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            Chapter 1

          

          Senior year

        

      

    

    
      Port Mackenzie, 2010

      

      “Aimee?”

      I glanced up from my pages of scribbles. My daydreaming and doodling had gotten the best of me again.

      “Aimee?”

      Ms. Simms, my English teacher, offered a zesty stare. She was giving me the look she gave bad kids. I glanced behind her to the board, trying to figure out what we were doing.

      Twelfth Night.

      “Well?” She tapped her toes and crossed her arms. My Morse code was rusty, but I translated enough of it to know she was pissed off. “What’s the theme Shakespeare is trying to hide beneath the themes we easily see?” The way she asked hinted she might have already done that a few times.

      “Oh, uhh”—I cleared my throat—“beyond the obvious themes of the folly in ambition and the uncertainty of gender, Shakespeare, as he always did, liked to use the theme of love as a means to suffering, as if it were a weapon. Twelfth Night is one of many plays where this theme is present.” I sounded like her.

      Ms. Simms smirked. “Nice answer.” She didn’t sound as if she thought it was a nice answer. “Pay attention.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      And there it was.

      The difference between the other spaced-out morons she normally gave that look to and me: I actually knew enough to get lost and still pass the class.

      She was back to nattering while I noticed the eyes of my fellow underachievers stuck on me.

      My focus darted to the right, catching a gaze narrowing in on me. “Nice answer. How do you pull that outta your butt?” Shane—sigh. That was my brain’s version of his name. His eyes sucked me in, bright blue with thick, dark lashes. I barely noticed the smugness in his face while he made fun of me. “You are such a nerd.”

      “Whatever.” I looked back down, fighting the urge to stare back at him. It was hard. He was everything. The whole package. And if even I noticed him, with my heart covered by a mile of frost and snow, he was hot.

      He chuckled and turned back to Ms. Simms who rattled on about the themes I’d given her. Her passion for Shakespeare was undeniable.

      She was single.

      A cat lover.

      Essentially me in fifteen years.

      It was a sad fact I was slowly getting comfier with.

      Seeing her passion for it made me realize I couldn’t ever be an English teacher. No single females should ever teach English. Austen, Hardy, Brontë, and Shakespeare abused our already tattered hearts with prose, but adding the undeniably perfect male characters was setting a spinster up for failure. No modern man could compare to Mr. Darcy or Captain Wentworth.

      Except maybe Shane. Sigh.

      I got lost in the way he made the classroom glow brighter, letting the creepy staring and sighing go for ten more seconds before I forced my gaze back to Ms. Simms. I reminded myself to forget I had ever wanted him. He was dating my sister which made him a no-go.

      In my peripheral he moved and flicked something at me, a ball of paper. “Did I mention I might need a tutor if I want to grad?”

      “It’s too late for you, Shane. Year’s almost up.” I smiled wide, unable to stop myself from teasing. I was far too comfortable with him to be as attracted as I was.

      “The year’s not up, Aimes. There’s always hope. If I ace the final, I might actually get into college.”

      “No. You should have applied to colleges last year.”

      He seemed to want to say something else but didn’t. He just shrugged and grinned.

      While I fought the urge to sigh aloud.

      That smile had once been my food.

      The bell rang, saving me from whatever else we might have awkwardly said to one another. My responses wouldn't have been witty or intelligent. More akin to something Ms. Simms might have said while accidentally dumping tea on her cardigan and blouse.

      Ms. Simms shouted homework and other things at us, but I jumped up and grabbed my books, fleeing the class as Shane called my name.

      When I got to my locker my hands fumbled with the cold metal lock, in a panic to hide my crimson cheeks within its small opening. The second the lock popped I pulled the door open and leaned inside, shielded.

      In the safety of the small opening, I took deep breaths and tried to convince myself Shane hadn’t actually flirted with me.

      “Aimee.” I winced when he spoke from the other side of the metal door.

      “Yeah?” I took my last deep breath and closed the locker, smiling up at him. “Hey.”

      Why had Shane followed me to my locker?

      “I need to ask something.” He took a step toward me as if we weren’t already close enough. Naturally, I backed up but he missed the social cue and put a hand on my closed locker, stepping nearer and blocking my path. “I was wondering if you were coming to my party.”

      “What?” I’d heard him, I just didn’t understand.

      “Yeah. I’m having a party.” He peered down at me in a way that melted the ice around my heart. I let myself believe his eyes held emotion that stretched beyond the simple question he had asked. “You haven’t been to a party the entire year, and it’s senior year and you’re going away to college. Who knows how long before we see each other again—all of us? I just thought, you know, ‘cause it’s been a while and stuff.” He winced the second he said it, like he regretted what he was hinting at. His regret didn’t stop the clenching feeling in my belly.

      “Uh-uhh—n-no—probably not coming but thanks for the invite.” All I needed was a cardigan, a blouse, and a cup of tea.

      “Please.” His blue eyes dazzled me.

      “Can’t.” I turned away, running as fast as I could. There needed to be space between him and me.

      My mind and heart wrestled over reactions.

      Part of me wished I’d grown a pair and just grabbed his face and did what I’d always dreamed of. I would put my hands up into his hair and pull his soft lips down on mine. Like he said, it was senior year and I was leaving. As my moron sister always said, YOLO!

      But the other part of me, the dominant part, refused to believe it would be reciprocated. Ever. He was being nice and I was reading too much into it.

      My crimson cheeks glowed in the mirrors of the girls’ bathroom. Being around him had grown harder in the past month. He was always there. Chatting and teasing and laughing.

      He wanted to be friends and I was having a hard time not staring at him.

      Why did he want me to come to his party?

      I never went to parties, mostly because I never got invited. But now that I was invited I realized I didn’t want to go.

      It would be depressing and gross to witness Shane and my sister there together.

      Especially since I was so obviously obsessed—unhealthily obsessed—with him.

      In the mirror of the cold bathroom I forced myself to peer into my eyes. They weren’t hollow the way they had been. In fact, they looked a bit like they did before.

      Shane was melting the ice around my heart.

      I pushed the thought away and went to my next class.

      After school I avoided my mom’s spot and took the bus home. I didn’t want Mom to see me crushing on my sister’s boyfriend, even though she would have understood. She knew I had loved him since I was old enough to recognize boys and girls were a different species altogether.

      When I got home my dad was closed up tight in his office. He had become a hermit. I wasn’t certain how vacation and bereavement leave worked in the real world, but eight months of not even trying to show up to work had to be bad. Not that I could judge him.

      I’d also spent eight months not really showing up.

      I grabbed a yogurt and went to my room to study but fell asleep instead.

      Fog covered my eyes, but I could hear the people around me panicking. I put my hands out, trying to reach them. My throat hurt from screaming as I tried to find everyone.

      But no one took my hand.

      When the fog cleared there were faces of people I didn’t know. They were calling for me. They were crying out. A guy with black eyes stood in the mist. He didn't help. He just stared until the scene changed and he was gone.

      Disaster had struck the city I was in, and I had a terrible suspicion it was my fault. Someone called my name—no, screamed it.

      “AIMEEEEEEE!”

      I gazed around the city filled with debris and again he was there—his dark eyes.

      I cried out just as he became Shane. Recognizing him made me try harder to get him to take my hand, but he pulled away, horrified for some reason. I shouted his name repeatedly, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Wake up, Aimee,” a soft voice whispered. It was my mom’s. I sighed and woke, softly at first and then I was startled.

      I struggled against my own embrace through the beads of sweat soaking me.

      “Mom?” The name slipped from my lips innocently. Realizing she wouldn't come I blinked and tried to get my bearings.

      I’d fallen asleep in my clothes again. Sitting up for a moment before I pulled my sweater off, I contemplated the dream. It was familiar or the same, maybe.

      The night air brushed against me, making me shiver from my sweat.

      I looked around expecting to see someone, certain that voices had woken me.

      It was her.

      Maybe she was trying to talk to me.

      Instead of thinking about it, I rolled on my back and slipped off my jeans and pulled the blankets around me. The enveloping darkness was a warm comfort inside my bed.

      I fell back to sleep and dreamed of him again, the guy with the black eyes. In the new dream I floated, staring at him with my parents and my sister. I was unable to drift down to touch the ground or control my movements at all. I floated in limbo, watching them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          CTs and daydreams

        

      

    

    
      The next morning the breakfast table was grim as I contemplated my dreams. As usual, I remembered very little. I didn’t have garden-variety teenage-girl dreams anymore. Nothing about my life in eight months had been garden-variety.

      Tragedy had struck.

      There was no other way to say it.

      We were stricken.

      I got lost for an eternity for just a second.

      My mom had died.

      The day she died flitted about in my thoughts.

      I’d walked home from school the long way.

      A warm wind hit me.

      It was a cool day.

      I eyed the swaying trees and branches and briefly pondered it being the Santa Ana winds from California coming up the coast.

      I shivered at the exact moment my cell phone rang.

      Everything slowed when I answered.

      My sister screamed into the phone. 

      My legs ceased to exist.

      My body crumpled on the side of the road.

      My soul literally made an attempt at leaving me.

      My chest felt as though it had ripped into a million tiny shards.

      Actual physical pain paralyzed me.

      For the first time in my life, I knew my heart’s exact location in my body.

      Her death took my breath and my sanity, simultaneously.

      I sat on the cold concrete and rocked back and forth in an attempt to block myself from the truth.

      Hope was taken from my world, snatched.

      A chunk of my heart had broken off and wilted on the ground in front of me.

      I didn’t know just how large of a piece it was.

      But I did know I would never recover.

      Lying to myself, I convinced my poor broken heart I would be fine as long as I didn’t leave that spot on the road—the spot where I’d felt the warm wind. No doubt it had been my mom brushing against me. It was her last time to tell me how much I was loved.

      Of this I was certain.

      I, a child of science and reason, believed this without a moment of hesitation.

      My father was the first to come to me.

      He wrapped himself around me and we shook together, not that I felt him or the pain in my body from sitting on the concrete.

      If I acknowledged one pain, I would have to face the others.

      He tried to get me to come to the truck—his truck in the middle of the road with the headlights shining into the darkness.

      But I couldn't leave. Nothing was special about that place on the side of the road where my mom had touched me last.

      “Earth to Aimee! How does this look?”

      I shivered at the memories and gazed down at my mushy cereal and then up to see my twin sister frowning at me. She posed like a peacock, modeling a pair of black leggings with huge gray boots and a silver sweater that hung off her left shoulder.

      We might have been fairly identical if not for the different colored hair and eyes and her intense fashion sense. That made it easy to tell us apart.

      “What?” I scoffed at yet another piece of silver clothing. I wondered where she got them all. I had a terrible hunch she was stealing them.

      Alise, not Alice, had always been stunning. She had been beautiful at birth. Which sucked because we were born at the same time.

      Twins but opposites.

      Where she had jet-black hair and silver eyes like our mom, I had blonde and blue. My eyes weren’t even an attractive blue—more like gray. It was as if they had tried to become silver like my sister’s, but quit partway.

      We shared every other feature which seemed to work on her.

      On me it was uneven and plain.

      We were both five feet seven inches, one hundred and thirty-three pounds.

      She was hot and I was smart.

      Classifying and objectifying us was simple. Classic opposites.

      “How do I look?”

      “Fine.” I sighed with a hint of disapproval—well, maybe not a hint. My disapproval of everything she did was rarely hinted.

      Alise rolled her eyes and grabbed a banana. “Oh my God, Aimee. What is your problem today?”

      “Nothing!”

      “Are you moping, still?”

      “No.”

      She folded her arms. “Bad dreams again?”

      “No.” I wasn't going to let her in. It led to dark places where she mocked me openly and I cried inwardly.

      “You know Mom wants us to be happy, right?”

      “Whatever.” I flinched at her saying the “Mom” word as if she were giving me motherly advice.

      She tilted her head and continued in a less harsh tone. It was more patronizing, to everyone who wasn't three years old. “She’s watching us from Heaven, and she’s going to worry about you if you don’t snap out of it. You’re going to disappoint her by not living, not the opposite.”

      “Thanks.” I gave her my best blank stare.

      “Oh my God, whatever. Be a loser. I don't care.” She turned on a heel and stormed out the door to her car.

      Alise’s words stung.

      Not only did the constant double negatives bother me, but I hated that she was right. Even though I knew I should, I couldn’t force myself to move past what had occurred eight months prior.

      Thinking about it made the walls close in around me and the air become heavy.

      I bolted for the stairs to my room and dove onto the carpet beside my bed. The carpet rubbed against my elbows.

      In a panic, I fished out the secret envelope from under the bed.

      Once the treasure was in my hands, I opened it slowly and methodically.

      I didn’t want to tear the plastic bag within the manila envelope. As always I was careful. I paused, letting it release its contents into the air. I held the plastic bag under my nose as the fragrance filled my nostrils, the sweet smell that became the air around me.

      The walls started to come down a little. The scent of my mom made all the bad feelings small again.

      “You existed, you loved me, you existed, you loved me,” I chanted.

      I was grateful the perfume had maintained its strength—thanks to the protective plastic bag. My heart was beating out of my chest, but I forced the world to stop. I needed to feel her. Even if it was only for a short time, she was there.

      On the way back downstairs I decided I would visit my mom after school and see if I could just get a small feel of her again. Sometimes being at the side of the road was like a hug sent in a letter; even though it wasn’t real, the intent made you feel warm just the same.

      Impatient as always, Alise honked the car horn at me. It warmed my frosty heart to see my sister’s glare through the windshield. She shouted but I ignored her. Instead, I took an extra long unnecessary moment to lock the house. Small victories like that got me through the day.

      I never spoke to my sister about our mom.

      I wanted to.

      I wanted to tell her that being a little sad wouldn’t kill her.

      Or acting like it had in fact impacted her life wouldn’t make her appear weak. If anything, it would make her seem more human.

      I hated how she had cruised past it all like nothing had happened. She’d cried a modest amount at the funeral on Saturday and shopped with friends on Monday. I had stayed in bed for weeks until my father threatened to commit me.

      I resented his need to be the only one suffering.

      Eight months later you wouldn’t have even known Alise’s mother was dead.

      Slumping into the seat of her car and turning away from her, I watched the road blur by the window like an impressionist painting left out in the rain. Alise talked in a steady and unyielding stream on her Bluetooth. The whole ride was a series of OMG and seriously and I can’t even, on both their parts. I often wondered if it was a modern-day Morse code.

      Where I was shy, Alise had always been outgoing.

      Our father, like myself, mourned alone in the quiet of his mind. He preferred to withdraw to his office where he pretended to work.

      We knew he sat there surrounded by a million reminders of her. I tried not to judge him too harshly. I too had my own reminders of my mom, such as the stolen nightgown and a few other key items. They were sealed away in Ziploc bags and I smelled them like a serial killer. For eight months I had kept them under my bed without anyone seeing. I tried not to think about how creepy it was.

      Alise blathered on with her friend Giselle. “Okay, girl. Peace out.” She turned to me as she clicked the phone off. “Can you believe that? Jaime’s going to freak when she hears that shit. That Angela chick was with her boyfriend and now she’s not coming to school.”

      “I don’t like wasting brain cells on Giselle or Jaime.” I was clueless about what she was talking about.

      “Dude!” Alise groaned as we pulled into the school parking lot. “If you don’t try to be normal again—well, your nerdy normal way—they’re going to lock you away for depression. You’ll be in one of those places where the girls don’t shower and all become lesbians.”

      I stifled a laugh as she ranted like a scary bigot.

      “Like a week ago I heard Ms. Sinclair talking to the guidance counselor about you. She said some crap about how they are noticing your inability to find happiness again or something like that. No one said you have to forget Mom, but try to still be alive. Besides, it’s embarrassing having the emo-angst queen as my sister.”

      I ignored her usual speech, and instead focused on the asylums full of unkempt lesbians around the country. It made me smile, even if it was completely wrong to do so. She was so insane.

      She nattered on and on about the fact I would never leave Dad’s house. She called it “Dad’s” like Mom didn't still own half. Little things like that made me want to strangle her.

      When we finally got to the parking lot, I leapt from the car and raced to my locker. It was better than murdering her in front of everyone.

      Alise’s greatest fear was not being prom queen.

      Mine was forgetting about my mom and accidentally falling into being a happy person again. Some days when I didn’t fight it hard enough, I caught myself resurfacing. It was happening more and more.

      The end of my depression was coming, more likely sooner than later.

      I wasn’t naturally depressed. It was an irregular state for my body.

      Coasting through classes and doodling had been my thing for some time but today I couldn't stop thinking about my dream. It had been a repeat, I swear it. I remembered seeing that expression on my father’s face—it was fear.

      He was obviously worried about me, but who was he to be pointing fingers. Alise swore she had caught him sitting in his walk-in closet under Mom’s dresses and clothes. He was crying softly while touching the bottoms of them, running his fingers gently along the hems. And he didn’t come out of his office much, except to ground Alise every other day. And he always went back in straightaway.

      The bell rang for lunch before I  even realized I’d gone to my second class. Lost for a moment, I glanced down at the homework assignment I had written, amazed it was in coherent sentences. I picked up my books and slipped from the class, not making eye contact with anyone.

      “Aimes, wait up,” a voice rose above the sounds of the other kids, perking up my ears. The voice warmed my heart.

      Blake winced when he saw me. His reaction was my daily awareness check. Clearly, I was failing today.

      He was the only person who saw past my sadness, maybe the only one who really remembered me from before.

      I stifled a laugh as he stumbled up the stairs near my locker. Blake was massive, not fat, but tall like a giant. His body was something he and everyone around him were still getting used to.

      “Hey, Blake.”

      “Wow!” He smiled at me, barely glancing up from his iPhone. “You look special today, Aimes. Enough with the black already, huh?” He was the only person who could be mean to me and still make a smile cross my lips.

      “I like black.” I tried to be serious as I closed my locker and we started to walk.

      “No.” His head came up from his phone, blinking like he had just woken up. “No, you don’t, and you’re starting to remind me of the Goths. It’s hard to hang in the nerd crowd when you scare them. We scare easily.” He walked forward and opened the door to the cafeteria for me.

      “We aren’t exactly the nerd crowd. It’s just you and me. And I’m still in mourning. According to tradition it’s a full year before we wear colors again.”

      “That’s for widows in the 1800s and Gone with the Wind spinsters. I miss you in spring colors and shorts. I miss you having color in your skin. I miss your eyes and how they used to sparkle. Now they’re dull, like fish eyes. When that Aimee comes back, I think we should have a party.”

      He missed me in colors and wanted to have a party?

      He was the only boy in the world I could actually imagine myself with.

      We matched.

      The idea of it made me wonder. Wondering made me forget how sad I was. It was a vicious cycle. He was a problem.

      “A party, huh?” I walked through the door, almost laughing. “Who will come?”

      “The chess club, mathletes, obviously us science geeks, and I like the kids at the newspaper. They’re not as smart as we are, but they know politics and a lot of them believe the CTs, Aimes. I have to respect that.”

      That made me laugh, out loud. My laughing muscles had grown soft and weak over the past winter.

      But it was impossible not to laugh at Blake. He was a genius who believed in CTs—Conspiracy Theories. He believed nothing the media said. Well, unless college students or someone working for some low-budget paper wrote it. The kind that relied on a mailing list as opposed to general publication for the masses. He was the smartest dummy I’d ever known.

      “You’re crazy,” I retorted.

      “Speaking of crazy”—he smacked me in the arm and frowned—“did you see the Facebook posts coming off my mom lately?”

      “No.” I hadn’t logged in to Facebook or any other social media in eight months.

      “I’m starting to think older people don’t get the whole—it’s for connecting or reconnecting with people. It’s not Twitter. My mom posts what she ate for lunch yesterday. She posts that she went to her yoga class, she bought a new bra, and for her friends to check that store out. What the hell? I told her from now on I’m posting everything I do in a day so she can see how annoying it is.”

      His face was red as he ranted. I loved his rants.

      “I told her tomorrow my Facebook status is going to read, ‘Blake McGinnis had a great crap today, came out with very little pushing. I just want to thank Kellogg’s for upping the fiber count in the cereal.’”

      I laughed again as we walked to our usual lunch table, where the other nerds raised eyebrows at me laughing.

      He continued, “I think then, about three hours later, I will put, ‘Blake McGinnis just held his cat Chuck down and sniffed his neck fur.’”

      I couldn’t have stopped myself if I’d wanted to. The laughing started to get painful.

      His arms flailed about at this point. “Later, around seven I will post, ‘Blake McGinnis is questioning his humanity and had a bad thought about his neighbors.’ Then at least my mom will have something to worry about. Jeeze, I get tired of reading her crap.”

      I was the Grinch. My chest expanded and my heart seemed to shake off its icy winter coat and let in the spring sunlight. Even the school looked brighter. I noticed the other kids talking and making movements and wearing colors.

      I sat down as one of the girls at the table leaned in and whispered, “Did you guys hear some girl got date-rape drugged at a party a couple of days ago?”

      “What?” So much for feeling better.

      Blake’s eyes darting across the cafeteria. “Who?”

      “I don't know. They aren’t saying who it is, just that a girl who was seventeen got drugged and assaulted.”

      “What is the world coming to?” Blake nudged his glasses up.

      “My dad works for the town and they said she’s not doing so hot. She’s been taken to the city.” She sat back, as if the news hour was over and now we were all well informed.

      Another girl joined in, “I heard it was Angela Marshall. And she was found like in the woods on the far side of town. Dying. I hear she isn’t the first one either. The sheriff is keeping it quiet until they know more. They don’t want to scare the town.”

      “Creepy.” I shuddered, glancing about the massive room of all my peers.

      It was possible one of the people in here was a pervert, statistically speaking.

      After lunch we walked into class and I noticed I was still in an all right mood. Even with the knowledge of the raping.

      I chalked it up to chemistry being my favorite class. For me, chemistry was simple. The reaction was caused by the chemicals or elements involved. No surprises and no guessing. I loved the predictability that came with knowing the elements. It was a controlled environment.

      Blake loved chem too, but it was because Mr. Mac was his hero. He held three degrees and a master’s by the time he was twenty-four.

      Mr. Mac was my favorite teacher but not for the same reason as the other girls. Every girl in school had a crush on him. He looked much more like a student than a teacher, having only just graduated with his master’s. It earned him hottie-teacher status which he was oblivious to.

      He was handsome, but I only noticed it after my sister had pointed it out to me. Something about his face didn’t do it for me. He wasn’t my type. My type hadn’t changed in ten years. The only problem with “my type” was his current status as my sister’s boyfriend.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          The spot

        

      

    

    
      On the way home from school I took my usual detour, instead of the bus or a ride with Satan, aka Alise.

      I hurried when I saw it and sat down on the roadside, clutching the new dandelions of the year I had gathered along the way. “Hey, Mom.” I smiled, closing my eyes for a moment. A warm breeze trickled along the cement sidewalk. In my mind she was there. She was the tornado sucking my hair up into the air.

      “Did you have a good week? I haven’t been by. I’m sorry.” I started making the crown of flowers, just the way she did. “It’s been a weird week. Remember last time I was here and I said I was getting annoyed with my partner? Well, Mr. Mac said I could just do my own project, since my partner is still absent. I don’t know what’s up with her, but it’s been like two weeks. Maybe it’s the plague. Anyway, I’m lucky it’s Mr. Mac. He treats us like people, not students. He gets that I can’t control her not showing up. I like that he’s an actual chemist too.” I finished my crown and placed it on my head. “There, just like you made.”

      Just as I needed it to, the warm wind brushed against me again.

      A car drove past, dispersing the wind and chasing my mom away.

      I tried to ignore people seeing me here. They made fun of me for coming here to the side of the road, beside the tree where I’d made the mark.

      The fact that my mom hadn’t died anywhere near the tree had dubbed me the town weirdo. In truth though, someone had died here. Me. It was why I haunted it.

      Twenty-eight hundred people populated the little seaside hamlet of Port Mackenzie. Small enough that everyone noticed when Don James’ quiet daughter sat on the side of the road, talking to a tree. I was supposed to be the smart one. If it had been Alise, no one would have batted an eyelash.

      Slowly my gaze lifted to the mark on the tree, filling me with pain and humiliation.

      There, in the torn bark and skin of the tree, my blood made a cross. I had pulled and ripped the bark in a panic, so I would never lose the spot.

      I was surprised the blood hadn’t washed away in the winter rains. The tree held onto enough color that I always found it. The bloodstain was old and brown, but if you knew where to look, you could see the faint outline of the cross. Perhaps the tree knew I needed it.

      But how long would I need it?

      Before my mom’s accident I was on the path to being a woman. I had just come to the realization I was ready for love. I wanted something romantic like in an Austen or Hardy novel. After her death I had lost it.

      Lately, when the sun shone and Shane Bagley smiled at me, I had to fight to be sad.

      “Mom, I can’t fight it much longer. I can’t stay sad forever,” I whispered. “I see Alise being Alise and I hate her. I don't know if I’ll miss you the same amount if I’m not depressed all the time. But I think it’s time to find out.”

      The cool wind twirled around me, not nearly as warm now as it had always been. Maybe it was the winds of change, refreshing and energizing. My mom did want me to be happy. I knew that.

      I stood up and the blood rushed back into my legs with painful pins and needles. “Love you.”

      I turned and left, sad and optimistic about it.

      When I got home my sister was pouting in the corner, with a stormy face that could have devastated a coastline. I assumed Dad had put her on restricted party attendance for a month. Alise hadn’t been to a party in four weeks which no doubt affected her most popular girl in school status. Our father was a marine biologist so his sympathies didn’t lie with social standing.

      Her big silver eyes glistened as if she had been crying. And most likely she had in an attempt to pull out all the stops to get her way. Even at seventeen I had seen fainting, holding her breath, screaming, not talking to people for months on end, refusal to eat or drink, and many, many more dramatics. It always seemed to be in the pursuit of her eternal happiness which only ever lasted about an hour.

      I rolled my eyes as my sister’s gaze fixed on me.

      Like in a cartoon, the cogs began to move as a desperate plan clicked into action. An evil plot formed in the feeble but wicked mind of the scheming brat. Seeing my sneer, she shifted gears. Her eye twitched as her poor brain worked overtime in desperation to come up with a bargaining chip.

      I imagined a tiny hamster gasping for air on his little wheel, trying to keep her mind moving.

      A façade crept across her face.

      She was so obvious it pained me.

      I hated getting dragged into her schemes.

      She smiled her prettiest smile at me, as if I was a guy to get caught up in her spell. “There’s a party tonight at Shane’s house, a huge party—a fun party.” She looked pitiful. “Can you come with me? It’s senior year. We never hang out, you and me. Come on. Pretty pleeeasse. I have to go. How can his girlfriend not be at his party? This could end our relationship. He could cheat on me, or think I’m lying about not being allowed so I can cheat on him. My love life depends on this party.”

      My heart sank.

      Of course!

      She was the reason Shane had asked me to go to his party. It hurt but it made sense.

      She begged on her hands and knees and pouted her perfectly glossed lips at me, as her silver eyes sparkled under the butterfly wings she had been graced with for lashes.

      “This shit doesn’t work on me. You know I’m a girl, right?”

      “Hardly, with what you’re wearing, Aimes.” She laughed and then quickly recovered back to batting her eyelashes.

      Deep down, the idea of being at Shane’s house was tempting, even if he only wanted me there to be with my sister.

      The real question was whether I was that pathetic or not.

      Just as I was about to admit I was exactly that pathetic, she succumbed, “I can’t go without you. I’ll do your laundry and be nice to you for a month. Even at school. Like really nice.”

      “Laundry. I do hate laundry.” I pretended like I was contemplating the possibility. “Fine.” I ignored the misgivings of making a deal with the devil. “Deal, but you have to be nice to me for a month, and do my laundry according to washing instructions, and drive me anywhere I want. And I want drink service tonight, nothing nasty or filled with booze, but good drinks all night, handed to me from your hand to mine. And I’m bringing Blake, and you have to drive us to the party as you would any other friend. I’m not riding in the trunk.”

      “Blake’s coming?” Her eyes widened and then she stuck her hand out, excited. “Deal.”

      “Please.” I brushed past her, wincing away from her hand. “Like I would touch that. I know where your hands go. Besides, you have no honor; handshakes mean nothing to you. I’ll draw up a contract and tell Blake to be ready for eight.” I imagined she would want it signed in blood, like all evil demons.

      “Whatever.” She laughed. “You’re sort of a bitch, Aimee. A funny bitch. Eight sounds like it’s on.” She jumped up and down excitedly. I had sold my soul to the devil.

      “Keep pissing me off and I’ll make you sign it in blood.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          WoW

        

      

    

    
      I went to my room to decide on an outfit for the night. I had never been the party type.

      But when I got to my closet I cringed, seeing how bleak it was—or rather black. Some time ago, I went through everything and removed all the color and joy.

      I groaned and grabbed a pair of black skinny jeans and a dark-blue sweater. I changed and checked my reflection. My sister was right which never happened. I looked like death.

      My long blonde hair hung around my eyes that had dulled to a lifeless gray with no zest or expression. My skin wasn’t just white but appeared powdered and flat. I was scrawnier than ever and my skinny jeans were hanging ridiculously off my body.

      I couldn’t help but worry about the girl in the mirror. Her once perky nose seemed slightly big on her horridly thin face. Her full lips were chapped and peeling, not kissable. Her eyebrows were in need of a little weed whacking.

      I could truly pass for a Goth. I couldn’t deny it.

      When was the last time I’d actually looked at myself?

      “Oh my God—you’re not wearing that! Take that off. I’ll be right back.” Alise was in and out before I could register what had happened. Without warning, she stripped the clothes from me, tearing off the sweater and dragging on a pink tee shirt, without caring how roughly she did it. The long top had a big set of red lips on the lower left side. She undid my jeans to tear them off too and then knocked me to the bed and pulled at them.

      She rambled on about being old enough to dress myself, as she tugged on the new jeans. They were dreadful. They were light blue with frayed pockets in the back and subtle whiskers in the front. There was an intentional rip in the right knee.

      I hated the outfit instantly and wanted to undress the minute I saw myself in the mirror. It bothered me that I could pass for one of her friends. I didn’t even want to think about the fact I looked better.

      That being said, in my mind the red lips were a sign that flashed “Look at me!”

      “You’ve gotten too skinny for skinny jeans and black is horrid on you. You’re a spring/summer, Aimee. You need color.”

      She grabbed my arm and dragged me to her room, which could only be described as a cluttered and disgusting mess. I grimaced at the odor I couldn’t quite place. Maybe I could: it was L’eau de Homeless Man who peed his pants and ate nachos.

      “You want boys to like you, Aimes? You need to put a little makeup on and try a bit harder. Guys don’t ask out girls who’ve already crossed over into spinsterhood. Here, try this.” She made me sit in her makeup chair. Her hands flew up at me as she started applying things to my face. I never spoke. I shut my sister out as usual and told myself I could wash my face when the torment ended. Alise tweezed and groomed like Edward Scissorhands, using both hands to do the work.

      “You do like boys, right?” she asked without waiting for me to answer. “Well, you need to grab the guys you like and tell them you like them. Your friends are smart, but nerdy guys are the hardest. They just don’t get girls.”

      I smiled, trying to pacify her as she ranted. I grimaced at her holding something resembling a torture device as it moved toward my eyes. “You know, when I liked Benny, he never knew for the first few weeks, but then I just told him one night at a pit party and we dated for like six months. Till I caught him with that slut Angela—that was disgusting.”

      This was the story of Alise’s life. She had dated at least fifteen boys in the last four years.

      I had yet to date a boy once.

      It wasn’t from lack of desire but more of a lack of options. The only boy I had ever liked was the one my sister was dating. Shane. The boy who always seemed to be out of my league or dating another girl. A lot of other girls. He was Alise but a dude. And now he was ruined forever, having no doubt had sex with my sister. I threw up a tiny bit in my mouth and cringed at the thought.

      She messed with my hair, ignoring the faces I made while processing my love life. “You can’t, like, graduate a virgin, Aimee. That’s just not how it’s done. College is not the place to lose it. And, dude, if you continue the way you’re going, you’ll be in your twenties and a virgin. No guys want to date a twenty-five-year-old virgin. There. What do you think?” She stepped back and swung the chair to face her mirror.

      I prepared myself for the worst—painted whore like her friends or maybe a clown. I worried about the latter because she had been kind to me. As I took my first look I tried not to think that I had just roped her into a month of extra laundry.

      It was remarkable.

      The girl staring back at me was attractive, and I could barely see the makeup. Alise had respected the fact that I was a minimalist.

      “You have a talent, Alise. This is astonishing,” I whispered as I touched my cheeks, not feeling greasy makeup. My lips appeared full and plump, and my blue eyes were noticeable and sparkly.

      She stood behind me in the mirror, smiling at her work. “You look like we could even be friends, like a cheerleader or something.”

      And there she was—the old mean and nasty snot of a sister I was accustomed to. “Yeah, well, don’t get your hopes up.”

      She crossed her arms and gave me the look of doom. “Don’t do anything to get dirty or make a mess of yourself, and don’t eat. Just sit somewhere till eight.”

      “Thanks.” I laughed as I left her room and went back to mine to play World of Warcraft while I waited for it to be time.

      A while later I was lost in the game and deep in thought about the Alliance member I was creaming when my father interrupted me.

      “You’re doing this then?” Dad asked, as I slaughtered a noob Alliance player with my fellow guildies.

      “Playing WoW? Yeah. I play every day. Dad, please—you need to start paying attention to our comings and goings. It’s getting frightening in here without any parental control.”

      “I know you play, Aimee. It costs me fifteen dollars every month. I notice. Whoever thought that game up is a genius.”

      I never took my eyes off the screen as I spoke, “Duly noted.”

      “No, I meant the party. It’s not your thing. You don’t have to go.” His flat tone sounded as if he was playing it up but secretly excited I would be going.

      “Yeah, well, she promised me the moon and stars.” My eyes still hadn’t left the screen.

      “Be safe and don’t drink, okay?”

      I turned to face him while the flags reset in my game of capture the flag. “Dad, when do I drink? I think you’re in the wrong room. Sleazy Drunks is next door. This is Dorks with Anonymity. Did you eat yet?”

      He chuckled. “No, I ordered pizza. Vince is coming over later. He wants to watch the game.”

      “Who’s playing?”

      He ran a hand through his hair and laughed. “Oh well, you know me and sports, kiddo. But adult company and some pizza will be a pleasant diversion.”

      “Yeah, I guess we’re both being held hostage for the evening.”

      His eyes sparkled for a moment. “Maybe it’s what we need, Aimee. We don’t seem to be getting past this on our own. You look pretty, by the way. Want me to get a veggie burger when I pick up the pizza?”

      “Sure, thanks.” I smiled, looking him right in the eye, which I never did anymore, as he left my room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Matchmaker, matchmaker, make me a match

        

      

    

    
      My sister drove like a crazed woman, making all the pickup stops along the way. Blake and I sat squished in the back with a guy named Tommy who had dated my sister and flirted mercilessly with anything that moved. Except me.

      “Hey, Aimee, looking good. You clean up nice,” he spoke in a soothing tone, as if trying to charm or tame me. I wasn’t sure which.

      “Yeah, I don’t really see how a tee shirt is cleaned up, but thanks, Tommy.” I scoffed.

      Blake muffled a laugh.

      “McGinnis, dude, you’re way too big for the backseat. You should have tried out for basketball. What are you, six-one?” he asked Blake, trying to make conversation.

      Blake smiled. “Uhm. Six-four. But I am not the sporting sort. That is best left for the coordinated.” He frowned at me, which meant he didn’t want to be in this car full of the popular kids. They always asked him to join sports, based on his height and his parents being ridiculously rich. Team funding was a huge issue in small towns.

      “What?” I laughed at his grumpy face.

      “Don’t what me.” He whispered, “You do look nice though. Pink is an improvement to black.”

      “Aren’t we supposed to have a party? Spring Aimee is back.” I stuck my tongue out, almost feeling awkward about having a good time.

      We pulled into a long driveway that led to Shane Bagley’s house. His dad and mom had recently split, causing a rift in our small town. Shane’s father had been caught having relations, so to speak, with a checkout girl at the local grocery store. The store Shane’s family owned. Shane’s mom had kicked his dad out, only to find out he’d moved in with his twenty-five-year-old employee.

      Shane had taken it hard, just as any of us would. Seventeen is too young to have a family torn apart by a new stepmom. In particular, one that’s only seven years older.

      Alise had been sucked into the drama, her specialty. She had gone from nearly dumping Shane to a newly devoted woman, on the surface. She loved drama. It made me sick. As Shane went from being Plain Shane to heartbroken Shane, she got more into him. Although she never stopped cheating on him.

      I didn’t understand why he chose to date my sister. He never seemed to enjoy the relationship. He hardly ever hung out with her, and when he did, they barely spoke. Alise had complained about it and our dad told her Shane was distracted by the tragedy in his family.

      Shane’s mom had been vacationing more than normal in the last few months. In such a small town, it had people speculating she was actually in a center somewhere. I felt bad for Shane.

      His only saving grace was having an older sister at college in the city. She came back on weekends, even though it was a five-hour drive, to help him out while his parents were both AWOL.

      The music from the house could be heard during the long drive up. The large waterfront home seemed to have every light on inside and out, even though it wasn’t dark yet.

      Cars lined the driveway as Alise found a spot up beside Shane’s truck. People bailed from her old car, boys picking girls up and running with them over their shoulders, and girls screaming in joy. Someone even climbed out of the trunk.

      The music stopped as Shane came out to greet us. Behind him the open door revealed a packed house. The huge windows in the living room were like peeking onto a set of a teenager party movie.

      He was breathtaking just standing there. His eyes zeroed in on me. “Hey, Aimee, I’m glad you came. Hi, Blake.”

      I wanted to take it the wrong way, but I knew why he wanted me there. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed Blake move to stand closer to me and puff up his chest. I blushed, thinking he must have picked up on my crush on Shane and resented it.

      “Hey.” I gave Shane a small wave and tiny smile. Mostly I tried not to stare at his lips and imagine what they would be like to kiss. My sister walked up and kissed him on the cheek, making me want to disinfect him so I could continue my fantasy. Now that Satan had spit on him, as if he was the last donut on the plate, my only option became viewing him from a distance.

      “Well, our first party,” Blake whispered as we leaned against the car and watched the scene, taking it in. After my sister’s little indiscretion of not coming home a month ago, our father had laid down the rule of no more parties. He had given her one option: to take me as her companion which translated into chaperone. He had bet I would never go, and clearly he had bet wrong. Deep down he wanted to see me out socializing with someone beyond Blake, and he knew Alise could get me out of the house, eventually.

      “This is weird.” I turned to Blake and forced myself to find a feature I thought was handsome. I realized he didn’t have his glasses on, which was odd. I wasn’t sure if he even owned contacts or if he had come blind, hoping to appear less like a nerd. Either way, he looked good without glasses or a gadget in his hands.

      “Yeah. Super weird.” He bit his lip and stared at the house most likely trying to get the nerve to go in.

      “We gonna stay out here all night?”

      “You want to go in?” Blake swallowed hard and walked up to the house, not waiting for my answer. He seemed massive with nothing in his hands to make him stoop over until he was my height. He seemed put together in his beige cords and blue tee shirt with a science-camp logo.

      I smiled. No one there would even come close to recognizing the logo. I was short next to him as we walked along the concrete slab walkway to the front door.

      “You cold?” he asked as a warm wind hit, making me shiver.

      “No.” I wondered if the wind was my mom telling me not to go in. Her wind came a second time and I told myself she meant for me to have a good time.

      As we crossed the threshold, I glanced to the right, pausing when I saw a guy I had never seen around town. He was tall and thick with dark-blond hair and the most stunning blue eyes imaginable. They looked like a husky dog’s. White blue but bright as if there was a light shining out from behind them. Momentarily, I wondered if he was an actor in a movie, not a guy at a teenager party. His face was something you didn’t see in such a small town. I sucked my breath in, gasping as I locked eyes with him. I wanted to walk to him, like I knew him from somewhere.

      Our eyes met and he seemed genuinely surprised when I pointed to him. “Who’s that guy?” I nudged Blake. But when I turned back, he was gone.

      Blake shrugged. “I didn’t see him.”

      “There was just a big, tall blond guy right there a second ago. I think I know him.”

      “He’s not there now.”

      “Thanks, Captain Obvious.”

      A girl beside me spoke, “This place is packed with kids from Port Handley. They’re friends with Shane.”

      “Oh.” I recognized her when I turned around.

      My sister’s BFF, Giselle.

      She was easily the most beautiful girl in the world. Her parents were French and Filipino and the combination was perfect. Every feature, apart from her empty head, was flawless.

      She staggered as she entered the house, not looking sexy as much as she looked drunk.

      “Clearly, not her first drink of the evening,” Blake muttered as we walked into the house.

      “No, I’d say not.” I stared out the window again, hoping to see the guy from the neighboring town. He was stunningly handsome. Adding an air of mystery didn’t help my curiosity.

      Shaking it off, I glanced around the house at the drunken teenagers everywhere.

      “Want a drink, little sister?” Alise was beside me with a glass.

      I took it, suspicious of anything she ever gave me. I looked into the glass. It appeared to be lemonade.

      “It’s lemonade, Aimee. Remember the deal we made?” She laughed as I eyeballed her. “Besides, I might need you to drive home.”

      “I don’t want to drive.”

      “Don’t care.” She walked away.

      “Thanks, Alise.” Blake beamed after her.

      “Don’t thank her, there might be poison in this glass.” I frowned at him and watched as he peered into the glass she had given him and took a drink. I waited a few seconds for the foam to start pouring out of his lips.

      “Tastes good.” He sipped from the glass and remained standing.

      I drank when I was sure I would live. I was surprised by the flavor. It was a great glass of lemonade. I was shocked Alise was holding up her end of the bargain, shocked and suspicious.

      “It’s loud in here. Want to go to a quieter room?” I asked Blake who nodded.

      People saw us and did a second take when it registered that nerds had crashed the party. They maintained a steady glare in our direction as they conversed.

      “Not in the least bit obvious, are they?” Blake asked, sipping his drink and scanning the room. His grumpy face was back. I wondered if deep down he had hoped to be accepted by them. I had never seen Blake care about what the popular kids thought or did until that moment.

      “We’re outsiders. We might give them the same look if they showed up to a science fair.”

      “True.” He didn’t sound convinced.

      We walked past the kitchen where Shane stood in a group of the popular kids. He glanced over at me and nodded.

      I wanted to talk to him, but Alise put a hand on his arm and laughed with the group of football players and girls that all resembled my sister. Shane dropped his gaze, blushing as they continued to talk.

      Seeing the us and them even more, I glanced up at Blake and decided it was time to start making some of my dreams come true. If I really thought about it, Blake was the answer to the question of who would make me happy. We were the same in every way. We could play World of Warcraft in a room and not even need to speak, for days. There was a cozy comfort between us I would never find in anyone else. If there was that, why couldn’t there also be intimacy?

      We found a sunroom off the back of the house, with couches and a few couples making out in the muted light. The lights were dim and the music seemed a lot quieter. To me, it would be the perfect place to pass a few hours until we got to go home.

      I sat on the older floral couch and admired the pictures of Shane and his sister that lined the walls of the sunroom and above the large fireplace. Only on the Northwest Coast would there be a woodstove in a sunroom.

      Blake sat down beside me. Obviously, he was still uncomfortable. I decided to go with the flow of the room and take my sister’s advice.

      I turned to look him in the eyes and took a deep breath. “Blake, I’ve been thinking a lot. It’s senior year and I think I’m ready for a relationship. I think it’ll sort of fill the void in me from my mom and everything.” Where was I going with this? I panicked a bit. “And I think”—it shot from my lips like a bullet from a gun—“I like you.”

      He acted confused. “I like you too, Aimes. You’re my best friend, pink shirt or no pink shirt. At least it isn’t black or one of the variations. I’ve never seen anyone find as many different ways to depress their wardrobe as you have.”

      “No.” I started to feel a little breathless. “I mean, I think I really like you, like how they like each other.” I pointed to the couples making out that were clearly fond of one another. I took another deep breath. “I’ve thought about this long and hard, and we make sense for each other. We’re both smart, we both want to go to college, and we both love intellectually challenging and advancing experiences. If we sit down I believe we can come up with a reasonable five-year plan.” My spiel didn’t sound as good as I had hoped it would.

      “Five-year plan?” He frowned at first. “Like them—you like me like them?” He pointed and seemed to grow panicked, if not flabbergasted. “Like them?”

      “Yeah.” I gulped as he peered around at each couple and then back to me.

      “Aimee, you are the most incredible girl I have ever met. You’re my favorite person in the whole world. You are graduating AP in literature, but at the same time, still rocking AP in trig and chemistry. You’re funny and really pretty—” He started to fret.

      “But?” I interrupted. My heart dropped into my stomach.

      Embarrassment flushed across his face as he grasped at straws. “I think the world of you. You must know that.”

      “I do.” I crossed my arms. “Look, I told you how I feel—just say what you need to say.” I got angry as he flailed in front of me. My stomach weakened, waiting for the final crushing blow.

      “Okay.” He closed his eyes. “I wish you had never said those words. I need you in my life, the way things are. I don’t feel the same way. You are the sister I always wanted. I love you but not the same.”

      It hurt more than I thought it would. I had counted on him liking me to feel like a normal girl. He had always been my back-up plan for love. I’d assumed that as long as he liked me, it didn’t matter that all the other boys didn’t.

      I didn’t need the approval of boys, but at the same time I had wanted Blake to like me. “I need some air. I’ll be back.” I jumped up.

      “Wait!” He put his hand out to stop me, but I burst past him, leaving him in the make-out room alone.

      I didn’t hate him—I couldn’t hate him. I hated myself for banking on him being the one I could fall back on in my time of desperation and loneliness. I was frustrated and embarrassed to have been so certain. Had he led me to believe it? Was he partly to blame? I thought of the million times he had touched my hand or smiled at me. The way he kept his gaze after he smiled, lingering. He came to my house every day. I recalled when my mom died and how he had slept in my bed with me for two weeks, holding me. Had I misread it all?

      Tears threatened to spring from my eyes, but I surveyed the ridiculous group of drunken people and knew I would never cry in front of them.

      Instead, I rushed through the back door in the kitchen and let the refreshing wind hit me, like a beacon of safety. I ran down the steps of the deck and onto the back lawn.

      Shane had a massive yard with a small amount being oceanfront. Really though, the whole town had either oceanfront or ocean view.

      Defeated and dejected, I walked to the far side of the lawn where I sat down on the cool grass, lying back to peer up at the sky as it darkened and the first few stars became visible.

      I loved stars. I loved how far away they were.

      My sister had chosen a car for our birthday, but I had opted for a telescope. I wished I were at home with it instead of here lonely, embarrassed, and surrounded by people who would mock me as an appetizer. My face burned, thinking how foolish I was to assume I had a chance with Blake or any guy.

      My sister could have any guy she wanted. She even had the one guy I truly wanted. But I couldn’t even get the guy no one wanted. Well, besides the other nerdy girls at our lunch table. Blake was the nerd hottie. I had sort of told myself I was the nerd hottie too. I wasn’t hideous.

      I covered my face and wished I could take it all back.

      Being a rational romantic hadn’t panned out like I’d hoped it would. Maybe being a twit like my sister paid off. She did seem happier than I ever was, by a long shot. I contemplated playing dumb and twirling my hair and picked up a lock of my blonde mane, twirling the thick chunk over my face. It did seem relaxing in a repetitive way but definitely couldn’t replace thinking, no matter what.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Et tu, Aimee

        

      

    

    
      The grass beside me crunched and I assumed it would be Blake, coming to try to rationalize with me. I prepared for the most embarrassing conversation ever. Knowing I would probably cry, I decided standing and running would be my best bet.

      But I panicked even more when I recognized Shane’s voice behind me. “You okay, Aimee? I saw you run out the back door. I thought maybe you were sick.” He sat on the grass next to me and lay back. I clenched inside and tried not to breathe. I contemplated the hair twirl but decided on playing it cool.

      “Yeah, no. I’m just not much of a partier.”

      “I’m glad you came though. I was hoping you would come to at least one party before grad.”

      “Remember when we were little and how easy life was?” I changed the subject, not sure about the topic though.

      “Oh my God.” He rolled on his side and grinned at me. “Yeah. It was so much easier to just be happy then. All that mattered was how many frogs you caught or how high you could climb. All the girls liked you if you could run the fastest.”

      “You could just be who you were and no one cared.”

      “I’ve always liked who you were. Well, are. I mean, I like who you are now too.” He rested back on the grass again, still chuckling.

      “Uhhh.” I laughed. “Thanks. I like who you are too.” Uncomfortable with the direction it was going, I changed the subject, “So, who is that guy from Handley with the crazy blue eyes? They’re like those eyes the arctic huskies have.”

      “Blue eyes?”

      “Yeah, like white blue.”

      “Oh, you mean Wade. His family owns the gym in Handley. He plays hockey and goes out with Melissa Grouper.” He tried to jog my memory, but I came up blank.

      “His eyes are crazy blue—weird blue. I swear I know him from somewhere,” I muttered more to myself than him.

      “Hmm, maybe from school. Speaking of guys, what’s up with you and Blake?” He gave me a look.

      “Nothing—nothing now and nothing ever. Apparently, we’re friends who can sleep beside each other and be each other’s comfort, but I guess that’s it. I’m destined to be alone forever.” The words fell out in a bitter rant before I could stop myself.

      Shane laughed. “Okay, okay, jeeze. You and your sister have that in common, I guess. There is more spice in you two than sugar.”

      “What?” I frowned at the comparison. “That might be the only thing we have in common, unfortunately.” Besides liking you. I could have told him that, but I didn’t want to be the reason my sister’s eternal happiness was destroyed. Her eternal happiness that only ever lasted the afternoon.

      Either way, no sister did that.

      “Yeah, you’re night and day, there is no doubt about that.” He smiled and his eyes twinkled like they held a secret. The kind that only the person he loved would understand. He was a treasure chest. If you were lucky enough to find the key, you could spend a lifetime enjoying what was inside.

      “I’m glad about that. Alise is nuts.” I glanced up at the sky again when his eyes stayed on my face. The intensity of them made me uncomfortable. It made my stomach feel weird—good weird.

      “You look nice tonight. Finally wearing colors again, huh?” His voice seemed laced with some kind of emotion.

      I eyed him quizzically. “Yeah, how did you notice I was only wearing black?”

      “I notice you, Aimee, more than you think.”

      My heart stopped.

      Those were magic words. The boy I always dreamed of was hitting on me.

      I didn’t know what to say or do.

      Maybe he was just being nice to me or maybe I was overreacting like an idiot. His eyes didn’t seem to say kind; they looked more like steamy. I smiled inside, enjoying the moment. I wanted him to move closer. I wanted him to stretch his hand across the grass and take mine. I would betray my sister like a giant jerk, just to feel the touch of his hand once. I could use her logic: what happened in the dark didn’t count.

      My brain whispered that Alise had already been there and polluted that. It wasn’t that I truly cared, but I needed an excuse not to like him. Whether I hated Alise or not, I wasn’t her. I changed my mind, admitting to myself I couldn’t steal my sister’s boyfriend.

      “I noticed you were different tonight, right away.”

      “Alise got ahold of me. She’s against black, unless it’s a cocktail dress or lingerie. She was savage about it. Don’t get me wrong, I love my sister, but I would never date anyone who’s that abusive. I guess guys tolerate a lot more than girls do though.” What was I saying?

      He sounded lost in his thoughts. “Yeah, otherwise the world would stop going ‘round.”

      “I guess.”

      We sat in silence, staring at the stars for a long time.

      “So Blake isn’t the one for you, huh?” he asked again but sounded more nonchalant.

      “Nope. I guess I thought we should be together ‘cause we’re the same type of person, you know? I liked having him there, knowing someone liked me.”

      “Well, that sounds ridiculous. You want to keep him on standby, so you know someone likes you?”

      “No.” I grimaced. “I mean, I guess. Everything sounds bad when you say it like that, all judgmental and hateful. You make me sound like Alise.”

      He laughed. “Sorry, I’m not really one of those sugarcoat people. I know you’re nothing like her.”

      He bit his lip for a moment and then muttered, “So you aren’t in love with him?”

      “No.” My brain whispered again, just embarrassed.

      “You’re so amazing, Aimee. You don’t need boys on standby. You just need to go for the right guy. He’s not the only guy who could like you if you started letting people in.” His eyes locked on mine and he leaned toward me. I could see it in his gaze. He was fully going to kiss me. His blue eyes lit up. “I have something I want to tell you.”

      “What?” My stomach twisted into knots.

      He bent his face down, but just as I felt his breath upon my lips, we were interrupted by a crash behind us.

      “Son of a friggin’—what the hell was that?” 

      Shane pulled away from me and we both looked back at my sister stumbling down the lawn. “Shane, are you out here? Who’s that girl with you?”

      She was drunk already? Hadn’t we just arrived?

      I glared, judging her the entire time. “It’s me, you idiot.” I spoke clearly so she could catch every inch of my annoyance.

      “Oh, it’s just you. Dear God, Aimes, you scared the crap outta me. I thought some ho was out here trying to steal my man.” She plopped down on the grass as ungracefully as possible. “We need more snacks and drinks. I don’t know where they are,” she spoke lazily as she nearly landed right on me.

      “It was nice sitting in the quiet with you, Shane. See you inside.” I stood up and left them. My face was on fire from the near kiss.

      I glanced back to see him watching me go. He seemed to want to say something, but he didn’t. Instead, Alise pushed his arm and giggled about something.

      The arguing started as I walked along the dark grass back to the house.

      I wanted to tell myself he was probably drunk, but that wasn’t it. I knew Shane better than that. He had noticed all I wore was black. He had noticed I’d changed that today. He had wanted me to come. And he’d noticed me and Alise weren’t the same.

      I wanted to tell myself not to be excited, not to get my hopes up in any way. But my hopes were already through the moon.

      Shane friggin’ liked me.

      For whatever reason, he was dating my sister, but he liked me.

      When I got to the stairs Blake was standing at the door, gazing out at the backyard.

      Not ready to have that conversation, I ducked along the hedge and crept to the other side of the house. I slipped in the front door to get lost in the crowd.

      I wasn’t ready to go back to normal yet. I was full of mixed emotions I needed to analyze alone with Jane Austen and my dad.

      Which Austen man was Shane? Captain Wentworth maybe, to my Anne Elliot? No. He hadn’t ever declared his love to me. He was Knightley to my Emma. Oh my God, I was Emma.

      I fought my way through the hallways surrounded by noise and people acting crazy. The house was so full I couldn’t even place faces anymore. It was a sea of people getting trashed. I knew everyone in the house in one way or another, but it was so crowded their faces seemed to blend together.

      I headed up the stairs in the family room to the bedrooms and sat in the hallway on the carpet against the wall that vibrated from the music. I was grateful no one was there while I mulled things over.

      “Hey!” Giselle interrupted my peace. She staggered up the stairs, smiling when I saw her. “Hey, girl, you’re just the person I wanted to see. I have a drink we can, like, share. It’s, like, way too packed downstairs.” Thankfully, she passed me the glass before she sat down, not spilling it everywhere. She scooched up close. “Have some lemonade, Aimes.”

      “What’s in it?”

      “Nothing, just a bit of vodka. You need a little vodka, I think. I saw you in the living room and you seemed sad so I brought vodka.”

      I nearly turned her down but the party was still going strong. She was too drunk to finish the whole thing alone, and I wasn’t going home any time soon. I decided to be a rebel.

      The rebel who shared the drink with someone else. The rebel who would still be sober enough to drive home. I even sucked at being rebellious.

      “All right.” I took a sip, shuddering from the warmth of the liquor burning the whole way down. For a cold drink it singed. “Wow.” I choked as I passed it back. “It tastes good, but it’s not really my thing. Who made it?”

      “One of the bartender dudes downstairs.” It did taste great, and if it weren’t for the burn, I never would have known it had booze in it.

      “There’s bartenders here?” I cocked an eyebrow.

      “No, like one of the guys mixing drinks.” Giselle took a sip and passed the glass back. “Hot guys give me drinks all the time, dummy—I’m hot. You need a little more than that tiny sip you had. You still look sad.”

      “I probably shouldn’t.”

      “Aimes, it’s like one glass for two people. It’ll help you relax. Have fun. Boys like fun girls and I think Shane likes you. He always talks about you. You should steal him from your sister.” She laughed, not realizing what she was saying.

      “He talks about me?”

      She giggled harder. “Yeah, all the time. It makes Alise nuts. Here, your turn.”

      “Are you serious?” I took the drink, lost in what she’d said but then she started rambling again.

      “Yeah, the day they started dating he was going to ask you out, but Alise told him you were already into one of those dorks you’re always with. Shane seemed sad. Alise said she would cheer him up.”

      “What?” My stomach tensed. I chugged back the drink. My heart raced. Alise had stopped the one guy I had liked forever from asking me out?

      What kind of sick, twisted person did that?

      “You’re not like your sister, you know? You’re, like, easier to be around. She is really high maintenance.” Ironically, Alise would have said the same thing about Giselle. She took the drink and gulped. “Oh my God, speaking of high maintenance, did you hear Angela is in the hospital, like dying, dude? She’s crazy sick. Some perv raped her.”

      “Creepy. I did hear. What happened?”

      “Date raped and left in the woods by the side of the road to Handley. Total shitshow.” She gave me a look. “Girls need to buddy up at parties, it’s a rule. Here, have some more.”

      “Okay.” I didn’t know what I was doing but was able to rationalize it as a small glass of booze between two people. I just needed something to distract myself, seeing the possible threat of my legs getting up and walking to Shane. I would kiss him on the mouth and get slapped around by my sister. In my shocked state, I would probably kill her.

      Giselle started to babble but my thoughts were stuck on Shane. I wanted to steal him from my sister. She had stolen him from me first. So I would actually be taking what was mine. That sounded weird. Mine.

      Unexpectedly, the most awkward thing occurred: Giselle started making sense and I liked the way she nattered on.

      After a while, I looked her straight in the face and said as matter-of-factly as I could, “Giselle, I love you. You’re so awesome. Thanks for telling me my sister stole Shane from me.”

      She laughed and pointed at me. “I know, right? She’s a bad person, Aimes. Like a real one.” Her face was serious. I watched her lips moving and started to laugh again.

      “You have pretty lips.”

      “I know.” She giggled and I giggled and then it got progressively worse, even though we had only drunk the one glass of lemonade. After a while I slipped down the wall, unable to push myself back up to sitting.

      “I love you, Aimes.” Giselle lay down beside me, and I tried to talk but my mouth couldn’t make words anymore.

      Then noises and pictures came in fuzzy flashes.

      My sister laughing.

      Giselle being carried away.

      Blake standing alone in the hallway.

      Alise next to him.

      They started talking but then my sister grabbed Blake’s face and started to kiss him. Blake grabbed her back and pulled her up into him. They were making out, and as luck would have it, my eyes were stuck open. I couldn’t get my eyes to shut. They ignored my brain. I watched the painful moment while drooling on myself and unable to control my body. A voice made them stop and Alise went down the stairs, leaving me with Blake. He brushed my hair from my face and smiled. He said something I couldn’t catch and my eyes shut.

      When they opened I felt like I was floating. There was no sound whatsoever. The music was gone, but I was still in the hallway.

      Though I wasn’t lying on the floor anymore. I turned around and saw a figure slumped on the floor. I grimaced at her hideous pink top. She looked sick. I reached for her but my hand went through the girl’s body like mist. 

      I came closer and realized I was the girl on the floor.

      I was the corpse girl on the floor turning blue.

      Where was everyone else?

      I screamed but no sound came from my mouth.

      I tried to bang the walls.

      Seriously, where was everyone?

      My face turned gray. I got closer to the pile of what appeared to be vomit by my lips. My body was choking.

      Where were the idiots who had left me in the hallway to die? 

      I turned back around to find someone with me.

      “Hey! Help me!” I jumped up and down and waved, but he didn’t see me. It was Wade from Port Handley. He knelt beside my body and did something I definitely didn’t fantasize about when I saw his face the first time. He stuck his fingers into my throat and started fishing around in there. 

      I cringed, watching a strange guy root around in my mouth, and tried not to think about the sanitary issues. I needed to remember to at the very least rinse with mouthwash when I woke from my nightmare. His hands were huge and stretching my mouth as he fished like he was going for the last pickle in the jar.

      Wade paused what he was doing and looked up at me, his piercing blue eyes wide. He seemed scared and his mouth moved but I heard nothing.

      I glanced behind me to see who he was talking to but no one was there.

      Was he able to see me?

      “Can you see me?” I waved my arms back and forth and he waved me over to him. He ignored me and put his hand into my mouth again, and this time my body heaved and shook as piles of vomit started to pour out in front of me.

      It was like The Exorcist, and I was barfing all over the hottest guy I had ever seen. His eyes were panicked as he pointed to my body again. I took a step forward and everything went dark. When there was light again, I endured pain, agonizing pain. I wasn’t floating any longer. I was drowning. My body convulsed as I fought, coughing and heaving repeatedly.

      My world spun.

      I reached my hand out and wiped my mouth off. I was on the floor and everything hurt in ways I didn’t know were possible.

      Wade from Port Handley spoke, “Welcome back, Aimee. You scared the hell out of me.”

      The smell of my vomit was more than I could bear. I heaved and threw up on the floor in front of me.

      “Wow.” He appeared startled. “Next time chew the veggie burger all the way through, okay?” He picked me up off the floor. “Let’s get you cleaned up.” He lifted me like a princess.

      I laid my face against his chest and felt like I was floating.

      He carried me to the bathroom, but in the mirror he wasn’t there—my reflection was, but his was missing.

      I closed my eyes and pressed really hard, but when I opened them he still wasn’t in the mirror. “I must be dreaming.”

      He smiled and laughed. “Yeah, you’re dreaming. Weird things happen in dreams, like people having no reflections.”

      He didn’t need a reflection. He had saved me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Drugs change everything

        

      

    

    
      Pain was everywhere.

      Everything was burning and hurting.

      My skin ached and my head pounded.

      I couldn’t move my head properly.

      Something was in the way, trapping me.

      I twitched one eye open, letting in the light. It made everything burn much worse. I winced as my eye opened completely, seeing a strange room.

      “Hello?” I croaked. My body pounded with my heartbeat.

      Was I still at Shane’s house?

      I opened my other eye, feeling sicker.

      My mouth tasted like I might have been sick recently. I tried to think about where I had been, but all I remembered was Wade from Port Handley and Shane’s party.

      Straining, I reached a trembling hand up and touched the towel still wrapped on my head. I pulled at it, trying to get it off, but I couldn’t. It was folded in a bizarre way I had never folded a towel. Giving up on it, my eyes darted around the room.

      It was small, with a queen bed and floral print everywhere. It screamed guest room. I lifted the covers to reveal my naked body and gasped. I glanced at the water glass on the right bedside table and contemplated the towel on my head and knew someone had put me here. I always put my glass of water on the left. Fear and panic started to mix in my already fragile mind as I wondered who had put me to bed and where the hell I was.

      Using every inch of strength, I sat up, only to shudder as I wrapped myself with the sheet and searched for clothes. I fought the urge to scream or pass out again.

      I took a breath and tried to remember what they had told us in defense class.

      Nothing came up that seemed to apply to the moment. Everything involved effort and balance.

      I pulled the towel off after some work. It reminded me of the way African women folded their headdresses. My hair was still wet, of course. Long, thick hair would not dry in a towel, which was why I would never fall asleep with one on my head. My hair fell around my face in a ball of unconditioned mats. Forget putting me to bed; had someone really been mean enough to wash my hair but not condition it?

      Pulling the sheet tighter to cover myself, I realized my ring was gone. My mom’s ring wasn’t on my right hand. I had showered, slept, and lived in that ring from the day my mom died. I had cleaned the blood off it myself after the accident.

      The door creaked open and Alise peeked her head through the crack. I wanted to jump for joy the moment I saw her, but figured I would probably get sick if I did.

      She sighed as she stepped in. “Oh my God—you’re okay.”

      “Where am I?”

      “Shane’s.”

      I put a hand up to stop her. “No shouting. Not okay. Stop shouting at me.”

      “What do you remember? Do you remember being at the party?”

      “No.” I shivered. “Wait. Yeah. We were at Shane’s house. I remember that guy, Wade.”

      She gasped. “Giselle’s in the hospital. Aimee, we think someone drugged her. We thought it was just too much to drink but then they said it might be drugs.” She sat on the bed beside me, rubbing my arms. Her hand was like razor blades dragging up my skin. I shivered in pain and sickness. “We need to take you there now. You’ve been throwing up all night and you were drinking with her.” She put an arm under me to help me stand. “I need to get you into a robe at least, okay?”

      “Okay.” I needed a hospital. I had no idea what she was talking about, but I was sick in a way I’d never been before.

      “Where is he?” I was still foggy on everything.

      “Blake?” Alise blushed.

      “No, Wade. Wade with the eyes. Wade from Port Handley.”

      Alise frowned. “You remember Wade?”

      “Yeah. He helped me, I think.”

      “He’s been gone for a while, Aimes. I think maybe you’re confused. Ready?” she asked, pulling at me.

      “I think so.”

      She got me standing and dressed, with only a minor amount of pain everywhere. I wondered what Giselle had to do with me being poisoned. I didn’t like Giselle.

      Shane walked into the room, smiling at me. “Hey, Aimee, are you okay?”

      “No.” I didn’t understand what was happening in any way. I looked at my sister. “What did you do to me?”

      “I never did anything, I swear.” Her eyes were funny. She did something. I could see the guilt. Had she poisoned me? Would she do that?

      The room moved like a choppy ocean. Glimpses of the night before flitted about in my mind. I winced at Shane. “I got sick in your hallway. I’m so sorry, Shane.” My words were thick in my mouth like I might get sick again.

      He winced. “No, don’t be sorry. I’m the one who should be sorry. I obviously have friends who are sleazy bastards. Someone did this to you guys, in my house. I’ll find out who it is. Right now though, I’m going to carry you to the truck, okay?” He picked me up carefully so as not to jostle me. He carried me down the stairs like I was air. It was familiar to me. Something about it was creepily similar in my mind. I remembered something about being carried on his stairs.

      When we got outside my dad was in the truck and he appeared pissed. We called it his “stress face” and it wasn’t a pretty picture. He got out when he saw us and opened the passenger door so Shane could lay me inside. “Aimee, are you okay?” He seemed terrified.

      “Need doctor,” I muttered.

      He frowned at Shane. “You, young man, are going to stay away from both of my daughters for good.” He swung around to glare at Alise with a burning hate in his eyes. “You did this to her. You conned her into coming to this when you know she isn’t like you. You get home now and don’t leave your bedroom for a month. GO!” he screamed, tearing my head apart.

      Alise turned to me with an apologetic look I had never seen on her face. My sister was ashamed.

      I would have defended them both, but I was too feeble.

      Shane handed me the bowl that had been on the ground beside the truck. “In case you get sick.”

      “Sorry,” I muttered again, drooling a little.

      “Feel better, Aimee.” He kissed my sweaty forehead.

      My dad got in the truck, slamming the door, again ripping my head apart. I groaned in agony as Shane closed my door softly. My dad never spoke the whole way. He was seething and it was better for my head if he didn’t talk. I threw up twice in the bowl on the way. It was mostly heaving and spitting. I had never been that sick in my life, even with food poisoning.
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          And then there were more

        

      

    

    
      I was groggy when I woke the first time but at least I knew where I was. The beeping machines and IV were more than enough proof I was safe.

      Exhausted, I fell back into a dream-filled sleep.

      I thought I was still dreaming when I woke hearing talking in the empty black space. “Are there any effects of this on her body that we should be prepared for?” My dad’s voice was the first one I made out.

      “Yes, she will need to be extra careful for the next couple of months while we assess the damage done. This is a serious thing. The level of drugs we found in her system was extremely high,” a lady spoke. I opened one of my eyes to see the light of day, this time without the intense pain. I felt remarkably better and quite hungry.

      My dad and a lady I assumed was a doctor stood in the hallway, just outside my door.

      Shane was on the chair beside my bed, passed out. I flinched when I saw him. Even though his face seemed so peaceful, his being in my room freaked me out. Why would my sister’s boyfriend be in my room, and where was my sister? I glimpsed around for Alise but didn’t see her anywhere. She must be nearby if Shane was with me. Where was Blake? He never left me. Ever.

      I pushed the button to raise my bed to a sitting position. The movement gave me a head rush. It was nothing compared to the ones I had had the day before, when my dad checked me in.

      Shane stirred with the noise and opened one of his eyes. He yawned and smiled at me. “Hey. You’re awake now. Thank God. I guess that means you’re out of the danger zone,” he whispered, stretching on the recliner chair. He stood and put a hand on my head. He bent his face and kissed my forehead. I didn’t have a reaction for it. I froze.

      “What?”

      “You and Giselle were given some crazy homemade date-rape drug. You saved Giselle’s life by drinking half the glass. She’s still out. No sign of her waking up anytime soon either, and with these things, apparently, the longer you sleep the worse it is.” He turned toward the doctor who was pointing in my direction, through the doorway.

      “Huh?”

      “You’ve been here for five days, Aimes, in and out of sleep. Giselle hasn’t even stirred. The doctor said she has brain activity but she isn’t waking. They’re Life Flighting her to Children’s in the city, tomorrow I think, if she doesn’t wake up.”

      “Oh my God.” I covered my eyes and thought for a moment. None of what he’d said made sense in my fuzzy head. “Let’s start again. What drug? Giselle? What?”

      “You remember how those girls were drugged in the last couple of months? The ones who were super sick? That Angela chick is still in the hospital in the city. She isn’t getting much better. They were drugged too. The other girls have gone home but Angela is in bad shape. They think it’s the same person.” He brushed hair from my face. He was touching me and standing so close the warmth of him made me shudder.

      “Like how drugged?” I needed more description. The blanks in my memory were brutal.

      “Very.” He spoke softly, “We found you guys upstairs—each in a pile of puke, Aimes.” He said my nickname, Aimes. “And Giselle was already in this coma. You are the last person to see her awake.”

      I tried to be cool and stay engaged. “How did I get to bed at your house? I remember only that I woke up naked.” My cheeks flushed as I prayed for a really good answer.

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “While we were getting Giselle in the ambulance and everything, we left you upstairs. We came back and you were in bed and there was a giant pile of vomit at the top of the stairs.”

      “Wade helped me.” I said it before the memory even flitted through my mind.

      “I don’t know about that. Wade was gone long before this happened. His girlfriend freaked on him for talking to your sister, and she made him leave. I was right there. I think you got yourself cleaned up, before the drug hit too hard.”

      “He was there. I saw him.” I remembered Wade—I remembered him carrying me. I wasn’t wrong. “My ring is gone.” I held my hand out, trying not to think about Wade potentially date raping me while robbing me.

      “No, I got it.” He reached into his pocket. “I found it in the pile of vomit—well, on top. It was shiny and clean but sitting at the top of the pile. I grabbed it and washed it for you. I know how important it is to you. It was your mom’s, right?” He passed it to me. I put it on and tried to ignore that it slid on too easily. I had clearly lost more weight.

      “How did you know it’s my mom’s?”

      “I pay more attention than you’d imagine, Aimee.”

      The heat in my face got stronger.

      He smiled. “It’s nice to see you have color again.”

      Unsure where the conversation was going, I peered around. “Where’s Alise?”

      “I don’t know.” He blushed. “With Blake maybe. What do you remember?”

      “It’s a haze right now. Mostly I remember Wade.” I lay back down on the bed, ready for some more sleep. His words came crashing back at me as I yawned. “Why is she with Blake?”

      “Oh.” He seemed preoccupied and lost in my question. “Uh, I think it’s Blake and Alise’s job to tell you about what happened with them.”

      “Okay.” I frowned, wondering why he hadn’t answered me. The doctor and my dad came into the room before I could force it out of him. I wanted the answer to my question, but my eyes got so heavy. I blinked and Shane was gone from the room.

      “So you’re awake?” The doctor put her cold hands on my wrist to check my pulse.

      “Barely. I think I need more sleep.”

      “I agree. A few days maybe and you can go home. Right now though, we need to keep you for observation. You’re a very lucky girl.” Her tone was annoying.

      “I don’t feel lucky. I went to my first party ever and was drugged and woke up naked. Not so lucky, I think.” I kept my eyes closed. They were too heavy to try to lift.

      My dad grabbed my hand and squeezed it tightly. “Well, the important thing is you’re going to be okay.”

      I pried open my eyes. “Dad, you can’t blame Alise for this. It wasn’t her fault at all. I wanted to go to the party. Or Shane, he’s a really nice guy.”

      “I apologized to her, don’t worry. I was just so mad. I know Shane’s a good guy. He’s been here every day. He sleeps and eats here. I’ve asked him, your sister, and Blake to help out. I want them to find out who did this to you. You kids will hear more than the adults. The cops have nothing and this is the fourth case of this date-rape drugging in the last couple of months.”

      “Fourth case? Seriously?” That was what Shane had been talking about.

      “Yeah. One girl was in Port Handley, but she was from there.” He looked funny. “It happened to the other girls here. The last one is still in the hospital in Seattle.”

      “Oh my God. And the police have nothing?”

      “No. But you kids all talk. Someone will figure this out.”

      “Hmmm.” I closed my eyes and thought about who would want to drug Giselle. The list was endless. She was beautiful and fairly dumb. The combination would be hard to resist. The list would consist of who would date rape someone. In my sister’s group of friends, again I figured the list was endless. She had friends who had been creepy when we were in kindergarten. Senior year, they were serial killers waiting to strike. Then again, I was biased. They had all been mean to me on more than one occasion.

      No one from my nerd table came to mind. All of them had the capability and intelligence needed to make a homemade date-rape drug, but none of them would have done it. And they sure as heck would have made something of higher quality.

      But again, how the hell was I drinking with Giselle?

      That was the question.

      I had never been friends with her so I didn’t understand how I’d gotten drugged with her. Undoubtedly, something must have happened to make me even consider drinking. Giselle must have conned me into it. Or Alise.

      Slowly but surely, the doctor and my dad left, and I was alone to drift off to sleep again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Et tu, Alise?

        

      

    

    
      “Aimee.”

      I opened my eyes but no one was there.

      I sat up, gazing around. My stomach hurt. Thankfully, my pounding heart seemed to supply me with the energy I needed to sit.

      “Aimee,” the woman called me again. I was sure it was Giselle’s voice.

      I swung my legs and stepped off gingerly, hoping I wouldn’t fall and reveal the opening in the back of the gown. Hospitals were cruel with their open-backed gowns, and the wind blowing in the backdoor of this one told me the gap was a good one.

      Reaching around, I held the gap closed and started to walk from the room, not noticing the IV. I made it two steps, before sensing the stab of the moving needle. I stepped back and leaned against the machine. My hand burned where the needle went into it and I closed my eyes for a few seconds to let the throbbing stop.

      Taking the IV machine with me, I started my slow progression down the hall in search of Giselle’s room, still clutching my gown closed. I didn’t know which room she was in, but there were only so many so it wouldn’t be a hard find. My body ached and the IV machine didn’t seem happy about the trek either as it squeaked the entire way.

      I saw her through a doorway after I had walked past some rooms, peeking in. She was alone in her room, but it seemed as though the gardener had been by. Every shelf and even the windowsills were full of flowers. We clearly had different friends.

      “Hey, Giselle,” I whispered. I didn’t really need to whisper, thanks to the loud squeak from my IV cart.

      “Hey.” She turned her head, bewildered. “Aimee, you’re here. I knew you were here.”

      “How’s it going?” I sat on the end of her bed, sighing from the excursion.

      “I don’t even know. I don’t remember anything. Do you?”

      “No. They said someone got us good, drugged us both the same way Angela and those other girls were. This is my first time walking in almost a week.”

      “No, you were here before. I saw you. You held my hand.”

      “Maybe Alise came by to see you. With a ponytail and no makeup she can look like me.”

      “Maybe,” she spoke as if her mouth were dry. I pushed the button to bring her to a slight incline so we could look at each other.

      “Did anyone say what happened?” She was obviously fearful. “Like did they hurt us?”

      “I don’t know. Everyone says we were drinking together and then we were throwing up. They brought you here right away, I think, and me in the morning. They tested us and we have some crazy date-rape drug in our systems.”

      Her fear seemed to grow in intensity. “Who would do that?”

      I pressed my lips together. “That’s just it, no one knows. The party must’ve had over a hundred people at it. People from all the close-by schools and whatever.”

      “How long have we been here?”

      “You, seven days. Me, six. I spent the first night at Shane’s house.” I winced when I thought about it. “Giselle, don’t tell anyone, but I know I didn’t put myself to bed. I was naked when I woke, and clean. I’m scared someone did something and then cleaned me up. But I can’t remember.”

      “Oh my God.” She cringed. “What’s wrong with people? Dude, I hate to tell you this, but you need to get the nurse to do a check. She can check and make sure you’re still a virgin. I have to say though, like, if you weren’t a virgin anymore, you would be sore down there. I was super sore when I lost mine.” She peered up at the ceiling and exhaled. “This is such shit.”

      “Yeah.” I glanced down at her arm where the IV was poking in. “I wish my mom was here.” I hadn’t said those words in a long time. But this moment seemed harder than all the others I had gone through without her.

      “Me too.”

      “Huh?” I was confused. “Where’s your mom and dad?”

      “I don’t know where my mom is.” Her lower lip quivered as tears flooded her eyes. “She left. A month ago, she just left. My dad doesn’t know what to do with his life without her. He works, like nonstop. He doesn’t come home sometimes, just sleeps at the office.”

      “Oh my God.” I put my IV-free hand out on the blankets. “I am so sorry. I had no idea.”

      “No, no one does. She told us she was going to visit her sister so we didn’t think anything, but then she didn’t come home. Dad has a credit card he can track her spending with. It’s joint or something. I guess she’s been in Mexico for a week, paying for two people. My dad’s a mess.”

      “I know that feeling.” I bowed my head. “My dad’s a mess too. He’s not taking Mom’s death very well, or at all. He doesn’t even exist really. Just haunts the house.”

      Giselle’s huge dark eyes glistened. Her long, silky black hair framed her perfect oval face. Her skin was an olive color, with naturally pink full lips and eyes so dark the pupils were not visible. Even heartbroken and horribly sick, she was stunning.

      “We have each other.” She gripped the hand I had given her.

      “Yeah, I’m just down the hall.” I pressed the button for the nurse.

      She came running in, breathless. “Oh, thank heaven, you’re in here. I thought—never mind. I’m glad you’re all right.” She eyeballed Giselle. “Did she wake up? Did she say anything or change at all?” She said it, staring straight at Giselle who was staring back at her.

      “Uhhhhhh.” I turned to Giselle who shrugged. “Yeah?” I said it more as a question.

      “Did she wake or just stir and go back to sleep?” She sounded genuinely convinced.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Oh my God, Aimes. I’m dead.” Giselle panicked, gaping around.

      “No, you aren’t,” I snapped.

      “I’m not what?” The nurse cocked her head, her sweet smile fading.

      “You can’t see she’s awake?” I pointed at Giselle.

      “Aimes, I’m dead. You’re seeing me and I’m dead.” She started to cry.

      The nurse sighed as if defeated. “Honey, you need to go back to bed. You’re very sick. And your friend is very sick too. I’m sorry.”

      “Okay, but I was wondering if we could share a room. I don’t want to be alone.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      The nurse nodded at me. “I’ll have your stuff moved over right away. I can’t believe you walked all that way, hon. It’s a long way for a sick kid.”

      I patted my trusty IV cart. “It helped me the whole way,” I joked to lighten the whole “she couldn’t see Giselle” mood.

      The nurse laughed at me and turned toward the doorway.

      When she had left I gave Giselle a look. “You’re in here, not the morgue. They have you hooked up to the machines and the machines are making noise. I can see you. You’re not dead.”

      “Then what?” She sniffled and wiped her eyes.

      “I don’t know.” I sat down on the chair and waited for my stuff to be brought in. All the brain cells I had left from the drugging were desperately trying to solve the reason the nurse couldn’t see her.

      “Do you think I’m like in a coma and you can see me, but she can’t?”

      “Yeah.” I was not convinced at all. “Like somehow our subconsciouses are linked from drinking the same poison and I can see your subconscious.”

      “I’m glad you can see me.” She sniffled and curled up in her bed more.

      “Me too.” As much as I was glad I could, I was also fairly worried. Maybe I was crazy and the whole thing was the result of the drugs. Maybe I was losing my mind.

      When the nurse brought my bed and set me up I was relieved to get into it and close my eyes.

      “I hope I wake up, Aimes,” Giselle whispered into the dark.

      “Me too.” I hoped the same thing for myself. Her being a figment of my insanity or own dream was better than this really happening.

      When I woke she was staring at me, grinning. “I woke up.”

      “What?” I rubbed my eyes and blinked a couple of times before looking at her. “What?”

      “I woke up. The nurse can see me today.” She beamed. “You remember yesterday, how they couldn’t?” She sighed. “Today they can. I woke up and I was awake, for reals though. Yesterday I felt awake but I was like in a foggy place. All clear today.”

      “Oh my God, you remember me seeing you yesterday and the nurse not?” What did that mean? There were loads of cases where coma patients had out-of-body experiences and people saw them. Maybe because I’d sort of died too I was closer to it all and saw her.

      The nurse walked in. Her feet were loud as she busied about the room, fawning over Giselle who couldn’t have cared less about the out-of-body experience she’d had.

      It wasn’t long before Giselle was regaling me with tales of boys and shopping discounts. There was no more sad talk about moms and dads or boys who like to drug girls. We didn’t even bring up the other girls who were already sick or the fact I’d seen Giselle before she woke up.

      At first I obsessed but eventually I relaxed and listened, happy to be distracted by simple things that had no bearing on my world.

      Which was weird for me.

      Normally, I surrounded myself with people who only talked when important or interesting things were being said. In that moment, during a story of drinking while in Cuba and a few helpful hints about strange Cuban men, I was extremely entertained.
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        * * *

      

      In the midst of our peaceful afternoon nap, I heard her before I saw her, which was always the case.

      “They’re sharing a room?” my sister’s voice interrupted my siesta.

      I opened my eyes to see the nurse with my sister and dad in the doorway.

      “Yes, they’re scared. They’ve had something horrid happen to them and they’re alone here, except for each other.” The nurse also let my sister know she could be a snotty bitch, but with a smile and actual authority.

      My dad tried to be pleasant. “Right. Of course. Thank you. I think we should just see if they’re awake then.” I grinned as his face lit up at seeing mine. “You have color and your eyes are clear again. How are you feeling, kiddo?” he asked, sitting on the end of my bed.

      “Okay.” It sickened me to think of what he had been through in one year. My sister appeared odd or uneasy but I ignored her. “Better. I’m ready to get out of here though. The nurse said tomorrow, if the blood tests come back showing my liver and kidneys are functioning.”

      “Your liver?” my sister asked as though she might throw up.

      “Yeah, did you even show up for bio? The liver and kidneys filter the blood. Drugs and alcohol are filtered through them. That’s why underage drinking is so bad. You’re damaging developing organs.”

      My dad laughed. “Well, good to see you’re feeling like yourself again. We’ll come back tonight with some food if you want.”

      “Yeah, I’d love something I can eat. It has to be like super clean though. They have us on a special diet. Maybe bring Giselle something. Her dad has been busy lately.”

      Alise rolled her eyes at the comment. I didn’t know why I was unreasonably annoyed with her. I literally had to count backward from ten to stop myself from lashing out, or throwing something at the very least.

      She seemed apprehensive. “How’s the memory coming?”

      I furrowed my brow. Alise was up to something. “Good. I’m remembering little bits more and more every day.”

      She nodded, even though it was obvious the news made her uneasy. “Oh good.”

      “What?” I snorted. “Did you poison us, Alise? You’re being weird.”

      “No, oh my God. I would never.” She shook her head violently.

      Dad peered at her suspiciously. “Alise, I agree you’re acting odd. This is the moment to confess if you know anything about this, even if it was a joke.”

      She started to cry. “I never did this to you, Aimes. I would never hurt you.” She had barely cried when our mom died and here she was sobbing.

      Dad grabbed her by the arms, not moved by her display. He’d seen it before over petty things like the wrong cereal. He stared deeply into her eyes, examining her. Then he pulled her into his chest, stroking her head. “You just don’t take things seriously, Alise. You do things so recklessly.” Dad soothed her as she cried into him.

      I glanced around, wondering if anyone noticed the circus I called family.

      If I was being honest, it wasn’t a stretch to believe my sister had drugged me. It would have been done innocently, to be funny. To watch me freak out.

      Her face poked out of our dad’s armpit where she whispered, “I kissed Blake.”

      “WHAT!” My stomach lurched forward, threatening to escape my mouth. A small crack in my heart grew as I processed the words. Even if he wasn’t my boyfriend, he was mine. He was my best friend, my rock in it all. He was there when all the extra crappy things that seemed to seek me out ruined my life. I screamed even though it hurt, “Blake is mine—my friend! You don’t even like him! You make fun of him all the time!”

      “I know.” Still hiding in our dad’s armpit, she cried harder. “I was drunk and I never thought about what I was doing until it was too late. I’m so sorry.”

      “Go away.” I closed my eyes, desperate to push the pain down. “I don’t even care!”

      “I’m so sorry.” She let go of our dad and knelt at my bedside and begged with the most sincere expression I’d ever seen. “Please say it’s okay. Please.”

      After a momentary struggle, my natural instinct kicked in and the bad feelings were pushed down. It was like swallowing acid but I forgave her. I even justified it, telling myself it was better that her guilty behavior made sense than her having something to do with poisoning me. I didn’t forgive her aloud though. I let it ride a moment longer. “Well, you have everything else, Alise. You have looks, friends, and everyone loves you. Every boy in school is in love with you, or her.” I pointed at the sleeping Giselle. “So I guess, why not take the one boy I thought I had all to myself?”

      Dad cringed, outwardly disappointed. “I’ll leave you to apologize to your sister properly. Aimes, I love you, kiddo, and I’m really glad you’re coming home tomorrow. We’ll bring you something to eat tonight.” He kissed my forehead and left the room.

      My sister’s eyes shimmered with tears as she grabbed my hand desperately. “I am sorry. I have never been this sorry in my whole life. It just happened, and it will never happen again. I didn’t know he was in love with me all these years.” The words came spilling out before she could dam up her mouth.

      “He said that?” My heart was breaking even more as things clicked into place.

      He was always at my house.

      He constantly made excuses to be around us.

      He asked if she would be wherever we were going before we got there, every damned time.

      I had thought it was me, that he was checking because he hated her too.

      “I’m so sorry. I won’t ever see him again. It was a mistake.”

      “No.” I pulled my hand away. “It’s not your fault. You can’t even help yourself. You ooze sex and punishment, which is something boys seem to want.”

      “You don’t get it!” Alise lost it. “I’m—like—so jealous of you. You’re so smart, you’re still a virgin, and you’re funny in a way only smart people get.”

      “Witty, and I don’t think the entire hospital needs to know I’m a virgin.” I tried to quiet her down.

      “Whatever. You know what I mean. Aimes, you are the kind of girl every MAN dreams of, and I am the kind of girl every boy dreams of. This is my time to shine and it’s nothing compared to yours when you finally stop being—well, whatever you are.”

      It was the kindest and most loving thing my sister had ever said to me. I knew she was trying to be nice.

      I should have responded back lovingly and we could have had a moment, but I was still too angry. I couldn’t help myself—I was so furious, defeated, and embarrassed. “You have Shane. How could you do this to him, Alise? You’ve already cheated on him with every popular guy.”

      “I can’t even with Shane.” She waved her hand. “I only dated him because it seemed like the right move, like we should be together. Like we matched. I honestly don’t think he even likes me. He barely kissed me. It’s been like nine months and nothing. His parents have a lot going on, but come on—nine months and almost no sex? We hold hands like we’re ten-year-olds. I love you, Aimee, and when I find out who did this to you, I will make them pay.” Her stare became malicious and sinister and she sounded like Batman. It was a weird moment for me. “I’m going to kill whoever did this.”

      As quickly as it had all started, it was over.

      “I love you.” She stood up and left my room, waving goodbye to me. I clearly understood her less than I thought. Oddly enough, I felt better from the weird moment. She did have a magic about her. Being angry with her was nearly impossible. She manipulated me, almost making me sympathize with her and be angry at myself for being so mean.

      She was a master.

      And while I didn’t know what to do about Blake, I didn’t care nearly as much as I expected. Maybe I already knew, subconsciously.

      After a moment of contemplation, I glanced over at Giselle who smiled from her fake sleep. “Okay, that was like weird.”

      “I know, right? What was the whole ‘I will make them pay?’ Who does she think she is? What will she do? Whack them with a stiletto?”

      “Girl, I can’t even.” Giselle laughed. “She is so crazy sometimes.”

      “So crazy.” I chuckled, agreeing with it all. It was like a truck had hit me. “I’m sorry for the nuttiness. My family has been a little freak show lately. I didn’t see that coming.”

      “Yeah, dude, your sister has never cried in front of me, except at your mom’s funeral. She didn’t even cry as many tears as she should have then. So you like that Blake kid?” She switched channels on me too quickly.

      “I guess. Yeah, I did and she knew it. I thought she did. It just seemed like the way things would go, a natural progression. We make sense to be together, me and Blake. Two nerds. We’re both smart and easygoing but passionate about things we believe in. I’m a vegetarian and he doesn’t eat red meat. Sort of like her and Shane, I guess.”

      “You girls are the weirdest ever.” She laughed. “That is the dumbest thing I’ve heard a smart person say. You can’t make a relationship out of math and science, you weirdo. It’s safe to say you’ve never been in love. Dude, your sister is right. You’re gonna have an amazing love when you find it. You’ve held out for so long that when it happens, it’s going to rock your world.”

      “I guess.” I snickered more at Giselle than with her. Alise and Giselle treated me like a spinster because I had yet to fall in love, at seventeen. They acted like I was thirty. “I think I’ll probably end up the lonely old Miss Havisham, with cats and craziness.”

      “Who?” She frowned. “I don’t know this Havisham lady, but I doubt you’ll be lonely. A little makeup, some hair product, and maybe gain a little weight—girl, you wait and see.”

      I didn’t respond. How did I defend my dislike of makeup to her?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Dr. Doom

        

      

    

    
      The doctor came into our room.

      His eyes seemed off. “Girls, do you want your assessments alone or together?”

      I peered over at Giselle and shrugged. “I’m good with together. We’re in the same boat.”

      Giselle agreed. “Yeah, go ahead.”

      He swallowed hard. “I’ve spoken with your parent, Aimee, and he’s given me the go ahead, but Giselle your father isn’t here. We’ve not been able to reach him. So I am going to talk to you about the decisions we’re going to make without him. Is that all right?”

      Giselle looked lost.

      “He wants to tell us what’s wrong with us without our parents here.”

      “Oh, that’s okay.” She nodded.

      “Your bodies have sustained an adverse reaction to a chemical in the drug you were given. A hepatotoxicity, a drug-induced liver injury. On top of that there was mercury in the drug which damaged the kidneys, leaving you with some transient damage to those organs. It’s reversible and you could be on the mend quite shortly. I wouldn’t recommend drinking again. You may never be able to tolerate fatty foods, and certainly no drugs. But we are seeing a reduction in your levels and your symptoms are diminishing. We are optimistic you will make a recovery, perhaps not full but a recovery nonetheless. It will happen over the next few months. But with a healthy diet, constant checkups, and a lot of sleep.”

      “Okay, I’m a vegetarian anyway and I never do drugs or drink, and I’m lazier than you would imagine. Basically, I’ll just live my life the way I do anyway and avoid parties. I’m good with that.” I could sense the clean bill of health just around the corner.

      He didn’t smile but he sounded more cheerful-ish. “That’s excellent that you’re already used to that because there is a possibility of some permanent damage. Time will tell with you.”

      “Great.”

      “Right.” He cleared his throat again, staring down at the floor. “Giselle, your body appears to have had something else going on. I suspect you drank the most poison. You’ll be transported to the main Children’s in Portland. We’ll keep you on hemodialysis for the time being. Your symptoms have not diminished at all. I am so sorry.”

      “What?” Giselle gaped at him and then at me. “What? What does that all mean? I’m still sick? No, no this isn’t right. Your tests are wrong. I feel fine.” Tears sprang from her eyes and then mine.

      “All this means is that your body needs a larger center with better care than we can provide. We are transporting you within the hour to Children’s because we want those tests to be wrong. Are your parents away? Your friends handed in your medical information from your purse when they checked you in, but no one is answering the numbers we have on record.” His voice was soft again. The news was so bleak it bothered the heartless doctor.

      I reached for Giselle, ignoring him. “This is good news because they already know what’s wrong with you and how to treat it. You’re going to the best hospital. They will find answers, and I’ll find your mom if it kills me, okay?” It was a lie. Hemodialysis meant she was on dialysis and she would never come off of it. She needed a transplant.

      She nodded but she had shut down. She was trapped in the doctor’s first sentence.

      “I’ll talk to her.”

      “Thank you.” He agreed with a head nod and walked from the room.

      I sprang from my bed like a sloth and started emergency texting my sister: Dude, get G’s dad here 9-1-1.

      Clearly not understanding, she texted me back: ???

      No time to talk get her dad. He’s sleeping at work. Tell him to bring Visa bill with the resort name wife is at.

      OK??

      YOU HAVE 10 MIN to be here.

      KK.

      Then I sent Blake a message.

      You :* my sis??

      He messaged back instantly.

      </3 Sooooo Sorry

      His broken heart meant nothing. I turned my phone off. At least he never found out I liked him.

      Giselle was sitting up, staring blankly at the bed. I turned my phone back on and ignored the messages I was receiving from Blake. I Googled kidney failure. Sometimes reading made people feel better—it did me anyway. I read for about half an hour, searching for a bright side. I didn’t find one. I decided not to share my findings. Or focus on them.

      I was the good side of acute kidney failure and she was the bad.

      For whatever reason, likely how healthy I was compared to her, I would heal over time and she would need a new kidney, at least one.

      “This is treatable at the hospital. In the city they have resources we don’t.” I needed to lie to her.

      Giselle smiled. “I’m glad you’re going to be okay.” The look in her eyes was killing me. She was quickly coming to terms with her situation. Giselle should be screaming and having a fit, but she was used to disappointment. It was not how I would have imagined her.

      Giselle’s dad rushed into our room in his rumpled suit. My sister was hot on his heels. “Oh my God, Giselle—oh my God! Baby, are you okay?” He melted into a hot mess, kneeling at her bedside, crying. It disgusted me to see her comforting him. Giselle had the most selfish parents I had ever seen.

      I got up from my bed and left them alone. The doctor stormed into the room. He seemed infuriated with Giselle’s dad. Evidently, leaving your seventeen-year-old alone to cope with near death was not cool, even to doctors with no bedside manner.

      “Hey.” I dragged my IV machine, squeaking the whole way to where my sister stood. She was holding the piece of paper I had asked for.

      “He gave it to you?” I asked, seeing the Visa bill.

      She smiled. “Yeah, I told him about Giselle being sick and the hospital trying to reach him. He’s been drunk in Handley for three days and before that in Portland on business. He went home a few times, but never checked the messages. He just thought she was out with friends. He’s a douche.”

      “Really though.” I took the Visa statement. “What an idiot.” I read the words aloud, “Grand PLDM White Sds Rst, $3,200.00.” I punched the code into Google with the word Mexico in front and felt like Nancy Drew. “Ha! Look at that—Grand Palladium White Sands Resort in the Mayan Riviera. There is a number here.” I punched in the numbers, feeling hopeful.

      The lady on the other line spoke quickly and I smiled and replied in fluent Spanish.

      I ended the call as my sister crossed her arms. “What did you say?”

      “I told her I needed Pilar to come home, that her daughter is being taken to Children’s, and she is very sick. Exactly what’s happening.”

      Giselle’s dad was talking with the doctor and nodding his head with a blank stare. He understood what he was being told, but didn’t seem to comprehend what it meant.

      Giselle wasn’t listening anymore. She was staring out the window. It troubled me to see her this way—my new friend who I had known my whole life.

      The stretcher came for her while we were in the hallway. The helicopter had arrived to transport her. Giselle’s dad kissed her hand and ran from the hospital.

      I walked back into the room as they were strapping her in for the ride. “I’ll get my dad to let me come see you next week when you’re settled in. Text me when you get there, okay?”

      “See you soon then. My dad is driving to the city now.”

      “I’ll miss you.” I hugged her as her hands gripped me intensely. “Be strong, okay?” I whispered into her ear.

      “I will.” She nodded and the doctors took her away. My sister waved from the hall and blew her a kiss as they passed by. Giselle blew a kiss back at her, but watched for me to wave once more.

      One more night in the hospital wasn’t so bad, but I would be completely alone. Not an exciting notion but better than being sent to the city.

      “So what exactly is going on, Aimes? What’s wrong with Giselle?” My sister stood beside me, watching where Giselle had left.

      “The drug we took almost killed us. But apparently we suffered from acute—”

      Alise held her hands up, cutting me off. “Whoa, dumb it down.”

      “She has kidney failure, which can lead to death if she doesn’t have her blood cleaned by machines.”

      My sister opened her mouth in understanding. “Ohhhh, okay. So why didn’t that happen to you?”

      “Could be that I’m healthier than she is. I don’t drink all the time the way you guys do. She might have already been suffering from a damaged liver.”

      “You got lucky.” Alise summed it up nicely.

      “Yeah, and Giselle got unlucky.” Sometimes talking to Alise cheered me up, like watching a chimp in heels walk around in lipstick.

      “Will you be okay?” Alise looked concerned. These were new expressions for her. She was lost on how to make them perfect. Instead, she appeared a little constipated.

      “Yeah, in time the damage should be healed, but just in case, I can’t drink, eat red meat or fatty foods, or do drugs.”

      She laughed. “So just go back to boring old you?”

      “Yeah, sleep, math club, chess club, and homework. All that clean living you refuse to attempt.”

      Alise wrinkled her nose and leapt on me. “No way—too boring.” Her abrupt and sudden hug scared me. She pulled back just as quickly. “Okay, well I have to go to Shane’s house and break up with him before he finds out I kissed Blake. I know Giselle heard everything.”

      “Yeah, I doubt she is texting your friends right now to tell them that. She has a lot on her mind.”

      Her silver eyes sparkled. “You don’t know the real Giselle, only the sick Giselle. They are different people. See you later, gator.” She walked out clicking on the shiny industrial flooring in her high-heeled boots which came over her knees.

      “Julia Roberts wants her boots back,” I shouted at her.

      She laughed, throwing her head back and waving backward without looking. She had made me watch Pretty Woman a hundred times.

      I sat on my bed and peered out the window as I thought about the last week. Where had it gone? The warm wind came in the small opening of the window, rustling the papers beside my bed and making me glance around the room. “Mom?” I couldn’t smell her and I couldn’t see her, but she was there. I let the wind wrap around me. “I didn’t forget about you, Mom. It’s just been a rough week,” I whispered to the room.

      The wind was gone as quickly as it had hit.

      “Time for you to get some sleep after all that excitement.” The nurse hurried in and pulled a syringe out. “I bet you’re tired.”

      “I am.” I lay back on the bed.

      “Well, have a good sleep, and I’ll keep a watch on the door so you don’t feel so alone.” She smiled sweetly.

      “Thanks,” I muttered as my eyes start to droop.

      The wind came back. It tickled across my bare arms and cheeks. I lazily lifted one eyelid, fighting against the effects of the drugs. The bright white-blue eyes of Wade from Port Handley were all I saw. The corners of my mouth lifted. “Hey, I know you.”

      “You can see me? Even though you’re dreaming?” His voice was a deep whisper.

      I lifted my lid again. “Of course I can, silly.”

      The warm wind floated over me. I reached a hand out. The warmth I touched made me freeze. He was real. He was really here. My heart started to pound. Both eyes opened. “Did you come back to finish me off?” I whispered, terrified but fading fast from the drugs.

      He looked crushed. I couldn’t help but stare at his beautiful lips. “No. Of course not. Why would you say that?”

      My hand gripped the back of his. “Did you drug me?”

      He frowned. “What? No. I’m not real, Aimee. I’m a figment of your imagination.”

      The warmth in my hand proved he was there, until he wasn’t. He was gone. I clenched my hand. My palm was still warm from touching him. I scanned the room. He wasn’t there. Had he really been there?

      Footsteps drew my head to the right. My insides clenched, until I saw it was Blake walking through the doorway. His face was a mask of shame. I hoped he would wear it for a while, even if I was grateful it was him.

      “Hey.” He sat on the chair across the room from me.

      “Hey.”

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Sleepy. If I fall asleep, you’ll have to wait for me to wake up. The nurse just drugged me and I think I was already sleeping a little.”

      “Where’s Giselle?” He pointed at her empty bed.

      “Gone.” I frowned. “It’s not good.” His eyes grew wide as I explained the whole situation with Giselle and her dad and mom and her kidneys. We talked like things had never changed, but they had, and I saw him in a new light—one I didn’t know how to feel about. Especially when he crawled into my bed and let me fall asleep on his arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Friends and foes

        

      

    

    
      My room hadn’t changed in a week, but I was a stranger in it. The walls were exactly the same, and yet they appeared closer around me. The experiences I had been through in such a short amount of time seemed to have shifted my mind. As if it had narrowed in some aspects, but broadened in others. Giselle was a new addition to my life. Instead of being besties with my sister, she seemed to prefer my company. It was weird for me. I didn’t even know how to work the change into my day-to-day. The texts were coming every few minutes. Memes and GIFs and weird videos with cats doing random things.

      It really was no wonder Alise was so dumb. She had friends sending her hundreds of texts 24/7, consisting of garbled English. She didn’t have time to do anything but underachieve.

      I sat on my bed, feeling more alone than I ever had. I decided to take a walk and go see my mom.

      My dad was in the kitchen getting a glass of water and humming. I stopped on the stairs, listening to him hum. I didn’t know the song, but this was the first time I’d heard him hum in eight months. I crept to the front door as quietly as I was able and stepped outside. I wanted him to stay lost in whatever happy moment he was having. I sent him a quick text and headed off down the sidewalk. The town didn’t appear different and yet it was. The smallness of it had been stifling before I was drugged. I didn’t sense that anymore. I liked the coziness. I liked knowing everyone. And now I was scared, not of anything in particular but just in general.

      I walked and thought about the past year and all the events that had shaped the time for me. I was unaware of the trees or the road, just the seconds that fit together to make a year. Each of them seemed so different and complex, like a spider web. Some were horrid and others were unexplainable.

      I spun around and realized I had long passed my mom’s spot.

      I was about to turn back when I saw him. He walked along the side of the road and disappeared into the thick woods. His tall, strong body would have been unmistakable in itself, but his face was one of a kind. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I remembered them exactly. My heart fluttered. I wanted to be afraid of him, but I couldn’t make myself. I vaguely remembered the weird dream I’d had in the hospital, where he had vanished.

      I almost chickened out but then I just did it. “Wade,” I called out.

      He never came back.

      “Wade, wait up. It’s me, Aimee, from the party the other night. Wade!” I tried to run to the spot he had been but my body hurt. I got an instant cramp. I decided running would take a little longer to be able to attempt and walked into the dark woods, pushing myself past the initial thick and impassable brush.

      The bushes scratched me and pulled at my clothes and hair. I was determined to see him again. When I got inside the forest I gazed around but saw nothing. I stood perfectly still, my heartbeat intensifying as several possible outcomes sped through my mind.

      Possibility number one: Wade might have been the pervert who drugged us and got me naked. Though the lovely and relaxing internal examination proved I was still a virgin. Thank you, God in heaven, a female doctor did it.

      Possibility number two: Wade might not have even been here and the poison was still wreaking havoc on my mind, and now I was alone in the dark forest hallucinating. Same as I had at the hospital.

      Possibility number three, and honestly the most likely: Wade was trying to go for a nice walk when a strange girl he didn’t know started yelling and running, albeit sadly, after him.

      I thought about it for a second while I stood motionless. I tried not to consider the fact he was probably stalking me, after not getting what he wanted at the party. I was uncertain about how to proceed. Fleeing from the forest screaming like a banshee was definitely at the top of a very short list. That option was followed by pretending someone else was with me. That would either scare him into thinking I was crazy if he was watching me or make him believe I wasn’t alone.

      Instead, I stayed frozen like an idiot with my heart racing out of control. I heard a crunch off to the side and prepared for the worst.

      “Aimee?” The voice was unmistakable.

      I opened my eyes, which I hadn’t realized were closed, and started to breathe again. “Shane, what are you doing here?”

      “It’s my yard.” He walked toward me laughing. “What are you doing standing there with your eyes closed?”

      He looked amazing—chinos, a baby blue tee shirt, and his sandy hair was messy from whatever he had been doing. Seeing him made me want to smell him. He would smell good. He always smelled like laundry soap and deodorant with a subtle mix of windblown sea air.

      “I didn’t know your yard came over this way.” I turned around, trying to see his house.

      He held a hand out to me when he got close. “Yeah, it’s twelve acres. Let me get you out the easy way. You’re bleeding.” He pointed to my forearms. “Just there.”

      I glanced down, noticing my arms were badly scratched. How had I not felt it? I had been so insane trying to find Wade that I hadn’t realized the branches were scratching me that much? I started to worry about the lasting side effects of the drugs, such as partial paralysis and hallucinations.

      “Is Wade here with you?”

      He seemed upset. “No, I’m alone. What the hell are you doing out of bed?”

      “I needed some fresh air. I couldn’t stay cooped up anymore. I would really like to meet your friend Wade. Can you take me there?” I asked.

      Shane peered down on me with his beautiful blue eyes. “Yeah, for sure. We can go now.” He seemed irritated with me for some reason.

      “Really, you don’t mind?”

      “No. Since your sister started dating that dorky friend of yours, my calendar is wide open.”

      My heart stopped. “Dating? He isn’t a dorky friend—he’s a nice boy.” I was freaking out inside. No wonder he was angry with me. My sister had broken up with him for Blake. I couldn’t believe she and Blake were dating or that they hadn’t told me.

      “Yeah, I guess they’ve been secretly dating for a few days or whatever. She’s been lying to your dad and saying she was going to her friend’s place but meeting him this last week. I guess something happened yesterday that sealed the deal.” Shane shrugged. His grip tightened on my hand as he pulled me through the woods.

      “Wait.” I pulled back a bit. “This is a hard walk for me.”

      “Oh my God. Oh my God—” He let go of my hand. “I’m such an idiot. Here, let me help you.” He reached down and picked me up before I could protest.

      I gulped. “This isn’t necessary. I can walk, just slowly.”

      “This is faster, Aimes.” He said it in a throaty way which I chalked up to him exerting a lot of energy to carry me through the woods.

      “Can you tell I’ve gained weight?” I had managed to gain back four pounds of the fourteen I was down.

      “No.” He laughed as we reached the forest’s edge and he placed me down on the grass. “You’re still light as a feather.”

      I straightened my jacket and smiled. “I’m trying to get back up. I might even go about ten over my healthy weight, in case something like this happens again. I didn’t have any extra weight to lose.”

      “Protein shakes and meal replacements. It’s what we use on the football team to gain.”

      “I might have to try that. I hate being thin.”

      He became serious. “Yeah, Giselle is pretty tiny now too, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I peered down at my feet. “She isn’t doing well. They have her on some meds now and regular dialysis. I’m going in a week with Alise to see her.”

      “Is Blake going?” Shane sounded jealous.

      “No. I don’t think so. I didn’t know they were dating. I’m sorry she hurt you, I know you liked her.”

      He scoffed again. “She didn’t hurt me, just embarrassed me. I hate that she hurt you, she and that friend of yours.”

      I was taken aback. “You’re worried about me?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded and the air between us filled with tension.

      “Oh.”

      We walked the huge backyard to his truck in the driveway. He pulled out a first aid kit and cleaned my scratches. I was winded and exhausted from all the exercise, but I didn’t want the moment to end.

      “You and I were lying out on the grass the night of the party. We talked for a long time. Then we sat in silence. Do you remember that?” He opened the door for me to get in.

      “No. I’m still lost with the details. I’m hoping by seeing Wade, it will trigger some memories. Something about him is so familiar, and he is all I really remember about that night.”

      “Oh, that’s why you want to see him.”

      “Yeah.” I attempted to climb into the huge truck, but it felt like stitches were slowly being ripped out of my side. I paused, inhaling sharply. His huge warm hands were on me as he gently lifted me up. I didn’t notice the pain, just the warmth of him.

      As he closed the door for me, I realized I had become an invalid, not that I minded. The tragedy had brought us closer together. It was nice to be close to him and not feel guilty because he dated my sister.

      “Thanks for agreeing to take me.”

      “Yeah, no worries.” Shane got into the driver’s side with a puzzled expression. “But that’s the weird part—I don’t remember you even talking to Wade. I asked him about it and he doesn’t remember you either.” He started the truck and drove around the circle driveway. “Your sister, he remembers well.”

      “That is weird. Maybe it was a ghost.” I laughed nervously, thinking about the fact I’d seen Giselle in her ghost body. Granted, I had been delusional and dying.

      He smiled. “Hey, don’t kid. My mom said our yard used to be some ancient native shaman’s land. My great-granddad’s family bought the land from the shaman’s family while he was on his deathbed. But I guess the old shaman was pretty pissed they had sold the land. My mom said the shaman’s family were starving here and blamed it on the land being cursed or some crap.”

      I forced myself to be the skeptic I was. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. So your yard is like a pet cemetery?”

      He nodded halfheartedly. “Maybe. We’ve never had any bad luck though. Well, except for my dad screwing some twenty-five-year-old, but I highly doubt it had anything to do with the pet cemetery, and more to do with him being a disgusting pig.”

      “Your mom must still be pretty mad.”

      “Mad isn’t the word.” His face tightened but he kept his eyes straight ahead. “Please don’t ever say anything, but I found her in the bathroom. She had taken a bunch of pills and cut herself.”

      “Oh my God.” My jaw dropped, even though I tried not to show my shock. “I’m so sorry.”

      “The worst part is when I found her, she looked at me and said let me die, Son. But I called the police and an ambulance. What kind of shit is that to say to your kid?”

      “Yikes.” My head went down as I fidgeted with my ring. “I think when she’s doing better, she’ll know you made the right choice.”

      We were quiet for a long time, both lost in contemplation. Neither of us wanted to make the other dwell on the misfortune in their life.

      “The drugs saved her life. Her heartbeat slowed down, and she didn’t bleed to death from the cuts. The doctor thought she might have known that and didn’t want to die.”

      “Maybe.” I hoped it was true. It amazed me how many bad things could happen in a small town, in such a short amount of time. Maybe the land was all cursed.

      We entered the neighboring town and turned onto a road I had never been on before. Within a few driveways we were at a small bungalow.

      “This is it.” He pointed to the beast of a guy in the garage. “That’s Wade.”

      “Okay.” Nervously, I opened my door and got out. Shane hopped out roughly and bounded into the garage toward the guy bent over the hood of a car.

      He smacked his bum hard, causing the guy to shoot up and bang his head on the hood of the old beater.

      “Son of a—Shane. That’s gonna leave a mark.” He rubbed his head.

      Shane laughed and pointed to me. “This is Aimee, the girl who got drugged at my party.”

      “Oh snap.” Wade turned. He was about the right size, a few inches over six foot and strong but not fat. He was wearing jeans and a white tee shirt. His hair was dark blond. But when he turned his face to see me, he was definitely not the same guy.

      His eyes were nowhere near as blue and his face didn’t have the devastating beauty. His face was attractive, but not nearly as handsome as the guy I had seen. “Hey.” He waved awkwardly.

      “Hey.”

      “Do you remember him?”

      “No.” The small glimmer of hope that I wasn’t crazy died.

      “I think I met your sister. You look a lot like Alise.”

      “I’m pretty sure everyone has met my sister.” I tried not to sound like an ass.

      Shane gave me a look. “Anyway, buddy, we thought we would take a drive out and see if meeting you could help jog her memory.”

      Wade lowered his voice, “Did we find out who the creepy bastard is?”

      “Not yet, but when we do, we’ll be sure to ask for some assistance from you boys.” Shane punched him in the arm and started to walk toward the truck.

      “Do that.” Wade’s smile grew menacing. “Nothing we Handley boys like more than giving out a good ass kicking. Nice meeting you, Aimee. Hope your memory comes back and say hi to your sister for me.” He winked.

      “Okay.” I waved at him as I climbed back into the truck, using all my strength and trying not to cry out loud. “I thought he was dating that girl.”

      “He is, but he likes to mess with me. Not to hurt your feelings, but everyone thought I was nuts for dating your sister.”

      “They did?” I cocked an eyebrow.

      “Yeah. She’s a handful and I’m not really the kind of guy for that.”

      “Why did you? Date her.”

      He appeared lost, trying to come up with a reply. “I don’t know. She’s hot.” His eyes met mine as he closed the door. “Wanna get something to eat?”

      “Yeah, I’m starving.”

      We drove in awkward silence again until he pulled into the town’s local burger shack. The Wood Inn was not exactly known for its gourmet food, but the veggie burgers were pretty yummy. Almost city yummy.

      He hopped out quickly to open my door and help me out and then held the door for me going in. I liked that about him, his being a gentleman.

      As we went to our table I got a slight hint of laundry soap and deodorant and it made me smile. He always smelled clean, not draped in aftershave or cologne as was every other guy our age. I hated the whole bathed in Axe body spray smell.

      “Ready to order?” The server appeared out of nowhere moments after we sat down with menus from the hostess.

      “Yup. I’ll have the veggie burger, no bacon, no cheese, extra tomato, and a side of yam fries.”

      She took my order, not even considering how stupid it was to have to ask for no bacon on one’s veggie burger.

      She turned to Shane who grinned. “I will have the bacon cheeseburger with bacon, no tomato, extra cheese, and a side of regular fries. And also a chocolate shake.”

      She finished writing it down and glanced at me while taking the menus. “Water okay for you?”

      “Yes, please.” I smiled and she was gone.

      “So you like your bacon cheeseburger with bacon?” I asked, making him smile.

      He grinned. “I don’t see how you can stomach a veggie burger without bacon.”

      “My stomach isn’t the same.”

      “You’ve been a veggie for a long time. This happening to you didn’t change you. What is it—seven years now?” He played with the fork and knife on the tabletop.

      I smiled at him, completely confused. “Yeah, it will be eight at Christmas. How do you remember that?”

      He shrugged. “I just notice stuff, I guess. So who are you going to the spring formal with?”

      I gulped, blindsided again. “Oh my God—I kind of figured it would be Blake. I guess I’m not going. I’m not a dance kind of girl anyway.”

      “You can’t dance?”

      I laughed. “I can dance just fine. I just don’t do popular kids and drinking and shit.”

      “Dances and cusses. Look at you. Well, I was taking Alise. Why don’t we go together?”

      “Oh.” I sipped my water cautiously. “As friends?”

      “Yeah. How could we be anything else, Aimee?” He said it like it was ironic.

      “Okay sure. I have a rule anyway, about dating boys who date my sister,” I blurted like an idiot.

      “Of course.” He sat back still playing with the utensils. “To being friends.” He lifted his water glass and I lifted mine.

      I laughed but secretly I imagined what it would be like to not be friends.

      “Your sister is a little bit evil when it comes to guys. I can’t even believe you’re related.”

      “Yeah.”

      He fiddled with the things on the table. “I’m sorry. She’s your sister. I shouldn’t be such a dick.”

      “No. It’s fine. I have no illusions about my sister.”

      “Speak of the devil and she shall arrive at your favorite burger joint.”

      “No way.” I turned to see my sister and Blake walking hand in hand past the window. They stopped dead when they saw us at the table. Blake dropped her hand and straightened up in his stance, not letting his gaze leave mine. It was as if he was trying to reassure me. They waved and walked to the door. Our food arrived as a waitress brought them to the seat behind us.

      Alise smiled sweetly but it was fake. “Fancy meeting you two here.” She looked back and forth between us suspiciously. “On a date?” Her words were biting.

      “We went to see Wade.”

      Blake acted nervous but tried to remain calm. “The elusive Wade. What did he have to say?”

      “Not him.” Shane replied. “He’s not the right guy.”

      “Should we just sit with you?” Alise asked innocently.

      “No. Let’s just go somewhere else, Alise.” Blake wasn’t pleading. He was telling. He pulled her back toward the entrance. “Enjoy your meal. I’ll text you later,” he said, dragging her out onto the street.

      “Okay.” I picked up my juicy veggie burger and raised my eyebrows at Shane. “Bon appetit.” It was more of a question.

      “Whatever.” He tried to smile but his anger was obvious.

      I took the biggest bite I could. The tastes started to swirl in my mouth. The flavor was so similar until it shifted as I chewed. I gagged as if I might throw up. My favorite veggie burger in the world was making me sick. I grabbed my napkin and spit the huge bite into it.

      “You okay?”

      “No.” I shuddered. “I’m so sorry. That was nasty.”

      “Maybe you should have gotten the beef.” He wrinkled his nose.

      “It’s not that. I just remembered I had a veggie burger for dinner that night, before the party. I puked it up.”

      “Hey!” His eyes lit up. “You remember the taste of your puke!”

      I realized what I had said as more of the memory came back. “Alise did my hair and makeup and made me wear the outfit I had on. I ate the veggie burger in secret in my room, so she wouldn’t know I ate.”

      “See, some of it’s coming back.”

      I was excited, except for the fact veggie burgers would be off the menu for quite a while.

      Shane took me home after I stopped picking at my fries.

      I dragged myself up the stairs, half dead I was certain. My body ached. The pain in my body was unbearable. I climbed into my bed and fell asleep with my clothes on.

      The warm wind came and I could have swore his voice crept through my dreams. “Get better, Aimee. Get better and forget about me.” It was soft and lured me deeper into my sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Beautiful boys—oh, and a stalker

        

      

    

    
      My phone vibrated in my pocket as I trudged my way to chemistry, completely obsessed with the dream I’d had. The not-Wade guy was plaguing my life. I didn’t want to be crazy, and maybe I wasn’t, but it was starting to seem like the best-case scenario was that the drugs were still affecting me. Otherwise I was bat-crap crazy.

      Deep down my non-rational side whispered of the possibility he was a ghost I could only see when I was sick, tired, and or dying. But I didn’t believe in ghosts—at all, and I’d seen him at Shane’s. He wasn’t in my dream then. It was real. I had seen him when I walked sober into the house party. I remembered that much of the story.

      Maybe it was Shane’s house.

      Maybe I was scaring myself with the shaman ghost story, but I needed to see him again. I needed to prove he was real. Or that I was crazy. He and ghost Giselle were proving that to be truth.

      One memory of him stood out the most, besides obviously seeing him as we entered the party. There was a hazy moment in the bathroom when he was talking about my veggie burger and chewing next time.

      My name being said not quietly enough made me turn my head. The other kids at school were whispering and watching me. And it wasn’t just one group. It was everyone in the courtyard. I tried not to care, but it was hard going from a complete unknown to that girl who got drugged and nearly raped. In a small town what else was there to talk about when several girls had been drugged and possibly assaulted?

      Nothing.

      And with everyone else either gone or being protected, I was it. Angela wasn’t back from the city. Giselle was doing worse in the city. No one mentioned the names of the other girls. Leaving me to be the only one here that they knew about for sure.

      I held my books tight to my chest and stared straight in the direction of my class, at the exact moment Blake walked up to the classroom door. I cringed, thinking about being around him and how awkward it would be.

      I decided I needed air more than chemicals and turned around, not really sure what to do.

      Mr. Mac saw me walking the wrong way and stopped. “Aimee, what are you doing?”

      “Oh, uhhhh”—I glanced down at the ground ashamed—“I need to go home. I’m feeling sick.”

      “Really?” He laughed. “You’re the worst liar ever.” Mr. Mac knew me better than any other teacher. He walked toward me with a skeptical look. “You having a problem getting back into the swing of things?”

      “Yeah. It’s hard to focus. I’m tired a lot.”

      “I’m sorry this happened to you, kid.” He pointed to the chemistry room. “I’m going to walk this way and if you follow, great. And if you don’t, I might not notice ‘cause I’m pretty preoccupied with the marks on the test we took a couple of weeks ago. The ninety-eight you got probably earned you a day off from class. If you want to think about it that way, I’m cool with it.” He paused for a moment. “I truly hope you’re feeling better, Aimee.”

      “Thanks.” I stared up into his dark-brown eyes and smiled. “You’re the best, Mr. Mac.”

      “Tell my mother that if you see her.” He chuckled and waved as he walked away, strolling casually toward the chem lab.

      The walk across the courtyard exhausted me and I contemplated just lying down where I was, but then I glanced at the trades building. Shane had a truck. He would drive me.

      The little whisper in my mind reminded me I’d seen my not-Wade guy at Shane’s and could go there to see if I could find him again. I had nothing better to do than sleep.

      I hobbled over to where Shane’s welding class was and waved at him through the shop doors. He wore a puzzled expression before he strolled over, quite cute in his coveralls with his welding helmet lifted up and bits of grease and dirt on his face. He grinned at me as he opened the door. “Aimes, what’s up? You taking shop now?”

      “Uh no. Not unless an early death for everyone in this building is on the syllabus.” I held my hand out. “I need your truck keys. I want to go to your house for a bit. I need to prove to myself that your yard isn’t haunted and the not-Wade guy is a figment of my imagination.” I didn’t bring ghost Giselle into it. I still hadn’t told anyone that yet.

      “Okay.” He burst out laughing and fished the keys out of his pocket. “You’re the weirdest girl I have ever met. I mean that in the nicest way. Want me to come too?”

      “No. That’s cool. I’ll be back before class is over to give back your truck.” I took the keys and grinned at his coveralls. “Thanks, this is a good look for you too. I think if you wore this to the spring formal, I might actually want to dance.”

      “It smells nice too.” He winked and closed the door. “I’ve had them for three years.”

      “Gross.” I turned on my heel.

      The drive to Shane’s house was about five minutes, and for some reason I couldn’t help glimpsing in my rearview. I was not a good criminal. And it was my first time skipping.

      I pulled into the driveway and gingerly climbed out of the truck. My ribs were hurting, but I ignored it and walked up to the house and then past it, wandering around the outside. Every couple of seconds I checked behind myself and peeked around the yard. If anyone saw me, they would instantly assume injured spy or total idiot. I was going with the latter.

      And to top it off, the not-Wade guy wasn’t here.

      About to give up, I glanced at the woods and wondered if they were my best bet. The last time I’d seen him was in the forest by Shane’s. Except for my dreams of course.

      The forest was dark and spooky, but I decided that dwelling on how creepy the bushes were was not the smartest way to enter it.

      Trees on the North Coast were huge. Big was what you called a tree at half their size in the Pacific Northwest. Shane’s yard had massive ones that let in almost no light.

      Once I was inside, the forest air hit me like a ton of bricks. It was freezing and damp.

      I decided sitting in a quiet spot was my best plan. Then, like a rabbit hopping into a trap, I would be able to see him, but he wouldn’t see me—if he was real and not a ghost because a ghost would probably see me.

      I crept through huge ferns and past the old man’s beard covering the branches. The forest thinned out remarkably once you were inside of it because the canopy of huge trees filtered out the light. Not a lot of other small trees and bushes could grow. Moss and ferns didn’t need light to prosper. The forest on the North Coast always reminded me of Jurassic Park. The air was clean and pure and colder sometimes by five or six degrees.

      I found the old tree fort Shane had constructed once with his friends and hid at the base of the tree next to it. There was a small bush surrounded by several huge ferns, and if I sat still long enough I would probably see something. The half hour was all I needed to prove to myself he wasn’t a ghost. It would have to be enough. After that I’d drop it and move on.

      I climbed into the bush, fluffed up the ferns, and pulled my jacket tight around me, drawing the hood up over my head to cover my blonde hair. The black jacket helped me to blend into the bush and massive trunk. I settled back on the dirt, leaned against the tree, and became still. I turned my phone to vibrate and waited.

      I liked to believe I was a peaceful enough person that the calm of the forest and the small noises it made were relaxing. Instead, I was on edge hiding there, watching for either a ghost or a guy I couldn’t quite understand.

      What if he was the stalker?

      What would I do then?

      The poorly thought-out plan to prove I wasn’t crazy was starting to seem a little arrogant and naïve.

      Mocking myself and the lack of intelligence I was showing for a smart girl, I took a breath and prepared to stand and give up.

      But I froze as I heard a crunch.

      My heart raced as I turned my head, forcing myself to look for where it had come from. I guessed about fifty feet back toward the house.

      I froze as it happened again but closer.

      My heartbeat increased, followed by a cold sweat as the noise got louder and louder.

      I wanted to close my eyes and become invisible. I was terrified but forced myself to watch. I wasn’t going to miss him walking past. Did ghosts crunch when they walked?

      The sound got louder. I twitched with every vibration as the branches broke.

      Something tingled inside me with the next crunch of branches snapping. Perhaps it was the stillness between the steps or the way the person didn’t call out. Whatever it was, I needed to fear the source of the noise.

      It breathed like it was out of breath or nervous like I was.

      The bush covered me, but if it got close enough, it would be able to see me.

      Its pace slowed to a step every minute or so, as it scanned the forest behind me somewhere. I knew what it was doing, even if I couldn’t see it, and I was positive then it was a danger to me.

      My brain screamed that it and the not-Wade guy were different people. I waited to see its face when it came around the trees. I could text its identity to Shane before it got me.

      Its steps sounded as if they were on top of me. I wanted to dash from the woods screaming, but my dash would be more of a light jog at best. I also knew that in every horror movie, the hiding person would have lived if they had just stayed hidden. But they always let the suspense and madness get to them. They always ran and died.

      “Aimee, are you here?” it spoke in a breathless whisper. “I saw you come into the woods. I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.”

      It was a he.

      And he knew my name.

      He must have gone to school with me or been following me. How else would he have seen me take Shane’s truck?

      I didn’t even swallow as the breaking of the twigs and branches attempted to drive me insane.

      Instead, I waited until I heard his footsteps walk in a different direction and I grabbed my phone from my pocket and clicked the sound off completely. I was glad I’d worn a hoodie and not a jacket that made noise. Slowly, I put my cell back into my pocket and left it there. Nothing would make me leave that spot.

       Through the brush I saw him. I wanted to run, but I held my breath and sat very still. It was definitely a man or a guy my age. He was tall and wore a black fleece with the hood up with dark jeans. I couldn’t see his face at all.

      “Aimee, come out, come out, wherever you are.” He spoke as if he were disguising his voice. A noise like a bird squawking rang out into the forest. Then it happened again. He cussed and pulled a cell phone out of his pocket. “Hello,” he answered abruptly, still sounding horse as he spoke. “Yeah, fine. I don’t care. Okay good. See you then.” He put the phone in his pocket and pivoted around, scrutinizing the forest more intensely.

      When he turned his face to me I could see he wore sunglasses. He was white. I saw his lips clearly. I would never forget them. They were thin lips, not my favorite kind. Beyond that, I couldn’t tell anything else about him.

      “Aimee, I know you want to play cat and mouse, but we’re running out of time.” His voice gave away his impatience, no matter how hard he tried to sound calm.

      A dark fear inside me whispered that he was the one who had drugged me, and he wanted to finish what he had started. The idea of him touching me while I had been drugged made me sick. I swallowed the bile back as I sat, ever so still, against my tree hidden in the brush.

      He crept around the bushes a bit longer and then he stopped moving. I couldn’t see or hear him. I knew what he was doing. He was sitting somewhere like me. He was trying to wait me out. But I was the girl who sat on the concrete for hours on end. It was not a game he would win.

      My breaths were shallow and my heartbeat stayed steady to keep my senses heightened and alert. I didn’t hear a sound from the forest, which told me he was still here.

      The birds were not chirping because a predator was in the woods. Ignoring all manner of pain, I sat motionless, like a statue, and listened but there was nothing.

      Then, like the angels were singing to me, I heard the greatest sound in the world.

      “Dammit, Aimee! I had to walk home from friggin’ school. What the hell is taking you so long? Where are you?” Shane shouted from his yard.

      I wanted to jump up and shout that I was over by the tree house, but the evil one remained in this forest somewhere. I hadn’t heard him leave, had I? I was starting to doubt myself as I panicked, knowing my salvation was across the forest, and he would leave soon.

      “Aimes? The truck’s here, where are you?”

      Desperately, I pulled my phone from my pocket and texted Shane with the sound off completely. The text hit his phone. His text tone was unmistakable—it was Ralph Wiggum saying, “My cat’s breath smells like cat food.” He had downloaded it when we were sitting in the restaurant, after my sister left with Blake. He was trying to lighten the mood. It was stupid. Of course cat breath smelled like cat food.

      A second after the text, he walked to the forest, obeying my message perfectly, until he reached my exact location.

      Sobs began to slip from my dry lips as relief flooded me. “Here.” I barely managed to get out as I reached my hand from the bushes and Shane grabbed it. He pulled me from my spot. As I stood, my legs buckled and I started to cry.

      “It’s okay. I got you now.” He picked me up and carried me from the woods. I glanced back at the forest, seeing nothing, but I noticed a brisk pace in Shane’s steps. “I’m getting tired of carrying you out of these woods.” He was joking but I continued to sob into his shoulder. I felt safe, even if I was scared senseless.

      He brought me into the house and sat me on a bar stool in the kitchen. He poured a glass of lemonade for me and handed me a tissue. “What happened?”

      “I saw him.” I wiped my eyes and told him exactly what had happened. His eyes widened as I told the tale.

      “This guy goes to our school. How else would he have seen you take my truck? Aimee, he was invited to my house and drugged my friends and you.” He paced and ranted, shaking his hands and shouting, “I’m gonna kill him!” He separated me from his friends. I wasn’t one of his friends? I tried to be polite and sip the lemonade, but I gagged and put it down. I guessed it would be joining the ranks with the veggie burger.

      I didn’t know what to do to get my feeling of safety back, but I was worried for myself and for Giselle in the city. The hospital had good security, as it was a children’s hospital, but I wasn’t sure it would be enough; the creep seemed pretty shrewd.

      “Thanks for coming for me,” I whispered after a long time.

      Shane smiled down at me. “Aimee, you’re my date for the dance. Where would I find a date with this short notice?”

      I punched his arm, hurting my hand. “Ow.” I frowned. “I don’t think I should go to the dance.” The fear of the person in the woods made me want to go home and never leave again.

      “Why?”

      “What if—”

      “I’ll kill anyone who tries to hurt you. He won’t even try, trust me.” The way his eyes burned would have scared me if I hadn’t spent my entire life with him as a friend.

      “I don’t have a dress picked out. And I don’t like school dances.” And I didn’t want to talk about any of it. “What color dress should I get?” I wanted the conversation to be light. I missed Giselle for that.

      “I don’t know. Whatever you want. I’ll match you.” He didn’t sound excited about it either.

      I jumped as a knock on the door interrupted us.

      Shane’s eyes grew serious as he walked to the door and peeked through the window. He unlocked it and greeted my dad. “Mr. James, come on in.”

      My dad hurried in to see me. “I called the police, Aimee. I know nothing happened and they understand that, but they’re as worried as I am. It’s better for them to have a full handle on what’s going on.” His eyes were tired.

      “Okay.” I hated that we would have to talk about it all again.

      “They’re coming here, Shane. I hope you don’t mind. They should be here any minute.” My dad walked into the house and put a hand on my shoulder. “How’s it going, kiddo?”

      “I’m good, if I don’t think about it.”

      “I think most things are like that. What were you thinking?”

      “I don’t know. I’m an idiot.” My face flushed as I remembered seeing Giselle as a ghost and assuming maybe I’d developed some new talent since I died too.

      “We established her being an idiot already, sir.” Shane walked around the bar and started to make some coffee with his mom’s expensive coffeemaker. The huge stainless-steel contraption could have belonged to a barista. Shane had a cup of coffee for my dad within seconds. “Want a coffee?”

      “Sure.”

      “Cream or sugar?”

      “No thanks, son. Black is perfect.” He sipped his coffee. We all stared out at the backyard, watching. “This is a good cup of coffee.”

      “Yeah, my mom bought it in Seattle. It cost more than my truck, I think.”

      My dad laughed.

      “Where’s Alise?” I asked, knowing the answer.

      “She is at Blake’s house. His parents are letting her stay over. They know about the situation and that we need to go see Giselle and the hospital management and make certain they understand the gravity of the situation. Alise knows she’s not to leave their house until we arrive home.” My dad spoke as if he had an awful taste in his mouth. I wondered if I was reading things into it or this was my sister’s way of twisting a bad situation to her advantage. He gave me a concerned look. “Did you get a good look at him?”

      “No. He had a dark fleece on with a hood, sunglasses, and his voice was raspy, so I wouldn’t be able to recognize it if I tried. He knew my name. He was tall, like Shane’s height and build, and white. He was wearing jeans—dark jeans. His lips—they were so thin, cruel and thin. His phone rang with the sound of a squawking bird. It was black I think, maybe a Blackberry.”

      My dad turned toward Shane and me. “Sounds like every one of your friends.”

      “We have iPhones.”

      “Yeah, only business people have Blackberrys.” Shane continued, “But I get what you’re saying. At this point everyone should be on the list of suspects, including me. I’m certain the police will say the same thing. Though for the record, I have nice lips and an iPhone.”

      I rolled my eyes. “We know it isn’t you.”

      He smiled back, but my dad’s eyes were not as trusting as he watched us.

      The doorbell interrupted. “The police,” my dad said.

      Shane walked to the door, opening it without checking.

      Two police officers entered the house, shaking Shane’s hand and introducing themselves.

      I recognized one of them instantly as the police officer who had asked Giselle and me questions in the hospital. We didn’t have anything to say then.

      “Hi, Aimee.” He smiled at me kindly. “How are you feeling?”

      “Hi.” I sighed. “Good, I feel pretty good. I’m a lot better. I just wish this was over though.”

      The other officer nodded. “Yes, you’ve been through enough, I think.”

      My dad laughed sarcastically. “Oh, more than.”

      The older officer, who I had never met before, smiled at my dad. “And how is Dad holding up?”

      “Oh boy.” My dad groaned. “Our family doesn’t need any extra drama, not this year.”

      The police officer, whose name tag said Williams, gave my dad a knowing look. They appeared to have some sort of relationship I didn’t know about.

      “Coffee, guys?” Shane asked, breaking up the sorrow hanging in the air.

      “Yes, please,” the young officer chimed in. His name was Bindley.

      “Aimee, Sergeant Williams here was with your mom at the end,” my dad said quietly as he held his hand out to the tall, older-looking man.

      My throat thickened as his eyes filled with emotion.

      “Oh.” I dropped my gaze to the countertop.

      “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Officer Bindley sipped his coffee. “I guess all we need here is a statement. Shane, were you here when it happened?”

      “No.” Shane cocked an eyebrow. “I was walking home from school ‘cause Aimee had my truck.”

      I smiled at the hint of bitterness in his voice.

      “So, Aimee, you tell it exactly the way it happened, and if no one else could talk while we have the tape recorder going that would be great. Ready?” the sergeant asked.

      I inhaled a deep breath and began at the start, ghosts and all. Well, not Giselle but Wade and all the memories I had of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          The word is hamtard

        

      

    

    
      When we left for the city, the three-and-half-hour drive gave me more than enough time to consider the essence of life. My dad didn’t need to talk which was nice. We could ride in quiet contemplation, instead of trying desperately to fill the air.

      The only thing he wanted to know about was the mystery man in my hazy memories. I told him it was more like a dream than reality and explained that I had believed he was Wade, but he wasn’t.

      Fifteen minutes away from the hospital I became excited and scared. I wanted to see Giselle so badly, but I also had to tell her the worst news. Not only had some psycho tried to kill us, but he was hunting us now also. I dreaded telling her but the hospital needed to know every possibility. The police from home had already called and put them on high alert, but it didn’t change things—Giselle needed the full story and Dad wanted to discuss the situation face to face with the staff from her floor. We both suspected her dad wasn’t doing anything of much use.

      Dad dropped me off at the entrance and went to the hotel to check us in for the night.

      The Children’s Hospital was like an amusement park of doom. Pictures and paintings lined the walls with murals of the sunny days and beaches the children might never see. I swallowed a huge lump to ensure I wasn’t weepy before I even saw her.

      I checked my text from her and pushed the appropriate floor button on the elevator. I stepped off and walked down the hall. Giselle’s room was the last door before the hall took a corner. I knocked lightly, hoping she was awake.

      “Giselle, you here?” I poked my head in.

      “Oh my God, Aimee. What took so long? It’s been like three weeks and I am dying in here. It’s so boring.” She nearly squealed as I entered smiling. She was lying on her bed with a light on but the curtains were closed, making it dim.

      I walked up and hugged her. She smelled funny, like sickness. She gripped me so tightly I could barely breathe.

      “The nurses can see you, right?” I whispered as I held her and closed my eyes and pretended so many things all at once.

      “You’re a moron.” She let go finally and grinned, but I could see through the façade. She was still very sick. Her eyes were yellowish and her skin was tanned. Was Giselle going into liver failure as well as her kidneys being sick? I didn’t know what to say. I ignored it and decided she would tell me if she wanted to.

      “So did you hear?” I asked.

      Giselle nodded. “Yeah, it’s all over Facebook already. So he followed you into the woods? What the hell were you doing in the woods alone, tard?”

      “Hey.” I laughed. “Easy with words like that. It’s really rude.”

      She frowned. “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I know.” I rolled my eyes. “Dude, people take offense to that word. Just say hamtard. It’s a word I made up for Alise. She says the other one all the time too. Anyway, I went into the woods because I wanted to find the guy from the party. I last saw him there and thought maybe he was a ghost.”

      “Is this ‘cause you saw me all ghostly and in a coma? That was weeks ago, you need to get over it. We were sick and dying and shit.”

      “Yeah, that and because the only place I’ve ever seen him was at Shane’s house—”

      “Wait.” She cut me off. “What is going on with you and Shane?”

      “Giselle, you’re focusing on the wrong part of the story. Nothing is going on. He’s just a friend. Besides, he dated Alise.”

      “Gross.” She made a face.

      “Anyway,” I continued, “I can’t stop thinking about this guy, and I wanted to find him. So I went to Shane’s and waited in the woods. I hid, basically, at the base of a tree in the bushes. I really thought he would just be walking through the woods, like haunting me, and I would have proof that I can see ghosts and I’m not going crazy. But instead, the other guy followed me there, the one who drugged us. He’s a creep. The guy in my memory, or dream rather, isn’t the guy from the woods.”

      “How do you know?” Giselle frowned at me. “You really have the worst taste in guys. First you like Blake—blech—and then this crazy stalker who tries to kill us. And all the while Shane is in front of you and you feel nothing more than friendly love.”

      “It’s not the same guy, I swear. What did the doctor say?”

      “I don’t know. I can’t seem to shake it. My blah blah blahs aren’t healing or something. I am pretty much screwed, Aimes. I think the doctors are talking about a donor list.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “My mom came back. I guess she and my dad haven’t been in love for a long time. So she decided to Internet date and met some guy. She brought him here. She’s living in the city with him.” Her face filled with shame as mine filled with shock and disgust. “They come a lot. It’s annoying.”

      “She comes here?” I gasped. “With some Internet guy?”

      “Yeah. It’s weird. Creepy bastard. He patted my leg, all high up on the thigh, and said he always wanted a stepdaughter. I threw up on him.” She burst out laughing.

      “Oh my God. Your mom has met a pedo on the Internet. Giselle, I’m thinking we need a young priest and an old priest.”

      Giselle laughed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I know, right?”

      “It’s from The Exorcist. It means we’re cursed.”

      “True story.”

      “At least you barfed on him—what a nasty pig.”

      “God is mad at us for something, Aimes, ‘cause this has been the worst year of my life.” She was still laughing, but I was certain I heard a sob.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, shivering. “It has. The cop who was with my mom while she died is the sergeant on our case. I can tell he wants to talk to me, but I don’t want to know what he saw at the scene or talk about it.”

      “Oh, that’s too creepy. Don’t they get transferred out ever?”

      “I don’t know how it works.”

      “I think I’m going to die, Aimee. I’m scared.” Her words became a whisper, hanging in the air, stopping my breath.

      “I know. I’m scared too.”

      The moment was fleeting.

      Then, like the master of her emotions she was, she started chatting about the mundane again. The words still hung in the air like a bad cloud about to pour down on us, but we chose not to look up. Regardless of the fact we both knew of the impending doom, we fought against it with gossip and giggles.

      I told her I needed a dress for spring formal. It made her misty-eyed as she told me to take the dress she had bought and that someone should get some use out of it. I tried to argue, but it was no use. She wanted me to wear it and I said I would be honored. For some strange reason I loved this girl with all my heart. She was the sister I should have had. We lay on her bed together, talking and feeling the need for hope in our despair-filled lives.

      “If I grow up and marry a rich man like I plan to, I’m totally making him donate all his money to this place.” She giggled, but I knew better than to see anything beyond the “if” in the story.

      She started to fall asleep so I left her. I sent my dad a text, saying I was leaving and walked to the elevator and climbed on. I wanted to cry but it wouldn’t change anything. She was dying and our would-be murderer was stalking me.

      I stepped off the elevator to my dad’s tired face.

      “Hungry, kiddo?” He put an arm around my shoulders.

      “No, I want to go to bed.”

      “Okay. How’s our girl doing?”

      “Giselle’s mom is dating an Internet pervert. He’s an actual ped. Do you think we’re cursed, Dad?”

      “I’m starting to wonder.” His response floored me. My dad was a man of science, but even he was starting to become concerned about our little town. “I spoke to the security and the doctors. They’re on high alert now.”

      “Maybe you should call them and tell them her new stepdad shouldn’t be allowed in there either.”

      “I think so.” He linked his arm in mine to take me back to the car.

      The drive home the next day was not nearly as painful. I napped until I woke to the ping of a text on my phone. I grabbed the phone out of my pocket to see a message from Shane.

      Hurry home. I’m getting lonely.

      I peered around at the gas station, seeing we were halfway home. My dad was inside paying for the gas and no doubt getting snacks.

      I messaged him back: Giselle is sick, very sick.

      My phone rang. “Hello.”

      Shane sounded concerned. “What do you mean?”

      “She’s dying. Liver failure or kidney. I can’t tell. Shane, I can’t take it.”

      “Oh my God. What can we do?”

      “She needs a kidney donor for sure—oh, and if her mom comes back to our town, we need that guy she’s dating gone. Like warn the cops and shit. He’s a pedo. He touched Giselle high up on the thigh and said he always wanted a stepdaughter.”

      “Are you kidding? Okay, I will talk to them. That’s sick. She is on her deathbed and he’s trying to touch her?” Shane’s voice was full of disgust. “Are you close to home?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be there in three hours.” There was silence on his end. I waited for him to speak and checked my phone, thinking I had lost the signal.

      “I like you,” he blurted into the dead air. “I like you, Aimee. I can’t stop myself. I’m trying to just be your friend, but you’re perfect and I can’t fight it anymore. I want to be with you. I wanted to be with you before, but with you being you and me being me, I just panicked.”

      The words were everything I had ever wanted to hear, plus some I didn’t understand.

      The phone was silent again as I held my breath, not sure how to respond. “Okay. Uhm, maybe we should talk about this later.” My heart skipped beats and my head was dizzy.

      “Okay, I just wanted you to know. I’m falling for you. I’ve fallen. It’s done. I like you. I always have.” He went silent after his declaration. I could tell this was hard for him too.

      I wanted to respond with a thank you, God, or please don’t move from where you are. I’ll be right there. Instead, I held my breath and with the exhale I shouted, “Okay! So, I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      “Drive safe.” He hung up.

      I sat staring ahead at the van in front of us. I didn’t know what to say. I started my list of pros and cons and then I phoned Giselle.

      “Hello.” Her voice was raspy.

      “Shane just told me he likes me.”

      “Oh my God.” She squealed into the phone, “Yayyyyyyy. Okay, I need to hear every detail, word for word. Skip nothing.”

      I told her everything he had told me, word for word, to which she responded with, “OMG,” and “seriously?” and “I knew it,” on repeat.

      Her advice wasn’t exactly sage wisdom. “I think you should just do it. You should date him and have sex with him. And not go to college a virgin.”

      “Oh my God. Dude.”

      “What?”

      I cringed. “I can’t talk about this.”

      “Okay look, I’ve got to go. I’m super tired out. They took more blood this morning and I’m beat. I’ll see you in a few weeks. Cool?”

      Tears rolled down my cheeks. “Yeah, for sure. Dad and I will be back. Don’t worry.”

      “Peace out.” She clicked off and I was alone again. I had officially lost control of my emotions.

      I looked to the sky—well, roof of the truck and whispered, “Mom, I need you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          I am a rational human being

        

      

    

    
      I walked into the library where Dad had dropped me off, under duress of course. He had wanted to escort me about town, but I told him I needed some alone time and would call for a ride home.

      He agreed, thankfully, and I left the outside world as I caught the first scent of the books. I loved the smell of books, but even more, I loved getting lost in them. If there ever was a time in my life I needed to get lost in books, it was that moment. I didn’t know what to do about Shane, or Giselle, or the stalker. It was too much excitement for how sick I was starting to feel again. I worried about my own body, nearly as much as I worried about Giselle’s.

      “Hey, Mary.” I smiled at the librarian. “How’s it going?”

      “Hey, Aimee.” She waved, not really letting her eyes leave the stacks she was checking. She was the first person to not treat me differently. “It’s been forever. Thought you might have died, kid. You still have that book out on ancient medicinal practices?”

      “Oh, yeah.” I laughed. Obviously, she hadn’t heard about the drugging. “I need it for a few more weeks. I’ll renew it today.” I didn’t have the heart to tell her I might have died a few times.

      “Good enough for me.” She walked over to her card catalogue.

      Our library was tiny, with little to no technology ever making its way through the front doors. It was partly from lack of funding and partly because it wasn’t needed. Mary remembered every book that left and who it left with. Her retirement would be the end of an era. A sad one.

      I made my way to the nonfiction section and sat on the floor, touching the spines of the books, sensing the history flow from them to me. My mom had taught me to love and respect history, especially art. She said it was a visual documentation of history. Every aspect of a civilization, whether it was education, religion, or science was documented in art. Even the cave paintings taught us something about the people of their time.

