaned. His tongue pressed harder, faster. My hands gripped his hair. Tyler moaned and I lost control. The heat between my legs exploded into a concentrated burst of hot ecstasy. His motions slowed, his hot tongue pressing against me until I could take it no more.
"Enough," I panted. "Oh, God, enough."
My muscles relaxed and I lay motionless, staring into his sultry green eyes as he shifted partially atop me and smiled. His hardness throbbed against my leg. His skin was so warm. So amazingly wonderful to touch.
I smiled at him. "Your turn."
He shook his head and laughed softly. "Oh no. Now it's both our turns." He stood next to the bed, and slid off his jeans. His boxer-briefs slid down next to reveal his very well-proportioned manhood. I stared at it for a moment, wondering if I could handle him. Despite my last orgasm, I still throbbed with desire to feel him inside me. He opened a gold foil pack and rolled on a generously sized condom. I don't know what overcame me, but I took him in my hand and pulled him back onto the bed.
His body sprawled atop me. I felt his hardness pressing against my leg. He smoothed my hair back with one hand, his eyes looking deep into mine. "Emily, I've wanted this for so long. To feel you around me."
All I could think about was how badly I wanted him inside me. How I needed to feel him inside. I reached down and guided him in. Our lips met, and then a deep pulse of electricity ran through my body as he penetrated me. His girth pressed against all sides of me. I shuddered in pleasure. He bit my neck. My ear. I couldn't hold back the moans as he moved himself in and out, his hips gyrating in a slow, deliberate circle, hitting something inside that caused aftershocks to shiver deep through my body. He leaned forward on his arms, the muscles going tight against his skin, and picked up speed. I felt him press against me on the inside and outside, every collision of his body and mine sending hotter and more powerful electric shocks into my stomach.
He moaned. "You feel amazing."
I was breathless with pleasure, unable to answer as the electricity built into an overwhelming crescendo. My legs went tight, and my toes curled. I screamed and felt my nails rake across his back as a shockwave of pure fire exploded inside me, rippling outward.
Tyler gritted his teeth and roared, his body pulsating inside of mine. His eyes squeezed shut and he bucked, pressing deeper inside me. His muscles went tight, veins pressing against his skin. Then they relaxed. He slumped. His bare chest lay against mine. Even though he was much taller and bigger, I hardly noticed his weight. Another aftershock rippled through me, and I trembled, reaching my arms around his broad back, pulling him tight against me.
He pulled out, rolled onto his side, and put an arm beneath my neck, drawing me close to him. I felt the blankets move, and then they fell across my bare back. He looked into my eyes and gave me a gentle kiss.
"That was beyond amazing." He pecked a kiss on my nose.
"Oh, yes." I was unable to think straight with all the heat rushing into my face. "I've—I've never had one of those."
"One of what?"
"An orgasm."
His eyes widened in surprise. "Are you—were you a virgin?"
I laughed. "No. Just don't let your head get big about giving me my first."
"You already do a good job of making my head big." He pressed my hand against the head he meant. "Although it might need a small break."
"You're pretty handy with that tongue of yours."
"And you taste delicious." He gave me his predatory grin.
I shivered with delight, and a tiny bit of heavenly fear. As I looked at this gorgeous man, I realized that this was not a person I could simply use and forget. Not after that. He was a complete package. The real deal. Provided he wasn't a serial killer or something awful in his spare time. But I knew there was no way I could have a relationship with him. Regardless of how he felt now, the attentions of so many women on one man would draw his desire away from me to someone else.
And he's your boss.
I took a deep breath and steeled myself. I would certainly not regret this night. But I knew this was something that couldn't last.



Chapter 23
I drifted awake, eyes blinking in the gathering brightness of the new dawn. I looked around, confused, before remembering where I was. And—Oh dear!—what I'd done last night. A hot blush burned my face. I sat up, looked around the empty bedroom. Sheer drapes covered the window, allowing soft sunlight to filter through. I found a clock on the nightstand and saw it was nearly seven thirty.
"Good lord, I'm late!" I jumped from the bed and shrieked as feet met cold hardwoods, and danced about like a naked lunatic while searching for my bag. Where was Tyler? Had he left for work already? Left me alone? I suddenly felt angry, and scowled. I hadn't expected him to bloody marry me, but—"Argh!" I blew out a breath. "Don't get angry. You knew what to expect, you idiot."
"And what would that be?" Tyler said from behind.
I cried out and whirled, a shoe held defensively in my hand.
He laughed, walked over, and embraced me, taking the shoe and dropping it to the floor while his lips worked their magic on mine.
His chest muscles looked absolutely yummy. I leaned forward into his embrace, admiring the lines of his torso. One of my fingers absentmindedly traced the lines of his abs, sending thrills up my arm.
I abruptly remembered the time and looked up at him. "Bloody hell, I'm going to be late!"
He chuckled and smoothed my hair behind an ear. "Did I forget to tell you your schedule is different now?"
"It is?"
"You go in at nine, not at Sandra's time."
My body relaxed. "I do?" A smile stretched my lips. "That's the best news I've had all week!"
"The best news?" He frowned sadly.
I laughed. "Okay, fine. Maybe not the best, but it certainly ranks rather high."
He kissed me again, hands traveling down my backside, giving it a squeeze. "I know what we can do with the extra time."
My body heated up in the usual spots. "Oh, you do?"
He bit my ear, and my nipples went hard against his warm skin. "Absolutely." Gripping my hand, he led me toward a positively monstrous bathroom.
As I walked, I felt a slight but pleasant soreness starting between my legs, and ran deep inside me. I wasn't sure if I could handle him against so soon, or if it might hurt. It was sort of like working out, wasn't it? If so, I hadn't worked out like this for far too long.
"Do you have a hair dryer?" I asked.
A laugh burst from his mouth. He opened a drawer and pulled out a large hair dryer. My eyes widened at the sight of the salon-rated beauty.
He regarded me quite seriously. "Will this do?"
"I love it."
He opened glass doors to a shower tiled with gray slate of some kind. It had to be the prettiest shower I'd seen, and certainly would be the best I'd ever used. Nozzles protruded from every wall, and there were several different shower heads—two that were of the downpour variety, and two normal-looking ones. Tyler turned a valve, adjusted the water for a moment, and then pulled me in.
He touched a button, and water shot from all the nozzles. I yelped as the pleasantly hot water hit me, more from surprise than anything else. He grabbed a loofa and poured liquid soap on it. Motioned me with his finger to step out of the water spray. I did. He pulled me close and lathered my back, his hands running everywhere, granting me no shortage of giggles, while swelling my desire.
He finished with me, and I took my turn, running the loofa across his broad shoulders, down the V of his back, and circumnavigating his well-rounded posterior and hips to reach his crotch. He was already hard. I smiled, giving him my best innocent look, as I stroked him. He moaned, deep in his throat.
"Does that spot feel clean?" I ran my hand back and forth along his length.
"Not clean enough." He said, voice a low throaty growl sent a shiver down my spine.
Though I had very little experience, I decided to go for the gold and went down on my knees. Once the water washed away the soap, I took him in my mouth. Surprisingly, his girth fit rather comfortably. I must have quite a large mouth. He throbbed between my lips. I tried to push him deeper, but he was so huge. So hard.
Going from the memory of an adult film Isabel had made me watch, I moved my mouth back and forth, trying to put pressure on his shaft. His hand gripped my hair, and he guided my head in a gentle motion. Then he pulled out. Reached under my arms and lifted me easily to my feet. He kissed me savagely, raw desire burning bright in his eyes. His damp hair hung in loose coils over his forehead, water glistened on his smooth skin.
He leaned close. "I want you, Emily."
I knew right then that this would be the best shower ever.
As we dried off afterward, I couldn't stop looking at him. At the way his abdominal muscles circled his waist before diving down into his crotch. His sexy long legs, not overly muscular, but lean and toned like the rest of him. I felt acutely out of shape in his presence.
He hung up his towel. Put a finger under my chin and kissed me lightly. His hand cupped my breast and gave it a gentle squeeze.
A low burn ignited deep in my stomach. "I'll never get to work if you keep this up."
He laughed, and with noticeable effort pulled his hand away from my body, leaving the electricity of his touch still tingling in my skin. He slid on his lounge pants where they hung low on his hips.
"Do you like turkey bacon and French toast?" he said, turning to exit.
"Turkey bacon, yes. Well, I love French toast too, but I'm really trying to watch my figure."
A smile split his face. "How about an omelet then?"
"That would be lovely."
"And Earl Grey tea?"
I raised an eyebrow. "How did you know what I prefer to take for breakfast?"
"I noticed you drinking it. Plus, despite your best efforts to hide it, you are definitely British."
I felt a blush come over me. He'd noticed what I was drinking? Perhaps he really cared about more than a casual encounter. Perhaps I was delusional. "Tea would be wonderful."
"Great. I'll get started." He turned, and I caught myself admiring his well-toned ass until he turned the corner ahead. I wrapped a towel around my head and stared at my naked body in the mirror. Was I dreaming? Did I really have a gorgeous millionaire making me breakfast in the next room? My body trembled, still flushed with aftershocks from our last round in the shower. Just thinking back to it made me warm.
Stop thinking about it already!
I put on my work clothes and dried my hair with the blow dryer. Even though my dark locks hung down to my shoulders, the heavy-duty dryer tamed them to a manageable state in no time. I had to add the blow dryer to Tyler's list of exceptional qualities.
"This really is too good to be true." I adjusted the strap on my bra so it was comfortable. In my eagerness, I'd packed a sexy bra with lace as opposed to one of my comfy ones. I stared at the bra I'd worn last night, and finally decided it was worth the extra comfort to switch back to it. I was so bloody inexperienced, it was as if I'd never dated. I just had to remember that I was only using him. That way, when he was done with me, it wouldn't hurt.
At least not as much.
And what would we do later? Would I see him again today someplace other than work? Would he want to bring me to his place again? I had no idea what to expect, and didn't want to go to work. I didn't want this morning to end. I part of me hoped with everything I had, that he would ask me to do something later in the day. Another part of me worried that he would.
On the other hand, I couldn't wait to talk to Isabel. She was going to freak. In a good way.
"Breakfast is ready," Tyler called.
I stepped into the space the large kitchen shared with the den. A large granite-topped island separated the two areas, both overlooking the magnificent view of the park and city skyline. A light gray mist hung over the early morning sky, and the sun peeked through clouds to the east.
"Beautiful," I murmured.
"Thanks," Tyler said, making a show of preening his hair. "I give credit to my shampoo and conditioner."
I laughed, pressed a kiss against his bare chest. "You're silly."
He pulled out a barstool for me and sat down in the one adjacent. "What are you doing after work?"
I looked over at him. Shrugged. "I hadn't thought that far ahead." Liar!
"Would you like to have dinner? I thought I would cook something for you."
Yes, yes, yes! I had to play this calm and cool. "You don't have business meetings to attend, important people to entertain?"
"Yes. But I'd rather blow them off and be with you." An uncertain look crossed his face. "I'm not crowding you am I?"
The vulnerability in his voice caught me completely off-guard. I touched his hand. "Of course not. I'd love to come for dinner." And there was more than one way I wanted to do that.
His hand closed around mine, his eyes brightened. "Great. I'll have Joe pick you up at seven." He sipped some water, and ate a piece of omelet. "I won't be at the office today. Pompous self-important assholes to meet with and all that."
"You won't?" I heard the disappointment in my own voice and hastened to cover it up. "Well, I suppose we can limp along without you."
"I know you're more than capable, Emily." He pursed his lips and looked me up and down. "Wear something sexy this evening. You looked gorgeous in that dress last night." He winked. "And even better out of it."
I blushed furiously, and tried to cover how flustered I was with a drink of tea. "I'll think about it," I said with a coy smile.
His hand brushed a lock of hair from my face and caressed my cheek. "It would make me happy."
Tyler hurried through his breakfast, polishing off a large omelet, French toast, and turkey bacon, then went into his room to change while I finished my breakfast. The omelet tasted heavenly, mushrooms, olives, veggies, and feta cheese melting in my mouth. The man seemed as good at cooking as he was at sex.
Tyler returned wearing a black suit with a sharp, azure tie against a white shirt that seemed to lessen the severity of the ensemble. He looked so good I wanted to eat him like a Dove bar, peeling away the layers with my lips and teeth until I got to the creamy center. A shiver woke me from my brief daydream.
"Joe will drive you to work." He brushed something from the side of my lip, and gave me a tender kiss. His hot breath hit my ear. "I'll be thinking about you all day." He pulled out a smartphone. It looked brand new. "I really hate these things, but maybe it will be worth it if I can talk with you." He punched in a code and pulled up the dial pad. "Can I get your digits?"
"Oh, I don't know," I said. "That's a pretty big commitment."
"I know, I know." He nodded solemnly. "Maybe I just need to take you back to the bedroom and spank it out of you."
"Oh my, Mr. Rock. And here I thought you were an expert at negotiating." I gave him a wide-eyed, innocent expression. "Don't you realize you'd have to threaten not to spank me for me to give up my number?"
His green eyes flashed. "Please don't make me resort to such terrible means, Em."
I burst into laughter. "Fine, fine. I suppose you've earned it." I punched in my number, saved it, and labeled my name with a heart next to it. "This way you won't get it confused with all the other Emilys."
He pulled up his contacts. The screen was empty except for my name and Joe's. "I don't think that'll be a problem." He kissed me again. "Until this evening, Miss Glass." He winked. "Emily." He walked toward the door. "By the way, press the buttons to the side of the door to get out." He blew me a kiss and left.
I shivered in the wake of his presence and felt chilly in his absence. Now there goes a real man. Good heavens, was I getting myself in over my head? Despite my worries, I heedlessly plunged deeper into a relationship with someone I knew next to nothing about.



Chapter 24
A few minutes later, my phone buzzed with an unknown number. I answered.
"Miss Glass, this is Joe. I'll be parked by the front door whenever you're ready to leave."
"I'll be down shortly, thanks." I hung up and labeled his number in my contacts.
My phone dinged, and a text message appeared.
Can't stop thinking about you. Gonna be a long day. –T
I took the opportunity to label Tyler's number as well, and wrote back.
I'm naked.
His reply came almost immediately. Telling them to turn around the limo now!
I kid! I kid! I sent back, giggling.
You tease.
I finished breakfast, brushed my teeth, packed my belongings back into my overstuffed bag, and took the lift to the lobby, shivering a little in the chilly morning air. Joe got out of the car and opened the back door for me.
"Can I sit up front?" I asked as I approached him.
He nodded, and opened the passenger door.
"Thanks, Joe."
He climbed into the driver's seat, pulled out of the roundabout, and back onto the street.
"Are you having a good morning?" I asked.
"Yes, ma'am."
When he said nothing else, I posed another question. "Do you do this often?"
He glanced at me. "Drive?"
I tried to sound nonchalant. "Oh, you know, drive women home for Mr. Rock."
He gave me a dry look. "Perhaps that's a question you should ask him yourself, Miss Glass."
I guessed he put me in my place. It didn't stop me from trying again.
"Have you worked for him long?"
"Only a week."
"Really? Does he usually have house staff?"
Joe pursed his lips, gave me a sideways look. "I wish I could give you more information, Miss Glass, but it would be inappropriate of me to do so."
"Oh." I felt insatiably curious and disappointed.
He drove in silence, stopping at the curb in front of the office building. He touched the door handle to get out and paused. "If it helps, I think he's a good man. I don't know him that well myself. I can tell you that in my short experience, he's never brought a woman home until you." Joe sighed. Shook his head. "Guess I've said too much already."
I touched his hand where it rested atop the steering wheel. "Thanks, Joe. I just...want to be careful. I don't want to get hurt."
"I was in the war," Joe said. "I had another job after that, but I blew it. Post-traumatic stress syndrome is what the doc told me, but in the end, it all boiled down to me making bad decisions. Mr. Rock probably interviewed dozens of people for this job, but he chose me, even knowing about the war and my issues. Told me everyone deserves a second chance. I think you're in good hands." He shrugged. "And he looks really happy."
I felt myself tearing up and wiped at my eyes. "I can't tell you how much it means to know that. Thank you."
"Just please don't tell Mr. Rock, okay? I'm supposed to be one of those silent hulking types who stand in the background and just do what they're told."
"You're human."
He laughed. "Ain't that the truth." He got out and opened my door for me. Walked to the building door and opened it as well. "I'll pick you up at your place around seven, Miss Glass. Please call me if you need a ride anywhere else."
"What about Tyler?"
"He made other travel arrangements for the day."
I rode the lift to the office, humming under my breath, and thinking about Tyler Rock in his low-hanging lounge pants. The doors slid open, and reality greeted me with Sandra as its spokesperson.
"Good morning, Miss Glass." Sandra stood and came around the desk. "Mr. Rock told me to show you your new office this morning."
"My new office?" I looked down the hall toward my comfy little nook.
"Yes. Since Mr. Jones is no longer using an office, Mr. Rock reassigned it to you." Her eyebrow rose a fraction, likely expressing disbelief that I rated anything more than a closet.
We entered the office. Thomas Jones's personal items were gone, cleared out, from his pictures and posters, down to the knick-knacks on his desk.
Sandra slid a furniture catalog across the desk toward me. "He also said to pick out a new desk and chairs."
Good lord, this was a bit much. People would have absolutely no doubt I was sleeping with the boss with all this extravagance. "Why doesn't he give the office to Kevin or Jack?" I asked in a weak voice.
"Jack is taking Mr. Hinkle's former office in the programming department, and Kevin asked to keep his old office." She shrugged. "I suppose Mr. Rock decided you were next in line."
I felt marginally better. If he'd extended the offer to the others and they'd refused, it might not look so bad. "Thank you, Sandra." I noticed she'd regained more color in her face. "Are you recovered from the flu?"
Sandra looked at me for a second before answering. "I'm feeling much better, thanks." She nodded, and left.
Well, Sandra hadn't lost her cold fish attitude. I was just happy I didn't have to work with her very often.
I went to the kitchen to make some tea, and ran into Jack.
"Emily, hey! I had a great time last night. Thanks for inviting me." He wore a huge grin on his face.
"You and Isabel seem to get along." I gave him a knowing look.
"She is...wow." He laughed, gave me a worried look. "I know you two are best friends. Maybe—"
"Do you like her?" I asked.
He gave an unreserved nod. "She's beautiful and funny, and man, can she cook."
"Then you have my blessing," I said, as if I were the queen bestowing him a gift.
"Really? You don't mind?"
I took the hot water from the microwave and dropped in a tea bag. "She's not easy to deal with all the time." I paused, uncertain what if anything I should say to him, and decided it would be best if he found out for himself. Plus, I wouldn't want Isabel to blab my secrets to Tyler. Not that I really had any. "I think she really likes you too."
His eyes brightened. "I didn't leave until like two in the morning." He yawned. Reached for a mug and poured a cup of coffee. "I didn't want to leave."
I knew exactly how he felt. I wondered if they'd slept together, but sensed they hadn't. "That's great, Jack." I pressed a spoon against the teabag to squeeze more flavor from it. "What's on the agenda for the day?"
A lot, as it turned out. But I was happy to let work take thoughts of Tyler off my mind. Otherwise, I'd be completely useless. Jack sat at the table next to me as he, Kevin, and I worked out some of the kinks in the new organizational structure. Jack's phone vibrated every minute or so, and he'd look at it, smile, and type something back. I suspected he and Isabel were probably exchanging inappropriate texts.
Sandra paged him to come pick up a package at the front desk after he'd just looked at his phone. After he left, I glanced at Kevin who was typing away on his laptop, then sneaked a peek at Jack's phone while the screen was still on and saw a text from Isabel.
I'm so excited! I can't wait for tonight. MUAH!
I heard footsteps and pretended to be busy sorting some papers. What are he and Iz up to tonight? If they hadn't had sex yet, it seemed likely they were planning to now. I felt a bit worried for Jack. What if Isabel, however unintentionally, slept with him, and then ended up leaving him like she did all the other guys? I liked Jack as a friend, and didn't want to have any friction between him and Isabel.
"So, um, you up to anything exciting tonight?" I asked, thinking I might be able to head disaster off at the pass if I had more information.
Jack nodded. "Isabel and I are going to a cooking class tonight." He grinned. "It'll be a lot of fun."
"How exciting," I said, not particularly excited by a cooking class. Then again, I'd never gone to one with a man. I wondered how Tyler would look in an apron...and nothing else.
"...right, Emily?" Kevin said.
I jerked from my daydream, and felt a warm flush on my cheeks. "I'm sorry, what?"
"I was asking if the chart looks right now." Kevin slid his laptop around so I could see it.
"It looks better, but I still think we should keep them dynamic depending on the projects."
"This is just to get a feel for things," Kevin said. "Right, Jack?"
Jack jerked his head up from his phone, a guilty expression on his face. "What?"
Kevin chuckled. "Man, you two are as distracted as teenagers passing love notes in a class."
"Sorry." Jack looked at the charts for a few minutes before giving his approval.
After we were finished, I went back to my little office and looked over the furniture catalog so I could furnish my new space. I still wasn't sure I wanted to move. Although I didn't have a window, and the furnishings were simple, there was something creepy about moving into Thomas's old office. Good lord, I hadn't been here for long, and already the order of power had changed drastically.
My mind followed that chain of events right back to Tyler and last night. I blushed remembering about what we'd done. Just thinking about it sparked heat in my stomach. Heaven have mercy, the man had corrupted me after only one night of amazing sex.
The end of the day finally came. Jack took the lift down to the lobby with me, going on and on about cooking classes with Isabel. I nodded and listened, trying not to laugh at his excitement, though a tiny voice inside me prayed this wasn't another of her dine and dash relationships. I didn't fancy becoming a go-between for a heartbroken Jack and my best friend.
"After this, maybe she and I can cook for you," Jack said.
I had planned to walk home, but the black BMW pulled into the roundabout in front of the office building. Joe got out.
"Good evening, Miss Glass."
Jack raised an eyebrow. "You have a driver now?"
"Um..." I couldn't think of an excuse. Not that my relationship with Tyler could hardly be kept a secret for long, especially if Jack and Isabel ended up becoming an item.
He did a double take. "Wait a minute—you and Mr. Rock?"
I gripped his hands. "Please don't tell anyone."
"I just figured he was trying to get to know us." Jack pursed his lips. "Wow, nice catch, Emily." He elbowed me. "Maybe you can get me a driver."
I rolled my eyes. "Wouldn't you prefer a helicopter?"
He pumped a fist in the air. "Now we're talking!"
I laughed. "Good night, Jack. Have fun." And don't get hurt.
"Cheerio," he said with a wink.
"Cheers, mate." I stuck out my tongue and got in the BMW.
"Where to, Miss Glass?" Joe asked after getting back in.
"My place, please."
When we arrived, it was still a couple of hours before my dinner date, so I told Joe he could come back in a while to collect me. The moment he drove off, a large black SUV took his place. Though I couldn't see through the tinted windows, I already knew who was inside.
George stepped out. "Hello, Miss Glass."
I folded my arms and waited for whatever surprise lay in store for me. "Have another unfortunate soul for me to examine?"
"Actually, this mission—job requires a short road trip." He motioned toward the vehicle. "Do you mind?"
"I have to be ready for a dinner date in two hours." I shook my head. "I simply can't right now."
He gave me an understanding nod. "What if I could have you back in thirty minutes?"
I gave him a long look. "If you can have me there and back in thirty, then I can do it." I paused. "What do I need to do?"
"We have a group of quarantined students. You can tell us which are sick so we don't unnecessarily have to detain the uninfected ones."
It seemed like a worthy endeavor. "Okay, let's go." I moved toward the front door, but George held open the back one for me. "In order to get you there and back in record time, I'll have to ask that you wear a blindfold."
I stopped where I was. "Excuse me?"
He shrugged. "I'm afraid we'll have to break a few rules, and I can't let you witness the infractions."
I knew there was far more to it than that, but also felt sure he meant me no harm. "You don't plan to kidnap me, do you?"
George chuckled. "We will have you back before you know it."
"You'd better." I climbed into the back seat.
Mr. Sticks sat at the wheel. He glanced back at me, but said nothing. After a few blocks, he pulled into a blind alley that reminded me of the one George had vanished into a couple of days ago.
"Is this the part where we go into a secret sewer road?" I asked quite seriously. I almost expected the alley to descend underground.
George disappointed me. "Not today." He handed me a black blindfold with an elastic band. "If you don't mind."
I took it and put it on. It felt so light and feathery, I hardly knew it was there except for the absolute inability to see through it. "You must do this quite often."
"All a part of the job," he said. "Mr. Sticks, you may proceed."
The sensation of gravity tugged on my insides, as if I were rising into the air. The momentum shifted and I knew we were moving forward. A scant few minutes later, I felt a slight bump.
"You may remove the blindfold now," George said.
I took it off and gasped. We were behind a building with the words Edenfield High School on the back. "We're in Decatur." I'd looked at my GPS the day I'd been with my father to see where he was working. It was at least a twenty-minute drive from Midtown.
"Yes it is." George opened the door and got out. "We must hurry if we're to have you back in time."
"This is where the massacre happened."
He looked a bit sad. "An infected student went out of control. We're concerned the serum could affect others this way."
I had plenty of other questions, but refrained from pelting him. "Lead the way."
We went inside the gymnasium where nearly a hundred students lined up and awaiting inspection.
"You'll probably need to touch each one," George said. "Just let us know which ones are infected by scratching your ear. We don't want to alert them."
"Is there any danger of me contracting the disease?"
He shook his head. "It's not contagious like that."
I took in a deep breath and went to the first person, a rather hulking young man who looked as if he played football.
"Who are you?" he asked, a suspicious look in his eyes.
"I'm a nurse," I lied. "I'm simply here to make sure everyone is in good health."
"Whatever," he growled. "I'm in amazing health."
"I'm sure you are, young man."
"The name's Nathan." He jabbed a finger to his chest. "Don't talk to me like I'm a kid."
I resisted a roll of my eyes and touched his hand. Nothing. I sensed a slight chill, but it might simply have been the temperature of the room. I briefly touched the hand of each student as I passed. I'm sure they believed I was the worst nurse ever. If any of them tried to strike up a conversation, I politely smiled but said nothing.
Time is of the essence.
The chill I'd felt earlier grew stronger, sending goose bumps along my arm. One of the infected must have been near, but with so many other students around, I couldn't narrow down the source.
It wasn't until I was about halfway through that I felt the writhing cold sensation in a young woman. I smiled at her reassuringly. She flashed a sarcastic smile back at me. I noticed something about her I hadn't noticed about Stephen or Joey. Her skin wasn't precisely warm. I frowned and looked at her hand.
The girl seemed to sense something was wrong. A look of concentration came over her face and suddenly, her skin felt warm. I scratched my ear and pretended not to notice the abrupt change. I moved to the next student and the next. Not far from the girl, I detected the parasitic presence in a boy and scratched my ear. Unlike the girl, his skin felt normal at first touch. I continued down the line until reached the next to the last person.
The teen glared at me suspiciously. "What are you doing? Aren't you supposed to grab us in the crotch and tell us to cough?"
"Just a quick check of your vitals."
His eyes narrowed. "Yeah, right."
I reached for his hand, but he jerked it away. The split second of proximity, however, sent a strong chill up my spine. I went to scratch my ear, but before I could move at all, he grabbed me, spun me around, and locked a hand to my throat.
"Don't come near me!" he shouted. "I'll snap her neck."
Just lovely. Killed by a hormone-enraged teen on a super-soldier serum.
George raced over. "Calm down." He held his hands in front of him. "Let the nice lady go."
The sensation was too much like what Stephen had done to me. I tried to control my reaction, but panic set in. This kid's touch amplified the sensation of the presence inside him. I felt the cold entity squirming in lust and need. 
"Just let her go," George said. "We're only here to make sure everyone is okay."
"I said no!" the teen screamed. His hand went tight against my throat. I tried to break free, tried to wriggle from his grasp, but he was as insanely strong as Stephen.
I sensed that the cold parasite inside him desired nothing more than to warm itself with my hot blood. As with Joey, I felt as though I could touch it. Cringing with disgust, I reached out somehow and embraced it with my senses. A cold, slimy, wriggling sensation touched the palms of my hands even though they weren't actually touching anything. As if trying to kill a bug, I squeezed.
The boy stiffened and shouted. His hand left my throat.
I heard a whistling noise. The boy went absolutely limp and fell to the floor. I looked up and noticed the other three students I'd flagged as carriers making a break for the door. Several people in black suits appeared, aimed their fists at the fleeing students. Silvery darts zipped through the air. Two students went down. The third literally leapt over the heads of several students as if it he were trying out for professional basketball. The huge football player, Nathan, stuck out an arm at neck level. The runner slammed into him.
Nathan, huge brute that he was, skidded across the floor, shouting in pain and surprise.
My jaw dropped open.
The runner leapt over another group of George's people. Several darts found their mark and he went limp in midair. His body thudded to the hardwood floor and slid a few feet before coming to a stop.
Panicked breaths rose in my voice as the other students stampeded. George's people opened the doors and let them out. Soon, all that remained were the four unconscious infected students.
I touched my throat and looked at George. "He could have killed me."
"Our darts would have knocked him out before he could do any harm." George gave me a discerning look. "What did you do to make him release you?"
"I don't know. I tried to squish the parasite inside him." A shiver of disgust ran along my skin. I looked at my hands. They seemed clean, but felt filthy.
"Intriguing." George pursed his lips. "Your ability seems more versatile than we thought."
I rubbed my hands together. The skin felt normal and not covered with bug slime. "I suppose it is."
"I would ask that you remain for a while so we could study it in depth, but I suspect you're eager to return home."
It took a moment for his statement to register. "Yes, I suppose I am." I shook my head to realign myself with the real world. "I can see why you call yourselves the Custodians."
He raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"
I looked around at the wake of the incident. "If word of an experimental super-soldier drug got out, it would be quite a scandal. Your people must clean a lot of dirty laundry."
George pressed his lips together. "You're partially right, Miss Glass, but I can't go into further details."
I wanted to be angry about what had happened, but George's people had handled it rather quickly and efficiently. It would seem I was safe in their hands. They were nothing if not experts of their profession, from what I had seen. I headed outside.
We reached the SUV and climbed in. Once again, I put on the blindfold. I idly wondered what it would be like for Tyler to blindfold me while he had his way. I shivered in anticipation and hoped George and Mr. Sticks didn't see my body language. After the feeling of ascending, moving forward and, a few moments later, descending, I was able to pull off my blindfold and enjoy the view of the blind alley though this time we faced the exit instead of the wall. Mr. Sticks drove us onto the road and around the corner to my condo.
George opened the car door for me and gave me a serious look. "What you've done tonight will be a tremendous help, Miss Glass. With your assistance, we may be able to stop this before it spreads."
"Do you have other people in your employ who can do what I can?" I asked.
He shook his head. "Your ability is quite singular. In many cases, these infected individuals are able to adjust their heart rate, body temperature, and even scents to mask their condition. You are the only person capable of seeing through the façade."
"One of them didn't have warm skin," I said. "The girl's skin felt strange—like soft fabric at room temperature, but then it warmed."
He nodded. "As you can imagine, a super-soldier serum would give people greater control over their bodily functions in order to survive."
I shook my head slowly. "I've seen movies about this kind of stuff, but never thought it could be real."
"You should get ready for your date," George said. "Thank you once again." With that, he climbed back into the SUV. Mr. Sticks promptly gunned the accelerator and they pulled into traffic.
I checked the time and saw I had a little less than an hour and a half to ready myself. I hurried up to the flat and packed my bag. Thinking of Tyler was nearly enough to banish thoughts of the afternoon. It was best not to think about my new side job since I couldn't tell anyone about it anyway. I sighed and contemplated my new secret life. I loved talking about my days with Isabel. It felt like such an awful shame I couldn't share this with her or Tyler.
I slid into a red dress with matching high heels, thinking back to Tyler's request that I dress sexy. I wondered if acceding to his request was another big step toward the point of no return, and went so far as to put on makeup. I wanted to look good for him. I wanted him to burn with lust at the sight of me like I did with him.
Good lord, this man was going to do me in.
I called Joe while I packed and made myself pretty. He met me downstairs and drove me to the Gregorian. Tyler stood outside, a single rose in his hand and a gorgeous smile on his face. It was enough to make the rest of the day's events vanish like smoke in a breeze.
That smile is for me.
I felt so lucky, so happy, and a little frightened. Now that I'd had mind-blowing sex, I should be able to slow down, right? Take things at a reasonable pace. Perhaps I shouldn't even entertain the idea of sex tonight. The low burn in my lady parts intensified. My body apparently didn't agree with such an idea. But I couldn't let this man sweep me away. I would only end up broken against him and swept back out into the void of lonely depression I'd endured the last time I'd allowed myself to feel so strongly for another.
Judging by the way my heart beat harder as I looked at Tyler, it wasn't giving me much of a choice.
He handed me the rose, and tipped my mouth up to meet his for a sweet kiss. "Hello, Emily."
"Hello, Tyler." My voice betrayed a slight tremble.
We stepped into the lift, and Tyler pressed his thumb to the reader. The doors closed and he looked me over with hungry eyes. "My God, you look stunning." His lips curled into a grin. "I just want to take you right here."
"Why, Mr. Rock, how very forward you are."
He crossed the space in a heartbeat, his hand cupping my chin. I shivered, my body wanting to feel him against me. His eyes looked hungrily at my lips. He leaned closer. "May I take liberties with your lip, Emily?"
Oh dear.
I nodded as my body shivered in delicious anticipation. He made me feel so helpless. So desired. So sexy.
His lips took my lower lip and tugged. Just when I thought he'd release it, I felt the sting of his teeth as he nipped me. I pressed myself against him, standing on tiptoes and taking his lip between my teeth. He groaned, and hardened.
"So," I said, my breath shuddering from my chest. "Are you the main course?"
The lift stopped, and the doors slid open. He shook his head, and gave me a predatory look. "Oh no, my dear. You are." His arm wrapped around my waist, and cradled my body without effort, carrying me from the lift and into his penthouse.
The delicious aroma of cooked veggies tickled my nose. I buried my face in his chest and sighed, breathing him in. He set me down. Nipped me on the neck, and drew in a breath.
"Dessert before or after?"
Everything I'd told myself about waiting and being patient flew from my mind and scattered in his presence. I wanted him. It felt so right being in his arms.
"What do you want?" I asked.
He swept me off my feet again, both literally and figuratively, his mouth set in a wolfish smile. "I want dessert before and after."
I was still sore. I still had so many doubts. But everything was forgotten as he worked his teeth down my neck, and then ran his tongue lightly up to my ear lobe. He put me on the bed and lay down next to me.
"Would you like to try something different?" he said, leaning on his elbow.
"Different how?" I asked, curious and apprehensive.
"Have you ever been blindfolded?"
My stomach twinged. "Blindfolded?" I couldn't help but wonder if he somehow knew about my little field trip to the high school.
A predatory smile lit his features. "Or been tied down?"
I suddenly didn't feel like having desert. "Tied down?" I sat up, and straightened my dress. "Just what sort of things are you into, Tyler?"
His grin faltered. "I'm sorry. I just thought it might be fun."
"To tie me down and have your way with me?"
"Well, when you put it like that, yes." His grin returned.
I rolled my eyes and pushed myself off the end of the bed. "I don't know that I'd ever be into something like that. A little kink is fine, but—" I broke off as thoughts of him doing such sordid things with other women broke into my mind.
What made him think about blindfolding me out of the blue? Did he somehow know what I'd done today?