      “Can I just slip past you there?” I knew his voice, straightaway. Afraid I would be disappointed to find someone else yet again, I was shocked when I peered up to see his face, exactly as I recalled it.

      “Hey!” I beamed. “It’s you!”

      “What? What’s me?” He seemed disappointed. “Sorry, have we met?” He was exactly as I remembered—tall, thick, dark-blond hair cut short, and the whitest blue eyes I had ever seen.

      “You saved my life. I remember you. I was choking.” The words flew from my mouth as the memories flooded my brain. I glanced at his sizable hands and remembered them inside my mouth, stretching my skin to fit. I shuddered a little at the thought. “I was on the floor turning blue, and you picked the vomit out of my mouth.” It sounded much worse aloud.

      “Uhhhh, what?” He started to laugh. It was a strong laugh. “I’m sorry, but I think you’re mistaken. I just need a book from where you’re sitting.”

      “No.” I put a hand on the bookshelf to help steady myself. I winced as I stood up. My eyes met his chest and roamed up to his face. He was huge. “No, it’s true—I saw you.” I couldn’t stop staring into his eyes. “I remember you.”

      “I think you’re confused.”

      “I’m not.” I stepped closer to him, fighting the desire to sniff him. I somehow knew he would smell like fresh ocean air but more intense, like incense. Of course it was because he had saved me. At least I wasn’t crazy. Unless only I could see him.

      “Look, I’m really sorry, but I’ve never met you in my life. I think you’re confused.” His tone was stern, like he was trying to intimidate me. But why?

      “I don’t think so.” I was still apprehensive that he could be the rapist. Even though his lips weren’t thin. They were full and soft. And he was way too big. “I’m Aimee.” I put a hand out for him to take.

      He hesitated as if he didn’t want to touch me.

      But I wanted it so badly that when he even considered putting a hand out, I grabbed it and shook both our hands. The warmth brought back the dream from the hospital. I remembered touching his hand. The feel of his skin excited me. It meant he was real. I wasn’t crazy or hallucinating.

      He didn’t seem to have the same enjoyment I did. He seemed like he was in pain.

      “It’s nice meeting you, uhhh—” I waited for him to answer his name.

      He sighed. “Aleksander. My name is Aleksander.” He said with the full effect of his subtle accent. That was hot.

      Mesmerized by him, I nearly whispered back, “Aleksander, that’s a nice name.” He flinched, hearing me say it. “So strong.” I blushed, realizing I’d said it aloud.

      “Yeah. Well.” He fought a grin. “It was nice meeting you.” His accent was killing me. It was the cherry on top of the sexy sundae that was already irresistible.

      “It was?” I asked and continued to stare.

      “Sure.”

      “You want to go?” I panicked at the thought of him leaving and blurted, “Now that we have officially met, don’t you want to talk about why I was on the floor throwing up?”

      “No.” He continued to fight his smile, still gazing at me intently. “I’m a bit of a sympathy puker.”

      “Pshhh. You are not.” I ignored the giant “get lost” he was sending my way and continued, “I was drugged at a party. You were there. How do you know Shane? Are you from Handley? Is Wade your brother?”

      “I don’t know Shane or Wade, and I wasn’t at the party. Who drugged you?”

      “Well—” I wondered if he was toying with me. “I did think you did it,” I said boldly.

      “Me?” His face dropped. “I would never do such a despicable thing. Besides, if I was supposedly the one picking the vomit out, why would I save you after trying to kill you?”

      “I don’t know. That’s a good question.” I stared into his eyes, noting how hypnotic they were. “You swear on my mom’s grave you never drugged me?”

      “God, you don’t kid around, do you?” He cringed. “I have never and will never drug you. I could never hurt you.” It was the weirdest thing he could have said.

      But I didn’t care. He said it like he knew me, the way I sensed he did.

      I hadn’t taken a breath in a while and started to feel light-headed.

      “You are so familiar to me,” I whispered, still close to his face. His lips were inches from mine. I could feel the heat of his breath on my mouth.

      He dropped his words flatly, “Maybe you dreamed of me, Aimee. Nothing but a dream.” He seemed to struggle inwardly with something.

      Those words were too familiar to be mistaken. “I did.” I backed away, needing to come out of the bubble we had somehow stepped into, where we were the only people in the world. “I did dream of you.”

      “When?”

      “In the hospital. I’m positive I know you.”

      “Beloved,” he whispered.

      “What?” I was speechless. It had been a long time since anyone had said that word.

      “Your name, it means beloved.”

      “I know.” I took another step away from him. “How do you know that?” What was I doing? He was a stranger, and as far as I knew, one of the people drugging girls.

      “Je parle français.” He just kept getting better.

      “Well, your name means great protector.” I didn’t know why I said it, but he started laughing.

      “I know what my name means.”

      “My mom called me Beloved, all the time. Before she died.” I didn’t know why I said that either. I was all over the place and my mouth blurted whatever it wanted.

      “I’m sorry.” He winced. “How did she die?” He was making conversation and being nice to me, but I could tell he wanted to escape. His eyes darted to the door. But now that I had finally found him, I wasn’t going to make it so easy. I wanted answers.

      “Car accident.” I never took my eyes off him. “She was driving from the city to here and started to get sleepy, I guess. Even though it was midday, she got out of the car on the side of the road. We don’t know why. Sometimes she did some stretching when she became tired. There was a trucker driving toward her and a dog ran out in front of him—a big dog, he said. Like a wolf. He swerved and lost control of the tandem trailers he was pulling. My mom was in front of the car when the back trailer swung around.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      I’d never told the story. The words had never left my mouth. I didn’t cry like I thought I would. In fact, it wasn’t dramatic at all. I just said it as though I might have said anything. “She was close to home too. That’s the weird part. She was only about thirty minutes away. It was nine months ago.”

      “That’s tragic.”

      “She was an art historian.” The words just kept popping out.

      “I adore art history.” He smiled. “I had a teacher who once said art is the most complete and detailed biography of history.”

      “That’s what my mom always said.” A smile crept across my lips.

      “I guess art lovers all feel that way.”

      It was hard to guess his age. He was a man. But I couldn’t imagine him being more than twenty-five. His face was young but his eyes were wise.

      “Want to go for a coffee?” I asked quickly, before he could end our conversation. I needed to know why he was at Shane’s and why he was lying about it. Especially, since I didn’t get a vibe off him at all.

      “I don’t know.” He frowned, trying to be polite. “I really need to get going.”

      “Please.”

      Seeing the desperation in my eyes, he softened for a second. “I guess one quick coffee wouldn’t kill me.”

      “Okay.”

      My phone blew up in my pocket with vibrations, as if on cue. “I better tell my dad where we are going.” I grabbed my phone and sent Dad a message, explaining I had gone for a coffee with a friend to talk about art. “He’s been weird lately.”

      “Since your mom?”

      “No.” I shook my head, almost smiling. “Since the drugging.”

      “That would do it.” He made the same face my dad and Shane did when they talked about it.

      “Okay, we can go now.” I put the phone back in my pocket, certain my dad was texting me back, and walked from the library with Aleksander. We strolled across the street to the Cup O’Feelin. It was our local jazz café, the only café.

      “So what are you reading now?” he asked, looking down at me.

      “Ancient medicinal practices. It’s riveting,” I replied, actually smiling.

      “Sounds riveting.” He opened the door for me and waited as I walked through. I only took my eyes off him for the second it took him to walk in behind me.

      Adele was singing on the radio about love and hurting as we strolled in. I could smell the coffee and freshly baked treats.

      “Hi.” I smiled at the woman at the counter.

      She smiled at Aleksander. “Why, hello there. See anything you like?” Her eyes wandered his beautiful face. I should have been excited that someone besides myself saw him, but I was more amused by the question.

      I wanted to shout up and down “I do, I do.” He was so hot. So hot I’d forgotten about his being at Shane’s at all.

      But he never took his eyes off me, even when speaking to the lady, “Whatever she is having.”

      “Me?” I smiled at him and spoke to her, “Soy latte and a lemon tart, please.”

      “Lemon for you, as well?”

      “Sure.” He handed the cash to her, but his eyes were locked on mine.

      I sat down at the table he guided me to and watched him get our coffees and tarts. Lemon tarts were my favorite treat, but I could barely taste it as I listened to him talk. The other women in the room were watching him as intently as I was.

      “So why are you visiting Port Mackenzie?”

      He smiled. “Maybe this is where I’m from.”

      “No. No way. You’re not from here.” I pointed a finger at the woman who was staring at him so hard she didn’t even see me pointing. “She has never seen you before.”

      “Fine.” He chuckled. “You’re right. I’m not from here.” He laughed and bit into his tart. “I’m here for work. Just a couple of weeks.” He chewed and I realized I had never noticed anyone eat before, except Brad Pitt in Ocean’s Eleven, but this was better. His cheeks and jaw muscles flexed while his lips glistened with the movement. It was face dancing, and I was caught up in the movements. In fact, I could almost hear the music.

      I was entranced until the words sunk in. “What—a few weeks? Then where?”

      “Back home.” He shrugged.

      “Where is home?”

      “It’s far away from here. God, this soy milk is disgusting.” He grimaced, making me laugh. It seemed like he had relaxed, if only a little. “How do you drink that?”

      “It’s an acquired taste. Start with chocolate. It’s easier that way.” Sipping my coffee was hard because my heart was racing. He had a few weeks and that was it. I needed to know more about him. “Where are you staying, Aleksander?” I wondered if he liked Aleks better. Or Zander.

      “I am staying with the family I’m here helping. When my work with them is over, I will be on my way, unfortunately.”

      “Oh.” I frowned, confused. “Family? Are you like a social worker?”

      “Exactly, like a social worker. I can’t talk about it though. It’s confidential and I take that very seriously.” Again the stern nature was back. He was better at putting up walls than I was.

      For the first time since meeting, I noticed he wore a beige shirt with a cross on it. “Are you a Christian?”

      He laughed. “I don’t think of it like that. I try not to classify religion that way. I believe in God but maybe not church. The cross on my shirt is mine to bear, no one else’s. That’s the meaning of the shirt.”

      “Cool.” I smiled. “I like it. That’s a smart idea. Instead of assuming God and Jesus will save you and you can sin and just say you’re sorry for your crimes. This way your crimes are yours and yours alone. And if you’re sorry or not, it’s your problem.”

      “Exactly.” He lifted his mug up and drank, making a face that made me burst into laughter. The women in the café were also laughing at his expression.

      It was a bit creepy, seeing all the attention he got. “Is it always like this?”

      He glanced around. “What?”

      “The women are staring at you. They look like they might attack at any second. Are you a celebrity I should know about?”

      “No, God no.” He grinned his sexy smile at me. “Fresh meat in a small town always gets noticed. I could have three arms; to these women all I am is new. How do you feel about the boys in this small town? Do you judge them by the girls they’ve already dated?”

      “Ugh.” I grimaced. “You have no idea.” I stuffed the last of the tart into my mouth and sucked back my latte, not wanting to discuss the fact my sister had ruined all the boys. “Let’s go.”

      “Where?” He stood as I did and walked ahead to get the door for me. I loved gentlemen. I wanted to be a feminist, but I also wanted my door held. It was confusing but maybe acknowledging it made it less hypocritical.

      When we were outside again, I asked, “What are you reading?”

      “Me?” He laughed but it stopped short when his eyes met mine. “You.”

      I sucked my next breath in as my eyes widened.

      “I’m kidding.” He nudged me back. “I’m reading Bram Stoker’s Dracula in Romanian.”

      “Oh.” I sighed. “How many languages do you speak?”

      “Too many to count.”

      I had been proud of myself until he said that. “I only speak four. But I’m working on my fifth right now.”

      “I’m surprised the CIA hasn’t scooped you up yet. You’d be a good spy.”

      “You’re obviously not American. I can hear an accent but it’s faint. Where are you from?”

      He laughed. “You’re quite clever for what—eighteen?” He was asking my age. This was a good sign.

      “Seventeen. I graduate soon. I’ll be eighteen soon after.”

      We walked, talking about nothing. Certainly not the one topic I should have brought up.

      “Where will you go after you graduate?”

      “College in the city and then stay to work, I guess. No more small towns for me.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about that anymore. Leaving my dad was frightening now that my mom was gone.

      “What do you want to be?” He stared out at the sea.

      “I don’t know.” I paused. “A doctor before because I wanted to help people, but I recently visited a friend at Children’s Hospital in the city and it broke my heart. Now I’m not sure where I fit.”

       As we stopped at the end of the pier, he smiled differently. “You’re young. You will figure it out.” His tone was filled with sadness.

      I stared into his eyes, wondering if they had crystals inside. They sparkled like they might. His face was that of a Greek statue from thousands of years earlier, chiseled and strong—fierce when he stood here next to the sea. I got lost in a moment of imagining him as a king or great leader. He suited the strength of his name, like a Viking standing at the helm of the great warship.

      But then he cocked an eyebrow. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, sorry. Spaced out. It happens.”

      “You’re getting cold.”

      I hadn’t noticed the bitter chill. “Sorry, I didn’t realize. I’m still weak.” I tried hard not to shiver. I hadn’t even asked the big question yet.

      He frowned. “Were you ill?”

      “Yeah.” I paused, trying to see if he was serious. “I was drugged at a party. We had this conversation, remember?”

      He looked confused. “You were being serious, about the drugging?”

      “Yes. A man date-rape drugged my friend’s drink, and she and I shared it. She is in organ failure now at Children’s and I’m recovering. She’s the friend I was visiting there.”

      “Oh my God, I thought that was some twisted game you were playing to hit on me.” He blushed. “What happened after you took the drugs?”

      “The memories are fuzzy, but we were found in a pile of vomit and she was taken to the hospital right away. I allegedly put myself to bed so everyone thought I was fine. But the way I remember it is that you were there and I was choking, and you saved me by getting the vomit out of my throat.”

      “No. You must have seen me around town and dreamed it. You don’t remember the man who drugged you though?” He almost had me convinced I had dreamed him up.

      “No.” I shrugged. “But he’s following me now. He’s stalking me. He came after me in the woods.”

      “Why were you in the woods?”

      I blushed. “I was looking for you. The place where I saw you before, I was in the woods there.”

      “You need to be extremely cautious then. Stay with other people. Haven’t you ever heard that saying ‘stay with your herd?’”

      “No.” The answer came out as a chuckle.

      “That, and stay out of the woods.” He gazed downward and muttered, “I can’t stand the idea of anyone hurting you. Or of you being alone.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that sort of intensity or familiarity, but my cell was going wacky in my pocket. “I have to get that.” I pulled the phone out and scanned the dozen messages.

      “Shit.” I called my dad quickly and looked back at Aleksander. “Excuse me for a moment.” I held up a hand and walked to the other side of the pier.

      My dad answered in a panic, “Hello—Aimee?”

      “Hey, Dad.”

      He bellowed into the phone. “Do you have any idea what I have been going through this last hour? I sent Shane looking for you. I almost called the police, young lady.”

      “Oh God.” I shuddered. “Sorry, I just got caught up in the conversation I was having. It was refreshing to be a normal kid for an hour.”

      “Oh, come on,” he groaned into the phone. “Aimee, the coffee shop phoned and said you were having coffee with a strange man no one knows. He could be the psycho.”

      “No.” I looked down the pier at him. “No, Dad, he’s not. I know this is not the guy. His mouth isn’t the same and he’s too big. This isn’t him. He’s a fellow art lover from the library, not a crazed rapist.”

      “Okay. Well, I want you home in the next half hour. You have school tomorrow and you’re going for the full day. God, I feel like I’m talking to your sister, not you.” He ended the call with the guilt left dangling at the end of the conversation. My poor dad had been through enough. He didn’t need me acting like Alise. He already had one in that model.

      I glanced back at the end of the pier to look for Aleksander, but he wasn’t there. The pier held private moorage all summer long and was starting to fill up, and in the midst of the boats and docks I couldn’t see him.

      Hurrying as best I could, I tried to get back around the corner to see the entrance to the docks, but my side hurt too much. I slowed and gave up searching for him.

      When I rounded the corner to get back to land, Shane was walking down the pier. He appeared angry. I had forgotten about him completely which seemed odd, considering the conversation we’d had.

      He was beautiful in his jeans and dark-blue tee shirt that made his troubled blue eyes stand out more. “Where is he?” Shane spoke firmly.

      Technically, I hadn’t done anything to feel guilty about, and yet I did. “What? Who?”

      “The guy you were having coffee with.” He didn’t seem impressed.

      “I don’t know. He was here and then he left. At least now I know who the guy with the crazy blue eyes from your party is. His name is Aleksander. How could you already know I was with him?”

      “Thelma at the coffee shop called your dad and he called me. Where is he?” He sounded increasingly annoyed.

      “Of course.” I shivered from the cold ocean air. “I swear I don’t know. I phoned my dad and he was gone.”

      “Does that seem like the behavior of a nice guy?” He raised an eyebrow at me.

      “No. I guess it doesn’t.” I hated how hurt he was. I had not only ignored our conversation on the phone, but had also hung out with another guy. “Shane, you know how badly I wanted to solve the mystery of the man from my memory.” I tried to sound injured by his assumption. “When I saw him I got distracted. It’s been plaguing me for weeks and there’s the answer.”

      “We need to get you home.” He pulled me along the pier, wrapping an arm around me gently.

      We didn’t speak again on the drive to my place, what with all the confusion on both our parts lingering about. My dad was at the door when we pulled up.

      “He was really worried, Aimee.” Shane’s eyes burned. “I was worried too.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just needed to know who he was. Thanks for the ride, Shane.” I leaned over to kiss his cheek, but he turned his lips and pressed them into mine. It was my first kiss—ever—and it was a bit stolen. He pulled me in, pressing into me a little harder. I kissed him back. It was soft but passionate, exactly the way I had always imagined it would be. My heart did a flip and then a flop. He put his hand on my lower back and pulled me into his chest.

      “Think about what I said on the phone earlier.” His eyes were different, feisty. I almost leaned in for another kiss, but I stopped myself, knowing my dad was watching the entire awkward moment.

      Breathlessly, I climbed out of the truck instead.

      “Night, Shane. Thanks.” My dad waved as Shane waved back at him through my open door.

      “Night, Mr. James. Night, Aimee.” He didn’t smile. He didn’t need to. I knew what was racing through his mind. It was going through mine too.

      “I know.” I climbed the steps to my front porch and nodded to my dad. “I’m sorry, Dad. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

      “It’s okay.” He put an arm around me. “I really like that kid.” His smile was expectant.

      “Yup.” He wanted details, but I shrugged. “He’s the best.”

      My dad winced. “Ooouuuu, poor Shane. He’s the best? It’s too bad he doesn’t know he’s been friend zoned.”

      “No, he hasn’t.” I didn’t have an answer. I collapsed onto the couch. “Daddy, I don’t know what to do. A month ago, I had no boys. I had my books and Blake. Now I have a stalker, a new BFF who is a total moron but I really love her, and I haven’t read a book in weeks. And Blake—I can’t even, Dad. He’s dating Alise, which I get; she’s hot, but come on. She’s horrid.”

      A memory came back.

      I was lying in the grass the night of the party, thinking how handsome Shane was, telling him I didn’t get why he liked my sister. He was staring at me the way he had before he kissed me. He was about to kiss me that night, before Alise came stumbling out onto the grass, cussing like a pig and tripping everywhere. My face lit up even more.

      “Honey, no matter what number of Daddies you say, which we both know I love, it won’t solve your problems. You need some separation and time. You need to heal and worry about graduating, not boys. You have college to worry about. And your sister is not horrid, Aimee. That’s a cruel thing to say. She’s just extreme and passionate in everything she does.” He patted my head and went into the kitchen.

      “Whatever.” I cringed and pulled a pillow over my face to scream a little. I pulled the pillow off and sat up slowly. I was still nursing my side, which was better than it had been in ages, but I was exhausted from all the day’s activities. “You’re right, Dad. I need Emma.”

      “Sweet God.” He groaned. “No, please. Anything but Austen.”

      “No?” I limped over to where my mom’s movie collection sat. “Maybe you’re right, Sense and Sensibility. Marianne would have had a much better life if she had chosen wisely and picked Colonel Brandon over Willoughby. They had passion, but it wasn’t enough and she nearly died. Whereas, Colonel Brandon loved her enough from the beginning, and if she had chosen prudently, she would have been spared that pain.” Shane was my Brandon. I saw that now. But did that make Aleksander a Willoughby?

      My dad exhaled loudly as he made us both an omelet. “When has the heart chosen wisely, my dear? As a scientist, I will say, love is one thing we will never understand, not fully.”

      “You’re a big man, admitting you don’t completely understand the chemicals inside us.”

      He laughed. “I like that Prejudice one better. I rather enjoy that Darcy fellow. He is a man after my own heart. Things seem simple with him. Can’t we watch that?”

      I frowned at him over the couch. “No, it has no bearing on my love life at this moment. Her situation with Darcy and Wickham is nothing like mine. Neither of the boys I like is wicked like he was. Dad, I have never had a love life, but something has changed in me. I need to honor it with Austen, and I think either Emma and the triangle with Frank Churchill and Mr. Knightley, or Marianne’s with Brandon and Willoughby.”

      “I liked you better when you were more like me and less like your mom. How is it you love the boy from the bookstore already?”

      I stuck my tongue out. “Love at first sight, maybe. Sense and Sensibility then. Even you will cry.”

      “Love at first sight isn’t real, Aimee. It’s called lust.”

      I cringed. “Ew, Dad, jeeze.”

      My dad laughed as he carried our plates of fruit and omelets into the living room while I set up the movie. We didn’t have a huge TV or a great surround sound system. We were “fireplace and a good novel in hand” sort of people.

      I had never been dramatic or caught in a triangle. It was not something I would have ever imagined for myself. I let go of the situation I was in and just enjoyed the movie with my dad. I think he may have even shed a slight tear toward the end.
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          What hot guy? Oh right, my boyfriend

        

      

    

    
      School was boring the next day, until my sister followed me into the bathroom. “Okay, spill. Who is everyone talking about? Who’s the hottie?” Her shrill voice caused me to straighten quickly. I nearly died from the pain of standing so sharply. Sweat crept along my brow.

      “What?” I had been leaning against the sink, taking deep breaths, trying to get past the side stitch where my liver was located. I thought about what I had eaten for lunch and knew the salad wasn’t the issue. “What hottie?” I groaned.

      “Don’t even, Aimes. Just spill.” She primped in the mirror.

      “Is that a mini dress or a shirt you’re wearing as a dress?” I scowled at her reflection.

      “Both.” She held her arms out, beaming like I had complimented her or cared about fashion for even a second. “You like it? I got it a few weeks ago but haven’t been in the mood to wear it. Today seemed like the right moment.”

      It was silver like her eyes and puffy at the bottom but super short, showing off her long, lean legs. She had on a jean jacket, strappy sandals, and a pale pink scarf completed the ensemble. The outfit was amazing but a little over the top for twelfth grade in a town famous for fishing and forestry.

      “It’s amazing.” I rolled my eyes at her as she glared at my plain blue jeans and gray three-quarter sleeved cotton shirt.

      “Dude.” She grimaced. “Do you have to wear that kind of stuff out of the house? It looks like pajamas.” She plucked at my shirt, leaving an indent in the cotton. “Just let your hair down. It’s really pretty down and it’s long so it’ll hide this.”

      “No,” I moaned. “I like my bun.”

      “Here, let me do your makeup.”

      “Stop.” I pulled my lip gloss out of my pocket.

      “Use some of my lipstick,” she offered.

      “No, thanks. I know where your mouth has been, firstly. Secondly, the last time you got to play West Coast Barbie with me, some freak tried to kill me. I’m good with plain gloss and its subtle hint of pink, my slightly stained gray cotton shirt, granny bun, and all of it.”

      She groaned, “God, you are a drama queen. It was Giselle he was after, not you. You just got in the way, like always.”

      I didn’t usually let her get to me, but that hurt a little. I raised my eyebrows at her and started to walk away, but she grabbed my arm. “Okay, that was mean. I’m sorry. Anyway, who is this hottie you were spotted with?”

      “I don’t know.” I pulled my arm out of her grip. “Some guy I met at the library. He’s working here for a few weeks. We were talking books and art. You know, fellow nerd.”

      “No, not him—the one you were at the café with. Everyone’s been talking about him since yesterday. Who is that one?”

      I sighed. “That’s him.”

      She eyed her reflection again. “You know, I like these geeks you hang out with. How is it all the geeks are hot?”

      “God believes in being fair?” I shrugged and left the bathroom. I was miserable and certainly not in the mood for her crap.

      As another tense moment hit my body, I decided the doctors needed to check me out, in case things were not healing the way we had assumed they would.

      I walked from class as my phone went nuts again. I pulled it out and perused the thirty-five messages I hadn’t read in the last few hours. Many were from Blake. He was begging to talk to me. I bit the bullet and asked him to meet me at our math class, right away.

      I got to the class to find Blake sitting on the bench outside the doorway.

      He was wearing a tee shirt with a Jesus fish with legs and a tail on it—the Darwin symbol. I almost laughed when I saw him bent over his iPad and grinning.

      “Guild chats?” I asked.

      He smiled. “You know it. We are arguing about whether having an Alliance character is traitorous.”

      “Absolutely, but I will admit, I did for scientific purposes once. I wanted to see where all their secrets were and what the character starts were like.”

      He appeared to contemplate what I was saying before he started typing again. He closed the iPad and put it in his backpack before he looked at me. “They miss you, the guildies.”

      “I miss them too.”

      “I need to tell you something, and I need you to just listen to the whole thing before you slap me, leave, and never speak to me again.”

      “Sounds reasonable.”

      He put his head in his hands. I sat on the bench across the hall from him.

      “There’s a reason I’ve been keeping to myself.” He clearly struggled with whatever he needed to say. “The night of the party, you and I went and sat in the sunroom at Shane’s house. It was the make-out room, kind of weird. Anyway, we were sitting there and you decided at that moment to tell me you liked me more than a friend. I was shocked. I had no idea. I thought we were best friends. I handled it badly because the truth is I have been in love with your sister, forever. So I told you I didn’t feel the same way.”

      “Oh God.” I cringed as I realized I had manned up and told him we matched.

      “Yeah.” His eyes pleaded with me. “Aimes, I love you too but in a different way, and when Alise and I break up, which we both know will happen, I hope you and I will still be friends. More than friends. Like before. Like you’re my sister, not hers.”

      “Uhhhh.” I had no idea how to respond to the conversation.

      He continued, “I never would have acted on my feelings for her if I thought for a minute you and I would stop being friends. I always assumed you were in love with Shane. I saw the way you watched him. It was the same expression I always got when I saw your sister. I figured maybe things with you and Shane would work out and we could all be friends.” He dropped his face into his hands. “It’s my fault you went and drank with Giselle, it’s my fault you drank poison, and it’s my fault everything is the way it is,” he moaned, still holding his face, refusing to make eye contact with me.

      I closed my mouth and pressed my lips together. I wanted to speak, but I couldn’t think of what to say. I was humiliated. My wall wanted to come up. I just couldn’t cope with anything else. But I didn’t let it.

      “Blake, you have been my best friend my whole life. I don’t know what I said, but I know I wasn’t in love with you, even if I briefly thought I was. I must’ve been so desperate not to be single anymore that I thought you and I should try to date. I was taking the first big step ‘cause I thought you would never. I don’t remember saying that to you, but it makes sense now why I went and drank with Giselle. I’m sure I was embarrassed. Sort of like I am now. I’m sorry I told you that.”

      He looked up at me and whispered in desperation, “Aimes, can you understand animal lust?” His stare was haunted in a way I had never seen.

      “I can.”

      “I’m in love with her so bad.” His words stung him to admit.

      “We need to finish this later. I’m exhausted and I need to go, not to run off, but I don’t feel well. Tell Mr. Milton I was sick, okay?” My side hurt a lot but I kept walking. I needed the doctors, but I walked to my mom’s spot and plopped onto the side of the road. I looked at the mark I had made in the tree and waited for the wind to come.

      I didn’t know what to say to my mom. I just knew I needed her. “Mom, I’m sorry I was gone for so long.”

      “Aimee?” I turned to see Aleksander walking toward me. He appeared worried. “Why are you alone in the woods again?”

      “This isn’t the woods. Why are you here?”

      “I was out for a walk. This is the way I walk all the time. It’s peaceful here.” He paused as he got closer. “Are you okay?”

      “No. I just miss my mom.” I started to cry.

      He sat on the ground beside me and patted my hand awkwardly. “It’s okay.” It was weird that he did it, but even weirder that I didn’t find it uncomfortable in the slightest. It was exactly what I needed. Someone to sit on the road while I cried and made no sense to anyone but me.

      I started to feel better after I had a cry. It wasn’t hard to relax around him. He was a stranger, but I felt close to him. I couldn’t explain it. He’d saved my life, whether he wanted to admit it or not.

      “It’s going to be okay.”

      “No. It’s not okay because I’m not ready to not have a mom. I still need her.”

      “She went to Heaven, Aimee. She’s with the angels now.”

      “I don’t care,” I retorted.

      Aleksander didn’t add anything else. He just sat so I wasn’t alone.

      When I stopped crying completely and took my first shudder-free breath, he muttered, “What are some things you need to ask your mom?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like things you wish you could ask her?”

      I thought for a moment. “Why did you leave me?”

      “What else?”

      “How will I know how to be a woman without you? What if I can’t remember what you look like in five years? What if I forget your smell? What if I can’t get past this and I ruin the rest of my life? Did you know you loved Dad from the moment you met him? Is safe love better than true love or are they the same thing sometimes? I don’t know what I want to be anymore. I feel like if I choose sciences completely, I will lose the part of me that is you. Where did you hide the last jar of Grandma’s pickled beets?”

      “Beets?” He started laughing. “What beets?”

      I snorted. “We made a promise we would only eat them when we were together. She hid the jars so I couldn’t eat them without her. But before we got to eat the last one, she died. I still can’t find it, and my dad and I have scoured the house.”

      Aleksander laughed harder. “You are the most intriguing person I have ever met. Ready to move on and walk a little ways?”

      “Your butt must be getting sore.”

      “It is. I don’t know how you sit here on the concrete so easily.”

      “You have to build a concrete callus.” I laughed and noticed I was feeling way better.

      We walked along the roadside, kicking rocks toward the ditch.

      “Tell me about your mom,” I said, trying to distract myself.

      He smiled. “She was the most amazing mom ever. She made me feel loved every day. She was a very giving person. I only hope I was able to be someone she was proud of, even for a time. Now, why were you so upset when I came upon you?”

      “Oh, it’s nothing. I think the feelings I’ve had over the last little while are all coming to a head, like I am coming to the end of a long journey, and I have to unpack from it.”

      “That’s amazing. I admire that about you. You’re able to articulate what it is you’re trying to say and then make a visual. The person listening gets a full picture of what you’re talking about.”

      I laughed. “That’s because my sister doesn’t read books without pictures. I always have to have a visual comparison available or she’s lost.”

      We walked, laughing and talking until we got to my house.

      “Want to come in and meet my dad?” I asked, hoping to have more time with him.

      “No, thank you. I need to get going. I was walking in the other direction, when you distracted me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He grinned. “Don’t be. I’m glad I could be there for you.”

      Just as he was about to say goodbye, my sister’s car pulled into the driveway. She was out and flashing her smile before I could push him and shout “run for it.”

      “Well, well. You must be the mystery man. I’m Alise, Aimee’s older sister.” She put her hand out for him to take like she was the queen.

      He turned her hand in his and shook it normally. “I’m Aleksander. It’s nice meeting you. See you later, Aimee.” He let go of her hand and walked away quickly.

      We watched in silence as he walked hastily away from us.

      “Wow.”

      “Yup.”

      “They weren’t kidding. He is hot. He looks like a celebrity. I feel so—I don’t know—like I know him from somewhere.” She licked her lips and cocked an eyebrow. “I’ll see if I can catch up with him. Maybe he wants a ride.” She winked at me, ran back to her car, and drove off in the direction he went. I wanted to strangle her, but I went inside and ate coconut-milk ice cream instead.

      Blake sent a text asking if I was going to the party later. I ignored the message and watched the History Channel. It was about the Tudors.

      My sister never came home.

      She left a message for our dad, saying she was sleeping at Jaime’s house—her new BFF since Giselle had gotten sick. Jaime was another one of the popular crowd my sister insisted on being attached at the hip with.

      I tapped my foot and wondered if Aleksander would be at the party. Had my sister stopped him from getting to his destination with her tempting good looks, he probably would be going tonight. The thought of them kissing enraged me. I started to feel like a crazed psycho.

      My phone made another noise. I glanced at the message from Shane asking if I wanted to go to the party or just hang with him and watch a movie. The movie sounded pretty tempting at that moment. My sister could have Aleksander if he was dumb enough to fall for her. My foot twitching reached a whole new level.

      “Aargh.” I stood up and stormed to my sister’s bedroom to get a pretty outfit since my whole closet could belong to Wednesday Adams. I messaged Shane and told him to pick me up at nine. Then I flipped through the closet selection. I assumed if it was hung, she either cared for it or it was clean.

      I grabbed at the hangers, in search of just the right item.

      At the very back, I found it.

      Something she loved.

      Vaguely, I recalled her buying it with Giselle. I grinned, the evil boiling in my blood as I stormed back to my room.

      I put the dress on and gazed at myself, frowning.

      Who was I kidding?

      My long blonde hair was stringy, my eyes had dark circles under them, my chapped lips were still peeling, and my long, thin face was making my nose appear birdlike. My gray-blue eyes had a small amount of sparkle but nothing to write home about. The only thing working for me was that I had managed to gain back a bit of weight and I had breasts again. The dress looked pretty good on my body but cutting off my head was not an option.

      So I did the only thing I could think of. I phoned Giselle.

      “Hello.” Her voice sounded weaker than normal.

      “Were you sleeping?” I felt bad.

      She laughed. “God, yes. All I do is sleep. What’s shakin’ bacon?”

      I laughed at bacon. “I am going to a party tonight, stealing my sister’s clothes, and I don’t know how to do my makeup. I still look bad from being sick.” I regretted saying it the minute I did, but she ignored it.

      “Oh my God.” She burst out laughing. “I’ve never been more proud than I am at this moment. Which outfit?”

      I looked down at the dress, letting an evil grin cross my lips. “The red one. It still has the tags on it. It’s from the back of her closet.”

      There was silence. “Bro. That’s the one she got on harsh sale at Holt Renfrew in Vancouver. Okay, you’re a beautiful blonde with plump lips and blue eyes in a red dress; you aren’t going to need much. Is your face clean?”

      “Give me a second.” I wiped quickly with stolen makeup wipes from Alise’s room. “Okay, clean slate. What do I do?”

      “What kind of materials am I dealing with here?” Giselle’s tone was serious in all of this.

      I glanced down at the old kit my mom had given me a year earlier and grimaced. “You know those kits you get from Walmart that have everything all in one? Like a painter’s palette.”

      I heard a sigh. “Dear God, I knew it.” She went quiet for a moment and started to speak again, “Okay, this is what you’re going to do.”

      She led me through the makeup, the hair, and the shoes.

      When the doorbell rang and my dad called up to me, I whispered into the phone, “Thanks, Giselle. See you next week, okay?”

      “Uh, speaking of visits, are you bringing the new hottie in your life or just regular old Shane?” Her voice was full of sarcasm.

      “Stop getting your news from Facebook,” I groaned. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on with Shane. He said he likes me and we kind of kissed. I like him. But I also really like that Aleksander, the guy I was telling you about with the crazy blue eyes.”

      “Oh my God, Aimee. He could be the psycho.” She sounded panicked.

      “No.” I shook my head as if she could see me. “No, it’s not him. His lips aren’t the same at all. I think he sees me as a friend. My sister probably has her claws in him already anyway. He’s hot and new. So I guess Shane is the one who might come with me to see you.”

      “So he kissed you. Was that your first kiss?”

      “Yeah. It was nice.” I blushed, smiling hard. I looked at myself in the mirror and knew Shane made me happy. My face transformed talking about him.

      She moaned, “Aww, I’m so bummed. I’m missing your first party with a boyfriend, sort of. Good luck tonight. Don’t drink anything you didn’t open.”

      “Yeah, lesson learned.” I hadn’t told her or anyone about Aleksander, but it seemed the news had even traveled to a children’s hospital in the city. Sad really. Damn Facebook.

      I ended the call and left the room, starting down the staircase. I was one of those cheesy movies: overly made-up girl walking down the stairs. She was always a nerd transformed into a hottie. Her date of course was at the bottom, staring up at her the whole way down.

      But I focused more on the stairs than anything. The shoes Giselle had picked were high heeled, and I was unstable in sneakers.

      When I got to the bottom, I realized my side cramps were back. I felt bloated and sort of gross but I pushed it aside.

      “Dear God, what are you wearing? Go put something on,” my dad groaned at me.

      “Dad, Alise wears less to church.”

      “Church?” He scoffed. “If Alise went to a church it would light on fire instantly. Besides, you’re my jeans and tee shirt daughter. I expect certain things from you. Just like I expect certain things from her, my high-heel wearing daughter. You’re not supposed to interchange like this.”

      “Stop being weird.” I kissed my dad on the cheek and glanced over at Shane who smiled up from the TV and then did a double take.

      “Aimes?” He resembled a kid who just got his favorite toy. “You look amazing, but your dad’s right. You look a bit like your sister tonight. I like you better the other way.”

      “I like that you said that.” I smiled back at him, taking his arm. “I’m going to need your arm tonight. These shoes are death.”

      “They make you tall.”

      “Yeah, they weren’t even the highest in the closet. I think these are three-inch heels.”

      He glanced down. “I’d say, at least. You’re almost as tall as I am and I’m over six feet.”

      My dad seemed worried. “Have fun. Take the shoes off if they hurt your feet.”

      “Night, Dad.” I laughed and waved back at him as we left through the front door.

      He waved us off. “Please take it easy and slow. Drink nothing. Shane, do not take your eyes off her, no matter what. Please, Aimee, for the love of God and all things holy, do not go into any woods. No matter what.”
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          Just call me Veronica Mars, with a cramp

        

      

    

    
      The party was at some girl’s house I didn’t really know. I knew who she was, but I had not spoken to her since second grade. Her name was Michelle Mitchell, and she had a party every month when her parents left for the city. They’d had a monthly date night since she was old enough to stay home alone. My sister had partied at their house for the last two years. The Mitchells didn’t seem to mind the partying as long as there was no mess.

      As we pulled up to the house, Shane leaned over. “You look pretty, so I want you to stay glued to my side all night. Okay?” He kissed me softer than he had before, and his tongue slipped into my mouth. It was an exciting feeling. I kissed him back, moving the way he did, until his hand moved up into my hair, pulling me into him more.

      “Not here, okay?” I pushed against him.

      He leaned down and kissed the side of my throat once. I didn’t know what to do to get my inner calm back. My pheromones were going nuts on his.

      He opened his door and came around to my side to open my door for me. He growled as he helped me out of the truck and kissed me once more. “That dress is driving me nuts.”

      “I find it a tad ironic how people get so wrapped up in clothing when their goal is to take them off.”

      He took my hand and grinned. “Let’s not talk about taking dresses off.”

      “You know what I mean.” I hit him in the arm, hurting my hand.

      “I do.” He sounded funny.

      We walked up to the house, but before we got to the door he stopped me. “Aimes, I’m not trying to pressure you, but I just want to know what you’re thinking about us and everything.”

      “Okay.” It was a fair request. “I am confused right now, Shane. I went from living my quiet life with no friends or boys interested in me to dating you, sort of, and my best friend being a girl dying in a hospital bed. You dated my sister and now my old BFF is dating my sister. I’m leaving for college in a few months and my mom died like nine months ago. Some freak is stalking me. This has all happened really quickly for me, and I don’t feel caught up. So right now I can offer you what we are, dating sort of.”

      He kissed me again. “I didn’t really think about how much you are coping with, which is selfish, but I will take anything I can get at this moment.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled at him and walked through the door he opened for me.

      The party was loud and annoying, and I couldn’t help but think about how much I was going to hate it. There were drunken people everywhere, mixed with loud music and couples making out in one corner while others did shots in another.

      I glanced around for my sister and hoped I wouldn’t see Aleksander with her. But I didn’t see her anywhere.

      Nervous, I reached back for Shane as he put his hand on my back to get me through the entryway. He waved and chatted as he took my hand and pulled me along, through the mass of people.

      The smell of smoke and pot filled my nostrils as we walked one way. I scanned over the kids who were sitting in a circle on the back deck with the screen door wide open. They were passing joints and cigarettes after taking a hit. My lips twisted into a sneer of severe disapproval.

      Shane laughed at my face. “Okay, let’s walk this way.” He pulled me away from the kitchen and the smell as I started to rant.

      “Do they have any idea how many toxins and narcotics they’re breathing in at the moment? There are four thousand chemicals in a cigarette, forty-three of them are known cancer-causing toxins like weed killer and bug spray. They could just suck on a can of DDT. And don’t even get me started on the marijuana! It can raise your heart rate anywhere from twenty to one hundred percent and cause heart attacks. And it has more cancer-causing chemicals than a cigarette.”

      Shane raised an eyebrow at me. “You’re really fun at parties.”

      “Whatever.” I stuck my tongue out at him. “Cancer is a serious problem, not only for health reasons but also on the costs it presents to the economy. Did you know there is even an increase in dogs with cancer since smoking has become a national pastime?”

      “I can dress you up like one, but you will never be one.” He grinned and looked around the party. “Want to get out of here then?” His eyes had a gleam to them which told me he had plans other than dropping me off. Like the releasing of the hounds, butterflies raced around my stomach.

      “No. We can stay for a couple of minutes longer.” I felt guilty that I wanted my hot new “sort of boyfriend” to stay at a party in hopes I would get to see the one guy I couldn’t get out of my mind. I had to be sure Aleksander wasn’t with Alise.

      Shane nodded, showing a minuscule amount of disappointment in that request.

      I didn’t know what I would find when I did finally locate my sister. I sort of assumed she would be sitting on the stairs somewhere, dressed like a whore. Blake would be kissing her neck from the back and Aleksander would be kneeling and kissing her hand. Her beauty would mesmerize them. She would sip from her drink and smile that wicked-stepmom grin she had mastered when we were little. She always focused on the wrong part of the classics.

      I stood beside Shane as he held my hand protectively and chatted with Tommy.

      “Holy shit, Aimee James, is that you? Damn, I thought we had a new girl at the party, and I was wondering how Shane found her first. You want to dance?” His wide smile and pointed eyebrows reminded me of the bad guys on my Saturday morning cartoons.

      “She doesn’t want to dance, T.J.” Shane sounded annoyed.

      Tommy shrugged with his filthy smile. His eyes never seemed to reach mine. “When you get tired of this, you know where to find me.” He turned and walked away, making a howl like a wolf. Everyone at the party howled with him. I was an outsider with no initiation yet on Crazy Island. The ritual would be something I wasn’t willing to bargain on.

      Shane leaned into me. “Sorry, ignore him. I think most people do. I’m going to get a drink of water. Want one?”

      “From the tap and a clean glass from the cupboard?”

      He laughed. “Yeah.”

      “Yes, please.”

      As he walked away, the warm wind hit me. I peered around as my sister walked through the front door with Blake. She was wearing her usual uppity, self-indulgent grin. It was full of the knowledge she could have any guy in the room and you were lucky she let you keep yours.

      Blake acted uncomfortable but true to form. He wore a gray tee shirt with a symbol of an atom on it. His dark hair was styled, and without his glasses his blue eyes were brighter than ever. He had on baggy cargo pants I didn’t recognize and a watch that most definitely was not his NASA space camp one. My sister had started to put her tastes on him, and like a puppet he wore what she wanted. He saw the distaste on my face and slid his hand behind his back. He was ashamed of his new watch which oddly was enough for me. I was glad to see that a small amount of the person I had always adored was still inside him.

      Alise wore a bright-purple party dress. She outshone me, there was no doubt. I tried not to think about that and put a smug look on my face. She rounded the room to where I was standing.

      “Nice dress, little sister.” Her perfectly manicured right eyebrow lifted. Her lips glistened with a berry-colored lipstick under an inch of gloss. She was gorgeous.

      “You’re going to age prematurely if you don’t stop wearing so much makeup.”

      She looked unfazed and glanced down at the dress. “I WAS taking it back, but since you like it so much, you can keep it.”

      I gulped, trying not to let her get to me, but her face lit up.

      “Ahhh, and here comes another one of my leftovers you seem to like. Hello, Shane.” It stung.

      The warmth of him came up behind me. “Hello, Satan. You know, without the horns, it’s deceiving. Maybe you should wear them year round, instead of just on Halloween.”

      I smiled at her response to being called Satan. She bounced back, taking a deep breath. “You can keep him, Aimee, and the dress. Thank me later.” She batted her long false lashes at us and grabbed Blake by the belt buckle. She dragged him through the crowd of people. He tried to make eye contact with me but I ignored him.

      “Can we go now?” Shane asked, watching her walk away and be swallowed up by the crowd.

      “Yeah.” I took my water and drank it quickly. “I’ll just put this in the sink.” I strolled past Jaime, my sister’s friend. She was holding a glass in her hand and leaning against the wall in the dining room, staring off into space and swaying like she was on a boat. It wasn’t even ten o’clock yet. The glass was the same as the one Giselle and I had drank from. The one the police had shown me.

      My chest tightened. I recognized the look in her eyes. It was what I’d seen in the mirror after I was revived. Aleksander had held me in the mirror at Shane’s. My face was exactly the same.

      She was either crazy drunk or she had been drugged. I glanced back at Shane who was talking with a guy named Murray. I hurried over to him, tapping him lightly to interrupt and whispered, “I think the date rapist has struck again. Does Jaime look like I did?”

      Shane scanned the room for her. “Where is she?”

      I pointed to the spot she had been. “The dining room.” I didn’t see her anymore, but she couldn’t have gone far.

      “She’s not there. She’s a drunk, Aimes. It’s probably fine.” He turned back toward Murray.

      Not convinced, I walked through the foyer into the dining room and searched. There were people everywhere. Someone must have seen her leave.

      “Hey,” I asked a girl leaning against the wall, “did you see where Jaime went?”

      “No.” She looked around. “Was she in here?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed and walked back to Shane.

      He seemed concerned. “Is she okay? Just drunk, right?”

      “I don’t know.” I paused. “I couldn’t tell. I want to check around and see if she went out to the deck to throw up or something.” I walked away before he could talk me out of it. I held my breath as I entered the kitchen, scowling at the idiots smoking on the deck. I peeked through the open doors. Jaime was nowhere to be found.

      I walked back to the dining room and went down the hallway. I peeked in each bedroom and bathroom, but there wasn’t anyone around. I slipped down the stairs in the hallway to the basement, literally, as the stupid shoes caught on the carpet. But I caught myself and managed not to look like a complete moron.

      The hall was dark and the loud music made it impossible to hear anyone so I didn’t bother yelling for her.

      Instead, I snooped. I peeked into the bathroom first but it was empty. “Probably peeing outside, the dirty savages,” I muttered.

      Next I opened the guest bedroom door to discover struggling on the bed. I panicked, flicking on the lights. “Get off her!” I shouted.

      Michelle Mitchell, the hostess, and her boyfriend scowled at me. “Turn out the lights, pervert.”

      “Oh shit, sorry.” I flicked them off and locked the door from the inside before I closed it.

      Feeling the burn of my cheeks, I took a deep breath as I stared at the closed wooden door. I would always be the girl who walked in on them. I accepted it and continued down the dark hallway. Deep down I imagined myself as Nancy Drew, but maybe a little sleazier version in my red dress. I opened the door to the garage and reached my hand into the darkness. I was nervous sticking my hand in, feeling along the wall until I found the light switch.

      “Aimee.”

      “What!” I jumped, turning as the lights flicked on. “Oh my God, you scared me.” I sighed when I saw Aleksander standing in the hallway outside Michelle’s guest room.

      “What are you doing down here?” he growled.

      “What are you doing here?” Alise would have invited him. It burned inside me.

      “Worrying about you and the reckless things you do when I’m not around. Why are you down the dark hallway of the house party, full of drunk teenagers and dressed like that?” he scolded me.

      “Okay, when you say it like that.” I laughed, gawking into the garage. I’d been getting a cramp when he showed up, but his scaring me made it go away. “You sound like my dad and Shane. I’m fine, but I will admit I’m glad you’re here. This garage is spooky. I’m sure Jaime, my sister’s friend, has been drugged so I’m looking for her. If she’s not drugged, she’s drunk off her ass and that’s probably not safe with a pervert on the loose.”

      The garage was empty, but the door to outside on the far wall was opened just a sliver, making a whistling sound.

      “Let me go first.” Aleksander walked into the garage, looking around at the tools and motorcycle. He grabbed a crowbar off the bench where tools were scattered and crept through the open door.

      The cool night air was full of crickets and frogs singing. I looked around, waiting for my eyes to adjust to the dark of the backyard. Aleksander put his hand out for mine. I eyed it guiltily, thinking of Shane. Our skin sizzled when we touched. I wondered if he felt it too. I rationalized that holding his hand was a safety precaution. I also reminded myself he would be gone in a few short weeks, whereas Shane would be with me at least until the end of the summer.

      Our feet made little to no noise on the damp grass as we scanned the backyard.

      “Did you hear that?” I whispered after I heard a rustling and a muffled sound to my right. It was down the yard a ways.

      “Yeah.” Aleksander turned toward me. “Stay here.”

      “No.” I pleaded with my eyes. I was terrified.

      “Fine.” He resigned to the fact that I needed to come. He let go of my hand and put his pointer finger to his lips.

      I nodded.

      He crept with the crowbar in his hands toward the sound. I snuck along behind him, nearly peeing my pants, or panties rather—damned dress.

      More trees and branches moved to the right of us, in the small patch of bush next to Michelle’s house. It was more like brush in between the houses for privacy than an actual forest so I wasn’t betraying my promise to my dad.

      A soft crying sound drew us toward it as a branch snapped and Aleksander took off running after the other sound.

      “Hello?” I whispered trying desperately to see but the moon had not come out to help with the light. “Jaime, is that you?” I couldn’t believe Aleksander had left me to wander alone through the brush. But when I heard a man scream, I had to assume he’d caught whoever had dragged Jaime into the bushes.

      When I finally found her, she was on the ground in a small clearing with her shirt torn. I could barely see in the dark, but I reached for her, grabbing a vomit-covered hand.

      “Help us! Someone help us, please,” I called out into the night. I was scared about giving away my location, but I was even more scared that Jaime had been drugged. I pulled her skirt down, tucking it around her. “Please, help me! Someone.” I started to cry as I patted her back. “Jaime, it’s okay. Someone will come and help you.”

      She moaned into the dirt but didn’t move.

      The potheads started looking over the railing. “Hey, you down there, are you okay?” one stoner asked.

      “No!” I sobbed. “Call 9-1-1 and tell them we need police and an ambulance.”

      “Okay, man. Is someone hurt?” he asked again. No one on the deck appeared to be moving.

      “Just phone!” I screamed.

      “Okay, God. She’s kind of bitchy,” Pothead One spoke slowly.

      “Who is that?” Pothead Two muttered.

      I sat on the grass, certain my leg was brushing against her vomit. I turned her on her side and pulled her clothes around her more.

      Someone came running down the yard. Their footsteps sounded like my heartbeat.

      “Aimee?” Shane cried out into the night, panicked.

      “I’m here.”

      “Oh my God, Aimee, are you okay?” His voice was stricken with grief.

      “I’m okay.” I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me. “It’s Jaime.”

      “Oh God.” He knelt on the ground beside me and touched my shoulder. “I thought you were going to look in the kitchen. I didn’t know you were leaving the house. You never said you were leaving the house. I told you not to leave my side.”

      “I had to find her.”

      “Okay.” He took his shirt off as he ranted and wrapped it around Jaime. He picked her up and carried her up to the house. I followed him around the side to the front yard. People were streaming from the house. Some were running from the front door, hoping not to be busted by the cops for underage drinking. Most of the others were trying to figure out what was going on as the yard was filling with emergency lights.

      The ambulance was there first, rolling into the driveway slowly, so as not to hit anyone mulling about.

      “I’m here, Jaime.” I grabbed Jaime’s hand when her head went floppy against Shane’s bare chest.

      The outside lights flicked on and Michelle came running out in a panic. “What’s going on? Who called the cops?” she barked at the men getting out of the ambulance. “Get off my property. You need a warrant to come on here.”

      They ignored her completely and walked to where Shane was holding Jaime.

      Michelle froze, watching as a stretcher was carried to where Jaime was. Shane put her down gingerly on the stretcher and stepped back as a blanket covered Jaime. I couldn’t get the vision of her two white legs stretched out behind her in the dark woods. I imagined it would take me some time to get past this entire spring. Shane spoke to the two paramedics, no doubt explaining the situation with care so no one else would hear.

      He walked over and put his arm around me. We both smelled of her vomit and were covered in dirt. He whispered into my neck, “I’m sorry I got mad at you.”

      “No.” I tried desperately to ignore the tears streaming down my face. “You were right. I shouldn’t have left without you.”

      He held me tighter. “You saved her, Aimes.”

      “No, I didn’t. I found her.” There was a difference.

      We watched in silence, as they took Jaime away. The police had arrived and were asking questions of the paramedics who remained. They all pointed in our direction.

      Officer Bindley and Sergeant Williams made their way to us with grim looks on their faces.

      “Aimee and Shane, want to come with me? The rest of the guys are going to stay here, take pictures, and talk to the kids that are left,” the sergeant said.

      “You want to see where we found her?” Shake asked grimly.

      Williams nodded. “Yup, and the exact path you took to get her here.”

      Shane pointed. “I came around the side of the house this way and walked up the grass from the backyard.”

      Williams pulled out a huge, long black flashlight that looked more like a baseball bat. He walked around where Shane told him. He inspected the ground carefully, the entire way down the back lawn.

      “Who found her?” he asked as we walked back to the spot slowly so he could look around.

      “Uhh.” I cleared my throat. “I did. I saw her at the party and she looked bad. I just knew something was wrong. She had the same cup I remembered Giselle and I drank out of—you guys showed us. Anyway, I raced around hunting for her for about fifteen minutes, and I ran into Aleksand—”

      “He was here?” Shane asked roughly, his hand biting into my arm.

      “Yeah, I met up with him on my search for Jaime. He came with me. We were walking down here and when we got to about here”—I stopped and pointed to the bush—“we heard a noise there. He ran after whoever it was with a crowbar—” I stopped, realizing he hadn’t come back. My eyes widened as I spoke, “He never came back. Do you think he’s okay?” What if it had been him screaming? I’d assumed he made the other person scream.

      Williams shook his head. “No. Either way, he’s in trouble now. He’s probably looking at an assault charge. He most likely never came back when he saw the lights. Who is this guy?”

      Shane crossed his bare arms, staring at me defiantly. “Yeah, who is he?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “He’s a social worker of some sort from the city, working here for a family he helps.”

      Williams leaned in. “If he comes near you again, Aimee, you need to phone me right away. There is no such thing as a social worker from the city coming to a small town without the police being notified of some extreme circumstances. We have our own social workers here in this county. They are government workers like me. They work where they’re assigned. He’s a suspect right now, and I want you to treat him as such. What’s he look like?”

      I gulped but Shane started spewing out the facts. “Tall like me, white like me, built like me, blue eyes, dark-blond hair shorter than mine, clean cut. That’s what all the women in town are saying anyway,” he spoke through his teeth.

      “Okay.” Williams clicked on the radio at his collar. “Dispatch, I need a BOLO put out on a young man, early twenties, late teens, Caucasian, dark-blond hair, blue eyes, six foot two, muscular build, seen fleeing from 1942 Elder Grove Road—”

      “Black jacket and blue jeans.” My voice was hollow.

      “Seen wearing a black jacket and blue jeans.”

      I pointed to the woods as he finished. “It was right here.” I didn’t want to walk back in there. Shane put an arm around me as Williams walked cautiously into the brush. He stopped when he reached the spot.

      Bindley trekked down the yard. “Sergeant, you need anything?”

      “Yup, I need some lights and some pictures.” His voice was solid and steady and I wondered how he did it. I was sickened just guessing what had happened. He would have to pick it all apart until he got a story from all the gory details.

      When Bindley and a few other police officers had gathered, Williams looked at Shane and I. “Okay you two, we are going to need some statements. You know how this works. Shane, take her home and we will meet at her house in twenty minutes.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Home did sound good. Retelling the disgusting story, however, did not.

      It was worse than I imagined it would be.

      After we did get home and cleaned up, my dad rubbed my shoulders while my sister sat on the couch, seemingly horrified, as I recounted every moment of the party. I left nothing out, including everyone I had seen there, counting Aleksander as well, who was now wanted for questioning. I disputed his involvement as he had been with me while someone was obviously attacking her.

      Sergeant Williams and Shane both agreed he could have been an accomplice. I disagreed and argued that if he had been an accomplice, why would he bring me right to the scene of the crime? To which they both agreed he did it to clear his name.

      It did seem off that he had been at both parties when the druggings happened. It seemed even more off that I was the only person who had seen him. It was weirder yet that he had lied to me about saving my life. I remembered that, I was positive.

      Nothing about him was adding up.

      I went to bed that night after taking the longest shower in recorded history. I threw the red dress out, feeling no remorse for its untimely death. My head whirled around and around, playing the same pictures and what-ifs until I finally fell asleep.

      I woke more tired than when I fell asleep. I looked at the time and cringed. I had been asked to come down to the police station to look at pictures of criminals at eleven, and it was six minutes to. I climbed out of bed feeling woozy as if I would black out. I sat back on my bed as the stars cleared from my eyes cleared and I nearly got sick all over my floor. I took a few deep breaths and got up slowly to get dressed.

      My dad got a worried look on his face when he saw me coming down the stairs. “You look funny, kiddo. You still tired?”

      “Yeah.” I yawned. “I’m exhausted. What time did I go to bed?”

      He checked the clock. “Twelve hours ago. This must be draining you, all this craziness. Shane just pulled up.”

      “Okay.” His truck was parked outside the window. I struggled with the walk over to my shoes. “I don’t want to do this. I know Aleksander isn’t a bad guy. I have better instincts than that.”

      My dad smiled. It was weak and not even close to convincing. “You are a smart girl, but I think some of the darker elements in our world can fool even the wisest of us. When you get home, it’s bed for a couple of days, okay?”

      “Okay.” I wanted to go back to bed.

      He passed me a banana as I walked out the door. I hadn’t been eating again, and I could feel the weight falling off me after only a few days. The stress was bad for my health. I pulled my long locks into a loose braid and struggled down the front steps.

      Shane got out and opened the door for me. “You look beat, Aimes. After this is over you need some serious rest. The big dance is on Friday.”

      I scowled, not realizing so much time had passed since the whole poisoning thing. “I think they should cancel it. What with everything that’s going on, don’t you?”

      “No, normal is what we need right now. They just have to make sure the security is upped.”

      We didn’t speak on the ride over. I was annoyed and feeling sour. I flipped down the sun visor to check in the mirror. I did look awful, with huge bags under my eyes and puffy eyelids. Even my lips seemed a bit swollen. I didn’t need help in the puffy-lip department.

      We went inside the first door of the small brown building to a waiting area surrounded by what appeared to be Plexiglas.

      We were brought to where the sergeant sat at a desk, on the phone. He hung up and grinned. “We have a database of drifters and criminals from the area, if you just want to take a quick look to make sure that guy isn’t one of them. That would make our job a lot easier.”

      “Fine,” I muttered as he stood up and walked out of his office.

      “You can use the computer over here. It’s pretty straightforward. Scroll down and click to the next page.”

      “Okay.”

      He gave me a look. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m good. How’s Jaime this morning?”

      “Same thing as you and the other girl. She is out like a light, no signs of waking up, and vomited for hours before passing out completely.”

      “Was she raped?” The words left my mouth like I was spitting out a bad taste, but I had to know.

      “I can’t disclose that kind of information, sorry. I will say she’s lucky you guys arrived when you did. I’ve had my men searching with the dogs for your friend Aleksander and his crowbar. Only the crowbar has turned up. The dogs haven’t found a single scent to track, even off the crowbar.”

      Shane frowned. “You found it near the house?”

      “Yeah.” The sergeant nodded. “Two hundred yards over, with no trace of anything on it. It wasn’t used anyway. The reason I’m telling you this is that he may seem like a nice guy, but I want you to ask yourself why no one else saw him that night. Why didn’t he come back to make sure you were okay when he didn’t catch the guy? Why would he leave you with a hurt young woman alone in the bushes in the first place? Especially, if he had no intention of catching the person who hurt her.”

      I was sick to my stomach as his words whirled around in my head. They made perfect sense.

      Disappointed, I scrolled through the photos that were mostly ugly mug shots of seedy-looking people. In the background I could hear the sergeant try to sell the police force to Shane who was in the far corner. He sounded like a recruiter.

      After a while I heard them walk back to me. “How’s it going in here?”

      I frowned. “No, no, and more no. He isn’t in here.”

      Williams shrugged. “Well, you can’t always strike gold with the first hit. Keep in touch about anything you remember, and I’ll let you know anything I can.”

      The sergeant picked up a brochure for becoming a cop and handed it to Shane. “Son, I’ve never told a single person they should take a look at this. I think you’ve got something.”

      Shane smiled. “Thanks. I’ll look at the website tonight.”

      He opened the door and we left. The cold air didn’t seem to snap me out of the haze I was stuck in.

      “I need some sleep, Shane.”

      “I’m taking you home now.” He opened the truck door and helped me inside. I felt everything but noticed nothing.
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      “Aimee,” music sang in my ears. “Aimee, you need to wake up. I don’t have much time left, and I need to talk to you.” It sounded less and less like music, and I realized I was dreaming. My toes no longer touched the sand, only sheets, and my head was on a pillow with drool under my lips.

      “Dad?” I licked my lips, certain I’d heard a man talking. The headache was back behind my eyes and I couldn’t control my vision. Had I been drugged again?

      “Oh no,” I moaned. “Not again.” I yawned and one eye opened. I blinked and both eyes started to cooperate. As the fog cleared and I was able to focus, I saw something.

      I opened my mouth to scream.

      His hand went to my lips.

      Aleksander was holding me hostage.

      My gaze darted around the room but slowed when I realized I was still at home. He was in my room. Could you really be hostage in your own room?

      His intense blue eyes pleaded with me while his hand continued to cover my open mouth. I didn’t like people’s hands near my mouth, and this was twice with him. I cringed, closing my lips.

      “Please, Aimee, don’t scream. Let me explain.” His voice was a whisper, “I’ll take my hand away if you promise not to scream.”

      “Fine.” I agreed through his fingers. I was in too much pain to scream anyway. My eyes gaped about, taking notice of my open window. He had climbed up and inside to talk to me.

      It freaked me out but at least I was still in my room.

      Even if he was here to hurt me, my family was downstairs. At the very least, my sister could attack with curling irons and hairspray, and he would get one hell of a makeover.

      He remained hovering too close to my face. “Does your head hurt?” he asked worriedly.

      “Yeah. It comes and goes. Right now it’s really bad.”

      He put his hands up to my head. “I can’t heal you, but I can take the pain from your head. You’ve been doing too much. You’re tired.” His words made no sense to me and I wanted to pull away, but his touch on my head stopped all the agony.

      His hands were hot. My head nearly broke into a sweat as he touched either side. His eyes stayed focused on me, and in the seconds it took to notice the pounding was lessening, I realized I couldn’t tear my gaze away from his smile. His upper lip was fatter on one side making his lips always appear crooked. I wanted to suck that top lip. I blushed, wondering why I was thinking that and cleared my throat as he pulled his hands away.

      “Well?” He smiled with the bigger side only, giving me a proper crooked smile. “Is it gone?”

      “Yeah.” I needed to snap out of it. His affect on me was ridiculous.

      Something about him being close to my bed and my being in nothing but my underwear and a tank top, made the feelings more awkward. But my mind wanted to wander off and contemplate things it shouldn’t. Especially, when I was sort of seeing Shane. I wasn’t Alise for God’s sake.

      “Aimee, snap out of it.” He raised his voice.

      “What?” I switched back to reality.

      “You’re daydreaming again.”

      “Sorry, I’ve been funny lately.”

      He looked distracted by me too. His eyes were burning as he watched me. I realized he was waiting. He might have asked me a question and I had missed it. I shrugged at him, hoping that would be a satisfactory reply and we could move on.

      He leaned in very close, I was taken aback but I didn’t budge.

      What had he asked?

      His hot breath tickled my lips. I gulped, realizing what it must have been.

      He never closed his eyes, even though he was inches from my face. My eyes went blurry as he got closer. I could imagine the taste of his mouth. He smelled like heaven. It was the smell of fresh air mixed with something I couldn’t place. I wanted to fight my body and my urges and pull away from him, but I was a snake caught in the music of his pungi. He had charmed every inch of me, inches I hadn’t known existed.

      After an unusually long moment, he moved in the last inch and his lips brushed mine. It was so soft, I couldn’t stand the torture. I leaned in, but he seemed to pull back, keeping our touch light. His soft lips brushed mine. His tongue slowly grazed my lips, sending a shiver up my spine and then down again. I didn’t know what was happening but the control I worked every day to maintain was gone. I wasn’t in charge. I had no sarcasm for the situation; it was raw emotion. I understood ragged breath as mine became inconsistent. I didn’t need air—I needed his kiss to deepen and relieve me of my built up tension.

      He pulled away though, leaving me hanging there. He smiled like a light had switched on. It lasted a second and then he sighed. “Aimee, I’m cursed.”

      “So.” I didn’t care. Bad luck had rained down on me for so long, it didn’t matter if he brought more to the table. To be completely honest, it was probably me that made him feel cursed.

      “No,” he continued softly, “I mean I’m like an angel of tragedy and accident.” His words never made their way to my brain. They stopped at my ears, stuck. My mind flooded with whispers of impossible things such as I knew he was an angel.

      His lips moved and I could hear him talking, but was unable to comprehend. I was stuck on angel.

      He grabbed my bare shoulders and gave me a slight shake. “Aimee, I am an immortal. Do you understand?”

      “No.” I cocked an eyebrow, watching his lips move. Internally, I was freaking out. The thoughts created panic in me, but it went nowhere.

      “Watch.” He stood up, suddenly taking his warmth away. He stood by my door and held his hands out. He grinned at me one second, and in another he was across the room, right in my face again. It wasn’t a big room, but I hadn’t even seen him take a step. “See.” He knelt at my bed again and smiled. “I’m not like you.” His voice was a whisper.

      I didn’t know what to say. He’d lied to me about so many things. I didn’t understand why he had to go to such extreme lengths to make up stories. Not when the plain truth was there in front of me. I was dreaming.

      “I don’t know how to be with you, but I can’t seem to be without you.”

      “Why are you lying to me?”

      “I’m not.”

      “None of this is real. I need sleep.” I yawned again.

      “No, you need to wake up.” He pulled me to him and picked me up. I tried to fight him, but his expression had grown stern. He eyed my open window, and before I could properly talk him out of a murder-suicide, he jumped.

      The ground flashed and then I didn’t see anything. My grip on him hurt my hands, and I sensed I might throw up any second. We moved so quickly, and at the same time, didn’t move at all. I couldn’t see anything. The motion was too much for me to bear. I closed my eyes and there was a big bump and I was lowered to soft sand. I heard and smelled the ocean. We were at the hidden beach. I knew that because it was sandy, rather than rocky. On the Northwest Coast we did anything we had to in order to find one. It was the only one I knew of.

      It had taken a single second for us to get there. Or had it? Maybe I had blacked out. It was a forty-minute hike through the roughest terrain from the side of the highway on the outskirts of town. Had he hiked with me in his arms? Maybe we drove. Had he drugged me again?

      Was I dreaming?

      The night air was cold against me. The sand sat firmly beneath me, but I still had to touch it to be certain I was really here. A million thoughts flashed through my head, mostly warnings.

      I looked at Aleksander who stood with his arms crossed, watching me silently. He stayed several feet back.

      Before I could even decide if it was what I wanted to do or not, I jumped up and started to run from him. My bare toes hit the sand and dug in as I screamed, “Someone help me. Please someone help me. It’s Aimee James. Please help me.”

      Aleksander was in front of me somehow, like he was toying with me. I ran back the other way but again he was in front of me. Defeated, I dropped to my knees and started to cry. “Are you going to kill me?”

      “No.” He walked to me slowly with his hands out as if he were approaching a crazed person with a gun.

      I wished for a second I had a gun, but I wasn’t entirely sure whom I would shoot, him or me.

      He dropped to his knees in the sand. His hand reached out to my face and lifted my chin slowly. “Aimee, I told you this once before—I could never hurt you. I am here for you.”

      I cried harder. “Oh my God. It’s like City of Angels. I’m dying. You’re here to take me to Heaven, aren’t you? That’s why no one else saw you at the party. That’s why—wait, you saved me though. Did you mess up?”

      “You could say that.” He pulled his huge blue sweater off and put it over my head. I pulled away from his grasp, but I was dressed in it before I could argue. The warmth of the sweater was relaxing.

      “Can you give me the five minutes I need to explain?” He put his hands on my arms.

      I nodded. My lips refused to agree. I was in danger.

      “I’m here because you’re not coping. You and your family called to me when your mom died in the accident.”

      “Called?” I sobbed. I couldn’t control myself or understand what he was saying, but it contradicted everything I knew to be true in life. Well, except for the fact we weren’t coping. That part was true.

      “Spiritually.”

      “No.” I trembled.

      “I have five minutes.” He huffed. “The reason I lied to you about being a social worker was that I couldn’t tell you what I was. Your mom’s death triggered a series of events that never should have happened. It wasn’t her time. Just like the night you choked and I saved you wasn’t your time. I was called to stay with your family to make you feel safe and help you heal. I was to ensure nothing else happened as a result of her death.” He held me tightly, not giving me an inch of space to struggle or flee while he told me the fairy tale.

      “I don’t-don’t understand.”

      “I got to you too late that night. You saw me because you were a spirit. That changes the whole thing. Once you see an immortal, it gets easier.”

      “I saw you before I died.”

      “Shane’s bloody yard doesn’t make it easy on me. That shaman’s land is blessed, making it almost impossible for my kind to cloak properly there. I was at the party and when you saw me watching you, I left to stay with your dad. I sensed you cross into the otherworld, and I got there as fast as I could.”

      I had stopped crying and started to giggle uncontrollably. He gave me an alarmed stare. It made me laugh harder. I couldn’t stop myself. My side hurt so much but even the pain couldn’t make the laugh stop. I fell over into the sand, rolling as I roared.

      “Dear God.” He started to smile and laugh at me. “You’ve lost it, haven’t you? This was the straw that broke the camel’s back, and I’ve pushed you over the edge to insanity.”

      I didn’t know how to cope with anything he had told me and laughing was making me feel better.

      Tears rolled down my face until finally I was able to get ahold of myself. I lay there in the sand and heaved for air. “The stupid shaman story was true?”

      Of all the details in his story, that just seemed too ridiculous.

      “Yeah. Shamans are very powerful, Aimee. A being nearly as powerful and equally as supernatural caused your mom’s death. Nothing in the world will ever be the same for you. You’ve seen the other side, which means you’re stuck with visions from the in-between. You will start to see things you can’t explain, and you can’t tell other people you see them. No one will believe you and you’ll sound crazy.”

      “No. No, it hasn’t happened, except for seeing you.”

      “What about Giselle before she woke up?” He cocked an eyebrow.

      “Shit.” How did he even know that? We hadn’t told a soul.

      “Trust me, you have the sight now. You saw past my cloak, Aimee. That’s a bad sign.” He shuffled forward on his knees to me, getting sand all over his jeans. I stared at him, trying desperately to see something other than what I was there. The sexiest man I could possibly imagine, crawling on the sand toward me in jeans that hugged him nicely and no shirt. His stomach flexed under his silky skin. I wanted to touch each ab muscle. I wanted to run my hands down his stomach, possibly dragging my fingernails a little.

      “You’re a hallucination brought on by the drugs and the stress of yesterday.”

      “You saw me before you were drugged,” he muttered.

      “Why can’t I be scared of you?”

      “You can. You aren’t because deep down you know I won’t hurt you.” His smile reassured me. Even though my whole world filled with questions, I wasn’t sure I wanted the answers to them. “We need to get you home.” He rubbed along my arms, trying to warm me, while looking down on me as we knelt on the sand.

      I frowned. “Can we walk?” The whole poofing thing wasn’t a fond memory for me.

      “No.” He stepped forward and picked me up, and before I had a chance to argue, we were gone.

      I panicked. “Just watch where you’re going!”

      “We’re in your room, Aimee.”

      The next thing I felt was the softness of my sheets. Wide eyed, I frowned at him. “I have sand on my butt. I don’t want it in my sheets.”

      He sat on the chair across the room, watching me.

      “Don’t leave.” I gave him a look and walked to the bathroom with new pajamas. “I’ll be right back.”

      But I wasn’t right back. I stayed in the shower, trying to translate all the details he had told me into layman’s terms as if I were telling my sister a fairy tale.

      “He is an immortal who was trying to help us cope with Mom’s accident. He was trying to make sure a negative outcome didn’t happen as a result of Mom’s death, which was not meant to be. A supernatural force or being killed Mom, and as a result, everything in our lives is upside down. I accidentally died on his watch, and although he managed to save me, I can see him and dead people as a result of being dead for a few seconds. All of this is unfounded at this point. He is clearly battling an obvious attraction to me and I him, even though he isn’t a human being.” I summed it up out loud to get a good grasp on how things were. I turned off the shower and knew what I had to do. “Dear God, if you can hear me, please make this just be a case where I’ve lost my mind. He isn’t real and the hallucinations have finally taken over.” That seemed more plausible.

      I dressed and went downstairs, ignoring the pain in my head, to see my dad so he wouldn’t worry. “Hey, Dad. I’m going back to bed. I just showered.”

      “Okay, dear.” He was reading a text of some sort and looked up with his glasses on, smiling. “Feeling better?”

      “Yeah,” I lied. “I think I just needed some sleep. I should be better by tomorrow, I think.”

      “Okay, kiddo. Night.”

      As I turned to climb the stairs, a knock at the door caught my attention.

      My dad glanced at me.

      “I’ll get it.” The trek across the room to the door was brutal. My hands quivered from the pain.

      “Hey.” My stomach sank with guilt when I opened the door.

      “Hey yourself.” Shane grinned at me and stepped inside. “Just wanted to check on you.” He bent his face down and pressed his lips against mine. He whispered against my lips, “You okay?”

      I blushed and pulled back. “Yeah. Just sleepy.”

      “I was looking for you after school but Blake said you were home sick.” He tucked my long hair behind my ear and played with the end.

      “Yeah. I wasn’t feeling so hot.” I stood on my tiptoes and ran my fingers up into his thick hair, pulling his face back down on mine. He lifted me and pulled me out of the house. Away from the watchful eyes of my father.

      He raised me up, pulling me into him. I moaned into the kiss, caressing him with my hands and mouth.

      “Whoa!” He pulled back, chuckling. “Aimes, what’s gotten into you?”

      “Sorry.” I wanted to tell him a tall blond hallucination, but I shook my head and wiped my swollen lips.

      “So we’re good?” He grinned.

      “Yeah. Call you tomorrow?” I took a step backward, resting my fleecy back against the door.

      “Okay.” He stepped into me and devoured me once more. His body was crushing me into the dark door. He pushed himself away, turned, and waved backward. “I gotta go before your dad shoots me on the front porch.” He started the truck and drove off like a madman.

      My fingers dug into the door, trying to grip the hard surface. He was the right fit for my heart. He always had been. I turned and went back inside, feeling confused about Aleksander and Shane and the whole mess.

      My dad grimaced from behind his glasses and glass of wine, pretending to read the textbook he held.

      I rolled my eyes. “Night.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I climbed the stairs, trying to make it all the way to the top so my dad wouldn’t doubt my miraculous recovery. In truth, the stairs were death. My poor legs quivered as I reached the top. Being around Aleksander seemed to be the only thing that made me feel good. Besides mauling Shane.

      That worried me. Almost as much as walking into my room and having to look into his eyes after the whole Shane thing.

      How could I possibly be into two guys?

      I had to pick and this, in this room, wasn’t the healthy choice.

      I leaned on my bedroom door and watched him lying on my bed reading a book on how to decipher Arabic. He was in his jeans, still half naked on my bed.

      It might have been a hot moment for me, half-naked guy in my bed and all, but I frowned at his jeans. I assumed they were still coated in the salt and sand which would be covering my sheets.

      “Your jeans—”

      “I know.” He smiled as I closed my door and locked it. “I took the sheets and my pants outside and shook them. There isn’t any sand.”

      “Thanks.” I wondered if he could read my mind, or because he was a figment of my mind, he knew what I was thinking.

      His crooked smile seemed to be stuck on his face. “I haven’t seen these kind of pajamas on a girl your age in a long time.”

      “Fleece?” I asked as I sat down on the edge of the bed.

      “Yeah.” He laughed. “Don’t girls your age wear sexy things?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh back. “Well, I had underwear and a tank top on, but you wrecked them. Honestly, I just can’t seem to shake being cold and itchy. These make me feel nice.”

      He agreed, “I love fleece.” He reached over and rubbed his hands up and down my arm, slowly. As weird as it was, I could have fallen asleep.

      The sexy vibe I’d had downstairs started to fade away as his massage deepened, moving to my shoulders. It relaxed me and made me sleepy. My head didn’t hurt while he was touching me. I had to follow my plan though if I was ever to get beyond the schizophrenia fears I was harboring.

      “Go to the chair. We need to talk.”

      He groaned. “We can talk here.”

      “No. Move.” I shoved him off the bed.

      He landed on his feet with amazing reflexes and grabbed the chair from the other side of the room. He pulled it over beside my bed and sat on it backward, waiting.

      “Okay, I’m ready, brainiac. Fire away.” He kept a smug grin on his face, probably already knowing the questions I had to ask.

      I lay on my back. “Okay, so we are going to do the Q&A portion of this evening, quickly. I have about ten minutes of effort left in me and then I need some sleep. Ready?”

      “Do your worst.”

      “Did the drugs ruin my brain?”

      “What?”

      “Do I have drug-induced schizophrenia? Are you a figment of my imagination?”

      “You have sand on your floor from the beach and I healed your pain. The answer is obviously not scientific. Next.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Six hundred and forty-three.” He responded quickly and efficiently. I liked that.

      “How many families like mine have you worked with?”

      “Not many. It doesn’t happen often. I’ve never kept track, but I would say a couple hundred at the most?”

      “Where do you live in your off time?”

      “I don’t know. I just roam until I’m called. Sometimes I chill with friends.”

      “Is there a Heaven where you go when you’re not looking after a family?”

      “I don’t know anything about Heaven, personally. I’ve been cursed to be what I am since my death. Like you, I have heard there is a Heaven. I have met people who have been there. I myself have never been.”

      “Were you ever human?” I turned to face him.

      He flinched ever so slightly at the question. “Yes.” He didn’t go into details, but rigidity washed over him.

      “When?”

      His expression told me to drop it. “Six hundred and twenty years ago.”

      “You’re twenty-three?”

      He nodded.

      My eyes got heavy as my head started to hurt again. “Did you see my mom die?”

      “No, I came afterward.”

      “What killed her?”

      “A shape shifter.” His voice never cracked or wavered as he said it.

      My head instantly translated as I sensed myself drift off into a painful sleep: my mom was killed by a werewolf or something that belonged in an HBO series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Is there Philly Cream Cheese in Heaven?

        

      

    

    
      I dreamed things that made no sense to me. I was lost and confused. My mom was falling and then she turned into an angel and flew back up into the sky. She never came back down from the sky. She also didn’t seem too concerned that I was standing on the road watching her fly away. She didn’t wave to me.

      I woke to find Aleksander sleeping beside me on my bed, his warm body nearly burning me as I touched him. I was still frozen but touching him seemed to take it away.

      A million questions were stuck in my mind. They had nowhere to go. My head was swelling with them.

      Aleksander stirred, turned on his side, and wrapped his leg around me. He pulled me into him. I let his lips drag up my throat until he whispered a word, “Nora.”

      I froze, not sure what to think. I stayed very still until he started to wake up and opened his eyes to me. I assumed Nora was a woman he had loved before he met me.

      He looked at me and smiled. “You have more questions now?”

      “Who’s Nora?” I blurted out.

      “How did you—”

      “You talked in your sleep.”

      “Oh.” Finally, after a moment of thought he whispered, “My wife.”

      A shiver trembled through my whole body. “Wife,” I stated matter-of-factly.

      “Yes. We were married when I was eighteen. She was the only woman I ever loved in my whole life.”

      “What happened to her?” I had to ask.

      He looked down at the sheets, breaking the eye contact as if ashamed. “She remarried and moved on after I died.”

      “Did you watch her?” I asked.

      “Every day I could. I watched her fall out of love with me and in love with him. The sweet soft girl I had married became a hardened woman. It was a tough time and she had a hard go.”

      “That’s terrible.” I blinked away a tear. “You still love her.” It was a statement not a question.

      “Yes, of course. She was my first true love and I never got closure.”

      “Where were you from?” I asked, moving over on the bed, away from him. I could tell he was putting up a wall, like I did. I backed off a little.

      “I’m from Norway. Aurland. It’s on the Nærøyfjord. My family had a farm. My surname was Jonson because my dad’s name was Jon—that’s how it was done. So my sisters were Jonsdoter. Our mom was captured from somewhere near the Greek islands in a raid. So she named me Aleksander. It was a Greek name but it sounded Norwegian. Well, it did to her. I was made fun of a lot for my name. Everyone thought it was a girl’s name. Education wasn’t as important back then. Not like it is now, where everyone knows about Aleksander the Great.” He beamed at me.

      I held back a snort. “So can you still speak Norwegian?” I asked, not thinking about it.

      “Ja jeg kan.” He smiled, laughing. “So, shall we get to the rest of your questions? I know you have a million.”

      “I’m sorry about your wife, that’s really sad. What did she look like?”

      His eyes slanted. “Not letting this one go, huh? Fine. She was tall, very tall. Almost as tall as I am. She had long blonde hair to her waist. It was thick and almost white. Like yours, but thicker. Her skin tanned, even though she was fair. Her eyes were blue like mine—intensely blue. She had a pretty face with beautiful features. She was thick, not fat but strong. She could pull a cart and carry kids around all day. She was an amazing woman. Are you happy you know that now? Shall we talk about your past boyfriends?”

      I bit my lip. “I don’t have any past ones. I had never been kissed in my life before these last few weeks.”

      His face reddened and grew angry. “The guy who was here last night, making out with you on the front porch? He doesn’t count?”

      “He counts.” I frowned at him. “I just don’t know what he and I are.”

      “What are you and I?”

      “That is even less certain. You’re still seen as a criminal to society, and before, when you were always vanishing on me, I thought you were a ghost. Kissing Shane still seems like a better idea than kissing you.”

      He growled, “I’m not going to comment.”

      “Whatever.” I blushed, sensing his annoyance on the subject.

      “I don’t want you to be with anyone but me, but I don’t really know how to be with you. I can’t stay here forever.” He tilted his head.

      “Where will you go next?”

      “Wherever I’m called.” He looked sad at the thought of that.

      “And I have to go to college. I don’t know that I want a boyfriend when I’m at college.”

      “You know, I haven’t felt this protective and possessive in a long time. It will take me a while to cope with you saying things like boyfriend.”

      “Let’s not think about it.” I stared at the ceiling as I considered how to ask the question I’d wondered about since he started the conversation. “How did you die and become an immortal?”

      “There it is—the right question.” He ran his right hand through his short hair and looked down at the bed. His eyelids lifted and without moving his head he watched me through his lashes again. “Same as your mom. A shape shifter killed me. I was attacked and left in the woods to die. Next question—”

      I interrupted. “But you didn’t turn into a werewolf from the bite?”

      He laughed. “Hollywood made that up in the early forties with The Wolf Man. No, a man must be cursed by a special and rare person to become a lycanthrope, unless of course they’re born to the family. The bite does nothing but infect the person if the wound is not taken care of. Rarely is a person bitten though. Most of them hunt animals in the forests, not people. We don’t taste very good. True shifters are fae.” His smile was haunted.

      My brow knit. “Fae?”

      “A discussion for another time.”

      “But how did you become this? How did you learn all your magical powers?” I could see him backing away emotionally from the conversation.

      “Let’s focus on right now. We have a problem. I don’t know how to stop my curse from pulling me to the next place, and I don’t want to be apart from you.”

      “That is a problem.” I tried to think of questions that didn’t involve things he wouldn’t want to talk about—his wife, his family, his homeland, his turning into whatever he was, and definitely no discussing his death. “How did you know to come here when my mom died? How do you know where to go next?” I hoped he would at least answer these, and I could possibly hypothesize on my own from the breadcrumbs he left me.

      “I just know. I get a feeling. Like when you have a dream, I see what happens in flashes or pieces, I guess. I simply know I need to go right or left.”

      Disappointment and asking him questions made my head want to explode.

      “I kind of pictured it more as if you fly up to the pearly gates and someone gives you a clipboard with a name on it. You then ask questions around the Philly Cream Cheese snack bar and figure out how you’re going to crack this tough case.”

      “Wow.” He burst into laughter. “I wish it was that easy. I’m not a real angel. I’m cursed.” He moved a strand of hair from my face and smiled. “I think you should go and eat.”

      “Yeah, probably.” I was a little dizzy, but by then I knew to wait it out. The stars always cleared after a moment or so.

      I pushed myself up, but my legs wanted to buckle. I could tell from his worried expression he was thinking about taking me back to the hospital. All I needed was more sleep so I stood my ground and walked out of my room. My dad wasn’t downstairs.

      “Do you get hungry?” I asked as I slowly descended the stairs.

      “Yes and no. I am an immortal now. I’m not like an angel in that I can make myself vanish and become air. I have a sort of magic. I can cloak myself around people who haven’t been to the in-between obviously. Even cloaked you’ve seen me, so you’re not a normal person anymore. I need food and drink to live, but I won’t die without it. I will get tired and weak after a long time.”

      I walked into the kitchen and grabbed a frying pan. “Like omelets?”

      “Of course.” He sat at the bar.

      “So you are a flesh and blood human with a beating heart?”

      He nodded, not answering. I could see I was wearing on his last nerve and stopped asking questions. I was stewing on safe questions to ask while I beat the eggs and chopped the vegetables.

      “Are vampires real?” It made sense that if the wolves were real, so were the vamps.

      He didn’t reply but when I looked at him, I got my answer. His face was grim.

      “Are you a vampire?” I asked. He had said he was an immortal. Maybe he was a nice vampire.

      “No, for God’s sake.” Again, he obviously was not amused. “I’m sorry I said you could ask questions. You’re the most inquisitive person alive. I am not a vampire. Yes, they’re real. I think in your world, you will find things have changed now that your second sight has—”

      “Second sight?” I interrupted.

      “Yes.” He exhaled impatiently and pinched the bridge of his nose for a moment. “Your ability to see me will make other things easier to see as well.”

      “So I’ll see vampires now?” I couldn’t stop my brain. “Do vampires become vampires from a bite?”

      “No.” He slumped at the bar and groaned. “Hollywood is not the place to look for facts. Like lycanthropes, vampires have to be turned in a special way. If a vampire bit you, he would drink your blood and heal your wounds before you would even realize it had happened. They’re very charming.” He almost growled at me as I passed him the plate of toast and omelet.

      I sat beside him at the bar with my orange juice and steaming plate of food and blinked. “So they do drink blood?”

      “Yeah, unfortunately they do.” He blew on his forkful of eggs. “They aren’t all bad, but they need human blood.”

      “Could they drink yours?”

      He groaned, “This is the last question for a while, okay? No, they cannot. I am an immortal; my blood would mean death or sickness, depending on how old the vampire was. Me and angels. They can’t eat either of us. Yes, angels are bloody real, and no, I don’t want to discuss it further.”

      “Fine.” I rolled my eyes as I ate my eggs. I was stuck in all the empty knowledge that led nowhere and the millions of questions I couldn’t ask.

      “Eat.” With a mouthful of hot eggs and peppers he tried to suck in cold air and talk, “You’re weak and watching me eat won’t make you feel better.”

      “Whatever.” I sighed and took a bite of the eggs on my fork and chewed, barely tasting my meal. My stomach seemed to turn at the thought of it. I ate to make him happy and tried to give the impression that I could move on. But I couldn’t. My mind was brewing.

      Having nothing to say and sitting in silence proved to be quite a challenge. I waited for him to talk. He seemed content with the silence which was really annoying. We finished breakfast and I started cleaning up the dishes, at the same time realizing I had a whole line of questioning I hadn’t even touched on.

      He saw the gleam in my eye and moaned. I ignored him and moved in for the kill. “Do you know who the rapist is?”

      He sat motionless and then nodded slowly, not making any noise.

      “You have to tell the police.”

      “I can’t.”

      I leaned against the kitchen counter. “Are you telling me you know who is raping and attacking girls, including me, but you won’t tell me or the authorities who he is?”

      He nodded, remaining tight-lipped. “What kind of proof do I have beyond seeing him running through the woods? What kind of witness am I? I have no ID, I have no address. I do not belong in your world and the secret of mine is far more important than the safety of a small town. I’m sorry. It isn’t just my secret to share.”

      “Can you tell me?”

      “No.” He sounded like it hurt him to say it.

      “You can’t even tell me so I can tell the police?”

      “No.”

      “Get out.” I pointed to the door. “You need to go now and tell the police.”

      “I can’t get involved. I’m sorry. I have other things and people to protect.”

      “That could have been me. I could have been facedown in the dirty grass with my skirt around my waist.”

      He didn’t budge.

      “Are you heartless?”

      His face remained stern and unfeeling.

      “Get out of my house. I’m fine. Protect my sister and dad from bad karma, but leave me alone. I don’t believe in karma anyway. I don’t even believe in you.”

      He stood and looked at me. His eyes were full of regret as he turned and walked out of my house.

      Disgusted, I went back to bed and slept some more.
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          Lady parts

        

      

    

    
      I woke hearing rustling in my room. Assuming it was Aleksander I shouted, “Get out. Pervert.”

      “What?” My sister peeked her dark head of hair up at me from out of my closet. “Our parts match, weirdo. I need that shoe you wore the other night. I found one but where is the other one?”

      “I don’t know.” I gazed around the room, seeing the mess everywhere. My room had slowly begun to mirror my sister’s. It exhausted me to think about the chaos that surrounded me, even though I had slept for days. I sat up, feeling the best I had in a while and gave my sister a look. “Why can’t you just wear one of the millions of other pairs?”

      “I need—” She frowned. “You okay, Aimes? You look rough and you’ve been in bed for five days again.”

      I frowned. “Huh?”

      “Yeah. You’re sleeping a lot. The doctor came four days ago and checked your vitals when you were sleeping. He said as long as your eyes and skin aren’t turning yellow, you will be fine. He said you’re just recovering which can take a couple of months and sleep is best, like a mono patient. I don’t know though, dude. You seem like you’re dying.”

      “I think I am.” I looked down at the floor to see a cup I didn’t recognize and a few dishes.

      “Have I been eating up here?” Vague memories of my father spoon-feeding me filled my hazy mind.

      She sat on my bed, looking confused. “Yeah, Dad’s been bringing you dinner and feeding you. Dude, you don’t remember any of this? Yikes. He called the doctor again today and the doctor wants you to come back for a checkup on Monday.”

      “Great.”

      I didn’t recognize this person on my bed. Her steely silver eyes glistened as she spoke, “Jaime is awake now. She said she doesn’t remember anything, but the doctors confirmed she wasn’t completely raped because you and that guy came. You saved her, Aimes.”

      My eyes lit up. “She’s awake? So she’ll be okay?”

      Alise nodded. “Yeah, I guess she didn’t have an allergy or whatever like Giselle. Speaking of Giselle—your phone’s been going nuts, dude. It’s been like fifty messages a day and Shane’s called about twenty times a day. He’s really worried. Dad won’t let him in your room so when he shows up, he stays at the door and then leaves after a while. Kind of awkward for me. A few times he stayed and watched Discovery with Dad. I think he was hoping you’d wake up and he could see you one time.”

      I put a hand to my face. “Oh my God, I’m a mono victim. I need to get out of bed and go see Giselle and Shane.” I looked at her, deciding to forgive and accept. “How’s Blake?”

      “Weird.” Her smile became so deep it hit her eyes, making them sparkly like platinum. “He’s like the weirdest guy I’ve ever met. I hate the way he just sits and reads sometimes for like hours. He’s like you, but a dude. He wears all these shirts that make no sense, and I bought him this super expensive watch with his money and he hates it. God, he keeps wearing that nerdy NSA one. And he never tells me I’m beautiful or wants to, you know, do it. I think he’s never done it before, which is cool with me. He seems happy to just lie on his bed and read beside me. I’m so tired of him, but I can’t stop going over there.”

      “Oh my God. You like him. It’s NASA, by the way. It’s the spaceship people. Not NSA. This is you gushing.” I laughed. “I’m glad, but please go easy on him. I know it’s not your nature, but try. He’s my best friend.”

      She frowned. “I can’t help but go easy on him. He won’t fight with me. He just sits there. I accused him of flirting with Jessica at a hot-tub party we had at his house on Sunday. He sat on the couch, watching some special on how they’re making the astronauts retire and work in tourism. I yelled at him and he cut me off mid-screaming fit and said, “Hey, babe, can you get me a drink of water?” She changed her voice to mimic a man’s.

      “That sounds about right.” I smiled, knowing the exact face he would have used. “Guess you’ve met your match.”

      “I’m scared though. What if I mess it up?”

      “Don’t be. He won’t let you. He doesn’t buy into your drama.”

      “It’s kinda good.” She put a hand down on my arm and rubbed a little like Mom used to. “Aimes, can you try to get better? I know you’re sad about something but can you just try a little harder? I can’t take this. Giselle is dying, Jaime is sick like you, and you’re scaring us with all this sleeping.”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed the lump lodged in my throat. “I’m going to take a shower and get dressed now. Do the police have any idea what’s happening?”

      She got up from my bed. “No, they’re still kind of lost. I guess they found the cup she was drinking from though, so that’s good. They know what drugs the rapist is using.”

      I got up from my bed slowly. “What day is it?”

      She smiled. “Friday. The big dance is tonight. I think Shane’s worried you won’t be able to go.”

      “I’ll go. I need to get my dress at Giselle’s first though. She wants me to wear her spring formal dress.” I felt weird about it.

      My sister’s face lit up again. “You’re going to go? I’ll drive you over when you’re done showering.”

      I looked at my open window and was lost. Aleksander hadn’t been back. I reminded myself I didn’t care. I didn’t want him back.

      The shower relaxed my aching back. I hadn’t done anything in nearly a week, which seemed to be killing me. I decided that even if I was dead-assed exhausted, I wasn’t going to bed until it was actual bedtime.

      Wrapped in a towel I walked into my room to dry off and found Aleksander sitting on my bed. I stood at the entrance and leaned against the doorframe. “What are you doing here?”

      He sat quiet for a while, staring at the stuffed bear he was holding. It was my bear, Beary, from when I had my tonsils out at nine years old. He squished him, feeling the density of the fluff.

      I arched an eyebrow at him and asked again, “What are you doing here?”

      “Watching over your sister.” He smiled devilishly, not taking his eyes off Beary.

      “I don’t want you here. Stop touching Beary. He doesn’t like you either.”

      He glanced up at me with his intense blue eyes through his long black lashes. “I want you to forgive me.” If he stood up, I told myself I would scream.

      “No. You’re bad for me. I don’t want to be your friend. You’re leaving in a few weeks, if that. Once the pervert is caught, you won’t need to hang around and that feeling will come back. You’ll need to move on to the next people.”

      “I know.” He continued to smile dangerously at me. “It’s a predicament.”

      “I have to get ready. I need to go to Giselle’s and get her dress for the dance tonight. Plus, I need to see Jaime. She’s awake—no thanks to you.”

      He stood up, gazing deeply into my eyes as he seemed to fill the entire space of my room. “You’re going to the dance?” His tone was not something I wanted to trifle with.

      I bit my lip, avoiding the question but allowing my facial expression to answer.

      “With that Shane kid?”

      I blinked.

      He crossed the room in a step and looked down on me. “This is what you want?”

      I winced, not able to speak and hating the attraction I had to him. His scent filled the air around me, making me frown, not at him but against the allure of him.

      “I don’t think it’s what you want. I know it’s not what I want.”

      “I can’t go with you.” The words were so much bigger than the dance; they were everything. No matter what he did from this moment on, I couldn’t go with him.

      I gripped my towel and walked past him and sat on my bed. He closed my door and came to where I was sitting. He knelt in front of me and took my left hand in his. It looked tiny and thin compared to his huge hands. “Aimee.” He kissed my hand once and spoke, “I am falling in love with you.” He kissed it twice and then turned it over and kissed my palm. He was driving my body crazy and my brain started to get foggy again. I couldn’t think around him; I seemed to only feel. It was my own version of hell.

      “I don’t care.” I pulled my hand away and swallowed hard. “I want to go to the dance. I want a normal boyfriend who is human, the normal kind of human. I want everything in my life to be regular again.” I paused for a second, knowing that if I finished my thought, he would be hurt. As much as I needed him to go away, I also knew it would crush my soul to make him go. I closed my eyes and let my mouth say the words, “I want a boyfriend who will answer my questions, not make more.” I opened my eyes, terrified of his reaction.

      He leaned into me and it was as if his body grew in size. Somehow he took up all the light in the room. “If that’s what you want.” Aleksander leaned in slowly and brushed his lips against mine. Then he dove out my open window and was gone.

      I still sensed the warmth of his lips against mine as I attempted to process him in my mind.

      I got dressed, more determined than ever to make things work with Shane, or at the very least, make it through the dance. Then I would take it one day at a time. Shane was the boy I had loved for a decade. It wouldn’t be work with him.

      I made it down the stairs to see my sister watching TV with headphones on, listening to music on her phone. I laughed, tapping her on the arm. “Hey, ready?”

      “Yeah.” She shouted at me, “Let’s go.”

      “You’re yelling.” I pointed to her ears and she pulled the baby blue headphones off, laughing. “Oh yeah.”

      She babbled the whole drive over to Giselle’s parents’ house. I tuned her out right away with my usual thoughts of how annoying I found her friends to be. I hated how the petty story she was telling was nothing but dribble.

      But then I stopped mid criticism and looked at my sister.

      She was babbling and her story was dribble, but it mattered to her. She was a passionate person, and where she rarely thought about anything, she felt everything. I admired my sister, and thankfully I was still able to ignore the trashy story she tried to corrupt my intelligence with.

      She parked in the driveway and waited for me. I went to the door and knocked. The house wasn’t huge like Shane’s or Blake’s, but it was bigger than ours. It was a very large split level. Her dad opened the door, looking rough. His hair was ruffled and his eyes bloodshot. I had woken him and he’d been drinking every day he hadn’t spent at the hospital with Giselle.

      “Hi, sir. I’m Aimee James. Giselle told me to use her dress for the dance. Can I just come in and grab it?”

      He looked at me for a moment and then nodded. “Yeah, she told me about that. Come on in.” He glanced out at the driveway to see my sister wave at him. He waved back and closed the door.

      “How is she feeling lately?” I asked, trying to be casual. I was uneasy around him.

      “Not much better, but yesterday we heard they may have found a donor. So I guess she will hear something tomorrow. How are you feeling?” he asked, giving me a weird look.

      “Better, thanks. Is her room this way?” I pointed up the stairs to the left.

      “First door on the right. Everything is the same as it was before she got sick. I haven’t been able to go in there.”

      “Okay.” I turned to smile at him but he looked weird, maybe still drunk. I turned and walked up the stairs quickly. I didn’t want to be there. Drunk people made me nervous.

      I got to the top of the stairs and entered her room. Her dad hadn’t followed, but I closed the door anyway.

      Her room was just like Alise’s, a mess. There were clothes and shoes on the floor, makeup strewn all over a dressing table, and her bedding was ruffled on top of her bed.

      I walked to her closet and found the dress hanging in a dress bag. I didn’t even worry about what it looked like. Papers were scattered on the floor of her closet. It was stationery with handwriting. It appeared to be poetry.

      I crouched down, trying not to get dizzy as I looked closely at the letters. They were love letters of some sort, written to Giselle but not signed. I grimaced at the wording of one and stuffed them into the dress bag. When I left the room, I glanced around for her dad. He was at the bottom of the stairs. “Want to stay for a drink?” he asked, trying to smile. I nearly threw up in my mouth.

      “No thanks, sir. My sister is waiting for me. Thanks though.” I turned and hurried out the door.

      I got to the car and hopped in quickly, exhausted from myself.

      My sister gave me a worried look. “Did he touch you?”

      I breathed heavily. “No. He is just so creepy.”

      My sister put the car in reverse and sped from the driveway. “Yeah, tell me about it.” Her eyes said a lot more than she was willing to share. She snapped out of her thoughts. “So you got the dress?”

      “Yeah. And something else. Look at these.” I unzipped the bag and pulled out the letters. “Have your seen these before?” I clutched the papers.

      My sister eyed the stationery. “Yeah, Giselle was getting letters for a while last fall. They were from a secret admirer. No biggie.”

      “No biggie?” I took out the one that had caught my eye at Giselle’s and held it up. “Did you ever read them?”

      “No. We glanced at them but they were so stupid, all romantic and quotes from Shakespeare and crap.”

      I read out loud, “Giselle, my summer rose, your lips will shine for me, glisten with my name upon them. I will bring you to ecstasy with a drop of my aphrodisiacs. You’ll moan my name and ride my—” I stopped and looked at my sister, frowning. “This is disgusting. You’re aware this isn’t Shakespeare, right? Please tell me that all the years of high school have not been wasted. Shakespeare never said the word ‘cock’ in a poem. If he had, it would have been about a rooster or a pun or innuendo of sorts.”

      She glared at me. “Spice down, saucy pants. You’re being hamtarded about this.”

      I laughed at her using all the swear words I’d made up for her. “Giselle didn’t have a clue who it was?”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged, driving us back home to get the dress fittings started.

      “Let’s find out.” I pulled my phone out and looked at the million texts Giselle had sent. It was pages of new texts. She went from excited to completely desperate. Guilt flooded me, seeing the anxiety in my friend’s words.

      I pressed talk and waited for the cell to ring.

      “Hello.” Her voice was so weak it sickened me.

      I closed my eyes, fighting back tears. “Hey.”

      “Dude, where have you been?” Her weakened words cut me deeply.

      “I’m so sorry. I slept through the last five days. I just couldn’t seem to shake it. How’s it going there? Your dad said something about a donor.”

      “Yeah.” I could hear her shallow breath in the phone as she tried to talk. “I hear the final verdict tomorrow, I think. Right now, they’re just trying to get me through the day. My dad was the only match in my family, but his shit is damaged from all the drinking. I think he feels pretty bad.”

      I cringed. How could he not feel bad? “I am coming to see you this weekend, transplant or not. But before that I need to ask you a question. It’s going to sound awful, but just look past my snooping.”

      “Okay, I’m not too worried about you and snooping, to be totally honest.”

      “Good.” I sighed. “I went to your place to get the dress and when I was there, I looked in the closet. I found the secret-admirer letters you got last fall. I’ve been reading them over, and I think the person who sent them poisoned us. But I need to know who you think it is.” I waited in silence for her to tell me to eff off and hang up.

      “I don’t know. They just kept showing up in my locker. I guess I always thought it was Tommy. I assumed because he had a crush on me and always got such good grades in English. It’s surprising the way he comes off as a hamtard.”

      I burst out laughing. “See how easy it is to use that word? Even Alise has been using it. Okay, so Tommy gets good grades in English? Really? I never would have guessed that. Are you sure he had a crush on you? Did he hit on you?”

      My sister, who was listening in, muttered, “Who hasn’t he hit on? He’s a pig.”

      “Good call.” I wondered about him being smart enough to drug someone and plan it out. I had a hard time seeing it in my head. “You think about the letters for the next little bit, as much as you can, and I will see if I can get some dirt on Tommy. I’ll get Alise to help me. She’s good with dirty boys.” I gave a look to my sister who flashed a grin and turned off the car.

      “I’ll text you if I think of anything. I’m telling you, if I don’t get a response, I’m coming for you, Miss James. I am coming for you.”

      The thought of that, made me smile. “Deal. I will answer anything you send.”

      “Later.” She ended the call, no doubt from loss of strength. I couldn’t believe how weak she’d gotten. I turned toward my sister as we sat together in the driveway, feeling not only bleak about Giselle, but also confused about the drugging pervert.

      “It can’t be Tommy. I mean it could be, but I just can’t see him being smart enough,” I spoke, breaking the silence.

      My sister nodded. “Yeah, he’s a goof. He’s a perv, but more of a harmless perv. Trust me, I went there once—he was sweet and almost grateful. It was creepy, in a ‘he’s not as dirty as he seems’ sort of way.”

      I frowned at her. “You had sex with him?”

      “What?” She frowned back. “At least I know what sex is. You’re like a Mormon. No booze, no smoking, no drugs, no sex. Do you even drink coffee?”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “Not really. Every now and then I have some espresso. I don’t like to put that much strain on my adrenal glands.”

      “Oh my God. Stop.” She sounded exasperated. “Oh well, yes, I forgot about that nasty little side effect. Let’s go see if the dress fits, Cinderella.”

      As Alise and I got into the house, we heard a man’s voice talking to our dad. I knew that voice, immediately. Instead of smiling as I normally would, I cringed.

      “Shane, what are you doing here?” my sister asked, smiling at him and Dad. They were having what seemed to be an afternoon tea. I raised an eyebrow at them.

      My dad started laughing. “They make the same faces. Do you see it, son?”

      Shane laughed, nodding. “That is funny. Gray-blue eyes and silver eyes making the same expression. I was hoping you were feeling better.” He smiled the biggest grin I’d ever seen on anyone’s face. The excitement in his eyes melted my heart. “Is that your dress? Are we going?” His eyes were ridiculously hopeful. I couldn’t even imagine saying no.

      “Yes. I’m feeling a lot better.” It was still a lie, but I had been out of bed for the whole day. I could have fallen asleep standing but my mind was reeling with all the things it had learned. Or at least, attempted to learn in the small amount of time.

      “Sweet.” Shane stepped forward and hugged me tightly. “I’ll be back in a couple hours to get you.”

      With that, he ran out the door excitedly. I closed off my heart to Aleksander and let Shane in. It was the right choice. I was excited to be rid of the tennis match going on inside me.

      I went to my room to start the process and to contemplate a small catnap. But instead of getting dressed, I sat in my room staring at the letters. I recognized the writing from somewhere. I couldn’t place it. It reminded me of Blake, but when I thought about Blake and his chicken scratch, I ruled it out. It was like a word search. I needed to walk away from it and eventually the word would come to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Happiness is in the eye of the beholder—???

        

      

    

    
      The dress fit like a glove. Giselle and I were apparently the exact same size. It was an aqua color and gradually went from short in front to long in back as it wrapped around me. The top was a corset style with vertically pleated fabric and boning. A wide piece of the skirt fabric was pulled into a sweep as though it were a belt wrapping around the dress, making up the small amount of back I had covered. The top was strapless and the skirt was several layers of flowing ripply fabric. A huge oval silver brooch sat under my right breast. It sparkled with fake diamonds.

      I stood in amazement as my sister smiled brightly. “You look hot. Like model hot.” She pulled a pair of sparkly silver pumps from her closet and put them in front of me. I stepped into them and marveled at how I looked. I pulled my light-blonde hair out of its usual ponytail and shook my head to release the long locks.

      Alise clapped. “Dad, you have to see this.”

      “You even look a little tanned. Have you been tanning?” she asked, eyeing me up and down as I scoffed. She raised her hands defensively. “Okay. I was just thinking you seem a bit tanned.”

      “Maybe.” I did look a bit tanned. “You know I don’t tan. It’s the light in here.”

      My dad came into the room. His eyes widened in awe. “Oh my goodness, Aimee. Alise, did you do this?” His voice was a whisper, not accusing at all. He sounded proud of her.

      “No, this is all Aimee and there isn’t even any makeup yet.” She took a black and aqua-colored bracelet and hung it off my left wrist. She smiled at me in the mirror. My dad’s eyes misted over. My sister’s eyes were not long behind his, which made mine start to water.

      Dad wrapped his arms around us both and began to sob. He held us and hugged tightly with shaking arms.

      I lost my control as I joined what was left of our small family in a moment of sorrow. The warm wind came. I peered up, knowing it was my mom watching over us. My skin shivered as I let my face burrow into my dad’s shoulder.

      He pulled away after a few seconds and nodded. “You look beautiful, and if your mom were here, she would make me tell you so.” He walked from the room and I knew he was heartbroken.

      Alise walked into her bathroom and started to wash her face to get ready for the big night. She looked over at me and smiled. “I’ll do your makeup if you want.”

      “Thanks, but I’m going to try to do my own this time. I think I’m getting the hang of this girlie business.”

      She laughed at me from the bathroom. “Yeah, right. Well, if you mess up, I’m right here.”

      “Thanks.” I closed her bedroom door, more in love with my family than I had ever been. I realized in that moment, we would be okay. My dad had muttered the words “if your mom were here” for the first time, and we all lived. We’d cried together, we’d grieved together, and it seemed we’d finally reached the point where we could heal together.

      I closed my door and sat in the chair, inspecting myself. I was pretty. This had never happened to me before. Even with the red dress, I had still somehow looked like me, but in this dress I was someone else. I liked it. The turquoise color made my gray eyes pop and my long light-blonde hair made me look like a mermaid. My puffy lips were smooth instead of chapped.

      I started to repeat the steps Giselle had told me to do. I made my color choices to match the details of the dress. I did my eyes with silver and gray. They had flecks of both green and blue so the silver made them sparkle. I did my lips with a soft coral. I figured aqua and coral were both from the sea so they must match. I pulled the top of my hair into a high half ponytail and teased the waves into soft curls. I spritzed myself with the honey vanilla my mom had always worn.

      I stood up, added a little gloss, and surveyed the final product.

      The warm wind blew in my window and Aleksander stood there, smiling at me from the far side of my room. The wind was the same. Exactly the same.

      “You’re the warm wind.” It was a statement, not a question.

      He never opened his mouth to argue but the truth lay in his eyes.

      “How could you let me believe my mother was here with me?”

      He didn’t answer. He stepped toward me to explain, but I put my arms up.

      “No, you let me think you were my mom. How could you? I believed she was here with me. I believed all my mom’s love and intention was in that wind, and instead, it was you.”

      He seemed ashamed. “It’s just what happens when I move. You assumed it was your mom. You still needed her and she was gone. I should have told you and I’m sorry but in my defense, you should never have known about me. When you were better and your family was healed, I would have left. I would have gone, taking that wind with me, and you would have been at peace knowing she was in Heaven.”

      I was betrayed and disgusted. Somewhere, what he was saying made sense, but I didn’t want to acknowledge it. Instead, I thought about the millions of private things I had told him, thinking he was my mom. The intrusion into my deepest thoughts made me sick. “I told you everything. I told you private things.”

      “I just listened. You needed someone to listen.”

      Tears threatened to ruin my efforts.

      He ignored my words and walked to me, pulling me into him. He held me for a moment, talking, “Aimee, I’m so sorry. I wish I had more time to grovel appropriately, but I don’t. I need you to try not to focus on hating me just yet. We need to focus on the thing we’ve both dreaded: I have to leave tonight. I can feel the pull.”

      I wanted to cry in frustration. He was like a roller-coaster ride for my heart. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath.

      “I don’t care. You’re going to ruin my makeup and this is my first time doing it completely on my own, which sounds ridiculous, and I know that. I need you to try to wait till the end of my night before ruining it.”

      “I know.” He pulled back to gaze at me. “You are the most beautiful girl in the world but makeup isn’t your thing.” His eyes grew intense. “Are you still going with him?”

      “Yeah.” I left it at that. Shane was my safe harbor. The place my heart was protected.

      His eyes narrowed again and he pressed his lips into a tight smile. “You go and have a great night. I will see you after the dance, okay?” He was serious. “Stay at his side the entire night.”

      “Why would you ask that?”

      “I will explain everything tonight before I leave, but promise me you’ll stay by his side.”

      “Fine. Since we are talking about the rapist, will you tell me one thing? Are the letters from him?”

      He frowned. “What letters?”

      “Here.” I picked up the letter I had been reading from my dressing table. “These letters.”

      “I don’t know.” He scanned it. “It sounds pretty creepy.” He tilted his head. “You know I’m not psychic, right? I’m not omnipresent like God.”

      “I don’t know.” I laughed. “I just thought you might know.”

      He rubbed his hands on my bare arms, warming me from the inside. I had been weak and exhausted until he touched me. “See you later.” He was there and then he was gone.

      When I got downstairs, I received the speech of doom from my dad.

      “No drinks you didn’t crack open and don’t even drink from the water fountain. No boys, except Shane, and he doesn’t touch you except to hold your hand at the most.” Dad paced the kitchen, ranting as my sister and I exchanged looks of bewilderment. He seemed more savage than normal.

      Shane knocked on the door, saving us from the chastity belts and curfews. I jumped at the door, sensing a slight head rush. I trembled a tiny amount before I got my hand on the door to steady myself.

      Blake stood there beside Shane. Both were in black tuxes with shiny black shoes and white roses. I laughed. “The Blues Brothers are here.” I opened the door wide for them to come in.

      My dad laughed at the comment, but my sister was obviously confused. “They’re wearing black, dummy.” Yeah, I was the dummy.

      Both guys stood completely still, staring at me in astonishment.

      I looked at my sister who raised an eyebrow.

      Blake, finally taking at least one of his eyes off me, turned to my sister. “You look incredible.”

      She really did. Her dress was silver like her eyes and cut perfectly. She had her thick dark hair flowing around her bare shoulders. Her skin was tanned and glowing. Her dress was a halter style with the thinnest straps imaginable. The pleated skirt was long with a soft flow and shine to the silk material. She had blue eye makeup with plump pink lips. Her earrings were huge silver dangling ones that matched her crystal and silver bracelet. A pair of strappy silver slingbacks matched her dress perfectly. She could be a supermodel. When she turned around to say goodbye to me, I noticed her entire back was bare except for the thin halter straps that crossed over her back. The skirt of the dress hugged the very top of her bum.

      My dad gulped and then sounded stern, “Same rules apply for you.” He stared at the guys. “You boys take good care of my girls, are we clear?”

      Blake nodded but Shane had still not come out of his coma.

      My dad snapped his fingers in front of Shane’s eyes and grinned as Shane came back, blinking. “You look amazing, Aimee.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled at him and sipped my glass of water. I sat it down and kissed my dad on the cheek. “Night, Dad. Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.”

      He seemed worried, regardless of what I had said.

      Alise kissed his cheek and patted his back. “It’s okay, Daddy. I think I saw something about a special on Discovery Channel tonight on astro-psychics. Should be fun.”

      He walked us to the door. “It’s astrophysics, sweetie. I have it taping.”

      I laughed as she remained unfazed, but Blake grinned. “Astro-psychics, is that a space psychic?”

      She smacked him in the arm, making me laugh harder.

      Shane offered me his arm, fighting desperately to focus on my eyes. Half my chest was exposed and my breasts were pretty much popping out the top of the dress. Not that much was left from the sickness, but what was there was on display. I would have cursed Giselle under my breath, but she needed prayers more.

      Before I took his arm, I hugged Blake.

      He hugged me back.

      “I feel naked,” I whispered to him.

      “You are.” He smiled at me as I pulled away. We were going to be okay.

      I glanced around and decided this was the life I wanted. When Aleksander left, he would take a little piece of my heart with him. He would also take all the air I had breathed for nearly a year, but I’d survive on the air from the people surrounding me, and Giselle. I had survived heartbreak before, one much more severe than the imminent one would be.

      I took Shane’s arm and beamed up at him. Butterflies danced inside me as he squeezed my arm. He was warm and inviting. He was flesh and blood, and he didn’t fly through the air or pretend to be something he wasn’t. Shane had never lied to me about anything. In that moment, Shane’s honesty was more attractive than a crooked smile and the bluest eyes ever created.

      Shane kissed my cheek and turned us both around to face my dad. He put his hand out. “Goodnight, sir, and don’t worry—I will have her home at a respectable hour.”

      My dad tried hard to hide his love for Shane. “You’d better,” he said sternly.

      Blake followed Shane’s lead, having never dated a real girl before, and put his hand out.

      My dad smiled, seeming at least a little relieved as we walked out onto the porch. He turned our way once more. “Well, you kids have a good time.”

      We walked out into the cool night air. Shane took me to his truck and opened the door. “Wow, Aimee, like wow. That dress and your hair. It’s going to be a long night.” He bent and kissed me. “Remind me later that I have self-control, okay?”

      “Okay.” I giggled. “You look great too.”

      “I look like your butler. You look—wow.” He walked around to the other side of the truck, still talking to himself.

      Blake took my sister to the car he had arranged, with a driver who stood before my sister in his suit and top hat. She waved at me as she gushed and climbed into the car.

      I smiled at her, sensing so many good things all at once. I didn’t have to fight to keep the bad things down deep. It seemed the wall I had built had crumbled and filled in the moat. I didn’t need any of it anymore. I didn’t need Aleksander either. I wanted him in some ways, but choosing him was like choosing a lifetime of heartache. I’d already suffered through that.

      I peered out at the night sky as it darkened and made a mental note to let him go. I would let this be my life. Normal. It was secretly everything I had ever wished for. Secretly.

      We walked up to the huge doors where the dance was held in the school gymnasium. The teachers were there with the spring formal committee taking the five-dollar admission to the dance. Teachers were checking each person to see if they were intoxicated.

      Police stood around in plain clothes with their weapons on their hips, like detectives in the city would wear. I breathed a small sigh of relief seeing Officer Bindley. He smiled, giving me a knowing look.

      Shane paid our entrance fee and walked me in. Mr. Mac was already talking to Blake and laughing as my sister stood unmoving and seeming confused.

      Mr. Mac stopped talking when I walked in. He smiled at me, nearly blushing. “Well, well, Cinderella. You have cleaned up for the ball, I see. You look fantastic, kid. I always knew you had it in you.”

      My face reddened as Shane squeezed my arm. “Thanks. I feel a little weird being in a fancy dress but this is my last chance at doing it.”

      “That’s funny.” He acted concerned. “How are you feeling?”

      “Good days and bad. Today is good.”

      He rubbed my arm. “I’m so glad to hear that. I have been worried about you.”

      “Thanks, Mr. Mac. I’m just glad the year’s almost up, and I can take the summer to relax and focus on my health.”

      “Yes, school is almost done. Well, I better be getting back to chaperoning. I’d hate for anyone to say I slacked off.” He gave me a sideways glance, smiling one last time. I smiled back and let myself be dragged to the dance floor with Shane.

      He stared down at me as he led me into a slow waltz. “You look incredible.”

      “Stop. Seriously.” I groaned. “You said that already. I hate that I look like this amazingly hot babe and everyone is nodding when they see me. It’s like my sister was right all along and a little care and attention wouldn’t have killed me. Of course then everyone would have let me get by on my looks and not on merit and hard work. That path leads to either marrying an old-ass billionaire or working at Target and everyone saying, ‘Man, I bet she was something to look at back in the day.’ You know?”

      He laughed. “Ah, but you’re still the bitter cynic I love.” I didn’t know what I was about to say when he said the words, but I stopped breathing.

      He bent to kiss my cheek. He lingered at the side of my face. “I do love you, Aimee. I have loved you since we were five and you saved all the worms on the sidewalk when it rained in kindergarten. I’ll never forget you putting them into a plastic pail. Hundreds of creepy slithering worms in a pail, under the back deck at your house. You stayed with those dirty bastards until it stopped raining and then you released them.”

      I laughed into his chest as he continued, “I loved you in grade seven, when that girl Robin got picked on by the mean girls. You found the maxi pad colored with red felt marker they’d stuck on her bag, and before anyone came around the corner, you grabbed it and stuck it to your bag. You think no one saw, but I did.” I remembered that and the merciless torture I got for it from the mean girls.

      My head was spinning but he continued, “I loved you in grade ten when Grace Mellotti’s dog got hit by that car and you carried him three miles to the vet’s office. You saved his life, even though Grace had made your life hell.”

      He kissed the other side of my face. “I loved you last summer so much, but when your mom got killed I couldn’t bring myself to ask you out. So I went to your sister and asked her about you. She told me you were madly in love with some nerdy kid and I thought I had missed the boat. I panicked while asking your sister about you and accidentally acted like I wanted to ask her out.” His voice was filled with regret, “I am so sorry I never manned up and just asked you out.”

      I laughed nervously. “You make me sound like a saint. I have done bad things in my life, FYI.” My head was swimming in emotions.

      He raised his eyebrows in doubt.

      I shrugged. “Okay, well not bad, but stuff. I’ve lost library books and let my sister take the blame. I wanted to try to peroxide my doll’s hair lighter than it was when I was in fifth grade, but I was nervous about doing it. She was my fave, the only one I actually ever played with. I thought the bleach might ruin her hair, but I wanted it to match mine. So one night I filled a spray bottle with water and peroxide and I sprayed Alise’s hair. In the morning, her hair was a tacky copper-brown color and all streaky. When my mom yelled at her for trying to dye her hair, I never fessed up that it was me. It cost my mom a fortune to fix it and Alise got so confused she tells the story now like it was her idea.” I was still a bit ashamed of that one.

      Shane laughed. “Your sister was an evil brat so it isn’t hard to imagine her doing bad things like that. Surely your mom knew she was evil?”

      “Yeah, my mom knew. Her sister was exactly the same.” I gazed deeply into his eyes. “Shane, I am so lucky to be with you.” I meant it.

      He smiled. “Ditto.” We hugged and danced slowly, enjoying each other. I loved the fact he was my history. He knew everything about me and remembered the things that made me proud of myself.

      We danced for a few minutes before he stopped again and stared at me very seriously. “Where is that Aleksander guy? Have you seen him?”

      “Yeah.” I tried desperately to keep my emotions in check and not reveal anything in my expression. “I’ve seen him a few times, but he’s not the bad guy. I know you want him to be, but he’s really not. I saw the guy that day—he had a different face than Aleksander. Besides, Aleksander is leaving town tonight, I think.”

      “Good.” He nodded, processing the information. “Speaking of bad guys, I am joining the police force. I take the test in the city in two weeks.” He said it and left it out there for me to think about or comment on.

      “Oh my God.” I smiled, proud of him for making a choice that would better himself. Even more so, I was desperately grateful we could stop talking about Aleksander. “Good for you. That’s a great fit for you, I think.”

      “You really think so?” He watched my reaction, letting a smile grow on his face.

      We had covered a lot of relationship areas in one night. It was a bit intense for my first dance, first boyfriend, and first love. “Will you wait for me?” He grinned.

      “Yes, of course. It’s only six months of training, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, it isn’t exactly a huge wait. What if I end up being a city cop?”

      I shrugged. “Cross that bridge when we get there?”

      “Okay. It’s a long ways away. I’m not even guaranteed to get past all the tests. They’re pretty intense.” He kissed my hand. “I just want us to be together, like boyfriend and girlfriend together. Are we there yet?”

      “Yeah. I think we just arrived there.” I had another door to close before we were completely there, but I wanted him more than anything else.

      We stopped dancing and walked to the punch table where two parent chaperones stood watch. I smiled at them as Shane got us both a drink. He drank his before I had any. He smiled, knowing what I was doing. “It’s safe, Aimes—that’s Becky Magee’s mom. She’s a Baptist.”

      I drank the punch.

      We went and sat at a table where my sister and Blake were sitting with a few other people.

      “So, the police force. I watched a show on it once. It was brutal. It’s like the marines. Police boot camp is savage, but the guys seemed so confident and proud of their accomplishments there. Are you excited?” I asked, trying to keep the conversation light.

      “I saw that one too. It was pretty intense. Yeah, I’m excited, but I have a long process before I’m in.”

      “I’m really proud of you.” I wanted to encourage him. His parents were living for themselves and he had such potential. It would be a shame for him to spend his life in our little town working for his dad. I glanced down the table at Blake who was happily talking to my sister. She seemed somewhere in between mystified and happy.

      The girl next to us was named Nadine. She was one grade behind us. Her boyfriend, William, was graduating with us. Nadine whispered to me, “You look pretty. I didn’t even recognize you. You could be a model. Like your sister.” It was a backhanded compliment, but she meant well.

      “Thanks.” I smiled at her. “You do too.” Her long brown hair was pulled up into a French twist and her yellow satin halter dress was formfitting. She looked amazing for a sixteen-year-old.

      “Have you heard how Jaime is doing?” she asked.

      “No. I have been meaning to go see her. Have you heard anything?”

      “Yesterday they said she woke up, but she doesn’t remember anything. She seems to be on the mend, I guess. Kind of creepy, huh—the whole thing?”

      “Yeah,” I spoke softly while watching Shane start a conversation with Tommy who was beside him. My sister tried to be discreet as she eyeballed Tommy and then me.

      I scowled, trying not to respond to her. We both scrutinized him as he talked to Shane. His lips were full and thick. He had crooked teeth in the front and a very tiny mole on his left cheek, low on his face. None of which the rapist had. Tommy was creepy enough to do a lot of things, but I could never imagine him being that skeezy.

      He was off the list.

      The dance was a booming success, not that I had anything to compare it to. My sister appeared to be having a great time with her friends. I worried about Blake though. At one point he made eye contact with me. He was uncertain of his surroundings, but also of us. I smiled, hoping to reassure him we were fine. It was a conversation that would eventually have to happen, but not right then.

      I was light-headed and excused myself to go to the bathroom. I couldn’t focus my eyes and was starting to sweat a little. Shane gave me a worried look, but I continued to head toward the bathroom.

      Mr. Mac walked toward me, smiling. “Hey, kid, you’re a little pale. You feeling okay?”

      “Yeah, still just a bit weak, I guess. Who knows how long that’s going to last?”

      “You’ve had quite the year, haven’t you? Well, take it easy.” He frowned at me like my dad did sometimes. Usually when I got caught for going along with whatever bad idea my sister had convinced me of.

      I walked around the corner to the girls’ bathroom. I barely made it inside when I started to pass out. The warm breeze came as I slipped into Aleksander’s arms. I couldn’t see him. My world went black.

      Everything was dark and calm and then I heard a voice, “Aimee, please wake up. Please or I’m taking you back to the hospital. Please wake up.”

      I strained to open my eyes, but focusing took longer than I expected. “Aleksander, you’re here?” I knew the answer, but I needed to be sure I wasn’t dreaming.

      My eyes fuzzed out and then centered on his worried face. “Yeah, I’m here. Just hold on to me. Did you drink anything at the dance?”

      “No. Just the punch the Baptists were guarding. It was clean, trust me. Everyone else is fine. I think it’s my body still.”

      “I can’t stay any longer. I feel the pull already taking me somewhere else. But I can’t leave you sick like this. None of this should have happened.” His voice was thick with emotion. “This is all my fault. I’ve made such a mess.”

      “It’s not your fault. You always make me feel better. Just being near you is enough.” I smiled, trying to reassure him. “I feel like I’m getting sicker except when I’m with you. It’s not you.”

      He closed his eyes and groaned, “Nooooo. Oh no. I’ve done this to you. You’re in organ failure, that’s what’s wrong with you. I am an idiot.”

      “No. No, the doctors said I was fine. My eyes aren’t yellow and my skin isn’t. I have energy, not much, but some. I would be weak and sick all the time if I was in failure.”

      “As long as I’m here, you’re going to feel fine. Only the symptoms are being masked, not the actual problem. Like the headache you had that I took away, I never cured it, only relieved the pain. I’ve been touching you and near you so much it’s masked your illness. We need to get you back now. Your body was probably fine when you left the hospital, but it worsened sometime in the last couple of weeks.“

      “Shit.” I glanced around. “Where are we?”

      He smiled, making my heart skip a few beats. “The beach I took you to the first night.”

      I saw it all clearly, the waves crashing and the sand beneath me. The cool ocean air had cleared my head.

      “I need to go back to the school for a minute. I need to say goodbye to my sister, Shane, and Blake. In case.”

      He bent down and picked me up and then tensed as though he was about to take off again. “I need to take you to the hospital now.”

      “I know what happens to someone who goes into organ failure. I am at least a couple of hours away from a major hospital by helicopter. In this small town, I will be dead by morning. I will be flown to the city the minute I get to the hospital, and once I’m away from you I might not survive. That means I won’t be seeing anyone else for a while or again. I need to tell them I’m okay. They will worry if I don’t, and I can’t explain how I got myself to a hospital. Not without outing you on the weird traveling thing you do. They’ll send out a search party.”

      “Fine.” His jaw tensed and the warm wind came. I leaned into him as much as possible, taking as much of the painkiller from his skin as I could. I didn’t understand the science behind a person giving off a soothing pheromone that stopped pain, but in that moment I didn’t care. I didn’t try to understand, I was too tired. My skin felt like it was in a cold fire and my head was starting to pound so much my eyes burned.

      He walked in through the back door of the school gymnasium and put me down outside the bathroom. “No one but you can see me right now, okay? So don’t talk to me. I will walk with you and keep a hand on you at all times.”

      “Okay.” I sighed.

      As we walked from the hallway he held a hand on my shoulder, making me feel weird. His touch was essential if I wanted to stay upright.

      Shane eyed me oddly. He stood up from the table and walked over frowning. “Hey, you okay? You look sick.” He reached down and picked up my hands. “You’re freezing.”

      “I don’t feel so good.” It was awkward with him touching my hands and Aleksander holding my shoulder, like my love triangle had come to its head. “I’m getting my dad to come get me. I’m sick again. I need to go back to the hospital. Thanks for bringing me here.”

      He leaned down and kissed my cheek. “Thanks for coming with me, Aimee. You’ve made this the best night of my life. I’ll walk you out and come with you.”

      I felt dirty and panicked. “No, that’s okay. Stay and enjoy. He’s waiting for me outside. Seriously, don’t worry. Tell my sister and Blake I went with my dad, okay? I need you to stay and make sure my sister is okay—you know, the rapist.”

      He frowned. “I should come with you. Your dad won’t mind.”

      “Yeah, I know. But he wants me to go with him, just me. He said he wants to talk about something.” I was the worst liar ever. Four-year-olds could be more convincing.

      My stomach twisted with the guilt and lies as Shane’s face filled with disappointment. “Okay. Well, let me walk you out.”

      I didn’t know what else to say, so I turned and started to walk out. The music was at a quiet moment in between songs. Then somewhere in the crowd I heard it.

      The bird squawk ringtone.

      It happened once and then again, just like in the woods. I turned, scouring the room to see Mr. Mac pick his phone out of his pocket and answer it. I eyed his mouth as he was talking, his thin lips moving quietly into the phone. How had I missed how thin his lips were?

      His eyes shot over to me, seeing the recognition on my face. He turned to leave the gym quickly.

      “Shane—it’s Mr. Mac. It’s him! He’s the rapist,” I shouted, pointing. The room began to spin in confusion as Shane ran and tackled the fleeing teacher.

      “You son of a bitch.” He held him facedown on the hard floor and sat on his shoulders, pinning him to the ground.

      Mr. Mac was a strong-looking man, but Shane was markedly imposing standing next to him. Sprawled out on top of him, it was clear Mr. Mac didn’t stand a chance. Shane used to play football and weight lifted. Mr. Mac was a nerd, a fit nerd, but a nerd nonetheless.

      Blake came running over, outraged.

      “No, Blake, it’s him. He did this to me. He is the rapist.”

      “No.” Blake froze in disbelief as his mentor was held on the ground. My sister was already calling for the police officers in the corridors, as were a few others, no doubt. Mrs. Sinclair, our principal, tried to break up the fight. Everyone was attempting to explain the struggle to her, before she helped free the pervert.

      Mr. Mac turned his face and peered up at me. His thin lips curled up into a smile. His always-friendly eyes turned merciless as he watched me. I felt dirty knowing what his intentions had been in the woods that day. His face would haunt my dreams forever. His expression sent a shiver down my spine.

      The warm air filled the space around me and I knew, no matter what, in that moment I was safe from the stalker. Shane turned back toward me to see if I was okay. His worried face ripped my heart out.

      The stress of the moment was more than I could bear, and I shivered with the cold burning in my skin again. I was slipping away.

      I pressed my dad’s number on my cell contact list. “Dad, meet me at the hospital. I’m going there now. I’m fine, just sick.” I ended the call before he could ask questions I didn’t want to answer.

      Aleksander tugged on my shoulder and steered me to the bathroom. In the chaos I got away before anyone noticed me leaving again. He picked me up and ran out the back door as I slipped out of consciousness once more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Eternity is a long time to be dead

        

      

    

    
      “There is no way we can treat her here. The helicopter will arrive in about fifteen minutes. She needs to go to Portland,” a woman spoke.

      “This is just insanity—she was getting better. She was just sleeping a lot. The doctor said she needed a lot of sleep.” My dad was stressed.

      I opened one eye to find Aleksander beside my bed, holding my hand. His eyes were haunted, as if he were seeing a ghost. I took that as a bad sign. The pain was gone completely. I wondered if it was him or drugs preventing me from enduring the brutal agony.

      The hardness of his expression made his face even more tragically beautiful, but like all great works of art, he had a flaw. I could read him like a book. One of us was leaving, either him or me. I just didn’t know which one. Not that it mattered.

      “When?” I whispered so my dad wouldn’t hear.

      Aleksander closed his eyes for a second. “I don’t know. I should already be at my next place, but I can’t leave you. I can fight the urge to leave a while longer, I think.”

      “Will you ever come back?” My whisper cracked under the emotional strain. I wasn’t so sure I was ready to be rid of my guardian angel, not yet.

      “No.” He bit his upper lip. “I don’t know. I shouldn’t.”

      A tear slipped from my tired eyes as I whispered, “Then you should probably go.”

      He gripped my hand harder. “Don’t say that. I love you more than anything. I can’t bear the thought of leaving you, let alone live in a world where you don’t exist.”

      “Just go. Someone else needs you now.”

      He took a step away from me and was across the room in an instant.

      My dad came to my bedside, his eyes puffy and distressed. “Aimes. Hey, kiddo, you’re awake. You’re leaving for Portland here in a minute. How are you feeling?”

      I licked my lips. “Pretty good, just tired.” I peered past my dad to see the older police officer. “Sergeant Williams,” I murmured.

      “Sorry to interrupt.” He walked into the room, closing the door so it was just my dad and him with me. “I just want you to know we have him and it’s airtight. I shouldn’t be saying this, it’s against policy, but the chemistry teacher’s house was full of the stuff to make the drugs. We have everything being sent to the labs to ensure it’s the same, but I know it is. We found a shrine to your friend Giselle, pictures of your sister and Jaime. His handwriting appears to match the love letters too. So I want you to be able to go to the city at peace with this.” His eyes glistened as he put a hand on my dad’s shoulder and squeezed.

      “Thanks.”

      “Take care and I hope you have a speedy recovery. See you around, Don.” The sergeant headed to the door.

      “Thanks.” My dad smiled at him and turned back to me. “Well, at least that part is over.”

      “Yeah,” I said, not sure whether to throw up or go back to sleep.

      The stretcher came as Shane did. He was sexy. He had changed into jeans and a tee shirt that stretched across his chest.

      “Hey.” He smiled nervously as he ran his hands through his hair. “So, Aimes, I think it’s safe to say you are by far the worst prom date—ever.” He knelt at my bedside and kissed my hand. Shane’s face was a mess and his hands trembled when he touched mine.

      “Well, it was my pleasure.” I forced a smile back at him as I stroked the bruising and cuts on his face from overpowering Mr. Mac. “You’re hurt.”

      “No.”

      “They’re taking her now, Shane. Are you coming with me to Portland?” I was stunned my dad had asked him that.

      “Yeah.” Shane continued, “I’ll drive, Mr. James. You look beat.” He never took his eyes off me as he spoke. It was comforting, knowing he would be there for my dad.

      The quiet was broken with the shrill screams of my sister. “Aimee, Aimee!” She was searching for me. No doubt running through the halls of the hospital in her full gown. I could swear I heard her heels clicking. Alise’s face was panic-stricken as she jumped on me, crushing me a little. “Aimes, oh my God. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” I forced a smile as her skinny arms choked me. “I just need to go to the city and get checked out.”

      “Okay.” She gulped a huge breath. “They took Jaime too, this afternoon. I think that son of a bitch should get a life sentence. Or a death sentence.”

      “Alise!” my dad whispered harshly.

      “What?” Alise frowned at him. “Well, I do. He’s nearly killed everyone I love. I can say whatever I want.” Alise started to cry. I wanted to comfort her, but she did the drama so well I could barely watch. She sat motionless on my bed, staring at me with tears running down her perfect face onto her full lips. Her eyes reminded me of molten silver, they were so shiny.

      Blake walked in looking worried and confused. He was obviously still in shock, trying to believe the man he had loved so dearly could be the rapist. I had a hard time believing it myself. I had adored him as a teacher too.

      The ambulance and helicopter people walked into my room, after waiting in the hall to allow my family time to say goodbye. “We can’t wait any longer. Sorry, folks,” one of them said sympathetically.

      My dad kissed my cheek. “See you in a few hours, kiddo.” He stepped back so Alise could have her moment.

      “Aimee, be strong and get better, okay?” She kissed my cheek, leaving sticky lip gloss all over. I rubbed it off, frowning at her, which she ignored and walked into Blake’s arms.

      Blake hugged her and then walked to me. “I miss you in class, Aimes. You need to get better so we can hang out a little more.” He kissed me on the cheek and whispered in my ear, “I love you, Aimes. You’re my best friend.” He stood, wiping his eyes, and sauntered away with Alise, holding an arm around her as she sobbed.

      Shane knelt back at my bedside. “I love you. I’ll bring your dad to the hospital. Don’t worry about him. I will see you in a few hours.” He kissed me on the lips, just brushing them. My eyes flickered to the huge Viking behind him that no one but me could see.

      “See you guys in the city.” I tried to appear healthy.

      They all nodded as I was loaded.

      Aleksander seemed broken but stayed with me as we wheeled out to the helicopter. He climbed onboard, sitting beside me, never taking his eyes off me.

      The new hospital room was a lot bigger with machines everywhere. I was put on dialysis just as Giselle had been, and Jaime was currently. We were all on the same floor but in different rooms. Aleksander stayed beside my bed, still not speaking, which made me nervous. He appeared as though he was struggling to remain with me. I knew he would leave sooner than later.

      “What if I die and become like you?”

      “I’m cursed not dead. Besides, I would never want this for you. Eternity is a long time.” He walked toward me and picked up my frail hand. He frowned. “You will always have my heart, Aimee. You are everything I needed to feel again and every day I thank God we met. I was a shell for hundreds of years and you’ve awakened my soul again. But there is no way I would deny you the freedom of the afterlife.”

      “Are there others like you?” I asked, staring up at the ceiling. I didn’t want to hear his declarations of love.

      “Yeah, some things close to what I am,” he spoke quietly.

      “Have you met them?” I asked, treading carefully. I wanted him to answer.

      “Yeah.”

      “Tell me something, Aleksander. Something you don’t want to. Just one thing and I won’t ask any more questions.” My throat was hurting from the amount of tears that had sat in it for hours.

      A dark figure appeared in the doorway, interrupting us.

      “What are you doing here?” Aleksander was off the bed within a second and pinning a dark-haired man against the wall.

      “Easy.” The man laughed, holding his hands in the air. “So, she can see you now, Brother? Interesting. What did you do to make that happen?” He was British. He didn’t sound or resemble Aleksander, but he called him Brother.

      “Get out and leave her alone.” Aleksander pointed at the hall.

      “Did you offer her immortality to save her life just yet?” the man asked. His dark eyes were unbearable to look at, and yet I couldn’t turn away. He had the blackest eyes ever, as if his pupils were the only things there, no irises. He was shorter than Aleksander, but not by much. And not that it mattered. Something about the way he stood commanded respect. Not because he was old; he wasn’t. I would guess twenty-five at most. His confidence contradicted his dimples. He dressed differently from people I knew. Aleksander and all my other friends always looked like they were going backpacking. The dark-haired man was wearing khakis with a white long-sleeve dress shirt open casually at the neck. He seemed as if he should be on a beach somewhere, or he had come here from a vacation, without any time to change. His dark hair was in a funky style, spikey and shiny.

      The man winked at me and the two of them were gone. I was alone with a million more questions and the deep feeling of betrayal.

      Aleksander hadn’t offered me immortality. He hadn’t even tried to save me. He accepted my illness and possible death, rather than bear the thought of me with him for the rest of his life. I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t need to say anything. He’d said it all.

      Eternity was a long time.

      Clearly too long to take me with him.

      I sat on my bed alone and frustrated when Jaime walked in. She looked amazing. Her face was healthy again, not sallow and gaunt like mine. She smiled brightly at me.

      “Jaime.” I was hopeful. If she had improved that much from the dialysis, maybe I would be on the mend too. Then I could go back to Shane and forget all about this.

      “Hey.” Her eyes were a little different, sparkly maybe. “How are you feeling?”

      “Not so good. You look good though.”

      She sat on my bed. “Yeah, I finally feel great. I think that last bit of meds really just did me in. I’m finally better.”

      “They caught him. It was Mr. Mac.”

      “No way. Him?”

      “I know, right? He was always so nice to me.”

      She scowled. “Not me. He was a dick to me. Once he kicked me out of class and when we were in the hall, he yelled at me. He told me to stop dressing like a slut unless I wanted to be treated like one. He said I deserved to be treated like a slut.” Her face grew sad for a moment.

      “Don’t believe anything he said. He’s a criminal and a pervert. Have you seen Giselle?”

      “Yeah. She got her kidney transplant notification. It’s on, as soon as they get the organ here. She’s looking pretty bad right now.”

      “I’m glad.” I smiled. “At least she’s getting the transplant. That’s fantastic news.”

      “Yeah.”

      Aleksander unexpectedly walked through the doorway, glancing nervously at Jaime as he brushed past her.

      Jaime smiled at him. “Are you with him?”

      “No. She’s not.” Aleksander answered calmly, but his eyes were screaming at me.

      “Oh.” She sighed. “Okay, well I guess I better go back to my room, so he knows where to find me.”

      Confusion had me spinning in circles. “You can see him?” I asked Jaime.

      “Yeah.” She laughed. “I’m surprised you can though. I don’t think that’s a very good sign.”

      “Why?” I turned to Aleksander and waited for some kind of answer, but he offered nothing. As usual.

      The dark-haired man walked back in the doorway. He grinned at Jaime briefly but then focused on me. I was uncomfortable with his eyes on me. It was like he was undressing me, even in my weak and dying state. He stood behind Aleksander who was also watching me intently.

      Jaime walked from the room, squeezing past them both. She turned back to me. “I hope you make it, Aimes. Say goodbye to your sister for me.” She walked out of the room, leaving me with the two men and no clue what was going on. I had a guess, but it was not realistic. “Is. She. Dead?” The words sounded empty as they left my lips.

      Aleksander nodded. He seemed as if he wanted to speak but never did.

      I started to cry. “She died.” My statement made me feel worse. “If she died then I—” I stopped myself before I could say it.

      He was across the room in one long step. “No, you won’t die like her. The dialysis is already helping and there is hope of a kidney. Giselle is getting hers as soon as it gets here.” His eyes were trying to hypnotize me, but I was too scared to buy into it.

      “The odds of two kidneys showing up are slim to none. And we will both likely need livers too. We’re in organ failure. I’m not an idiot. Who are you?” I asked the guy leaning against the far wall, still watching me intently.

      He grinned. “I am Aleks’ brother.”

      “You’re cursed to help people too?” I whispered.

      “No.” He laughed. “Not so much, love. I am sort of the opposite of Aleks here.”

      “Aleks?” I frowned, using his nickname for the first time. “Care to explain?”

      “He’s a dark angel.” He bit his lip.

      “Like a demon?” I couldn’t believe I was saying that.

      “Yeah.” Aleks looked back at him. “I like to think of him that way.”

      “Is everything true? Is there a tooth fairy and goblins as well?” I was overwhelmed as tears streamed down my cheeks.

      “No.” The demon shook his head. “Pretty sure the tooth fairy is a fairy tale. Goblins are rather hard to find nowadays.”

      “I don’t care.” I scoffed and grabbed a tissue to wipe my face. “This is bullshit. I am sick and dying. My friend has just died, my other friend is waiting for a transplant, and here you both are—an immortal not-quite-angel and an immortal demon—hanging out in my room. You immortals really feel the need to be here to rub your immortality in my face?” I didn’t make eye contact with either of them.

      When Aleks tried to touch me, I pulled away. I winced as the arm I jerked had my IV in it. The stabbing pain of the needle caused me to shake as I pulled it into my chest to protect it.

      The pain was more than I could take. I lost it.

      “I hate you.” Hatred burned in my eyes as I glared at Aleks. “My father is going to lose everything because of you. I will never have children to tell about my mom. She will never live on in their memories. I will never go to college. I will never fall into a love so deep that it can’t be cured. I will never get married and have someone believe in me, us. I’m dying because you didn’t do a very good job as my guardian angel. This is your fault. You could have told me about Mr. Mac and spared Jaime her death. Everything is your fault. I hate you and I want you to go away and never come back.” Tears spilled down my cheeks as pain ripped me apart. The heart monitors started to go wild, making all kinds of noise.

      His bright blue eyes filled with tears as he walked out the doorway.

      Nurses came running past him with needles and stethoscopes. The demon still standing in the doorway bothered me. He had a smugness as if he’d enjoyed what he’d seen.

      But then everything went black, not like I was sleeping, just blind.

      A dark voice taunted me, “Aimee, Aimee.”

      Hearing my name I struggled to get my eyes open. I managed to open one and focused it on the face of the stranger.

      “There you are. Right, first thing’s first. Your family is nearly here which will be bad timing. I have something to give you that will help you through this. But it needs to happen before you die or it won’t work.” His English accent made me happy. He sounded like Wallace from Wallace and Gromit. I didn’t know what he was talking about. Struggling with the other eye, I finally got it open as well. I blinked, focusing on him.

      “You’re young. You could be my age but you talk older,” I whispered, not sure if it had been out loud or not.

      “And you’re incredibly high right now.” He nodded shamelessly. “Try to focus. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “No. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “There.” He pointed to the doorway. “In about thirty minutes your family is going to walk through that door and then it will be too late to save you.”

      Still confused I closed my eyes again. I was so tired. “I don’t care. I’m exhausted. I just want to sleep.”

      “But do you want to live, Aimee?” His words burned through me and my mind screamed, Yes.

      I opened my eyes again, fighting to stay awake. “Yes.”

      “Okay then. You need to do something. It will hurt. Not right away but eventually it will.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Why?” He narrowed his gaze.

      “I feel like we’ve met before, like in a dream or something.”

      He dragged a hand down the side of my cheek, lingering too long, but I was too tired to fight him. “Dorian, my love. My name is Dorian.”

      “Dorian,” I whispered back, certain I’d heard it before.

      “Now the important parts of this are as follows: You need to bite the inside of your mouth and make it bleed. I will do the same. We will then kiss and my blood will mix with yours in your mouth and you will swallow it.”

      “Yeah, that’s not going to happen.” I scoffed with the last of my energy.

      He glanced at the doorway. “Before Aleks changes his mind and comes back to stop this, you need to do it.”

      I thought for a moment. “Will I die?”

      “Yes. It’s a death of sorts. You’ll be just like Aleks—live forever and that sort of nonsense. But first, you need to do as I say. The window is passing rapidly.”

      “Okay.” I panicked, not sure what I was getting myself into. I bit down on my lip as hard as I could but it didn’t bleed, only stung. “Ow.” I cringed in pain and took a deep breath.

      “Let me.” He leaned in, took my lip in his, kissing me softly and then biting down sharply.

      “Shit!” I winced as blood streamed into my mouth.

      He did the same to himself without even flinching. He smiled wickedly and bent his beautiful face down to mine once more. A trace of dark liquid seeped through the crease of his closed lips. It reminded me of molasses and made me want to throw up. Instead, I let him kiss me again.

      It was intense. His lips moved quickly and hungrily into mine, his tongue flicking into my mouth at first and then driving in farther. He grabbed the back of my head and pulled me into the kiss.

      I wanted to be repulsed but something about him was drawing me in. I let myself be taken by the kiss. Our mouths moved like wild animals. It was as if we couldn’t get enough of each other. He grabbed the hair at the back of my head and pulled my face from his. His lips were covered in a mixture of his black blood and my red. His mouth had tasted of the rust from me and a sweet musk from him.

      I exhaled as he held my face back from his. He was still pulling my hair, and oddly enough I didn’t mind.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “I wish we had more time to explore just how you’re going to be a problem for me. Unfortunately, your dad will be here in about twenty-eight minutes.”

      Fighting the urge to arch my back and slither farther into his embrace, I asked, “Would I have died by the time my dad got here? Is that why you rushed this?”

      “Yes. You would have, but my blood will heal everything, just as it will take everything. You’ll be better in a few hours. But you’ll change over the course of the next couple of days. It’s enough time to get you out of here before then.”

      As he finished the sentence I felt it. I did feel better, stronger. I stared down at my hand where the IV was and frowned. It was annoying me, like my skin was trying to heal over it.

      “When you see Aleks tell him he owes me, a lot. He owes the Roses.” His emphasis on lot scared me, as did the dark, sinister glower on his face.

      Things were different inside me. A hot wave of healing rushed through my body. I wasn’t sick.

      “Dorian—” I started but he groaned and cut me off.

      “I do love it when you say my name.”

      “Creepy. Can I ask you something?”

      “Anything.”

      “I don’t understand Aleks. He has powers, he kind of flies, he can be invisible, and he will live forever, but he won’t tell me how he became this way. He said a werewolf or shape shifter killed him before it was his time. What does that mean?”

      Dorian wiped his mouth and then mine. He was extra careful with my lips as he wiped them. “It means just that.” He exhaled loudly and continued, “Exactly that. A shape shifter killed him.”

      “It makes no sense. Is my mom off doing that job now because a shifter killed her?”

      His eyes sparkled like the stars in the night sky as his lip twitched into a smile. “Well, surely you know the part about his dad? Whenever his father kills someone, Aleks is responsible for the family. Like punishment for his father’s sins, he must heal the family. It’s a way to ensure he suffers all his life, blah, blah, blah.”

      “What?” I was frozen. “His dad killed my mom?”

      “Of course he did.” He wrinkled his nose. “I guess Aleks left that little chestnut out. Awkward. Well, I’m sure you’ll want to ask him about it when you see him next.” He was obviously pleased with what he had caused inside me and clapped his hands together. “On that lovely note, your dad is early, therefore I will leave you for a while. I’ll be back so don’t fret, I won’t let you change alone.” He left quickly, before I could ask what he meant by the statement.

      My dad came rushing in seconds later. “Aimee, oh thank God. You’re still awake.”

      I frowned at him. “Yeah, why?” My dad’s face made me sad. Had my mom had an affair with Aleks’ dad? How had he been involved in her death? Maybe I didn’t want to know this story.

      He shrugged. “Oh, uhm, no reason. We just thought you’d be sleeping.”

      I glanced to Shane who came into the room directly after my father, looking relieved as well. “Did the doctors tell you I would be in a coma before you made it here?”

      Shane nodded behind my lying dad’s shaking head. “No, kiddo. How are you feeling?”

      “Really good.” Hope built up in my dad’s eyes and then extinguished. “Well, you’ve had that before. It might be the dialysis. Has a doctor been by to see you?”

      “No. Not recently.” I remembered the attack I had had before.

      “You look better.” Shane came and sat on my bed, holding my hand. I licked my lips, smelling him—he smelled delicious. Something about him made me hungry for something I couldn’t explain.

      I was disgusted with myself. I was becoming a super slut. Something about all the guys in my life was making my hormones go crazy. I chalked it up to inactive sexuality for too many years. Mine had been released late and was desperate to catch up.

      “Where’s Alise? She didn’t come?” I asked, trying to divert my thoughts from kissing Shane and thinking about Aleks or worse, Dorian.

      “No.” My dad slumped. “She isn’t taking the news well.”

      Shane shot my dad a look. My dad’s face flushed as he stumbled over his words, “You know, of you being sick.”

      They were speaking of Jaime’s death. “It’s okay, Dad, I know. I know she passed. She came and said goodbye.” I had said it before I thought about it.

      My dad frowned. “You saw her?”

      “Yeah. In a dream. I had an episode a few hours ago and dreamed of her. She said goodbye. I just knew.”

      “A dream?”

      “Yup.” I smiled as my eyes wandered out into the hall. I hoped to see Aleks, but he never came back. I wanted answers more than I wanted anything. Well, except to touch Shane and pull our clothes off, possibly rubbing our naked skin against each other. I blushed, trying hard to focus on the anger and worry and the other things I was facing.
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          Never trust anyone with obsidian eyes, just saying

        

      

    

    
      I wanted to go back to sleep, but for some reason I wasn’t tired anymore. The doctor came in and took my vitals. “Wow, you really are taking to the dialysis. I have to be honest, your prognosis was fairly dismal.”

      My dad had fallen asleep in the chair next to my bed and Shane was passed out on the bed for parents.

      “That’s great news. How’s Giselle?”

      “Good.” The doctor continued, “The donor liver will be here in about five hours and then she too will be on the road to recovery. What a horrific experience you young ladies have had. I heard they caught him. Your science teacher?”

      “Yeah.” My eyes dragged to the doctor’s lips. I contemplated them on mine for half a second before I stopped myself.

      What the heck was I thinking?

      The blood I’d swapped with Dorian must have had some side effect from his being a dirty pervert who kissed just like an angel. I didn’t know him but it made sense for his blood to be an aphrodisiac. No one kissed like that.

      “Well, I’m running your blood again and then we will do another ultrasound and an X-ray. Then if things are improving, we will consider doing another biopsy.” He wrote on his clipboard and walked out of the room.

      Another biopsy? I hadn’t realized they had done one already.

      I was starting to believe I was completely better, when Dorian quietly walked back into the room. He looked menacing as he stood in my doorway. “Ready?”

      “Maybe. Do I have to leave now?”

      “Of course.”

      “Like leave them?” I turned my gaze to my dad.

      “Unless you want them dead.”

      “What?” I frowned and wondered why he would threaten them. “Are you going to hurt them?”

      “That’s not my gig, love. It might have been but rules are rules. What I’m saying is I’m sure you don’t want to hurt them.”

      “I would hurt them?”

      “Yes. You would kill them and love every second of it.”

      “Oh.” I gulped. “How do I leave without them becoming suspicious?”

      “Easy.” He grinned ominously. “Leave that little detail to me.”

      “I don’t want them to think I’m dead—my dad can’t take any more death.”

      “They’ll think you’re safe. Now we need to be on our way, so let me handle this.” He strolled over, running his fingers up my arm to my IV. He flashed a dirty smile as he slid it out and turned the machines off. He pulled the monitors off me. His warm fingers brushed along my neckline and skin, touching more than necessary to remove the pads. He eyed me as if I were a snack and raised one side of his mouth. “You’re sexy, Aimee. Do you know that?”

      “No.” I was mesmerized by his beautiful obsidian eyes.

      He bent down close to my face. I could almost taste the musk on his breath. “You’re a lucky girl that I need to get going or I would lock you away and savor a hundred years of alone time.” His words made me weak as I got lost in the dark pools of obsidian staring back at me. His eyes held my reflection like perfect mirrors.

      Taking one last look, he turned away and walked to my dad. He touched his arm and woke him gently. “Mr. James, I need to speak to you.”

      Nerves built in me as my dad stirred slowly, finally waking up. He stared up at Dorian and frowned. “Who are you?”

      “I’m your daughter’s specialist. We are transferring her to another hospital. She’ll be fine, but she needs to go and heal alone in this hospital. You must go home and tell everyone she is on the mend. She just needs some rest. The hospital is in California. It’s a secret celebrity hospital.” I sneered at Dorian and waited for my dad to laugh in his face.

      My dad nodded like a zombie. “Oh, okay. That’s great news. Thank you, Doctor.”

      My chin hit the floor as Dorian closed my dad’s eyes. “Go back to sleep.” My dad fell back into a deep sleep in his chair. Dorian’s powers were scary, there was no doubt about it.

      He turned around and held his arms out. “See, that’s how it’s done. So easy to mess with their tiny brains.”

      “He doesn’t have a tiny brain.” I frowned. “My dad’s a genius.”

      “Fascinating. Even with his brainpower, he doesn’t stand a chance against me. Watch this one with the doctor.” He smiled like a kid showing off his new toy. He stepped out of the room and into the hall, tapping my doctor on the shoulder as he walked past. “Doctor, I am a specialist from California. I am taking the lovely Miss James to my hospital where she will recover. Tell everyone it’s fine that she left with me. She is going somewhere to heal and be okay. Get rid of any records and fill in the blanks you need to so that no questions are asked. If anyone ever calls and asks about her, tell them you have received word she is doing better every day.”

      The doctor nodded as my dad had. “That’s fantastic. I will tell everyone.”

      “And lastly”—Dorian laughed—“go wank off in the supply cupboard, thinking about me.”

      “Of course.” The doctor walked away smiling a weird smile.

      “You’re the devil, aren’t you?” I swallowed hard.

      “Why do you say devil with such a negative connotation?” He gave me a hurt look. “Does it really matter at this point? I’m your only salvation, devil or not.”

      “Can you just be serious?”

      “I’m always serious, Aimee.”

      “Whatever.” I climbed off the bed and went to Shane. I bent down and inhaled the sea air on his skin and kissed his cheek. “I love you, Shane.” It was true. With the option of being with him removed from the table, I was devastated. He had never lied to me, he had never wanted anything but to be with me, and he had never done anything but love me. I didn’t know what to do except leave him a note. Goodbye would be impossible. He loved me; he actually loved me enough to not let me go.

      

      Shane,

      I’ve been taken to a special hospital that is offering me the best treatment. It’s exactly what I need to heal. I am excited for you to join the police force and become a police officer. You’re an amazing person and I will love you forever. No matter how this ends, know that I too have loved you since grade two.

      I loved you when you started to bring an extra huge lunch every day to share with Nathan Anders. You knew he was poor and never had food and you conned your mom into bigger lunches so you could feed him. You pretended she just packed big lunches and you couldn’t eat it all.

      I loved you in grade eight when you were riding your bike past my mom and she had a flat tire and you changed it. She had no clue how to do it. She told me you did it. You never told anyone about it.

      I loved you in eleventh grade, when the Smith girl got sick with cancer and you started that change jar at your parents’ store to raise money. It was to help pay for the medical bills. You acted like it was your parents’ idea, but your mom told my mom it was yours. I know you raised twenty-five thousand dollars for them over the course of that summer and never even asked for recognition.

      You’re the most amazing man in the world and you will be the most amazing police officer. I can’t wait to see it.

      I’ll call you when I’m strong enough.

      Love always, and by that I mean—I love you, Shane Bagley,

       

      Aimee xoxo

       

      It broke my heart to write the letter. I folded it and put it in his pocket. He needed to know how I felt.

      Between him and my sleeping father I spent a second leaving a soft kiss on both their cheeks and taking one last inhale of them.

      Before I walked out of the hospital room, I looked at my dad one last time. I didn’t know what kind of danger I could become to my family, but Dorian was right; I wouldn’t risk them. I left my heart in the room as I followed Dorian’s darkness down the hall.

      We stopped only to check in on Giselle. She was asleep and completely yellow with jaundice. I glanced over at Dorian for a moment and waited for him to answer the question burning in my eyes.

      He frowned. “Yeah, she’ll be fine.” He watched her sleep, no doubt thinking all sorts of unsavory things.

      He didn’t linger. He turned away from Giselle’s room and walked down the hall to the big elevator doors. I trailed behind him in my gown.

      “Uhh, am I going to change?”

      “I thought we covered this. Yes.”

      “No.” I frowned at him. “Clothes, idiot.”

      He laughed. “You’re sort of awful, aren’t you? Not fun and flirty as I imagined when Aleks told me about you. Yes, my dear, I have this all worked out, so please stop worrying.”

      We entered the elevator and I wondered about Aleks. “Where did Aleks go?” I asked after a few moments.

      Dorian shrugged, completely disinterested. “To cool off, I imagine. He’s free now so he will want to figure out the next step.”

      I gasped. “You freed him? From his curse? How?”

      “You freed him, love. Not me. I enslaved him.”

      I stepped right into his face—well, chest. He was a stone-cold killer. I knew it the second I looked into his eyes. But I didn’t flinch as I thought I would. “Enslaved him how? If you—”

      He pushed me roughly up against the wall of the elevator. “You’ll what, little girl? Kill me?”

      He burst into laughter and bent down to my face, his gaze dropping to my cleavage.

      I snapped my fingers in front of his face. “Hey, stop that. Does your brain function on any setting beyond sex?”

      He eyed me as if I were a bug he could squash and leaned in very close. “No, this is my only setting.” He kissed my neck, dragging his coarse whiskers across my sensitive skin.

      “Stop.” I tried to push him away, but I had nowhere near the strength to make an attempt at him. He ran his hands up my sides and pressed hard on my right side, making me wince.

      “You’ll do exactly as I ask. I have gone out on a huge limb for you, Aimee. Be grateful.” His cold gaze lifted to mine as his hands moved from my sides and into my hair. He pulled forcefully on the back of my head. “This is our floor,” he spoke, hovering above my face and then releasing me. He stepped off the elevator calmly as I stood shaking. I was scared of him in every way possible.

      Why had Aleks left me to suffer at his hand?

      I started to walk off the elevator when an idea hit me. The elevator dinged and I stepped back on as the doors began to close.

      Dorian looked back in a panic as the gap in the doors lessened. I pressed every button after three floors and decided to get off at the first stop, three floors above us. I needed clothes. I felt stronger than I had in a while, but he could poof around the hospital and find me. So I had to be smarter than he was.

      I hoped there were at least a few limitations to his abilities.

      Panic filled me as I stepped off the elevator and peered around. I was on some kind of surgery floor. I crept along silently, checking behind me and in front of me in an alarmed state.

      While I didn’t know where I was going, I figured he would go back to my previous floor. I assumed that was the fifth floor which Giselle was on previously.

      Worriedly, I walked like I was sick, limping in case I ran into someone. My heart raced as I scanned the floor, hoping to come up with a plan to solve my situation. I didn’t know where to go, but I needed to stay away from my family. I didn’t even know why.

      My only guess was that I would turn into Dorian. I would soon be a destructive force to be reckoned with. Something with no heart or care.

      It scared me, not knowing what to expect. In the back of my mind I also assumed Aleks would find me. Whether I wanted to see him again or not.

      A door was ajar in the hallway up ahead. Nervous of Dorian jumping out from behind the small slit in the open door and killing me, I pushed it open carefully.

      The room was a supply closet full of things I desperately needed. I stepped in and turned on the light as I closed the door. I peeked through the crack as I closed it.

      Moving as fast as I could, I changed into surgery scrubs, a mask, a cap, and booties. I tripled my booties to appear as if I had shoes. Plus, they would help if I ended up walking outside. Three booties would be better than one.

      While I didn’t feel smarter than Dorian, since he’d likely been around since the dawn of time, I was smarter than the average teenager. Which meant he would underestimate me.

      Scared to leave the confines of the closet, I sat down on the floor for a while, wondering if he could find me with a smell, or if he was able to poof to wherever I was.

      Interrupting the worry, my stomach growled like it was hungry but there was a subtle discomfort in there too, as if I had food poisoning.

      My brain naturally led me down that path to the one question I would have to find out the hard way on my own: would I still poo?

      Never had I met a public toilet I enjoyed so the idea of being on the run and shitting anywhere but home was not a pleasant one.

      I couldn’t run into my family without ruining Dorian’s excuse as to where I was. I couldn’t run into Shane without having him drag me back to the hospital bed. I definitely couldn’t run into Dorian without him doing horrid things to me and possibly hurting me in ways I might never heal from. I shivered, remembering his assault in the elevator. I slowly opened the door and peeked out into the quiet and empty hall.

      Being bored and stressed in a supply closet wasn’t good for my imagination. I wondered what I would eat if I was a threat to Shane. If I would be like Aleks and need regular food every now and then to be strong, or if like Dorian I ate something else. I wasn’t sure why I was certain Dorian didn’t eat food. The black blood told me he was not exactly functioning inside quite the same way Aleks was. Truth be told though, I had never seen Aleks bleed. It was possible he was full of molasses as well.

      The molasses thought was when I knew I’d stayed in the closet too long. I forced myself to step out into the hall and hurry down the emergency stairs toward the bottom floor. I crept down all the floors as fast as I could until I got to the boiler room.

      There was steam blowing out of a vent of sorts between the door and me. My bravery was coming to a head as I neared the door. That would be the moment in a scary movie worth its salt, where the bad guy would show up. He would smash me in the head with one of the pipes in the room and drag me behind the boilers to maul me. Or even worse, he would carry my limp body out in a garbage bag, whereupon I would end up in a hole in his basement like Silence of the Lambs.

      My heart raced as I scared the ever-loving crap out of myself while still forcing my feet to move like a rat’s, scurrying along the floor. I looked both ways as the safety of my wall ended, and I nearly dove out the door when I saw no one there.

      The light from outside blinded me as I made my way up the concrete staircase from the basement. The drizzle of the rain and cars parked all around told me I was probably in the staff parking area. I ran from the building, not even looking. My feet pushed off the cement, driving me out into the parking lot.

      When I got to the vehicles, I stopped running and began walking amongst them. I walked until I finally found an unlocked car and climbed inside, taking a breather and sanity check.

      I needed to be as far away from there as I could get. I searched the car for money and found about twelve dollars in change along with a pair of black ballet-styled flats in half a size too small. Not being picky, I squeezed my feet into them. In the back I found a blue fleece which obviously belonged to someone bigger than me. I pulled it on over my scrubs to hide the top of them at least. I felt guilty for stealing her things and imagined the owner of the car loved the fleece. I wished I didn’t need to take her stuff, but it was life and death. I hoped if she were there, she would have helped me under the circumstances. I locked her car. It was the least I could do.

      Huddled in my new fleece, I continued passing the cars, hoping to find at least one more of them open. It was tough going and security nearly saw me once, but I ducked behind a large SUV and hid for a while. I finally found another open car which had thirty dollars in it and some granola bars in the dash. I stole a hair tie, ditched the cap and mask, and locked the car door before I ran from the parking lot into an alley around the corner.

      Pushing away the horrible feeling of vulnerability, I convinced myself I was going to be okay. Everything would be okay.

      He wasn’t going to find me.

      I looked like a nurse getting off work, not a girl who should be dying from organ failure.

      When I got to the bus stop, I boarded the bus that was there and started to breathe again when we drove off. I didn’t feel completely safe until I crossed the center of the city, on my way to the north. I had examined the bus when I boarded, but also when it came time for people to get off and on. I hadn’t seen Dorian anywhere, but I didn’t know what he was capable of.

      I watched out the window as my bus made its way to the main transit stop. There I could switch buses and board one for home. I didn’t know what to do, but my best chance of survival was in a place I was comfortable.

      When the forty-two dollars ran out, I was hours from home at a random bus stop. I locked myself in a bathroom stall, where I sat and slowly ate my granola bar. I wasn’t hungry, but I wasn’t sure how I would get home or when I would eat again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Am I a believer or a wanderer? Does it matter?

        

      

    

    
      According to Google Maps, a person can drive from the bus stop I was stranded at to my town in around three hours and walk it in about two days. I, however, reacted rather well to Dorian’s demon blood and was able to do it in one day. I shaved a bit of time off by running as much as I could. I rarely sweated or got hungry, and I didn’t have to use the bathroom. Which answered the question of random bathroom pooping.

      My feet never really hurt, although I wore shoes that were too small, and I didn’t need to sleep, not even a little. I didn’t know what to say about that. I likened myself to one of the Terminators. I walked past the sign for our town and sighed a small measure of relief.

      Port Mackenzie was my safe haven in that crazy moment. I walked into town seeing the gas station and knew I had to be very careful. Everyone in town knew me. I didn’t know where to go but decided my own house would be a great place to start.

      I crept along backyards, keeping my head down until finally reaching our street. I snuck through the backyards of my neighbors until I reached our fence and climbed over it, again surprised by the strength I seemed to be able to muster. I landed in my backyard just as the sky turned dark. Our house was dark inside. Not a single light was left on.

      I wondered where my sister was, where my dad was, but mostly where Dorian was.

      Would he sit in my house and wait for me to come home?

      Did he know where I lived?

      Was he holding my dad and Shane hostage until I came to get them? Or would it be rescue them?

      Would he tell them what I had become?

      Or would they be dangling from a bridge somewhere, expecting me to save them with my new super strength?

      I moved stealthily across the grass to the back door where the hidden key was. I unlocked it and crept inside but didn’t turn any lights on. Instead, I stood there and smelled the air for a second. I was home. My heart was racing, but I couldn’t help but enjoy the moment.

      Then I grabbed a drink of water, even though I hadn’t realized I was desperately thirsty. I’d gulped back three huge glasses before I had to pee. I ran to the toilet, assuming it was what life was like for Aleks, doing what he needed when he got the chance. I flushed and ran upstairs to my room to open the bag with my mom’s nightgown so I could take deep breaths. I savored the smell and then put the bag back. I would return for it when I had a place and a plan.

      “Mom,” I whispered, glancing around and wishing Aleks would show up. Then I could get the answers I needed about my mom’s death.

      Quietly I cursed Dorian under my breath as I grabbed a crayon from my art set and opened the window to my bedroom. In light yellow crayon, I wrote on the outside windowpane.

      

      I need to see you. Come find me! Check at the beach.

      

      He would see it and know I needed him. I picked out two changes of my usual black clothes and stuffed them into my beach backpack along with a few key items no one would miss. I jumped into the shower and rinsed myself in the dark, not turning any lights on. It was by far the scariest shower I’d ever had.

      I expected Dorian or a knife or something to come through the glass door at any second. Before he did, I was clean, dressed, and ready to go fifteen minutes after arriving home.

      I grasped the ball cap my gran had bought me a few summers before and stuffed it on my head, tucking my long hair through the back to make a ponytail.

      When I locked the house and ran out to the back fence, I paused, unsure of where to go next. Night had fully set in and enveloped the world in darkness. I was grateful for the moonless night as I ran through the woods at the back of our property. I ran until I reached Shane’s house.

      His truck was there but that meant nothing. My dad had taken his truck to Portland with Shane. I carefully slipped in around the back of the house, noting it was as dark as my own. Frustrated, I didn’t know what to do. My energy levels were high and I felt fine, but how long did I have? I hadn’t gone through the change yet. I didn’t know anything.

      I glanced over at the forest that Shane had carried me from twice. It had only been a few days since I was on my deathbed and here I was, feeling stronger than I ever had and yet still dying.

      Or was I?

      Maybe my body had reacted badly to the demon blood, and instead of immortality, I had just healed and gotten strong. Maybe I would be fine and could just go on with my regular life. Perhaps I wouldn’t be a threat to anyone.

      I wondered if God just felt sorry for me for all the shitty things that had happened and he was giving me a mulligan.

      Instead of leaving, I sat down on the back steps of his deck, pondering life and choices. I gazed back at the grass and vaguely remembered how it had felt to lie with Shane under the stars and the way he had looked at me. I loved him. No matter what had happened with Aleks, I couldn’t get Shane out of my mind or heart. The distance from Aleks seemed to allow me the clarity to realize the lure was lust, rather than love. He seemed to have that effect on all women.

      A vehicle pulled into the driveway as I heard men’s voices and car doors closed and opened.

      I paused, listening.

      “Okay. Well, thank you, Shane. I’m sure she’s fine. Like I said, the doctor seemed to be convinced she needed to go there.” My dad’s voice filled the yard.

      “Shit,” I whispered and then stopped breathing, realizing I had nowhere to run except the stalker woods, but they scared the life out of me. I sat very still, hoping I would have a few seconds at least to hide.

      “I know, Mr. James. I’m really bummed about it. I just can’t believe I never got to say goodbye.” Shane’s voice was full of emotion. He sounded crushed.

      “She knows you love her, kiddo. Good luck on your test, son, and if I hear from her, I will call you right away.” My dad used his nickname for me on him. It warmed and broke my heart simultaneously.

      “Thanks, sir. Have a good sleep,” Shane called out. His front door closed and I jumped up and ran around the side of the house where the garage was. I froze, hearing him inside the house and then opening the back deck door.

      “Hello, are you there?” he asked.

      I glanced back, not moving. How did he know I was there?

      “Oh okay, yeah. My cell does that too.” He laughed and I breathed a sigh of relief, still not moving as he talked on the phone. He was one corner of the house away from me.

      I crept along the side to the front of the house and stood in front of the garage.

      “Yeah.” He continued talking, “I need to know where in California is the clinic that does celebrity liver treatments. I know it sounds stupid. But a friend of mine is there, and I just want to know the name of it. Thanks. Yeah, just call this number and leave a message if I’m not here. Thanks, man. I need to find her.”

      Dorian hadn’t been prepared for how much Shane loved me. Shane wouldn’t stop until he found me. My heart broke. What had I done?

      I considered just revealing myself to Shane and letting the cards fall where they may. The only problem was that I wasn’t sure what I would become, and I didn’t want him to get hurt.

      A small part of me wondered if he’d still want me or love me if he knew I was changing in a supernatural way. I didn’t even believe it yet, so he definitely wouldn’t.

      What if he ended things between us? I didn’t want to push the envelope. I decided to leave his yard and find somewhere else to haunt until I was sure what I would be.

      I walked for a long time, keeping my head down as cars drove past. My brain was stuck thinking about the way things had played out. There were definitely a few things I had to take responsibility for. It hadn’t all been bad luck. Drinking with Giselle because I had humiliated myself with Blake was stupid.

      I’d been the girl who spent my entire high school career preparing for college and then blew it in the last four months with some drinking.

      My feet stopped when I got to a fork in the road. It was the physical representation of my existence. Left and I left town. Right and I went back.

      My heart tugged right but my brain whispered, What if? I needed to face the fact I was homeless.

      I knew which way I wanted to go, but I needed to be smarter than that.

      But I wasn’t.

      I turned, walking carefully in the direction I wanted to go.

      As I approached his driveway I slowed to a crawl and silently rounded the corner of the house. I opened the door to the garage with the lock code and slipped through into the hallway. Not making any noise I walked to the stairs to the basement and then crept down them.

      In the faint glow of the computer screen in the far corner, Blake played World of Warcraft. I snuck along, trying not to scare him or wake his parents if they were even home, which they hardly ever were. They were lucky he was a calm kid because with the amount of free time he had, he could have been doing all kinds of unsavory things without any hindrance.

      He sat hunched over the game, headphones on. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but I could hear the low hum of talking. I plopped myself down on his leather couch and watched for a moment, missing the feeling of being lost in the game and such trivial things.

      He must have gotten the eerie sense someone was watching him because he sat very still for a second and then turned slowly. Seeing me sitting on his couch, he responded, “Hey, Aimes.” He immediately went back to his game, not registering I shouldn’t be in his house.

      It took a full minute before he turned again, obviously scared to move as if I might be a ghost coming to say my goodbyes. Nervously, he swung around, peeking at me. “Aimes?”

      “Hey.” I waved at him.

      “Hey.” He smiled but it wasn’t the peaceful one he had given moments before. Instead, it was tense which made me laugh. “You okay?” he spoke carefully, not getting up from the chair.

      “Yeah.” I wanted to cry with relief.

      He removed his headphones and looked at me. “For real?”

      “Maybe.” I chewed my lower lip. I couldn’t hold back the dam of emotions. It burst free and I lost control.

      “Oh my God!” He rushed to my side, holding me. “How did you get here?” He wrapped around me, squeezing the life out of me.

      “I ran away.” I cried in sheets, like the cold coastal rain.

      It poured out in sobs and heaves.

      I had lost it.

      “Why?” His shirt was getting soaked where I cried and left different forms of my bodily fluids on it.

      “I got scared. I didn’t know where else to go.”

      “Scared of what? Where are your dad and Shane?” He pulled me back and his eyes were intense. “Did someone hurt you?”

      “Sort of but I did it to myself.” I wiped my eyes dry with my sleeves as he passed me a tissue.

      He took an extra one for himself and began wiping his shoulder, seeming horrified at the wet mark. “Jeeze, Aimes. Gross.”

      “Sorry.” I laughed hard, unable to control myself.

      He frowned. “I’m glad you find it so amusing that you’ve left nasal secretions on my shoulder. Dear God.” His fussing over the shirt made me laugh more. He left where I was sitting and sat across from me on the other leather couch. “Why aren’t you at the hospital?”

      “I’m better.” I stared at him gravely when I finally found my calm.

      “How? Your doctor was convinced you would die en route.”

      “Something terrible has happened,” I whispered, wide eyed. “And I don’t know what to do. I’m putting you in terrible danger coming here, but I don’t know where else to go.”

      “Aimes, whatever’s going on, we’ll find a rational and sensible solution. I’m still your best friend, even if I haven’t acted much like one.”

      “I haven’t either, Blake, and I’m sorry. I shouldn’t care who you date. Being annoyed was petty of me and I’m sorry.”

      “No.” He smiled. “I should have told you the truth years ago. Honestly, I thought you knew. I’ve been head over heels for that twit forever.”

      “I didn't know.” I exhaled, not smiling. I couldn’t bring myself to smile. I dreaded what was about to happen. The possibilities he would either commit me or kick me out lingered in the air as I started to speak, “Remember when you asked me to just listen and hear the whole story, before I slapped you and walked away?”

      “Yeah.” He looked confused.

      “I need that same favor. Is that possible?”

      “Of course.” He sat back on the couch, getting comfy.

      My stomach twisted and turned as my nerves prepared the rest of me for the worst-case scenario. I took a deep breath and started. I watched as his brain translated and diagnosed me as I spoke. He had a scientific reason for everything I said. I ignored his facial expressions and continued speaking until I reached the very end of the story which had landed me on his couch, crying and homeless.

      Blake sat there, seeming lost at the end of the tale.

      I pleaded with him, “Blake, I want you to think about who is telling you this. Look at me. Have I ever given you cause not to trust something I told you?”

      He shook his head slowly. “What are you becoming?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged, still watching him take it all in.

      “You ran from the bus stop at Miller’s Crossing all the way here in a day?” His voice was empty, no accusation or feeling.

      “I did.” I said it hopefully, wanting him to believe me so I could finally rest a bit. I wasn’t tired in the regular sense, but I was tired of not feeling safe.

      He took a deep breath. “Okay, I am going to go with you on this one, until I can either disprove or solve it. It’s you. You have always been my best friend and never lied to me.”

      My eyes lit up. “I can stay here with you?”

      “Of course.” He frowned at me. “Why wouldn’t you stay here with me? You thought I would kick you out because you drank demon blood from that guy you can’t prove is a demon and don’t require sleep or food anymore?”

      “Pretty much,” I murmured as he got up from the couch and grabbed my hand.

      He cocked an eyebrow. “If you don’t eat or drink, do you poop?”

      “Yeah. I ate and drank at my house and pooped. But I went a long time without doing any of it.”

      “Interesting. I need some sleep to try to digest this, and I suggest you try too.”

      “Okay.” I let him drag me to his room. We climbed on top of his bed. He turned the lights out and lay beside me.

      “How are things with Alise?” I asked, tired of my ridiculous life.

      “Oh man.” He laughed. “Your sister is crazy. I have no idea what to do with her. It’s like having a two-year-old around, and you know how I feel about other people’s children in my house. She touches things and breaks them. She has to be doing something every second of every day. I seriously think she might need Ritalin or something.”

      I burst out laughing.

      He turned to me with a serious face. “Aimee, I’m not kidding. She broke my vintage Luke Skywalker. It was still in the box and she took it out and broke it. She said it was an accident, but I think she misbehaves on purpose to start fights with me.”

      He had hit the nail on the head. I chuckled, feeling sorry for him.

      “You can’t choose who you love. I’m a prime example of that.”

      “Do you love them both though, Aimes? That Aleks guys leaves you in the hospital with the demon dude, lies to you about what he does for a living and about his dad killing your mom, and he let Jaime die.” Blake’s voice wasn’t cruel. He truly was curious.

      “No.” I was close to tears as I spoke, “When I’m with Shane or without him, I love him. But I only love Aleks when I’m with him. I think he has something that makes me think I love him, but it’s fake. Like lust.”

      He sighed. “Aimes, love is supposed to lift you up, not bring you down. No relationship that’s healthy puts the other person above you. The relationship that ends all the good things in your life is the wrong one. You’re choosing the wrong guy if you love Aleks.”

      “Look at you, Mr. Love Guru.”

      He laughed. “I saw it on Dr. Phil.”

      I closed my eyes. “I do love Aleks, but not as much as I love Shane, and not for the right reasons. I wish I didn’t love Aleks at all. I truly think if he’d never come along, I would have found my way to Shane naturally. I would be happy right now, instead of dying alone.”

      Blake pulled me onto his chest and kissed the top of my head. “You’ll never be alone, Aimes, not ever. Besides, you can see ghosts now—you’re good. You can start charging people to speak to their dead. I mean, since you’re clearly not going to college now.”

      “Shut up.” I whacked him in the gut and snuggled into his armpit. “How’s Giselle?” I asked, scared to hear the answer.

      “She’s great, as far as I know. Her body has accepted the liver with no problems. Alise said your dad was there to see her. I guess he and Shane stayed in the city a few days after you went to the magical Hollywood liver clinic.” He rolled his eyes. I didn’t see it but I heard the eye roll tone. “I can’t believe your dad would fall for that lie about you being at the celebrity liver clinic. I knew it was bullshit the minute your sister told me about it. She really tried to convince me too, even trying to find it on Google and then telling me it’s so top secret you can’t Google it. I laughed and told her if it was out there she might not be able to Google it, but I sure as hell would be able to.”

      “My sister still believes the puppets in the Chipmunk movies were actually chipmunks in clothes. But I couldn’t believe that guy was able to trick my dad. Of all the people in the world I would not call him gullible. He bought it though—it was strange.”

      “I was scared you were dead or something and he just couldn’t cope with it.”

      I hugged him tighter. “I would have haunted you a little so you would have known.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I expect you to haunt me when you die.”

      I fell asleep quickly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Don’t hold your breath

        

      

    

    
      I woke to an empty room and daylight streaming through the huge windows.

      It was strange how reenergized and invigorated I felt. I’d never woken without wanting to go back to sleep. It was like a robotic wake up, on and off.

      Blake was gone which worried me. I climbed out of his bed and walked to the family room, hoping I would find him at the computer.

      He was nowhere to be found in the basement. I climbed the stairs, hoping his parents were still in the city, or at the very least, on a vacation somewhere. I didn’t think I could face his chipper and perky mom, not after everything I’d been through.

      But the house was completely empty. I searched every room, starting to panic. When I couldn’t find him, I sat on the peach leather couch in the front room and watched out the window for him to come home with my sister, Dad, Shane, or worse. I assumed he had panicked when he woke and ran from the house, thinking me either crazed or drugged out.

      I sat there for a long time, not moving. I noticed my lack of need to move. I wasn’t restless or fidgety. I didn’t have to change positions or even breathe. I held my breath just to see how long I could go for. I started to feel weird about not breathing, but not desperate for air. When I breathed I felt better, but it wasn’t as if I couldn’t have made it another twenty minutes without the breath. I decided to test it out and walked to the backyard. I stripped down to my underwear and tank top, jumped into the cool crisp pool, and let out all the air in my lungs. I sank like a stone to the bottom of the deep end and sat, waiting for desperation and panic to set in. Nothing happened, so I waited some more.

      In my peripheral I saw a dark figure at the edge of the pool. I pushed myself up to see Blake’s frowning face.

      “You were down there for seven minutes.” He didn’t flinch.

      “Jeeze.” I splashed at him. “I thought you were Dorian. Not cool. I could have gone longer. Were you spying on me?”

      “Yeah. I wanted to see what you would do when you were alone. I watched you hold your breath on the couch. This is crazy.”

      “I know.”

      He sat at the edge of the pool and hiked up his pants. He dipped his feet in and cringed at the cold. “My dad hasn’t turned the heat on yet. This weekend he said. It’s fifty degrees, Aimes, fifty. The chemicals were just balanced yesterday in preparation for the heater.” He pulled his legs out after a couple of seconds.

      “This is so crazy. It doesn’t feel cold to me.”

      He looked worried. “What if this is a nervous disorder and you’re hurting yourself, but you just can’t feel it—like an aftereffect of the drugs.”

      “It’s not.” I swam to the edge. I climbed out of the pool, using no effort to lift myself up and out.

      Blake raised his eyebrows at that. “Not so feeble anymore, huh?”

      “No.” I smiled. “One benefit so far is that I’m stronger.”

      “Want something to eat?” he asked, handing me one of the lush pool towels. I had always laughed at how his pool towels were nicer than most people’s “good” towels that you weren’t even allowed to use. I wrapped it around me and followed him into the house.

      “How long was I sleeping?” I asked as I sat at the bar like always, waiting for him to feed me.

      He looked puzzled. “Twelve and a half hours. You slept like the dead too; I tried to wake you up and it didn’t work.”

      “Did I breathe?” I asked worriedly.

      “Nope, not really, and none of the usual snoring either. Waffles or grilled cheese?”

      I paused and tilted my head at him.

      “Just testing.” He shrugged and made me a grilled cheese sandwich.

      I slept at Blake’s house for five nights, hanging in his basement playing WoW and watching TV. Every day he went to school and hung out with my sister but I loafed around, enjoying my quiet.

      He spent every minute of his free time trying to solve my issues.

      We had data, proof, a spreadsheet of physical testing, and a spider web of information, but he was still in denial about how this had come to be.

      Drug-induced brain tumor was in the lead for things that could be wrong with me. I let him believe I had imagined it all, but my heart knew it was real.

      I never left the safety of the basement, even for food. Blake brought it to me on a regular schedule, believing I would end up hurting myself by only eating when I needed to. The food filled me but something inside was still hungry. I experienced a thirst or a hunger I couldn’t explain. The thirst grew whenever Blake was around, but I had been able to control it.

      Blake was out again and I was lying on his bed, not sure what to do with all my free time, when I sensed it.

      Someone was watching me.

      My stomach twisted.

      Scared it was Dorian but hopeful it was Aleks, I glanced around the room.

      Instead of Dorian or Aleks, Shane stepped into the doorway. He glared at me with a burning intense pain in his eyes. He seemed weak and sick, but I ignored it and the fury and sprang off the bed, grabbing for him.

      As if he needed to touch me too, I was off the ground and dragged up into his arms. He wrapped me around him and held me like a child. Our bodies trembled. I wrapped my legs around him and buried my face into his shoulder. I didn’t know what to say. I owed him an apology. I honestly didn’t think I would do it justice.

      I made the attempt anyway. “I’m so sorry, Shane. I didn’t mean to leave. I just didn’t have any choice. I didn’t mean to hurt you like that.”

      He never spoke. He just carried me to Blake’s bed. I reacted, “The spare room is down the hall. We can talk in there.”

      He obeyed, still not speaking, and carried me down the hall.

      He sat me on the bed, knelt on the floor in front of me, and held me tightly to him. “Aimee, I don’t understand why you left. Why did you trust Blake and not me with your problem?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” I cuddled into him, trying desperately to pull him onto the bed with me.

      “You killed me instead. I’ve been dying the last week.” He stood and closed the door. He walked toward me and picked me up again. He laid me down on the bed, back where the pillows were.

      The hunger to be with him seemed to be outweighing the hunger I couldn’t quite describe.

      “Aimee,” he whispered, kissing my throat.

      “I’m glad you came.”

      “I love you, Aimee.”

      “I love you too.”

      He pulled back. “Don’t say that if you don’t mean it.”

      “I do mean it.”

      “Then why?” His expression hurt more than anything.

      “Because I love you.”

      He didn’t appear to understand, but he didn’t try to speak on it again. His response was physical. It was better than anything either of us might have been able to say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          That was amazing and then it wasn’t

        

      

    

    
      I glanced over at him and frowned. “Did Blake tell you I was here? Did he tell my dad?”

      “No. He wouldn’t do that to your dad.” His face got serious. “Aimee, where have you been?”

      “Here.” I gulped. It would have to be talked about at some point. His eyes filled with fear.

      “You’re the only thing that makes me feel like the person I want to be. I need you. Without you, I have a hole in my chest. I’ve been going crazy for days.” The truth was in his eyes. I felt the same.

      “I need you too. I had to run away from this guy Dorian. He—well, he was mean to me.”

      I didn’t want to tell him about Dorian assaulting me in the elevator. It was a fight he would never win, and he would want to defend my honor. Especially, since he’d just taken all my honor away from me.

      His face stormed over into a dark and sinister expression. “Who the hell is this Dorian? When did he try to hurt you? Does he work in the hospital? I’ll kill him, Aimes.”

      “No.” I gulped. “I thought Blake told you the whole story. Dorian is a demon of some sort which I know sounds crazy, but he is. You just have to believe me. He tried to scare me, I think. It worked and I ran away.”

      His face was a bit scary as he spoke, “Blake told me what you believe happened. He seems pretty sure it’s a brain tumor. We need to get you some help, Aimes.”

      “No. Blake’s crazy—brain tumor. No, Dorian made me swap blood with him. It was gross. It healed me. I went from deathbed to fully healed in like half an hour. He said I would change and be dangerous to you, my dad, and everyone. Nothing has happened since though. I’ve had some bad stomachaches but that’s about it.”

      Shane seemed baffled. “You honestly believe this?”

      “I don’t know what I believe. I don’t want to hurt you though. Just in case.” I sounded nuts, there was no doubt. He didn’t seem to believe me, but he wasn’t giving me the same look Blake had.

      He smiled, but something about his eyes worried me. “Go get a shower and meet me back here.”

      “Okay.” I hurried to the shower and washed. Then I wrapped myself in a towel and made my way, slinking through the basement into the guest room.

      Blake was apparently not home yet. He was probably keeping my sister occupied and convincing her not to come to his house.

      Shane was putting his clothes on when I got to the room. “You’re leaving?”

      “Yeah. I tried lying in the bed waiting for you but”—he looked around—“we can hang at my place, Aimes. This feels weird.”

      I laughed. “Okay. Meet you there when I’m done cleaning up?”

      “I can stay and help you clean up.”

      “No. It’s nothing major.” My face reddened at the thought of him stripping the sheets with me. Virginity sheets no less . . .

      “Okay.” He walked to me in his jeans and without a shirt. He rubbed his hands up my arms. “I love you. Please, don’t leave me again. And be fast.” He kissed my forehead and walked from the room. “I miss you already.”

      My face was on fire, thinking about what we had done.

      I had to clean the bedding if I was going to leave and stay with Shane. I threw on my clothes quickly and started stripping the sheets, trying desperately to ignore the pain in my chest that seemed to come out of nowhere.

      “Uh, why are you pulling the sheets off?” Blake’s voice made me jump.

      I turned to look at him. “I’m heading to Shane’s house.”

      “Why?” He laughed, seeing my red face and raised an eyebrow inquisitively. “Did Shane come over?”

      “What?” I frowned. “No?” My tone rose an octave.

      “Dude.” He cocked his head. “Did you break something?” He spun around panicking and making me laugh.

      “No.” I carried the sheets to the laundry room, shouting after him, “I’m not Alise.” I closed the washing machine on my sheets and walked out of the laundry room.

      “Your sister is getting suspicious as to why I can’t have her over right now while my parents are away.”

      “You can. I’m leaving.”

      “So why are you washing the sheets to the guest room you haven’t even slept in?” He sprawled out on the sofa, gawking up at the ceiling. “I don’t think you should be leaving.”

      “Okay.” I laughed and sat on the couch across from him. “Why?”

      He grinned, still staring at the ceiling. “Because you still need to tell me who you had sex with in my guest room.”

      “I never had any sex. I was seriously just cleaning the sheets ‘cause I want them fresh, you know? I like the smell of fresh sheets.” My excuse made no sense. He appeared amused.

      “I found this though, and I’m pretty sure it isn’t mine or my dad’s.” He pulled a white undershirt out of the couch cushions. I frowned at him, puzzled. It was Shane’s undershirt. I wanted to grab it and smell it, but I resisted. My eyes had already revealed more than enough with my surprised look.

      “It was on the floor of the guest room. Now spill the beans or I’m phoning Shane and asking why you couldn’t have just done it at his house.” He joked but he was enough of a pest that he’d do it.

      “Fine.” I dropped my face into my hands, ashamed. “Okay—God! I lost my virginity in your guest bed. I’m so sorry.”

      He grimaced. “Throw the sheets out, Aimee. Damn, we aren’t hard up for sheets around here. My mom has a whole closet with just sheets in it. Where is Shane anyway?”

      I felt even worse and groaned into my hands, “The sheets are fine. I’m washing them to be polite. Shane went home.”

      He sat up. “Is he okay?”

      I shivered. “Yeah, he’s fine? Why?”

      “What about the guardian angel and the death prophecy?” He seemed more sarcastic than usual, but of course Blake didn’t believe Aleksander was real. He was a figment of my drug-induced brain tumor symptoms.

      I met his worried face. “The magical guardian angel and I are done.”

      His eyes flashed with recognition as he recalled that part of the story. “But the demon with molasses blood did say you were a danger to other people?”

      “He did.”

      He grimaced again. “Why did Shane leave? Is he hurt?”

      “No.” I threw the couch cushion at him. “He was weirded out by what happened in your guest room, hamtard.”

      Blake acted disgusted with me. “I can’t say I blame him—really could have happened at his house, dude.”

      “I know,” I groaned. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Hope you don’t mind that I told him what you told me, or that you were here.”

      “I don't,” I conceded.

      “See the reason I did is, uh, well we think you need medical help. I’m kinda sickened Shane had sex with you. He agrees with me that you need psychiatric help.”

      My stare shot up at him. “What?” That had come up out of nowhere.

      “We just think there is something seriously wrong with you, medically, and this brain tumor, or whatever it is, needs to be checked out. You’re delusional. One minute you’re into some guardian angel no one else really sees, and then the next, it’s Shane. Then some demon makes you drink his black blood and you’re all better. Come on, Aimee. Listen to yourself for one minute. You’re sick.”

      I lost everything in a matter of seconds. He was my best friend in the entire world and he wanted to lock me up.

      Shane agreed with him.

      I was alone.

      Blake’s face hardened. I had never seen it grow so cold. “You have to go with me. I promise I won’t let them hurt you. Psychiatry has come a long way. This is for the best.”

      “No.” I looked down. “I’m not coming with you. I’m not going to an institute.”

      He rubbed his hands over his face. “Aimee, come on. Be reasonable.”

      “No.”

      “Then I think you need to leave. I’m sorry, but I can’t help you anymore. I’ll keep your secret but that’s it. If you’re sick and won’t let me help you, then I can’t have you here hiding out. I can’t keep this from your dad and Alise anymore. I’m part of the family now.”

      “Fine.” I pressed my lips together and stood up from his couch. I picked my fleece off the back of the computer chair and walked up the stairs to sneak out of his house the way I had come in. I was disappointed in everyone I knew.

      “Aimee, I’ll take you back to the hospital. If you’ll come, I’m sure they’ll find what’s wrong,” he called after me, but I ignored him.

      I had been abandoned.

      How could Shane agree with him?

      How could Shane think I needed to be committed and still have sex with me?

      When I got out through the garage door, I ran. I ran as fast as I could until I reached the old highway where our secret beach was. I ran down the old road to the trail. When I crossed the road into the thick forest, I savored the cool air. I wasn’t afraid of the forest, and I wished it was from feeling invincible, but unfortunately, it was from a lack of care. If I died, I wouldn’t care. And no one else would either. Except my dad.

      I ran along the trail, barely seeing the greenery and trees as I made my way to the ocean. I could smell the salt and seaweed when I approached where the forest cleared and the trail ended. I ran down to the beach, still angry.

      I walked along the small sandy area of the beach, enjoying the sensation of the sand under my sneakers. Slowly it turned to rocks, the usual West Coast beach. The rocks got bigger and it became more difficult to walk.

      Eyeing a huge rock, I smiled and remembered my sister helping me lift the rocks that were much too large for one small child. We gently poked at the crabs with sticks until they clamped a pincher on a stick. Then we would run around with the stick and the crab. I couldn’t help but shake my head, remembering the terrified crabs as we each ran up and down the beach. No amount of running would make them let go. They hung on until their little crab feet touched ground again.

      I wished I had that ability to hang on to something with all the force and strength I had. I wished I were able to stay on my stick, no matter the amount of turmoil I was put through. Instead, I sat on some driftwood far down the beach and gazed out at the gray, choppy waters. I had nowhere else to go. I wasn’t completely cold, but I wasn’t comfortable. I hated Blake. I contemplated if the shoe were on the other foot, if I would have tolerated this sort of madness from him. I knew the answer. He had made the right choice. I thought about Shane and imagined him walking up the beach with open arms, ready to believe my crazy story, knowing we loved each other.
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          Cabin fever without a cabin is called insanity

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t sleep, and out of boredom I made a small campfire on the beach the old-fashioned way, rubbing dry sticks together did produce a fire. It was lucky my muscles never cramped because it took me forever to get a spark with the damp wood.

      I didn’t know what to expect with the changes, but I definitely expected more than the odd stomachache or random sweat. I started to wonder if I would ever change or if that was it. I was stronger, faster, required very little to survive, and didn’t need a lot of sleep. I was like a super being but without anything cool.

      My college years would be very cost effective at this rate. One meal a week and with no sleep required, my grades would never take that initial dip everyone experienced.

      I decided that if after three days nothing was different, I would go home. I would tell my dad I was cured and finish my school year on time.

      No one could prove anything else. The only people who knew the story were dead to me anyway.

      Counting down three days was a tough way to think about life. I had nothing to do in my spare time but think. I walked the beach in both directions. I found neat tidal pools that contained all sorts of sea life. I swam in the ocean, made fires, and even built a small lean-to. That had taken most of the first day, but I wasn’t a patient person anymore—I was restless.

      I thought about Shane. I thought about him nonstop. My heart deceived my mind and ignored the fact he had betrayed me.

      I thought about him constantly, regardless.

      A couple with a small child, most likely from Port Handley as I didn’t recognize them, walked the beach the morning of day two. They greeted me cautiously. I noticed I could smell them way before I could actually see their faces. Something made me want to touch them. I cautiously stayed on my side of the beach. I wasn’t sure of anything about myself, and I didn’t want to hurt anyone. And I sure as hell didn’t want to touch kids.

      They walked away from me while I fought fantasies of touching their arms and holding them close to me. I frightened myself with my quirky thoughts. I contemplated Aleks and the conversation we needed to have about my mother. I tried to distract myself. It might have worked if every thought hadn’t turned to Shane, which in turn twisted into a memory about having S.E.X. with Shane.

      I really wanted to try to have more of the S.E.X.

      I also needed to stop spelling it in my head.

      I was going stir crazy, thinking about him touching me.

      I wanted him.

      I wanted to touch him.

      I wanted to do it all again.

      At first I assumed they were ordinary sex thoughts that a person would have after doing it for the first time. Then I realized I was obsessing. I was more like a teenage boy than a prudish girl.

      The warm wind from the fire tricked me into believing Aleks was back.

      I had driven myself nutty long enough and decided to bail on my plan of three days. I started to extinguish the fire by spreading out the logs and breaking apart the remnants with my shoe. I used a large seashell I had found and grabbed water from one of the tidal pools. I began to pour it on the fire when I detected movement behind me.

      I turned to see Shane sitting on the log where I had been. I wanted to run to him, but I stayed very still. I put the seashell down and waited for him to talk.

      He didn’t speak.

      He just sat, staring at the fire struggling to remain lit, as if not realizing I was there.

      He seemed devastated.

      I walked toward him, lost in the fear that I had imagined him. “Shane, are you really there?” I was terrified he was dead like Jaime had been.

      “Yeah, Aimee, I am. I waited for you, but you never came. Again, you left me. I was pissed and I went to Blake’s. He told me everything he said to you.”

      Anger brewed inside me. I wanted to kill Blake.

      “I’m so sorry.” He lifted his face to meet mine. “I drove everywhere searching for you. I just wanted to tell you the truth about what I think and whatever. I hunted everywhere for you, but I couldn’t find you until I stopped to get gas. The old guy who sells his worms as bait was there telling Mike, the guy who owns the bakery, how he could swear he saw the crazy James girl running on the highway by the trail here.”

      “The crazy James girl?” I was beginning to hate this town.

      “Yeah.” He laughed and dragged a hand through his messy hair that I loved. “The funny thing about knowing someone for seventeen years, Aimes, is that you get to know certain things about them. I knew you would come to this beach.”

      He was angry with me for a reason I couldn’t place. I wondered what else Blake had told him, since I had pretty much divulged everything. My stomach hurt thinking about the ways I had betrayed him and vice versa.

      I trembled, stopping dead in my tracks and waiting for him to finish before I lashed out.

      “I don’t know what to say.” He seemed so defeated it made me sick.

      “What!” A trigger snapped in my brain. “You don’t know what to say? You came all this way to tell me that? After you agreed to commit me and had sex with me all in the same day—all you have to say is you don’t know what to say? What the hell?”

      “I know!” He jumped at my shouting. “Aimes, please! The story is just so crazy and you believe it.”

      “Get away from me.” The words hurt. They cut into my soul.

      “Maybe there is something, like a tumor. Aimes, you’re living at the beach alone.” He was pleading.

      “I know that, Shane. I know I’m alone. None of the assholes in my life believe me.” I looked up at him. “Well, except the angels and demons. I’m sure they’ll be here any minute. At least they haven’t abandoned me.” It was a low blow, I knew that. I also knew they weren’t coming, and I was truly alone.

      He flinched and flashed his eyes. “What do you want me to do? Aimee, what do you want? I will do anything!”

      “Nothing!” I challenged him. “Just believe me!”

      “I can’t.” He slumped. “Aimee, there isn’t anything wrong with you that I can see. You seem fine to me except for the story—come home with me. I wish you had just come to me in the beginning of all this. I wish you’d trusted me. I hate the fact we’ve had all these secrets.” He stepped forward and put his hands over mine.

      I hadn’t noticed the taste of him that lingered in the air until he neared me and touched my skin. Then I became electric. I sensed every move he made in the air around me. It scared me.

      He snatched his hands back. “Oww, Jesus! You shocked me.”

      My eyes fluttered from the ecstasy of touching him. “Go, Shane.” I breathed heavily, using all the restraint I had to stop myself from lashing out at him. I wanted to go home, I wanted a shower, I wanted to trust him, but I couldn’t trust myself, not yet.

      “Blake told me you’ve been seeing that Aleks guy behind my back the entire time we’ve been seeing each other. Is that why you want me to leave?”

      The words hung in the air. They were a black hole, taking everything good with them. I doubly hated Blake. I hated him even more for hurting Shane.

      I didn’t fight with Shane because if I stopped fighting with myself I would lose control. I would hurt him. My hands wanted to hold him and it was for a bad reason. They burned with the need. My stomach ached and twisted in pain and hunger but not a natural kind.

      “Were you?” He was hurt. “Really? Nothing to say? When I found out you were here, I came to give you this.” He pulled a piece of paper from his pocket. His arm shook with rage as he held it out in the air for me. “Take the damned letter you wrote me, Aimee. I don’t want those feelings or memories because I know now you’re just like your sister. You’re just like her.” He walked toward me as if he would hurt me.

      He stood over me, looming menacingly.

      I could taste his breath on the breeze.

      He put the letter into my hands roughly. “Take the stupid thing, Aimee. Just take it back. Take it all back—I want to be free of you.”

      “Please.” I flinched away from him, scared of what he would do next. Tears poured down my face, but I maintained the grip I had on myself.

      “Leave me alone.” He peered at me as if I was nothing more than a nuisance.

      I let him back away before I whispered, “I love you.”

      He turned to walk down the beach. I wanted to stay frozen in my tracks, but foolishly I ran to him as fast as I could. “Shane, wait, please.” I grabbed his arm, pulling him back to me.

      The minute his skin came in contact with mine, I felt it—pull from him. He stood motionless as I filled up. The feeling was more joy than I had ever experienced. I inhaled him through my hands somehow. I let go, hurting myself as if cutting off a vein feeding me. He shivered and swayed like he had drunk too much or stood up too quickly. Afraid of touching him, I backed away as he got his bearings.

      He acted confused but turned away again, leaving me standing on the beach alone.

      I hated Blake. I wanted to blame him for it all. It was fleeting and immature, but I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t move as I watched Shane get smaller and smaller. I was cold and alone, even though the sun shone on me.

      I blinked, realizing he was gone and probably had been for some time. I stood there for a very long time and watched the place he had entered the forest, leaving me forever. I had made the wrong choice when I met Aleks. I hadn’t realized that losing Shane meant losing the person I wanted to be and the life I wanted to have.

      Defeated, I turned and walked back to my campfire to stoke it for the night. The night was a cold one. Even I shivered with the breeze coming off the water.

      When I heard rustling in the woods I hoped it was a wolf or bear coming to attack and leave me to die.

      I almost laughed when I realized I would never die.

      Foolishly, I’d drunk from a demon.

      In my despair, I fell asleep in between the logs and rocks.

      I woke up refreshed again. I didn’t know how long I’d slept, but the summer fog had come in thick.

      On the North Coast the best way to tell when summer had hit was the fog. It rolled in every night at six and rolled out at eleven the next day. I was unable to see beyond a few feet in front of me. The fire had long gone out and was cold. I assumed I must have had one of those huge sleeps again. My hair was soaked from the mist and my fleece hung drenched from my shoulders. I curled my legs in close and waited for some kind of death to come and claim me.

      After a long time alone and cold, I decided I was finished with the transition phase of my life. I needed to either be an undead or to die, or to just be what I was at that moment.

      I stood, stretching my legs and arms and started the long trek back to the trail.

      It had been more than three days, no doubt. I was ready to start my life over again. I clearly wasn’t a threat to my family as long as I didn’t touch any of them. We had gone years without touching, and it wasn’t like I would have a boyfriend or any friends when I got there. I reached the sandy beach but stopped walking.

      A gray figure sat on the sand, staring downward. I could tell immediately it was Aleks. He looked bad—weak and exhausted which was impossible.

      I walked toward him, but he didn’t lift his face.

      “I forgive you for leaving me with Dorian,” I spoke quietly, defeated and tired of being alone.

      He gazed up. “Don’t forgive me. Never forget what I have taken from you.” His voice scratched with despair. I didn’t recognize it at all.

      I walked to him, getting lost in his beauty. I stood between his legs and fought the urge to hug him and cuddle into him, just as I always did when I saw him. The memory of the look on Shane’s face stopped me.

      He raised his face and met my gaze. “I love you so much, Aimee. It hurts dreadfully to be away from you. I should leave you, but I can’t bring myself to do it.”

      “Stay with me through this, Aleks. I need you as much as you need me. You love me, and I don’t want to be alone. But first I need answers.”

      He reached forward, hugging me and burrowing his face into my neck. He smelled me, ignoring my statement. “I feel so much better when you’re with me.”

      I couldn’t help but agree, but I worried about touching his skin after what had happened with Shane.

      “Dorian told me something about your dad. He said he had something to do with my mom’s death.”

      His voice was hollow. “He did?”

      “Yeah, I know you’re sad right now, but I need you to tell me what that means.”

      He smiled. “I’m fine, Aimee. I’m not sad.” His voice still sounded funny.

      “I want answers. The time where you get to dick me around and not share any secrets with me has passed. I need and deserve the truth at least.”

      “I know.” He exhaled harshly. “But I don’t know how to tell you. This is serious. You know how you always say ‘garden-variety this’ and ‘garden-variety that?’ My curse was not one of those garden-variety ones. My dad angered a man whose powers are still unmatched to this day. No matter what I say, please try to remember I love you,” he whispered into my ear.

      “Okay.” I waited for some serious answers to be laid out on the table.

      He appeared to be trying to gather strength before speaking. I didn’t know what to say. I sat in silence, waiting.

      Finally, he spoke, “My dad is immortal too. When I was young he raped and murdered a woman. I found him drunk with her dead beside him. I cleaned up the mess for him and hid the body. I thought it wasn’t his fault. I thought he had been so drunk that it had been an accident. I didn’t know.”

      “Oh God.” Images of my own mother started to flicker in my mind.

      A small tear left his eye, making its slow trek across his face. “Many times that year, people came in search of the woman. She was the medicine man’s daughter. He was devastated that she had run away like that. Apparently, they had fought over whom she would marry. He used his magic, eventually, to try to find her. I don’t know exactly how it works, but somehow the magic told him what had really happened. He showed up at my house when I was twelve. He was angry. He cursed my dad, in hopes that my dad would murder our family. He cursed me with a type of immortality where I would forever feel responsible for my dad’s actions. The curse would set in upon my father committing a murder, dragging me to the scene of the crime.” His voice wavered but he cleared his throat.

      “He cursed me so I would be forced to clean up after my dad every time. I would be forced to help the victims left behind and from their suffering I would get my sustenance. I would heal them over time, from the shadows. I have not seen my dad for over six hundred years. I always show up too late to stop him.” He finished speaking as if unable, but I knew that was it. He was done talking, even though an incomplete feeling hung in the air.

      “Your dad murdered my mom.” It was a statement.

      “I am so sorry, Aimee.”

      “You came here to clean up the mess.” Again a statement.

      He nodded remorsefully.

      “What went wrong? How did we end up here?”

      He smiled. “You. I fell the moment I saw you. I spent too much time in your presence. I loved you. I couldn’t focus on what I was doing. You sat on the side of the road, telling me everything and you were so perfect. You missed your mom the way I missed my family.”

      I flinched at the thought of it. I wanted to comfort him, but I was not completely finished with the emotions I had brewing within me. I wanted answers more than anything at that moment. “What does it mean now that your curse is gone?”

      He grimaced. “My dad’s victims will suffer incredibly. No one will help them.” I could tell he was sickened by it. “I won’t ever feel joy or peace again. I am now just a lost soul. I will forever be stuck in the in-between.”

      “You still have all of your abilities?”

      “Yes.” He looked at me incredulously.

      I knew he wondered how I could be so technical about it, but I had shut off my emotions for a moment to process what was going on. I was unable to feel sorry for him while I was busy feeling sorry for myself.

      “Do you feel nothing being here with me now?”

      “I do.” He smiled at me through his eyelashes, making my nerves quiver and my breath suck in. “You seem to be the exception to the rule. I love you and can feel love for you.”

      “Your dad raped and killed my mom. You can’t love me and I can’t love you.”

      He seemed dejected. “Aimee, I couldn’t tell you the truth. You understand what I’m saying, don’t you?”

      “No. If you had been honest with me from the start when you realized I could see you, none of this would have happened.”

      “You were already sick and my dad had already killed your mom.”

      I became queasy. “I wish we had never met.”

      “I know you do. I won’t bother you. If that’s your wish.” He leaned in and kissed me and like a puff of smoke was gone.

      I didn’t know what to do. I hadn’t wanted him to go, had I?

      I didn’t want to be alone again but I was.

      I was sad about my mom. I curled into a ball and fell asleep again until I heard the bushes rustle behind me, waking me up.

      Aleks whispered, “I am so sorry.” He sat beside me, pulling me into him. He slipped his huge black sweater off and pulled it over my head. I didn’t realize I was cold until the warmth of the sweater seeped into my skin.

      “I’m sorry too.” I shivered, closing my eyes. I had gotten to the place of insanity. I wasn’t certain any of it was real anymore. It was a side effect of the drug or I was dead, or it was the long-assumed brain tumor. “Where will we go?” I asked, knowing I couldn’t go back to my place. I couldn’t stay one more day at the beach without murdering an entire village out of boredom.

      He frowned. “You can’t go anywhere until you change.”

      I laughed bitterly. “I’m not changing, Aleks. It isn’t happening. I’m still me, just a bit different. I’m the same as I was at Blake’s a week ago. Too bad Blake’s didn’t work out. I could use a shower.”

      He nodded, laughing. “Your body had to be healed by Dorian’s blood before it could start to transform. You were on your deathbed. Now that you’re all healed inside, the change should start to take place.” The way he said Dorian made me curious.

      “Why do you hate him, beyond the obvious winning personality traits I experienced?”

      “I don’t hate him. I just don’t like angels. Everything they touch somehow turns to shit. Anyway, I want to get you somewhere warm for the night.”

      “Yeah. I smell.”

      He laughed. It was still weak but he seemed to be a little perkier.

      Most likely I was thinking of the same thing as he was, a hotel room. “Uhh, we should probably stay out here. We can make a fire again.”

      “Why?” Aleks looked at me doubtfully. “What’s wrong?”

      “Well.” I bit my lower lip, ashamed of myself. “I saw Shane the other day. He came here and was angry with me. Blake had told him everything that’s happened so far.”

      “Blake knows everything? Everything, including me?” He didn’t sound impressed.

      I knew my eyes had answered for me when disappointment filled his face.

      He raised his eyebrows. “I told you those things in confidence.”

      “No. I didn’t know what to do or where to go. I just needed someone on my team.”

      “Me!” He gripped my shoulders harshly. “I’m always on your team. I just know what kind of danger I bring with me everywhere I go.”

      “Shane was furious about what happened between us. He was cruel and I deserved every second of it. I dated you both at the same time. I’m disgusting.”

      Aleks chewed the side of his lower lip. “You shouldn’t be around him anyway. First, I don’t like it, and second, you could hurt him.”

      All I heard was “him.” I could hurt him.

      I frowned. “I can’t hurt you?”

      He laughed. “No. I am doomed to walk the Earth alone. Nothing can hurt me. Do you honestly think I’ve never attempted dying?”

      “Oh.” I had never thought about it.

      Aleks rolled his eyes. “It’s not like in the movies, Aimee. I don’t have a mansion somewhere with all kinds of international money and friends in all the right places. I am alone almost all the time, except for the odd demon or other mythical being. Did you hurt Shane?”

      “Yeah.” I flinched at the ever-increasing disappointment in his eyes. “It was an accident. I grabbed him to try to make him listen and my hands pulled from him like they were sucking on him. He was still, like a zombie, and I was filling up. I let go and he left. He seemed dizzy and weird afterward.”

      He grinned at me. “You got lucky. Your abilities haven’t set in yet. Until you learn to control that, you might want to refrain from touching anyone.” He stared at me through his lashes. “Except me, of course.”

      “Yeah, right.” I smiled, knowing I probably wouldn’t be able to touch him, not while Shane was alive. That gave us anywhere from sixty to eighty years to work out what we were to each other. It made me smile disgustedly. It was the life sentence I deserved.

      We walked back up the beach to where I had built my fire initially, and I watched as he made the new fire. He was much faster at it than I was, and within a short amount of time, we were sitting by a blazing fire.

      I needed to see my family before Blake decided to continue his witch hunt and tell my sister. I didn’t want him filling their heads with all sorts of truth without a chance to explain. I hadn’t chosen the path I was on because I had a death wish. The fact that I wasn’t graduating was bothering me beyond belief. I could get my diploma immediately with only a few phone calls. My final grades would still be passes with me missing the last couple of months of school. I could show up for finals and just write the stupid things.

      I missed school.

      And my guild on WoW.

      And just chilling, eating a bowl of cereal with my dad, watching the Discovery Channel.

      I wanted normal. I wanted Giselle’s millions of texts about hot doctors. I wanted to hear where she was going to get a tattoo. She had endless things to say about tattoos. First, it would have to be nice enough to hide her scars. Second, she would want to still have it when she was old, like thirty-five and shit. And third, it would have to enhance her sexiness, not make her look trashy. Exotic, not stripper. I smiled, recalling the conversation.

      “You’re not in love with me, are you? Not even slightly?” He looked me in the eye, demanding an answer.

      “No.” I was amazed at how easily he had read my face. I forgot he had spent months studying everything I did. “When I was around you before, I was mesmerized by whatever you are. It has an effect on me. I can’t be the first girl to have had it?”

      “No.” He blushed and glanced down, making that face I found irresistible. He was sexy in the firelight. I had to give him that.

      “And now I feel it, but I seem to be able to resist it.”

      “Then I will wait and earn your love.” He stood in front of me. “I will wait as long as you need to figure things out. I’ve waited over six hundred years for you. Every day I died being forced to live without love.”

      In the darkness his blue eyes stood out even more. They sparkled.

      He knelt in front of me in the sand and brushed my hair from my face on either side. His warm hands sent chills up my spine. His eyes changed, becoming cold and hard. They burned with hatred, frightening me. His face twisted as he spoke to the side of my head, “What are you doing here?”

      He spoke behind me. I was off my driftwood, pulled roughly to the far side of the fire, and placed behind him before I could register what was happening. I couldn’t see anything, only feel his tense body holding me still.

      “Son, I just wanted to see you. I’ve missed you all these years. I know you’ve missed me,” a man laughed.

      I peered through the rigid arms holding me in place to see a naked man. He was in his forties, if I had to guess. He was as large as Aleks was and resembled him. His eyes were the same white blue.

      “You’ve missed me, Father, by running from me every time you killed another innocent. I have spent six centuries cleaning up your messes.” Aleks’ voice was a deep growl. I had no idea what he was capable of until that moment.

      The naked man stood tall, proud of his physique. I managed to avoid letting my eyes fall below his face, but it was a struggle.

      “Son.” He held his arms out as if in peace. “I just thought maybe you’d want to bury the hatchet. Besides, I haven’t met your young lady yet. You’re being rude, Aleksander.”

      His dad had maintained his Norwegian accent, more than likely because he spent most of his time alone.

      Aleks’ grip tightened on me as his muscles flexed in his back and arms. “She is none of your concern. This is between you and me.” His dad started to get upset. His body shook in a way I’d only ever seen in a person having a seizure.

      His eyes were fixed on me as he licked his lips. His stare was beyond menacing. Instantly, we were moving. I closed my eyes and we stopped.

      I was standing outside Shane’s house. Aleks faced me, looking down at me. “I need to do this. I’m so sorry, but I’ve waited for over six hundred years to be able to stop him.”

      “Kill him for me too.”

      “I will.” He was gone and I was alone again. I turned to Shane’s huge house and knew I wasn’t welcome. I wanted to go home, but I was terrified Blake had talked to my dad already.

      My poor dad.

      I wished I had just been honest with him from the beginning. I walked around the side of Shane’s house and sat on the deck. His windows were closed and he was inside watching TV. I could hear the TV just faintly from the kitchen window that was wide open. I imagined I was in there watching it with him, snuggled into him and warm.

      Instead, I sat on the hard deck and waited for Aleks to come back, which was unlikely. His dad would either kill him or run away. I was completely alone again, but this time something was different.

      The change was coming.

      I’d spent over a week waiting for it and now that I was at Shane’s house, it was here.

      My skin began to burn and my vision blurred. I hugged myself tightly as the stomachache started again, but this time it was intense. I moaned, I couldn’t help myself. I got up, afraid Shane would hear, and staggered toward the stalker woods. My legs crumpled along the way, taking me down on the grass. I heard a scream and should have been scared, but I hurt too much to worry about that girl. I crawled along the grass as the sweat poured off me. I heard the scream again. It was starting to annoy me that the girl wouldn’t shut up.

      “Aimee! Aimee—is that you? Aimee, oh my God.” Shane’s voice filled the background, but I tried to crawl away from him. I needed to keep him safe. The darkness came to take me. Shane’s worried face and his mouth moving were the last things I saw. I couldn’t hear anything over the girl screaming.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          When is anything ever enough?

        

      

    

    
      I heard noises. It sounded like someone talking. There were a few of them. I didn’t know where I was, but I worried Shane was with me and I would hurt him. My body felt as if someone had taken a tiny blade and cut every inch of me and then dripped lemon juice on the cuts. Even the bottoms of my feet stung.

      I figured the townsfolk had heard I was a monster and had come with pitchforks to claim me. I could hear them arguing, but I didn’t know what they were saying. My sister, Blake, Shane, and someone I didn’t know argued.

      “She’s changing just like she said she would.” Shane’s tone sounded as if he was defending me.

      “No, she’s sick. We need to get her to a mental institute. The drugs have done something very bad to her. I think she has drug-induced schizophrenia,” Blake spoke coldly. I couldn’t believe he hated me that much to want to commit me.

      I heard a growl. “Blake, you try to take her and I will kill you.” Shane was defending me. Bliss and guilt rotated inside me.

      “Boys, seriously. I think we need to think about the fact that it’s Aimee. Boring, lame Aimee. She would never do this on purpose. She hates life or any sort of exciting things and would never worry my dad like this. This is not the norm for her, she is sick. She needs a hospital, not the nutter one either, Blake—I can’t believe you said that.” My sister tried to help. I tried not to be offended.

      “Shane, I think Alise is right. She needs a doctor. She’s sick.” The mystery woman spoke, trying to reason.

      “No, she stays here. If we take her to a hospital, they’re going to think it’s what he thinks it is. There is no way I will do that to her.” Shane was defiant.

      “She didn’t choose you, man. You’re defending some other dude’s girl.” Blake’s words cut like a knife.

      “I chose her.” Shane’s words cut deeper. I wanted to scream I was so frustrated. “You’re her best friend. You should have chosen her too. I want you both the hell out of my house.” Shane wasn’t negotiating.

      “Shane, she’s my sister. I’ll go get my dad and he’ll come take her.” My sister tried to threaten him.

      “Yeah, you really think involving your dad is the way to help her? If you really want to hurt your dad like that, Alise, go ahead. You’re more selfish than I thought. Neither of you is thinking about what’s best for Aimee. What if she does change into something? What if she did drink demon blood? The doctors will lock her away, poking and prodding her.” Shane was my only salvation at that point.

      The pain was too brutal again. I moaned in agony.

      I opened my eyes and cringed at the light. Shane was next to me. His mom gazed down from behind him as he came and knelt beside me. I was on a couch in his sunroom, the make-out room. It was where it all started and it was where it was all ending.

      “Aimee, can you hear me?” Shane spoke.

      My eyes flickered open and shut. “Yeah,” I croaked.

      “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.

      I tried to make my lips form a smile. “No, I am the one who is sorry. I love you, Shane, and I want you to have this. I meant it, every word.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the crumpled damp letter. “I chose you—I always chose you.”

      He took it from me and bent down to kiss my forehead.

      “I have never loved anyone but you. I never betrayed you, I swear.” I realized then and there that when faced with losing either guy in my life, it was Shane that was killing me. I could live without Aleks, but there was no way I could live without Shane.

      The pain grew in intensity again, making me scream.

      Shane held me tightly until I pushed him away. “My skin sucks the life out of you. You can’t touch me. I’m becoming something evil.” My voice was almost gone.

      “I’ll take my chances.” He wrapped me in a blanket and held me. He wiped my face with something cold. It was refreshing.

      “She’s burning up, Shane. Maybe a hospital?” his mom suggested.

      “No.” His responses had not faltered.

      I blacked out again, lost in a space and time that didn’t matter. I floated in a dark sea of emptiness.

      I woke to someone laughing. I knew the voice. “Aimee, Aimee, Aimee, whatever will we do with you?” It was an evil voice. It mocked my pain. “You foolish girl. You should have stayed with me. It’s taken me a week to find you. Days you’ve suffered needlessly.”

      A finger roughly opened my eye. I was still on the couch in the sunroom. I recognized the pictures of Shane hanging over the fireplace. My eyes focused on Dorian’s smiling face. I would have been afraid, but at that point I just wanted death.

      “Are you ready to end this?” He grinned his evil villain grin.

      “Yeah.”

      He held his finger over my mouth and sliced it with his fingernail. His black blood dripped onto my face from his other hand. I tried not to swallow, but he forced it into my mouth. I felt like I was drowning. The warm liquid slid down my throat like the slug it reminded me of.

      He picked me up and carried me to the back door. I scanned the house to see no one there. Where had Shane gone?

      It was my last thought before I fell back into a dark and twisted dream.

      I floated until I heard him speaking again.

      “Why, good morning. Had a good sleep, I assume.” Dorian offered me his hand. I took it, completely disoriented. I was in the forest again but not near the beach. There was no salt in the air, just the cool dampness of the woods.

      “Am I dead?” I asked slowly. I wondered if he had ended my life with his black goo.

      He laughed. “Yes, you are, and yet you’re not.”

      I frowned, hating him and his stupid riddles. He was as bad as Aleks. He never answered any of my questions.

      “Where is Aleks?” I asked, hoping he had at least killed his dad.

      “I’m not his keeper.”

      “What are you?”

      He trailed a finger down my face. “Does it matter? What I want to discuss is that there is no one here to save you this time. Nowhere you can run to that I can’t find you. Elevators are tricky for me. Can’t wink into moving objects. Not that it matters now. You’re mine.” He started to walk around me slowly in a circle as if inspecting me, like a wolf circling a bunny.

      I didn’t feel like a bunny though. I was strong, sensing I could kill him if I had to. I frowned, wondering how that thought had popped into my mind.

      I squeezed my hands, flexing them. I was strong. I just knew it.

      He grinned. “You can feel it, can’t you? You’re reborn and brand new.”

      “What have you done to me?”

      He peered innocently at me before he flashed his black eyes. “I saved you, Aimee. You’d be in the ground already if not for me.” He stepped very close to my face. “Where is your gratitude?”

      He pressed his lips into mine forcefully. My lips crushed into my teeth. I winced as he forced his tongue into my mouth. I pushed him away and he flew backward, slamming into a tree. His evil smile grew as he moaned, “There’s my girl. See how easy it is to lose your cool? If I had been a human, you would have hurt me badly, if not killed me,” he taunted.

      I stared down at my hands, realizing I could never lose it around my sister or Shane, no matter what. I held off judgment on whether Blake would feel my full wrath or not.

      “Hungry?” he asked as he walked toward me.

      “I am hungry.” I couldn’t help but admit it. I was ravenous.

      He stepped around a tree and pulled out a terrified-looking girl from behind the huge old cedar. She was tied up with a gag in her mouth.

      “What have you done?” I was horrified.

      “Gotten you a gift.” He brought her to me. She glanced fearfully from me to him and back to me. Her soft-green eyes pleaded with me to save her. Her tear-stained cheeks and sniffling nose pained me, but the terror in her eyes sickened me. She spoke volumes with her eyes, begging me to free her.

      I wanted to untie her and run with her as fast as I could. I wanted to get her away from him, but something about her sweet face made me want to touch her. I was compelled to let my fingers just brush a little against her soft skin.

      She was my age, if not a little older. She had long blonde hair like mine, but hers was thinner and wispier. She was very pretty which didn’t seem to affect me. All I saw was the life inside her. It sparkled. I wanted some of that sweet life.

      I looked at her white tee shirt with pink jammie pants, and assumed Dorian had taken her from her bed.

      Almost everything in my body told me to save the girl. Nearly everything screamed to run away from her. But a tiny part whispered for me to just brush against her thin bare arm, with just one finger. I wanted just one taste of her. I couldn’t fight myself as I lifted my right hand. I touched the soft fabric of her white cotton shirt. I let my hand fall to her bare arm and her skin jolted against mine.

      She struggled until I touched her. Then she stood very still. I let my finger drag down her bicep, filling me up.

      I pulled my hand away, shutting off the sensation.

      She seemed dazed, taking deep breaths. I let my finger brush her warm skin again, and as I touched her, the sensation came again.

      Gasping, I pulled away once more.

      An unnamed need filled me strongly. My body acted before my brain could react. I grabbed both of her bare arms with my hands and held her tightly. I was certain I would tear the arms right off her. A light come down from the sky like a sunbeam as I was filled completely.

      There had been a void inside me, a hole that had needed filling. I had been unaware of it until I touched her. I had mistaken it as hunger. I pulled every last bit from her. Sensing her run out, I was still a little hungry, so to speak. I squeezed her thin arms, hoping to get every last drop.

      As the connection faded and she was empty, I let go. She fell to the ground in a heap. I flexed my thin fingers, stretching them. I was alive in that moment as if I was a battery that had just been recharged.

      Dorian’s eyes sparkled with life as he watched me experience it for the first time. He knew the feeling I was having at that moment. It was ecstasy.

      I stared down at the heap of girl on the ground. “Is she okay?”

      “No, she’s gone, my dear. Try to think of them as sheep. It gets easier.”

      “Gone?” I blinked. I didn’t fully comprehend what was being said. I knelt beside her and shook her. She had marks where I had squeezed so hard on her thin arms. She moved like a sleeping person when I jostled her, but didn’t stir.

      “You’ve drained her life from her. She’s a shell now. Her soul is free.” His voice was a whisper in the silent forest.

      I peered up at him as a tear formed in my eye. “She’s dead. I killed her.”

      “It’s either feed off them or die yourself.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I wanted to run. I wanted to run away from her. She was proof I was a monster. The forest spun around me as I searched for an escape or a solution.

      “What am I?” I panicked. My breathing was out of control.

      “You’re an immortal now. Every immortal has a specific need. It’s how we survive. Vampires need blood, lycanthropes need raw flesh, succubi need human emotions, and we need souls, or rather, the separation of the soul. We feed on the tearing that occurs when the soul is set free.”

      “What are we?”

      He smiled. “Death deity, sin eater, grim reaper, black angel of death. You choose. Either way, your touch does tend to finalize everything in one’s life.”

      “No. Death deity? No, that’s a myth. That’s mythology.” But I looked down at the dead girl and knew what he had said was true. I was what he had named. My hands. They were my mom’s hands. I’d always loved that. Hers had never been as dirty as mine were.

      I covered my face, astonished at how much I could hate myself, Dorian, Blake, and Aleks all at once. “This is the fate I chose instead of death—instead of my one single death? I’ll survive by doling out death, like I am God? Like I have any right to choose for others? How could you not tell me? How could Aleks not tell me?” My words came out as if they belonged to another. They sounded too hollow to be mine.

      Dorian ignored me. He checked his cell phone as if I were keeping him from something pressing. Something besides the death and burial of a girl. To him this was one useless girl. I shuddered as I looked at her. I wondered if he had used his mind tricks to do terrible things to her first.

      I couldn’t reason with myself. I was death, and that was a fate I would have to find a way to work around. “You’ve made me into death. I’m death. Will I kill everything I touch?”

      He sighed impatiently. “No, you have to learn to shut it off and on. You have to learn to control it.” He kicked the girl on the ground, not respecting her limp dead body. “This is because you were too hungry. If you let it get too far, your hunger will take over. You will feed, Aimee. We always feed. If you don’t let yourself become famished, you can be picky. You can choose the evil or sick.”

      “Don’t you touch her,” I shrieked at him and picked the dead girl up off the forest floor.

      I held her like she was my sister, my kin. If she were my family, I would want something else for her, beyond some disgusting demon kicking her corpse in the woods. She was still warm in my hands. I didn’t know what to do with her.

      Lifting my nose, I smelled the air for the ocean and started to run toward the scent of the salt. I had never seen a dead body before, let alone held one in my arms. I wanted to hug her and cry and tell her everything would be okay, even though it wouldn’t. It would never be okay. I had taken her life.

      I ran as fast as I could which apparently was pretty fast. I saw the ocean through the trees and ran down to the beach. I looked both ways to ensure no one saw me carrying a dead girl out into the open waters. The cold ocean water hit me with a refreshing wave. The cold didn’t hurt like it should have. I swam out into the chuck, holding her hand until I reached a good distance from the beach. I let all my breath out and grabbed the dead girl’s hand. I sank like a stone down into the cool ocean water.

      The seawater didn’t bother my open eyes. I watched seaweed and small fish pass by us as we sank into the dark.

      When I reached the bottom of the sea floor, I found a big rock and pinned her under it, trying desperately not to think about what I was doing. I left her there in her pink pajamas and white tee shirt. Seeing the peaceful look on her face nauseated me.

      I swam to the surface, kicking with my legs as fiercely as I could. When I broke through the waves, I breathed in relief to feel the air in my lungs. No air in my lungs felt unnatural. I swam to shore and crawled out of the ocean waves.

      I tried to be realistic about the whole situation. It was my first time being a soul-sucking demon. It was my first kick at the can, feeding off of a person. I had made a rookie mistake. I could do better. I could find a cancer ward or criminals and easily put them out of their misery. If I’d been warned or trained by someone with compassion and care, it wouldn’t have happened. I gazed into the forest where Dorian was and decided I would try my luck alone for a while. I couldn’t stay in my hometown.

      Hopeful and distraught at the same time, I started to run along the beach and dove into the water again. Portland was my only hope.

      I shut myself off, especially my feelings for Shane. I had no feelings for Blake—not any I was willing to act upon so I pushed him to the back of my mind. I didn’t need that anger now. My sister and dad would be sad without me, but at least they’d be alive. I shut off my feelings for the girl on the ocean floor who didn’t deserve the death she had received. It was done.

      I swam for the harbor.

      When I got there, I crawled out breathlessly and dragged my sopping cold body into an alley. I pressed my back against the wall and waited for things to make sense. No money, no food, no shelter. No friends. No Shane. No Aleks. I tried to reason with myself, tried to make it make sense.

      I noticed a scent on the cool breeze. I lifted my nose and took a deep inhale. The aroma was ecstasy, like a donut shop or patisserie. My mouth watered. I opened my eyes and realized what I was seeing. It was a couple walking hand in hand. I was smelling them. They smelled like dessert. I turned and ran into the alley. I wouldn’t take another life. No matter what. I dragged myself into a cardboard box and closed my eyes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          How much sin can a sin eater eat in a city full of sin?

        

      

    

    
      Portland, Oregon, one year later

      

      The heels of my boots clicked with every strike against the cold, shiny cement. The dank night air crept in through my thin sweater. Instinctively, I wrapped my arms around myself and tried to keep up with his pace without being too obvious.

      My palms were warm.

      They itched with a burning I could not soothe. I wiped them back and forth on my pants, dragging them as I waited for the release. It was the same every time. I still had none of the patience I’d had when I was alive. I had lost my ability to sit still. My trigger finger itched, so to speak.

      I rounded the corner, staying across the street from him, trying not to let him get too far ahead. His outdated pleather jacket made it easy to keep him in my sights. No one but an immortal would be wearing pleather.

      I sounded like Giselle . . .

      He turned down a dark alley and I grimaced, wondering if he was on the lookout for his next victim or if he would go home.

      Overconfidently, he walked without ever looking back. His kind believed they were the strongest animals in the urban jungle. His instincts lied to him and allowed a false sense of security.

      I played with the silver ring on my middle finger. A thin red line ran through the middle of the band and on the underside was the design of a delicate red rose.

      The ring was my mark.

      It was my badge.

      It permitted me to follow the man.

      It made my brand of deadly force acceptable.

      When he stopped, I realized we were near the alley I had been in when she rescued me. I shivered and tried not to think about how bad it had all gotten, how hungry I had been. I still reeked of seawater and possibly my own urine when she found me.

      She was the craziest old lady ever.

      She strolled right up to the cardboard box and kicked it, calling me by name.

      My hands ached to take her life, any life.

      But she wasn’t scared.

      She saved me.

      I shook my head and snapped back to the visual I had on the mark.

      He cut through the alley to his building, heading home.

      I climbed the fire escape on the other side of the alley and watched him through his window.

      A shout tore from the apartment. He paced in front of the small window, screaming at motionless beings I could not see. He trembled like he was about to break.

      He was the one.

      I thumbed the platinum ring, mindlessly watching, always watching. The Roses Academy had saved me from myself in a moment of weakness and sorrow. I wished I could save Peter, but he had taken it too far—his kind always did. The fae didn’t work well with humans. Humans were too weak.

      His hands flew back and forth, expressing his rage. He stopped, hovering a moment over something or someone. No one moved beyond him and no words were spoken besides his.

      He was a monster, trying desperately to control his change, surrounded by humans. Weak and breakable humans. I watched as his mind literally lost its control akin to a twig breaking from a branch. It made the most pronounced snap and the monster emerged.

      He shouted and then his fists came down on the couch. They came down hard, making screams match the fury they hit with. His arms moved like a madman’s, clawing and hitting as his body trembled with the change.

      He was going to shift in front of them.

      It wasn’t entirely his fault. He had mistakenly thought he would be able to have a normal life.

      I winked myself inside to the madness. The inhabitants of the room could not see me as they covered themselves completely. Peter raged at the couch and the people curling around each other. A mom tried to protect her two small children. She used her body as a shield. 

      Peter’s face grew distorted as his head shivered and shook.

      I leapt forward, not even worrying about being seen. I touched Peter’s quivering shoulder. I smiled down at the small child who peeked up at me from under his mom’s bleeding arm. He smiled through the tears when his eyes met mine and his lips formed the word, “Angel.”

      I winked my right eye, disappearing from where I was and flashing us to the street with me standing in front of him.

      His eyes widened in disbelief as I lifted him into the air.

      Warm sparkly life jolted into me when my bare hands made contact with the fleshy meat of his throat before he had the chance to finish changing into a worthy adversary.

      He choked and fought, but it was useless as recognition and fear spread across his face. “You’re a Rose.” His last words.

      My eyelids fluttered as the euphoria of feeding filled me up.

      Peter’s body would remain in human form long enough for the medical examiner to rule it a heart attack. His body wouldn’t decay the way a regular human’s would, but he’d be buried or burned before then.

      “Stop!” a man’s voice echoed through the alley, interrupting my meal.

      The spark of the fire died when the dead man dropped to the ground. The way it ended without the normal fizzle forced a shudder of dissatisfaction.

      Turning, I licked my lips, wondering if my eyes still glowed like molten steel, a result of my feast. Down the alley a policeman stood with his weapon drawn and shaking in his hands. I wondered if he was new to the force. I could empathize. My hands mimicked his, trembling still.

      “Stay where you are!” His voice never wavered the way the sizable gun did. Not that his strong command masked the scent of fear that rode on the wind as if searching out my nose. “Don't move!” His voice was familiar. “What’s in your hands?” He crept closer. “Show me your hands!”

      Panic filled me. “Run his prints and you’ll thank me.” The dead man on the ground wasn’t innocent. The Roses Academy had rules about that sort of thing. I wished I could explain that to him.

      The policeman walked toward me cautiously. “Get down on the ground.”

      “No.” I almost laughed. “Would you lie on this street? This alley is filthy with germs and God only knows what else.”

      A gust of wind blew up the alley, bringing a scent of laundry soap and deodorant, with a subtle mix of windblown sea air and the distinct smell of human being. It brought back panic as I scanned for an exit beyond my usual one. I couldn’t just vanish in front of him.

      His smell was the soundtrack to my youth and innocence. His was the only true love I’d ever known. The only real one.

      His face lit up as he got closer. He looked good, strong as always. His broad shoulders and handsome face brought a thousand images and beautiful moments to the forefront of my memory.

      My breath hitched as he stood under the lone flickering streetlight in an alley of a neighborhood the city had forgotten ages ago.

      Fear mingled with desperation to see him clearer. Just one close-up look of him would fill me for the next hundred years.

      I let it go too far.

      He frowned in disbelief as he recognized me too. “You—you’re the one? That’s not possible.”

      Raw emotion danced upon his face. His lower lip trembled. I let the fantasy of our lips gently touching play in my head before I took a step back, putting my hands out. “Pretend you never saw me. The medics will say heart attack.”

      “No, not you!” His face twisted in pain. “Anyone but you. Why?”

      I blinked slowly, allowing a single flash of every second of our time together.

      Every touch.

      Every smile.

      They had become my playlist when the burn in my chest grew unbearable. Only those little moments could soothe me.

      An unavoidable sharp breath left my mouth as I let the flat words leave my lips, “I have to eat—they make sense.”

      “What?” He looked sickened. “You’re eating them? How? They have no marks. None of the others had marks.”

      I let it all hurt and burn, searing my soul.

      I deserved to suffer.

      I wanted to explain.

      I wanted to be that girl—his girl.

      I wanted to be sitting on the back steps of his house, listening to his dreams.

      Instead, I turned and jumped onto the handrail of the stairs next to me, and climbed the fire escape.

      I ran up the stairs before he could even register that I’d left.

      I could still smell his fear, but it had switched. It was a different kind of fear. The kind that broke my already tattered heart. His fear of losing me again crowded the air around me, joined by his screams.

      Tears streamed my cheeks as I heard him shout my name, but I never stopped. I ran to the top of the building, desperate to get away. “AIMEE!”

      I winked from there, coming out near the train.

      Tears streamed my cheeks as I leaned against a building and gulped my breaths.

      A year—a whole year—had passed and I hadn’t seen him, not like that. I’d seen him in the glow of his house. Or through the window at the police academy. I’d seen him sleeping.

      But not staring at me like that, his heart breaking all over again.
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      My heels clicked on the street, distracting me.

      I gazed down at my boots and wondered what it was about them that made me feel sexy. I had contemplated it over and over many times in my new life. Boots made me feel sexy and it was a mystery beyond everything else as to why. For me, there was strength in a pair of boots, like a super power.

      I had started wearing them when I first trained to be a Rose. When Lydia saved me from the alley and the starvation.

      My sister had always worn them.

      I blocked that thought out of my mind. I wasn’t that girl anymore. I didn’t have a sister anymore. I had to let them all go.

      I had a new family now. I wasn’t alone in my pursuit, and had found people I belonged with. Or rather, they had found me. I fingered my platinum ring as I walked down the street.

      I jumped on the train and tried to blend in.

      The ride was exactly the sort of mindless activity I craved when I was scouting for trouble. It was monotonous until the group of men a few seats away started to harass the pretty waitress near me. I waited as always for them to stop being assholes; I tried not to interfere. It almost always involved someone dying. I finally understood Aleksander not wanting to get involved with humans. Explaining anything I did was too complex.

      However, I wouldn’t sit by and let a waitress entertain a group of men against her will in the train tunnels either. They were going to hurt her. They went further and further with the joking until they had worked each other up and there was no turning back.

      I sat, shaking and trying to keep my head down. I was supposed to be hunting for supernaturals and immortals, not attacking young men. The woman had tried to pull away, but the filthy pervert who sat next to her held on to her tightly. He stood hovering over her like she was his next meal.

      “Oh, she’s hot. You’re a ho, aren’t ya, baby?” another of the superior males muttered when the girl tried to stand up. The gyrating pervert pushed her back down into her seat. They hovered over her like vultures, awaiting the end of the ride.

      Every word and movement drove my upper lip to lift farther and farther on the right side, into a disgusted sneer. They wanted to do things I could never permit. I had forbidden myself from hurting regular humans, unless they were endangering others.

      “L-l-leave me alone,” the pretty girl begged, looking around the train for aid from anyone. As per usual, the fine patrons of the train kept their eyes to their hands. They showed no sign of trying to prevent the pain she would certainly become victim to. I could sense their good intentions were being stifled by their fear of the group of men. They would call 9-1-1 for the girl as soon as the men grabbed her and dragged her into the tunnels. That was what good Samaritans did. I almost rolled my eyes.

      As if answering my prayer, a huge man dressed as a construction worker stood up. He was a beast. He looked menacingly at the small group of men. “Leave her be.” His voice was gruff. “Come with me.” He put a hand out. It trembled as he reached for her.

      The waitress stood quickly and ran away from the men. She rushed to the arm of the man who saved her, her savior. She clutched her bag and refused to look back at the pack of wolves.

      The big man pulled her along the train and through the door to the next car. The men screamed obscenities and challenges of brute strength. The happy couple left the train car, ignoring them completely.

      The men continued to shout. It was easy to be strong when you had several men guarding your back.

      I smiled, knowing the waitress and the construction worker would probably fall in love because of his bravery. He had saved her and she would forever remember that, through thick and thin. I loved happy endings. They could get off the subway and never speak to each other again, but I liked to imagine the best since my world was the worst. Shane was my knight in shining armor. The one that chose me, even when he feared I never chose him.

      I smiled as the fiends eyeballed me next. Their prey had been taken savagely, and they needed someone else to fulfill their need. I had my own needs and a group of thugs would do more than nicely to satisfy them.

      “How unfair, boys. No one to play with now?” I taunted wickedly.

      Eyebrows rose in confusion.

      Confidence in a woman was considered a challenge to men who did their preying in packs. They instantly smelled—no, reeked of insecurities. They became uncertain of the pretty young girl who sat all alone, but at the same time were determined to crush me.

      Smiling, I glared straight at them and asked for trouble. “Well, I guess no one wants to play with me.” I stretched a long, lean leg out, flaunting my F-me boots and batting my eyelashes.

      The ugly brave or foolish man, who had dry humped the girl’s arm, stood. He challenged me back, “You stupid bitch. You looking for trouble?”

      His filthy demeanor made me smile wider. “Bitch? Probably. Stupid? No. Why don’t we step outside when the train stops? Then perhaps we shall see exactly who is stupid, your little rabble of filth or me.”

      I stood strong in my Superwoman boots and sensed the world vibrate under my feet. It might have been the train, but I was riding a high and enjoying the feeling.

      I didn’t flinch as one of them took a step toward me.

      My long light-blonde hair flowed around my back like a cape. I was invincible. I stared down the pack of dogs.

      The ugly man waved his arms in the air dismissively at his friends. “That’s a crazy bitch. We don’t like crazy bitches.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. I was crazy.

      They smiled nervously and nodded amongst their small circle, speaking in a low rumble. They continued their name-calling but agreed amongst themselves I wasn’t pretty enough for their attentions. I walked over to the door and with my back to them, I watched in the window beside me. They weakly conspired against me, and I decided they were too far beneath my efforts.

      I got off the train, noticing the cool breeze in the air along with the familiar smell of burning incense. It was a dark scent, musty and old like the soul it belonged to. It was similar to that of winter and decay and overwhelmed the senses, but in a romantic hue instead of the decomposition it truly was.

      I looked around without seeing anything or anyone. I smiled at the true challenge of the night. There were many of them. Instead of winking home, I broke into a run. I winked a small distance and ran. They would have run me down if I’d just run. I was fast but not fast like them.

      I loved the click of my high-heeled boots on the concrete as I sprinted up the stairs past the old courthouse. My lungs pushed for air as my leg muscles flexed strenuously. My heart beat faster than I’d heard it beat in months. It was exhilarating. I almost felt alive.

      My bright-blonde hair flew behind me like a white cape, flashing in the dark night. I pumped my arms harder and pushed myself. I fled for the safety of my home. The guards put there would stop them, the hounds of the darkness. The ground swirled with the shadows that always surrounded them.

      I saw the street sign just as I heard their feet catching up and their breath nipping at my ears. I ran faster, pushing harder, but they too were fast. I almost winked, but instead, met the challenge. They had been made strong, just as I had been. The guards grabbed me in time, just as one of the filthy dogs leapt at me.

      I burst into a coughing laugh. I recovered promptly from the exertion, but still bent forward and smiled. I loved the sensation of the muscles in my legs contracting. “You-you almost had me. Excellent work. I won’t forget that foot race for some time. Maybe next time I’ll wear bigger heels and I won’t wink at all. That might give you a chance.” I waved goodnight to the shadows pacing in the background, behind the wall of guards.

      “Oh, we’ll have you, princess. We’ll taste your dark blood soon.” A dark and frankly daunting voice rode the wind above me.

      I pulled my sweater around myself as I curtsied. “The sun always wins, lads, and the north wind always loses. Goodnight, my fair princes.” I waved once again to the figures mulling around the road beyond me and then walked up to the old house and opened the unlocked front door. I always told her she should lock the door in a city as busy as Portland. The old bat couldn’t be bothered. She knew nothing in its right mind would ever attempt her front door. Except me. But I wasn’t in my right mind, and we both knew that.

      She sat in the old rocking chair looking millions of years old and smiling. “Taunting your brothers of the night again?” She cackled as only an old witch could.

      “Yeah. I can’t help myself.”

      “Did you take a life?”

      “I did. A girl’s got to eat, you know?”

      Lydia smiled her old-lady smile. “You could have some fruit like a normal girl. Maybe a steak.”

      I made a face. “Ewwww. Lydia, you know I’m a vegetarian. Steak, yuck.”

      She laughed again as I walked to my bedroom.

      I lay back on my bed and relived the instant I saw Shane. I peered over at the window and wondered where he was at that exact moment. I smiled and blew him a kiss.

      No matter what, we were under the same moon.

      I fell asleep with his smile in my mind. 

      The dream was the same every time.

      The city stunk of decay and blood.

      Ruin was all around me.

      People were crying.

      In a panic, everyone searched for their loved ones. A disaster had hit and destroyed it all in a moment. I searched for the one I’d missed, the one who had snuck through our system and made the mess of everything.

      I looked everywhere, but through all the pain and suffering, all I saw was his face.

      Shane’s.

      He stood near to me, breathing me in. I wanted to touch him so badly. My dad’s hands reached out to me, the same way the man on the train offered his to the waitress. He was a knight in shining armor, there to save me by pulling me away from Shane. I stuck my hand out to take his just as I gazed back at Shane. Suddenly, I realized my dad was sticking his hand out to save Shane and not me at all. I stepped closer to Shane and smiled at him.

      A woman screamed as I stood on my tiptoes and lifted my lips to meet his. As we kissed, the world shattered into a million pieces. The warmth and realness of his face was close to mine.

      “Aimee, you have to wake up,” the soft voice I knew so well whispered.

      I woke startled, wrapped in my own embrace as beads of sweat soaked me. I had fallen asleep in my clothes again. I sat upright and pulled my sweater off. The night air brushed over my skin. I glanced around, dazed and expecting to see someone else in the room. I was certain a voice had woken me. I was certain it was my mother.

      Perhaps it had been her, finally trying to talk to me. Something about the dream always haunted me. I wished it would go away, but at least it allowed me to see his face—all their faces.

      I rolled onto my back as I slipped off my jeans and pulled the blankets around me. The enveloping darkness was a warm comfort inside my bed.

      I fell back to sleep, dreaming of him again.
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        Or rather the beginning.
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          This brings new meaning to deserted

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      “Grab plates, Ari. Jesus. What’s with you today? You okay?”

      “Whatever.” I glanced back, sliding a hot middle finger up my sweaty cheek.

      “Wow.” Cookie rolled his eyes at my not-so-subtle way of flipping him off. “Nice, kid.” As I grabbed the plates for Table 8 and walked out of the kitchen, he flinched. “Those plates are hot. They’ve been under the salamander too long waiting for your slow ass to deliver the food.”

      “It’s fine.” I shrugged it off. “Doesn’t hurt at all.”

      “Holy hell. Someone finally got her work calluses. Only took you five years.” He laughed.

      I stuck out my tongue at him and headed for the smelly men who’d ordered the greasy plates of food. As I laid the dishes with a thump, I realized Cookie was right. I wasn’t in my zone at all today. On my way back to the kitchen, I paused for a second and rolled my shoulders and neck, closing my eyes for one breath. I ignored everything around me, finding my place—the place where I blocked my brain and let myself get into my flow.

      I wasn’t always the nicest waitress, but I was usually the best as far as efficiency went. I always had the largest section, the most patrons, and the least screw-ups as Cookie so blatantly put it. It never mattered how many there were, every order was correct. Most importantly, everyone got hot food and no one had a half-empty cup.

      But today was harder, for whatever reason. I needed to blank out and just do my job.

      Not even thinking about it, I kicked back into gear. I grabbed a fork from the basket, carrying it across the room, stopping on the way to pour a cup of coffee for a lady. A small boy dropped his fork just as I finished filling the cup. I passed the utensil to the little boy, winking at him before his parents even noticed.

      Had anyone watched me closely enough, they would’ve seen a pattern in everything I did. I called it instincts but Cookie called me the kitchen witch.

      “Morning, Ari.”

      “Morning, Mayor.” I poured him a cup of coffee. “The usual?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Only new patrons needed a menu in my section, and even then I could always guess what they wanted, before they saw the menu. Hence the term “kitchen witch.”

      But honestly, it was practice being made into perfection. Throughout high school I worked after school and all summer in my uncle Vince’s café, or roadside diner, depending on who you asked. He wasn’t a Southerner and preferred the word café, but in New Mexico diner was a better fit.

      At first I’d hated the café but eventually it became a second home and each patron and coworker became family.

      It was the lowest maintenance job a teenaged girl could ask for. I didn’t have to be anything but what I was. We didn’t dress up; we slung hash in the sweaty desert. No one noticed attractiveness so I didn’t have to impress anyone. The work was hard and long, just as the days were. Intensely hot days and harshly cold nights—just how I liked it.

      “You going to school this year?” the mayor asked as I delivered his eggs over easy with extra-buttered white toast, three sausages, and three marmalade packets.

      “No. No need for a fancy city education, Mr. Mayor. I have all I need here.” I held my hands out, smiling.

      “We need to put that on the town’s brochure.” He laughed, taking his first bite. “You know, maybe some community college courses would help you pick what you want to do for a living.”

      “I guess.” I shrugged. “But I’ve got a living for now. I don’t want to waste money just to go when I don’t know what I want to be yet.”

      “I suppose that’s wise. You’ve always been smarter than most kids your age.”

      “It’s not smarter, it’s disciplined.” I laughed. “Most kids don’t have an uncle riding their butt 24/7.” I walked away before anything else could be said.

      My uncle had tried it too. He tried desperately to get me to attend something—anything. I didn’t want to go. I enjoyed the small town where nothing happened because nothing changed. I was scared of leaving home and being alone in the world. My family might not have been traditional, but they were everything to me.

      Having just graduated, I didn’t know why everyone was in such a hurry for me to leave. Secretly I’d wondered if they wanted me gone for some reason. Had I been burdensome to my uncle?

      After the breakfast and lunch rush, I changed into shorts and a tee shirt. I pulled on my sneakers and smiled at Brent—the cook I always called Cookie. “Okay, Cookie, tell Vince I went early.”

      “You have a death wish, kid.” He shook his bandana-covered, sweat-soaked head. His mat of curly, sandy-colored hair was always covered by something—bandana, Stetson, ball cap, anything. Underneath was a shaggy and unkempt mess. Somehow the look suited Cookie. At thirty-eight his face was weathered from his twelve years in the army. He’d spent a lot of time in the Middle East. He was still in amazing shape even though he didn’t run anymore. His left lung wasn’t what it used to be after it was crushed by a piece of a Humvee. “One of these days I’m gonna have to come find your ass on the side of the road. You’ll be nothing but a hunk of dried leather.”

      “Whatever, old man. You’re just jealous you can’t keep up.”

      “You know it.” He laughed bitterly. “In my younger years I woulda wiped the concrete with your ass, kid.”

      “Operative word is younger.” I winked at him and bolted out the door like a shot.

      The temperature had to have hit its average of eighty-eight degrees. In the desert early October was still quite warm, while the sun was out anyway. Nighttime was a whole other ball of wax.

      My runners hit the pavement with a frightening silence. I ran with a technique most had never seen. I landed toe first. My legs pumped hard from the start. I’d trained myself to never need a warm-up. I loved the adrenaline too much to worry about warm-ups.

      The desert blew by me as I raced along the empty highway. The wind had picked up but the air was still dry, making the wind a friend on a hot run. I pulled the hair tie from around my grease-soaked dark ponytail and let my long locks spill down my back. I got a waft of the diner’s scent as it surfed along the waves of air like a cape behind me.

      Mid run, I noticed my fingers felt funny. I squeezed them, contemplating how much sodium I’d eaten in the last couple of days. But they didn’t feel as if they were swelling, they felt hot. Weirdly hot. Maybe I’d put them in something that had caused a chemical reaction. Sniffing the tips as I sprinted, I frowned when all I got was the same old zesty-orange hand cleaner. Could it be a citrus allergy was starting? Uncle Vince had a ton of allergies and citrus was one of them. I’d never considered I might have any, but something had to explain the burning. It had come on suddenly and was cooking my hands.

      Again, I squeezed my fingers together, but the heat was so intense each finger burned the one next to it as it spread to my palms. I gazed up to see the highway marker where I always turned around. It was an old sign with a picture of wild horses running about through the desert that read, “Nothing for forty miles, nothing.”

      I smiled every time I saw it, agreeing there really was nothing but dirt for forty miles.

      When I flexed my fingers again, a fire burned under my skin, as though it needed somewhere to go. I half expected steam to come bursting from my pores.

      The afternoon sun was intense, more than it ever had been. Was I coming down with some kind of flu? I’d never had a flu bug before but knew Cookie had gotten sick once and passed out in the kitchen. I cringed, recalling how sweaty and pale he’d been.

      When I turned around at the sign, all the heat from my hands shot up my arms and into my face. My feet stopped as the desert spun and I bent over, throwing up on the steaming asphalt.

      The smell of my cooked vomit hit and everything went dark.

      When I blinked next it was a struggle as my lids were stuck together. Voices filled the fluttering darkness around me. My uncle and a man argued, but I couldn’t move my lips to tell them I was awake. Everything was dusty. I gripped the ground around me with my searing fingertips to see if I was still in the desert. Everything was hot enough to make me think I was.

      “She’s probably just under the weather or dehydrated, Vince. Honestly, it’s over eighty degrees out there.” The voice belonged to the doctor. I would know it anywhere.

      “Yeah, I know that, Doc, but she runs every day, even in the summer. She’s an elite athlete. She’s done Ironman competitions in warmer weather than this and been fine. Ari doesn’t get dehydrated and she’s never been sick a day in her life.”

      “Look, bring her in for some tests on Monday, Vince, but I’m telling you it’s probably that time of the month or something very uneventful. Her pulse is strong, temperature is perfect, and skin is very elastic and plump. She’s stirred twice and just seems weak. I don’t think it merits the hour drive to the hospital, unless you really want to.”

      “I’ll bring her in on Monday, Doc. She’ll kill me if I drag her all the way there and she has a monthly situation.” My uncle’s voice cracked awkwardly when he said monthly.

      “Oh yeah, she will.” Doc chuckled his deep throaty laugh. “I don’t want to imagine. We all know Ari isn’t fond of being girlie.”

      “No.” My uncle sighed. “That she isn’t.”

      “What took her mother again?” Doc’s voice changed as if the death were a secret that could only be whispered about.

      “Uh well, it was a car accident in Portland, uh—Maine. Why?” My uncle’s voice stayed weird.

      “Well, it’s good to have a starting-off point when doing tests of any sort. Medical history is pretty important. Monday morning, I’ll get Dolores to schedule her in, say ten?”

      “Yup, thanks for stopping in.”

      Cracking my eyelids, I felt as if the whole desert was inside them, but I tried to see the room around me.

      “Rise and shine there, Sleeping Beauty. How you feeling?”

      “Not good.” I groaned at my uncle. “Think I have the flu.”

      “I think so too.” He smiled, reminding me of my mother. Same dark-brown, almost black, hair. His white skin was the same as hers as well. My whole life I wondered why he chose to move to the desert with his albino-like skin. I tanned so well compared to him. But then again, I didn’t have a single trait of my mother’s except my hair.

      He had her dark-blue eyes too, the ones I always wished I was born with instead of my black ones. His thick brows lightened in the same arch as my mother’s, and his chubby cheeks rose up into cheekbones almost. His moody-looking face changed in every way possible when he smiled, making him handsome. My mother had been incredibly beautiful in the same way.

      My uncle hadn’t shown me many pictures of my mom, but I cherished the ones I had seen. She looked like the sort of girl who took your cares away simply by being in the same room as you. I imagined a carefree spirit who smiled because the air smelled sweet or the sea looked magical in the rain.

      “So what you’re saying is, you’re probably fine—just sick?” My uncle’s face showed relief and yet annoyance at the same time. “Well then, I’d say enough is enough with the friggin’ running in the goddamned heat. No more. You go in the morning or the evening. No more midday. It’s too damned hot. You could’ve cooked out there on that cement. Your mother made me promise on her deathbed that I would raise you like my own, take care of you, and love you, and I’ll be damned if I’m made a liar.”

      “Drama queen.” I laughed, feeling worse from the effort it took.

      “It runs in the family.” He smiled again. “Want some water?” He poured a glass and then lifted it to my lips. As his hand drew close, my hands burned like someone was sticking them to the grill.

      “No!” I screamed out in pain, reaching for his hands, spilling all the cool water down over me.

      The water washed over me, but the burning worsened as I screamed. It lasted one exhale before a frosty sensation enveloped me from the feet up, cooling like I was being iced.

      As the last bit of pressure flew from my fingertips, clearing my head, I sighed in relief. It was as if someone just flicked a switch. The burning stopped. The pressure ended. The release was overwhelming.

      After my mind cleared, my body switched back to strong, and I healed one-hundred percent.

      The air around me became still, smelling like grapes and honey. My uncle’s smiling face became like a ghost’s. Not whiter but see-through. Behind him—or rather through him—I could see the light switch on the wall.

      A picture grew between us, sparkling air everywhere.

      I blinked as a vision of my uncle, a much younger version of him, cleared in the picture. In the middle of the sparkling air my uncle sat beside my pregnant mother.

      She gripped his hands, begging him to care for me.

      He nodded as she spoke.

      Her face was full of terror as her mouth moved, telling him something impossible.

      He nodded, telling his sister we would be fine.

      Tears poured down his face as the machines surrounding my dying mother went crazy and doctors filled the room.

      My uncle was shoved outside to wait on the bench.

      He cried, sitting frightened and alone as a nurse brought him a bundle in a pink blanket. He held the bundle to his chest, rocking it. He kissed the bundle repeatedly, whispering it promises.

      Tears filled my eyes, watching the hallucination taking place in the air between my uncle and me.

      But then, as if the picture had rewound, my uncle stood again at my mother’s bedside. My mother begged him but there was a difference in his face this time. He appeared shut off as she spoke. The machines surrounding her went nuts and he was shoved into the hallway again. This time when the bundle was placed in his arms, he peered down at it with anger and fear. When the nurse came to speak to him, he started to cry and walked away.

      The picture faded but the air between my uncle and me still sparkled.

      Behind the sparkles he whispered, “I loved you always.”

      Everything changed. I didn’t see it but I felt it.

      I fought the urge to pass out and forced my eyes to focus on his vanishing face.

      He faded completely. My hands no longer held on to his. They lingered, stretched out, as if they were holding the air.

      A gold pinky ring floated in the frozen air in front of my face.

      With a trembling hand, I reached a fingertip out, barely making contact with the small gold band before it dropped to the floor. It landed with a sound that resonated around me, echoing everywhere. Once the ring hit, other noises rushed in.

      I shivered, staring down at the gold band.

      My eyes fuzzed as if straining to see the floor, but I realized it wasn’t there.

      I was on a street, on concrete.

      My clothes weren’t my running clothes.

      The dark of the room became the dark of a street I didn’t recognize.

      It resembled something I had seen on TV. Balconies and buildings enclosed me.

      It was an alley in a city I didn’t know.

      The glint coming off the gold ring on the ground caught the muted orange light from a streetlamp. I bent down, reaching with my long thin fingers to grasp the warm gold—still warm from his skin.

      He had existed. My uncle existed.

      The ring proved it.

      I clutched it as if it were my only link to sanity as blinding light filled my mind. The light burned as if it were in the back of my eyes, searing my brain.

      Pictures replaced my uncle.

      Horrors replaced my home.

      The café became an orphanage.

      My loving uncle became a cold man in a suit. He never smiled at me.

      I became a girl with buzzed dark-brown hair, fighting in combat boots and military pants.

      Laughing and joy turned into pain and hate. A pencil in hand in a classroom became a razor cutting skin in a gas station bathroom under flickering lights. As the pain of the razor became fresh a scar grew where the cut was made.

      I screamed out into the dark, cold alley as the pain of seventeen years caught up with me. All the beauty of seventeen years in New Mexico was replaced with something I couldn’t understand. I lost and gained a lifetime, all of that taking a couple of heartbeats.

      Memories, images, and pain built a story in my head, a story of lies.

      Lies proven by the scars and cold cement.

      And as if a light switch had been flipped, I knew where I was and what street I was on. I knew whose apartment was three stories up and why I was there. I was going to steal something—something that belonged to me.

      I was a real orphan.

      My uncle was in the very back of my mind with a feeling I couldn’t comprehend.

      I hated him.

      I hated his stupid prissy wife and their three horrid, spoiled-brat kids.

      I wasn’t even fond of his dog.

      When did he get a dog, a wife, and kids?

      When did we live in New Mexico?

      When did he leave me?

      Everything in my life was at war.

      The sunlight of New Mexico, the warmth of the wind, the laughter of Cookie—they were gone. They were no longer memories, but rather, dreams. In their place was the cold reality of the Pacific Northwest—Portland, Oregon.

      One version of me had once upon a time lived in New Mexico.

      This version standing in the cold alley had grown up alone in Portland.

      I could see both lives. I could sense them inside me.

      My eyes lowered to the tattoos running down my arms and onto my hands. I hated and loved them simultaneously.

      I screamed in pain and anger as my nose, lip, and eyebrow stung. Gingerly, I touched my fingers to my face to find a ring in the middle of my nose.

      I had gotten it in a filthy shop that frightened the other side of me but thrilled the person standing in the mirror.

      Tears filled my eyes as I lifted my hands, running them over my fuzzy head to discover a buzz cut. My hair, the one thing I had of her, the one thing I’d always loved, was gone.

      My heart broke as the new part of me saw my mother’s face for the first time. Portland me had never seen our reflection before. As the old memories caught up with the new, I became a ball of emotions. Tears trickled their way down my cold cheeks.

      I ran my hands down my jean jacket, shivering.

      The cold soothed one part of me, while the other part felt similar to a flower wilting in the damp darkness. Pieces of me just fell to the cold concrete and died.

      My mind struggled to find new memories where I had found anything cheery. But everything was darkness.

      Dreary, dark images of an orphanage where I had learned to survive.

      Tears formed in my eyes as the old me was taught a lesson on exactly the horrors small children could suffer.

      My brain was full of shady alleys where money was made.

      Shadowy places where souls were lost and sold, traded as a commodity.

      The young and innocent chose a full belly or vein, depending on age and preference, over remaining innocent. I had lived like a savage on the streets for six years. I remembered every one of them. The old me and new me melded into one person and everything changed. The world was different.

      “You’re certain you won’t come home with me, child?”

      “What?” I spun, finding an old woman smiling at me.

      “You look cold, honey. It can be just a night, if you like. I can’t leave you out here to freeze.” The old lady’s voice bothered me considerably, but the hunger in my guts and cold on my desert skin won over. Old me was terrified. Not of the nice old lady or what was in the alley, but of me. The new me terrified the old me.

      The old woman stepped toward me as I held myself in a way no one had seen before. No one had ever met me, not the new me. Not the version standing here with two lives behind her.

      In a vague memory I recalled the old lady trying to talk to me, but I’d ignored her. I had figured she was a social worker of some kind. The good me, the one from New Mexico who liked the sun and trusted people, was comforted by the idea of a social worker.

      “My name is Lydia Crane,” she spoke softly, smiling in a curious way. “And you are Ari. What’s your last name?”

      “My name is just Ari.” It wasn’t the right response, but the scary me seemed incredibly defensive about privacy.

      “Just Ari, no last name?”

      “No.” I sneered. “No family, so no family name.” My tone was biting. I nearly winced, thinking about how I’d spoken to the older woman.

      “You can fight it. You know that, right?”

      “What?” I was truly lost; both versions of me were lost, but I didn’t say anything else. My mind screamed so many nasty things that I thought it best not to let them escape through my mouth.

      “The other Ari, she doesn’t have to be there with you if you don’t want her to be. The Ari before, from New Mexico, is the better one anyway.”

      “How?” I raised an eyebrow. “How do you know me?”

      “I’ve watched you for a long time. I’ve seen you both ways, and the sunny girl is the better way to live.” She pointed down a dark road. “We live down there.”

      “Where?” I turned around, confused at how quickly we had appeared across town. The road we were on, though I didn’t recall walking, turned onto what looked to be a haunted old lane.

      It took a moment for me to recognize it as the scary part of the city. The other me, the scary one, had never been out there before. Apparently, an evil witch and a weird cult lived nearby. Even the pushers didn’t venture out that far to the east.

      I shivered as we stepped on Old Oak Way, the street the old lady pointed to. I glanced behind me, wondering about the breeze I noticed, although it was gone as quickly as it had come up.

      “It’s the guards,” Lydia spoke quietly. “They keep the bad out and the good in.”

      “What’s a guard?” I whispered back, wondering what the bad was if the old lady was letting me in—especially in my current state.

      At the end of the old road stood a huge mansion.

      It could have been from a horror movie.

      It was a decrepit and ancient-looking white three-story Gothic house with pitched roofs and a huge front porch. Somehow it was both frightening and inviting. It was similar to how I’d imagined the witch’s house in Hansel and Gretel. Huge willow trees and oaks lined the yard and long driveway.

      Everything seemed as it would’ve been when the house was made, no doubt hundreds of years earlier. Like it was all frozen in time. Considering I was the girl lost in time, maybe we matched.

      “This is my home.” She sounded proud of the crappy old house. “Come on. You need to meet your new housemates.” She turned and strolled up to the house, cackling like a witch.
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          Hot, for a psychopath

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      Silence prevailed except for creak of the old storm door as they entered the dark house. The front room was huge, with an old black iron bench and a real umbrella stand with umbrellas in it. Everything appeared to be as old as the house.

      “Kitchen is this way, dear,” Lydia spoke quickly.

      “Okay,” I muttered as I closed the door, peeking out the window of it and locking it. I always watched my six.

      When I turned I grew intimidated by the dark corridor she had vanished down and the lack of housemates.

      I wondered if the old bat was a ghost, and I’d been lured to the old haunted house for a reason. Some kind of sacrifice for the creepy cult.

      Lights flickered at the end of the massive hall.

      Of course they did. All scary houses needed flickering lights and dark halls.

      My eyes widened as I realized the light flickered from people passing through it. I prayed silently that if they could flicker a light and make a shadow it meant they weren’t ghosts.

      Not wanting to sit in the dark entryway, I took a step toward the hall. Each step was taken with a measure of uncertainty. I swallowed hard as I got closer, close enough to hear the people talking in the room beyond the hallway.

      “Well, I knew last year, but she wasn’t there yet. It’s hit now,” Lydia spoke defiantly as she crossed the doorway at the very end of the hall.

      “You had to bring her here?” A new voice joined the conversation, a girl. Her comment hurt my feelings in one way and justified the hate inside me in a different way.

      “I brought you here, didn’t I? She’s as alone in the world as we are.” Lydia sounded as though there was no discussing it. I was invited and staying. “Well, don’t stand out in the hallway, Ari, dear. It’s rude.”

      Contemplating running for the door and avoiding this awkward moment, I took a slow, deep breath and ignored the desire to bolt. I wanted food and someone to explain what was going on.

      I winced when the light hit my eyes, but I still managed to catch the blonde girl in the kitchen with Lydia suck her breath in at seeing me for the first time. It was easily the bitchiest greeting I’d ever received, but the other me, the scary one, was completely used to it. Her eyes widened in horror for a millisecond before she pressed her lips together and tried to act indifferent. It didn’t work though. Every time I glanced her way she was staring, weirdly.

      When I realized there was basically nothing more to the room than where we were standing, the kitchen walls began closing in around me. I hadn’t minded small spaces before then.

      “Yes, it’s cozy for such a huge mansion, but in my day we didn’t need a large kitchen. Servants were accustomed to small quarters. You’re lucky I never put the kitchen in the basement like everyone else.”

      “Seriously, servants?” I turned and stared rudely. “You built the house?” That didn’t make sense. It had to be hundreds of years old.

      “Yes.” Lydia nodded. “And no, I didn’t do the work. But my husband at the time let me have some say in the planning.”

      “Wow.” I raised my eyebrows. “How old is this place?” Guessing, I would’ve said at least two hundred years, but obviously that couldn’t be.

      “Oh, old enough. Anyway, this is Aimee. She’s, well, different—like you. Aimee, this is Ari.” Lydia smiled brightly. “Until you get to know each other, I wouldn’t go holding hands. Who knows what’ll happen.” She laughed to herself, confusing me and pissing off the blonde.

      Aimee was beautiful, even with the weird looks she shot at me. She was tall and thin with black pants and huge red leather boots. Something about her, the pain in her eyes perhaps, frightened me. Her long blonde hair sat in silky waves around her face and shoulders, enhancing her gray-blue eyes.

      She was pretty, there was no denying that. Rude and pretty.

      “Eat, dear.” Lydia put food on the table.

      I nearly jumped at the chance to eat. I slumped into a seat and began sipping straight from the bowl, leaving the spoon on the table. Unaware they were watching, I guzzled back the soup. I couldn’t stop myself from shoveling the food down my throat. Living on the streets as one part of me had, I knew to eat when the food was available. The sensible side of me that had grown up in a diner, knew I was eating like a savage. But I didn’t care.

      “Ari, dear, do you understand what happened?” Lydia asked as she sat down.

      “What?” I looked up from the bowl, still sipping the hot liquid. “No.” I put the bowl down and wiped my mouth with my hands and then rubbed them on my pants.

      “Wow.” Aimee grimaced. “It’s really unsanitary to wipe it like that.”

      In the oddest choice I have ever made, I leapt off the chair before I could stop myself, diving at the blonde as she laughed and vanished from the spot she’d been standing. I slammed into the counter and cupboards.

      Lydia narrowed her gaze. “Girls, this isn’t a fight you want to have.”

      Turning, I glanced back at Lydia, confused. “How—h-how did she do that?”

      “Oh, I have a few talents.” Aimee strolled back into the kitchen, clicking her heels on the old wood floor. “One of which, you don’t want to know about.” Her gray-blue eyes sparkled with mystery and humor.

      “That’s enough out of you.” Lydia pointed a long gnarled finger at Aimee. “You girls, neither of you should use what you have on each other, until we know exactly what Ari does with those magical hands of hers.”

      “Magic?” I lifted my hands, fighting the tears that threatened my eyes. “Cursed.”

      “It is magic, I assure you, Ari. We have heaps of it in this house.” Lydia sighed.

      “I don’t know about magic. It was something bad. My uncle—” I whispered. “He just left, like mist.” The gold ring on my thumb glistened in the kitchen light and made the lump in my throat larger.

      “Your uncle?” Lydia encouraged me.

      “He vanished. I made him vanish. I don’t know how. I was hot and I touched him and he was gone.” A small part of me wanted to stop talking. It wanted to rage about the kitchen and run from the house. I quashed that instinct to be alone before I could act. As odd as the old lady was, she was the only one with a clue about what was going on. “I’m not me anymore.” I turned and slid down the cupboards, sitting on the floor with my ridiculous boots and ripped black pants out in front of me.

      Aimee sat beside me on the floor of the kitchen. “I know how it feels.”

      “You do?”

      “Yeah.” Her gray eyes narrowed. “My hands made someone disappear once too.” She silently relived horrors within the statement. Whatever they were, I guessed they were what made her look so hollow.

      Lydia sat on the outdated metal kitchen chair in front of us. “And like Aimee once had to do, you too will need to control not only your new self, but also the hunger.”

      “The hunger?” I gazed at my hands and recalled the sensation I’d had when I touched my uncle. It was almost like a hunger.

      “You need to be able to control it before we can let you out of the house again. We don’t know exactly what you do, just yet.”

      Apparently, her words were the wrong ones. That new part of me didn’t like to be trapped. My body tightened and I considered fleeing again.

      “No”—Aimee put a hand on my shoulder—“not like a prison, like a shelter. You’re safe here.”

      I needed to run. Desert me needed running. “Is there somewhere here I can run?”

      “Of course not.” Lydia laughed. “Where would you go? What if you made other people vanish?”

      “I ran in the desert, eight miles a day. I need it.” I had to get out of there and find a way home. I needed a home. My mind started to race as my chest tightened.

      “Oh.” Lydia laughed harder. “For sport. Well, you could run the back trail. It’s protected as well. The trail is about five miles. It’s a loop around the lake out back.”

      “Okay.” I sighed in relief, realizing this might not be so bad. Food. A house. A running path. And the old lady helping me get my other life back. My eyes darted to Aimee’s hand still on my shoulder. “You aren’t hurting me by touching me.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I learned how to control it. Took me a while, but I’ve got it now.” Aimee stared closer at my face. “Not that it matters. Those black eyes suggest I might not be able to hurt you.”

      She glanced back at Lydia. The older woman smiled like a grandma about to pass you a muffin and tell you everything would work out.

      But she didn’t.

      I wanted to smile. I wanted to go back to my normal life, but I didn’t know how I’d get to the desert. How would I find my uncle if my new mind had memories of him that didn’t make sense? He was here, in Portland. Not Portland, Maine, but Portland, Oregon.

      My uncle had said my mother died in Portland, Maine. The new version of me didn’t believe that anymore.

      “None of it matters now.” Lydia put a hand out. “You need a shower and some sleep, love. It’s probably been the longest day of your life.” The way she spoke killed any apprehensions I had about staying. She was soothing and calm and I couldn’t resist.

      “Depends on which me you ask. New me has lived through some things I can’t make myself think about.” The new me laughed like a crazy woman inside my head.

      Lydia took my hand without thinking, but as our skin made contact, I pulled it back quickly.

      “It’s okay.” Lydia laughed. “You can’t hurt me.” She took my hand again and stood up. Her skin was warm and fleshy. She led me upstairs to where the grandeur became overwhelming. The bathroom was fit for a princess, and my bedroom was massive with a huge four-poster bed and giant windows. Even with my good life in the desert I’d never had a room like this.

      The other part of me was casing the joint for stuff to steal.

      After the shower, I stood in my towel, studying my reflection in the mirror. Getting cleaned had taken considerably less time than I was accustomed to, what with not having two feet of thick hair.

      The girl in the mirror might as well have been an alien. Scars marred my once pretty face. I rubbed my hands over my bald head. Sadly, it was the least offensive thing about my appearance. Piercings and tattoos were livable and removable, but the unbelievable amount of scars was what scared me. Each one came with a flash of a memory I didn’t let myself see.

      Devastated and confused, I crumpled to the floor, hugging my knees into myself and sobbing.

      More than the clean feeling I’d never realized I enjoyed before or the unmarked skin, I wanted my hair back. It seemed shallow, but it was truly the only feature I had of my mother’s. I needed it like Samson had needed his.

      “I can make it come back.”

      I jumped, my eyes darting to the dark doorway leading into my dark bedroom. “What are you doing?” I sputtered, ashamed Lydia had seen me cry like a baby.

      “Your hair, I can bring it back, fast. Very fast.” She stayed calm and had a kindness in her tone.

      “Seriously?” The humility of being naked and crying was gone.

      “Yes.”

      I pulled the towel around me and stood on wobbly legs as if I were a newborn deer. “How?”

      “You’re not the only one with talents.” Lydia walked toward me. “Sit on the chair and close your eyes.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You’ll never understand magic, Ari. But it doesn’t matter. You don’t have to understand for it to work. Now come and sit and let me fix this.”

      I eyed the chair next to the window, contemplating everything. I hated the untrusting person I had transformed into. Giving in to the desperation, I sauntered over and sat down, shivering from fear and the cool night air on my bare skin.

      But it wasn’t just the night air that made me shiver. Deep down, I was terrified. The new me trusted no one. I tried to think good thoughts about nice old ladies, but it was no use. Inside, I had shocking memories of nice old ladies.

      Lydia took several steps, making me uncomfortable, but I closed my eyes and held them shut.

      The warmth of the old lady’s hands brushed against my head, becoming tingly. My whole body warmed and relaxed as the sensation spread through me.

      Even with my eyes closed I could see the glow of whatever was happening through my eyelids. I wanted so badly to open my eyes, but I fought the urge, terrified of what I might see.

      “Why did you shave your head?” she asked softly.

      “I didn’t.” Tears rolled out of my pressed shut eyes. “I was in juvie. They shaved my head. It helped on the streets though. A lot of people don’t find a bald girl attractive.” My memories scared me.

      The heat stopped. “You’re safe now. No one can hurt you. Sleep tonight and we will start on solving your little problem tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” I gulped as Lydia walked from the room as eerily as she had entered. “Thank you, Lydia.”

      “Your hair will begin to come back in tomorrow. Every morning when you wake, it will have grown a bit more while you slept. A few weeks and it should look like your mother’s again, love.”

      How had Lydia known what my mother’s hair looked like?
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          Little bald boy blue?

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      I woke feeling rested in a way I had never before. I’d slept without dreaming, as far as I could tell. In daylight the grand room was more beautiful than I could have imagined. The walls were a pale blue and the furniture was dark walnut. The bedding and curtains were white eyelet lace. The dark hardwood floor glistened in the morning light. Everything was pristine and immaculate.

      A woman’s voice broke the silence, “Good morning, mister.”

      I glanced around, but no one was in the room.

      “I have laid out a change of clothes for you for this morning. It’s in the bathroom.”

      I closed my eyes, squeezing tight, and then opened them again to the beautiful room, still empty.

      “Who are you?” I finally asked into the air. The house was spooky.

      “Why, I am Annabelle—Mrs. Crane’s head staff. Your bathroom has fresh water for you to clean and ready yourself. Do you need assistance?”

      “I can’t see you.”

      A cool breeze filled the room.

      “Why, I be right here, mister.”

      “Where?” I squinted, jumping when I saw a young woman in a white dress. She was definitely a ghost. She was completely see-through.

      I screamed, clutching my bedding to my naked body.

      The girl screamed, matching in volume and length. I finished, still watching the girl, and screamed again. The girl again copied me.

      The bedroom door opened as Aimee came flying in. “Annabelle, stop screaming.”

      Annabelle stuttered, “W-well-well, he be screaming at me for no good reason and I am just tryin’ to help, ‘tis all.”

      “It’s fine.” Aimee laughed. “Ari, this is Annabelle. She died—well, a while ago. She was Lydia’s best friend at the time so she still works here.”

      “Nice—nice to meet you.” I didn’t know what else to say. The house was growing more and more unbelievable. Had I not made my uncle vanish and teleported myself to an alley, I wouldn’t have believed the whole thing. But a ghost was the least crazy part of my current life problems.

      “Annabelle, this is Ari. She’s a girl and our new family member.”

      I cocked my head at the word “family.” Aimee’s face hadn’t changed at all when she said the word.

      “I be sorry, Miss Ari. I thought Lydia said ‘Harry’ and your head was all that was poking out, and it seemed to be a boy’s head, what with no hair on it. You got all that stuff in ya face—I couldn’t see ya as a girl.” She curtsied. “I’ll change the clothes to a dress.”

      “It’s fine.” I put a hand out of the covers, trying not to be completely offended. “No—thanks. Dude clothes are probably better at this point.”

      She gave a frightened look to Aimee who smiled. “Yeah, Annabelle tried the whole ancient-frilly-dress crap on me too.”

      “Ain’t no one asking your opinion, Miss Aimee.” Annabelle vanished, not with a poof, but was just gone in an instant.

      “Did you sleep well?”

      “Yeah. Creepy well. It was weird. I didn’t dream. I always dream.”

      Aimee smiled. “No dreams at Lydia’s is a good thing. She probably helped you out with that.”

      “What is Lydia?”

      “Obviously she’s magic.” Aimee shrugged. “She’s a witch. What are you?”

      “I don’t know.” I tilted my head. “What are you?”

      “Death.” Aimee pressed her lips together.

      “Huh?”

      “Death, I—I am death. Grim reaper, death deity, angel of doom, death.”

      “How? What?”

      Aimee raised an eyebrow. “Never trust a demon. No matter what.” She strode out of the room, leaving me confused. I suspected it to be the theme of the next couple of days.

      When I finished getting dressed again, I left my room and walked along the hallway to the stairs. I stopped on a step, panicked by a voice. It was a man’s voice talking about me.

      “Lydia, I know you don’t want to hear it, but Ari’s trouble. I know who she is.”

      I had gone through it before, foster homes and attempts at jobs. I’d heard it many different ways.

      Sighing quietly as I knew it was the end, I sat on the stairs and waited for Lydia to come and tell me to leave. At least I’d gotten a good meal and a night sleep out of it.

      My mind whispered that I needed to go back up the stairs to put on as many clothes as I could find. I would need the warmth, with it being October.

      “No, Ronald, you don’t know who Ari is—you know what she is. She hasn’t even decided who she is yet. She needs time and space from the Roses Academy until she decides.”

      Lydia’s words rolled around in my stunned head for a second. She defended me. I stayed on the stairs, still listening.

      “Ari, just come down here and meet Mr. Halter before he leaves.” Lydia called up to me.

      I sat frozen but a smile crept along my face. Of course, Lydia knew I was there. After a second, I stood and walked down the stairs, fighting the urge to attack the man before I’d even met him. Men felt weird for me now. I didn’t trust him even though I’d never met him.

      Lydia sat in an oversized burgundy chair. Across the room from her sat a man with steel-gray hair and a tanned, weathered face. He reminded me of a very old version of Cookie, making my miss home for a second.

      “Ronald, this is Ari. Ari, this is Mr. Halter. He’s involved in our lives from time to time.”

      I frowned at the man who stood and stared at my hand. I smiled and offered it to him. He made no move. I laughed and sat on the chaise lounge next to Lydia’s chair.

      “You’re very young,” he commented distastefully.

      I knew what I looked like—I was a mess. My arms had tattoos and my face had piercings. I had scars on my arms and one on my cheek. My dark hair was still incredibly short even though, just as Lydia had promised, it had grown at least an inch overnight. Unfortunately, it made me look more like a hedgehog, than a girl. I had a tattoo running up my neck. It was the one thing I hated the most. Then there was the bull ring through my nose and bars through my lip and eyebrow. The piercings were the frosting on the freak cake. I wore the jeans Annabelle had put out for me and a tee shirt. My body was slight from not having eaten often enough and wiry from fighting for everything I had, which was nearly nothing. I could’ve been the definition of angst, if one was able to capture the word in a photo.

      “I’m seventeen.” I hated him. He was the same as all the rest. He was a suit and I hated suits. Suits made decisions for people based on numbers and budgets, not what was best for people. They made their decisions and then went home to their comfy beds at night. Never worrying about where they sent other people to live.

      Aimee came into the room in skinny jeans and over-the-knee brown leather boots with large buckles. She wore a sweater and her blonde hair was in a ponytail. She was so pretty. Everything about her screamed feminine and delicate except her eyes. They warned you not to trust everything else you saw about her.

      She sat next to me and spoke softly, “Ron.”

      He smiled at her. “Aimee.” His smile was genuine, not the wolf-staring-at-the-bunny smile I was used to from a suit.

      Lydia clasped her hands together. “Well, Ronald, now that we’re all here, why don’t you explain to Ari exactly what sort of a situation she is looking at.”

      His gray eyes hardened as he focused on me. “I know this has probably all been very confusing for you, but I do actually know what you are. I knew someone like you once.” He seemed lost in his thoughts for a moment.

      My body tensed, but Lydia smiled tenderly as if to tell me I was safe.

      His words gave the impression they stung as he spoke, the story clearly hurt him to tell. “My sister had a best friend when she was a girl. They went to college together. They roomed together. One night her friend got sick—very high fever and complained her hands were burning. All she could really do was guess how it happened. She couldn’t recall the details. We assumed she must have touched my sister in her fevered state. My sister was suddenly gone from the room and every person in my family’s memories changed. No one in my family recalls my sister the way she was, except me. I don't know why, but the girl’s magic didn't work on me.”

      “I’ve seen this.” I swallow hard. “My uncle.”

      “Yes.” He nodded. “You sent your uncle back to the fork in the road that changed his life and forced him to choose the other path.”

      I frowned. “What?” It doesn’t make sense.

      Lydia put a hand out and rested it on my leg. “Sweetie, instead of adopting you, your uncle was forced to abandon you to the orphanage.”

      The words cut my soul. I wanted to block it out. I rolled my shoulders, searching for my zone. “What happened to your sister?”

      He stared me down. “She died. Instead of befriending the girl like you, she chose to be a loner. She had a horrid existence and killed herself. All our lives changed and had I not been—well—special, I would remember it the way they do. My sister never met her friend, she never went to college, and she died at eighteen. My parents’ lives shifted, but they couldn’t recall the shift. They just lived their new way of life as if it were normal.”

      “How did the girl become that, the time shifter?”

      “Child of an angel. I can only assume you are also the daughter of an angel. Did you know your real father?”

      I let his words roll off my back. It wasn’t my story. It wasn’t my fault. My uncle chose what he chose. I didn’t force him into anything. Daughter of an angel—the whole thing was nuts. I knew what was going on. They were trying to make me feel crazy. Then they could lock me up once and for all. That had to be it.

      “What do you know about your real mother?” He leaned in, staring more.

      “I’m not crazy.” I stood and ran from the room and out the front door, across the grass. My legs pushed in my combat boots. I couldn’t run far. My lungs were weak in my new body. I made it to the street where I’d come from, but when I tried to cross, I bounced back as if I’d run into a window. Gasping for air, I lay on the cold, hard concrete for a moment. “Not a prison, my ass,” I muttered bitterly.

      Seething, I stood, limping and ignoring the pain everywhere and walked along the street. I put a hand out in the middle of the air. It felt as if a wall separated the two roads. It was invisible but it still stopped my hand like a cold barrier. I peered up as a bird flew right through whatever it was.

      When I got far enough to realize this barrier wasn’t ending, I paced the perimeter savagely like a tiger in a cage.

      I didn’t know how to get out. The world spun inside me as tension built. As my anxiety grew, the more my hands burned. I thought about everything that had happened the last time my hands burned. I needed to release the energy.

      I turned and ran into the woods. The brush whipped past me as I stormed along, trying to find a gap. I walked until I couldn’t see the house anymore and decided to go back and try to convince her to let me go.

      My anger increased as I thought about the fact that Lydia had me trapped.

      When I burst into the house to find the man and Lydia gone, I stormed about looking for her. My combat boots stomped on the wooden floors.

      “LYDIA,” I yelled.

      “Out here, sweetie.”

      I growled at the sweetness in the old woman’s voice and blasted through the kitchen and out the back door. I was ready for the fight of a lifetime but the backyard stopped me.

      My angry side was shoved to the back as old me viewed the nature and let it take me in.

      The yard was acres of orchard and land.

      The trees were apple and cherry, mixed amongst maples with leaves changing, making the entire yard clouds of bright fall colors. The lake around the back of the property was huge, and had a sizeable dock with some small boats tied to it. A path made its way through the trees and bushes, along the lakefront. It was the most amazing thing I had ever seen.

      The desert had always made me happy, but the stunning beauty of the property took away my anger. For a few seconds I forgot what I had been so angry about.

      But my burning palms dragged my eyes from the cold gray lake back to why I’d been mad. I knew how to cool them off. I kicked off my boots and ran. My socked feet squished against the damp grass as I sprinted, landing toe first. I leapt onto the dock, pushing with my burning thighs along the planks. I dove as hard as I could into the water. The cool wind was exhilarating, but the cold water was shocking.

      My skin burned with the heat of my palms until I hit the water. The brutally frigid lake sucked me down into it. I screamed into the water until I had no air left. I pulled myself up to the surface, inhaling sharply and sinking again. Shouting and hollering at nothing, I tried desperately to work off the buildup of energy. It felt like I could go in every direction at once. I was beyond antsy. I swam laps across the lake in my jeans and tee shirt. A sock from my right foot floated beside me.

      I lay on my back, noting the hypothermia setting in. That was when the peace hit me.

      I floated and stared up at the sky filled with gray and white clouds and for a split second wished for the ability to just let go. Just let the air out and allow myself to sink into the dark waters. I could be like The Lady in the Lake. My lips trembled from the cold, and I knew any second I would turn and swim to shore. I couldn’t kill myself. The girl from the desert had never had a thought like that in her life.

      The same could not be said for the street urchin. That version of me had dreamed about it, like it was the ribbon one broke through at the end of a long race. I had visions of the many times I’d tried. Pills, cutting myself, fights I couldn’t win. Each time I stopped before the real injuries would be inflicted. I always managed to heal from all the things I put my body through.

      I thought about the many friends I’d had who’d been able to do it. I’d envied them; their deaths had been amazingly dramatic. But deep down, enough of me remained from before and I loved life and myself too much to ever hurt myself.

      I believed my uncle would want me if I could just make him remember. Or if Lydia could.

      Something grabbed my arm, pulling me. Water splashed at my face and mouth, preventing me from breathing. The force of the waves was so high I couldn’t see past the white froth of the stirring water.

      I fought the grasp of something on my wrist. Against everything that told me to let it take me down and drown me, I fought. I pulled as hard as I could but the hands kept coming back. I jerked my arm from its grasp but as I moved, it grabbed my ankles. I cried out, kicking and screaming for my life.

      “Stop fighting me!” a deep voice shouted, one I didn’t recognize.