Chapter 25
He hopped off the bed and came up behind me, his hands rubbing down my arms. "I'm sorry. I've never tried anything like it before, but I thought—well, it seemed like it might be fun."
I turned and gave him a raised eyebrow. "You've never tried it, and yet you think I might want to on our second, uh, go-around?"
"Technically, it'd be our fourth." His eyes looked amused.
"Don't you get technical with me." I tried and failed to be cross with him. "Are you certain you've never tried these things with other women?"
He kissed me. "I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable."
I looked at him, expecting to see a twitch of dishonesty in his gaze, but couldn't detect any falsehoods. If only I could read his bloody mind. Additionally, his blindfolding question seemed innocent enough—well, at least when concerned with my new undercover career.
He ran a hand up my arm, drawing goose bumps as he did. His hand continued to my neck, grabbing a handful of hair and giving it a gentle tug. I shivered and felt my doubts melting away. His teeth and lips settled the matter, taking turns with my earlobes and neck.
I leaned back into him, tangling my arms about his neck, and nibbling on his lips. I turned and looked into his eyes. "Be gentle with me, Tyler. I don't know how much I'm ready for yet. I hardly know you. I—"
He pressed a finger to my lips. "Just enjoy the moment. Sometimes, it's all we have."
I smiled. Nodded. "Okay. Just no mad scientist experiments quite yet."
He laughed. "That leaves me plenty of room to operate." He spun us around and pushed me back on the bed. I lay back on it as he leaned over me, his muscular arms planted to either side, and kissed me with a passion that left me breathless.
We were both panting by the time we finished. I realized, in a detached way, that my red dress had managed to stay on me despite our energetic sex. Tyler pulled out of me and rolled to my side, putting his arm under my neck and pulling me against him. He bit my lip to a point just shy of pain. "You captivate me, Emily. When you're away, I have trouble thinking of anything else. The world makes no sense in your absence."
I smiled, running my fingers through his hair, feeling the dampness of sweat our bodies had generated. I had filled this man with desire. Me. How could I resist a man who said such poetic things? "Are you unable to tie your shoes without me, Tyler?"
He laughed, his body vibrating against mine. "Just barely." He stood, gloriously naked, a sheen of sweat glistening along the length of his body. It enhanced every hard corner and fluid curve of his muscular body.
"You are so hot," I said. My eyes went wide the moment I realized I'd said that aloud.
His sculpted lips curved into a pleased grin. "If only you could see yourself through my eyes. Especially in that red dress." He held out a hand to me, assisted me off the bed. "Shall we have dinner now?"
I had forgotten all about food after such a filling dessert. My stomach rumbled to indicate it, however, had not. "Yes."
I freshened up in the bathroom, using a towel to clean my still-flushed face as Tyler put on his clothes. He set out dinner—chicken breasts with a light sauce, and a mix of veggies—at a table near the huge glass window overlooking the park. Darkness had already claimed the sky. The city lights flickered like stars, the shadows of skyscrapers cutting into the canopy on the horizon.
"How's the chicken?" he asked as I took a bite.
The tender meat melted in my mouth. "Oh, it's delicious. Like an orgasm in my mouth."
He chuckled. "I can give you a real orgasm in your mouth if you'd like." His wink sent shivers through me.
"Oh, is that part of another dessert?"
"Perhaps." He looked out into the night and his smile flattened, his face suddenly pensive.
"You're not eating much," I said. "Is everything okay?"
He seemed not to hear me at first, and then looked back. "Hmm?"
I repeated myself.
"Everything is amazing." He frowned. "Too amazing."
My stomach tensed. "How so?"
He smiled. Shook his head and rolled his eyes. "Sorry. Sometimes I overthink things."
He overthinks things? If only he knew how many thoughts he sent skittering through my little mind. "Like what?" I hoped he wasn't reconsidering whatever it was we had. And was what it we had, exactly? It wasn't quite a relationship.
"There are things you don't know about me," he said after a long pause. "Things I'm afraid to tell you." He turned and folded my hand into both of his. His skin felt so warm against mine, almost too warm to be normal. It reminded me a bit of Thomas.
"You're not a mass murderer are you?" I said, injecting a teasing tone to my voice, though my insides clenched at what his terrible secret might be.
"No." He gave me a wan smile. "Great. I'm dragging down the evening."
"Did you suffer some great childhood trauma?" I asked, curious to know what in the world was bothering him.
"I—yes, I suppose I did." He shook his head and dropped my hands, his gaze returning to the blanket of darkness outside. "I guess it's kind of fucked me up a little."
"Well, with a father like Cyrus Rock, I imagine you have your share of bad tales."
He gave me a sideways glance. "Oh. Yeah."
Curiosity burned in me, but I didn't want to pry. Okay, I really did want to pry, but I didn't want to bug the hell out of him with a million questions. I looked down at my plate and was surprised to find I'd demolished everything on it. Tyler had hardly touched his. Considering the way he usually ate, I knew something really had to be bothering him.
The cheer and warmth seemed to evaporate from the room, as something consumed his attention. Finally, he looked at me. "I like you Emily. I can't stop thinking about you. When I close my eyes, I see your face, those piercing blue eyes and shimmering hair billowing around you like an angel. And then you smile. You have the sexiest little dimples, did you know that?"
I caught myself smiling and blushing, showing my dimples, I was sure. "I wouldn't call them sexy, exactly."
He traced his thumb across my cheeks. "I find them irresistible." He leaned back in his chair. "You are irresistible."
"Then what's the problem? And don't tell me nothing, because something is eating you up inside."
He nodded. "I don't know if I'm ready."
"For what?"
"To say. But I can't expect more of you, not without you knowing." He turned his sad green eyes on me, and my heart wilted.
"As long as you're not hiding something criminal, I'll understand," I said, and took his hand. I kissed his knuckles. "I want you to be honest with me when you're ready."
"And you'll tell me what happened to you, Emily? What demons so haunt you?"
An ache caught in my chest. I nodded. "It's only fair."
He sighed. "We'll see about that." Some of his appetite seemed to return and he cleaned his plate while I sipped on a sweet white wine, my mind churning through a million possibilities.
Had his father sexually abused him? Or was he just troubled by a childhood dominated by a tyrannical father? I was dying to know every last thing about this man. To know what shaped him into what he was today. Tyler seemed so confident in his decisions. So friendly and outgoing, but with the commanding presence of a leader, someone who wasn't afraid to make a final decision and go with it. It made his uncertainty tonight all the more baffling.
"I'd like to have you for the weekend." Tyler's typical confident smile returned. "Unless you have plans already."
"I don't know." I took out my smartphone and viewed my empty calendar. "Oh dear, I'm booked for a month solid. I have bridge club, a tiddlywinks tournament, and the President is expecting me to address the nation."
He took the phone from my hands and looked at it. "Emily, has anyone ever told you how naughty it is to lie?" He typed something in on the phone, a sly grin spreading across his face. "Now you're booked." He handed the phone to me.
I looked and saw "Tyler Rock" listed as a recurring event on every day of my calendar. Under today's date was something else. I looked at it. "Spanked for lying?" I said with a giggle.
"Sentence to be carried out immediately." He lifted me from my chair in an easy motion and bent me across his lap. He held my arms by the wrists behind my back.
"Tyler Rock, don't you dare!" I struggled, but his grip was like iron. Hot desire pooled in my stomach. I stopped wriggling. "You've been wanting to spank me, haven't you?"
I felt his hot breath next to my ear. "Ever since I first saw you." His other hand pulled my dress up, exposing my bare bottom. I felt a flush heat my skin.
"Oh Emily, I see you're blushing. All the way down to your—"
"Tyler!" I squirmed, but he held me tight. His hand squeezed a buttock and I gasped at the thought of what he was about to do. His hand left my skin, and then smacked down hard, pressing against the pain. "Ow!"
"Was that too hard?"
I shivered. "No."
Smack!
"Oh fuck!" The pain shot through my skin.
"Do you promise to be good?" he said in a low voice, his teeth nibbling my ear.
"Absolutely not." I wondered what in God's name was wrong with me that this sort of pain actually turned me on.
His hand slapped my backside again. I squealed with pain.
"Okay, enough." The intensity was too much to bear. "Please, Tyler, let me up."
He stood, setting me on my feet in an instant, bracing me as I swayed from the blood rushing to my head. His hands pulled my dress back down.
"Was it too much?"
I threw my arms around his neck, one of my hands knotting in his hair and pulling it, my body sick with desire for him to quench the fire he'd started in me. He pulled me into the bedroom, flinging me on the bed and lying atop me. His kisses stretched from one end of my body to the other while his hands tore off my dress. The anticipation was torturous. I wanted him inside me this instant.
We finished together some time later. Tyler smiled at me and pecked my nose before dropping to my side. I felt warm and contented against him, and closed my eyes, drawing in his scent. I hoped this feeling would never end.



Chapter 26
George Walker called on me at lunch the next day with a simple text.
Can you meet me outside in five minutes?
I knew it was foolish to wonder how he'd gotten my number. Government people probably knew how many times per day I went to the loo. Since Tyler wasn't at the office today, I decided it wouldn't hurt to meet with George. I responded.
Yes.
I stepped outside and saw him on the sidewalk. For once, George looked rather grim. "It appears the problem is spreading."
"How?" I felt quite disconcerted at the thought of more super-soldier children wreaking havoc on society. It would likely lead to school massacres even worse than the ones haunting the nation already. Teenagers, by their very nature, were unstable enough. Unthinkable quantities of hormones coursing through their blood and a belief that they already knew everything there was to know was quite a dangerous combination to begin with. Adding enhanced abilities was an invitation to disaster.
George brushed his suit jacket as if dislodging a bit of lint. "The drug is being spread by student pushers in the schools. Kids are taking it and in many cases, unknowingly infecting themselves."
I felt sick to my stomach. "What would you like from me?"
"How much time can you take for lunch?"
The morning had been quite hectic, but the afternoon promised to be slower. "Perhaps two hours."
He checked the time on an unusual-looking cell phone with a half-peeled orange logo on the back. "That should be enough." His gaze turned back to me. "We'll investigate several high schools in the metro area. This time it will be much different. We can't cause a panic by rounding up the students. Instead, we'll pose as school officials and step into classrooms."
I didn't bother asking how we were to reach all these schools within two hours. "I see." I raised a querying eyebrow. "How do you intend for me to touch the students?"
"Your ability has a range, correct?"
I shrugged. "Sometimes it's far more sensitive than at other times. I can feel the presence from a few yards away, but I still have to touch the individual to narrow it down to them."
He nodded. "That should work." George opened the door to the back seat. "I believe we can make this work." George closed the door and climbed into the front seat. He turned to look at me as Sticks pulled into traffic. "We'll try walking the hallways at the first school. You tell us if you feel anything."
"Am I to blindfold myself again?" I asked.
He replied with an apologetic half-smile. "I'm afraid so."
"What a bother." I found the blindfold lying on the seat next to me. "Just tell me when."
Mr. Sticks pulled into a blind alley.
George turned to me. "Now, if you please."
I did so. Once again, I felt the peculiar sensation of rising before moving forward. I wondered if they had secret black helicopters that picked up the car and whisked us around on silent rotor blades. There was no telling with these people.
The first high school was in downtown Atlanta. We received plenty of concerned looks from people, but the front desk allowed us entrance once George produced IDs labeling us as Department of Education officials.
A concerned man in a worn blue suit met us inside the front security zone. "I'm Principal Jackson. I wasn't told we'd have visitors today."
"Nothing to alarm yourself about." George shook the man's hand. "I'm George Walker. We're simply here to survey for possible building improvements and renovations."
The principal's eyes widened. "Finally! They've cut so much from our budget over the past decade we can hardly afford to make routine repairs."
"We'll need complete access, and prefer not to have anyone tagging along." George offered him a reassuring smile. "We'll be done in thirty minutes."
Principal Jackson looked as though he had a lot more to say, but simply nodded. "Please get me if you have any questions."
"Of course." George headed to a junction ahead and went left into a long hallway lined with classroom doors. We strode all the way to the end, passing several adjoining hallways filled with lockers along the way. I felt absolutely nothing until we passed a female bathroom near the far end of the adjoining corridor. A faint chill emanated from within.
I stepped cautiously inside and saw two young females speaking with a group of three girls. Their eyes lit on me when I stepped inside and I instantly thought they looked guilty. Perhaps these are the dealers. I saw one of them tuck something into her purse, confirming my suspicions. Something in the eyes of the two supposed drug pushers looked much older than their teenaged appearance.
"We're just about to go to class," one of them said. "I'm sorry, but I was having really bad cramps."
"Yeah, cramps," her companion said. "I hate periods."
The other three students spun to face me, alarm in their faces as they became aware of my presence.
"Very well," I responded in a curt voice. "You shouldn't be here without hall passes."
One of the pushers grinned. "I'm sorry. We'll go now." Her voice sounded confident and not the least bit contrite.
Having seen the strength these sorts of people possessed, I opened the door and kept my distance. I looked at other students. "All of you get back to your classes. I'd like to speak with these two alone."
The other girls rushed out. I managed to touch each of them as they passed and confirmed none of them were infected.
One of the pushers sniffed the air and hissed. "Something's not right."
"They warned us," the other said.
Without warning and to my great astonishment, the first girl gripped the porcelain sink and ripped it off the wall. Water sprayed everywhere. A strong arm gripped me and jerked me back through the door an instant before the sink smashed into the doorframe, sending shards flying.
Mr. Sticks spun me so quickly I hardly had time to register the movement. I heard the sound of fragments impacting his back. He grunted, but didn't seem otherwise fazed. With a quick thrust, he sent me stumbling across the hall and turned. The two girls seemed to blur out of the bathroom. I shook my head and wondered if my vision had gone wonky.
George blocked a blow from the first girl. He ducked, swept the feet from beneath her. She hit the tiled floor with a loud grunt. Other Custodians aimed their wrist-mounted dart guns, but apparently couldn't get a clear shot. Mr. Sticks turned to the second girl. She aimed a flurry of punches at Sticks, arms moving so fast, the movements blurred together. Sticks blocked the blows with precise efficiency, his face showing little strain from the endeavor. He caught the girl's arm, twisted it to the side. His leg thrust out and kicked the girl in the midsection so hard, she slammed into the wall a few feet from me. Cracks ran up the distasteful green cinderblock.
I should have been absolutely shocked at the display of raw power, but my mind had apparently accepted this strange new reality with abnormally enhanced teens and my amazingly adept allies.
"Leave me alone, bitches!" the girl cried. She stumbled forward two steps, stiffened, and fell as darts found their mark.
George pinned the other girl face down on the floor. "Lance her," he said in a calm voice.
Another Custodian darted her in the neck and the perpetrator went limp.
I noticed a small glass vial with a thick red substance rolling across the floor. I picked it up and looked at it. It looked almost like blood. Sticks snatched it from my hand and gave me a disapproving look.
"How rude." I regarded him with narrowed eyes.
"We'll handle it from here," George said. He spoke quietly into his phone. Within minutes, another team of his people came in, scooped up the pushers, and departed with efficient ease while yet another group inspected the damaged wall and bathroom.
"We'll have it repaired in ten minutes," a woman in this new group said.
George looked around and noticed a flickering fluorescent bulb. "Repair that too, while you're at it."
"Shall I repaint this awful green as well?" the woman asked. "I think a tasteful mauve would fit right in."
George chuckled. "Not this time." He turned to me. "Let's continue."
Unlike the other Custodians, I sensed something quite different about this woman. The hairs on my right arm tingled as though the woman were charged with static electricity. I wanted to touch her, but she moved back to her group. I looked at her. She had no equipment for fixing broken mortar or repairing plumbing for that matter. She held a thick but short wooden rod in one hand. I wanted to wait and see what she'd do, but Mr. Sticks prodded me forward. I gave him a dirty look before continuing down the hallway, risking furtive glances over my shoulder.
We took a right. My intuition detected something when we walked near a door leading outside. I stepped out as quietly as possible and found two teens, their backs to me, smoking near a dumpster about ten yards away.
"Totally, my man," one said. "Drink all we want, smoke all day every damned day and it never affects us."
"Hell, yeah. And we can totally bang any girl we want." The second teen twitched and spun. He tossed down the cigarette when he saw me.
Silver darts found their targets before I even had a chance to tell George. Apparently, they didn't want a repeat performance like the girls in the bathroom. Once again, a team of Custodians whizzed in and took the troubled youths away.
We walked the last hall, but I detected nothing unusual.
"It appears we reached this school before any true harm was done," George said with a satisfied note in his voice. "Let's move on to the next."
We went to several more schools, perhaps six in all, using the same cover story. One principal was unwilling to let us walk around unescorted. Mr. Sticks put a dart in the poor woman's neck and left her slumbering on a bench in the hallway. He obviously felt their mission superseded any outside interference. I made a mental note not to cross him.
Only one other school had infected students. George and team were able to apprehend them all quickly without incident. He dropped me off at work fifteen minutes early.
"You are very impressive, Miss Glass." George's expression looked sincere. "Not only are you calm under pressure, but your ability has helped us immensely. We may be able to stamp this out quickly before the pushers infect more students."
"I hope so," I said, eager to get back to the office and enfold myself in comfortable normalcy. "What do you do with the infected students? Do you inform their parents?"
"It's a very delicate process." He remained silent a moment, probably deciding what he could tell me. "As you might imagine, telling parents their children are infected with a super-soldier serum is unacceptable. We have to come up with cover stories." George straightened his tie. "I assure you we do what is best for all involved. There are strict rules in places to protect those affected." He went back to the SUV. "Until next time, Miss Glass."
I watched the SUV vanish into traffic and then went inside the office building. Despite the excitement, I wasn't nearly as flustered as the last time. Either I was developing a professional detachment, or my mind didn't quite know how to process the events of the day.
The rest of the afternoon dragged on. I busied myself helping Jack and Kevin, but my thoughts ricocheted between Tyler and my side job. As Jack and I left the building after work, he gave me an abbreviated version of his evening with Isabel.
"The class was a lot of fun, even though we ended up burning our sauce."
"Dare I ask how you managed to burn your—" I stifled a giggle as my mind sank into the gutter. "—sauce?"
Jack didn't seem to notice the dive my maturity had taken. "I kind of got distracted." He shrugged.
"Distracted?"
"Isabel." He laughed. "I think I kind of distracted her too."
I didn't ask for more details. For all I knew, it might involve hot sauce or special sauce. "Are you seeing her tonight?"
"Oh, she didn't tell you?"
I pursed my lips. "I didn't go home last night."
His eyes went a bit wide. "Wow. You and Tyler hitting it off, then?"
Getting off is more accurate. "You might say that."
He grinned. "You look really happy. I remember those sad puppy-dog eyes you made when you first started working here. I'm really glad things are working out."
"Me too." I touched his hand. "Just please don't let anyone else in the office know."
He grinned. "Of course not. Your secret is safe with me."
I walked home, enjoying the evening air. Isabel was already inside, dancing and singing to herself when I came in the door.
"Em!" she shouted and ran across the room to give me a hug. "Oh my God, it feels like I haven't seen you in forever."
"Well, I suppose it's easy to lose track of time."
"Did you and Tyler get it on again?"
"Oh, yes."
She squealed, jumping up and down as she held my hands. "I'm so proud of you, girl! Is he good? Does he have a big—"
I wondered if my face was as red as it felt. "Yes, he's definitely well endowed. And he knows how to use it."
She hugged me tight. "Jack is coming over later, and we're going to ice skate in the park. You and Tyler want to come?"
"Maybe," I said, uncertain as to what Tyler had planned for the evening. "He might have already made other plans for us."
"Okay. Just let me know."
I gave her a curious look. "So, have you and Jack done anything yet?"
She gave me a coy smile. "We've made out if that's what you mean."
"Oh yes, that's exactly what I mean." I rolled my eyes.
"I told him about my guy issues."
My eyes went wide. "About all of them?"
She nodded. "I felt like I owed it to him, you know? I haven't felt this way about a guy. Not ever."
"Are you sure?" It wasn't like I'd never heard that from her before.
Her eyes grew serious. "I thought I'd had strong feelings before, but there's something about Jack, you know? It's like, I can't stop thinking about him. I'm happy just being around him. And he makes me laugh." She sighed. "And really horny. But I'm taking that part slow for now."
I felt a little choked up seeing her so happy. "Wow, Izzy, that's so great."
A smile warmed her face. "Sounds like you've found Mr. Right too."
I wanted to say yes, but something about Tyler's mysterious brooding last night made me hesitate. "Maybe. We'll see."
"Uh-oh, there's my cautious Em peeking out again."
"You know I can't help it."
Isabel laughed. "I'm sure Tyler finds it adorable, when you give him that worried look."
"I have a worried look?"
"Yeah, you go cross-eyed and your face scrunches up."
I stuck out my tongue. "Bitch."
"Slut."
We burst into laughter.
Joe swung by to pick me up an hour later. I'd left my toiletries at Tyler's place so I could pack a weekend's worth of clothes into my bag. I had no idea what was on the agenda, but decided we could swing by my place should I need anything else.
"How are you doing?" I asked Joe as we waited at a red light.
"I'm well, Miss Glass."
"You can call me Emily."
He smiled. "Sorry. Protocol."
"Oh, bother. I really despise formalities."
"Comes with the territory." He pulled into the roundabout at the Gregorian. Tyler came out and opened the door for me.
"Hello, beautiful."
I felt a warm blush in my cheeks. "Hello, handsome."
He escorted me inside, taking me into the lift. I waited for him to press himself against me the moment the doors closed, but he looked pensive. Almost sad.
"Are you okay?" I asked.
He shrugged. "I decided to tell you everything."
"Oh?" The burning curiosity returned with a vengeance. "Does that mean I don't get a kiss?"
He turned, to me, one hand pulling my hair tight, exposing my throat. He kissed his way toward my mouth, each touch of his lips sending a tingle to my stomach. When he reached my lips, his tongue pressed inside, sending delicious chills across my body.
He released my hair. Our faces hovered inches apart.
"Was that what you wanted?" A smile spread across his lips.
"It's a good start."
The lift dinged and he opened the door to his little castle. Pink clouds slid across the horizon, lighting the park with a lovely glow.
Tyler grabbed some keys from a cabinet, and slid on a sport coat. "Hungry?"
I nodded, noting he wore jeans and a button-up—nothing too fancy. I hadn't worn a slinky dress this evening since my wardrobe was a bit thin on sexy wear, instead opting for jeans and a sweater. "Where to?"
"I know a place."
"I'm sure you do."
We took the lift down to a parking deck beneath the building lined with closed garage doors and a wide corridor between them. Tyler pressed his thumb against a reader next to one of the doors, and it slid up to reveal a sleek red vehicle.
"What is that?" I asked, resisting the urge to run my hand down the sharp lines.
"A Lamborghini Gallardo. It's one of my fun cars."
"It's gorgeous."
He pressed the handle, and the door pivoted up. When I slid inside, it felt as though I were almost sitting on the ground. Tyler shut the door and dropped into the driver seat. Inserted the key and the engine roared to life. The rumble vibrated from the seat and up my skin. His hand tightened around mine. Lifted my fingers to his mouth where he kissed each one.
I shivered. "If you're trying to turn me on, it's working."
He backed out the car and, instead of driving back to the main road, took a couple of back streets until we ended up on a winding road near a golf course. "Are you afraid of speed, Miss Glass?"
"I'm more afraid of the abrupt crashes," I replied dryly.
He gave me a wicked grin and hit the gas. The car roared and leapt forward, sticking to the curves as if it were on rails. The bolsters on the seat kept me firmly in place, and I caught myself shrieking with terror and delight. He reached the end of the road and slowed, pulling back onto a main thoroughfare and rejoining traffic.
A grin split his face. "I love this car."
"It definitely has its uses," I said, crossing my legs tight as my adrenalin rush pooled in a hot spot low in my abdomen. I suddenly wished I had on a skirt. It would be so easy for him to reach over and—
Emily Glass, what in the world has gotten into you?
Oh, sod off, you ninny!
I knew I had it bad when I fought with my own internal monologue.
Tyler pulled into a parking lot where a valet handed him a ticket, a delighted look in the young man's eyes as he hopped into the cockpit of the beast and roared off. Tyler didn't seem the least bit concerned. In fact, his attention seemed to have wandered back toward whatever was eating him.
The restaurant had all sorts of interesting tacos, and even more importantly, margaritas. We placed our order at the counter and grabbed a table.
"When are you going to tell me?" I asked. My curiosity was rapidly progressing toward worry and fear. Anything that made him this moody couldn't be good.
"After we eat." He smiled and covered my hand in his on the table. "I just want to enjoy every minute I can with you beforehand."
"You talk as if this is our last bloody meal." I felt my gaze harden. "Why won't you just tell me?"
"Because once you know, you probably won't want to see me anymore."
I pulled my hand from beneath his. Crossed my arms and gave him a narrow-eyed glare. "Your attitude certainly isn't helping. What could possibly be so bad?" I thought back to his desire to tie me up and blindfold me. My face must have gone white, because my skin suddenly went quite cool. "Oh lord. Are you into sexual perversions?"
He looked shocked. "No. Well, I mean, I like some spice, and I'm always willing to experiment, but I'm not into nasty stuff like golden showers or torture." He leaned forward. "And no, that's not my big secret. I don't have a red room of pain if that's what you're worried about."
I took a long drink of my margarita, feeling the salty tang sting my lip where he'd bitten it earlier. The pain felt oddly delicious.
"The look on your face makes me want to bend you over this table and have my way with you, Emily." Tyler's eyes burned with dark tension.
I felt his hand tighten on my thigh. Felt my body respond to his touch with heat and cold tingles even through the jeans. A smile spread across my face. "Oh, would you, Tyler?"
"Like you wouldn't believe."
I bit my lip and squirmed with need. Despite the happy family one table over and the other various groups enjoying their evening at the taqueria, I could almost envision letting him have his way with me. "You're killing me," I said.
"We can get the car."
"But our food—"
"Fuck the food." His voice was a low growl. "I'd rather eat you any day."
Oh dear. My face burned. "Tyler, you really are too much sometimes."
"You make me feel insatiable, Emily. I take you, and still I want more." He took my hand and bit my index finger.
I laughed. "Tyler, there are children here!"
"Good. Maybe they'll learn something."
I pulled my hand away with some regret. "Let's eat. Then you can tell me your big secret."
His lips screwed up for a moment before flat lining. "Yeah."
We ate in silence as Tyler's dark mood returned. He gave the valet a huge tip, and took my hand to help me inside the car. I could have gotten in myself, but would have used any excuse to feel the electric tingle of his touch.
He drove back at a slow pace, eyes locked on the road, his mouth set in a grim line. My stomach knotted as I watched him. What could possibly be worse than having a sexual torture room? Surely he hadn't killed someone, or had a criminal past, had he?
"This silence is pissing me off," I said, unable to restrain it any longer. "What the hell is going on, Tyler?"
"Wait until we get home, Emily. Please." The tone of his voice indicated he wasn't asking for permission.
With great effort, I kept my mouth shut, preventing the rude retaliation on the tip of my tongue from bursting forth.
He parked the car and we rode the lift back to the penthouse. My stomach roiled, and I felt nauseated with worry. Tyler's face grew pale as the lift reached the top. He looked at me, his green eyes filled with worry, or perhaps sadness.
"What is it?" I said, my voice sounding frantic to my ears. "Tell me right this instant, or so help me I'll leave."
He nodded, and walked into the kitchen. Grabbed a bottle of amber liquid, and poured himself a glass. "You want anything?"
I shook my head angrily, though another margarita wouldn't be amiss. I needed something to calm my nerves. "Just tell me whatever you're going to tell me and get it over with."
He tossed back the contents of the glass. Set it down on the counter and took a seat at the kitchen table. "How did you feel about Thomas Jones?"
I dropped into a chair, a sense of relief flooding into me. He somehow knew about me and Thomas, apparently. "I really liked him for a while and then he just...changed."
"But you really liked him."
I nodded. "There was something about him. I couldn't put a finger on it, but, it was sexy. And then he hit his head and turned into an ass."
"What if I told you that man wasn't him?"
My brow wrinkled. "Is he a schizo?"
"No. Well, not exactly."
"How do you know so much about him?" My relief was turning into a mixture of curiosity and apprehension. I couldn't see where this was leading.
"I was Thomas."
A laugh escaped my throat. "You're making no sense now."
"The karaoke, the dance lessons, the coffee, the little office with the plushy pens—it was me."
My chair fell over backwards as I bolted to my feet. "You made Thomas Jones do all that? What the bloody hell, Tyler? What the fuck?"
He stood, waving his hands palms out. "No, it wasn't like that at all. Emily, listen to me." His strong hands grabbed my shoulders, and his green eyes met mine. And with a sudden dawning realization, I realized something that just couldn't be.
The man was different. The color of his eyes was slightly different. But the soul behind that gaze was, without a doubt, the very same that had looked out at me from another man.
From Thomas Jones.