      The victim in me nearly froze, feeling the hands on me. But the fighter pulled my arms from his and kicked for my life. The warmth of the hands drew me in. I fought with everything I had, but his strength was too much. Hands swept me up, dragging me into a warm crushing chest. I stopped fighting, realizing it was futile. I knew if I sat quietly, I would get a better idea of the right moment to strike out against him.

      “Jesus, Lydia wasn’t kidding.” He huffed his breaths.

      The water calmed as I stopped fighting to see the blurry images clear. I was being carried by a huge man—well boy—well, maybe man. I couldn’t guess his age. Maybe my age or a little older, but ageless at the same time.

      His voice was strong, like his body. His arms had to be the size of my thighs if not bigger. His face was rugged and handsome in a way I couldn’t describe. Not beautiful, but attractive in the way Cookie had been. He had an outdoorsy, backpacking look to him, like he was capable and handy. His huge hands gripped me tightly. I didn’t know what I could do against him. It was better to wait for the right opportunity. It would present itself—it always did. I scared myself, thinking like such a survivalist, but I was more sorry for myself than anything, remembering the horrors that had brought me to this place.

      He scrunched up his face, examining me disgustedly. “You want to die, do it somewhere else. Lydia has enough ghosts around here as it is.” His eyes were the color of green moss, pale almost. His skin was tanned but reddish from the cold water. He dripped water from his shaggy brown hair. He placed me down on the bench before I realized we were out of the water. The air was as cold as the lake had been.

      He turned and stormed away, taking long strides up the grass. I sat shivering on the bench, confused. He had saved me—a guy had saved me. He didn’t want anything. In fact, he seemed angry with me.

      I gazed up at the huge mansion, trembling and teeth chattering. I watched as Annabelle waved at me from one of the windows.

      I didn’t know what to make of it all. I didn’t know where to go. I wanted to go inside and warm up, but I didn’t know who the guy was. There was a ghost waving at me from the window and a barrier stopping me from leaving.

      It was a hot mess.

      “Lucas.”

      “What?” I turned, frozen and shivering, to find Lydia strolling toward me in gardening gloves, holding an empty flowerpot.

      “His name is Lucas. He’s different like you,” she explained, reading my thoughts again.

      “How do you do that? How do you know what I’m thinking?” I stood and started walking, clutching myself.

      “I’m psychic—sort of thought that was obvious. Anyway, dear, you need to go up to the house. I’m sure Annabelle has a hot bath poured for you.”

      “M-m-y hands are burning again.”

      “Yes, well I don’t think we have anyone here you can send back, dear. I would imagine most of us are safe from your abilities. I’ll see what I can do for you.”

      Frozen, I trekked across the lawn to the back door of the house.

      Annabelle opened the door, smiling. “Why, Miss Ari, you look about as froze as a girl could get. Why you got to swim on a cold day like this one? I know by the look of the lake, it’s cold. I got your bath poured upstairs. Lucky Mr. Lucas saved you.”

      “Yeah, lucky.” I walked in the open door and into the floating towel Annabelle was holding up. I followed her upstairs as she nattered on about the bath and Lucas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Feeding time at the freak show

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      My reflection frightened me. I inspected the two inches of hair sticking up like a hedgehog and groaned. I angled my head back, eyeing the silver bull ring in my nose.

      “That be the nastiest thing I ever did see. Just nasty.”

      I glanced in the direction of the voice, suddenly aware Annabelle didn’t have a reflection. “Yeah, I know. I didn’t want it. The other me wanted it.”

      “Well, I’ll be downstairs fixing you some cocoa, now that’s ya clean.” She was gone before I could tell her where else she could go.

      Glancing back to my reflection, I scowled. Gingerly, I opened my towel and looked again at the ring in my right nipple. Memories suddenly flashed through my mind, making me close the towel quickly.

      I leaned in, to get a better look at the ring and barbells in my face. The bull ring in my nose bothered me the most, but when I tried to pry it apart it didn’t budge. I pulled until a thin red line of blood trickled down my face. It caught the steady stream of tears that leaked from my eyes and dripped into the sink.

      “Shit.” I gave up, defeated, and walked down the stairs, holding a Kleenex to my nose, cussing under my breath.

      “I can hear that, missy,” Lydia nagged from somewhere nearby.

      I sighed and went in the opposite direction of the voice, ending up in a sizeable room with large comfortable chairs. I sat, holding the tissues to my face and contemplated the essence of crap my life had become.

      “What happened there?”

      “Nothing,” I muttered. My skin crawled as Lucas came and knelt in front of me. He seemed not to realize he was in my personal space.

      He put a hand up, making my wince. He stopped. “I won’t hurt you.” He stated it like the notion was ridiculous. “Just let me see.”

      “It’s the nose ring.” I moved the tissue away. “I can’t get it out. I tried pulling but it hurts.”

      “It’s not supposed to pull out.” He laughed. “You have to pull the whole thing apart. It’s a pressure system.” He stood up and left.

      “Weirdo.” I scoffed, not sure why he had said it and left me to ponder his odd words. Pressure system? How helpful was that?

      He came back into the sitting room with pliers in his hand.

      When he knelt in front of me again, I backed up on the oversized sofa. He smiled, but he was massive and unassuming; they were the worst in my experience. He was double my size and armed.

      The burning in my hands took over before I could control it and I reached for him. The heat filled my body, making me scream as it shot out of my hands and into his arms.

      A large tattoo of a black wolf on his arm was the last thing I saw before everything went fuzzy and the light dimmed.

      When I woke, warmth surrounded me, making me think I was back in the desert again and lying in the sun. I moaned, moving into the heat, but unlike the sun, the heat moved with me.

      I froze, flooded with bad memories that went along with the reality of waking up next to someone I didn’t know.

      “Ari, don’t panic. It’s okay, sweetie.”

      I opened my eyes to see Lydia’s face.

      My lip trembled. “I did it again—I sent Lucas back.” I started to sob, ignoring the warm body surrounding me.

      “No.” Lydia took my hand. “No, love, you can’t. Lucas can’t go anywhere. Honey, it’s okay.” She rubbed my arm with her warm hands.

      It took a second for me to realize the source of the warmth was Lucas. He was behind me, holding me. I tensed again, and sat up, noticing the antsy feeling had returned. I wanted to burst out of my skin and run in every direction at once. I took a deep breath, calming myself.

      “I didn’t hurt you?” I climbed off of him and moved away.

      “Oh, you did.” He laughed. “It hurts but it doesn’t work on me. You made me pass out. We sort of fell on the ground together.”

      Lydia smiled proudly. “Well actually, he wrapped himself around you before you fell on the ground so you wouldn’t get hurt.”

      My skin was blushing and crawling at the same time.

      “Ari, this is Lucas Rainer. He is, well, he lives here too. And behind me is Andy Cromwell. She stays sometimes. We all live here when we’re in town. This is Brandon Green and this is Aleksander.” She pointed to the people in the room. I hadn’t noticed their eyes all on me before that moment. My face flushed and my eyes darted to the floor.

      The rebellious teenager wanted to shout insults at them. Instead, I looked at Aimee as she walked into the large sitting room. She smiled at me, offering a refuge for my gaze.

      “Swimming on your first day?” she asked laughing.

      “I guess.” I winced. I didn’t know what to say or do. Everything in me was at odds.

      Aimee’s smile died when her eyes landed on the huge dude in the corner. She made an odd face, blushed and walked out of the room.

      The big guy’s eyes narrowed as he appeared to ignore her reaction to him.

      “Why don’t we all give Ari a few moments to catch her breath?” The dark-haired, middle-aged woman behind Lydia spoke quietly as she stood, “It was nice meeting you, sweetie.” She walked from the room.

      Lucas turned back and winked as he followed the woman out of the room. I frowned at him, making him smile.

      They all left, leaving me alone with Lydia who sat smiling expectantly.

      “What?”

      “Are you all right?” She still smiled.

      “Yeah, I think so—I mean I’m tired. Who are they? Or should I say, what are they?”

      “They’re different like you and me. They’re the Roses.”

      “What’s a Roses?”

      “Something we can talk about later.”

      “Oh my God, the not answering questions is getting old.”

      “Let’s focus on the fact Lucas thought you were trying to kill yourself in the lake. He is quite sensitive about the subject.” Her eyes grew serious. “We all are. For every person who’s different like us, there are two who have died in misery.”

      “He scared me with the pliers.”

      Lydia laughed. “He used them to remove the metal from your lip, nose, and eyebrow.”

      “He did?” I raised my hands to my face to feel the metal gone. I sighed, relieved. I would need to borrow those pliers for my poor boob. God only knew if it would ever be okay again.

      “I’ve explained to him that your past is such that being a stranger and coming at you with any kind of tool or weapon is a bad idea. Or sneaking up on you, even if the intentions are the best.”

      “That’s the problem, Lydia. It’s not my past—it’s someone else’s. I had a great childhood. I was a weird kid, yes, but my uncle raised me with love. I was loved every day. He was a friend, a father, and a mother. The memories and the pain that the other me had—those are not mine. And I don’t want them anymore.” I held my thin damaged arms out. “I don’t want my scars inside and out, I don’t want my tattoos, I don’t want my piercings, and I don’t want my weaknesses.”

      Lydia sat beside me and wrapped her arms around me. “I know, love. I know you don’t.”

      “I like boys. I don’t want my stomach to knot up and make me hate every man I meet. Just because the other me did things I shouldn’t have and people hurt me. I’ve never been raped, I’ve never been molested, nor have I done things for money that I’m ashamed of. Well, beyond selling greasy food to already fat people.”

      Lydia laughed. “Oh, I know that, honey. Until we can separate you two and get rid of the other, we need to be careful. The other you had a hard life.”

      “It’s ridiculous. I want to run and eat and enjoy life like I did before, like a normal person. Not be some freak that shoves meals down my throat in of fear of running out of food.”

      Lydia stroked my head. “My love, whatever happens, no one is going to hurt you in this house. The guards don’t let bad people in. You’re safe here until we can fix your split-personality situation.” She sighed and stroked my head. “And just for the record, Lucas is single. You know, in case you were curious or wanting to live like a normal girl.”

      “Oh my God.” I laughed. “Just what I need—a strange boy to make me feel less awkward about living in a house full of strangers and ghosts.”

      “Okay, I was just letting you know, for the record. You were blushing pretty hard. He isn’t that strange. Well, in comparison, you’re much stranger.”

      “Whatever.” I rolled my eyes, letting the older woman patronize me.

      Aimee walked back into the room. “I brought you something.”

      “What?”

      She laughed bitterly. “It’s a science experiment, sort of. I want to see what happens when you use your talents on someone who can go back. I was kinda bummed that I missed you knocking Luke out.”

      “No, are you insane? I ruined my life sending my uncle back. I’ll never do that again.” Fear flooded me as I leaned away.

      “Probably.” Aimee nodded. “But the person I brought you has a ruined life already. I just want to see if you can fix a life.”

      “No.” I looked to Lydia for support but she just shrugged.

      “Can’t hurt. If the life is already horrid, then how can it get worse?” She smiled softly. “It will take away the craving. You must learn to feed the beast inside you. Controlled feeding. Otherwise, you will get hungry and you’ll eat. It’s a fact.”

      Aimee went back to the hall, then returned dragging a young girl dressed in tattered clothes with train tracks running up her arms. The needle marks were obviously infected and her glassy eyes showed her fear. I’d seen that face before. I was pretty sure it was in a mirror and I had a bald head.

      “Aimee. I can’t,” I spoke softly, certain Aimee didn’t understand what she was asking me to do. Before Aimee could even open her mouth to convince me, my hands started to sweat. I wanted to touch the girl. The sensation flooded me, pulsating the way it had before.

      “Just go with it,” Aimee encouraged. “I know the feeling. Just do it. You have to.”

      I parted my lips to protest but my hands reached forward, pulling me up from the couch awkwardly. Letting go, I left Lydia’s warm embrace and walked to the girl, as tingles overwhelmed me. At the last second, fear registered in the girl’s glassy blue eyes. A look of horror hit her as I put my hands on her rail-thin arms. The vibration came instantly and sweet ecstasy overwhelmed me.

      Lydia’s voice floated above, somewhere in the black space, “Stay conscious. Stay with it.”

      I ignored her. The girl and I shook as if we were riding a train. The air sparkled as a picture formed between us. The girl faded, becoming a ghostly version, but it wasn’t her I was watching.

      I was stuck on the movie being made in the air.

      An image of the girl before, before the drugs and whatever else had landed her at Lydia’s. She looked different, clean. Clean but also scared as she packed her bags to run away. She hurried down the road and paid to board a bus. She gazed out the back window as she rode out of town, tears streaming her cheeks.

      The image changed, just like it had when it was a movie of my uncle. In this new version the girl was walking down the road again with her bag in hand. She stood at the bus stop about to board. Instead of getting on, this time she trudged with her heavy bags to a house. An older woman opened the door and pulled her inside, shaking her head as the girl told her what had been happening. The woman took her bags and put them in a flowery bedroom. In the next image the girl was older and holding a baby. She was smiling at a man with a gold wedding band on his finger. Her house was small but it was full of love. She wore a silver necklace with an L pendant. The necklace hung in front of me as the picture faded and the girl vanished along with the sparkling air.

      Hesitant, I lifted my hands, touching the silver necklace for just a second before it dropped to the floor. I bent down and picked it up, running my thumb over the warm metal.

      “Angel of mercy, did you see that?” Annabelle whispered.

      I glanced back at the crowd in the hall watching me. Everyone had the same stunned expression.

      “She’s okay.” I swallowed hard. “I think she went to a better place. I didn’t kill me. I don’t think I killed her.”

      “Dude!” Aimee smiled brightly. “That just played like a movie in the air. It’s almost like you opened a portal. No, you did. That was a portal. I honestly don’t believe what I just saw. I eat people’s souls and I don’t believe in this magic.” Aimee turned and faced Lydia who was clasping her hands together and beaming.

      Tears slid down my cheeks but it wasn’t the old me crying. It was the new me, the bald and scared me I didn’t know too well.

      “I can save them all.” A new hope filled my heart. I could sneak back into the orphanage. I could fix their lives. I could save the kids.

      “You don’t know that you can save them all. Some yes, but for others, it could get worse,” Lydia warned, reading my mind.

      “I have to try. I can’t leave them there in the orphanages. They’re children.”

      “I know, sweetie. One day at a time though.” She maintained her peaceful smile.

      “You’re very lucky to have such an amazing talent in this life,” one of the guys said.

      “I don’t feel lucky.” I glanced up at the huge man I assumed was Aleksander. He looked like one.

      “You are.” He smiled, making my feel funny inside. “Trust me.” He turned and walked away.

      Lucas was leaning against the wall, watching me with his striking eyes. His presence made my uncomfortable, probably because of the tears soaking my cheeks. They all made me feel that way.

      Needing to be alone to process it all, I walked to the front door and out to the yard where I strolled along the edges of the guards, putting my hand up against the barrier. It was magic. I was magic. Aimee was magic. Lydia was magic.

      What was Lucas?

      He was different, but how?

      As I passed by the street again, I smelled something. It was like incense, but not a burning smell. It was yummy. I wanted to smell it more. It was subtle as if riding on the wind but carried a great distance.

      “Ari,” a voice whispered from beyond the barrier.

      “Hello?” I turned and scanned the street. I was alone except for passing crisp fall leaves brushing against the cold cement. The leaves scratched their way across the guards as if protesting being forced to go.

      “Come to me.”

      “Who are you?”

      The cool wind turned warm for a second. I wasn’t alone, but I couldn’t see anyone. The scent became more potent, scaring me as the wind picked up. I looked around more, noticing the trees on the sides of the road weren’t moving, even though the wind was so strong it nearly blew me over. It was like my own personal storm.

      A hand grasped my left shoulder, hauling me back. I turned to see Lucas who seemed to search the street. “Come on.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the pavement.

      “Why?” I let him haul me away from the wind, even though the angry version of me had fantasies of hurting him.

      “You can’t hover at the guards. You’re taunting them.”

      “Taunting who?” I stopped walking and I jerked my hand from his. “What are they?”

      Lucas shrugged. “They don’t like us.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “It’s something you need Lydia to explain, or Ron. Anyway, it’s a Roses problem and until you’re a Rose, it doesn’t concern you.” He put his hand out again to take mine. I frowned at him and walked the other way, letting the cautious side of me win that argument. The street urchin in me hated boys touching her. She had her reasons and I didn’t want to know them.

      I strolled through the trees to the backside of the house and down to the dock and sat on the cold wooden bench.

      Confusion wasn’t quite the word, but it was all my feeble mind would come up with. I was in a constant battle with myself.

      Part of me was intrigued by Lucas. He was hot, there was no denying that. And he was always watching me, not in a creepy way. Like maybe he liked me too. But the old sunny and fun me, wasn’t the only person debating whether we liked boys or not.

      There was a shell of a human in me, broken and injured. She didn’t like anything.

      Except the house. She didn’t want to admit it, but she liked having people who let her live with them.

      Old me, desert Ari, wanted to go home to my uncle’s desert diner. I wanted to be back in my old town, running in the desert, loving the feel of the dry air. I wanted things to go back to normal.

      Not that I didn’t like living there, I did.

      But I also knew I needed to find my uncle. I needed to see him again and for him to want to be my family again. I fingered the silver necklace I had put on with my uncle’s ring on it and wondered about touching my uncle again.

      If I could change him back to what he was. If I had fixed that girl, I could fix him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Is this chemistry or science?

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      I walked down the stairs, wondering if Lucas was back from his trip. He’d been gone for weeks, weeks I’d spent oddly thinking about him in my unending free time.

      In my months at Lydia’s, I’d discovered they traveled a lot. All of them. Everyone except me, Lydia, and Annabelle.

      Aimee and Aleks were the means to nearly every trip out of the house. No one came or went using doors or cars. It was weird. They traveled by thought like Harry Potter characters.

      While I learned more about the Roses Academy every day, no one answered my questions outright. It frustrated me the way things were so cryptic and mysterious, and no one was upfront. Not that it kept me in the dark though. Between the snooping, eavesdropping, and the bits of information the others had divulged, I had actually learned a fair amount.

      They were a secret organization of assassins. Real assassins . . . which was creepy.

      They were supernatural beings. All of them. They had weird gifts they believed came from God. Also creepy.

      They killed bad guys, which was a little too kryptonite and radioactive spider for me. But I didn’t mock them out loud, just in my head, earning me looks from Lydia.

      But honestly, their gifts or skills were nuts.

      Aimee ate people. It was her gift. She actually ate them and they died. I did believe her gifts came from God. No one else would be that mocking, making a pretty blonde a monster.

      Lydia was hundreds of years old and a witch who did good magic.

      Annabelle was something of a witch, even though she was deceased. And no one thought it odd. No one but me.

      Andy was a vampire. She was over six hundred years old and rarely spoke. That would have been cool, but she was always watching me as if I were her next meal. Again with the creepy. Fortunately, Andy was hardly ever at Lydia’s. She went to Alaska a lot, where it was dark longer in the fall and winter. She didn’t laugh when I’d asked if she sparkled in the sun. Instead, I got a lesson on the dangers of the sun to vampires.

      Brandon was something called a shifter. This was considered exotic by the rest of the people at Lydia’s. At Lydia’s, being called exotic meant you were a super freak. I’d believed he was nice and easygoing but one day he stopped talking to me. He barely came to Lydia’s anymore.

      Aleksander was an enigma and completely hot, maybe because of it. His constant state of angst and inner pain was unbearably attractive. He had a kind but detached disposition. Not to mention, he smelled like something I wanted to eat, in the sexiest way. I wasn’t against sex, but I also had never been unnaturally attracted to anyone the way I was to Aleks. But I could tell something had happened between Aimee and Aleks. It was never mentioned but obvious anyway.

      Lucas was the biggest unknown though. He had managed to make me obsessively curious without ever sharing a detail about himself. It was like living with a complete stranger who hovered and lurked, stalking you outwardly. For a while I had assumed he was a vampire like Andy until I realized Andy never went outside. The informative sun lesson ruled that possibility out. Lucas was outside all the time.

      Then I thought he could be like Aleksander, but he wasn’t able to vanish into thin air. Also, he didn’t smell the way Aleksander did. There were days I caught myself staring at Aleks, pondering strange things.

      And while Aleks smelled like every kind of food I loved, Lucas smelled completely different.

      I’d never noticed the way boys smelled before coming to Lydia’s, except when they used too much Axe at school. But Lucas smelled like home. It was the strangest experience, being so comfortable around a boy who lurked.

      It was odd.

      My smelling them all was odd too.

      But it seemed like my little oddities were really nothing, compared to the freaks at the mansion.

      Aimee was the only one close to normal. She treated me like a real friend. She told me all about her life before the Roses. She had been a regular girl with a twin sister and a school crush. Her story of the science teacher drugging and raping students made me curious if I could somehow save Aimee from this fate. The fate of becoming a monster.

      She wasn’t born this way.

      I wondered if there was someone I could touch to fix her.

      She was the only person our age who didn’t look at me and only see the damage—the scars and tats. No one saw me. All they saw was the pain from a lifetime I’d never actually lived.

      At the bottom of the stairs I smelled meat. It meant Lucas was home. My insides tightened thinking about watching Lucas eat his breakfast. Annabelle only ever cooked sausage and bacon when Lucas or Brandon were around so it had to be them. Aleks and Aimee never really ate much.

      When I got downstairs the kitchen was empty and my excitement faded. The smell of food lingered in the air but whoever had eaten was gone.

      “Annabelle?”

      “Yes?” She appeared behind me. I didn’t see her but felt the mist of a ghost.

      “Who was here?” I turned to her.

      “That would be Mr. Brandon. He was here and I cooked him a breakfast.”

      “Where is he now?” I was disappointed it wasn’t Lucas. He’d been gone a while.

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged her ghostly thin shoulders. “Not much of a talker, that Mr. Brandon. You want I should make you something to eat?”

      “No.” I walked out of the room. “Thanks anyway, Annabelle.”

      “Ari?” Lydia’s voice filled the dark lonely hallway. “Honey, come in here.”

      “Yeah.” I entered the sewing room at the far side of the huge house.

      Lydia smiled up over her glasses. She appeared to be making something by hand, regardless of the fact an old sewing machine sat no more than three feet from her. “I need you to do something for me.”

      “Really?” My spirits lifted. “What—whatever it is, I’m in.” She’d never asked me to do anything before.

      “We’ve been doing some tests on your cells. I need you to go to the gym in the back and run on the treadmill as fast as you can for as long as you can.”

      “Oh.” I sighed. “Okay.” She’d asked me to do this kind of crap before. They had been testing me for the entirety of my living there.

      “I need you to cut yourself somewhere during the workout to see what your skin’s response is when your body is exerting itself.”

      “Weird.” Old me cringed at the thought of a cut, but it soothed new me. The idea of a slash along my skin was exciting, like a shopping spree would be to most other girls. The bald little freak in me loved cutting. The scars running my arms and thighs screamed of her fun times.

      I hurried upstairs and changed into running gear and ran to the gym where Lydia stood beside the Ron guy. He always watched me the way Lucas did, but he was a creepy old dude. Neither version of me was fond of him.

      When I climbed onto the treadmill, Ron approached with a small blade in his hand. My hackles rose as his shaking hand drew near my arm.

      “It’s okay. We’ll cut you twice for this exercise. I’m sorry, honey,” Lydia tried to sound soothing.

      “This is messed up,” I muttered, not taking my eyes off Ron. His older face revealed his discomfort in being near me. I wondered what exactly he was and why he was scared of me.

      A gleam of light flashed as Ron’s cold, clammy hand clenched down on my thin arm and the blade in his other hand slid along my flesh. Internally, I moaned with the pain and stream of fresh blood. Ron watched the thick crimson liquid flow from my arm. He licked his lips slowly as his breaths grew rapid.

      “Ron, step back please,” Lydia’s voice stayed low, breaking the plan I’d formulated. It mostly involved grabbing the blade, stabbing it into Ron’s neck, and watching in joy as his blood spilled onto the dark-gray carpet where mine had started to drip.

      It wasn’t a thought I normally had but the scary me enjoyed hurting people. Especially men.

      “Start the treadmill. Sprint as fast as you can, for as long as you can.” Lydia sounded so clinical.

      I turned the treadmill on as Ron crossed the room, getting as much distance from my wound as possible.

      My feet pounded the moving platform as I pushed myself like I used to. I forgot about the wound and didn’t even consider the hate I harbored for Ron. I imagined the desert road where I used to run as hard as I could.

      “ARI, LISTEN, PLEASE!”

      I glanced up, realizing Lydia was shouting at me.

      “Turn the machine off!”

      “Sorry.” I pressed the emergency stop button, gasping for air, though I hadn’t noticed I was until that moment.

      “My God.” Lydia walked to me, taking my arm. “You’ve healed remarkably well, considering the stress on the body. Cut her again, Ron.”

      “I’m out of shape, Lydia. I bet I could’ve healed even more if I was fit.” I tried to take a deep breath but struggled.

      “You were running at ten miles an hour for ten minutes. Anyone would be out of breath.”

      “Maybe.” I winked, holding my other arm out to Ron. “But I’m not anyone.”

      “That is the truth.” Lydia laughed.

      Ron shook with anticipation and delight as he slid the blade down my other arm, again filling the air with the scent of my blood.

      “Run again,” he muttered, backing off from me.

      Again, I started the treadmill. I held back for a moment, trying to get my stride, and noticed how my body almost ached from the previous run.

      It lasted a second before I pushed my legs, increasing the speed.

      I was full sprint, forcing myself to go as hard as I could, when something moved in my peripheral. A dark flash shot about the room so I pressed the stop button, again gasping for air. My heart pounded in my ears.

      “She’s fine,” Lydia spoke softly. “We were just testing her healing capabilities. It’s part of the process.”

      My eyes were blurred from the lack of oxygen, but when I was able to focus I found Lucas holding Ron against the wall. Both men shook as if fighting themselves instead of each other. Lydia stood behind them, maintaining her soothing tone, “Just stop this before one of you loses it.”

      “She shouldn’t be bleeding with him here,” Lucas growled.

      “I’m fine,” I wheezed, nearly tripping off the treadmill. “I’m okay. He didn’t hurt me.” I held out my arms that were almost completely healed, regardless of the blood that covered them.

      Lucas turned to my sweat-covered face and sighed, letting go of Ron. He ignored everything in the room when his eyes met mine. “You’re okay?” he whispered.

      “Yeah. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing.” Lucas took my hand in his and steered us toward the door. I glanced back at Lydia. “The other cut has healed as much as the first one, Lydia.”

      “That’s good.” Lydia laughed. “Thanks, sweetie.”

      Lucas dragged me through the house, I didn’t fight him on it. He did this sometimes. He wouldn’t speak or he’d say something brief and then take my hand, randomly, and walk. It was similar to flirting but aggressive not flirty. It wasn’t threatening either, just weird. He was weird. He suited the house of freaks.

      Whatever it was this time, he was even more intense about it as he led me to the second floor. He pulled me through a dark-blue bedroom, which I had never seen before, and into a bathroom. He put his hands on my waist, lifted me onto a large marble countertop, and knelt below.

      “You okay?” I asked after a minute, not sure what was happening. He acted peculiar. Not psycho, just distracted.

      “No. I didn’t mean to act like that,” he spoke gently from the large bathroom cabinet below. “I smelled the blood and it scared me.” He pulled out a medical bag and stood up, towering over me. His shaggy hair drooped over his intense eyes as he stared at me. His next words sort of fell from his lips, surprising us both, “I can’t seem to get a grip on myself where you’re concerned.” He lowered his head and took my small hand in his huge one and began cleaning my cuts. He washed the blood off, revealing mostly healed wounds. He tenderly wiped each part of my arms.

      “Is this your room?” I changed the subject as the bathroom closed in on me and his warm skin burned mine with electricity and awkwardness.

      “Yeah.”

      “Your bathroom is really big and nice.”

      “I chose the room because of the huge two-person shower.”

      “Oh.” I blushed, glancing downward. Why would he say that? I wasn’t going to have a shower with him. Or did he shower with other people? I didn’t think I liked the idea of him and other people.

      “Oh shit.” He paused, maybe realizing what he’d said. “I didn’t mean—I’m big so a two-person shower is awesome for me—by myself.”

      “Cool.” I kept my eyes down. “I’m small.” I cringed at the weirdness filling the little room. Why did I have to say that? I’m small? Like he didn’t notice. Oh my God.

      “Yeah.” He winced. “Anyway, it’s a nice bathroom.”

      “Okay, well.” I tried to find my inner calm. “Thanks for cleaning up the blood.”

      “You’re welcome. Any time.” He blushed.

      “Okay.” I slid off the counter and strode from the bathroom quickly, not looking back.

      I made my way to my room, unsure of everything that had just happened.

      The whole treadmill experience was peculiar but Lucas’ response to my being injured was downright strange.

      I lay back on my bed and stared at the ceiling, contemplating him.

      The shape of his lips. The way his eyes peered up through his dark lashes and shaggy hair. The way my insides tightened and my heart raced whenever he touched me.

      I liked it all. I liked him. I had to own that, lying there still blushing.

      But liking him and owning it didn’t change the fact I really couldn’t be with him. He was something bizarre, something unnatural. And I made portals in time. And one day I’d make a portal for my uncle and he’d take me back. I would forget I ever met Lucas because I wouldn’t meet him. I would live in the desert again, blissfully unaware of the magic in my hands.

      Whatever had turned them on would turn them off.

      Lifting my hands in the air, I wished they were the ones I’d had before, the clean hands. Not these scarred and tattooed ones with chewed nails from a nervous habit I never had before.

      Everything was before.

      Everything but Lucas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Port Mackenzie, part deux

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      “It’s been three months, Lydia. She’s ready to snap. I hated being here with you guys for months with no break. Everyone else leaves for a week or a day or a month, but Ari has been here, day in and day out, for three months. I can see her struggling with it.”

      “I am well aware of that, Aimee, but we don’t know enough. Ron’s been doing tests on her samples.”

      “She’s one of us, clearly. Those eyes.”

      “There’s that, but she isn’t immortal, I don’t think. But she might be now. Every time she sends someone back with her portals, she collects the years they had left. It’s like a bank account—they go back, but they deposit the years they would’ve lived in this life, the way they were. She’s virtually stopped aging. He’s testing her DNA to see if she’s strong enough to join the Roses Academy. You know we can’t just put a regular human out there. She heals fast but not immortal fast.”

      “She has talents. She would survive,” Aimee defended me.

      “I know but there’s much we need to learn. We don’t even know if her talents can send back immortals. More importantly, we don’t know if she can do anything else to help defend herself.”

      I sat on the stairs listening. Lydia knew I was there, but I didn’t care. I had begun to sink into a depression. Lucas had been gone a lot since the bathroom incident. My theory of him liking me died a fiery death when he vanished that day and didn’t come back.

      “Just let me take her. What’s the worst that can happen? If anything goes wrong, I will wink back here within seconds. She can’t get away from me. And I’m going home anyway. Honestly, nothing happens in Port Mackenzie.”

      “Yeah right, you became what you are just by accident.”

      “I became this in the city.” Aimee laughed.

      Lydia scoffed. “Technicalities.” She paused and then sighed. “Fine—Ari, if you want to go with Aimee, you can.”

      My cheeks flushed, knowing I’d been busted for eavesdropping, but I was grateful to be leaving the mansion. “Thank you.”

      “Well, guess you’ll be needing a bag packed, won’t ya, miss?”

      “No.” I turned and smiled at Annabelle who’d been eavesdropping with me. “I don’t know.” I paused for a moment. “Uh, Annabelle, where is Port Mackenzie?”

      Annabelle shrugged. “How should I know? I came here from Georgia with Miss Lydia. I don’t know where nothing is here.”

      Aimee rounded the corner. “Dude, I want to go now. Get ready. You don’t need a bag.”

      “Okay.” I grinned. “Thanks, Aimee.”

      “Oh my God, seriously, I get it.” Aimee rolled her eyes. “Lydia kept me here for five months when she found me. I couldn’t get these bad boys under control.” She held her hands up.

      “Creepy.” I didn't need to hear five months was a possibility for containment.

      “Be downstairs in five?” Aimee winked.

      “Sure.” I ran up the stairs. I wanted to be cool like Aimee was and hide my excitement, but I couldn’t. Trapped in the rainy winter in a mansion on a lake was about as depressing as a girl could get.

      The trip to Port Mackenzie was not quite what I’d thought it would be. I held hands with Aimee for half a second and then we were in a town.

      The “ride” made my stomach queasy which in turn made Aimee laugh.

      Gagging and shuddering, I viewed the small town from where we stood on a dock between a couple of old-looking boats. The rain drizzled on us, making me sigh. “It’s raining here too?”

      “Yeah, it rains a lot. Let’s go to my dad’s place. I haven’t seen him in a long time. I hope my sister isn’t home.” Aimee took my hand again.

      She winked us to a patch of forest behind a huge fence. I gagged again as she jumped the fence with ease, leaving me behind, staring at it.

      “Jump,” she called over.

      “What?” I gawked at her through a crack. “I can’t jump that. It’s like six feet high. I’m five feet high.”

      “Yes, you can.” Aimee laughed. “Don’t think—just do it.”

      Certain I couldn’t, I put my hands on the fence. For a moment I struggled but eventually I pulled myself up. My arms shook, but I made it to the top. I lay at the top, peering down. “This was a shitty idea.”

      “I’ll catch you.” She chuckled and held out her arms.

      I kicked at her and ended up slipping and falling down the fence, wrenching one of my arms on the landing.

      She laughed harder.

      “Shut up.” I gave her a dirty look and followed her toward the house, limping.

      “I don’t know where my dad is.” Aimee snuck along the yard to the back door and opened it with a key from under a fake rock. I didn’t know what was going on, but I was scared. It felt illegal.

      “You sure you live here?” I glanced around, guiltily.

      “Yeah.” Aimee slipped inside the house and checked out the cluttered basement for a moment before she skulked up the stairs like a spy. When we reached the top of the stairs, Aimee didn’t move. The living room and kitchen were empty. She snuck along the hallway, stepping purposefully in certain spots. I copied her the entire way. Aimee walked into a room, a bedroom. It was half boxed up. She flinched, staring at the boxes.

      “Is this your room?” I whispered.

      “Yeah.” Aimee looked sick.

      “Is your dad moving?”

      “No.” She glanced down.

      The room wasn’t what I expected. Awards and trophies lined a shelf above the bed. Science and literature books were everywhere. I started to see Aimee in a new light, a nerdy one. She dropped to her knees and reached her hand under her bed.

      “You were a nerd?”

      “Yeah.” Aimee grinned through some obvious pain. “Huge nerd, like World of Warcraft and science fairs.”

      “Wow.” I raised my eyebrows, stunned. “I never saw LARPing as a possibility for you.” I used the word like I totally knew what it meant, when in reality it was just something I’d heard about with WOW.

      “Whoa.” Aimee scowled up at me. “I never did any LARP.” She continued to fish around under the bed.

      “Cool.” I continued to scan the room as she came up from under the bed with a manila envelope.

      “Why didn’t we just blink in here for that? Why all the sneaking around?”

      Aimee pressed her lips together. “I can’t wink in here. What if my dad was in this room sitting on the bed? It would scare the hell out of him. He’s normal.” She walked from the room, clutching the envelope to her chest and seeming crushed.

      Even though I didn’t understand what was happening, I was sad for her.

      Aimee’s dad thought she was at a medical center, but I didn’t understand why we would be sneaking around the house. Why she couldn’t just say she was home and all better.

      I followed her to a door. She turned the knob slowly, opening it a crack, just enough to see a messy bedroom. A man was sleeping on the bed. He held a book, an album it looked like. Aimee’s face crumpled. I wondered why she wanted me to see this. It sickened me to see her—strong and confident Aimee—in such pain.

      “I’m sorry, Daddy,” she whispered and turned back to me. “I need to go home.”

      “What?” I dreaded going back to the mansion after such a short amount of time. “Can we just get a little air first? I still feel a bit sick.”

      “Okay, but not here, okay? We can go somewhere else.” She backed out of the room and closed the door. She touched me just as I murmured, “Who’s the cop Annabelle told me you used to date?”

      We flashed and were standing outside another house. It was much larger and had a circular driveway with a big blue truck parked on it.

      “Oh my God.” Aimee cringed. “You can’t talk while I wink. I go where I think.”

      “Aimee?”

      Her face dropped as we turned to find a super-hot cop standing in the driveway behind the truck. I smiled weakly, knowing I had just made Aimee wink us directly to the hot cop Annabelle had mentioned.

      He seemed upset and confused as would any person when two girls appear out of thin air. “Aimee, what are you doing here? How did you do that?”

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “This is Ari. And this is Shane. We were out for a walk.”

      “Hi.” I waved awkwardly. Part of me hated the fact he was a cop, a pig, the 5-O, the hot fuzz. The other part of me loved cops. They had always been good customers and great tippers. I remembered with fondness one young new police officer in particular I went on a date with. I didn’t really date, but I did dinner with him once.

      “Hi.” He walked toward Aimee. “Aimee, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing. I’m so sorry, Shane. I just needed to see my dad and then we sort of accidentally ended up here.”

      He put a hand up to touch her, but Aimee stopped him by backing away.

      “Uhh, I’m going to walk down to the beach for a minute.” I didn’t know what else to do. The whole thing was uncomfortable.

      “No, don’t leave my sight,” Aimee snapped at me but looked at Shane. “I’m sorry, Shane. I won’t come back here again.” She reached for me, taking my arm.

      “STOP THIS, AIMEE!” Shane shouted, grabbing her by the arm as she winked.

      When we landed from our wink, I gagged but Shane went crazy. Not that I blamed him.

      “Holy hell, Aimes. What was that?” Shane shuddered with me.

      “Aimee. You okay?” I backed away from her, certain she was going to scream. But she didn’t. She kept her cool.

      “Where are we? Holy hell, what was that?” Shane spun in a circle.

      Aimee seemed stunned as Aleksander walked out of the house.

      Annabelle appeared, floating next to Shane. “Miss Aimee, would your guest like a beverage? He doesn’t look so hot.”

      Avoiding all that, I hurried for the house, annoyed that my day trip had been cut short but scared for Aimee and the weird moment she was just about to have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          A girl’s got to do what a girl’s got to do

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      Shane paled as he gawked at Annabelle floating in the air. He blinked and stepped back, shaking. “What the ever-loving hell is going on?”

      “Really, Aimee?” Aleks’ face reddened. My heart sank as a pained expression overtook him.

      Bringing Shane to the house was wrong. It was Aleks’ house too. Since Dorian had forced him to join the Roses, he was usually there when he wasn’t in England.

      “I guess I’ll let you two have a minute.” Aleks sighed and walked away.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered a sincere apology to Shane. “I’m sorry for everything. I don’t even know what to say beyond I’m sorry.”

      “It was you.” Although he had sounded lost before, Shane suddenly seemed certain about something. “It was you, wasn’t it? In the alley that night. What are you? Are you a ghost? Is this real?” He paled even more and pointed at Annabelle. “Is she real? Did we die? Is this shitty neighborhood Heaven?”

      “I don’t know.” It broke my heart to watch him lose his ability to process the situation. “We’re not dead, just something else.”

      “What is something else? What is that? I mean it, what are you?”

      “A monster.” The words slipped through my lips as a whisper.

      “You killed that man in the alley. You are a monster.” Emotions, mostly hateful ones, filled his face.

      “I know.”

      “I don’t know what to believe.”

      “Believe that. I’m a monster.”

      “That man—he was a rapist. Did you know that when you killed him? Are you some kind of vigilante now?”

      “I don’t know.” I closed my eyes for a moment, wishing I could end this. “I can’t talk about this, Shane. Just trust me, we live very different lives.”

      “I don’t care. I don’t even care that you killed that man. I don’t care that you’re a monster. Aimee, all I care about is that you’re okay.”

      “I’m not okay, Shane. I’m a freak.” I hate saying it but he has to see.

      “You’re walking and talking and killing criminals. You’re fine.” His eyes lit with rage. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were okay!”

      “What was I going to say—I’m walking and talking and eating people?” I scoffed, wishing I had Dorian’s magical ability to make people forget everything. “All you need to know is that you should be scared of me. What I did to that man, I could do to you. Not on purpose but it’s a reality of mine. I live this way, every day.”

      “Don’t you care about me anymore?” He stepped in closer again, lifting his warm hands to my cheeks. He held them there, making heat and confusion dance around inside me.

      “Of course I care about you.” I couldn’t lie, not to him.

      “I missed you,” he whispered.

      “I can’t do this.” I stepped back out of his grip and remembered who I was. “I can’t—I could kill you.”

      “I would die for you.” He said it too easily, still young and unaware of exactly what it meant to die for someone. A mistake I once thought was an answer.

      “Live for me instead. Have a life, Shane. Live it to the fullest, for me and you.” I winked myself away.

      Like an idiot, I left him in the driveway of the mansion full of monsters and sat at the back of the house.

      “Don’t be sad, my love.” Annabelle was suddenly there, stroking my head.

      I let the ghost hold me, the best she could anyway, and wondered about Ari’s abilities.

      “Is Ari in the house?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I’m gonna go see.” Winking inside, I hurried around, searching until I found her. “I need your help.”

      She scowled at me over a glass of water. “Super sorry about that whole five minutes there.”

      “That’s not what I want to talk about. I need you to try to send me back to the crossroads.”

      “No.” Ari put the glass down. “It doesn’t work on something like you.”

      “How do you know?” I asked bitterly. “You’ve never tried.”

      She glanced over at Lydia as she walked into the kitchen, looking less than impressed. “Why is a police officer pacing in my driveway?”

      “Something went wrong.” I covered my eyes.

      “Now we have the answer to what can possibly go wrong on the trip to Port Mackenzie?” Lydia leaned against the counter.

      “I guess,” I groaned. “I have to fix it. We need to call Dorian to make him forget.”

      “Aimee wants me to send her back to a crossroads,” Ari blurted.

      “Dear God.” Lydia looked horrified. “You want to be sent back?”

      “Maybe.” I gulped. “If it’ll work, I do.”

      “No,” Lydia countered. “So far on every supernatural being we’ve tried, it hasn’t worked. So far Ari can’t send fae or anyone whose soul is gone like Aleks, or vampires like Andy. We don’t know anything, Aimee. Your soul could be gone enough that it doesn’t work on you either.”

      “I know.” I nodded. “But I’m willing to try.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t. It stings, Aimes.” Lucas walked past us to the fridge and grabbed a huge container of yogurt. He took the lid off and ate from it with a spoon, even though it was a family-sized container.

      “You’re back.” Ari’s eyes darted to him as hurt crept across her face. She was into him, hard.

      “Yeah.” He said it nonchalantly. He acted weird around her, making me feel bad for her.

      “You really want to go back?” Lydia asked again, ignoring Ari and Lucas.

      “I do.” I smiled, fighting the lump in my throat. “That guy in the driveway is part of a life I want back.”

      “Fine.” Ari sighed. “I’ll try.”

      I winked from the room to where Shane was pacing in the driveway. “I might have a solution. There’s no guarantee.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Maybe I can change.”

      “Are you gonna come home with me?” he asked, making my heart flutter. Home and Shane were the two forbidden fruits in my life.

      “Not yet.” I took his hand and winked us into the kitchen.

      “That’s nasty, Aimee. Warn me next time.” He swayed, looking sick.

      “Right.” I blushed. “Sorry. I’m used to it.” I held a hand out to the group of people in the small kitchen. “Everyone, this is Shane. Shane, this is everyone.”

      He was clearly confused.

      “Dude.” Lucas lifted a dark eyebrow as a flicker of humor crossed his lips. “Is he a human?”

      “Yes, he is,” Aleks murmured as he entered the kitchen and leaned against the wall.

      “He’s a human and a cop?” Lucas laughed.

      “Stop,” I snapped at Lucas.

      He put his hands up—yogurt, spoon, and all. “Okay! Jeeze, Aimee, just thought I’d point out the lawful elephant in the room.”

      “Shane, you remember Aleks?” I pointed at Aleksander.

      “Not really.” Shane’s chest puffed slightly. “I don’t believe we were ever introduced, Aimes.” He put a hand out. Aleks looked down at his hand and smiled bitterly. He was gone within a second, creating his warm wind. Shane pulled his hand back, shrugging. “It’s annoying the way everyone keeps doing that.”

      “Tell me about it. Fortunately, not all of us do it,” I muttered.

      “Anyway, back to my terrible plan? I think Ari can send me back to before I became what I am. It will be a fresh start if she can do it.”

      “Send you back?” Shane’s smile started to fade.

      “She can make portals and send people back in time, changing their lives.” I nodded at Ari. “She forces you back to a crucial moment in your life and makes you take a different path, changing everything in your future.”

      “Seriously?” Shane asked in disbelief.

      “Yeah, but it might not work, and then we’ll be back to square one.”

      Shane stepped back, giving Ari a doubtful scowl. “You can send people back in time through a portal?” He sounded impressed.

      “Yeah.” Ari looked miserable. “But it isn’t Back to the Future, bro. You don’t ride in a DeLorean. It’s me forcing you to make a decision, a different one than the one you’re currently living with. We use it on crackheads and hookers and change their lives for the better. I don’t know what’ll happen to Aimee.”

      Shane was quiet for a moment as though processing what Ari had said before turning back to me. “What happens if you go back? Do I just stay here while me in the past is with you?”

      “No,” Ari answered for me. “You’ll disappear and reappear wherever that path would have taken Aimee and how her choice would have interfered with your life.” Ari appeared worried. “It isn’t an exact science, and I can’t choose when or where you’ll go back. I just force you to pick a different path. It could be you at seven years old making a stupid choice.”

      Shane frowned. “Wait, so you could send Aimes back to any moment and make her change her mind on anything?”

      “Yeah.”

      I took a guess at what he was getting at. “Shane, I won’t change my mind about you.”

      “I don’t care about me. What about Giselle?” He paled again.

      “What do you mean?” I paused. “I don’t understand?”

      “What if you never went to the party? You wouldn’t have gotten sick, and then instead, Giselle would have died from drinking the whole drink. He never would have been caught.”

      “Oh.” I looked down as the truth punched me in the gut. “Right, that part. I would have stayed home, and I wouldn’t have died in the hallway and seen Aleks.” I felt sick. “I can’t risk that.”

      “No. You can’t.” He pressed his lips together.

      “Shit.” I grabbed his hand and winked us back to his house in Port Mackenzie.

      “Ugh.” He shuddered for a second. “That’s nasty.”

      “I shouldn’t have come, I’m sorry.”

      “Aimee, we need to talk about this. You can’t just show up after not speaking to me for a year and a half. I want to know what’s going on. Where are you going now? Back to that Aleks dude?”

      “No. It’s not like that. He and I aren’t like that.” I looked up at him. “Don’t be mad.”

      “Mad?” He laughed bitterly. “Mad? Why would I ever be mad? Oh, you mean because last I heard, my girlfriend was secretly dating some dude and then she sort of died, and we never really broke up. She just vanished, leaving her family, everything, and me. Oh, but I guess you never really vanished without a trace. I mean, we did see each other that one day when you were murdering that man in the alley. I mean that counts, right? And now you’re back with that friggin’ guy, holed up in some shack, living like a member of a gang. You’re right. I shouldn’t be mad.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Stop!” He clenched his fists and took a deep breath. “Just save it. You can’t just cut me out and then show up and expect not to talk about it.”

      “I know.”

      “Are we done? Is this it?”

      Knowing I should say yes, I hesitated. “I don’t know.”

      “Do you want to be done?”

      “No.” It was the wrong thing to say, even if it was the truth.

      “Then you have to let me in. There can’t be an us if our relationship consists of me ripping my heart out and handing it to you to crush over and over again.”

      “I know.” A tear dripped from my eye, ran down my still cheek, and fell to the ground below. The sound resonated across the open space, even if he couldn’t hear it.

      “What did you do in that alley, Aimes?”

      “I killed him.”

      “How?”

      “It’s complicated.” I slumped against the garage door and rubbed my forehead. When he didn’t budge or stop staring at me, I sighed and tried to explain, “I’m death. I’m a reaper, a grim reaper. I touch you and my fingers pull your soul out and free it from your body. They don’t have any choice—they just do it.”

      He took a step closer. “Can you control it?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not completely. It’s only been a year and a half. I’m a lot better but sometimes—”

      “Why are you so strong?” He took another step closer.

      I shuddered from the feel of him in the air around me. I savored the smell, closing my eyes, breathing it in. After a few seconds of imagining the life we could have had, I spoke flatly, “Demon blood.”

      “What?”

      “Demon blood.” I kept my eyes closed, not wanting to see the disbelief in his again. “I drank it. It killed me, but at the same time made me—well, this. I told you this all last year. None of you believed me, remember?” I opened my eyes, wondering if he was different now.

      “Have you killed innocent people?”

      “Yes.”

      He winced but continued on, “Do you eat food or sleep?”

      “Yeah, but I don’t need food. I eat from the tiny spark that happens when a soul is set free. It’s like a tiny whisper of energy that happens as they die and their soul is freed.” My face darkened. “I try not to kill innocents. I’m supposed to hunt my own kind. The bad ones that kill humans or live against the ancient creed, ‘Do what ye will but harm none.’”

      He cringed. “Kind of sick.”

      “Super sick.”

      He stepped closer, not smelling of fear or rage. “Why did you choose this?”

      “It was live or die. I chose to live a half-life over no life.”

      “Did you watch us this last year?” His eyes sparkled with emotion. “Do you sit in the shadows and watch us all?”

      “Yeah.” My chest cracked a little more.

      “I wish I believed you, before.”

      “I know.”

      He leaned in, just about to kiss me, but I winked, taking the smell and heartbreak with me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          The kiss

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      Lucas bent and picked up firewood, carrying it into the house. His muscles were unbelievable for a guy his age.

      From the shadows, I watched him like a stalker, unable to take my eyes off him. It had been months of this: him coming and going and me always watching him as he avoided me.

      I wondered sometimes if it was a silent arrangement we were both aware of.

      He confirmed it as he passed by the window and smiled directly at me, winking. A blush covered my face as I stepped back. I’d thought I was hidden by the thick black curtain that hung in the window.

      Embarrassed, I bit my lip and had an impulse to run from the study but worried I would meet him in the hall. As I was about to leave I heard a creak outside the door. My first instinct was to hide. I could wrap myself in the curtain and not breathe. Although, I knew if it was Lucas outside my door, I’d be discovered. He seemed to be able to find anything. His senses were uncanny.

      When I asked Lydia what he was, the old witch always said that everyone had to speak about themselves when they felt ready. Lucas hadn’t told me anything about himself. He might’ve had the chance, but we didn’t speak much.

      The dark study grew eerie, which normally I would have enjoyed. I liked dark places where I could hide. But the walls had begun to close in on me.

      The door opened slowly, making my heart race.

      Lucas stepped through the shadows. When our eyes met my face lit up. I contemplated a thousand excuses as to why I was watching him, but they would’ve all sounded ridiculous. I decided to own it. I could let the street version of me be cheeky and thank him for the show.

      But he didn’t speak. He watched me from the doorway, leaving the door ajar. Maybe he’d paid attention to the things that set me off. Closing the door would’ve been too much for me. “Wanna go for a walk?” he spoke in a soft tone.

      “Uhm, sure.”

      He stepped back out of the room, giving me space to leave. He did everything the way I wanted him to. Not the old me who grew up in the desert, but the new me who hated tight spaces and sudden moves. We all had to accommodate her.

      He offered his hand, not dragging me when I took it, but squeezing gently.

      “How’s it going?” He kept his voice low as he led me outside. We walked to the dock, the one he’d jumped off to rescue me when we first met.

      “Bored stiff.”

      “I bet.” He chuckled. “I don’t know how you and Aimee do it. She was here months before she was approved to train too.”

      “Approved to train?”

      “With the Roses Academy.” His eyes flickered to mine. I almost sighed, staring into the green pools.

      “Do you think they’ll let me train?”

      “I don’t know.” He sounded distant as we got to the end of the dock. The scared side of me feared he’d brought me down to the water to drown me. The old me swooned as we stood in the chilly air.

      “Do you miss your family?” he asked after a moment.

      “Yeah. The weird side of me doesn’t. She hates my uncle. But the normal me misses him a lot. There’s a cook named Cookie—well, that’s my pet name for him. I miss him too. He used to razz me about running in the heat all the time, but I knew he was proud of me for training so hard.” I turned and grinned, proud of the girl I used to be. “I did Ironman competitions.”

      Lucas’ eyes widened. “No way.”

      “Yeah. I did well too. There was one in Canada I was training for, in a place called Penticton. It’s a desert run. Dry heat and harsh wind. I was hoping to go there next year maybe. Then I was thinking about joining the police force or the army. I wasn’t sure which.” My voice trailed off. “Everyone wanted me to go to college, but I was more of a physical person. Not scholarly.”

      “I never would have guessed.”

      “No.” I laughed bitterly, hating the thing I’d become. “A shaved head, piercings and tattoos, and psychotic episodes don’t really scream dedicated athlete.”

      “No.” He squeezed my hand again. “If we were in the real world I’d ask you on a date. I would ask you to go for dinner and try to impress you by enduring some crazy run so we had something to talk about.” He said it to the lake, not meeting my gaze.

      “If this was the real world I would say yes.” My eyes threatened to flood with tears but the tension in my entire body was almost painful.

      He let go of my hand and walked away, leaving me alone with the wind and the wish I were part of the real world.

      I strolled around the lake, reliving the weird moment, unable to go back inside to face him and his confession.

      When I got too cold I headed back in to hide in the study again. I sat on the window ledge, my perch, and stared at the gray lake.

      The door creaked behind me again, but I didn’t flinch or jerk. I casually glanced back to find Lucas once again lingering in the entrance. “Hi.” I waved lazily.

      He didn’t speak but watched me with a grimace as though he was in pain.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      His face flushed as he crossed the room in silence. His warmth enveloped my personal space. He hovered there, taking up the entire room as it shrunk in on me and he invaded my bubble.

      His expression of agony didn’t change as he bent slowly, bringing his face closer. I didn’t close my eyes. His handsome face lowered to mine. I’d never kissed a boy before. His soft warm lips brushed against mine, sending an electric shiver throughout my body. His lips settled for a moment as if letting me get used to the feel of him against me.

      I never knew a moment could be so delicious and soft.

      His hands crept along my sides, holding my hands. He smiled as he kissed me, putting my hands on his chest. My face reddened, burning against his. I let my hands touch his chest—I let myself feel him. He was real. This was happening

      “Are you okay?” He pulled back, looking at me. “Was it too fast? Did I scare you?”

      “No. I’m fine.” I felt silly. “It was perfect.” I ducked my head, embarrassed.

      “You’re perfect,” he breathed as he bent, kissing my cheek.

      For the first time, I kissed a boy. I pulled at him, nearly toppling us both. He steadied himself, lifting me off the ground. My back hit softly against the wall with his hands cupping me and holding me to him.

      It was magical and sensual for a whole minute before, like any abuse victim, I froze. He didn’t realize for the first few seconds. I had stopped moving and was letting him roam my mouth and face. From something dark and seedy in my past, anger welled inside. It scared me. I shook with building rage, working out a plan in my mind.

      The kissing and touching stopped as he placed me on the ground carefully and stepped back. “Where did you just go?”

      “I don’t know.” Humiliation hit. “It wasn’t me—it’s the other me. Someone liked to hurt me—her.” I twitched, feeling lost inside.

      “I would never hurt you. Never. I would kill anyone—”

      “I’m sorry.” I cut him off. “Even if the scars aren’t mine, my mind remembers their pain. I can’t do this.” I trembled with fear and desperate sadness but maintained my composure long enough to leave the room.

      He tried to reach for me but stopped himself.

      I wanted to turn around.

      I wanted to fix it.

      I wanted to scream that the pain wasn’t mine.

      Instead, I walked to my room and closed the door. Safety. I liked having my own room, and it was like a sanctuary. Hugging myself, I walked to the huge mirror.

      The reflection lied to me. The girl in the mirror looked like old me.

      My thick dark-brown hair with the slightest curl to it was shiny and healthy-looking again. My dark-brown eyes and long eyelashes shone with glistening tears. My face barely showed any signs of scarring from the piercings Lucas had removed. I lifted a long thin finger to my lips, remembering the feeling of him touching me. The softness and the sensuality had been a first for both of me.

      “Why, Miss Ari, you look a wreck. You want I should pour you a bath?”

      I glanced up at Annabelle and smiled. “Yes, please.” I knew I wasn’t dirty, but I couldn’t help but feel it.

      I looked back at myself, seeing the tattoos I hated poking out from my clothes in random places.

      “Well, I be concerned for ya, miss. You look some upset. What be troubling you?”

      “Everything.” I stood still, watching the reflection speak, “My soul is split into two people, Annabelle, and I can’t seem to keep the bad one of me out of my mind.”

      “Well, Momma Elsie could help ya wit dat. She be a magic lady who helps Lydia sometimes. I seen her do some amazing things. Ask Lydia to takes ya there. Now I’ll pour ya bath.” She vanished.

      “Okay, thanks.” I left the room quickly, searching for Lydia. I was scared to run into Lucas, but I needed to know about Momma Elsie. Lydia was in her reading room perusing a huge book.

      “Who’s Momma Elsie?”

      Lydia exhaled deeply, looking at me. “Annabelle is going to get it. Elsie is no one you need to be concerning yourself with. We have to learn about your other side before we just dispel her. We don’t know a lot about you and your gifts. I know you’re having a hard time with it, kiddo, and I know you want a normal life. You have to remember though, if we dispel one of you, it could be old you who gets removed. Then what? You’ll be in a dark place, honey.” She lifted her book again and dismissed me with the page she flipped.

      Defeated, I walked back upstairs for my bath. A very large part of me didn’t want to wash off Lucas’ touch and kisses, even though I couldn’t help but associate them with the bad memories.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          The cop and the killer

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I winked into his room, sat across the bed from him, and watched him sleep.

      “Aimee, Jesus. Make some noise beyond that whoosh.” Shane stretched and opened his eyes. He looked sleepy and warm. I wanted to touch him in all the wrong ways. He yawned and stared at me.

      “Is this okay?” I was desperate for him to say yes.

      “I’m sorry.” He didn’t answer my question, and yet still said the thing I wanted him to.

      “Me too.”

      “How do you do that whoosh thing?”

      “I don’t know. It just happens. I think about a place and wink and I’m there.”

      “Weird. Were you scared the first time you did it?”

      “Yeah. I was alone. I winked to Portland, trying to get as far away from home as I could. Lydia found me living on the street alone. I had let the hunger get so bad that I couldn’t be near anyone for weeks.” I shuddered, remembering the way they’d put bad people in my room and let me take them one at a time.

      He grimaced. “Kind of scary.”

      “Yup.” I agreed. “Now it’s part of who I am.”

      “Well, as much as I want to, I just can’t hate the fact you’re this new superhero-badass Aimee. You’re less vulnerable.”

      “Less able to be poisoned. How’s my dad?” I changed the subject.

      “He’s sad. He can’t eat and he sleeps all the time. He barely leaves his house.”

      “Oh my God.” My chest tightened. “What can I do?”

      “You need to see him.”

      “No,” I shook my head. “I can’t let him see me like this. How do I explain? I look different. I kill people every week.”

      “I can’t see the difference in you. You look the same. If I can’t see it, and believe me I’m looking for it, he won’t either. You look more like Alise, which could just be from getting older and less dorky. Fashionable roomies at the center?”

      “The center? Really?”

      “It’s what I call it.” He reached forward, touching my leg. “Let’s drive over though, okay?”

      “Fine.” My stomach was in my throat, but I couldn’t leave my father the way he was. I needed to fix things with him and I was probably safe enough to see him without hurting him.

      Shane showered quickly and changed while I flipped through his yearbook.

      “Ready?” he asked from the doorway, looking sexy in his superman tee shirt and jeans. I exhaled, trying hard not to think bad thoughts.

      “Yup.”

      We strolled down to the truck. “You know, I miss riding in this truck.” I climbed in and closed the door, remembering how sick I’d been when I rode in the truck the last time.

      “I miss you.” He closed the door for me.

      My nerves didn’t improve as we drove with Shane nattering on, “Yeah, so anyway, I got lucky with my job. I can come home a lot, and if I need to help my mom I can be there pretty fast. My dad is marrying that girl, you know?”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “No.”

      “Oh yeah.” He nodded as he drove. “I got an invitation. I’m not even kidding. You want to be my date?”

      “No.” I scoffed. “You’re not going to the wedding?”

      “I have to. My sister’s going too. Dad has spent a lot of time trying to make up for everything. And while I don’t like Hilary, she makes him happy and he has been trying.”

      “Hilary—it just sounds like mean-girl home wrecker.”

      “Still a nerd at heart.”

      “I guess so. Speaking of which, how are my sister and Blake doing? I lost track of them.”

      “They live in Boston now. They just moved. He’s going to MIT.”

      “MIT? Wow, talk about a dream come true for him.” I tried not to be jealous of the normal life they were all living without me.

      Shane’s expression hardened as he parked in my driveway. “I don’t know how to tell you this, but I think Blake beats your sister. She had bruises on her arms last time I saw her and she was really skinny and weird, like shy and unsure of herself.”

      “Blake couldn’t hurt a fly.” I rolled my eyes. “I know you hate him but let’s be honest, it’s Blake. He’s a giant nerd—he’s not beating my sister. Alise is probably on drugs and he’s trying to help her.” I sighed. “Maybe Boston will be good for them. She has an addictive personality; it sucks. I’ll try to find them in Boston and see if I can get a read on her.” The idea of checking in on my sister was exhausting. I had no desire to see either of them.

      Staring past Shane, I cringed at my house but forced myself to open the truck door. When I hopped out I realized I was brutally overdressed in my skinny jeans, high-heeled boots, and cashmere sweater. My dad would be suspicious of my clothes but I could lie. I’d been doing it so long it felt natural now.

      Shane bounded up the stairs to the front door as if he was family. He was now. I was more than grateful for the attention and care he had given my father over the past year and a half. I wished my sister had done more.

      He opened the door without knocking, making my feel like the outsider.

      My father sat in the living room, staring at a huge flat-screen TV. I eyed it curiously. We’d never had a TV like this one. He was watching the nature channel. At least that hadn’t changed.

      “Look who’s feeling like her old self and able to finally leave the medical center.”

      “Who?” My father turned. His lips trembled as he rubbed his eyes and shook his head in tiny twitches of disbelief. “Aimee? Is that you?”

      “Hi, Daddy.”

      Tears poured from his eyes as he tried to stand but his legs trembled. “Aimee. Are you okay? You look amazing and healthy.” He stumbled over to me, reaching but hesitating before he finally took my hands.

      My eyes darted to Shane who smiled. Focusing on not killing him, I kept my hands in check.

      “Are you better? Did you get a liver?”

      “Yeah,” I muttered, forcing a smile across my lips. I didn’t want to let him see I was shocked at the state of him. My father’s face was thin and old, pale. He looked ill.

      “Daddy,” I whispered, gripping his weathered skin.

      “Oh, I missed you.” He pulled me in, gripping tightly and sobbing just a little.

      Tears streamed my face as I nestled into his thin frame, smelling his old worn sweater.

      His muscles shuddered as he clenched me tightly. My new body didn’t flinch under the strain and pressure, not like the last time he had hugged me like that.

      My hands tingled for half a second, but my love for my father was stronger than anything that lived inside me.

      After he had gained his composure we sat at the bar while he made omelets. I dreaded eating in front of him.

      “When Blake got into MIT he asked Alise to go with him. We are all so proud of him. After everything that’s happened around here, everyone is still trying to put the pieces of their lives back together.” His voice cracked slightly as he whisked the eggs.

      I forced a smile. “How’s Giselle?” A subject change needed to happen.

      “Good.” My dad nodded eagerly. “She’s doing amazingly. She is in Seattle now, just moved there and going to school to be a fashion journalist.” He shrugged. “I don’t know how that’s a job but apparently it is.”

      “I’m glad she’s feeling better.” I needed to pop in on her too, especially if she was so close.

      “Yeah, but it’s taken her as long as it’s taken you to recover. She was just lucky to be able to do it at home after the transplant.” He glanced back at me. “She stayed here, with me. She didn’t want to live with her parents. So Shane and I took care of her. Her mom would come with food all the time. We actually ate quite well because of it. Giselle couldn’t eat any of the food her mom brought.”

      “It wasn’t the worst favor I’ve ever done.” Shane chuckled.

      I glanced at Shane and smiled. “Thank God for small and large miracles.”

      “Now that you’re healthy again, what’s the plan?” My dad beamed and plated the omelets. “What’s the plan for school?”

      “Oh right. School.” My heart sunk. “I’m planning on getting my GED quickly and seeing what schools will take me.”

      “Okay.” He nodded. “Any idea about the future?”

      “Not much yet. Just grateful to be alive.”

      My dad gripped my hands. “Me too, kiddo.”

      Shane cleared his throat nervously. “So, Mr. Mackenzie was tried for murder, rape, assault and battery, stalking, and a few misdemeanors that were added because of him being a teacher and an adult, and Jaime being only seventeen. Anyway, it’ll be life with no chance of parole—ever.”

      “Good.” I stuffed a bite of omelet in my mouth and chewed hard. “He deserves every second of his punishment. Some of us will never recover from the things he’s taken away.”

      “I’m glad you’re home, kiddo,” Dad changed the subject the same way I had. “I thought I was going crazy. Your letters were the only things that kept me sane. I couldn’t bear the lack of correspondence between us.”

      “Letters?” I glanced up to see Shane wink at me. “Oh yeah, well I’m glad. I wasn’t very strong and it took a lot out of me to write those letters.”

      “I know, kiddo. They were better than anything. I still read them all, every night.”

      Shane didn’t meet my gaze. He ate his omelet and let my father believe it was me who wrote them. I struggled not to fall for the guy who wrote my father to keep him alive.

      I didn’t succeed.
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          Angsty bushwhacking

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      I peered out the window at the gray weather, sensing the old me slipping further and further away, as if lost in the fog that seemed to constantly hover around the house. I didn’t know what to do with myself, but I was scared of staying there much longer. I needed some heat and some sweat and to run the energy off.

      My legs twitched with the desire to move and deep down for some bizarre reason I had an urge to feel pain. I suspected it was the same need my piercings, tattoos, and cuts in my skin had come from. I didn’t completely get it, but I understood what it was like to feel chaos taking me somewhere. I knew the burn in my legs and lungs was the only thing that stopped me from getting lost sometimes.

      Maybe me and the other me shared that, that need to burn and ache and spend everything we had inside us.

      I slipped on some shorts and runners I had Aimee pick out for me. Normally, I ran a small trail around the lake but it wasn’t enough. I needed more.

      I went downstairs quietly and to the front door.

      The frigid air hit me like a wall, burning my bare skin. The cold was extreme like the desert, just the wrong kind of extreme. I paced to the edge of the house and then pushed myself off into the woods. I ran along the path Lydia had told me about that circled the lake for several miles. It wasn’t much of a run, but if I veered off I could maybe climb one of the hillsides.

      My muscles burned and ached from the cold as I left the trail and ran into the woods. The ground became uneven and my weakened leg muscles struggled with the logs I hopped over. Dead brown leaves smacked my face weakly as they were barely attached to the branches I ducked under.

      My vision blurred, my lungs screamed from lack of air as I climbed higher and higher. After a few miles my head pounded, but I pushed myself farther. I was determined to feel it—the explosion of endorphins I used to get.

      Off to my left, a branch broke. My heart stopped for a second as I slowed to a jog and pivoted around. The forest had swallowed me. I no longer saw the lake. I could no longer see the extremely high rooftop of the mansion or anything, or hear anyone. Another branch broke and I stopped running completely. My head pounded with my heartbeat as I looked up at the gray sky, letting my legs crumple beneath me.

      I heaved, struggling for breath. Tears formed in my eyes as the endorphins got lost. I couldn’t feel a runner’s high, but instead, a massive frustration and letdown. I heaved and shook as another branch broke. My eyes darted around the forest but my vision wouldn’t focus. The mental control I had built up was gone. I was no longer an elite athlete. I was no longer the girl in the diner. I wasn’t me or the girl from the streets, I was somewhere in-between.

      A dark shape moved just beyond my sight. I blinked, still huffing and puffing, but the dark shape remained. It got larger as it neared me. At first I tried backing up, but my leg muscles cramped in sweet blissful agony, forcing me to hunt around for a weapon. I grabbed a sharp stick beside me and held it up, still trying to recognize the shape.

      My breath huffed in a wheeze and my muscles ached, but I held the stick tight. “Just stay back!” I pointed the stick at it.

      The dark shape cleared in my burning eyes as it got closer and I realized what it was—a wolf, a huge wolf. A scream flew from my lips when its cold stare hit mine. “GET AWAY!”

      It didn’t lunge, or do anything. Instead of looking fierce and growling at me, it panted and tilted its head in curiosity, like a dog. Its long tongue even hung from the side of its face.

      “Just don’t come closer!” I held the shaking branch up threateningly, but it ignored me and crept closer, wagging its huge bushy tail.

      It blinked its green eyes at me innocently as it crushed branches, making loud snapping sounds that filled the forest as it continued to saunter toward me. It somehow seemed comfortable in my presence.

      “Hey, buddy, are you someone’s pet?” I asked as if it would make the situation better. The wolf tilted its head to the other side, still walking directly to me. It pressed its chest straight into the shaking branch I held, almost telling me to move in.

      After a moment, I dropped the branch, reaching out with my trembling hand. I hesitated before letting my fingers brush against its dark chest fur. Its hot breath filled the air, making more mist against the cool breeze.

      “You’re a pet, someone’s pet. You’re not a bad wolf.” I exhaled and continued petting as tears of relief filled my eyes. “Oh, thank God.”

      In the quiet drizzling forest, I sat freezing in my shorts and tee shirt, stroking the fur of a huge timber wolf and crying. I checked around for the owner, knowing it was definitely a tamed pet but there was no one but me and the trees.

      I reached with my other hand, rubbing its muzzle. It bent down, licking me. I let it rub its face against mine.

      “Want to help me get home?” I asked, still petting it. “Huh, do you, boy?” I scratched behind its ears and kissed the side of its face. “You’re a dog, aren’t you? You’re not even a wolf. You’re some kind of husky. Is your owner nearby?” I looked around again as the wolf stood over me. I grabbed at the tree beside me, but my weakened legs couldn’t push my body up. The wolf put its head in front of me again but more forcefully.

      “You want me to grab you?” I felt weird talking to the giant animal, but it just invaded my personal space. I liked animals and I’d always wanted a dog, but my uncle had been against it. All through high school I’d volunteered at the local animal shelter just to be with animals. They always made me feel calm, but never had I seen one so affectionate from the start.

      I grabbed onto its neck and let the giant wolf pull me to my wobbly legs. It pushed itself against me to hold me steady. It was large enough that I was pretty sure I could ride it, but I settled for it leading me. I was still dizzy and tripped a lot, but the wolf caught me with its huge body, always keeping me standing and moving. I shivered against the cold air, but the heat coming off the wolf made me feel a bit better.

      I limped alongside him, feeling desperately lost and hopeless until I finally saw the peaks of the house in the distance. “Oh my God, you did it.” I rubbed the wolf’s face and ears. “Good boy. That’s a good boy. You got me home.”

      The wolf rubbed against my bare legs with his muzzle, nuzzling me with the force of its strength.

      I sighed when my foot touched the path, but the moment it did, the wolf took off running as fast as it could away from me. I stumbled with nothing to help me.

      “Stupid weak body.” My legs were about to give out so I rested against a small tree, catching my breath.

      “Ari.” A man I didn’t know jogged toward me. “Ari, I’m Ben. Lydia sent me to search for you. She said you were in trouble, missy, and that you’d better let me help you or else. She said you went for a run.” He was gorgeous.

      The kind of gorgeous you don’t actually know how to act around. I smiled wide and considered playing with my hair, but the street rat part of me started to conjure up bad thoughts.

      I ignored her and enjoyed my insides warming at just seeing him running in a tee shirt and jeans.

      Lydia had sent him.

      She must have heard my thoughts and panicked.

      Ben was tall—very tall and strong looking. He reminded me of Lucas, but his face was handsomer and his smile was electrifying. His emerald-green eyes seemed familiar, but I knew it was the first time we’d met. I wouldn’t have forgotten a face like his.

      “You okay?” He stood in front of me, looking me over.

      “Yeah.”

      “So you’re Ari?” He eyed the tattoos running down my arms and up my neck and smiled wide. “You do look like a lot of trouble.”

      I wanted to say something witty back but I couldn’t, and my legs hurt so much that one more step would’ve been too much. I was officially frozen and seized up from the intense hill run I’d not prepped for at all.

      I attempted a step but fell. He caught me before I could land. He smelled familiar. He picked me up and carried me close to his chest. “You’re freezing, Ari.”

      “I like your wolf,” I whispered before I passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          The runaway

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      “Ari finally met young Ben. I’m just gonna say it: she’s gonna have a hard time picking which one she likes better. She’s always liked Lucas, but she ain’t never met Ben before today,” Annabelle babbled in a hushed tone nearby, waking me from my sleep.

      “She’s waking up now. Maybe fetch her some hot cocoa. She’s likely freezing,” Lydia whispered back.

      “All right.”

      I opened my eyes as the firelight in my bedroom flickered off Lydia’s worried face.

      She bent over, speaking quietly, “You ever scare the hell out of me like that again, missy, and I will lock you away in a tower until your hair grows long enough that it’s your only means of escape. You hear me?”

      I parted my lips with something spicy to say back but swallowed that down and nodded obediently. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “I think Annabelle might be right about seeing Elsie. The troubled Ari is actually trying to kill you both. There’s no way you would’ve kept on running if she hadn’t pushed you to give her the pain she so desperately craves.”

      “No, that was just me,” I disagreed. “I wanted to run and get my runner’s high, but my body isn’t in shape like it was before. I didn’t get a high so I kept pushing it.”

      “I still think you should see Elsie.” Lydia’s face tightened. “We leave in an hour. When you’re warmed up.”

      “Who’s Ben?”

      Her eyes gleamed with humor. “Lucas’ older brother. He’s been in New York and Boston, working.”

      “Thanks for sending him. Was that his pet wolf?”

      Lydia chuckled. “I guess you could say that.”

      “He’s lucky. I wish I had a wolf.”

      Lydia burst out laughing. “Oh, I think you’ve got a couple. The question is, whatever will you do with them?” She cackled, walking out of the room.

      “Old woman is losing her mind,” I muttered as she closed the door.

      After cleaning up I walked to the stairs with a slight limp. My muscles were mending quickly. Lydia was standing at the bottom of the stairs with Ben.

      “How ya feeling, Ari?” He watched as if waiting to be certain I made it down the stairs.

      “Okay. My legs are jelly.”

      “That was an intense run.”

      “I guess.” I hated struggling on the stairs like a wimp. “Hey, can I see your wolf, Ben?” I asked softly as I left the last stair.

      He smiled as if confused. “Uh—sure.”

      “Lydia and I are going to see some voodoo lady, but when we get back maybe? I used to work at a shelter. I love animals. I still can’t believe how tame he was when he helped me out of the woods. He’s like a service animal.”

      Lydia laughed. “Honey, the wolf—”

      “Yeah, it’s no problem. I would be more than happy to let you pet him,” Ben interrupted.

      “BENJAMIN!” Lydia shouting at him made him flinch. “That’s enough of that. We need to get going.” She frowned and I felt like I had missed a huge piece of the puzzle.

      Ben smiled. “Well, when you get back, just let me know.”

      “Okay, great. I can’t wait to see him. If I hadn’t been so tired and injured, it would have been fun running through the woods with him.”

      “Yes, it would have.” Ben grinned wide.

      “Let’s go.” Lydia wrapped an arm around me and led me from the house. “What about Lucas?” she asked as we got into her old car.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re flirting with his brother.”

      “I was being nice to his brother. I don’t really flirt, Lydia.” I wanted to say other things, meaner ones, but I kept ahold of the street rat’s tongue.

      “You and Lucas have something. Don’t try to deny it.”

      “No, we don’t. I can’t be with anyone until I fix what’s wrong with me. I’m always one small measure of control away from letting whatever the darkness is inside me out. And if that other me, that homeless beast gets out, she’s going to burn the world down.”

      “And that’s why we’re going to see Elsie.” She started the car and glanced over at me. “And I will say, you were much nicer to Ben than you ever were to Lucas. It wasn’t too long ago Lucas saved you and earned himself a tongue lashing.”

      Something about Lucas scared me. Maybe it wasn’t him that scared me, but my reaction to him. But I didn’t want Lydia to see that so I acted like it was nothing. “Well, Lucas was mean when he saved me, brooding and short tempered. He always acts like he can’t wait to get away from me and then spends his free time staring at me. Ben seems easy to be around. Just friendly. It doesn’t matter anyway, clearly I’m a pathetic wimp who can’t even go for a run without being saved.”

      Lydia put a hand on mine as she drove. “No, dear, the first year is the hardest. We don’t even know if you’re immortal or if you have other gifts beyond this portal thing. We think we know what you are, between the intensity of your power and the fact you heal quickly, but the final tests will be completed shortly. That run should have you in bed and you’re only limping.”

      “Muscle memory.”

      “The only thing your muscles remember is sleeping in a cardboard box and running from the police.” Lydia rolled her eyes.

      Not wanting to talk about being homeless I changed the subject, “Why are the tests taking so long, Lydia?”

      “Well, it’s not like there is anyone to compare you to. You’re different and different takes a while.”

      “I guess.” I stared out the window as we drove through the city.

      “Well, here we are.” Lydia pulled into the driveway of a modern apartment building.

      I glanced up at it, thinking ski resort condominium maybe, not house where creepy old witch lives.

      “Just because she practices voodoo and hoodoo, doesn’t mean she has to live in a swamp.” She read my mind.

      “Hey!” I laughed. “If I don’t say it out loud, you’re not allowed to criticize.”

      We walked up to the fancy front door that had a video screen with buttons. Lydia pushed the buttons and spoke softly to the screen. I could barely make out the face of a woman.

      The large wooden door made a soft noise and Lydia opened it.

      I followed behind her to an elevator, trying not to be nervous. But it was hard. What if the lady couldn’t help me and I was stuck as a dual personality? Constantly fighting the darkness in me and succumbing to her depression and bad memories.

      The doors to the condos were larger and spaced slightly farther apart than in a hotel. I had stayed at one in Phoenix once with my uncle when he’d taken me to do prom dress shopping. Thinking about my uncle made me miss him again.

      Lydia walked up to a door and knocked.

      It was opened by a woman with black hair cropped quite short and styled modern and funky. She paused before revealing the whitest teeth and the brightest smile. She was stunning. Her bright-blue eyes contrasted amazingly with my black hair and mocha skin. She was tall and fit, with classy rings and necklaces.

      “Elsie, this is Ari.” Lydia pointed to the door. I walked into the apartment, seeing the desert everywhere. She had an adobe-New Mexican theme throughout her home. The walls reminded me of a desert sunset in soft burnt orange. The couches were a cactus green and the kitchen was sandy yellow. Cacti were the only plants in the house, with pictures of desert scenes everywhere.

      I walked through in a daze like I was home. Many of my friends had houses decorated this way. It was common in the desert. “Your home is beautiful,” I spoke softly, mesmerized by the heat from the fireplace that made the apartment hot like the desert.

      “Thank you. I just love the desert. I usually don’t come back to Washington for the winters. I love Arizona and New Mexico this time of year.”

      “Thanks for coming back.” Lydia hugged the other woman. They were a contrast and a half. Lydia looked like an old witch, whereas Elsie could be a millionaire who enjoyed a jet-setting lifestyle.

      “How could I resist? I’ve never seen one of her kind before.” Elsie’s face lit up as she eyed me.

      Lydia laughed. “It’s fairly interesting watching her in action.”

      Elsie smiled kindly. “I brought someone I think you can help. He needs to have some redirection. I think you’re exactly the solution to the problem.” She left the room.

      I turned to Lydia who smiled and nodded. I had to remind myself I trusted her.

      “Will you try for me? It will give me a better understanding.” Elsie brought a man in a wheelchair into the room. He was decrepit and wrinkled but something about him made me think he wasn’t nearly as old as he appeared to be.

      He made my hands heat up as I let my guard down, allowing myself to feed on whatever it was I did to him. I rubbed my fingers together, making sparks between my fingertips. “Who is he?”

      “An old friend.” Elsie’s voice sounded as though it was off in the distance.

      He was asleep in the chair which I preferred. Not that it mattered really; I just wanted to let my hands have him. I wanted to push the heat from myself and take whatever it was I actually took from them.

      Working with my control, I held on and didn’t let the heat flood from my fingers as I took small steps toward him.

      When I got close enough I reached forward, brushing against his warm skin. Like a lover I caressed him softly, trying not to push it too fast. I wanted control. My body struggled to push as fast as it could, but I held back. Slowly my energy licked at his thin arm. I shivered with delight as I exhaled and released into him.

      The air sparkled and the picture built between us.

      He was walking down a street, checking his watch as he passed by a homeless man. He dropped some money into the man’s tin and looked at his watch again. He was late for something. He started to run, worried. It was a bus—he ran after a bus but it was too late. He dropped the briefcase he carried and instead, went into a building where he saw a woman sitting at a bar. He ordered a drink while he and the woman exchanged glances. The picture moved and they were in a room. I assumed they’d just had sex. She got up and left him there alone. He got sicker and sicker, and soon he was in the wheelchair.

      I pushed again and he was back on his way to the bus stop. He didn’t stop to give the homeless man money. He ran from the start, rather than walking and thinking he had plenty of time. He caught the bus. The picture changed and he was in a nice suit talking on the phone. A sexy woman came into his office. She tried to kiss him as she ripped open her soft silk blouse, but he pushed her away. Her high heel slipped on the floor and she flew back. She lost her footing and smashed her head on the desk. A red pool spread over the black tiles, making a puddle under her perfectly still face and torn clothing. He knelt above her, sobbing until they came and took him in handcuffs. He vanished from the wheelchair, reappearing in a cell.

      “No!” I shouted and collapsed onto the floor. “No! What did I do?”

      His life hadn’t improved.

      He was in jail for something that wasn’t his fault.

      It was mine.
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          Yo momma

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      I glanced up at the horrified faces both staring at me as they realized the man’s life hadn’t improved. I’d ruined it.

      Fearful from the looks they were giving each other, I stood up from the floor on shaky legs.

      The street rat inside me whispered that we needed to go, now. She had seen the look Lydia gave me, before. It meant something bad.

      I didn’t know what to do so I bolted. I listened to the girl from the street and ran as hard and fast as I could.

      My legs felt better running.

      In desperation and an overwhelming need to survive, I slipped behind the curtain in my mind, letting the survivor in me take over.

      Thinking fast, my eyes scanned for a fire escape, and I darted down the flights of stairs.

      I was no longer a distance runner in this body or this frame of mind. I was a sprinter—escape was my strength.

      Behind me, I could hear them calling my name, but I was out the front door, racing down the road and behind a business long before they even got out of the building.

      I ran hard until my lungs wanted to explode and then I ducked between two dumpsters and waited. I barely noticed the stench of the dirty dumpsters. I hardly noticed the mold and rot around me. I didn’t even pay an ounce of attention to the other people in the alley.

      Somewhere in this body that I didn’t know, alleys were my jam. This new version of me was used to the turning of tricks, the wads of cash, the snorting of drugs, and the beating of hookers and junkies. Nothing fazed this me anymore, except Lucas. He seemed to bother me in ways I couldn’t explain.

      I waited ten minutes to ensure the coast was clear and then got up, strolling with my head down.

      This wasn’t my fault.

      I didn’t hurt that man.

      He did it to himself.

      Him and that fancy rich-bitch Elsie. That was a bad idea from the start. I should’ve gone to the orphans, helped them. I shouldn’t be helping some dude who got HIV from a chick in a bar. He was an adult. He made his bed. I cringed, thinking about that woman’s head hitting the desk and the blood splatter. That was nasty.

      “What we got here?”

      I lifted my head to find a scummy-looking man with a cheesy mustache and greasy black hair. He smelled like the dumpsters I just left.

      “You got anything?” He reached down and pulled up my sleeves, looking for marks. “Holy hell! You a virgin?”

      “Piss off!” I spat at him, smiling.

      “You wanna talk dirty to me?” He shoved me back. “You might not have drugs, but you got something I want.” He shoved me into the concrete building next to us.

      I let him grope me, like I always did. I let him kiss my neck, the way I did when attacked, because I knew to wait. I knew to let him do enough to get him to a place where he wasn’t paying attention. Then I would strike.

      But then I recalled my new superpowers.

      I reached out and grabbed both sides of his face. “You’re going to regret this.”

      The air froze. The sounds of the alley were lost in the small moments playing out in the air in front of me.

      He was a kid. He got beat a lot by his old man. That’s what he called him, “old man.” One day his old man was beating his mom and he stepped in. He stabbed his own father. His mother cried. She called her son names and dialed 911. She tried to save her husband, all the while shouting at her son to leave her house and never come back. Then he was on the streets, doing drugs, turning tricks, and muling for a big dealer downtown.

      Then the air cleared and I pushed again and he was back in the house. He heard his dad beating his mom, and instead of going into the kitchen, he left. He ran away. He moved to another city where it was sunny. He got a job as a garbage man and married a lady with red hair and a chubby face. They kissed a lot. When the picture faded he was lying on a couch holding his son, reading him a story.

      He was better, his life was better.

      The fates were a funny thing.

      Panting, I stood up, noticing an ache in my back. I brushed the dirt off myself. I gazed around the alley, nervous for the first time ever. I slipped along the nearest building, hurrying to the street.

      I hated my new life.

      I hated the new me, that weak bitch from the desert.

      I used to be strong and cut off.

      I made it back to my old neighborhood within an hour, exhausted and feeling lost. I’d grown soft, living with Lydia with Annabelle, doing everything for them. My heart hurt when I thought about the house and everyone in it, but I knew it was for the best. If I got my life back and saved the kids I’d left behind, I would feel like I’d redeemed myself for leaving them.

      “Ari! Dude, where have you been? Why do you have hair? You can’t even see the tat on the back of your head anymore.”

      Turning toward the familiar voice, I grinned. “Hey, Mila. I’ve been busy growing it out.” She was a sight for sore eyes. My best friend on the streets.

      “Where you been?” She acted pissed, glaring at me with those intense blue eyes.

      “Jail.”

      Mila grimaced. “Oh crap—you’re eighteen now.”

      “Yup.” My birthday had passed in the time I was gone. I hadn’t even remembered it.

      “Wow, lame. Anyway, I’m here to meet up with some peeps at Wind. Want to come?”

      “Sure.” I shrugged. I didn’t have anywhere else to go.

      “Guess you got no money, huh?”

      “Hells no, dude, I’m lucky I still have clothes on.”

      “Ooouu, how was the lesbian time?” Mila was crass.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Just a mix-up with clothes. These aren’t mine, obviously, but whatevs. I took them anyway.”

      Mila laughed as she fixed her tight blonde ponytail. Her hands twitched when she moved her fingers. “OMG, I was going to say something—those are scary normal. Too low key, especially for Wind. Oh well, I got some in my bag. We’ll have you fixed up in no time.”

      I wanted to smile but I was sad. I didn’t want to go clubbing. I wanted to go home—I had a home and it was awesome being there. But like always I’d ruined it. There was no going back. The streets would be safer than Lydia’s. I didn’t know if Lydia would beat me for making an innocent man go to jail.

      “So me and Selena started muling for Maurice. You can get in on it, if you want.” Mila nudged me as we strolled.

      “Yeah.” I wanted to say no, but the survivor in me had to stay in control. She knew what to do.

      When we got to the club called Wind, it was packed, but I followed Mila to the bathroom to change.

      I tugged at my black tank top, realizing how much I’d filled out living at Lydia’s.

      “Ari, girl. How you been?” Mila’s friend Selena slid in next to me in the crowded bathroom mirror. She poked me in the chest, catching me off guard. “Damn, you got boobs? Did you pay for those?”

      “No!” I glared at her. “With what money? I was in prison and the food was better than what we usually eat. I’ve gained weight.”

      “Okay.” Selena held my hands up, raising my eyebrows. “Whatevs. Someone got touchy and boobies while she was away. You got a girlfriend in the pen you’re missing?” She gave me a half-cocked grin,

      I smiled bitterly and finished applying makeup to my eyes. “Yeah, your mom.”

      “Oh snap, Selena! She got you there.” Mila bumped my fist.

      “Yeah, well, she must have forgot—I got no mom.”

      Mila winked, laughing as I snapped, “Yeah, well none of us got moms, Selena, so play the orphan card somewhere else!”

      “You’re a bitch, Ari.” Selena gave me a nasty face and stormed from the bathroom.

      “That was mean. Even for you.”

      “Whatever.” I felt bad but I didn’t want to seem weak. I turned back to my reflection and groaned, “God, this hair is making me look all girlie.”

      “Yeah, it’s sexy, girl. You need to do it up nice and start charging double.”

      “I guess.” I examined myself, really seeing the difference. My healthy dark hair was shiny and lustrous. My dark eyes were sexy with the sleek hair and black eye makeup. My lips were plump and soft.

      “You look really pretty. I might try to get into prison just to get looking so healthy. What did you do anyway?”

      “Nothing much. Just a B and E.” I turned and smiled at my friend. “Don’t try to get into jail, Mila. Try to go straight. I am from now on. It was scary in there.”

      Mila raised an eyebrow. “Straight—how the hell will we eat going straight?”

      “We could get jobs.”

      “With what address?”

      “Shelter or just make one up.”

      “We tried this before, remember? You need a bank account, and for a bank account you need an address. People don’t pay in cash.”

      “God, being homeless was easier in the nineties. Someone told me they used to just hang around and people brought them crap. Everyone was so scared of AIDS that they didn’t want them in shelters, so they helped them on the streets.”

      “Well, it ain’t the nineties anymore, Toto. And we got mouths to feed.” She slung an arm around my shoulders and led me to the door.

      We walked out of the bathroom and into the nightclub. The DJ was a favorite who’d done the underground raves when we were too young to sneak into clubs. His mixes were incredibly smooth, making every song’s ending seamless. No one in the crowd ever left the dancefloor.

      We started dancing and I tried to shake off feeling self-conscious, like everyone could see the fraud I was. I hadn’t gone to jail. I’d been in a sweet old lady’s house eating pumpkin muffins, letting Aimee braid my hair and help me finish high school. I missed them all, but I couldn’t go back. Not after making that man go to jail for a crime he didn’t commit.

      Ron would return and lock me up—or worse—put me to sleep like a violent dog.

      I pushed it to the back of my mind and kept dancing with my friends—my real friends. The ones who I ran with, hid with, cried with, and even some I had nearly died with.

      “Here!”

      I peered over at the tab Selena held out to me. My eyebrows rose as I looked at Mila who stuck her tongue out, revealing the small white tab. I took it. “Thanks.”

      Selena shrugged. “It’s okay.”

      “I’m sorry I played the mom card. I know it’s off limits. That wasn’t cool.”

      Selena gave a half smile. “One day, we’ll have a real life, and we’ll have houses, and we’ll have husbands, and none of the crap that’s happened out here will matter anymore.”

      She hugged me, something we never did. But we also didn’t go half a year without seeing each other. They might not show it, but they were worried I was dead.

      “Look, girl, no offense but I’m here to find me a dude and this is cockblocking my fun.” Selena shoved me off like it was me hugging her.

      “You’re nasty.” I let go of Selena and let the music take me. I let it all go. The past and the future didn’t matter as the Molly hit me.

      The music got inside me and my hips started to move to the beat. Halfway through the mix, someone started grinding up behind me. I wanted to turn and get mad but the Ecstasy had taken away my inhibitions.

      So when I checked behind me and found a cute guy who looked about twenty-five, I smiled until his hands freely roamed my stomach.

      “No.” I pulled away, shaking my head.

      “Come on, just one dance.”

      “Fine.” I stepped back. “One dance, no groping.”

      “Deal.” He started dancing again. Eventually, his hands were on me once more. I tried to push him off, but he was everywhere all of a sudden. His grip was stronger than mine.

      The room wasn’t spinning yet but I was high. If I ran and he followed me, I wouldn’t stand a chance at getting away. My stomach tightened as I shoved his chest. “Please don’t.”

      “My name’s Lee.”

      “I don’t care.” As my fear increased my hands heated up. I tried to control it so I didn’t push him. I didn’t want everyone to see the window of pictures and him vanishing. “Let me go.”

      “Come on, my dance isn’t over yet. Wait for the drugs to hit.” He pulled me tighter to him.

      “Let her go,” a guy growled behind us. I looked up to see Lucas. He snarled menacingly at the man, “Now.”

      “Screw off, buddy. She’s mine for the night, dude. Find your own slut.”

      Lucas shook like he was holding his temper at bay. “Ari is MINE.” He snatched the guy’s hand off my waist and twisted it up his back. Once free I ran behind Lucas to find Ben. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I blinked and tried to be cool even though I was stoned.

      Ben’s eyes darted to the man who’d been holding me. His smile was replaced with the same crazed expression his brother had. He stepped forward to ensure Lucas had everything under control. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. This bag of dicks is hitting the road,” Lucas said to Ben and then leaned in, whispering something to the guy. He was clearly frightened and pivoted, leaving the dance floor.

      Lucas turned back to me, but his face hadn’t softened. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Nothing.” My lip trembled slightly. “Nothing.” Tears crept up my esophagus, making a lump in my throat. I turned to walk away but he grabbed my arm.

      “You’re coming home.” His grip told me he wasn’t messing around and he would kill everyone in the bar before he let me go. His expression conveyed more danger than anything I’d seen before.

      Ben put a hand on Lucas’ arm. “Calm down, Bro.” His eyes flashed at Ben.

      Lucas dragged his hand down the length of my arm and took my entire hand in his. He pulled me off the dance floor, not dragging as much as guiding. I turned back toward my friends as they watched me go. They were scared for me but they wouldn’t try to help me. It was every man and woman for themselves on the streets. And while it looked like I owed a pimp money and was likely about to die, none of them would help me.

      “That’s quite the outfit.” Ben laughed, trying to break the ice.

      “It’s my friend’s,” I muttered, still letting Lucas lead me outside.

      My heart skipped when I saw Lydia sitting in the car at the curb. She leapt out the door, running to me with her arms out.

      I flinched away from what I expected which wasn’t the hug I received. The old woman’s embrace filled me. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t foresee what would happen if someone’s life got worse—how you would respond. I’m so sorry.”

      I couldn’t fight my tears. I couldn’t fake my brave face because Lydia saw through it all. She hugged me, smothering me.

      Lucas stayed right behind me, his telltale warmth covering my naked back with his body.

      Ben spoke softly from behind us all, “Let’s get you home. Annabelle’s been unbearable since you left.”

      I snorted, laughing through the tears. I imagined Annabelle in a state of concern would be intolerable.

      Lydia kissed me gently on the forehead and stepped around to the driver’s side. Lucas climbed in the back, pulling me in.

      Ben stayed outside my door until I was in and safe. He closed it, giving me a soft smile. He rode in the front seat with Lydia, but spent the entire drive smiling and telling jokes. I was grateful for his efforts at keeping the conversation light.

      His brother was the opposite.

      Lucas sat on the far side of the car, distancing himself from me, watching out the window continuously. It felt like miles separated us.

      He was hurt but the drugs in my system prevented me from being able to hold a thought longer than a second.

      “Lydia, I did it in the alley again, right away after the man in the apartment. It was only minutes in between.” The words seemed hollow, but I was trying to be myself again, not the little street skank.

      “Right away? You don’t need to recharge?”

      “No.” I shook my head, meeting her gaze in the rearview mirror.

      “That’s interesting.”

      “Are you high, Ari?” Lucas’ harsh gaze met mine for the briefest of seconds, before I looked away. “What would possess you to put yourself in such danger?”

      “I’m fine.” I didn’t mention the way the street rat took over and did things with our body that I didn’t really want to. I’d been part of the decisions made, but it was more like I observed her doing them.

      “Sweetie, we need to find a way to get rid of that side of you. The other Ari is terribly damaged.”

      I agreed with her, silently. I wanted the diner, my uncle, Cookie, and high school completed and over with. I hated being a street rat. I hated being used. Mostly, I hated the memories that came with every scar, visible or not.

      As Lydia parked the car, Annabelle appeared on the front porch. She waved when I climbed out of the car. I was exhausted in ways I hadn’t experienced in a long time.

      My legs buckled as I walked to the house but Lucas was there and caught me.

      “Don’t scare me like that ever again,” he whispered so quietly I nearly missed the words against my ears. He placed me on the ground and left me in the capable hands of the ghostly maid. “Goodnight.”

      “Ya looks a mess. Now just let Annabelle cleans ya off. You been gone one day and ya looks like the urchin ya was when ya came.” Annabelle escorted me inside as I watched Lucas stalk off.
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          Want to pet my wolf?

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      I woke to Annabelle sitting in the chair in the corner, watching me sleep as she hummed.

      “Creepy, Annabelle. Ghosts aren’t allowed to sing in the corner while people sleep.”

      “Well, good morning to you too. Or rather, good afternoon.”

      “How long have I slept?”

      “Nearly eighteen hours. You was a wreck when ya got here though, so that might be why. You need to stop hanging with that Molly. She’s no good.”

      “Agreed.” I squinted against the silhouette of light coming from the edges of the curtains.

      I climbed out of bed, stretching and testing my body for pain. Everything felt fine. I had no aching muscles or aftereffects from all the running, jumping, and escaping I had put my body through.

      The run had been stupid, running away had been even more stupid, clubbing was downright insane, and the drugs were the absolute pinnacle of disaster and poor choices.

      “Ari?”

      I glanced up to find Andy at my door. “Hey, Andy.”

      “I just wanted to check and make sure you were okay.” Her vampiric pale skin and dark hair set off her bright-blue eyes.

      “Yeah.” I smiled. “I think so. I was a hot mess last night.”

      Andy laughed. I couldn’t recall her laughing before. It was a magical sound.

      “Yes, well, if it makes you feel better, when I was new at this I ate a village. Women, children, everyone. It was like a horror movie. I ate everyone and everything that moved. I’m still haunted by the images.”

      I swallowed hard, pretty sure we didn’t have a single thing in common. “Oh my God, yeah, that’s terrible.”

      “Yes, it is. But the point I’m trying to make is you didn’t choose what you are and you can’t stop being it. You need to give yourself a little leeway for the moments where you don’t put your best foot forward.”

      “Thank you.” I almost said it like a question because I was still stuck on the dead babies and villagers.

      “I’m off to Boston.” She smiled wide.

      “Have a good trip.” I waved as she walked away.

      She spent an enormous amount of time in Boston.

      I strolled from my room, lost in thought about how weird it had been with Lucas coming to find me and how hungry I was.

      “Ari?”

      I turned back, finding Ben in the hall with me. “Hey.” I didn’t feel awkward with him, like I did his brother. He was easy to be around.

      “How are you feeling this morning?”

      I blushed. “Oh good. Actually great.”

      “I thought Lucas was going to kill something when he found out you’d run away. Especially after the way I found you in the woods.”

      “Why—what did he do?”

      Ben walked down the stairs beside me. “He ran, following your scent the whole way around town, till he found you. The bouncer wasn’t going to let us in. We didn’t have wallets with us, but Lucas scared the hell out of him. Then he told that guy you were dancing with that he was going to tear his limbs from his body and make him watch as he ate them if he didn’t get lost.” He laughed.

      I was horrified. “Is he insane?”

      “No, just angry.” He sounded nonchalant, like Andy telling the story of eating the whole village. The weirdos in this house were finally starting to show their true colors, and I wasn’t entirely sure I liked what I saw.

      “How did he track my smell all over town? Why would he eat someone’s legs?” The threat was nuts.

      “We have pretty good noses. So speaking of which, want to see the wolf today?”

      “I guess.” I fought the urge to ask more questions he didn’t seem to want to answer. He didn’t even touch the leg-eating one. “Where’s Lucas?”

      “He’s in Canada. Roses crap.”

      “Are you a Rose?”

      “Yeah.” Ben nodded. “I think Lydia wants to see you, so how about meet me in the back in like an hour?”

      “Okay.” He waved and sauntered off. Confused, starving, and curious about the whole Roses organization, I headed for the kitchen.

      “I made you some oats.” Annabelle appeared out of nowhere.

      “Why?” I groaned. “I hate oatmeal.”

      “Well, I know that but you be eating it today. Boss’s orders.”

      I sat and stared at the steaming bowl of hot cereal and nodded. “Who’s the boss?”

      “Me!” She vanished, leaving cold air and attitude.
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          The Roses

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      “I need you to do me a favor.” Lydia wandered into the room, giving me a serious frown.

      “Okay.”

      She didn’t smile. “Ari needs to meet with the Roses Academy. It’s time.”

      “What?” I lifted my brows. “Ari isn’t strong. What if she’s more mortal than anything else?”

      “She isn’t,” Lydia continued. “I got the blood tests back and we tracked her route through the woods the other day. It was seventeen miles uphill. She hasn’t run in the body she’s currently in right now and pulled off seventeen miles uphill. She’s not mortal.”

      “Okay,” I conceded. “I’ll take her to New York.”

      “Thank you. I have to go speak to her, to tell her. Will you come?”

      “You scared of her?” I cocked my head.

      “Little girls don’t scare me, Aimee. I just think she might need the support. She might panic and think I’m sending her away the same way you did.”

      “Okay.” I stood from my laptop where I was chatting with Shane who was on duty but sending me messages.

      I smiled at his profile picture and blushed, thinking about the way he had looked at me when we were with my dad. I wished we were able to spend more time alone, but I didn’t know if I could trust myself.

      “I really don’t need to see that, Aimee.” Lydia scowled.

      “Well, stop looking in my mind.”

      Lydia walked from the room. “You broadcast it like it’s on CNN. I didn’t have to try.”

      “He’s a cute boy, Lydia. I can’t help it.”

      “Shane’s a looker all right. A man that sexy in uniform should be illegal.”

      “So illegal.” I followed Lydia to the kitchen where Ari struggled with a bowl of Annabelle’s gruel. “Good God, why are you eating that?” I grimaced as Ari tried to get it down. “You must have pissed her off good to be punished like that.”

      “Yup.”

      “Pissed off who?” Lydia sat at the table. “That’s a healthy cereal. You did drugs yesterday and this will help get them out of your system.”

      “Stop eating that or I’m going to get sick.” I wrinkled my nose. “We need to talk anyway.”

      Ari’s eyes grew worried. “Lydia, I’m sorry about yesterday. I won’t do it again—I promise.”

      Lydia laughed. “No, it’s not that, honey. We have figured some things out about you. Aimee is taking you to New York to get acquainted with everyone. You need to start your training.”

      “You’re sending me away?”

      “No, to be trained.” I laughed. “I said the same thing to Lydia when it was my turn. She isn’t sending you away. She’s sending you to learn about yourself. We fit into two categories in this world, good and bad. You need to be good.”

      Lydia nodded. “Exactly, and in order to be on the side of good, you’ll need some help with control.”

      “So, you’re really not mad about yesterday?”

      “Of course I am.” Lydia frowned. “I’m furious about yesterday, but you aren’t alone in the blame. Elsie and I are just as much to blame as you are. We all messed up. I want you to pack a bag for New York. You’ll be there for a few months.”

      “Months?” Ari choked on the disgusting cereal, making me gag slightly.

      “Yes, dear. Months.” Lydia looked indignantly at the gruel.

      “I’ll come and visit as much as they’ll let me. We won’t leave you there alone.” I tried to make her feel better.

      Lydia squeezed Ari’s arm. “There really is nothing to be afraid of. It’s just time.”

      Ari didn’t seem convinced and I didn’t blame her. I shuddered every time I remembered my months at Roses Academy. Pride and fear made the ring on my finger special to me. It was hard work becoming good. Our natural instincts were to be bad.

      “Guess I’ll go get ready.” She paled and pushed the bowl of slop away.

      “You should hurry. If Annabelle comes back and sees this bowl’s still full, you’re dead.”

      Ari grinned weakly and got up.

      Lydia sighed as she left the room. “That child is going to have an uphill battle until we can rid her of the other part of her.”

      I didn’t respond. I didn’t know what to say.

      When it was time to go, poor Ari looked sick, standing at the front door waiting for me.

      “You know since we’re winking there, you don’t need to wait at the front door.” I cracked a grin.

      “Right.” She smiled nervously. “Force of habit.”

      I flexed my fingers. “Ready?”

      “No.” She shook her head, looking around the room. “Not at all.”

      I laughed and touched her, winking us away and thinking about the lobby to the building in New York. A bank was on the bottom eight floors and the Roses Academy took up the top twelve. The air moved around us, flashing colors for only a second, and then my boots made contact with the ground again. “Welcome!”

      “I hate that.” She shivered.

      “I know.” I glanced around to make sure we were alone. “No one likes it.”

      Ari got her bearings and glanced around the lobby. She seemed stunned, taking in the modern and swanky decor. I remembered my first time. “I know how you feel. You saw where I grew up. We didn’t have fancy buildings like this one. I honestly thought I’d gotten lost when I first came here.”

      “It’s like something off a TV show.”

      “You have no idea.” I snickered. “Well, let’s go see everyone.” I walked through the large glass doors and up to the receptionist.

      Ari gasped upon seeing the woman sitting at the desk. I kicked her but greeted the woman with a pleasant smile. “Morning, Gladys. How are you?”

      “Aimee!” The woman beamed back, flashing bright-green eyes. “How are you?”

      “Great, this is Ari. I think Lydia called about her.”

      “Yes, of course. Nice to meet you and welcome.”

      Ari stammered as she gawked, “H-hi, uhm—”

      “Sorry, Gladys, first timer.”

      Gladys laughed. “I remember everyone’s first day. Take a seat.”

      “Dude, not cool,” I whispered almost silently as I dragged Ari to a seat.

      “Her eyes—”

      I put a hand to her mouth and softly whispered directly in her ear, “Hush. She can hear your heartbeat. Were-cats have incredible hearing. I will explain later.” I pulled back and changed the subject, “Did you say goodbye to everyone?”

      “Ben was going to let me play with his wolf, but we had to leave. And he wasn’t in his room when I went to tell him we were leaving and Lucas was gone. But I said bye to Annabelle. I think she cried.”

      “She always does.” I smiled, almost laughing. “And a word to the wise, don’t let Ben con you into playing with his wolf.”

      “Why?”

      “Just trust me.” I rolled my eyes. “Maybe focus on finding a way to text Lucas. That poor boy is over the moon for you.”

      “I don’t have a cell anymore. Street-urchin version of me lost the one that came with this body.”

      “Right.” I grimaced. “Okay, well, they’ll give you your Roses cell phone pretty much the first day, so I’ll add your new number and give you my contacts. You can text him if you want to.”

      “I do want to. I like him too. He’s strange and intense, but whatever.” She blushed and glanced down. “Anyway, I haven’t touched a cell phone since I left the desert. It’s been really weird. When I first got here, I wondered if my friends missed me back home, but then I remembered none of them have met me. None of them would talk to a girl like me.”

      “Then who needs them?” I wrapped an arm around her and hugged tight. “You’re still the girl you were all along. These scars and the tats are kind of like a reminder of the path you don’t want to take. But just because that other version of you lived this life, doesn’t mean you have to continue living it.”

      “Aimee.” Someone interrupted my pep talk.

      I lifted my head to see Daniel Jacobs. “Daniel, how are you?” I stood, hugging him and kissing either side of his face the way he did mine.

      “Very well. And how are you?” The older man smiled softly. His elderly face, gray hair, and genteel English accent were not to be mistaken with nice old man. I learned that the first day. He might have soft-blue eyes and enjoy a cup of English Breakfast every morning like my father, but inside he was a frightening bloodsucker.

      “I’m great.” I pointed at Ari. “Daniel, this is Ari. Ari, this is Mr. Daniel Jacobs. He’s in charge of recruits and training.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Ari made the face she always did when she struggled with her other self taking over. It was the poor girl’s defense system.

      “You as well. We have heard so much about you. Your gifts are very rare. Please come in.” Daniel held a hand up to a scanner on the wall and the glass doors opened.

      I strolled behind them, watching as she got her first glimpse of what we’d been hiding from her for months.

      “This facility was built a long time ago, but we are continually modernizing, based on current designs and trends.” Daniel walked us through the labs and offices. “We’ve been in this office for eighteen years, and before that we were in a building on this very land for two hundred years. When the settlers came to the New World, we came along. We started in New England first and then moved our headquarters here when the city really started to boom. Has either Lydia or Aimee told you anything?”

      She trailed along, clearly puzzled.

      He grinned back at me. “You left all the explaining to me?”

      “We didn’t know what she was. Lydia wanted to be sure she was even Roses Academy material.”

      “Fair enough. In the world there is light and dark, good and bad, gods and devils. It doesn’t matter how it’s spoken, there is a fine line between what is right and wrong. Taking a human life, an innocent’s life, is wrong. Many like us have done it.” His eyes flashed to me just as I lowered my gaze.

      “Oh, Aimee, don’t make that face.” Daniel laughed. “Everyone is guilty of it. Especially in the first phases of whatever changes occur. I myself have committed a few atrocities in my time. Here we offer the chance at not only learning to control whatever urges or hungers you face, but also, for a select group of people like Aimee, we offer the chance at redemption.”

      Ari lifted her face in surprise. “Redemption?”

      “Yes.” Daniel smiled. “Yes, love.” He held up his platinum ring with the thin red line running through it. “We are the thin red line that keeps the balance in society. We are the protection between good and evil.”

      Ari’s lips lifted even higher. “You admit you’re superheroes?”

      “I suppose. And because of the super situations we face, we obviously can’t have someone who’s mortal running about trying to stop the chaos that occurs. Which is how we all ended up here. Each of us has something about our DNA that has proved to be interesting.”

      “Did I get bit by a radioactive spider?” Ari snickered with a sarcastic smile.

      “Keep an open mind.” Daniel winked.

      “Have you ever heard of having such an open mind your brains fall out?” Ari continued to grin.

      “No. That’s ridiculous. It sounds like something the church would say.” Daniel scoffed, losing some of the humor and tolerance he was pretending to have. “You probably noticed Gladys at the front desk. She is a were-tiger. Her eyes always look like a cat’s eyes. She can’t help it. She wears contacts in front of regular people but in front of us she’s the way she is. Were-tigers are just part of who we all are. Everyone has a different gift or ability.”

      “Or curse,” I muttered.

      “Rightly so,” Daniel agreed.

      “Brandon’s a shifter, right?” Ari asked me.

      “Yeah. He is. Did he tell you about it?” I couldn’t believe he would discuss that with her, not with Lucas spitting on her first.

      “No. He never hung around long enough to discuss anything.” She sounded a bit bitter.

      “Well, Gladys, like Brandon, turns into a cat—a Bengal tiger. They are shifters. They can transform into certain animals: panthers, wolves, bears, tigers, and oddly enough, dogs.”

      “What happens to their bodies?”

      Daniel sighed, revealing his true self. “Their bodies change. They are still themselves. They just shift.”

      “Only those animals?”

      Daniel shrugged. “Yes, well, we believe the other species of shifters have likely died off. They weren’t strong enough. The predators have lived because they’re strong. Then there are people like me.” He smiled, letting his fangs drop. Blackness creeped across his blue eyes, filling them entirely so no white remained.

      “What the hell!” Ari screamed, jumping back.

      “It’s okay.” I wrapped my arm around her.

      Daniel frowned, speaking through his fangs, “I’m still me. I just have these now.” He put his fangs away and the black pulled back into his pupils.

      “He’s just like Andy.”

      “Andy kept that part to herself.” Ari caught her breath. “What could I possibly do to you? How could I fight against someone like you, who could drink my blood and kill me?” She seemed panicked.

      “Your demon blood would kill me. You’re actually extremely rare, a born Nephilim. Children like you seldom survive. The mother never survives, unless she’s the demon. You’re very lucky, it’s a rare gift.” Daniel sniffed.

      “Yeah, well I don’t feel very lucky. One version of me never existed, and the other has lived on the streets my whole life, except for the time I spent in orphanages. I have no family. You’ve just told me society would call me a demon, which, FYI, is a rude thing to call someone. We obviously have a different idea of what lucky is.” Ari started to shake with anger as her tone changed.

      “You must be the other Ari that Lydia told me about.”

      “You and Lydia can go screw yourselves. This three-ring circus is a joke.” Ari turned to me. “You want me to stay with the cat lady and fangs over there? I want to go home. This asshole is going to try to eat me in the night. You can’t leave me here. It’s some kind of scientific experiment. That bitch out front is probably the result of chemical testing.”

      “Stop!” I met her harsh stare with firmness. “You’re safe here. Do you trust me? Don’t think about anything else, just answer that one question. Do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” she relented, unhappy to have to admit that. Her face flushed after a moment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to call you an asshole.” She sighed.

      “You are quite entertaining.” Daniel chuckled. “That must be some battle going on inside you. You are a born demon, meaning you’ll have to be trained by a demon. You must snuff out the other you in there to ensure you’re not a danger to people, or yourself.”

      “What happens if I’m a danger?”

      “We deal with it,” I answered her truthfully. There was no way of sugarcoating it. It was the main reason none of us, apart from Lydia and Annabelle, had gotten too close to her. The chance we’d have to snuff her out still lingered over her head.

      Ari swallowed that bitter pill and questioned Daniel, “What do you do?”

      He clasped his hands together. “We don’t let people like us run around killing or amassing armies. We remove them before they break the laws.”

      “We send them to Heaven, Ari.”

      Daniel straightened. “It’s very unlikely you’ll be a threat once you get rid of the other you. She acts like a caged animal and is not to be trusted. You, however, had a very normal life before all this happened. You’re level-headed and the perfect candidate, really, to become a Rose. Let’s not dwell on it before we have to.”

      Ari’s gaze grew distant. It was a hard concept to understand in the beginning. I too had had problems grasping that if I didn’t gain control, they would end my life.

      Daniel smiled. “Let’s not cross that bridge until we have to. At this point we’ll focus on the now. The laws are: Firstly, keep the secret. No humans can know we exist. Every time they find out about us, huge problems arise. They need ignorance. Second, ‘Do what ye will but harm none.’ No human or being like us can be harmed in your efforts to live.”

      Ari winced. “That man, I sent him to jail for a crime he never committed.”

      Daniel nodded. “Right, exactly, but how could you have known? You need to learn to discern. Since we don’t have anyone like you, we need a demon to teach you how to figure this out.”

      “On that note”—I stood—“I’m going to let you guys get started. I need to get back to work. I’m following a girl who’s a huge threat. She hasn’t woken yet, therefore we don’t know anything. If she does wake, we could be in trouble. Can you let me see the cell you’ll be giving to Ari so I can add my contacts? She’ll need them for the next few months.”

      “Yes.” Daniel stood, hugging Aimee quickly. “Of course. Just ask Gladys. She’ll be the one arranging all that.”

      “Will do.” I bent and hugged Ari. “Hang in there. It’ll get easier every day. Text me as soon as you get some alone time.”

      “Come see me when you can, please.” Her dark eyes were huge.

      I whispered into her ear, “Yup.” I walked from the room, pausing the moment it hit me, the greatest aroma in the world. It was dark and filled with desires I didn’t want to own. I turned my head to see Dorian walking into an office next to me. He paused mid step and sighed, offering me that smug grin before he blew me a kiss. “Hello, love.” His English accent added to the naughty feelings I had whenever he was around. They didn’t mix well with the hate I also had for him.

      “What are you doing there?” I whispered, knowing he could hear me perfectly.

      “Training the new girl.” He smiled and leaned in the doorway.

      “You?”

      “Why not?” he responded. “I’m fallen—I count in some people’s books.”

      I always felt sick around him. He’d been so cruel and horrid to me when he was changing me. He was the one who had let me kill an innocent which he later lied about, claiming it was part of my training. A lesson in what not to do.

      Needless to say, when I found out he was a good guy I was disgusted.

      I couldn’t help but hate him.

      My stomach tightened, thinking about Ari in his filthy hands for the next few months as he mentored her.

      “You lay a finger on Ari and I’ll kill you, even if it means my own death. I will find a way to drag you to Hell with me.”

      “You’ve gotten even more sassy, Aimee.” His obsidian eyes flashed as he sauntered over to me. “I like it.”

      “You’re disgusting. I don’t care what you like. Just stay away from Ari.”

      “She is of no interest to me, trust me.” He grabbed my face, pulling me to him, kissing me. As always, when his mouth met mine I couldn’t fight it. The smell and taste of Dorian was something no one could resist. His tongue explored my mouth, right there in the hallway of the office. His hands squeezed my arms, almost to the point of being painful.

      He pulled me back, licking his lush lips. “You really are a naughty girl, Aimee.” His dark hair and beautiful face always killed me.

      “Your soul is as dark as your eyes, Dorian.”

      “You forget, I don’t have a soul.”

      I ripped myself from his grasp and walked away, trying desperately to ignore my weak knees and the taste of his kiss upon my lips.

      “If I had a soul, I’d trade it for one night with you, sweetheart.” He laughed. His laugh grated on my last nerve.

      I lifted my middle finger and stalked to Gladys’ desk. I would be back every few days even if it meant trouble for me. I needed to keep Ari safe from Dorian.
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          Grandmother, what big eyes you have

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      From my window perch, life scurried below me on the street. New York was exactly as I had imagined it would be—dirty, smelly, and nonstop action. It had taken me a month just to get used to the noise at night. The mansion had been so quiet.

      I smiled when the door to my room opened, seeing Daniel walking in. “Just wanted to say great job today, really. That was perfect. The way you read that man and chose not to send him back. The control you had over your hunger. How do you feel?”

      “Good, I just wish I could get rid of her forever—the other me.”

      “You’re getting closer every day. It’s time for your theory lesson and then boxing, okay?” He left the room quietly.

      I knew I was doing better but I missed home. I sent Lucas a text nearly every hour but he barely answered me. He didn’t respond to any of my questions, except to tell me he was doing fine and he missed me too. I started to doubt that. He had always been distant and weird but this was ridiculous.

      Ben cheered me up and we had developed quite the friendship. He sent me cards and flowers and messages every other day. He phoned every week and even came to visit once in the three months I’d been there.

      I liked him a lot, just not the way I liked Lucas the Enigma.

      Forcing myself not to think about Lucas, I got up and left for theory class. There were other kids like me there. We all joked about how we were in an X-Men movie. We learned about witches, demons, vampires, shifters, zombies, monsters, mad scientists, trolls, and elves. I’d had a hard time taking it all in at first. A lot of history was explained through the classes. Everyone was amazed by the atrocities that had been committed against completely innocent monsters. Some monsters were extinct, murdered by humans. Giants no longer roamed the Earth, no one had seen a mermaid in ages, and fairies had been gone since before the First World War.

      I breezed through class and boxing. Before I knew it, I was back in my room checking my phone again, wondering what Lucas was doing. I iced my jaw, thanks to daydreaming in boxing.

      I eyed the phone and decided it was time. I needed closure. Well, that’s what Marcia had told me. Marcia was my bathroom mate. We all had our own rooms, but everyone shared a bathroom with one person. Our rooms were beautiful, on the top floor of the building and set up like dorms.

      Marcia had fallen in love with a human before she changed. She was a were-tiger but never knew. When she turned the first time, she ate her own cat. It was devastating for her, and she didn’t have anyone to explain it all. Like me, Marcia had no parents. She was adopted when she was a small child. After the cat incident, she knew there was no way she could be trusted around her boyfriend so she decided to free him by breaking up with him. She cried for days when we first arrived there, but had seemed a lot happier in recent weeks.

      I knew I needed that too.

      I started to tap the letters of the message I had to send so I could get past the unhealthy feelings for him and the awkwardness between us.

      Lucas, I’m sorry for what happened at that bar. I hope you can be my friend and stop being weird around me. I won’t text or phone you anymore. I’m sorry if it’s been annoying that I text so much. Hope you’re well. I’ll wait for you to message me. Ari.

      I read it again before I pressed the “send” button and took a breath. I regretted it instantly but put the phone under my pillow and left for dinner. I needed a distraction.

      In the dining hall, I sat picking at my dinner. It was my favorite meal—spaghetti and meatballs with fresh Asiago and garlic bread. I twirled my fork in the noodles over and over, watching them fall off it.

      “Earth to Ari.” Marcia nudged me. “You okay?” She flashed me one of her gorgeous smiles. Her bright-green eyes were mesmerizing. She was so pretty which I’d learned was a common trait of all shifters. They looked the way they did to naturally keep their population alive.

      “Yeah. I sent that message you said I should to Lucas. I just apologized again for the whole bar thing and told him I would wait for him to message me.”

      “Oh my God. You did it?” Marcia flicked her red hair behind her face and started to eat my spaghetti.

      “I did.” I sighed.

      “Aw, dude.” She frowned. “I’m sorry things didn’t work out the way you hoped they would. I know how much you like him. Maybe when you go home, it’ll be different.”

      “Maybe, but I think he hates me. I acted like a first-class idiot, not a cool Rose at all. I think he sees me as a pain in the ass.”

      “How’s the jaw there, sunshine?” Kyung smirked at me. He was by far the sexiest Korean guy I’d ever seen. Not that there was a ton of Korean dudes in my home town.

      Kyung was tall and built, with naturally tanned skin and an incredibly handsome face. His dark eyes had the slightest hint of gray to them which I thought was cool. Marcia had been eyeing him up to no avail. Kyung was a player, and he loved living in New York. He went out every weekend.

      I hadn’t gone out with them, terrified of being on the streets and the other me taking over out of habit. Marcia had said the clubs were amazing, but she got tired of watching Kyung make his moves on other girls.

      “It’s fine.”

      “I think I hit you pretty hard on the head.”

      “Pu-lease, she heals faster than any of us. The only reason you even got a shot off before she sent you into a nice little nap was because she was distracted.” Marcia got up in his grill.

      “Well, if you want to tuck me in, girls, I’m more than happy to take a nap. If you two come along.” He leaned over the table and moved in close to my face, taunting me.

      My gaze narrowed as I leaned into him too. “Kyung, if I tuck you in, it’ll involve a coma.”

      He laughed and kissed me on the cheek as I swatted him in the head.

      A growl filled the room. It was a familiar sound.

      I looked at Marcia, who was no doubt bothered by the flirting Kyung was doing, but it wasn’t her growling. I leaned to the side, looking for what was behind Kyung, but he blocked my view.

      “Ari, back away from Kyung slowly,” Marcia whispered, “I’m guessing the email didn’t go over so well.”

      Slowly, I backed up from Kyung’s panicked face as he trembled, fighting the change. I had never seen him turn into a wolf before, but I had heard it was incredibly scary.

      “What’s going on?” I peered past Kyung to the angry face staring at me—Lucas.

      “Lucas?” My face tightened.

      “He’s fixed on Kyung. If Kyung turns around, they’ll both shift and we will have injuries and a lot of mess to clean up. Kyung, don’t you dare turn. Ari, just get your boy out of here,” Marcia spoke softly.

      “Lucas, why are you here?” I stood from my chair, walking to him. His massive body trembled with anger. I put a hand on his chest to try to talk to him, but Kyung turned at the wrong second. They both shifted with me right in the middle. I screamed, seeing the fur and snarling faces as shreds of clothing filled the air. I wanted to run away, but my legs were paralyzed in terror.

      Lucas had become a shaggy brown wolf with green eyes while Kyung became a black wolf with steel-black eyes. Both were gnashing and growling as they started to circle me, even though they saw only each other.

      The fear made my hands start to heat up.

      The room began to vibrate.

      As the wolves jumped for each other, my mind cleared completely. I knew what I needed to do. I reached into the air, as if they moved in slow motion, and pressed a hand to each wolf. My hands dug into their fur, finding the skin beneath. I pushed faster than I had before. It nearly shot from me, freezing them instantly. Both wolves dropped from the air onto the hardwood floor.

      I stepped back, not from exhaustion, but rejuvenated. I stared down at my hands and back at the wolves on the floor, realizing what I’d done.

      “Ari, what did you do?” Daniel rushed in.

      “She probably saved us all from some nasty injuries. Lucas came into the room at the wrong moment and saw Kyung kiss Ari on the cheek. Lucas freaked and they both shifted.” Monica sniffed.

      Daniel knelt, touching the black wolf. “They’re still alive, though I’m pretty sure they won’t be very excited about it in an hour when they wake up. Ari, you did this to them?”

      “Yeah.” I gazed up, baffled. “My hands knew, they just knew, they—I could stop them. I pushed them both at the same time.”

      A woman I didn’t know stood beside Daniel and muttered, “Daniel, it shot from her hands, like a freaking bolt.” She bit her lip and raised an eyebrow.

      Ashamed, I shook my head. “I didn’t mean to hurt them. I just wanted them to stop before they attacked each other.”

      Everyone in the hall who had been standing around whispering, turned back to their tables but continued to whisper, only quieter. Only Marcia stayed beside me with a hand on my back.

      “You aren’t in trouble.” The woman smiled wickedly. “You are turning out to be a very worthwhile find.”

      Daniel pointed. “This is Lorri. She’s in charge of the Roses.”

      Lorri was attractive, but her power was what you noticed before her looks. Her long, lean body was shockingly fit. She wore dark-brown leather pants, burnt-burgundy knee-high boots, and a tight-fitting, cream-colored sweater that showed every curve and muscle. Her arms were toned, not thick but strong. She had short auburn hair cut funky and styled in every direction. She reminded me of a cartoon character, she was so perfectly made. She didn’t appear old enough to be in charge of anything. She might be thirty-five, if she was a day over that. Dorian and Aleksander were crazy old but didn’t look a day over twenty-five. And realistically she could be a thousand and still look that good.

      Lorri knelt down, offering me a hand. “Let’s get these big boys in their rooms. Lucas can just sleep in your room until he’s feeling a bit better? We don’t have spare beds right now and Kyung is going to the sick room.”

      “I guess.”

      Large men came and lifted the wolves. I followed behind Lucas, watching as he was tucked into my bed.

      “He looks like Little Red Riding Hood’s wolf.”

      Lorri laughed. “Yes, exactly where the story came from.”

      “He’s going to kill me.”

      “No, he’ll be happy you stopped him. They can’t control their emotions when it comes to some things. Mates are a touchy thing with wolves. Their mates are for life. Once a wolf falls in love, they fall into it so hard they can’t imagine being with another person. I’ve had wolf friends who’ve mated with humans and when they died, the wolf lived out the remainder of their years alone.”

      “Mates?” The word hit a cord inside me.

      “Mates.” She winked. “It’s a conversation you need to have with him.”

      “How long do wolves live?”

      “Centuries. They age slowly after they hit puberty. Just like the rest of us. It’s a survival trait. A small demon child would be dangerous with all their gifts at such a young age. They would be easy prey if everyone knew about them when they were so tiny and helpless. The puberty awakening protects us. Our gifts come at a time when we’re old enough to be wise about what we do.” Her eyes darted to the huge wolf wrapped in covers and taking up the entire bed. “Well, some of us.”

      “How long will I live?”

      “Since you obviously take something from the people you send back, whatever you gain sustains you. The answer might be forever. We don’t know how far injuries can go with you, but from what we’ve seen thus far, you heal as fast as a full demon. Your father must have been incredibly strong.”

      “I might have to live forever?”

      Lorri laughed. “Ari, it isn’t punishment; the years go faster and the time gets more fun. Once you start having a purpose and you know who and what you are, you’ll enjoy life much more. Ask Aimee. She wanted to die at first. Take care of your mate. He’ll need it.” She chuckled and walked from the room.

      I sat in the chair in a corner of the small room and watched him sleep, confused by everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          This isn’t a frat house

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      When I woke from my catnap in the chair, I heard noise outside my room. I realized then I had a naked guy in my bed. He was not a wolf anymore. Nor was he as covered by the blankets as he should’ve been.

      I raised an eyebrow, recalling the Lorri woman putting him in my bed. Granted he’d been a large wolf at the time.

      He stirred and moaned, no doubt awakened by the commotion in the hall. He blinked a couple of times, holding a hand to his head. “Ari, what did you do?” He looked rough.

      “You came here.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      He nodded. “Your text. I had to see you.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m an asshole.”

      “I don’t understand, Lucas. You have spent months coming and going from my life. You don’t tell me anything. You barely speak to me. I put myself out there and texted you and you hardly answered. You’re confusing me.” And there was the word “mate” which I wasn’t about to touch on.

      “I don’t know what to do about this, Ari.”

      “What changed?” I asked boldly.

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “Everything. I waited so long, I didn’t know what to say. I acted like such a dick, and I knew I needed to say sorry, but I was still raving mad. It was stupid. And then you sent the last text saying you were done and I panicked.”

      “Why?”

      “You scared me. When you said you were done, I panicked. I went to Aimee and told her, and she smacked me around a little. Ben was like ‘If you don’t go, I will.’”

      I laughed, knowingly.

      “I have to tell you something. It’s stupid and intense and it complicates everything.” His green eyes were fiery.

      “What?”

      “You’re my mate. I mated you.” He grinned a little as if he was nervous or laughing at himself inside.

      “Lorri said that. She called you my mate. What does that mean?” My insides were clenched tight.

      “It’s an old wolf thing. Wolves mate for life so when we fall in love with someone they become our mate and that’s it.”

      “L-life?” I almost gagged at the thought. “Dude.” He had to be kidding.

      “I know. It’s why I avoid you. It’s why I try not to be in your face too much. I’ll end up smothering you with love and obsessive-compulsive stalking. I don’t want to do that to you. I want you to eventually love me on your own if that’s what you want. I respect that and you.” He paled a little. “I don’t want to force this on you. But I also can’t watch while another guy kisses you. I can’t do that.”

      “You don’t have to, Lucas.” It was my turn to laugh at myself as I struggled to say the very things I desperately wanted to. “I don’t know how to be in a relationship or whatever. I certainly am not in the right place in my life to get married, mostly because I’m an eighteen-year-old demon.” I struggled with the words, “But I like you too.”

      His eyes lit up. “You do?”

      “Yeah, dummy. I messaged you for months, even though you barely messaged me back. I did it because I like you. I watched you chop wood and help around the yard. I waited every day for you to come back to Lydia’s house. I think I lasted so long at Lydia’s because I was always waiting for you. And those brief moments when you were home made my week or month. Maybe I don’t see us as mates, but perhaps we could go on a date or something.” I cringed inwardly at saying too much.

      “Oh wow.” He chuckled, sounding relieved. “And you don’t have feelings for anyone else?”

      “God no.”

      “Not Ben or that guy I attacked?”

      “No.”

      “Oh.” He grinned and stared at the bedding. “What kind of date do you wanna go on?”

      “I don’t know. We could have dinner.”

      “Can we just skip dinner?” He got up from the bed, holding my blanket over his groin, and walked to me. He dropped to his knees, lifting a hand to my cheek. “I am sorry for being weird.” He didn’t smile or laugh. He didn’t joke about it. He leaned in, brushing his lips against mine. I closed my eyes and kissed him back. He moved like he wanted more, but he didn't try for it, thankfully. He pulled back and smiled softly. “I’m sorry for being so pissed at you that night at the club. Lydia and Elsie were assholes. You were an asshole. That guy I threatened to eat was an asshole. I was an asshole.”

      “I get it. Assholes everywhere.”

      He sat back on his heels, staring at me with his intense green eyes. “I followed him for a week, watching him and waiting for him to make one mistake, something I could kill him guiltlessly for.”

      “Creepy.”

      “Super creepy.” He swallowed hard. “I’ve never felt this way about anything or anyone, in my life. I have to defend you and protect you.”

      “Except I was the one protecting you today.”

      His cheeks reddened. “Yes, you were.” He lifted his hand and again ran it over my cheek. “You’re badass and I have to face that. You don’t need me.”

      “Maybe you need me.” I slid forward on the chair, taking his cheeks in my hands and kissing him again.

      He wrapped his huge arms around me, sliding his hands over my back. We kissed for a moment before I noticed he was sliding his fingertips over a scar.

      “Knife wound,” I muttered into his lips.

      “Really?”

      “No. I don’t know what it is. I can’t see the memories clearly. She blocks them out.”

      “You’re kidding right?” His gaze turned tender. “You don’t remember the marks on your body being made?”

      “No, she doesn’t let me see. Annabelle said the ones on my back look like lash marks the slaves had back in the day. The ones on my stomach are cigarette burns we figured. There are a few that I’m guessing are cuts and scrapes, but honestly I’m guessing.”

      “Do you think you did any of them yourself?”

      “Yeah, fighting to defend myself.”

      “I would kill anyone I knew had put a mark on you.”

      The words were a whisper in the air between us. He was not the kind of guy to make empty promises. He meant everything he said.

      A knock at the door startled us. “Ari, is Lucas awake yet?” It was Daniel.

      I answered, clearing my throat, “Uhh, yeah.”

      “Okay, can you two come out, please? We need to meet with you.”

      “Sure.” I looked at Lucas and smiled. “We’ll be right there.”

      He smiled. “Can I shower?”

      “Yeah. I need one too. You go first.”

      “We can go together. I don’t really want you out of my sight for a while anyway.”

      “Are you insane? We haven’t even had dinner yet and you want to shower together? I don’t think so. It’s a tiny shower. It’s the size of you. We both won’t fit.”

      “My shower at the mansion has tons of room. We could just go home. I’ll take you out for dinner first.” He offered up a charming smile, one I had never seen on his face. He looked more like Ben when he did it. But with him I sighed a tiny bit before I snapped back to reality.

      “Lucas, I’m going to get in trouble if I leave. I’m in the middle of training.”

      “Then I’ll stay.”

      “You can’t stay. I have to finish. You’re already doing that creepy stalker thing you mentioned.”

      “You’re mine and no one can tell me I can’t be with you.”

      I liked that. I liked belonging.

      Once he was done in the shower, we met in the doorway, his bare chest rubbing against my tee shirt. He paused and smiled, being charming again. It was a good look.

      But I kept moving, sliding past him and closing the door without turning back.

      When I got in the shower, I let the hot water pour down on me. The heat of the water made my think of the heat from his body and the feel of it so close to me. I wanted to be with him, in all the ways people could be together. But the idea of being with a boy made the memories of the street rat’s life much more vivid. She didn’t like intimacy or sexuality or anything to do with touching. And forcing her to the back all the time was exhausting.

      “Ari, we have to go. Daniel just sent Aimee here to knock.”

      “Okay.” I turned the shower off and dried as fast as I could.

      When I got out into the room he had changed into clothes left for him. They didn’t exactly fit, which worked well for his muscled arms and chest.

      I stepped up to the door and took a deep breath. I had always been a private person. “I hate that I’m emerging from my room with a guy and everyone’s going to think stuff happened that didn’t.”

      “Stop stressing. It’s not a big deal. We aren’t the first people to be alone in a dorm. People have sex at Roses Academy.”

      “Oh my God.” I turned harshly and hushed him, “Don’t say that. I’m not losing my virginity at Roses Academy. And I don’t want people to think I did.” I snapped my mouth shut, hating that I said virgin.

      “You’re a spaz.” He laughed at my panicked face and opened the door, pushing me out into the hallway. My runners skidded along the floor as he shoved my out.

      The hallway was empty, which I hadn’t expected. I had imagined they would line the halls, high fiving him and nodding at me knowingly.

      But no one was around.

      He grabbed my hand in his and tugged me along down the hall.

      The sitting room was lit with the flickering glow of a propane fireplace and dim lights. Feeling awkward holding Lucas’ hand, I noticed the burning starting in my palms. He met my gaze. “Easy, tiger.”

      “Sorry.” I pulled my sweaty hand from his as we rounded the corner.

      Seeing Aimee I was relieved. “Hey, Aimes.”

      “Ari!” Aimee hugged me tight. “How’s it going?” She asked it too gently as if she was worried about something.

      “Good.”

      Daniel looked at us as we entered the large sitting area in the common room with all the windows. “Have a seat.”

      I walked to the huge comfy couch and sat, wondering about everyone’s thoughts. No doubt they were about me and Lucas, our wet hair, and the fact we’d been in the room alone.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Huh?” I glanced up to see Lorri. “Yes.”

      She turned and gave Lucas a worried smile. “And you?”

      “Yeah, I’m good.” Lucas laughed. “Sorry about earlier. My wolf wouldn’t back down. I was trying to hold him back.” He winked at me. “He just gets overprotective of her.” He said it for everyone to hear.

      My face flushed and my eyes refused to leave the floor in front of me.

      “It’s not a problem, Lucas.” Lorri sounded indifferent. “We know what wolves are like when it comes to their mates. It actually provided the perfect test for Ari’s abilities.”

      Aimee nudged me. “I’m so bummed I missed it. I heard you shot it right from your hands. That’s pretty sweet.”

      “Yeah.” I was still lost in the mate conversation that seemed to be happening above my head somewhere. “Yeah, it was crazy.”

      “Nice.”

      Lorri clasped my hands together. “We want to run another trial. Lucas, you will help out.”

      “Yes, of course.”

      “Trial?” I narrowed my gaze. “You want me to do that to him again?”

      Lorri shrugged. “Yes, but under more duress and with more shifters or demons.”

      “No.” I panicked. “I could push one back. This is a terrible idea.”

      “We’ll only pick the ones you can’t. Aimee will be there, just in case, to remove you if it gets out of control.” Lorri seemed firm on it.

      “This is a bad idea.”

      “You’ll be fine.” Daniel leaned forward. “We’ve done this thousands of times. We have to train you. Your Roses training is just getting started.”

      I glanced over to Aimee, noticing her face clouding over as Dorian stepped into the doorway. “I will be here too. You’ll be fine.” He spoke to me but his focus was on Aimee.

      “Great.” I gulped. I didn’t mind Dorian the way Aimee did, but if she didn’t trust him, I didn’t want to either.

      “Let’s do this, before Ari makes it bigger than it is in her mind.” Daniel clapped his hands together.

      Lorri turned to Daniel as we all walked from the room. “How quickly does she heal?”

      “Thus far, what we’ve seen has been miraculous. As quickly as Dorian, I believe.”

      Dorian smiled at me. “That’s my girl.”

      I shivered at his black eyes. They looked soulless.

      Lucas took my hand again, squeezing it and pulling my down the corridor.

      We walked to the elevator and got in. I looked around, confused until the doors opened, revealing a forest.

      Aimee was the only one smiling. “It’s the trial room. There is a section with buildings and forest and stuff. It’s so you can fight realistically.”

      “Like The Matrix?” I reached out, touching the tree in front of me. It felt completely real.

      “No, it’s like a movie set. It’s really there. The trees and rocks are lifelike but not living.”

      “Great.” I had no idea how I was going to survive whatever they had planned.

      “Aimee, why don’t you girls go over to the north and we’ll set the attack.” Daniel pointed.

      Aimee took me by the arm and pulled me along as I reached out for another tree. “Come on. Stop touching everything.”

      “This is pretty cool.”

      “Yeah, it’s wicked cool but it’s also a set, not the real thing. If you break it effing around, Daniel gets mad.”

      “Effing?”

      Aimee smiled. “Yeah, I’m trying to swear less.”

      Walking through the forest I was almost lost by the density of the trees and the light coming from the skylights high above. Rocks, sticks, bark, leaves, and even a couple of birds perched on branches surrounded them, suggesting it was a real forest, only it was twenty stories above the ground. The forest cleared, revealing a few small trailers.

      “It’s like Star Trek—you know, the holodeck on Generations?”

      Aimee laughed. “Oh my God, I thought I was the only nerd who watched that show. Remember the episode where Worf, Alexander, and Troi were trapped in the Western?”

      I giggled. “That was awesome. Wil Wheaton was hot.”

      “Ohhhh yeah. He was smoking in his uniform.”

      “I can’t believe you watched that.”

      “My uncle.” I flinched, recalling the way we watched Netflix and took turns choosing the TV shows. “Why can’t life be simple like before?”

      Aimee shrugged. “It’s life. Things get tossed in the air sometimes. No matter how they land, you have to be ready to fight for what you have.”

      “I just wish—”

      Aimee hugged me. “Me too. Ready?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “What’s going to happen?”

      “Not sure. Just be ready. Ears open, eyes open, smell the air.”

      “Ooh, like that one?” I lifted my nose and smelled the air around us.

      “No.” Aimee’s eyes narrowed. “Dorian, for God’s sake, just come out. We can smell your dead flesh from all the way over here.”

      He stepped out of the house beside me. “Hurtful.”

      “You don’t have feelings,” Aimee snarled.

      “You don’t know that.” He winked at her and came to me, putting a hand on my arm. “Just try to relax.”

      Aimee frowned. “Why are you nice to her and a total dick to me?”

      “I don’t know.” He took a step toward her, obviously making her nervous. “Something about you gets to me, Aimee.”

      Aimee stood her ground, unflinching. “Ari, I smell wolf.”

      I smelled my arms, making sure it wasn’t me.

      Dorian laughed. “Not on you, honey. It’s in the air. Can you smell it?”

      “Maybe.” I put my nose to the air and closed my eyes. I could smell Kyung, of that I was certain. I crouched, snapping my fingers, making sparks. I hadn’t noticed them getting hot, but they were burning.

      Aimee held her arm out. “Touch my hand and control it, even though it’s turned on.”

      “No.” I protested, but I knew it was going to happen whether I fought it or not. She would make me touch her. So I put my hand on hers. The push started to spark, but I held it, vibrating slightly while controlling it. Excited about my progress, I pulled away, smiling.

      “Nice.”

      “Thanks.”

      I no sooner got the words out when a large black wolf moved silently in my peripheral. I ran at him, dodging his muzzle as he leapt at me. I grabbed the nearest low-hanging branch and swung to the side of the tree. When his muzzle with huge teeth bared came at my arm, I put my hand out to touch him but another wolf had my arm in seconds. He pulled me out of the tree, ripping my arm.

      They had come in pairs and I didn’t even see the other one.

      I let myself fall and put my free arm to the side of the brown wolf’s face. His green eyes sparkled as they met mine and faded as the push hit him. The black wolf was on me, pinning me as the brown one fell away to the ground, fighting the sleep I had tried to force on him.

      Screaming, I hauled the bleeding arm out from under the brown wolf, waving the bloody mess in front of the black wolf’s face. His jaw snapped at the blood, but my hand came up too quickly, freezing him. His eyelids closed and he fell on top of me. I panted, trying desperately to slide my body out from under the hundreds of pounds of fur and sleeping beast.

      I shoved the wolves off and was on my feet within seconds, trying to control my heartbeat and searching around for the source of the single noise I could hear.

      From the corner of my eye, something flashed across the forest. It looked to be a woman. The brown wolf moved, distracting me from the flicker stirring in the trees.

      My feet started to flee on their own.

      The flash jumped out at me.

      It was Lorri.

      I traveled with incredible speed and leapt again, attempting to avoid her grasping claws. Completely unsure of what Lorri was, but knowing I needed to escape, I strained to stay a step ahead. She was too fast, catching me midair and slamming me to the ground. As my wind left me upon impact and blackness tried to take me, I caught a glimpse of Lorri’s twisted face and smelled the ripped skin of my arms before I was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Lucifer, obviously a chick’s name

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I waited, observing the battle taking place and doing my best not to notice Dorian’s eyes on me continuously. He was such a shmuck.

      Ari handled both wolves well. It was odd that Lucas didn’t pass out. I wondered if he was building a resistance to her special blend of ass kicking since she’d pushed him loads.

      Her arm was bleeding which was unfortunate as Lorri was making her way to the scent of it. Nothing distracted Lorri like blood. She was like a shark. Ari tried to outmaneuver her but Lorri was too fast.

      I winked myself to Ari, hoping we would escape, because sometimes winking myself wasn’t fast enough to escape Lorri.

      She truly was one of a kind. As Lorri pinned Ari, her jaw opened, fixated on the blood. Running as fast as I could, I dove, shoving Lorri and winking Ari and me out.

      The cool air hit like a ton of bricks as we stood on the roof of the building. I held Ari in my arms.

      “It’s okay. You’re safe now,” I whispered.

      Ari shook as her knees buckled. “They bit me. I think they broke my arm.”

      I cradled her, grimacing at the blue spots where the bone was pressing against the skin. “Yup, they did.”

      She started to cry. “What was that all for? Lorri tried to eat me, and the wolves—my own boyfriend tried to eat me. What kind of sick place is this? I want to go home. I want Lydia. I’m done.”

      I held back a laugh, remembering my own breaking point. I’d thrown my hissy fit only steps from our current location.

      “I know.” I wrapped myself tightly around her and winked us to the med lab. Ari passed out.

      Daniel strolled into the lab smiling, regardless of the fact that Ari was in a pile on the floor. “That was amazing for a first time. My God, she was perfect.”

      Lucas ran into the lab, looking no worse for wear. “Is she all right? Did Lorri get a bite off?”

      “No.” I gave him a look. “Lorri would be throwing up right now if she drank Ari’s blood. Where’s Kyung?”

      Lucas smiled. “Passed out. He’s still wolfie.”

      Daniel frowned. “Why aren’t you?”

      “I don’t know.” Lucas picked Ari up off the floor and put her on the cot, brushing her hair from her face. “Her touch didn’t knock me out this time. She pushed but I was able to fight it.”

      “Like your body’s evolved and knew how to fight it?”

      “Maybe.” Lucas shrugged. “You’re the genius here, Dan, not me. Why is she unconscious?”

      I giggled. “She had a full-fledged freak out on the rooftop. It was awesome. Very ‘I want my mommy.’ Reminded me of me when I was new here.”

      Lucas kissed her unconscious cheek. “I think we’ve all felt that way at one time or another. Things feel so hopeless and overwhelming sometimes.”

      “Speak for yourself, hound,” Lorri growled, coming around the corner shooting daggers at me.

      I smirked. “Someone bitchy from the near miss?”

      “Shut it, Aimee.” Lorri snarled, “I had it under control.” She glared hatred at Daniel. “I’ll be back later.”

      He tried not to laugh as she stormed from the room. “She’s going to eat someone.”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “She is.”

      “She really is the devil,” Daniel added matter-of-factly.

      “She really is,” I agreed.

      “Is she like—” Lucas lowered his voice, “Like the actual devil?”

      “Yeah.” I folded my arms across my chest. “The actual devil.”

      “Lucifer?”

      “Lucifer.” Daniel pressed his lips together.

      Lucas watched us, bewildered. “You nearly let Lucifer eat my girlfriend?”