Chapter 27
The vibes I'd felt from him had felt so familiar and yet the emotional attachment had overwhelmed my extra sense. I felt my mouth drop and hang. "Wh—what's going on Tyler?" My knees went weak.
Tyler flipped the chair off the floor with one foot and guided me into it. "I was Thomas Jones, Emily. Now I'm Tyler Rock."
"That doesn't make any sense. Did you have plastic surgery?" That obviously made even less sense. I gripped his hand and pulled myself to my feet, running my hands along the perfect angles of his face, his lovely lips, the dark stormy eyebrows above his sea-green eyes. There was no possible way a plastic surgeon could have done this. He was too beautiful to be manmade.
"I know it's hard to understand," Tyler said, kissing my hands, my wrists. He groaned. "Please sit. It's easier if I show you."
I complied, my body trembling with fear and apprehension. My teeth chattered for an instant before I clamped my jaw shut. Tyler turned off the lights, casting the room in shadows borne by the light of the city skyline.
"What are you doing?" I asked, the fear growing in me at the sudden darkness.
"Everything will be okay," said his disembodied voice from several feet away.
Oh, God, please don't let him be a psycho killer.
I fumbled in my purse for the pepper spray since the stun gun had been an utter flop on two occasions. Flipped the safety off, and prepared for anything. A faint glow appeared across the kitchen, growing brighter by the second. My pepper spray and purse tumbled to the floor from numb fingers as I realized the source of the glow.
Tyler, naked from the waist up, eyes clenched shut, arms outstretched as if in supplication, stood in the middle of the kitchen, and his skin was glowing. The glow was like an emerald nimbus surrounding every inch of his exposed skin. Common sense finally kicked in, and I realized this had to be some sick joke.
"What is that, glowing paint?" Anger burned away the fear. What in the world was this man trying to do to me? Give me a heart attack? Or was he just plain crazy?
Tyler's eyes opened, and I shrieked. Deep within the irises, I could clearly see green flames. The hue of the glow around his skin changed to the color of his eyes, flickering and licking the air like tongues of flame.
"Emily, this isn't a trick." His voice was deeper, richer, with an otherworldly quality to it that penetrated to my very center. He continued. "I'm sorry to have to shock you like this, but I have no choice. I absolutely have to give you the truth in case—in case they catch up to me again."
"Who are you talking about?" I said, my feet backing me away from the flickering figure in the kitchen.
"Those people who chased us that night when I was Thomas. They aren't the police. They're not the FBI. They aren't a part of any mortal authority you're familiar with." He lowered his hands, his flaming eyes looking sadder than I ever thought possible. "They're called Exorcists."
"Exorcists?" My lips peeled back in a grimace. "Of course I've heard of exorcists. They work for the Catholic Church."
"Not these kind."
"And besides," I said, confusion scattering my thoughts. "Don't they go after—" My eyes went wide with shock at the word that came to my lips.
"Demons." He sighed. "My true self can't live in the mortal world, Emily. Tyler was going to kill himself, so I made a bargain with him. He agreed."
Terror wormed its way up my stomach. I felt the wall press against my back as my feet continued their retreat. "If you're pulling a trick on me, it stopped being funny long ago." I saw my purse and the pepper spray next to it on the floor. Tyler still stood in the same spot. I dove for the spray, snatching it from the floor and pointing it at him from my position on my knees. "End this joke now, Tyler, or I swear to God I'll spray you in the eyeballs."
He offered me a sad little smile as his glorious body continued to glow with green flames. "It's not a joke, Emily." His voice became impossibly rich and beautiful. The glow around him flickered and for a brief instant, I saw something else outside Tyler's body. Something inhumanly beautiful. Something terrifying.
And suddenly I believed him.
Tyler sagged and groaned, leaning against the counter.
I screamed and bolted for the door. Both of my hands wrapped around the handle to the big front door. I jerked and strained, trying desperately to get out as screams tore from my throat.
"Emily."
I turned my head and saw him, the glow fading from his body and screamed even louder.
"You have to hit the button."
I punched the bloody button. The door flew open. Frantically, I pounded the button next to the lift. Tyler stood in the doorway, making no move toward me. The glow was almost gone, and his face looked absolutely whitewashed. He dropped to his knees as if they'd just given out on him.
"Emily, please." His voice was hoarse. "Please don't go. I would never hurt you."
"You're a fucking demon!" I screamed.
The doors dinged open and I leapt inside, hitting the ground floor button with rapid-fire pounding of my fist. The last thing I saw when the doors closed was a tear trickling down his cheek.
I raced to the street the minute the lift doors opened and waved at a taxi. It passed by without stopping. I sprinted down the sidewalk, ignoring the pain in my shins from my heeled shoes, grateful I hadn't worn anything sexier. The next taxi stopped. I climbed inside and told him the address.
"Are you okay?" the driver asked, eyebrows climbing his forehead.
I caught a glimpse of my tear-stained, horrified expression in the mirror. "I'm fine," I said, breaking into uncontrollable sobs. "I'm fine."
By the time I reached home, I was hiccupping from crying so hard. The concierge in the lobby gave me a look as I passed by, but asked no questions. So did the man with a leashed dog in the lift. I looked down at the marble tiles, glancing up only to make sure I was getting out on the right floor. Isabel wasn't home—no surprise. She and Jack were probably out having good normal God-fearing fun.
Meanwhile, I'd gone to dinner with a man possessed by a demon. I'd had sex with a man possessed by a bloody demon.
"Oh my God." I slumped onto the couch. I really knew how to pick them. First Thomas and then—well, technically, I supposed since both Tyler and Thomas were possessed by the same demon, it was the same man—entity—whatever. Good God, I hadn't even picked a man to begin with!
I dropped to my knees, uttering prayers my parents had taught me when I was little, begging for forgiveness and pureness, and everything else I could think of to protect me from a creature of the underworld. I had made love to him. I was tainted!
I blinked my dry eyes, having exhausted my supply of tears, but fresh horror choked me. How long did I have before my head started spinning in circles as I projectile vomited? Frantic, I pulled up the maps app on my phone and found the nearest Catholic Church. It was only a few blocks away. Shedding my heels for tennis shoes, I splashed water on my blotchy pink face, went back down to the streets and made my way for the church and hopefully salvation.
The building loomed large, an old gothic structure sitting with an anachronistic air between modern condos and hip restaurants. A large stone basin—the font—stood inside the main entrance, brimming with holy water. Since the foyer was empty of people, I ran to the font and, cupping water in my hands, splashed it on my face. I even drank some as feverish fear spread through me.
I expected pain as the holy water burned the evil out of me, but instead, it felt no different than normal water. I spotted an old priest, cane in hand, wander from behind a closed door and head toward the sanctuary. "Excuse me, Father."
"Hmm?" He looked around through thick glasses before his gaze settled on me. "Yes, young lady?"
"This is holy water, right?"
"Yes."
"And it should cleanse away bad stuff, right?"
He chuckled. "Perhaps you're thinking of confession. When was the last time you confessed, child?"
Truthfully, I never had. My parents weren't Catholic. They were non-denominational. But the Catholics were the ones in all the movies who dealt with demons, from what I remembered. "A very long time, sir." I stepped toward him, my wet hair dripping down my face. "Would that help with demons?"
"Demons?" He raised a gray eyebrow. "We all have our personal demons, child. Confession helps us root them out. Forces them into the open."
"I'm talking more about the kind of demons that possess people and glow green."
"Is this some sort of joke?" The old man pursed his lips and looked mightily offended. "And why are you soaked with holy water? You'd better leave before I call the police."
"Please sir, I'm not joking. I really need your help."
"I'm sure you're trying to make a video for your internets. Trying to make me look foolish." The priest shook his head. "Leave this place of worship and bother the Baptists instead."
My heart sank. I felt like a complete wanker. "Fine. I'll go." I splashed more water on my face, further soaking my hair before leaving. The wind outside nearly froze the holy water to holy ice as I made my way back home. Holy shit, was it cold. I didn't know a thing about demons. Either holy water didn't do a damned thing, or else I wasn't tainted with evil just yet. What in the bloody, bloody hell was I going to do?
The concierge looked at me as if I'd come completely unhinged when I walked back through the lobby, shivering, teeth chattering, my hair and shirt soaked with water. "Are you okay, ma'am?"
I hit the lift button and nodded. "Bit of an accident. I'm fine now."
"Can I do anything to help?"
It felt awfully nice to have someone act like they cared. I smiled. "Thanks so much, but really, it's just water."
"Just buzz me if you need anything."
The concierge's neck looked thick as a utility pole. Shoulder muscles bulged against his shirt, and his biceps strained to burst through the fabric. He might be able to throw most men across the room, but I doubted he could do a thing against a demon. "I will."
Back inside the flat, I made hot tea, grabbed my laptop, and started a furious search on demons. I found thousands of references on the mythos surrounding the creatures, most of them thoroughly explored in movies. None of them referenced quite what I'd seen. I cross-referenced the greenish flames and burning eyes, but none of the search results mentioned anything to do with demons.
Tyler knew where I lived. I had no idea if demons could come into a home uninvited or not, but since he'd already been inside once, I doubted a door would be much of a barrier. Part of my mind still couldn't grasp the situation. Growing up in a religious family, I'd heard of demons. I'd read about them in the Bible, possessing pigs and all sorts of freaky stuff, but the Almighty always sorted out those situations. The possessed usually had complexions like pubescent teenagers with severe pimple issues and skin rashes, from what I understood. Tyler looked, well, perfect. Thomas hadn't exactly looked terrible either. And he'd been far friendlier while demon possessed, that much was certain.
Tears trickled down my face. What was I going to do? He owned the company I worked for. He'd had his way with me in the bedroom.
"And he's an evil demon," I whined like a child with spilt milk. After Peter's betrayal and our breakup, I thought I'd reached the absolute depths of miserable despair. But it was clear I'd never felt so strongly for anyone as I did for Tyler. Even Thomas's transformation from fabulous to asshole was just a blip compared to what I felt like now. It was like enduring the worst cramps of a period in a world without chocolate or Nutella.
I was lying on the couch, my face buried in a pillow when I heard muffled laughing outside the door. Before I could get up, Isabel and Jack came inside, laughing, gloriously happy. I tried to slink away but Isabel gasped.
"Em, what's wrong?" She rushed to my side, taking my arm and looking with alarm at my face.
"I just fell asleep on the couch."
"Where's Tyler? What did the bastard do to you?"
"Nothing it's...nothing." My voice was a mumble. I felt a hand on my other arm, and looked to see Jack's worried face.
"Emily, you need to tell us what's wrong."
I knew for certain that telling them the truth was a terrible idea. It had been a terrible idea for Tyler to tell me his dark truth. "We had an argument. I got mad and left, and now I'm regretting it."
"Aww, honey," Isabel said, giving me a hug and rubbing my back. "All you have to do is call him. I'll bet he'd rush over here in a heartbeat and beg for forgiveness."
I burst into fresh tears as my body made use of the holy water I'd imbibed. Isabel's hug tightened.
"Should I go?" Jack asked.
"No, it's okay," Isabel said. "I think we should all go down for drinks."
"I don't think that's a good idea," I said. "I look like complete shit."
"Why don't you go clean up?" Isabel patted my hand. "You don't need to be sitting here alone on a Friday night."
"I don't—" I hiccupped, "—want to mess up yours and Jack's plans."
"We were gonna get some drinks, nothing big," Jack said.
I didn't know what to do with myself. It was like being right back at square one again. I should have remembered why I'd given up on men in the first place. Just my luck that I'd end up with someone who wasn't even human.



Chapter 28
After cleaning up the hot mess that was me, I went with Jack and Isabel to Gronsky's. It only occurred to me after we'd sat down, that Tyler had come here before. He'd told Isabel and me that he came here regularly, though she hadn't remembered seeing him at all. Was it possible that he'd been here as Thomas and knew I came here?
I thought back to the first evening I'd met Thomas. How he'd saved Isabel and me from Stephen. Bought us cab fare, and sent us on our way. He didn't seem evil. But he's a bloody demon!
Alex set a fruity-looking drink in front of me. I didn't even know what it was since Isabel had taken the initiative and ordered it. I took a sip and tasted mango with rum.
"What was the argument about?" Isabel asked, an identical drink in her hand.
I couldn't think of anything to say, and I wasn't in the mood to come up with something. "I don't want to talk about it. Maybe later, okay?" I forced a smile.
"A few of these, and you'll talk about it all night," Isabel said with a grin. "And I'll make sure not to let you drunk text him."
That would not be a problem. Even knowing what I did, it was hard to wrap my brain around. Tyler—as Thomas—had taken me on some great dates. The karaoke, dance lessons, the restaurants—I'd had so much fun. At least now I knew why that attraction had transferred over to Tyler. Why so many things felt familiar despite the extreme differences in looks and money.
And those people who'd chased us, the Exorcists, had been after the demon. They must have driven him out of Thomas Jones, giving the real man his amnesia. It was so confusing, I didn't even know what name to give to Tyler. Did the demon have another name?
Well of course, stupid. What demon would have the name Tyler?
It was probably something long and impossible to say. Or maybe it was more along the lines of Beelzebub or Asmodeus. I remembered some of them from my search on demons. To keep things straight in my head, I decided Tyler was a perfectly fine name for now.
"You look like you're trying to push one out." Isabel wore an amused look on her face.
"I look like what?" I gave her a horrified look. Why would she would say such a thing in front of Jack?
"What are you thinking about? I swear your face looks like it's going to explode."
"Demons, if you must know." Let her chew on that one.
"Things just got biblical," Jack said with a grin.
Isabel knitted her brow. "Is this somehow related to your dad's visit? Or did you and Tyler get into an argument about who's the most evil of you two?"
"Are all demons bad?" I asked, hoping to skirt the whys of my wonderings.
"Far as I know." Isabel shrugged. "Maybe you should ask your dad."
I already knew what he'd say. He was a man of God after all.
"Demons are usually the bad guys in all the mythology," Jack said. "But if you think about it, angels were supposed to be the good guys, and look what happened to some of them."
"Like Lucifer?" I said.
"Yeah. Good guy goes bad. I guess there could be good demons." He twitched, as if remembering something unpleasant. "Nobody can help how they're born."
"Oh, that opens up a whole new can of worms," Isabel said. "Are demons born, or are they made?"
I'd never even given it much thought. Were demons born? I had no idea how they'd come about. Perhaps they were all fallen angels.
"This has got to be the strangest conversation I've had over drinks." Jack winked at Isabel.
"You never told me why in the world you're thinking about this, Em." Isabel gave me an expectant look, raising an eyebrow and pursing her lips. "Does Tyler not believe in God? Is that what this is about?"
Talk about a loaded question. I felt certain that demons most certainly believed in God. But it was too good an out for me to take to say no. "Yes. We were arguing about religion. I don't know what to do."
Isabel had plenty of advice on that front. She wasn't particularly religious herself, and told me, in a nutshell, to keep an open mind about it. Jack, on the other hand, said that I'd never change Tyler, and forcing him to go to church would be disastrous. He had no idea how right he probably was. I wondered if the church or the demon would explode if one walked through the front door.
I drank far too much and stayed up far too late. I vaguely remembered Jack and Isabel carting me home and laying me in bed. I awoke the next day with a raging headache, roiling stomach, and a sick heart.
"Oh, Tyler," I said, and cried into my pillow. I had no will to get up or move, though the urge to pee finally forced action. It hurt just to stand. I stared at my miserable face in the mirror—dark lines beneath my eyes, blotchy tear-streaked face, and atrocious frizzy hair.
The hangover hurt, but the heartache I felt overwhelmed it. Thomas and Tyler might as well have never existed. It hadn't been them in control, but some evil force of Hell. Despite my religious upbringing, a part of me had never truly believed in angels and demons until now.
Why me?
What was so bloody special about me that demonic forces decided I was worth targeting? My father? He was the only reason I could think of. I felt so ashamed, having been duped. So dirty. If I had my way, I'd never tell him about this.
After drinking some water, and taking a painkiller, I dropped back into bed. Isabel and Jack were gone for the day, hiking or something. I remembered them talking about it as I'd soaked my emotions in alcohol.
I looked at my phone, and was ashamed to admit a part of me hoped Tyler had called or texted. But there was nothing waiting. Fresh grief washed through me, and tears trickled down my cheeks.
"What the hell is wrong with me?" I shouted.
Nobody answered.
I passed the weekend despondent except for the required responses to Isabel's queries of concern, and her demands that I eat. But I wasn't hungry. Even a few bites of food seemed to fill my appetite since swollen grief flooded every empty space within me.
Monday came.
As I walked to work, fear and excitement seesawed back and forth in my stomach, each one taking turns, leaving my emotions jumbled beyond recognition. I found myself hoping Tyler would be there one minute, to praying he wouldn't the next. I wanted to see him so much it hurt. I feared seeing him so much it hurt.
I am fucked.
Kevin and Jack kept me busy, and that helped me keep myself together. Every time someone walked past in the hallway outside the conference room, I looked up, hoping for and dreading the possibility it might be Tyler. But he never came. Jack gave me a knowing look once, but said nothing. He seemed to understand something of what I was going through, and I didn't remember a lot of what I'd said to him and Isabel on Friday after drinking myself silly.
Tuesday came. Still no Tyler.
Wednesday blurred into Thursday, and Friday arrived without a single hint Tyler was even around. The dread in me drained away until only the fear that something had happened to him made me a nervous wreck. But what could really happen to him? Hadn't those Exorcists caught up with him before, and he'd come back anyway?
Why hadn't he tried to contact me? Even Peter had fallen all over himself begging forgiveness and wanting me back after I'd found out his dark secrets. Tyler obviously didn't care. And, well, it made me really mad.
Isabel pranced down the hallway in our flat, looking radiant in a tight green dress, golden hoop earrings dangling by her face, eyeliner highlighting her exotic canted eyes. As if Isabel didn't already look exotic enough.
"You look beautiful," I said. "Big date?"
"Jack's taking me to a show at the Fox Theatre." She turned around. "How do I look?"
"Slutty." I stuck out my tongue.
She laughed, dropped onto the couch next to me. "We're supposed to meet some of his friends for drinks after the show."
"Oh, the big friends introduction," I said, waggling my eyebrows. "Must be serious."
She grabbed my hand, a huge grin spreading on her lips. "He's taking me to lunch with his parents on Saturday." She squealed. "Can you believe it?"
I couldn't remember the last time she'd been excited about meeting a boyfriend's parents. "Izzy, I'm really happy for you." I choked up, though truth be told it was partially because I felt so sorry for myself. The rest, though, was pure happiness for my friend.
"Don't cry," she said, taking deep breaths. "You're going to make me cry now."
I wiped my eyes and forced a grin. "Have you two consummated the relationship yet?"
"You mean, has he done me yet?"
Warmth flooded my face.
Isabel laughed. "You are too easy, girl. Not yet. We're waiting. I wanted to talk to you about it, but you haven't been exactly communicative this week." She tilted her head slightly. "What really happened with you and Tyler? I totally respect your privacy, but remember Peter? Remember the shit that bastard put you through and you refused to tell me until months later? How can you stand not having a friend to talk to?"
Fresh tears threatened. I looked away. Squeezed my eyes shut. "I want to tell you, Izzy. It's just too hard to understand." I sniffled. "I hardly understand it myself."
"Has he called?"
I shook my head. "I don't blame him either." How could I after I'd run screaming that he was the Devil? If a guy had reacted like that to me, I'd certainly never call him again, no matter how much I liked him.
"Wow. Must have been a doozy of a fight."
I took a deep calming breath as the concierge called Isabel on her phone to let her know Jack was in the lobby.
"Let him up, please," she told him.
I wiped my face. Jack had seen me crying enough this week, even though I'd tried to keep it away. I just wanted to be numb. To go back to not feeling anything for any man, demon-possessed or not. "Maybe we can talk about it this weekend."
"Definitely!" Her smile was radiant as she stood up, looking toward the door, waiting for Jack to knock. Her breath seemed to catch in her throat when it came a moment later, and she trotted over on her ridiculously sexy high heels.
Jack's eyes went wide when he saw her. He looked very handsome in a navy suit, his thick hair styled in messy spikes. "You look beautiful," he told Isabel in a quiet voice.
She smoothed down the front of his jacket and kissed him. "Hello, sexy man."
"Get a room," I said, feeling embarrassed to bear witness to their love fest.
Jack laughed. "Hey, Em. You're welcome to join us for drinks after the show."
I felt like laughing hysterically and then bursting into tears. I looked ghastly, all tear stained and mussed. "I'd love to, but I have plans," I lied, thinking about the fresh box of Dove bars and jar of Nutella I'd purchased on the way home. I still wasn't feeling hungry, but it never hurt to have emergency rations on hand.
"Okay, just call if you change your mind. We'll save you a seat." Jack flourished his arm. Isabel hooked her arm through his, blew me a kiss goodbye, and closed the door behind her.
Silence pressed in on me from one side, depression from the other. I felt smothered. Claustrophobic. Maybe I should meet them for drinks, I thought, before dismissing the idea. I'd only end up drunk like last Friday. It felt like a never-ending cycle for me. Find man. Fall for man. Discover something terrible about man. Rue the day I ever met man.
I cycled through television channels, settling on Animal Planet just as a show was starting. It was about Tasmanian devils of all the bloody things. I groaned, but left it on, since every other channel seemed to have a romantic comedy just waiting to depress me further. I wanted nothing to do with romance.
The door slammed and I jerked awake.
Isabel dropped onto the couch at my feet, bawling her eyes out. I jerked upright.
"What's wrong?"
Harsh sobs prevented her from speaking for a moment, before she finally got out a single syllable. "Jack."
I didn't know what else to do but hug her, and console her until her sobbing quieted down.
"Jack's been ch-cheating on me," she said, still shaking.
Fury burned into me, and it was all I could do to not jump up, grab the nearest knife, and run after Jack. "What do you mean?" My voice sounded strange between clenched teeth.
"This girl named Ana showed up for drinks after the show." Isabel sat up, the dark eyeliner drawing black liquid lines down her high cheekbones. "Told me she was Jack's girlfriend."
Ana, you stupid bitch. "What did Jack say?"
"He was getting drinks at the bar when she arrived." Isabel sobbed quietly for a moment before she could talk again. "And then when he came back, he saw her. And I could just see it in his eyes. Like she'd blindsided him."
"And then you asked him if it was true?"
"No, no. I just ran out before I started crying."
"And Jack chased you outside and you talked?"
"No, I got a taxi and came home. I was crying so hard the driver could hardly understand me." She choked back a sob. "How could he? How could he do this?"
I grabbed a box of tissues I'd just opened, and handed her one. Isabel's phone started ringing in her purse. I pulled it out and saw fifteen missed calls from Jack. I answered.
"Jack."
"Emily?" Jack sounded desperate, as if he might break into tears. "Is Isabel there? Please tell her there is nothing between me and Ana. You know that already."
"I remember. Why was she there tonight?"
"I didn't invite her. I don't even know who did. Look, she was laughing about what she did to Isabel. She wanted to hurt Isabel and me because I told Ana I didn't want to date her. She's a bitch." His voice sounded ragged with agony. "Please, Emily. Please. You know how I feel about Isabel."
I remembered all too well how Ana had been around me. How the lying bitch had told me she was with Jack the night we'd gone out for drinks. I hated to admit it, but I trusted Jack. Some instinct told me he was a good guy, and that he would never cheat on Isabel—well, at least not until their love faded and they broke up.
You are fucked in the head, Emily Glass.
My inner ninny seemed pissed.
"Come over," I said.
Jack let out a loud breath. "I'm already on the way."
I hung up, then called the concierge and told him to let Jack up.
"No, no, no," Isabel moaned. "I don't want to see him." She shuddered. "I can't. I trusted him, Emily. I let him in here." She pressed a hand to her heart and started bawling.
I took her shoulders and held her up. Gave her a stern look. "Isabel listen to me."
She was crying hard now.
"I said listen to ME!"
She snapped her head back like I'd just slapped her.
"Ana is a lying Russian bitch who likes to make other people feel miserable." I told her about my experience in short angry sentences. "She lied to you. She and Jack used to date. Past tense. Jack is so in love with you, Izzy. There is no way in hell he'd look twice at another woman. You ran out on him without even giving him a chance to explain."
"But—"
"Do you trust me?"
Isabel gave me a miserable tear-stained nod.
"I trust Jack. Ana is the queen bitch from hell. She delights in misery. If you trust her enough to believe her word, then Satan wins." I had no idea where in the hell Satan came into all of this, but the words were out of my mouth before I could reconsider.
"You really think she was lying?" Her glistening blue eyes looked so hopeful, it almost made me cry.
"I know she's lying. Jack is in love with you, girl. The boy loves you. Every time he looks at you, his breath catches in his throat, and it's like nothing else matters."
Isabel buried her face in my sweatshirt, new tears pouring out. "I get the same feeling, Em. I can't stop thinking about him. Whenever someone texts me, I pick up my phone and just hope it's from him. Every time my phone rings, and it's him, it's like my heart is dancing." She smiled through her tears. "He makes me feel like a giddy little girl."
Her statement reminded me of how Tyler made me feel. The way my heart leapt with joy when he smiled at me. He couldn't be evil. Nobody with a smile like his could be bad. Hot tears flowed down my cheeks, and the next thing I knew, we were hugging each other and crying like two girls who'd let go of their shiny new balloons and watched the wind carry them away forever.
A knock sounded on the door. I let out a despairing laugh. "We're complete wrecks."
Isabel laughed, wiping futilely at her streaked makeup.
I got up and opened the door. Jack stood there, his eyes red and sick with worry. I offered him a tiny smile, and nodded.
He breathed an audible sigh of relief. "Thanks, Em." He stepped past me. Isabel got off the couch and threw herself into his arms.
"I'm so stupid, Jack. I'm such an idiot!"
He smoothed her dark hair back, pressed his forehead atop her head, and took in a deep breath, as if inhaling her scent. A shiver passed through his body. He put a finger under her chin, lifted her eyes to his. "I would never betray you, Isabel. I love you."
I felt like a complete pervert standing there, invisible to them as their emotions walled them off in their own private world. I knew that feeling. I knew what it was like to look into someone's eyes and feel everything else fall away.
Oh, Tyler!
Could I have been completely wrong to judge him, ignorant as I was of his true nature? I felt as though I'd made a horrible mistake.



Chapter 29
All the pain and regret from the past week flooded over me in an avalanche of despair. I'd run out on Tyler without giving him a chance to explain anything. True, I'd been frightened out of my bloody wits, but I could have given him more of a chance. If he were so evil, why would he even bother to tell me what he was? Wouldn't an evil person try to haunt and hurt me?
I went to my bedroom and pulled out my phone. Stared at Tyler's number for a moment, and then called it. It went straight to an automated message telling me the voicemail hadn't been set up yet. I remembered how much Thomas Jones had avoided technology, and how Tyler hated smartphones. It made sense, them being the same person, demon, entity, whatever the hell he was. His purchasing a phone just so he could text me was obviously a big deal to him.
I had to talk to him. Had to find out more about who the real Tyler was. I jumped in the shower, keeping my hair dry so I wouldn't have to fuss with it. I put on jeans and a sweater, and threw my hair into a ponytail. Just in case I needed to flee for my life, I put on a comfortable pair of shoes.
Isabel and Jack were snuggled up on the couch watching Animal Planet and talking softly to each other as I came down the hallway.
"I'm going out for a bit," I said.
"You don't have to leave," Isabel said, turning around. "Maybe we could break out the Monopoly board and some wine."
"That'd be fun," Jack said, though I suspected he'd say the same thing if Isabel suggested running naked across a bed of red-hot nails.
"I have something I need to do," I said.
Isabel's eyes lit with understanding. She disentangled herself from Jack's arms, came over, and hugged me. "I'm here for you if you need me. But I think you're doing the right thing." She kissed my cheek. "Good luck, sis."
I fought back tears as I nodded. "Thanks." I practically flew down the hall to the lift. Every second of descent felt like an eternity as I waited for the contraption to finally reach the parking deck. I'd hardly driven my car at all since moving in and hoped it still worked.
I found the pathetic little thing huddled in a lonely corner of the parking deck, and unlocked it. The door creaked open, and I hopped in. A stale odor greeted me. I turned to see a bag with the remnants of a forlorn sub sandwich within. I'd forgotten to throw it away, apparently. The car shuddered to life when I turned the key, emitted wheezing sounds, and belched a cloud of white smoke. But it kept running. It might not be a Lamborghini Gallardo, but it would do, I supposed.
I somehow navigated the streets to the Gregorian without using my GPS. Every stoplight stayed red for a seeming eternity as worry and impatience swelled inside my stomach. Why hadn't Tyler come to work at all during the past week? Had he done something terrible to himself? Or had he simply returned to a normal life—whatever that might be for him?
A text dinged on my phone. Hope welled inside me. I looked and felt horribly disappointed to see it was from George Walker.
We need your services once again. Can we collect you tonight?
I sent back a terse message. Not tonight. I have a family emergency. It was a small lie, but not too far off the mark.
When I arrived at the Gregorian, I saw a familiar car parked out front, white steam trailing in the cold air. I parked behind it and walked up to the window. Joe saw me and got out.
"Miss Glass?"
"Where's Tyler, Joe?"
He frowned. "He gave me the week off. I went out of town to visit some family, and just got back today, but he's not answering the landline phone or his cell phone, so I came over."
"You haven't heard from him at all this week?"
He shook his head. "No, but I didn't think anything of it since he told me to take the week off. Apparently, he hasn't been into his corporate offices either. Nobody's heard a thing."
"And nobody thought this was odd?"
"I'm new, Miss Glass, so I don't know what would be odd for him." He scratched his head, a puzzled look on his face. "Wait a minute, are you telling me you haven't seen him either?"
"We got in an argument last Friday. I got really mad and left, and haven't spoken to him since."
"Oh." Joe seemed to soak that in with some alarm. "Not good."
"Can you get me upstairs?"
"Yes. But I'm not sure if—"
"Please, Joe." I blinked back sudden tears, certain that Tyler had done something horrible. My God, what if I'd driven him to suicide? What if the Exorcists had gotten to him?
"Well, I guess it makes sense now," Joe said. "He sounded like he was numb. Like he just didn't care about anything when he told me to take time off." He clamped his mouth shut as if he'd said too much. "I'll let you in."
"Thanks, Joe." Tears escaped my eyes, trickling down my cheeks.
Joe pressed his thumb against the door reader, and did the same for the lift, riding up with me. When we reached the penthouse, he knocked on the door.
No answer.
He knocked louder, banging the side of his fist against the thick wood. "Mr. Rock, it's Joe. Are you okay?"
Silence.
"Open it, please," I begged, my heart pounding with fear for what I might find inside. Please let him be okay.
Joe opened the door.
I ran inside. The kitchen was empty. Dirty plates I recognized from the week before still sat on the table. One lay on the gray marble, shattered. My heart leapt into my throat. I ran through room after room, but they were all empty.
"Where is he?" I asked Joe, frantic with worry and despair.
"Found something." Joe displayed a thick yellow book.
"What is it?"
"The yellow pages."
"The what? Who in the world uses those anymore?"
Joe pointed to a long line of highlighted and crossed-out entries, all of them under the main heading of "Churches." The last one, a Catholic church, wasn't crossed out. "If I had to guess, I'd say that's where he is."
"Can you take me there?"
"Let's go."
My mind raced with questions. Why churches? Was he looking to get religion in his life, or was he trying to find the Exorcists? The second Joe stopped at the curb outside the towering cathedral, I ran inside. Worshippers sparsely populated the rows of wooden pews, some kneeling on the prayer benches. I walked down the aisle, my eyes sweeping from side to side, my mind running in place with confusion.
Supposing he were truly a demon, why would he be here? Was it possible he was a fallen angel seeking redemption? If so, how old was he?
Calm down, Emily. Keep it together.
My hands shook. My body trembled. Was if fear? Apprehension? Dread? I was willing to bet it was a combination of everything. This was just too much to handle. I wanted Tyler, but I feared him. I feared what he did to me, how he made me feel, and how he shattered my self-control.
I passed an old woman in a dark shawl as she prayed fervently in a broken voice. A young man, thin and gaunt, rocking back and forth with closed eyes. A smiling girl, happily praising God. And then I spotted him, isolated in the far front corner, body slumped, forehead resting on the back of the pew in front of him. He looked so sad. So beautiful. Like an angel in repose.
My body froze, legs refusing to move toward him. I was here, he was there. All I had to do was talk to him. My heart thudded at an alarming rate, and a tingle drew goose bumps along my arms. I wanted to touch him. Wanted to kiss him. But I felt like a deer in a hunter's sights without him even looking at me.
You're in a bloody church you nitwit. He can't hurt you here.



That might be true, but how was it possible for him to be inside a church in the first place? Wasn't such a thing impossible? Shouldn't the very earth shake, and the marble floor split and swallow him whole? Either his presence here was a promising sign, or it meant none of us were safe from beings like him.
I forced myself to move toward him. When I was only feet away, he jerked up. Looked my way. His eyes went wide, and his mouth fell open. He stood, head shaking, eyebrows pinched.
"Emily." His voice was rough, full of emotion.
"I'm here, Tyler." I sat on the pew even as he backed away. "I'm ready to listen."
"You should go."
I felt my eyes flare with disbelief. "Go? Are you bloody kidding me?" I clamped a hand over my mouth as nearby worshippers gave me harsh looks.
The corners of Tyler's mouth twitched, but he made no move toward me. "You were right to run from me." He backed from the pew and walked toward the exit at the far end of the sanctuary.
My face went hot with anger and frustration. Pressing my lips together to keep me from shouting at him, I followed him in silence, hoping Joe would prevent him from going anywhere once he emerged. Tyler reached the arched door into the vestibule and I lost sight of him for a moment. I picked up my pace, thankful my rubber-soled boots let me pad silently across the tiled flooring.
Joe stood squarely in front of the doors. Tyler stood facing him, his face impassive. He turned to me, his eyes glittering darkly.
"Joe, please wait in the car."
"Yes, sir." The other man nodded at me before slipping back outside.
Tyler shook his head, his mouth pressed into a firm line. "Let's walk."
I noticed with some despair, he didn't hold out his hand for me, or even wait before stepping outside into the cold night air. I caught up with him, resisting the urge to grab his arm. To launch myself into his arms and feel his body against mine. His attitude made me feel like a complete stranger, and it hurt.
"Are you mad at me for running?" I said, pacing beside him.
He shook his head, eyes locked on the sidewalk before us. "No."
I waited for him to elaborate, but apparently, he had no plans to do so. "So we're down to one-syllable answers, are we?" I grabbed his elbow and planted my feet, jerking him around. "Explain yourself, mister." A knot tightened in my throat when I saw the emerald storm of pain brewing in his eyes. "I'm sorry, okay? You scared the hell out of me, and I ran like a startled cat. I want to understand what's going on here."
"There's nothing to understand. I'm bad for you. You should turn around and never look back. Even if we wanted to be together, they wouldn't let us. They'll find me again, and push me out of this body. Coming back will get harder and harder until it takes me years to be able to do it again." His knuckles popped as his hands clenched tight. "Damn it, Emily, I want you. I usually take what I want. But with you, it's not just wanting anymore."
I stepped closer, gripping his bare hand in both of mine. He shivered as our hands joined. "What is it then?" I asked.
"I don't know exactly. It's as if I need you. Being apart from you hurts."
A tear trickled down my cheek. "It hurts me too, Tyler."
"That's why it's better if we end this. When they find me again, it'll hurt even worse when they send me back." He pulled his hand away, folded his arms across his chest.
"No!" I shoved him. He didn't budge an inch, though alarm entered his eyes. "Can't you see I want to understand you? Can't you see I want to be with you? Do you know how painful these past few days have been for me?" Tears flowed freely down my face. I squeezed my eyes shut, and pressed a hand over them, trying not to sob, and failing miserably.
Strong arms embraced me and I felt Tyler's body heat against my cheek. I melted into his arms, unable to say another word, wanting more than anything to hear him say he wanted the same thing.
"Every day is an eternity of pain without your smile to warm me," he said in a tight voice. "What I feel for you scares me to death, Emily."
I looked up at him through tear-blurred eyes and said, "Me too. I don't want to feel this pain."
He cursed. Looked to his left and motioned with his fingers. "Let's go someplace warmer and talk."
"Your place," I said.
"Are you sure?"
I nodded. "I know you won't hurt me."
He smoothed back my hair, gazing at me as if he could see through my eyes and into my very soul. "I would never hurt you, Em."
"Then kiss me," I said, aching to feel his lips against mine.
He paused for only a fraction before lowering his face to mine. I shivered, as the tension and pain flowed away from me, replaced by the security of his embrace, and the electricity of touch. The kiss went on, his hand tangling tight in my hair, sending tingles along my scalp. He pulled away, rubbed his nose against mine in a tender Eskimo kiss.
"God, I've missed you, Em." He let out a shuddering breath.
"You can use His name?" I said, unable to suppress a smile as joy warmed me from my head to my toes.
He chuckled. "Apparently."
"Does Joe know about you?"
"No." He shook his head. "You're the only one."
The only one? I felt special and insatiably curious to find out more about this...man. "Let's go."
He kept an arm around my waist, never letting go even when we slid into the back seat of the SUV, as if afraid I'd fly away like one of those balloons should he let me go. Joe turned his head, a grin on his face. "Where to, Mr. Rock?"
"Home, Joe."
"Yes, sir."
I closed my eyes and leaned into Tyler, drawing in his tantalizing scent and, for the first time in days, feeling whole again. The cold ache of loneliness melted away. We reached his flat minutes later and went inside. He looked at the mess on the floor, went around the counter, and poured himself a drink.
"Would you like anything?"
I almost refused, but even my inner ninny seemed to think a bit of alcohol might help loosen me up for whatever was to come. "White wine, please."
He poured me a glass. Took a deep breath. "Are you ready?"
I didn't think I could ever be ready for what he might have to tell me. But I nodded my head and suppressed a tremble of fear and anxiety. "I'm ready."



Chapter 30
He opened his mouth, faltered. "I'm not sure where to begin, really."
"How old are you?"
He raised an eyebrow. "Oh, you mean, my natural form."
"Are you a fallen angel? Are you thousands of years old?"
He raised a hand to stop me. "I'm not sure if I can put it in mortal terms."
Oh God, he must be even older! What would an entity that ancient want with me? I was barely a blip on the radar. I suddenly felt very small and insignificant.
"I suppose," he said, eyes narrowed in concentration, "that I must be around thirty or forty in mortal terms." His eyes looked to the side. "No, wait. More like thirty. Because I remember glimpsing the mortal plane just after—" He stopped speaking again, his gaze unfocused. "I'm sorry. It's hard to relate it to this realm."
"By mortal, you mean Earth?"
"I mean this plane of Earth—Eden. I'm from a different realm, I guess you would call it."
"Hell?"
He winced. "It can be like that. Then again, Hell is where you find it. Or make it. We call it Haedaemos."
"What an odd name." I opened my mouth to pepper him with more questions, then clamped it shut to let the poor man speak. Otherwise, he'd never have the chance to explain.
Tyler took a sip of the amber liquid in his glass, and set it on the granite countertop, spinning the glass, looking at it as if his thoughts swam inside. His fingers stilled and he looked up. "My reality is like a different aspect of the mortal world. Or maybe this world is a reflection of it." He shrugged. "It's a spiritual plane. My progenitors were—"
"Your what?"
He smiled. "You'd call them parents. For us it's not quite the same thing."
"It sounds similar."
"Like I said, it's hard to equate things here with things there." His shoulders trembled for an instant. "My friends—companions actually—were always interested in the mortal world. About finding willing vessels and crossing over. Most of the beings in my realm don't pay attention unless someone here summons them. And in those cases, it just pisses them off."
"Summon?" I felt my eyebrows crinkle. "Like magic?" I couldn't help but think of books I'd read. It seemed too fantastic. Then again, I was speaking with a demon.
"I don't know if it's magic or not." He shrugged. "If you know the true name of one of our kind, you can use it to hold power over us." He swirled his glass and took a long drink. "My companions and I learned how to possess people. We did...terrible things. Things that didn't seem so bad at the time. But after a while, I started to identify with humans. I felt some kind of attachment I couldn't explain. The others—well, they didn't. I tried to stop them, but it didn't work out so well." His hand shook. The glass dropped to the floor and shattered.
"Are you okay?" I set my glass down and took his shaking hands in mine. It was so strange to see this confident man suddenly afraid.
His jaw tightened. He seemed to steel himself, straightened. "I traveled the world in the body of an adrenalin junkie for a while, content to let him control everything, although I'd take over at times. But I wanted more. I wanted to get to know people. I found Thomas Jones on vacation. He was drinking himself into oblivion, and gambling his money away. He had no intention of returning to work and entertained thoughts about killing himself." He procured another glass and filled it with alcohol.
"He certainly didn't seem suicidal after you left."
Tyler shrugged. "Regret and loss will drive people to extremes. I decided to help him. To turn his life around if I could."
"Is that why he doesn't remember anything while you possessed him?"
"When I take complete control, I have a way of suppressing the person inside. At first, it was fun doing his job, and making friends, and trying to improve the company. And then..." He took my hand and kissed the inside of my wrist. "Then I met you."
A pleasant shiver ran down my arm. "I'm not going to lie. You creeped me out at first." I gave him an apologetic grin. "I don't usually go for older men like Thomas."
He laughed. "I don't understand why you affect me the way you do, Emily. I've met a lot of women over the years."
I raised an eyebrow. "Do explain, Mr. Rock."
Tyler grabbed another glass and poured more of the amber liquid. He took a long gulp, and I could have sworn I saw fear in his eyes.
This doesn't look good.
"Women." His throat sounded dry. "I experimented. Did a lot of crazy things. But never did anyone make me feel so...alive."
I set my arms akimbo and pursed my lips. "I'll let you get by with that explanation for now, but I expect more details once you tell me about this deal you struck with the original owner of your marvelous body."
He looked down at himself, and back up to me. "I told you that I made a deal with Tyler." His shoulders slumped a bit, and his gaze seemed to focus on something in his mind. "I lied."
My mouth dropped open. "What did you do to him?"
"When I found him, he was dying from an overdose of drugs in his office. I'd been watching him for a while, thinking he might be a good candidate. I knew he was depressed. I knew he hated his family and his life. Until that point, I hadn't thought he was suicidal."
Horror crept up my throat. "Did you try to save him?"
"I did. I tried to ask him why he wanted out. But it was too late." Tyler drew in a sharp breath and squeezed his eyes shut. "Being in a body when the person dies like that is so cold. So lonely." He looked at me. "The last thing I heard him think was 'Why?'. And then he was just gone."
"Where did he go?"
Tyler shrugged. "Wherever people go, I guess."
"Wait—you're a demon and you don't know where we go when we die? Aren't you from the special section of the afterlife reserved for bad people?
He shook his head. "Wish I knew, but I don't. If human souls come our way, nobody ever tells me about it."
I found the concept of his demon plane absolutely mind-boggling. And I had so many more questions I wanted to ask. But for now, I had to force myself to keep a narrow focus. For now, I wanted to know about us. "So, the Exorcists caught you in Thomas's body and kicked you out?"
"Almost." He pursed his lips, eyes looking up as if recalling a scene. "As Thomas I managed to get away from the Exorcists and came here. I knew the key code to bypass the security from having watched Tyler before. When I arrived here, I found him dying. When I have enough time, I can leave a body of my own accord, but my kind can't remain in this realm long in our natural state. So I switched bodies. Thomas Jones was unconscious when I left his body, so I just put him back in his car, staged a minor accident across town, and left him at the scene."
His story sounded so strange, I found it hard to take in. "Wasn't it risky possessing a dying body?"
He sighed. "The former owner—he actually called himself by his middle name, Hugo. Don't ask me why. Anyway, Hugo was chubby. He hadn't taken care of his body at all. After I took over, I got into shape. I ate well, studied up on business practices, and used some of the knowledge I gained over the years from possessing other people, and put it to good use."
I took in his amazing physique, and wrinkled my nose in disbelief. "You managed to get into this kind of shape after only a month?"
He nodded. "My presence speeds up the metabolism in the body."
"That would explain why you're so warm." I was quite jealous. Why couldn't I have a super metabolism? "What happens if the Exorcists kick you out of this body? Tyler—I mean Hugo—is gone, right?"
"I am Tyler now. If I'm torn from my body, I think it will die. And I'll be forced back to my realm. Every time I'm ripped out like that, it takes me longer to recover and come back to this place."
"How long would it have taken you to return if they'd caught you this time?"
He shrugged. "A month, maybe more. We build up stamina over time, but there are a lot of factors. A lot of things that could happen in my realm. Being exorcised is pure torture. You can't even leave on your own during the ritual. The pain—it's unbelievable." His eyes widened and his breaths came in short panicked bursts.
"Tyler?"
His eyes went wider, as though focused on some unseen horror.
"Tyler!"
Still no answer.
I gripped his shoulders and shook him. "Please Tyler, what's wrong?"
He jerked like I'd slapped him, stumbling back, and nearly knocking his drink off the counter. "Shit!" His eyes focused back on me. "Emily?"
"What happened? Where were you?"
He gripped his glass and polished off the alcohol. "Remembering. It's been a while since my last exorcism, but it's something I'll never forget. I—I can't talk about it. Can we change the subject?"
"It's okay." I pressed my hands to his cheeks. I leaned up and kissed him. "We don't have to talk about it anymore."
Tyler nodded, his hands folding around mine, his breaths growing calm as the tension eased from his body. "How do you do it?" he said after a long moment.
"Do what?" I asked, reveling in the feel of his unnaturally warm skin against mine.
"Make me feel...real."
"You are real, silly." I smiled, and looked up into his beautiful face.
"Am I?" He let go of my hands and walked away. Opened a kitchen drawer filled with junk, and pulled out a picture. He slid it across the counter.
A man with brown eyes and a chubby round face looked back at me. He was tall with a bulging belly and a long unruly mop of brown hair. His eyes looked miserable even though the crowd around him looked happy. I spotted some party hats with "Happy New Years!" imprinted on them. Tyler slid across another picture of a young boy, clearly the same person from the picture with the same chubby features.
"Who is this?" I asked.
"Tyler Hugo Rock."
My mouth dropped open. "But—you're so gorgeous! And he's, well, he's a bit homely, I must say."
"As I said, my presence inside a body usually has some physical side effects."
"Like Thomas's green eyes that are now brown?"
Tyler nodded. "I can actually change the eye color if I try hard enough. But usually they change on their own. I think it's a reflection of my spiritual presence."
I gazed into his green eyes. "And the body?"
"I whipped my body into shape, but even pure weight loss and eating right wouldn't have made me look so different."
"Is it because you're in there all by yourself?"
He shrugged. "Perhaps. Maybe it's adjusted to look more like my true form."
"I like it." That was putting it mildly. I absolutely adored his body. "You are real, Tyler." Saying his name made me think of something else. "What's your real name?"
"Only I know my true name. I don't dare say it."
"What did your friends call you?"
He blew out a derisive laugh. "Friends? I'd hardly call them that, especially knowing what humans consider friends to be." He shook his head as if clearing it of something nasty. "As I said, they were companions. Nothing more. Our names are full of consonants and are extremely hard to say with a human mouth, unless you're Polish." His mouth quirked into a faint smile. He brushed a lock of hair from my face with a gentle hand. "I'm Tyler now, Em. I want to be Tyler and nobody else. Is that okay?"
I kissed him. "It's perfect."
He closed his eyes and breathed a slow sigh. "Thank you." After a moment, he opened his eyes and regarded me. "I understand completely if you—if you don't want to be with me anymore. I dreaded telling you. But after what you went through when I was nearly torn out of Thomas, I didn't want you to have to deal with that pain again. I had to tell you so you could be prepared. Even if telling you the truth meant you left me."
I looked into this wonderful man's eyes and felt my mouth spread into a wide happy grin. "Are you kidding me? You literally went through Hell to get to me. How many women can say that about their man?"
His sculpted lips broke into a smile, and the confident twinkle returned to his eyes. "Technically, I went through Perdition to get to you."
"Perdition? Isn't that the same thing?"
"Nah, it's just a suburb of Hell."
I burst into laughter. "You're so silly sometimes."
Tyler caressed my cheek. "Only for you, Emily. Being without you was a living nightmare. I never want to go through it again."
"How did the Exorcists know Thomas was possessed?" Dread consumed my happiness in a blink. "How do they find you?"
He shrugged. "I honestly don't know. I've been discovered and exorcised before. I've also escaped them by leaving the body. But in the past my companions and I were so reckless, it was obvious the people we'd taken over didn't seem in their right minds while we used them."
I took his hand and ran my finger across the palm. "How do you leave a body on your own?"
Tyler trembled at my touch. "It takes time to disentangle myself, to discorporate. But I need absolute concentration and sometimes hours." His eyes squeezed shut for a moment. "They came so close to catching me this time."
"Bastards," I said through clenched teeth. "Bloody wankers need to mind their own business."
He laughed and squeezed my hand. "Exorcists aren't bad people. When I was younger, I did terrible things, taking people's bodies on joyrides. There are others like me who don't care about the damage they do to people or the havoc they wreak. It's a good thing to have Exorcists, believe me. They keep the truly bad spirits at bay. Unfortunately, it means I will always have to be careful."
"You're rich now. Hire bodyguards."
"Maybe you're right."
"Of course I'm right." I gave him an indignant look. "I'm a woman."
He laughed and pecked me on the nose. "You are quite the woman, Miss Glass." His voice lowered into a sexy rumble. "And you're mine."



Chapter 31
My body responded to the desire in his voice, sending a heat wave down to my stomach. "Are you using your powers on me?" I felt a smile playing on my lips. "Demon pheromones, perhaps?" I traced a finger along his jawline.
He shivered, eyes going half-lidded. "You're the one using powers, Miss Glass."
"Who knew one little finger could have so much power?" I tapped it on the end of his nose.
His hand gripped my wrist and redirected my finger between his lips. He sucked it, and then gently bit down, growling deep in his throat, his heavy-lidded eyes gazing at me with pure hunger. I gulped, fear and desire cascading down my body, leaving me wet in all the right spots. Tyler leaned against me, his hot breath against my ear.
"I've been dying without you Emily. Do you know how badly I want you right now?"
I reached my hand back, running it up his leg to his crotch. "Judging from the size of this suspicious bulge, I'd say quite nearly as much as I want you."
We quenched the frustrations, the longings of the past week with several glorious bouts of sex. The kitchen counter, the table, nothing was off limits. When at last we finished, both of us breathing heavily from our latest bout of calisthenics, Tyler took me to the bedroom.
He placed me on the bed, and the look in his eyes softened. Lying at my side, his head propped on an elbow, my gorgeous man traced a finger from my navel to my breast, guiding his path in a circle around the nipple, where he pinched it between thumb and forefinger.
My nipple went hard at his electric touch.
"Are we going to experiment with an obscene number of orgasms?" I asked, giggling.
He took my other nipple in his mouth, and sucked on it. "I'm just enjoying you. Savoring you. Trying to convince myself that you're really back. That you're not going to leave me."
I caressed his jaw, feeling the roughness of his whiskers against my palm. "I was frightened. I'm not anymore."
He smiled, but it faltered. "There are others who won't want us together."
"The Exorcists? Maybe we can talk to them. Convince them you're different."
He shook his head. "They won't listen. My kind can be very persuasive—very conniving and tricky—not to mention untrustworthy. From what I've experienced, the Exorcists avoid unnecessary temptation by not talking to us."
I took his big hand in mine, and kissed it. "Do you have any special abilities?"
"Like super powers?" His mouth curled into his trademark, amused grin.
A smile broke on my lips. "It sounds so nerdy when you put it like that."
He laughed. "I might be a bit stronger than normal, put off a magnetic vibe to other people, but no, I'm not super-powered."
"What about the glowing thing you did? Was that the real you I saw?"
"That's how I discorporate from a body, except I had to put a lot more effort into making myself visible. It's extremely tiring." He pecked me on the nose. "And yes, that was my true form you saw."
"You're beautiful. I expected horns or something."
A laugh burst from his throat. "Horns? Do horns turn you on?"
"Oh no, no, no." I laughed at the absurdity. "I like you just fine. It's just surprising that a spirit form would look, well, human."
"There are many different forms in my world. Some of us look more like you. Others look much worse." His eyes assumed a distant gaze. "Especially if someone summons one of my kind."
"Have you ever been summoned?"
He shook his head. "My father was." Tyler shuddered. "He killed one of the summoners."
I gasped. "Why?"
"Because he's not a very nice demon."
I couldn't help but laugh. "Do you know how silly that sounds?"
Tyler shrugged. "He's one of the most powerful beings in our realm, and doesn't take kindly to being bothered."
"The more you talk about it, the more this Haedaemos sounds a lot like Earth."
"Believe me, I'm grasping at words to translate it into terms you can understand. Relationships in my realm are anything but normal or simple."
I kissed him on the cheek. "Human relationships aren't always that simple either."
He smiled. "I suppose not. Especially considering how complex our relationship just became, thanks to what you now know about me."
I wished I could tell him that our feelings were all that mattered, but his demonic nature threw a dreadful kink in matters. Even setting aside that niggling detail, in this particular world, he was also my boss and a powerful businessman. "Well, I suppose the universe is an awfully cruel bitch who doesn't allow us to have anything simple."
"Maybe that's what makes life so exciting."
"And miserable."
He laughed. "Don't give me those big sad puppy-dog eyes."
I felt an intense curiosity to know more about him. "Will you tell me about those things you did in the past?" I wasn't sure if knowing was the wisest thing, but couldn't help asking.
A shudder passed through him, and he looked away. "I'd rather not." His voice went flat. "You wouldn't want to be with me anymore."
"Were you really so terrible?"
His eyes met mine. "You have to understand something about my kind, Emily. We don't experience emotions the same way people do. We understand lust, anger, and many of the more carnal desires. I desire you like nothing I have ever wanted before. I want to make you my plaything, tie you up, and have my way with you."
"I think I was a bit hasty in not allowing the tying up before," I said, thinking back to it. "I'm not above experimenting—you know—in the name of science."
He laughed, rolling his eyes. "I'm being serious, Emily. When I was in control of other people, I committed sexual acts you would probably find perverse."
"How perverse?"
"I didn't even know the meaning of the word until I started to understand people."
A shocking idea occurred to me. "Have you ever possessed a woman?"
His jaw set in a grim line, but he offered me a curt nod.
Rather than revulsion, my burning sense of curiosity flamed higher. "What was it like?"
He sighed. "It was only for a short time. It felt unnatural to me. It also made me realize how much different the female mind is from the male."
"Like how?"
"It's a whirlwind. For me, I want to do something, I do it. I want to take something, I take it. For the brief time I was in that woman, I could hardly figure out which way was up."
I giggled. "We are a bit psychotic, aren't we?"
He rolled over, bracing an elbow on either side of my torso. "Perhaps. But you are completely irresistible."
I rewarded him with a kiss. "So, you desire me more than anything else you've ever wanted?"
"Oh yes."
"I guess that means you love me." I smiled, meaning it as a joke. It was far too soon for us to start professing love to one another.
He frowned and rolled onto his back, staring at the ceiling.
"I was just kidding," I said. "I don't expect—"
"It's not that," Tyler said. "It's just—I don't understand love. I don't know how to love."
My eyebrows pinched tight. "You what?"
"Emily, I can desire you, and lust for you, and care for you, but for my kind there is no such thing as love." He looked at me, his eyes full of pain. "I could never love you, even if I wanted to."



Chapter 32
A cold feeling swept over me, and I pushed myself off the bed, turned and stared at him. "What does that mean? It's impossible not to love."
"Impossible?" He sat up. "Not really. There are plenty of people who don't understand love."
I threw up my hands. "Like psychopaths? Is that what you are?"
The look on his face was so miserable, I suddenly felt terrible for yelling at him. "It's not that I don't want to. I just don't understand it."
"So, all you feel for me is lust."
"I want you. I want to feel your body against mine, skin-to-skin, feel your heartbeat against my chest. You're like the most divine dessert, Emily, something I can never seem to get enough of." He shook his head slowly. "But what if this—us—turns out like everything else? What if we fade?"
I really didn't know what to think. He could lust after me but not love me? Didn't the mere fact that he was in pain without me meant he loved me? I couldn't even wrap my head around it. I tried to take a step back, to think about my feelings toward him. Did I love him? Or was this lust on my part as well?
You can't even tell the difference, can you?
This man was telling me he could never be in love with me. I just couldn't accept that. Besides, it was far too early to admit I was falling for this heavenly man. But truth be told, I was. I knew in my heart this wasn't just a lustful adventure.
It wasn't too late to back out. The past week was just a preview of the torture I'd experience if I walked out again. I could make it through the agony again if I had to. I could be strong.
But do I want to be strong, or do I want to be happy?
My eyes settled into focus on Tyler, where he sat leaning against the headboard, his eyes filled with pain.
"I know you're thinking about leaving me," he said, his voice soft. "I wouldn't blame you if you did."
"I promised you I wouldn't."
He shook his head. "Losing you would devastate me, Emily. But why would you want to stay with a monster like me?"
Pain tore into my heart, and I flung myself onto the bed and against him, my lips kissing his forehead, his cheeks, his lips. "You're not a monster, Tyler. Don't you ever call yourself that again!"
"But I am."
"You're not!" I pressed his face to my bare chest, feeling his heat melt into my skin. Feeling the roughness of his whiskers against me. "You're mine, Tyler, and don't you ever forget it."
I felt his lips spread into a smile against my breasts. "And you're mine, Emily."
He lay flat on the bed, slipping an arm around me as I lay my face against his chest. The gentle rhythm of his heartbeat must have lulled me to sleep, because I awoke next to his slumbering form as the sun peeked through the windows. We lay on our sides, facing each other, just inches apart. I admired the peaceful calm on his face as he slept, and wondered if he might be dreaming of me. I couldn't resist tracing my thumb along the lines of his jaw, his magnificent lips.
His eyes opened. He smiled. "Good morning, beautiful."
"I was just going to say the same thing."
He chuckled and slid closer, his hand pressing the small of my back until the lengths of our bodies touched. He took my bottom lip in his mouth and kissed it. "Did you sleep well?"
I shivered. "Yes."
His hands ran down my backside, and I felt something rise and press against my hip where it lay against his groin.
"You're insatiable," I said, feeling the flames of desire lick against my insides.
"You bring out the beast in me." He rolled off the bed, muscles tensing, and somehow kept me in his arms, holding me like a child without a sign of strain.
I squealed in fright and delight. "I thought you didn't have super powers."
He gave me a wolfish grin, pushed me against the wall, his mouth on mine, our tongues pressing together, and heat roared to life across my skin. We came together some time later, both of us panting and sweating, as my naked body writhed against his, my legs squeezing his waist as if by doing so I could fit more of him inside.
"You're so much better than a Dove bar," I whispered into his ear.
A laugh rumbled in his chest. "High praise from a woman."
We took a shower in his marvelous washroom again and afterward cooked breakfast together. I made him my infamous shit on a shingle—an egg cooked over-easy on toast—while he made blueberry pancakes.
I regarded the huge stack. "I'm going to balloon out of control if I eat all of those."
"We'll work out."
"In the bedroom?" I gave him a coy look.
His lips curled up. "And in the gym. It's important we keep in shape."
"Is it now?" I bit my lip. "I enjoy keeping in shape with your calisthenics."
He gave my posterior a playful slap. "I told you exercise is fun."
It was a lovely day outside by British standards, rainy, wet, and according to the weather on my phone, quite cold. "How sad." I bit into the bacon Tyler had made, savoring the saltiness. "Whatever will we do today?"
"I have something in mind," he said, a mischievous twinkle in his green eyes.
"Sex all day?" I brightened at the concept.
"I'm sure that will come into play at some point."
Curiosity overwhelmed me. "Well, what are we doing?"
"Something I'd planned before—well—before last Friday happened." His smile faltered.
I reached across and touched his hand. "I'm sure it'll be lovely." It took all my willpower not to pepper him with the millions of questions dancing in my mind.
I finished my pancake—limiting my intake to just one, thank you very much—and Tyler devoured nearly everything else. I felt certain an abnormally high metabolism should be classified as a super power. It was disgusting how much he could eat and still look so hot.
After he put the dishes in the dishwasher, we walked back to his bedroom. My stomach tingled in anticipation. Tyler walked to a mirror, touched it, and it sprang open to reveal a huge walk-in closet filled with feminine clothes. "I had a clothes service send a few things over last week."
"You what?" I felt my eyes go wide and walked into the wonderland of clothes. There were sexy dresses, skirts, and even jeans.
"I was going to make a date of it." He shrugged. "Let you try everything on so I could give it a thumbs up or down."
To have a man buy me all these clothes was overwhelming. But to make a date of it? It was ridiculously romantic. My eyes filled with sudden moisture. "I—I don't know what to say, Tyler."
"You look sad," he said, rising off the bed, concern etched in his brow.
I laughed as a tear escaped and rolled down my cheek. "Are you kidding me? This is amazing."
"I wasn't sure." He took my hand and kissed it. "You like your independence."
"Is it too early to drink?" I asked.
"Never."
"Why don't we uncork some more of that delicious white wine and have our fashion show date?"
He lifted me off the ground in a hug and twirled me once before setting me back down. "Anything else, princess?"
I giggled. "Do you have music?"
"Do I have music?" He feigned a maniacal laugh. "I'll be back."
He returned a moment later with a tablet, and plugged it into a port on the wall. Soothing music flooded from speakers I hadn't noticed in the walls and ceiling. I admired the way his lounge pants hung low on his delicious hips, giving my eyes unfettered access to the sharp angles of his torso.
"Well?" he said, snapping me from my Tyler-induced trance.
"Oh!" I laughed, embarrassed.
"Were you distracted by something?" His green eyes danced with playfulness.
"Just thinking about the music," I lied, sticking out my tongue at him.
"Is it to your liking, Miss Glass?"
"It's a bit mellow. Do you have something more upbeat?"
He touched the tablet and scrolled down several playlists before settling on one. Alternative rock filled the room. "Better?"
I smiled. "Much."
He poured white wine for me, popped open a bottle of dark beer for himself, and sat on the bed, an amused expression on his face. "I'm ready, Emily."
I felt a flush burn my ears at the thought of this irresistible man watching me dress and undress. This was going to be fun.
I tried on jeans first, much to his chagrin. He made me turn slowly in each pair, inspecting how they hugged my posterior before giving them his final rating. Whoever he'd hired to send the clothes had done a remarkable job in sizing them properly.
"Come hither," he said, as I tried on a particularly snug-fitting pair. I walked up to him, and he turned me by the waist to run a hand across my rump. "You have the sexiest ass, babe."
I didn't tell him I thought my rear was a bit too large for my tastes. If he liked it, I wasn't going to complain. "You can spank it whenever you wish." I teased his thick hair with my hand.
He grinned darkly. "Careful. I might just take you up on that offer."
"I fully expect you to."
He slid a hand under the loose T-shirt I wore, and pinched my nipple. It went hard at his touch. "Put these jeans in the 'yes' pile," he said in a husky voice. "And try something else on before I interrupt the fun."
I shivered as his fingers gently twisted my other nipple, and felt my legs press tight. "I have no problem interrupting fun with something even more fun."
He flipped me onto the bed in an instant, tearing off the jeans in one smooth move and tossing them to land in the 'Yes' pile without looking. His dark eyes devoured me. I untied the strings holding up his lounge pants, and pulled him to me.
By the time we finished our little romp, it was past lunchtime, and we'd worked up an appetite. Tyler ordered sushi with miso soup for lunch. It arrived in record time, thanks to the absurd premium he told them he'd pay for a quick delivery.
"You know how to order what I like," I said, as we sat in the kitchen and looked at the gray drizzly day.
He fed me a huge slice of sashimi salmon with his chopsticks, and laughed as I struggled to fit the entire piece in my mouth. "Perhaps I should have cut that," he said.
I tried to speak, but my mouth was quite full.
"Just chew, babe." He ran his thumb over my lips as I finally swallowed it down. "Your lips are so beautiful. I just want to suck on them every time I see them."
"They're yours to enjoy." I picked up a large chunk of sashimi tuna with my chopsticks. "Open wide."
He fended off my offering with his own chopsticks. "I don't believe I can handle as large a package in my mouth as you, Miss Glass."
My eyes widened in mock outrage. "You think so, Mr. Rock?" I pressed the chopsticks toward him, but he redirected the payload to my plate, and distracted me with a kiss.
We finished the meal, laughing and giggling like children in a food fight, and went back to the bedroom to finish the fashion show.
The skirts, it turned out, were his favorites. He mused over a black skirt with loose folds that flared when I spun in it.
"Please twirl again." His eyes grew hungry again.
I wasn't wearing any underwear, and it sent a naughty thrill through me to show him what lay beneath the skirt when I obliged his request. He sprang from the bed, and pulled me close, running a hand beneath the skirt to squeeze my bare bottom.
"You are so yummy." I kissed his bare chest.
He growled. "You're the yummy one."
"Moi?" I batted my eyelashes.
He threw me on the bed and buried his head beneath the skirt. His tongue pressed against my clitoris, sending hot waves up my legs. I didn't think I had another orgasm left in me, but my beautiful demi-god knew how to switch me on in an instant. I cried out as he brought me to climax.
After another delay, I concluded the fashion show with the long formal dresses.
"You look ravishing in every color," he said, admiring me in a curve-hugging black dress, "but purple and black are definitely my favorite colors on you."
"Why thank you, Mr. Rock. I do so aim to keep the boss happy."
He grinned, and pulled the skirt he'd ravished me in earlier from the 'Yes' pile. "I'd like you to wear this for dinner."
"Isn't it a bit cold for skirts?"
He pressed his bare chest against me. "I'll keep you warm."
As if in agreement, a hot flush spread through my body. "I have no doubt you will. What exactly are we doing this evening?"
He shrugged. "Something fun."
His phone rang, vibrating against the nightstand next to his bed. Tyler groaned and picked it up. "I thought I said no phone calls." He listened for a moment. "Fine. I trust your judgment. You vet them, make sure they're up to par, and I'll look over your report." He ended the call and set the phone back down.
"What was that about?" I asked.
"It was Joe. He's building my army."