      “Pshhhhhh.” I waved a hand at him dismissively. “I had it under control the entire time, and honestly, Lorri does great at keeping the beast in check. How do you not know this story already?”

      Lucas shrugged. “I don’t know. It wasn’t part of the curriculum when I was here. How do you know who she is?”

      I laughed. “Annabelle told me.”

      “So, the Devil’s Roses. Lorri’s in charge of the Devil’s Roses, ‘cause she’s the devil. Satan?”

      Daniel sighed. “I don’t really know how else to explain this. Do you?”

      “No.”

      “How? She isn’t even evil. She’s zesty and spicy and rude but not evil.” Lucas stood up from hovering over Ari as only a wolf boy would. “It doesn’t even make sense.”

      “Luke, buddy, Lorri is Lucifer. The story you have in your mind of Lucifer is not how things happened. She’s not evil.”

      He glanced at Daniel for verification, but he just agreed, “Aimee’s right. Everyone believes the lies but Lucifer was never the problem. She was the solution.”

      “She—Lucifer is a girl?”

      “Yeah.” I scowled. “Think about the name Lucifer. Not a manly name. The dudes who wrote the Bible made her a man in the story; a woman couldn’t possibly hold that important of a role as the right hand of God. Not to mention, the Bible has been rewritten and translated tens of thousands of times. Shit gets lost in translation.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Lucas appeared baffled.

      Daniel sat in the chair next to him. “No, honestly, she isn’t taking the piss. Lucifer is a girl. Well, a woman. She is Lorri. She changed her name after having to explain the whole bloody thing over and over. She became tired of trying to reason with the brainwashed masses she was truly trying to help. Dammit, Lorri is still helping. She started the Roses Academy, which back then was God’s idea. He gave mankind free will. It was the envy of every angel that man, a simple being, walked the Earth with the freedom to choose as he saw fit. The archangels saw man as a mistake. They thought mankind was foolish, and free will the biggest mistake God ever made. They wanted to abolish man, force him to kill himself off. They created disease, plague, and pestilence to show God how weak his beings were. Then they whispered temptations, planting seeds of doubt in the weak minds to prove his creations were pathetic and feeble. Murder, rape, suicide, lust, greed, sloth—all inventions of the ever jealous archangels.”

      Lucas absorbed and seemed to believe; it was easy for fae to doubt the Bible. It never felt true to me either, with science always seeming more plausible. When Annabelle told me the story, I’d laughed until I met Lorri.

      Daniel continued, “The final blow was dealt when they raped human women, impregnating them with Nephilim—half angel and half mortal, or demons as we like to call them. The children were stronger and faster. They grew until the end of puberty and then aged so slowly no human could see a difference in their appearance within a lifetime. The problem with mating with human women and creating Nephilim was that they too were born with free will. God was furious as the creatures began to slaughter humans, rape more women, creating more Nephilim. He saw no choice but to fight back. He called upon his favorite and asked the ultimate sacrifice of her. He asked her to fall. To live amongst the humans and Nephilim and fight back. She would protect the humans, at all costs, from the unnatural creations of the archangels. The angels didn’t know their creations would eventually make an attempt at ruining the world God had spent so much love and care creating. Lucifer fell with some of her hand-chosen angels, like Dorian, to live amongst the people and protect them from the supernatural elements that walk the Earth. She never kills anything that lives by the rule God created for them, ‘Do what ye will but harm none,’ and the Roses law, Keep the Secret.”

      Lucas looked devastated. “Wow. I had no idea. I’m the offspring of Nephilim?”

      Daniel shook his head. “No, you’re fae, something very different. Aimee is a changeling, also very different. A fallen angel turned her, making her what she is. I am a changeling as well. We are an unnatural abomination to the world God made. At the end of the day, we were born innocent. If we live innocent, then we are left alone.”

      “How was she labeled the devil?”

      Daniel laughed. “Lorri made the name up for herself. In ancient Hebrew the name meant the accuser. She was the judge and jury for the non-humans of Earth and the protection against the Nephilim. Needless to say, she was quite pissed when the name became something evil. It’s funny how she was believed to be wicked, while the archangels were written into history as the saviors. Mankind did it with Jesus—when God cast down his only son and made him a man, he was in fact meant to be a teacher of people. He was supposed to show them their natural abilities. You see, God has no sway over people; he made them free in every way. Instead of people seeing Jesus as the Son of God and a man who they themselves could emulate, they allowed the seeds of doubt to corrupt them. They killed him.”

      “That is crazy. It’s a crazy story. I can’t believe the archangels got away with so much.”

      “Lorri can’t either. She still fights with them, particularly Michael. He wanted to be the one God chose to save the humans, but it was discovered he too had lain with human women, impregnating them against their will. Every time there is a surplus of beings like us and the balance is tipped the wrong way, bad things happen. Bad things, like the Dark Ages.”

      I smiled. “We are the fine line between balance and chaos.”

      “And Ari will make a fine Rose.” Daniel nodded.

      “This is all so messed up.” Lucas paused, digesting it all.

      “How’s my girl?”

      “She’s not your girl,” I snarled at Dorian who strutted in like he owned the place, as usual.

      “She’s fine, Dorian. She’ll be awake any second, no doubt. Where are you off to now?”

      He shrugged, still eyeing me up. “Not sure. I think Lorri wants me to help Aleksander some more.”

      I flinched at the name. My heart was still confused sometimes, especially when I was around Aleks. He had a magical pull I couldn’t always fight.

      “His father again?”

      “Yes.” Dorian nodded at Daniel. “Would you care to join us, Aimee, dear? He’s struck again. We’re just heading to a small place in Louisiana. I believe Aleksander called it Violet. Which I thought was funny because I was once with a woman from Louisiana named Violet, about a hundred years ago.”

      My lip twitched. “No. But if you catch him, kill him, Dorian. Don’t waste a second trying to find a redeemable quality.”

      “Oh, Aimee.” Dorian laughed. “I’ve never given pause.” He shook Daniel’s hand and walked from the room.

      Ari stirred on the bed, but I was still lost in the fact that Dorian was on the good side. The man had called humans sheep. He enjoyed sucking the souls from young girls. I shivered, remembering the girl in the woods he’d let me murder. She was my only innocent and it still bothered me.

      “I’m going home,” I muttered to Daniel.

      “Okay.” He glanced up from his work at the computer and smiled. “Thanks for coming.”

      “Yup.” I winked home. I needed Shane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Payback is a bitch named Forgiveness

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      The house was empty as I crossed over the threshold of the main entryway. It had been months since I’d darkened the doorway. I missed it so much, even when it was as silent as that moment.

      Lucas had been sent somewhere with Ben. Aimee was being weird, only checking in when she had to, and Lydia was working on something I knew nothing about.

      “Why, Miss Ari, you don’t need to be standing in the doorway like a stranger. Come in. Lydia just said it’s getting hot in here. Leaving the door open only makes it worse.”

      I smiled at the maid. “Good to see you, Annabelle. Is anyone here?”

      “Just us chickens.”

      “Great.” Realizing I was free now, my training was over, I had an idea. “Annabelle, I have some things to do. I’ll be back around dinner.”

      Annabelle waved. “Be safe.” She didn’t try to talk me out of it or tell me to stay home. I was free. Trusted even.

      As I walked to the door I questioned whether I should’ve been trusted or not.

      Not that it mattered, I was going to do it and no one was going to stop me.

      I strolled out of the house, wondering about the guards. Daniel made a girl named Izzy drop me at home so I hadn’t walked through them yet. I didn’t know if they were still set to keep me there.

      I just strolled through, exhaling as I passed them. I had a few things on my list to be completed before the other version of me could remain silent and in peace.

      The bus ride made me nervous. I’d never been a bus girl. My town in the desert was tiny. There hadn’t been any buses there at all.

      My heart tugged whenever I thought about my uncle. He too was on my list of things I needed to take care of.

      Relying on my other version to guide me, we ended up in a creepy part of town. The wall in my mind that separated her memories from mine intensified. I knew she didn’t want me to see the flashes of the past that tried to enter my mind.

      At a random stop, I got off the bus and walked down a quiet street, noticing a sick and dirty feeling growing in my stomach. I knew it wasn’t mine, but I grew more nervous as I drew closer to my destination. I rounded a street corner and dread filled me as my eyes made contact with the wrought iron fence.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay,” I whispered to myself.

      My palms blasted heat as my nerves heightened from the stress of everything. I watched from behind a tree as the children played.

      A small boy played alone, lifelessly digging in the dirt with a stick. I knew he would be a favorite. I could spot them by their lack of will to live. The hair on my body stood on end as I looked through the crowd, able to pick out the kids who would need me. The ones whose lives were forever tainted and ruined by the life they’d endured in the orphanage. No one protected them. Society didn’t think about the fact that orphans were left under the control of a select group of people, people who didn’t deserve the right to be around children. No one ever thought about what happened when one of those people betrayed the trust that was placed in them.

      Careful of the nuns, I remained out of sight in case one of them accidentally recognized me. My appearance was different than when I was there, but I couldn’t take any chances.

      The children were called in for supper, and I watched as the lifeless ones were dragged in while being yelled at and spanked. The memory of it happening to me was hazy as the other me accidentally let it slip through the cracks.

      A flash of color, bright and painful, accompanied one memory back with a vengeance.

      I was standing in the playground, looking at the gates, maybe ten years old. The other side of the gate was freedom. I thought about life beyond the gate a lot. I knew I had a family out there somewhere searching for me. Like all the others, I knew my being there was a mistake. I wasn’t supposed to be growing up in an orphanage.

      The nun grabbed me, dragging me in, hitting my legs with a switch. It stung but my eyes wouldn’t produce tears. I wasn’t allowed to eat dinner because of the dawdling. I was forced to go to HIS office. I panicked, knowing what would happen. My stomach hurt. I looked at the nun, prepared to beg for my life, but the wicked smile on her face told me she knew what happened in the office. She knew about the back room.

      The memory didn’t fade. It flashed away as my mind shut off and I leaned forward and threw up on the tree I was hiding behind. I trembled, panting. I had no idea it had been that bad. The other version had never let me see behind the curtain.

      With even more resolve, I knew what I had to do. And even though my body screamed at me to leave, I couldn’t. I had to move forward to finish it.

      I walked around the block to the back of the property as the sun started to go down. With no hesitation, I pulled myself up and over the gate. Keeping low, I crept along the back of the building to the laundry room. It was kept open a crack because of the humidity. The laundry ladies always left around dinnertime.

      The other me had snuck out often.

      I climbed the four stairs quietly and peeked through the gap of the open door. I didn’t see any movements in the large laundry room and opened the door quickly.

      I dashed into a storage closet to ensure no one was around before venturing out into the hallways. Dinnertime was always a private time for HIM. He usually had a child to punish. My palms became balmy with sweat, just thinking about hurting him.

      If I could get to him, everything would change.

      I stayed in the closet for two breaths and then stepped out, checking all around. I made my way to the clean clothes cupboard for the nuns, yanked out a habit, and pulled it on over my clothes. I caught a glimpse of myself and hoped no one would notice how young I was.

      Then I walked to the service stairs that I’d hidden in many times. My feet went up them as quickly as they could, all of me on pins and needles.

      Behind me, children talked and laughed as they ate their dinners.

      Nuns shouted overtop, telling them to stop and eat. A deep hatred for those women rose in me.

      Maybe they had never wanted children, but they wanted to serve God. A job they had poorly done.

      When I got to the second floor my heart pounded in my chest. I took a deep breath, trying to calm it down as I slipped along the dark wooden corridor, listening. Nothing moved around me and I couldn’t hear any breathing.

      I walked to HIS wing where his voice filled the dark shadows I hid in, listening. “You’ve been a very bad boy, Anthony. Again, you’ve dawdled and defied the nuns. God needs me to cleanse you of the devil’s touch.”

      Every bit of me wanted to run away, but I forced myself to approach the voice—HIS voice. The voice I heard in the echoes of my mind, back where the other Ari lived.

      I shivered as I drew closer, still terrified of him. He’d taken some things from the other Ari and I wanted them back.

      “Now you sit there for a minute and think about your punishment, and I’ll be right back. I need to prepare the room,” he muttered.

      My breath turned ragged as his footsteps left the room, thumping on the hollow floorboards. He was going to the back. My stomach lurched forward again, but I managed to swallow it down as I slipped into the room.

      The boy from the playground sat in the chair trembling. Silent tears rolled down his face. I placed a hand to his shoulder, making him turn sharply, terrified.

      I put a finger to my lips and hoped the little boy wouldn’t scream.

      He looked frightened, but he didn’t speak as I winked and slipped past him. When I rounded the corner silently and saw it I gagged. My hands quivered as I reached for the handle just as it opened.

      The priest stopped, confused. “What are you doing here? Who are you?” He appeared older than I recalled. His face was chubbier than before but still as ugly and disgusting.

      “What?” I feigned being hurt. “You don’t remember me?” I didn’t know where the courage came from, but I was grateful for it.

      “Who are—” He surveyed me and his eyes lit up. “Ari? You defiant little bitch, you came back.” He grabbed my arm and dragged me into the room, slamming the door. “How dare you wear a habit.” He tossed me to the corner where the smell of the room assaulted my nose. My own blood and sweat lingered in there somewhere.

      He grinned, looking me up and down. “I see you have not lost the attitude that has delivered you to this pathetic life.”

      Somewhere deep inside me there was a terrified little girl, but she wasn’t me. The things he did were done to someone else, not me. Not me in my heart.

      Defiant and prepared to end his reign of terror over these children, I stood up straighter, meeting his filthy gaze.

      “You’ve grown up. You look like you turned out to be exactly what I told you you’d be—disgusting street trash.” He licked his fat lips as he pulled a funny-looking gun off the shelf beside him. He pointed it at me, smiling wickedly. “Want to say hello to your old friend?” He laughed and put his finger on the trigger.

      I tried to leap out of the way, but he’d anticipated that. The probes shot out, sending an electric shock through my body. Intense pain filled me, taking control of my muscles. Tears slipped from my eyes as the pain ended and I fell to the ground.

      “You forgot what happens to bad girls. Didn’t you?” He took a step toward me. “You’re a trespasser. I am within my rights to shoot you. Let’s have some fun for old time’s sake before I call the police, shall we?” He was on me, tearing at my habit, moving faster than a man his size should be able to, before I could gain control of myself.

      The shock of the Taser gun had taken the heat from my hands. I panicked, snapping my fingers trying to get the spark again.

      When they failed me, I balled my fingers into a fist and fought back as he attempted to drag the habit down to expose my back. The door burst open just before it was ripped from its hinges.

      Father Michael and I both paused to watch a beast of a man heaving his breath and taking up the entire doorway.

      For a moment I thought maybe I was dreaming, but Lucas growled my name, “Ari!”

      I blinked and he had Father Michael against the wall, his feet dangling off the ground.

      His fat face turned a deep shade of red as Lucas choked the life from him.

      “You. Never. Touch. My. Ari!” Lucas growled, shaking as he fought unleashing his wolf.

      Realizing what was happening, I jumped up, waving my hands. “No! I have to send him back. I have to push him so they can be free.”

      Lucas shoved against the priest’s throat once more before he dropped him to the ground. “I have a second of restraint left.”

      “I-I’m sorry. Please let me g-go.” Father Michael begged for his life.

      Taking a breath, I closed my eyes for a second, enjoying the sound of him begging.

      Then I stumbled toward him, my fingers burning as the spark came back.

      “Now,” I spoke softly, “I am going to send you to the place you deserve to go.” I lifted my hands as a sick smile crossed my lips. The moment my hands made contact with his greasy face, I pushed. It was my most violent push. He was shoved back viciously against the wall.

      The air opened and in the picture he was a boy, maybe fourteen. He was torturing animals in cages and hurting his little sister. His mom worked all the time and he had no father, so his time with his sister was unlimited.

      One day he followed a girl home from school. He’d forgotten his rope and ran back to get it. When he returned she was with a group of friends. He was angry, but he knew he’d avoided being discovered. Had he not forgotten the rope he would’ve been mid torture session when the group met up with her. The next day at school he was asked to volunteer at the local church. He learned of the unlimited supply of victims he’d have if he joined the church and became a priest.

      The picture changed and Father Michael was back at that moment in the forest with the girl, and instead of going for the rope, he ran at her, knocking her to the ground. He hit her over and over until she stopped fighting. The group of kids came as he was choking her with a smile on his face. The boys ran at him and pulled him off. They beat him and beat him until the police came and took him away. The final picture showed him in a room with a lot of light. He was old and fat, drooling from his mouth, and watching TV. A mean-looking nurse was giving him pills. She shoved them in his face and snapped his jaw shut.

      The disgusting man faded from the room, leaving his rosary with its black beads floating in the air. I reached my fingertips out to touch it, but like all the other tokens, it dropped, crashing to the floor. I exhaled all my grief as I looked back at Lucas who faded as he walked toward me. “Ari.”

      “I had to.” I hoped I would see him at Lydia’s again.

      A shock wave from the change hit me. I fell back as it all lifted like a veil that had covered me, preventing the light from ever getting in.

      The cloud of doom the priest had created cleared away.

      The room filled with shelves and books. The torture chamber vanished and the smell was replaced with an older smell, more like dust.

      The jewelry I’d kept from the piercings plunked to the floor and melted, the tattoos were wiped clean, and every scar smoothed over.

      In Father Michael’s place, a kind man with sparkly grandpa eyes and a friendly face filled my memories. He had a firm but fair demeanor with the kids. He was a true man of God.

      The only hand he laid on any of us involved hugs or pats on the back. He truly was kind and humble and loving, exactly the way God intended his weakest disciples to be cared for.

      He loved everyone.

      He taught that God loved everyone.

      He defended the children.

      Smiles replaced the tears and love replaced the pain and all my memories changed.

      I no longer wore the habit but a pair of jeans, a tee shirt, and a blue wristwatch. My nails were short and clean.

      Everything felt clean again.

      I didn’t realize just how heavy the other version of me had been until this moment. There were no blocked memories. No secrets. No voices in the back of my mind. No fears.

      I was an open book and this new version of me was almost exactly the same as me from the desert. I ran, I finished high school, and was in college. I worked part time in a restaurant. My life wasn’t pain.

      Not that it mattered.

      This still wasn’t me.

      The real me was still the girl I had been in the very beginning. I was my uncle’s daughter, I just needed to convince him of that.

      Pushing the new memories down, I stepped from the book room, seeing the older man standing with his back to me. He saw me and smiled, his kind face filling with respect and love.

      “Ari, you came for a visit. I didn’t realize you were here. What a happy coincidence. I was actually just telling Anthony how much he reminded me of you. All that dawdling and daydreaming.” He laughed, shaking his head.

      “Oh really?” I smiled down at the little boy. It was the same little boy, but he was different just as I was. He was clean again.

      “You daydreamed a lot too?” Anthony asked softly, unafraid of people.

      “Yeah.” I grinned. “I guess I did. But it helps me run so that’s good.” I crouched down to his eye level. “Sometimes amazing things come from what everyone else thinks is silly.”

      “I think so too.” He smiled and hugged me, a perfect stranger. My heart melted, thinking about the child he’d been before.

      I squeezed him back.

      “You wanted to borrow a book?” Father James, the new priest, asked, patting my back softly.

      “Yeah.” I stood. “I do.” I looked at the book in my hand.

      “Well, the Book of Angels is a good book. I have to get downstairs for a meeting and Anthony needs to get back to the kitchen to finish his chores.” He smiled wide. “Stop by again, kiddo.”

      “See you later.” I walked from the office, waving back. “Bye, Anthony.”

      “Bye.”

      The bus ride home was amazing, compared to the one before. I walked with a skip in my step to the street where I lived. Something nagged at me, but I pushed everything down, enjoying the freedom of being myself again.

      The house was a happy sight, but seeing it I realized I hadn’t been there in ages. I walked up the steps and opened the front door. Everyone was in the kitchen.

      “Ari!” Were they excited or surprised to see me? I couldn’t tell.

      “Hey, guys.” I waved, feeling weird about the strangely excited greeting.

      “Hey.” Lucas waved back as he continued to eat, not getting up from the table.

      Aimee barely took her eyes off her cell phone. “How’s it going?”

      “Fine.” I raised an eyebrow. “How’s it going here?”

      Aimee shrugged.

      “All right, kiddo.” Lydia walked over, passing me a plate of Annabelle’s famous French toast and bacon. “Get yourself some before the boys eat it all.”

      “Thanks, Lydia.”

      Lydia frowned at me. “You seem kind of weird today. You feeling all right?”

      “Yeah. It was a good day.”

      “Here”—Aleksander got up from the table—“Ari, sit here.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled and sat down, moving my chair closer to Lucas’. “How’s it going?” I snagged his thick bicep and snuggled against it. I wanted to ask him where he went to and how the changes had affected him, but I wasn’t sure he’d want to discuss it in front of everyone. He still seemed kind of mad at me. Maybe because I went to the orphanage.

      When Lucas turned his face to mine, I pressed my lips against his.

      He went rigid.

      I kissed him again.

      He never budged.

      “What the hell?”

      Lucas pulled back.

      Everyone stopped eating and stared.

      Ben stomped into the kitchen angrily. “What’s going on?”

      “Hey, Ben.”

      “Hey, Ben?” he asked mocking Lucas. “Hey, Ben? Seriously?”

      Lucas pushed me away. “Dude, she kissed me. Everyone here saw it. I didn’t touch her.”

      My stomach fell as my heart stopped.

      Ben grabbed my arm, pulling me off the chair. “What did I say about staying away from her? She chose me.”

      “What are you doing?” I struggled to get away from Ben’s grasp.

      “You said it was me, not him.” He narrowed his gaze in a way I’d never seen before.

      “You?” I stumbled back, looking to Lydia who seemed as confused as I was.

      “I don’t understand. You said I was your mate.” I glanced at Lucas. “What changed?”

      “Mate?” Ben shouted. “You told me not before marriage, but you mated with him?”

      “Is this a joke?” I laughed nervously.

      “Come on, Ari.” Lucas sighed. “You’re seriously trying to make drama, admit it. You kissed me. I thought you moved out to escape the drama, and now here you are making crap up. I never touched you.” He stood up, facing off against his brother. “I never touched her. I don’t talk to her. She’s yours. As in your problem.”

      “I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but screw you, Lucas.” I turned and ran to the stairs and up to my room. When I opened the door, the room was bare. All the stuff was gone. I sank against the door, sobbing.

      As I lost control over my brain, all the new memories flooded in.

      This version of me was more different than I had anticipated.

      I’d had a happy childhood at the orphanage.

      Lydia and I had met at a youth group volunteer meeting when I was sixteen.

      I moved to Lydia’s when I graduated and went to New York for training.

      My ring sat on my finger.

      My new memories also included some very passionate kissing, not with Lucas but with Ben.

      I’d gone with him to New York. We’d shared a bathroom. He had taken me out for dinner for my eighteenth birthday.

      I had saved the orphans and myself but as a result, I ruined my love life.

      Old me loved Lucas and new me loved Ben.

      I lifted my gaze to the ceiling, clearly more in touch with God than I ever was before, and prayed, “Please help me. I know I’m a filthy sinner—” I paused, hating what I was saying. I wasn’t a sinner. I was a nice person.

      Who the heck was I?

      Why was I saying “heck” in my own thoughts?

      “Ari?” Lydia’s voice called softly from the other side of the door. “Honey, you need to explain some things, dear. Let me in.”

      I didn’t answer. I was so humiliated. None of them remembered me. Nothing would be the way it was. They all saw me as a happy athletic girl who had my head on straight.

      I was a church girl for God’s sake. Literally, for his sake.

      I never imagined they wouldn’t recall me. They were supernatural.

      But even Lydia didn’t remember me the old way. I wondered if even Annabelle had been affected. It seemed impossible a ghost would forget.

      “Let me in.” She repeated it and I instinctively knew she didn’t mean the room.

      I closed my eyes and relaxed, letting her in.

      “Okay, I’m getting it loud and clear as to what happened. You pushed someone who had a major role in your life and now your life is altered. You remember us all a different way. A couple of different ways. But we just see this version of you.”

      I sighed and moved out of the way, letting Lydia open the door. The loving older woman sunk down onto the floor with me. “Just let me in all the way so I can see it all.” She took my hand in her weathered palm and squeezed.

      After a moment she sighed and gave me a look. “Oh dear. That is a mess.”

      “Lucas looked at me like he despised me.”

      “I know.” Lydia held me as I sobbed on the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Triangles, triangles everywhere

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      Lucas paced the yard as Ben sat in a chair, playing with his phone. He was angry in a way I’d never seen before. Ben had always been the joyful one. Lucas was the serious, grumpy one. Especially where Ari was concerned.

      That girl was a menace.

      She had put a wedge between the happiest brothers from the moment she arrived.

      Aleksander came and put an arm around me, hugging me tightly to him. “I spoke to Lydia. It sounds like Ari pushed someone close to her, changing her entire life. In her head there are different versions of this life; she’s reliving it differently. In the last version of herself, she was dating Lucas. And now she’s dating Ben. She’s confused. And according to Lydia, Ari thinks she and Lucas are in love. I guess this is the second time it’s happened.”

      “Are you serious? I thought the first thing Lydia told her was not to push people close to her.”

      “It was important apparently. I can’t imagine what would happen if our lives all took different turns because one girl influenced everything we did. I hope she doesn’t push anyone close to you.”

      “I know.” I turned, snuggling into him, letting him kiss my forehead. The smell of him always made me happy.

      “How long has she been dating Ben?”

      “Not for very long. Lucas said she was hard to date. She’s so churchy. No messing around before marriage.” I glanced over at Lucas again. “He’s been hung up on her since she got here. Years of him wanting to date her but disliking her at the same time.”

      “That sounds insane.” Aleksander hugged me. “Where are you going tonight? Lydia said you’re leaving.”

      “Somewhere with Izzy. There’s been a couple of vampire attacks and Marcus is refusing to monitor his jerk squad. So we’re going.”

      “I see. Be safe. I can stop in and see Marcus if you want. I’m heading with Dorian to that place called Violet in Louisiana. Some girl has been attacked and they’re certain it was my dad. She’s still alive so I want to try to talk to her. He and I can stop in there first.”

      “Don’t worry about it. You just be safe too.”

      “I will.” He kissed my lips softly, whispering against them, “I love you, Aimee.” He was gone, making a small wind stir in the kitchen, leaving his warmth and smell all over the room.

      I inhaled his scent for a moment before Ben caught my eyes again. I decided he probably needed a shoulder to cry on and headed over to him. “You okay?”

      “No,” he mumbled, not taking his eyes off his game.

      “Want to talk?”

      “No.”

      “If you do I’m here, okay?” I waited and then walked out the back door to Lucas who was kicking leaves and cussing.

      “Luke, you have to calm down. If you don’t, one of you will phase, and then you’re going to kill each other.”

      “Just get lost, Aimee.”

      “No. Don’t be a dick, I didn’t do anything.” I laughed. “Being mean to me isn’t going to improve things.”

      “I know.” He slumped onto the bench behind him. “But Ben thinks I’ve betrayed him and I didn’t. I never ever let my feelings for her show.”

      “So he knows you like her too?” I sat beside him.

      “Yeah.” His head dropped. “He knows.”

      “Does she know how you feel about her?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “She’d never guess. I’ve always been a jerk to her. On purpose because he likes her too.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s like the never-ending head game. And to make matters worse, Ben now thinks this is my fault that, in some other dimension, Ari chose me. Like I can control that.” He bent forward and put his hands in his thick brown shaggy hair.

      “Things will go back to normal. Ari just needs to adjust.”

      “No.” He turned, the desperation aflame in his green eyes. “That’s just it. I don’t want them to go back to normal. She finally feels something for me. I knew I wasn’t wrong. My wolf knows.”

      “Dude.” I laughed. “That’s a dangerous game. You ever hear of bros before hos? You would lose your brother over a girl?” I recalled my own predicament with my sister, Shane, and Blake. Things had never healed properly. My sister was living in Boston with Blake. She and Shane never spoke. She and I never really spoke either.

      “Yeah, I know, Aimes, but I love her. If there’s a part of her that loves me, even if it’s an old dormant part, I can’t just let that die. I have to try.”

      “Then you’re playing with fire and you’re going to get burned, Luke.”

      “I prefer Lucas.” He chuckled.

      “I don’t care.”

      “You’re a pain in the ass, Aimee.”

      “Maybe.” I wrapped a single arm around him. “But you love me and you know it.” I got up and left him there, winking myself home. I was in the mood to see my dad. I usually went at night when we could have conversations, when he didn’t know we were having them. But I needed to see him, even if it meant peeking in the windows.

      My boots clicked on the concrete sidewalk as I strolled down the street to my dad’s house.

      “Aimee? Is that you?”

      “Oh.” I stopped in my tracks, shocked to see Shane standing beside a big black truck. “Hey.”

      “Hey? That’s all you have to say? I haven’t seen you in months and it’s a hey?” He looked hurt. He always looked hurt. It was why I’d broke things off with him months ago. I couldn’t take the lying and the sorrowful look on his face anymore. “What are you doing here? Does your dad know you’re here?”

      “I just wanted to see him.”

      “You’re just spying? Awesome, Aimes. He misses you so much. Why can’t you just try to be normal and go say hi? He thinks you’re at school. He’s extremely proud of you for going to college after the liver transplant. The one you have no scars from.”

      “Shane, I can’t do this.”

      “You don’t even want to try to be with us?”

      “I do.”

      “Then stay.” He sounded desperate. “Stay and see him.”

      “I want to, but I—”

      “Whatever.” He cut me off angrily. “But just so you know, he isn’t doing so hot. Not that you give a crap.”

      “What do you mean?” I turned. “You know I care about both of you.” My words were weak. “You know that.”

      “Aimee, the docs are thinking cancer maybe.” His words were like a punch in the gut.

      “Cancer?” I frowned. “He’s sick? How?”

      “Why do you care? It’s been a long time since you were here.”

      “Oh my God, Shane. That’s not fair.” My eyes darted across the road to the house with the large window in the front room where I knew my dad was watching TV. “Does Alise know?” I wondered how my sister could move to Boston, knowing our father was sick.

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “But she didn’t come back?” I was disappointed, but I couldn’t judge her while I was doing the same thing.

      “No.” He shook his head.

      “Were you just leaving?” I looked at the big black truck.

      “Just arriving.” He put a hand out for me. “Come with me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Please.” He took my hand in his. I let him envelope it with warmth. The connection warmed my skin immediately. It never felt like this when Aleks touched me. Being with Aleks was weird but it worked. He knew what I was and he couldn’t get hurt.

      But holding Shane’s hand, I knew how vulnerable he was.

      He squeezed, pulling me into him. “I know you’re different now. I know you’re something I can’t understand. I saw you in that alley. I know what you did to that criminal. I get it. But I can’t help myself. I love you. I want us to try.”

      I got lost for a second in his blue eyes, a sea of possibilities. He was the best. He was taking care of my dad. He was working full time and still finding his way there to be with him.

      He didn’t wait for me to brush him off as I always did. He lowered his face, pressing his soft lips against mine. It was the kiss to end all kisses, his lips devouring mine.

      “Stop.” I had to be stronger than that.

      “What?” He stopped and pulled away, his eyes burning and his breath ragged.

      “These.” I put my hands out. “These will kill you if I don’t keep control. I can’t lose it for a second. We can’t do that.”

      “Fine.” He nodded. “But let’s go see your dad.”

      “Okay.” I let him lead me to see the man I needed more than I needed anything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Effing Sound of Music

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      “Miss Ari, you need to be getting up outta that bed. I got your favorite here now—pancakes with chocolate chips and banana slices and vanilla yogurt. Now sit up, ya hear? Eat something.”

      I kept my eyes shut, pretending Annabelle wasn’t there, but my stomach betrayed me, grumbling as soon as the smell of the pancakes hit.

      “Just leave the food,” I mumbled as I opened my eyes to find Annabelle standing with Lucas next to her, holding the plate of food. “Oh. Hey.” I shot up, wondering how bad I looked after staying in bed for days. “Lucas? What are you doing here?”

      “Morning—well, evening actually. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” He was nervous. I could tell.

      “Okay. I’m fine.”

      Annabelle grinned and faded like the Cheshire cat but Lucas and I didn’t move.

      I wanted to hug him. My fingers ached to grip to him and close my eyes, breathing him in.

      “Uhhh, so.” Lucas put the tray down on the bed. He stepped toward me, his lower lip trembling a little. “I was thinking maybe we could start over, since neither of us seems to know one another anymore.” The tone of his voice was a forced calm one. I’d heard it before when he was trying not to phase.

      “Okay.” I still didn’t know what to say.

      “The whole you and Ben thing, I think, uhh, I just want you to maybe, uh—well, just rethink your choice.”

      “I see.” I paused for a moment and then laughed.

      “I know it’s wrong to say this about my brother’s girl, but I can’t let it slide.” He sounded defeated.

      “I’m not your brother’s girl. The goody two-shoes church girl likes Ben. But that’s not me. Not my heart.” I sighed. Apparently, I was no better at this than he was. “I don’t feel that way about him. There’s something there. It’s not me. And in the end I’m the one in control, not the other version of me.”

      He smiled. “Are you saying you choose me?”

      “No. I don’t know.”

      “You are different.” He narrowed his gaze.

      “Is that bad?” I asked as I grabbed the plate of food and cut the pancakes.

      “No. Different is good.” His eyes lowered as a grin crept across his lips. “To be honest, I didn’t like you when Lydia brought you home. I thought you were an annoying church girl who was too preachy and moral, which sounds worse than I mean it to.”

      “I wish you could just know me. I wish it was just me in here. I hate taking their lives on and being someone I’m not.”

      He laughed, stealing a bite of my pancake. He was joking but there was something of a look in his eyes. Something he wasn’t saying.

      “You okay?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You look upset.”

      “Oh that.” He lowered his gaze again. “It’s just Ben. You know he’ll be super pissed if you break up with him.”

      “You think I should date him, pretending to be into him when I’m not?”

      “No, of course not. I just don’t want my brother hurt. I want him to forget about you.” His green eyes were dazzling. I moved the tray of food and crawled to where he sat.

      “Lucas, you and I don’t have to be together. I don’t want to hurt Ben either. I just don’t want you to hate me anymore. I have no idea what kind of drama the other me has annoyed you with, but I don’t want to be that version of me. I just want us to be friends.”

      “No.” His eyes widened. “That’s not an option.”

      “Maybe it’s an option for right now.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “Three days ago when I got here, I was your girlfriend. Aimee and I were best friends. Everything is different.”

      He frowned. “You and Aimee were friends?”

      “Best. I was there when she got back together with Shane. I was the one who talked her into it.”

      “Aimee and Shane? You mean that cop she dated in high school?” He sounded as though he barely knew him.

      “She doesn’t bring him here?” I sat back, wondering what else was different.

      “No.” He chuckled. “Mostly because she’s with Aleks. Has been for like six months. I think she was seeing the cop a little but it was on the down low.”

      “Oh my God. I didn’t even think about how my push would affect my friends.” I picked up my cell phone from the bedside table and rifled through it, searching for her contact info. “Jesus, I don’t even have her in my phone. Doesn’t Aimes take me on Roses Academy business?”

      He laughed. “Yeah, she travels us all over, part of her job. She’s always kind of disliked you though so Izzy does your trips more.”

      “She hates me that much?”

      “Yeah. She’s into science, not religion. And the you we all know is a preacher of sorts. It’s annoying.”

      “Great,” I huffed, exasperated. “I wish everyone would stop seeing me like that.”

      “That’s all we’ve known.”

      “Yeah well, it’s not who I am.”

      He leaned over, eyeing my lips like he meant to devour them. I knew this face. It was the one that said he was done talking. But then it changed. His face hardened as he climbed off my bed and walked to the door and opened it.

      Ben dove through the door, knocking Lucas to the ground. Both phased instantly. I screamed as the two huge wolves snarled and wrestled.

      “STOP THIS, STOP. HELP! SOMEONE!”

      I leapt off the bed to run from the room, but the dark wolf, Ben, smashed his back end into mine as the brown wolf pushed him with his hind legs. I stumbled, smashing my face into the wall.

      Stars filled my gaze as I tried to steady myself. My hands heated as I spun around and fell forward. They ignored me and kept fighting.

      My hands pulsed once and in the background of my starry gaze both wolves fell to the ground as darkness took me.

      When I woke, I looked around, hearing voices in the distance. They were angry and arguing.

      “She’s wearing herself out. She just needs some rest.”

      “No, Lydia, She’s meddling in our lives and it has to stop. The way Ari remembers the world from yesterday, I sort of remember too. It’s almost like I can see the changes she’s made. It’s like I’m losing my mind. I honestly can’t be in the same room as Aleks without wondering if I was even with him before she did the push. It feels forced.” Aimee sounded pissed.

      “Well, we’ll ask her to tell us everything so we can fix the things we need to.” Lydia defended me but it didn’t matter. Aimee was right.

      I was meddling.

      My heart ached, realizing they hated me. And worst of all, I couldn’t blame them.

      I closed my eyes, trying to overlook the fact that I desperately wished I hadn’t gone to the orphanage. It was impossible to wish away the happiness of the children, even if it meant I had screwed up everything else.

      My churchy brain, full of the sweet Sound of Music-styled comments, just pissed me off more. I pulled myself up from my comfortable bed, hoping Annabelle wasn’t watching me, and crept to the window of the dark room. I pulled back the drapes and lifted the window frame, crawling along the roofline to observe the gray day. The depressing sight of the mist in the air and the low-sitting clouds helped me formulate a plan.

      My heart would break but at least my damage to the lives of those around me would be minimal.

      I jumped down from the lowest point of the roof and ran along the property. I expected that between the ghost, the psychic, the death dealer, a vampire, and two wolves, I would never make a clean getaway. Not to even mention the possibility of demons and angels spotting me.

      But I moved silently, sensing the training, which I didn’t realize the new me had, kicking in and helping me. I was faster and quieter. I moved in silence.

      There were no walls in my mind. My memory showed years of advanced training in combat and many other things I couldn’t comprehend. It was like landing in the body of a spy. I smiled, thinking about Jason Bourne as I ran to the road, passing through the guards as fast as I could.

      And that was the best part: I was fast again.

      The awareness of what exactly it was that lived beyond the guards was suddenly in the back of my mind.

      I hunted those things now.

      I was a real Rose.

      I was a demon-slaying, vampire-killing vanquisher.

      And being alone was a bad choice.

      My legs pumped hard as my lungs expanded, allowing the air to energize me. The runner’s high boosted me. The feeling of the maintained runner’s high stunned me.

      It had been gone for so long.

      I pushed the thought of Lucas out of my mind, desperate to convince myself that everyone would be better off.

      I ran to the bus stop and caught the bus to downtown. The ride was filled with emotions I couldn’t explain, most of them linked to severe apprehension about leaving Lydia’s. But the choice had been made. I couldn’t imagine tearing brothers apart. Even the churchgoer in my head agreed with that decision.

      When I hopped off the bus at the next stop, I recognized the area. It was a fancy neighborhood. Some of the huge houses even had gates. The driveways were so long you couldn’t see the houses from the street.

      I walked up the road, searching for the house I remembered deep inside my previous memories.

      The house I sought out was huge. It looked like a hotel. It was as big as the orphanage. I walked up the driveway toward the front door. My stomach did circles, but I took a deep breath and knocked on the huge wooden door.

      A woman wearing a black-and-white maid’s uniform came to the door. “Can I help you?”

      “Yes.” I smiled back. “I’m looking for Vince.”

      “Oh. Is he expecting you?” The woman eyed me suspiciously.

      “No. But he will want to see me. I’m his niece.”

      “Stay here and I will get him. Who should I say is here?”

      “My name is Ari.”

      The woman left the entryway in a hurry.

      When she returned, she pointed down the hall. “He’ll meet with you in his study.”

      I grinned, imagining my uncle with a study. I followed the woman down a wide and elegant-looking hallway to a large arched entrance. The study was more like a living room, but it had a large wooden desk in one corner.

      My uncle stood, seemingly unamused. He appeared much older than he had in the desert. This life must’ve been hard on him.

      “Mr. Pastern, this is Miss Ari. Can I get either of you something to eat or drink?”

      “No.” Vince shook his head and the maid vanished.

      His eyes revealed his awareness of my existence. Pain and curiosity filled his eyes. “Ari, what a wonderful surprise.” His voice cracked slightly.

      I wanted to cry and run to him, like I had as a child whenever I hurt myself or was scared. He didn’t look the same as before. His cold stare prevented my feet from budging.

      “You look just like her.”

      My heart broke. “You’re lying. I know I don’t look like her. Only my hair is like my mother’s.”

      “How?” He seemed confused. “How do you know what she looked like?”

      “Once upon a time, there was a world where my mother begged you from her deathbed to keep me and raise me as your own. She told you to move far, far away and leave the city for my safety. She begged you to love me as your own. In that world you did as she asked. You raised me and loved me like a daughter.”

      “How?” His face cringed in defiance as anger filled his voice, “You couldn’t possibly know any of that. I don’t owe you anything.”

      “I don’t want anything from you, except an answer. Who was my father?”

      “Why?” His lower lip trembled. He wasn’t the man who raised me. He was weak now.

      “I need to know. I’m sick and need to know.”

      “Oh God.” He ran a hand through his fluffy hair. “He was some man your mom met at the bar she was working at. He had a British accent. He was tall and fit. You have his eyes, black as night. I only met him once. Dark hair and sort of a sarcastic fellow. Charming but in a frightening way.”

      “Oh shit.” I gulped, suddenly realizing I knew exactly who he spoke of. “Dorian? Was his name Dorian?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “I think that was his name. Anyway, he was gone long before your mom even knew she was pregnant. Her pregnancy was bad. She spent the entire time in the hospital.” His face hardened. “I tried to convince her to abort the—well, the baby, but she wouldn’t.”

      My uncle had never told me the full story before. He had loved me before and never would’ve hurt me that way.

      “Why was I in danger? Why did she tell you to run with me?”

      “I don’t know.” He paced around the room. “She started to go crazy. She was delirious and kept saying that something evil wanted the baby. Like some doomsday end-of-the-world bull. You were poisoning her—I don’t know. It was all ridiculous.”

      My hands heated up. I wanted to send him back, but my world was such a mess I didn’t dare try that again. As much as I wanted to be in the desert with him, hugging him instead of him telling me I murdered my own mother, I couldn’t contend with another version of me.

      I took a deep breath. “What did you see? I know you saw something.” My uncle had run with me to the desert and never looked back. He’d lied about where we were from. I knew he had done it out of fear.

      He looked at me wildly. “You, you were different. She gave birth to you and the doctors had to work on her. They gave you to me. I saw it then. You never cried. You looked at me, and you knew me. I saw the whole world in your eyes and then I saw a movie. Your mother died and the doctor came out of the room and told me she had died. Then a strange man in a trench coat walked down the hallway looking for us. He tried to stab me and steal you. I was terrified. It ended and I sat there, staring at you, wondering if her stories were true. If you were some weird end-of-the-world baby. And then, exactly as it had just played in your eyes, the doctor came out of the room and said exactly what I’d seen. At that point I knew your mom was right. Something evil was coming for you. I hid you at the orphanage, hoping God would protect you. Even though I donated money to the orphanage, I never went there. I kept as far from you as I could.”

      “This is yours.” I walked toward him and pulled the pinky ring off my middle finger. I placed it on the desk and walked from the room.

      “Where—how did you get that? I thought I’d lost it,” he called after me.

      “You did.”

      “Where are you going?”

      I turned around to see the fear in his face. “You abandoned me as a baby, afraid of my world. It hasn’t gotten any better.”

      I walked back the way the maid had brought me and left the huge house, wishing things could be the way they were.

      But at least I knew the truth. No matter how bad things got, I was grateful for the truth. The truth hadn’t killed me—it had made me stronger.

      My finger felt bare without my uncle’s ring, but the Roses Academy ring meant more now that my other lives were gone forever.

      I got back on the bus, feeling a fire inside.

      A fire made of a terrible truth.

      Dorian was my father.

      For the first time in my life, I had a father, but he didn’t know—he couldn’t know.

      He was always so kind to me; there was no way he could’ve left me alone in the world, knowing I was his. And how could he have known if my mother disappeared? I wondered if he’d looked for her. I cringed, thinking about him as my dad. He wasn’t exactly dad material.

      When the bus pulled up to the seedy part of town, I got off and walked to my old hood.

      As much as I was scared, I knew I was stronger than anyone else in the building. No mere human was strong enough to hurt me. I walked to the floor of Mila and Selena’s apartment, the one I’d shared with them a long time ago.

      The dark halls smelled of varying types of food and a stink that could only come from a building where decomposition was a regular occurrence. People, food, rodents; everything had rotted within the walls at one point or another.

      Their apartment number was 707. The door didn’t have the scratches it should, the scratches I recalled making. My memories were false. None of it had happened. Selena and Mila wouldn’t remember me. They would hate me instantly. They would never let me in. They would try to hurt me. Street smarts would tell them the clean stranger at their door was probably a young cop.

      I knocked and took a deep breath.

      I heard footsteps behind the door and muffled voices.

      The knob turned. “You got to have the wrong apartment, bitch. We don’t deal, and even if we did, we wouldn’t deal to some dumb college bitch like you.” Selena answered the door, skinnier than I remembered her being. Her dark arm was covered in track marks.

      Ignoring her, I reached a hand out, faster than she could comprehend, and grabbed her by the throat so she couldn’t make a move. The push came out slowly, preventing her from screaming. I stepped into the apartment, taking Selena with me. Suddenly, the picture filled the dark hallway of the entrance to the apartment.

      Selena was eleven. She was walking home after going to the store for her mom. A man came up to her and showed her a picture of his lost dog. He acted sad. She agreed to help him search. Suddenly, she was in a trunk. She threw up, she was so scared. He pulled her from the trunk and dragged her to a trailer out in the woods. She ran away from the trailer when she was thirteen. She knew the way home. She walked there, scared and starving, but they were gone. Her family had left her behind. Her house was empty.

      The picture flashed and she was back on the sidewalk and the man asked her to help him search for the dog. She screamed as loud as she could and ran, just like her mommy had told her to. A clerk came out of the store and grabbed the man. The police came and asked her questions. Selena’s mommy held her and kept her safe, and they took the bad man away. The picture flashed again and Selena was walking down the aisle squeezing her dad’s hand. He gave her to the handsome man in the military uniform. Selena smiled at the man and faded.

      She got her wish, the one she always spoke of when we lived on the streets together. All she had ever wanted was to be married and normal.

      I sobbed silently as Selena vanished, leaving behind a white pebble. It floated in the air for a second and crashed to the floor, rolling away from me. I knew it was the magic pebble she had told me about once. Every night when she was held captive, she made a wish and rubbed it, praying for either her life to end or the opportunity to get away.

      “Selena, what the hell? Who was at the door?” Mila stormed out of her room in nothing but underwear and a tank top. She frowned angrily at me. “Who the hell are you? Get the hell out of my house.”

      My hand shot up to Mila’s throat, the same as I’d done to Selena to prevent her from screaming.

      Mila tried to struggle for a second but went still as the air sparkled. The air around us filled with a picture. Mila’s mom was passed out on the couch with pills around her. Mila’s father was screaming at her mom and Mila was hiding under the table, watching. Mila closed her eyes and prayed. She might have been twelve. A knock at the door broke the noise. A woman came in. She yelled at Mila’s dad and peered under the table at a frightened young Mila. She offered her hand, but Mila looked at her mom on the couch and shook her head. She couldn’t go with her aunt and leave her mom. Her aunt left. Mila was starving. She needed food. Her stomach hurt. She took the pills from her mom and ate them. Then instead of food, she needed the pills. She left school and ran away when the pills ran out.

      The picture flashed and Mila was back under the table. When her aunt put her hand out, Mila took it. She hugged her and pulled her away from the house. Mila went to a small but clean apartment. There was food and hugs. She faded from the picture as a nurse in uniform stroking the hair of a dying man, speaking soft words to him as he passed. A silver ruby earring hung in the air. It was the only thing Mila had from her old life. It had been her mother’s. I reached for it as it tumbled to the ground and rolled near the white stone.

      I collapsed onto the floor in a pile of tears as I remembered their pain for only the second I allowed myself. I knew I could roam the streets for years, sending everyone back if I allowed myself to know their pain.

      I needed to close myself off from it all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Which is worse: pride or prejudice?

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I looked up from the letters, confused and yet reminded of why I’d always liked him. “You’ve been writing my dad for a year and a half, pretending to be me?”

      “I had to.” Shane walked up to his truck. “He was so sad, Aimes. He was getting to a dark place. Alise left with dickhead, and he was alone and always asking me if I’d seen or heard from you. I couldn’t take it.”

      “I don’t know what to say.” I pressed my lips together.

      “Don’t say anything.” He said it with a tone, one I didn’t like. “I didn’t do it for you. He’s the only family I have left.”

      “Your dad and mom?”

      “My mom killed herself, Aimee.”

      My lips fell open. “Shane.” Tears filled my eyes.

      But he ignored my sympathy and pressed on. “And my dad remarried that girl, the one my sister went to school with. My sister took a job in Sweden and left me here, disgusted and heartbroken by the whole thing.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “My dad has a new baby boy, but he said I’m not welcome there until I can act respectable to my new stepmom.” He chuckled bitterly. “Which means I probably won’t ever see the kid.”

      “I had no idea.”

      He looked hurt. “How could you? Where have you been? Busy with your new friends in the city? Are you even in Seattle or is it still Portland?”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “Stop saying that and get in the truck.” He opened the door for me.

      “I can’t.”

      He leaned in as though he might kiss me, but might also possibly rip my head off. “Get in.”

      “Maybe I can hang out a little longer.” I wasn’t scared of vampires or werewolves or demons, but the look on his heartbroken face crushed and scared me.

      I climbed in, pretending my stomach wasn’t clenched tight. It remained so, even when I glanced up at the window to see my smiling father waving. I waved back, wishing everything was different.

      Shane got in the truck and started it, not looking at me or speaking. We drove in awkward silence until I finally blurted, “I’m seeing Aleks.” I said it, rattled and stressed.

      “I don’t care. No wait—I do. Do you love him?” He slammed on the brakes and stared at me, his eyes piercing mine.

      “No.” I shook my head. “I don’t know. Not the way I love you.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” he snapped, turning back to look at the road. “You do still love me but you’re dating him?”

      “I don’t think about loving you, or living with my father, or being best friends with Giselle. I’ve put you all in a pile of things I can’t have—things I can’t hurt if I’m not here.”

      “Are you kidding me!” He slammed on the brakes. “Aimee, you are fooling yourself if you think anyone has been spared by your distance. We are all hurt and abandoned.”

      “I know.” I blinked out the tears flooding my eyes.

      He sighed, pulling me into him. He smelled like ocean air, deodorant, and the wind.

      I took a deep breath of him, refueling myself with love and comfort. I let it last too long before I pulled away from him. “I need to end this with Aleksander before I start something with you.” I winked myself out of the truck and back to the mansion.

      There wasn’t even a second of dread and contemplation before Aleks burst through the front door. “Hey, we have a problem. Ari is gone. No one can find her.”

      “Oh great.”

      “Ben’s a wreck and Lucas is actually running like a madman all over town. Probably as a wolf. We’ll be picking him up from the pound I suspect.” He smiled at his own joke. He was handsome. Everything about him was as if he had been made just for me. His dark-blond hair and white-blue eyes made my knees weak, but his voice was like listening to my favorite song. The problem was that he had the same effect on every woman he met, but I liked to pretend he existed just for me.

      “We need to talk about us first.”

      “What?”

      I bit my lip, trying to keep a small amount of distance from him. “Lucas told me you and I never got together in the way the world was before Ari pushed and changed it. I was with Shane. I guess Ari is the one who got us back together. She made a mistake and Shane and I ended up seeing each other and dating.”

      “I’m aware of that.” His voice was cold, the humor long gone.

      “I’ve been thinking that if I was with him before and I didn’t kill him, then I should be able to do it now. If I’m able to let him in my life again without hurting him, it’s what I want. He was always the one for me.”

      “I see.” His devastatingly handsome face remained stoic as it did with most things. “I never knew I played second fiddle. I thought you chose me. How foolish.” He chuckled painfully and then was gone, leaving me surrounded by the warm wind. I took a deep breath, feeling relief mixed with sickness.

      Nothing would be easy but being with Shane was what I wanted, and being honest with Alex was what was right, no matter how hard it was.

      I winked myself home to my dad’s and knocked on the door.

      “Hey, kiddo, come on in.” He held the door open for me. “You’re back so soon.”

      I walked inside and hugged him as hard as I could. I ignored the heat in my hands craving his life force. I ignored the pain I’d brought him, trying to protect him, and I just held tightly to him. “Daddy, I made a mistake.”

      “With Shane again, is it?”

      “Always.”

      He pulled me back. “Well, let’s have a little Austen then, shall we? You can tell me all about it over some tea.”

      “It’s just what I need.” I sighed into him, letting him lead me inside.

      “The new TV is pretty fancy. Blake bought it for me for Christmas last year. He said some fairly rude things about our old TV.”

      “That’s Blake. Do they come and visit?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “It’s a long way and a lot of money. Which movie?”

      “Pride and Prejudice?”

      “Good, I like that Darcy fellow.”

      “I missed you, Dad.”

      “Me too, kiddo.”

      “I’m glad I’m home.”

      His eyes sparkled. “Me too.”
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          Death by jazz hands

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      I wanted to go back to Lydia’s.

      I wanted to curl up in my bed and go to sleep.

      I wanted to let the whole day just pass me by.

      The hunger in my hands was long gone from having pushed several people in one day, but the itch in my legs was still there. I knew what I needed to do, I just really didn’t want to do it.

      Forcing myself, I got a taxi to the airport and booked my flight. I kept looking around for Lucas, expecting him to sniff me out. I was sadly disappointed when I checked my cell phone to find nothing but messages from Ben. He begged and pleaded for a chance to see me and try to fix things. The new churchy me cried inside. She was desperate to fix things with Ben. She tried to torture me with images of the loving and gentle caresses and flashes of soft romantic words spoken and the way Ben looked at me. The love in his eyes made sorrow in my heart, even if it wasn’t mine.

      There was no consoling the other me so I pushed her behind the curtain I’d made in my mind. I deleted the messages on the phone and searched for Dorian’s number.

      I sent him a quick text.

      We need to chat.

      I sat staring at the phone like a stalker, waiting for him to respond, but he didn’t answer before they called my flight.

      I sent another quick message.

      You’re my dad.

      Instead of beating around the bush, I went for the big guns, hoping he would respond.

      I waited until I was the last person boarding the plane, staring at my two delivered texts. He never responded. Both messages had an R beside them. He’d read them and not responded. My imaginary world, where he was excited about being my father, collapsed.

      There was still a little orphan inside me who dreamed of a family.

      Dorian was my one shot. He might not be a fatherly man but he was all I had.

      In the whole world he was it.

      I closed the phone, ignoring the blinding tears filling my eyes, and dropped it in the trash as I boarded.

      Deep down all I wanted was to see Aimee so she could tell me everything would be okay. I thought about her as I sat in my seat and buckled my belt. I’d never been on a plane in my life. Nervous about flying, I watched the people sitting around me. They seemed normal and calm. I pretended to be like them.

      The takeoff was frightening but once we were in the air, I calmed down.

      The turbulence was nerve wracking, but I knew that every mile we flew led me home.

      I was unsure of what I would find, but there had to be something about Jal that hadn’t changed. I missed my hometown, even if it wasn’t mine anymore.

      When I stepped off the plane at the Albuquerque International Airport, I was confused as to where I was supposed to go. I needed to find my connecting flight to Hobbs. Following the other people leaving the plane with me turned out to be a mistake. They all splintered off in different directions.

      “You lost?”

      I glanced over to a man in a dark-blue uniform. He was a little older than me, with a very nice smile. He had an Australian accent. I liked accents.

      “I am.”

      His dark-brown eyes sparkled. “Well, just my luck. I never stumble upon the pretty girls who are lost.”

      I laughed.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Hobbs.”

      “You need a connecting flight?”

      “Yes.”

      “This way.” He started to walk, pointing me in the right direction.

      “Thanks.”

      “No prob. So you from Hobbs?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m from a small place just south. Jal.”

      He smiled brightly. “Yes, I’ve been a few times, a couple of years ago.”

      “Was there a diner on the outskirts?”

      He laughed. “Cookie’s. I haven’t thought about that place in ages. God, I loved the food. It’s a bit of a dive, but the burgers are the best I’ve ever eaten. You going there?”

      “I am.” Cookie was like a long-lost relative. He was everything my uncle had been to me, before. I couldn’t wait to see him.

      “Well, have a burger for me.” The man stopped and pointed. “This is your gate. Looks like you board in five minutes.”

      “Thanks so much.”

      He bowed slightly. “It was my pleasure. Have a safe flight.” He turned and left me standing at the small gate with only a few chairs. I sat in one and waited for them to call boarding.

      I tried not to think about the fact Lucas would never find me. They didn’t know where in New Mexico I was from. I had never spoken about home with any of them in the new world. Home in this world had been an orphanage.

      There would be no getting back to Portland, not that I wanted to go back. I hoped Cookie would give me a job and I could build a life in Jal, somewhat certain of a few things.

      The flight on the small charter plane was beyond frightening. It was something out of a movie with twin turbines on the front. The entire trip I was certain we would crash and I’d be the sole survivor because of my demon blood.

      Luckily, it was fast and over before it had started.

      The best part was when I got off the plane to the dry warm air.

      Like a sweet musk, it filled my nostrils and welcomed me home. I loved the air and heat that forced the drenched awful feeling of the coastline to leave me.

      I stood near the plane and inhaled deeply several times before I went inside to catch the transit from the airport. It was a coach line bus direct to Jal.

      Calm and peace hit me when I got off the bus at the stop. The town looked just as I recalled. Nothing was different. I walked along the street, smiling at people who looked at me like I was nuts. Missy West, who I had gone to high school with, gawked at me like I had three heads when I waved at her. She gaped and waved back awkwardly.

      I strolled happily through town to the outskirts, searching for the sign. I couldn’t help but grin when I saw it, even if it now read “Cookie’s.” It was exactly the same. It was long like a double-wide trailer and sat out in the middle of the dusty desert with broad wooden stairs in the middle of it. The sign was red and glowed in the night. I was exhausted from spending the night traveling, but it had been worth it. The exhaustion shook off as I ran up the stairs and through the doorway.

      The world stopped, almost like a push. Everything froze as the smell of the diner hit. I closed my eyes for the smallest of seconds, letting it all wash over me. The million memories of a happy childhood overflowing with normalcy, love, and kindness filled me again.

      “It’s not fancy, sweetie. You just seat yourself.”

      I opened my eyes when I recognized the voice and smiled at Lorna, the waitress who had always worked there. I had long suspected my uncle and Lorna were more than friends.

      “Hi, uhm, okay. Thanks.” I wanted to hug the older woman and dance around the diner.

      I recognized every patron as I made my way to the bar where I’d spent my entire life, sipping a shake after school, listening to them all bicker and razz each other.

      A man I didn’t recognize walked up and smirked at me in a way that crushed my fantasy life of being home. “Hey there, beautiful, what can I get you?” He wasn’t creepy but he was out of place. He looked about twenty-five with short blond hair and very tanned skin.

      “Did you get fired from Jersey Shore?” I narrowed my gaze, recalling him from somewhere.

      He laughed. “Spicy, I like spicy. You don’t look like you’re from here either.”

      “I’m from here.”

      “No way.” He shook his head. “I’d say Northwest by the sound of that accent, maybe even Canadian.”

      “You think you’re pretty good, don’t you?”

      “I am. You want a chocolate shake and a chicken burger with cheese, no fries?”

      I paused a moment before I laughed. “Okay, that was a close guess. Have we met?”

      “Yeah, I feel the same way but I don’t think so. I’m from the East Coast, so unless you’ve been there—”

      I froze, realizing exactly who he was. I’d met him in New York at the Roses Academy when I was the angry version of me. He was a shifter, a were-cat of some sort. He had left right after I arrived. We had only met twice. But only in that life, not this one.

      “Mitchell?” I asked softly.

      “Whoa.” He froze, taking a step back, still smiling but nervously. “We have met. Where?”

      “New York.” The way I said it took all the warmth from the room.

      “Oh.” His face dropped. “New York, as in New York, New York?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Small world.” He sized me up.

      “I still want my shake, dude.”

      “Maybe.” He smirked. “What’s your poison?”

      I raised my hands and waved my fingers at him.

      “Jazz hands?”

      “Yes.” I burst out laughing. “Basically.”

      “Name?”

      “Ari.”

      “Holy crap, I’ve heard about you.” His face lowered as did his voice, “Oh my God, wait a minute. Have we met before in one of the other worlds you’ve made? Is that how you know me?”

      “Yeah.” I couldn’t believe he’d heard of me.

      “What you doing here?”

      “I wasn’t kidding.” I glanced around. “I was raised here.”

      “No crap?”

      “None.” I shook my head, liking him so much more, or at least liking the fact I wasn’t completely alone.

      “You know Cookie?”

      “Yeah, he worked for my uncle for a few years before.” My smile faded as I remembered. “Well, before. He won’t know me now.”

      He leaned in closer. “Why are you back here?”

      “This is a better place for me. Roses Academy isn’t. I keep messing it up for everyone. As long as I’m near them, their lives keep getting turned upside down.”

      “Really?” He frowned and pulled his hand back. “I heard you couldn’t send us back. Just mess us up short term.”

      “I can alter our world by influencing humans involved with us. I won’t send anyone here back. I’m trying not to be noticed or notice the people around me.”

      “How’s that working for you?”

      “Not great. The girl in the corner is like maybe thirteen and pregnant, the man at the table behind me is a drunk and possibly a drug addict, and I know for a fact that the guy in the red jacket is abusive to his wife. I could change it all. One push and they would have different lives and stories.”

      “Heavy responsibility. On one hand you leave it, knowing their lives will be ruined, or you send them back and change every footprint they’ve made.”

      “That’s it, in a nutshell.”

      “Let me get you the burger. Food always makes me feel better.”

      “Right.” I chuckled. “That’s ‘cause you’re a shifter.”

      Lorna walked behind the counter, interrupting our discussion. “Mitch, let’s keep the flirting to a minimum.”

      He smirked at me. “She’s an old friend, Lorna. You’re still my favorite girl.”

      Lorna looked at the ring on my hand. “Oh, you went to the same college.”

      “Oh yeah. Same institutional training.”

      Lorna smiled. “Well, I pity a pretty girl like you being stuck listening to Prince Charming here day in and day out.” She winked at Mitch who grinned wickedly. He was smoking hot, like all shifters. He was tall, built, tanned skin, and dark beautiful eyes. If I recalled correctly, he was quite the ladies’ man. His smile was electrifying with perfect teeth and juicy lips as he gave me a weird look.

      “What?”

      “I can smell them on you.”

      “What?” My eyes flashed up at him, startled. “Who?”

      “Lucas and a little Ben, I think. That’s some kinky crap.”

      “Not as kinky as you think.” I lowered my gaze, fighting the redness in my cheeks.

      He reached forward and rubbed his thumb over my hand. “If you need any help getting rid of that smell, you let me know.”

      I shivered and laughed nervously. “You are trouble. What I need is a job, not another shifter boyfriend.”

      “Work here.” He shrugged. “Cookie is looking for a waitress. Lorna’s leaving for the summer.”

      I spun around and brazenly grilled Lorna who was waiting on the table behind me. “You’re leaving for the summer? Where are you going?”

      “Oh, my sister’s place in Arizona. She needs me to housesit for her. Why?” She answered like it was normal but frowned when she realized we didn’t know one another.

      “I need a job.” My voice came out squeaky.

      “I take it you knew Lorna before.” Mitch laughed. “Might want to dial it back a little.”

      “I know. It’s hard. I know them all. Where’s my food, slacker?”

      “Keep your shirt on, well, unless you really want to take it off.”

      “No.” I cussed him out under my breath, knowing full well he could hear everything I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Like father like daughter

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I arrived back at the house to check in with Lydia and felt it immediately. Something was up.

      I walked in slowly, noting the guards were still there, but wondering if someone had gotten through them. We could all sense when Annabelle was panicking about something. The ghost could haunt the house when she wanted to.

      I didn’t make any noise as I walked into the kitchen to see Lydia sitting at the table with red eyes.

      “Hey, what’s going on?”

      Lydia sniffled. “Ari—she left today and I can’t see her in the city, and Lucas lost her trail at the airport.”

      I couldn’t have cared less, which earned me a glare from Lydia as she read my thoughts. I sat next to the older woman and hugged her tightly. “Aleks told me. I don’t see the big deal though.”

      “Ari is one of us, Aimee. It matters.”

      Lydia had grown very attached to Ari in the time she’d been at the house. I personally couldn’t bear to listen to the constant religious dribble coming from her lips.

      “Where are Luke and Ben?”

      Lydia sobbed harder. “They attacked each other and blamed one another for her leaving. They left too. Everyone left.”

      The room shifted and I smelled him before he even got the words out.

      “Ari sent me a text.”

      I turned, glaring at Dorian.

      Lydia gasped. “You’re my father?”

      Getting up, I nodded. “That makes so much sense, those black soulless eyes.”

      Dorian didn’t take the bait or offer up a snarky comment. “I never knew. I dated her mother, well obviously years ago. Ari looks nothing like the woman. I didn’t know her mother died because of me. I have never actually had one be with child before. I’ve always been careful about that.”

      I frowned, unable to see him as the vulnerable saint he was trying to be.

      Lydia stood and walked to him. “It was an accident, Dorian. It’s been two decades. Nothing can be done about it now. We just need to find her.”

      “She messaged me to tell me I was her father. I disregarded it. I was stunned. I didn’t know what to say.”

      I felt sick, hating him even more. “So Ari, your kid, reached out to you after discovering she actually has a family member alive and you ignored her? She’s a friggin’ orphan. At least you’re consistent. I’d hate for you to try to convince me of your love for her when really, I already know exactly the sort of man you are.”

      He snapped back to the Dorian I knew too well, leaning in and snarling at me, “I brought you into this world, Aimee.”

      “Try to take me out, Dorian.”

      He was gone as quickly as he had appeared.

      “Why do you have to provoke him?” Lydia glared at me.

      “He’s evil.”

      “No,” Lydia argued. “I can see inside him, every secret. He isn’t evil. He’s selfish sometimes though.” She sounded distant.

      I hugged her, patting her arm. “We’ll find Ari. I’m sure Luke is sniffing every plane as we speak, like some kind of bomb dog looking for the one she was on.”

      “Yes, well, he does love her an awful lot. It’s Ben I feel truly sad for. Ari sees him as a brother and nothing more.”

      “A girl can’t make herself love someone when she has given her heart away to another. Ben will find the girl he’s supposed to be with.” I said it, not defending Ari but myself.

      Lydia scowled. “You didn’t?”

      “What?”

      “You broke things off with Aleks and saw Shane?” She didn’t sound disappointed the way I’d imagined she would.

      “I did.”

      “I’m sorry about your father, Aimee.”

      “Yeah.” I bit my lip. “Me too. He’s dying and it’s my fault. I waited too long to be with him. He’s been alone for so long. I’m going to move back and spend some time with him if it’s all the same to you guys. I’ll check in, and have my phone.”

      “Okay.” Lydia squeezed my hand. “Of course, my dear.”

      I went to my room to gather my things and thought about the events from the last few days. I wondered if it wasn’t better for Ari to be gone. She had managed to ruin everyone’s lives with just one push. I couldn’t help but wonder what else had been different the other way. My father probably wasn’t sick, and Shane was my boyfriend.

      Until she ruined everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Fresh start in an old haunt

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      The sun set in the desert between two huge hills, lighting the sand and dunes on fire. From the rooftop where I sat I had a full view.

      A small part of me wished Lucas were there to see it. I wished we were normal, just a boy and girl in love. We could settle in the desert and live a simple life.

      Everything simple was gone.

      I never had big dreams so it was literally like losing everything.

      My simple town with simple friends was now filled with strangers. I would have to make friends of them all but not become too close.

      I could never get too close to anyone. I couldn’t let them know the complexity of who I actually was.

      But no matter what, my heart would always belong to Lucas. There was no getting over him. Even the simple flirting that had occurred between me and Mitch over the past few weeks of working together couldn’t distract me from the fact I was in love. I would always be in love. But I would never be with my love.

      Mitch was funny and he understood what it was like to be different. He was a harmless sort of fun I enjoyed being around, like how Ben was for me before this version of me came along.

      “It’ll get easier. Your heart eventually forgets what it’s like to be in love.”

      I glanced back as Mitch climbed onto the roof of the restaurant with a mug of hot cocoa—my favorite. I took the mug, remembering Annabelle’s. Missing them all hurt but I brushed it off.

      “Is that why you’re here?” I took a sip.

      “I was in love with a girl. She was on the wrong side of the demon tracks. Anyway, she tried to recruit me. I tried to recruit her. I tried to get Daniel to help convince her. We captured her. But in the end she refused.”

      I cringed, knowing what that meant. Daniel had told me that all who didn’t join or control their urges were put down.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too.” He sat beside me. “It’s cool. Well, it’s not but what can I do? She didn’t think twice about murdering people. She was old, really old. Sometimes the older they are, the more they forget how to be human, you know?”

      “My real dad is really old. He came here with Lorri.”

      Mitch turned his head sharply, his eyes widening. “Dorian is your dad?”

      “How’d you guess?”

      “You look like him, and he came with Lorri. The list of angels that fell is pretty short. He’s really your dad?”

      “Yeah.”

      “He’s not a nice guy.”

      “I know. Aimee, my friend, hates him so much. He changed her and made her murder a young girl in the woods on her first day. He said it was a lesson to show her what not to do. She told me he called people sheep.”

      Mitch put a hand on mine. “Stay away from him. He used to be around my girlfriend and my friends all the time.”

      “I will.” I wondered why Lorri allowed him to be with the Roses if he was so evil. I sipped my hot cocoa and sighed. “Do you still miss her, your girlfriend?”

      “Every minute. That’s why I’m here. Daniel thought maybe I should just hang here in the middle of nowhere and enjoy being around normal people for a bit. I think he wanted to make sure I didn’t go rogue or to the dark side.”

      I joked to lighten the mood, “Well, they do have cookies.”

      “I do like cookies.” He chuckled, giving me a sideways glance.

      I finished my cocoa and stretched back out on the roof, waiting for it to get dark enough to see the stars. There was nothing like a desert sky.

      Mitch lay back with me. His hand reached out for mine again. The tiniest part of me wanted it to mean something beyond the strength and gratitude it really was. He liked not being alone as much as I did. But the reality of it was I would never be over Lucas. Not ever.

      “Cookie sure seems to like you,” Mitch muttered.

      “He was a dear friend to our family before I changed everything. It broke my heart to lose him. I came back for him. For him and Lydia. I was alone after I left Lydia’s, and in my heart I always saw this as home.”

      “Did you get an apartment?”

      “Yeah, it’s a dump, but I’ll get it squared away.”

      “I’m glad you’re here, even if it’s hard to be reminded of your life before.”

      “Me too.”

      We didn’t speak after that. Maybe it had gotten too awkward or personal or maybe because the stars started to pop out.

      Either way, we lay there and watched the sky darken and the stars appear, one by one.

      I drifted off to sleep, enjoying every second of the dry heat and fresh air.

      When I woke it was with a start. I couldn’t recall leaving the roof of the diner, but I was in my own bed. I swore I’d fallen asleep on the roof. My eyes scanned the small apartment, but I frowned, seeing no one.

      “Mitch?” I spoke softly, worrying that he not only knew where my apartment was, but he’d brought me home. I was still wearing my waitress clothes, which was a relief.

      He didn’t answer me.

      I rested my head back on the pillow, wondering where he’d gone.

      I reached over to the tiny wooden jewelry box on the old nightstand. The box was one of the few things I’d brought in my small backpack from Portland. I opened it and perused its contents.

      The shiny white stone, the earring, the necklace, the ring, and a piece of paper that said “LOVE” on it. The box was filled with all sorts of different little trinkets or pieces of jewelry. For every person I’d sent back, one thing had remained. I couldn’t understand why, but something always stayed behind. I kept everything. I reached down and touched the rosary, remembering the hatred I still had for that one. I wanted to keep it separate from the other pieces, but knew it would only have power if I gave it power.

      I closed the box and slipped it under the bed. I didn’t want anyone to see it. I didn’t want anyone to see how many there were. It made me uncomfortable that Mitch had been in the apartment when I was sleeping.

      My fingers tingled, remembering how amazing it felt to push someone. I knew I would have to do it soon.

      I glanced at my bedside table expecting to see a cell phone. I wished for a second I hadn’t thrown it away. I knew I’d had no choice, but it was annoying not being able to text Aimee and have her take me to an alley and push a drug addict. My lip trembled as I thought about her. I missed her. I missed old us.

      

      I went back to sleep until the alarm went off to get up.

      Hurrying, I got ready for work, leaving the apartment, and locking the door. I felt uncomfortable about the apartment. Mitch had encroached on my private space, making my feel a slight bit territorial. I had wanted to keep it secret. It was a strange need, but it was one I had and couldn’t explain, even to myself.

      The restaurant was booming with every table full. Cookie had been amazed with how quickly I’d learned everything and fit in. Little did he know, I had spent years doing this. Waitressing really was my calling.

      I could predict what people wanted. I could sense their needs.

      It had to be something to do with being half angel or demon or whatever the hell Dorian was.

      Pausing in the chaos, I watched Cookie for a second, seeing something I had never noticed before—stress. He wasn’t the jovial cook he’d always been. He was worried and constantly stressed about everything. When my uncle owned the place, he had taken on all the responsibility. Cookie had been left to do the cooking. The fact that he had to both cook and run it seemed to be wearing on him.

      I leaned through the window. “If you need any help with anything, just ask, okay? I used to do the ordering and inventory for my uncle’s restaurant back in Portland.”

      “Okay, sweet.” He nodded. “I would love it if you could handle that. I’ll go over it with you later, when we slow down.”

      “When?” I smiled and rolled my eyes. “You mean if we slow down.”

      The door opened behind me, blowing in hot air. I turned to see Mitch coming in.

      “Hey, Mitch,” I spoke quietly, pouring a coffee for the mayor.

      “Hey.” His eyes darted, meeting mine for a second. He moved past me quickly.

      I frowned, pondering his change in temperature toward me.

      Maybe he had looked in the box and found the mementos.

      Maybe he saw similarities between me and the ex-girlfriend, a serial killer.

      When the shift was ending and the last of the patrons were paying, Cookie got me to come to the back and go over the inventory and ordering. He was stunned at how fast I figured it out.

      “You’re a real lifesaver.”

      “You should have asked someone sooner. You look tense and stressed all the time.”

      “Yeah.” He frowned at my familiarity with him. “I guess I have been a bit stressed.”

      “Well, I got this, so don’t worry.” I walked out with the ordering sheets and sat down at a table to rest my tired feet.

      Mitch avoided eye contact with me. I kept my gaze on his face, until finally he peered up at me. “What?”

      “What?”

      “Why are you staring at me?”

      “Why are you avoiding me?”

      He shifted uneasily. “I’m tired from someone passing out on the roof. I tried to wake you up, but you wouldn’t. I had to carry you all the way home.”

      “I wouldn’t wake up?”

      “Nope.” He shrugged. “It was weird. And you’re heavy after a couple of blocks.”

      “Well, thanks for carrying me home.”

      He chuckled. “Don’t mention it.”

      “How did you know where I lived?” I tried to ask nicely but I couldn’t.

      He paused and then grinned. “I have an amazing sense of smell.”

      I narrowed my gaze, pondering the way he still wouldn’t look me in the eye.

      “Okay.” I stood up with the papers. “Well, I’m out of here. See you tomorrow?”

      He smirked. “Yeah.”

      I walked out, enjoying the heat hitting me as I went through the door. I loved the feeling. The warm wind played with my long hair, filling the air around me with the smell of the greasy diner. I smiled, remembering the runs I used to take, and how the smell of my uncle’s diner always filled the air when I released my hair.

      I strolled down the road, heading home.

      “Do you have the time?”

      “No.” I looked up at the man in dressy clothes who had stopped me on the dusty road. The watch on his right arm screamed at me to run, but everything went dark before I could. His watch was the last thing I saw.

      When I woke in the dark, I called out softly, “Hello?” My voice sounded funny, ragged. My dry lips were cracked and my mouth parched. I smacked my lips together, feeling the pasty thickness in my mouth.

      I looked around the room but no one was there. It was a cell with no windows; there was a small shower and a toilet. There was also a door.

      I didn’t know how long I’d been there. A hot tear slipped down my cheek as my hands began to burn again like they had in the beginning of my change. I knew I’d been there a long time. They’d starved me. The burning meant I would attack anything. My hands tingled as if I had slept on them.

      My sweaty body seemed to be overheating again. My eyes adjusted to the dark and I tried scan around the room, but the light coming in under the door was so faint I could barely make out where I was. It appeared to be a warehouse of sorts, perhaps.

      Noises off to the side of the room made me turn in that direction. “Help me. Please someone help me,” I called out. No one answered.

      The noise interrupted my silence again.

      “PLEASE HELP ME. WHOEVER YOU ARE, PLEASE HELP ME!” My voice cracked from the dry throat. I needed a drink. The hunger in my hands was burning me up.

      The door was opened, filling one corner of the room with light. The light was blinding, making me shut my eyes but I still begged, “Please, I just need some water. I won’t tell anyone who you are. I don’t even know who you are. Please, just some water.”

      The light was gone as quickly as it had come, making me adjust my eyes again. When I was able to see, I gasped. Someone was in the dark. I could see a figure. My hands sensed the person before my eyes did. I was like a shark in water, smelling out blood. My hands wanted the person on the opposite side of the room.

      “Stay on your own side. Please trust me. Don’t come any closer or I’ll hurt you. Not because I want to. I won’t be able to stop it,” I begged as the hot tears burning their way down my cheeks.

      Oddly enough I wasn’t scared of a person in the dark. I was scared of me. I was scared for us.

      The feet shuffled closer. The person made a muffled sniffle.

      “What are you doing? Stay there! Please don’t come any closer.” I backed up the bed, pressing myself against the wall.

      I could make out the shape. It was a girl. She was my age maybe.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” I asked softly.

      The girl took another step as if fighting herself. It seemed as if she didn’t want to walk toward me but couldn’t stop herself. I pulled the blanket on the cot up over my own head.

      “Please, please, please, please, please. God, please help me.” I chanted, “Please, please, help me.”

      The shuffling footsteps got louder.

      I lifted back the blankets to the startled face of the girl directly in front of me. I screamed. Tears stained her cheeks. Her glistening eyes caught the limited light. Her hands were behind her back and duct tape was across her mouth. She wore a tee shirt and shorts. As she shuffled closer, I recognized her. “Missy, stay away from me. Stay back.”

      Missy sobbed harder as I spoke her name. Her white tee shirt was nearly glowing in the dark. My hands were burning. I sat them underneath me and rocked back and forth. “Lucas will find me. We’ll be okay, Missy. He will find us and we’ll be okay.” It was my turn to cry.

      Hot tears flooded my eyes as she got closer, ignoring my pleas.

      I closed my eyes, which didn’t help. I could feel the heat emanating from her. She made the hot room closer.

      “Lucas will find me, Lucas will find me, Lucas will find me,” I whispered into the dark.

      Missy sat on the bed, snuggled into me.

      “Please leave me alone, Missy. I’m not strong.” The confession hurt. I suspected it hurt both of us.

      There, in the stifling dark, I recalled Aimee saying Dorian could do mind control. She had made him do it to Shane before, to make him forget her.

      “DORIAN—YOU’RE MY DAD. PLEASE DON’T MAKE ME DO THIS!” I shouted again, praying he would listen to me.

      With my eyes closed, feeling so weak and hot, I must have passed out on the bed.

      I woke with someone on top of me.

      Not thinking, I put my hands out to move her off me.

      As my hands made contact with Missy’s arms, they took control and pushed. It shot from them, like it had with my uncle.

      The air filled, sparkling the way it always did.

      The picture hanging in the air broke my heart.

      Missy was prom queen and her boyfriend wanted her to go to the car with him. He wanted to celebrate their victory. She made it out to the car but decided against celebrating. She got angry with her boyfriend, David. I recognized him. Missy broke up with him for being so disrespectful and asking her to lose her virginity in a car. She stormed off. She decided to take the acceptance to Yale. She had been about to turn it down because David was her soul mate and he was only going to community college.

      The picture changed and Missy was back at the car. She got in and the car suddenly started moving, making me sick to watch. After a few minutes Missy got out and David broke up with her right there. She found out she was pregnant. She went to Albuquerque on the bus and was standing outside the Planned Parenthood. She came home and she wasn’t pregnant anymore. She faded from me as a fat girl on a couch in a trailer, eating a tub of peanut butter and watching TV. Her grad ring hung in the air, the silver band catching the light. I put a trembling hand into the air, knocking the ring to the ground.

      Relief and pain overwhelmed me simultaneously. I curled into a ball and cried into my pillow.

      I whispered softly into the darkness, “Lucas will find me. Lucas will find me. Lucas will find me. Please, Lucas come find me.”

      I wished someone could touch my arm and send me back to the crossroads where I boarded the plane home. I wished I’d just gone back to Lydia’s. I wished I had never touched my uncle.

      Missy was the beginning of the end for me.

      I didn’t cry anymore. I didn’t have any tears left.

      They never fed me. I didn’t get water.

      The only sustenance I got was people. I didn’t know how long I’d been there. I didn’t know who held me there. None of the people sent in spoke. I never saw light unless they sent someone in to be pushed. And every person they sent was an innocent.

      But I didn’t care anymore.

      My hair was ragged, my skin was clammy, and my body was weak.

      Every time I pushed, I would get a sense of being full, but it wasn’t the same.

      They had sent eight people to be pushed in the time they had me thus far.

      I’d tried to fight in the beginning, but it didn’t make sense anymore. The only thing I had accomplished by protesting was scaring the humans beyond belief.

      Lorna had been my last. I swallowed my pain and anger, just walking up to the crying woman and pushing her while maintaining my control.

      I couldn’t get their faces out of my mind. Each of them went from completely happy lives to pain and suffering. One girl committed suicide. One man killed his wife in a fit of rage. One woman ran away, leaving her children and husband alone. One man got cancer. Lorna became a prostitute and died in an alley of some kind of sickness.

      Every one of them haunted my memories and filled my dreams with pain and anger. I didn’t know how to make it stop. I tried waiting at the door for them to open it, but they always waited until I was asleep and snuck someone in.

      The last day of confinement, I lay on my cot, sensing the craziness overtaking me. I writhed in my attempt at sleeping until I smelled it. Someone else was in the room.

      I stayed still for a moment, waiting to hear them.

      When they didn’t move or make a sound, I glanced around until I saw him in the corner.

      He watched me, the glistening of his eyes caught the dim light coming in from under the door. When he didn’t make a sound or move, I climbed off the bed, refusing to witness him struggle in fear and agony.

      As I drew closer, I stopped, stepping back.

      My chest tightened. “No.”

      The man before me was as close to me as my uncle.

      He didn’t cry or struggle or try to fight me. He stared me down, confused maybe but unwilling to show his emotions.

      But I wasn’t afraid to show mine. I turned toward the door and screamed, “DON’T MAKE ME DO THIS! HE WILL DIE. DON’T MAKE ME DO THIS. I WILL DO ANYTHING YOU ASK.” I didn’t need to push him. I knew exactly where he would go. I knew he nearly died in the army. He had been military for years before he came to work for my uncle.

      Cookie took another step forward, maybe to show he wasn’t afraid of me.

      “Please don’t, Cookie. Please don’t come any closer. I can’t stop myself,” I whimpered.

      He nodded once, his eyes not leaving mine. He was telling me it was okay.

      “I’m a monster, don’t you see?” I asked quietly. “That’s why I’m here. They want me to kill you. They want me to hurt you. They want it to hurt me.” I stepped back as he took another step forward.

      He blinked and a single tear slipped down his cheek as he walked directly to me.

      Tears poured from my face as my hands made contact with his bare arms. The push was as gentle as I was able to give. He froze as the air sparkled and his picture filled the space between us.

      He was young and in the army. He was on mission in a desert. I knew it was Afghanistan. He had told me the story. As they walked up to the jeep, he passed the keys to his buddy to let him drive. He laughed and they joked. As they were driving his friend looked over and pointed out something. They didn’t notice the mine on the side of the road. The jeep blew up. His friend died instantly, while Cookie was thrown out of the jeep.

      Suddenly, he was back at the jeep. His friend gave him the keys and instead of throwing them back, he drove. When the jeep hit the mine, Cookie was killed and his friend was blown from the vehicle. He was injured as Cookie had been. At Cookie’s funeral, the wounded man hugged three children and a beautiful woman. He cried and kissed the casket.

      As Cookie faded, he smiled and spoke softly, “Thank you.”

      He vanished, leaving his dog tags floating in the air. I reached out, and as my fingers made contact with them, noise filled the space around me. The door jerked open and people ran in screaming at me.

      They surrounded me, but I couldn't make out what any of them were saying.

      All I registered was Mitch smiling at me from behind the group.

      He gave me a thumbs-up as he faded.

      I blinked and I was back at the diner, standing in front of it.

      I wore shorts and my legs were tanned again, but I wasn’t wearing runners. I had on flip-flops. In fact, when I searched my memory I saw that I didn’t really run. Cookie had been the influence in my life for fitness and activity.

      But he was never part of my life, of this life.

      This was a whole new life.

      Mitch had saved me, knowing that Cookie would bring me back to the beginning. Everything in my life had changed with Cookie’s death.

      My hands burned again, just like they had the day I sent my uncle back.

      I glanced up at the red sign that again said “Vince’s.”

      Sighing, I knew everything was right again. Well, except everything in Portland, but at least I hadn’t been able to mess with their lives. They had never met me. I was never orphan Ari. Or churchy Ari.

      My uncle was still in the diner, cooking.

      I started to feel faint, like I was going to pass out. My hands were burning. I knew it wasn’t the flu. I walked away from the diner, knowing I had to get away from my uncle.

      Heading down the street to the pharmacy, I stood at the side of the building and tried to get my breath. “You okay, Ari?”

      David, Missy’s loser boyfriend, was standing next to me.

      “Yeah, want to give me a hand? I lost my contact over there.” I pointed farther down the alley. I knew he was a dirtbag so I had no remorse for what I was about to do.

      “Of course.” He grinned wickedly. “I can do that.”

      We walked into the alley, making me smile too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Chronic case of déjà vu

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I peered out at the wet day, exhausted from something, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was. I felt like I’d run a marathon.

      At every corner déjà vu seemed to be waiting for me. It was as if my powers had grown and I was able to glimpse things in the future. I sighed, hoping that wasn’t the case. I liked the mystery of it all and I didn’t need any more power.

      Aleksander walked into my room, tapping lightly at the door. His smile sent a shiver across my body.

      “Morning, Aimee.”

      “Hey.” I smiled, still unable to see him without feeling giddy. Every time I was near him I somehow forgot I had vowed to stop messing around with him. I knew what I felt for him was part magic and part passion, and love wasn’t a part of the equation.

      He made every girl react that way to him. I wasn’t special. I constantly reminded myself he was dangerous and this was fake before I let the horny teenager in me win the battle of whether we made out.

      “I’ve been having the weird feeling lately. It’s a bit like déjà vu, but it’s not. It’s like my day was going in a certain direction yesterday, but today it’s gone and going a different way, and I see both ways.”

      “Yeah, I’m having that too.” I reached up and twirled a piece of my hair, recognizing myself for the pathetic mess I was around him.

      “You too, huh?” He looked up at me through his lashes and grinned. “Perhaps we should take this discussion downstairs.”

      “You afraid of me, Aleks?”

      He leaned in, filling the air around me. “Absolutely.”

      He knew I’d get dizzy with the pheromones. “Cheater.”

      “Come on, let’s talk to Lydia.” He laughed. It was like my favorite song. His dark-blond hair was cut shorter than normal. I reached out, running my hands through it.

      His movement was a fluid motion. He reached down and swept me up into his arms, laying me back on the bed and kissing me.

      Chills filled me as his tongue found its way into my mouth. Everything about Aleks was sex. The sheer size of him was enough to make most women moan. His soft lips set my skin on fire as they roamed my neck.

      We were blazing hot one moment and then frigid the next when he pulled back, cold air filling the void.

      “What?” I opened my eyes.

      “I can’t do this.” He sounded as shocked as I was.

      “What?”

      “Us.” He was still close enough that his words were my air.

      “What about us?” I frowned. “I thought this was what you wanted. I thought I was the only thing that made you feel anything anymore.”

      “You were. But in my heart I know you don’t love me, Aimee.”

      “I do love you, it’s just that my heart is pulled in different directions.”

      “I know that now.” He jumped up. “I know what it is. It’s a soul-stealing demon. I have to go.”

      “Are you kidding me—right now? Aleks, you’ve wanted this since we met. Shane isn’t in the picture. What are you doing?” Sexual frustration built inside me. “Why did you start this if you didn’t want to finish?”

      “Oh, I want to finish this, Aimes.” He laughed bitterly. “But it isn’t right. I need to see Lydia and Lorri.” He turned and walked out of the room, leaving me completely confused.

      “Whatever,” I grumbled, pulling my laptop over. I clicked on World of Warcraft and tried to play but the battleground I was in sucked. I typed some cuss words at my teammates and exited the game without finishing, taking the deserter punishment.

      I sat on the bed for several moments before I got up, shouting, “ALEKS!” I stormed from my room.

      I didn’t even wink myself downstairs. I wanted the full effect of my high-heeled boots on the wooden steps. I clomped down into the den to find Aleks and Lucas sitting with Lydia, huddled.

      “Aleks!” I demanded.

      He lifted his head, looking completely normal and untouched by the annoyance I was displaying. “We need to go to New Mexico.”

      “What?” I snarled.

      “New Mexico,” Lydia chimed in. “We have someone we need to acquire. We don’t know what we’re dealing with completely, but Aleks is right. It reminds me of that movie with Bill Murray. It’s as if I can’t get past this year or I’ve lived it several different times.”

      “I need to talk to you first.” I narrowed my gaze on Aleks.

      Lucas grinned. “You guys can have make-up sex later. Aimes, this is important.”

      “Stay out of this, Luke.”

      “I can’t do this right now.” Aleks shrugged. “This is important.”

      “And I’m not?”

      “Aimee, you don’t love me. Why do you care if I stop loving you back?”

      Lucas stood up, holding his hands in the air. “Okay, this is awkward. I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re ready to go.”

      Lydia frowned. “You two again?” She stood and left as well.

      I folded my arms, leaning on the doorframe.

      “I honestly don’t want to do this anymore. I can feel it. There’s a finality to it all for me.” Aleks stood and walked to me. His eyes were filled with pain, as they always were when it involved us. I had gone back and forth between him and Shane until I’d finally given up and chose no one.

      And we all suffered because of it.

      If I was a hundred-percent honest with myself, neither felt right. But I didn’t want to be honest; I wanted to feel good. I wanted simplicity.

      “Aimee, I know you don’t love me.”

      “You’re the right choice.” It was what I always said when it came down to him and Shane.

      “Wow.” He laughed bitterly. “Convincing material. Anyway, let’s do this mission and I promise we will talk after. I just need to fix this feeling of being stuck. It’s driving me insane.”

      He rubbed my arm like my father would have and walked out of the room to the kitchen.

      “Fine.” I sighed and followed.

      In the kitchen, I put my hands out for the three of them to touch me and winked us to the spot in the picture Aleks held in front of my face.

      We were on the outskirts of a large town next to a highway sign saying, “Welcome to Hobbs. It all happens here.”

      Tumbleweeds rolled across the highway where we stood, making Lydia giggle quietly. “Well, this is truly the Old West, isn’t it?”

      “It’s something.” The dry heat was the first thing I noticed.

      “It’s hot here.” Lucas frowned.

      “Wolf heat and desert heat not friends?”

      “Nope.” He shook his head. “Let’s get what we came for and get home.”

      “What did we come for?” I asked.

      “A demon,” Aleks muttered, glancing around.

      “And that demon is here?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I don’t think so. We need to get moving. Lucas, can you smell anyone?”

      Lucas frowned. “I need something to smell, Aleks. I need a reference point. I’m not a hound.”

      I laughed.

      “Jal,” Lydia spoke softly. “It’s in Jal.”

      “How do you know that?” I crossed my arms.

      She smiled. “I’m psychic.”

      Aleks walked away.

      “Where you going?”

      He turned, shrugging at me. “To rent a car.”

      “I can wink us there. Why a car?”

      “You have no idea where we’re going for one thing, and for another, what if it’s a trap? We need to be discreet. Winking downtown isn’t discreet.” He continued to walk away.

      We continued our trek until we saw an airport. Lydia went inside the Enterprise booth and rented the car.

      I watched Aleks, wondering if he had his cloak up. I got lost staring at him. He was truly beautiful. And magnetic. The smell of him was enough to—

      “Stop it.” He turned to me, frowning.

      “Stop what?”

      He rolled his white-blue eyes. “You know very well what.”

      Lucas groaned, “Both of you stop it.”

      Lydia came out with the keys to a suburban truck. It seemed an odd choice for a small old lady, but it was difficult squeezing Aleks and Lucas into regular cars. They were huge.

      “We just go into town and take the highway exit to the right. It’s a short drive apparently. Just under an hour.”

      Lucas climbed into the driver’s seat and Lydia got shotgun.

      As I got in next to Aleks he sighed. “You’re killing me, Aimee.”

      I watched him breathe, look out the window, and sigh again. All done in a sexy manner. When he did turn back toward me, he rolled his eyes.

      “Aimee!” Lydia spun around and grimaced. “Stop bugging him. His sighs are getting annoying.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “I can hear your thoughts, young lady. Now cut it out.”

      Lucas grinned at me in the rearview.

      I knowingly watched as I made a fool of myself, unable to stop from doing any of it.

      The worst happened about fifteen minutes into the trip when I leaned in and kissed Aleks on the cheek. “Give me a chance,” I whispered.

      He turned, examining me closely. “No.”

      “Why?”

      “I want your whole heart, not a piece of it.”

      “You are the right choice for me. Shane’s going to age, he’s going to want kids, he’s going to want to buy a house and a car, and I barely exist. I could get caught up in everything and kill him at any moment. I can’t be with Shane. I see that clear as day.”

      “I won’t play second fiddle, Aimee. I’m too old for that.”

      “You aren’t second to anyone. I will eventually stop loving him.” Why was I begging Aleks to love me? Why was I so desperate to have someone in my life? What the hell was going on with me, and why couldn’t I stop and get some self-control?

      “It’s the demon, Aimee. It’s affecting us all.” Lydia turned and gave me her grandmotherly smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Home is where the heart is, if you can find it

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      Relieved, I strolled down the road, satisfied with the new memories I’d made. In the new version of his life, Missy had dumped David when she caught him making out with another girl. Missy left to go to Yale that fall. David was a jerk like always. Nothing new there.

      Everything worked out the way it should’ve.

      While I was heartbroken about Cookie being dead, I got it. I understood why he needed that.

      And because of reliving the same few years on repeat, I’d gotten control of my hands and hunger enough so I didn’t attack my uncle. I sauntered into the diner and smiled at Lorna who was taking two plates of food to a table.

      “Sense of urgency, Ari. What’s with you today?” My uncle frowned at me through the window. He was cooking and clearly stressed. He hated cooking.

      But seeing him in the diner—my uncle who loved me and cared for me—made me happy. It was selfish, but I couldn’t stop being grateful this was my outcome.

      I grabbed the plates. “I was just thinking that I might go to college after all.”

      “Really? That’s fantastic news. Where?” His eyes lit up.

      “New York.” I knew it didn’t matter what I told him, only that I stayed as far away from him as I could. A safe distance was what I needed. I was still a Rose and danger seemed to follow us all, no matter where we went.

      “Well, admission for January starts now.”

      “I’ve applied already.”

      He clapped his hands together. “Hot damn, you got in?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Congrats, kid.” His face full of pride and happiness made everything I’d been through worth it all. He was safe, home, and happy again. Well, as happy as he could be minus a cook.

      Just as everything clicked into place, the door opened to the diner. Hot air shot in, letting all the bought air out.

      I turned, seeing a face I recognized from the crowd of people who had rushed in at the last second when Mitch had freed me.

      A tall thin man with dark hair and sunglasses entered with a few other men dressed similarly behind him. They wore dark clothes—too many clothes for the desert. People in the diner stared at them suspiciously. No one in a small town in New Mexico liked strangers, or outsiders. Not since Area 51.

      And even though these men did look like government workers, I knew better.

      Lorna walked up, smiling her country-girl smile. “Hey all, table for five?”

      The thin man removed his sunglasses and smiled softly. “Just here to speak to the young lady, actually.”

      I heard it and walked over, trying to smile and reassure Lorna. “Hi there. You must be from the college I applied to.” I winked at him, hoping he caught my hint.

      “Yes.” The thin man smiled. “We came for your interview for the scholarships.”

      “Great.” I smiled brightly, desperately fighting the urge to take them all out at once. My stomach screamed in fear. “Let me just tell my boss.” I glanced back at my uncle. “I have to interview for a scholarship.”

      He nodded once, not saying anything.

      “Lorna, you good?” I forced a smile.

      “Sure, sugar. You go on.”

      “Okay.” I pointed to the dusty parking lot. “Let’s talk outside.” I stepped out into the hot desert air with the men. I wondered if any of them were able to recall what had happened.

      “That was quite the act there, Miss Pastern. Obviously, sending the cook back was a bad idea. We had no idea you would leave our cells so easily.” They remembered everything, even though I had changed the past.

      “What do you want?” I walked with them to a bench out on the grass to the side of the diner.

      “We want you to come with us. No fighting. No one will get hurt if you cooperate.”

      “Okay.” I didn’t care what they did to me. Nothing would hurt as much as everything I’d already done.

      “I will come on one condition: I need to tell them I got in with late admissions, I got a full scholarship, and have to leave immediately. Otherwise, they will look for me. I won’t fight you, and I won’t try to escape if you let me leave tonight, after I convince my work of where I’m going. It has to be believable.”

      He tilted his head, reading me, his dark-blue eyes examining my every movement. He conceded after a moment, “Meet us here tonight, or else we kill them all.”

      “It has to be the bus depot. My boss will suspect something otherwise.”

      He nodded. “Last bus out of town.”

      “Fine.” I turned and walked back to the diner. I knew I had put everyone’s lives back to normal in Jal, and I had to go with them, even if it meant pretending to join the dark side. I wondered about Mitch, if I could save him too.

      My uncle gave me a weird look as I got inside. “So?”

      “Yeah.” I acted excited. “I got accepted with late admission and a full scholarship. I have to be there tomorrow though.”

      My uncle frowned skeptically. “Late admission?”

      “Apparently.” I tried not to be too obvious. I was a terrible liar. “The kids that drop out open up spots for the wait-list kids. I was a wait-list kid from being a late admission. They let me in and will help me for a week to get caught up.”

      Lorna hugged me. “Congratulations, honey. You’ll be the first in my family to get a degree.”

      I hugged her back and fought the urge to cry.

      My uncle continued to seem doubtful. “So you leave tonight?”

      “On the bus. They gave me a free ticket.”

      He frowned. “I think I should drive you. I can help you get settled in.”

      “In New York?” I wanted to protest but I knew him too well. I rolled my eyes. “Vince, dude! Be cooler than that. And who would run the diner for the week it would take for you to get me there and settled in?”

      It took a moment before he agreed. “Fine, but I want daily phone calls, weekly video chats, and report cards mailed to me.”

      “Deal.” I hugged him. I still sensed his hesitation. He’d be trouble if I weren’t careful.

      I packed my bags, leaving nothing behind that could link me to him. I wanted him as safe as possible. My stomach ached from pretending to be excited to go.

      When I was done I went down to the diner to do the dinner shift. I tied on my apron and rolled my shoulders back, getting into my zone. In the corner I noticed a face I would’ve recognized from a mile in a sandstorm.

      He stood up from his chair, wiping his mouth on his paper napkin. He brushed a hand through his dark hair and smiled as the woman next to him spoke. He was wearing distressed jeans with small rips and a green tee shirt. I could only imagine how it matched his green eyes, making them stand out against his dark hair. His smile made small creases around his mouth like dimples. He walked toward me. He was going to the bathroom, but I wanted to pretend for a moment that he still knew me, even if he didn’t.

      The woman he’d walked away from turned her head and smiled directly at me. Tears formed in my eyes as Lydia read all my thoughts and gave me a wink.

      I nodded subtly, knowing she saw everything.

      Lucas walked up to me, frowning when he saw my face. He paused, seeming nervous.

      I smiled back, but he shook his head, telling himself he didn’t know me as he strode to the bathroom. My heart was skipping beats as I turned, letting my gaze follow him. It hurt that he didn’t recognize me, but everything on the path to righting things had been hard. In a small way I was glad I hadn’t dragged anyone with me, not yet anyway. Lydia knew who and what I was, which would change everything again.

      I picked up the coffee pot and walked slowly to Lydia’s table. As I got past the other patrons, I noticed Aimee. My heart fluttered.

      She ignored me, staring out the window.

      “Do you all want some coffee?” I asked nervously. “Or something else?”

      Lydia looked up and smiled. “Aimee, this is Ari. Ari, of course you already know Aimee. I’d love a coffee, dear.”

      Aimee glanced up at me and then back at Lydia. “How does she know me?”

      “It’s a really long story.” I wanted to cry as if I was at the end of the longest journey ever.

      Lydia touched my hand. “Honey, we need to get you out of here before they come for you.”

      “They will kill my family and friends if I don’t go with them.”

      Aimee looked back and forth, confused. “What’s going on, Lydia?”

      “This is the soul stealer we came for. Ari is a Rose. Well, she was a Rose, until she erased her own past and changed all of ours. How many times now, Ari?”

      “Three times now, I believe. Maybe four.” Tears filled my eyes. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered.

      Lydia smiled gently. “No need, honey. We’re just glad we found you. The déjà vu has been driving us all crazy.”

      “I know that feeling.”

      A warm wind crept up next to me as Aleksander strolled up and sat beside Aimee. He looked at me like I was no one. “I’ll have some water, please.” The smell and beauty of him always tugged at me.

      “Aimes, sweet tea?” I asked blankly, still staring at Aleks.

      “This is creepy,” Aimee muttered.

      “Yup.” I turned and walked back to my uncle and put in their food order. I did it without them even ordering and got drinks for everyone, including Lucas, who I still hadn’t officially met.

      He walked back to the table as I brought their drinks over.

      Aleks narrowed his gaze when I got there. “It’s you?”

      “I’m so sorry if it’s been hard on you guys. It’s entirely my fault. Your meals will be ready in a minute.” I placed the drinks down.

      Lucas scowled at his root beer.

      I walked away from the table, frightened and unsure about what to do. I wanted to go with them, but if I ran, my uncle and Lorna and my friends from school were as good as dead.

      I served my other tables, and when their food was up, I brought it to them.

      “What’s the plan?” Lydia murmured.

      “Not sure. I know they want me for whatever reason. They captured me before. They made me do terrible things.” My voice broke mid sentence. I tried to keep it together. Lydia touched me, soothingly.

      “We could work as a team. You’re trained?”

      “You could say that.” I laughed resentfully. “I’ve been to Roses Academy twice so far.”

      “This is bizarre. I feel like I know you. Were we friends?”

      “Best.” I smiled hopefully at Aimee.

      “What about us?” Aleks raised an eyebrow, giving me a look. “Were we friends?”

      “Ari was friends with everyone, except Lucas.” Lydia spoke simply as she cut into her meal.

      Lucas looked up at me, frowning. “We weren’t friends?”

      “Oh, you two were more than that, Lucas.” Lydia chuckled to herself.

      My jaw dropped. “Lydia! Awkward much?”

      Lucas didn’t smile or laugh. His stare intensified instead. “Is this how you’ve brought us exactly what we would’ve ordered?”

      “I know you all better than I know myself.” I turned and strode away from the table again. I served my other tables. I didn’t want my uncle to see me talking to them.

      “That boy is sure checking you out and he’s a looker,” Lorna whispered to me at the dish sink.

      “Which boy?” I asked flatly.

      Lorna nudged me. “If you didn’t notice that one, I’ll just keep him to myself then. You don’t deserve him.

      “Dirty cougar.” I snickered.

      “Rawrrrr.”

      I cleared the tables, avoiding theirs until I had to go over. “So how was everything?”

      “Delish.” Aimee rubbed her belly. “Best veggie burger ever.”

      “That thing smelled like death on a bun.” Lucas laughed, avoiding my gaze. “But my steak sandwich was perfectly rare.”

      My eyes darted to Aleksander. “Was it all right?”

      “It was very good, thank you.”

      Lydia grabbed my hand. “Enough small talk. We need to make a plan. We need to stay and fight so we can save your family and friends.”

      “I agree. I can’t leave them alone.”

      Aleks cleared his throat, thinking out loud, “We should hide now before they see us. It’s bad enough they have a shifter. They will smell us out. Where are you meeting them?”

      “Bus depot for the last bus out. It’s in three hours.”

      Lucas frowned. “Well, we have to assume they’re watching you right now. There is no way they would have left you without surveillance. I wouldn’t have.”

      I wanted to take it the wrong way. “Probably.”

      “Well, keep your uncle busy and let us work on something. Did I read it correctly that you can knock an immortal unconscious?” Lydia asked.

      “Except Lucas. I’ve done it to him too many times. He’s immune to it now.”

      “Awesome.” Aimee laughed. “We are best friends.”

      Lucas scowled at Aimee but spoke to me, “If we were dating why would you use your powers on me?”

      “You were taking piercings out of my face one time with pliers, and once you fought with your brother Ben over me. And another time, a wolf kissed my cheek in front of you. They were all really just misunderstandings.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Someone kissed you?”

      “It was a long time ago. It was nothing.” I didn’t even know why I had said that.

      “That would have annoyed me.” He licked his lips, staring at mine.

      Lydia smacked him. “Anyway, you better get back to work while we come up with something.”

      “Okay.” I walked away and when I glanced back. Aimee was already gone. I hoped their plan would work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Bane

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      Lorri flashed to us at the table, took my hand, and flashed us to the bathroom.

      “So Ari is legit?” Lorri asked gruffly when we were alone.

      “Yeah. It’s weird.”

      Lorri laughed. “I met one once. It was weird. It’s a weird glitch. It only happens in Nephilim. They really are the banes of our existence. They mess with everything. I’ll sneak out back and follow you guys discreetly. I don’t want whoever is doing this to her to see me. Lydia said she didn’t recognize the faces of anyone in Ari’s memory except a kid named Mitch. A shifter. Which means this is happening behind my back.” She growled the last part.

      Whoever was crossing the devil was insane.

      Lorri flashed away.

      I waited a minute before I walked casually back to the table and sat down.

      “Where is Lorri going?”

      “To hide in the shadows and watch out back.”

      Once the diner had closed, we slipped out into the night to hide around the property. Lucas and Aleks went to the bus terminal to wait and watch for the others.

      I hid a distance away, watching as Ari said goodbye and hugged everyone at the diner. Her uncle got into the truck to drive her over. He seemed devastated about her leaving. I was sad for him and thought about my own father, and how keeping my distance was the only thing that had kept him alive.

      Ari climbed into the truck, hugging the blonde older woman once more through the window.

      “Take care of yourself, sweetie, and we expect visits at Christmas.”

      “I will.” She waved to the woman as her uncle pulled out of the parking lot.

      I ran to the suburban and jumped in, starting it and following after them.

      The plan had seemed pretty basic. Use Ari as bait and kill everyone as her uncle left. The only part I was uncertain about was whether or not Ari could handle herself. If she didn’t handle herself it could mean trouble for Luke. I didn’t know her; I would sacrifice her before him.

      “Don’t be mean,” Lydia remarked. “She’s his mate.”

      “What? It’s weird. The way Luke watched her, like the wolf and Little Red. He would die for her. Which is crazy for Luke. He’s never shown an ounce of interest in a girl. Then suddenly this little sporty, okay-looking waitress comes along telling him they have a thing going on, and he’s drooling.”

      “One day, Aimee, you’ll fall in real love and you will understand.” Lydia laughed.

      “I don’t think things like me feel real love, Lydia.”

      “Oh, you do.” She glanced over, her eyes twinkling with mischief. I didn’t even want to know what that look was for.

      We pulled in behind the uncle’s old beater truck and watched as he helped unload Ari’s bag from the back. He hugged her and handed her some cash. She tried to turn him down but he insisted.

      “He loves her so much,” Aimee whispered.

      “It’s mutual. Her uncle is second to Lucas in her heart. They’re the only people in the world she counts on. She would die for either in a heartbeat,” Lydia whispered back.

      “I don’t understand how she has such deep feelings for Luke. She’s eighteen.” I’d once thought I had feelings like that, soul-mate feelings. Apparently, I was wrong.

      “She’s been through more than any of us will ever understand. She’s lived this year four times, each time as a different version of herself. One of the girls was raped and beaten, living on the streets as a drug addict. Lucas saved her. Ari is the only one who remembers all of it. She feels a deep connection to him because of it but also to his wolf. Ari and Lucas haven’t had some great love affair. Like you just said, they’re only kids.”

      “I didn’t say it out loud.”

      “You know you don’t have to.” She chuckled.

      “What does the wolf have to do with them being in love?”

      “His wolf fell in love with Ari the moment he met her. That’s how wolves fall in love. They have a soul mate, it’s instant. Neither of them can fight the intense love. They don’t need a deeply passionate love story, not like you do. Wolves fall in love once. It’s very simple and scientific in their world.”

      “I don’t need a deeply passionate love story.” I scoffed. “I have no soul, I’m dead inside. That love story I might have wanted as a kid, it’s gone.” The bitterness seeped from my words.

      “Okay.” She smiled and nodded the way my French teacher always told us to when we didn’t want to argue with someone who’s dumb.

      We sat in awkward silence, watching as Ari hugged and kissed her uncle and dragged her suitcase over to the bus stop. He ran his hands through his hair and paced as if ready to tell her not to go.

      “Why is he so stressed out about her leaving?” I glanced at Lydia.

      “Her uncle saw something a very long time ago. He was warned people would come to take her away. I think he’s always worried about that. It’s why they’ve lived here in the middle of nowhere for so many years. It’s time,” she said frankly.

      “Okay.” I got out of the truck and walked up to the bus stop.

      “Ari?”

      She eyed me, confused. “Hey.”

      “You catching the bus?” I pretended like we were friends.

      “Yeah.” She smiled innocently.

      “Me too. Awesome! At least we won’t be alone. You must be her uncle. I’m Aimee. I graduated a year before Ari.” I held a hand out to him.

      He smiled brightly at me. “Nice to meet you. What school do you go to?”

      “Aimee goes to Columbia too.”

      I nodded, playing along. “I do. Second year. It’s an amazing school. You catching the flight from Albuquerque?”

      “Yeah. I got full scholarship.”

      I whistled. “Good for you. You must be proud of her.”

      Her uncle turned to hug her once more. “I am. Stay safe, okay, kid? Stay together.”

      Ari smiled at her uncle. “We will, Vince. Jeeze, easy on the PDA. It’s only a few months till Christmas.”

      He laughed. “You’re a brat. See you at Christmas.”

      The bus pulled up. Ari let them load her suitcase and looked at Aleksander in the corner. He nodded. She hugged her uncle once more as I climbed onto the bus and waved at Lydia as if she were my mom or grandma. Lydia waved, smiling from ear to ear.

      We went to the back of the bus and sat down. The bus driver scowled at us from his seat. “Tickets?”

      I smiled at him. “Just let us find them.”

      “You have a minute.”

      Ari and I sat and watched Vince get back into his truck, waving at the bus once more before driving away. When the truck was gone from sight I winked us back to the bus stop.

      “Wait here for them, okay?” I winked myself away and watched from across the street as Ari stood by herself at the bus stop under a lonely yellow light.

      “She seriously looks like bait.”

      Lydia added, “That’s good. Ari is.”

      We didn’t wait long before a tall, thin man walked up to her. He was alone which made me nervous. Dark Ones never traveled alone.

      He spoke softly to Ari. I couldn’t hear it.

      “What’s he saying?”

      “He said her boss sure seemed to like her. If Ari didn’t play nice there was someone waiting at her boss’s to take care of him. He doesn't know her boss is her uncle, but he suspects they’re very close.”

      “Asshat.”

      He moved like a flash, grabbing Ari and holding one of his fingers to her throat. I winced, knowing his finger would be as deadly as a knife. All vampires had sharp nails that could cut through steel.

      “Don’t travel, Aimee, or I will kill her. You just come out, hands up where I can see them. I know all about you. And tell Lydia to get out here where we can see her too.”

      I didn’t need to tell Lydia anything. She walked from the shadows with me.

      “I figured eventually you would figure a way around this little bitch’s magic.”

      I frowned stepping forward, holding my hands out. “You’re untouched by any of it?”

      “Not the first time.” He smirked. “The first time Ari erased my memory, but it came back in odd flashes of annoying déjà vu. Andy came to me and had us glamour against Ari’s special gifts. That’s far enough.” He jerked his finger against her carotid. “I know exactly what those hands of yours do. You killed my brother last year.”

      I grinned. “Right, that’s why your voice is familiar. You sound exactly like him.”

      Ari snapped her fingers where he couldn’t see, making sparks in the air.

      He poked a small slit in her neck, sniffing the blood. “Demon blood. Dorian, if I’m not mistaken. You’re a real full-blooded Nephilim.” He sounded shocked. “No wonder they want you too.”

      I looked back at Lydia who was sauntering forward alongside me. She narrowed her gaze, obviously reading something off the vampire holding Ari.

      “You’ll make an excellent acquisition. I heard talents like this are incredibly unique, and there are only one or two born every five or six hundred years. So sad that full-blooded angels are not mating as they used to.” He laughed like a villain. It was pathetic the way the old vampires didn’t get with the times. They all acted so dastardly, like it was still the 1800s.

      As Ari’s blood wafted through the air, a large brown wolf leapt down from the roof above the bus stop, knocking over the vampire and Ari.

      The vampire turned toward Lucas to grab him. Ari froze them both as a light shot from her hands, hitting the thin man.

      A huge black panther dashed across the parking lot, grabbing Ari as she knocked the vampire out. The cat ripped at her arm. I winked myself across the asphalt, letting the hunger in my hands have the cat. He changed back into a man as he died.

      Across the parking lot Aleks threw a man a hundred feet, and Lydia stood in front of another who was gripping his head. She had crippled him with one of her migraine-of-doom moves. I cringed, knowing the pain he was in as I winked there, killing him instantly.

      I winked behind another one of the men, but he expected it and spun, punching me in the face. I tried blocking, but he was stronger than I expected. He was on top of me, choking me with his knee, holding my hands down with his.

      The world spun as the air left me.

      His grip froze as he fell to his side, passing out. Ari stood over us, smiling.

      I put my hand to the man and took his life from him, feeling bad for the fact that he was unconscious.

      The large brown wolf walked up, nuzzling against Ari and licking the wounds on her hands and neck.

      She stopped him, putting her hands around him. “Demon blood will make you sick—stop it!”

      “Not when he’s a wolfie. He isn’t like us.” I shook my head. “Shifters are something completely different. They are like Mother Nature’s warriors. He could eat a demon and not even get a little heartburn.”

      “I did not know that.” Ari continued petting him.

      “We need to get to your uncle’s to kill whoever is there waiting for him.”

      “That’s been taken care of.” Lydia looked haunted by something. “Lorri will be here in a moment.”

      A black car drove up, making a horrid squeal as it rounded the corner. Smoke billowed from its hood and bullet holes riddled its doors. The car came to a screeching stop and the driver door was nearly ripped off its hinges. Lorri climbed out, appearing particularly badass. She dragged a bleeding and weak-looking Andy Cromwell from the car.

      Lorri threw Andy, rolling the woman along the pavement to Lydia’s feet.

      “Your best friend was what was waiting for Ari’s uncle.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      Andy coughed and turned her battered face up to Lydia’s as tears of blood rolled down her cheeks. “Lydia, please spare me. I didn’t mean it. I was trying to help you—save you.”

      Lydia’s face crumpled. “You’re my oldest and dearest friend, Andy. How could you?”

      Andy spat viciously. “Your little pet erased my memory. I spent a full year of my life trying to find the mole in our organization. All that is gone. All my hard work. And I met someone on my journey into the Dark Ones. I fell in love, Lydia. After a lifetime alone, I finally met someone. That bitch erased it all!” She pointed accusingly at Ari.

      “That’s no excuse,” Lydia whispered.

      “All my time and effort. She stole a year of my life, all our lives. When I told the Dark Ones about her, asking if any of them had come upon something like her, they said she had likely been taking years and forcing us to redo them. Once you were connected to them they did that, they robbed you of your life. Can’t you feel it? It’s why they’re called soul stealers.”

      Ari looked sick but she didn’t defend herself.

      “When the Dark Ones asked for her, it seemed like a smart idea. What better way to destroy them than to give them something that would consume their lives? She did it to us without us being aware of it.”

      Lorri leaned down and ripped Andy’s head off, rather suddenly. She picked up one of Andy’s arms and dragged her, walking away from the small group of us. “Enough of that,” she mumbled like a psychopath.

      Ari threw up, Lucas turned his face away, and Lydia shivered at the sight of the violence.

      None of us moved for several moments, shocked and horrified by the betrayal. When one of us did move, it was Lydia. She curled into herself and sobbed.
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          Angels and Demons

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      The words were truth. I didn’t want them to be, but I truly was the best weapon the good had against the bad. I had systematically destroyed all their lives without even trying. My chest felt empty.

      Lydia looked my way but even she didn’t want to console me.

      Lucas, still in wolf form, sauntered away. He was going to shift and put clothes on.

      I hurried to Aimee, putting a hand on her arm. “I need you to do something for me.”

      Her gray eyes sparkled with tears. “What?”

      “I need you to take me somewhere.”

      “Now?” she questioned in disbelief.

      “Quickly. Think of New York City, the Roses Academy.”

      She scowled but took my hand.

      The sick feeling I already had from Lorri ripping Andy’s head off increased the moment we arrived in the entryway of the Roses Academy. I turned to Aimee. “Thanks. Don’t bring Lucas here. Just let me be here alone for a while, please.”

      “Why?” Aimee looked perplexed. “I don’t understand. Andy’s dead.”

      “Don’t you see? She was right. I’m a natural disaster. Who knows who I’ll touch next, who I’ll send back, messing with everyone’s life?”

      “You have a point there.” Aimee nodded. “I’ll tell him. See you soon?”

      “I guess.” I shrugged. “If you want to. If not, I get it.”

      Aimee was gone in an instant, leaving me standing alone in the hallway. I walked up and pressed the doorbell to the institution for after hours.

      Daniel answered the door, appearing exhausted. “Ari, how—what’s going on? Where is everyone else?”

      I nearly walked inside to his embrace, but then it dawned on me that I hadn’t been to the Roses Academy since I’d been sent back. Daniel shouldn’t know me. Only the Dark Ones knew who I was.

      “You okay?”

      “I’m dangerous.” I gulped and reached out for him, tears streaming down my face even harder. My hands brushed his before he realized what I was about to do. I pushed, watching his body drop to the floor. I turned and ran to the elevator. My eyes darted to the camera and I knew I had walked into the trap set to either catch me or put me down. I was a danger to everyone, but I wanted to live. I wanted a life. I turned and ran through the doors to the emergency stairwell to begin the sprint down the eight floors.

      The doors opened at the top of the stairs and thumping feet chased me. There would be more waiting at the bottom if I didn’t beat the elevator.

      But I did and ran past the main floor, remembering the underground parking. I burst through the door on the second parking level. I ran toward the light. My legs started to fill with the sweet adrenaline. My instincts from being angry street rat Ari filled me like muscle memory. I weaved through cars and trucks, jumping levels and running as fast as I could. My body wasn’t nearly as fit as it had once been, but fortunately I was half Dorian, which made me a lot stronger than any other girl.

      I leapt through the gate at the end, jumping it like a hurdle. I sprinted out into the dark night in New York City, the cold October rain hitting me in my summer shorts and tee shirt.

      I pumped my legs hard. Again, all I wished for was Lucas. I knew he would come for me. I needed to reach him before they used him as bait to bring me in.

      I ran until I reached the area where the shifter bar I’d heard about many times was supposed to be. I scoured the street, desperate and soaked. The entrance was a red door. I remembered that much.

      Unfortunately, the number of red doors on the street was unbelievable.

      I walked, trying to smell and see if I could get a scent of the shifters. They did smell differently than regular humans.

      I searched up and down the street twice before I gave up, turning down an alleyway where a man watched me.

      Heat surged to my fingers as he followed me. I kept my head down, assuming he was one of the rogue Roses.

      I couldn’t believe Daniel was the mole in the organization.

      Lorri was going to rip his head off if I could ever get word to her.

      “Look, girl, you don’t want to do this,” the man behind me spoke softly, glancing around.

      I turned to see his face better. He wasn’t a shifter, that was certain. He wasn’t nearly attractive enough to be one. He could be a demon, but I racked my brain to think of an unattractive demon or vampire. The man was skinny to the point of starvation and homely.

      “Please, don’t go down this alley. Just go. Turn around before anyone else sees you.”

      “Leave me alone.”

      “It’s your ass, kid.” He shook his head and turned around. He left me alone in the dark, wet alley.

      Deciding he wasn’t trying to hurt me, I turned back to him and shouted, “Do you have a cell phone?”

      “Oh yeah.” He turned back around, laughing. “I live on the streets and have no food, but I totally have a cell phone.”

      “Right.” I rolled my eyes, following him out of the alley and back onto the street. “Sorry.”

      “The shelter up the road. Sometimes the workers will let you use theirs if it’s an emergency.”

      “Why are you helping me?”

      “You look like my sister. I would want someone to help her.”

      I followed him down the wet street. He didn’t stop for me and he didn’t speak to me again. He just walked until we reached a building with a red and blue cross on the outside.

      He opened the door but didn’t hold it for me. I walked behind him, leery of everything he did. The room he walked into was a gymnasium filled with homeless people and bad smells. I also caught a whiff of chicken noodle soup. I smiled, seeing the shelter. I had memories of places similar to this from when I was homeless.

      He pointed to bins. “There are clothes over there. I’d cover up if I were you.”

      I saw him up close for the first time. He didn’t seem much older than me, but the dirt and filth over his gaunt face aged him incredibly.

      “Thank you.” I turned to the bin of clothes.

      “You’re new?”

      I turned toward the voice. “Yeah.”

      “You living on the streets?”

      “I guess.” I observed the woman and started rifling through the bin. “I am now.”

      “No job?”

      “No family, no money, no clothes, no home.” I hated the edge in my voice, but I knew if I didn’t act defensive, they’d never believe I needed help. I appeared healthy, fit, and tanned in expensive running shorts and shoes—well, compared to what everyone else was wearing.

      I grabbed a huge hoodie and a raincoat. They smelled funny, but I knew they would help mask my scent for the trackers Daniel no doubt had searching for me.

      “Do you have anyone you can call?” She eyed up my clothes.

      “No phone.”

      The woman held out her cell. “You can try them on mine if you know the number.”

      “Why are you helping me?”

      “You look good. You look healthy, young, and pretty. You won’t last a day on these streets, kid.”

      “That’s fair,” I muttered, taking the cell. “Thanks.”

      I sent a text to Aimee.

      It’s Ari. Daniel is the mole. He knew me when I got there. I’m alone on streets in NY. I can meet you where you told me you threw up after you drank rum for the first time. I’ll wait for you. Trust no one, except Luke and Aleks. Do not text me back. It’s a shelter woman’s phone.

      I then sent a second message.

      Tell Lorri. Pretty sure she doesn’t know.

      I deleted the texts and phoned Lydia’s house. The phone rang several times before Ben picked up. “Yeah?”

      “Ben?”

      “Yeah.”

      “My name is Ari. I’m a friend of Lydia’s. Is she there?”

      “Nope.”

      “Don’t tell anyone except your brother, Lydia, or Aimee that I called.” I hung up the phone and deleted the call before I passed it back to the woman. “Thanks.”

      The woman smiled. “Did you find anyone?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “But I think I have a friend I can go talk to.”

      She took a step closer to me. “Dress bulky, try to look chubby, head down, hair hidden. Speak to no one and don’t smile.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      As I looked around, I saw the homeless men noticing me in my shorts. I slipped some sweatpants overtop of them and the hoodie over my tee shirt. I added the raincoat next and pulled the hood of the sweatshirt up. I tucked all my hair back and turned to the lady who continued, “Take this and get some food somewhere else. When you leave here, run for at least three blocks. Most of them can’t run that far.” She slipped me twenty dollars.

      I took the money. “Thank you so much.”

      The lady smiled, her wrinkled old face suddenly cleared, showing beauty beneath the aging. I blinked and it was gone, almost like it hadn’t happened. “I just won’t be able to bear it if they get you. Try to find somewhere to stay hidden and remember that even though you might not know your dad very well, there are laws that he has to protect you. He is responsible for you.” She turned away from me and walked into the crowd. I wondered if I had heard her correctly.

      She spoke loudly to the room, drawing everyone’s attention to her. I took it as my chance to get away.

      I walked quickly through the door and then burst into a run. I didn’t check back as I sprinted. I just pushed my body forward.

      Men called out behind me, but I ignored them, sprinting for four blocks instead of three just to be certain.

      When I was far enough away, I stopped running and slumped over to make myself seem bigger and walked with a slight limp.

      I wasn’t starving, but I was scared enough that I wouldn’t be eating anything so I stopped at a convenience store. The owner glowered at me like I was the most disgusting thing she’d ever seen. She watched every move I made. I grabbed a Snickers and a bottle of water and pulled out the twenty dollars. The girl at the cash register looked me over several times before giving me the change.

      I ate the bar quickly as I walked toward the Empire State Building, remembering the story of Aimee. She had drank for the first time since she nearly died in high school. The alcohol didn’t really hit her for a while, until all at once it did, and she threw up all over the front steps of the Empire State Building.

      I finished my water and placed the bottle in a garbage bin with my candy wrapper. I peeked around, ensuring I wasn’t being followed.

      The dark, wet night reminded me of Gotham City. I didn’t feel like Batman though. I didn’t even feel like one of the girls he would save. I was helpless and weak, but I was also cursed.

      My best bet was a large green-eyed wolf showing up and killing everything, leaving a bloody trail and dragging me home.

      As I arrived at the entrance I became invisible to the world. Just another hunched over bum inside a door well.

      “I’m telling you, she’s here. I can smell me.” It was Lucas’ voice, but I didn’t see anyone.

      “Where does the trail end?” Aimee asked.

      “Over there where you barfed, just like you said it would,” Lucas whispered.

      When their footsteps got close enough, I glanced up and smiled at Aimee. She was standing in the street in a short black raincoat, black jeans, and black knee-high boots. Lucas stood beside her, looking double her size. He sighed when he saw my face.

      “No one followed you?”

      “Wow, that’s really good. I wouldn’t have known.” Aimee eyed me from head to toe. “You look homeless.”

      “I am homeless.” I laughed. “And I smell absolutely disgusting. I don’t know how you found me.”

      “It seems I can find you better than I can find anyone. Your smell can’t be masked against my nose,” Lucas said nonchalantly and broke my heart.

      “Did you tell Lorri?”

      “Yeah.” Aimee replied. “She’s pissed. I don’t think she even believes it all. She’s so angry right now. She has a bit of a temper on a good day.”

      “I’ve been through Roses Academy training twice. I’ve seen it. She actually tried to eat me once.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah, but you saved me. You winked me to the rooftop garden to have a hissy fit. You said it was where you went for yours.”

      “This is freaking me out.”

      “I have ruined your life many times over, Aimee.”

      Aimee frowned. “How?”

      “I keep changing the influence I have on it. So you meet me and start dating Shane. Then I change, as does your boyfriend, and suddenly you’re dating Aleks. Then I change again and you’re single.”

      “Did you do it on purpose?”

      “No”—I trembled slightly—“of course not. I would never.”

      Aimee stepped forward. “Then stop worrying about it. Look at it this way, I’ve gotten to test the water with both guys. Which one was I happier with?”

      I shrugged, laughing. “Both and neither. I guess single was the happiest I have seen you. Just carefree and doing your own thing. Maybe they aren’t the person for you.”

      “Well, well,” an English accent interrupted. “Isn’t this touching. Old friends catching up.”

      “Oh,” I growled. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hey, kid.” He raised his hands defensively. “I didn’t know either.”

      “Oh God.” Aimee took a step toward him. “What do you want?”

      He flashed one of his truly evil smiles; he only really had them for her. “To help, of course.”

      “Really?” Aimee tilted her head. “I have a very hard time believing you want to help us. Your relationship with Daniel seemed a bit chummy to me. There’s no way he did this without you knowing.”

      Dorian took a menacing step toward her. “Not now, Aimee.”

      She laughed. “Touchy. Just out of curiosity, if Ari touches you, can I knock you out?”

      “I’m her dad. Why would she want to hurt me?” He winked at me.

      “You’re the best dad ever, that’s why.” I winked back.

      “Ari, I have a natural fondness for you. I can’t fight it. It makes sense you’re my child, but I’ve never made one of you before.” He pointed to the sky. “He has one rule for us: if we make one of you, we are responsible for it.”

      I laughed. “You have to help me?” It was just as the weird old lady said it was.

      He nodded.

      “Don’t you have free will?”

      “Not with this.”

      “Ari, don’t believe him. He lies.” Aimee folded her arms.

      “I know.” I took a step toward my father, pushing past Lucas. “But he’s telling the truth this time.”

      Aimee frowned. “How do you know?”

      “God.” I pointed to the sky. “I seriously think he told me.”

      “What?” Aimee frowned. “Snap out of it. Dorian’s got you under his spell.”

      “No, honestly, I think God sent someone to help me. I was at the shelter. This lady told me exactly what Dorian just said.”

      Lucas grabbed my arm, spinning me around. “It’s also just as possible that Dorian told the lady to say that.”

      I thought for a second and shook my head. “No. She was an angel. A good one.” I leaned in, staring into Dorian’s obsidian eyes. “You can’t charm me or use your weird magic on me, can you?”

      “Does it really matter?” Dorian folded his arms like Aimee. “We can stand here and bicker, or we can go back to Lydia’s where the guards will keep out all who wish us harm.” He didn’t need to answer me. I knew the truth of the matter.

      “How did Andy trick the guards?” Aimee narrowed her gaze again.

      Dorian laughed. “She honestly thought she was doing it for the good of the group. She believed you to be a danger—the bane of our existence.”

      “Yikes.” Even the guards agreed with Andy.

      “We can argue this with Lorri.” Aimee put a hand out. We all touched her, instantly appearing in the front entryway of Lydia’s, dripping water all over the front hall.

      Relieved, I breathed in the smell of the house again. It seemed like ages since I had been home. I knew then and there that the mansion would always be my home, as long as Lydia would let me stay.

      Lydia burst into the room. “You made it.” She hugged me and pulled the stinky shelter clothes off. “You stink. Annabelle, this is Ari. She’s a part of the family. She’ll take the empty room across from Lucas and she’ll need a hot bath, right away.” She wrinkled her nose.

      Annabelle smiled her ghostly grin. “Yes now, Ari, you need to come with me. I can’t smell you, but I can see the look on Lucas’ face.” She nattered on as she turned us both and led me up the stairs.

      The hot bath reminded me of the first one I’d ever taken in Lydia’s house. I’d had mixed feelings about being there—a glimmer of hope covered by a mass of confusion and fear.
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          Hellfire hath no fury

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      The chair wrapped around my tired body as I sat. Lucas came around the corner, growling, “That’s my chair, Aimee.”

      “Suck it, hound.” I stuck my tongue out. “I got here first. Lie on the floor like a good dog.”

      He flipped the back of the comfortable overstuffed chair, sending me tumbling out onto the floor. He righted the chair and flopped into it, devouring the sandwich clutched in his huge hands.

      I glared at him, noting the spark in my fingers.

      He stopped mid bite and flashed his wolf canines at me. “You lie on the floor like a good dead girl.”

      I leapt at him but strength and size won out. Unless I was willing to use my hands, I couldn’t defeat him. He laughed at me. He was still eating his sandwich while holding me back.

      I pulled myself from his grip and sat on the couch across from him. It wasn’t nearly as comfy as the chair. “Spoiled little bratty pup.”

      He bit his sandwich and grinned at me.

      “I hate you.”

      “No you don’t. You love me.”

      Dorian walked into the room and leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “I’m heading to the institute. I just got the weirdest text from Lorri.” His eyes darted to Lucas who sighed and got up from his comfy chair. “Are we leaving again?”

      “I think we are.”

      “Bye.” I waved.

      Dorian stared at me, contemplating something as Lucas left the room stuffing the last of the sandwich into his mouth. “Is there a reason you’re still pissed at me?” His stare roamed my body. “I think you should be more grateful to me than vengeful.”

      “You made me murder an innocent in the woods and lied to me. You were constantly mean to me. I’ll give you grateful.” I got up off the couch, still ready to fight.

      “Not that I don’t want to wrestle with you, but I think you need to realize something.” He laughed. “If I hadn’t shown you exactly what you were capable of, how many people would you have hurt? Good people, not like that girl. Instead, you’ve been a good Rose and death dealer. Always saving lives, including mine.” He said it despondently as he vanished.

      “That was awkward.” Luke came and sat back down in the comfy chair.

      “He’s such a head game.” I looked at him. “Why is everything always such a mess in our world?”

      “’Cause you’re dead and I’m not a human. Nothing in a human world, where the rules are made for humans, is ever going to be easy. Jesus, look at me and Ari. I know her somehow, even though I don’t. Every time I’m in wolf form, I think about biting her neck, like nibbling it. Anyway”—his face began to glow with embarrassment—“I don’t even know where to start with her.”

      “Lydia might ask her to leave. Will you go with her?” I asked.

      Luke shrugged. “I’m not sure if I know her well enough to live with her, but it’s like my wolf side does. I think I have to follow her. It’s weird. Not as weird as your love life, but no one’s is that weird.”

      “Shut up.” I sneered at him and picked up my cell, realizing the sound was off. Lorri had been blowing it up, leaving seventeen messages. The last one was a cry for help sent to all Roses.

      “SHIT!” I jumped off the couch, running. “LORRI NEEDS US! EVERYONE, KITCHEN NOW!”

      Lucas leapt up as I ran for the kitchen and Ari came down the stairs, pulling clothes on.

      I winked as Brandon, Ari, Lucas, Ben, and Aleks all put a hand on me. I’d never winked so many people before. The strain of it was exactly what I thought it would be—intense.

      We landed in a small warehouse, the one Lorri had sent a photo of.

      Ari staggered back. “I’ve been here before. They held me here, making me push everyone I loved.”

      My stomach sank.

      We stood in the corner at the back of the room. The floors were concrete and the ceiling was open with vents and other things. It was desolate and industrial.

      Aleks put his hand on my shoulder, whispering, “I’ll slip down this hall. I’ll have my cloak up. You guys stay together.”

      I was nervous about him separating, even though nothing could kill him, not even me.

      Brandon, Ben, and Lucas phased. They crept low to the ground, checking around the corners.

      I walked behind them, ready to wink and attack. Ari stayed beside me, watching their backs. Her training was obvious. She fit into the team perfectly as if she’d trained with us.

      “Lorri said she’s hiding in a room with computers. This place is crazy quiet,” I whispered.

      “Why isn’t Lorri fighting back?” Ari asked, almost silently.

      “I don’t know.” I couldn’t understand how someone as strong as Lorri could be trapped in a room full of computers.

      We walked until we reached an unlocked door. I opened the door as Brandon slinked into the darkness of the unlit room. He was back within seconds. I knew that meant it was empty. We cleared all the rooms that way until we reached a door near the end of one of the halls.

      Ari stared up at me, her face pale and terrified. “I think it’s the cell. Be careful.”

      “Okay, I’ll go in. I can wink out.” I turned the knob and poked my head in the doorway. There was nothing inside but a toilet and a cot. No one was being held prisoner. I closed the door again and pointed forward.

      We slipped down the hall to the very last door before the corner and what I assumed was the entryway into the building. I nodded at everyone, sliding the door open.

      Pain ripped at my side instantly.

      I slammed the door again, gaping down at the huge hole in my side. Ebony liquid seeped from the wound and out through my black tee shirt.

      “What the heck was that?” Aleks appeared out of nowhere.

      “Not sure.” I was queasy. “I think it’s a bullet.” I winced as he reached his fingers in and fished a slug out of my side. The black goo oozed faster as he pressed his hand over the injury.

      “Oh my God.” Ari winced. “Are you okay?”

      “It’ll heal in like three minutes. It just stings, a lot.” I looked back at the door. “The room is full.”

      Aleks peered at the door also. “They know we’re here apparently. They must have Lorri.”

      “Yeah. Ready?”

      I turned to him, my rage mounting as the shock of being hit melted away. “Yup.”

      As Aleks tore open the door, the wolves and panther dashed into the room, keeping low. I vanished instantly, reappearing behind a huge man with a big knife. I put my hands on him before he realized I was there.

      Ari dove in, touching one of the huge men attacking Lucas. He vanished, suddenly changing the people in the room.

      “Oh shit!” I cried out, realizing there were more men now.

      I scanned the huge room as the fight turned against us. For every person Ari pushed, the dynamics of the Dark Ones changed.

      “We’re fighting humans!” I shouted.

      “Not needing my powers, I picked up a knife off the floor. Ari snatched one too, stabbing it into the stomach of a man grabbing at her. Aleks ripped someone to pieces. Lucas and Ben worked in tandem, moving as if they were hunting together in the wild. Brandon dragged two men down at once. He used his claws to cut them open, biting their heads and crushing their skulls.

      Lorri wasn’t in the room.

      It was the surveillance room.

      TV monitors and cords were everywhere. The concrete walls and floor became stained with blood spray.

      When Luke took a huge slice in the side, Ari shot a light from her hands and pushed the man. As he vanished the cut did too. Luke was better.

      “You are a menace. No wonder Andy was trying to get rid of you.” Aleks stared at the woundless wolf.

      “Yeah.” Ari laughed weakly. “How crazy was that? I touched one and like eight appeared out of nowhere. I thought they were like us. I thought they would just pass out.”

      Aleks laughed. “Most of them were human. Daniel must have modified them. He’s lost his mind completely. Don’t worry about it. You’ve healed us all though. Guess you have your advantages and disadvantages.”

      “I think it’s great.” I shrugged. “My gunshot wound is gone too. Let’s find the room with the computers. This place is a lot bigger than I thought.” I walked to the surveillance monitors and pointed to one. “There.”

      “That’s Lorri.”

      The room was empty to the untrained eye, but anyone who knew Lorri would know to look for her trademark red hue. She could make herself invisible but whenever she did, she gave off a slight red mist. It was creepy, but the room appeared as if it were being viewed at sunset. The slightest red glow misted past the camera several times.

      Lucas pulled the plugs from the walls, making each screen go blank, and chewed the cords so they could no longer be attached to the power source.

      They slipped from the room and moved toward the front of the building. An open entryway revealed two other possible halls.

      “I went down that one. It must be this way.” Aleks walked along, putting his guard up. I was the only one who could see him when he cloaked himself.

      It didn’t work on me, not since I’d died too.

      The first door Aleks opened was dark inside with a slight red hue in the air. We slipped into the room, all but Aleks, who waited, cloaked in the hall.

      “Lorri?” I whispered.

      Lorri showed herself. Her right arm and the right side of her face were burned severely.

      “Oh my God.” I gasped. “How?”

      Lorri tried to maintain her breath. “They shot hellfire at me. We’ve lost the Roses Academy. All the new trainees have been taught the Dark Ones’ way.”

      I felt sick. “He’s amassing an army?”

      “I believe so.” Lorri sighed. “Get us out of here. They’re gone.”

      I put my arm out, watching my shaking hand. I reached for Lucas with my other hand. I would’ve laughed at the sight of their paws in the circle if it had been under any other circumstances.

      We exhaled and then we were standing in the kitchen at Lydia’s.

      “Lorri, you need to get upstairs now! Hellfire blocks your magic!” Lydia shouted and grabbed Lorri’s good arm, helping her out of the kitchen.

      In the chaos I did the oddest thing; I couldn’t fight it. I winked myself home.

      I stood outside my father’s house, watching him get himself tea. The light inside the house shone onto the street, filling me with a pain my heart couldn’t bear. I wanted to run from it, but I knew what I needed to do. I pulled out my phone and texted the one person I didn’t want to.

      He was next to me in an instant, smelling of incense and seduction.

      “What do you need?” I adored his British accent. It always made the cruel things he said better.

      “I need him to forget me. I need him to believe I’m dead. I need him to be okay.” I said it plainly, as if tears weren’t streaming my cheeks.

      Dorian hesitated for a moment before he walked to the door.

      I forced myself to stay and watch through the window as Dorian knocked.

      “Hello.” My father answered, smiling but confused.

      “Hello, Mr. James?” Dorian didn’t try to be cheeky.

      “Yes.”

      “Good evening, Mr. James. May I come in?”

      “Of course, please.” My father welcomed him in and closed the door.

      I couldn’t hear what they said but after a moment a shocked look crossed my father’s face as he crumpled to the floor.

      Dorian lowered himself to the ground too, gently placing a hand on my father. He spoke tenderly, taking all my dad’s pain away.

      A peaceful look crossed my dad’s face as he stopped crying. Dorian hugged him, whispering things, lies of comfort. He took away all the bad things inside my father.

      Leaving him happy and at ease.

      I dropped to my knees, tears pouring down.

      I couldn’t smile, even though I knew I’d saved him. They would be hunting all the Roses. They wanted them dead. They would find any means necessary to destroy each of us. I winked myself to Shane’s backyard and waited. Dorian came a moment later.

      His eyes were glassy, something I’d never seen before. “This one too?” he asked softly. Not being cruel or mocking me.

      Dorian walked to the door and knocked.

      Shane answered, not realizing he’d met Dorian many times before.

      His face lost all its color as he shook his head. He threw his soda against the wall, screaming at Dorian. Tears formed in his eyes as Dorian spoke, taking his pain away.

      Again, I forced myself to watch the heartbreak. Nothing remained inside me. Everything was dead, just as it should be.
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          Mate

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      The hot bath revived me. Annabelle sat on the edge of the tub, singing softly. It was haunting—a song I had never heard before. I got lost in it, lost in the night. I was stuck picturing Lorri, the strongest being I knew, huddled in the corner of a room, bleeding and burned. If Lorri could be injured, so could any of us. It all became real in a flash. I glanced at Annabelle. “I need my uncle moved and brainwashed. How do I do that?”

      Annabelle nodded. “Dorian. He is the best.”

      When I got out of the tub, I went and found Lorri resting in the spare room on the third floor.

      “Hey, kid,” Lorri greeted me.

      I smiled. “Sorry to bug you, but before they get to him, I need my uncle safe, somewhere else.”

      Lorri spoke weakly, “Yeah, Dorian already took care of that. He’s safe.”

      “Where?”

      She winced. “Can’t say, didn’t ask. Trust me, he’s safe. If we know the location we can be tortured and made to tell. Got me?”

      “Uh yeah, thanks. So you need anything? Those burns look pretty bad.” I hadn’t seen anyone there take any amount of time to get better. Everyone in that crazy house healed almost instantly. But Lorri was still burnt.

      Lorri laughed bitterly. “It’s the second worst pain I’ve ever been in. I didn’t even know hellfire was known to anyone anymore.”

      “Second worst?”

      “When I fell. That hurt more than this.”

      “You’re more human than I imagined you would be,” I muttered.

      Lorri looked at me oddly. “Thank you.”

      “Lorri, are you all right?” Dorian brushed past me, entering the room and ignoring my existence.

      “Yeah, did you get it?” Lorri’s eyes burned.

      “I got it. Why the hell didn’t you tell me you were in trouble?” Dorian sounded upset.

      “I needed those things safe more than I needed help.”

      He sighed. “This is a real crapstorm.” He looked back at me. “I see you made it out okay.”

      “Yeah.” My feelings were hurt by his genuine lack of care about me.

      “Well, that’s good then.” He turned back to Lorri.

      Certain I wasn't welcome in the room, I walked down the stairs, unsure about the situation. When I got to Lucas’ room I knocked lightly on the door.

      He opened it in a pair of light-blue jeans and no shirt. His sun-kissed skin made my thoughts of pain and suffering vanish.

      His green eyes seemed lost. “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      “Want to come in?”

      “Sure.” I walked into the room. The smell of him surrounded me. It was a perfect blend of his own musk mixed with the woods. I sighed, wanting to curl up in his arms, but he never offered them. He acted awkward and cleared a spot for me to sit in a chair across the room from his bed.

      I sat, feeling a million miles away from him.

      He pulled a dark-blue long-sleeve tee shirt on. He eyed me expectantly, obviously feeling misplaced and uncomfortable in the silence.

      I felt the same.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Sooo, that was quite the weird experience, huh?”

      “It was.”

      He bit his lip and glanced around the room.

      “Okay, well, I’m glad you’re okay. I’ll see you around, I guess.” I realized the mistake I’d made in assuming things might be back to normal and hurried from the room, closing the door.

      It dawned on me that I had pushed too many people close to me, and I would have to pay the price. I ran out into the foggy day, my shoes squishing against the wet grass. I wished for a moment I could transport the house and everyone in it to the desert. I’d missed them but not the constant dampness. I ran down to the dock and sat, remembering the first time I’d met him. The way he’d saved me from my swim, assuming I was trying to kill myself.

      “Who are you?”

      I glanced up, seeing Ben staring at me with a strange look in his eyes. “Hi, Ben.”

      “Have we met before?” He sat beside me. “You look familiar.”

      “I get that a lot. I have that effect on people.”

      “Oh shit. You’re the girl?”

      “I am.” I hated being that girl.

      “Your mad skills are pretty crazy, huh?”

      “Crazy is the word for them.”

      “What have you changed so far with them?” He honestly just wanted to know. It was a casual question. But it killed me.

      I stared into his eyes, seeing the spark of something and turned my face away. I didn’t want him to fall in love with me ever again. I dropped my gaze to my runners. “Everything. Everyone gets to forget, but not me. I remember every detail, like it’s a dream I had once, but more like a nightmare. So I love someone, and he has no idea who I am.”

      “I remember you that way too.” Lucas appeared through the mist as he walked down the grass. “Ben, can we have a moment?”

      “Sure thing, Bro.” Ben stood from the bench and walked up the lawn. “See you around, Ari.”

      Lucas sat and pointed to the lake. “I had a dream you weren’t you, but I saved you. You were swimming or something, and I thought you were drowning. And you had these tattoos and scars.”

      “It wasn’t a dream.” I looked down. “That was real.”

      “I figured. The dreams I have about you aren’t like any other dreams I’ve ever had.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry because it cost me everything. I just wanted to help people. I never saw what would happen. I couldn’t see the whole picture, just the pain.”

      He put a hand up, stopping my rant. “I know to my wolf you are my mate. My wolf side isn’t fooled by your magic. I know you in the core of my being. I know you.”

      My breath stopped, my stomach dropped, and my heart raced. “What?”

      He nodded. “I know you. Through it all, my wolf remembers everything. When I shifted and I was with you in the hallway, I remembered things there’s no way I should remember.”

      A smile crossed my lips. “Do you still love me?”

      “I want to.” He reached over, hauling me into him.

      I pulled back, smiling at him. “Well, I still love you, Lucas.”

      “It doesn’t matter. Neither of us really have any choice in the matter. My wolf loves you, which is pretty much the end of the discussion for us both.”

      I laughed, realizing how serious he was.
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          I love you like the last donut on the plate

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I shoved another donut down my throat.

      “That’s really disgusting, love.”

      “Shut up.” I sneered at Dorian.

      Aleks leaned against the doorway of the kitchen, cocking an eyebrow at me. “Aimee, what’s wrong? Why are you eating like that?”

      “My dad thinks I’m dead.”

      Lydia rubbed my arm. “Sweetie, it’s okay. It’s for the best. He’s safe if they don’t know who he is.”

      Dorian rolled his eyes. “You know for a nerdy little space-camp girl, you’ve gotten very dramatic in your afterlife. Time to toughen up. At least you didn’t have to do it.”

      I growled at him. “Not right now, Dorian.”

      He raised his eyebrows and took a jelly donut from my plate.

      I watched his hand like I should either bite it or slap it.

      “I’m saving you from heartburn later.”

      I started to laugh like I’d lost my mind.

      “Would you like to go for a walk?” Aleks seemed concerned.

      I shook my head. “I’m going to eat my donuts and then I’m going to play WOW, ‘cause I’m still a nerdy little space-camp girl at heart. Then maybe tomorrow, I’m going to kill some Dark Ones. I’ll feel better after that.”

      Annabelle appeared out of nowhere, hands on her hips and a glare just for me. “Aimee, is there a reason a police officer is roaming my driveway, looking lost?”

      My eyes darted at Dorian who started to laugh. “Oh, Aimee. You really have the worst luck.”

      “You told him I died. How is it possible he’s here?”

      “I don’t know. I did as you asked. I can’t help it if the poor mortal is still hung up on you.”

      “Shit!” I stood from the table, realizing Shane had tricks up his sleeve I wasn’t prepared for. Nervously, I walked outside the entryway to see him pacing back and forth like a caged tiger.

      His eyes were hollow and dark, not the Shane I was used to seeing.

      “Shane”—I glanced around, confused—“how did you know to come here?”

      “I found this funny note in my old album of photos of you. Told me that if a dude with dark hair ever came to tell me you were dead, it was a lie. It had an address next to it.” His voice cracked.

      “I’m sorry, Shane.”

      “Your dad is totally at peace with this bullshit,” he fumed.

      I walked toward him, feeling the donuts coming back up.

      “He’s all alone now, all alone.” He spit his words at me.

      I whispered mine almost silently, “I’m being hunted. It’s better if I’m not near you guys.”

      “Oh whatever, Aimee. You can’t leave for a year and a half, not be my girlfriend anymore, not be with me, and still make me feel like this.”

      “Shane, think about it from a police officer’s perspective.”

      He threw his arms in the air. “Goddamn, Aimes, what the hell did you do?”

      I flinched. “I made a mistake. You and my dad can’t pay for the rest of his life for what I did.”

      His gaze seared through me. “He’s paying, Aimee. I’m paying. We are all paying. You sure this was worth the price?”

      “I would have died, Shane. Is that what you would’ve preferred—the happy ending liver failure would’ve gave me a year and a half ago?”

      “Of course not, but this isn’t a solution either. I’m miserable because I love you. Your dad is alone because he thinks you’re dead, and you’re here living the life with Aleks.”

      “LIVING THE LIFE? SCREW YOU, SHANE!” My fingers sparked.

      He stepped toward me, grabbing my face and kissing me as hard as he could. My lips pressed against my teeth, hurting me. I didn’t fight him. My hands were on fire, wanting to suck his soul from him. His hands gripped me, nearly ripping my skin. He pulled back, screaming, “I WANT MY CHANCE. I WANT TO BE WITH YOU, I DON’T CARE WHAT YOU ARE.”

      I stepped away from him, sobbing and trying to whisper, “I know.”

      He shook his head as a tear rolled down his cheek. “I won’t leave. I won’t be a part of that lie, unless I am a part of your life.” He pointed in the direction of Port Mackenzie.

      “Okay, okay,” I sniffled, wiping my face. I stepped into his embrace and whispered hastily, “They watch me at all times. I need to end it with you right here and now, and you need to leave. I will come to your room tonight at your mom’s. We will find a way, but we have to be smarter than yelling in a driveway for all my enemies to see.”

      He mouthed back, “Okay.”

      “I am so sorry.” I pushed him, shouting, “Go home, Shane. I’m with Aleks. I chose him a long time ago. I don’t love you. Just go home.” I turned away from him and stormed into the house and closed the door. I watched him get into his truck unharmed. I hoped he would stay that way. It terrified me, knowing he was alone.

      “I’ll go ride with him.”

      I turned to see Aleks.

      “Thank you.”

      He smiled. “I owe you that, at the very least, Aimee.” He was gone, filling the air with the warm wind. A smile found its way to my lips as I thought about him sitting in Shane’s truck, cloaked. I couldn’t imagine the two of them on a road trip for that many hours. I was glad Shane would be unaware of Aleks. I realized then the depth of Aleks’ love. He would do that for me, knowing it would never get him anywhere or bring him anything.

      I wished for a small moment I could love Aleks the way he needed and deserved to be loved. My life would be considerably easier with Aleks than it ever would with Shane, even though it could never be. My heart had chosen its path. I just had to make it happen. My stomach twinged, thinking about the night to come. Anticipation filled me as I walked back inside. “Annabelle, I need that rose oil bubble bath.”
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          Nephilim

        

      

    

    
      Ari

      The dark night smelled sweet as the streets steamed from the last rain still fresh on the ground. I nodded at Aimee as we entered the minivan. We’d been told to take the huge van as the exact number of kids had not yet been confirmed. The minivan was a precaution if there were too many and Aimee couldn’t wink us out.

      We knew nothing about the children, beyond their being special and the Dark Ones wanted them, dead or alive.

      That made them of importance to Lorri. She wanted whatever Daniel wanted, and she would have it first. Currently, the kids were staying at a government facility. A place the bad guys had thoughts of raiding. Lydia had found the information inside Andy Cromwell’s mind right before she died.

      The drive was short as Aimee had ordered the van dropped to a location close to our destination.

      We didn’t even get into small talk.

      Nerves shot through me as we got closer to the large warehouse-looking building. It had very few windows and almost no doors. We surveyed the area for nine hours straight, watching vehicles go in and out. Nearly all the cars were black and shiny, government.

      As dusk began to settle in the sky, we approached the building with Aimee winking the entire way.

      I gave her a smug grin as I flashed a hand past the scanner. The door lock blinked green.

      “Don’t get cocky. The kids we’re rescuing are a prime example of what happens to those caught by humans,” Aimee whispered as she opened the door, peeking in. “God only knows, or rather, doesn’t want to know what the humans have done to them.”

      She had a point.

      We stalked in, seeing the crates and forklifts first. The rest of the huge cement room was set up like an industrial shipping area. It appeared to be a huge government warehouse but nothing had come or gone that resembled shipments being made from the area. I suspected the crates and equipment were a front.

      A black metal door stood ominously behind one of the forklifts.

      “Holy balls, that’s obsidian.”

      A door made of granite-like rock seemed silly, but I remembered something about immortals’ capabilities being blocked by certain metals and stones. I panicked a little as I imagined being powerless on the other side of the door.

      I spoke in a low tone, “Can you get us past it?”

      Aimee bit her lip. “No, I don’t think so. It’s devil’s rock. Flash your hand.”

      I flashed my hand. It was a neat trick I’d learned from my dad, Dorian. He told me the doors would just open like ladies’ bras did for things like us. It was a touching moment. He taught me to break into places, and I threw up a little thinking about it and the comment he’d made after, wondering if Aimee would ever be into him. I cringed and opened the door.

      “I’m powerless inside there.”

      “I think we both might be. That door makes me feel funny.”

      Aimee glared, surveying the room. “If they were smart, they would have built the whole damned warehouse with it.”

      “Thankfully, it’s the government—they’re not smart.”

      In the hallway she tried to wink ahead but couldn’t.

      We walked along the hallway until we reached another doorway. When we passed through it my fingers sparked again.

      “I have a charge again. It’s weak, like something is blocking it,” I whispered.

      Aimee winked, but nothing happened. “I got nothing.”

      We got to a small room with the door open. We scanned the inside to find a pink bed and a dresser covered in books. A blue jump rope sat on the floor beneath my feet. I closed the door, checking around the room for its occupant. I smelled something, perfume perhaps.

      “This looks like my sister’s room. This will never fly with Annabelle,” I muttered, looking at the clothes covering the floor at the base of the closet.

      “Who are you?” a small female voice squeaked at me.

      Nearly jumping out of our skin, we turned toward the voice, seeing nothing.

      Aimee spoke softly again, “Your salvation. Who are you?”

      “Sarah, Sarah Martin. Why are you my salvation?” The girl sounded surprisingly calm for having strangers in her room. This made me sad. It was as if the kid had a clinical approach to everything, possibly because of a lack of tenderness.

      “May I read you? Hold your hand out. I will touch it and see what your intentions are,” her little voice squeaked.

      Aimee nodded, putting her hand out slowly.

      Moments passed with Aimee standing perfectly still, as tiny fingers reached out of the air, gripping to hers. No body appeared to be attached to the hand, it floated and gripped to Aimee.

      “I’m a fire witch.” The little girl sighed like she was relieved after she read us off of Aimee’s hand. “Thank God. I was wondering if you would ever come. We have to hurry. If we get to Danny first, he’ll tell all the others before the bad people get here.”

      When she appeared she was a cute blonde with curly long hair in pigtails. She looked about ten at the most, with very pale skin from lack of sunshine, soft-brown eyes, and a few teeth missing.

      I opened the door and peeked a head out into the hall. We walked with the girl until we were three doors down on the right-hand side. She opened the door and spoke softly, “Danny, they’re here. Tell the others we have to go now.”

      Aimee frowned, seeming as confused as I was. “Do your powers work in here?”

      The little girl frowned back. “Of course. Well, only here in the bedrooms.”

      We walked behind the little girl as she pointed to Danny. He was a chubby boy with dark-brown hair, dark skin, and dark eyes. He looked about twelve at the most. Danny sat playing a video game. “They’ll be here in a minute. Dawn doesn’t want to come. I’m Danny.” His eyes never left his game.

      Aimee smiled. “Hi Danny. I’m Aimee. This is my best friend, Ari. We need you guys to be ready to go in about a minute. Will they be here soon? Is there someone here who is blocking our powers?”

      Danny spoke softly, “They’ll be here in a minute, and that would be Anne.”

      He pointed as a beautiful girl with big black-colored eyes and silky brown hair came strolling in. She was so beautiful and old. Not at all what Amy had imagined when Lydia called them children, but when considering the source, it seemed to fit. Even Lorri was a child compared to Lydia.

      “Hi, Anne. I’m Aimee. Is there any way to turn that off?”

      Anne stared oddly at us and spoke, almost rudely. “No. I don’t control where it happens—it just does. If I could control it, I wouldn’t be here with the A-Team.”

      I raised my eyebrows at the girl, wanting to slap her silly, but instead took a deep breath. Six kids strolled into the room, making the total eight.

      “Eight of you? Right, well let’s get out of here then. Everyone has to touch at the exact moment I wink. Do you understand?”

      They all nodded, except one girl I assumed was Dawn. She appeared defiant, just standing there.

      “Do you have a problem?” I asked pointedly.

      Everyone else sighed as the girl answered, “Yes, I have a problem. I don’t want to leave. We are asking for trouble. Here they feed us and give us clothes and somewhere warm to live. I am tired of running and I want to stay.”

      I gestured at Aimee. “That one’s yours, dude.”

      Aimee leaned in, giving the girl an intense stare. “Our options are to end you or take you. So your choice will result in one of those two selections.”

      The kids around us, mostly teenagers, all looked like their eyes might come out of their heads.

      “You’re a death dealer. Sam saw you coming. He saw you taking us to some old house. You can’t kill us. God won’t let you.” Dawn crossed her arms insolently.

      Aimee grinned. “Why would you think I serve God? He didn’t make me.”

      The girl swallowed like she had a lump in her throat and took the hand of the girl beside me.

      A noise made us all jump.

      “Now!” Aimee screamed as the kids all ran. At the end of the hall I opened another black door leading into a different part of the warehouse.

      “WE’RE FREE, AIMES. NOW!”

      Aimee put her hands out and winked us all away as fast as she could. But not fast enough. As I faded away I caught a glimpse of Daniel’s panicked face as he reached for me too late.

      I opened my eyes to the minivan parked miles away. I paused momentarily with my heart pounding in my chest after seeing his face. Daniel was blatantly upset. I smiled pondering it.

      “Well, now we know that works. Let’s leave the minivan and try to get to Lydia’s.”

      “Wait.” A guy my age spoke low, “We need to get there as fast as you’re able to. We have a small problem you’re not aware of.” He peered around at the kids, all reaching in to touch Aimee. “This group of kids are the most dangerous weapons on the planet, and you’ve just taken us out of the only place we were guaranteed not to do bad things to the world. There will be people after us from here on out.” He raised an eyebrow, looking extremely unhappy with his circumstances.

      Aimee nodded. “We didn’t decide to come get you on a whim, contrary to your belief. We have given this a lot of thought and the woods near our house are the safest on this continent. You will be safe there. We just have to get you there. We’re not exactly without skills. We’ll do our best for you and them.”

      Anne crossed her arms. “You might want to hurry.”

      “Little brats.” I shook my head in disbelief. They were the least grateful group I had ever met. They had no idea of the kind of things I had saved them from.

      “Anne, just out of curiosity, why was your block only working on us? How come the other people in the little science-experiment camp could use their gifts of foresight, or vanishing, or whatever, but ours were blocked?”

      Anne shrugged. “I didn’t know you. That makes you a threat to me. No one has ever explained to me how this all works—they just get excited that it does. I have the ability to put up a shield around myself and others near me, against threats.”

      “Does that mean they won’t be able to track you to Lydia’s house or sense you being there?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never had it explained to me. Pretty sure I just said that.”

      I wanted to choke her but Aimee winked us to the woods near Lydia’s. She did it in case one of them was bad; Lydia could read them from the distance as we walked to the house.

      “Aimee, are we almost there? I’m hungry and I need to pee,” a small voice came from behind me.

      “Yeah, I don’t feel so good.”

      The guy who was my age groaned, “If we stop now, they will find us and make us do the bad things again, okay? Everyone just follow Aimee and Ari.”

      I observed him for a second, startled by the fact he was a good-looking guy. His brown hair was soft looking, framing his handsome face. He had dark-brown eyes that appeared black in the night. I took a deep breath to cool myself off. He had the same effect as Aleks. He made me want to lean in and take a deep sniff of him.

      I recalled the comment Anne had made about my being a threat. “So what the heck are you guys?”

      The older guy shook his head. “Not right now.”

      I raised my eyebrows in annoyance. “We just saved you and that’s your answer—not right now? Fair enough. You’ve been nothing but ungrateful since we met you, so why not continue in that direction. We’re here anyway. See the huge house? That’s your new home away from home.”

      Lydia and Annabelle waved at them from the front door as the huge crowd walked into the driveway. Lydia was likely reading every single one of them.

      As we got closer she smiled. “Everyone inside and Annabelle will give you the tour.” She beamed at Aimes and me. “Have a fun trip, girls?”

      I rolled my eyes, watching the older guy walk into the house. “Weird would be the better word.”

      Aimee shrugged. “We got there just before Daniel. He was pissed that we got the kids first.”

      Lydia corrected, “Not kids, Aimee. Those are something else. They’re half angels, like from the tales of long ago. Those kids are the product of very old and powerful angels. They’re like Ari, and possibly the problem we have foreseen for a long time. We need them to agree to live here, maybe forever.”

      “So we are essentially doing the same thing as the government, making them stay in a place against their will.”

      “No.” Lydia continued, “No, they must choose this. We cannot bend their will for them. They have to see the power they carry is too much to take for granted.”

      “That’s a horrid lesson to learn, trust me.”

      “Why did the Dark Ones want them dead?”

      Lydia’s eyes shone in the moonlight coming in the window. “Someone has seen them as tipping the scales in our favor. Someone has seen them choose our side.”

      “Well, it’s not like we couldn’t use the help.”

      Lydia’s eyes focused on the old house. “It’s about balance. Not one side winning, but both sides finding equal ground.”

      Aimee smiled. “I’m going to finish a few things and go home for the night. I need some sleep.”

      I laughed. “Don’t forget to call about the van. Say it broke down. It’s my Visa, Aimes.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Aimee walked away, waving. “I will. Good luck tonight.” She winked and was gone.

      I glanced up at the house. “Where will they all sleep?”

      Lydia giggled. “Oh, this old house always finds places to make a room or two, when needed.”

      I laughed, walking inside to help the new additions get acquainted.

      Lucas smiled at me from across the kitchen. “There’s my girl.”

      “Hey, you.”

      He walked over, kissing my lips softly.

      I leaned into him, letting my troubles release as I wondered what kind of predicaments the new group of kids would bring. I thought about my own troubles and cringed. Nephilim were a dangerous group of people.

      Lydia laughed behind me. “You’re thinking the exact thing I am, Ari.”

      “Hurtful. You make me sound like a lunachick. I’ve managed to gain control.” I viewed the group of youths in front of me. “These guys will too.”

      The older guy looked me in the eyes, holding my gaze.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Hyde and seek

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I took a deep breath, winking into the room. My hands trembled, but it was the only way things could be. I owed him that at least. I walked into the living room and smiled. “Hi, Daddy.”

      The older man began crying. He was afraid, but he got up from his chair and walked toward me with outstretched arms.

      I remained motionless as his fingers made contact with my arm. His grip tightened and he pulled me to him, squeezing me. Had I been mortal, the hug would’ve hurt me.

      “How?”

      “I faked my death.”

      He sobbed. “You’re not a ghost?”

      “No.” I shook my head silently as tears streamed my cheeks. “I am dead, but not in the same way you would consider someone dead.”

      He pulled me back. “Do you think you’re a vampire? I know that’s all the craze right now with girls your age.”

      “No.” I laughed. “I’m a grim reaper, a death dealer.”

      “How? This isn’t possible.”

      “It is actually.” Shame flooded my face. “I sold my soul to the devil to stay alive, when nothing else could keep me here.”

      “Aimee, are you on drugs?”

      “No, Daddy—I swear. I’m a reaper. I promise.”

      He touched my arm, gripping it. “I’ve lost my mind. It’s finally happened.”

      Tears leaked from my eyes. “No, I’m here. I’m real. I swear.”

      “No.” He shook his head and walked away.

      I walked up to him, grabbing his arm. “Watch this.” I winked myself across the room and then back to him.

      He reached out and touched me again. “Aimee.”

      I smiled and squeezed his hand. “Yes. I can’t explain everything right now. Shane said he would come and answer your questions. I just couldn’t bear for you to think I’m dead for one more minute.”

      “You’re real?”

      “I’m real.”

      He nodded. “Okay. Okay. I can live with that. I’m not certain I want any details, but I can live with that.”

      “I’m so sorry I hurt you and made you think I was dead.”

      “Are you in danger?”

      “That, and I won’t age, I won’t get sick, I won’t ever have children, or be on the PTA. I will always be this. So if you saw me and noticed I wasn’t aging, you might’ve been scared.”

      He hugged me again, soothingly. “You’re perfect the way you are, Aimee, and if this is all we ever get, then I will be thankful. I lost you once and I can’t do it again.”

      I pulled back, giving him a stern look. “Dad, you can never talk about me like I’m alive; you can’t let on you know. There are things after me. They want me dead or at the very least to join their side. We call them the Dark Ones.”

      He frowned. “You’re good then? As a grim reaper?”

      “I am. I don’t hurt people unless I have to. I govern the laws for people like me.”

      “You have a place to live, and food, and friends?”

      “And you and Shane.”

      “Then what else could you ask for? Will you stay for a while?”

      I smiled. “I’ll come back tomorrow night—maybe some Austen?”

      He laughed. “Done, but I want that—”

      “I know, I know, Pride and Prejudice. You know, Dad, there is one you’ve never seen before. It’s a bit more Gothic.”

      His eyes lit up. “Well, I feel more open-minded as of late, so why not?”

      I squeezed his hands. “I have to go. Shane will be here any minute to talk with you and answer questions.”

      “I love you, Aimee.”

      “I love you too.” I winked from the room.

      My broken heart felt as if it were mending, even if it was just a little. I checked my watch, winking myself to my Roses assignment. I liked being exactly on time.

      I walked along the long gravel driveway, enjoying the feel of the night air on me. I looked up at the Gothic Tudor home at the end of the driveway. My cell phone buzzed and I pulled it out.

      I smiled at the text from Shane.

      He’s so happy, Aimes. You did the right thing. See you tonight.

      I put my phone away and put on my game face.

      I knocked on the huge wooden door with the forest scene carved in it and waited as the golden handle turned.

      “Good evening, Miss Aimee. He is ready for you.”

      I hated it when they were nice to me.

      The house was massive and creepy as if Bram Stoker were to film there any moment. I walked in, listening to the click of my high-heeled boots on the wooden floors.

      The man stopped me at a large bedroom door. I could hear voices inside.

      “Wait here,” his soft voice broke and I tried not to feel sick for what I was about to do.

      The door opened suddenly, revealing a girl around my age who appeared confused.

      I came in slowly. “Do you want her here for it?”

      The old man on the bed nodded. “A promise is a promise.”

      “It is.”

      He turned to the young woman. “I have loved you for hundreds of years, long before I ever knew you.” He closed his eyes. “I’m ready, Ms. James.”

      I took his weathered hand in mine and caressed it for a moment as the warm seductive feelings filled me.

      His life left his body and I turned away from him. I looked at the girl and spoke softly, “Remember the ancient creed, ‘Do what ye will but harm none,’ and we will never have to meet like this again, Hyde.”

      I winked from the room, feeling bad for the girl, but grateful I’d been able to help the good doctor out.

      He had always been a good man, when he was a man.

      

      Ari

      

      I slipped up the stairs, noticing how noisy my tall black military boots were. The sound of them made it nearly impossible to remain undetected.

      I could see a light or two on under the crack between the door and the floor. The nuns would be reading the Bible before bed. I rolled my eyes, imagining such worship by those kinds of people.

      The long, dark hallway would’ve scared the life out of me, but I didn’t let it, not anymore. I walked on my toes until I reached the last set of stairs that led to HIS room. I slipped up the stairs in the dark, full of anticipation.

      The sickly smell of filth and sin filled the cool air. It hung like a black cloud, polluting everyone and everything. I could see the faint flicker of candlelight coming from under the door. I could also hear the faintest of sounds. I wondered if he was alone in his room.

      I took a deep breath and kicked the door open. My legs had grown fiercely strong, causing the sound to echo through the halls as the door was ripped right off its hinges.

      He pulled back, lifting covers in an attempt at hiding his fat flesh. The head nun who had beaten the street rat version of me many a time was atop him, also gripping the covers.

      “GET OUT!” he blasted, trying to intimidate me.

      I laughed. “You’re a disgusting piece of crap. Both of you. And trust me when I say this, God is not happy with either of you.”

      The nun leapt at me, completely naked. My hand came up as fast as lightning, grasping her throat.

      I smiled and put a finger to my lips. “Shhhh. I’m not ready for you yet.” The woman went motionless in my hand.

      “You little bitch, I don’t know who you think you are,” the fat impersonator of a man of God spoke through his teeth, jumping off the bed and grabbing at me. I let go of the nun and seized both sides of his face, pushing into him as violently as I could.

      He shot back, tripping over the bed and slamming into the wall, letting out a scream as he held his face.

      The air filled with the sweet smell as it sparkled and came to life. His picture was different this time.

      He was a young man. He was peeking in a window of a house. A lady was changing inside. He walked slowly around the corner, almost tiptoeing. He slid the sliding glass door open and crept into the house. A noise frightened him and he chickened out, racing out through the back door.

      The picture rewound and he was back at the patio door slipping inside. He disregarded the sound, hurrying to the back of the house. The woman screamed as the front door opened and her husband came running in. He grabbed a knife from the counter and ran behind the house. Police and paramedics filled the home as the man sat on the stairs, sobbing, staring at the blood covering his hands. I watched as two stretchers were carried from the house. The chubby young man’s hand fell out of the white sheets.

      I smiled as the priest faded away to nothing, leaving a ring floating in the air. I let the ring fall, ignoring it.

      I wasn’t taking his memento this time. He was nothing to me.

      I turned back to the nun who stood stunned from the mini push she’d received.

      “So now it’s your turn.”

      Her eyes grew wide with fear as I touched her face, pushing firmly, letting it rip from me.

      I didn’t even stay to see where she went. I walked from the room quickly as the air began to change throughout the building. I ran as fast as I could, bursting through the front door. I was out on the street before the new priest was even in his bed.

      I walked out to the figure standing under the streetlamp, smirking at me.

      “I told you I could do it quietly.”

      “You call that quietly?” Lucas laughed. “I heard you rip that door off the hinges from out here.”

      “Whatever. We still have two stops.”

      He put his arm around me. “Fine, but then we go home.” He kissed the side of my head and we walked down the road, enjoying the quiet of the neighborhood.
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            Chapter 1

          

          A promise is a promise

        

      

    

    
      Hanna

      I eyed my surroundings, confused. My body trembled as if cold, but my skin burned with a fever.

      My breath left my face only to rebound on something.

      The darkness around me should have been comforting. I had always felt safer in the dark—it was easier to hide.

      But here I felt lost in space.

      Something was moving me, floating me.

      Nervous, I put an aching hand out to determine how far I was from the wall, but my hand was stopped within inches. The wall was a carpet of sorts with a rumbling behind it and beneath me.

      Half a foggy second later, I realized I was in the trunk of a moving car.

      As with most people who don’t enjoy small places, the diminutive space shrunk as my panic built.

      Suddenly, as though I were Alice and had eaten the cake to make me grow, I felt as if I filled up the trunk.

      My shivers increased as fear turned to shock and blood left my extremities.

      The last remaining flicker of common sense forced me to close my eyes as my focus turned to the other obvious problem, instead of falling victim to a panic attack. I was still in a trunk.

      I moved my hands over my aching body, touching torn clothing—shredded almost. The tattered ends of my shirt hung open. I flexed my muscles and noticed they were tender but not wounded.

      Still calm, I closed my eyes, trying to recall the last thing I could.

      My thoughts were stuck as if the gears in my mind required oiling. Everything was hazy, except my heartbeat which pounded with a fierceness I could feel in my socks. Scratch that—tattered socks. My toes dangled from the ends of them.

      “I’ve been raped.” The statement rolled off my lips as a subtle whisper, but weighed a ton once it hung in the air around me.

      Abruptly, as if sent on a twisted path beyond my control, my mind raced backward to the recent summer, fresh and warm on my skin. I’d dated Jimmy Stratton who had waited eight months for us to lose our virginities together. It happened on a hot August afternoon, lazily by a river near his parents’ house. I remembered how it felt. It wasn’t great, considering the effort that had gone into making it the perfect experience, and I also recalled how violated I’d felt afterward.

      That sense of violation was fresh and multiplied.

      Tears slipped silently down my cheeks.

      How had this happened?

      Where had I been?

      I pushed my mind, flexing it as I had with my muscles, desperate to recall something. My memories were going back days but not hours.

      It didn’t matter what I could remember.

      Everyone knew that girls who woke up in trunks, sore and exhausted, with clothes ripped to crap, had been kidnapped and raped. Torture was also a real possibility. I thought about the pain involved in torture and decided instantly, cringing with disgust, I would be a good girl. I would do whatever my cruel attacker wanted. I wanted to live. I planned it out in my mind as the car rumbled along the road—I would live through this.

      Then I would recover from my PTSD by becoming a nun or maybe a monk. As I felt around the small space, my ridiculous brain argued over whether girls could be monks. As if that mattered in this moment.

      My thoughts slowed along with the tires of the car, stopping altogether as they did. Fake sleeping might buy me a little time. It would at least get me a few answers, as most rapey people were less guarded around sleeping girls.

      It was hard to relax while I pretended to be unconscious. My muscles refused to play along. They twitched, wanting to come to life and fight for my freedom. I knew I would never get back the memories, not with the state of my clothing. But deep down, I truly didn’t care to ever get them back. What terrified me was the possibility of making new memories with my attacker. Memories I might never let go of.

      The car went into park.

      The parking brake groaned.

      The keys pulled from the starter.

      Driver door opened.

      Feet crunched down on the gravel, soft gravel.

      Door closed.

      Feet crunching closer to the trunk.

      Steps stopped outside the trunk.

      Breath of the stranger hit the crisp air.

      Keys slid into the lock.

      Cold breeze rushed into the trunk as the latch opened.

      I fought with my eyes, forcing them to remain closed. Desperately, they struggled against me to see him.

      Who was he? I thought about the possibilities—janitors or construction workers, fellow grads, teachers? Realistically, it could be anyone.

      It was always someone you knew.

      “I see you’re holding your breath. I know you’re not sleeping, and honestly, I don’t want to carry you anymore.” The voice was old—old and English.

      Continuing to hold my breath, I contemplated long and hard but came up blank. I didn’t know anyone matching that description.

      He didn’t touch me or come closer. He wasn’t threatening me. He just stood there. I waited ten more seconds and sluggishly opened one eye.

      He was incredibly old.

      “You?” I paused for a moment focusing on him, stunned. “You raped me?” Dazed, the words crept from my mouth.

      “What?” He jumped back, startled. “My word, I most certainly did nothing of the sort.” His cheeks flushed as he stammered, “I-I only rescued y-you.” He was genuinely offended.

      “You didn’t do this to my clothes?” I gazed down at my torn clothing, confused.

      “Of course not!” He sounded insulted.

      “You found me like this?”

      “Indeed.” He sighed, possibly annoyed as he held a hand out to me.

      And somehow that was worse.

      The unknown that hit me as I searched my brain for a tiny shred of a memory was worse.

      Before taking his hand, I paused and thought for a moment. “You found me like this but decided to put me in your trunk, instead of taking me to a hospital? I need a rape kit done, buddy. You’re going to have to answer to the authorities. Back up!” I pointed at him. I couldn’t stay in the safety of his trunk, obviously, but he was too close. “Just get back!”

      “Good lord.” He frowned, visibly confused. “Miss Hanna, no one has harmed you.” He tilted his head off to the side, speaking as though I should know the answer, “You did this to yourself. I put you in the trunk to protect myself from you.”

      “What?” Everything stopped. My eyes widened as did my mouth, wanting to speak more, although my jaw remained slack in perplexity.

      “Get out of the car and come inside to clean yourself up.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Of course you don’t.” He pulled a dark-green fleecy blanket from the trunk near my feet and held it up for me. “Your father will explain everything.”

      “My father?” I observed the warm blanket and the elderly man holding it, and realized I’d been to this courtyard. Many times. “I hurt myself?” I asked, still hazy.

      “Yes, dear.” He raised his eyebrows. “Now the rest of your answers are inside.”

      To my right sat the large manor house my father had bought. I loved it the moment I first saw it, inventing fantasies about growing up there. I’d imagined a childhood in the old Tudor home with a tire swing out back and my father wanting me after my mother died; it could have been our home, if he had.

      I closed myself off from the imaginations of a lost little girl and welcomed back the snarky comments of a bitter and twisted young woman as I took the old guy’s weathered hand and climbed from the trunk on shaky legs.

      When I got to my feet, he covered my mostly naked body in the warm fleecy blanket. “There you go,” he muttered and shuffled off toward the house.

      I wrapped myself completely and winced at the gravel stabbing my feet. I stepped gingerly, trying to find the path of least resistance. “Who are you?”

      “I am your family’s man.”

      Family’s man?

      I played with the words in my mind. The word “man” struck me as odd. I had questions, but decided they should wait for my father.

      The front of the huge home was magnificent, boasting wooden double doors with carvings of an old forest scene. The handles were golden colored, although I wouldn’t be surprised if they truly were gold. My father was odd in a way only rich people were allowed to be. Gold door handles were one of the less strange things inside.

      The older man opened the door, standing rigidly, waiting for me to enter. I walked across the threshold slowly, still worried about how I had landed in a trunk, wearing nearly nothing.

      He closed the door and led me down the hall. I strode beside him silently along the hard stone floors to a back room I hadn’t seen before. Inside was a four-poster bed with dark cherrywood dressers, tables, and desks suiting the Tudor home perfectly. Suiting my father too. He was a cherrywood and mahogany sort of guy.

      “Where’s my dad?” I saw nothing but the huge bed.

      “There.” The old guy pointed.

      “Where?” I had to squint just to see in the muted light but when I did, I was stunned. A weak, discolored individual I had never seen before lay on the huge bed. A moment later I realized it was my father. This small and sickly looking version of him replaced the robust, handsome man he had always been. “Dad?” I leapt forward, terrified. “You’re sick.”

      He turned his eyes to me. “Hanna! Oh thank God, you found her, Roland,” he spoke breathlessly as if it was a struggle just to exist.

      “I did, sir, and I will leave you two now, unless you need something further?”

      “No, no.” My father waved a thin, feeble hand. “Please go and rest, old man.”

      “Hmph.” Roland chuckled bitterly. “Old, am I?” He bowed and left the room to the sound of my wheezy father attempting a snicker. It was terrifying.

      I sat in the huge wooden rocking chair at his bedside and struggled to look at his withered face.

      His dark eyes glossed over. “I-I am s-so s-sorry, Hanna.” His entire body trembled, making me think he would die any second. He’d aged in the few short months since my last visit. He smiled weakly and cleared his throat, seeming to fight himself to gain composure. “I have betrayed you in every way.”

      I frowned, not speaking, terrified to ruin a moment I had waited for my whole life.

      The apology.

      “I don’t have enough time now to explain the entirety of the situation to you.” His voice grew grainier, if possible. I wished he would just clear his throat again, but realized he probably didn’t have the strength.

      “How are you this sick?” I couldn’t believe it.

      “I am a monster—there is no denying it. You were an accident, as was your mother. Both accidents along the highway of my life, and instead of stopping to help, I left you there stranded. I never knew how to fix any of it. I’ve tried to find a cure, Hanna. I really have.” His eyes watered as he began to cry. “I left you with them as your mother asked me to and now I fear it may have been them who activated it.” He coughed as if the liquid making his voice grainy was drowning him inside. “You’ll need this. It’s your only hope. You have to finish it. Keep it safe.” He passed me a sheet of paper with messy numbers spread across it. It resembled math and diagrams, something I had no interest in.

      Nothing made sense.

      Being called an accident was painful.

      His waiting until his last moments to offer me this pitiful apology was horrifying.

      But the fact he hadn’t told me he was ill and dying was inexcusable.

      I reached for the paper he held out after a moment of watching his fingers shake. Lightning fast, as if this were all a hoax, he reached his hand to mine, gripping me as his eyes changed into a madman’s. “Trust no one but Roland. He has been with me for a long time and his wisdom will keep you safe. You need to get away from those people—your aunt and uncle. And do not trust anyone else, they will want things from you. Things I have always protected you from.” He heaved, desperate to get the words out but not having the air to do it. “I have loved you always, though my actions didn’t always show it.” He closed his eyes. “Tell her to come in.”

      “What the hell are you talking about? You know it’s me, Hanna. What are you doing? What is this?” I shook the paper.

      “The girl in the hall. I’m ready.” He ignored my questions.

      I rose hesitantly, not sure how much of this was an act or not or why. Why would he act this way? “I don’t understand. You’re speaking cryptically to me, you’re not explaining anything and I’m scared—I’m half naked.” I stopped, realizing I was shouting and leaning over a dying man who cared nothing for me. “I just don’t understand what’s happening. I honestly can’t believe I’m standing in front of you with my clothes all ripped and all you can talk about is what a mistake I was. Nothing changes with you.”

      “You can’t understand but one day when you do, remember I love you. I always loved you. You will see, my dear.” He spoke softly, his eyes still closed. “I don’t have any time left, Hanna. She is being gracious, allowing me a moment with you.” His eyes opened, filled with regret. “I need you to know that Roland is your only hope. He has instructions and my dying wish is that you listen to him. He will show you who you really are. I loved you every day. Everything else will be explained when I am gone. Your life is going to change, and for that, I am truly sorry. Please hurry. I can’t hold it.” The desperation in his voice frightened me.

      “Whatever.” I turned to leave, pausing at the door. “I know you never loved me. When I was eight you left me with relatives you hated. You barely came to see me. You’ve always made me feel as if I were an inconvenience.” My eyes burned. “That is not love, Father.”

      With the heaviest of hearts, I opened the door to a tall girl with gray eyes staring down at me. She was waiting in the hall.

      I thought perhaps he meant a nurse but this girl wore high-heeled boots and leather pants with a purple silk blouse. She looked to be my age until she smiled. There was nothing inside her eyes, no life or emotion.

      She walked past me to my father. “Do you want her here for it?” she spoke softly.

      “A promise is a promise.”

      “It is.”

      My father opened his eyes and peered at me. “I have loved you for hundreds of years, long before I ever knew you.” He closed his eyes as the girl took his hands. She sighed and then inhaled sharply.

      He died while holding the hands of the mysterious girl.

      Tears slipped from my eyes as I watched the exhale leave his chest one last time and then it sunk.

      My fingers, as if the heartbreak hit there first, grasped the piece of paper he had given me. It was the last piece of him.

      The girl rose, staring at me with glowing steel-colored eyes. “Now you see what happens. Remember the ancient creed, ‘Do what ye will but harm none,’ and we will never have to meet like this again, Hyde.”

      She was gone from the room before I could comprehend what had happened. I knew better than to try. I was dreaming.

      This wasn’t real.

      There was no way it was real.

      I walked back to his bed and sat in the chair beside my father. Clutching the piece of paper, I waited for something to make sense or for one of us to wake up. Whichever came first.
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          Dear Diary

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry, miss. Your father was an amazing man.” Roland stood in the hallway, clearly heartbroken. His lower lip trembled as he spoke, “He will be missed.”

      Numb and half awake, I turned to my father. He’d aged in death, but a semblance remained of the face that was once his. I squeezed his hand, not quite realizing I was holding it, one last time before letting go and leaving. “I’m sorry for your loss. Mine was minimal. I barely knew him.” I brushed past the old man.

      It was officially the worst night in the history of nights.

      “He was your father, miss. That is a great loss.” He spoke as if he were hanging on by a thread, “Shall I call and have your things moved here?”

      “Here? Moved here?” I pointed to the dead man in the room. “He’s gone. Why would I come here?”

      “The manor is yours now.”

      “His bod—” I grimaced. “My father isn’t even gone yet. How can you be so cruel?”

      “The coroner will be here any moment with an ambulance. That was his wish. Everything that happens over the course of the next few months was his dying wish. Would you truly deny him that?”

      “How can you be so cold? He just died.” My tone was flat. Was I in wonderland? Or did I get high? Maybe someone roofied me? Did I go to a party? Was I even here?

      I must have. This couldn’t be happening. That was all there was to it.

      “I am not cold, miss. I am thinking you need rest. And comfort. And you cannot return to those people, now that you’re like this.” He turned and glanced at the room. “His orders were that the bed go out with him, the room go back to being the storage room, and you and I go on from this, learning to lean on one another.” He continued, “I dare say, miss, when you see the things in the study, you will want some time to go over everything. We have much to prepare for.” The doorbell chimed, interrupting Roland. “Please excuse me.”

      I glanced back at my father once more, hating that he had left me all alone. Again.

      Exhausted and more confused than before, I walked down the hall to the large kitchen and grabbed a glass of water. I wanted to think about myself. My instincts told me to focus on what had happened to me. My father had never focused on me, so I’d had to do it. Deep down, I knew I wouldn’t be able to bear the burden of anything else.

      I needed sleep—sleep and then answers.

      And maybe the police.

      Because, at the end of the day, someone had attacked me and ripped my clothes.

      And if that wasn’t bad enough, some blonde chick murdered my dying dad with her breath.

      I was losing my mind.

      Shit!

      I didn’t know how long I had stood in the kitchen, staring at the cupboards, lost.

      I didn’t know when Roland had come back or that tears streamed my face long enough to soak my shirt.

      I didn’t notice the heaving sound my throat made.

      Not until he murmured, “Miss Hanna, you need some sleep. Your father always slept for a day or two afterward.”

      I didn’t know what “afterward” meant, but he was right. I needed sleep. It was too much to cope with.

      As if steering a zombie, he led me up the huge Gone with the Wind staircase to the giant bed my father had bought for me that I had sworn I’d never sleep in.

      I hadn’t wanted him to know how much I loved the house. Or how much I loved him. Or how much I wished he wanted me. He was all I had and he was gone.

      Roland steered me to the shower, leaving me there with the water running. Instinct took over, stripping me and forcing my feet into the shower.

      I cleaned everywhere, feeling for injury and assault, but there were none. That was almost worse. It meant there was a chance Roland was right, that I’d done this to myself. But how and why?

      Refusing to acknowledge anything, I climbed out, dried off, pulled on a nightgown left on the counter, and climbed into the bed.

      My face landed softly on the feather pillow and sleep took me before I stood a chance at crying more or feeling sorry for myself.

      I slept like the dead.

      I dreamt similarly too.

      My dreams were full of shaky images I couldn’t pinpoint and flashes of faces I knew all too well.

      Rebecca, my best friend in the world, sat with me. There was food, a car, and a forest. But like everything else that had happened, the dream made no sense. It was as if a fog covered it all, only allowing small pieces to be revealed in sudden flashes.

      As I became more rested, my mind cleared and the dream grew less fuzzy.

      The fog lifted, revealing a dark and thick forest I didn’t know. I wandered through, searching for something or someone. My hands were scratched, moving heavy branches. My shirt tore, revealing my stomach. I ignored it, desperate to find something. I saw my hands as they moved the branches. Each finger was coated in something thick and red. I squinted again, trying focus my eyes, but they would not.

      The forest cleared in a small meadow, making me panic. I was not alone; there was someone else in the meadow. I couldn’t make out who the other person was, but the way they were lying on the ground in that awkward position stopped me dead in my tracks. I knew the shoes—bright-green DC runners.

      A scream tore through the forest as I hurried to her, lifting my best friend into my arms. Thick red streams trickled from her pale mouth, eyes, ears, and nose. The crimson was shocking against the powder-white skin. Her dark-brown eyes stared up into the canopy above. She lay limp. Below her was a puddle of blood.

      Desperate, I hugged the bloody body to mine, crying for help. The trees surrounding the meadow grew into a wall, trapping us in. I rocked, holding my friend and softly stroking her dark locks.

      I shot up, screaming.

      In a frenzy, I scanned my surroundings, gasping for air.

      I was alone in my room, the room my father had decorated for me.

      My face and hair were soaked from the tears running down my face. I shivered, gazing around, remembering the events that had taken place in my sleep.

      I was like a child opening a five thousand-piece puzzle, sitting on the ground and staring at all the pieces, not sure where to start.

      My life had fallen apart and even my dreams made no sense.

      My door opened quickly. “Miss Hanna, are you all right?” Roland entered, showing concern.

      “I don’t know.” I gazed at the bed and frowned. “I need to go home.”

      “You are home.”

      “When you found me, did you find my friend? I was with my friend. I think.” The evening before slinked back into my memory with the still clinging remnants of the dream.

      “Your friend?” His eyes dropped to the floor suddenly. “You are not to blame. I’m terribly sorry, but you must try to see that you aren’t responsible. Until the elixir is completed, you will not be able to control yourself when you change.”

      “Wait—what?” My mind reeled. “What happened to her? Was she with me?”

      “You need the other answers first. This story won’t make sense out of order. You can’t start a tale at the end.”

      “What do you mean?” My breath was stuck in my throat, gagging me. “I need to know if she’s okay. I dreamt she died in a forest. It was terrible.”

      “I’m sorry, Hanna.” Roland’s eyes narrowed but with pity, not anger. “She did.”

      My heart dropped into my stomach. “She—Rebecca died?”

      “Yes. I’m sorry,” he repeated himself.

      “No!” Tears flooded my eyes. “No!” Everything hurt. I curled into a ball, hugging myself.

      “When you’re ready to come down, all shall be revealed in your father’s study.”

      “We need to call the police. Immediately,” I sobbed.

      “They know already. Your friend was found days ago.”

      “Days? How? How did this happen?” I had the sensation of holding my breath even though I was gasping for air. The tension hinted that something was about to explode inside me. My surroundings grew hazy.

      “Hanna!” he shouted, startling me. “You must calm yourself. Most of all, you must read everything your father left. If you want to know what happened to you and your friend you must listen to me!”

      I closed my eyes but the images of the dream haunted that dark place in my mind. I forced myself to get up, even though the ill feeling lingered on. I was destroyed. Rebecca was gone. It was a dream.

      The only explanation for this was that it was a dream.

      My father, Rebecca, me in the trunk, the girl with the killer breath. It was a dream.

      Staggering after Roland, I clung to myself, completely lost.

      Unbeknownst to me, every step on the cold wooden floor, down the stairs to the hard granite main floor, had been planned by my father.

      The study was at the opposite end of the house from the storage room that had been turned into a makeshift bedroom for my ailing father. I couldn’t help but notice his presence lingered in the house.

      He’d died there.

      I’d never seen anyone die before.

      Except in my dream.

      Unless this was the dream.

      I looked for a phone to call Rebecca. My cell was missing. The dream told me not to do anything. It suggested I might be in some trouble.

      If only I could remember.

      The study was a massive room with maps and sketches of people lining the walls. To one side was a huge mahogany desk covered in hundreds of papers with writing on them, strewn at every angle. The enormous leather chair appeared worn but comfortable to sit in.

      Roland appeared stricken as he stood next to the desk with his arm held out toward the oversized brown chair. “Have a seat.”

      “When can I go home?”

      “You must get used to the idea this is your home.” He didn’t sound threatening or forceful. He was sorry for me, I could see it.

      “What do I have to do?” The office was a horrible mess. “Do you want me to clean it?”

      “No, dear.” Roland turned, grabbing a huge pile of journals from the dresser behind him. He slumped them onto the table in front of me. Dust rose from the collection of shabby artifacts.

      “You want me to read all of these?” I didn’t understand anything.

      “You must. They are the story I cannot tell you. They will explain everything, including your dear friend Rebecca. This is your father’s dying wish.” The pity on his old gentle face made me ponder his place in this more than I worried about mine. “They are already in chronological order. At the top of the pile is Book One.”

      “Roland, this is crazy.” I shivered, still weak and exhausted. “I can’t sit here and read. My aunt is probably looking for me, I guarantee that. I need to see Rebecca’s family. The police will want to question me. I think I’m a witness. It’s hazy but I remember things—flashes.”

      Roland continued, “They’re not looking for you, my dear—just read.” His words were ominous.

      I didn’t know what to say. Nothing about the last twenty-four hours felt like the real world.

      “Read.”

      I picked up the first book as Roland left the room, hoping that if I stared at it he’d leave me alone. I could plot how to escape and pretend to read.

      Pulling back the thick cover, I recognized the writing as my father’s.

      

      May 8, 1802

      It would appear the street cats will outlast any other animal. Particularly, they seem impervious to the temperatures being higher. Every other species has succumbed to the fever the chemicals induce. I will continue my work with them.

      

      Thoughts of escaping flashed through my head as I cringed, imagining my father torturing animals for science. He wrote like a mad scientist, too passionate about finding the answers he sought but never explaining why he was searching. The first journal was entirely about his desperate need to create a formula so that the street cats could survive long term. It would be an amazing creation. It sounded like it would transform a cat into something more, maybe a beast.

      I neither saw the need, nor the reasoning behind his mad writings or why I had to read them but the writing pulled me in. I saw everything as if it were a movie in my mind. The date of the final entry in this book was June 7, 1803.

      I closed it and examined the cover again, brushing my fingertips along the leather binding. It appeared handmade.

      After a moment of trying to understand so much as a single droplet of this, I opened the book once more and took a deep breath, checking the date again. It still said 1803. How was that possible?

      It wasn't, which meant my father was insane.

      A chill crept up my spine as I realized why they were keeping me there. Why my father wanted me to read his journals. He was nuts and maybe I was too.

      Maybe none of this was actually happening.

      Oh shit!

      Roland entered the study with a huge tray. “How’s the reading going?”

      “Weird.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “So my dad is—was crazy? Are you saying I might have his craziness?”

      “Why do you think that?”

      “He wrote in this journal like he was imitating Frankenstein and it says it’s from 1803?”

      “He wasn’t imitating anything.” He put the tray down. “And it gets much more interesting the farther you read. The least of the fantastical things you need to understand is that this all started around 1803.”

      “Was he in an insane asylum?” I lifted the fresh steaming cup of coffee and sipped. “How do you know how I like my coffee?”

      “You’re a teenager. You all like those two sugar, two cream coffees. Only later will you discover espresso on its own. At the most, you might need some steamed milk to make a perfect cup of coffee.”

      “I don’t think age has anything to do with liking espresso. I won’t ever like it on its own. I like lattes.”

      “Wait five years,” he muttered and left the room again.

      Drumming my nails on the desk, I contemplated just leaving—just walking from the house and finding out if any of it was true. If Rebecca was really dead and if the scene from my nightmare was real.

      But a cold whisper hung in the air, suggesting maybe I shouldn’t. Maybe I should stay and finish reading the stupid journal. It was the last thing my father said to me. And if he was crazy, there was a serious chance I was too.

      The book did call to me in an odd way.

      Giving in, I picked up the second journal. My father’s writing grew more and more fanatical and impassioned. He wrote of destroying his lab with fire, in anger. I noted how he wrote only of his research work. He had no life outside the lab. He wrote of no women, no friends, no relations. I couldn’t imagine what his life had been like, living in isolation as he had. These had to be the journals from his time locked away. Maybe he was sentenced to a stint in a nuthouse.

      Halfway through the third journal, something shifted. I paused and reread the last few pages to see where the change took place. He spoke of the freedom from his lab. He spoke of people—particularly a woman named Mary. He loved her. They went to a ball and danced the night away. Once more, he reiterated how he had a sense of freedom.

      I read feverishly as the story began to get interesting. He had met a man, a young man, who wanted to discuss his work. His name was Marcus Dragomir. My father noted the young man was more than he had initially appeared to be. He was an unmarried baron who became his only friend and eventually helped my father finish the formula he had been working on. He spoke of trials but never mentioned animals again.

      My father wrote of a string of murders that concerned him, people ripped to pieces or trampled within London’s city limits. Needless to say, my fascination grew as I read the third journal.

      “It’s bedtime, Miss Hanna. A quarter past one in the morning.”

      Blinking myself out of the black-and-white world I had visualized, I lifted my head and tried to focus on Roland standing in the doorway. Seeing him made me feel as though I were inside the story—the Tudor home, the English butler, mysterious journals, a dead father, and a girl who killed him right before vanishing into thin air.

      My arms brushed against the tray of dinner dishes in front of me, but I couldn’t recall eating the meal.

      “What?” I asked after a second. “How long have I been—”

      “All day. You should rest.”

      “Yes.” I stood, bringing the book with me and speaking as though in a trance. I tightened the blanket I couldn’t remember having wrapped around my back and walked alongside Roland.

      “Engrossing, isn’t it?”

      “It’s insane. He was a madman. Although I feel like I know less about him. How long was he locked up? Is this fiction from his time locked up?” Whatever was wrong with him was wrong with me, so I hoped it was fiction. His ravings and lunacy were why I still hadn’t left or called the police.

      “I won’t ruin that for you. It divulges more later.” He opened my bedroom door and smiled kindly. “Try to sleep. All your answers are there, waiting for you.”

      “I’m pretty tired.” I viewed the huge bed and sensed the need for sleep but wanted to read some more.

      Deciding sleep was my best option, I put the book on the nightstand and drifted quickly.

      I slept soundly. My dreams were vivid.

      They were black and white, the way I envisioned the novel my father had written. But now I was in the tale.

      I stood in an alleyway, dressed in Jane Austen-period clothing, watching as my father stepped out into the alley. He glanced around suspiciously and pulled a vial from his pocket. He drank from the vial.

      His clothes became colorful instead of black and white. The surroundings remained black and white. The only color came from my father’s clothing.

      He strolled down the street, smiling and greeting people. He was outgoing, not at all how he’d described himself in his journals.

      Along his path he met a woman. She had dark hair and a dark dress. They walked hand in hand, laughing and strolling until a young man came upon them. He was devastatingly handsome. Even in black and white, it was obvious; he was the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen. He tipped his hat at the lady on my father’s arm and smiled as he spoke. When the conversation was over, he walked away slowly. Before turning to mist, he made eye contact with me as if he knew I watched him. He gave me a knowing smile filled with a confidence I didn’t understand, but I suspected he was Marcus, the young baron from the journals.

      In the morning, the next journal proved to be as engrossing as the last. My father wrote of successes with his formula and enjoyed his time with Mary. He even wrote more of his growing friendship with the young baron. He sounded on top of the world with the only bother being the amassing deaths in London caused by the horrid monster sighted afterward.

      I finished the journal, enjoying the flourishing romance between my father and the mysterious Mary. The year was 1806 and all was well with the world.

      I gazed out the window, lost in the story as I pictured it.

      The yard was full of blossomed cherry trees. My father was there, walking hand in hand with the remarkably beautiful Miss Mary. He wore his top hat and bowed like a gentleman. He was kind and sweet, caring for the young lady more than anything in the entire world.

      I turned back to the books, realizing straightaway that the next journal contained another switch.

      My father came to some kind of a realization after he awoke with blood on his hands and his clothing torn. I thought back to my own memories, wondering if finally, I was at the part I needed to read to understand my own dilemma.

      He again burned the lab, not in anger, but in fear and desperation. He ran, unable to understand the changes he had undergone. He was, without a shadow of a doubt, a monster.

      He didn’t fully recall how long he’d been a monster, but he linked the numerous deaths in London to his changes. He traced his vials of elixir back to deaths and monster sightings.

      His words mixed with true memories of my own.

      Our symptoms were exact.

      Chills.

      Torn clothing.

      Blood on hands and face.

      Aching body.

      Memory loss.

      Weakness.

      Exhaustion.

      Severe hunger.

      They were all there, every one of my symptoms.

      The worst for us both was the missing memories. He was desperate in his attempt to rekindle his memories.

      He missed Mary.

      He missed being normal.

      Slowly, he became the same recluse he had been, before the magical potion had saved him from himself.

      He recalled the smallest of details—her lips, her smile, her eyes as they sparkled, speaking to him while her mouth remained unmoved. He wrote of the way her cheeks flushed when he touched her chin, lifting her face to meet his. His heart broke as his mind cracked.

      The ramblings of a madman returned as he became lost in his work, hiding from the world and himself. He was crazy—insane even.

      My own memories, though really only flashes, frightened me as his did him. The insanity was no doubt hereditary. I too would lose my mind in time.

      That was the warning in it all: I was going crazy.

      Tears slipped down my cheeks as I read, knowing his pain. I then knew why Roland had been so adamant for me to read the journals. I couldn’t help but see my father in a different light.

      My father wrote of paranoia and mysteries he couldn’t solve. He was similar to a man with schizophrenia, believing the world he lived in existed separate of everyone else. Even when the world tried to reach him and pull him back, his paranoia won over the reality in front of him.

      One page in hundreds contained sentences I understood, words that made me believe he had come out of his stupor. He would write of love and anger, but in a sensible way I could comprehend, only to have it all contradicted pages later.

      The next two journals were no different. He remained lost and alone.

      The next journal brought back a character from previous journals—the same man who had so actively befriended my father—the young baron, Marcus Dragomir. He had searched high and low, traveling the world over, combing for my father.

      He found him in Paris, hiding below a church. Father had survived on the kindness of a priest who saw the man behind the madness. My father’s rarely occurring clarity had convinced the priest that he must help him. The priest believed God was testing him.

      Marcus brought him to an inn with fineries he had not seen in years. He spoke of Mary who had long since married as the year was now 1810.

      She had mourned and waited considerably longer than was expected of her, but after several years, gave in to the fact my father wasn’t coming back.

      He wrote of a pain in his chest he had never before experienced. It was an agony that ripped through him, destroying the man he had been. He was left the cold and solitary person I knew nearly all my life.

      Marcus then offered him a deal. As he was numb and closed off, he accepted without thought. It would be the fresh start he needed to redeem himself. He suspected he was guilty of many crimes at the end of the eighth journal. Perhaps too many crimes to be redeemed, but he would try in Mary’s honor.

      The final journal depicted a rebirth for my father. He was determined again and started his experiments in a new lab which Marcus had built for him in Paris. He tried to create a new elixir, one that would stop the changes he was aware of. He asked Marcus to watch him in the night, watch him sleep. He believed that was when he became the monster he assumed himself to be.

      Marcus had confirmed his worst fears. In my father’s sleep, he transformed into something Marcus troubled to describe. Father roared, attempting to escape the chains and shackles he donned every night before sleep.

      His clothes had ripped, his skin had stretched, and he had become something he would call his alter ego, Mr. Hyde.

      I put the journal down, completely leaving the story behind.

      “Mr. Hyde?” I spoke, my skepticism aloud to no one. “My dad wrote Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde? Am I being punked?” I glanced around the room in disbelief for a moment before I continued reading, suddenly even more cynical.

      His first elixir had worked in creating a man who was more, but in the attempt, he had separated his good from evil. He had made himself something unnatural. He recalled the many times he had woken in the hall of his home, or on the step of his back door, covered in blood. He recalled his tattered clothing.

      Some nights the blood on his clothes had been his own, waking with injuries he had barely survived. He feared Hyde was trying to kill them both. His only chance at survival was the blood of the young baron. It had healing properties my father had yet to experiment with.

      The murders in London had his name upon them.

      Marcus disagreed, convincing him that he had no responsibility for what his alter ego did. He could only take the blame for his actions as a waking man.

      My father listened to reason but knew deep inside he was to blame, and the guilt would rule his life for nearly two hundred years.

      I put down the ninth journal, saddened that mental illness had taken my father from Mary and me. Tears filled my eyes as the impact of this hit me with full force.

      Roland entered the room with a tea and a box of tissue. “You must see that it is not your fault.”

      “I have schizophrenia; of course it’s not my fault. But I need to see a doctor. I’ve committed murder just like my father did in London. I’m a monster like he was. You need to lock me up.” The words left my lips as a whisper.

      “No, my dear. It’s not what you think at all.”

      “I need to Google those deaths in London. What year was it really? Like eighties?” I got up, feeling faint almost. “I need to see how bad it was.” My haziness became nausea as a cold sweat covered me.

      “Google? You won’t find anything pertinent. The deaths were covered up.”

      “Just tell me exactly how you found me and what happened to Rebecca. I deserve the horror of that.” I felt as my father had. I remembered the smallest things about my friend. I remembered her smile, her tears over a broken heart only six months prior, learning to skate, and laughing at the horror movies we’d shared a love for. And now she was gone.

      She would never grow up, would never marry, would never have children. She would never become the nurse she’d always wanted to be. When everyone dreamed of being a princess or figure skater or veterinarian, Rebecca had wanted to be a nurse. That hadn’t changed in a decade.

      It stemmed back to her older brother’s death. Rebecca was four when her brother Tyler died of leukemia. The nurses became part of her family. They lived at the hospital with him for nearly a year as he slowly declined. Only the nurses brought a smile to his face. Only the nurses knew the smallest, sweetest things to make him happy when the pain became too much for an eight-year-old to bear.

      I cried, wishing it were me—if only it had been me. I wished for death and wondered why my father had never just killed himself, or me?

      Roland rubbed my back softly. He stayed quiet just as I needed him to. Slowly, I would become what my father had been, a shell of a human.

      “I want you to have me committed. I need to stand trial for the murder.”

      “Come with me.” Roland took my hand and led me down a hallway to a room. I trembled as he helped me sit.

      He flicked the lights off and walked away.

      I heard nothing but my breath as I sat alone in the dark.

      Suddenly, light filled the room from a projector behind me.

      A black-and-white movie began to play on the wall in front of me. I checked around for Roland, but I was alone in the room.

      The movie was of my father but poor quality. It was old fashioned and silent.

      He stood in a boxing ring with a man who had his back to the person filming. My father nodded as the man swung out violently and struck him in the face. My father was knocked back. The man quickly ran from the view of the camera.

      My father staggered slightly and then began to tremble.

      The camera got closer to him and his skin began to ripple as if something were trapped underneath, trying to get out.

      My stomach tightened as his legs grew. He fell back onto the mats.

      I covered my eyes as his clothes tore away from his expanding body.

      It was special effects, I was certain of it.

      I peeked through my fingers, gasping at what I saw.

      Where my father had stood, a giant monster took his place. Its face and body were hideous. It bulged muscles from every limb. It pivoted around. It realized it was being filmed and ran after the camera that was dropped instantly.

      The movie stopped as it closed in on the monster’s face. I focused on the eyes and they were his. There was no doubt.

      What the hell?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          How do you say stupid in Americano?

        

      

    

    
      The days turned to weeks before I knew it.

      I had made Roland play the video over and over, trying to prove it wasn’t real.

      But there was no hope.

      The journals read like a fictional novel. The video was too crappy to have any special effects. And the most straightforward answer was that I was a monster too.

      It was the one that made the least and most sense.

      The symptoms were there, the death of my friend had occurred, and I was left a terrified mess just as he had been.

      I withdrew, growing mad, just as my father had. I wondered what had brought him back from the brink. Was it my mother? When I was young and she was still alive, they were happy. I recalled him laughing and smiling. The moments were few and far between, but I remembered them just the same. He became overjoyed at the smallest things, like when I lost my first tooth.

      “You must stop this nonsense. Your aunt and uncle have submitted missing-person reports to the police. They have filed to have you declared dead, as was your friend.”

      “I wish I were.” My words were as empty as my heart. I glanced out the window, wondering when the trees had turned brown.

      “That is nonsense and we both know it. Yes, your friend died as you changed. Yes, the other you might have been the one to kill her, but it was an accident.” He walked to me, kneeling on the ground before me. Worry filled his eyes so deeply I couldn’t see his face beyond them. “Yes, it is the worst thing that could have possibly happened. Yes.” He shook me slightly. “If he had known you were like him, even slightly, he would have taught you about it. Your blood showed nothing of the sickness. Something has triggered this. Don’t you want to know what made you this way?” His eyes displayed something else—anger. “Don’t you want to know who made you the way you are?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were a normal girl, Hanna.” He stood. “Your father tested your blood every year since you were born, and never has it shown the slightest mutation. You were normal. It is possible this was dormant and awaiting a catalyst, something he never imagined possible. Honestly, the change he feared the most was puberty. But you’ve gone through puberty and not a thing seemed altered. You’re eighteen and none of the markers shifted until a month ago. When I brought you here that night, I checked your blood. It has changed. It is his blood now. Someone had to have known they could turn you, but how?”

      I bit my lip, trying desperately to recall what had happened.

      I remembered nothing. The days surrounding the fateful night were still blank.

      “Will I change again?” I feared that more than anything.

      “Yes, but maybe it will be slow, like it was for your father. We only have him to compare to, and his changes were several months apart. Then, when he started taking the elixirs, he never changed.”

      “How can I get more of the elixir?” Why hadn’t we discussed me taking this elixir?

      “There is none and it’s not perfected anyway. The elixir is why he started changing all the time. When he became immune to it and it had no hold over his change, he turned into the monster more frequently. It mutated him further.”

      “Great.” I sighed, still defeated and stressed. “I’ll shower and we will go see my aunt and uncle.”

      His lips tightened and his eyes avoided mine.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “They’ll think it was you,” he replied. Whatever happened to your friend, they will blame you. You have been gone a while, missing since the night your best friend died. Not to mention, you were the last person to see her alive. They will blame you.”

      “Good. I am to blame. I deserve to be sent to prison.”

      “What happens if you change in prison? They will experiment on you. The government would use someone like you. Your father dealt with this all his life.”

      “What can I do then?” Everything in me said to confess but he was right. How did I confess to being a monster? I would end up in the psych ward until I changed again.

      He appeared sickened. “I have an idea.”

      His lips moved and his idea was insane, but I nodded along as the plan was formed.

      As he finished the story, I conceded, “Let’s do it.”

      He didn’t appear pleased with himself when I agreed.

      And I didn’t feel pleased when the last thing I saw was the dark object in Roland’s hand coming down on my head.

      I closed my eyes and waited for it to be over.

      Pain and darkness came at the same time.

      Sounds filled the air as the cold clung to me. Blue and red lights flashed even with my eyes closed. Warmth hit as someone touched my arm and a voice spoke softly, “It will be all right.”

      Fluttering my lashes, I managed to get my eyes open. I winced in pain from the lights and fuzzy picture as I glanced around, dazed.

      My head hurt.

      My hand shook as I brought it up from the pool of warm liquid surrounding my face.

      The person lifting and wrapping me in a blanket spoke in a gentle voice, “Miss Holland, everything will be all right.” He pulled me to his chest.

      It took a moment for me to remember how I’d gotten there, but when I did I knew Roland’s ridiculous plan was working.

      “I’m confused,” I whispered.

      “I know. It’s okay now. You’re safe.”

      My voice cracked but I forced the question from my lips, “Where is Rebecca?”

      “The doctors need to see you, Hanna. They need to examine you.” He pulled me back and stared into my eyes. His piercing blue eyes filled my hazy focus. “Everything is going to be different, but I promise you’re safe now, okay?”

      “Okay.” I curled into him. Something about him made me believe the things he said, even though I knew they could never be true.

      He put me down on a cot and cold air rushed between us, suggesting this was just the start.

      The paramedics stepped in to examine me. The police officer who had carried me stepped back to give room for the other men to strap me into the cot for transport. In the small gap of the closing doors, I caught a last glimpse of the dreaded forest. I wished I never had to see it again, but couldn’t help wonder how we’d ended up there in the first place. It looked just as it had in my dream.

      I shivered and tried to relax into the cot.

      The doctors examined me at the hospital. Everyone was excited about my survival of whatever had happened. They would find small traces of GHB. And I looked underfed from not eating. I hated that my own guilt and depression helped me pass for an escaped captive.

      When grilled about the events by the young blue-eyed police officer, I played the part well. I was devastated about my dear friend’s death and sickened by my lack of memories. I was generally no help whatsoever as I recalled nothing they could use. I didn’t have to lie—I remembered nothing and my heart was broken. Despite everything, they’d never believe I had turned into a horrid monster. I didn’t even believe it, regardless of what I’d seen.

      I lay in the bed, quietly gazing out the window at the city of Portland, pondering how to begin the search for answers. Lost in thought, I hardly noticed when my aunt and uncle finally made their first appearance.

      I watched, studying their responses. My father had believed them to be evil and behind it all. Roland had let me in on that little tidbit just before he bashed my brains out. When they found out I’d turned into the monster, he and my father worried my aunt and uncle had tried to kill me, maybe for money. I didn't believe it.

      My aunt’s grief-stricken face showed true relief as genuine tears rolled down her cheeks. She sat at my bedside and sobbed. “Oh, thank God. We thought you were dead. We thought they hurt you, like your friend.”

      My uncle squeezed my hand as his lower lip trembled. “What can you remember, love? Did they hurt you?”

      “Nothing—I remember nothing.” I squeezed his hand back and wondered how much of what Roland had told me was true and how much was complete crap.

      My uncle glanced down at his shoes, plainly sickened and upset by it all. I believed my father had too easily pegged my aunt and uncle as culprits. After watching them, I had no doubts in my heart. They had not done it. They never knew a thing about my father, beyond his lack of parenting abilities. They wouldn’t know how to make me be like him. They had no reason to do it.

      “Are Rebecca’s parents okay?” I asked, trying to focus on her.

      “No.” My aunt shook her head. “First the brother and now her. No.” The words burned my soul, what remained of it.

      “I’ll need to see them.” I needed to punish myself. I needed the horrific pain that seeing them would bring. And since I had no knowledge or memory of my best friend’s death, I could be there for them and feel their loss with them. It was my loss too. I had nothing but a bunch of weird stories to convince me I was responsible.

      “Well, when do you get to come home?” my uncle spoke softly.

      “Tomorrow.”

      Something happened in that moment that caused me doubt. An exchange between them occurred. I didn’t know what it was, but it stood out: his tone and her eyes darting at him. They knew or feared something.

      “So soon?” My aunt appeared confused.

      “Yeah.” I smiled sweetly. “I’m excited to come home.” Again their eyes exchanged a look. It was so subtle that had I not anticipated it, I would have missed it.

      “The doctors don’t think maybe you should stay?”

      “No. There is nothing wrong with me, beyond a concussion and malnutrition.”

      My aunt pasted the fakest smile on her face. It was rigid. “Well, you get some sleep, sweetie. We will see you at the house tomorrow.”

      “Will you pick me up?” I didn’t understand what was happening.

      “Oh right.” My aunt chuckled to herself. “Of course. Silly me. Yes, we will be here in the afternoon.”

      My uncle nodded along. “Night, Hanna.”

      Their incredibly short visit and strange behavior made me suspicious. Something was up. Of that I was certain.

      Roland came to visit me directly after they left as if he had been awaiting their departure.

      He was handsome for an old man, in a white golf jacket and black chinos. I smiled at his inability to look casual.

      He smiled back at me, sweetly. “Well, good to see you on the mend then.”

      “Yes, my head is starting to feel better. Slight concussion, they said.”

      He winced. “I wish there had been another way.”

      “No, this is perfect. It’s exactly as it should be.” My eyes misted. “I deserve at least a smack on the head.”

      “No, you deserve to be rid of this curse, which is why I’m here.” He stared at the floor momentarily and mouthed something as if arguing with himself. “Against my better judgment, I bring a message.” He cleared his throat nervously. “A Mr. Marcus Dragomir would like you to accompany him out tonight.”

      I didn’t understand. “I’m not allowed to leave here until tomorrow.”

      “Yes, he will take care of that.”

      “Marcus Dragomir—the man from my father’s stories that took place in the 1800s? The one whose blood had healing properties, according to my deranged father?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s too much, Roland.”

      “Perhaps.” He nodded once sharply. “He will pick you up at eight sharp.”

      “I have nothing to wear but a hospital gown. I’m not leaving here with my ass to the wind, alongside one of my father’s fictional characters. You need to let this die, with my dad. It’s insane.”

      He picked up a large shopping bag I hadn’t noticed he had brought in with him.

      “Stop cussing. Everything you need is in here.” His eyes grew serious. “I can’t advise you on this, and God knows your father never listened to me, but I would be careful with Mr. Dragomir, if I were you. He is not what he seems to be. His plans always benefit him, even when they seem to help you. But he is the one person who worked with your father on these tinctures before and the only person to have had any luck with them. Your father’s recent attempts to cure this have failed and we are out of options.”

      “Thank you, Roland. I will be careful with the mysterious magical character.” I rolled my eyes.

      He leaned in and kissed my forehead softly. “Goodnight, miss.”

      “Night.”

      He walked to the doorway but turned back toward me. “Your aunt and uncle, did they betray you as we suspect?”

      “I don’t know, but something is off with them. They acted weird.”

      “Very good.” He walked from the room, leaving me even more confused.

      As he left, the young policeman entered, smiling and carrying a tea. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” I smiled back. Something about him made me happy.

      “How’s the head?” He passed me the tea.

      “Sore, but not nearly as sore as my back from lying in this bed.”

      He laughed. “Yeah, these beds make you want to get better.” His dark-blond hair and blue eyes gave him a wholesome boy-next-door look. “I need to go over your statement again,” he said quietly. “If that’s okay with you.”

      “Sure.” I sipped the tea. “I don’t think I recall anything else.”

      “The first few hours are usually the best.”

      “Wow, then we’re screwed.”

      He laughed again, sending a shiver over my body. “Well either way, let’s try, shall we?” He pulled out a pen and a small pad of paper and smiled. “So you were seen with Miss Macmillan the night you both disappeared. Can you recall where?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “We always did the same things though, so if I had to guess—”

      He stopped me short. “No guessing. If you don’t recall, it’s okay.”

      “Nothing then.”

      “Okay. Well, you were at a Starbucks. You were caught on video camera around eight in the evening. It’s the last place you were seen.”

      I smiled, lost in the thought for a second. “The pumpkin-spice latte.” The words were a whisper.

      His eyes jumped in surprise. “You remember?”

      I did. “Yes, we went to Starbucks because it was the first day of the pumpkin-spice latte. It’s her favorite. She always gets a latte on the first day.” My voice cracked as tears trickled down my cheeks. I stared off into space, not blinking, suddenly recalling the evening as if someone had turned on a switch. “We went to my aunt’s house first. Rebecca called her mom and dad because we wanted to go to a movie, but they weren’t home. My aunt had made cookies—pumpkin chocolate chip. We ate a bunch of those.”

      “Did you have a latte too?”

      “What?” I blinked out of the memory.

      “The drink. I’m just trying to see if you both ate and drank the same things.”

      “God no. I don’t like espresso. I had an Americano.”

      He chuckled. “That is espresso.”

      “It’s coffee.”

      “No,” he argued. “It’s espresso and boiling water. It’s what they made in Italy for the Americans who hated the espresso.”

      “Oh.” I frowned. “I didn’t know that.”

      “What happened after the cookies and coffee? Did you make it to the movie?”

      “No.” I shrugged. “I remember not feeling well. I was sort of sick or something. I told Rebecca I couldn’t do the movie, my stomach hurt. I don’t think we went to the movie.” I bit my lip, searching my mind. I couldn’t tell him anything else even if I remembered. Anything else would incriminate me. The hazy memories stopped at the stomachache. “I don’t know. There is nothing else.”

      “Well, remembering Starbucks and the cookies is something.”

      “Yeah.” The memories I did have plagued me. My memory of Rebecca’s face was clearer than any other. I was holding my coffee and laughing about the good-looking and extremely flirty barista.

      He reached forward, putting his warm hand on mine, encompassing it completely. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

      When our eyes met, I wanted to tell him everything. His honest face demanded it from me. I hated the idea of lying to him.

      “I’ll see you at your parents’ house tomorrow,” he said, standing. “We’ll be posting a watch at the hospital tonight and at your house tomorrow as more of a statement. The drugs that the kidnapper used on you are blocking your memories, but they might not know that.”

      I bit my lip. “You think I could still be in danger?”

      “Whoever did this to you and Rebecca may want to finish the job.” He squeezed my hand once before letting go. “Don’t worry, we won’t let anyone hurt you.” He walked from the room.

      When he was gone I whispered, “Can you stop me from hurting anyone else?”
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          Master Marcus

        

      

    

    
      Unsure about whether the Marcus guy was coming or not, I changed into the jeans and sweater Roland had left for me. He’d even bought the very clogs I’d wanted from the shoe store at the mall. I frowned, wondering about him, and put them on as I waited for the mysterious Marcus Dragomir to enter my room.

      I remembered the face I had given him in my dreams, but I wondered what he’d look like in real life.

      I didn’t have to wait long. But oddly enough, I sensed his presence before I saw him. The room grew cold and my heart rate quickened. A slight breeze lifted my hair, a breeze filled with dark ambergris incense. My focus went to the entrance of the room, somehow knowing he would walk through.

      He stepped in, appearing exactly as I had dreamed. Only his clothes were different. He wore dark jeans, tailored to fit perfectly, and a peacoat. But not a single hair on his head was different and he wasn’t old like my father, even though they’d met when my dad was young. He was another mystery to add to the ever-growing pile of confusion.

      “Hello, love.” His dark voice, though spoken softly, echoed in the small room.

      “Hi.” My voice cracked with nerves.

      “I’m Mr. Dragomir. Please call me Marcus. How are you feeling, Hanna?” His English accent was awesome.

      “Fine.” I smiled back, feeling lost for a small moment. “Fine. I’m fine.”

      “So you’re fine?” He winked. “Then shall we be off?”

      “Sure.” I stood from my bed, noticing something in his grin. It made my stomach tighten. He paused at the door, letting me go through first.

      My doctor strolled up, scowling. “Miss—”

      “Don’t worry,” Marcus interrupted, extending his hand to his chest. “She’s coming with me.”

      “Oh good.” The doctor smiled. “You’re quite a lucky girl. Dr. Dragomir doesn’t usually take patients on. I hope your memories come back to you.”

      “What?” My eyes darted confusedly between them both.

      Marcus put his hand out for the doctor. “It was nice seeing you again, Frank. Happy Thanksgiving.”

      He smiled and shook his hand. “You too, Marcus. Take care, Hanna.”

      “Thanks.” I felt more lost than ever as we walked to the elevator.

      “Really?” I cocked an eyebrow at Marcus as the doors closed. “Doctor?”

      “Yes.” He laughed. “I have several doctorates.”

      I frowned. “Is one in psychology? I might need it.”

      “It is indeed.” He stood rigidly at the door to the elevator, not looking back at me.

      The elevator dinged for the ground floor and he turned then, smiling. “Shall we?”

      Maybe it was the way he smiled or the close quarters, but something about him picked at me. I leaned in. “What cologne is that?” I sniffed the air around him, feeling funny. As inappropriate as it was, it was a good funny.

      “Sorry, I’m a bit like Santa would be for little kids, but only for women. It’s not intentional.”

      “What is it?”

      He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter.”

      I closed my eyes and took a deep inhale of it, making myself dizzy. When he turned and walked away, I followed like the Pied Piper led me.

      We made it out to the dark car at the front of the hospital and an older driver opened the door for us. My head had cleared in the clean air.

      I inhaled deeply again but gave him a look. “That’s weird.” I stepped back, unsure about him and the car and everything else going on. Why would Roland want me to go with this guy?

      “Just get in.” Marcus nudged me to the car.

      Once inside, I opened the window and put my head out.

      Marcus laughed. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

      “It’s making me carsick, that’s all,” I lied. “Who are you?” I asked out the window.

      “All in due time, love.”

      “It’s Hanna, not ‘love.’”

      “Actually, it’s not. Hanna isn’t your name.”

      I pulled my head in the window, stunned by his absurdity. “What?”

      “No, your real name is Maria Hanna Jekyll.”

      “Jekyll? No, it’s Holland.”

      “Believe whatever you like, but I was there when you were born.” He put his hands in the air. “Your father changed his name several times in his life. Your real last name is Jekyll. Your first name came from his mother, an Italian woman who married a Scottish man named Jekyll.”

      “In the 1700s, right?” I laughed but he didn’t.

      He grinned mischievously. “You’ve read the journals then. So you know everything.”

      “I don’t think there’s any knowing of anything with my father. He was insane. It’s too bizarre to try to understand.”

      He leaned into me. “There is much for you to understand, Hanna.” His breath swept softly across my face, increasing my heartbeats. My breath became ragged as he leaned against me, speaking slowly, “I’ve always wondered about you.”

      “Why me?” I peered into his dark-blue eyes, so dark they appeared to be black from a distance. Up close, they were crystal clear and navy. The darkest, longest lashes I had ever seen framed his beautiful eyes.

      He was beautiful in a way I had never seen before, like a celebrity.

      His skin was olive and smooth as if no beard grew on his face, although up close I could see a faint stubble. His dark hair sat perfectly coifed on his head as if done by a stylist. He had a slight faux hawk, with his hair pulled forward and not one strand out of place. His face was strong with chiseled cheekbones and jawline.

      He examined me as I did him.

      His upper lip twitched as if he wanted to say something.

      The car stopped, bringing me back to reality and before he could say what he wanted. “Where are we going?” I blurted, cutting the tension and the staring contest.

      “We’re here,” he said, still staring at my mouth.

      “What are you?” I whispered.

      “Nothing. And everything.” He smiled wide. “After you, my lady.” He extended a hand.

      “Thanks.” I climbed out, feeling ridiculous as I exited the car. The strange and silent driver held the door for me. I turned to the older man. “Thank you.” He tipped his hat.

      Marcus climbed from the car and gave me his arm. I took it, reminding me of Mary in my father’s journals until I glanced around, realizing I was home.

      “Why are we at my house?”

      “This isn’t your house, Hanna—it never was. The Tudor is your home. This is your aunt and uncle’s home. We are here because it’s the night they never thought would come.”

      “Oh my God, just once I would LOVE a straight answer out of someone.” I rolled my eyes, irritated by the seemingly cryptic behavior of everyone around me.

      “No, I’m serious. They never loved you. Your father and I were friends. I’ve watched you grow up. But I’ve also watched them.”

      “So you’re like a creepy uncle in the story? Only you look maybe five years older than me, so that makes as much sense as the rest of it.” I pulled away from him.

      He laughed again. “I guess in some ways I’m the closest thing you have to family. Well, and Roland of course.”

      “I want an answer.” I glanced at the house. “Why are we here?”

      “I want you to see what they are doing this evening, the night before you return home.” His voice sounded distant as if he were already disappointed for me.

      “Probably watching TV. It’s what they do.” I stared up at the two-story house. It was like any house on the block. The lights were on inside, making it seem warm and homey.

      We walked from the sidewalk of the quiet, empty street to the lawn of the house I had always considered home. But we didn’t go to the front door. We crept along the side of the house to the back porch. He walked ahead to the kitchen window, crouching to stay out of sight. I glanced about, guiltily sneaking around the house like a criminal. I stepped slowly to his side and peered in the kitchen window carefully so as not to let my face be seen.

      My uncle was at the table mixing something: a white powder into the sugar canister. I turned to Marcus. “Poison,” he mouthed.

      “You’re an idiot.” I frowned again, staring in the window to see him wearing rubber gloves while doing it. He closed the lid and handed it to my aunt who appeared distracted by something she was reading. She put the piece of paper down on the table in front of him. I couldn’t read it from where I crouched.

      My aunt put the canister on the counter and frowned. “Now bloody well remember not to use the white sugar. Tell Hanna you’ve switched to honey.”

      “I know.” He read the letter. “What if we just asked Hanna for the money? She would give it to us.”

      My aunt flew into a rage, slamming her hand down on the counter. “YOU IDIOT! YOU KNOW WHAT WILL HAPPEN IF WE TELL HER ABOUT THE MONEY? SHE’LL LEAVE AND TAKE IT ALL WITH HER. SHE’LL FORGET ABOUT US. SHE’S A SELFISH TEENAGER WHO HAS NEVER THANKED US FOR RAISING HER. WE’RE OWED THIS!”

      My jaw dropped as I shrank down from the window. My head swiveled to Marcus. “The cookies,” he whispered.

      “I don’t underst—” My eyes widened. “Oh my God! The cookies? The cookies we ate the night she died? You mean they killed Rebecca?” My entire body shivered with the treachery and disbelief of what he’d said.

      “She was poisoned. It wasn’t released to the media because you were missing and the culprit was never found. Police always like to keep a bit of information mum.” His words were hard to hear.

      “They poisoned us?” I whispered softly, glancing down and realizing the gravity of the situation. “How could they?”

      “Money, Hanna. You have a lot of it.”

      “No, I don’t.” My skin crawled.

      I crept back from the window and snuck off the deck and into the backyard. I ran through the bushes behind the house.

      I wanted to scream. I wanted to run until my legs collapsed beneath me.

      Why had the police not told me?

      How had my father not seen it as a possibility?

      How had someone like Marcus known and no one else?

      I wanted answers and I knew where to get them, but I didn’t know how.

      I screamed when I was deep in the woods, nearly to the stream that was a mile from my house. I stopped running, bent over huffing my breaths, and screamed.

      I screamed for Rebecca who never got the chance to scream.

      I screamed for my parents who never got to know me.

      I screamed for my father who had blindly placed me with hateful people capable of murdering my friend.

      “You can’t kill them. You will be caught.”

      I spun, finding Marcus standing next to me, not out of breath, not sweaty as I was from the run. I didn’t know what he wanted from me or where I fit into his plan, but I could see he wanted something. Why else would he have cared enough to show me what he knew about my aunt and uncle?

      I screamed at him because I was done with not having answers, “WHAT ARE YOU?”

      “I already told you.” He laughed. “I am everything and nothing.”

      “Really?” I laughed and cried simultaneously. “You’re God then. Hey, God! Well, God, what I want for Christmas is a gun.” I laughed harder, realizing I was making no sense, but then I felt it. The sweating progressed, the world spun, and a scream filled my ears. I stared at Marcus as my world distorted. The last thing I would later recall was his beautiful face laughing, but backing away.
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          Even grumpy pancakes can’t cure that

        

      

    

    
      “Hanna?” Roland’s voice soothingly woke me from my restful slumber. I moaned as his warm hand brushed against my face. “I’m so sorry. I thought you would be like your father.”

      “Hmmm?” I opened one eye, squinting against the dim light of the room as it threatened to bring an instant headache. “Roland?”

      “Yes, it happened again, dear.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Fortunately, Mr. Dragomir was with you.” His tone changed to one I recalled from earlier when he warned me against the man. It was cautionary.

      I glanced past him to where Marcus stood in the entrance to my room. He was stone-faced. My throat was raw. “I need some water.”

      “Here.” Roland passed me a glass from my nightstand.

      “Thanks.” I smiled weakly, taking it. “What happened?” No sooner had I gotten the words out than everything from the night before came rushing back. “My aunt and uncle, I need to deal with them.”

      “Yes,” Roland acknowledged. “Mr. Dragomir was kind enough to fill me in on the latest discovery—although I dare say he might have known the entire time.” He lowered his voice, “Forgive me for assuming you had done it.”

      I shrugged. “Nothing to forgive. My family is still the reason my innocent best friend is dead.” I hated those words. I glanced past him to Marcus. “What happened?”

      “Tread carefully, Hanna.” He raised an eyebrow. “Do you truly want to see?”

      “I want answers. I want to see.” I pulled back from Roland whose face grew severe.

      “Don’t look,” Roland warned.

      “I have to,” I contested. “I need this. I need to see what happened when I blacked out. I can’t stand not knowing.”

      Roland closed his eyes. “Just as your father would have said.” He stood from my bedside and walked to the doorway. “I will leave you two to it then. I will make you something to eat.” He left the room silently as usual.

      Marcus came to my side, pulling out his iPhone. “I think I can reasonably say that man doesn’t like me.”

      “You should worry. Roland is like a dog; if he doesn't like you I suspect I shouldn't.” It was a rude thing to say, but I felt as if I had known him an eternity. It was possibly due to reading about his life from my father’s perspective. To my father he was a savior and true friend. I didn’t quite share my father’s beliefs. Something about him bothered me, perhaps his scent or the way his scent made me feel. Or maybe it was simply that Roland didn't like him.

      “Don't be rude, Hanna.” He touched the phone several times and then held it in front of my face.

      A movie played on the screen, a video he had filmed.

      It was dark and grainy but there was enough light from the moon to see me in the forest behind my house.

      The movie started with me screaming in agony, clutching my face. My knees buckled. I knelt on the forest floor, shouting as my face twitched unnaturally. Then I fell back with my legs trapped underneath me. My skin quivered and twitched as if snakes slid around under it. Suddenly, a leg shot out from the forest floor, stretching to the size of a whole human being. The other leg did the same. Muscles bulged from my veining legs. My pants and socks ripped, revealing my ruddy skin. My body grew from the waist up, again shedding my clothes, except what stretched with me. My head shook back and forth violently.

      The screaming grew to a horrendous level. I sounded as if I were slowly being murdered. My face ripped last, the screaming stopped when it was done. Where I had been, stood something unimaginable. It was nearly identical to the thing in the movie of my father, only slightly more feminine, if that was the word for it.

      It was huge and bulging with hideous features, a monster of horrifying proportions. Its head pivoted around, smelling the air. It glared into the camera and laughed. It charged at Marcus and the video ended suddenly. There was no hair on its head, no feature that indicated it could be me, except the eyes. They were my honey-brown eyes.

      I stared, horrified and unsure of what to say.

      When I did speak, my words were a whisper, “It’s true. It’s all true. I’m a disgusting freak. I’m a monster.”

      “That’s not you. That is something unnatural, Hanna. It’s a part of you that can’t be controlled nor helped.”

      “I need to find my father’s chemist. I need the elixir he was working on. Roland said it’s something that will control the changes.” A cold sweat covered me as I was hit with the realization that my father was a monster.

      “Do you have any idea who it was?”

      “No.” I tilted my head. “There are so many secrets and even more lies. And half the truths sound like fantasies.”

      “Welcome to the world of the hidden truths.” He clasped his hands together. “I’ve been helping your father with his work for a couple hundred years. I know of the tincture you’re thinking of. The whole point to it was so he’d be able to control when he changed. Change at will, so to speak.”

      I shivered, thinking about the hideous creature I had become. “Why would he want to change?”

      “I need to discuss the possibility of a partnership with you.”

      “What kind of partnership?” I couldn’t help but distrust him.

      “Your father and I had an agreement which required an exchange.”

      “What kind of exchange?”

      “A simple one. I would need only a few droplets of your blood every now and again. In return I would give you what I gave him.”

      “Help in chemistry?”

      “Not exactly, but sure.” He sounded puzzled for a fleeting second and then smiled, making laugh lines appear around his ancient eyes. He looked older for a passing moment as if a shadow had cast upon the room. It lifted as quickly as it had set, and he was back to being possibly thirty on a haggard day.

      “So, you will take a bit of my blood and work on the elixir to cure me?” I questioned again, watching his eyes intently.

      “Yes,” he answered without so much as a flash of hesitation. “Precisely.”

      “Your meal, my dear girl,” Roland interrupted, carrying the tray to my lap.

      “I will see myself out, Roland.” Marcus winked, walking from the room.

      I eyed the tray and then Roland. “How did you know?”

      He chuckled. “Oh trust me, your father hasn’t cooked a meal in the seventy-five years he and I have known one another. I made this for you when you were a small girl.”

      The chocolate-chip pancakes with happy and angry faces hit me right in the feelings. “Why don’t I remember you?”

      “We were never to meet, you and I.”

      “Why?”

      He sighed. “Can’t we just leave it at that?”

      “For now.” I lifted my fork and took a bite. The pancakes were divine and exactly how I recalled them being.

      Roland left as silently as he had entered, as always. I glanced at the phone beside my bed and called out to him. “Roland, wait. I have to call that police officer.”

      After a second, he poked his aged face back in. “The young officer from the hospital? His name was Andrew Paulson?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.” He left again and shouted at me from the hall, “I will find the number and arrange for him to come right away.”

      “No, I want to call. Please.”

      I picked at my angry-face pancake, remembering how I had always eaten it first. I’d wanted the anger gone first.

      It had always made my parents laugh.

      And as much as I remembered the pancakes, I didn’t recall my parents making them. They just brought them in for me. I thought back on all the meals, realizing every one was that way. I wondered what Roland could have done in his past to warrant such treatment. He had never eaten with my family, nor had I even seen him until he found me in the forest.

      The pancakes tasted perfect. I savored the memory they brought. I remembered my parents, together and happy. I remembered my mother’s smile. So beautiful.

      She had raven-black hair, stark white skin with subtle freckles, gray eyes, and a bow mouth. She was a tiny woman, shorter than me. My mother had looked plain upon first sight, but when she smiled, it was as if her heart-shaped face exploded beauty. Her eyes sparkled and her lips remained full, even in a smile.

      In the huge mirror on my dresser, I wished I could see something of my mother in myself. My thick strawberry-blonde hair was my father’s, along with my thin upper lip that vanished when I smiled. Even the honey-brown eyes surrounded by thick black lashes were my father’s, as was my thin face. I stared deeper, seeing nothing but him.

      I closed my eyes, trying to remember what my mother looked like. I promised myself I would never forget her face. It had grown harder to recall it exactly; the features had faded with time.

      My most recent memories of my father weren’t my favorite. I had loved his face before he’d grown sick, how it was when he stood tall and proud, smiling at me at graduation. He smiled, and yet somehow his eyes were still hollow and distant.

      My memories of him became altered. I saw something that wasn’t there before—regret, love, and fear. It was as plain as the nose on my face, which was also his.

      Tears welled in my eyes as I grasped that he had loved me all along. He had wanted to be with me but chose my aunt and uncle to protect me and keep me out of harm’s way. He had sacrificed the relationship we might have had to ensure I would always be safe and away from the dangers he possessed.

      Because he believed I didn’t have those same traits.

      Lastly, I recalled Rebecca. Rebecca had died as a result of being my friend, but at least it wasn’t my fault. I breathed a freeing sigh, thinking of my friend, until I remembered the cookies my aunt had made, intended for me. My aunt hadn’t expected Rebecca to come home with me. She had been out at the time. We ate the cookies from the plate, laughing about the recent Saturday Night Live skit before getting into Rebecca’s car to go for our Starbucks. We had already ingested the poison before going for coffee.

      “That number.”

      I opened my eyes to Roland’s smiling face and a piece of paper in his hand. “Thank you.”

      He nodded regally and left the room, ever silent.

      I picked up the phone and took a deep inhale, trying to figure out my story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Is that a gun in your pocket or are you happy to see me?

        

      

    

    
      “The young officer is in the front room,” Roland spoke after sneaking up on me again.

      “How do you do it?”

      “I have no idea what you are referring to, but I will let the young man know you are coming down.” He was gone again, making no sound. His feet never scuffed, shuffled, or made a single noise on the hardwood.

      I gave myself a once-over, noticing a pride in seeing my father’s face in my own. It was a new sensation for me to recognize his features and not hate them, born out of my sudden understanding of the mysterious man. His love was more, now that I saw the sacrifice he’d made.

      I left the room, wondering how the conversation would go, once the police officer knew the truth about my friend’s disappearance.

      Officer Paulson was in the front room admiring my father’s painting above the mantel of the lit fireplace. The room was warm and inviting with oversized dark leather couches and rubber wood coffee tables. The stones around the fireplace came from a river. My father had hand-selected each one. Since learning so many of his hidden truths, I pondered over what year he might have chosen the stones. I had assumed he bought the house only months prior to first bringing me there. Seeing the way Roland fit into every nook and cranny convinced me my father had built the house a hundred years earlier.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      Officer Paulson turned, smiling. His piercing blue eyes sought the truth out, speaking directly to my soul. “Hanna, it’s so nice to see you again. How are you?” His tone was genuine as were his eyes.

      “Getting better, I guess. But I need to tell you something. It’s why I called you here.” I pointed to the large couch. “Please take a seat, Officer Paulson.”

      “Thanks, and it’s Andy. So you live here then?”

      “Yeah.” I smiled sweetly, batting my eyelashes. “My parents are both gone.”

      “I heard of your father’s recent passing.” His eyes grew full of concern. “I’m sorry. You’re so young to be an orphan.”

      “Thanks. Anyway, when my father died he left me some family secrets via journals. Secrets I hadn’t known about.”

      His eyebrows raised. “Secrets?”

      “Yes.” I treaded carefully around him, though my heart wanted to tell him the entirety of the tale. His honest face would be the death of my lies. “My mother died in an accident and my father believed it would be better if I were raised by my aunt and uncle. His lifestyle never suited a child, and he believed them to be good people. They have raised me for eleven years.” At least that part wasn't a lie.

      “Okay.” He followed with nods.

      “It turns out my aunt and uncle have enjoyed certain aspects of my being there more than others.”

      His brow furrowed. “What aspects?”

      “As I’m sure you noticed, this house is nice—my father’s things are all expensive. He had a lot of money and he compensated them to ensure I never went without.”

      He frowned. “He paid them to take care of you.”

      “He did. But I didn’t know about it. I was only informed after his death. I turned eighteen and apparently an enormous amount of money was released to me then, in trust. No one ever told me about the money.”

      “Oh God.” He grimaced, seeing where it was all going. “Are they your next of kin?”

      “Yeah.” I bit my lip again.

      He took a deep breath. “This changes everything.”

      “I thought it might.”

      “Wow.” He ran a hand through his hair. “So have any memories come back then?”

      “Yup.” I swallowed hard. “I remember we went to my house—my aunt and uncle’s. We ate cookies my aunt had left on a plate and then we went to Starbucks. I remember telling Rebecca I wanted to go home after Starbucks; I had my coffee in my hand. My stomach was hurting.”

      “She poisoned you both with cyanide then?” Obviously, he was confused by the fact that I was sitting beside him and not dead like my best friend.

      “But I got sick, it’s the last thing I recall. We stopped the car by the woods and I got sick there. Then whatever happened to us, happened there. I blacked out after throwing up.”

      His expression was grave. “This is serious, Hanna.”

      “I know. I went back to get proof.”

      “What?” He looked lost again. “I’m not following you.”

      “I snuck into my aunt and uncle’s backyard. Last night I watched through the kitchen window as they ground up something white. Then they stirred it into the sugar canister on the counter. My aunt told my uncle not to eat it, and to tell me he’d switched to honey in his coffee and tea. After he read a letter they started talking about my money. It was awful. She said they deserved the money.”

      “Oh my God.” He sounded disgusted. “What happened then?”

      “I ran into the woods and called Roland, and he came to get me. I’ve been here since.”

      He shook his head. “I see so many bad things every day, but this takes at least one cake. Why would she poison your cookies with cyanide?”

      “How do you know it was cyanide?”

      “Easy.” He exhaled deeply. “It’s what we found inside Rebecca. She died of cyanide poisoning. We thought she’d been around something radioactive at first. We found out what it was from the autopsy report.”

      “How could we eat that and not know?”

      “Baking is an easy place to disguise it. It’s a type of poison I wouldn’t have thought of. It comes from apple seeds.”

      “That’s ridiculous! Apple seeds aren’t poisonous.” I gasped.

      “Oh yes, my dear. They are highly poisonous. But processing them can be a bother.” Roland laughed as he brought the tea tray into the room.

      “You know how?” I asked, raising an eyebrow at the old man.

      “I’ve read countless mystery novels in my many years, dear girl. The inside of the seed is highly poisonous. One must split it and remove the guts of the seed, and then grind that extremely fine. I’ve never heard of it used in baking, I will say.”

      Andy smirked. “I’m almost wondering where you were that night, Roland.”

      Roland laughed. “Oh, Officer Paulson, you flatter me. I don’t have the energy for such adventures.” He turned to leave the room, smiling mischievously. “Not anymore anyway.”

      Andy laughed. “Well, I have to say, we have enough for a warrant.” His eyes lost their humor again. “Thanks so much for calling.”

      “I feel so guilty that Rebecca died because of me.”

      He reached forward and put a hand on mine, covering it completely. “You can’t take the blame for something you had nothing to do with. They made the choice and they committed the crime. You were a victim as much as she was.”

      “But I have the weaker stomach.” I tried to focus on his hand and not the tears threatening to spring from my eyes.

      His eyes grew puzzled again. “Where were you for all those weeks then, if you didn’t end up like your friend?”

      “No clue, but wherever it was, I almost hope I don’t remember.”

      “Yeah, we found GHB in your system. That doesn’t bode well for your missing time.”

      “Maybe it’s better I don’t remember anything.”

      He looked at me, putting his hand through my hair and tucking it behind my ear. I trembled against the feel of his warm hand as it brushed against my face. “It pisses me off, thinking about you missing for all those weeks, scared and alone with strangers. Or worse—your crazy aunt and uncle.”

      “Me too.” I wanted to tell him the truth.

      “I never want you to be afraid again.” He leaned in, softly brushing his lips against mine. It lasted only one heartbeat before he pulled back. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. That was so inappropriate. I don’t know what’s come over me. I better go.”

      “No. Please, don’t be sorry.”

      He smiled, lifting one side of his mouth slightly. “I’m not sorry I kissed you; I just can’t do it again until I’m done working your case. It’s not right. Which means I’d like a rain check for this exact moment.”

      “Sure.” I laughed, blushing. It was insane but the attraction was obvious.

      “I will be here the minute this is over and it’s no longer a conflict of interest.” He stood from the couch abruptly. “The second it’s over. But I’ve got to go before I do something else inappropriate.”

      “Goodnight.” I couldn’t help but smile. The talk had been morbid but the kiss was unexpectedly wonderful.

      “Night.” He waved. “I’ll call you when the warrant has been executed.” As he left, I picked up the throw pillow beside me, grinning as I hugged it to my body.

      “Awww,” Marcus mocked from behind, startling me. “Unfortunately, it can never be more than flirtation, love.”

      “What are you doing, spying on me?” I turned sharply, frowning at him.

      “Maybe.” His booming laugh echoed throughout the room.

      I contemplated throwing the pillow at him. “What are you doing in my house? Does Roland know you’re here?”

      “Well.” He cleared his throat as he sat on the couch next to me. His scent made my want to lean in. “Contrary to popular belief, love, I never drove your father to wish for a change. He and I got along in perfect harmony. I let myself in, as I always have.” He leaned in closer. “And you can never be with the police officer because you cannot control yourself. Officer Paulson would not be able to get out of harm’s way fast enough.”

      “I won’t be a monster forever.”

      “You are my favorite monster, Hanna. Of all the monsters in all the world, you’re my favorite. You’re feisty and spirited but deep down, in a place you don’t let anyone see, you’re sweet too.

      “Gross.” I grimaced. “I could never be sweet to you. You’re old.”

      “I haven’t aged at all.” He laughed harder. “And I would never want you to be sweet to me.” He kissed my cheek roughly. “I like spice better than sweet.”

      Anxious about being so close to him, I leaned back and changed the subject, “How many monsters are there?”

      He tilted his head. “Many.”

      “Right, but types.” I rolled my eyes, pulling back farther. “Like do vampires and werewolves and trolls exist?”

      He raised an eyebrow, not answering. He examined me carefully, making me more nervous.

      “What about mermaids?”

      “Yes, it’s all true,” he finally spoke, sounding annoyed. “Do you really believe there is a human gifted enough in imagination to create beings so amazingly accurate in strength and weakness?”

      “Yes. Frankenstein?”

      “It happened.”

      Disbelief crossed my brow. “What? No, not Frankenstein.”

      “Yes, Frankenstein. And yes, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde obviously. And Count Dracula and the Mummy. I find it hilarious you turn into a monster and doubt the existence of other monsters.” He picked up a piece of my hair, sniffing it, and continued, “You smell delicious for such a naughty beast.”

      “Oh my God.” I snatched my hair back. “Stop! How old are you anyway?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “What does time matter to me? Only the dying consider time. I guarantee the eighteen years you have lived have matured you far beyond what centuries have done for me. We’re practically the same age.” He grinned wickedly.

      “I don’t doubt that or find it attractive.” I sat for a moment, not sure if I should ask the question I wanted the answer to. When he didn’t speak, I blurted it out, “How long have you known they drugged me? Not only that they did, but that they would?”

      A snake-like grin crossed his sensual lips. “Ah, there it is, the right question.” He twirled a new piece of hair. “For some time.”

      “Can you read my thoughts?”

      He laughed. “As well as you can read mine.”

      “How did you know then?”

      He looked at me sharply. “I pay attention.”

      “Did you tell my father it would happen?”

      “What do you think?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I think you wanted me to be poisoned. But why?”

      “I think I’ve answered enough questions for one night.”

      “How could you let me turn into this?” I narrowed my gaze.

      “I never poisoned you.”

      “But you knew?”

      He grinned. “You assume I knew. How about you answer one for me?” He peered down at me keenly.

      “What?”

      “How did your mother die?” His question came across as sarcastic, as if he knew the answer and was asking to hurt me.

      “An accident,” I answered softly, beginning to see the full scope of the cruelty he was capable of. “She was in a car accident on a freeway. It was a ten-car pileup.”

      “Hmm, did you ever try looking it up online?”

      “No.” I scowled, growing increasingly anxious. “I was seven years old.”

      “Did you see anything in the paper?”

      “I was seven.” My words turned firm and adamant. I wasn’t sure why he was doing this.

      He stood up from the couch. “Well, I must be going. Goodnight, love.”

      He walked from the room and I realized I loathed him in a lustful and perplexing way.

      I sat on the couch, wondering where he’d been going with bringing up the accident. My aunt was my mother’s best friend—surely she’d looked into the accident. Surely she would have told me the truth. I thought about the poisoned cookies and sighed. Maybe not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          The Roses and The Thorns

        

      

    

    
      I sat on the edge of my bed watching the sunrise. My skin itched as if it needed something. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was.

      “I have someone I need you to meet,” Roland spoke from the doorway.

      “Who?”

      “A woman who can help you—well, try to help you fit into the world in which you were born.”

      “I don’t know why I need to fit into this world.”

      “You do.” His tone meant the discussion was over.

      “When do I meet her?”

      “She’s downstairs now.”

      “Now?” I frowned. “Roland, that’s called ambush.”

      “No.” He laughed. “That’s called concern. I won’t be around forever and Mr. Dragomir can’t very well be the only friend you have.”

      “Whatever. You’ve probably been alive for centuries.” I rolled my eyes.

      “Now.”

      “Fine, I’ll come down.” I climbed off my bed and sauntered after him down the hallway and grand staircase. He led me to the front sitting room and smiled at the older woman seated on the huge couch. “My dearest Ms. Crane, may I introduce my ward, Miss Maria Hanna Jekyll.”

      The older woman had white hair tucked up in a bun and a wrinkled, kind face. I liked her immediately. “Hello, my dear girl. Thank you, Roland.” She stood, gently taking one of my hands as she smiled delightfully.

      “Tea, ladies?”

      “Please, Roland,” Ms. Crane answered softly.

      “I feel like I’m on a BBC movie set,” I blurted out.

      “My name is Lydia, not Ms. Crane. Roland is so formal.” She winked at him. “I came because I wanted to say how dreadfully sorry I am about your father.”

      “You knew him?”

      “Of course. Very well.” She let go of my hand and sat back on the couch.

      “Oh.” I took a seat across from her, bewildered and a bit nervous. “Are you different like my father was?”

      “Yes, I am. I have my own gifts—nothing comparable to your father’s. I understand you, however, have become more like him in the last few months?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “I didn’t even know he was different until I read the journals.”

      Lydia’s expression changed. “You read them?”

      “I did.”

      “I am so sorry you had to read that, my dear. He was quite mad for a time.” Lydia smiled compassionately. “I want you to know, I’m here for you if you need anything.”

      “Thanks, but how did you know my father?”

      “Let’s just say, we ran in the same circles.”

      Roland carried in the tea tray. “You mean your circle ran after him.”

      “Oh, Roland.”

      I took a cup of tea and began sipping it. I didn’t really like tea, but I didn’t want to hurt Roland’s feelings.

      Lydia smiled at me over her cup.

      Roland sat down, shockingly enough. He never sat or participated in discussions. “Have you told her yet?”

      Lydia frowned. “I was waiting for you.”

      “Told me what?”

      Roland’s face grew serious. “Your father was hunted for a time. If you read the random madness in some of his journals, you must have seen he suspected something or someone was hunting him.”

      “I remember that.”

      “There is a society of people who are similar to you, Lydia, and your father. Lydia’s people are the governing law.”

      Lydia cleared her throat. “We are called the Roses Academy, the Devil’s Roses specifically. We ensure society is kept safe from people like us. Harming anything or anyone is forbidden.”

      “Like that girl.” I gulped. “The one who killed my father?”

      Lydia explained, “He was dying already. He was suffering. He made Aimee promise to take him when it got so bad he couldn’t stand it. His body would have forced a change in order to survive, and who knows what he would have done. He couldn’t live with that.”

      “I’m lost. I don’t understand any of this.”

      Roland interrupted, “Of course, you don’t. Your father fought his changes. He hadn’t changed in over seventy years, which aged him. Marcus Dragomir helped him with an elixir to stop the changes but the elixir wasn’t perfect. He became resistant to it. So they made a new one but his body was slowly growing sick from it. The Roses made him agree never to change again, and he was dying as a result of living up to that agreement.”

      “They forced him to die slowly and painfully?” I had to be hearing it wrong.

      “No.” Lydia put a hand up. “Of course not. Many of us offered him a way out.”

      “You offered him death?” Disgust and fear rippled through me. What were they offering me?

      Lydia continued, “In a way, but also freedom. He had made himself into what he was, Hanna. You must understand, he wasn’t happy with what he’d done.”

      “Why didn’t he choose death when the elixir started making him sick?”

      “You and your mother,” Roland spoke delicately.

      “He met my mother twenty-five years ago. He wasn’t sick then.”

      “No.” Lydia smiled politely. “He met your mother seventy years ago. She was the one who made him agree to stop the changes. He stopped them for her.”

      The room spun. Who was my mother?

      “This is too much for her right now,” Roland warned.

      A knock at the front door interrupted our conversation.

      “Excuse me a moment.” Roland got up and walked casually, as if we’d been discussing current events.

      I suspected my father was betrayed by them, both of them. They had forced him into a choice that ultimately killed him.

      “Officer Paulson is here to speak with you, Hanna.”

      I glanced up, blinking when everything moved too quickly. I began sweating as the itch hit.

      Roland saw the look in my eyes, rushed across the room, and opened a small jeweled box on the coffee table next to Lydia. He pulled a bright-blue vial from the box, tore the top off with his teeth, and grabbed my face. I tried to fight but his sudden burst of strength overwhelmed me. The bitter drink sparkled as it made its way down my throat.

      “What have you done?” I choked.

      He looked desperately saddened. “Saved Officer Paulson.”

      The itch in my skin was gone, replaced by a fire that burned from the inside.

      I wanted to scream out, but I couldn’t. I dropped to my knees and curled into a ball on the floor, waiting for it to pass.

      But it didn’t pass. It changed. It went from hot to cold and I shivered with it. Exhaustion filled me as my body fought the change.

      Lydia held my hand, chanting something with her eyes closed.

      Roland gently handed me a cup of tea. “Sip some of this. It will help.”

      My shaky hand reached out for the tea, spilling it. I managed to get a sip in, the tepid liquid helping immediately. “Will I die now?” I asked, terrified.

      “No.” Roland closed his eyes, clearly regretting everything. “Not yet, but this will kill you eventually. Your father never took it until he was well over one hundred years old and had changed hundreds of times. You’ve changed twice. Plus, you’re only a few years off from the age you should be. We don’t know what it will do to you.”

      “Better dead than a monster, I suppose.”

      “Never say that.” Roland shook his head. “We will find the cure.”

      Lydia sighed. “We won’t stop until we do. Now before the police officer gets suspicious, let’s try to get you onto the couch. Roland will see him in.”

      Roland lifted me to the couch where I sat, taking a deep breath. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Roland stepped out with Lydia on his heels and Andy walked into the sitting room alone. He was dressed in jeans and a dark-blue tee shirt, and holding a black sweater. His face looked tired. Well, it looked handsome—there was no way around that—but he looked as if he’d been up all night. “Hanna, how are you?”

      “Good.” I tried my best to ignore my insides and the pain. “I’m doing okay.”

      He exhaled deeply. “Well, there is no easy way to say what’s happened. Your aunt has murdered your uncle. We arrived last night with a warrant, and she was on the floor beside him. He was dead. She’d hit him in the head with a frying pan.”

      “Oh my God.” A tear fell from my right eye as I sat perfectly still, taking it in. “No.”

      My aunt who had been like a mother.

      My aunt who had tucked me in and told my stories.

      My aunt, who shopped with me and brushed my hair, had murdered the people I loved most in the world.

      Andy sat next to me on the couch and took my hands in his. His warmth wrapped around me was the only thing I felt. “Hanna, I’m so sorry.”

      I couldn’t sob. I just sat untouched by it all. My brain refused anything else past its walls.

      Tears leaked down my face but no emotion was attached to them. They were no different than raindrops. “Where is she now?”

      “Holding cell until she sees a judge.”

      “I need to see her.”

      He frowned. “No, Hanna. She’s insane.”

      “I need this. I truly need this.”

      He grabbed a tissue from the coffee table and leaned in, wiping my tears away and kissed my cheek softly. “If you have to, I’ll go with you.” He stood up, offering his hand. I took it, terrified of not only the drug in my system, but also my obvious attraction for him. I ignored my shaky legs. I needed to see my aunt and would ignore everything else until then.

      Roland strolled into the room. “What’s happening?”

      “Andy is taking me to see my aunt.”

      “No.” His eyes narrowed. “That’s a terrible idea, Hanna.”

      “I know.” I strode past Roland and out of the house, still holding Andy’s hand, nearly dragging him.

      He got the door for me and we drove—he drove and I floated.

      He pulled into a huge parking lot next to a massive building.

      “What is this place?”

      “It’s the police station. We have the holding cells here. You okay?”

      “No.” I tried to breathe normally. “How old are you?”

      He smiled, making my heart beat faster. “Twenty-two.”

      “Like really twenty-two?” It was the weirdest question to ask.

      “Yup. For the whole year.”

      “That’s good.” I wasn’t making sense, at least not to him. It made perfect sense to me. He was real. I was about to have the worst experience ever, I needed real with me.

      We got out and I felt as if I floated to the door. The inside of the police station was sterile, void of life and the special secret ingredient that separated people from computers. People worked, maintaining the same even expressions upon their faces. The only color and excitement was in the obvious criminals. Andy walked me past it all so quickly, I was barely able to notice them.

      He stopped at an elevator. Other vacant-looking people entered the elevator with us. They never spoke or joked. It wasn’t how I imagined an office at all.

      He pulled me off the elevator, leading me to a guard’s desk.

      “Hey, Tom.”

      “Hey.” The older man in an odd uniform smiled. “Morning, Andy.”

      Andy took his badge out and signed some papers.

      The door made a buzz and Andy brought me to a room with a small, plain wooden table with four chairs surrounding it.

      Nerves filled my stomach.

      I hadn’t considered that I might be afraid to see my aunt, but fear crippled me as Andy hauled out a chair and I sat.

      He sat beside me, holding my hand.

      I had assumed it would be done through Plexiglas with phones, not sitting at a table with her in the same room as Andy.

      The door opened.

      A tall blonde woman in uniform led my aunt in. She looked terrible. Her long brown hair was disheveled and her face was puffy from crying.

      She appeared defeated as she walked into the room until she saw me. Then her face filled with disgust. “I thought I was meeting my lawyer.”

      The tall blonde turned to Andy. “You okay?”

      “Yup.” The guard walked out of the room, locking it from the outside.

      I sat, staring at my aunt. An old part of my heart wanted to jump up and hug her, straighten her hair, and tell her everything would be okay. Most of me wanted to pick up a chair and smash her over the head with it.

      Instead, I sat in the chair, returning her scowl.

      “What do you want?” she asked and sat down.

      I held back my tears. “Why?”

      “Huh?”

      “Why?”

      “Why what? Why did I do it? You spoiled little bitch. I gave you everything, and then when you turned eighteen, you got it all. None of it was mine anymore. I earned it.” She leaned back in the chair smugly.

      “It wasn’t anything but money with you, ever?”

      My aunt raised her eyebrows, smirking.

      “You never loved me, even the tiniest amount? You never cared for me when you tucked me in and sang to me and read me stories? How about when you bandaged my wounds? DID YOU LOVE ME THEN?” I raged across the table, making the itch in my skin worsen.

      Andy put a hand on me. “Stay cool, ladies.”

      I took a deep breath, struggling to stop the change, inhaling deeply again, watching my aunt fight any emotions. “I would have given it all to you. I didn’t even know about it. Had you asked me for the money, I would’ve handed it to you.”

      My aunt broke. She sobbed into her shackled hands.

      “You killed them both for money and now you’re dead to me too. You’ve put us in the same boat with no family and no friends. And you took away my peace and safety. You worked so hard to give me those things and then you snatched them away.” I stood and went to the door and knocked. The tall blonde opened it.

      I glanced back at the sobbing mess that used to be my aunt, the mother I’d had for nearly a decade.

      “I would have given it all to you.” I walked from the room.

      Andy gripped my hand tightly, pulling me through the doors and back to the elevator. Exhaustion was coming to take me but I fought it. I needed to go home.

      But I didn’t make it.

      I passed out long before then.

      When I woke, I sat up in my bed, realizing Andy had brought me home and Roland had put me to bed. My brain processed it, but I didn’t want to think. I didn’t want to feel. So I closed my eyes and hoped to fall back to sleep again.

      Nothing in the world mattered anymore.

      Rebecca was dead, my father was dead, my uncle was dead, and my aunt was dead for all intents and purposes. I should have died with Rebecca, not lived on as the monstrous freak I was.

      Only six months prior, I was planning shopping trips, prom, my team finishing first in volleyball state finals, breaking up with Jimmy Stratton. All things that made me feel young and alive. The past months had pretty much destroyed all of those things.

      A knock at the door pulled me from my pity party.

      “Come in,” I said softly, knowing Roland would hear. I swore he was part hound.

      “There is someone I’d like you to see.”

      “Like a therapist? ‘Cause honestly, I think the sanity ship has sailed and my ticket wasn’t valid.”

      “Hanna, please.”

      I thought about getting out of bed. “Roland, how did I become this?”

      “I believe it was a freak accident, my dear. Your body naturally fought against death with the only tool it had—rage.”

      “Who’s downstairs?”

      “A friend. Come down.”

      “No. Send them up.”

      Roland cleared his throat. “To your bedchamber?”

      “Yeah, my bedchamber. Roland, you’re so crazy.”

      He closed the door, clearly shocked, which made me laugh harder. Maybe I’d finally lost my mind from overload. Before long I too would have my own series of crazy journals.

      During my week in bed, Andy had been by a few times to check on me. I had told Roland I wouldn’t see him. I wasn’t ready yet. He reminded me of the bad things I didn’t want to deal with. I wasn’t ready for those other things just yet. My pity party was still a full-fledged rager.

      And Marcus had come by, but I didn’t have to tell Roland not to let him in. He handled that on his own.

      So I wasn’t sure who was at the door, but I didn’t care. I was done with guests and life and drama and dead people.

      Roland opened the door, seeming flustered. I leaned on my elbow, still fully covered in blankets and snuggling my pillow.

      “Miss Hanna, may I introduce Aleksander. He is in a similar situation to you, and I presumed he might be able to help you understand your new life.”

      “Roland!” I gasped as the sexiest man alive entered. Roland frowned at me and walked from the room, leaving the door open. I yanked the covers up nearly to my chin.

      I’d been expecting another old lady. Or maybe the blonde girl who’d killed my dad.

      I did not expect this.

      He was a god.

      He was a beautiful god, with dark-blond hair cut short and styled slightly messy. He had the whitest blue eyes I’d ever seen. He had perfect lips.

      And he was massive. He looked like a huge, sexy Viking but in jeans and a tee shirt.

      “Hanna, it’s nice to meet you.” He sat in a chair on the other side of the room. His words were like listening to a song on the wind, making me believe they spoke only for me. Everything about him was sex. He could have bottled it and sold it.

      His mouth moved but I didn’t know what he was saying. I enjoyed watching him speak, noticing the way his jaw flexed.

      I closed my eyes for a second as I imagined him kissing me.

      “Hanna.”

      I opened my eyes to him frowning at me.

      “Sorry.” I sat up, dropping the covers, not noticing I was in a flimsy pale-blue tank top.

      “Hanna.” It was as if he sang it. I wondered if he was an angel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          I like my Viking shaken, not stirred

        

      

    

    
      “Hi, Hanna, I’ve come as a favor to Roland.” He was nervous and gorgeous. He was like breathing cotton candy, sunscreen, and warm berries. “I—uh, I didn’t know you were—”

      “A girl?”

      “So old. Roland called you a child so I’d assumed you were twelve. I can wait downstairs where it’s not so—”

      “Dark?” I leaned forward, sniffing the air even more. Something about him was driving me nuts.

      “Inappropriate.” He swallowed hard but moved closer, appearing to regret every step he took. “Hanna.” It sounded different than it had from across the room. “We need to go downstairs.” He said it as if he didn’t mean it, with no resolve behind his words.

      “Go downstairs?” I felt as if I were floating in a dream. I blinked, attempting to snap out of it. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. You make me feel weird.”

      He laughed. “Everyone says that.”

      “I want to be near you. Is that weird?”

      “No, fairly typical actually.” He blushed and lowered his gaze. “I’ll go and tell Roland we can’t do this.”

      “Don’t.” The smile left my face. “I don’t want you to go.”

      “For the first time in a while, I don’t want to go either.” He sat on the bed.

      Heat flushed over me but instead of thinking or rationalizing the situation, we magnetically pulled to one another. I leaned in, softly brushing my lips against his. He tried to push me back but his hands paused, drawing me into him.

      It was the most intense kiss I’d ever had. It showed me the difference between kissing a boy and kissing a man.

      “Stop!” He pulled back, shoving me and disappearing with a warm wind. He reappeared across the room.

      “How did you—how did you do that?”

      “Please excuse me.” He left the room suddenly, leaving behind nothing but the warm wind and the taste of our kiss.

      I touched my fingers to my lips, reliving it, the kiss and the taste of him. It was too much and too intense to have been real.

      Deciding I needed a cold shower I got up and strolled into my bathroom, still in a daze.

      The shower felt amazing.

      I had to find out who he was; something about him bewitched me. But also, I needed to figure out how he’d crossed the room in the second it took him to reappear.

      I walked into my room, wondering what Roland had thought Aleksander could possibly help me with. I had some thoughts on the matter, but they were private and not something I wished to discuss with Roland.

      After I changed, I left my room with my head filled with millions of questions. When I got downstairs I found Roland leaning over a gadget he had taken apart on the table in the entryway.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Oh nothing.” Roland laughed. “Just fixing the toaster oven. How was your visit with the ever-handsome Aleksander?”

      “Interesting. Anyway, who is he?”

      Roland met my gaze, raising an eyebrow. “Oh, you didn’t cover that while you were up there?”

      “Okay, look”—I put my hands on my hips—“I thought it was Lydia, wanting to see me again. I didn’t know it was some huge blond guy. You could’ve let me in on that.”

      “I did try to get you to come downstairs.” He laughed. “You wouldn’t leave the room. What could I do?”

      “I don’t know but letting him upstairs was pretty mean. What is he?”

      “Something old and cursed.” He clicked a piece together. “I need to tell you, it’s tradition in your family to have a birthday ball when a girl turns sixteen—”

      “I’m turning nineteen,” I cut him off.

      “I’m aware. You never had your sixteenth so I have been planning a nineteenth for you. A ball actually, as is tradition. It’s even more important now because this is your last birthday.”

      “What?” My stomach fell. “Am I dying? I was just thinking I feel pretty good. That elixir isn’t making me sick anymore. Oh my God—”

      “I should have said last birthday as a regular human. You have some interesting changes coming your way and being part of normal society is over for you. After this birthday you’ll be part of the underworld your father belonged to.” He grunted and clicked another piece together on the toaster. “It’s not important right now. The point is, I have dresses being brought to the mansion. I want you to choose which you’ll wear. It’s a masquerade.”

      “What?” I honestly wondered if I’d entered a magical hole in the ground, following after some crazy white rabbit. Everything in the last hour had been a prank. “A masquerade? That’s crazy. We don’t have to follow all the traditions my dad had. Who would we invite, Roland? I have no friends I want to be around and no family left. My new cell phone has over a thousand texts from friends from school, but I don’t know what to say to anyone. Rebecca’s death is the only thing buying me time with them. Everyone thinks I’m lost in a depression. This is insanity.”

      “Leave the details to me. First things first, Lydia would like you to pay her a visit.”

      “You’re being weird. Why are you being all funny and not telling me stuff and fixing toasters and planning balls?”

      “Not right now, Hanna.” He sighed. “Lydia, dress, and then we answer questions.” He gazed back down at the toaster.

      “Fine.” I frowned and walked to the front door. “Will you at least tell me how to get there?”

      “She’ll be here any moment,” he called after me.

      As if on cue, the blonde girl who murdered my father was at the door. She was different somehow, less frightening.

      Hate filled me seeing her. “What are you doing here?” I seethed.

      The girl looked at me empathetically. “I have to bring you to Lydia.”

      “No.” I glanced back at Roland who waved me off.

      “Aimee is much faster than a car. Now go.”

      “Not a chance.” I crossed my arms. “I want answers before I agree to anything.”

      “Death dealer.” Marcus Dragomir walked across the front lawn with a curious expression on his face.

      “Dragomir!” The girl’s eyes narrowed. “You have no right to be here.”

      “Oh, Aimee.” He laughed. “I have every right to be here. How’s Lorri? Last time I saw her, she was under some pretty heavy fire.”

      The girl’s hand shot out, gripping Marcus by the throat. He smiled wickedly, clearly not afraid of her deadly touch. She squeezed again but he didn’t flinch.

      She pulled back her hand, staring at it as if mystified. “How?”

      Marcus laughed harder. “You can’t expect me to bring my soul with me everywhere I go, Aimee. Tsk, tsk, tsk! Foolish girl. Now if you will excuse me.” He eyed me with his devilish grin. “Shall we?” He offered me his arm.

      Being defiant, I gave Roland and the girl called Aimee a glare and walked away from them both, taking Marcus’ arm.

      “Hanna, go with Aimee. I need to speak with Mr. Dragomir myself.” Roland stepped forward.

      “I won’t be going anywhere with her. If you want me to see Lydia, I’ll get Marcus to drive me there. I’m sure he knows the way.”

      Roland was clearly angry, but he kept his mouth shut.

      I huffed off, dragging Marcus with me instead of the reverse.

      Marcus gave a smug grin but I sneered at him as well. “Just because I chose to go with you, doesn’t mean you won’t be doing some serious explaining. I want answers, and I’m done with the shit explanations you all give in tiny doses.”

      “Yes, dear.” Marcus chuckled, walking me to the large black car in the driveway with a man in a bowler hat sitting in the driver’s seat.

      “Is he for real?”

      “What?” Marcus frowned. “Do you mean is he alive?”

      “No, I mean is he seriously wearing a bowler hat? Why? Is he dead?”

      “No, not that I’m aware of.” He paused and thought. “You know, I don’t actually believe he can be killed.”

      “Whatever.” I glanced back at the house, wondering if I had made the wrong choice. “You know, all the bad guys’ drivers wear bowler hats in James Bond movies. It’s like a signature.”

      Marcus’ dark-blue eyes sparkled. “You think I’m the villain?”

      “Yes.” I fought my body. “I know you are. You’re smug and cocky. That’s a villainous trait and you’re too good looking. Oh, and you have an accent and a driver with a bowler hat.”

      He tilted his head, examining me. “Well, James Bond is sexy, he’s smug, oh—and cocky. I dare say he has an accent, Scottish even in a few of the movies, and he’s quite good looking. I’m comfortable enough in my sexuality to admit when a man’s attractive, and he is. So maybe I’m the good guy.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      He put a hand up to his mouth to whisper, “Maybe the driver with the bowler hat is trying to be badass.”

      I laughed and regarded the Tudor once more. Aimee was gone but Roland stood at the front door watching me. His old eyes showed concern. I hated the way he avoided every question. Sighing, I let Marcus pull me into the vehicle and close the door.

      The driver started the huge black car and drove away. I tried not to look at Roland, aware I was ignoring my father’s dying wish, but I wanted answers.

      I turned to Marcus, trying not to breathe him in. “What are you?”

      “Nephilim.”

      “What?” I frowned. “Is that a word?”

      “Yes.” He laughed. “My father was an angel who came to Earth and got my mother pregnant.”

      “When?”

      “I don’t know.” His dark eyes twinkled like crystals as he grinned. I suspected he was toying with me. “Some time ago.”

      “Did he stay with your mom? Like was he your dad?”

      “No.” The sparkle in his eyes faded and a hostile sneer crossed his face. “He did not. I was raised by my grandparents.”

      I didn’t ask about his mother, knowing I wouldn’t want anyone to ask where my mother was.

      “What am I?”

      “Nothing.” He shrugged. “For now, a girl. Maybe a woman. Are you a woman?” The way he asked it made me wrinkle my nose.

      “None of your business. Focus.” I blushed. “I know I’m a girl, but I want to know what kind of monster I am. If you’re half an angel, am I half the devil?”

      “God no.” He laughed. “The devil is actually a very funny woman named Lorri, and no—I dare say she has never reproduced anyone or anything. You, my dear, are something special indeed. You are the worst kind of monster: man-made. Although you’re a special blend of things.” He leaned in, talking too close to my face and making me dizzy the way the Aleksander guy did. “Lydia’s, Henry, if you please.”

      The bowler hat nodded.

      They were both up to no good, I could sense it.

      Marcus’ eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “How do you make me feel like this? I met a guy named Aleksander, and he did this to me too. He made me feel funny.”

      “Side effect of what I am.” He lifted his hands, touching my face with his cool fingertips. “Can’t be helped. So you met Aleksander, did you?” He leaned in, smelling my neck. “Yes, yes—Aleks. Did he come to see you this very morning?” His dark-blue eyes fought to hide something.

      “Roland thinks he can help me with something but no one will tell me what.”

      “Hmph, fat chance of that. He is like you in one respect—he too is man-made.” His voice was laden with pretentious mockery.

      I hated the way he’d said “man-made” like we were nothing but garbage, so I turned toward the window. My sudden dislike for him made me impervious to his influence. The dizziness had vanished.

      We turned onto a dead-end street lined with huge old trees.

      Henry stopped the car in the middle of the road.

      “We’re here.” Marcus peered out the window, speaking softly, “This car is permitted no farther.” He climbed out and strolled around to my side.

      He opened the door, offering me his hand.

      I climbed out, refusing it. He didn’t step back as I left the car. He stood his ground, forcing me to step directly in front of him. He gazed down on me. “I cannot come with you, but if you need help, just run back out here. I am unable to protect you in there but out here I would die for you, if I could.” He winked.

      “Need help?” I glared at him. “She’s like a hundred years old, Marcus, not a titan.”

      His dark eyes narrowed. “It’s not her I’m worried about.”

      “Why?” I gulped. “What do they want with me?”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “They may try to keep you against your will. If you want, I will take you to my place right now.”

      I peeped out around him at the massive white mansion at the end of the road. “No. I need some answers.”

      He took my hand in his and softly kissed the back of it. “I will not leave this spot until you return.”

      “Stop being nice to me and then mean to me. You can’t have it both ways.”

      “As you wish.” He stepped aside, creating a pathway for me to walk to the mansion.

      A warm wind surrounded me as I walked uneasily up to the old house.

      A girl stood at the front porch. She had dark hair and mocha skin. She wore an old-fashioned dress and an apron and waved at me excitedly.

      Nervous, I turned back to Marcus who smiled at me. I didn’t know which way to walk, but I wanted answers and Lydia was the only person who could help.

      The closer I got to the house, the less certain I was about the decision I was making. “You must be the Miss Hanna we been hearing about.” She was super Southern.

      “Hi. Are you, are you a-a—” I raised an eyebrow, seeing the front door through the girl. “Oh my God.”

      “Oh, just say ghost and get it out. Lord suffering, I don’t have all day to be standing here waiting on you. Come in before the flies gets ya.”

      I didn’t know what any of it meant. What flies?

      When I turned back, Marcus was still next to the car waiting for me to return. I contemplated running back to him. He was the devil I knew.

      The door was wide open.

      I crept in slowly, my eyes scanning around at the huge entryway with old-fashioned iron benches and coat rack.

      “Well now, dear, come on in and get settled. We have much to discuss.” Lydia stormed into the room, grabbing my hand and dragging me farther into the house as the door closed unassisted.

      In the sitting room, Lydia spent a brief second glancing out the front window. She must have noticed who stood on the street outside her house.

      After a moment she came and sat, smiling as she put her hands on mine. “Well now, my dear, you had some nerve coming here with Marcus. Did Roland not tell you we don’t associate with the Dark Ones?”

      “What?” I frowned. “Dark what?”

      Lydia rolled her eyes. “Oh, I suppose we have a lot of explaining to do. Roland seems to have left it all to me. Thoughtful of him.”

      “Please tell me that’s why I’m here.”

      Lydia smiled. “Well, first we need to get working on that elixir your father left for you, and second, we need to get you into training. You must start working on controlling yourself when you change.”

      The hair on my arms rose. “Change?”

      “Well, of course. We have people who can work with you. People who will help you in a safe environment.”

      “No.” I shook my head. “No. I won’t change. Not if I can stop myself.”

      Lydia laughed. “My dear, the potion we gave you was only meant to be a short-term solution for your father. He stayed on it for a long time and it killed him. He was very old and strong, and it killed him. I swore to him and Roland, with everything I am, that I would help you.”

      “I would rather die than become that monster.” The statement was harsh for me to say, but true.

      “Who is the man on the street?” A girl walked into the sitting room and sat down. She was athletic looking and plain, but in a cute sort of way with dark hair and eyes.

      “Ari, this is Hanna, and that is Marcus Dragomir.”

      “Is he a Dark One? Should I go get rid of him?”

      “Get rid of him? Are you guys like the mafia or something?” I smirked at the young girl who was no more than a day older than me, if that.

      “Oh my God, sorry. Is he with you?” She winced.

      “No, I mean he gave me a ride. He won’t come in.”

      “Of course not.” Lydia’s eyes burned. “He can’t come in.”

      Ari’s expression fell. “Hanna, you run with a rough crowd.”

      A hugely tall and thick boy walked in. I couldn’t gage him either. He was young, and yet like Aimee, his eyes spoke volumes.

      “Hanna, this is Lucas,” Lydia introduced us.

      He nodded, sitting on the couch next to Ari. The way he sat, almost wrapping around Ari but not touching her, made me uncomfortable, like he was protecting her. A niggle of shame crept through me, realizing they must know the monster I was.

      “Don’t be ashamed, Hanna. Everyone here has something they don’t like about themselves.”

      My face flushed. My embarrassment increased. “I just came for answers.”

      “Answers take time.” Lydia smiled sweetly. “First we work on curing the monster and controlling the changes. Then we answer questions. We need to remove the danger.”

      “Okay look, I need to know what’s happening to me. Curing it is unlikely. My father tried to cure it for decades.” Hopeless anger raged through me. The lack of knowledge certainly pissed me off, but the reaction felt unnaturally forced from me. Just as it started, it got incredibly worse, fast. “Roland wants to throw some end-of-being-human ball and that guy can’t come in your yard, and this guy looks like he might eat me if I move suddenly, and you look like you’re ten. Are you guys dating? Sort of gross. You must be like what—thirty? Dude. And Lydia, you want me to come here, but you don’t want to tell me anything. And then you send Aimee, who oddly enough killed my dad, to come get me. So we could maybe hang out and shit. This is bizarre. Sorry for swearing, but it is.” I rose from the chair, watching as the big guy moved as if readying himself in case I decided to do something dangerous. “Oh my God. Calm down.” I rolled my eyes and walked from the room.

      “Hanna, dear, wait a moment. Please.”

      I ignored Lydia’s voice and walked to the front door, pulling it open to find Aleks standing on the deck, leaning against the railing.

      “Wow.” I laughed, shaking my head. “You live here too? What is this, some kind of home for monsters?”

      “No.” He grabbed my arm, pulling me close. His white-blue eyes mesmerized me. “You need to stay away from him.” He pointed to Marcus. “That is trouble.”

      “Don't tell me what to do. You don't even know what’s wrong with me. He is the only one who is actively trying to help me. I think I need to stay away from all of you. You’re some kind of toxic weird cult. I heard about this side of town and the cult. I just didn’t know my dad was a card-carrying member. But it makes sense now.” I yanked my arms away from Aleks and marched down the stairs.

      “Wait, please, Hanna.”

      Marcus stood on the street, appearing ready to break into a run. I walked to him, listening to Lydia calling me back to the house, but I ignored them all.

      Marcus’ face was full of relief as I got back to where he was.

      “She meets you on neutral ground from now on,” he said softly, stepping between me and the house.

      “Hanna, you do whatever you want to do, okay? If you want to come here, we will help you. We want to help you,” Aleks pleaded.

      “Leave me alone.” I climbed into the car.

      Marcus laughed. “Well, mate, I’d say she’s decided. So guess we’ll call you, if we need you.”

      Aleks took a step toward Marcus but Lydia shouted something, making him stop.

      Marcus got into the car and closed the door. “Home, Henry, if you please.”

      Henry started the car and drove.

      I watched out the back window as the mansion and the people in front of it got smaller and smaller. Something in my gut told me I was making the wrong choice. With everything that had gone on, I couldn’t convince myself the old woman meant no harm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          You live in a castle, in Oregon

        

      

    

    
      When the house came into view, my breath pulled from my lungs in a gasp. It was huge. It made my father’s mansion resemble a guesthouse.

      “You live in a castle?” I asked, feeling odd saying that sentence. “A castle in Oregon?”

      “No.” He laughed. “It’s not a castle—it’s a Gothic revival. I suppose it looks like a castle. I had it built years ago.”

      “Like how many years? It makes Lydia’s place appear brand new.”

      “Well, Miss Smarty Pants, I suppose it is a bit antiquated in comparison to Lydia’s, but it’s fairly new to me.”

      “Gross.” I frowned at him. “How old are you?”

      “Old enough to know a nice style of house. You young people seem to think those boxes with yards that resemble a puzzle piece in size and shape are homey.”

      “You’re a snob.”

      “No.” He acted offended. “I’m no such thing. I have educated tastes and a refined palette.”

      “That’s what all snobs say.”

      Henry drove up to the huge brick castle.

      I marveled at the different colors. Bricks of gold, beige, yellow, tan, olive, gray, and white gave the castle a luxurious feel, which wasn’t difficult.

      It was a castle.

      In Oregon.

      The arched and peaked windows were frosted. The roof pitched and peaked in several different places, adding to the grandeur. A huge veranda wrapped around the home with pale-green metal posts and tent-like canopy roofs. The yard was filled with old trees and gardens that appeared to be preparing themselves for winter. The driveway was even artistic with mosaics done in brick and cobblestone. I couldn’t help but gape every which way all at once, stunned by the sheer magnificence and magnitude.

      Henry parked under what appeared to be a covered drive-through, like at a hotel for guests to drop off luggage. “Do you house orphans or just live here alone, riding bikes from room to room and hosting gala events in your kitchen?”

      “You really are a pain in the ass.” Marcus didn’t join me for the chuckle.

      “What? Do you or do you not have charities and balls and allow the homeless to eat here on Sundays?”

      “Of course bloody not,” he sneered, even though I was still laughing.

      “You don’t like being made to realize you live ostentatiously, giving to no one?”

      “Well, you’re an orphan, and if you want, you can live here with me or just come and eat on Sundays.” He tried to act stern.

      “You’re a dork.”

      He looked affronted. “I’m a what?”

      “It’s a compliment,” I muttered, scanning the castle.

      “Liar.” He walked to the house but stopped to turn back to the older man in the bowler hat. “Henry, we have no further need for the car. Park it for the night I should think, if you please.”

      “I’m not sleeping here.” I scoffed.

      “I never said sleep.” He opened the door for me, grinning. I never would have entered the house, had I not had the burning desire to see inside. I loved watching International House Hunters on HGTV with Rebecca and knew I would be betraying that memory if I didn’t at least have a glance.

      It wasn’t like he was going to do anything ungentlemanly anyway. I was still the girl he ran from in the woods as she became a monster.

      And I did want to see the house.

      Because it was a castle.

      In friggin’ Oregon.

      The inside proved to be more incredible than the outside. I was floored.

      The tapestries and old-world charm matched perfectly with the modern and stylish decor. The rooms were huge; they could’ve been sizable hotel rooms. I felt silly being the only person in them as I strolled about perusing each fragile carving or exquisite painting.

      “You seriously have a whole room dedicated to etchings? How long have you been collecting art?” I whispered, certain he would hear me from the other room.

      “Too long to recall. Shall we?” he asked, sauntering in and directing me to a huge hallway off to the right.

      “What’s down there?” I narrowed my gaze, wondering if I could morph into the she-beast easily or if it took a real threat to get me there.

      “The answers to all your questions.” His words flowed so seamlessly. The way he spoke was equivalent to watching dancing or skating: flawless and fluid and mesmerizing. Combining it with his scent was unbearable. I’d held my breath for most of the drive. “I won’t bite.” He said it like we should chuckle but neither of us did.

      Hesitant and yet curious, I followed him, noticing everything. I drank in the vivid colors of the abstract art and the smooth, seamless finish of the marble carvings. Even the way the floors gleamed seemed impossible. Like his maid followed him around, wiping up after he walked through a room. Nothing was out of place or lived in. It even smelled like the gallery it appeared to be.

      “Your house is so sterile. If feels like a museum,” I spoke nervously as we entered another hallway, getting deeper into the mansion.

      “Would you rather I had orphans running about and mess everywhere?”

      “I guess not. This does sort of suit it.” I shrugged. “And you.”

      “I don’t know how to take that,” he muttered as he walked up to a dark-gray metal door with machines on either side. He looked into one machine as if it read his eyes and put his hand up against the other. The scan reader took his handprint.

      “Seriously?” I raised an eyebrow. “Is this the bat cave?”

      “It is.” He stood up as the huge door slid into the wall with a loud groan. “I’ll have to erase your memory before we leave.”

      “Can you go back months?” I grinned, not certain if he was telling the truth or joking. His humor was still too old for me to catch. I hoped he was joking and left it at that.

      The lab was stunning.

      The large white room had microscopes on sleek chrome counters and shiny walls. The huge metal door slid back into its place, locking us inside. I glanced at the locked door and murmured, “I wish I cared about science. This place is incredible.”

      He ignored me and headed to the counter with glass slides laid out and three microscopes. “I will need that piece of paper your father gave you,” he said softly, not making eye contact with me.

      “What?” I spun. “What piece of paper?”

      “The one you carry in your cleavage at all times.” He peered up from the chart he held. His dark-blue eyes hardened. “Let’s agree not to lie to one another. You’re not nearly good enough at it, and I am far too good for it to be considered any sort of sport.”

      I wasn’t sure if I wanted to agree or not, but his expression terrified me.

      “The paper.” He put a hand out.

      I paused and thought about what I was doing. I couldn’t be sure he was the right person to give this to, but he was the only person who actually seemed to be interested in helping me cure this. So I put a hand into my bra and pulled the paper out. It almost felt like cloth, having spent so much time in there. “Sorry.” I grimaced, handing it to him.

      He brought it to his nose and smiled. “Smells like you.”

      “Oh my God! What are you doing? Don’t do that!” My cheeks flushed.

      He brushed it off and laid the crumpled paper out with a laugh. His scrutiny of it made me wonder what help I could possibly be, why he needed me there, beyond embarrassing me. Why hadn’t he just stolen the paper and brought it there?

      He read the words and numbers and gibberish over and over, not moving or speaking. I glanced back at the locked door again, noticing the lab bar stools he had for seating. I turned and tried to pick up a stool but it weighed a ton so I dragged it, making a nasty squeal fill the open space.

      “My God!” He turned back, giving me a disgusted look. “Do you need some help?”

      “I think so.” I paused, letting the stool sit back on its four feet.

      Visibly annoyed, he picked it up and placed it, as if it weighed nothing, next to where he stood.

      My face burned when I saw the drag marks on the pale concrete floor.

      “Who needs children?” he grumbled under his breath. “Looking less sterile and museum-like every second you’re here.”

      “It’s not my fault this thing weighs a ton.” I sat on the stool, noticing how comfortable it was. “Who buys stools that weigh that much anyway?”

      “One hundred and eighty-five pounds. Considerably less than a ton.”

      “Whatever.” I eyed the paper and wondered what it all meant and why he cared so much.

      “My favorite answer of yours, by far. You teenage girls and your “whatever” mentality will be the declination of your species. Imagine the impact you will have on your children who will no doubt adopt your aloof and careless attitude.”

      “I can go home anytime you want to say the magic words to old Hank out there.” I pointed at the door.

      “What magic words?” He laughed.

      I raised my eyebrow at him and mimicked his accent, “If you please.” I followed it up with a subtle bow.

      “What?”

      “You didn’t think I was smart enough to notice you say that every single time you get him to take you anywhere? I’m not a genius like my father, but I didn’t just fall off the turnip truck.”

      “You’ve waited your whole life to say that sentence, haven’t you?”

      “Yes, yes, I have,” I answered smugly as I stood up from the stool and dragged it with all my might across the floor to its original resting place. The marks on the concrete made me laugh. I walked to the door expectantly. “Scan me out of here. I’m going home.”

      “Home? Home where? Back to your aunt and uncle’s where they tried to kill you? Back to your dad’s where Roland will no doubt send you to Lydia’s where, by the way, they will kill you.” He never lifted his face from the wrinkled paper. “When you decide where you’d rather be than here, you let me know and I will rustle up ol’ Hank.”

      “Whatever.” I slid down the door and watched him do the most boring job ever: read.

      Nothing was making any sense.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Stuck by a buck

        

      

    

    
      I woke, not realizing I’d fallen asleep.

      My head rested on something. I squeezed my eyes shut and opened them again as they focused. I was no longer within the inner sanctum of his majesty’s weird lab. This room was eerie with dark-blue walls and huge fabric curtains draped at the window, letting a meager amount of light in.

      “Morning, sleepyhead.”

      I jumped, startled at Marcus smiling at me. “What are you doing in here? What am I doing here? Did you drug me?” I panicked and checked to ensure my clothes were still on.

      “This is my bed.”

      “What am I doing in here?” My entire body got instant pins and needles.

      “I carried you here.” He smiled and leaned down to kiss my forehead. “You fell asleep on the floor. I thought I was doing you a service by putting you in a bed. The floor would have been uncomfortable.”

      I wanted to pull away but the smell of him drew me in. I couldn’t force myself to pull back.

      His eyes were full of passion. I recognized the look. It was the same as in the car. “Hanna, you have me turned upside down.”

      “If you weren’t such a dick, I’d say the same thing.” I climbed off the bed, only to be pulled back on.