Chapter 33
"Your army?"
Tyler chuckled. "My security detail to keep the Exorcists away."
A layer of tension seemed to slide off my body. He would be safe. "I'm glad. I think Joe knows what he's doing."
"I do too. That's why I hired him."
I sensed an opportunity to dig for more information, and took it. "Joe said you gave him a second chance. That he suffered from post-traumatic stress syndrome but you hired him anyway."
Tyler's cool green eyes regarded me for a moment. "He told you that?"
"I'm nosey."
"Determined to understand me?" His lips twitched upward in what I hoped was amusement.
"He said you gave him a second chance. I think it shows you care."
Tyler pressed his lips together. "I wish I could say that were true."
I felt my head flinch back in surprise. "Why else would you do it?"
"I was curious to see how he would perform. To see if he could succeed despite the demons plaguing him."
His impersonal answer left me cold. "Just curious? Is that how you feel about us?"
He shook his head. "No—well, yes. But it's so much more than that. I desire you every minute of the day. It's impossible to keep my hands off you."
I struggled to keep the disappointment and anger out of my voice. He'd explained this to me before, and I was only making myself angry. "What about when you took over Thomas Jones? You said you wanted to help him, to keep him from committing suicide."
"I thought it would be fun." His eyes narrowed. "Are you upset over the way I made my decision about Joe?"
"No," I said with some difficulty, feeling more disappointment than anger. "I just thought it meant you cared. I thought that's what it meant with Thomas Jones when you wanted to improve him."
He put a hand under his chin, eyes lost in thought for a moment. "I liked improving OnTech and Thomas's situation when I was him because it made me feel good." His eyes looked back at me. "But, Emily, most of that centered around me. About making me feel good. I wish I could truthfully say otherwise, but my motives were selfish."
Is he being selfish with me? I looked at the closet full of clothes. At the "Yes" pile. At the rumpled covers on the bed where we'd made love—no—where we'd had sex over and over again. I looked back into the concerned eyes of the beautiful man on the bed.
Perhaps I'm being selfish too.
I wanted him to be mine. I wanted him to feel more for me than he did for a toy. I wondered if I could find answers—real answers—about his kind. I just had to know if it was possible to make this more than a fun sexual romp. To change him.
"You don't like seeing the truth about me." Sadness reflected in his eyes. "Please don't condemn me for it." He gripped my hands in his and kissed them. "It's what I am, and there's nothing I can do about it."
"You can't?" I felt my lower lip tremble. I bit my traitorous lip and looked away. "Or won't?"
"I want to more than anything," he said, his voice soft. He looked at the floor. "If I could be a normal human, if I could know love, I would do it in an instant." He released my hands and stood up, pacing away from me. "My friends said I was becoming weak like a human when I felt bad about what we were doing to people. When I tried to stop them. My father told me I was defective for feeling pity."
"Isn't pity like sympathy?" I asked, my heart aching and hoping to find some common thread to link him to me.
He shrugged. "I don't know. The people we used as playthings didn't deserve their fates. I know how it feels to be used like that. To be abused." His mouth clamped shut as if he'd said too much.
"Abused? How?"
He shuddered violently, and his face went absolutely white. "I—I can't talk about it." He strode into the bathroom and splashed water on his face, gulping air as if he couldn't get enough.
I placed an arm on his back. He threw my arm off and backed away, terror flashing in his eyes before he seemed to realize it was me.
"Oh God, Em, I'm sorry." He took a step forward, hands outstretched, as if afraid to touch me.
I took his hand and pressed it to my cheek. "It's okay, babe. We don't have to talk about it."
He closed his eyes, his breathing calmed as if my hand were a balm. "Maybe I should. Maybe it would help."
Seeing the lost look on his face brought tears to my eyes. What terrible things had they done to him? "I'm here whenever you want to try."
His eyes opened. They were dark and green like the middle of the deepest coldest ocean. "I will. I promise."
I nodded, unable to speak in the face of his forlorn expression. I heard my ringtone echoing from somewhere in the room, and found my purse under a pile of clothes. I looked and saw a missed call from an unknown number. I listened to the voicemail, and discovered it was from my father.
"Hey, sweetie. Your mother is in town, and we want to get together for dinner tomorrow evening if that's okay. I finally got a mobile phone. That's the number I'm calling from. I won't always have it turned on though." Dad chuckled. "Anyway, call me back so we can make plans. Love you. Bye."
"Who was it?" Tyler asked.
"My dad. He and my mum want to have dinner tomorrow." I gave him a sideways glance. "Would you like to meet them?"
He managed a smile. "Are we at that stage of the relationship?"
I laughed. It sounded like a crazy laugh. "I have no bleeding idea what stage we're at. But since I hardly get to see my parents these days, we might as well take the chance."
"I love it when you talk British to me," he said, some of his playfulness reasserting itself.
"Oh do you?" I let the full flavor of my natural accent come through. "Well, Mr. Rock, I can talk British all you like."
He shivered. "Do you have any idea what you do to me, Emily?"
I kissed him on the nose. "I'd better call Dad before we do something that makes me forget."
Tyler laughed, a boyish look back on his face. It warmed me to see that look again, instead of the lost, frightened man who'd taken his place moments ago.
Dad answered on the third ring. "Hello?"
"Hi, Dad." A smile crept across my face. "Glad you finally joined us in the twenty-first century."
"It had to happen sooner or later."
I heard someone talking in the background. There was the sound of something rubbing against the microphone, and then another voice chimed in.
"Emily, dear, how are you?"
"Mum!" The sound of her steadfast voice made me realize how much I missed her, despite her bossiness. "I'm good. How are you?"
"Fine, dear." She sighed. "Patrick told me you didn't seem well when he visited. Is something the matter?"
My dad was far too observant for his own good. "I'm great."
"Well, that's good to hear. Shall we expect you for dinner tomorrow?"
"Yes. I'm bringing a friend with."
"Your roommate Isabel?"
"No." I paused, and regarded Tyler, unsure what I should call him. "My boyfriend."
Tyler's eyes brightened, and he beamed a wicked smile at me.
"You have a boyfriend?" Mum sounded surprised.
I rolled my eyes. "Yes, Mother."
"I see. Well, your father and I look forward to meeting Mr..." she trailed off expectantly.
"His name is Tyler."
"Very good. We'll see you tomorrow at Parker's on Ponce."
"That's a restaurant?"
"Of course, dear. It's in Decatur. Your father highly recommends it."
"Sounds good, Mum. Cheers."
"Good day, Emily."
I ended the call.
"She sounds like a proper British woman," Tyler said, his amused grin back in place.
"You could hear her?"
"Yeah." He tapped an ear. "Slightly better than normal hearing."
"And you know where this Parker's place is?"
He nodded. "It's fancy."
"Can you do me a favor?"
He kissed me. "Anything."
"Can we go in the BMW? I don't want my parents to get the wrong idea with the Lamborghini."
Tyler laughed. "They might think you're a gold digger?"
"No, no." I smiled. "They're not flashy people. They might get the wrong idea about you."
"Ah." His expression sobered. "So the gold-plated Rolls Royce is out too, then?"
I pushed him playfully. "Yes it is, Mr. Showoff."
A phone rang faintly from somewhere down the hall. Tyler looked confused for an instant before hopping up. "Guess that's my new phone. I'll be right back."
I started picking up clothes and hanging them after he disappeared down the hall. A moment later, I heard him talking. It sounded like business, judging from the financial terms being tossed around.
He appeared in the doorway holding the phone to his ear, and mouthed, "Work." I smiled, and licked my lips suggestively.
His eyes seemed to catch fire. Then he waggled his finger at me and walked back toward the kitchen.
My phone dinged. I picked it up and saw a message from George Walker.
We urgently need your help.
I sighed and walked around the room, trying to decide what to do. I couldn't simply leave Tyler, not now.
What's the emergency?
As I waited for the reply text, I began to think about my strange side job. Compared to discovering Tyler was demon possessed, hunting down people infected by a super-soldier serum seemed rather normal. Until recently, I hadn't been certain my sixth sense was a real thing. George Walker had shown me it was most definitely real and quite useful.
I thought back to the vision I'd seen upon our first encounter—the blazing white orb. I'd experienced similar visions around other Custodians as well, though some of them like the woman with the rod exuded something different. As far as I knew, none of the Custodians were infected by a serum, but were, as George had put it, enhanced. The infected people, on the other hand, seemed to have cold, white parasites inside them.
In addition to the strictly sexual tingles Tyler and Tyler-as-Thomas had made me feel, I'd also detected a hot, sensual vibe emanating from the pair. That vibe had come from a very supernatural source—a demon. It also explained the faint scent of something burning when I was around him.
A series of dots began to connect as I considered the sorts of people I'd felt vibes from over the years. I'd been to hospitals and never felt anything around sick people. I felt absolutely nothing from the vast majority of people. Why should I be able to detect someone infected with a strength serum? What was so special about a few select individuals that triggered my intuition?
There were a great many other unexplained phenomena, not the least of which was the mysterious transportation used by George Walker and his Custodians. If my other senses were to be believed, that SUV had lifted into the air and flown us around town.
"I've overlooked something," I murmured. My life had been governed by a completely different set of facts than what confronted me right now. I'd rationalized even patently obvious oddities. Why would a helicopter pick up an SUV in the middle of town and carry it to schools? Why wouldn't we simply take the helicopter? 
I pictured the vial that had fallen from the drug dealer's purse at the high school. It had been filled with a dark red fluid. Blood?
Whether I wanted to admit it or not, everything had a decidedly supernatural feel to it. Tyler was paranormal in nature. The same could be said of George, Mr. Sticks, and the so-called infected people. Was there a connection?
A chime from my phone caught my attention as George replied to my earlier query.
We're searching for a base of operations for the dealers. You can help us find it.
I thought long and hard about it. It will have to wait. I simply can't right now.
Your help is crucial. We will attempt to find on our own. Contact me should you change your mind.
I felt quite guilty avoiding duty for a fun night with Tyler, but supposedly George and his people had been doing this a long time before knowing about me. I'd seen them in action. They could survive one night on their own.
"Something the matter?" Tyler said from the door.
I put away my phone and smiled. "No, just checking up on Isabel."
He looked at me as if he wanted to devour me on the spot. "Did you look in the shoe boxes?"
I'd been so distracted by my thoughts that I hadn't. "Not yet." I felt my lips peeling into a wide smile as I contemplated the treasures within.
After a brief shoe show, we took the Lamborghini to a restaurant with salsa music blaring from inside. The valet gave the car a hungry look as he handed Tyler a claim ticket. Tyler didn't seem to notice or care about the stares he and the car generated. He walked around to my side and opened the door for me, extending a hand to help me out of the low seat.
A girl in a too-short skirt stared at me as Tyler slipped an arm around my waist. I felt acutely uncomfortable under her glare, and wondered how anyone accustomed themselves to being the center of attention.
"Dude, what kind of work do you do to have a car like that?" the girl's male companion asked, his eyes fondling the car in wide-eyed appreciation.
An amused grin crossed Tyler's face. "I wish I could tell you that it was the product of hard work, but it's not." He shrugged. "I just happen to have a rich daddy."
The other guy barked out a laugh. "Maybe I should work harder on having a rich dad too."
His girlfriend did not seem amused. I wondered if she was considering working hard to have a rich boyfriend instead.
The hostess took one look at Tyler when we came in, and seemed to forget how to speak in the face of his glorious smile. She managed to clear her throat after a moment. "How many?"
"Reservations for Tyler Rock."
"Oh, Mr. Rock! Yes, the top level is reserved for you." She grabbed a couple of menus and took us up a flight of stairs to a large balcony area overlooking a dance floor and live band below. Tables and chairs were stacked up against the back wall. In the center of the floor, a candle burned atop a lone table.
"Is this to your liking, sir?" the hostess asked.
"Perfect." Tyler handed her what looked like a hundred-dollar bill.
Her eyes went wide. "Oh, my!"
My man certainly had a way of making girls say that. I felt a flush in my face as I thought about the exclamations he got out of me.
I looked over the menu at all the available tapas. "I have no idea what I want."
"We'll just order a bit of everything then," Tyler said.
The waiter showed up a minute later with margaritas on the rocks, and Tyler ordered food for the two of us. After the waiter was gone, my demi-god smiled at me.
"I ordered margaritas. I thought it'd be fun to keep with the theme."
I took a sip. "Mmm. Delicious."
He stood and held out a hand to me. "In the meantime, we should practice."
"Practice?"
"Your salsa."
I raised an eyebrow. "Perhaps you should let me have a couple more margaritas in that case."
"Oh no you don't." Tyler took my hand and pulled me up. "It's easy. Just follow my lead."
He showed me the basic step. I only stomped his toes a dozen times in the process, but he seemed more amused than anything. Then he demonstrated the spins. After failing to make me spin in whatever direction he wanted several times in a row, he stopped and backed away, a grin on his face.
"You need to stop fighting me, Emily."
"I'm not fighting you. I don't know which bloody way you want me to turn."
He laughed. Took my hand and pressed it against the top of his chest near the shoulder. "Keep your arm stiff. When I turn, you'll turn."
I did, and found it much easier to follow his lead. "That wasn't so difficult."
"I know. Just keep that arm firm, and things will work out."
He took me through some slow steps, guiding me with a patience I clearly didn't have, as I cursed like a sailor every time I botched a move. After getting a few moves down pat, he sped up to match the tempo of the live music below. Somehow, despite my unfamiliarity with this style of music, his tutelage made it feel quite natural.
I squealed with joy as he led me through several tight turns, and somewhere in the mix, I let go of my inhibitions, let him guide me instead of trying to anticipate his every move. Our food arrived, and Tyler led me back to my chair. We were both breathing heavily, grinning from ear to ear, and flushed. His hand rested atop my bare leg, just under my skirt, and I felt the electric tingle of his touch race along my skin and into my belly.
"I want to sweep the food of this table and take you right here," he said, eyes glittering.
"Don't tease me." I felt breathless, and not from the dancing.
His hand ran up my inner thigh, stopping short of my panties. I trembled. Took his hand, and moved it so he could feel just how aroused I was. His finger slipped under the hem of my panties.
I spotted the waitress bearing more margaritas. Tyler must have seen the embarrassment in my eyes, because he turned and saw her as well. His hand slid back out, and a grin lit his face.
"Can I get you anything else, sir?" The girl's eyes lingered on Tyler.
"We're good for now." He dismissed her with a nod.
My normal stomach gave rumbling notice it was ravenous, and that I ought to pay more attention to it than the greedy organs further south of it. I gave Tyler an embarrassed smile and tested the tapas. They were delicious.
After eating, we danced until we were both exhausted and laughing like schoolchildren. As Tyler led me outside toward the valet, I couldn't think of another time I'd had more fun. In fact, the last time I'd had anywhere near as much unabashed fun had been when I went on dates with Tyler as Thomas.
This is insane.
Insane, but I never wanted it to end. If only he could love me.
The valets bustled about, the outside area choked with people waiting on their cars. Tyler found a valet and asked him for the key. He told him he'd get the car himself instead of waiting. The huge tip he gave the guy seemed to settle the question, and the valet handed it over.
"What a blast," Tyler said, echoing my thoughts as we walked into the parking lot looking for the car, his arm around my shoulder.
"I had a lovely time." My arms looped about his waist. "I hope your toes aren't too sore."
"They'll heal." He pecked a kiss on my forehead. "Ah, there it is." Tyler pointed out several expensive-looking cars parked away from the others with the Lamborghini sitting gloriously in the middle. He held up the key and pressed the button.
Spiders made of ice seemed to skitter up my back. I heard a whoosh of air.
Tyler stiffened.
Someone shoved us hard. We sprawled toward the pavement. Tyler, one arm still around me, somehow spun so I landed atop him instead of skinning my hands and knees on the pavement. We both grunted at the impact.
A shadowy figure stepped from the gloom, a wicked smile on his face. "We really must stop running into each other like this," Stephen said. "In fact, I plan to make it the last time we do."



Chapter 34
"You!" I shouted, unable to form another coherent word as shock coursed through me. It had been so long since the maniac last accosted me, I thought he'd given up.
Tyler grunted. I felt his muscles tense beneath me. With a sudden jolt, he propelled us to our feet, and swept me behind his back in one continuous motion. "What the hell's your problem?" His mouth parted slightly, and recognition seemed to widen his eyes. He was likely remembering his first confrontation with Stephen in the alley.
"Your little bitch is my problem." Stephen took a step forward. "I plan to have my way with her."
"Try anything and I'll kill you," Tyler growled.
Stephen burst into a laugh. "Oh, that's rich." He folded his arms and smirked. "You see, there's something you don't know. Those monsters your mommy warned you about?" He bared his teeth and his canines grew into slender sharp fangs. "I'm one of them."
I gasped. This couldn't be real, but it was. All those thoughts I'd had about supernatural beings had been spot on. "You're a bloody vampire!"
Stephen touched his eyes and removed a pair of contacts. His irises glinted red in the light from the nearby streetlamp. "I guess you're not such an idiot after all."
"Leave before I kill you," Tyler said, settling into a fighting stance. "Last warning."
"You? Kill me?" The vampire guffawed. His fist blurred toward Tyler's face.
Two things happened. Tyler shoved me back away from him, and ducked. Stephen made a retching sound as Tyler's fist slammed into his midsection. The vampire recovered almost instantly, grabbing wildly at my boyfriend, but Tyler had obviously trained in hand-to-hand combat. He dodged the lightning-fast but clumsy attempts from the other man. He spun. His foot lashed out, slammed Stephen's chest. The vampire flew back and smashed into the window of another car, cracking it, and sending safety glass scattering across the hood.
Stephen leapt to his feet atop the hood and roared. He blurred toward Tyler almost too quickly for me to see. Tyler tried to dodge. He was an instant too late. The vampire clipped his shoulder and sent him sprawling to the ground.
My mind raced. Vampires! Vampires? How do you kill the bloody things? I thought back to the movies, though I hadn't seen many with the blood-sucking vermin. The only effective weapons I knew that might work against the unholy creatures were holy water and wooden stakes. Seeing as how we were in the middle of a parking lot, I couldn't see myself happening upon either in a reasonable timeframe. I saw the key to the Lamborghini on the ground and snatched it. Tyler might have something in the car I could use.
Stephen let out another yell of frustration as Tyler intercepted the man's fist, turned it in mid-punch, and twisted the man to the ground. My boyfriend slammed the vampire against the pavement, and pressed his knee into the other man's back.
I kicked off my high heels. Turned and dashed for the car. Flipped up the door and rummaged in the glove box. Inside, I found a revolver. Grabbing it, I ran back to see Tyler still pinning the vampire to the ground. Every time Stephen tried to dislodge him, he howled in pain.
"It doesn't matter how strong you are," Tyler said. "You'll only break your arm trying to get loose."
"Then I'll fucking heal," Stephen snarled. He twisted. A sickening crack sounded, and he screamed, at the same time, bucking Tyler off him. His arm hung loose, as though dislocated, and his pale face looked almost green.
I spread my legs. Pointed the gun. "You bastard. You tried to rape my best friend."
Despite his obvious pain, the vampire sneered. "Rape her? I was going to drain her and leave a corpse. It would have been you, but for some reason you didn't respond to my compulsion."
I stared in horror as his grotesquely twisted arm seemed to wrench itself back into place with a fleshy popping sound as it reconnected to his shoulder. Stephen wiggled his fingers and bared his fangs. He looked at Tyler and back to me. "By the way, I don't know if you realize it, but your boyfriend is possessed. Warmer than usual skin. Stronger than a human." He shook his head. "But still no match for me. You might have some skills, boy, but I'll keep healing and coming. You can't stop me."
Anger burned through me. This man was a true monster. Something evil that fed on humans. He'd almost killed Isabel. It was obvious that he was out to get me. And now he was threatening my boyfriend.
Stephen smirked. "Might as well put down that gun, bitch, because I know you're not going to use it."
I cocked back the hammer. Smiled. "I think this qualifies as self-defense." And then I pulled the trigger.
Stephen's eyes went wide as the gun clicked. Empty.
"Fuck," Tyler said. "I don't keep it loaded."
"You what?" I hardly had time to say the words when Stephen threw something. It blurred through the air and cracked into Tyler's head. Tyler collapsed in a heap.
The vampire was on me in a heartbeat, hand clenched on my throat. He pinned me to the hood of a car. The cold metal bit into my bare legs.
"Why?" I asked. "I never did anything to you."
"Because you pissed me off." Stephen's voice dripped with sarcasm. "I've never met a woman who didn't melt before my compulsion." He grinned. "Guess you won the lottery." He spread my legs with his knees. "You're about to get another prize before I end you."
I felt the cold squirming sensation inside the vampire, almost as if it were a parasitic worm, driving him to feed on warm blood. The sensation grew stronger and stronger and I almost felt as though I could grab the parasite as I had with the high school student in the gymnasium. Something sharp pierced my neck and I realized in a detached sort of way that Stephen was sucking my blood.
He pulled back and smiled with blood-smeared lips. "Feels good, doesn't it?"
I struggled ineffectually in his grasp. "It feels like someone biting my neck, you idiot! What's supposed to feel good about that?"
Stephen looked puzzled. "You're one messed up chick. My bite feels amazing."
The cold wriggling sensation grew even more palpable the longer I stayed in contact with him. My hands felt as though they held something vile and slimy even though they were pinned between me and the vampire's body. I tightened my hands around this invisible thing and squeezed.
Stephen's eyes widened. "What was that?" He looked genuinely confused. His pale complexion turned absolutely green as I squeezed hard once again. He gagged. "What the fuck is happening to me?"
I felt the presence sliding out of him like a baby coming through the birth canal. With a gentle tug, it came free. Stephen contorted, a sickly croaking sound tearing from his throat. He fell to the ground, twitching and moaning. A liquid stain spread across his pants.
Something appeared in my hands. It glowed a sickly white but seemed to have no life of its own. Now freed from its vessel it slowly dissipated, the light from it rising like vapors. I dropped it on the ground to rid my flesh of the awful feel of the stuff. Within seconds, nothing remained but a gelatinous clear blob.
Stephen staggered to his feet. His eyes were no longer red, and his skin looked pinker, healthier. He glared at me with pure hatred. "What have you done to me, you bitch!" He ran at me. This time, he was quite slow. So slow, in fact, that I had time to reach into my purse and pull out my stun gun. I slammed it into his balls and pulled the trigger. He squealed like a dying pig and fell to the ground, grabbing his privates and crying.
"What the—" Tyler looked from Stephen to me and back again. "Did you find the bullets?"
I started to shake as the adrenalin rush faded. "Oh, god. How did I do that?" I stared at my hands as though I'd murdered someone. "What did I do?" I bent down and picked up the gun.
"What the hell's going on over here?" A police officer braced a gun atop a car behind Stephen's position and aimed it at us. "Put the gun down, Miss. I have a weapon trained on you right now."
I sent the gun clattering to the pavement.
Stephen groaned and glared at Tyler. "Fucking demon lover." He shook with sobs. "What did you do to me?"
Tyler bared his teeth. "Go to hell, you piece of worthless shit."
"Hands up where I can see them!" the officer said.
"I'm hurt," Stephen said. "These people mugged me."
"Bollocks!" I shouted back. "He's the one who tried to mug us!" 
The police officer cursed, and emerged from the cover of the car. He kept the gun trained on me and Tyler. "Kick the gun over here."
Tyler obliged. "Are your feet okay, babe?" He looked down with concern.
I looked at my bare feet. Blood stained my left foot. I'd most likely stepped on glass or something, but the intensity of the situation seemed to have numbed it. Now that I'd seen the wound, the bottom of my foot inflamed with pain.
Tyler booted the gun to the officer.
The policeman bent down and retrieved the gun, his aim never wavering. "I need all of you to turn, drop to your knees, and place your hands on your head."
"I can't," Stephen said. "They hurt me bad."
The officer shouted over this shoulder. "Ricky, come cuff this man."
A young man emerged from behind another car. He flipped Stephen on his stomach, pinned him to the ground with a knee, and then zipped plastic cuffs around his wrists.
"Ow!" Stephen cried. "Take it easy."
"Enjoy the pain you bastard!" I shouted. "I hope they probe your backside with a splintered broom handle!"
"That's enough, Miss," the older police officer said.
"She's bleeding." Tyler pointed at my feet. "That man tried to mug us. She used the gun in self-defense,"
"I'm not taking any chances," the officer said.
"Do you know who I am?" Tyler said. "Do you recognize me?"
"Son, you could be the President and I'd still use procedure. On your knees!"
We turned away. I lowered myself to my bare knees slowly, so the kiss of the asphalt wouldn't hurt. Tyler made a low growling noise.
"Behave," I said. "He's just doing his job."
Once again, the young cop sprang into action and cuffed me. Tyler's growl turned into a chuckle. When the cop came over and cuffed him, my boyfriend was laughing as though I'd just told him the funniest joke ever.
"What's so bloody hilarious?" I asked.
He turned his amused gaze on me. "Isn't this the most memorable date ever?"
My lips cracked a smile. As the officer helped me to my feet, it was all I could do not to double over laughing at the ridiculousness of the situation. Attacked by a vampire? Arrested? This was the craziest date I'd ever been on.
"Are you two on drugs?" the officer asked as he and his partner led us toward a patrol car.
"I wish I knew," I said, gasping for air. Everything felt so surreal, I had to wonder if maybe I'd fallen down the rabbit hole.
After twenty minutes of telling a heavily modified account, the older cop, Officer Robbins, seemed satisfied with our story, especially after he checked out Tyler's identity and administered a sobriety test to be sure we weren't drunk or high.
"Son, you should update this driver's license." He looked quizzically at the old chubby version of Tyler before possession. "You've lost a lot of weight since then."
"Yes sir." Tyler's amused smirk returned as he rubbed wrists where the handcuffs had been.
"They're lying!" Stephen screamed. He tried to squirm free from the police. Officer Ricky whacked him behind the knees while Officer Robbins lit him up with an industrial-sized stun gun. Stephen gobbled like a mortally injured turkey and went into convulsions before passing out and thudding on the ground.
Officer Robbins looked at him for a moment. "I reckon he'll be okay. Put him in the squad car, Ricky."
The young cop dragged the groaning man to the squad car.
I had to wonder if Stephen was still a vampire. Had I removed that part of him somehow?
We completed some paperwork, retrieved Tyler's revolver, and headed back to the Lamborghini.
Tyler helped me into the car and dropped into the driver seat. A long slow breath blew through his lips. "I didn't know vampires really existed."
I felt my eyes go wide. "What? You're a demon! A creature of the supernatural and you didn't know about vampires? My God, if they exist, what else does?" What sort of people were George Walker and Mr. Sticks?
"I heard about them, sure," Tyler said. "But I always figured they were just superstitious tales."
A laugh burst from my throat. "Oh, that's rich. A superstitious demon? What about if a black cat crosses your path?"
He chuckled. "I guess, from your perspective, it does sound funny."
"Funny? It's hilarious." I sighed, too tired to laugh anymore. As the smile faded from my lips, I realized something else. George had been lying to me from the start. Oh, I understood why he hadn't told me about vampires, but I felt it justified me telling Tyler all about my side job.
"What's bothering you?" Tyler started the car and put a hand on my knee.
"I haven't been entirely honest with you," I said.
He ran a hand down his face. "More secrets?"
I gave him a sheepish look. "Afraid so." A long sigh escaped me. I launched into my story, starting with my odd ability and how only recently I'd begun to realize it wasn't just simple intuition, but something much more. I told him about George Walker and the Custodians. I explained how my sixth sense made me feel around vampires, around him, and around George and his ilk.
Tyler listened patiently the entire way through, though his facial expressions were more than enough to indicate how confused and hurt he felt.
"Vampires feel cold and squirmy, but I feel hot and steamy?" he said after the conclusion of my story.
I nodded. "I usually feel that way around you even without my senses going crazy."
He smiled. "Well, we can be thankful for that."
"I hope you're not too angry with me." I looked down. "I thought I was doing something good."
Tyler put a finger to my chin and drew my gaze back to him. "You're doing good work. If assholes like Stephen are any indication about what vampires are like, then you have my complete support." His smile faded. "But the Custodians can't find out about me. It would seem they're some kind of force that hunts down supernatural beings. They'd probably lock me up if given the chance."
I gripped his hands. "They need me. If they find out, I'll tell them I won't work for them anymore."
He kissed my knuckles. "Just be sure they really do need you that badly."
"You saw what I did to Stephen."
Tyler raised an eyebrow. "No, I didn't actually see it. You said you pulled the vampirism right out of him?"
I nodded. "If I can do that, I'm even more valuable to the Custodians than they realize."
"I think you're right." He chuckled. "Looks like I'm not the only supernatural being around here."
I hadn't thought of it that way, but the more I thought about it, the more I knew he was right.
I wasn't a normal human.