      “You can go, when I say you can go.” His mouth met mine, crushing it. His tongue forced its way in. His hand slid up the back of my shirt.

      I panicked. “Stop!” I shoved him back, scared of the ripple under my skin. “No.”

      Every part of me twitched as the shift came.

      I ran off the bed and from the room.

      The hall got fuzzy.

      My eyes couldn’t focus.

      Sweat burst from my pores.

      Screams echoed the halls as if coming from the rooms I passed, but I knew well enough by then they were mine.

      At the end of the hall I ran into a room, and seeing a window, I dove through it.

      I needed to be outside.

      The glass shattered, cutting my skin.

      I screamed, but the pain of the glass cuts was nothing in comparison to the war going on inside me. I landed with a thud on the grass below and ran into the forest before I could hear him screaming my name. It was too late. My skin tore itself from my body. Sound switched off and everything went dark.

      I woke to something sharp stabbing at my stomach.

      My right eye didn’t open, but my left one noticed movement.

      A beige-colored shape moved beside me and, as if the sound was turned on at the same moment, there was a scream. I heard everything, too much and too soon.

      I forced my right eye open. The pain of everything, the sounds, and stabbing hit all at once.

      The shriek was drowning me. I touched my lips, checking to be sure it wasn’t me shouting. I blinked and the beige thing moved again. It moved in sequence with the screams.

      I stared, letting the image clear and my brain catch up to recognize it. There was no way it could be what I thought I saw.

      A full-grown deer with one of its horns ripped off lay on the ground next to me. Blood seeped from its stomach. I reached for it, but as my own hand came into view, I noticed the blood on me. I peered down to see the deer’s horn sticking through my stomach.

      Tears formed in my eyes as I panicked and came to conclusions, the kind I didn’t ever want to come to. I tried to pull the horn from my stomach which made my insides burn.

      “Help!” Sobs left my lips in hoarse heaves as I cried out, “Help me. Please, help me.”

      The animal in front of me suffered needlessly but I couldn’t reach it. Only my underwear was intact and part of my shirt. The rest of my clothes had been ripped off and the horn had me stuck and bleeding everywhere. The whole front of my body was covered in blood—some was mine and some the deer’s. I was shivering and alone in the forest with a badly wounded buck and maybe we would both die there.

      Through the agony, I dragged my wounded body closer to the deer. The animal thrashed as if recognizing me as the predator who had wounded it.

      “I’m so sorry.” I heaved again and laid a hand on its face. I didn’t know what to do. I scanned the forest for a solution. Everything was bright and green and alive. There was nothing to kill a deer just lying about. I tried to push myself up and take a step but the huge antler in my stomach felt as if it were ripping me open.

      “HELP ME, PLEASE! PLEASE!”

      The deer struggled and screamed again, never taking its dark eyes off me.

      Was this how Rebecca died?

      “HENRY—SOMEONE—PLEASE!”

      I lay back, the pain becoming too much.

      “Hanna?”

      Marcus’ voice truly was like music.

      “Here!” I groaned, knowing he would help me.

      “Hanna, Jesus Christ, what have you done?”

      “The deer. Marcus, you have to put it down.” I looked up to see Marcus’ worried eyes taking it all in.

      “I will.” His face changed slightly. His eyes went completely black and fangs dropped as if his teeth grew. He turned away from me as the deer screamed again, but it was cut off by a gurgling sound.

      The sounds of what I couldn’t see were terrifying.

      Marcus wiped the blood from his mouth. “That was disgusting.” He bit into his wrist, dripping the blood near my face. “You have to drink this as I rip the antlers out. It will heal you.”

      “Are you insane? Take me to the hospital.” I leaned away from the crimson stream. “I’ll be fine with a quick surgery, I’m sure.”

      “Hanna, drink. They will want to know how you were gored by a deer and lost all your clothes.”

      “Please, Marcus, don’t make me do this. My dad lived through all his injuries.”

      “No, he didn’t.” His gaze hardened. “I made him an immortal long before he ever sustained anything major.”

      “I don’t want to be an immortal.”

      “Hanna, my blood will heal you, that’s all. I gave him something else to become an immortal.”

      “What are you?” My hands quivered, trying to push his bleeding wrist away from my face.

      “Hanna, drink or you will die.”

      “It’s for the best. They’ll kill me anyway.” I should have stayed at Lydia’s. It was no wonder they wanted me there.

      “Not if I can save you.” He forced his wrist into my mouth, pushing his warm sweet blood into my lips. He squeezed his arm, as if pumping the blood into me. I tried to fight him but it was no use. The blood flooded my mouth. My only choice was to swallow before I drowned in it. I gagged as the hot liquid slid down my throat.

      Ripping pain filled me. The blood still pumped into my mouth, making it impossible to scream. I pushed his arm away, the gurgling scream filling my throat.

      “You taste much better than the deer.” He dragged a finger through my blood and licked it.

      “What are you doing? What are you?”

      “Guess.” He looked up, frightening me with his black eyes. They hadn’t changed back to dark blue.

      “I don’t know.” My hands shook and my body trembled as if going into shock.

      “Yes, you do. Tell me what I am.” He picked me up and carried me through the woods.

      “You’re—you’re a vampire?” I couldn’t believe I was saying it aloud, and yet my stomach was completely healed so there was that.

      “I’m the vampire.”

      “The only one in the world?”

      “No.” He laughed. “The first one in the world.”

      “Oh my God.” I shuddered. “You’re Dracula?”

      “The very one.”

      “But you said you were Nephilim?”

      “I am.”

      “You’re both?”

      “My father was an angel and my mother was a human. My mother died and my father left. My grandparents, who were completely unaware of my abilities, raised me. I got into trouble because of them and was cursed.” His voice lowered there.

      “Cursed?” I swallowed, not sure what that meant. Technically, it would seem I was cursed.

      “My heart was taken so I would never find love.”

      “You can’t love?”

      He laughed. “Of course I can. It was figurative. It’s harder for me to feel emotions.”

      “Are you going to kill me? Drink my blood and make me your blood slave?”

      “What? You would make a terrifying blood slave. I would bite you, you would change and snap me in half.” He chuckled. “No, I don’t take blood slaves. I don’t need to eat very often. One would get bored feeding me.”

      “How are you out in the sun?” I narrowed my gaze, fighting off the shiver that was shaking me.

      “I’m old, I can go in the sun.”

      “There are no others? Like you?”

      “Of course, there are. I made some of them, and they in turn made others.” His jaw clenched for a moment. “And then that cycle continued for quite a long time. Now there are many vampires.”

      “Is that why Lydia hates you?”

      “Yes. I broke the law. The one law.” His dark stare was frightening against his beautiful face. The color of his eyes slowly turned from black to dark blue.

      “What law?”

      “The only one that matters.” He exhaled loudly. “You ask a lot of questions.”

      “I just can’t believe it. You’re Dracula and I’m Ms. Hyde.” I giggled, frightened by what the blood had done to me. I felt amazing.

      “Quite the pair.” He glanced at me sideways, through his dark lashes and grinned, making me uncomfortable, especially after the forced kiss.

      “Put me down.” I struggled. “I can walk now.”

      “No, you have no shoes and I’m in a bit of a hurry, Hanna. Your change shouldn’t have occurred this quickly. The elixir should have held it at bay for at least a month. Something is different this time. I need to run tests.” He squeezed me tighter to him. “I’m not letting you out of my sight until I have this fixed.”

      I wanted to argue, but it was pointless so I decided to continue to grill him. “Have you ever used your vampire abilities on me?”

      “What?”

      “Tell me!” I could see the guilt on his face.

      “Fine. Once, when you were about seven, you came upon me doing something rather improper with a woman in your father’s study. I ensured you grew up without that horrid memory to haunt your dreams.”

      “Oh my God, that’s disgusting. That’s how I knew your face.”

      “What?” He appeared startled. “You remember me?”

      “No.” I paused. “I mean sort of. When I read the journal, I knew what you would look like.”

      “Hmmm,” he contemplated. “That’s not a good sign.”

      “Do you think my father being an immortal is what’s making me different?”

      “Yes, I do.”

      “I’m scared.”

      He nodded. “Me too.”

      That didn’t make me feel better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          You’re making me batty, not that kind of batty

        

      

    

    
      He worked quietly while I continued the questions.

      “So, do you eat animals or people?”

      “No.” He smirked, not taking his eyes off the work in front of him. “Never eat animals. You are what you eat, my love.”

      “Have you killed people?”

      “What do you think?” He tilted his head.

      “I want you to say no.”

      “I killed your father.”

      “I watched that girl do it. I know you never—”

      “Right.” He glanced back at the papers. “But I made the elixir that was killing him, suppressing the beast.”

      “It’s not what I mean. I mean have you drank until they were dead?”

      “Yes.” He faced me as he spoke plainly, “Of course I have.”

      “When was the last time?”

      “I don’t know.” He rubbed his eyes. “Few years ago—no wait—uhm well, it was at a movie release. Scarlet O’Hara, Gone with the Wind. So it was, uhm, I don’t know. What year is it now?”

      “It’s 2012. The last time was in the thirties? You last drained a human in the thirties, and you thought that was a few years ago?”

      “I’m old, Hanna. Like old, old. Time passes when a hundred years have gone by. I don’t recall what was going on. I remember the last time I tasted someone’s blood, and it was so good that I couldn’t stop.” He paused. “No, that’s not true. I could have stopped, but I didn’t want to.”

      “What is wrong with you?” I grimaced.

      “I have no soul. No beating heart. You’ve seen the movies I would imagine. They’re not so far off.”

      “How did the information about you and my dad get published into novels?”

      “Disinformation of sorts. People discovered us. Witch hunts, burnings, the Spanish Inquisition—all our fault. Fortunately, none of our kind was ever harmed, just regular people. Women mostly. So rumors were spread, myths, and lore. We made it seem as if it were entertainment, instead of fact. The devil’s greatest trick and all.”

      “What trick?”

      “Good lord, Hanna. I’m working. You know the old saying, ‘The devil’s greatest trick was convincing mankind he never existed.’ Of course that wasn't Lorri who did it, that was Michael. He’s a bit of a prick actually.”

      “Okay, that’s a whole other ball of wax I don’t want to get into. I can’t do Lorri right now. What about the other vampire stuff, garlic and holy water?”

      “Really?” He was starting to look annoyed. “Totally false but the daylight thing is true for every vampire beyond myself. Only the eldest of vampires can go in the sun. It’s why I’ve never had a relationship with another vampire. I can’t imagine being with someone who couldn’t go out in the sunlight.”

      I never would’ve guessed him capable of having a relationship with another person. He was so closed off and cold. “Your skin isn’t cold.”

      “This is never going to end, is it?” He chuckled, focusing back down at the map with weird letters and numbers he was drawing. “No, it isn’t. It also isn’t as hard as a diamond. It can be cut, it’s soft. I am human in some respects.”

      “Can you be killed?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I’m what Aleksander is. I’m cursed. I heal instantly. No man-made weapon, or even Aimee, can kill me. I believe if Lorri ever got the chance, she might be able to, but I ensure I’m never around her for that exact reason.”

      I thought of everything that had been explained to me concerning Lorri being the devil. Roland and Lydia had rambled on about her.

      “Who are the good guys and bad guys?”

      “This is it.” He pointed at me. “Last question. I don’t believe beings are necessarily good or bad. I believe the good have committed the same crimes as the bad, so who are they to judge? The Roses, Lorri’s goon squad, think they’re the good guys, protecting humans from the rest of us. Daniel and his monsters, who used to be Roses, think of humans as sheep. They believe humans are the lesser species and must bow before the rest of us as gods. They believe what they are doing is for the good of the rest of us.”

      “And where do you fit in?”

      He dropped his pencil and walked to me. He stood between my thighs, staring down on me. “With you. I said last question and I bloody meant it. You’re driving me batty.” I opened my mouth but he growled, “No! I don’t turn into a bat and don’t you dare even think about asking it.”

      I snapped my mouth shut and smiled.

      The questions were rolling around in my mind.

      When I got tired of harassing him, I roamed and got to see the castle. I spent days checking out all the different rooms, really studying them.

      But after a few days, the dark halls closed in around me. I paced, pondering if and when I would be able to leave.

      Marcus made elixirs, testing them on me. The one he’d forced me to take the previous day made me tired for the whole day.

      Mostly, I thought about the paper. I knew nothing about what was on it. I needed someone nerdy and smart to read it for me. Someone I could trust, someone besides Marcus. We didn't go anywhere and he didn't want me to leave his house. He was always watching me, as though waiting for something. I began to worry that everyone was right about him and maybe he did have his own agenda.

      I walked along the lonely halls, speculating on where he had gone.

      When I reached the lab the huge metal door was open halfway. I’d never seen it that way before. Fear crept across me as I peered into the crack of the open door. Seeing no one inside the extremely well lit room, I stepped in.

      I glanced around, wondering where he was, if this was a sort of trap. He hadn’t touched me inappropriately since the kiss, which was nice but I always suspected he was going to. He had a look like he might. The more I was around him, the more it seemed like a game.

      Feeling sneaky, I walked to the table where he had left my note. It was covered in scribbles and further nonsense. I hoped he’d improved upon it, at the very least.

      I picked it up, folded the paper, and tucked it into my bra again. It was the only thing of my father’s I carried with me. It was my salvation in his eyes, and he had sacrificed everything to keep me safe.

      With a sense of guilt, even though it was mine, I turned, hurrying from the room. I couldn’t hear anything beyond my own footsteps so I took my shoes off and padded down the dark halls in my sock feet. Marcus, or rather Henry, had brought bags of new clothes for me. They weren’t sexy clothes either. They were my type of clothes. Bags full of jeans, tee shirts, hoodies, flip-flops, and sneakers. I’d half expected him to bring dresses to go with the castle motif, but he had not. Even the pajamas had turned out to be my favorites—fleece. Marcus slept in his own room and stayed away from me, pretending to be a gentleman. But the kiss told me he wasn’t.

      I carried my runners, softly creeping through the castle halls until I heard a noise. I stopped dead in my tracks, holding my breath and willing my heartbeat to give pause.

      The wide old halls echoed with the sound as if it came from every room all at once.

      It was a woman’s giggle.

      Rage built within me.

      A woman was in my castle.

      My castle?

      I scoffed at myself but it wasn’t me who was angry. It was the thing inside me that considered Marcus hers. It was the weirdest thought I’d had in a while.

      My feet started walking toward the noise before I had thought the whole angry “my castle” reaction through. My fingers gripped the sneakers so tight the canvas tore. I tried to ignore it. The beast inside me drove us on.

      “Marcus, stop, really. It’s not funny.” The woman’s voice filled the hall again, but this time I could tell it was coming from Marcus’ room.

      “Monique, please, for the love of God, just let me do it.” Marcus’ tone was light, jovial even. He never sounded that way with me.

      I froze in my steps again. My heart raced and the beast raged. She wanted the woman dead. She wanted to tear her limb from limb. Her thoughts were terrifying. I hated that they were my thoughts too.

      “Fine, but I want something in return.” The woman giggled again.

      I didn’t wait to hear the rest of the conversation. I quelled the beast’s need to eat the girl in the other room and ran before I reacted. I sprinted hard and fast until I was free of the castle.

      I jumped into the front seat of his car and started it. Throwing it into reverse, I squealed the tires, burning out of the circular driveway.

      A shirtless Marcus appeared at the entryway of the castle, screaming my name.

      I threw my middle finger into the air, screaming obscenities he would hear, and raced down the road.

      He could chase the car and probably would. I didn’t make a single stop sign or light. I was nearly hit several times as I headed out onto the freeway and back toward home.

      Rage wasn’t the right word. Blind hatred was the accurate description, and it rode every inhale and exhale I seethed.

      None of it made sense.

      Why the beast in me liked him was beyond me. And even worse, why had her creepy feelings become mine?

      I drove confusedly for blocks, not knowing where I was, only that we had headed east the one time I’d been to Lydia’s. None of the streets felt right but after a while I caught a whiff of the scent.

      I drove until the smell got stronger.

      The amber incense that had been in the wind at Lydia’s old mansion.

      I turned onto the street and within a few blocks of driving with my head out the window like a dog, I was at the street lined in huge old trees. I turned onto it and drove until the car died.

      The car stopped in the same spot that Henry had parked it the last time. I climbed out, rolling my eyes. The magical people, bullshit guards, and weird cars were beyond annoying.

      I walked along the road, noticing the massive trees and the scent surrounding the huge mansion at the end of the road. If I were being honest with myself, I would’ve sworn the wind spoke to me, calling my name. It smelled inviting but scared me at the same time. My skin shivered as I walked into the yard and rang the old-fashioned buzzer.

      Instantly, the ghost maid appeared at the door. “Miss Jekyll, you’re back. Ms. Lydia’s upstairs.” She floated back into the house, never actually opening the door.

      I reached out and opened the door. Once inside I immediately noticed the silence of the house. The kitchen was empty. No one was there. I walked around into the sitting room to find it empty also.

      I went to the grand staircase, taking it one stair at a time and listening for sounds.

      “Are you all right?”

      I jumped, finding Lydia at the top of the stairs.

      “No.” I trembled. “I want you to put me to sleep.”

      “What?” Lydia’s face dropped. “Why, what have you done?”

      “A lot.” My head went down, ashamed of my attraction to someone who was using me. I couldn’t believe I’d gone with Marcus instead of staying at Lydia’s. She might have put me to sleep then, but it would have saved me the agony of the previous week.

      “Darling, those aren’t reasons to be put to sleep. We don’t call it that anyway. That’s barbaric.”

      “That’s not all.” I sniffed, not comfortable with her ability to read minds. “I killed a deer too. Harmless little deer. He never did anything to me but I murdered him.”

      Lydia laughed softly. “Oh, my sweet girl, no. Murder is only something people do to each other. You accidentally hurt that animal. You weren’t in your right mind. Come, Annabelle pours the most remarkable healing bath. We have your room already done up.”

      “My room?” I looked at the old woman and frowned. “You do?”

      “Yes, of course. It’s been ready for you since the day your father died. This is where he wanted you to come. But none of that, right now we must tell Roland you’re all right. We got your birthday invitation. Are you excited?”

      “Birthday?” I had only spoken to Roland a handful of times in the past days. He hadn’t mentioned the ball since I’d left him standing at the front door of the Tudor. He had also forgotten to mention that I was supposed to be staying with Lydia. I wondered why they wanted me to live in the old house. “Not really. Everything else is pretty overwhelming right now. I don’t care about my birthday.”

      Lydia took my hand. “Hanna, sweetie, it’s your mother’s family’s tradition. Try to enjoy it.”

      My phone started going nuts in my pocket. It was new, so I realized who it was. I checked just to be certain it wasn’t Roland, but he never messaged me. I looked at the messages pouring in and clicked the off button. I didn’t want to hear Marcus’ pathetic attempts at getting me to come back. It was the piece of paper he wanted. But first I needed to make sure the paper was safe with him, before I gave it back.

      I followed Lydia up a second set of stairs to a large room with a huge dormer. Annabelle was there, already pouring the bath. “Now, miss, you just lie back and let Annabelle take good care of you.”

      For the oddest reason I couldn’t explain, I let the maid undress me. I let her help me into the steaming hot water, and I let her scrub my back. I gazed out the window as Annabelle went to work, all the while humming the most haunting song I’d ever heard. It was like magic, ghost magic. She soothed me and made me forget everything that had been troubling me.
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          Don’t mess with Texas or Aimee’s BFF

        

      

    

    
      When I finished in the bath I took a nap. It was like being sprinkled with fairy dust and falling asleep in a magical land.

      I didn’t dream and when I woke I felt refreshed and peaceful for the first time in a long time.

      Not getting dressed or even bothering to look at myself, I sauntered down the hall and stairs in my fleecy pajamas. The ones they magically had there for me.

      Voices filled the main floor. Aleksander and someone else were speaking. I sat on the stairs and listened, not sure if I should go down.

      “So then this girl with a dead stare comes up and asks if I want to dance. I said, ‘No’ and she said, ‘You’re hot. You wanna screw?’” I wrinkled my nose, thankful Aleksander didn’t sound like the story was a fun one. “You remember Mike, the bartender?”

      “Yeah,” the mystery guy spoke softly.

      “Well, I gave him a look and said ‘Is she a blood bag?’ Mike takes me aside and says the vamps have been bringing girls every week, blood bags, and he never stepped in or cared because they always walked out looking happy. The vamps have been protecting the bar and Mike hasn’t had any issues in months.”

      “Disgusting,” the guy muttered. I gagged, agreeing. The story was nasty. That had to be what the girl was in Marcus’ house: a blood bag. Who called people that?

      Monsters . . .

      “So then Mike says that for the last few weeks the worst of the vamps have been bringing the same girl. She’s hot. He calls her sweet-momma hot. He actually thought for a sec she was a siren maybe, because she was so hot. Anyway, she starts to look rough. Mike tried to step in and force her not to come there anymore but they claimed her. He knew then they were blood drugging her for sure. So that was why he called me down there.”

      “Oh man.” The other guy sounded familiar.

      I contemplated what blood drugging was as I got up and moved down the stairs a bit. The story was captivating but even more I wanted to know if Marcus was part of the vampire problem.

      “So I go look for her,” Aleksander continued, “and when I find her, it’s Giselle.”

      “No way!” The other guy seemed genuinely invested in the story at this point, as if this Giselle was something special.

      “I grab her and she tries to pull her arm away but she is weak. She says, ‘Please don’t hurt me. I’ll just let you do it.’ I almost threw up. I flash us to mine and Aimee’s beach. It was the safest place I could think of.”

      “Holy shit!”

      “Yeah. So now the poor thing is upstairs. She’s sick as hell. I’ve been trying to keep her alive, healing her as best as I can, but she isn’t improving.” Aleksander sounded devastated. “She said it’s some guy named Tony who hooked her up.”

      Grateful Marcus wasn't named, I continued down the stairs, interrupting their conversation. Aleksander was with an almost equally hot guy, also one of the ageless beings. He smelled like heaven, musky and strong. His lips curled into a grin when he saw me, matching Aleksander’s. We’d met before but my gaze fixed on Aleksander before I recalled who the guy was.

      “Hanna, to what do we owe the pleasure?” Aleksander leaned over the counter, grinning. His eyes traveled my fleecy jammies.

      “I missed you.” I leaned on the counter, staring back at him, inhaling whatever the hell that smell was.

      “Me too.” He chuckled.

      “Ahem,” the other guy spoke but I hardly noticed him. “You guys okay?”

      “Go on with your story.” I grinned at Aleksander, curious about the ending of it and not caring what the other guy was saying.

      “There’s not much more to tell. She’s upstairs and I think she’s dying.” His words didn’t match his face. He was going to kiss me again, I knew it.

      “What a waste,” the other guy mumbled.

      Aleksander blinked and the connection between us was lost. He turned to the other guy, dragging my eyes with his. I realized it was that weird dude, Lucas. We’d met before. He was a jerk then and sort of now. “What?”

      “A waste.” Lucas shrugged. “Yes, Giselle is the hottest girl on the planet, but when Aimee talks about her she sounds like a nice girl. It’s a waste.” He narrowed his gaze on us both. “What’s with you two?”

      “Us?” Aleksander folded his arms across his broad chest. “How’s Ari, speaking of girls you’re into?”

      Lucas chuckled. “I can see the girl is hot and know she’s not for me, man. I was just asking is all. Ari’s it.” His cheeks lit as a smile spread across his lips. “I wasn’t thinking anything else.”

      “Who is this girl anyway?” I forced myself to focus. Aleksander was just so yummy.

      “Aimee’s best friend from back home.”

      “Oh.” I made a face. “Wow. Death wish much? Where is Aimee now?” I glanced at the ceiling, hoping she wasn’t upstairs with her friend. I was in no mood for an Aimee visit.

      “I don’t know but I hope Ari’s not with her. She’ll be scarred for life, if she is.”

      “Why?” I frowned.

      Lucas raised his eyebrows. “Have you ever seen Aimee in action and pissed off? She can take the soul nicely or she can rip it from your flesh.” He shivered. “Not pretty. I will say though, my wolf likes to clean up her messes.”

      Aleksander laughed. “That’s disgusting.”

      But I didn’t say anything. I’d seen Aimee in action. She was horrible.

      “I’m going to check on Giselle. You wanna come meet her? She’s nice.” Aleksander stopped laughing and gave me a subtle smile.

      “Sure.” I took the hand he stretched out to me and let him flash us to her room.

      The second we got to the floor with her room, the smell of death was overbearing and in my face. I didn’t know what to say or do. Part of me panicked because she smelled like my dad. The other part of me was curious about the pale girl in the bed.

      She was stunning. There was no denying her that, even as sickly as she was.

      I couldn’t imagine how she looked when she wasn’t sick, but her beauty must have been intense.

      “What did they do to her?” I’d never seen a girl like her in my life.

      “Some vampires like to do drugs and then feed their blood to humans. With most humans it’s fine. They all get high together. But Giselle has had organ transplants and tons of damage to her. She was sick a couple of years ago and the residual effects are permanent,” Aleksander whispered as we walked to her bedside. “She will always be weak.” He sat and placed a huge hand on her tiny forearm. He closed his eyes and focused like he was assessing her or something.

      “Is there no hope?” I whispered back, contemplating a possibility.

      “No. Feeding off crackhead vampires and feeding them is not being extra cautious, as the doctors instructed her to be.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      A sickening grin came across his lips as he spoke, “I was thinking about bringing Lucas and Ben with me to kill them all. Nothing more classic than vampires and werewolves fighting to the death.”

      I didn’t dare ask whose death he meant.

      The girl stirred. Blinking and seeing me, she smiled softly. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I glanced at Aleksander just as he vanished, leaving that warm wind and his scent.

      I didn’t know what to say to her and couldn’t believe he would leave me like that.

      Awake, the girl appeared even sicker and more fragile. Her long, silky dark hair hung limp around her thin face.

      “Are you the new girl?” she asked after an awkward moment.

      “I guess.” I shrugged. “Maybe. I’m Hanna.”

      “I’m Giselle.”

      “So you’re a human. I didn’t think Aimee had human friends. I thought everyone here was a freak show.”

      “She doesn’t. We haven’t been friends in years. She vanished a long time ago.” Giselle lowered her gaze, angrily. “She used to be like the sister I never had.”

      “Oh. How are you feeling?” A subject change seemed necessary.

      “I’m dying so I feel like crap. Stupid vampires.”

      “I thought vampire blood healed.” I frowned, recalling Marcus healing me in the woods. None of it made sense.

      “Maybe for normal people but I had a liver transplant. Aimee and me were drugged by our rapey science teacher at a party. It made Aimee sick and she vanished. I got a new liver and kidney but I’m still weak. I think the drugs were more harmful than the vamp blood was healing.”

      “It depends on the age of the vampire. Old vampires heal, newer ones don’t really. A very old vampire can heal you almost instantly, from anything.” Aimee walked into the room.

      A low growl slipped from my lips upon seeing her, but Giselle interrupted me by screaming.

      “Oh my God! Aimee, you look hot. Are those pants leather? No wait—I’m pissed at you.” Giselle sprang to life, crossing her arms and sticking her lip out.

      The remorse on Aimee’s face worsened. “Giselle, I had to stay away. I was sick.”

      Giselle raised an eyebrow. “Your sister and Blake said you were an evil killer now.”

      “You’ve seen them?” she asked, disregarding Giselle’s statement.

      Giselle continued, “Yeah. Alise has been by a couple of times when Blake had work here—in Seattle, not here.”

      Aimee appeared baffled. “His work? I thought he was at MIT?”

      “Yeah.” Giselle smiled. “Duh, he works at the school now.”

      “MIT?” Aimee didn’t appear convinced. “He works at the school? After a year and a half, he’s working there?” She paused for a moment. “So you see them when they come here?”

      “Yeah.” Giselle sounded like she didn’t care, but her eyes told me she did. She cared about Aimee a lot.

      “When did you go to the blood bar for the first time?”

      “Blake took me and Alise. They’d been there before.”

      “Oh my God.” Aimee seemed on the verge of throwing up. “What?”

      Giselle scoffed, as if it were all a joke. “Yeah, he wanted to see the vampires. He liked to watch them bite me, and Alise. It wasn’t sexy though, not for him. It was like science. He wanted them to bite us for science.”

      Aimee instantly shifted into the psychotic killer she was. “He does what?” Her tone lowered and her brow cast a shadow over her eyes.

      “Yeah, he observed us, like he was going to pull out a clipboard and take notes.”

      “And my sister?”

      “She was into it. I think she liked being used to experiment with the blood and drugs. Typical Alise.” Giselle acted like she was telling Aimee a story about how her sister drank too much on weekends, not something like this. “Are you part of all this too? Do you let them bite you?”

      “No, but I’d like to,” Aimee seethed, and I felt like I should try to sneak out of the room, especially when she sat at the bedside, taking Giselle’s hand in hers. “I gave up my life, as it was, to live. I didn’t have enough time to wait for a liver. I am what Alise and Blake said: a monster, like the vampires now.”

      Giselle’s eyes widened and flickered to me. I sort of shrugged and nodded. Having seen the horrific act myself, I wasn’t about to defend her.

      “Who did this to you?” Aimee asked Giselle. “What was his name?”

      “I don’t know, some guy named Tony. He’s always at Master Mike’s in Seattle.”

      “The good thing about me being what I am now, is I can make them pay. I can make them all pay.” Aimee smiled as if telling her long lost friend a bedtime story. But like maybe one Quentin Tarantino wrote. “I love you, and I won’t let you die. I’m sorry I never told you the truth before. I didn’t know how. Not without sounding nuts.”

      “Okay.” Giselle sighed.

      “Take care of my friend, Hulk.” Aimee gave me a soft smile before she bent and kissed Giselle on the cheek. She was gone before I could blink.

      “What was that? Where did she go?” Giselle panicked.

      “They all do that.” I pointed at the door behind me. “They flash here and there and everywhere. It’s creepy.”

      “That is creepy.”

      “Why don’t you tell me the story of how you got here, and I’ll tell you a story of how I did.” I sat in the chair next to her bed. I honestly didn’t know what else to say.

      “Well, it all started the summer Aimee and Alise’s mom died . . .” Giselle began and I listened.
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      I woke in the chair next to Giselle. She was asleep again and appeared worse for wear.

      Aimee stood in the corner, covered in blood.

      “Oh my God!” I jumped when I saw her.

      “I am sorry, Hanna.” Her eyes landed on me. “I was only doing what he asked me to. I didn’t want him to die, but he was going to change any second. It would have been the last change of his life; he was dying. The beast was too strong for him to hold back any longer. He would have killed everyone. And he didn’t have time to tell you everything.”

      She looked sorry and yet was covered in someone else’s blood. “You’re apologizing for killing my dad, my only family, covered in the blood of someone else you’ve killed?”

      “I lost control tonight.” She lifted her stained hands in the air. “When I saw what they had done, I lost it. There were other girls there—” She glanced up but her eyes were empty of emotion. “I killed every one of them as violently as I could.”

      “Oh my God, Aimes!” Giselle stirred, sitting up abruptly and gasping for air. “What did you do?”

      “They’re all dead. All those vampires are dead.”

      Giselle grimaced. “Dude, you didn’t have to do that. I wanted to go to the club. It wasn't their fault.”

      “You were becoming an addict. Their blood is addictive on its own. Adding cocaine and Ecstasy to it only makes it worse. They knew that. And I know they smelled your sickness on you.”

      “I guess.” Giselle shuddered and repositioned back in the bed. “Whatevs. Gross.”

      Aimee blushed. “I’m going home for a shower. I have to speak to Lorri and find out what we can do to fix you.”

      Giselle laughed. “Girl, you can’t fix this. I’m like a cat with nine lives, and this is the ninth.”

      Aimee reached for her hand but Giselle pulled back horrified, making her laugh. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll find a way.”

      “Go shower. You smell.”

      “Okay.” Aimee glanced at me once more. “I really am sorry, Hanna. I never knew he meant for you to be there for it. I promised him that in the end I would do it the way he wanted.”

      “Okay.” The piss and vinegar had washed out of me after the scary teacher story and hearing about the loss of Aimee’s love, but the apology itself made things better. “Thanks.”

      “Be back in a bit.” She was gone from the room with a whoosh.

      “She’s so weird now.” Giselle frowned. “She used to be funny. She was a huge nerd, like, I mean science-camp smart.”

      “Seriously?” That was hard to believe.

      “Seriously,” Giselle attested. “She was quiet and smart and nerdy. She saved my life.”

      “Crazy.” I couldn’t help but think about my father’s note. I wondered if Aimee would be able to decipher the numbers and letters in the equations. If I could solve it without Marcus, things would get a lot simpler for me.

      We stayed there, me hiding in the dying girl’s room as she went in and out of consciousness. She nattered and then passed out hard, only to wake and natter again.

      It was the strangest experience. We were in a haunted house and she was dying.

      I liked her.

      After a couple of hours Aleksander burst into the room. “We’re taking you to the hospital. There’s nothing else to do. I’ve checked.” He crossed the room with a few large strides and lifted her up. He glanced back at me, tilting his head at his arm. “Grab on.”

      I took his meaty bicep in my hand and suddenly we were at the hospital in Seattle. He carried her to the front doors and then to the front desk.

      Seeing her yellow eyes and complexion, the nurses hurried her through admitting and up to a ward. I followed along, confused, scared, and suddenly curious of what an old vampire could do for this gentle soul.

      The doctor shook his head as he spoke, “We’ll run some tests but the yellow eyes and skin are bad signs.” He turned with a grim expression and observed Giselle through the window and muttered bitterly, “I will be back. I need to make a call.”

      Aleksander stared at Giselle, taking it all in, just sitting on the bed in her hospital gown.

      “I have an idea,” I whispered, also staring at the beautiful girl. Her doe eyes landed on me and her lips turned into a slight smile.

      “What?”

      “Marcus,” I said carefully, like his name was Beetlejuice and we had to be cautious.

      “He would never.”

      “He would if you told him you knew where I was.” I hated the thing I was offering. “You could pretend to give me over, as though I don’t know about it all. Barter for her life.”

      “You would do that?” he asked, maybe scared for me too.

      “I would.” And then I would turn monster and run away again. But she would be healed so Marcus couldn’t take that back.

      “I’ll think about it.” Aleksander took a deep breath and entered the room again. “The doctor is going to do some calling around and then they’ll do some tests to see where we are.”

      Giselle nodded along, either not taking what he was saying seriously or just not caring anymore.

      She accepted her fate rather easily. Perhaps she was accustomed to disappointment.

      We waited around for Aimee to come back before Aleksander asked to see me in the hallway.

      “Okay, but let me offer him some other things first.”

      “I want to come with you. I want to hear him agree to it.”

      He opened his mouth to argue but I spoke, “Fine. But you stay hidden.”

      “Fine.”

      He grabbed my hand and flashed us to the old gloomy castle.

      “How well do you know Marcus?”

      “Very well. Well enough to know to despise him. He’s selfish to the point of murderous.” He left me at the back of the house where there was only one window. “I’ll flash here when I leave, grab you, and flash on. It’ll be a rough ride back, okay?”

      “Fine.”

      He narrowed his icy gaze, maybe about to argue but he didn’t. He turned and headed for the front door.

      I peeked around the corner, watching Henry answer the door, smiling wickedly.

      “Is he home?” Aleks was gruff.

      Henry nodded, opening the door and walking from the massive entryway.

      I snuck around to the window, watching as Marcus strolled into the room with his usual smug grin. “What could you possibly want, beyond the moment’s gloat I will permit? You have won, but I will not give up.”

      Aleks frowned. “I have no idea what you’re on about, and honestly, I neither care nor have time for it. I need a favor.” He struggled to maintain his composure. “I. Will. Owe. You.”

      Marcus burst into a fit of laughter. “You don’t have her then? Where would she have gone? I’ve spoken to Roland but the old goat told me she wasn’t there. He could have lied, I suppose.”

      “MARCUS!” Aleksander snapped.

      Marcus turned to him suddenly. “What?”

      “I need you to save someone.”

      “Save?” Marcus was definitely puzzled, if not a slight bit intrigued. “Save? Like create?”

      Aleks nodded.

      “You? You want me to save a human?”

      “For Christ sake, yes. How else can I explain this? Do you have some paper and a pen? I could draw it, like we all did in the eighties.”

      “Don’t be a smart-ass,” Marcus beamed. “You would owe me?” His voice lifted with delight.

      “Yes.”

      Marcus thought for a moment. “No.”

      “You understand what you are turning away?”

      “Yes,” Marcus replied. “As much as I want you dead, because I can’t stand your tormented-soul nonsense—no. Whoever it is, will just have to die.” Marcus turned away, stalking down the hall.

      “I will drain your blood myself before I let her die.”

      Marcus turned back. “We’re deadlocked, mate. You can’t kill me, and unfortunately, I can’t kill you. Shall we wrestle in the garden like men?” He turned and walked away again.

      “I know where Hanna is.” Aleks sounded defeated. He clearly didn’t want to play this game with Marcus. I didn’t either. Just hearing my name made my stomach ache.

      Marcus stopped and turned back. “You’re lying.”

      “She wants to be with me now. We have a thing—I’m not sure if she told you about it,” Aleks burst out. “Surely, you must have smelled me on her that morning. I was there first. If you know what I mean.”

      My jaw dropped as Aleks chuckled and licked his lips. He was better at playing Marcus’ game than I’d expected.

      “LIAR!” Marcus screamed, running at him. He dove into the air, moving as quickly as a bullet. Aleks whisked himself to the right suddenly, letting Marcus hit the wall with a thud. Bits of rock and castle fell to the floor, spitting dust into the air.

      My insides twisted and I backed away from the window a bit.

      Aleksander laughed which sent Marcus into a fit of rage.

      Something black moved in the background, and before Aleks could leave the castle, he was slammed against a wall.

      Marcus, too, was ripped from the ground and flung against the opposite wall.

      Henry walked into the room, moving his hands like he was pulsating energy at them both.

      Aleks groaned, desperate to breathe. “Henry. Please. Stop.”

      “Henry, we will stop this nonsense if you could put us down, if you please,” Marcus said the magic words.

      As abruptly as they had dangled in the air, they were both on the ground in a heap.

      Aleks wheezed for a moment, trying to get his collapsed chest to puff back up. He watched Marcus do the same.

      “You bring her back to me and we have a deal.”

      “You can have her after the birthday party Roland is planning. That night I’ll convince her to come with you here. Roland won’t expect me to do it.” Aleks nodded, vanishing from the castle before Henry killed them both.

      He picked me up and away we went.

      When we got to the hospital again he held me tightly, sighing into the embrace. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I’ll work it out. Don’t tell anyone I’m part of it. Just make it seem like you’re playing his game. He’ll think he’s won. He’s a child.” My words were empty. I didn’t want to go back but he would save her life. That was way more important.
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          We can do it the nice way, or Aimee’s way

        

      

    

    
      Voices filled the hallway. It sounded like the house was full as I walked from my room to the kitchen.

      “You must be the Hulk?”

      I turned sharply, seeing a guy about my age. “What?”

      “The Hulk? The girl who rips her clothes and turns into a monster?” He smiled, making me smile. His face was handsome with dark hair and eyes. “The Hulk—you know, turns green, rips his clothes off as he grows huge, and acts like a giant psycho?”

      “I don’t turn green.”

      “Oh sucky.” He laughed with me. “That does make all the difference in the world.”

      “Do I know you? Who are you?”

      “Sam.”

      “Hanna. Not the Hulk.” I put a hand out.

      For a moment, he looked at my hand. He took it in his own and lifted it up to his lips, kissing it softly. Heat spread from his kiss to the rest of my body. “Don't let anyone in this house touch you, Hanna. You never know what their hands do.” He kissed me once more, making my knees buckle.

      “Stop!” I ripped from his grip, swallowing hard. “What are you?”

      “A little of this and a little of that, a bit of Nephilim.” He said it jokingly, but I didn’t think he was.

      “I don’t know what that is. I know it means half angel and half human, but I don’t know what it means.”

      “That’s probably for the best. Nice seeing you, Hanna.” He turned and strolled back into his messy room.

      “You too.” I stood still for a moment, catching my breath before I walked down the stairs, unable to get him out of my mind. His lips pressing against my hand made me think all kinds of terrible things.

      The noise picked up as I walked around the corner, feeling like an intruder. As usual.

      “Hanna, my dear, you’re awake. How lovely. Come and have some breakfast.” Lydia held a hand out toward a seat.

      Something was different in the kitchen. Was it larger than the last time I had been there? Was that possible?

      “The house always makes room for everyone, Hanna. Come and have a seat.” Lydia chuckled, reading my mind again.

      At the huge long table there were little kids I’d never seen before. A girl with pigtails and missing teeth lifted her gaze to mine and then tilted her head and vanished.

      “Shit!” I jumped back, wondering if I’d seen her at all or if I was finally losing my mind.

      “Sorry, they’re still getting used to the idea of you. She’s real, just has the ability to vanish if she’s scared.” Lydia passed me a plate filled with waffles, bacon, and sausages.

      I contemplated sitting in the open chair Lydia had pointed at but wasn’t certain if anyone else was there already. I waved a hand through the chair before I sat next to a guy about my age. He didn’t even notice me sitting.

      Lydia laughed again. “Hanna, everyone here is like you, in some respect. They’re special too.”

      “Okay.”

      Her eyes darted to a young chubby boy with glasses. He lifted his face from his iPad and returned the strange look Lydia was giving him. After a second he got up from his chair. I followed him with my eyes, becoming nervous as he walked to me. He smiled and put his hand on my arm.

      The brightest light I could imagine, filled my mind as knowledge rushed me.

      I saw everything from his point of view, making the Roses Academy a positive, as a movie played in my mind. A movie he starred in.

      When the light was gone I opened my eyes, seeing everything differently. “What are you?”

      He put his hand up like he might touch me again but Lydia spoke quickly, “Use your words, Danny.”

      “Nephilim.” He turned and sat back down to finish his breakfast and resume his game.

      “Is everyone Nephilim?”

      Lydia laughed. “These kids are. They’re special. For whatever reason, maybe because of who their parents are, they’ve gained their power early. It happens. Most Nephilim don’t gain power until they’re past the age of puberty. Nature’s safeguard. But sometimes Nephilim mix with other creatures and create something uncharted. And that is who we have here.” She winked at the kids, like that was a fun little fact and not something super creepy.

      “What are you?” I hadn’t really been told what Lydia was. I had my suspicions.

      “Witch.”

      “Like which you, or you’re a witch?”

      Lydia laughed. “Eat your breakfast. I’m a witch.”

      “What’s he?” I pointed at the cute guy next to me who resembled Lucas in a strong way.

      He realized I was talking about him and pulled the earbuds I hadn’t noticed from his ears. When his eyes met mine my stomach fluttered. I exhaled slowly, spotting strange things like the way his lips were uneven with his canines. “Are you a vampire?” I whispered, almost scared after the whole Giselle thing.

      “I’m a Ben.” He smiled wide.

      I smiled back, I couldn’t even fight it. “I’m a Hanna.” My words sounded miles away from me. God, he was gorgeous.

      “Ben is fae.” Lydia leaned in, trying to get my attention but my eyes were locked on his.

      “Fae?” I whispered again, remembering the conversation I’d had about fae. They were the wolves. “So you turn into a wolf and these kids are messy angels?”

      Ben nodded and my head followed his, nodding slightly.

      “Hanna!”

      I jumped, startled and flushed. My heart raced and the smell of the guy next to me was better than the food, but I forced myself to focus on Lydia who had shouted at me. “So is this a training camp for angels?”

      “No, it’s a haven. These little rug rats are here for safekeeping,” Ben muttered, taking a bite of waffle. Watching him chew was nice. His jaw muscles flexed. His emerald-green eyes sparkled as he spoke, darting his stare at me again. “Everyone here—”

      A commotion filled the hallway, interrupting him.

      Aimee strolled in, covered in blood again. Only this time the other girl, Ari, was with her.

      “Girls!” Lydia sprang into action.

      “You rang?” Aimee gave Lydia a smug grin.

      “Yes, but I expected you to shower before you got here.” Lydia frowned. “I just wanted to talk to you about the fact Danny is addicted to World of Warcraft. Yesterday I went in his room, and he looked as if he hadn’t blinked in a day.” She glanced at the chubby boy and pointed. “And now the iPad. He’s like a coma patient who eats.”

      “World of Warcraft is a good distraction.” Aimee sniffed. “It’s important to figure out early what takes your mind off the situation we’re in here.” She glanced down at her bloody clothes.

      “Are you hurt?” one of the quiet kids asked.

      “No. It’s not our blood.” Aimee leaned against the counter.

      “We found another blood club.” Ari folded her arms.

      “Gross,” a small voice said softly from the empty chair where the girl had vanished.

      “Aimee, you go all agro on them?” Ben asked, smiling.

      “Way worse than agro,” Ari offered. “I may never be the same again. I have never been that grossed out in my life.”

      “Yes, you have.” Aimee laughed. “It was just rewards.”

      “Ari, you should have called me. I would’ve come for sure.” Ben was clearly miffed that he’d missed a good battle.

      I was still lost. Little Danny’s visions had cleared up what the Roses were to him, but it didn’t clear up exactly how it was cool to slaughter people. Or things. Or whatever vampires were. Like were there no laws? Did things like Aimee get to kill randomly, acting no better than the things she killed?

      Nothing about the Roses made sense in a real world setting.

      “Babe, you shouldn’t have gone without me.” Lucas strolled into the kitchen and wrapped his arms around Ari and kissed her cheek.

      Ari pushed him back. “You would have been distracted. There was a lot of blood.”

      Everyone laughed.

      But not me, I got scared.

      Children were laughing about killing a bunch of other people, like it was a video game. But it wasn’t a game—these were real live people. No one in the room cared at all about loss of life. None of them respected anything.

      “Hanna, it isn’t like that at all.” Lydia frowned.

      But I wasn’t so sure.

      After breakfast I went back to my room and sat on the bed. I needed to call Roland. It had been a while since I’d seen him and I was starting to feel bad.

      I dialed the number and waited.

      “Hello, dear. How are you?” he answered softly.

      “Sorry, I haven’t called, Roland,” I apologized. “I didn’t know what to say. I still don’t. I just wanted you to know I was okay.”

      “Well, I knew you were fine so don’t worry about that. Are you coming home soon?”

      “I don’t know.” I paused. “I was thinking about coming home tonight, if it’s okay with you.”

      “This is your house, Hanna. Come and go as you please. You’re an adult now. I will ask that you reconsider the birthday gala though. It would be a great way to get to know all your new friends.”

      “Friends?” I almost laughed.

      “This is your reality now, Hanna. The Roses Academy can help you find a way to learn to control what you are. They’re the best hope you have of keeping the monster contained, especially if you change. They will stop you from hurting others and yourself.”

      “You mean by killing me.” I did laugh then.

      “No. They kill the ones with the intent to harm. You don’t have that. They want to help you. And this birthday is tradition. You are the last line of both of your families. You can’t break the traditions they have honored for hundreds of years.”

      “Fine, whatever. We can talk about it tonight when I come home.” I rubbed my eyes.

      “I will have dinner ready for you then.” He sounded pleased.

      Aleksander walked into the room, offering a charming smile. He smirked at me. “Hey.”

      “I better go, Roland. I’ll see you tonight.” I blushed and hung up the phone. “Hey.”

      “Can I talk to you?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re still all right with going back to Marcus?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine. I’ll figure out a way out of there once Giselle’s healed.” I reached into my shirt and pulled out the piece of paper I always kept with me. “I need Aimee to go over this. It’s the formula to stop me from changing.”

      He took the paper. “Okay, I’ll get her to do it. I told Marcus I would convince you to go with him after your birthday. Did you hear that part?” He sat across from me on the bed.

      Something about the shift in weight and him being irresistible and me being some kind of horny teenaged hormonal mess changed everything the moment he got within reaching distance.

      I ignored what he had said and instead leaned in, brushing my lips against his. I closed my eyes, inhaling him. He grabbed me, lifting me into his lap, wrapping himself around me.

      We moved in sync, ripping at each other’s clothes, irrationally.

      Both bare chested and shuddering, we paused.

      He leaned back, maybe trying to get distance from me. “What the hell was that?”

      “I don’t know.” The reality of moving without thinking hit me as I backed off of him, grabbing my shirt and bra. “I need to go home. I need to get away from all this.” I looked around, trembling and half naked, unsure of what exactly I was doing. “Can you take me?” I pulled on my shirt.

      He didn’t speak. He nodded and instantly we were standing in the foyer of my house.

      I backed away, distancing myself from him the same way I had with Marcus. “How much longer before I have to go back there?”

      “A week, max. She won’t make it longer.” His bright eyes narrowed. “I’m sorry you have to do this.”

      “It’s okay. It was my idea. I don’t mind. If Aimee finds the cure for my condition then I will owe her, not that I want to. But this will preempt any debts. The moment the party Roland is forcing on me is over, I’ll go back with Marcus.”

      “Thanks, Hanna.” The way he said it sounded funny, like he was confused about something. I didn’t have a chance to analyze it.

      Roland strolled in the front door with a lady by his side. “You’re early.”

      The lady smiled wide. “This must be the girl.”

      “What girl?” I glared at him and the strange lady.

      “This is Angela. She makes dresses. I have selected a few for the party. I want you to pick one and she will alter it so it fits like a glove.” Roland grinned wide, knowing I wasn’t going to be into any of this.

      “Great.” I let the lady lead me to the back room where she fitted me in ball gowns that appeared to be from a period piece movie.

      All I could think about was Rebecca.

      I wished she could be with me for this. She would’ve been the rock I leaned on and the life the party needed. I didn’t have it in me to pretend I gave a shit about my birthday or my family or Roland’s weird request.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          The Monster’s Ball

        

      

    

    
      The dresses all fit remarkably, but Angela said the pale-green one made my hair come alive. So that was the one she had taken to alter for me.

      Now that it was the day of the stupidest birthday party ever, she was back and I was donning the new gown.

      Angela stepped back, inspecting me. “Spin, dear.”

      I twirled slowly, eyeing my reflection floating past the mirror. I didn’t look like me in this. But it didn’t matter. Old me was vanishing and, unfortunately, the new me was mentally preparing to go back to Marcus’ house.

      Angela beamed as she placed the finishing touch to my makeup—a small beaded black mask. It covered the top of my face only.

      Roland walked into the room, clasping his hands like my English fairy godmother. “You look like a princess. My word, that is the best choice.”

      The dress had a deep sweetheart neckline with silver beading along the bust and hemline. The shimmery pale-green fabric was draped to fit perfectly. My chest made attempts at escaping through the top, making me wish I had a cover of some sort. Like a hoodie . . .

      “Your parents would’ve loved to have been here at this moment. They would have done anything to be here, Hanna. This was your mother’s wish. It’s tradition in her family.”

      I nodded, trying not to act like a jerk.

      “Your guests are waiting.”

      “Guests? They’re here already?” I turned to Roland. “Who have you invited?” I honestly couldn’t think of any friends who would want to come. I had vanished from my world and they had moved on without me. Me and Rebecca.

      “Trust me.” He offered me an arm. “This is the night you were meant to have.”

      I didn’t entirely trust him, that was the problem.

      But I did let him lead me down the stairs and through the long hall to the great room. As I entered the large opening, clapping started up. I beheld a massive room full of people. Everyone was dressed in gowns and suits. Each of their faces wore a mask and sang “Happy Birthday,” making me blush beneath mine.

      But I didn’t recognize a single person in the crowd of masks. It was like a Stanley Kubrick film, a transformed room filled with people I didn’t know.

      I had never wanted birthday parties as a kid. I ignored the event every year, forcing my aunt to treat it as a normal day. My mother had made a big deal out of it when she was alive. I never felt up to it after that.

      This was about the worst case scenario for me.

      Knowing it was the party my mother wanted me to have was hard to take. But being in a room filled with strangers was worse.

      “Who are they all?” I whispered.

      “Your friends, your new friends. This is the world your parents belonged to, Hanna. Welcome to it,” Roland whispered in my ear. “I only hope I did it justice.”

      I suspected he had.

      It was magical, even to me in my rotten mood.

      The ceiling was covered in twinkling lights and the walls were filled with vines of a sort, making the room seem to continue on beyond them and we were going to party in a magical spot in the forest. A bar had been set up in one corner and a string quartet played soft music from in the other.

      Roland gripped my hand, leading me in. It felt surreal. The room was packed with people.

      Lydia was suddenly in front of me. Her eyes sparkled behind a dark-purple mask. I would’ve known it was her from a mile away. No one’s eyes sparkled like Lydia’s. I embraced her warmly, grateful she was there. “Happy birthday, dear girl.”

      “Thank you, Lydia.” I clung to her.

      “Don’t be scared, my dear. Everyone here is your friend. We are your family now. The family that was always waiting for you to join it.”

      Something about the way she said it struck a chord in my heart. I swallowed the lump building in my throat. “Thanks.”

      Scanning the room, I recognized the eyes behind the masks: Aimee, Ari, Lucas, Ben, and even the kids from the breakfast table. A sea of people remained that I wasn’t sure I knew. I did notice the Roses were on one side of the room.

      A man I didn’t recognize walked over from the non-Rose side. “Happy birthday, Hanna.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You don’t recognize me, do you?” He chuckled.

      “No. I’m sorry. The whole masquerade is annoying.”

      “It’s Andy.” He lifted his mask a little.

      “Oh my God, hey.” Relief flooded me, maybe because he was a cop or because he was normal. Whatever it was, I was glad to see him.

      “Roland asked me to come.”

      “I’m glad.” It was the truth. “I don’t know anyone else here, thanks to the masks.” I rolled my eyes, which I assumed was lost on him with the mask.

      Aimee strolled over, wearing a dress. It was weird, seeing my least favorite assassin in a dress. She smiled sweetly. “Happy birthday, Hanna.” She gestured toward the man with her. “This is Shane.”

      “Happy birthday.” The man held a hand out for me. He smelled good.

      “Thanks. Nice to meet you.” I wasn’t ever going to feel comfortable with Aimee but her friend was hot.

      Andy turned and lifted his mask again. “Bagley?”

      “Paulson, nice to see you, man. Weird seeing you here.” They shook hands like old friends. “This is Aimee. A friend from home.” He said “friend” in a way that suggested they were more.

      “Nice to meet you, Aimee.”

      “Hi.” She didn’t take Andy’s hand right away. It took her a second to do it.

      “Me and Hanna are friends too.” Andy smiled, giving me that crooked grin, the one that made me want to jump him. I forgot about the room filled with people or the dresses and masks.

      “How did you two meet?” Aimee’s focus went from me to the man beside me.

      Andy looked at me and shrugged. “I carried her out of the woods.”

      Aimee’s eyes flashed a fearful look. “He knows you?”

      “No, he was the police officer on my file when I went missing and was found in the woods.”

      “Oh, I see.” She laughed and changed the subject, “How long have you and Shane been friends?” she asked Andy.

      He answered but I scanned the room, not paying attention. Regardless of the fact that it was my birthday and all eyes were on me, I felt one particular stare more than any other. Aimee, Andy, and Shane continued to speak and joke as I got lost in the dark eyes behind a gray mask across the room.

      His intense stare didn’t bother me, but it intrigued me. How had I noticed it from so far away in amongst fifty other faces and masks?

      After several minutes of this, he walked to me, bowing slightly. “May I have this dance?”

      His hand came out for mine. Without even blinking I put my hand into his. The warmth of it sent a shiver up my back.

      As his arms encompassed me, he spoke softly in my ear, “Hanna, I told you not to take anyone’s hand.”

      “Sam.” His name clicked, seeming as though I had said it a thousand times and knew no one’s like I did his.

      “Yes.” He chuckled. “You didn’t recognize me?”

      “No.” We danced around the floor, mixed in with the many couples now waltzing slowly about the room. “Why do I feel like I know you?” I asked after I couldn’t take it any longer.

      “I don’t know.” He kissed my cheek tenderly. “Happy birthday, Hanna.”

      He held me against him as if he were savoring every second he got. I forgot anyone else was in the room.

      The song was over too quickly. He stepped back, smiling. “Thanks for the dance.”

      I gripped his hand. His eyes were black pools I wanted to get lost in. He let my hand drop and stepped into the crowd. The farther away he got the colder I became.

      “Want to dance?” Andy was there, maybe he had been for a while. Everyone was dancing again and I’d missed the start of the song.

      “Sure.”

      He took my hand and rested it in his as his other hand circled my back, pressing my chest to his. “Are you having a good birthday?”

      “Yeah.” I gazed across the room, pondering where Sam had gone. “It’s weird your friend is with my friend,” I said after a moment, realizing I was being rude.

      “It is weird.”

      “How long have you known him?” I forced myself to turn my attention to Andy. I liked him; I liked how normal he was.

      “A couple of years. I was working at the training facility while he was there as a cadet.”

      “Oh, he’s a police officer too?” I couldn’t believe Aimee was friends with a cop. She was a murderer.

      “May I cut in?” I felt a tap on my shoulder.

      I glanced back, flinching when I recognized the dark-blue eyes. “No.”

      Marcus stared me down. “Please.” He said it like he’d never said the word before and it tasted bitter.

      Andy tensed, squaring off. “She said no.”

      Marcus gave Andy a dead stare, possibly plotting his death.

      “I was joking, Andy. I’ll dance with him once and then come find you.” I smiled sweetly, hoping it would fool Andy.

      “Are you sure?” He wasn’t fooled.

      “Yes. I’ll be fast.” I let Marcus take my hand.

      When we got far enough from Andy, Marcus muttered, “Hanna, I need to explain.”

      “No.” I glanced away from him. “Just dance and when it’s over, you’ll leave me alone.”

      “Hanna, please, I need to explain everything. What you think was happening was not—”

      “I know what was happening. I’m not an idiot. You think I don’t know about your blood bags?” I cut him off. “I don’t care.”

      “Hanna, you are mine. We are meant to be—”

      Another tap came to my shoulder, making Marcus tighten around me as I turned to see Aleks smiling down. “May I cut in?”

      “Thank God.” I pushed Marcus back. “Of course.”

      I leapt into his arms and danced him away from Marcus.

      “You wanna lead?” Aleks stared down at me, grinning.

      “No. I just want to be away from him. The whole vampire thing is disgusting. He makes my skin crawl.”

      “You gonna be okay?”

      “Yeah. The Giselle situation has me disgusted with vampires, but I know I have to go back to save her. And honestly, I’m just tired of the nonsense.” I motioned my head toward Andy who was chatting with Shane again. “He is a normal guy. He likes me, a lot. He’s a regular human being with a regular job and taxes. He doesn’t murder people. He doesn’t steal life force. He doesn’t vanish into thin air. And I can flirt with him, but beyond that I can’t do anything else. He would be in danger if I ever changed.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      I glanced up into pale-blue eyes. “I know you do. I can see it on your face every time you’re near Aimee. And yet she is with a regular guy tonight. That’s the Shane dude Giselle told me about. He’s a cop?”

      “Yeah.” Aleks laughed bitterly.

      “Who’s everyone else?” I changed the subject.

      “That side of the room is made up of friends of your dad’s. I don’t know them. They’re scholarly people. That side there is us—what’s left of the Roses Academy on the West Coast.”

      “How does Roland know everyone?”

      “I’m not sure about your dad’s friends. But he knows the Roses because he and Lydia had a thing.”

      “Gross. What?” I made a face. “Ewwww, really? They’re old.”

      He laughed. “Hey, I’m old.”

      “You still look good.”

      “Thank you.” He kissed my cheek for too long before we both pushed back, aware of the obvious problems we had with one another’s attraction. “Happy birthday, Hanna.”

      “Thanks. So, who is Sam?”

      “Why?” His eyes sparkled.

      “I feel like I’ve known him my whole life.”

      “Weird. I just met him. He seems nice enough.”

      We finished our dance and Aleks stood off to the side as I danced with other people. The night ended up being sort of awesome. I met professors who had worked with my father and scientists who respected him. I met other Roses, ones I couldn’t figure out what they were. The men smelled delicious and the women were charming.

      People began to leave and I noticed Marcus and Aleks speaking in a far corner. I was stuck with Roland and Lydia in the receiving-line style of goodbye.

      Everyone wished me a happy birthday and congratulated me on becoming such a wonderful young woman.

      If they only knew.

      Finally free, I slipped along the wall to where Aleks and Marcus were, overhearing the conversation going on between them in the shadows.

      “If I didn’t need your help, I would tell you to shove it,” Aleks growled.

      “Don’t be like that.” Marcus laughed. “We used to be best friends, Aleks. What happened?”

      “You—you always happen, Marcus. You ruin everything.”

      There was a heavy pause as they stared at one another until Marcus lifted his nose into the air. “Hanna, is that you love?” Marcus turned his head to where I was eavesdropping.

      “I’ve said goodnight to Roland. Aleks said I have to go with you and I’m ready to leave.”

      “Let’s go to the car, darling.” He offered me an arm, shooting Aleks a look.

      “I’ll deliver her to the house.” Aleks took my hand and flashed us out before Marcus could say anything else. I blinked and we were outside Marcus’ castle.

      “Home sweet home.” I shuddered remembering the moment I’d fled from there.

      “Thanks for taking one for the team.” Aleks laughed.

      “You should go before I change my mind.”

      He didn’t let go of my hand. He squeezed it and stepped closer. His scent so close was the best smell ever. I lifted my face, letting him brush his electrifying lips against mine.

      “Something about you makes me crazy,” he whispered into the embrace our lips shared.

      “I don’t think I can do this.” I closed my eyes.

      “You can.” He lifted my chin as I opened my eyes, meeting his gaze. “You want to help Giselle.” He gulped. “You love Marcus.”

      “Love?” The word sounded funny in my suddenly fuzzy head, but I nodded weakly against my will. “Okay.”

      “You love Marcus.” He repeated it and something clicked in me. “I love Marcus.” I echoed it and believed it.

      Aleksander looked funny as he stepped back, maybe regretting everything, but I didn’t care.

      “Where’s Marcus?” I turned, suddenly anxious to see him.

      “I’ll see you soon, Hanna,” Aleksander called out before he vanished.

      “I love Marcus,” I muttered, ignoring Aleksander.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Beauty and the Beast

        

      

    

    
      The warm air took my happiness with it. I peered up at the castle entryway and remembered Aleks convincing me I loved Marcus. He’d used his magic and made my mind fuzzy. It took a moment for the feelings to dissipate, and in their place my dislike for Marcus returned.

      “My love, you came back.” Marcus walked toward me with open arms.

      I quivered at the sight of him with his outstretched arms. My skin crawled and twitched. He was a vampire and they killed beautiful girls, like the one he’d had at his house.

      I glanced over at Henry standing beside the door, guarding it. I couldn’t make a run for it without serious injuries. He wore a bowler hat; he was trouble. He’d throw it at me and cut me in half, just like on James Bond.

      “Hanna, love. Please, let’s talk.” Marcus gave me his smug grin.

      “I’ll be in my room. Unless, of course, it’s not my room anymore because you’ve started moving your harem in.”

      He chuckled. “Be reasonable. I have to eat.”

      “I don’t want to hear your dirty stories, Marcus. Keep it to yourself.” My skin shuddered as my body threatened to change, but I fought it, thinking how peaceful it would be to cry into my pillow instead. I didn’t want to be there.

      The more I thought, the madder I became. My feet made angry sounds on the floor, but he was louder in his pursuit. He called after me, not getting too close. “Hanna, please, just let me explain. I didn’t do anything, I swear. I was just feeding. I didn’t kill her. If you saw a lot of blood, it’s because sometimes people bleed more than you’re prepared for. It gets messy.”

      I stormed to my room, slammed the door shut, and lay on my bed to feel sorry for myself. I made certain I was extra loud in my efforts to be displeased. I hated him. I hated the castle and Henry. Well, maybe not Henry and the castle, but I refused to be reasonable.

      Eventually, I fell asleep.

      I woke to darkness but I could smell him. He’d been in the room. I ran my hands over my body to find fuzzy fleece pajamas. He had changed my clothes while I slept.

      Gross.

      Annoyed, I walked to the massive window and stared out at the dark night. My mind wandered from Sam to Roland and Aleksander. Tears trickled down my cheeks.

      I never should have left home.

      For the first time I felt sorry for myself and disappointed.

      I wondered where I’d be at that moment if my aunt had just asked me for the money.

      What would my life look like?

      My father had been right.

      Roland was the only person who cared about me.

      I needed to get things back on track and going back to the Tudor meant closing off the things I had left opened and untouched. I needed to deal with my father’s and Rebecca’s deaths and then I needed to begin again. It meant starting over.

      “Please stop crying. I can’t take it. Your broken heart is killing me.” He was at my door, speaking into the crack.

      “Leave me alone.”

      The door opened slowly, creaking the whole way. He took up the entire entryway, leaning against the frame with only his silhouette distinguishable.

      “Get out.”

      “Hanna, I swear to you, nothing happened to that girl. She left here happy as always. Are you jealous, is that it?”

      “Why would I be? You’re a monster. Get out of my room or let me go home.”

      He reached in, closing the door, leaving me alone in the blackness of the night.

      I turned my back to the door and glanced out the window again.

      Suddenly, I noticed his breath on me. “I know you care,” he whispered onto the nape of my neck. The smell of him overwhelmed me, forcing its way into the places in my mind where he controlled what I did or felt, like Aleksander.

      “We’re meant to be together, you and I. Soul mates.” His words were crazy but the feelings he provoked in me argued for him. “Just promise you won’t cry anymore. You’ll try to like it here.”

      I nodded, not speaking, terrified and waiting for the assault.

      “Thank you.” His breath was the last thing I felt before the sound of the closing door made me realize I was alone.

      I had no intention of keeping my promise. I would stay and be pleasant until Giselle was fine, then I was out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          I’d like to shake your hand

        

      

    

    
      The winds had picked up, bringing winter to the West Coast. I shivered, walking through the garden, trying to avoid the house or the way Marcus always watched me.

      His eyes rarely left me alone.

      The worst part of it was that I despised him less and less. He didn’t force kisses on me or sneak into my room. He played chess and laughed and told me weird stories over glasses of expensive wine.

      I was beginning to see the man behind the monster, the way I’d seen him before he ate that girl. And before I knew how terrible vampires could be.

      I wondered how close we were to Giselle being healed. His blood would save her and then I could go home.

      Wondering if I would miss it there, I glanced back at the house, seeing Marcus through the window. He was on the phone and looked angry until he saw me watching. Then he smiled and waved. I waved back, certain something was going on. He never waved. He was not the waving sort.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and stared at the strange message from the unknown number.

      RUN!!!!!!

      I looked around to see if I was being played. Who is this?

      Aimee.

      It was weird that Aimee not only had my number, but texted me. And even weirder that she had sent that text, shouting at me.

      MARCUS IS USING YOUR BLOOD TO MAKE A MONSTER FOR THE DARK ONES. RUN NOW.

      “What?” I gasped, texting back: My father made up that formula, not Marcus. Marcus has been working on it for my father.

      NO. Your father only wrote the first part. Marcus changed it midway and turned it into something else. This will never save you. It’s to change something using your blood. To make a weapon.

      I gazed back up at the window and knew the phone call had been something to do with me. He had waved.

      My skin tingled as anger rippled through me.

      The change was building within me, but I needed to know. I paced in the cold backyard, trying to calm down and come up with a plan.

      When I had one, I hiked up to the window he stood at and wrote something down.

      I dialed his phone number.

      “What are you doing?” He gave me a confused look through the window. “I can see you, Hanna. Come inside. I want to show you something.”

      “Have you been giving samples of my blood to the Dark Ones to make a weapon?”

      “What?” His face dropped as he stammered, “Ha-Hanna, love, come inside the house.”

      I took a step back. “I have my answer, Marcus.”

      The cell phone crushed in my fingers as my skin stretched until it ripped apart. For the first time, I let the beast take over. I didn't fight the change.

      Marcus jumped through the window, landing on the ground in front of me as I changed.

      “Hanna, don’t do this. Let me explain. Stay calm, Hanna.” He put a hand up.

      I screamed as the transformation occurred.

      Marcus’ face darkened as his forehead grew distorted and his fangs dropped from his teeth. He screamed, “HANNA, DON’T DO THIS!”

      The beast turned and ran into the woods.

      I ignored everything, letting her have her fun.

      I woke next to a dumpster, the paranoia setting in. I didn’t know where I was.

      The ripe stench of garbage and something else filthy surrounded me. I glanced down, seeing a hand next to my leg. I reached for it but stopped, seeing it wasn’t attached to anything, and muffled a cry.

      Had I killed someone? Had I ripped a hand off?

      Shaking and weak, I got to my feet by gripping the side of the disgusting dark-green dumpster. My fingers touched things I ignored. I stared down at my ripped pants and torn shirt. My feet were bare again. My right toe was bleeding heavily. It didn’t sting until I caught on that the blood was mine, seeing a shard of broken glass sticking out of it. I pulled it out, gagging at the blood pouring from the large gash.

      My trembling fingers felt my bra for my cell phone. It wasn’t there. I recalled it crumbling in my fingers in the courtyard as I changed.

      Again, I peered down at the hand, noting it was a man’s with a platinum band on the right finger. And it was his left hand. I shuddered, imagining what kind of horrors I had inflicted on the poor stranger and how his family would be devastated.

      I didn’t deserve to live. I didn’t deserve to be saved.

      I limped and hobbled down the greasy alley until I came to a park at the end. I knew where I was. I knew how to get home, but I had to make a stop first.

      When I got to Lydia’s, Aleksander was fighting with Aimee’s friend in the yard. He gripped Shane by the throat.

      Aimee sobbed. “I’m sorry.”

      Aleks let go of Shane. “She’ll die now, Aimee.”

      “Aleks, that’s not Aimee’s fault. Marcus is evil. Dude, you made a deal with the devil. What did you think was going to happen?”

      I hobbled across the crunchy grass. “Get Giselle.”

      “Hanna!” Aimee winced.

      “Oh my God, are you all right? Are you hurt?” Aleksander ran to me.

      “I’m fine. I need you to get Giselle and take me back to Marcus’ house.”

      Aleks tilted his head, obviously confused. “What?”

      “Hurry.”

      He vanished and reappeared with her in his arms. She was barely awake.

      Giselle appeared to weigh nothing in his arms.

      “Where are we going?” she asked weakly.

      “Shhhh. Just rest against me,” Aleksander whispered.

      I grabbed on to his arm as he flashed us to just outside the castle.

      I limped over and rang the ancient buzzer, waiting.

      Henry didn’t answer the door. Instead, it was Marcus. He looked rough. “You came back.” His eyes darted to Aleksander and Giselle. “You have some nerve coming here, Aleks. You went back on your word.”

      “I never told Hanna. I never said a word. I didn’t know you were using her blood to make a weapon. She’s had Aimee working on the paper, and she figured it out and told Hanna.”

      “You think I CARE HOW SHE FOUND OUT?” he screamed.

      They spoke over me, but I was too exhausted to fight with either of them. My eyes fluttered as I fought the sleep I needed.

      Aleks was belligerent. “How could you do that to Hanna? Use her that way?”

      “I never betrayed you.” Marcus’ eyes met mine again. “I can’t do it. I can’t figure it out. I can’t save you. But I heard the others have a scientist who is a genius. I asked him for help, and he asked for your special blood to make something else.” He ran a hand through his dark hair. “The only way to save you was to trick those assholes into believing I would give them what they wanted if they helped you.”

      “So you are trying to help me?” I asked.

      “Of course.” He flinched, his eyes flickering to the girl in Aleksander’s arms. “Jesus, she’s dying right now. She smells.”

      “Save her and I will believe you are trying to help me.”

      Without even contemplating it, he bit his wrist and walked to Giselle, leaving a trail of his disgusting blood along the cobblestone. He grabbed her face and shoved the wrist into her mouth.

      She choked, but he held it there, not looking at Aleks or me.

      After a moment, Marcus bent to her throat, sinking his teeth into her tiny fragile neck.

      Aleks cringed when her thin body stiffened against the pain.

      Marcus drank until Giselle went limp in Aleks’ arms.

      “Thank you,” I whispered to Marcus but took Aleks’ arm again.

      Marcus sighed. “Come inside, Hanna. You need rest.”

      “No.”

      “You said you believed me.” He swallowed hard. “I’m trying to save you.”

      “I do believe you. I don’t trust you.”

      “Fine, leave.” He turned and walked back into the house, slamming the door.

      Aleks flashed us to a mountaintop. I shivered and slumped to the cold ground.

      “Where are we?” I yawned and huddled into myself.

      “Home.” The frozen ground beneath his shoes crunched softly as he walked. He carried Giselle to a graveyard with ancient-looking gravestones. “I buried my family here. This is the Nærøyfjord.” He said the word like I might know it.

      He dug the hole with his bare hands.

      He laid Giselle in a shallow grave.

      “So she died anyway?” I was lost but barely able to keep my eyes open.

      “No. Vampire blood is like blowfish poison—the heart seems to be stopped and the person appears dead but in reality they’re alive and changing.”

      “Changing?”

      “Marcus made her the same as him. She’ll be a vampire when she wakes.” He covered her with the dirt. “I have to stay here until it’s completed. It’ll be three days.”

      “Can you take me home? No one will know she’s here. It’ll take a second.”

      He brushed the dirt off his hands and held one out for me. “Of course. Thank you.”

      “It’s okay.” I reached out, letting him pull me up. I closed my eyes and savored his scent. “She won’t thank you for this. She won’t like being made into a monster.”

      “I know.” He held me to him. “I’ve been through this before.”

      He flashed and we were in my driveway. He stepped back, leaving me there, and the warm wind took him away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Out damn spot!

        

      

    

    
      The Tudor never looked so good. I hobbled along the gravel driveway, remembering climbing out of the trunk and hobbling the same path only months before.

      “My dear girl, come inside immediately.” Roland rushed out onto the gravel and scooped me up. He smelled clean like Old English polish.

      “Roland,” I sobbed.

      “We will talk about this, but right now you need a shower. You stink and you’re filthy.”

      I owed him a huge apology. “I’m sorry I went to Marcus’ when you told me to go to Lydia’s.”

      “It’s nothing, Hanna.”

      “I really will go there.”

      “You should stay here and get better first.” He placed me in the bathroom off the garage. I had never seen inside it, but knew what it was immediately. It was my father’s decontamination chamber. “Towels are below the sink. Throw out your clothes and everything else.”

      I turned on the shower as Roland closed the door.

      The shower had a seat in it, thankfully. I sat, letting my feet rest. Everything seemed out of control.

      There were too many emotions inside me.

      My attraction to every guy I met was so annoying.

      The hand of the man I’d obviously maimed or killed would haunt my days forever.

      My strange liking of Marcus and the desire I had for him to touch me and make me feel pretty, regardless of the grotesque monster I was. I trembled, seeing his face in my mind—his face screaming at me as my beast ran off into the woods or the defeat in his eyes when I chose Aleks over him. Why did it bother me so to hurt him when he was evil?

      His saving Giselle for me had softened him in my eyes.

      Maybe we were soul mates, evil and vile soul mates. A match made in hell.

      The water ran dirty from my body as the filth was washed off. No amount of water would take the blood from my hands. I suddenly understood Lady Macbeth.

      I sat in the shower, letting the water soothe me. I really could’ve gone for one of Annabelle’s baths. I longed for the smells of the oils and soap mixed with the haunting songs Annabelle would sing. I barely knew her, and yet instantly loved the ghost.

      I thought about Lydia’s house, deciding I didn’t completely agree with their actions, but I understood their beliefs and justifications. I would never want something such as myself out in the world.

      The hand with the platinum wedding band filled my mind. No matter how long I stayed in the shower, I would never rinse that off. I had taken a human life.

      I climbed into my bed after the shower, donned my favorite fleece pajamas, and wrapped up in the blankets.

      Roland came in with a small kit.

      “We need to bandage that toe. I have got a few things left over from treating your father’s injuries. This is his old kit.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      He sat and inspected the toe. “No, my dear. You’ve had a difficult few months. I cannot imagine what it’s been like.”

      “Something is wrong with me, Roland. Beyond the other stuff. I have never been one of those girls. You know, the ones who, uhm, date lots of guys? Did Dad have this as a side effect where he wanted to be with all different people, sort of girl crazy?”

      “Hanna, we don’t need to have this conversation.”

      I gulped nervously. “I know, but I feel weird.”

      “It happened to your dad. He often felt off or odd.” He patted my leg and stood from my bed. “It’s all better.”

      “Thanks.”

      He walked from the room. “Sleep tight.”

      Lying back, wondering how it had all changed in such a short amount of time, I closed my eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” someone whispered.

      The shock of a random voice in my house scared me. I sat up to see Marcus in my doorway.

      “I’m too tired, Marcus. I can’t do this right now.”

      He walked toward me slowly with worry on his face. “I came to explain.”

      “Another day.” I closed my eyes, not wanting to hear him out, and rolled over away from him.

      His weight shifted the bed near my feet. “I have fed off women. I know you said you didn’t want to talk about this, but I have to explain. From the moment I met you, I have not been with anyone else. I have bitten them and that’s it. I never give my blood to anyone. What I did for you today, I have not done for hundreds of years. I made a vampire today, something I swore I would not do.” He sounded stressed. I wanted to ignore the pain in his voice. “I turned that girl for you. I want to be a man worthy of you, and she was an innocent who was dying because of men I created once upon a time.”

      “You don’t owe me anything—”

      “I lo-love you and I only gave your blood to the idiots in Boston because they have a new young chemist who is smart. He’s smarter than I am. I wanted him to make the cure for you, so I traded him your blood. I was at a dead end, as was your father before he died. The new chemist is changing the formula. He’s making progress. I will have your cure before the end of the week, I believe. If it means the Dark Ones get some weapon from your blood, so be it. I would let them amass an army if it meant I could cure you.”

      I turned over to tell him I forgave him but he was already gone. I could still smell him in the air and somehow that scent was a comfort in all the chaos.

      He was growing on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          So, like, can I fly?

        

      

    

    
      I sipped my perfect cup of tea and watched the bats in the yard. The bats playing around the tops of the trees weren’t as weird as my new affinity for a cup of tea. I’d always been a coffee girl but Roland had convinced me otherwise.

      “Hanna?”

      I spun, jumping slightly when I saw Aimee.

      “Hey.” I wondered if she was there to kill me because of the life I took.

      “Giselle is about to wake up. Do you wanna come?” She offered me a hand.

      “Sure.” I put the tea down and grabbed my jacket. “Roland, I’m going to watch a vampire be born.”

      “Excellent. Text me when you’re on your way home,” he called from the other room.

      “Will do.” I put on my boots and took Aimee’s hand.

      “Thank you.” She smiled softly. “For saving my friend.”

      “I didn’t do anything, trust me. It was all Marcus.”

      She wrinkled her nose and flashed us to the mountaintop where Aleksander was staring at the dirt in the moonlight. Not eerie in the slightest . . .

      “Any minute now,” he called down to us as we hiked up.

      The dirt shook as if an earthquake were occurring. A small hand broke through.

      Aleks jumped down into the hole and pushed dirt off Giselle’s hand, pulling her from the mound of dirt.

      “What? What’s happening?” She kept her eyes closed as he brushed her off and made sure no dirt was in her face. In the moonlight, it was hard to see, but she looked the same, only healthy.

      “Giselle, you can open your eyes now.”

      She opened her dark-brown eyes, fluttering her long lashes. “Where are we? My stomach hurts. Is that a river? You smell good.” She was perky.

      Aimee giggled. It was odd to hear.

      “I’m hungry. Where are we? Is this dirt?” Giselle spoke quickly, gawking about in quick, jerky movements.

      “How are you feeling?” Aimee smiled and her gray eyes glossed over.

      “Weird. Better. Where are we?”

      “I brought you this.” Aleksander bent over a cooler he was next to and pulled a bag of blood out. I shuddered, as did Giselle.

      “What is that?” She was clearly grossed out. “Is that blood?”

      “Yes, you need to drink it.” Aleks gave us a look as if to say we needed to help him out.

      “Gross.” She scrunched her nose up.

      “Drink this and we will talk.” Aimee stepped closer. “We need to explain some things.”

      Aleks tore at the top of the bag which sent Giselle into a frenzy. She snatched it from him and sucked from the hole he’d made, guzzling the whole thing in one breath. Her red-stained lips lifted after a few minutes. “That was good. What’s wrong with me?”

      “Nothing.” Aleks grinned like he might laugh.

      “Come sit over here.” Aimee sat down on a huge rock overlooking the frosted hillside and river and patted the spot next to her.

      “Shouldn’t I be cold?” Giselle asked, walking to where Aimee was.

      “Yeah. I’m freezing.” I was confused by her bare arms.

      “You won’t get cold, or hot, anymore. After you drink blood, your body will be at its warmest and then it will cool off gradually until you eat again.” Aleksander explained slowly.

      “What am I?”

      “A vampire,” Aimee muttered.

      “I did this to you, so if you want to hate me forever, I understand.” Aleks lowered his face.

      “I feel amazing. You stopped all the pain.” She grabbed his face roughly and planted her lips on his. My chest tightened when I saw her kissing him. He didn’t exactly fight back either. Aimee lowered her gaze, unable to watch either.

      “Wait!” Aleks pushed her back. “You have to listen to me for a minute before you go kissing everyone.”

      “Okay.” She sighed. “God.”

      “You can’t go out in the sunlight, ever. You’ll burn up. No more sunshine, no matter what. You have to eat blood. If you eat human food, you will have to use the bathroom. If you eat only blood, you will never have to use the bathroom.”

      “Sweet.” She smiled, flashing her bright white fangs. “I have new teeth.”

      “Try to focus.” Aleks sounded like he was going to become tired of her quickly.

      “Oh my God, hurry up.” She leaned in, sniffing him. “You smell really good.”

      “Focus. You’ll be incredibly fast and strong. You’ll kill people if you aren’t careful. Your strength will take some getting used to. Don’t rush anything.”

      “Will I be desperate to eat every person I see?”

      “No,” Aimee cut in as Aleks pinched the bridge of his nose. “She’s worse than I was with the questions.”

      Aleks laughed and I missed out on the joke.

      “Were you addicted to food, shoveling it into your face as a human?” Aimee cocked an eyebrow.

      “No.”

      “Then you shouldn’t expect to be addicted to blood like that. What you were before is enhanced now. If you loved something before, you really love it now.”

      “Like shopping?”

      “Yeah.” Aimee laughed again. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too, Aimes.” She dove at Aimee, knocking her back with a violent hug.

      “You’ll need to be careful of your compulsion. Marcus’ vampires are the strongest in the world. If a regular vampire makes you, you’ll be weaker than anyone who is older. Because Marcus made you, you are stronger than any vampire. Only Marcus’ other vampires are as strong as you.”

      “Seriously?” She gave Aleks a fangy grin. “Sweet.”

      “Yeah. Ready to go home?”

      “Yeah.” She leaned in, kissing Aimee softly on the cheek, like she was practicing to be delicate. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank us.” Aimee spoke grimly. “We’ve cursed you.”

      “At least we have each other. Can I fly?” Giselle jumped up, ready to go.

      “No.” Aleks exhaled.

      “Can I swim really fast?”

      “Not sure. I’ve never watched Marcus swim laps.” Aimee shrugged.

      “Can Marcus run super fast?”

      “You’ll be faster than a regular human. You’re stronger now,” Aleks tried to assure her.

      “So, I don’t sparkle?” She turned to me. “Does Marcus sparkle?”

      “What?—I don’t think so.” Sparkle? Was she being serious?

      Disappointed, she glanced down. “Man. What can I do?”

      “What do you mean?” Aleks’ focus went back and forth between Aimee and I.

      “My superpowers?” Giselle whined.

      “What superpowers? You can’t die, and like I said, you’re strong.” Aleks scoffed.

      “Hmm, kind of lame. Do I change into, like, a wolf or a bat?” She sounded truly disheartened.

      “And we’re done,” Aleks growled, losing the last hold on his patience and taking her hand. “Let’s go.”

      We’re headed back to Lydia’s. Aimee squeezed my fingers before she let go. “Thanks again.”

      “Yeah.” I was stunned. I’d expected the whole vampire-birth thing to be something much more theatrical. Giselle seemed to be exactly the person she was before, only not sick. She was perky and happy and balanced. There was no blood lust or craziness.

      It was so weird.

      When we got inside Lydia’s house I went to find Ari. I needed to ask her a question. She sat alone, reading a book.

      “Hey.” I sat across from her on the couch. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.” She smiled but it was fake, definitely fake. She didn’t like me. I wasn’t sure why. I sensed she and Aimee were both hesitant to become my friend.

      “How long did it take you to get control of the other people inside you?”

      Ari groaned. “Forever. It was brutal. Why?”

      “I have to try to control my beast.”

      “Oh yeah? Good luck with that.” She scoffed.

      “Thanks.” I tried not to sound rude back. She was such a bitch.

      Lucas walked into the room, sniffing the air. “Anyone smell that?”

      Ben came in right behind him with a massive sandwich in his hands. “I do. That’s a vampire.”

      I sniffed the air but couldn’t smell anything different. “Giselle’s back.” I knew how they felt about vampires.

      “Is she—normal?” Lucas asked, smelling the air like a dog.

      “She’s a vampire,” I muttered.

      “Oh nice.” Ben grinned wide.

      Ari rolled her eyes. “I hope she bites you both.”

      Ben grinned. “I’d be happy to bite her back.”

      Appearing completely different than when I saw her moments ago, Giselle walked in changed and clean. “Hey.” She had to have done that in five minutes.

      Ben moved over on the huge sofa. “Come have a seat, Giselle.”

      “Come on.” Aleks strolled in behind her, staying close.

      “You look remarkably better.” Ben gave her a fierce once-over.

      “Thanks.” Giselle was upbeat. “I feel so much better. I’m still getting used to how bright everything is and how much better my vision is. I can hear shit like it’s nobody’s business. Hanna, your heartbeat is going nutty.”

      “Oh weird.” I blushed, trying not to look at Aleks or Ben or Lucas who all made me feel strange.

      Ben laughed. “How fast can you run?”

      “Faster than you, I bet.” Giselle shrugged.

      “Want to race?”

      “When the sun goes down,” Aleks pointed out. “We don’t need wolves and vampires running around in broad daylight.”

      “Well, I better get home before Roland sets the hounds out looking for me. He’s been weird lately.” I offered Giselle a smile. “I’m glad you’re better.”

      “Thanks, Hanna.” She got up when I did and hugged me hard. “I owe you one.”

      “No, don’t be silly. It was my pleasure.” I hadn’t done anything except emotionally blackmail a powerful vampire.

      “See ya.” I waved at everyone.

      “I will walk you out.” Aleks followed me from the room.

      I blushed, hating that being near him or listening to him speak or even just smelling the air around him made my heart beat faster. “Oh, that’s okay.”

      “No, I want to.”

      I walked from the room to the front door.

      He took my hand. “I’m sorry if he hurt you at all.”

      “Your little mind tricks didn’t work, Aleks. They wore off the moment you were gone. So he didn’t do anything to me,” I murmured, annoyed he had tried to make me love Marcus so the stay wouldn’t be so bad.

      “Oh, thank God.” He sighed. “I felt so bad about doing it, but I was worried you would leave.”

      I glanced past him into the room where they all were. “Well, I’m glad she’s alive and healthy. Just be honest with me from now on though, and don’t use that Jedi mind-trick crap on me. I don’t appreciate being traded and tricked because you need to save hot chicks.”

      “I saved her because I had to. It wasn’t because of her looks. I owed her.”

      “Whatever, fine. We’re cool.” I strode out of the house annoyed. And not because he had tricked me, but because I liked him. He smelled like all my favorite things. And I hated that I liked him. I didn’t even know him well enough to like him. It was dumb.

      My hormones were a hot mess.

      “I’ll talk to you later, okay?” he called after me.

      I waved backward, not looking back.

      The walk home was frustrating. One part of me wanted to phone Aleks and tell him to meet me at my place, but how he and Giselle felt about each other was obvious. I had no intention of making any moves on him. The farther I got from him, the more upset I was about being attracted to him. It was like the fresh air and the distance gave me perspective over the raging lust I was plagued with.

      I’d never been this girl. I’d never cared about boys this much in my life.

      Needless to say, I laughed as I strolled into my driveway to find Officer Paulson standing at the front door, speaking with Roland.

      Another guy I needed to stop finding so damned attractive.

      I exhaled deeply, wanting to get into my car and drive to the airport, but he turned and spotted me. “Hey, just the girl I wanted to see.”

      “Hi.” I waved.

      He was in his uniform. I tried not to notice how his body filled it out or the way his eyes sparkled when he looked at me.

      What the hell’s wrong with me?

      He walked toward me. “So how you feeling?”

      “Good.” I sighed, staring at him.

      “Don’t talk outside, it’s freezing.” Roland waved us inside. “Come in out of the cold, you two. I will fetch some cider.”

      I looked at the wreath on the door and realized Roland had been decorating.

      “Wow! Roland, this looks amazing.”

      “Thank you. It is my favorite season.” He headed off for the kitchen.

      Andy laughed. “Yeah, mine too—less crimes committed. Well, more suicide attempts but less other crap.”

      “You sound very concerned about the suicides.”

      He shrugged. “You kind of get to the point where you lose the ability to get attached.”

      “How’s the case?”

      He scowled. “Your aunt is a piece of work. It’s why I’m here. I didn’t want to bring it up at your birthday.”

      I pointed to the sitting room. “Let’s sit.”

      He pulled his jacket off and hung it up on the coat rack as I hauled off my boots and slipped on my fuzzy slippers.

      The couch was warm and inviting with the fireplace ablaze and stockings hung in preparation. Roland had really gone all out. The entire house looked like the backdrop of a period piece.

      “She isn’t your real aunt. It turns out she and your mother were friends for years before you were born. What do you recall about her?”

      “Not much.” I shrugged. “I knew she wasn’t a blood relative. They always said she was like my mother’s sister. She was my godmother.”

      “Well, I’m glad you know she isn’t related to you. Anyway, we found out she was spending your trust fund wildly. She owns three other houses, all bought in the last year. And even worse, she owns five vehicles.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Basically, it seems she only took you in to get access to the money. She knew all about the trust fund long before your mother died.”

      “I knew that, but not about the houses and cars. So she has all these places everywhere? When did she go to them? We never took trips.”

      “I think they were part of the after-you-died plan.”

      “Oh.” My stomach tightened.

      “Roland and I spoke and we’ve got your family lawyer filing court orders to have them transferred into your ownership, as your money bought them and there is proof of it all. Her lawyers tried to argue that she took the money as payment to look after you, but the judge was adopted as a child. It didn’t go well. Anyway, it’s a fraud case now as well.”

      “Wow. How did I miss all of this?”

      “Hanna, she’s a sneaky woman and apparently an amazing actress.”

      “I honestly always believed she loved me, that they both did.”

      He put his hand on mine. “Hanna, I want you to know I’m here for you.”

      “Thank you.” Our eyes met and something clicked.

      We leaned in at the same time, brushing lips and hovering there.

      “I should go. I’m on the clock.” He stood abruptly. “I’d like to see you again.”

      “Unofficially?” I tried to joke but he wasn’t the first guy I’d kissed today.

      “Very unofficially.”

      “Me too.” I tried desperately to get my mind back on track. “Give me a call. I’m not sure what Roland has planned over Christmas.”

      “Caroling and pageantry, I suspect.” He laughed again. “It looks like Martha Stewart came by to help him out.”

      “Wouldn’t surprise me if they were best friends.” I walked him to the door. “What do I do now, regarding my aunt? Or rather, Cecile?”

      “Well, the judge has the weekend to go over the paperwork and court orders. She will be deliberating on Monday. If you want, I could call you when she calls to tell me her decision. Most likely the court will liquidate the assets and you’ll be owed the money, but it’ll be tied up for a long time.”

      I shrugged, trying to be casual and act like we hadn’t just had the most inappropriate kiss of the day. “Let me know.”

      He opened the door. “Okay, well I have to get back to work. Tell Roland I said thanks anyway for the cider.”

      “I will.” I smiled, staring at his uniform, my eyes riveted to his chest.

      He smirked. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Stop looking at me like I’m a piece of meat. I’ll call Monday if you don’t call me first.” He walked out and I tried hard not to watch his butt in his police pants.

      “Your cider.”

      I turned to see Roland holding a tray. I took a mug of steaming cider. We both waved as Andy drove out of the driveway.

      I hated seeing him go.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Hanna Hyde versus the Greek Isles

        

      

    

    
      “Roland, does God hate me?” I pondered as I strolled into the kitchen in the morning.

      “Good morning.” Roland chuckled. “Why would you ask that?”

      “Because I went to bed last night thinking about the fact I have this sweet cop trying to date me. Marcus is exactly what he said, everything and nothing. There are days I do nothing but think about him. And something, maybe an unnatural force, makes me want to be with Aleks. Then there is Sam. Oh my God, Sam is driving me nuts. I actually forget where I am when he’s around. He has the sweetest way about him. And Ben. God, he smells good. And while I’m busy drooling over all these guys, I forget that I have NEVER cared about boys. I’ve never had a real boyfriend, except Jimmy and that hardly counts, and this feels like the worst timing possible to contemplate one, let alone five.”

      “I think you are too young and you should wait to make decisions about boys. You have so many things going on in your life right now.” He smiled, and started cleaning up. “Just relax and be young, my dear. Your mother would have given you that exact advice.”

      “Who was my mother?” I asked quietly, watching him tidy up.

      He frowned. “Why?”

      “My father met my mother seventy-five years ago, Roland. I’m assuming she was something more than a regular mom.”

      “Yes, well I suppose that’s the truth of it. I was told we would never have to have this conversation, and yet here we are.” His eyes lowered as he spoke, “Your mother was special. She was something called a siren.”

      “The women who call ships to their death?”

      “No—yes. Well, that part is not entirely true. They don’t need to sing; they just need a strong breeze. They used to hang out along the coastline when ships were the mode of transportation.”

      “My mom did that?”

      “I don’t know.” His gaze flickered to mine. “We never talked about her and the ships.”

      “Did she kill men?”

      He laughed. “Only with her looks. No, she was a sweet woman. She and Cecile became friends before you were born. Cecile hated your father but loved your mother. Everyone loved her.” His dark eyes grew hollow. “Humans can’t help themselves. Supernatural men lust after sirens. But most supernatural females despise them. Cecile was a regular human woman, and she loved your mother like a sister because she couldn’t fight the urge to.”

      “Why would they leave me with Cecile if she was evil?”

      “No one knew she was evil. She was a devoted friend to your mother. No one believed Cecile capable of anything. Your father tested your blood yearly, against your mother’s and his. You never showed any signs of having the traits of either of them. Cecile was the best bet. She was human. You were human. She loved your mother and you.”

      “Up until Cecile poisoned me, I was a regular human?”

      “Your father believed that you had none of the siren in you and none of him. It was a miracle, and they had no reason not to think you would grow to be anything but a normal kid. He would have brought you to live with us if you had been abnormal in any way. You would have grown up around the Roses Academy.”

      “What changed it all?”

      Roland shrugged. “I fear we may only hazard a guess that it was the poison. All I know is no one from our world was permitted to meet you until the day the change occurred. He wanted you to have a normal life.”

      “That panned out well.”

      “You know what they say about best-laid plans.”

      “So she was a siren? What if I’m a siren and that’s why Aleks is into me? Why Andy wants me? And Marcus? And I think that Ben guy is too, but he also appears to be into Giselle. And then there’s Sam. Oh my God, Sam. He definitely hit on me.” I closed my eyes and let my head fall back.

      “People can’t fight their love and attraction for sirens. If you are it’s terribly dangerous. You force feelings on them.”

      “Force.” I paused. “You said ‘people’—Aleks isn’t people, neither is Marcus.”

      “I told you supernatural beings experience lust, incredible lust for sirens. Some even mistake it for love.”

      “This is disgusting. I was wondering what was going on. I went from regular girl to—well, something else. Do you know how many guys I’ve kissed in the last two weeks? A lot.” My cheeks flushed. “Shit. So even Nephilim can be affected?”

      “Well, I once knew a man who was a powerful fae shifter, definitely not a man. Anyway, he was so in love with a siren, he lost everything. He swore an oath to serve her and her children for the rest of his life. He gave up everything to be near her.

      “She let him do that? What kind of people are sirens?” It made my stomach ache to think about it.

      “They’re known for being fickle in love. One minute they love you, and the next, they can’t stand the sight of you. They love a new man every week sometimes, leaving a wake of agony in their path. No man can take the loss of a siren.”

      “Oh my God, this is a hot mess. One minute I’m ripping people and deer apart, and the next, I’m convincing guys to fall for me, only to rip them apart in a different way.” I covered my face with my hands and muttered through them.

      “The worst part is the natural pull you feel to supernatural beings. You fall as hard as they do. Nephilim, fae, vampires, and even poor old Aleks. Your magic and theirs mixes terribly causing chaos and uncontrollable desires.

      “So I magnetize them as much as they do me? Great. Are there others like me?”

      “Many. They live typically in warmer places like Greece. You have a grandmother and several aunts there who are like you.”

      “Really?” I popped up to look at Roland.

      “They will want to see you now that you are the way you are.”

      I frowned. “Maybe we should wait until I get the other me under control.”

      “Wise choice. No one wants Hanna Hyde ripping apart the Greek Isles.”

      “Exactly.” Laying my head on my hands again, I tried to get a handle on the whole thing. “So nearly eight decades ago my father met a siren and they had a kid? Half monster from my father’s blood and half siren from my mother’s? Did they love each other in the siren way or was it real? Did she trick him into it and leave him crushed?”

      “Never speak of her in that manner, Hanna. She was a dear woman. She loved your father with all her heart.” Roland sat across from me. “I am sorry you’re just learning of all this now. Your father never wanted you to know about this world, not while you were a normal kid. His backup plan was always to send you to Lydia’s to help you contain the monster, if worst turned to worst. But no one expected you to take after both your parents. But make no mistake, he loved her.”

      “How could he not love her? She forced him. I bet everyone loved her.”

      “No, you don’t understand. Marcus created an elixir that made anyone who drank it impervious to a siren’s magic. He thought he was saving your father from the clutches of a siren. However, when the elixir entered his system, he fell more in love with her because their love was real.”

      I put my face back into my hands. “Marcus, again Marcus. I’m going to have to go back there to that friggin’ castle. God!”

      “If you explain, I am certain he will understand.”

      “No, he won’t.” I groaned. “And he’s not alone in this. I need a bunch of that cure. God, how pathetic am I?” I had almost considered having sex with Marcus. My skin crawled, imagining that was all compulsion, his and mine. It was like mentally date rape drugging myself. “This is so gross.”

      Roland put his hand on mine. “Hanna—”

      “How long have you known I was like this?”

      “I never knew until today, but I suspected and have been watching.” He sighed. “The day Aleksander came to the house and you refused to get out of bed. I sent him up there to lecture you, but when you came down the stairs I sensed something was different.”

      “I’m a menace.” I got up from the table and walked out of the kitchen. “I’m going to see a monster about a potion.”

      I went out the door and climbed into the small car my aunt had convinced me to buy when I turned sixteen—a shitty old Civic. Of course she did. Meanwhile she had a Lexus stashed away for when I died.

      Could it get worse? Honestly?

      The drive to the castle made me uneasy, but as I pulled up I became outright nauseated.

      Henry stood at the front door, smiling at me as I stepped out of the car and walked up to the mansion. I tried to ignore the clenching in my chest.

      Henry opened the door, not speaking, but smiling like a fool. I wondered if I needed seven batches of the cure instead of six.

      “Is he inside?” I asked as I strolled in.

      Henry nodded and pointed.

      I walked toward the lab, knowing he would most likely be there. My flats made a slapping noise along the hardwood floors. He would hear me coming.

      When I reached the lab door, I knocked softly and waited but heard nothing.

      He was likely still mad about the whole Aleksander thing.

      I knocked again, just as the huge metal door slid into the wall, revealing the stark white lab.

      “Hanna?” He narrowed his gaze on me. I barely noticed because he was in a pair of tight-fitting jeans and a charcoal-gray turtleneck. The outfit showed every muscle along his body. My pulse quickened which made his dark crystal-blue eyes look pained. “To what do I owe the honor?”

      I took a deep breath. “Do you know why you love me?”

      He laughed bitterly. “Can we play these games later? I am quite busy today.”

      “In all the blood tests you did on me, did you ever test against my mother’s?”

      His head shot up sharply. “What? No.”

      “While I’m a lot like my father, it seems I’ve inherited a few of her—charms.”

      My heart hurt, watching him take it all in. After a moment he winced. “A red-haired siren. I’m quite sure that’s never happened before.”

      “Yay, I’m special. I was wondering when I would get to be special.” I slumped against the wall, rubbing my eyes. “I’m sorry to ask this, but I need that tincture you made to stop it. I have some roadkill to clean up.” I laughed and fought the urge to cry.

      “Roadkill indeed.” He chuckled as he walked to the far side of the lab and opened one of the huge white cupboards, causing steam to blow out into the lab. I frowned, wondering what kind of cupboard it was.

      “I need a few doses, well, unless you think Henry could possibly have fallen under my spell.”

      With his back to me, he spoke softly, “It’s better if Henry is smitten with you. You will always be safer with him on your side.”

      He gripped a silver tube. It resembled a toothbrush case for traveling.

      He closed the cupboard that I began to think was a fridge and walked to the table and grabbed a couple of vials. He poured a bright-pink liquid into them, the same amount in both. “Give them these. It will take it away immediately. To prevent it from happening again, you need to get Lydia to create a charm for you. It will put a wall up around you that stops the manipulation.” He put the vials into a dark-purple bag and passed it to me.

      “You need to drink one too.”

      “I drank one years ago, my dear. When I met your mother.”

      That made me feel much worse. “You loved her?” Oh God, gross. Had she kissed him too?

      “For a moment, but it wasn’t real. I took the cure and it faded instantly.” His eyes were still haunted.

      “Did she love you?”

      “No. Always your father.” He sounded bitter.

      “Well, thanks for this.”

      His face was stoic.

      I wanted to turn away but I had one thing I needed to say, “Marcus, I’m so sorry. I assumed the worst of you at every turn, and you didn’t deserve it.”

      “I deserve it in every way, Hanna.” He stepped toward me, taking my small hand in his. “I am unworthy of you.”

      “No.” My eyes misted over. “You’re exactly the kinda guy I should date. I can’t ruin you or hurt you or kill you or force you to feel anything for me. And you’re weird little snacking habit is not nearly as bad as my maiming innocent people and animals in the woods.” I laughed again, but much more bitterly this time. “I think I would go out with you, once I have all of this cleaned up and get my ducks in a row.” I lifted the soft bag. “You should ask me out sometime. I would say yes.” I was on the verge of crying I was so upset with everything, but I forced myself to sound nonchalant about the whole thing. Forcing people to like me made me sick.

      “Hanna.” He said my name like it was the most treasured thing in the world. “I swear I will do everything in my power to protect this, what we have.”

      “From what?”

      “Myself,” he whispered.

      The smell of him made me want things, but my stomach tensed and my brain whispered I would make this happen. I had to be cured before I could ever trust my feelings.

      “I need to go. Thank you.” I turned and fled as usual.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Toast with a side of trouble

        

      

    

    
      I drove directly to the house, not mine.

      “Morning,” I said to Sarah as she faded and vanished.

      “Did Annabelle make you breakfast?” I sat at the table, wondering where everyone was. Even Lydia wasn’t there in the kitchen.

      Sarah nodded, letting her color come back, probably realizing I wasn’t going to do anything.

      “Danny had a bad dream last night. He saw them breaking in here and taking us—the Dark Ones.” She spoke quietly with her little squeaky voice as she bit off a piece of toast.

      “Danny? That sounds like a bad dream. But you know it’s protected here, right?” I smiled, hoping one of the others would come so it wasn’t just me trying to cheer the poor thing up. I was too preoccupied.

      “His dreams come true.”

      “Oh.” I cringed. “I better talk to Lydia about that. Where is Danny now?”

      “He’s hiding in Annabelle’s room.”

      Okay. I got up and walked out of the kitchen. Annabelle had the attic all to herself. When I got to the room, I knocked on the small brown door at the very top of the second flight of stairs.

      “Yes.”

      I opened the door, peering in. “Morning, Annabelle. I was wondering if I could speak to Danny quickly?”

      “Oh, he’s in the window cupboard.” She pointed to the huge dormer closet and vanished.

      “Danny, can I ask you something?” I crept into the room, not liking being in there with the freaky angel kids. But when I opened the closet I smiled. Danny had built himself a fort out of blankets in the closet. He sat in it with an Archie Comic and a flashlight.

      “How’s it going?”

      He shrugged.

      “Want to tell me about your dream?”

      “No.” His little face didn’t lift to mine.

      “Please. Or even better, come and see Lydia.”

      “She’s not here,” he muttered.

      “Please tell me then.”

      Danny put down the comic with a sigh. “I was standing in the kitchen and we were eating. I was getting juice. A woman came into the house. She was a human but special somehow. She grabbed Sarah and stabbed a needle in her arm. She did the same thing to me. I dropped my juice. Then another woman was there, and she did what Aimee does and winked us to a new house. It was cold and dark. I just remember the glass shattering on the floor and juice spilling everywhere.”

      “I see. So your dreams come true?”

      “If it’s the last dream before I wake.”

      “Well, lucky you have them then. Lydia can help you. Why don’t you come downstairs?”

      Danny picked up his comic again and started reading. “I’m not going in the kitchen, just saying.”

      “Okay. I’ll get Annabelle to bring your breakfast up here.”

      “Milk, no juice.”

      When I got back downstairs Sarah had finished her breakfast and was laughing, talking with Sam.

      “Good morning.” Sam sat back in the chair and folded his arms across his chest. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “Did she tell you about Danny’s dream?” I asked, ignoring the lust filling me.

      “Yeah.” Sam grew serious.

      “I spoke with Danny. Sounds pretty possible.”

      “They can’t get past the guards.” Sam glanced around the room.

      “I guess if they do I can always Hulk out.” I tried to make a joke but the nerves and hormones attacking me were too much.

      Sam smirked. “Hanna Hyde. We decided that when we make the toys to sell from our superhero franchise, Hanna Hyde will be your name. It has a nice ring to it.”

      Aleks entered the room. “Don’t push it. You piss her off and she tears the house down. You’ll be sorry.”

      Sam laughed, winking at me. “I can only imagine what Hanna’s like when she’s angry.” His black eyes sparkled and my stomach ached.

      “What’s for breakfast, Annabelle?” Lydia walked in, pulling her long gray hair into a bun.

      “Trouble, Miss Lydia. Today it be trouble for breakfast.” Annabelle pointed to the window.

      Just then a blast hit the house.

      We were thrown to the ground as smoke and some kind of stench filled the air.

      My head buzzed, not like I would change but like I’d hit it.

      Voices I couldn’t understand rattled around in my fuzzy thoughts. The children were screaming. Everyone panicked but I couldn’t see.

      Finally, through the haze, something cleared in my vision. It was Aleks on the ground next to me. He blinked and peered down at the blood staining his hands. At the same time, we both followed the blood to the exposed flesh on his stomach.

      He shivered.

      “What the hell, Aleks? What happened?” I cried out.

      “I don’t know. I haven’t bled in a very long time, Hanna. Something is in the smoke. Something bad. Find the kids.” He tried to stand but couldn’t. I jumped up, seeing a snarling Lorri. She was livid.

      “They were humans! The guards couldn’t keep them out. I couldn’t kill them. I wounded them over and over, but I couldn’t kill them. It was like they felt nothing,” she screamed at me and stormed past us through the kitchen to the sitting room.

      I helped Aleks up and followed Lorri to where Lydia lay unconscious on the ground. She barely had a heartbeat.

      “Is she dying?” I asked.

      Aleks dropped to his knees, cradling the older woman. “It feels that way.”

      “Son of a bitch! I’m going to rip his limbs off and eat them slowly in front of him,” Lorri seethed, leaving the sitting room. She returned with a small glass of red liquid.

      “No, Lorri.” Aleks’ voice was stern. “You know Lydia’s opinions on such things. She wouldn’t want this.”

      “Make her drink it.” Lorri sank into the chair. “I don’t have any choice. The children are all missing, except the chubby one who sees the future. Annabelle is blaming herself, she thinks it’s her fault.”

      “How could any of this be her fault?” Aleks scoffed as he pulled Lydia up into his arms, cradling her.

      Lorri sighed. “Annabelle controls the guards. She’s powerful, more than Lydia. They were never Lydia’s guards. How could this happen? How could humans be that strong?”

      “I think I know,” I whispered. “I gave my blood to Marcus Dragomir. He was using it to make a cure for what I am. Aimee found out he was also using it to help the Dark Ones.”

      Lorri shot up from the chair. “Where is he?”

      “I don’t know.” My eyes filled with fear and sadness.

      Lorri was gone with a flash.

      I slumped onto the floor, on my knees. “It’s all my fault.”

      Aleks picked Lydia up and placed her on the couch. “No, it’s not. None of this is your fault. We never should have let you go back there.”

      “Aleks?”

      We both gazed up to see Aimee’s horrified expression.

      “Help Lydia,” Aleks said softly.

      “What happened?” Aimee rushed to the couch, feeling for Lydia’s weak pulse. “Giselle. Come quick,” Aimee shouted.

      “No, you know her wishes,” Aleks repeated what he’d said to Lorri.

      Aimee cried. “Aleks, we have to save her. Giselle’s blood can save her.”

      “You can’t save her like that. She wouldn’t like it.”

      Ari ran into the room, covered in sweat, with a huge brown wolf beside her. “What the hell is going on?”

      Aleks sat beside me, putting a hand on my leg. I hadn’t realized I was fighting the shift and at that point it was too late.

      “Everyone stay calm. If Hanna changes, she could kill you all,” Aleks spoke softly, trying to hide his anger. “Her blood has things in it that can make a weapon.” Immediately, his eyes darted to Aimee. “She wasn’t aware of this. Marcus Dragomir tricked her and took her blood, giving it to the Dark Ones. They used it on humans who apparently came for the kids. Aimee discovered it the other day. We’ve been trying to find out more. We thought the formula was in the works, not being used already.”

      Aimee frowned. “The guards should have kept everyone here safe.”

      Aleks’ expression didn't change. He was visibly pissed off and fighting it. “They don’t keep humans out. We never expected Daniel to use it on humans.”

      Ari also looked savage. “I can push Hanna and send her back. It’ll undo all of this.”

      Aleks thought for the smallest of seconds. “No. No, she could die, or change and kill people.”

      Lucas crept along to the couch and sniffed me as I sat vibrating and fighting the transformation. He walked away after a moment, leaving the room.

      “What are we going to do?”

      Aleks turned to Aimee. “Come up with a plan.”

      “We need to kill the chemist. He’s in Boston. Some new young chemist. Marcus said he was smarter than anyone. He is almost done making the cure for me,” I whispered.

      Aleks wrapped an arm around me. “No, we have to wait for him to finish your cure. You will die if you fight without immortality. We have to keep you the safest of everyone. You’re important. More important than the others.” His words cut into me, bringing me back to the other problem I had, beyond changing in a room filled with good people.

      “You aren’t thinking clearly, Aleks.” I lifted the small purple bag I clutched. With trembling hands I reached in, pulling out a tiny vial filled with bright-pink liquid and placed it in his hand. “You need to drink this.”

      Aleks was obviously confused. “What?”

      More tears fell from my eyes.

      “She’s a siren.” Lucas came back into the room fully dressed.

      Gasps filled the room.

      “You don’t talk about her like that.” Aleks stood, snarling at his friend.

      “I am. Drink it. Trust me.” Tears filled my vision. Fortunately, in my self-pity and shame I lost the urge to change.

      “I don’t need to drink it. You can’t affect me.” He was so fooled by the magic.

      “You have to if she’s a siren, Aleks. Don’t be an idiot,” Lucas snapped.

      “Aleks, you have to drink it. I demand it.” I made myself sound like I was in charge.

      Without hesitating, Aleks took the vial and opened it. He drank the liquid, and when he was done, he blinked and I could see the difference in his eyes. His expression was like I had betrayed him. “No. Hanna,” he said as if seeing me for the first time.

      “I’m sorry.” Tears poured from my face. “I didn’t know. I just found out.” My lips trembled. I turned to Lucas. “You knew? How can you stand it? How is it not getting to you?”

      “Easy.” He shrugged. “My wolf has a mate. There isn’t anything as strong as that.”

      Ari looked at Lucas and smirked. “Nice. Brownie points for later.”

      “And I’ve smelled one before. In Italy. It was like dessert. A rich chocolaty dessert I wanted to bite into. You smell the same.” Lucas folded his arms. “I wasn’t mated then. It was bad. Sirens are deadly.”

      Ari frowned as Lucas lost his brownie points.

      “I have a few people I need to give the cure to.” I watched Lydia. “I need her to make me a charm. She has to live.”

      Aimee stroked the old woman’s face. “She will. It’s Lydia. Nothing can kill her.”

      Suddenly, and with a small amount of flame all around her, Lorri reappeared in the room. “Well, they’re all in Boston. They have a witch too. The building is completely fortified. We need our own human army.” Her fiery eyes landed on Lydia. “How’s she doing?”

      “Her heartbeat is getting stronger. She’ll live.” Aimee wiped away her tears as her smile turned to a look of horrific realization. “It’s Blake.”

      “Yes, you’re probably right. New chemist who is smarter than anyone. He took Giselle to a vamp bar. It’s him,” Aleks’ voice filled with rage. He never sounded that way.

      Aimee was clearly sickened. “He took my sister there. Oh my God! What if he’s using her to test the different experiments he’s doing? I bet you he is. It’s probably more than just the blood drugging. I’ve been trying to find them, but I haven’t been able to.”

      Ari raised an eyebrow. “That nerd who worships your sister—that guy who didn’t believe any of what was happening to you was real? He’s the chemist?”

      Aimee nodded. “Well, he obviously believes now.”

      Lucas shook his head. “You’re guessing. We need answers. We need to know how to get into the building.”

      After a moment, I exhaled loudly. “I can get in. I’m human, and once I change, nothing hurts me. It’s like I don’t notice it till after. This is all my fault—I should be the one to fix it.”

      Aimee agreed, “She’s right.”

      “No.” Lorri snapped. “We aren’t going to send you in there to get killed.” She glared at Aimee.

      Ari pointed to Lydia. “She’s going to be fine. We need to move before they kill the kids.”

      “Or worse. We have to go, now—if Daniel and the chemist get away I’ll be pissed,” I spoke through my teeth.

      Lucas scanned the room. “Where is Annabelle?”

      Aleks pointed to the ceiling. “Upstairs. She’s upset.”

      Aimee frowned. “Annabelle?”

      Howling filled the room, along with a cold wind.

      Aleks spoke soothingly, “Annabelle, it wasn’t your fault. Lydia needs you.”

      The young maid appeared, sobbing at Lydia’s side. “I am sorry. I never made the guards for humans. The smoke took my magic from me.”

      Lorri tried to comfort her, “Annabelle, her heartbeat is getting stronger. That means she will live. She just needs someone to protect her and care for her until she wakes up. Can you stay calm enough?”

      Annabelle sniffled. “I can do it. I can change the guards.”

      “I can help too,” a little boy spoke from the hall.

      Aleks turned to see Danny standing in the doorway. His tear-stained cheeks were flushed.

      Lorri agreed. “Thanks, kid.”

      “It’s all my fault. I had the dream, but I got scared.” The little boy was devastated.

      Aleks’ eyes filled with pity. “There is no way this is anyone’s fault. Each of us is a victim of the circumstances. What we need is to stand together and rescue those kids before Daniel kills them.” He glanced back at me. “You ready?”

      “Yeah.” Humiliation and the awareness that I would die filled me. It was sad I didn't know which was worse.
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          The cure

        

      

    

    
      I tried to stay close to Aleks as we walked. His scent was overwhelming. For the first time ever, I sensed his indifference to me. I wished I too was apathetic, but my feelings and attraction for him were as potent as they had ever been. I noticed everything about him.

      Aimee had winked us to a parking lot several blocks from the building in Boston. I had never been to Boston before, nor had I considered the history or heritage of the place. And now my mind was only on the pain I would soon be in, and the death that would follow my shift. And saving Sam.

      For whatever reason, saving him was the only thing that mattered to me.

      We walked to the large building. It was several stories high, reminding me more of an apartment building than anything.

      I looked up at it, thinking about the things I hadn’t gotten to do yet. I hadn’t stopped by Rebecca’s parents’ house. I hadn’t visited Rebecca’s grave yet. I never got to have a Christmas with Roland, and I never got to watch my aunt be tried for her crimes.

      But none of that mattered now. Kids were in danger because of me. I glanced at Aimee and mumbled, “Punch me in the face, hard.” I didn’t want anyone else to hear me.

      “What?” Aimee looked at me like I had two heads.

      “Punch me in the face.”

      “Why? I can’t just punch you in the face.” She scanned the others as if waiting for them to chime in.

      “Ari told me you were a LARP dork. I guess I could ask one of the others to punch me if you’re going to be a little bitch about it.”

      Aimee lifted an eyebrow and punched me in the face. I saw stars the moment my head snapped back but it did the trick. Rage filled me straightaway.

      The shift started.

      I tried not to scream or make too much of a spectacle of myself.

      My skin rippled, straining as if it would tear. My hands gripped my face as my clothes ripped from my body.

      My legs dropped to the concrete, my vision went hazy, and my mind went numb.

      I heard myself chuckle as the pain subsided.

      Lorri, who was smiling, pointed to the building. “Bring it down.”

      I saw everything the beast saw but was not aware of its thoughts. Somehow Lorri was able to control the beast. It turned and ran at the building as hard as it could.

      The huge hands ripped the front door from the structure and threw it. A man came out, but my hands reached for him. I pulled him apart. The laugh was there again. The beast was laughing at the ripping and tearing.

      Watching the bloodshed of the second person was horrifying, I slipped into the background of my own mind, just leaving the beast to do its work.

      I woke to screaming. I recognized voices but couldn’t understand the words they said. Blood pounded in my ears.

      I leaned forward, throwing up all over the cold pavement. I tried to push myself up but everything ached. I opened my eyes to the pool of blood I lay in.

      “I WILL KILL THE NEXT PERSON WHO MOVES!” Someone screamed and it was the first clear noise I could discern.

      I turned to find Marcus and Henry. Henry’s arms were outstretched, and his hands trembled as if they held something. Aleks, Aimee, and Ari were pinned to the ground but nothing touched them. Lorri was gone.

      With quivering hands, Marcus carried something in his fingers. He knelt on the ground beside me, smiling. “My love, you must drink this. It will save you. I found it. He finished it.”

      When I reached out I gasped, seeing my arms. Pieces of flesh were ripped from them. I gasped. My stomach bled as did my face. I put my hands to my face, touching the parts that hurt. My cheek had a hole in it. My tongue moved to feel the hole. I cried out, seeing the desperation in his eyes. “I’m dying, Marcus.”

      “No.” A small tear formed in his eye. “You will live if you drink this. It’s the cure.”

      I surveyed my body. “I don’t w-want to live this way.” My words were broken as blood gurgled in my throat.

      “You’re not going to die!” he shouted at me. “My blood will heal you, after you drink the cure!”

      I took the vial, taking in everything around me. It was chaos and I wasn’t sure I wanted to live. I just wasn’t sure I wanted to die. I drank the vial, screaming as it seared through me as if cutting its way through my body.

      The pain grew beyond agony. I had no reference points for it or ways to express it. My mind went blank as my body convulsed on the ground.

      I lost consciousness somewhere in there.

      I woke to the muted light of the castle. I exhaled, feeling safe at long last. Terrified of what I would find, I lifted my fingers to my face. My cheek was normal again. I lifted my arms, seeing nothing but my normal skin.

      “Oh, thank God,” I whispered.

      “Pretty sure the name is Marcus.”

      I lifted my gaze, seeing him sitting in a chair across the room. “What?”

      He smiled, standing in the dim light, and walked to me. “The person you need to thank is not God, it’s me.” He sat on the bed beside me.

      “Thanks.”

      He bent and kissed my cheek tenderly. “Never scare me like that again.”

      “Okay.”

      He lay down on the bed beside me and held me.

      “Is everyone else all right?”

      “Yes, Lydia is waking up now. A few hours a day, she actually speaks and tries to do magic.”

      “What about those kids?”

      He laughed. “Those wicked little brats are fine.”

      “Aimee, Aleks, Ari, and Sam?”

      He pulled me back. “Everyone is fine. Honestly. You were the only one hurt. Well, and Lorri a little bit, but that was nothing to do with the Dark Ones.”

      I frowned. “You and Lorri got into a fight?”

      “One doesn’t fight with Lorri. One attacks savagely when she is distracted and then retreats.”

      “I remember Henry there.” I was puzzled by my jagged memories.

      He laughed. “I told you it was better for Henry to be smitten. I told him what was going on and he was adamant that we go to help you out.”

      “He is stronger than any of you, isn’t he?”

      “He is ancient. He is a magic we cannot ever compete with.”

      “Why does he stay with you?”

      Marcus beamed, “I captured his soul. It was a foolish thing to do, but I was bored and it was a challenge.”

      “What happens if he finds his soul?”

      “He can kill me. He cannot kill me until the moment he does find it.”

      “You idiot, why would you ever do that?”

      He shrugged. “I was young and foolish.”

      “Give it back and beg his forgiveness.”

      “No, I cannot. He will never forgive me. He will only kill me and be done with it. He will return home and it will end.”

      I felt sad for Henry. He was a kind man who didn’t deserve that as a fate. I wondered if I gave back the soul, he would just leave and not bother with his revenge.

      My phone rang. Marcus checked it. “Roland. Again.”

      I took the phone. “Again? Hello.”

      “My dear, you’re awake. Lydia told me what you did. That was imprudent and reckless.”

      “Roland, I’m sorry. It couldn’t be helped. I needed to redeem myself. Marcus got the cure from them too. I’m free of the beast, I think anyway.”

      There was silence.

      “Roland?”

      “I’m here. What did he tell you the cure did?”

      I eyed Marcus whose face darkened slightly. “Nothing. Why?”

      “Your father had a cure once too, but it would have turned him into something unnatural. He chose to stay with the devil he knew.”

      “I will get back to you on that. I’ll be home tonight.”

      “Excellent. I will prepare a feast for us. Dinner will be at six.”

      I hung up the phone and looked at Marcus. “What happened to your rule?” I mimicked his English accent, “Let’s agree not to lie to one another, shall we?”

      He chuckled. “How else could I get you to listen? You were dying. My blood would heal you, but the changes would come more frequently as your body weakened. I watched your father go through it.”

      “What has this cure done to me?”

      He bit his lip. “Well, it’s made you strong, stronger than the beast. Your anger, when provoked, could still be quite bad, but honestly, it will be controlled by you, one-hundred percent, in theory.”

      I closed my eyes. “You made me into a small beast. I won’t change shape, but I’ll potentially kill people nevertheless?”

      “In theory, you should be able to control all of it.”

      “In theory?—in theory means eff all, Marcus. Who could you possibly have tested this on, if I’m the only one of me?”

      “I know you’re concerned about what you might do, but let’s focus on what you won’t do. No more shifting into the beast, no more blackouts, and no more random injuries.”

      “No more injuries?” I asked skeptically.

      “You’re strong now. Like me.”

      “Will I age and die like a normal person?”

      “No. When you were sleeping, I gave you the same thing I gave your father a long time ago to make sure you live forever.”

      I didn’t know how to feel about that. My father died of the things he’d taken. Well, Aimee and those things.

      “Regardless of that, you may have lived longer than a normal human because of your mother. Sirens are supernatural creatures blessed with long life and rapid healing. It might be why you have fared so well thus far with your injuries.”

      “What was she like?”

      “Who?” He said it innocently like he didn’t understand who I meant, but I knew he was too clever for that.

      “My mother.”

      “She was kind and funny and beautiful. She laughed all the time and she adored your father.” His voice revealed far more than his words.

      “How much did you love her?”

      “It was never like that with us. Before I knew she was a siren, seventy years ago, I was in love with her. In truth, I took the potion and then I didn’t love her. She saw me as a regular man and I saw her as a regular woman.” Something was off. He was hiding the truth from me.

      “Did you love my father?” I continued on with the questions in hopes he’d reveal something by accident.

      “Like a brother. When he and I met, we were both alone in the world. All the vampires I’d made were incredibly young compared to me. They were living lives I’d lived hundreds of years earlier. It had lost its appeal to me. And then I met him and he was such a strange man. I couldn’t help but be intrigued.”

      “Strange?”

      “He was a terrible mess with other people. The whole experiment was to give him normal social graces. To make him more than the man he was.”

      “Well, he definitely got his wish.” I laughed bitterly.

      Marcus laughed with me. “Oh, he got more than he bargained for.”

      “And then he met her?” I didn’t know their story at all.

      “Yes. And she was more than he had bargained for too.” His tone darkened.

      “Were they happy when they found out they were pregnant with me?”

      “You ask a lot of questions.” He was avoiding it.

      “Were they?” I pushed.

      His eyes twitched. He was hiding the truth from me. After staring into my eyes for too long, he spoke softly, “No.”

      His answer hurt but I didn’t let it show. “You were thinking about using your mind thing on me, weren’t you?” I changed the subject.

      “Maybe, clever girl.” He laughed.

      “Your pupil flexed.” I sat back, watching him. He was the strangest man I’d ever met. I forced myself to be brave and asked the question I really wanted to, “How bad of shape was I in yesterday?”

      He pulled back. “I just want to kiss you. Can we play this question game later?”

      “No. I want to know.” I stayed frozen, watching him.

      “Fine.” He sighed, annoyed. “The worst shape I could have imagined. Most of the skin on your body was gone. I didn’t think you would live, even with my blood. Your legs were broken and your hair had been ripped out.” He pushed a hand up into my thick strawberry locks. “I haven’t been that scared in hundreds of years.”

      “You saved me.” My brows knitted, seeing the pain on his face, and I realized his feelings for me were real. It changed how I saw him.
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          Daddy Dorian

        

      

    

    
      I parked the car outside Lydia’s and took a deep breath. I had to get Ben and Sam to drink the tincture to cure them of me. I hadn’t brought the cure with me but would need more of it.

      When I got inside I came upon Aleks first. “How is Lydia?”

      “She’s good. She’s awake for short periods now and becoming bossy again.”

      “That’s good. I’m glad.”

      “How are you feeling?” He was distant, not at all how he was before. There was no twinkle in the eyes or staring at my lips the way he used to.

      “Fine.” I missed it, mostly because I still had a thing for him. The appeal hadn’t ended for me, just like Roland said it wouldn’t.

      “It’s Christmas in four days. Are you excited?” Aleks was making small talk.

      “I guess. What does everyone here do for Christmas?” It seemed irrelevant compared to the week we’d had.

      He laughed. “Oh, we usually blow it up. It’s over the top and ridiculous. This year Annabelle would have done things to this house none of us would’ve recovered from. In the wake of the last few days, I don’t know what we’ll do.”

      “Can I see her?” I pointed up at the ceiling.

      “Yeah. She’s expecting you anyway.” He chuckled. “Of course.”

      I walked through the silent house to Lydia’s bedroom. Giselle was sitting at her bedside already. Her cheeks flushed a little when she saw Aleksander. It dawned on me then that they had feelings for each other, real ones.

      “How is she?” I sat next to Giselle and gazed at Lydia.

      “Recovering. Annabelle told me Lydia’s, like, over two hundred years old. How is that possible?”

      Aleksander came and leaned on the wall next to the bed, staring lovingly at Lydia. “She uses a type of magic—good magic that replenishes her. It won’t make her live forever, but it will give her a lot of extra time.”

      Giselle watched the older woman with the same care and compassion. “She has been so kind to me. My own mom has never been this loving.”

      Aleks’ jaw tightened. I wondered if he was thinking about how cruel Giselle’s parents were. He had told me all about it when Giselle was sick and she filled in the blanks when she later told me the story of her and Aimee. Her parents hadn’t even come to see her when she was dying, and when they did, her mom brought some weirdo. Apparently, someone named Dorian had taken care of her mom’s boyfriend. It was grisly.

      “How is your mom?” Aleks asked after a moment, obviously thinking about the same thing as me.

      Giselle shrugged. “She’s okay. Since her boyfriend left, she’s been kind of bummed. She thought she was in love, even though they barely knew each other and he was creepy.”

      “Where’d he go?” I asked. I couldn’t help myself.

      “I don’t know, but I wish I did.” A subtle smirk crossed her lips. “I’d like to see him again.” She gave me a nicer smile. “I better be going. The sun makes me tired now.” She got up from the bed and walked from the room.

      “See ya.” I waved as she left.

      “That girl is in love,” Lydia whispered, still pretending to be asleep.

      “Lydia, you sneaky old woman.” Aleksander chuckled.

      “That sweet girl is head over heels for you. And she is the only girl who has been unaffected by your odd pheromone. You know you have zero impact on her with that. When has that happened before? She likes you for you.” Her eyes darted to mine. “I bet you’ll be excited to be rid of having that effect on people.”

      “I will.” She was right. I glared at Aleks.

      “Okay, jeeze. You’d think I did it on purpose,” he groaned.

      “Giselle isn’t affected by it, never was,” Lydia said it again.

      “I know.” He frowned. “I noticed it before. I thought it was because she wasn’t clever enough to recognize what was happening.”

      Lydia frowned at him. “That’s a cruel thing to say.”

      He blushed. “It’s not what I meant. I just thought—”

      “Anyway, while he’s eating his feet, I need to tell you something,” I cut him off.

      “You don’t have to tell me anything, child. I know. And I will get on that little request of yours as soon as I can.” Lydia raised an eyebrow and glimpsed back at him. “Giselle’s smart enough to recognize love, at least. Tell Annabelle I would like some tea or soup. Something warm. You’re both dismissed.” She rolled over.

      He stood up from the chair. “Of course.”

      I gave him a scowl and followed him out of the room. “That was a dumb thing to say.”

      “It came out wrong.” He glanced back. “You coming to the kitchen?” He offered me a hand.

      “Yeah. I need to find Sam and Ben and give them the Hanna Hyde antidote.”

      “Want a ride?”

      “No, it’s two floors. I can walk.”

      “Suit yourself.” He scoffed and flashed away, leaving me with a tight chest and a tingling stomach.

      When I got downstairs I heard a voice I’d never heard before with Aleks. I paused, listening.

      “What are you doing here?” Aleks asked.

      “You look like hell. I’m here seeing Ari. I’m trying to forge a friendship.” The mystery man spoke with attitude and an English accent.

      “How’s that going? I know she isn’t fond of you.”

      The man laughed bitterly. “Yes, well, I deserve that, I’m afraid. I haven’t been an upstanding father, or any kind of father.”

      Aleks chuckled with him. “Is she even here?”

      “No, but I did notice a delectable scent in the house and realized Giselle is here. I have always longed for an afternoon with her. The moment I met her, I knew she would be a delicious little snack to savor. I see she isn’t as breakable as before.” The smug man was working Aleks. He must have sensed his feelings for her.

      I glanced around the corner to see Aleks had a dark-haired man, who was laughing, up against a wall by the throat. “You touch her and I will end you.”

      “What are you morons doing?” Ari walked into the kitchen and I decided to make myself scarce. I could find Ben and Sam another time. I snuck through the front door and headed for my car.
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      I inspected my red dress and tried to smile. It was my first Christmas away from family and friends. At least I had Roland.

      I walked from the room and down the long hallway to the staircase where I met him. “Merry Christmas, Roland.”

      “You look lovely, my dear.”

      “Thanks. You look pretty good yourself.” I took his arm and let him lead me to the huge dining room table where a sizeable feast was set for us. “This looks incredible. You made it all?”

      “Yes, of course.” He laughed. “Now have a seat.” He pulled the chair out for me just as a knock came at the door. I gave Roland a puzzled look, but he grinned like the Cheshire cat.

      “Who is that?”

      He left the room quickly and didn’t answer.

      I could hear voices, although not well enough to pinpoint the owner, but was pleasantly surprised when Andy walked around the corner.

      He was handsome in dark-brown cords and a navy polo.

      “Andy, what a nice surprise.” It was.

      “Hanna, you look stunning.” He wrapped his arms around me and held me close. I savored the scent of him. It was a natural scent like clean sheets and ocean air and the smell of rain. He pulled back and kissed my cheek softly. “Merry Christmas.”

      Through the dizziness of touching him and savoring the scent of a man, I forced myself to remember to cure him.

      “Yes, Merry Christmas.” I stepped back and walked from the table. “I forgot something upstairs. I’ll be right back.” I climbed the stairs quickly to get the vial.

      I picked one out of the purple sack and held it tightly in my hand. I also grabbed the Christmas gift Roland had got for him as a thank you for everything he’d done and walked down the stairs.

      I stopped in the kitchen first. “I need his glass of wine.”

      Roland arched a brow. “Why?”

      I held up the vial. “I need to free him.”

      “Oh yes.” He passed the glass and watched as I drained the vial into it. He took it back and poured red wine over the liquid.”

      He handed me a glass as well. I smiled and carried both in with the gift under my arm.

      “So what are your plans over the holiday?” I passed Andy the wine, still smiling even though a small part of me was panicking. What if he tasted the tincture or hated the wine?

      “Well, I was thinking I might see if you wanted to go to the outdoor rink and skate. Then I have dinner at my mom’s.” He took the wine from me. “Thanks.”

      I watched as his lips pressed against the glass. He swallowed. “Bit tart for me.”

      “Drink up and I’ll get you a glass of white.”

      He laughed. “You trying to get me drunk?”

      “What? No way.” I knew my eyes were dazzling him, my charms were at their peak. Any second he would realize there was nothing special about me.

      His glass emptied and he cringed, making me laugh. “Red wine is not really my thing.” He took a step toward me, eyeing the gift. “Is that for me?”

      “Yeah.” I passed it to him. He stared at me as if nothing had changed. His eyes remained wide and intrigued.

      He liked me for me, like Giselle and Aleksander.

      “Can I open it now or will you come with me to my mom’s?”

      “Mom?” I nearly spit my wine across the room. “Oh uhm, I don’t know.”

      He laughed. “I’ll just open it now. I left yours at my place, so you’ll have to come and get it.”

      My face flushed. “You want me to come to your house?”

      “Of course.”

      “No, don’t open it. I will come to your house. We can open them together.”

      “Well, be warned. It’s an apartment, not a house. It’s definitely not this place. We don’t have a Roland at my house.”

      “No one has a Roland.” I laughed, sipping my wine.

      Roland walked into the dining room with a fresh glass of white wine. “I am taking that as a compliment, my dear.”

      “You should.” I giggled nervously, giving him a look. “It was meant as one. Andy wants me to go to his house over Christmas.” I gave him my best panicked look. “What day am I free?”

      Roland thought for a moment. “Boxing Day. Unless you want to hit the shops?”

      “No, I’m cool. No shops for me.”

      Andy looked at my glass of wine. “You drink? You’re how old?”

      “Well, I am nineteen, but my mom was European so I’ve always drank wine with dinner. My aunt and uncle were good with it.”

      Roland nearly choked with laughter.

      Andy raised an eyebrow. “Well, it’s twenty-one for legal age.”

      Roland smiled. “I believe there is something about your parent or guardian allowing it in the home though, is there not?”

      Andy grinned back. “Maybe something like that.”

      We laughed and ate and everything was normal. For one whole night it was normal.

      At the end of the evening, Andy kissed me goodnight when I walked him to the door. He ran his hand up my back, pressed my chest into his, and kissed like a gentleman, not a Marcus.

      He did everything a guy really into a girl would do.

      But not in a pervy way.

      He liked me for me.

      When he was gone I exhaled deeply, filling my wine glass up again. “He likes me.”

      “He called you a minor.” Roland chuckled.

      “I am a minor, eternally.”

      Roland frowned. “No, you’re not. You were eight when your dad gave you up, but you weren’t eight in human years, more like eleven in real age.”

      “What?” I gasped. “I’m twenty-one? How is that possible?”

      “No,” Roland retracted. “No, in real years you’re more like twenty-eight. You age differently as a child when one of your parents is a siren.”

      I grimaced. “Twenty-eight? I still live at home, haven’t got a serious boyfriend and no job, and I haven’t even started college. Twenty-eight!”

      He laughed. “I think the bigger problem is what you’re going to do about the police officer’s feelings? I know you like him, a lot. But he’s a human.”

      “I do. He’s sweet, kind, gentle, and respectful. He would never lie to me—I just know that. I could trust him with my heart, and he would treat it like it was the most delicate flower.” I flopped onto the couch, nearly spilling my wine. “He does birthdays and holidays and lives a normal amount of time. He probably has a normal family with weird aunts and his mom smothers him with love. He’s the all-American boy next door.”

      Roland sat across from me, scowling. “Sit nicely in your dress, Hanna.”

      “Sorry.” I sat upright.

      “You need to think about this seriously. You mustn’t like this human. He won’t age the same. He won’t live the same. He won’t want the same things as you.” He sighed. “You need that charm bracelet so you will know when you have genuine feelings and not siren nonsense.”

      “What if I continue to like him with my bracelet? I’m still Hanna Hyde. Then what? Can I have like normal sex, or do I have to be with someone like Marcus who can survive me?”

      “STOP!” Roland put his hands over his ears. “By the gods, is there no female friend you could discuss this with? My word.”

      “I think of you as a father figure, Roland.”

      “Trust me, my dear, no father wants to hear this conversation, not even by accident. This is best discussed with a friend.”

      I tried not to appear hurt or say that I didn’t have any friends. Not real ones.

      His expression softened. “Hanna, try Aleksander—his life is always some kind of disaster. If anyone can offer some kind of advice on this, it’s him.”

      “I will. I’ll see him tomorrow.” I got up from the couch. “Thank you for dinner, Roland. It was spectacular.”

      He smiled, sipping his brandy. “It is, as always, my pleasure.”

      I went up the stairs to my room and started taking off my earrings.

      “You look beautiful.”

      I turned, seeing Marcus sitting in my windowsill. He wore a cruel grin. He knew about Andy coming for dinner. “How was dinner?”

      “It was delicious.”

      “Of course it was. Roland is a master chef. Did he make lamb?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Pheasant.”

      “Ahh, yes.” He stepped into the room. With every step toward me, his expression grew more menacing. “I do love his pheasant. Was it the cranberry stuffing?”

      “Yes.” I took a step back toward my door. “It was.”

      “How did Officer Paulson enjoy his meal?”

      “He enjoyed it.” My back pressed against the wall near the closed door.

      His next step brought him directly over me. “Of course he did. He had my girl with him.”

      I frowned. “I am not your girl. I told you we could contemplate dating, maybe. I said I could date someone like you. Not that we were. And you haven’t even asked me out yet.”

      “Did you kiss him?” He clearly ignored the conversation I was having.

      I wanted to shake my head, but that would be lying. “I don’t know, maybe a small kiss.”

      He bent down into my face. “He isn’t just any friend though, is he?”

      “No.” I swallowed hard. “He isn’t.” His being so close to me was hard.

      His face dropped down into my neck where he placed a soft kiss. “No, he isn’t. Do you know how I know that?”

      “You can smell him on me?”

      He pulled back from my neck. His fangs hung slightly over his lower lip. “Yes,” he muttered, lingering there for a moment.

      And then he was gone and my heart was racing wildly.
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      Hurrying past Lydia’s house, I found Aleksander pacing by the lake. “Aleks?” I hoped I wasn’t interrupting but it looked like I was.

      He turned, offering me a smile.

      I glanced behind me, seeing Sam and Ben hot on my trail. The moment I’d gotten out of the car they had started following me, looking creepy. I told them they had to stay back but they barely listened. “Give me a hand here?” I walked faster.

      Aleks laughed. “Oh wow. Uh, Ben, Sam, guys, you want to give us a minute?”

      I hurried to his side, grateful he was at least normal. “It happened the minute I got out of the car. Yesterday it happened at the gas station. The attendant tried to kiss me when I was paying.”

      “Good God.” He grimaced. “Kind of glad I took the cure, no offense.”

      “None taken. I would never want my freewill messed with like that either. I don’t blame anyone for not wanting to have emotions forced on them.”

      “I don’t think it’s the emotions you’re messing with.”

      I looked up the hill, frowning at Ben as he watched me from where he stood. “It’s awful, isn’t it?”

      “From here, it’s sort of amusing. Now that I’m on the other side of it.”

      “Sam’s being weird too.” My gaze fixed on Sam at the top of the yard. He pretended to be milling. “I need some help. Some advice, rather. Lydia hasn’t finished the bracelet.”

      “Shoot.”

      “I have a predicament.” I ran a hand through my strawberry-blonde hair. “It’s worse than that. It’s bad. I could be at risk of falling in love with Marcus, but I don’t know. He makes me feel things I never knew I could. It might be love. But at the same time, I have some feelings for other people. Plus, I don’t even know if my feelings for Marcus are authentic. He says he took the potion you took, but it could be a lie. I don’t know.” I glanced up the hill at Sam again. “I don’t know if any of my feelings are real.”

      Aleks chuckled. “Am I one of those other people?”

      Humiliated, I nodded.

      “You don’t need to worry about that. I have that same impact on every woman that you have on me. I force feelings. It can’t be helped.”

      “Does Marcus?”

      He hesitated for a moment. “Yeah.” He lowered his gaze, obviously afraid of hurting me. “He has the same effect. It isn’t real, Hanna. It’s compulsion. He can’t really feel love, he has no heart. You force people to feel something, unless they take the cure. If he’s feeling anything for you, it must be the siren’s call. And if you’re feeling anything for him at all, beyond disgust, he’s making you feel that way. Sirens change when they meet their one. If Marcus hasn't changed you, he’s not the one.”

      “Great.” I hated the truth, even though I needed it. I’d let myself believe the lie that his feelings were genuine.

      “And what about the human, the cop from your party?” Aleks frowned.

      “Andy Paulson. He likes me, just for me. I gave him the vial of stuff and he still likes me. Maybe he’s the one.”

      “Hanna, you’re not unlikeable. You’re a sweet girl, but I don’t think this is the right time for you to consider seeing anyone, even if they might be the one. You need to get your whole Hannah Hyde thing in check before you worry about the siren. I think what you need to do is step back from guys altogether. Give the boys the tincture and force it on Marcus. Be smart and sneaky with Marcus though, he’s a tough bastard. I’ve tried killing him tons—it never takes. If I were you, I would use the advantage you have and kill him in his sleep.”

      “Aleks!”

      “What?” He laughed. “It’s true. I’m trying to work something out with Henry, but unfortunately, he hates me as much as he hates Marcus, minus the protection he has to give him.”

      “I don’t even want to know your part in all of that.” I glanced back at Ben and Sam, wincing. “How do I make myself stop wanting to be with them all? How do I turn this off before Lydia has the bracelet finished?”

      He laughed. “When you find the answer to that, you let me know. I’d love to turn my heart off too.”

      “You’re in love?” I almost said Giselle but then I remembered. “Aimee.”

      “I still love her. I don’t want to.”

      “Sucky.” I sat on the bench by the water. “Why don’t you just ask Giselle out? She might be the cure you need. Plus, people in our situation can’t pass up a person loving us for us, and not our weirdo mojo.”

      “I don’t know.” He shrugged. “I can’t stand the way she babbles on about nothing. She uses the word ‘like’ way too much. She constantly tells me things I know—stupid things that everyone knows. She lacks common sense and she shops too much.”

      “Oh my God, you totally like her. No one gets that worked up about how much someone shops unless they like them. Or they have to pay the bill.” I couldn’t help but laugh at him.

      “I don’t think she’s my type.”

      “So you wouldn't care if she went on a date with another guy?”

      “What?” His voice lowered, “What do you know?”

      “Nothing. I barely know her. She hangs with Aimee all the time. Aimee’s not really my type of fun. I’m just saying that the best way to know if you like someone is to imagine them with other people. If you can do it, you don't like them that much. If you get angry, well maybe you should consider that. Not to mention, Giselle is hot. Blind men can see how hot she is. Someone is going to ask her out.”

      He smirked, eyeing the hillside. “Not while I’m around.”

      “I think you have your answer, Aleks.”

      A man’s voice interrupted us, “Aleks, my dear brother, is this her? Is this the infamous siren? Dear God, someone has gotten you riled up lately, haven’t they, love? You smell irresistible. I thought it might be Giselle who smelled so good but it’s not.”

      I glanced back, seeing the same dark-haired guy who’d fought with Aleks in the kitchen the other day. “Who are you?”

      His eyes were like dark pools. “I’m Dorian, my dear. And you are Hanna. I knew your father. He was a sweet man.”

      Aleks grimaced “Not a good time, Dorian. I’m sure you noticed we already have a couple of loiterers waiting for her. We don’t need more.”

      Dorian glared at him. “You can’t have all the single girls to yourself. Don’t be greedy.”

      “Hanna, don’t look into his eyes.” Aleks stood rigidly as if facing off.

      “Shall we?” Dorian leaned in, dazzling me with his stare and offering his arm.

      “You smell delicious.” The words sort of fell from my mouth. I got up, reaching a hand for him as a giggle slipped from my lips.

      “Imagine how we would smell together?”

      We made it about ten heavenly steps before Aleks shouted from behind us, “Sam, Ben, Dorian thinks he’s won Hanna over.”

      “What are you doing, Aleks?” Dorian turned back.

      “Well, the boys aren’t going to let you waltz out of here with her under your spell. Maybe if you guys fight for her, one of you can claim her as the prize,” Aleks shouted.

      “That was rude, bloody rude. For bloody Christ’s sake, I am your oldest friend. That means you let me get the girl.”

      Aleks snarled, “You’re a terrible friend.”

      “Well, that doesn’t make me less of a friend.” Dorian pointed at Sam and Ben. “Who are they to you?”

      “Don’t make me hurt you,” Aleks warned him.

      “Hurt me?” Dorian growled back. “My turn to warn you of the boundaries of our friendship.”

      Aleks stepped closer to me, offering his hand. “Sorry, Hanna. But you better come with me. They’re going to be busy being ridiculous.”

      Dorian grinned wickedly. “Speak for yourself. I haven’t even murdered anyone today. My behavior has been impeccable.”

      Ben phased into a wolf midair and Sam vanished, only to reappear behind Dorian.

      I screamed, realizing what was happening as Sam and Dorian both grasped at me.