Chapter 35
Tyler took a call on the way home. "Sounds good. I'll meet you in the lobby." He hung up and looked at me. "Joe's got my new security detail together."
I looked at the clock. "At this time of night?"
"I told him to contact me the instant the team was ready." He squeezed my hand. "I want to be ready for the Exorcists."
A sense of relief settled into me as I realized yet another threat to our happiness might be if not neutralized, at least kept at bay.
Tyler parked in the garage. We took the lift up to find Joe and ten other men of varying burliness and attire waiting in the lobby. The more muscular men had shaved heads. A couple of the leaner men looked like quite the metrosexuals, with long, styled hair and trendy suits. All the men had one thing in common—they looked capable of instant violence.
Tyler nodded. "Thanks for coming." He walked around the group, eyes predatory, nostrils flaring. I wondered if he might have some sixth demonic sense for choosing people. "As you know, people in my position are often threatened with kidnapping. This is why I asked Joe to gather you."
Several of the men nodded, but the group retained a professional silence.
Tyler continued. "I do not want you to remain passive. If you suspect there are existing threats, investigate them." An entertained smile crept over Tyler's face as he continued his speech.
I wondered where his amusement came from, and an uneasy feeling crept into me. Did he view Joe and these others are playthings? As creatures to experiment with? My mind leapt back to our earlier conversation about how he enjoyed tinkering with things for his own enjoyment. I wondered if he used that same amused smile in regard to me.
As anger began to worm its way into my thoughts, I shook my head. Why torture myself with such things? Tyler had to care. He just had to. Why else go through all the trouble?
"Do you know of any current threats to your safety?" asked one of the muscular men.
Tyler nodded. "There's a group that calls themselves—get this—the Exorcists."
Some of the men chuckled.
"Crazy assholes," one of the metrosexuals commented. "Threat assessment?"
"Unknown," Tyler said.
An older man nodded. "I have some experience in team tactics. Perhaps it would be best if we got to know each other's strengths and weaknesses so we can best plan how to protect you."
Murmurs of agreement went up.
"That's why I hired you," Tyler said. "Joe told me you've all worked in teams before—some military, some in the private sector. I want you to coordinate and plan how to best protect Miss Glass and me. Let me know the second you have information on a threat. Don't act until I've given the green light. We clear?"
Heads bobbed in acknowledgement.
"Good." Tyler tucked his phone into a pocket. "Thank you for coming. I look forward to working with you."
We took the lift back to the penthouse.
"We're in good hands." Tyler took both of mine and pressed them to his lips. His amused smile returned. "I don't want anything happening to my—"
"Toy?" I said, his smile triggering my earlier thoughts. I grimaced.
His smile fell. "No, of course not."
I almost apologized, but the anger of my former musings came back. "Object of your affection?"
"You're so much more than some object to me, Emily."
"Am I really?" I pulled my hands from his and folded them across my chest. "What are you thinking when you smile like that?"
"Like what?" He wasn't smiling now.
"I don't know." I blew out a breath. "Never mind. I'm sure it's an overreaction on my part."
"How am I supposed to know if you don't explain?" His eyes filled with concern. He laid a gentle hand on my shoulder. "Please tell me what I've done to make you angry."
"You just look so fucking amused sometimes!" I said. "With those men. The way you grinned at them, as if this was all some game."
He nodded, folding his hands across his waist, and leaned back against the lift wall. It dinged and the doors opened. He stepped into the foyer.
I followed him, feeling a bit foolish in the weight of his gaze.
"Life is something of a game, Emily." The serious tone of his voice felt uncharacteristic. "We all have our roles to fill, even me."
"And we're all toys to you?" I felt more exasperated than angry. Why couldn't I understand this man?
"No. If you were just toys to me, I'd still be with my companions, doing whatever the hell I wanted with the bodies of those people I took over. The bodies were just playthings back then. I was just a toy to some of my companions." He shuddered. "How do I explain this?"
I shook my head. "Perhaps you can't." I felt ashamed at my outburst as the anger drained out of me. I felt tired, sore, and still out of sorts from Stephen's attack. My head sagged. I felt the warmth of Tyler's hand cupping my chin. He lifted my head and kissed me gently on the lips.
"You make me feel as if there's something more to life, Emily. As if there's some meaning to this crazy world. Sure, I find a lot in life amusing, funny even. Sometimes it makes me laugh. Sometimes it just makes me shake my head." He kissed me again. "But before you, it was all just a silly meaningless game, and all I wanted was to escape my tormentors and be left alone."
"And now?" I said, hearing the hope in my voice.
"I want you. And I want to win."
My heart swelled with affection for this man. This supernatural force. I tangled my arms around his neck and hugged him, feeling his heat against me. "Then let's win."
I woke the next morning with a start, the remnants of a nightmare about being chased by vampires fresh on my mind. Tyler was gone, though he'd left a note explaining he was with the security detail, setting them up with a base of operations, and he'd be back by noon. I sighed, feeling a bit sad we couldn't have Sunday morning sex.
After showering, I phoned Isabel and told her about the events the night before, though I told her Stephen had a vampire fetish instead of telling her he really was one. I didn't want my best friend thinking I was crazy.
"Oh God, I'm so glad that Stephen asshole is finally off the streets." She lowered her voice. "By the way, Jack and I made love."
I stopped myself from asking her if she was certain it was making love or just sex. "I'm so happy for you."
"I know, right?" She giggled. "He's making me breakfast in bed right now." A contented sigh. "I just hope I can walk after last night."
"Ew. TMI."
Isabel sighed. "Now that you mention Stephen again, I can't stop thinking about that night. It's so strange. I remember bits and pieces of what happened. I just don't see how he drugged me, because my drink was empty when he came over. He just told me what to do, and I vaguely remember following him outside." She paused. "Do you think maybe he was for real?"
"For real what?"
"You know, a vampire?"
I forced myself to laugh. "Don't tell me you believe in those things."
"Well, you said he was really strong and fast. And maybe he used some kind of compulsion on me that night."
"Oh, don't be silly."
"I'm not!" She blew out a breath. "But stranger things have happened."
I considered her line of reasoning for a moment. "Are you putting me on, or are you serious?"
"I guess I'm kinda, sorta serious?" Her voice went up as if asking a question. "Or maybe I just read too many weird books."
Should I tell her? I dithered on the question. If I told her, it meant I might also have to explain Tyler's nature. Isabel is my best friend. If I can't trust her, who can I trust? "Can you escape Jack to meet me for lunch?" I said.
"Umm, we were going hiking," Isabel said. I heard a male voice in the background, and the sound of something muffling the mic as Isabel replied. A moment later, she came back. "Jack says it's fine if we do lunch. Just the two of us haven't hung out in forever."
It hadn't really been so long, but it felt like weeks. "I know."
We arranged to meet. I prepared a story in my head. My best friend deserved to know the truth. I just hoped she could handle it. I could barely handle it myself, even though I was living it.
I phoned Tyler and told him I planned to have lunch with Isabel.
"I suppose I've kept you from your friend, haven't I?" he said. I heard the smile in his voice.
"She's been plenty busy herself," I said. "By the way, where's my car? I left it outside the other night and completely forgot about it."
"I asked Joe to take it to the mechanic. It looked like a rolling wreck."
"What? But I need a car."
"Go to my office and look on the wall. There's a safe there with keys inside. Take whatever you want." He gave me a number combination.
"You have an office in this place?" We hadn't ventured much further than the kitchen and bedroom in the cavernous flat, though I'd briefly checked the other rooms the night I'd come here looking for Tyler.
He chuckled. "Upstairs, go left instead of right. It's the second door on the left."
"Thanks. I won't be gone long."
"I hope not. We don't want to be late meeting your parents."
I felt a pang of panic. I hadn't taken a man to meet them since Peter. "Cheers, babe."
I disconnected and went upstairs to the office. The room was a mess. Papers were scattered everywhere, along with items that looked as though they should be on the desk instead of scattered on the floor. Several pens, a paperweight, and a picture of the old Tyler—Hugo—posing with a young woman, lay on the floor. I wondered if Tyler had knocked everything off, or if Hugo had. I shivered, remembering that this was the place the other man had died from a drug overdose.
I spotted a diploma on the wall, awarded to Tyler Hugo Rock. How absolutely wrong that middle name sounded for my Tyler. Hugo seemed far more fitting for the overweight, shy-looking man in the picture with the girl. I picked it up and looked at the pair, wondering who the woman was. I spotted another picture on the wall with a very serious-looking gray-haired man, a tall man with wide shoulders and chiseled face, a beautiful brunette with a smirk on her lovely face, and Hugo. They had to be Hugo's siblings, Brandon and Arianna, if I had to guess. The gray-haired man was likely no other than Cyrus Rock. He looked like quite the royal ass. Despite his height, Hugo looked small and sad standing at the end of the line opposite his father. I could only imagine how miserable it must have been with Cyrus as a father.
A nearby shelf bore various trophies and team photos of children in sporting uniforms, mostly baseball and football. I recognized Hugo in some of the later ones.
"You're still here?"
I shrieked and turned to find Tyler in the doorway. "Good lord, I've been dawdling here looking at memorabilia."
He grinned. "I haven't had much of a look around, to be honest." He shrugged. "Not since, well, you know."
"It's rather haunting, isn't it?"
He nodded. "It makes me feel uneasy." Tyler entered a combination on a square box and opened it to reveal several sets of keys. "Take your pick."
I settled on one I recognized. "This looks good."
"Ah, the Bentley." He pecked me on the lips. "Good choice." Tyler slipped his arm around my shoulder. "Walk you down?"
"That would be lovely." We got into the lift and descended toward the parking garage. "How is the team looking?"
Tyler slipped his arm around me and kissed my ear. "Looking good. I don't want you worrying about it." He ran kisses up my neck.
I shivered in pleasure. "I can't help but worry. I've never had to worry about a group of lunatic Exorcists kidnapping my boyfriend."
"Guess there's a first for everything."
I laughed. "This certainly isn't one I would have imagined."
The doors slid open to reveal the garage as a sleek black luxury car pulled in and parked near the garage doors that held Tyler's cars, effectively blocking them.
"What the hell?" Tyler's muscles tensed.
A man exited the driver's seat, walked to the back door, and opened it. A tall well-built man in a business suit stepped out, said something to the driver, who nodded and took up a position a few feet behind the businessman.
For a horrible moment, I thought they might be Exorcists. Why else would they block the exit? It only took a moment to realize I was wrong. The man in the suit was familiar.
It was Hugo's brother, Brandon.



Chapter 36
Tyler sucked in a breath. "Crap."
"You recognize him too?" I asked.
"Yeah. I've avoided the family so far. Guess it couldn't last."
Brandon approached, an almost bored look on his face. He looked every inch the serious businessman, from his expensive shoes to his stylish suit. It hugged him like a custom fit. The way his eyes took us in and dismissed us made me realize something. He didn't recognize Tyler.
"Hello, Brandon," Tyler said, placing an arm around my shoulder and giving a noncommittal smile.
His brother stopped. "I'm sorry do I—" His eyes flared wide for an instant, his lip curling in what had to be disbelief. "What the f—Tyler?"
The impassive face of his bodyguard broke into an instant of utter surprise as well, and his face went absolutely pale before the impassive exterior snapped back into place.
"Right on the first try!" Tyler said, a boyish grin on his face. "What brings you here?"
"I—uh—hadn't heard from you in ages. Thought I'd swing by and say hello." Brandon looked Tyler up and down. "You've really lost weight. I almost didn't recognize you."
"Yeah, a little nip tuck here and there, some exercise, the usual." Tyler shrugged. "Oh, and this is my girlfriend, Emily. Emily, this is my big brother, Brandon." He gave me an affectionate squeeze.
"Pleased to make your acquaintance," I said, shaking the other man's hand.
"Charmed," Brandon replied, a faint smile on his lips.
"Why don't you come up for a drink?" Tyler nodded his head at the lift. "We can catch up."
"Sure," Brandon said, grinning, though to me it seemed to be covering up an uncomfortable expression.
"Oh, would you mind moving your car?" Tyler said. "She needs to get out the Bentley."
Brandon nodded to his bodyguard-slash-driver, who turned without a word and moved the car out of the way.
"I'll be back soon." I kissed Tyler on the cheek. "Pleased to meet you, Brandon."
Both Tyler and Brandon seemed somewhat unsure what to do with each other, until Tyler ushered him toward the lift. I headed toward the Bentley, and got in, savoring the fresh smell of leather. I ran my fingers along the wood grain console, and took a moment to familiarize myself with the controls. This was one car I did not want to wreck. I slipped it into reverse and made a cautious four-point turn to angle it toward the ramp, steering clear of Brandon's car.
As I was pulling around the side of the building and toward the roundabout in front of the Gregorian, a man in a Mercedes waved me down from his open window. I glanced at the man, noting his jowls, which likely portended a rather robust figure hiding inside the car. In any case, he most certainly didn't appear sinister. I opened the window.
"Ma'am, can you tell me where the parking deck is?"
"Sure, you just keep heading around the building here. But you'll need a thumbprint to open the gate and the lift."
He huffed. "Is the roundabout a safe place to park? I suppose I'll have to use the lobby directory."
I nodded. "You can use the roundabout for a short period of time, but there's no directory in the lobby." I offered him an apologetic smile. "I suppose the people living here don't want it advertised."
He groaned at this. A phone rang inside his car, apparently using the wireless connection so the audio blared over the car speakers. "Howard Moore speaking."
"It's Brandon. I need to cancel. Tyler is here."
"He's what?" A shocked look passed over the jowly face.
"I'll call you later," Brandon said. The phone clicked off.
"Well," Howard said, "I suppose I won't need to get in after all."
I wasn't sure what to say. I'd at first thought Brandon was surprised by Tyler's new look, quite a radical departure from the shy overweight man he'd been as Hugo. But this Howard person seemed just as shocked, and he hadn't even seen Tyler. I tried to think of something clever to ask the man, some way to divine his purpose there, but Howard thanked me and rolled up his window before I could do anything else.
The odd behavior from Brandon and Howard completely aroused my suspicions. What was their true purpose for coming here? I typed the car's license plate number into my phone, deciding I could possibly discover more about Howard Moore. Something else niggled my mind, but I couldn't quite put my finger on it. I decided to table the issue for now.
Goodness, but the day was starting out in interesting fashion.
I called Isabel and arranged to pick her up outside the flat high rise instead of meeting elsewhere as originally planned. I spotted my roomie on the sidewalk as I pulled up a few minutes later. She looked stunning despite her casual jeans and sweater attire. Her eyes went wide when I stopped and rolled down the window.
"Looking for a good time, baby?" I regarded her with a predatory grin.
"Holy moly, Em! I'll show you a good time for a ride in that." She hopped in and drew in a deep breath, closing her eyes and moaning. "Oh my God, this is awesome."
Isabel directed me to a nearby café where I ordered a grilled chicken salad, determined to cut some calories out of my diet.
My friend ran on for a while about Jack, going into far too much detail about their freshly embarked sexual adventures for my taste. On the positive side, her voice practically gushed with love, far different from what I'd heard from her in a very long time.
"I'm so happy for you two," I said.
Isabel smiled. "Sounds like you and Mr. Moneybags are quite the couple too." She leaned close. "Is it love, Em?"
I choked on a sip of water. "Um, too early to say." How in the world could I explain that situation?
"So tell me more about this vampire fetish guy."
I took a deep breath. "I have to be truthful, Isabel. I know it's going to sound bloody insane, but the man really was—" I stuttered on the next few words, my mind still in utter disbelief I should even have to speak them. "Stephen really is—was—a vampire."
Isabel studied me for a moment. "You're not joking are you?"
I shook my head. "Came as quite a shock the nasty buggers really exist, truth be told."
Her eyes widened in triumph. "I knew it!"
"Oh did you now?"
"Well, not really. I suppose I hoped they existed right along with unicorns and fairies."
I laughed. "The way my life has been going, I'll likely stumble across them at some point as well."
Isabel leaned across the table. "Does Tyler believe the dude's a vampire too?"
"Stephen made believers of us." I decided to tell her about my special intuition and how I'd removed the vampire part from Stephen. I opted not to tell her about the Custodians. They might not react well to someone like Isabel knowing about them and I didn't want to put her at risk.
Isabel leaned back, taking a sip of her tea, eyes narrowed in thought. "There's just one thing I don't get. If Stephen was really so fast and strong, how in the hell did Tyler hold his own? How did he pin down the vampire?"
I sipped at my own tea, collecting my thoughts. I'd thought about this conversation of course, but when faced with the reality of telling my best friend my boyfriend was in reality a demon of all things, my mouth shut down.
"Oh my God. Tyler's a vampire too, isn't he?" Isabel's blue eyes filled with concern. "Please tell me he's a good one."
If only he were just a vampire. I sighed. Closed my eyes. "Not exactly, Izzy." Opening my eyes and cringing, I said, "Tyler is a demon."
Isabel's mouth dropped open in almost comical fashion. She blinked several times, her mouth moving without uttering a word. She shook her head, bit her lip and stared at me. "Are you fucking kidding me?"
Heads turned our way at the outburst.
I made a shushing noise. "I know, I know, it's a lot to take in, but he's actually a good demon." A nervous laugh burst through my closed lips. It sounded so silly.
Isabel gulped her tea. Raised her hand, and ordered another. "I didn't think there was any such thing as a good demon," she said in a loud whisper.
I groaned. Where to begin? It had seemed so simple in my mind. "Apparently, they're not exactly like the Bible says, though I must admit I went mental when he told me."
Understanding lit Isabel's eyes. "That's what the fight was about, wasn't it? When you left Tyler for a week?"
"Yes." The memory of that day stabbed at my heart. "Perhaps I should tell you everything." So I did, detailing how Tyler had been Thomas, how he'd originally saved us from Stephen, and why I decided he wasn't really evil after all.
"He sounds more like an angel to me," Isabel said, ending a moment of silence between us that had lingered once I finished my strange tale. "And I think you're right. He's not bad. Just...different."
"He claims he can't love." A hot tear pooled in my eye. I wiped it away. "It's a foreign concept to him. Oh, Izzy, what should I do?" Even with sadness pressing against my heart, it felt so wonderful to be able to ask my best friend for advice. Finally!
She gripped my hands and smiled. "Follow your heart, sis. There's something very sad and tortured about Tyler's past. It just seems impossible that a thinking, intelligent being can't love."
"But I'm falling for him." I felt another tear course down my cheek. "I don't want things to end up like Peter. I don't think I could take it again."
A snarl curled Isabel's lip. "Peter." She practically spit the name like a bad taste. "If you want a real demon, don't look any further than that asshole." She hissed out a breath. "And add Chris to the list while you're at it."
"Were we just blind to the truth with them?" I pulled back my hands and wrapped them around the large warm mug of tea. "Or were we just young and stupid?"
"Both," Isabel said. "I wish I could say I felt smarter now, but all I really feel is older."
I laughed. "Too true."
"With Jack, I feel so safe. I never felt that with Chris. But sometimes I still feel afraid. I wonder if it's real, or if the truth will rear its ugly head."
"At least Jack probably isn't a demon." I smiled.
Isabel rolled her eyes. "Well, if nothing else, we'll have lots of stories to tell our grandkids."
We burst into laughter, causing those patrons that hadn't noticed Isabel's first outburst to look our way.
"Now I wish we'd come someplace that serves alcohol." Isabel gazed at her tea with a sad look. "I think we could both use a drink."
Pondering the remark about grandparents, I remembered the upcoming dinner tonight. "I'm taking Tyler to dinner with my parents."
Isabel gasped. "You think your dad will know a demon when he sees one?"
"He's just a preacher, Izzy." I snorted. "Pray I never have to tell my parents about Tyler's true nature."
"Talk about freaking out." She gave me a quizzical look. "Isn't it a bit soon to introduce the boyfriend to the 'rents anyway?"
"You know how my parents travel. It's been months since the last time I saw them. I might as well take advantage of the opportunity."
"You don't think old Patrick is gonna get out the shotgun?" Isabel waggled an eyebrow.
"It's my mum I'm worried about." I sighed. "Dad is like a teddy bear compared to her."
"Your mom is like the British Prime Minister." She laughed. "Maybe you should video the occasion so I can get my reality television fix."
I glanced at the time and realized it was nearly four. Where had the time gone? "Well, speaking of dinner, I suppose I should get back."
"Oh, wow." Isabel glanced up from her watch. "I guess we really did need to catch up."
I dropped her back at the flat, resisting the urge to go upstairs myself. I had everything I needed at Tyler's. My phone rang. Speak of the devil.
"Hello sexy," Tyler said. "When will you be back?"
My lips spread into a grin, and heat gathered in my stomach at the sound of his voice. "I'm on the way now. How was your reunion?"
He chuckled. "Awkward. We chatted about business, about family, and the subject of the weather even came up."
"Delightful."
"Yeah...not really." He went silent for a moment. "I kept expecting him to say why he'd really come over, but he never did."
"Oddly enough some fellow named Howard Moore was coming over too." I relayed the brief phone conversation between Brandon and the other man, and gave him the license plate number. "I don't think they expected to find you there for some reason."
"That is odd." I heard Tyler scratching what sounded like the stubble on his chin. "Maybe Hugo rarely used this place. Maybe they intended to do some corporate espionage."
"What exactly are the terms of the test Cyrus decided to put his children through?"
"I don't quite know that either," Tyler said. "There's a lot I don't know about Hugo—"
"There's a lot we don't know about the Rock family in general. I think it might be a good idea to familiarize ourselves with what you've gotten yourself into."
Tyler chuckled. "Good point."
The mention of Hugo's name knocked loose the idea I couldn't put my finger on earlier when I'd run into Howard. "You said the last thing Hugo thought was, 'Why?'"
"Yes."
"Did you pick up any other stray thoughts?"
"No—" he stopped. "Now that you mention it, I remember something about a glass of wine. He fixated on it."
"Did you sense any emotions?" I asked.
"He was so far gone I only got the faintest impression of anger, fear, and maybe betrayal."
I snapped my fingers. "Now I know why Brandon was so surprised to see you."
Tyler chuckled. "Oh?"
"Hugo was supposed to be dead."
He went deathly quiet for a moment. "If you're right, I need to be as careful about avoiding Hugo's family as I do the Exorcists."
"It would appear there's no shortage of people who want you dead."
"Yeah." He sighed. "Let's discuss this more when you arrive."
"I was hoping we might do something other than talk." Just thinking about how precious our time together was made me long to feel his skin against mine and reassure myself that nobody would take him from me.
"You must have read my mind," he said in a low voice. "See you soon."
When I arrived, I had to call Tyler so he could open the gate into the parking deck from inside the penthouse. He met me inside the garage after I parked the car. Without uttering a word, he pinned me against the wall with a long, deep kiss. I felt his erection pressing against my stomach through his jeans.
"Do you plan to take me here?" I gasped for breath after the long kiss, and longed to feel him inside me.
He glanced up at a domed security camera. "Do you want to give security a show?"
I giggled nervously. "On the other hand, let's wait until we're upstairs." A hot blush hit me as I thought about something else. "Does the lift have a camera?"
An amused grin spread across his face. "No."
Relief washed away some of my blush. "Oh, thank Heaven."
The lift doors opened, and we stepped inside, riding it up.
"I assume filming ourselves having sex is out of the question?" He looked somewhat serious about the question.
I felt my eyes widen with indignation. "Indeed it is, Mr. Rock."
He pulled me out of the lift as we reached his floor, holding my hands captive with one of his as he ran kisses up and down my neck. "I seem to recall someone not wanting to be spanked either. You changed your mind about that."
I could hardly speak from the thrill of his lips on my body. "That is very different, sir."
"It is?"
"Yes." I shivered when his teeth bit my lower lip.
"Your argument isn't very well thought out." His other hand reached under my bra, gave my nipple a pinch.
"Oh!" I gasped. "You're making it very...hard for me...to think."
He chuckled. "I wanted to spank you again today, but unfortunately, we don't have much time."
I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him, pressing my tongue against his. I nibbled on his ear and whispered, "Then I suppose you'll just have to fuck me the old-fashioned way, Mr. Rock."
He growled. Picked me up and took me into the den where he threw me on the couch and practically ripped off my clothes. "My pleasure, Miss Glass."
After a shower, I threw on one of the more casual dresses I'd tossed in the "yes" pile, and found a pair of conservative flats in the myriad of shoeboxes.
"You still haven't modeled all those shoes for me," Tyler said in a pouting voice.
"Men aren't that good at picking out shoes anyway." I gave him a dismissive wave of my hand. "You didn't miss out on anything."
He swept me into his arms. "Don't think you're getting out of it, Emily. I will have my show."
I gave him a raised eyebrow. "Really now, do you think you'll just bully me into it?"
He leaned in, pressing his nose against my neck and drawing in a deep breath. I shivered, and felt my eyelids flutter, an electric chill raising goose bumps on my skin.
Tyler pulled away and shrugged. "No, I guess not. Oh well." He made a show of brushing lint off his jeans.
I tried to growl, but sounded like an angry kitten. "You don't play fair."
He gave me an innocent look, pooching out his lips. "Who me?"
I hugged him around his waist. "Yes, you." I snuggled up to his chest. "You bring the wine, I'll try on the shoes."
"Along with the lingerie I bought you?"
I laughed. "Perhaps I'll have you try on boxers and cowboy boots."
"Hmm." He made an appreciative noise. "That could be very fun. Especially with lassos."
Somehow, we made it down to Joe and the car without tearing off each other's clothes and making a mess. As we climbed into the backseat, my stomach gave a nervous twist. I tried hard not to think about the significance of tonight, but it really was so much more than a dinner with my parents.
I just prayed they liked Tyler.



Chapter 37
Joe pulled in front of Parker's on Ponce, a classy looking affair.
Tyler winked, and kissed my hand. "I'll get your door." He slid out of the back seat, came around to mine, and helped me out as though I were a delicate flower who couldn't manage the distance to the ground. I loved it.
He offered me his arm. I laced mine through his, leaning my head against his shoulder. The hostess's eyes went wide when she saw Tyler. I looked around the room and noted other females, seemingly in light trances, following him with their eyes. It wasn't just his looks, I knew, having witnessed the same thing when he was Thomas. But if I'd been a cat, I likely would have puffed up my fur and hissed.
Mine!
Mum and Dad sat in a room near the back. Mum's eyebrow arched a fraction when she saw us, but unlike the other females, she didn't seem entranced with Tyler.
"Mum!" I hugged her, feeling a rush of happiness at seeing her again after so long.
She held me at arm's length and looked me up and down. "You look well. I'm glad to see you're not stick thin again. I suppose that means this one"—she looked at Tyler—"is treating you appropriately."
My face went hot. "Mum!"
Dad interrupted us by crushing me in a bear hug and kissing my cheek. "You look a lot better than the last time I saw you, Em."
"Well, now that you've both thoroughly humiliated me, let me introduce Tyler." I extended a hand toward him.
Tyler gave them a boyish grin and shook their hands. "Tyler Rock. Very pleased to meet you."
Dad glanced at Tyler's hand, quite likely noticing it felt a bit warmer than usual. He held onto it a fraction longer than absolutely necessary, and gave him a smile, which bordered on sinister. "Treating my little girl well, I see."
"Yes, sir. She means a great deal to me."
"Good to hear. After what I had to do to her last—"
"Dad, please!" I scowled at him.
"You're a very pretty boy," Mum said. "Popular with the girls, I'd warrant."
The heat in my face notched up a hundred degrees.
"Thank you, Mrs. Glass," Tyler said. "But the only woman I have eyes for is Emily." He looked at me and gave me a heart-melting smile. "Why don't we have a seat, and you two can interrogate me all you want?"
Mum's eyes lit up. "And confident too, I see." She looked at Dad. "Yes, let's have a seat before we make Mr. Rock feel unwanted."
"Tyler, please, Mrs. Glass." My boyfriend pulled out a chair for me, and I sat.
"You may call me Victoria."
Dad smiled. "Mr. Glass will do just fine."
"Dad!" I scooted forward in my chair. "You'd better behave if you ever want to see me again."
He chuckled, and took a seat across from Tyler.
After we ordered drinks and food, Mum said, "Are you perchance related to Cyrus Rock?"
Tyler's eye twitched ever so slightly. "He's my father."
"So you're a member of that Rock family," Dad said. "How's the contest going?"
"Contest?" Tyler raised an eyebrow. "Ah, you meant the inheritance test." He shrugged. "Going well, I suppose, although I think it's a farce."
That raised a few eyebrows. "Oh, really?" Mum said, her voice heavy with disbelief. "So you don't much care about the people whose livelihoods you hold in your hand?"
"Oh, quite the contrary, Victoria. I think it was an act of utter callousness for Cyrus to hand his children these companies and make a game of it. There are plenty of other ways to test the business mettle of someone. Then again, the entire process is nothing but disgusting nepotism." He shrugged. "I guess it's the way of the world, though. Emperor Cyrus wants his children to fight it out for the empire."
My father seemed a bit taken aback by Tyler's brutal honesty. "And yet you accepted the challenge. You could have bowed out."
Tyler paused for a moment, quite likely because he didn't really know Hugo's reasoning for accepting the challenge. "I could have, yes." He nodded thoughtfully. "Maybe I'm not worthy of such power. I hardly think anyone is, to be honest. I hold power over thousands of lives whether I want to or not. It's more responsibility than I care to think about at times."
"You seem acutely aware of that responsibility." Dad folded his arms on the table. "How does the power to manipulate so many people make you feel?"
The waitress arrived with our drinks. Tyler tasted his red wine and leaned back. "It scares the hell out of me."
"Scares you?"
Tyler squeezed my hand with his free one and smiled. "I've been manipulated. I've been forced to do things and endure bad treatment from those who are more powerful than me."
"Like your father?" Mum's eyes glittered with intensity.
I felt Tyler's grip tighten on my hand for an instant, and thought he might be thinking about his other father, the unearthly one. "Really now," I said. "You don't have to grill him about every little aspect."
"No, it's okay," Tyler said, smiling uneasily. "No one is free from manipulation, no matter how powerful. The power frightens me at times. At other times it makes me feel somewhat heady." His eyes hardened as they seemed to focus on something in the distance. Then he looked at my parents. "I'm no longer the same person I was. My experiences have led me here, and I plan to do right by those people who work for the companies my father entrusted to me. And if it means losing my inheritance, so be it."
Mum and Dad exchanged looks, and their eyes actually looked troubled.
"Something wrong?" I said.
"No," Dad said after a second's hesitation. "Tyler is different from others of his...social status."
"I hope that's a good thing." Tyler sipped his drink and grinned.
"Yes," Mum said, giving him an even look. "It is. Provided you're being honest."
I wasn't sure if I should breathe easy or grab Tyler and run for the hills. Then again, I hadn't seen my parents together for quite some time, so I decided to turn the tables on them. "What exactly are you two doing in Atlanta?"
"Counseling, primarily," Dad said, leaning back and looking at ease once more. "The massacre at Edenfield High has been pretty traumatic for the students."
"Did they ever figure out what happened?" I asked. I, of course, now knew it had likely been vampires responsible for the tragedy. The work of the Custodians had likely concealed the truth by the time my parents arrived on the scene.
He shook his head. "Not exactly. And two of the students are still missing after the attack."
"Two?"
"A boy they detained for questioning and his girlfriend."
"Good lord," I said. "I can't believe that sort of thing still happens in a civilized society."
Tyler chuckled. "Civilization is just a veneer."
"Are you a believer?" Mum said.
Tyler's amused grin made an appearance. "In people?"
"In God."
His grin faded to an almost wistful look. "That has yet to be determined."
Thankfully, the food arrived before an inquisition began, and I was able to keep everyone off the subject of religion and God. A part of me questioned why exactly I wasn't very concerned with Tyler's religious beliefs. My life as a child had revolved around serving the church and belief in a higher being. Discovering the existence of someone like Tyler should have strengthened my beliefs. Instead, I found myself questioning them. Either the Bible was completely wrong about demons being pure evil, or Tyler was very good at deception as a Biblical demon should be.
The circular logic of that argument nearly made my head spin like someone possessed.
After being self-absorbed for several minutes, I realized Tyler and my parents were talking about football—or as Americans so erroneously call it—soccer. Mum, an avid soccer fan, had at some point in the past, addicted my father to the sport during his time in England. Tyler apparently had an interest in it as well, though I couldn't for the life of me remember discussing it with him. Then again, we hadn't spent an awful lot of time talking.
My face heated at thoughts of what we had done.
"We'll see how the World Cup pans out," Dad was saying. "But I hope you're wrong."
"Of course he's bloody wrong." Mum's eyes flashed in time with the exuberant smile on her face. "I'd be willing to put a wager on it."
Dad's hand went atop Mum's, and he cleared his throat. She seemed to deflate all of a sudden, her lovely smile fading away.
"Well, he's still wrong," she said.
The conversation meandered to several harmless subjects after that, and then my dad looked at his watch. "Well, unfortunately we have to be up early." He stood and stretched. Held out a hand to Tyler. "It's been a pleasure."
Tyler smiled, and took his hand. "The pleasure was all mine."
Mum took his hand and shook it, her eyes seeming to search Tyler's for a moment. "You seem different from the others. I hope you truly are."
My boyfriend seemed a bit startled by the comment, his eyebrows rising high, but he quickly settled back into an amiable grin. "I am, Victoria. I promise."
We walked them outside where Joe waited in the SUV. Tyler waved for him to remain in the car, and opened the door for me to climb into the back. I hugged Mum and Dad one last time before watching them walk down the sidewalk toward a parking deck.
As Joe pulled away from the curb, I breathed in relief. "Well, that went better than I'd expected."
"Oh did it now?" Tyler kissed my cheek and grinned. "We certainly covered all the bases."
"Indeed. Work, religion, family." I rolled my eyes. "On top of that, they were acting a bit odd." I shrugged, thinking back to the look my mother had given Tyler, and the way Dad had cut off Mum's discussion about soccer. Usually he just let her run on and on.
My cell phone rang. I pulled it out, and raised an eyebrow. "Why hello, Dad. Long time no talk."
Dad laughed. "Say, honey, I was wondering if we could steal you from your boyfriend tonight just to do some catching up." His voice sounded off—as though it were a bit strained.
I wondered if perhaps they hadn't liked Tyler as much as they'd pretended. "How about tomorrow?"
"We'll be too busy. I'm sorry if we're cutting in on anything. I just think—"
I looked at the phone after a few seconds of silence and saw we'd been disconnected. I tried calling back several times, but my calls went straight to an error message about the voicemail not being configured.
"Problem?" Tyler asked.
"No. My parents wanted to have me to themselves for a bit, but we got cut off." I shrugged. "I just wish they'd take a day off their busy schedule for something like this instead of a last-minute call." A sigh escaped me.
"They seem about as normal as parents get," Tyler said, "if a bit blunter than most."
I gave him a sideways look. "Since when did you become a soccer aficionado?"
"I acquired the taste from someone else."
"From—" I cut off my sentence as I realized what he meant. He'd picked it up from someone he'd possessed. "Do you really like it, or is it just—I don't know—like a vague recollection?"
"I honestly like it." He shrugged, glanced at Joe. "The, uh, person who was an avid fan piqued my curiosity, so I started going to games." His gaze seemed to shift inward. "I think it was one of my first humanizing moments."
I felt my eyes flare in surprise. "Really? From a sport? I rather think people behave like animals at those events."
"True." He took my hand in his, rubbing a thumb over my skin. "Competition is primal. But it's also about being a part of something bigger than yourself, even if you're not really in control." He kissed my hand. "It unifies people. Brings them together. Where I'm from, that's uncommon."
"Nobody works together?"
"Oh, they do. But usually because someone more powerful is making them do it."
"Yes, well that's often the case here, I'm sorry to say."
Blue lights flashed from behind us, and Joe cursed.
"Speeding?" Tyler asked, his face growing concerned.
Joe shook his head. "Following the letter of the law, Mr. Rock."
Tyler's eyes narrowed and he looked back at the police cruiser behind us. Joe started to pull over to the side of the road. There was almost no foot traffic, just a few abandoned buildings on the side of the road.
"Not here," Tyler snapped. He leaned forward between the front seats and pointed several blocks away where restaurants and teeming nightlife crowded the sidewalks. "Up there."
"Yes, sir." Joe hit the accelerator.
The cruiser blipped the siren a couple of times, and the officer in the car motioned Joe over. Joe held up a thumb toward the rear-view mirror where the officer could see it.
"Pull over now," the officer blared over the loudspeaker on his car.
"Keep going," Tyler said.
I leaned close to him and whispered, "Aren't you going to get Joe in trouble?"
He looked back at the police car again. "I hope not."
I thought back to his time as Thomas. To the time he'd rescued me and Isabel from Stephen. "Why don't you like the police?"
"We're here, sir." Joe pulled into a no-parking zone in the front of a lively part of the street, well lit, and with people sitting outside various restaurants despite the chilly weather.
"Thanks, Joe."
I looked back, expecting to see the officer on the radio, but he appeared to be talking to his partner in the passenger seat. Seconds turned to minutes, and finally, the officers got out of the car, one approaching the right side of our vehicle, shining his flashlight into the windows, one hand unsnapping the strap on his holster, freeing his firearm. The other drew his sidearm, holding it to his side, and approaching the driver's door.
Joe reached into the dash compartment, pulling out what looked like an insurance card, and withdrew his license from a battered leather wallet.
Tyler made a call on his cell phone, glanced out the window at a street sign. "We might have a situation. Peachtree and Eighth." He paused, grunted. "Then do it. That's what I'm paying you for." He ended the call and gave me a smile that did nothing to allay the alarm bells ringing in my head.
"What the bloody hell is going on?" I asked.
"Hopefully nothing."
"Nothing?" I opened my mouth to say more when the officer on the driver's side stepped up.
"License and insurance," he said, even as Joe handed it to him. The officer's eyes settled on Tyler and me. He gave us a smile that didn't reach his eyes. He took Joe's documents and looked them over.
"May I ask what the problem is, officer?" Tyler asked, his body looking quite relaxed, one arm sprawled over my shoulder. But I could feel the tension in his arm, the way his muscles coiled and readied to move in an instant.
It was all I could do to keep my face as outwardly calm as possible.
"You have a brake light out," the officer said.
Joe's forehead wrinkled. "Really? This car usually warns me if a bulb goes out." He chuckled. "Hell, it tells me if the stupid tire pressure is off by a hair."
"Why don't you step out of the car and we'll show you?" The officer motioned toward the back of the car.
Joe glanced over his shoulder at Tyler who gave a slight nod, then opened the door and stepped out. He followed the officer to the back where they spoke while the other officer remained a discreet distance away, eyes locked on the car. Tyler looked at the rearview mirror. I leaned toward him and saw the officer and Joe centered in the reflection. Joe had a confused look on his face. He shook his head.
The officer motioned to his partner and said something. Tyler's entire body went taut. Joe's look went from confused to angry. He said something. And then the other officer made him turn around and put him in handcuffs.



Chapter 38
My stomach went taut. "What the bloody hell is going on?"
Tyler moved his hand from my shoulder, and looked me in the eye. "I need you to get out of the car, Emily."
I remembered him saying the same thing as Thomas, and a harsh chill raced down my spine, followed quickly by a hot surge of anger. "I will do no such thing. Tell me—" I gasped as the realization hit me. "They're not police, are they?"
He shook his head. "We don't have time to go into this. In a moment, they'll come ask you to get out for some bogus reason, and they'll arrest you to isolate me. They probably have a stun gun or tranquilizer."
"What about your security people? Are they on the way?"
He nodded. "But they probably won't be here in time."
"What if you call the real police?"
"I've tried that before. The Exorcists have contacts everywhere. These might even be real police officers who work for them." He shook his head. "My only option is to run."
"I'm not leaving you this time."
His jaw tensed. "You have to, Em. I won't put you in danger."
I gripped his shirt and pressed my lips desperately to his. "Don't you dare try to leave me again, Tyler Rock. Don't you dare leave me confused, lonely, and hurt. If you try to kick me out of this car, I will hunt you down and exorcise you myself!"
Tyler's green eyes flashed with an inner light, and he stared at me in open confusion. "But—but why would you put your life in danger for me?"
My mouth dropped open, and words failed me. Heaven help me, but I think I'm falling in love with this bloody gorgeous fool! "Because I can," I said at last, looking back as the officers guided Joe into the back of the cruiser.
Tyler kissed me, his lips sending a streak of heat to my stomach as excitement and fear swelled in my breast. In a smooth motion, he slipped into the front seat. I slithered between the seats, managing to situate myself in the passenger seat without flashing my panties at everyone on the sidewalk.
The police took up positions outside, their faces creasing with concern, most likely at our actions. Tyler leaned out the window, and smiled congenially.
"Did the driver give you some lip, officer?"
"Sir, step out of the vehicle."
"Oh, I'm fine to drive, officer. I'll get us home and get the bulb replaced."
The officer drew his weapon, held it to his side, pointed at the ground. "Out of the vehicle, sir."
"Whoa," Tyler said. "You mind telling me what the problem is?"
"I'm not going to repeat myself." The officer opened his mouth to say something else.
Tyler shifted the SUV into drive and squealed out into traffic.
The police raced back to their car. Tyler swerved around a clot of traffic at a light, narrowly missed a car emerging from a side road, and turned down a narrow road next to a tall parking deck. I shrieked in terror and delight as he revved the engine and squealed around three more turns in quick succession, moving smoothly through traffic as though it weren't there.
"Have you ever been in a wreck before?" I gripped onto the door handle as tightly as possible.
"Yeah. But that was because I didn't care about the body I was in."
"You intentionally crashed?"
He checked the rearview mirror and shook his head. "No. Even my enhanced reflexes aren't perfect."
I gripped the center armrest with my other hand as he drifted the SUV around another corner, and somehow managed not to scream. "How lovely. Where are we going?"
"My place."
"Do you think Stephen tipped them off about you?"
His lip curled back into a snarl. "I guess he must have."
"Doesn't that mean they'll know where you live?" I looked back over my left shoulder, expecting to see the blue lights of the police car, but saw nothing but normal traffic.
He nodded. "Most likely. Especially since all they'll need to do is ask Joe or run the license plate."
My heart sank. "What will we do? I can't bear it if they take you again."
Tyler slowed the car, merging with the normal flow of traffic. He reached a hand across the center armrest and gripped mine tight. "I won't let them Emily. We can run away together. Go someplace they can't find us."
"And where, exactly, would that be? Are we talking Europe or Antarctica?"
He growled. "I haven't figured out that part yet."
"Surely these people aren't omnipotent, are they? There must be some way to stop them."
Tyler shook his head, and pulled into a narrow alley between two high-rise buildings. He put the car in park, and rested his forehead against the steering wheel. I reached a hand across to him, stroking his soft hair. I felt tears welling in my eyes and could do nothing to stop them as they overflowed and trickled down my cheeks.
He looked up, eyes sadder than I had ever seen them before. "I'm sorry, Emily. God, I'm so sorry."
"Don't be," I said, my voice a trembling whisper. "We'll figure this out."
"Why would you want to be with me?" He lifted his head, eyes focused somewhere not here. "I thought I could do this. I thought I could make it work. I feel happy with you. You make me feel...content. At peace. But I'm being selfish, as always. I was born a monster and I'll never overcome that."
"No, Tyler, don't say that." I grabbed his hand and pressed it to my chest. "You care about me. I can see it in your eyes. You're not a monster!"
He pulled his arm away. Threw open the driver side door and got out. "Take the car. Go home. It's over, Em. I won't put you in any more danger."
My sorrow blazed into anger. "Don't you dare leave me, Tyler Rock. You get back in the car this instant, or I will—"
"Why?" he said. "They know where I live. They know who I am."
"Then leave this body and find another." My words choked to a desperate whisper. "Find me."
"I don't want to do that." He ran a hand through his hair. "I like who I am now. I'm Tyler Rock, and I want to stay that way. I want to be normal. I want to be...human. How would you feel if I had to keep coming back to you in new bodies?" He didn't wait for an answer. "You'd feel dirty, that's what. And so would I."
I got out of the car, walked around to his side, and threw myself into his arms as angry tears rolled down my cheeks. I didn't know what to do, or what to say. All I knew was I wanted him to stay with me, and for the God-damned Exorcists to leave us alone.
He sighed. Kissed the top of my head. "If they exorcise me, send me back to my realm, I won't be strong enough to come back for a while."
"How long?"
"Months, maybe years." His voice came out a ragged whisper. "But that's not the worst of it. My former companions will find me again. And when they do..." His body shivered violently. "I might never escape again. I might never see this world again."
I looked up at him, but tears blurred my vision. I couldn't stand losing him. Not now. Not after everything we'd been through. "Can't we tell the Exorcists that Hugo is dead? That the body was free of another soul when you took it?"
His jaw tensed. "I don't think they'll care. I tried to make contact with Exorcists in the past, mainly so I could learn about them—understand them, even. They aren't in the business of being found or doing favors. They're in the business of finding demons and removing them from the mortal world."
I wiped my eyes, and stepped back from him, my mind working furiously. "There must be something we can do." Unfortunately, running seemed the only ready answer.
Tyler's phone rang. He answered, said a few terse words, and disconnected. "My security detail is coming here. But I'm certain they won't intervene with the police. Several of them have ties to law enforcement."
"Let's leave," I said. "You have money. Get a fake identity, and we can make a new life."
He looked at me for a long moment. "Are you sure that's what you want to do? You'll have to leave behind friends, family, everything you know, and trade them away for a life of never settling in one place, paranoid that the Exorcists will find you at any minute."
"Well," I said, rolling my eyes, "when you put it like that, how can I refuse?"
He flashed a grin, which vanished almost as soon as it appeared. "I'm serious, Em. It's going to be rough."
I took his hand, pressed it to my heart. "Do you feel that?"
His eyes locked on mine, the pupils dilated. "Yes."
"The thought of being without you makes me hurt right there. It hurts so much, I can't bear it. Even when I was scared of you, it still hurt." I wiped at my eyes. "I don't want to live like that, Tyler. I'd rather be on the run for the rest of my life than live without you."
The saddest look came over his face, and a single tear sparkled in the corner of his eye. He looked away, brushing at the tear. "It's not much of a life."
"I don't care. Let's make a run for it," I said. "Let's do it, now."
He gripped my hand. Grinned. "Let's do it."
We hopped back into the car. I felt like a naughty schoolgirl who'd just decided to skip class for the first time to run away with her boyfriend. With the decision made, I felt almost happy, heady with relief. Things will be okay.
That's what you think. My inner ninny wasn't quite so sure.
Tyler backed out, looking up and down the street for any sign of police, and pulled out. He drove around town, taking back streets and avoiding police cars for hours. I must have fallen asleep at some point, because Tyler touched my shoulder to wake me as we traveled down a winding road lined with quaint houses. I looked at the time and was surprised to see it was nearly six in the morning. The first hints of morning light had lifted the black of night, turning it to gray.
"Where are we?" A yawn cracked my jaw.
"I bought a backup house a while back just in case something like this happened. It's a few hours outside the city."
"Smart."
He shrugged. "I had the money and options this time. Figured I might as well be prepared." He pulled into the driveway of a dark single-story house, and looked at me after turning off the car. "I'm pretty sure we made it out here without being followed, but we shouldn't stay long. The Exorcists might have the resources to find out about this place. For all I know they're tracking us somehow."
We went inside. The house smelled of varnish and paint, bare of all but a few pieces of furniture. Tyler turned down a small hallway, stepping inside a small empty room, and knelt on the hardwood floor, tapping it with his knuckles. One area near the back corner sounded hollower than the rest. He pulled at the baseboard, removing an unsecured section from the wall, and gripped a small knob on the hardwood behind it, pulling it up, and revealing a black duffel bag.
He removed it from the cavity, unzipped it to reveal stacks of cash and several passports.
"Goodness." I took a passport and opened it to reveal his handsome face with the name Dwight Smith beneath it. "You seem very well prepared."
"I didn't want to take any chances this time. Especially not after they found me as Thomas." He growled. Slammed the bottom of his fist against the floor. "Fuck! We were so close, Emily. So damned close to having something normal."
"We're anything but normal." I kissed his cheek. "Don't worry, we'll make this work."
"I want a life." His teeth clenched. "I want you. Why the hell can't I have that? Why did I have to be born a demon instead of human?"
A laugh burst through my lips. "Oh, Tyler, that must be the strangest and most adorable thing I've ever heard."
He looked at me, a smile breaking through his frustration, followed by a bark of laughter. "Universal question, huh?"
"I'm sure there are plenty of humans who'd love to switch places with you."
"Yeah, I'm sure you're right."
I pressed a hand to my chest. "Of course I'm right, you silly man." I looked at the duffel bag. "Are we staying here tonight?"
He considered the question for a moment. "Maybe not. Might be best to go to a hotel, someplace anonymous." He zipped the bag, gripped it in one hand, and took my hand with the other. "Let's go."
We went down the hallway, through a charming kitchen with new granite countertops and varnished cabinets, and out a door into a small garage with what looked like a restored vintage car of some kind, with glossy black paint and shiny chrome wheels.
"We're not taking the BMW?"
He shook his head. "I bought this car with cash and registered it under another name. It'll be safer."
"Perhaps something more fuel efficient would have been wiser." I wrinkled my nose. "And it's a bit flashy."
He chuckled. "Yeah, you're probably right. I saw it and couldn't resist."
"Boys and their toys." I climbed inside, noting the fresh smell of what had to be reupholstered leather. Tyler cranked the key and the engine positively roared to life. It rumbled beneath me, purring like an alpha lion. "Well, at least we should be able to outrun anyone."
"Let's hope it doesn't come to that." He reached up to the sun visor and clicked a button on the garage door opener. After it rattled open, Tyler shifted into reverse and hit the gas.
Bright lights whipped into the driveway behind us. Tyler cursed, swerved into the yard, avoiding a large black SUV as it tried to pin us inside the garage.
The Exorcists had found us.



Chapter 39
Clods of grass flew as Tyler whipped the wheel, flinging us around to face the road. He shifted gears. The tires spun in the grass, then squealed with the contact of asphalt. The engine roared, and we rocketed down the road. Two more SUVs blocked the narrow residential street, positioned perfectly between the decorative brick walls to either side of the road.
"No!" Tyler spun the wheel. The car shrieked a hundred and eighty degrees, smoke boiling past my window as the tires fought for traction.
My head jerked back against the headrest as we raced back the way we'd come. The first SUV backed out of the driveway, blocking the road, but Tyler swerved through a yard on the left to miss it, and jerked the car back on the asphalt. The street curved sharply, bordered on the right by a steep wooded slope. Misty gloom hid the bottom of the hill.
Two more SUVs roared around the curve. Residents' cars parked along the road blocked Tyler from swerving around the blockade. He slammed on the brakes. Hit reverse. Another SUV closed in behind us. Trapped!
Tyler slapped the steering wheel. His teeth clenched. Then his eyes narrowed. He looked at me and said, "Hold on."
"I'm already holding on already, thank you very much." My white-knuckled grip on the door handle grew sweatier by the second.
Tyler swerved right. The front end of the car dropped off the road and onto the slope. I screamed as my view tilted downward at an alarming angle just before we plunged downhill. He twisted the wheel, somehow gliding the car between the trees. At the last minute, I saw a log partially hidden by leaves. Tyler cursed, but it was too late to avoid the obstacle. The car screeched, and bounced hard. My body pressed tight against the seatbelt as it locked in place. The tires slammed to earth and the metal frame jolted with a horrid crunch of metal.
We slid sideways for a brief moment, and my door slammed hard against something, sending incredible pain lancing up my arm. The impact flung me away from the door, and only the seatbelt kept me in place, the latch digging deep into my hip.
"Emily!" Tyler managed to reorient the car so it faced down the slope.
We jounced over a mound of dirt. Skidded into a flat area and careened onto railroad tracks running through the floor of the small valley. With a resounding shriek of metal, the car came to a stop. The engine shuddered and died. Tyler twisted the key, but the car only answered with a line of steam from beneath the hood.
"I think the radiator cracked," he said. "Shit!"
I moaned. My right arm hurt so terribly, I feared it might be broken. I turned and looked up the hill to see a small army of figures in black descending the slope on foot. "Run, Tyler," I said. "You're faster without me. Get away somewhere safe, and I'll rejoin you when I can."
Tears gathered in his eyes. "But—"
"No buts, you bloody fool! Now run!"
He gave me a fierce kiss that numbed the pain if only for an instant. "I will find you again. I promise."
With that, he unbuckled his seatbelt, opened the door, and got out. In a burst of incredible speed, he vanished into the dim light of the new day.
I groaned, wanting nothing more than to pass out from the pain in my arm. Then I heard the faint sound of a horn. A train horn. Good lord, can't the bloody world give me a moment of peace? I fumbled with the seatbelt. The button wouldn't depress no matter how hard I tried. I examined it and saw the metal was bent where my hip had slammed against it. Fighting down panic, I slid off the shoulder strap, and squirmed against the belt strap. It was tight, locked in place by some inner mechanism.
Ignoring the terrible pain in my arm, I fought to slide under the belt, but it was too tight to slip beneath. Neither my breasts nor the frame of my bra would allow my chest to fit in any case. Instead, I tried to pull up my legs. Slowly, I managed to slide out. Then I felt the car shake. I heard a rumble. I looked to my right and saw the headlight of a train paint the trees as the lumbering locomotive bore around the curve.
I panicked, twisting and screaming, trying to get my legs out of the damned seatbelt, but it was so tight I could hardly move. I glanced back toward possible rescue, and saw one of the Exorcists running pell-mell down the hill, arms flailing. The figure stumbled, and went rolling down the slope. I didn't know if he was trying to rescue me or not, but he had no chance of reaching me in time.
I turned my face toward the train at certain death. I felt an odd sense of calm detachment. "Goodbye, Tyler." Hot tears burned my eyes. "I hope you find peace."
"No!" shouted a tortured voice from outside. Tyler streaked around the car to my door. He yanked on the handle, but the door wouldn't budge. "Try the inside handle!" he shouted.
I pulled on it, but the mechanism seemed broken. "Leave me!" I screamed as the train blew its horn and the sound of metal wheels screeching on the tracks reached my ears.
Tyler's eyes glowed with an inner fire. A deep growl sounded in his chest. "No!" He reared back his fist. "Look away from the glass."
I turned my face and heard glass crunch. When I looked back, Tyler was swiping away the crumbling safety glass with bloodied hands. He gripped the door. With a roar, he yanked hard, the muscles in his arms bulging. The door groaned in protest. He bared his teeth and screamed, his face turning dark red. Something metallic snapped, and the door swung open. Tyler leaned across me, tried the seatbelt button, but it didn't work. He tugged hard on the seatbelt fabric. His face went even redder than before, veins standing out in his neck. The latch popped open. I was free! He grabbed me, turned, and dove away from the car in one dizzying motion. A terrible crunch boomed through the valley, followed by tons of steel screaming against steel. A hot wind hit my face.
Tyler somehow got to his feet with me still cradled in his arms and ran a few more feet. He stumbled, tripped, and we went down in a pile of leaves. His eyelids fluttered half-open. "You're safe." With that, he slumped against me with a groan, eyes closed.
I looked back toward the tracks and saw nothing of the car except a tire lying to the side of the tracks as the train, sparks flying from beneath its wheels, screamed past, unable to stop.
"Tyler?" I shook him, but he'd apparently passed out. I struggled to gain my feet, but his weight pinned me firmly to the ground.
The first Exorcist, possibly the one I'd seen fall, reached me first. I gasped at the pale emotionless masquerade mask staring at me from beneath the cover of a black hoodie. It covered the wearer's entire face. Cracks in the thick lacquer paint gave it the appearance of a porcelain face suffering from age and neglect. Dread blossomed in my throat, and only the weight of Tyler's body prevented me from squirming away from the sight. Judging from the broad shoulders stretching the black hoodie, I felt certain this Exorcist was a man. He rolled Tyler off me with gloved hands, and examined me, perhaps searching for wounds from the wreck.
"Leave us alone!" I shouted, rolling atop Tyler and hugging him as tears poured from my eyes. "Just leave us the hell alone you bloody assholes!"
More Exorcists appeared from the trees, all dressed in similar clothing—black hoodies, dark slacks, and the odd porcelain masks. I noticed they also bore white clerical collars around their necks though without the usual black-collared shirts normal priests wore. It made the white bands look like shackles around their necks rather than clothing.
I tightened my hold on Tyler, trying desperately to shake him awake, but the sheer effort required to save me must have drained him. Only his steady breathing gave me hope he was okay, and not dying.
"You will come with me," said a female voice with a neutral accent. "This man is not what he seems. We will help you."
"She is not taken," said a man to her side, holding a smartphone with what looked like the same emblem of a partially peeled orange on the back I'd seen on George's phone. "It's just the male."
"I know exactly what he is." I hugged Tyler tight. "He's not evil. He's good. And he didn't steal this body. The previous owner killed himself."
"It makes no difference," the woman said. "Some are evil, some are simply curious observers. But none of them have the right to be here."
"Says who?" I shouted back. "A bunch of crazies in freaky masks?"
"We protect the people." Her voice remained calm, unwavering. "We are the thin, holy line protecting this mortal plane."
"But he isn't possessing the body. Can't you see that? The original owner killed himself. He only filled the void." My vision blurred with tears. "Please don't take him from me. Please!"
The woman knelt next to me, held out a gloved hand. "It will be okay, dear. It's easy to become emotionally involved with demons. That's how they operate. You may feel strongly now, but I promise you once he's gone, you'll realize the mistake. You'll feel whole again."
I ignored her hand. "No. You're the ones who don't understand. I've been without him, and it tore me apart. He's different from the others. Without him I won't be whole." I sobbed, unable to bear the thought of losing him. "If you send him back, the others will torture him because he wants to be human."
The woman looked up at the man who'd scanned me with his phone. He nodded. She turned back to me, lowering her hood to reveal silky blonde hair cascading to her shoulders. Then she removed the porcelain mask. I gasped at the sight of her face. One side was unmarred, the skin smooth, the angle of her jaw and line of her nose delicate, beautiful even. The other side of her face bore a long scar, traveling from her forehead, across the eye, and curving down across her cheek almost in the shape of a scythe, marring that half of her face.
I stared at the blighted eye, white with blindness from whatever cruel weapon had deformed her fair face.
"I thought they were different once, too," she said. "But they can't be human. They're incapable of it. To them, our lives are just a game, and we are toys."
"It's not the same," I said in a blubbering voice. "You don't understand." My heart swelled with agony, telling me what I already knew, but couldn't make myself say. "I love him."
The woman drew back, the eyebrow on the unmarred side of her face rising above a wide eye while the scarred side of her face struggled to mirror her shock. Murmurs went up from the others. The man who'd reached us first said nothing, but even in the misty gray of the dawn, I could see his eyes tighten behind his mask as he regarded me. He looked up at the man with the phone, and tilted his head slightly to the side.
The man checked his phone, and nodded. "She's telling the truth. It's not a compulsion."
The first man looked back at me, and shook his head slowly, as if unbelieving.
"What's wrong with you people?" I said. "Can't you just leave us alone?"
The scarred woman gave me a genuinely sad look. "I'm sorry, dear, but we can't."
Something jabbed me in the neck. My hand flew to the spot. I turned in time to see another dark figure pull a needle away. Shock parted my lips. The last thing I saw before I passed out was the sad look on the blonde woman's face.



Chapter 40
People in masks chase me through a never-ending maze of dark alleys. Tyler calls to me from somewhere ahead, but no matter how hard I run, or where I go, I can't find him. I can't see him through the gray mists. I run around a corner. A hulking figure with a broken porcelain face stands there, and I slam into him. Iron hands grip me, and the neutral porcelain mouth curves up in a cruel smile, sending cracks racing along its surface.
The mask shatters. The black hood contains nothing but a void where a face should be, and cold laughter echoes from within.
I screamed and jerked awake.
Something bound my wrists behind my back. Grogginess permeated my mind, but I managed to wriggle myself into a sitting position. I was in the back seat of an SUV—one of the Exorcist vehicles, I realized with a shudder. I looked down and noticed a wide, plastic band securing my feet together. I tried to move my hands, but whatever bound them seemed attached to something immovable.
Fumbling with my fingers, I found a metal loop, probably used to secure baby seats, with the sturdy plastic cuff running through them. I looked through the windows, and saw SUVs parked to either side of the one I was in, along with a few black sedans neatly lined up in a large parking lot. A large gray-stoned church with a steeple towering overhead dominated the forward view. Trees bordered the parking lot, but I could see high-rise buildings in the distance. It appeared I was back in the city—which area of it remained a mystery. The church looked familiar. It might have been one of those Tyler had found in the Yellow Pages. I had never asked him why he'd been to all those churches. Had he been looking for the Exorcists? Had his search only revealed himself instead of them?
Urgency cleared the grogginess from my system. I had to find him before the exorcism ritual. Before they sent him away. I strained against the cuff on my wrists, but it was too strong to break. The strap on my feet, however, wasn't secured to anything. I looked around the cabin for something, anything to cut my bonds, but aside from a few scraps of paper, it looked bare.
Shouting in frustration, I tugged, squirmed, and fought the strap on my hands, wriggling desperately, but it was hopeless. As I leaned back, breathless from my exertions, I felt something hard press against my backside. At first, I thought it was the seatbelt buckle, but it felt too small. Using the forefinger on my left hand, I probed the area, and found something wedged in the crack of the seat.
My middle finger partnered with the first, forming a pincer to pull the object closer until I could grip it. It felt rough to the touch. But as I moved my hand down it, I felt cold metal and the sting of a sharp edge.
A knife!
Thanking whatever happy accident had stranded it in the crack of the seat, I angled it the best I could and rubbed it against my bonds. My hand cramped from the awkward position, but the knife was apparently razor sharp, making short work of the plastic cuff. Blood rushed back into my hands, bringing with it the pricks of needles as full feeling returned.
After slicing loose the bond on my feet, I examined the knife. It was small with what looked like a carved bone or plastic handle and a hinged blade—a jackknife. If it had merely slipped from someone's pocket, why was it open? Nobody slipped an open knife into their pocket unless they wanted to risk opening an artery. The mystery could wait, I decided, as I folded the knife into the handle and palmed it. My dress had no pockets, no easy way to carry it, but it might come in handy.
Oh, yes, against a bloody army of masked people?
The knife would be useless against such odds even if I were a master of the martial arts. Sliding between the front seats, I checked the dash compartment and the center console for a gun. When I found nothing but a few discarded bits of gum wrappers, I checked under the seats. Still nothing. The rear of the vehicle housed duffel bags stuffed with the black hoodies the Exorcists wore, while another held a couple of white priest collars. Yet another bag contained a set of robes, like the cassocks priests might wear, and a single porcelain mask.
Why did they have so many of the hoodies, and so few robes and masks, I wondered. Had they changed from the hoodies into robes for the church? Without a weapon, my only chance was to disguise myself. I stepped out of the vehicle and pulled on the robe. The huge thing draped over my frame like a curtain. It looked preposterous. Fear gripped my insides and urged me to forget the disguise and simply run in to save Tyler. Had I woken too late? Was he already gone?
Fighting back tears and the desire to rush inside, I forced myself to examine the robe. A simple glance by another Exorcist at the ridiculously oversized robe would give me away immediately. I had no choice but to do this right, or try to sneak in and take my chances. Panicked breaths rose in my throat as I considered failing Tyler. I couldn't. I had to take the chance that whatever ritual they performed would take time. Considering that we were back in the city, it must have taken them the same hours-long drive it had taken me and Tyler to escape the opposite way. It meant I might had time to do this right.
I took deep breaths to calm myself and pulled out the knife. Thanking God for the razor sharp edge, I quickly cut a few inches from the bottom of the material where it dragged the ground, so the hem hung down to cover my flats. Folding the extra cloth over to my side so the robes fit better, I used the sash to tie the excess material tight.
The side mirror on the vehicle wasn't much help, but from what I could tell, the robes might pass muster now. The hood still looked a bit large, but when I put on the porcelain mask and drew it over my head, I looked every bit as creepy as the other Exorcists. I grabbed a hoodie just in case they were still wearing those instead and hurried across the parking lot toward a wooden door in the rear of the huge building.
No one guarded the door, and it opened when I twisted the handle. I eased it open a crack to reveal a dim hallway. Chanting voices echoed from somewhere down the corridor. Slipping inside, and closing the door behind, I walked as fast as I dared, thanking the carpet beneath for muffling my footsteps. When I reached the end of the long hall, I found two doors. One hung open. Peering around the corner, I saw it led into the main sanctuary. The other led up a flight of stairs, possibly to the choir loft, I supposed.
A wooden wall, perhaps five feet in length, blocked my view into the cavernous sanctuary, but it also protected me from the view of the occupants within. I crept along it to its end and peered around. My breath caught in my throat.
The black-robed figures of the Exorcists formed a loose ring around a naked man in the center who hovered, quite literally, several feet off the floor. He screamed and writhed, shouting obscenities at the top of his lungs. A silver circle inlaid in the stone floor, perhaps fifty feet wide, lay between the Exorcists and the man. A ring of flickering candles atop silver candelabras surrounded the robed figures, casting frightening shadows on the floor. Two arches, one gray, the other a brilliant sapphire stood side by side in the circle—odd decorations for a cathedral.
"Fuck you, filthy whores!" the man screamed from foam-flecked lips, his face red, skin blistered in spots. "I'll find your children and eat them raw." He made disgusting smacking sounds with his mouth, as though eating something, and then burst into maniacal laughter.
One of the Exorcists stood atop an elevated platform outside the candles, his chanting voice rising higher and higher. The others raised their hands in V shapes above their heads, pressing their palms tight against that of their neighbors'. The man screamed as a red vapor poured from his nostrils and his mouth, stretching and pulling from inside like an adhesive ghostly material.
The chanting Exorcist shouted something incomprehensible, and his comrades in the circle thundered the words in unison.
With a final scream, the man slumped as the red mist sprang from his body, forming the horrific shape of a creature that resembled something like a deformed elephant with a giant phallus-shaped nose, sickly green veins pulsing along its length. An orifice at the end of the phallus gaped open wide enough to consume a man whole, revealing shiny metallic shards lining the pink flesh inside. A roar blasted from the maw, and the creature blurred toward the ring of Exorcists. Inches away, it slammed against an invisible barrier with an echoing boom.
The chanter raised a fist. Shouted another word that my mind couldn't grasp, and made a vertical slashing motion with his hand. The air between the columns of the sapphire arch sliced open directly behind the demon, and bluish light spilled across the sanctuary. The creature went mad, hurling itself against the unseen walls of its prison, desperately trying to escape from the glowing portal. I shuddered at the thought of where that portal must lead. Slowly, inexorably, the opening sucked the demon's smoky essence inside. With a final, echoing howl, the last tendril vanished inside, and the portal closed with a slight pop.
The people in the circle drooped. The chanter dropped into a nearby seat as though exhausted.
My heart raced, and I felt sweat trickling down my back. I couldn't imagine how the Exorcists felt after such an endeavor, and didn't want to. Were all demons like that? Did Tyler look like a monstrous phallus?
No, he's different!
He had to be. He'd shown me his true self, hadn't he? Or was it all a lie? Doubt sank its wicked fangs into my chest. I stiffened my back and gripped the soft fabric of the robes to strengthen my resolve and drive away the uncertainty tearing at me. Either I trusted Tyler, or I didn't. If what he'd shown me was his true self, I had nothing to fear—well, aside from a room full of people wearing robes and frightening masks and, of course, demons.
Strange sensations drifted from the Exorcists gathered in the room. I saw images of mist glowing with power and flickers of the white orb I'd noticed when near George Walker. I felt the touch of static electricity on my skin. Supernatural auras seemed quite common among these people. So shocked had I been after the train wreck I hadn't even noticed. I closed myself off, ignoring the mingled sensations the best I could, lest they distract me from my goal.
I noticed several other robed figures standing in various locations around the church and a group of them sitting in the pews, the dead eyes of their porcelain masks watching the proceedings dispassionately, even though their heads bobbed as if they were carrying on animated discussions behind their facades. As I peered closer, I realized many of them had a red diagonal slash across the front of their masks from the top corner to the bottom. While the slash obviously indicated something about them, I had no idea what it might mean.
The ring of tall candelabras provided the only flickering light in the place, their glow barely reaching the arched ceiling high above. The length of the cavernous sanctuary receded into the dark. By hugging the wall to my right, I could make it into that darkness and watch from there, I realized. The loose knots of other Exorcists throughout the chamber might camouflage me. Taking a deep breath, I made my way further inside using the shadows along the wall.
As I rounded a stone column, a porcelain face appeared in the gloom. I stifled a scream. Whoever hid behind the mask said nothing however, and walked past me, the susurrus of his robes the only sound as he continued toward a group of his ilk sitting in the pews a few rows away.
When I recovered from the shock, I made my way closer to the center of the room and examined the layout. The partition wall hiding the door I'd entered by lay to my left and formed a semicircle around the sanctuary. To its right was another hallway that hopefully led to the rear exit. The Exorcists had apparently moved the priest's pulpit and table, which usually resided in the front area, and stacked them against the partition wall to my left, leaving little room between them and the ring of candles. The wall opposite looked clear of obstructions.
Two of the Exorcists who'd been in the ritual stooped to pick up the body of the purged man, placing him on a stretcher while a third examined the still figure. Behind them, I spotted something gleaming dully in the candlelight just behind where they'd stacked the pulpit and table. Something metallic with bars. A cage.
Stilling the gasp rising in my throat at this sudden sign of hope, I stayed in the shadows, walking down the row between two pews, noticing more cliques of robed figures nearby. My heart pounded in my chest as I skirted past them, trying to keep my pace even and casual despite the fear fluttering in my stomach.
Another group of Exorcists strode down the center aisle, appearing from the darkness like shades as the group which had just completed the ritual vanished from the flickering candlelight into the pitch. Judging from the way they'd drooped after the ritual, I assumed they had to keep a fresh rotation.
It took me a couple of minutes to traverse the perimeter of the sanctuary and reach the right-hand partition wall. I hugged the wall, following the curve and staying at the fringe of flickering candlelight. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness beyond the candles, my shin hit something. I stumbled, barely catching myself by throwing my hands forward. One hand braced on rough nylon. The other found warm flesh.
I stifled a yelp of surprise, gritting my teeth, praying nobody noticed my blunder. The mask had skewed sideways, blinding me. I pushed myself up, and adjusted it. Candlelight danced off the face of a slumbering man. At least I assumed he was asleep and not dead since his skin was still warm. As I glanced around, I saw rows of cots around me. Nearly everyone one had an occupant, one of them the man they'd just exorcised.
It had to be the recovery area after the demons were purged, I thought. My heart caught in my throat as I spotted a familiar head of hair. I peered closer, my chest tight with anxiety. But it wasn't Tyler, just some anonymous man. I pressed my lips tight to hold back a shuddering sigh of relief.
The cage remained far enough away I couldn't see if it held any prisoners. It left me no choice but to venture further toward the back of the semicircle where the candlelight cast monstrous shadows on the choir loft and pipe organ. Maintaining a steady pace so it might look to the casual observer as though I had full authority to be traipsing about the front of the sanctuary, I swallowed the knot of fear in my throat and followed the curve of the wall while shadows played around me like something out of a nightmare.
It wasn't until I drew within a few paces of the cage that I could make out slumbering forms inside. I took a quick look around and was just about to step closer when two figures appeared from the shadows beyond the candles. I froze as a frightened squeak escaped my mouth. But the pair stopped outside the cage door without giving me a second glance. Though my bladder desperately wanted to betray me, I took a step toward the cage, wishing I could take off the bloody mask for a better look at the people inside. It was soon obvious that one of the silhouettes had large breasts. A flicker of candlelight revealed a masculine hand on the other. Despite the presence of the two Exorcists, I said a quick prayer, took a deep breath, and stepped forward.
"Montjoy said it will be a good alliance," said the man as his words grew into clarity. "I have my doubts."
"She is powerful," said a female voice. "She could make our order great again."
"Perhaps." The man paused. "I know I will not be the one to say no to Daelissa."
"A wise decision."
The man's hood turned to face a cage. "The female next," he said. "Very nasty case."
"Is her mind intact?" asked the female.
The large figure shrugged. "At this point, it's anyone's guess."
"And the male?"
"Seems to be in excellent condition. But there's a problem."
"And that is?" the female asked, leaning toward the bars.
The male held out one of the strange phones to her, its display glowing. "The owner is dead."
The woman took the phone with a gloved hand and peered at it, the light from the screen casting eerie shadows on her porcelain mask. "Already dead before possession. I don't recall such a case before." She looked at the man. "The body will be empty. Will it die?"
He shrugged. "Nobody knows."
She glanced at the cage again. "Shame. He's beautiful."
The man grunted. "If you say so."
I was close enough to see the faces inside the cage. Tyler's face looked so innocent as he slumbered. I wanted to kiss him, to feel his warmth against me. And these people were going to take him away from me. Tears burned against the backs of my eyes while terror and anger twisted my insides. I felt powerless to do anything. I had no weapons, no one to help me.
Worst of all, I had no hope.



Chapter 41
The only thing in my favor was time. They planned to exorcise the woman first. How much time this would grant me, I had no idea. The ritual might take minutes or an hour. Judging from the number of people on the cots, it couldn't take too long, unless I'd been out for much longer than I thought. It appeared as though the Exorcists rounded up the possessed and took care of several at once, like supernatural dogcatchers.
Two more robed figures glided in from the gloom like wraiths, opened the cage, and hefted the still figure of the woman off the cot inside while their companion locked the cage behind them and laid the key atop a nearby podium. I stared at the key, my mind working furiously. Somehow, I had to sneak behind the cage, snatch the key, and drag Tyler out—all without the others noticing. Even though the candlelight was weaker here, there was no way I'd escape notice. My only hope was to wait for the ritual to begin, and hope it might prove enough of a distraction for me to free Tyler.
If only I could wake him, he could escape himself.
A terrible scream filled the air, echoing across the chamber, and frightening the dickens out of me. I gasped, backpedaled, and nearly tripped over the hem of my robe.
The two Exorcists hauling the woman into the center slammed together and dropped like rag dolls. The female prisoner remained standing over the fallen bodies for a second, hands clenched, her face a rictus of animalistic joy, and leapt from the circle with incredible speed. The air whistled. Something clinked near the woman as she dived out of the way. I saw a silver dart land on the floor nearby, and ducked behind a nearby column, assuming it must contain a tranquilizer. It looked similar to the ones used by the Custodians. The last thing I needed was to be knocked out so close to my goal.
The woman laughed with glee, and raced around the room, searching for an exit. But the robed figures formed a tightening circle, preventing her from leaving.
"You have nowhere to go," shouted someone. "Step into the circle."
"Go to hell," the woman hissed, and charged toward the line of Exorcists.
Instead of plowing through them as I'd expected, she hit something invisible, and rebounded. With a curse, the woman ran for the church altar even though her path there was also blocked.
"Into the circle, and you'll come to no harm," the same voice shouted again with masculine authority.
Instead, the woman jumped atop the altar where a priest would usually stand, the only thing on her pretty face a serene smile. "I do not recognize your authority, you puny weak beings." She pressed her hands to the sides of her face. "Goodbye." With a jerk and sickening crunch, the woman somehow twisted her own head so hard, she broke her neck. The eyes went lifeless, and the head lolled at a grotesque angle before tumbling to the floor. A white vapor seeped through the skin of the corpse, swirling into a vortex. It darted around the circle, bouncing off the invisible barrier, zigzagging back and forth like a smoky meteor.
"No!" sobbed a woman.
"This is why you make certain the subject is sedated!" a man near the woman roared at the two Exorcists who'd removed the woman from the cage, even as they unsteadily climbed to their feet. "You killed this woman. You bear the shame and guilt for her needless death."
The two Exorcists dropped to their knees, heads bowed.
"Keep it trapped," the authoritarian voice said. "It cannot remain here for long without a body."
The smoke flew around its invisible cage, but already seemed to be losing cohesion. It began to fade ever so slowly.
Somehow, I found the presence of mind to act even while watching the debacle unfold, and inched my way to the front of the cage.
The man who'd yelled earlier paced before the disgraced pair who the demon-possessed woman had knocked silly. I could hear the angry tone of his voice, but not his words. Even so, it didn't matter to me now. There would be no ritual. The time I'd hoped to gain for saving Tyler had run out. As the attention of those in the room centered on the verbal thrashing and the fading demon, I decided there was no time like the present, and hurried toward the key. My knee banged against something hidden by shadow, and I flailed my arms to keep from sprawling on the floor. When I recovered, I froze in place with fear, waiting for the entire assembly of robed people to turn and stare at me.
But nobody seemed to have noticed, so intent were they upon watching the two unfortunate souls as the man berated them. Looking down, I saw the object which had nearly upended me was a plastic cooler filled with ice and a variety of bottled drinks. With my eyes so focused upon the key, I hadn't even seen it. I stepped around the infernal container, and slipped the key off the podium, letting the long sleeve of the robe drop down to conceal my hand.
I backed up toward the cage, feeling for the keyhole with my fingers, and fumbling the key until it slid into the lock. I gave it a slow twist. The lock made a faint click. Taking a furtive look around, I pulled the door open, and stepped inside.
"Tyler?" I said in a whisper. "Wake up!"
No response.
I glanced at his still form. He was drooling, and quite obviously nowhere near conscious. I took a step backward into the cage, shrouding myself in the shadows, and hoping no one turned to see the open cage door. Dropping to my knees behind Tyler, I slapped him on the face as hard as I could without making noise. He didn't so much as twitch. I wormed my arms under his armpits and pulled. It was like pulling a sack of lead bricks. I took a deep breath and tugged hard. The cot teetered on two legs. Cold sweat broke out on my forehead as I fought to keep it from falling over with what I imagined would be a spectacular crash. The metal legs settled back onto the floor, and I gulped in a breath.
Even if I removed him from the cot, dragging him out was not an option. If only I could wake him up! I drew in a sharp breath as I realized one possible way to accomplish such a thing. Sneaking back out to the cooler, I grabbed two cold bottles of water and went back to Tyler.
"The council will now decide on your fates," the Exorcist boomed, his voice echoing eerily throughout the cavernous sanctuary. "Will the members please step into the circle?"
I felt time slipping away far too quickly, and twisted off the lid of one bottle. Without hesitation, I dumped the freezing cold contents on Tyler's face. The water plastered his hair back, some of it filling his mouth. He choked, sputtered, and coughed. I pressed my hands over his mouth to keep the noise down. Water sprayed between my fingers. He drew in a breath. Groaned.
"Tyler?" I hissed. "Please wake up!"
He coughed water into my mask.
Stifling a curse, I dumped the other bottle on his face. This time, he jerked upright, his eyes flying open, fists clenching at thin air as though fighting off an invisible enemy.
"Tyler, it's me," I hissed, desperate to keep him from making noise.
He flicked his head my way, spraying water like a wet dog. When his eyes settled on me, they filled with such relief I nearly wept.
I put a finger to my lips as he opened his mouth to speak, and then pointed at the figures outside. His mouth snapped shut as his gaze took in the room. I pointed toward the exit that lay behind the partition past the cots. Tyler nodded. Slid his feet off the cot, and stood—or tried to. As he put weight on his legs, his knees buckled and he fell to the stone floor. Tyler gritted his teeth, wiped the wet hair from his face with a hand, and tried to stand again. His legs wobbled, but held. I braced a shoulder under his arm and moved toward the cage door.
I felt Tyler's warm breath on my neck as he leaned in and whispered, "Thank you, Emily."
Tears sprang into my eyes, blurring my vision. I fought them off before they compromised the rescue, tilting up the mask to wipe my face. I wanted to hug and kiss him, but now was most definitely not the time.
The Exorcists had formed a tight circle around the two people the man had been yelling at earlier, and were murmuring among themselves. I took a quick glance around, but the light from the candles in the center of the room made me night blind to whoever remained outside the glow. I would have to retrace my path all the way back around the cots to the opposite wall with Tyler limping at my side. I prayed we could make it without raising an alarm.
The exit was tantalizingly close—only ten feet away or so past the partition wall that hid the door leading outside. But with the pulpit and table stacked in the way, jutting out from the wall by several feet, the detour would take us perilously close to the candles and into easy view of everyone.
We had no choice but to go to the opposite side, and hope none of the council members decided to look behind them within the next several minutes.
Wishing to God I could use the bathroom before attempting our escape, I led Tyler toward the cage door. We left the cage, and I directed him to the right so we could circle behind it. As we passed a cot, the man on it groaned, and his eyelids fluttered open. My body screamed with tension as I waited for the man to sit up and go mental once he realized where he was. Instead, he mumbled something about fried eggs and fell back to sleep.
I felt Tyler release a breath of air. My own body sagged with relief. We continued onward, Tyler stumbling at my side in a painfully slow pace. But there was nothing more we could do to speed things up unless Tyler's legs decided to cooperate. We finally reached the opposite wall and made our way along it. The end of the partition would be the most dangerous, I realized, because it was close enough to the candles that anyone sitting on this side of the sanctuary would only have to glance our way to realize a prison break was in progress.
My stomach tensed to the point of pain, and my breaths came in flutters. This was it. Make it or break it. We reached the end of the partition. Steered around it. My back tingled as though dozens of eyes were suddenly watching it. And then we stepped into the shelter of the partition, hidden from any eyes in the sanctuary. Nobody yelled. No footfalls ran our way. We'd made it!
A breath I hadn't realized I'd been holding shuddered out of me. Tyler kissed my hooded head.
"Almost there, baby," he said, the grogginess in his voice unable to hide the hope.
We made our way down the corridor, took a left, and reached the hallway through which I'd entered. My heart lifted the moment I saw the door at the end. We were going to make it. We had to.
Tyler's limping gait picked up speed as we headed toward the exit. I wanted to run screaming from this place and never look back. My heart seemed to pound faster with every step we took. And finally, we were there. I resisted the urge to throw it open, instead easing the door open to take a peek.
The handle abruptly flew from my grasp, causing me to stumble forward and into the night. The mask pressed hard against my face, the edges digging into the skin painfully as I collided with something.
I barely kept my feet when I rebounded with Tyler pulling me off balance. I looked up and stifled a scream. A robed figure towered over me. The black eyes of a porcelain mask stared back.



Chapter 42
"What the hell?" a male voice said a split second before hands clamped around my arms.
I reflexively thrust my knee toward what I hoped was the groin. The man twisted, and my knee missed his vitals. Two more Exorcists appeared. Tyler struggled upright, but in his drugged state, the men overpowered him with ease, twisting his arms behind him and cuffing them with plastic bands.
I shouted curses at my captor, twisted and kicked. He held me at arms' length, his thick meaty hands squeezing painfully around mine. We were caught. There was no escape. Without warning, the energy seemed to drain from my body and I fell to my knees, sobbing, the hope I'd felt only seconds before evaporating like a dream.
The Exorcists dragged us back down the hall and into the sanctuary where a group of their frantic comrades met us, apparently having just realized Tyler was gone.
"We found them escaping out the back," said the man holding me. He jerked down my hood and pulled off the mask.
"You've gotta be kidding me," another male voice said. "How'd she get out of the car?"
"Doesn't matter," a woman said. "We will finish this now."
"He's awake!" someone else said.
"We subdued him," my captor said. "He's still too sedated to overpower anyone."
"Then get him into the circle," the woman said. "Now!"
"What about her?" the man asked.
"Let her watch. Maybe when she sees what this thing really looks like she won't be so eager to protect it."
"Are you out of your mind?" The man's grip tightened on my arm. "We can't just let her watch. What if—"
"Do you really think I'd let her go without a memory block?" the woman said. "I'm not an idiot."
"No, but why let her watch? You know that the more she sees, the harder it is to block."
"Stop the bickering and get the subject into the circle," said a deep male voice. "Fasten the woman to a bench."
That seemed to settle things. The man directed me to a pew, pushed me down on it roughly, and bound my hands with a plastic band before taking another one and looping it through the metal armrest. I didn't bother testing my restraints. Tears welled in my eyes, blinding me, and rolling down my cheeks. Sobs tore from my throat.
I wanted to beg and plead with these people, but I already knew it was as useless to do so now as when they first caught us.
Through blurry eyes, I watched as they dragged Tyler into the silver circle. They cut his bonds and dropped him in a heap. He struggled to push himself up, but only managed to rise to his knees. He swayed, eyelids fluttering, his face as forlorn and hopeless as mine probably looked. Our eyes met, and in a moment of perfect clarity, I saw a tear glisten in the candlelight before running down his cheek.
Tyler sagged to the side, barely catching himself before falling over. When he righted himself, I noticed a reddish sparkle on the floor next to him, but whatever reflected the light was too small for me to make out.
The Exorcists formed the circle and began to chant. The words sounded like no language I'd ever heard. One of them held a scroll in their hands with strange symbols written on it. As they chanted, the symbols began to glow one at a time with an unearthly bluish light.
I felt my mouth drop open. Was this some sort of magic?
Impossible!
Then again, how could I doubt another strange thing on this earth, knowing what I knew about Tyler, and having seen a demon exorcised right before my very eyes? My mind still didn't seem willing to accept any of it, and I felt a wave of dizziness pass over me.
"Emily," Tyler said, his voice calm, but filled with sadness.
"Tyler!" I shouted back, my throat raw. "Oh, God, Tyler!" More tears came, running hot down my face. "Please, no," I sobbed. "Please. He's not evil."
None of the Exorcists took notice of me as they raised their hands into Vs above their heads. Tyler rose from the floor, looking at first as though he was standing on his own power. But then his feet lifted from the floor, dangling. He gritted his teeth, eyes clenched shut as though in incredible pain and the muscles in his neck went taut. Some invisible force seemed to fling his arms wide, and a long, agonized cry tore from his throat.
"No!" I screamed, trying to leap to my feet only to have my bonds jerk me back down into the seat.
Green vapor formed on Tyler's skin, lifting slowly like morning mist. He arched, as though a spear had struck him between the shoulder blades. His mouth went wide and another cry of pain tore from his hoarse throat. The vapor lifted slowly, inexorably free of his body over the course of countless minutes until his cries of agony abruptly cut off. Tyler went limp, arms and legs dangling.
His true form hung in the air, smoky at first, but gathering solidity until, aside from the color, it looked nearly human. He bore no semblance to the horrific phallic demon I'd seen earlier, but beautiful. Like an emerald statue carved in the likeness of a god—long lean legs, a muscular torso joined to arms rippling with muscle, and a strong-jawed face with full lips and big soulful eyes. He looked a great deal like his earthly body, but ethereal, green, and glowing.
I heard gasps behind me and felt my own breath catch in my throat.
A crystalline tear dropped from Tyler's eye, rolled down his cheek, and dropped from his chin, vaporizing into mist before it hit the ground. He held out his hand as though reaching for me.
The chanting Exorcists pressed their hands to one another's, and the leader on the raised platform shouted the same words I'd heard earlier before slashing the air with his hand. The portal in the arch opened, washing the sanctuary in unearthly blue light, like the sun dancing on azure water just on the other side. The leader cried out another word, and Tyler's ethereal form drifted toward it.
"Emily!" Tyler cried out, his voice filled with so much sorrow and longing I felt my body go weak.
"Tyler!" I strained at my bonds, thinking I would cast myself into the portal if it meant I could stay with him. "I love you!"
His mouth opened, but no words came out.
The moment seemed to stretch into eternity as he hung suspended between this world and his. Something growled, and the very air seemed to reverberate with the noise. Tyler looked toward the portal as another roar echoed from the other side. Was something waiting for him there? The Exorcists seemed unconcerned, but fear etched Tyler's face. He looked back at me, and the fear seemed to melt from his features, replaced by what seemed acceptance.
"For what it's worth, Em, I do love you." He blew me a kiss. Smiled. "I'll miss you."
The air suddenly exploded into white brilliance, blinding me. Shouts and cries echoed through the chamber. I blinked white spots danced in my eyes until they adjusted to the dim candlelight once again. The Exorcists still stood, palms joined. Inside the circle, only Tyler's body remained. The portal was gone.
All remaining strength fled from me and I sagged, wishing to God I could just faint and get it over with. But that mercy was denied to me. I was beyond sadness. Beyond the utter tearing grief I should have felt at that moment. I was...empty.
I hardly noticed time passing, or the robed figures clearing out the sanctuary. One of them put Tyler's body on a gurney and slipped a body bag around it. I heard someone crying. Someone in unbearable pain. Someone who had lost everything. I didn't know who that person was. I didn't want to know them. I wanted to be someone else, anyone else, if only that person in such agony wasn't me.
Tears filled the world, and then merciful darkness followed.
"Wake up, child."
I opened my eyes to a figure with a blurry halo above its head. I blinked. The moisture in my eyes cleared, and the halo of light vanished with it.
"I see now why you loved him," said the voice again. It was a calm voice. A voice that gave me great peace. It was a voice that had calmed me countless times. From the time I'd skinned my knee while learning to ride a bike, to the time Peter had broken my heart, my body, and left me feeling worthless, battered, and hopeless.
The robed figure slid back the hood, and pulled off the mask. My father looked down at me, pain filling his eyes.
"Daddy?" Agony and betrayal gave a ragged edge to my words. I sounded like the little girl from long ago.
"Yes, sweetie. It's me."
I tried to speak, but dry sobs wracked my body. My hands, free somehow, formed fists and I beat him on the chest, pounding him as I screamed with rage. "How could you do this to me? Who the fuck are you?"
Someone grabbed my arms and jerked them down. Dad looked behind me. I turned and looked into the face of my mother. Her eyes were tight, but betrayed little in the way of emotion.
"You too!" I squirmed, desperately trying to break her hold, but I was spent emotionally and physically. I didn't want to live anymore. My parents had betrayed me, and this earth had nothing more of value to make life worthwhile.
"We don't have time for this, Emily," Mum said, authority ringing in her voice. "Now listen to me."
"Fuck you!"
She released my arms and stars blinded me as she delivered a ringing slap to my face. "Listen to me, young lady."
"What do you want?" My voice came out raw and hoarse.
"Your father and I have done something horrible to you, we know that, darling." She pressed a hand to my cheek, taking some of the sting away. "But we had no choice. We are bound by duty deeper than you know."
"Just go away." I staggered to my feet, and pushed away my father's hand as he reached for me. Aware as I was of the auras around some of the Exorcists, I noted with some odd relief I felt no such paranormal signs from my parents. "Go away and never come back." I saw the gurney and the body bag with Tyler inside it still sitting in the ring of candles. Other than the three of us, the church seemed empty. A raw sob tore from my body at the sight of the body bag. I ran toward it. Ripped down the zipper.
Tyler was still warm. Breath still came from his body, weak and shallow. The body was still alive. But I knew without asking that the man I loved was no longer inside. He was gone, banished back to the hell he'd grown up in. It might take him months to return. Years, if his enemies on the other side captured him. Even worse, he might never escape and return.
All the love I'd known in this world was gone.
Tyler was here no more. My parents had betrayed me, forsaken my love and trust. It was over. My life, my love. I wanted nothing more to do with it. With a cry of despair, I lay atop Tyler's body and tried to forget all that had been, all that was, and what could have been, my future, now a bleak wasteland of pain.
A hand touched my shoulder. I spun, throwing it off, and looked into my father's eyes. "What part of go away didn't you understand?" I spat.
"Honey, we love you. Just hear us out, please."
"I don't want to hear your lies, you crazy religious nuts!"
His jaw tightened. "I think maybe you do, and that you'd better or by God I'll throw you over my knee and spank you like you were a little girl again."
I felt my eyes go wide. How dare he expect me to listen to them after what they'd done!
Dad opened his hand, and the candlelight danced off a red gem in his palm. "This is a soulstone, Emily. When your mother and I met Tyler, we knew what he truly was. At first, we thought he was just like every other demon we've seen—ruthless, uncaring, and selfish. But the way Tyler carried himself gave us doubts. The organization already knew about him from another source, and we'd only just received word they intended to capture him. Our agents, posing as police officers, put a tracker on his vehicle when you tried to escape."
"We tried to get you to come with us before they went after him," my mother said. "We were frightened you might be killed."
"And you nearly were." Dad's voice broke. "If not for him." He motioned toward Tyler's still form.
"He saved you from the train, daughter." Mum came to stand next to Dad. "He could have saved himself, but he chose to come back for you."
"I couldn't reach you in time to save you," Dad said, his face tightening in pain.
"It was you I saw falling down the hill," I said.
He nodded. "I fell. I was beside myself with agony because I knew I couldn't save you. But Tyler came out of nowhere and did it even though it meant we would catch him."
"It decided the matter for me." Mom looked at Dad. "For us. With demons, you can never trust their words, only their actions. Tyler committed a selfless act by saving you. He has earned redemption."
"Decided what?" I said, looking at the light glinting from the red gem. The closer I looked, the more it seemed the light came from within it, not the candles around us.
"We decided to save him. To give him a chance." For the first time in years, I saw my mother's eyes light with something like wonder. "I've never seen his like. His true form was...remarkable."
"He's not at all what I expected," Dad said. "And so, daughter, we give you his life. All we ask is that you be careful." He handed me the gem. "I set this soulstone next to him before we started the ritual. It drew in his essence instead of the portal."
I looked at the red gem. "Tyler is in there? He's alive, and I can have him back?" My knees went weak, and I almost collapsed in a heap. "Did it cause the blinding light?" I said.
"Yes."
I felt my brow crease. "Didn't the other Exorcists suspect something?"
Dad shook his head. "No. Some exorcisms cause backfire from the rift to Haedaemos, especially with more powerful demons. The flash wouldn't be unexpected, especially since the group tonight contained several new recruits who wouldn't know any better." He pulled out a silvery chain with a pendant at the end that looked a lot like the unfamiliar characters I'd seen written on the scroll. "This will keep him hidden from our instruments so long as he wears it."
"But don't they know who he is?" I said. "He's a well-known businessman. The minute he appears in public again, they'll know something's not right, especially if I'm with him."
Dad shook his head. "Your mother works in intelligence gathering for the organization. She'll alter his records to remove all records of his possession. And for most of those here tonight, if they see him again, they'll assume he's like any other person we've successfully exorcised."
"We're supposed to be administering a memory block to you at this very moment," Mum said. "So it's very important you never mention any of this to anyone. Are we clear?"
Somewhere my body found more moisture, and tears welled in my eyes. "Yes, Mum." The hatred and pain and betrayal vanished, and I gripped her in a tight hug.
Her arms went around me, and she kissed my cheek. "There, there, Emily."
Dad's big hand squeezed my shoulder. "Everything will be all right, kiddo."
I laughed and threw myself into his arms.
Mum and Dad put Tyler and me in the back of the last remaining SUV in the parking lot, and whisked us back to Tyler's penthouse. Using Tyler's body to get us past the biometric security and into the garage, we went in the back. Despite Dad's assurances the place wasn't being watched, my heart raced as we entered the penthouse.
It was empty.
Dad laid Tyler on the couch, stripped the shirt off my love's body, and laid the gem atop his bare skin. Mom laid a hand over the gem, and spoke an unfamiliar word that sounded as though it belonged to the same strange language the Exorcists had used in their chant.
The gem glowed a dull red. Mom watched for a moment. Nodded. "It will take several hours, but the process has started." She flicked her gaze to Dad. "We absolutely must go now, or the others will wonder."
"Do the others know I'm your daughter?" I asked.
Dad shook his head. "We've done our best to keep you hidden from this part of our lives, Emily. That's why we don't see much of you."
"But didn't the other Exorcists see you at the restaurant with me and Tyler?" I said. "Won't they know?"
"We were supposed to be there spying on Tyler," Dad said. "Unfortunately, we had no idea they planned to go ahead with his capture so soon."
"There are elements inside the Exorcists." Mom's eyes narrowed. "Dangerous, radical elements that concern us greatly. They wish to form an alliance with someone truly evil." Her mouth formed a firm line. "You must always remain a secret."
My heart seemed to stop at their casual mention of these dangerous elements. "Why are you still with them then? I don't want anything to happen to you."
Mom shook her head. "No. The organization has done too much good to leave it to the rats now." She took my hand and squeezed it. "There's too much evil in the world already, love. Too bloody much, and I won't abandon the good people fighting the good fight."
"She's right, kiddo." Dad placed a hand on Mom's shoulder. "Don't worry about us. We've been doing this a long time."
"Which is why we need to go now, Patrick." Mom kissed me on both cheeks and gave me a brisk hug. "Remember what we said, and you'll be okay."
Dad squeezed me in a bear hug, kissed me on the top of my head. "Be good, sweetie." He held me at arms' length and smiled. "And be happy." He kissed me on the forehead.
I nodded, my emotions a confusing mix of happiness, worry, and a note of regret, that there was this huge part of my parents' life that I knew almost nothing about. "I love you," I said, and watched them until the lift doors closed shut.
I raced back to Tyler's side. A tendril of green mist seeped from the gem and into his body. I sat by his side, waiting, watching, and waiting some more. When hunger rumbled in my stomach, I fixed a meager meal and ate it by his side. Night came, and still I waited. His pulse grew stronger, and his breathing deeper with every hour, but he seemed no closer to waking up than before.
My parents must have recovered my purse because I found it on the table nearby. Tapping in my passcode, I saw several texts from George Walker.
The company you keep has put you in grave danger. Come to us. We will help.
The Custodians seemed powerful. Perhaps my parents were right about the pendant they'd given me protecting Tyler, but extra insurance wouldn't help. I called George.
"Miss Glass, why didn't you answer my messages?" His voice sounded calm, but tense.
I told him the story. Told him about Tyler's nature. I even told him how I'd nullified Stephen's vampiric abilities. I did not tell him about my parents' affiliation, deciding it might be best to keep that to myself.
George remained silent throughout, speaking only when I stopped. "Your ability is even more impressive than I first thought."
"Will you protect us if I continue to work for you?" I asked.
"We do not condone demon possession, Miss Glass." His voice was calm. "And it appears that you're now aware of the supernatural world."
"Perhaps you could state the obvious," I said dryly, trying not to let doubt seep in. "What do you say to my proposal?"
He said nothing for a time, building tension in my already overwhelmed nerves.
Finally, he said, "It would appear Mr. Rock is a special case. The previous owner of the body is deceased and the demon is not displacing a soul. If you agree to work with us, to help us track down rogue supernatural elements and keep secret their existence from the normals—noms as we call them—I believe we have a deal."
My heart leapt with joy but I forced my voice to sound neutral. "That sounds acceptable, George Walker. Now, what happens next?"
"Take some time to recover from your ordeal. The world is full of terrors, and your life will soon get far more interesting." He grunted. "Welcome to the Custodians, Miss Glass. I will let you know when yours and Mr. Rock's orientation is scheduled."
"Orientation?" I asked in a puzzled voice.
"Oh, yes. You'll need it. Good day." George ended the call.
I would have danced and twirled with my phone if I hadn't been so tired. Instead, I laid my head on Tyler's chest and listened to the precious beat of his heart. At some point, I must have fallen asleep.
"Emily," said a disembodied voice.
I swam in pitch black toward that beacon.
"Emily."
The voice grew closer, and closer.
"Wake up, Emily."
My eyes peeled open, heavy with exhaustion.
Tyler's beautiful green eyes smiled back at me.
"Tyler!" I pressed myself into his arms, peppering his face with kisses.
He stood and picked me up. Face lit with joy, he carried me onto the back deck where he set me down, and gave me a long blood-boiling kiss. When we came up for air, the sun was just painting the sky pink. Tyler looked at the horizon far away above the canopy of trees and behind city skyline. He took in a long deep breath and smiled a beautiful smile.
"When I thought the train would kill you, I thought nothing of myself. I realized the world would be a dim lifeless place to live without your presence to brighten it." He stroked a finger through my hair and drew in a shuddering breath. "I knew in that perfect moment what it was to love. I knew my heart, demonic or not, belongs only to you, my dear, sweet Emily."
My heart felt so light, I might have been able to fly. "I love you so much." I kissed him. "You are mine, Tyler Rock."
"And you are mine." He burst into a deep-throated laugh. "I want to shout it to the world." And he did, tilting his head back and yelling, "I love you, Emily Glass."
I couldn't help but laugh and yell, "I love you, Tyler Rock!"
As our laughter faded, he turned his gaze at the dawning sun. "Looks like a perfect day for a new beginning."
I smiled as tears of pure joy ran down my cheeks. He loves me! The sun peeked over the edge of the world and I had to agree with the man I loved. "It is a perfect day."
###
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