      “Hey, sorry, I had to. This will actually occupy them long enough for you to sneak away,” Aleks muttered as he grabbed my arm and flashed across the yard, shouting at the brawl, “Don’t worry, guys, Dorian hits like a girl.”

      “You better watch it or I’m going to hit your girl.” Dorian laughed, trying to get Sam off of him as Ben gnawed on Sam’s leg.

      “She isn’t mine,” Aleks defended himself and gave me a look. “I never said you were mine.”

      “What’s going on?” I was lost.

      “Hanna, go inside and wait for me. I’ll just be a minute,” Dorian shouted as he flashed and then came back.

      “Wow, not something I ever imagined I would hear you admit to. I mean, there have been rumors,” Aleks mocked him.

      Aimee walked out the back door, pausing and her eyes darting to mine. “What the hell?”

      Dorian grinned at Aimee. “Aimee James. My favorite death dealer.” He flashed away but Sam somehow caught him and dragged him back. They flashed again, continuing to fight.

      Aimee stared at Aleks who shrugged. “Fighting to the death for Hanna?”

      “Wow.” Aimee gave Dorian a disgusted look. “You can’t even smell her anymore from over there. Why are you fighting?”

      Aleks laughed harder. “Aimee’s right. You’re like sixteen-year-old boys.”

      “I need that bracelet,” I muttered, shocked at how fast that all went wrong. “Dorian smells better than you do. What is he?”

      “Trouble,” Aleks whispered as he backed up more, dragging me with him.

      “Why does he have his arm around her waist?” Sam noticed us, pointing at Aleks. He and Dorian wrestled again as Ben attacked. They flashed a couple of times, reappearing in different positions.

      When they reappeared the last time, Sam was obviously the champion. Ben was unconscious and naked on the grass while Sam held Dorian on the ground. Dorian appeared to be missing a large piece of thigh.

      “Sam’s the winner,” Aleks hooted, not alarmed at all by Dorian seeping black blood from his huge bite.

      Sam grinned at me. “I won you!”

      “Oh my God.” I backed up behind Aleks.

      “You traitorous bastard, stop touching her,” Dorian shouted at us, climbing off the ground and brushing dirt and blood off his designer jeans. His leg was healed behind the tear.

      Aleks laughed. “You guys know this is all against house rules.”

      “The siren used her magic first.” Dorian grumbled and limped toward us, pointing back at Sam who was dusting himself off. “Next time that kid leaves the house, it’s on.”

      “You got beat up by a couple of kids,” Aleks provoked him.

      “Uh, they’re coming this way. I need to go.” I backed up.

      “Don’t come any closer. I’m taking her home now,” Aleks shouted.

      “At least she’s not going back to Marcus Dragomir’s house.” Dorian snorted. “Insufferable wanker.” He frowned. “Is Henry still there?”

      Aleks’ tone was sharp. “Yup and he really likes Hanna, so if you insist on being an ass I will take her there.” I knew he was lying. He wouldn’t take me back to Marcus.

      “Not worth it, even if she is in heat.”

      “You’re an animal,” Aleks snarled and flashed me away.

      Standing outside the Tudor, I finally got my bearings. My head cleared of the fog it was in. “What was he?” I rubbed my eyes.

      “He’s the worst when it comes to women. Just stay clear of him until you get the bracelet. He’ll be a complete gentleman after that.” His eyes drifted to the house. “Maybe just stay in the house until I come get you. Lydia is up and about again. She’ll have that bracelet done in no time.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” I stepped back from him. “I need a full Roses Academy break.” I turned and went inside, worried some of them might come to the house.
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      After a week of waiting I couldn’t take it any longer. I needed to be free of the fake feelings and emotions. I drove around the block, contemplating going to the old house on the wooded street, but I was scared.

      On my second lap I turned in, deciding my need was too desperate. I moved silently, hurrying inside and through the halls to Lydia’s room.

      “Hanna dear, how are you?” she asked from what appeared to be a coma.

      “I guess I should have expected you to know I was here.”

      “Yes, and I am happy to say, it’s done.” She opened her eyes and reached for a small box on her night table. It was white and covered in shells.

      I took the small white box and opened it. Inside was a delicate white bracelet with four tiny shells hanging from it. “Thank you, Lydia.”

      “This will stop the siren’s call. It won’t work on people who have heard the call already, but it will stop anyone new from hearing the call.”

      “Oh.” I tried not to be disappointed. “Okay. What can I do about them?”

      Lydia laughed. “Run.” Her eyes sparkled with humor. Clearly, she’d heard the story.

      “Will they always want me?”

      “The cure is the only thing you can do for the ones who have already seen you. No more forced feelings and hopefully less fighting in the yard and whatnot. You have some of the cure, right?”

      “I have a little.”

      “That’s good.” Lydia smiled like a sweet old grandma.

      I took the bracelet in my hand, and closed the box which I passed to Lydia. “No, dear, you keep it. Always store it in there. It is charmed, protecting it against anyone who would try to take it. Only a siren can open the box.” The pause and once-over she gave made me uncomfortable. “You know you’re blasting sexual energy, right?”

      I blushed, stammering, “W-w-what?” Dorian saying I was in heat was making sense. “Can I turn it off?”

      “Yes, dear,” Lydia assured. “The last book on the shelf over there—the one that has the dark-purple spine—you may borrow it. It will explain things. The bracelet probably won’t be able to handle the workload until you’re feeling more yourself by getting away from all of these men who have heard the call.”

      “Oh my God.” I turned, humiliated, and picked the book up from the shelf. It was old with a broken spine. “I’m going to go home now. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “Don’t be.” Lydia sounded tired still. “Never be sorry for what you are. None of us can help it. If you were downtown, tricking humans into giving you their money and possessions, then I would expect you to be sorry.”

      “Is that an option?” I raised an eyebrow. “Can I do that?”

      “Read the book.” Lydia chuckled.

      I put the bracelet back into the case and turned to leave the room. “Thanks for everything, Lydia.”

      “Lorri will be coming to see you next week. You’ll be tested for the Roses Academy.”

      “Me?” I paused in the doorway. “The Roses Academy? Am I strong enough? I haven’t changed since Marcus gave me the cure for the Hanna Hyde thing. Maybe I’m just normal now.” I lifted the book. “Except obviously this part of it.”

      Lydia’s eyes sparkled. “I guess we will have to wait and see.”

      “Thanks again.” I snuck back out of the room and down the hall.

      “There you are. I knew I could still smell you here.” Words were whispered into my neck as someone pressed against the back of me. He smelled like dessert. I turned to find Sam.

      His hands wrapped around my waist, pulling me into him as his lips met mine.

      His tongue invaded my mouth while his hands cupped my butt, lifting me into the air, and then he turned and pushed my back into the wall.

      I fought the kiss, freeing my mouth. “STOP!”

      “What?” He slowly placed me on the ground. “Sorry.”

      I stepped back, panting. “Don’t come any closer.” I side shuffled away from him, ignoring the pull and desire to be back in his arms.

      The sparkle in his eyes suggested trouble as he took a step toward me. I turned and ran from the house as quickly as I could. He followed, grabbing at me as I raced out the front door, but I shoved him back, sliding through his fingers. I jumped in the car and started it as fast as I could. As I drove away I remembered Aleks once saying that they couldn’t flash into moving objects.

      Tears formed in my eyes. I drove away without looking back.

      I drove to Marcus’ house, admitting Lydia was right. I had to be free of them all, and there was one the cure hadn’t worked on.

      Henry greeted me with his usual smile.

      “Hi, Henry.” I stormed into the house. “Marcus,” I called out.

      “Came back for more, did you?”

      “No,” I growled at him. “You need to help me. I have to free Andy from my evil clutches.”

      He walked from the shadows in the huge hallway. “You want to decrease your list of suitors? How can I help? I might even be able to help with Aleks. Henry owes him a death. I bet if you asked, he would do it.”

      “Not even funny. Aleks had the potion and he no longer sees me as a viable option. But I gave it to Andy and he’s still attracted to me. I need you to convince him he barely knows me and isn’t fond of me. This list of dudes has to get smaller. Tell him something. Maybe that I am a spoiled-rotten bitch. I don’t know, I disgust him. Something.” I was on the verge of tears again, but the struggle was the only thing stopping me from ripping my clothes off.

      As he got closer the shiver struck my body. “Oh my, Hanna. You seem to be blossoming.”

      I gave him my best you-disgust-me face. “Just do it.”

      “Your wish is my command.” He was gone instantly. He couldn’t fly, but I wondered how he moved so quickly.

      I ran from his house and drove back to mine. I locked the doors and windows, poured myself a glass of wine, and ran a hot bath. The hot water only made the ache in my stomach worse. Images of Marcus filled my mind. I shook them off, downing the glass of wine and pouring another.

      I opened the book, becoming fascinated from the first words: Sirens are never to be trusted. I nodded along with the opening line. “No kidding.”

      Within pages I became absorbed in the details.

      My powers made sense to me as did the realization that they were going to be a problem, until I fell in love. Real love. Then I would be free of this. That made me feel better about my parents. They had been in real love. I was conceived in a regular marriage. My mother must have loved being with my dad and being free. I envied her that.

      I got out of the bath and put on my least sexy pajamas and continued to read in front of my fire. But my mind wasn’t free of sex. It wasn’t free of Sam. All the words and the firelight made images of his naked body dance across the floor.

      “Why do I have a terrible feeling you’re not thinking of me?”

      I spun to see Marcus standing in my doorway. “How did you get in here?”

      “Honestly, Hanna, you underestimate me at every turn.” He laughed. “Locked doors and windows will never keep me from you.”

      “Marcus, I can’t do this right now. I don’t want to play games. Something is horribly wrong with me.”

      “I know.” He came closer. “You’re ripe for the picking.” His words made me think.

      Keeping an eye on Marcus, I got up and reached into the small box and pulled the bracelet out. As I slipped it on, a cooling sensation washed over me. It was as if my feelings and emotions were pulled into the bracelet. The white shells turned bright red. It hadn’t done that when I’d just held it in my hand.

      “What are you doing?” He smirked at my wrist. “When did you get that?”

      “Lydia made it for me,” I beamed, staring at the bright-red shells. “I can’t believe it works. I feel so much better with it on.”

      He glanced at the door, scowling. “Aimee’s here.”

      “Aimee, death-dealer Aimee?”

      “The very one.”

      “Weird,” I groaned.

      Roland knocked on the door. “Miss James and Aleks are here to see you.”

      “Okay, I’ll be down in a minute.” I glanced at Marcus. “Go out the window and come in the door. I don’t want anyone to think anything.”

      “Not a chance.” He laughed. “I’m older than anyone in this house, except Roland. I will absolutely not climb out a window like a teenage boy.”

      “Oh really?” I raised an eyebrow at him. “You’ll climb in like one though?”

      He smirked. “That’s different.”

      “Whatever.” I opened the door and walked down the stairs.

      “Aimee is never to be trusted.” He leaned in, whispering, “Ever.”

      “Neither am I. Haven’t you heard?”

      “I have.” He chuckled. “I’m pretty sure I got the memo on that one.”

      I was nervous seeing Aimee in my house again, but she appeared normal sitting in the parlor with Aleks. I tried not to notice how hot he was in his light-blue tee shirt and dark-blue jeans. I tried not to notice his white-blue eyes or how big he was compared to Aimee.

      In fact, I barely noticed Aimee.

      I smiled brightly at him. “Hi, Aleks.” I sounded like a schoolgirl. I rubbed the bracelet to gain some composure. “Hey, Aimee.”

      “To what do we owe this honor?” Marcus asked, placing one of his warm hands on my shoulder. He might as well have peed on my leg.

      “Hi, Hanna. Sorry to come so late, but we actually came to speak to Marcus. We tried the house, but you weren’t home. Aleks thought you might be here.” Aimee smirked. “We need to know what the new chemist looks like. I have a picture of the guy I think it is.”

      She held up the photo, but Marcus didn’t budge. “Why do you want to know this?”

      Aimee sighed. “Please, Marcus, no effing around. Please, just answer.”

      “Have you ever seen the chemist?” Aleks gave me a look.

      “No.” I glanced over at Marcus. He appeared stoic—that was a bad start.

      “Why do you want to know this?”

      “It’s a problem for me, not Roses Academy, just me.” Aimee stood and paced. “My sister is involved with him. He was my best friend when I was a teenager.”

      Marcus remained perfectly still. “Why do you suspect him?”

      “Giselle.” Aimee was on the verge of losing it. “He got her hooked as a blood bag. She was blood drugged. I just think it’s him. I think he’s gone evil.”

      Marcus looked deep in thought.

      “Marcus, just answer the question.” I nudged him. “What does it matter to you?”

      “Hanna.” He said my name with a tone I didn’t like. “Stay out of this, love.” And then his eyes flickered to Aimee. “If I do this for you, will you do something for me?”

      “Yeah,” Aimee agreed. “Fine, whatever I can.”

      Marcus licked his lips. “Oh, Aimee, don’t toy with me. It’s my way or no way.”

      “I hate you. I hate the things you’ve created almost as much. I will do what I can.” She narrowed her gaze.

      “You hate Giselle?” Marcus laughed.

      “Obviously, not her.” Aimee rolled her eyes. “But the blood drugging and blood bags only happened because you just had to make little Marcuses.”

      “I want the Roses to leave Hanna alone. No convincing her to join the club or campfires at Lydia’s. Leave her be.”

      “Marcus!” I was appalled. “Don’t you dare bring me into this.”

      Aimee spoke to me, “You want this?”

      “I don’t know. I want to know more about the Roses Academy and choose for myself.”

      Aleks laughed. “Okay, well, maybe we will just wait for your answer in another room.”

      I ignored his dig. I never took my eyes off Marcus, but he refused to meet my gaze. He stared adamantly at Aimee.

      “I will give you this answer now, but Lorri leaves Hanna alone—”

      Humiliated, I stepped in front of him, cutting him off. “Don’t promise him anything. I will get your answer for you myself. It was nice seeing you again.” I stormed from the room.

      I couldn’t believe Marcus. I stomped up the stairs to my room, slammed the door, and huffed my breath. I pulled out my new cell phone and dialed.

      “Yes?” a woman answered.

      “Lorri, it’s Hanna. I was wondering if I could come now to the Roses Academy?”

      Lorri chuckled into the phone. “Eager to be killing bad guys again?”

      “No.” I frowned, trying not to recall the things she’d seen the beast do. “Marcus is trying to forbid me from doing it. He wants me excluded from the Roses Academy.”

      “Ahhhhh, yes. You would never be one of those stay-at-home sirens. He is a fool to try to make rules for you. I will send Aimee tomorrow.”

      “She’s here now. Well, not here, but she’s downstairs.”

      “I will send her a text with instructions now then.”

      “Thank you.”

      Lorri mocked, “Don’t thank me yet, Hanna.”

      I pressed “end” and grabbed a suitcase.

      Roland appeared at the door. “You’re leaving?”

      “For a while. I’m going to be trained.”

      “The Roses Academy?” He beamed, “This is the miracle your father always wanted for himself. He always wished to have the control you now have.”

      “Yeah, but it’s like I gained control of one monster and now another has suddenly gone crazy.”

      Roland laughed. “Yes, well life can’t always be easy. I want phone calls every other night.”

      “Okay.” I ran to him and hugged him. He tensed. I pulled back. “Even you?”

      “Yes,” he answered, making a sickened face. “Even me. Everyone can feel your special blend of emotions, my dear.”

      Nauseated, I let go of him and stepped back. “I’m sorry, Roland. I guess I should have noticed you were keeping your distance.”

      “The same thing happened with your mother. Well, until she committed herself to your father.”

      “Sounds like a fairly tale.” I sighed.

      “It does but it’s true. She was never easy to be around until it happened. Even then, she needed a charm bracelet for some of us.”

      “How did they fall in love?”

      “The old fashioned way—he attacked her. Tried to force himself on her. She beat him with a bat. He changed. Even his beast couldn’t resist her. She ran, he chased. She got hurt, he felt terrible. He brought her to Lydia and begged for her help. He offered himself up if Lydia would help her. Obviously, the Roses had wanted your father dead for some time. Lorri agreed. They would fix her if he would allow himself to be killed.”

      “How tragic.”

      Roland’s eyes sparkled. “Not so tragic. Once they saved her, she convinced him to take the elixir until they could find a cure. He and Lorri reconciled, obviously, since he ended up living another seventy years.”

      “How did she die?”

      His face hardened. “Have a great trip, my dear. Since the Roses Academy is gone, I have no idea where you’ll be going, but I imagine Aimee will tell you soon enough.”

      Marcus stepped into the room. “Tell her what?”

      Roland turned and left the room. “Don’t forget to call,” he said softly, leaving me alone with Marcus who looked less than pleased.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I need to pack.” I turned away from him but he grabbed my arm.

      “Don’t you dare turn your back on me.” He spun me to face him. “You can’t be serious?”

      “Well, I am. You’ll just have to suck it up and accept that I want this.”

      He shook his head. “No, you don’t. You’re doing this because I spoke for you. I apologize—I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “It’s fine.” I shrugged. “Apology accepted.” I walked into my massive closet and grabbed a few things and stuffed them into the bag.

      He walked to the suitcase and ripped it in half. “NO!”

      My clothes spilled out onto the floor.

      “Are you insane?” I pointed to the door. “Get out!”

      He grabbed my hand, crushing it. “You’re not leaving.”

      “Stop!” I ripped it away from him. “You’re hurting me.”

      “I’m saving you.” His voice broke, “They will kill you. This is a ploy.”

      “No, they want me to join them, and I want to go and see if it’s where I belong. I don’t belong out there in the world. And I absolutely will not be at your beckon call, watching you eat women every Thursday night!”

      He stepped closer to me. “You belong with me.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      His eyes bore down on me like he was trying to compel me. “You belong to me.”

      “How dare you! Leave now.” I stomped into my closet and grabbed another bag.

      “You’re not leaving!” He grabbed it and ripped it to pieces.

      “You are ridiculous. You’re a child. Ripping everything I own to pieces will not stop me.”

      His nostrils flared as his breathing became harsh and uncontrolled. “You will not go, Hanna. They will not take you from me.”

      “If we were meant to be, they never could’ve taken me away from you. But this isn’t love, Marcus. This is you being insanely attracted to the siren’s call. You are a liar and an asshole.” I turned and stormed to the door.

      It slammed in my face as he beat me there, looking savage.

      The rage filled me as the room became a cage. I shoved him aside and grabbed the door, ripping it off the hinges and throwing it in his direction.

      Aimee stepped through, touching my arm, and everything was gone instantly.

      As my feet touched the ground in Lorri’s backyard, I bent and threw up everywhere.

      Aimee jumped back quickly as I heaved and gagged.

      “I-I-I’m sorry,” I heaved again.

      “No, don’t be. I hated it in the beginning too. Are you all right?”

      “No.” I stood, wiping my mouth. “I will be.”

      Aimee sounded truly remorseful, “I’m so sorry all of this happened, Hanna. I know what it’s like to just wish everything could be normal.”

      “I don’t get how my life can be such a train wreck too. Like one thing can’t just be easy.”

      Aimee laughed. “Oh God, my sentiments exactly. We need to go.” She pointed down the dark, cold grass to where Aleksander was standing waiting for us.
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          Vikings don’t have faults, they have clubs

        

      

    

    
      Aleksander was pacing when we got up the hill to him. “How’d it go?”

      “Marcus was a dick,” I muttered.

      “Hanna handled it well though. Needless to say, Roland will be doing some renovating while she’s gone,” Aimee joked.

      He smiled at me. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just feeling funny. I got so angry. I swear I saw red.”

      He noticed my bright-red bracelet and smiled. “Yeah, no kidding.”

      “No.” I blushed. “Not that kind of red.”

      “I can’t believe he wouldn’t tell me about Blake. I still need to help my sister.” Aimee glanced over. “He never said anything about where the chemist was?”

      “Just Boston. I think.”

      “Do you know where she was last?”

      “No.” Aimee sounded defeated. “I don’t know. She’s so stupid. She could be anywhere. Giselle doesn’t know either. I’ve searched all over Boston but I can’t find them.”

      “Blake is the last person I would ever imagine siding with the Dark Ones. Ever,” Aleks added.

      “I know. Chess club, mathletes, science major, me as a best friend. How could he have gone so wrong?” Aimee groaned.

      “Maybe you were more important in his life than you realized. Maybe he hasn’t dealt with the loss of you.”

      “I went to his house and freaked him out.” The words left her lips with zero emotion.

      I wanted to focus on the whole Marcus thing and my nearly changing into the beast but seeing Aimee so vulnerable was alarming.

      “Aimee, I didn’t mean it was your fault, just that he hasn’t coped with the loss of you as a friend. You’re way too smart to blame yourself for this.”

      “No, you’re right.”

      “What have you got so far?” I asked, trying to keep up.

      “Nothing. I moved my dad again which, FYI, he isn’t liking. I told him no calls to or from Alise. He’s not impressed with me right now. I took his cell and gave him one of ours. Shane is staying with him and taking vacation time until we have this figured out.” She paced. “I don’t even know if it’s Blake. I need to confirm it.”

      “I’ll try to get the answer from Marcus when he’s not so pissed. Apparently, I have that ability, to make people do what I want.” I said it as an offhand comment. I wasn’t trying to brag, in fact the whole thing grossed me out.

      “Are you and Marcus together?” Aimee cocked an eyebrow.

      “No. He believes we are, but I think he’s under the siren’s call.” My gaze darted to Aleks. “We both do.”

      “Sam said something happened between you guys. I just thought—never mind.” She looked upset.

      “Something did happen but it’s just the siren’s call with him too.” My eyes lowered, mostly out of shame. “And now the only guy who actually likes me for me, is currently getting his brains and his memories scrambled by Marcus so he can stay safe.”

      “Yikes.” Aimee laughed. “Being a siren seems pretty awful.”

      “It’s horrible. I just started reading up on it. It sucks.”

      “It’s a survival and reproductive instinct. I have the same thing, only for me it was the shaman’s way of guaranteeing I would suffer. Girls fall for me, my father kills them, and I clean up the mess. Or he kills, I end up in a town, and the grieving girl falls for me. Pretty sick actually.” Aleks’ voice softened as his gaze darted to Aimee.

      “Yeah.” Aimee cringed. “How is the hunt for Daddy Dearest going?”

      “Badly. It never seems to end. He’s always a step ahead. Now I don’t feel the longing to help the families so we don’t even know how many victims there are.” He gave me a gentle smile. “But we aren’t here to listen to this. We’re headed to Roses Academy training. You ready?”

      “I guess.” I shrugged. “I don’t have anything.”

      “We can get Roland to ship over clothes and whatnot for you.” Aimee reached for me and Aleks at the same time, flashing us to a massive great room in an executive suite or something. It was huge, like a penthouse apartment.

      Other people were there already.

      “You know Sam and Anne obviously?” Aimee pointed them out.

      I grinned at Anne, one of the kids from Lydia’s house, and avoided Sam’s gaze altogether. “Hey.”

      Anne twitched a smile. “Yo.”

      Aleks pointed to the other kids. “This is Lisa. She’s from Kansas, and this is Don from DC.” And then he turned to me. “This is Hanna from Portland.”

      I smiled at them. Don’s face brightened immediately. Aleks winced, watching his reaction.

      Lisa sounded cranky or tired. “Well, do we have rooms or what? Are we sleeping on cots in this apartment?”

      Aleks turned to Aimee and shrugged. “No clue.”

      Aimee answered, “I’ve been here once. I didn’t get a tour. Lorri should be here soon. She’ll fill you in. This is a new place for us.”

      “Lorri is here now,” Lorri spoke sharply as she strolled into the room, wearing tight white pants, a teal running jacket, and strappy silver flip-flops. Giselle followed her in, making Lorri, who was gorgeous, look plain. “This is Giselle. She’ll be here training with all of you. Thank you everyone, for coming a couple of days early. I know it was sudden, but we had to move the date up.” Lorri’s eyes flickered to me for a moment.

      Lorri scanned the room. “All right, kids, let’s get some basic rules down. Do what you want in your own rooms. The communal rooms are not for anything that makes anyone else uncomfortable. No bringing anyone here, ever. No friends and no family. No fighting in the house. No leaving. We’ve downsized a bit recently and need to be extra careful. Everyone is kind to others, unless we’re in the ring. Then it’s no holds barred.” She pulled a cigarette out as she spoke to everyone, “Your rooms are that way, down the hall, everyone can pick a room. There is no assigning anything. We have the top four floors of this building. No exploring without someone else with you, as in me, Aimee, Aleks, Dorian, Ari, Lucas, or Ben. We will be your instructors here. No one else is permitted inside.” She walked through the huge room to the massive balcony.

      Aleks smiled. “So you guys want to pick your rooms?”

      Anne snarled. “Whatever, I just need some TV. I am so not watching Big Brother on my iPhone again.”

      “Whatever that is.” He chuckled and led us down the hall that was huge and wide like a museum.

      The walls were a sand color with paintings and the rooms were full of beautiful furniture. Each was set up with a double bed, desk, table, nightlight, and a rug. The rooms were large and each shared a massive bathroom with the room next to it.

      Lisa took the first room on the right and Don chose the one on the left. Giselle grabbed the next room on the right side of the hall and Anne took the one across from that. I took the following one on the right.

      Aleks watched me walk in and spoke quietly, “Maybe just text him and let him know you’re okay. It would be bad if he showed up.”

      “I will.” I closed my door.

      I glanced around the room, feeling terrible. I pulled my phone out of my pocket, seeing I’d missed seven calls, although none were from Marcus. I dialed his number, frightened of his response.

      “Hanna.” His words bit at me.

      “Marcus, can we talk rationally?”

      “No, absolutely not.”

      “Marcus, can we try?”

      “No.”

      “Are you going to hang up on me?” I asked, too tired and weirded out by the day I’d had.

      “No. What are you wearing?”

      “Nothing.” I said it too fast, not thinking about my response.

      “Interesting.”

      “Can we talk about this?”

      “No.”

      “Admit you are being a big baby.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Liar.”

      He laughed into the phone. “If they harm one hair on your head, I want you to know I will destroy the entire city. I will unleash the Henry beast on them. Tell me where you are.”

      “No. Behave yourself. I’m fine, really.”

      “I will be there tomorrow to ensure that. I will find you.”

      “Stop.” I inhaled sharply. “Please don’t come. It’s one of the rules. No outsiders.”

      He was silent.

      “Marcus?”

      “I’m an outsider?” He sounded hurt.

      “You’re not a Rose.”

      “Fine, but I will need to see you’re okay.” He laughed. “We could use that FaceTime thing on your phone. I think that might be interesting.”

      I laughed, flushing. “No. That’s such a bad idea.”

      He chuckled. “Hanna, I love you.”

      “I have to go.” His declaration made me uncomfortable and more certain he had never taken the stupid elixir.

      “When will you love me and only me?”

      “Night, Marcus.”

      “Sleep tight.”

      “You too.” I pressed the phone off and sat on my bed, staring out the massive window at the city below. I didn’t even know what city I was in. The lights of it gave way to my imagination.

      “Hanna.”

      I turned to see Sam walking into my room from the adjoining bathroom.

      My stomach flipped. “Hey, Sam.” My eyes darted from the bathroom to the door to my room.

      “I need to talk to you.”

      “Okay. Want to go to the living room?”

      He smirked, making me uncomfortable and aware of his scent filling the air. “No.” He took a step toward me but changed his mind and sat on the chair in the corner. His eyes searched mine.

      “What’s up?” I gulped.

      He spotted the bracelet. “Where did you get that?”

      “Lydia made it for me. It stops me from making everyone go nuts.”

      “Have you tried taking it off?”

      “No.”

      “I’ve seen them before. They don’t work super well.” He shrugged. “The thing is, even with the bracelet on, I still feel something for you, not that it matters. I know which room you’re in and where you are exactly. I can sense you, no matter where I am. I can smell you in the air around me. You smell sweet. That’s why I’m here. I want to talk to you about something. I’ve been meaning to talk to you for a while but—”

      “I need to get you a cure. It’ll go away. You only feel that way about me because of the way I am and—”

      “No.” He smiled and interrupted me, “No, it only works on me when you’re really out of control, like before the brace—”

      “Please,” I argued, cutting him off again. “You being Nephilim makes me feel things I don't want to. It’s not real. It’s what we are that’s making us feel this way. I’ll get you the elixir and you’ll just see plain old me.”

      “Is this because of the old guy?” He looked defeated for a moment.

      I had to assume he meant Marcus, who looked thirty tops, even though he was crazy old.

      “I’m pretty sure he’s too old for you. Besides, isn’t what he is, making you want him?”

      “Yes, which is why I need space from every one of you.”

      “Space,” he muttered as he gradually got up off the chair, walked to my bedside, and knelt on the floor in front of me. He was a big boy. Kneeling, he was still taller than I was, sitting on the bed.

      His lips parted in a seductive grin. I wanted to look away from his lips. I wanted to move away from him, but his scent was intoxicating. He was by far the worst, where my little problem was concerned. Even Marcus couldn’t make my breath get lost in my throat the way he did.

      He leaned in, peering into my eyes. I got lost in the darkness of his.

      He brushed his lips against mine. The electrifying kiss was exactly as I remembered it. Perfect.

      He pulled back. “Giving you space will be a problem for me, Hanna Hyde.” And then he was gone.

      The bracelet glowed like it was nearing the point of ignition.

      I thought about what Roland had said. My mother’s power was gone the moment she fell in love, true love. True love’s kiss and a declaration. I decided to take the time at the Roses Academy to rid my heart of everything. As long as it was empty, I might find clarity in my feelings. Then I too could find my true love’s kiss and be rid of it altogether.

      I went to bed annoyed and a bit sad.

      Training started the next morning, full throttle.

      Lorri taught us about the possible types of things we would run into. We studied lore on creatures thought extinct and how to defeat them, just in case they weren’t. We learned the history of the Roses Academy and about the great divide that was currently going on.

      The days passed quickly. My brain was fuller than it had ever been. Giselle was the surprise student. She was a star at it all. Her combat skills came fast and furious, and her natural interest in the knowledge part of it made it easy for her to remember.

      I, on the other hand, was distracted at every turn. Sam smiled at me and I stopped hearing everything Lorri spoke about. Aleks walked past and I thought of nothing but the smell of him. Marcus texted and I imagined him pulling me in for a kiss.

      I was exhausted from the dreams I had every night. The bracelet was fiery, glowing red even when I was alone at night.

      The only saving grace was that my bracelet stopped my emotions from being projected onto everyone else in the room. The guys who had heard the siren’s call were affected, but in a calmer way.

      The fighting ring was the easiest for me. One hit to the face and I became a psycho. The old me, the Hyde beast, was inside, lurking. She claimed me and I controlled her, and even though I never changed and ripped my clothes off, I was as strong as she had ever been.

      Even Lucas and Ben together couldn’t bring me down.

      Ari couldn’t move fast enough to knock me out. When we fought I accidently shot Ari across the room before she had a chance to push me. For me, the only real threat was Lorri. She was able to get me down every time and she could whisper, making the Hyde monster part of me go easy on her.

      Apart from that, I learned to control my strengths and anger. I was surprised the monster side of me was easier to control than the siren. The ring also stopped the call of the siren. I spent so much energy on sparring that I exhausted all of the internal chaos.

      The distance between me and Marcus gave me a lot of clarity. My feelings for him faded to nothing. I didn’t love him. It was a fact, and being away from him proved it. I’d kept to myself mostly, spending most nights alone with my book about sirens, or with Giselle watching movies.

      “Hanna, in the ring.”

      My head came up from my daydream to Lorri smirking at me. I stood, making sure my hands were taped up properly as I climbed over the railings and dropped into the huge wrestling pit they called the ring.

      “Lucas and Ari, you guys inside.”

      I gulped. I hadn’t gone against a couple before. Each would feel territorial and protective of their lover. I glanced up at Sam. He sat on the edge of his seat. He looked upset. He sort of always did.

      I eyed up my opponents and prepared.

      Lucas jumped down, shaking the mat slightly. He was huge. Ari was small and thin but never to be underestimated. Her hands were deadly and she moved with speed and strength.

      It would take one hit to ignite my fury so I had to let them get close enough for that. I kept my back to the wall as Lucas rounded toward me.

      As he leapt at me, Ari darted to the other side. I tried to maneuver left, but Lucas jumped back, knocking me down. I tried to jump over him but his teeth came down on my thigh. I screamed as the teeth bit down into my skin. Ari was there as the surge filled me. I shoved Ari hard before her hands could make contact, her scream causing Lucas to clamp down harder.

      I shrieked as I grabbed the wolf’s face, making him whimper. Ari was back, diving at me with her hands out. I ducked, trying to get the wolf from my leg.

      The end was coming. They were beating me. I’d ducked out of Ari’s reach but she was back. I grabbed the wolf’s face hard, his teeth dragging along my thigh, and threw him across the mats. Ari dove at me and pushed, just as I ripped the bracelet off. It turned white as it dropped. Before it hit the mat, I saw Sam throw Ari across the huge room.

      Dorian attacked the wolf. Even Ben, in wolf form, was attacking his brother.

      I knew what I had done was wrong as my eyes threatened to slip behind my lids. All I could do was lie and watch.
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          Siren sucker punch

        

      

    

    
      It was chaos as I unleashed my siren. Ari pushed me and I almost passed out but managed to fight it, scared of what was unfolding before me.

      Ben, Dorian, Sam, and Don each flew to my rescue. Ari was knocked out completely as Sam tossed her out of the mats.

      Lorri jumped down into the pit as Ben’s teeth went for his brother’s throat.

      “STOP!” she shouted. She grabbed the bracelet and tied it around my wrist. It instantly flashed bright red again.

      Lorri turned, laughing like a mad woman, her teeth had grown into shark teeth. “Next person who moves dies,” she seethed. Clearly, a shark-like blood lust had filled her body, turning her eyes completely black.

      Aleks neared Lorri, holding his hands out. “Lorri!”

      She snapped her face toward him. It was a full heartbeat before she got herself under control and let the blood lust go.

      Sam came to where I continued to pretend to be passed out. “Someone better check on Ari.” He gripped tightly and lifted me into the air.

      Lucas lay naked on the mats, screaming in pain. His leg was visibly broken.

      Everything in me hurt. I wanted to scream and cry and run away, but I had to stay silent so they wouldn’t kill me right there.

      Ben leaned over him. “Dude, I’m sorry. I don’t know what happened.”

      Don nodded. “It was like I had to save her.”

      Aleks looked at Sam. “Get Hanna to her room. She’ll need someone there when she wakes up.”

      Aleks walked from the ring and to where Ari lay unconscious. Her legs both looked broken. Dorian stood in front of him, menacingly. “Give her to me.”

      As Sam carried me away I let myself pass out, the way my body desperately wanted to.

      I woke with a gasp.

      I shot up out of bed and grabbed for the waste paper basket, emptying my stomach into it. I heaved for a moment and sat up.

      “Water?”

      Sam sat in the chair across the room.

      “Oh my God, you just saw that.”

      “Well, if it makes you feel better, I got sick after Ari did that to me last time too. I think she’s getting stronger.”

      I lay back down on the bed and shivered. “That was horrid. What happened?”

      “What do you remember?”

      “Not much. It’s hazy. I know I pulled my bracelet off.” I checked my wrist, seeing the brightly glowing bracelet was there again.

      “Yeah, you did. It was nuts. Ben and Don and I were defending you. Dorian grabbed Lucas and broke his leg—it was nuts.” He looked embarrassed. “Even I couldn’t fight it. It was so strong. I’ve never experienced it like that before. I think I threw Ari across the room.”

      “Is everyone all right?”

      “Yeah. We all heal fast.”

      A tear slipped down my cheek. “Oh my God.”

      Sam sat next to me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “It wasn’t your fault. It was survival. Every one of us uses what we have to survive.”

      “No, that was wrong.” I lay back on my bed and wished I could fall asleep again. The vomit smell was too overwhelming.

      “You stink.”

      “I know. I feel as bad as I smell.”

      “We can fix that.” He got off the bed and lifted me up, carrying me to our bathroom.

      “No.” I struggled to get down.

      “Relax, I’m not going to hurt you.” He put me down and turned on the shower.

      I leaned against the bathroom door, scared of where this was going but even more scared of the fact I liked him, a lot. His impact on me was disabling.

      His warm fingers went to the hem of my shirt. I protested with my eyes, but his did something I didn’t expect. He gave me an honest and sweet smile. “I won’t hurt you, I swear.” He lifted my shirt off gently, revealing my sports bra.

      His fingers were back before I could reason with him. They touched down on my torso, sliding down my waist to my hips. He pulled my Lululemon yoga pants off. I stepped out of them.

      Then he stood up and pulled my ponytail out, shaking my hair free of the tight elastic. He pulled his shirt off, revealing muscles I hadn’t imagined. His shoulders were full and rounded. He unzipped his pants, dropping them to the bathroom floor, making me giggle at the yellow goldfish boxers.

      “Would you believe laundry day?”

      “You let me throw up in front of you and didn’t get too grossed out. I can let fishy undies go without judgment.”

      He held his hand up. “Wait.” He grabbed my toothbrush and pushed his own toothpaste onto it, passing it to me.

      I took it and shoved it in my mouth.

      He opened the glass door, stepping inside and taking my hand to pull me in as he closed the door. We stood under the warm water in our underwear. I was grateful I wore my sports bra with yoga underwear and not something sexy. It wasn’t any different than a bathing suit.

      I scrubbed my teeth brutally and turned my back to him to do my tongue. I bent over, spitting as close to the drain as possible.

      He laughed. “Hanna, your spit doesn’t gross me out.”

      “I know.” I stood up, facing him again, smiling a minty-fresh smile. “It bothers me. Seriously, someone could pee on me and I’d be pretty pissed, but if they spit on me—death.”

      He laughed harder, turning me around. The scent of my shampoo hit as his fingers dug into my scalp, scrubbing my hair for me. The smell of the mint lavender filled the steam. His strong fingers massaged my head, relaxing me.

      He tilted my head back into the water and gently rinsed my hair.

      The feel of his strong hands running along my scalp was relaxing. I saw him in a new light, not as sexy Sam, but kind Sam.

      When I was clean, I squeezed lavender shampoo into my hand, as much as I would use for my own long, thick hair.

      He eyed it skeptically. “Is that for me?”

      “Yeah.” I lifted it up to his head.

      “Overkill, Hanna.” He spoke nonchalantly as I pulled him under the stream of water and rinsed his head. “It’s going to take all night to get that off my hair.”

      “Well, hiding in here all night sounds like a good idea.” I scrubbed, my arms becoming fatigued from the effort. I was weak from the fight. I needed food.

      His hair was rinsed clean, making a puddle of suds under our feet.

      “I told you.” He gazed down, grinning as he grabbed the conditioner and poured out a small amount.

      “Is that for me?”

      “Yeah.”

      I reached out and squeezed the bottle a lot more.

      His eyes grew wide. “That’s a lot.”

      “Yeah, did you notice how much hair I have?”

      He smirked. “I did.” He put his hands up into my hair again, massaging my scalp.

      “This feels nice.” I closed my eyes, letting him pick my knots out and stroke my strands with the silky conditioner.

      “It does feel nice. It feels real. I haven’t felt this way in a long time.” He tilted my face up into his. I thought he meant to kiss me, but he put me back under the spray to rinse my head off. My face got covered in warm water, making me sputter slightly.

      I opened my eyes under the steady stream. He was grinning hard.

      As he finished rinsing my hair, I leaned in again to kiss him.

      “No, Hanna.”

      “Why?”

      He smirked. “I want you to see me, not feel me.”

      “You thought getting semi-naked in the shower and doing gentle, sweet, sensual things to each other was a great way for me to see you?” I had to admit it was working. Dark hair pasted against his face from the water, eyes so dark I could see myself in them, a devastatingly handsome face, and a genuine smile. His eyes truly showed care and concern for me. I wondered how he was able to stay calm and enjoy being around me. He didn’t seem affected by my charms. Not like he was in the ring.

      He raised an eyebrow, the epitome of boy next door. “Yes. I thought we could be girlfriends. You know, wash each other’s hair, maybe have a pillow fight. Later, I will braid your hair and you can tell me all your darkest secrets.”

      “You’re a dork.” I liked that he made me laugh. He didn’t try anything.

      The warmth of his body emanated toward mine. I caught his scent in the air and I reacted. The lust pulsed throughout me, driving me toward him.

      “Shall we towel off?”

      I pushed him against the wall of the shower, hearing a tile break behind him. “Let’s.” I smiled up at him through my lashes, huffing the scent of him and raking my fingers down his arms.

      “Easy, Hanna. Take a deep breath. Don’t let it rule you. Being a siren is all about magic, controlling what you conjure.”

      I fought his words, not just wanting him, but wanting to consume him and his essence. Horror shot through me as I realized the thoughts I was having. After a moment of holding my breath, I inhaled deeply. “Thanks.”

      “Better?” He turned the shower off.

      “Yeah. “Sorry.” I climbed out, feeling much better as I grabbed a fluffy towel and passed him the other one. “Why are you doing this? You could have just taken advantage of my lapse in self-control.”

      “I could have. But that’s not my way. I don't even like the fact that before you got this little trinket on, I acted like a psycho with you. It’s not who I am or how I was raised. Whenever you left Lydia’s I felt sick for how I’d treated you. I’ve avoided you the best I can.” He leaned in and kissed my forehead, although he backed away again quickly. “But now I don't want to avoid you. I want you to like me and know me. And also because I want you too much. More than I’ve ever wanted anything. That’s not healthy. I need to create boundaries for myself and for you. I don't want us to be some filthy thing you did when you were trying to get your siren’s call under control.”

      “So, you’re redefining our relationship to make it healthy?”

      “Clever, huh? You and I will be friends from now on.”

      I grinned. “I thought we were already friends.”

      “No.”

      “Well, goodnight, friend.” I needed to get away from him before I embarrassed myself further.

      I walked into my vomit-scented room and closed the door, quickly bringing me back to reality. I looked down at the puke bucket and exhaled deeply. I opened the window to the rain and cold night air and tossed the bucket out.

      I checked my cell phone, realizing it had been days since I’d spoken to Marcus. I wanted to call, but even my fingers sensed my betrayal of him and left the phone where it was. He had taken the cure and still loved me. Being away from him had proven I didn’t love him, not even a little.

      I realized I needed to end it. I would deal with Marcus when I saw him, but Sam, Ben, Dorian, and Don, I could deal with right away.

      I picked the phone up and dialed a different number.

      “Hey. I have to ask a favor. I need you to get him to make something for me and have it at the house. I’ll send Aimee to pick it up,” I spoke softly, my heart bursting with regret. “I need the elixirs he made to cure the siren’s call. Please. If it’s not too much trouble.”

      “How many?” The voice on the other end of the line surprised me.

      “At least four. And tell Marcus he has to let Aimee know if Blake is the one she’s looking for, or I won’t ever speak to him again. Thanks.” I put the phone down and tried not to cry.
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      I waited at the front door for Aimee to return. I still couldn't believe she’d agreed to go for me, but the promise of Marcus playing nicely had sold her. Not to mention, she wanted me to control the siren as badly as I did. No one wanted another repeat of yesterday.

      She waved to me from my bedroom door. Confused, I strode across the room to her. “When did you get back?” I quickly took the purple sack.

      “Seriously?” Aimee rolled her eyes. “I wink in and out. I don’t use the front door. How does no one get that?”

      “Right, thanks.” I glanced down at the sack. “Did Marcus give you any answers?”

      “Yeah. It’s Blake. He has my sister. He’s the one who hurt Giselle. He’s the chemist.”

      “I’m sorry. If I can help let me know.” I turned and walked away.

      I took the sack to the kitchen and poured a cup of coffee. “Anyone want coffee?”

      Ben nodded. He’d stayed extra close lately. I made his coffee, dumping a vial in.

      “What do you want in it?”

      He winked. “Black. You’re all the sugar I need.”

      “Awesome.” I prayed the friggin’ cure worked on him. The cheesy lines were killing me.

      Don never spoke because he had his earbuds in so I made him a coffee and poured a vial in his as well. I put a bit of sugar in it and some cream. I carried the coffees in for them.

      Ben moved the pillow beside him. “Come sit by me.”

      “I will. Let me just get my coffee.” I passed Don the other cup.

      He gazed up and smiled. “Thanks, babe.”

      “Of course.” I was little psycho Suzy Homemaker.

      Ben growled.

      “Drink your coffee. I’ll be right back.”

      He took a sip, obeying me.

      I poured a third mug and dumped a vial in. I stirred in a bit of cream, exactly the way Sam liked it.

      “Hey, thanks!” He walked into the kitchen as if on cue. He smiled at me as he took it and drank. “Exactly the way I like it.”

      “Yeah, friends know that kind of stuff about each other,” I joked and watched his lips as he sipped and licked them.

      “Thanks, friend.”

      “No prob.” I drank my coffee, watching all the guys take in the potion.

      Ben never asked me to come and sit by him again. In fact, he forgot I was in the room. I could see the vacant stare in his eyes, like he didn't even know why he was there. Don didn’t smile or even nod at me.

      Sam drank his, distracted by something on his iPhone. My eyes never left his face.

      He turned my way with a blank stare. “Did you say something?”

      “No.” I was certain it had hit them all. “Ben, you want another?”

      He glanced up, emotionless. “No thanks, Hanna. Hey, Sam, you got that movie downloaded yet?”

      “Oh yeah, I do. Want to watch it now?” Sam offered.

      “Yeah.” Ben kicked Don. “Want to watch that movie we were talking about?”

      Don looked back at Sam, completely ignoring me. “You got it ready now?”

      “I do.”

      Ben waved at Anne who pulled her earbuds out. “Want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure.” She shrugged. “Whatevs.”

      “It’s in my room. I’ll just get it.” He walked away, not looking at me. They never even asked me to watch the movie.

      With mixed emotions, I walked behind him but turned before he did, to go to my own room.

      My breathing had grown difficult with the lump building in my throat. I didn’t want them to constantly hit on me, but I also didn't want to be invisible.

      I slumped onto my bed in relief and injury. I wondered about my mother and how hard it had been for her. Had she been alone, desperate for people to love her, only to end up hating and hiding from the adoration, like I was?

      My cell phone blinked, telling me I had a message. I scrolled over the texts. It was from Marcus.

      It was one word: Tonight?

      I couldn’t. Seeing him would be a mistake. My emotions had been under control, as under control as they got. I was nearly back to my old self.

      I texted back: No, I can’t.

      Why??

      Super busy. Learning new things.

      I need you.

      No.

      I hoped his fear of pissing off Lorri was enough to keep him from actually searching me out. It was unlikely he knew where I was. I didn’t even know. We hadn’t been allowed out of the apartment since arriving a week ago, and the only person who ever came and went was the maid—well, and Aimee. The maid never spoke to any of us, no matter what we asked or offered her.

      When I find you, I will take you back.

      His words weren’t a threat.

      They were a fact.

      I turned the phone off and lay back on my bed.

      At least the list of men trying to woo me was diminishing rapidly.

      Sam, a coffee and an empty heart.

      Ben, a coffee and an empty stare.

      Don, a coffee and an empty head.

      Andy, the elixir and Marcus’ mind juju. He would never recall me the way it had happened, just the memory Marcus had given him. Andy was a cop doing his job for a nice young girl, that’s all he would ever remember.

      And then there was Aleks, the only one who’d been excited to take the stupid tincture, the only one who understood.

      In my moment of self-pity, I remembered the smallest details about my life before: the mall, seeing a cute boy like Andy and giggling with my friends. I missed my friends. We weren’t boy crazy, we were life crazy. We wanted to have fun and be young and do everything.

      Suddenly, I understood my father and his journals. Andy was his Mary. A normal human who could be injured in it all. The thing he gave up.

      Not that it mattered anymore. I was now fully submerged in the Roses Academy world. My biggest problem had gone from Andy liking me and Marcus abducting me to Sam being indifferent to me. I liked Sam. I didn't want indifferent. I didn't want siren love, but I wanted a boy liking a girl and asking her out. I wanted normal. Pretend normal.

      I pushed the thoughts of Sam away. I was finally free of them all and began to see the suggestion Aleks and Roland had made was the smartest. I needed to find me and then love. One day.

      It had taken weeks of blocking everything, but I could see the difference between emotions and hormones, and the difference between siren and Hanna.

      “Hanna?” A knock at my door interrupted my pity party.

      “Yeah.” I frowned. It had sounded like Lorri.

      Sure enough, Lorri walked into my room, looking sympathetic. “How you doing?”

      “Okay. Are you pissed at me for the other day?”

      Lorri sat on the chair opposite me. “No, kid. If I could force a bunch a guys to do my bidding, I would do it in a heartbeat, maybe faster.”

      “You can command all of us.”

      “Yeah,” Lorri agreed. “I guess. Not really the same thing though. You don’t adore me in the same way.”

      “Touché.”

      She leaned forward. “You know why I’m here?”

      I thought for a moment. “Here on Earth or my bedroom?”

      She laughed. It was a bitter and twisted sound I didn't hear often. “Your bedroom. Come on, like I really want to get into the whole life-purpose nonsense.”

      “My mojo obviously didn’t call you here, unless you’re on their team, which I suspect you’re not because you’ve never been creepy to me like they have. I’m going to say you have a bad feeling about Marcus.”

      “Bingo. You have the same bad feeling?”

      “Yup. He sent a text an hour ago, asking about seeing me tonight. I told him no.”

      Lorri eyed me cautiously. “It’s been a long time, and he’s most likely going through withdrawals. I actually expected him sooner. You tell him where you were?”

      “How could I? I have no idea where I am. Lorri, we held the maid upside down to check her pockets and nothing. She won’t tell us a thing.”

      “Good. If he comes to your window like a night creeper, you can’t let him in here. Keep the window closed at all times.”

      “Okay.”

      Lorri smirked. “I get it. A siren’s got to get laid just like any other girl, but just not him, not in here. There are other reasons, okay? You may think you trust him—I know I don’t.”

      “Oh my God, dude, what? Gross, so not having this conversation. Yes. I will ensure the window stays closed. Jeeze.”

      She stood up. “All right, then we shouldn’t have a problem.”

      “I have never had sex with Marcus. He’s tried, but no.” I scowled, hating that I had to actually say that aloud.

      “I’m glad. He’s a rotten son of a bitch.”

      “Are Ari and Lucas okay? I know I’ve sort of been hiding out in here. I didn’t want them to think I didn’t care. I do but—”

      “No one can ever be sorrier than Ari for the things she’s done. They’re fine. Ari healed in an hour and Lucas in three. No one blames you. That’s what training is for.” She walked out of my room, leaving me alone again.

      Seconds later I heard another voice.

      “Hanna?” Giselle came in. “Hey, have you seen Aimee anywhere?”

      “I got her to go to Marcus’ place to get something for me and she brought it back. I haven’t seen her since then.”

      “Oh okay. Thanks. She probably went to, like, Shane’s or her dad’s maybe.”

      “Giselle, you okay?”

      She didn’t appear okay. Her eyes were puffy and her cheeks tear-stained. “Yeah, no, I’m good.”

      I got up off my bed and pulled Giselle into my arms. “What’s wrong?”

      “My—” Giselle hugged me back, trembling. “My dad died.”

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” I bit my lip. I knew that pain. Giselle had told me she and her father weren’t close, but no matter the depth of a relationship, loss hurt the same. “I’m so sorry, Giselle.”

      “It’s fine.” She sobbed into my shoulder and hair. “I hated him, kind of. He was a terrible dad. He was weird and he was mean to my mom. But he was my dad and I should’ve loved him more.”

      “He knew you loved him. Trust me, he knew.”

      “I haven’t called him in six months. Maybe longer.” She cried into the mass of thick strawberry-blonde hair. I helped her down to my bed and cradled her.

      I tried not to think about my own father or remember his last words to me, or my own to him. Tears fell as I thought of the millions of things I’d wished for in the months since my father’s death. Things I’d never let see the light of day.

      Giselle wept until she fell asleep. I never left her side. I remained, stroking her hair and humming one of the odd songs Annabelle would hum.

      “Hey, you in here?” Sam’s face popped in my doorway.

      I didn’t glance up to see him. His flat tone said it all.

      “Shhhhhhh.” I put my fingers to my lips.

      He rushed into the room. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine,” I whispered. “Giselle’s father has passed away. She got a text message from her mom.”

      He dropped to his knees. “Oh wow, that’s awful. Is she asleep? Do you want me to carry Giselle to her room?”

      “No, she shouldn’t be alone.”

      “Oh okay. Well, do you need anything?”

      “No.” I kept my eyes on his huge hands.

      “Okay.” He stood up. “If you do, just text me. I’ll have my phone beside me.”

      “Kay.”

      He walked to the doorway. “Hanna.”

      My eyes met his for the first time.

      “You’re a really good friend.” He smiled softly and then stepped out of the room.

      As he closed the door, tears filled my eyes again.

      When Giselle was completely asleep and I slipped my leg out from under her and crept to Aleks’ room. I knocked lightly. “Aleks?” I turned the knob and poked my head inside. “Aleks, you here?”

      He wasn’t there. I closed the door and crept to his bathroom. I knocked and opened the door. “Aleks?”

      I sighed and walked back to the door.

      “Tsk, tsk, tsk!”

      I froze, facing the door, and reached for the knob. The voice was unmistakable.

      “My love, did you really think I wouldn’t find you? I will say, I’m disappointed to find you creeping around, calling for that wanker.”

      I turned. “Marcus, you scared me. Seriously, you have to leave.”

      He sat smugly outside the window.

      “You’re going to get me into trouble.” I walked closer, contemplating pushing him out the window.

      He leaned in, grabbing my arm and dragging me to the windowsill. “Hanna, no one can tell me I can’t see you. These Roses are brainwashing you.”

      “Marcus, no!” I tried to pull back, but he hauled me through the window. I screamed as he jumped to the next building with me over his shoulder, facing the dark ground below. He grabbed on like Spider-Man and climbed down the drainpipes and bricks. “HELP!” I clutched his chest, screaming.

      “Hanna, for the love of God and all things holy, stop the screaming. I have remarkably good hearing—it’s annoying.” He made a few strategic jumps and landed safely on the ground. When my feet touched down I collapsed.

      I touched the cold wet cement with my fingers. “Oh, thank God.”

      “Hmph. I saved you, not him.” He grasped my arm.

      I tried to pull back but he dragged me to a black car with the bowler hat in the front seat. Marcus threw me inside and climbed in.

      The smell of him was there instantly. My instincts kicked in as I savored Marcus’ scent filling the car.

      He grabbed my face roughly. “You will not cry one more day for that wanker Aleksander. If I see even a glimpse of sadness, I will burn the entire building down. With hellfire. Even Lorri won’t live.” His tone frightened me, but the dead look in his eyes scared me even more.

      He looked terrible.

      Henry drove like a madman through the dark streets.

      “Marcus, I wasn’t crying for Aleks.”

      He grabbed my face again, closing my mouth. “Oh please, I can see the tears. I saw you creeping in his room. You were upset. I’ve smelled him on you. He’s told me all about you and him.”

      “You’re hurting me.”

      He seethed, “I haven’t even begun, Hanna.”

      I tried to pull back, but his mouth was on mine. His teeth raked my lips with a savage kiss.

      I hit him, sensing my strength filling me. He bounced back against the car door, grinning. “I like it when you fight, Hanna. If I recall, you liked it too.”

      “You’re disgusting.” Tears filled my eyes. “I don’t love Aleks—well, no more than any woman. Every woman feels that way about him.”

      “I don’t want to hear your excuses. No more lies.”

      “You idiot, Lorri is going to come for me.”

      He laughed. “Lorri will think you betrayed her. Like you did me.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Betrayed you?”

      “With Aleksander.”

      “Oh my God,” I groaned. “Marcus, he took the elixir. I’m like a sister to him. Believe me. He likes that girl, Giselle. Her father died today. I was looking for Aleks to tell him to go to my room to comfort Giselle. She fell asleep there, crying.”

      He flexed his jaw, staring ahead as if unmoved by my words.

      “Marcus, you have to believe me. Nothing has happened. I like my training, I like being a Rose. I’m done in a couple of months. I get to come home soon. Please take me back before they suspect something.”

      He sat stoic. I hated him.

      “You stubborn ass.”

      “Hanna, I have a special place for you. We will live there together.” His eyes focused on my bracelet. “Minus that thing.”

      Enough was enough. He needed to know the truth of the matter.

      “Fine, you want the truth, here it is: Marcus, the distance has been good for me. I see now there is a difference between love and lust.” I tried to tread carefully. “If I loved you, my siren side would be faded. It’s stronger than ever. The space has been good. I don't love you and I won’t ever.”

      I didn’t see his hand move, but I suffered the impact as my head was knocked into the window. I saw stars as I was pulled into him. His anger seethed through his fangs. “You love me, Hanna. You’re confused.”

      He pushed me back into my seat. I stared at him one last time before I flipped up the lock on the car door and opened it simultaneously. I rolled from the vehicle, bumping along the cement and crying out. Hurt but determined, I got up straightaway and ran. I ran as hard and fast as my legs would allow.

      My inner rage was enough to get me to safety. The beast’s senses filled me. I leapt hard and fast to the building next to me and scaled it using my hands and feet, like a monkey. I bounded onto the roof and sprinted across, jumping to the next building. He was stronger, faster, and more determined than I was. It was futile to try to outrun him so I grabbed my cell phone from my bra and speed dialed the first number in my call list.

      “Yeah?”

      “SAM, I’M OUTSIDE, RUNNING ON THE ROOFTOPS! MARCUS IS CHASING ME! HELP ME! TELL LORRI!”

      “Hanna?”

      “SAM, HELP ME! HE ALMOST HAS ME! MARCUS KIDNAPPED ME!”

      I shared my location with him and prayed he would care enough to help me. My legs pumped as I zigzagged across the city, leaping from building to building. The beast was desperate to come out. My body and mind were strong enough that the beast was nothing compared to me. Instead, I forced its strength to work for me, driving me on and ignoring the pain.

      My sock feet burned. I realized they were bleeding and leaving a trail of Marcus’ favorite snack to follow.

      I facepalmed myself. It was like Hansel and Gretel, but leaving dog treats for a hound to find.

      My phone rang. The cold wind rushed past me as I answered, “Hello.”

      “What do you see?” It was Lorri. Pissed couldn’t describe her tone.

      “I don’t know. I can’t stop running. I’m in bare feet and they’re bleeding everywhere. I’m running across rooftops. He’s chasing me and he has Henry.”

      “Son of a bitch. Try to notice something, Hanna.”

      I saw golden arches. “Straight ahead on my left there’s a McDonald’s and a subway station beside it.”

      “Got you. Be there in three. Run straight for the next two blocks. Try to get to ground level.”

      I hung up the phone and looked down. The huge buildings were ending. I jumped down onto a small church. I heard the snap in my foot and winced. I slid off the roof.

      “HANNA!”

      I turned my head to see Marcus chasing me. His face had changed to the angry monster I’d only seen once before.

      “No!” I gasped and jumped from the roof of the church. The broken bone in my foot made me scream as it crunched more. I ran, hobbling.

      He would have me any minute.

      My foot was almost dragging along the pavement. Sobs filled my throat as I kept my eyes on the street ahead.

      Marcus stood two storefronts away. Somehow he had gotten ahead of me. He wore a sickening grin. “My love, why are you running from me? I’m here to help you.”

      “No.” I sobbed harder. “You want me to be yours, like a possession, not a person. I will never be yours. I never was, Marcus. It’s not love.”

      I reached down, gripping the bracelet. I noticed the many people on the busy city street ignoring me. I pulled the bracelet off, letting it fall to the ground. The shells smashed everywhere.

      “Miss, are you all right? Let me help you.”

      “Miss, no, let me help you.”

      “Piss off, buddy. I got her first.”

      “No. Let go of my girlfriend.”

      They surrounded me. The humans became a barrier. It was a pretty pathetic move, but I was desperate.

      Marcus laughed as he started throwing them aside.

      With every step he took, he removed another human. As I backed away from him, five more surrounded me. Their hands were on me, grabbing my arms.

      Their greedy fingers pinched my skin as they tore at my clothes in an attempt to get me to come with them.

      The wall of humans grew. I got swallowed up in it. The beast tried to rage its way to the surface. My strength crushed it, sending it back into the dark.

      I noted a hand on my arm. It grabbed me hard, pulling me more forcefully than the others.

      I turned to see Sam.

      He drew me to him, shoving people out of the way as I collapsed into his arms. He lifted me up and flashed to be standing outside a black SUV.

      The door was open. He placed me inside and jumped in. “Hanna, are you all right?”

      “No.” Most of my clothes had been ripped from my body, appearing as though I had changed again.

      “I got you.” Sam held me like he’d won the prize, although just a little too hard. Ben leaned forward, earning himself a growl from Sam.

      Whoever was driving wasted no time. The SUV bounced all over as corners were rounded like it was a Maserati.

      I looked around the SUV for one face, Lorri’s. “He dragged me out when I went to Aleks’ room. I’m sorry.”

      “I’d imagine you are.” Lorri smiled bitterly at me from the driver’s seat. “I told you to stay away from the windows, kid.”

      Aimee eyed me over. “What’s the damage? I smell blood.”

      “Don’t know. Foot’s broken for sure.”

      “She reeks of blood.” Ben leaned in to smell. “Sexy blood.”

      Again, Sam growled.

      “Sam, it’s okay. It’s not his fault. Just like it’s not yours. I broke my bracelet.”

      “No.” He was confused.

      The SUV stopped dead in its tracks.

      “For shit’s sake,” Lorri cussed under her breath.

      Marcus stood in the middle of the road with Henry. Henry’s hands were in the air.

      The SUV spun for a moment.

      I squeezed Sam, terrified. As much as I wanted to get away from Marcus, I didn’t want the price to be Sam or the others dead.

      I wondered what Lorri would do against Henry.

      Lorri opened the driver’s window as the SUV halted. “Evening, Marcus.” Her voice was full of anger.

      He casually stalked up to the window of the SUV. “Fine evening, Lorri. Hanna, my love, don’t make me get angry. You come with me or Henry will start extracting them.”

      Lorri growled, “Don’t move, Hanna. I can take him.”

      Marcus grinned. “You will kill me. I’m certain of that, but Henry—no. Lorri, we both know he will make a meal out of you. There is also the fate of Aimee’s ever-beloved sister. Alise, isn’t it? I do know of her location. I will trade what is mine for that information.”

      “I’ll go,” I mouthed.

      Sam held me. “No.”

      “He won’t hurt me any worse than he already has.”

      “No deal.” Lorri put a hand up. “I honestly don’t give half a shit about some sister. Hanna stays.”

      I reached for the door to the truck. “I’ll go.” I tried to open it but Sam held me, refusing to move. “No, you won’t,” he growled. “No offense, Aimee, but I don’t give a shit about your sister either. Hanna stays with me.”

      Aimee sat helplessly on the seat, pressing her lips together.

      “I’ll go.” I pulled away from Sam. “Stay here.”

      Lorri looked at me. “You sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s her choice.” Lorri put a hand on Sam. His hands dropped from me and his face went soft. She controlled him somehow.

      Aimee touched me and we were outside the SUV. I bent over, throwing up on the cement. Aimee leaned forward, brushing my hair from my face and whispering, “When I get her, I will come for you. Be ready.”

      “Even if you don’t, it’s cool. I’ll get away. I always do.”

      “DON’T DO THIS,” Sam screamed against the window as Lorri held him, preventing him from flashing from the SUV.

      I put a hand up to the glass. “It’s just the bracelet, Sam. When I get a new one, you won’t feel that way anymore. You’ll feel better.”

      “No! No, I don’t need the cure. My mom’s a siren too. The magic doesn’t work on me. Not like that. When you’re on fire I can’t resist you, yeah, but it can’t force me to feel anything. A siren’s heart cannot be forced, not in love, just lust. I like you, Hanna, on my own. I always have!” He raged to get out but Lorri held him.

      Marcus grabbed me before I could comprehend what was being said.

      When I did, I struggled to get away, shoving him as hard as I could. He fell back. I limped around the truck to the open window. “Sam, if you like me on your own, you might be my match!” I stuck my head in the window.

      “Not like, Hanna. Love. I have always loved you.” Sam leapt over Lorri, shoving his head through the window. His lips met mine for a second.

      The electricity that had been there before was there again, only it was ten times stronger. All the air left my body.

      Marcus seized me by the hair, snapping my head back and dragging me to the car. “Enough of this, Hanna.” He spoke through his fangs at Aimee, “I will tell Aleks as soon as I have her home.”

      Tears poured down my cheeks as Sam made eye contact with me.

      Lorri held Sam in the truck. He was screaming and fighting an ever-still Lorri.

      I was shoved into the car again. My hands trembled. The sexual tension and build up were gone, even when Marcus climbed in, slamming the door shut. His voice was fierce. “You will be a good girl or my pit stop will be to eat Aimee’s gorgeous sister.”

      I heaved silently as tears poured down my face.

      Henry got into the car. Sam vanished from the truck just as Henry quickly drove from the scene.

      Sam appeared on the road, chasing the car, screaming my name. He ran and flashed, keeping up with the car for blocks until Henry turned onto a freeway exit. My heart felt as if it were being ripped from my chest as I watched him get smaller. Soon we turned the corner and he was gone.
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      “You may come now.” Marcus sounded smug as he hung up the phone. “Be a good girl.” He said as he strolled out of the room, leaving me behind.

      A second later I heard Aleksander’s voice from the hallway, “Henry!”

      “My old friend, how are you?” Marcus chuckled, his voice fading as he walked away from my room.

      “Where is she? I want to see if she’s okay!” Aleks spoke loudly, sounding worried.

      “Hanna! Tell Aleks you’re all right.” Marcus yelled down the hall to my room.

      “YOU SON OF A BITCH!” I screamed after him.

      “Satisfied?” Marcus mocked us both.

      “Not nearly. I want to see her.” Aleks wasn't giving up on me, thank God.

      “No. Now Alise is being held in France, south of Paris. Daniel has a property. I believe you are aware of it. Blake has a lab set up there. They’ve been there the whole time. Boston was a set up. Alise is living as Blake’s slave. He is a bit twisted—there are no words for how she lives some days. You may go now.”

      “Okay,” Aleks spoke.

      He was leaving me behind?

      “Hanna?” he yelled, his footsteps ringing out in the halls.

      “I’m here!” I ran to the doorway, making it only partway across the room before a huge steel manacle and chain stopped me from going farther.

      Aleks wrapped his arms around me. “Can we get it off?”

      “No, Henry did it. It’s spelled.”

      “Let me see.” He grabbed at it. Already, it was starting to wear the skin on my ankle.

      “How’s Sam?”

      “He’s across the street in a tree and very angry. He wants you back. Been fighting at the house all morning about it. He asked me to tell you he’s sorry for not revealing who he was in the beginning. He just didn't want to come on to you while the siren’s call was so strong. He didn't want you to think the feelings weren’t real. And for him they weren’t while the call was the strongest. He told me he met you when you were three and he was four. Your mothers were friends. He said your red hair was more orange then, but your freckles were the same.”

      “He knew me then?”

      “Yes, when you were in Europe visiting your mother’s family, everyone thought you were a regular girl. Your father wanted you left alone. No one from our world was allowed to tell you who they were, and then not allowed near you after she died.”

      “Oh my God.” I didn't know what else to say. I had no memory of it. “I want to go home. I need to see him. You have to help me.”

      “I will. Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Marcus is leaving me alone because—”

      “Apparently, young Sam is her match, her true love. Especially rare for a siren. More common, evidently, when the male is the offspring of a siren. Which—who knew?—young Sam is.” Marcus strode into the room, clearly vexed.

      “He isn’t here to free me,” I stated defiantly.

      Marcus’ dark eyes shot at me. “As if he could take you from me. Unfortunately, for poor Hanna, Henry no longer feels the need to help. Your seductive powers are gone.”

      Aleks glared. “You need to let her go, Marcus. This isn’t the fourth century; you can’t just hold women captive.”

      Marcus shouted, pointing at me like a madman, “She isn’t a woman. She is a siren. She is MY siren. Get out.”

      “See you soon, Hanna.” Aleks winked and left me there.

      Marcus stayed, strolling to me with arrogance and a mocking smile. He grabbed me, pulling me into his embrace, dragging his lips up my throat. “Hanna, I need you to want me again.”

      “It isn’t in my control. Sam is where my heart is.”

      He grabbed my waist. “I don’t need your heart.”

      “Please, Marcus, just let me go.”

      “Never. I’m going to kill your little boy toy and then you’ll be free to love again.”

      His words stabbed me in the chest. “Marcus, I will never love or forgive you if you harm a hair on his head.”

      “What will you do? Fight me every day on the matter? Kill yourself like your mother did?”

      “What?” My insides tightened.

      “Nothing.” He stepped back as regret flooded his face. “So what? Yeah, she committed suicide. It was cruel and selfish. She left us both.”

      Disgust crept around inside me. “She killed herself? Why?”

      “Because she couldn't learn to love me!” He leaned in and spit from his frothy lips hit me in the face.

      “What did you do?” Tears flooded my eyes as his words tore everything into pieces. “My father was your friend! You said you loved him like a brother! How could you?”

      “DO YOU KNOW WHAT IT’S LIKE TO BE DEAD INSIDE?” he screamed in my face. “NO! SO SHUT YOUR MOUTH!” His wild eyes frightened me but there was no turning back.

      “You did lie about taking the potion! I knew it!” I sobbed, losing all control. “YOU LIED!” I screamed right back at him.

      He stared me down for a moment before he laughed, stepping back with his hands out. “Who would want to end the love of a siren? Nothing is more amazing than being with a woman like you.”

      “You let me believe she died in a car accident.”

      “I lied. I’ve lived long enough to know what you need to hear from me, Hanna. I made you like me once. I can do it again.”

      “Marcus.” My lips trembled at the coldness in his eyes. “I never loved you, not even slightly. You disgust me!”

      “Hanna, Hanna, Hanna. You cannot imagine the effort that has gone into this plan. Do you really think I care about love and disgust? No. They’re the same thing to me.” He mocked me, wiping his mouth and strolling about the room as if he were in a British Shakespeare production. “This has been in the works since you were seven. They always say you can’t plan for every detail, but I did. Every detail but Sam.” He paced the room. “I never saw him coming, not from a mile.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have planned it all, every second.” He turned angrily. “I did what I had to, Hanna. I knew nothing would change you but death.”

      My stomach sank. “You did this to me?”

      He laughed. “Your friend was an accident, Hanna. You have to believe that. Cecile was an idiot. I told her about the money, but she didn’t care. She genuinely loved you. So I helped her along.”

      “Oh my God.” I gagged. My poor aunt. I knew she’d loved me. I knew it.

      “What about my dad?”

      “What do you think?”

      “Oh my God. You killed him?” I felt sick. “You knew the change would bring out the siren.”

      “Of course. The beast was the risk. I suspected your death might trigger the beast, it was a gamble I was willing to take.”

      “Oh my God.”

      He sat on my bed. “I am cursed. I feel nothing. I have no heart. Henry cursed me. Don’t you see? It’s why I stole his. He stole my heart.” He looked at me, pleadingly. “Don’t you see? You make me feel again. Your feelings are so strong, even I feel something.”

      I refused to hear him.

      My mind reeled from the events that had taken place.

      He had betrayed my father in every way. He was the reason my parents were dead. Why I was alone. He set up my aunt and uncle and then made them murder my best friend. He forced me to be reliant on him. He had been my savior. I looked back, realizing every step I’d taken had been planned out by him. I’d contemplated dating him. I fought back the urge to throw up.

      “Let me die, Marcus.” I was empty.

      “Hanna, you will see this as better. When I kill Sam, I will make Henry erase your memories of him. And this conversation. And from that moment on, everything will be better.” He walked to the door, leaving me alone in the room.

      How had my father and Roland been so blind? How had Roland and Lydia and Lorri all missed this?

      I curled into a ball on the cold floor, running my hands over the stones, touching the imperfections. I used to see him this way, rough and hard but beautiful with the imperfections. Now I saw only the monster.

      He’d taken everything from me and planned to take even the things I didn't have.

      I had to kill him.

      It was my only choice.

      I didn't sleep but I also didn’t stay awake. I laid still, like I was hibernating through the pain of everything, until I heard his voice.

      “It’s time for your shower,” he shouted from the hallway.

      I hated shower time.

      I hated him.

      When he entered the room his smugness suggested he didn't even care that he had killed everything good in me. “Shower time.” He practically sang it. He yanked me off the floor and dragged me to my feet so he could unlock the cuff around my ankle.

      Then he hauled me, stumbling and sobbing, to the bathroom. He started the water and threw me in, nightgown and all. He slammed the shower door and left me there to fall to the stone floor. He then exited the bathroom, maybe leaving me to kill myself the way she had.

      But my weaknesses weren’t the same as hers. Angry and possibly half changed into the beast, I got up and grabbed the soap. I ripped the nightgown from my body and soaped everything. He hadn’t touched me, disgusted that my heart belonged to another man. I washed my face repeatedly. I imagined Sam’s face. I imagined his strong arms encircling me, protecting me.

      I imagined him for so long I thought I heard him.

      But then I heard it again.

      Hanna?

      I poked my head around the side of the shower to where Marcus still stood in the doorway, his eyes on his phone. I slipped back into the water.

      Hanna?

      I jerked to the left and right, not wanting to whisper. Marcus had incredible hearing.

      Hanna, if you can hear me, be ready. We will be there at high noon.

      I nodded, wondering if Sam could see me in the shower. I used my thoughts to speak to him. Sam?

      Nothing happened. I wondered if Lydia was able to somehow make their voices come out of the shower. Or maybe I’d officially lost my mind. There was that possibility.

      “Okay, love, wrap it up.”

      I glared out at Marcus. “Why?”

      He frowned. “I’m getting annoyed standing here.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Why?” he groaned and put his phone down.

      “Curiosity.”

      “Eleven thirty.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “I don’t care.” He was an asshole.

      “I’m starving. Can I have some lunch? Please.”

      “Fine. I’ll tell Henry to bring you lunch.”

      I forced a smile. “Thanks.”

      He rolled his eyes. “If you’re trying to butter me up, it won’t work. You’re staying.”

      “I’m fine with it as long as you stop treating me like your possession. It’s the only problem we’ve ever had, Marcus,” I lied.

      When I was out of the shower and dressed in a new nightgown, he tightened the manacle around my ankle and stood up, giving me a new look. One that suggested he might be over his hissy fit. “Hanna, do you want to have dinner with me?”

      “Like untied and in a normal pair of pants and a tee shirt at a table?”

      “Yes.”

      I pretended to be thinking. “Uhm, okay. I guess.”

      “I will have lunch brought to you now.” He left the room.

      I ran to the window and looked out the frosted glass. I tried opening it but it had been nailed shut. I panicked, glancing around the room, wondering how they’d free me with Henry in the house.
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      Aimee

      Aleks pointed down at the window.

      “I know,” Sam mouthed.

      We all dropped from the tree to the ground with a loud thud.

      Lorri gave us the look, the serious one. “The minute we get Alise, we head for Hanna.” She was reassuring Sam.

      He didn’t appear reassured.

      I wasn’t reassured. I needed my sister back, there was no denying that, but for saving her to come at such a steep price, especially for Sam, who I loved more than I loved my sister, was rough.

      Lorri held a tight grip on my shoulder. “We need to check the perimeter before I just let you run loose. You maintain your composure.”

      I nodded but knew my blank stare at the house said otherwise. I was so close to losing it. There was about to be a serious shortage of control.

      “What do you see?” I asked Lorri quietly. She had hawk eyes.

      “There’s a thin-framed girl. She’s nearly skin and bone, with dark hair cropped to her shoulders. She’s paced by the window a couple of times. I haven’t seen Blake or Daniel anywhere.

      Sam flashed himself forward to the property line. As he walked across it, we all waited for their guards to react but nothing happened.

      Lorri released her hold on me and waved us forward. The seven of us crossed onto the property together. I winked Ari and the wolves as Lorri moved with incredible speed, while Aleks and Sam flashed themselves ahead.

      We fanned out in groups without speaking. Lorri and I went to the right, Aleks and Sam to the left, and Ari and the wolves went to investigate the huge outbuildings.

      Sam followed Aleks to a back door. They both flashed inside.

      We entered through a side door, seeing and smelling nothing.

      “This might be a trap, like I discussed earlier. Never trust Marcus Dragomir.”

      “Yup.” I agreed as we hurried to the stairs that led from the basement to the main floor where everyone was waiting for us.

      We cleared the main floor, finding nothing but expensive furniture. We climbed to the second floor together, again fanning out. It was the floor that Lorri had seen Alise in the window, pacing back and forth.

      The bedrooms on the top floor were extravagant, as one would expect in such a home. It was full of furniture but minus people and lab equipment.

      When we got into the room, Alise continued to pace back and forth alone—at least a projection of her did. The projector was below the window and with the room being dark enough, her image was completely visible from the street. Inside the room, she appeared as Annabelle did, her worried face slightly visible. I didn’t cry or speak or react when I walked into the large bedroom. I paused as the thin girl paced back and forth.

      “She had to know I would come. She had to suspect it might be me. What would she do?”

      I dropped to my hands and knees and crawled to the bed. Ari and Lucas entered the room as I fished around under it.

      After a moment I pulled a dark-blue tee shirt out. It had an atom on it. On the back it had writing in lipstick.

      I turned it over gently and laid it out on the hardwood floor.

      In bright-red lipstick it read: TRAP! BOMB! RUN! ALASKA!

      Everyone dove into a circle, touching as I winked us to the street, still clutching the dark-blue shirt.

      As our feet touched the ground, Ari screamed, “WHERE’S BEN?”

      Aleks’ head darted about looking, but he didn’t see him. He flashed away and then back a moment later just as the house blew, shaking the ground and ripping apart. Flames erupted, the strangest flames I’d ever seen, with the blackest smoke.

      Aleks flashed back and collapsed onto the gravel road at Lorri’s feet.

      “Oh my God, it’s a hellfire bomb. How?” She dropped to her knees, touching his back.

      He was burned to the bones on his back and crying out in pain. His hands slid along the gravel, gripping the rocks and squeezing them tightly. Fresh blood dripped onto the rocks as smoke slipped from his lips like he was a smoker.

      Our eyes simultaneously lifted back to the house.

      “Ben?” I stepped forward. “Ben.”

      Ari made a noise, one suggesting all the air in her body was pressed out in a long single sob.

      “SHIT!” Lorri grabbed Aleks and put a hand out for the rest of us.

      We flashed back to Lydia’s, a mess of sobbing and screaming panic.

      Lydia hadn’t heard a single word from our lips and she knew. “No!” Her eyes flooded as she rushed to Aleks, lifting the remains of his shirt. “There is no saving him. He’s not you, Lorri. He won’t live through the poison of the hellfire.”

      “Take me, Aimes. I need to see.” Lucas held a trembling hand out for me. I winked back to the burning house, running through the debris. I didn't bother looking, I let Luke lead the way. He knew his brother’s scent better than anyone.

      The burning house caught my clothes and Luke’s but we didn't stop. We let it lick at us, scalding our skin.

      “NO!” he shouted, pulling a board back to reveal Ben, naked and charred. “NO!” He grabbed his brother’s body as I winked us to the grass at Lydia’s. Luke covered Ben, lying atop him sobbing.

      Tears blinded me, my chest throbbed, and my knees buckled. But I didn’t make a sound. I couldn't take one second of this from Lucas.

      Ari flew from the house, screaming. She landed on Lucas, huddling into him.

      Screams and horror jarred us. No one was prepared for what we had gotten. I had expected a ploy of poorly trained Dark Ones, not hellfire and a full on trap.

      There was no coming back from this.

      Destroyed, I got up and managed to stagger inside where Aleks was calling for Lydia.

      “Lydia?” his voice croaked.

      Her face lowered to his, tears filled her eyes. “Aleksander. I’m so sorry, honey.”

      “Ben?”

      “He didn't make it out.” She shook her head. “He was inside. They found him.”

      “I have an hour before the poison takes me?” His words were so filled with pain he could barely speak.

      “Yes.”

      He took a deep breath and pushed himself up off the bed.

      “Stay still, Aleks.”

      “No.” His tone was firm. “I need to get to Hanna. I need to finish the deal I started with Henry.”

      Lydia looked confused.

      Sam wiped his eyes. “You think he will help you?”

      “I made this deal with him years ago. We have to hurry. I need something to cover my injuries so he doesn't know.”

      Lydia left the room and came back in with bandages and a sweater.

      Aleks held his breath, trying not to scream as sage cream and bandages were placed over his seared flesh and exposed muscles and bones. He pulled the sweater on, unable to avoid the tears in his eyes.

      Dorian appeared at the doorway. “Lorri messaged me.” His eyes broke my heart.

      Aleks questioned, “You coming?”

      “Of course.” He furrowed his brow. “Where we going?”

      “Final hurrah.”

      Dorian’s stare went blank as he mastered his emotions. “Let’s do it.” He reached a hand for me. “Come on, Aimes.”

      The four of us flashed from the room to the lawn next to the driveway. Aleks leaned forward, throwing up.

      “The poison is going to end you soon, brother. What’s the plan?”

      “Free Hanna and kill Marcus.”

      Sam laughed nervously. “I like the plan, but I think we need more than that. My mother spoke of Henry a lot. He’s old and powerful, and he will protect Marcus.”

      “Not against me.” Aleks laughed. “I made him a deal once. I helped steal the soul Marcus has. I’m as much to blame as Marcus. When Henry finds his soul, he will kill Marcus and me. I made a deal that if I find the soul and return it, he will allow me to live.”

      Dorian sounded baffled. “You don’t know where the soul is though?”

      “I think I do. I think it’s always been right in front of Henry’s face.”

      “His ridiculous bowler hat?”

      Aleks grinned. “Marcus’ chest.”

      Dorian raised an eyebrow. “Oh, that is smart. Even if it’s not there, maybe he will kill Marcus looking for it.”

      The three of them walked up to the door. I stayed behind, unsure of it all. Henry came out as always, grinning.

      “I know where it is,” Aleks muttered.

      Henry’s grin faded and his dark eyes narrowed in disbelief.

      “I know where he’s kept it all along.”

      Henry crossed his arms. He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to.

      Dorian offered a wave. “Hello, Henry.”

      Henry nodded at him, never taking his eyes off Aleks.

      “To what do we owe such an honor? Dorian, my brother, it’s been too long.” Marcus strolled from the house.

      Dorian grinned. “It has been a long time. I believe it was an adequate amount of time though.”

      Sam was on edge. He was ready to lose it.

      Marcus grinned directly at Sam. “This makes my life easier. Dorian, really, you shouldn’t have brought such a gift. I have nothing for you. Maybe when young Sam here is dead, I’ll let you have your turn with dear Hanna.”

      Aleks put an arm out, grabbing Sam’s. “Sam.”

      “I’ll pass, thanks.” Dorian chuckled, his gaze darting to mine. “I think I’d rather a bit of that scotch you keep for special occasions.”

      Marcus’ eyes slanted. “What is the occasion?”

      Aleks ignored him and stared at Henry. He didn’t need to speak aloud to Henry. He could just think what he wanted and Henry would hear him. He had the same talent as Lydia.

      Henry’s eyes opened wide.

      Marcus looked at Aleks and then Henry. “What?”

      Aleks grinned. “How’s the heart?”

      Marcus’ smile faded. “What heart?”

      “Yours.”

      Henry’s arm shot out, ripping Marcus’ chest open. A small blue light sat inside him, between his ribs. It was encased in glass like an orb and covered in blood.

      Marcus’ face paled as Henry pulled it from him.

      Marcus laughed, staggering back as blood dripped from his lips. “Henry, let’s chat about this. I’ve always obeyed the rules. I’ve never mistreated you. I was a child, Henry. FOR GOD SAKE, I WAS YOUNG AND FOOLISH! You took my heart.”

      Henry smiled, taking the orb and placing it in his teeth. He bit down, breaking the glass. The blue light filled his mouth and face, making him glow in the midday sun.

      It was easily the craziest thing I’d ever seen. Even Dorian jumped a little.

      Henry opened his mouth as if he were screaming. Nothing came out but air for a moment and then the area around us filled with noise. Henry’s scream quaked the ground we stood on.
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      I heard a scream. It was god-awful. The floor shook as it would in an earthquake. I gripped the bed, ignoring my tears. I eyed the manacle and chain.

      “Hanna!”

      I raised my face from my hands, calling out, “I’m here.”

      Sam ran into the room, lifting me into the air, wrapping my legs around him.

      “Hanna. You’re okay.” He leaned in, nuzzling his face into my neck.

      I sobbed into his neck, “We have to hurry before he comes back.”

      Sam placed me on the floor and ripped the chain from the wall.

      “How did you do that?”

      “I can’t take the manacle off. We can do it later. We need to get the hell out of here.” He grabbed my hand and carried my chain out of the room. I ran, confused at how he’d pulled it out of the wall if Henry had spelled it.

      I padded along after him, letting him drag me through the halls in my white nightie.

      I worried about where Henry and Marcus were until I stepped out into the sunlight. It nearly blinded my sensitive eyes. Having only been in the muted light of the castle, the midday light was nearly unbearable.

      Outside, I saw something I never expected to see.

      Marcus on his knees with blood pouring from his chest. I stopped running as everything moved in slow motion. Henry looked at me and then back to Marcus.

      Marcus cried out as he saw me, “Hanna, no. Don’t leave me.”

      I closed my eyes as Henry’s hand came down, ripping Marcus’ throat, filling the air with a gurgling sound.

      Sam’s huge warm hand instantly covered my face and pulled me back as Marcus’ scream was silenced.

      Tears poured from my eyes. I had expected to be overjoyed when he died, but I wasn't.

      My legs buckled and my knees hit the concrete.

      Sam held me against him, trying to soothe me, “It’s okay. It’s over now.”

      I broke from his grip, desperate to see what had happened.

      Marcus lay on the ground, his neck torn as dark blood poured from the wound. His eyes twitched. The edges around the wound on his throat were burned black.

      He blinked, whispering, “I loved you every second, every moment.” He exhaled harshly.

      In his twisted way, he believed he loved me.

      Aleks spoke to Henry, “We made a deal, Henry. I need your help.”

      Henry nodded while he maintained his fearsome expression.

      Aleks stripped his sweater off as tears dripped from his eyes in the struggle. I gasped, seeing a bandage wrapped around his entire back. Web-like black lines spread from the bandaged area.

      Aleks turned. Henry saw the bandage. He sliced it with his fingernail, letting the bandage fall to the ground. His eyes lowered. His expression dropped.

      Dorian’s face showed his obvious fight to maintain composure.

      I didn’t understand what was happening.

      Seeing Henry’s sad expression, Aleks lowered his gaze as well. “I understand.”

      “No, Henry,” Dorian’s voice was low. “There must be something you can do.”

      Henry shook his head.

      Aleks turned to face Dorian, revealing his entire burned back, charred with blisters and black veins. “He can make it short and painless.”

      “No.” Dorian heaved a little, losing control over his emotions. “Aleksander, brother, what can I do?”

      Aleks turned to Henry. “You will fulfill my debt to Aimee then, if you please? Help her rescue her sister?”

      Henry nodded, slicing his fingertip with his other hand and holding it up. Aleks did the same and pressed his bleeding finger to the tip of Henry’s.

      Was it all my fault? How had they not gotten Aimee’s sister back? What had happened in my absence? Was Aleks dying because of me?

      Henry’s dark eyes shot to Sam for a second and back to me. Sam responded, “Thank you, Henry.”

      I was gone from the driveway and sitting on Lydia’s living room sofa before I could say goodbye to Henry.

      Lydia rushed at me. She touched the manacle, making it fall off, and hugged me tightly. “Oh, my sweet girl.”

      I had no tears left. I was too confused.

      Sam never let go of my fingers. Ari dropped to the floor to hug me as well.

      Aimee came hurrying in. Her face was puffy from crying. She had the cop, Shane, with her.

      Dorian appeared in the room, carrying Aleks.

      Lydia left my side to put a blanket on the couch where Dorian placed Aleks down.

      Aimee rushed to his side. The cop looked upset, but never moved from his spot in the hallway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 33

          

          Home again

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I gripped his hands and sobbed as he winced, clutching his chest.

      “Henry will help you. He will give you help in one thing because he owes me one favor. Be careful what you ask of him.” He coughed blood. “Dorian, brother, you will help her in her choice?”

      Dorian nodded, not meeting his eyes.

      “Aimee, I’m sorry for everything.”

      “I’m not. I’m only sorry I was ever a friend with someone like Blake. I’m sorry I never saw him for the monster he is.”

      Giselle came running into the room, screaming, “Aleks!”

      She skidded along the floor on her knees, her face soaked in tears. I backed off so she could get in there to comfort him. She gripped his hand, crying into his chest.

      I walked across the room to Shane. Aleks smiled at Shane. He returned the smile with a nod.

      Aleks looked at Giselle. “Take care of yourself. Don’t fall in love too easily. Try to still be you. Be chatty and silly and funny. Don’t let this all ruin the person you are. Try to remember you’re more than a beautiful girl. You’re smart.”

      She sniffled. “I should have said yes. I’m sorry, Aleks.”

      “No.” He coughed. “You were right. It would have been a mess. I want you to know, I loved you.”

      I sobbed over him, clutching him.

      I never knew, but they had obviously tried to be something more than friends. I hated that she might have said no because of me.

      He squeezed her hand but it was Dorian he spoke to, “You know where I want to go, brother.”

      Dorian offered, “Anyone who wants to come, better hang on.”

      He touched Aleks and gave us all a second to reach in. Cold air surrounded us. Hanna threw up, making Aleks laugh weakly. She had never been a good traveler.

      Aleks closed his eyes as the cold wind off the Nærøyfjord came up the hillside of his family’s graveyard. He looked out at the view. I knew how special this was to him.

      Giselle kissed him once on the lips and stood up. “Goodbye.” She shook her head, clearly not wanting to say it.

      I almost refused. I couldn't. It had to be fake. It had to be a horrible dream.

      Aleks reached for Dorian. “You have to find my dad.”

      “I will. I will make sure I give him the proper send off.”

      Aleks laughed. “Don’t bury him near me.” He coughed again, staining the snow with dark blood.

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

      He lay back, letting the warmth of the sun hit him. “Aimes, remember when I told you I was married before?”

      “Yeah.”

      He held his hand off to the left of him. “This is her—her and her children. I finally get to join them.”

      “No one deserves to be going home more than you, brother,” Dorian spoke softly.

      Aleks reached his hand up into the air for Dorian to take. He squeezed it.

      I trembled from the sobs racking my body.

      “I love you guys.” He sighed one last time and relaxed against the ground, letting the moonlight take him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

          Goodbye Ben

        

      

    

    
      Hanna

      Sobs filled every throat on the hillside.

      Even the ever tough and dark Dorian cried. He held his friend to his chest, not letting him go.

      Lydia heaved out a breath. “Let’s start.”

      Dorian gave a nod and laid Aleks down on the ground.

      He dug the grave with his bare hands.

      I watched in silence. Guilt ravaged me.

      Sam put an arm around me. “It wasn’t your fault. Marcus tricked us.”

      I nodded, not wanting to take away from Aleks’ moment. I didn’t want pity. I wasn’t ready for them to know the extent to which he had tricked me.

      Dorian sniffled, lifting Aleks’ arms, and Shane lifted his legs. They placed him on a white sheet Lydia had brought.

      Aimee kissed his lips once. Giselle bent over his face, kissing it over and over.

      “I can push someone. I can bring him back,” Ari sobbed, clutching Dorian.

      “No.” Lydia lowered her gaze. “Too dangerous, Ari. Like I told you with Ben, you don’t know which of us will end up in his place.”

      I crawled along the cold ground in my white nightdress, freezing as the bitter wind pushed and pulled. I kissed Aleks once on the cheek, lingering, trying to get a slight waft of the smell I had always gotten from him.

      His smell had left with his spirit. I pressed my face against his warmth. “Goodbye, my friend,” I whispered, ruffling his dark-blond hair.

      Everyone took their turn saying their goodbyes. I snuggled into Sam. I couldn’t bear to watch as Dorian said his. It broke my heart to see such a frightening man so broken. Obviously, someone great had left the world, but seeing Dorian distraught, somehow made Aleks more worthy. Dorian gave his heart and compassion to no one. He wiped away a tear and closed the sheet, wrapping Aleks like a mummy. He lifted the huge body and stepped down into the grave. He kissed the head of the wrapped body and gently placed him on the ground. He picked up a handful of frozen dirt and kissed it. He placed it on the mound and stepped away.

      Everyone took a turn placing a small amount of dirt on top of him.

      I hated seeing the dirt cover Aleks. I wanted him to burst through the sheet. He was unbreakable. Nothing could hurt him.

      But he did not.

      Dorian gave the service in a language I could only guess was Norwegian and then pushed the dirt over his body.

      They gathered stones and piled them on top of him.

      The sun set and I noticed how frozen I was. Sam took his shirt off, pulling it over my head. He stood in nothing but a thin white tee shirt.

      Sam picked me up and suddenly we were back at Lydia’s, in his room. I looked at my surroundings. “I need to go home. I need to see Roland.”

      He flashed and suddenly we were standing in my bedroom. I hobbled, grabbing my robe. I pulled his shirt off and smelled it once. He laughed, taking it. I dragged the robe on and opened my bedroom door.

      Instantly Roland was there, walking down the hall to my room. “Hanna, my dear, you’re home. Aleksander told me you were being held by Mr. Dragomir.”

      I fell into his arms. “Roland, this is Sam.”

      Roland stiffened. “Yes, I’ve met the young man before. I knew his mother a long time ago.”

      Sam blushed. “Hello, sir. Nice to see you again.”

      Roland’s brow arched. “Two sirens. How unbearable.”

      He noticed my ankle and grimaced. “I see the beast has returned.”

      I shook my head. “Only when I needed it, and I was able to control it. This is from Marcus.” My throat thickened. “Marcus and Aleks have both passed.”

      Sam spoke softly, “And a friend of ours, Ben.”

      “The funeral for Ben is tomorrow.”

      Roland sighed. “A lot of lives lost.”

      I was dizzy. “All in one day.”

      “Roland, I will be staying, if it’s all right with you?”

      Roland eyed Sam. “You will let me know if you need anything? From the guest bedroom?”

      Sam smiled weakly. “Fair enough.”

      I frowned, watching Roland turn and stroll away. I dreaded the story I would have to tell him.
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      The cool wind blew, swaying the trees and knocking pine needles down upon the grave. The fresh dirt pile was laced with exotic flowers. Ari had flashed with Aimee around the world to find them.

      The small pile appeared even smaller next to the huge trees surrounding it. The funeral was heart-wrenching. A man named Brandon Green, who was fae like Lucas and Ben, gave the service.

      He was handsome, as they all were, and soft-spoken. His eyes darted to the grave as he spoke. Tears softly flowed down the cheeks of every person sitting, all but Lucas. His stoic face made me concerned for him. He wasn’t allowing himself to think of anything beyond revenge. I was certain of that.

      Sam held my hand. Heat emanated from his palm into mine. I was grateful for him but also for the fact he had been fine with my asking for some time. I wasn’t ready to be in a relationship. I needed to figure out everything else. My heart knew him as my match; that wouldn’t change. I fingered the brightly glowing bracelet on my wrist. I was grateful Lydia had been able to give me another one. I didn’t give off the same energy as I did before, but supernaturals could still sense me. The bracelet safeguarded against the siren’s call.

      I imagined Roland was glad when I got a new bracelet as well, although somehow he was able to feel something even when I wore it.

      Lydia wiped away tears.

      The funeral ended as it had begun, in tears and kind words.

      I didn’t know what to say. Everything was my fault.

      We went home where we cried more. Some of us. Others sat in silence, plotting or remembering or both.

      It was like that for days.

      I spent the week watching Aimee go through land acquisitions made for the Roses Academy. No land had been bought in Alaska. Lorri was sure Daniel had bought the land on his own.

      I felt helpless and distant from everyone. I didn’t fit in on a good day, and Aleks had been the main reason I was ever accepted. He had accepted me first.

      Giselle paced the room. “Alise said Alaska. Why Alaska? Why would anyone want to go to Alaska?”

      “No daylight in the winter. Maybe it’s a vampire colony,” I thought aloud.

      Lorri pointed to me. “I know the place. There was a bitch named Marcella who tried to hook up with Daniel. She owned some vampire resort. It’s a remote lodge, really gorgeous but middle of nowhere. They will know we’re coming from miles away.” She smiled at me. “Nice, kid.” I was more traumatized by the language. Lydia wasn't big on swearing.

      Aimee pulled out a map and questioned Lorri, “Where?”

      Lorri studied it for a second and pointed. “There, on that inlet. No one lives anywhere near them.”

      Aimee turned to me. “Want to take a road trip?”

      “I do.”
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            Prologue

          

          New York, 1994

        

      

    

    
      Her eyes adjusted to the dark as she waited for the footsteps to grow louder, drawing closer. Pain ripped through her with every push, but she was desperate not to make a sound. Sweat dripped from her brow and landed on the soft cot, sounding like a hammer driving a nail. But it wasn't even close to the loudest sound in the room: her rapidly beating heart drumming in her chest.

      She gasped as a contraction took over. It forced her to push harder against the waves of pain.

      Lost in it all, she failed to notice the door opening or the finely manicured hand that propped it open. She didn’t notice the startling green eyes that watched her. Had she noticed them, she would have seen their fear.

      She let a small noise escape her lips as exhaustion blended with her labor.

      “Lillith.”

      Fully engaged in pushing as her body was thrown into spasms, she ignored the voice until the contraction passed.

      “Lil, can you hear me?” The green-eyed woman entered the room, closing and locking the door.

      Relief filled Lillith, seeing her old friend. It was better than pain medication. “Yes.” She gasped for air.

      She focused again when her belly tightened with the next contraction, making a scream slip from her lips.

      Warm fingers gripped her ankles. “It’s okay, Lil. Deep breaths,” the green-eyed lady comforted her.

      Fury and pain washed over Lillith as the fingers rubbed her ankles, trying to soothe the agony of the head being freed from her body.

      “The head’s out, Lil. Stop pushing for a minute.”

      She breathed against the stinging sensation and waited for the words allowing her to push again.

      “Okay, one more big push and he’s out.”

      Lillith clenched every muscle, letting another scream slip from her tight lips, and pushed the baby out. Instant relief filled her as the screams of the child echoed throughout the sterile room. Exhaustion and the sudden calm of it being over left her lips as deep breaths combined with moaning.

      When she had completely accepted the birth was over, she closed her eyes, waiting for it to be the same as with the others.

      The silence of the green-eyed woman told her more than any words ever could.

      Tears streamed her flushed cheeks. “Just do it quickly, Sister.”

      “Lil, I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “It doesn't matter.” She shook her head. “Get rid of her quickly, Anna. I cannot bear for it to be drawn out.”

      “I’m so sorry, Lil. I’ll do it after the placenta is over with. Give me another push to get it out.”

      Lillith heaved slightly as her stomach tightened again.

      She’d never felt such a strong contraction for a placenta before. She knew straightaway something was wrong. Her stomach tightened as if it were ripping. The midwife gasped, “It’s another head, Lil.”

      “Oh thanks be to God.” She smiled through the pain. He would get his son. She would be free. At long last she would be free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Losing my reality

        

      

    

    
      Wolfville, 2012

      Ophelia

      I tried to ignore the whispers, but they were loud enough to have obviously been meant for me to hear.

      “Did you see Ophelia’s eyes last night? That was freaky. They went completely black.”

      “I think she’s on drugs.”

      “She moved the Ouija pointer with her hands. I saw her.”

      “My brother’s eyes were like that when he did X. It’s drugs.”

      “I don’t know how she's related to Abbey.”

      “I know, right?”

      Was I hearing them correctly?

      I couldn’t believe they would say such mean things, such lies. I never moved the dumb marker. The board was jinxed.

      I shot a glare at the stupid plastics my sister called friends before glancing around the room. No one was listening to them. It was weird. Everyone was just staring at their papers as if the girls weren’t talking loud enough for us all to hear.

      “You never gave my quiz back,” I spoke softly to Mr. Anderson, my teacher, when I realized I didn't have a paper and everyone else did.

      “I didn't?” Mr. Anderson glanced up from the stack of new quiz papers he was about to hand out. “Sorry, kid. Let me see if I can find it.” He hurried to his desk and flipped through his briefcase. “Ah, here it is. Jeez, I never even marked it. Let me do it quickly now.”

      “That’s okay.” I didn't mention the fact he often forgot to give me my paper or missed me when asking questions. He wasn't alone in that. I was a master of blending to the point people didn't see me at least half the time.

      Mr. Anderson whistled and passed my paper back to me with an A+ at the top. “Nice work, kid.”

      “Thanks.” I glanced back at the popular girls still whispering. I never should have gone to the stupid party.

      I didn’t belong with them.

      I didn’t even like them.

      They talked about whoever couldn’t make it to whatever party they were at. Backstabbing beotches was what Naomi called them and she was right.

      I should have stayed home with Mackenzie and Naomi to watch the Scream movies back to back like I’d planned to before Abbey forced me out of the house.

      Mr. Anderson handed out the new quiz. As I took my paper I caught Jake smiling at me.

      My heart jumped at him taking notice of me, which also never happened.

      As quickly as it was there, it was gone.

      His smile had seemed flirty and then it faded and he appeared confused. It took him a second to turn away, focusing again on the quiz paper sitting in front of him.

      “No talking. You have fifteen minutes to complete this. When you’re done keep it turned over on your desk.”

      Weirded out, I aimed my eyes down at the questions but the page fuzzed out and a strange feeling swept over me. I wondered if I was getting the flu or if I had eaten something off. Another wave hit, making me shudder. I wiped a trembling hand across my face. My forehead was already covered in sweat.

      The whispers started again.

      “She’s sweating like a coke-head freak. We should report her.”

      “Shhhh. Eyes on the test, people,” Mr. Anderson grumbled.

      “Look at her now. She’s doing drugs, I’m telling you.”

      They were driving me nuts.

      I wanted to glare back at them again but someone else spoke, “Oh shit, Ophelia has side boob. Thank you, Jesus, for the side boob.”

      I readjusted my tank top and scowled at the boy next to me who was leering at my body.

      When he noticed me staring at him, he winced. “Oh my God, she looks like she’s gonna puke. God, if she does I hope she turns away from me. Sweet God, don’t barf near me. Please turn the other way.”

      His voice rang out in my head but his lips didn’t move when he spoke.

      “She’s high AF and gonna puke. Typical emo.”

      Was I high?

      How were the people next to the mean girls not hearing them? Everyone had their eyes on their tests, except the mean girls and the boy next to me.

      The mean girls got louder.

      “She’s such an emo dork.”

      “I heard Abbey had to stop her from cutting herself the other day. She was all trying to commit suicide with those other losers.”

      “I heard she likes Jake. As if.”

      “Abbey must be so ashamed. I don't even know how they’re related.”

      It was a lie. I never cut myself.

      Through the dizziness I stood up, screaming at the girls in the corner, “STOP!”

      Sound burst into the classroom like a shot being fired from a gun. Papers and debris filled the space as huge gusts of wind blew in the open windows.

      My desk remained neat and untouched.

      Everything else in the classroom was spread everywhere. Mr. Anderson’s glasses sat askew on his face. His hair was blown back. The kid in front of me had no shirt on, except around his wrists.

      Everyone stared at me, terrified. Cruel words began to fill my head in hushed tones, “Freak, druggie, possessed psycho.”

      I put my burning fingers up to my face and slapped at my head. “Shut up. Shut up. Just shut up,” I chanted.

      When they silenced, I noticed the jagged glass of the windows. No glass remained except around the edges as if they had been smashed.

      But the broken windows weren’t all I saw.

      In the shadows something moved.

      The frightened faces of the other kids were nothing compared to the black trails of smoke whispering seductively as they crept along the floor. They slithered snakelike, trying to reach out for me.

      It was too much.

      I turned and bolted from the classroom. The only sound in the hallway was my feet as they pounded away from it all. I hadn’t felt right since playing with the Ouija board. The thing was jinxed and it was jinxing me.

      I ran until I reached home. With my back against the front door and the locks all turned, I slumped onto the floor and started to cry. I could never go back to the school again. I was what they said. I was a freak.

      Exhausted and confused, I went to my hiding place to sit and read and pretend nothing had happened.

      I napped and then woke, still mortified and confused. A question of sanity lingered in my brain. I had an aunt in a mental institute; it was possible I was like her. I was crazy too.

      Hating where I was at, I grabbed a book to distract myself with.

      “O, you here?” My sister’s voice interrupted my reading.

      Abbey crept into my hiding place. Her eyes were filled with worry when she sat on her knees and reached her hands out to mine.

      I ignored her, fixing my eyes on the book. “I hate you.”

      Abbey smiled. “I heard it was just like the sleepover, except you blew Phillip McNeill’s shirt right off his body.” My sister smirked, but I couldn’t find humor in the horror.

      “That Ouija board haunted me, dude. I haven't been the same since that stupid sleepover. I hate your friends.”

      Abbey put her hands up. “Hey, the way I heard it, you’ve got mad skills. Mr. Anderson is off for the rest of this year and probably next. He got taken away in an ambulance. He wet himself. The whole class is in love with you.”

      “No, they think I’m a sweaty crackhead, and I’m starting to agree with them. I don’t even know what happened. The voices got worse and then the windows broke and the other kids screamed or maybe I screamed first. I think someone slipped me something. Probably those horrible friends of yours, Ripley and Lacey.”

      “They’re not my friends. They're acquaintances. They never have anything nice to say. No one listens to them, O.”

      “They said I cut myself. As in, you told people I was cutting myself.” The words hurt to say.

      “No, I never said that. Come on. You know those girls make shit up about everyone.”

      I dropped my face into my hands. “Yeah, but they don’t have to make this one up. I destroyed the classroom.”

      Abbey laughed nervously. It was an Abbey thing. “I would have died to see it, O. You’re like magic or shit. I’m jealous. Nothing ever happens in this stupid town. Maybe you'll be like Carrie at prom next week. You can rip the dresses off Ripley and Lacey and the other nasty girls.”

      I didn't know what to say. She was taking this too well. It was creepy. And how was I the high school hero for destroying a classroom? That didn't even add up. The other kids hadn’t seemed impressed. They seemed terrified, like I still was. “I wish I was just normal like you.”

      Abbey hugged me tight. “Ditto, Sis.” “Ditto” was our thing. We loved the movie Ghost. “I’m going to Lance’s tomorrow night and I am dead-assed certain Jake is going to ask you.”

      “Don’t be a dick. You don't have to say that. I know Jake doesn't even know who I am. Well, he does now and he’s probably scared of me.” I shoved her. “I’m staying home and cutting myself for real while listening to sad eighties music.”

      Abbey shoved me back. “Weirdo, you should come. It’ll be fun. Lance told me to ask you.”

      “No, he didn't. Hanging with the angst twins and doing suicide pacts sounds like way more fun.”

      Abbey rolled her eyes. “Stop joking. Mom is going to think you’re serious, and you’ll end up in an institution like Aunty Marie who still swears she can’t see you.” She snickered and left the room.

      “Maybe she can’t see me. Maybe I’m cursed and evil.” I curled back into a ball and continued with my book.

      I ignored the garage door opening later as the sun started to go down. I blocked out the other voices in the house. I hoped my workaholic parents would just pop their heads in. I would keep my face in my book and pretend everything was normal.

      But that wasn't how it happened.

      “Uhh, Ophelia, is there something you want to tell us?”

      I cringed inside the closet, realizing things had not worked out the way I’d hoped.

      My dad opened the door, visibly stressed. My mom had her hands on her hips.

      “No,” I offered weakly.

      “Honey, the school called and said there was an incident. You broke all the windows in a classroom and threw papers everywhere?” Mom tried to sound calm but her voice cracked.

      “I never—I swear. Ask anyone. I never moved a muscle. I just yelled and everything went crazy. I think lightning hit the building or something. It just struck as I yelled, which wasn't my fault.”

      My dad raised an eyebrow. “O.”

      “Dad, I swear.”

      “Why would the school say you did this if you didn't?” His eyes narrowed.

      “I don't know. I yelled and got angry at some girls bullying me and then the windows broke. But I didn't move from my desk. I didn't do anything.”

      My mom put her hands over her eyes. “Ophelia, we have a meeting with the principal tomorrow. Prom is in a week and graduation is in two weeks. You couldn’t wait to smash windows until after you had graduated?”

      “I didn't smash anything, I really didn't.” I sighed, defeated. No one was ever going to believe me.

      My parents dropped to their knees in the closet. My mom gave me a soft smile. “Baby, if you’re sad or worried about something, you can tell me. You know that, right?”

      “I swear I didn’t do it, Mom,” I implored with my stare.

      “Okay, baby. I believe you.”

      It didn’t feel like she believed me. She didn’t want to deal with it. I hoped we wouldn’t talk about it.

      “We need to talk to the school first, and we’ll discuss what happened then.” Dad was always the voice of reason. “But if the class says you did it, we need to revisit this.”

      “Okay.”

      They both smiled and got up.

      “I’ll call for dinner in a bit.” Mom rubbed my head and they left.

      And that was it.

      Weird.
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          Dream mates

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      A girl with dark hair, who I didn't know, shivered, watching the night move around her. Her silver eyes darted in the shadows, confusedly.

      “Aimee,” the girl whispered, “Blake’s the monster, not you. Save me, Aimes.”

      She wanted out of the dark. She wanted to leave the cold dark hell she was in. I did too but I was stuck there with her.

      I didn't know her, from anywhere. She was beautiful and lost and sad. I had the strangest hunch I should know her.

      A noise outside the room made her scuttle to the corner silently. She moved with speed and fear.

      The darkness of the room was still as the girl and I listened to the sound in the hallway. She waited for it to pass by, but it remained outside the door.

      Taking shallow breaths, she wrapped her thin arms around her legs and pulled them into her chest.

      She closed her eyes as the key turned in the lock. The door creaked open, filling the room with thunderous noises. Footsteps crossed the room.

      Teeth shot out like a switchblade.

      I jumped, scared, but they didn't see me.

      They saw only her.

      She didn't even flinch when the horrid laugh filled her face and huge hands grabbed at her skinny arms and pulled her into its embrace. Strangely, she ignored it all. I gasped and cringed and shouted, but they couldn't hear me. It was like I wasn't there.

      I closed my eyes and screamed as loud as I could, smashing my way out of the nightmare.

      When I woke, I lay, gasping for air as the awful dream stuck with me. The dream and the name “Aimee” meant nothing to me.

      I wasn’t even out of the sheets when my door was thrown open and my sister walked in. “I need you to be nice to Jake today. I told him you like him and he almost lost his mind. He’s so pumped. Don’t go all emo on me, okay? Be the girl I know you are, deep inside.”

      “Nooo. What have you done?” I buried my face in my pillow. “Oh my God, why? He doesn't like me. It’s a joke to get me to come to the party so they can dump pig’s blood on me.”

      “Oh my God. Where is the gratitude? You've wished for Jake to like you since we were five. Today is your lucky day, and he’s going to Lance’s party. So are you, by the way.”

      Terror filled me. “I can't go to school or a party.”

      “You have to. If you skip, you’ll look guilty.”

      “I am guilty. Of something. Being a freak.”

      “You’re fine. Stop.” I watched her reflection in the mirror as she fixed her perfect hair. “He likes you. I swear.”

      “No. I can't do it and I'm not going to that party with you and the plastics.”

      “Ride or walk?” She ignored me and changed the subject.

      “I'll walk. I need to get lost on the way and end up in New York City with a different name and a cool mustache.”

      Abbey laughed. “Such a loser, drama queen.” She grabbed my arm and dragged me out of bed. “Come on, we'll ride together. I’ll do your makeup and make you pretty.”

      There was no point in fighting her; she was small but persistent.

      At school I walked nervously, scanning the grounds from the sidewalk in front of the building. Everything appeared the way it did every day, nothing different. I waited for the stares and the pointing to start.

      But it didn’t.

      Everyone acted like today was a normal day.

      I knew it would be short lived. The moment they saw me it would start.

      I walked up the stairs of the school, embarrassed to make eye contact.

      “O, wait for me.”

      I turned, not fighting the scowl crossing my lips as Maria—Mean-Girl Maria Thompson—came running toward me.

      This was it.

      She was going to attack me, hopefully just verbally.

      I didn’t know what to do.

      I almost turtled when Maria reached me, but there was something I hadn’t seen before. Maria smiled at me.

      “O, we’re having a party tonight, end-of-year party for all seniors. It’s at Lance’s parents’ place. They have a pool so bring a suit.”

      “W-what?” I stammered, “Uhhh w-what? N-n-no thanks.”

      “Dude.” Maria laughed. “You have to come. You never come to parties and school’s almost over. Please. Jake MacKay asked me to make sure you come.”

      “J-Jake, Jake MacKay?” My sister hadn’t been messing with me? I wrinkled my nose at Maria.

      Maria smacked me in the arm. “You’re being weird. See you at lunch.”

      “I’m being weird?” I muttered and walked up the stairs, more scared than I had ever been.

      I couldn’t go to the party. It was a setup. Abbey wasn’t a part of the evil plan. They were using her to get to me. She wasn't dumb, but she was too nice.

      People smiled at me, people I didn’t know. Guys winked. My face flushed and started to sweat as I hurried to my locker. When I got the door open, I took a deep breath, hiding in the locker. Everyone was in on the plan. Oh God, it was a school-wide plot against me.

      “O, can we talk for a second?”

      I knew the voice instantly. I muttered up to the gods of whatever this curse was, “Seriously?”

      “Ophelia?”

      Taking a deep breath, I turned to face Jake—the hottest quarterback in the history of football. He filled all the space in front of me. I trembled, letting my eyes travel all the way up to his eyes. His grin frightened me. He ran his hand through his dark-blond hair. His chiseled features made him impossible to stare at. He almost glowed with perfection.

      He had it all: tanned skin, winning smile, perfect dark-blue eyes, and a six foot two, at least, physique. I’d seen him in swim class. His body had been carved by a master, forcing most girls in our school to believe in God.

      “Hi,” I managed to get out, trying desperately to focus on anything but the memory of him in swimming trunks or his abs with droplets of water running down them.

      “Pretty crazy what happened yesterday, huh? They said it was, like, lightning hitting the windows.”

      “Lightning?” I almost coughed. “I don’t know, maybe.”

      “Anderson’s out for the last few weeks and probably won’t be back next year. You rock. No more weekly tests.” He blinked his fluttery lashes and bit his lip for a moment. “Maria said you have a poltergeist from the Ouija board and that was what made the lightning come. Like Paranormal Activity and shit.”

      “Oh.” How did I respond to that and why in the God’s name was it cool to have a poltergeist?

      He licked his lips. “Can I pick you up at eight for the party at Lance’s?”

      “Oh uhm, no thanks.” My forehead continued to sweat. I wanted to wipe it, but I didn’t want him to notice. “I’m not going.”

      He put his hands on either side of me, backing me up completely against the locker. “You have to go.”

      “I do?” I was hypnotized by his eyes. “I do.” My words were a whisper.

      “Yeah, I need you to come with me. I’ve been wanting to ask you for a while. Please,” he whispered also, charming every inch of me. “I’ll pick you up at eight,” he added before I could answer.

      “You’ll pick me up.” The words came out, but I didn’t feel as though I was the one speaking them.

      “Yeah.” He laughed and leaned into me. He lightly kissed me on the cheek, my no doubt sweaty cheek. I closed my eyes. I couldn’t be certain, but I might have wet myself.

      “See ya then.” He pushed himself off the locker, making a sound—a growl?

      I contemplated several options as I turned back to my locker, desperate to hold on to it. Either I was in a coma and all of this was a bizarre dream, or I was sick and hallucinating most of it. I gripped the metal of the door for a microsecond and took long soothing breaths.

      Then I closed my locker and walked to the bathroom as quickly as I could.

      “Uh, dude, was that Jake kissing you on the cheek?”

      I spun around to see Mackenzie and Naomi following me into the bathroom. They wore matching long-sleeve white tee shirts with a design of a dark face smeared on them. “I don’t know.” It was a dumb answer but their seeing it meant I wasn’t hallucinating, unless I was also imagining them. “Where the hell have you two been? God, Maria tried to kill me with kindness and everyone thinks I’m totally awesome for almost killing Anderson, but I didn’t do anything. I got mad at the stupid plastics and then the windows shot out and the wind blew. It was crazy and now Jake just kissed me. This is officially the weirdest week ever.”

      Mack sighed. “You weren’t answering the phone or texts last night.”

      When we got in the bathroom, I sighed at my reflection. I was a mess. How had Jake just kissed me?

      Naoms laughed. “Dude, seriously though, we called like eighty times.”

      “I was hiding last night. My mom and dad are coming to meet with the principal. Everyone thinks I smashed those windows. But I didn’t.”

      My pale skin was flushed to the point it was almost crimson. My dark hair was matted with perspiration and growing messier by the second. I took a hair tie from my pocket and pulled it back into a ponytail. The curls were tamed a bit as I dragged the moisture back over the top of my head to smooth the frizzies.

      I still looked insanely bad, but this would have to do.

      Mack pointed to my dark eye. “O, it looks angrier today.” My different colored eyes had always freaked us all out.

      “It's my nervous eye,” I tried to joke.

      Naoms and Mack both had black bobs with too much dark eye makeup and dark lipstick. They had thin, white faces and thin, short bodies. The only difference between them was Mack’s huge breasts. We made fun of her for them. She was the stick with boobs. Everyone called Naoms and Mack twins, although they weren't related. Not even a little. They'd even done the genealogy charts to be sure.

      “Tell us the truth, O. What happened?” Mack’s eyes narrowed to almost a glare, but it wasn’t. The heavy eye makeup was confusing.

      “I don’t know. I kept hearing those plastics saying shit about me, like I moved the Ouija marker on purpose at the party or that I was a crackhead. Then they said I cut myself and Abbey told everyone.”

      “That Ripley is a whore. She let the French teacher—” Naomi snapped.

      “Okay, gross. Dude, come on.”

      Naoms blushed under her white, powdered face. “Sorry. Continue.”

      “Anyway, then I got hot and sweaty and I yelled at them. The windows all broke, and this wind blew through the classroom. The papers went everywhere. It was weird.”

      They grinned and spoke simultaneously, “Wicked.”

      “Not so wicked. The principal’s pissed. And my dad totally thinks it was me.”

      “We can be like that movie The Craft.” Naomi laughed.

      “No. This is like a poltergeist from that stupid game. I’m haunted.”

      “Think of the revenge you could get on Lacey and Ripley. Everyone would know the truth about them. Make the ghost tell their darkest secrets.”

      “Oh please.” I rolled my eyes. “Everyone knows the truth. Lacey got caught with her cousin at junior prom. Oh, and remember last year, when they did those harassing crank calls and the police traced them back to Lacey's house. That was epic. And of course everyone knows the story about the French teacher and Ripley.”

      “So gross,” they said at the same time.

      “Anyway, today has been weirder than yesterday. Everyone’s smiling at me and pretending I did an awesome thing. People I don’t even know. Like I rock for no reason.”

      “You do rock.” Naoms checked herself in the mirror and adjusted her bangs. “We've been telling you this for years. You're just too stupid to see it.”

      I stuck my tongue out.

      “Okay well, are you and hocus pocus coming to the movie tonight?” Mack asked.

      “No. I got invited to Lance’s by Jake. That’s why he was kissing me. He asked me out.”

      Their screams filled the small bathroom with echoes.

      “You have to go!” Mack’s eyes were so wide I could almost see her brain.

      “Oh my God, get laid for all three of us! Can you tape it?” Naomi snickered.

      “You’re both so disgusting.”

      “Whatever. We'll see you at lunch, unless Jakey wants to show you his snakey in the handicapped washroom like all the other disgusting seniors.” Mack waved.

      “Bring Lysol. I heard that's where the French teacher and Ripley have—well, you know,” Naomi teased.

      “Gross. You guys are sick,” I shouted at the closing door as they left me. I couldn’t even imagine losing my virginity in the handicapped bathroom.

      When I was alone, I turned back to the sink and washed my face with cool water to try to calm my nerves. I paused, staring at my reflection as the water beads dripped from me. My thick lashes held water droplets, making my light-blue eye look sharp and outlined. The dark eye seemed murkier with the shadow from the water and dense lashes.

      In my peripheral, someone moved.

      I spun, blinking and praying it was another hallucination.

      Girls like me, identical to me, floated without color in the air around me.

      “Holy shit,” I muttered, reaching out, trying to touch them.

      “Don’t be scared,” they whispered all at once, “we finally found you.”

      It was a poltergeist and it was my fault.

      I didn’t dry my face. I ran.

      I ran from the bathroom and down the hall to the front doors and then all the way home.

      I was losing my mind.

      It was official.

      I wheezed, running in my front door.

      “Don’t be scared of us.” The voices were behind me again.

      I screamed and ran up the stairs to my room, slamming the door and diving into my bed. I pulled the covers up and kicked my shoes off the side of the bed. I lay there, shaking.

      I closed my eyes, trembling, and curled into a ball.
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          Party pooper

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      “O, some dude has a package for you and he won’t give it to any of us. He’s British and snotty and mean. You have to sign for it. Oh, and Jake’s just arriving too.”

      “Great,” I groaned and rolled over when I felt my sister’s fingers on my arm.

      “O, Jake’s here for you and some British dude has a parcel.”

      “Wha—who?”

      “You fell asleep after school. Are you feeling okay?” She ran a hand over my forehead.

      “Yeah.” I sat up, wiping away the drool. “Yeah. I’m fine. Just sleepy. Who’s here?”

      “Jake. Some British guy with a parcel.”

      “Did today happen?” I groaned. “Did Jake ask me to the party?”

      “Yeah, dummy, get up.”

      “Shit. That means it wasn’t just a nightmare.”

      “What?” She furrowed her brow.

      “Nothing. Tell him I’ll be down in like two minutes.” I rubbed my eyes, feeling the room spin slightly.

      My sister got up and left the room. “You’re acting weird.”

      “Yeah, I know. It’s been a weird day. Did Mom and Dad say anything about the principal?”

      “Yeah, Mom told him if no one saw you move, it would be pretty hard to prove you did it. She said it was likely lightning. Whatevs, dude. Let's go.”

      “Okay. That’s weird too.” I got up and glanced at my mirror and then turned away from it to change into my bathing suit. I threw on a pale-yellow skirt and a white terry-towel hoodie over it. I grabbed a towel from the bathroom, slipped my flip-flops on, and walked down the stairs, anxious and frightened.

      It all got worse when I heard my dad talking, “You are an incredible player, son. It was a real privilege to watch the games this year.”

      His eyes left Jake’s for half a second to nod his head at me. “O, package for you at the front door.” He pointed at the door and went back to bromancing Jake. “The coaching even seems better this year.”

      “Yeah, I guess.” Jake’s eyes lit up when he saw me. I blushed and glanced down, hurrying to the door.

      At the door, I inhaled sharply when I saw the face of the man standing on the porch. He sneered until he caught sight of me and then his eyebrows lifted and his face softened. “Hello, love.”

      “Hi.” I wanted to touch him. I reached out my hand.

      He laughed. “Easy, Ophelia. I need you to sign here for this package. It’s a special delivery.” He backed farther away from the house, taking it with him as though to lead me to the porch.

      Foolishly, I stepped outside to where he waited.

      “Just sign here.” He dazzled me with his dark eyes.

      “Okay.” I barely winced when it stabbed into my fingers as I grabbed it. His eyes were mesmerizing. He took the pen back. I wasn’t certain if I’d signed or not. I snatched the small box but my eyes never left his face.

      He leaned in. “You’re in danger. I need you to come with me but stay calm.”

      “Okay.” I nodded.

      “No, seriously.” He laughed. “I need you to hear me. They are coming for you.” His dark eyes were dazzling and yet menacing.

      Something pulled me back and I inched into the house. He took a step forward but didn’t come in.

      A shiver from the evening air blew over my arms, giving me a chill. I blinked at him. “Who are you?”

      “Better question is, what are you?”

      “What do you mean?” I stepped back again, clutching the box.

      “Have strange things been happening all day?” He tilted his head, examining me.

      “Leave me alone.”

      “Can’t, love. Things are going to get weirder than just some broken windows at school.”

      “That was the lightning,” I muttered and closed the door quickly and pressed my back against it. He was part of the Ouija board problem. He was probably a ghost. I ran up to my room before anyone in my family could see. I tossed the box onto the bed and dropped to my knees against the rough carpet. I tore open the top of it to find bubble wrap.

      Anxious, I swallowed as I peeled back the layers of bubble wrap. My trembling fingers touched something cold and hard inside the plastic. I lifted it from the box, disappointed and yet fascinated.

      A snow globe.

      I had officially lost my mind. My birthday was in a couple of months. Someone had obviously sent the snow globe for my graduation, and I was acting like it was a bomb or the lost ark.

      I raised an eyebrow at it. Inside the globe, a blonde woman in a long-sleeve red dress stood at a window within a stone room. The windows of the room revealed a snowy forest. I tilted it upside down and glitter filled the room, making the water sparkle.

      It was pretty.

      Through the swirls of sparkly water, the woman turned toward me. Her bright-blue eyes glistened and her lips curled up into a smile. She reached a long slender finger toward me.

      “Ophelia.” Her whisper floated in the air around my face.

      I dropped the snow globe back into the box and closed the lid. My breath was ragged and my skin crawled with goose bumps.

      Slowly, I got up and moved away from the box, creeping backward until my back hit my closed closet door. I shut my eyes for a second. “No. This isn’t happening.”

      “O, let’s go!” my sister shouted up the stairs.

      “Coming.” I turned and ran from the room, wondering if anyone noticed the frightened look on my face.

      “What was in the package?” Abbey asked casually.

      “Some snow globe.”

      My mom frowned. “That’s weird.”

      “My grad gift maybe.” I glimpsed at Jake.

      “You guys played amazingly last game. Jake, how many scholarship offers did you get?” My dad sipped his coffee and leaned against the counter.

      Jake blushed. “I got four offers. I’m taking Notre Dame. I never imagined I would get it.”

      I couldn’t believe how humble and sweet he seemed.

      Abbey came into the kitchen and her golden hair and bright-blue eyes reminded me of the woman in the snow globe. She pointed at the clock.

      “Right.” I cleared my throat. “Uhm, Dad, we should be going.”

      “Going?” He laughed. “Oh right. I forgot you guys were going out. You kids have fun, and we’ll see you when you get home, girls.”

      My mom kissed me on the cheek. “We'll be at the movies when you get back. We're going to the late show.”

      “Night.” I walked to the door, wishing I could crawl back under the rock where I had hidden for eighteen years. I didn’t know what had changed to make Jake notice me or Maria be nice to me. I was terrified they were going to torture me at the party. The sweet smile on Jake's face and the annoyed look on my sister's, reassured me. Abbey would never hurt me.

      Jake stepped in front to get the door for me and Abbey.

      Suddenly, as if I were Cinderella, I was living a dream. The dream I had wished for every day.

      He put his hand on the small of my back and walked out of the house after me.

      “You—uh, look pretty.”

      “Thanks, you do too.” I cringed at my stupidity and tried not to notice the way the heat from his hand on my back made my whole body blush.

      I climbed in and unrolled the old truck window when I saw my sister stop walking and point at our car. “I’m going to bring our car, O. I will meet you guys there.”

      “Okay.” I wished she was coming with me. Her leaving was a little like I was about to have pigs’ blood dumped over my head.

      I couldn’t talk. I was dying inside from a nervous breakdown.

      Jake climbed in and sat in the seat, not starting the truck, but seemed to be building up the courage for something. He took a breath. “I’ve liked you forever. You make me really nervous.”

      I started to laugh.

      He turned, seemingly heartbroken.

      “No, sorry. I didn’t mean to laugh.” I put a hand up. “I feel the same. I thought I was the only one. I feel like a moron around you. You make me nervous. Look, my hands are sweating.”

      His hurt face split into a huge grin. “Oh God, you scared me. I didn’t think a girl like you would ever like a guy like me.”

      “Girl like what? I know they call me emo and say I cut myself. I don't, by the way.”

      He started to laugh. “Who? The mean girls who have been with everyone? So what? No one listens to them anyway. They turn on each other regularly.”

      I swallowed hard and watched the way my right knee trembled.

      He put a hand on my bare thigh, sending sparks across me. “O, I’ve liked you forever. I’m not even kidding. I mean, you're the kind of girl who is too cool to date a guy from high school. You just always seemed so distant, like you didn’t want me to see you.”

      “I'm not too cool. Too nervous is more like it. Before yesterday, it was like no one could see me.” I had never spoken truer words. The twins and I had always blended into the background.

      He leaned in, taking the air and replacing it with his warm breath. “I see you.” His soft lips brushed mine, gently.

      But my first kiss, as romantic as it was, wasn’t enough.

      I responded to his kiss and met him more than halfway.

      I wanted more of his kiss, his breath.

      I wanted him to cover me, pin me against the truck door, and run his hands up my bare legs.

      I moaned into the kiss and then pushed him away. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s cool.” His eyes were wild with passion and life, something I had never seen before. He laughed a throaty chuckle. “We should go.”

      “Yup.” I bit my lip, stopping myself from telling him to drive down a dirt road and take everything. I would give him everything he wanted. I knew what he wanted. I could feel it in the air. Touching him only made it worse. His emotions and feelings crept into my mind with every touch of his fingers.

      My breath was still too big for my chest as we parked in the driveway of Lance’s parents’ house. I didn’t know Lance any more than I knew any of them. They were the popular kids. They tortured the nerds and dorks while ignoring the rest of the insignificant nobodies, like me.

      I went to open the door to the truck, but Jake’s hand reached over and hauled me to him again, wrapping around me. His huge hands crushed me into his chest. He squeezed and pulled until I was in his lap. His greedy fingers rubbed my back, wanting more. More skin to touch, more than just a kiss.

      I pushed hard against his chest. “Wait.”

      He smiled. “Your eyes are different colors,” he spoke breathlessly.

      “Yeah.” I giggled apprehensively. “This is too fast for me.”

      “Me too. We don’t really know each other, though I’ve seen you every day.”

      “I think we should go in.” I felt like I might explode.

      “Okay.”

      I leaned in for a soft kiss but his tongue forced its way inside my mouth. I tried to pull back, but his hands were too strong. His hands were lifting up my skirt.

      “Wait,” I said unconvincingly as his mouth found my neck. His lips burned a trail down my throat.

      His hands slid around to my stomach. They started their progression to my breasts. He moved quickly, skillfully.

      I pushed against him and shouted, “STOP!”

      He froze. His lips looked ridiculous, frozen in the position they had been on my throat. His eyes were half closed, creepily. One of his hands formed a cup just in front of my breast. I backed up against the steering wheel.

      “Jake?” I whispered. He didn’t move, even to breathe. I didn’t know what to do. A panicked scream rose in my throat.

      I glanced around the truck but no one was there.

      My trembling fingers fought with his huge hand clinging to my waist to free myself from his embrace. I struggled to climb away. I kicked my legs and pushed against him violently. Once my body hit the seat, I slid until the cold metal of the door touched my back.

      “Jake! Jake, please stop it. I was just scared. It was going too fast. Jake! Please move again.” I put a foot out to tap his body gently. He remained in the position, perfectly, like a model at the wax museum.

      Tears streamed down my cheeks as I reached a wobbly hand out to his arm. He was frozen, completely. I squeezed his rock-hard bicep and pulled my hand away quickly.

      “Jake,” I whispered again into the silent cab of the truck. The sun had started to set.

      RUN!

      “Who’s there?” I turned, searching for the faces as the whisper filled the truck. “Who are you?” I asked, terrified.

      RUN, OPHELIA! RUN HOME! DON’T STOP RUNNING! YOU AREN’T SAFE!

      I opened the cab of the truck and leapt from it. My flip-flops slapped against the hard pavement as I fled from the driveway of the huge house and the truck with the frozen boy.

      Panic made my heart race as I ran through the downtown core. The small town along the Maine coastline was tiny enough that downtown consisted of about four blocks. My feet ached from the flip-flops but fear and heartache pushed me on. I raced until I reached the only small lane that could be considered an alley. I didn’t notice the shadows begin to take form around my feet.

      I leaned my back against the cool brick wall of the local hardware store. I didn’t know what had happened to Jake. Why had I run? Why had the voices told me to run? Where was my sister? I pulled my phone from my pocket but sparks flew as my fingers met it. I slumped onto the ground between two huge dumpsters and clutched my knees in my arms.

      I was so lost in thought that I didn’t notice the white-blue eyes watching me. I didn’t notice the dark shadows separating into fingers, trying to reach out to me.

      My skin shivered from the cool air brushing against the sweat beading on it. I’d been hot all day. I felt like a freak, wiping my hands against my forehead.

      Something changed in the air around me. Suspense hung there, coating my skin like mist. Something moved but I saw nothing. I heard the mist whisper.

      I gulped and waited for whatever it was to show itself. The thumping in my chest started to drive me nuts.

      Suddenly, a huge animal lunged at me from the black empty spaces between the walls of the unlit alley. I put my hands out and screamed. Something pulsed from me. The huge wolf with the pale-blue eyes stumbled back. I screamed again.

      RUN!

      I scanned around in the direction of the voices, but instead of belonging to the mist, they had taken a shape. A huge ball of light separated into six smaller balls. As the light dimmed, six girls stood in the alley. Each held their hands out, their faces identical to mine.

      Where there should’ve been eyes, bright-blue lights shone from their sockets as they made a panicked face and screamed at me in unison. RUN!

      Their voices filled the air. I scrambled to my feet, nearly losing my balance.

      RUN TO THE HOUSE AND STAY INSIDE!

      I rounded the corner of the hardware store and didn’t stop until I was on my street. I raced across my lawn and bolted up my front steps. My shaking hands were barely able to grip the door handle, but I finally got it open. I shot inside the house and locked the door. I didn’t know if the beams of light could get in. I pressed my back against the door and began to sob.

      A knock at the door startled me. “Ophelia?”

      “Jake?” I asked weakly.

      “Are you okay?”

      “No, I feel really sick. I need to go to bed.”

      The door handle rattled above my head. “Ophelia, let me in.”

      I shook my head as if he could see me.

      “Jesus Christ, I just want to talk.” He sounded angry.

      Trembling, I wiped my face and waited for him to leave.

      “Come on, open the door.” His hands quivered the door handle again. “Oh my God! What is that? Let me in. LET ME IN!”

      He began to pound on the door. I jumped back from it and watched the handle shake.

      “SOMETHING’S OUT HERE!”

      I grabbed the lock and threw open the door.

      He leapt in, knocking me to the ground. I screamed as he pinned me to the floor. The huge wolf with the pale-blue eyes lunged toward us. Its wide-open muzzle bounced off the open doorway as though it had hit a glass wall.

      Jake scrambled off me and dragged me farther inside the house. He lifted me from the floor and held me in his arms tightly.

      “WHAT THE HELL! WHAT THE HELL!”

      I tucked my face into his chest, squinting away from the wolf at the door.

      Jake’s arms wrapped around me. “What the hell was that?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He put me on the couch. Jake stepped toward the open door.

      “No, Jake—no, stay here. Don’t go over there,” I whispered, putting my hands out and not taking my eyes off the doorway. A cool breeze blew in, making the door creak. My heart was in my throat, watching him take another step toward it. He peeked around the open doorframe.

      “I don’t see it,” he spoke in a low voice.

      I could feel it though.

      I could hear it whisper in my mind.

      It wanted me.

      It called me a witch.

      It said I was its favorite.

      Suddenly, Jake jumped back. The huge wolf growled, filling the entrance. Jake grabbed the door and swung it hard. It slammed, shaking the entire house.

      His chest rose with his breath.

      I had covered my eyes with my hands and was peeking through the spaces between my fingers.

      He turned to me. “What the hell was that?”

      “A wolf?” I answered almost like I was asking a question.

      “Yeah, I get that it’s a wolf, O, but what the hell is it doing in town? Why’s it chasing us?”

      “I don’t know.”

      He turned the lock on the door. “Why couldn’t it get past the doorway? It bounced on nothing.”

      “I don’t know, Jake. Why did the windows blow out of the classroom? Why did that weird guy bring me that weird snow globe? Why did you freeze in the truck? What is going on?”

      He turned to me, confused. “What? I froze?”

      “Lance’s driveway. We were kissing and then you froze.”

      “I never froze. I looked out the window and when I looked back you were gone.”

      “No.” I was close to tears. “You were frozen. I touched you. It was like a seizure.”

      “A seizure?” He edged away from the door and went to the windows and closed all the blinds. “I don't have seizures.”

      “What made you come here when you realized I was gone? Why didn't you go to the party?”

      “I don't know.” He gave me a puzzled scowl. “I just knew you were here and I had a bad feeling, like I needed to get here right away. Like you needed me.” He climbed onto the couch and took his cell phone out of his pocket. He pressed a number and held it up to his ear. “Dad, there's a huge wolf outside Ophelia’s house. Ophelia. You know, Dr. Peters. Peters. Yeah.” He rubbed his forehead, never taking his eyes from the front door. “It was the size of a horse, Dad. It was huge. It jumped at us and tried to get us.”

      We both watched the door, waiting for it to burst open.

      “No, we’re safe at Ophelia’s, but you need to call the police and the forest rangers.”

      He pulled the phone away. “I’m staying here with you, okay?” he whispered.

      “Yeah.” I didn’t know if that made me feel better, but it didn’t feel worse. So long as he didn't freeze again.

      “I’m staying at her house. Yup.” He ended the call and started to fiddle with his phone.

      “I’m going to text everyone at the party and let them know. They should go home. This is nuts.” His hands flew across the surface of his iPhone. I couldn’t help but notice how graceful they were for being so large. “You okay?” he asked as he finished the group text.

      I parted my lips to say no, but the words didn’t make it out of my throat.

      “That was bizarre. Why couldn’t it get in the house?” He changed the subject.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did it follow you home?”

      “Yeah. It was in the alley, behind Lawt’s Hardware. It attacked me then, but—I got away.” I didn’t want to tell him about the six ghosts that looked exactly like me. I didn’t know what to say about any of it.

      “That’s so messed up.” He frowned, making his dark-blue eyes almost black. “We’re safe now though, okay?” He pulled me into his chest and kissed the top of my head.

      I hadn’t thought he could be weak or tender. I definitely never saw him as vulnerable. But I also never imagined a massive wolf would be chasing me around town or that my house would somehow keep it out. I didn’t even want to think about the ghosts in the alley, or the fact that Jake had been frozen in the car. The broken windows at school suddenly seemed a lot less serious.

      “I am sorry for kissing you when you were saying no. It was like I couldn’t stop. I wanted to stop but my—I don't know. It was weird.”

      “It’s okay.” I closed my eyes. “This has been a creepy night.”

      The front door opened suddenly, making us both jump and cry out.

      “What?” Abbey lifted an eyebrow. “Seriously, you two? You didn’t even make it to the party? Did you even leave the yard or just wait for Mom and Dad to leave?”

      Jake shouted, “CLOSE THE DOOR, ABBEY!”

      “Don’t yell at me in my house, Jake. I can't believe you never came to the party.”

      “We did but a huge wolf chased me, and Jake had, like, a seizure. Close the door.”

      “What?” Abbey peered back, poking her head out the door. “I don’t see anything. Did you guys get high?”

      “CLOSE THE DOOR!” Jake jumped up and slammed the door.

      “Asshole! You don’t have to shout.” She turned and stormed out of the room and up the stairs.

      “Wait,” Jake tried to call to her but she ignored us. “Abbey, it was just there. We don’t want it to get you.”

      Her angry footsteps on the stairs drowned out his voice.

      He shrugged. “I didn't mean to yell—”

      “No. Better she's pissed at us than eaten by that friggin’ thing.”

      I climbed off the couch and took his hand and dragged him from the front room. I walked up the stairs to my bedroom. Being on the second floor felt safer anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Roses and thorns

        

      

    

    
      “You sure you want me in your bedroom?” Jake blushed and paused in the doorway, hauling my arm. “I mean, I did try to make out with you while you were shouting no.” He cringed, appearing disgusted with himself.

      “I trust you.” It was true. I knew he hadn’t meant to kiss me like that. He was fumbling his words and embarrassed. “And I think being on the second floor might be a better idea. I need to text my parents and tell them about the wolf. And I don't even know.” I lowered my head, confused and worried that I was going crazy. But at least Jake was going with me, so I wouldn't be alone.

      “Hey, it’s going to be okay. I won’t let anything happen to you.” He reached for my face, pausing midway, maybe scared to touch me.

      I leaned into the touch, closing my eyes and letting his hand rest there on my cheek.

      Our bodies buzzed like an energy waited to be spent. I wanted to kiss him, and I suspected he wanted to kiss me, but we didn't. Maybe we were both scared of even a small kiss.

      I dragged him into my room and closed the door.

      My room seemed different.

      There’d never been a boy in my room before. He was the boy I had wished for all my life and now here he was.

      We walked to my bed, sitting far enough apart that we didn't touch.

      His eyes flickered to mine and for a moment, hinting that he might kiss me again. I wanted it.

      “What time will your parents be home?”

      “I don't know.”

      Jake glanced at the window. His eyes narrowed as someone tapped on it and he jumped up, diving toward it.

      He jerked open the window with rage on his face. “What the hell? Who are you? Why are you doing this?” He grabbed at some dude.

      “Easy, kid.” The guy laughed. “I’m here to help. Has a wolf been by here?” His eyes darted to mine.

      I nodded, terrified.

      “How the hell did you get up here? What do you want?” Jake shook the guy.

      A single thought crossed my mind, and I accidentally blurted it before really thinking about the question, “Are you the wolf?”

      “No.” The guy almost laughed. “I’m complicated. What’s your name?” he asked me, ignoring Jake.

      I frowned at him. “Who are you?” This had to be the pinnacle of doom for the evening. There was no way it could get weirder.

      “If you come with me, I can protect you. That wolf won’t be the only thing that comes after you. I can keep you safe, I promise.”

      “This is like the Terminator?” That made me smile. I almost laughed, half crazed and completely lost.

      “Exactly.” The guy chuckled. Something about him was off and yet on, very on. I wanted to trust him, for no reason at all. I wanted to touch him. I forgot Jake was in the room. Jake who? The dark-eyed weirdo on the roof had me mesmerized.

      Jake stepped back, staring at me and then the guy. “We need to call the cops. This is nuts, O.”

      “You have to come outside, O. I can’t come in. The guards won’t let me.” He smiled, oozing charm and something I couldn't place.

      “What guards?”

      The black, soulless eyes of the mysterious guy on my window ledge made a hum inside mind when I stared at him. He was ridiculously good looking. He made Jake seem plain. I couldn’t focus. He was unnerving to be around, and his smell reminded me of something I couldn't place. It was like sex and seduction but also food and happiness. His lips—I broke the stare and took a breath.

      “Who are you?” I muttered again.

      He didn't answer. He just grinned.

      Jake walked to me and gripped my arm. “We need to call the cops and your parents. Where are they?”

      I blinked at him, unable to process what he had said.

      He repeated himself, “Where are your parents?”

      “They went to the movies,” I answered in a trancelike tone.

      Weird thoughts poured into my mind as if they had found their way to me through Jake’s touch.

      I shuddered from the heat of his hand on me.

      He was frightened.

      He liked me a lot.

      He wanted to punch the beautiful stranger with the black eyes.

      Someone screamed in the back of my mind, but I couldn't hear where it came from.

      I snapped out of the haze and pulled away from him.

      “Your sister.” Jake’s words were a whisper.

      My feet couldn’t move quickly enough on the bare hardwood floor as I threw open the door and ran. I skidded down the hall and flung her door open. Abbey's dark room sat empty. The only movement came from the huge picture window where the long, silky white curtains billowed into the black room. The open window looked different.

      I shivered, walking forward.

      My sister wasn’t there.

      Her bed was empty.

      The covers were pulled back.

      The cool breeze that played with the curtains found its way to me as I prickled with fear and confusion.

      I stopped, one foot short of the window. The screen was missing.

      Abbey was obsessive about bug screens. She was allergic to mosquito bites.

      I leaned forward to see the torn screen lying on the grass below.

      “Abbey?” I breathed and glanced back at Jake who filled the doorway. “She’s gone.”

      “We need to call the police, O. And your parents.”

      “Okay, but I’m scared, Jake.” My head finally started to clear. “That wolf didn’t look like any wolf I’ve seen before—and the man on my window ledge? How did he get there? Where did Abbey go? Did the wolf lure her away?”

      “I don't know.” Jake pulled his cell from his pocket and pressed in a number. I brushed past him and went back to my room. The dark-eyed guy was still perched in the window.

      “She’s gone. My sister. Her window—the screen.” I was dizzy, trying desperately to process it. “Did you take her?” Was this real? Was I dreaming? It felt more like drowning.

      “No, I didn't realize there was someone else in the house. You need to come with us.”

      “I have to wait for the police. Jake’s calling them. I have to get my sister back. I have to help her.”

      “The police won’t find her. And if you come with me, I can help you get her back.” He held out a hand. “Trust me. That spell on the house that protects you also means you can never leave. The things wanting to hurt you will wait out here. They will come for you the moment you leave this house.”

      “The only person who’s come for me is you and now my sister’s gone.” He confused me. I wanted to believe him and go with him, but I was terrified. My emotions seemed unreachable. I couldn't find the right amount of fear.

      “But I have no intention of harming you. They do.”

      “I don’t know you. I just want you to go away. I want my sister back.” I closed my eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath.

      “I called the sheriff. He’s coming directly.” Jake’s tone was bold as if to tell the dark-eyed stranger to leave, or else.

      I spun. “Jake, what are we going to tell him? I smashed out the windows at school by being pissed off, some random dude showed up with a moving snow globe, I kissed you and you froze, and then some wolf chased us? And now the huge wolf snuck in my sister’s window and stole her, and this guy flew up here?” I turned back toward the guy in the window. “Will you even be here if the cops come?”

      “No.”

      “Exactly. We have no story that makes any sense.”

      “In fact, you’ll look guilty of hurting your sister.” The dark-eyed guy shrugged. “You have a far-fetched tale of wolves and flying guys and now your sister’s missing. You and Skip here will be the first people they look at for suspects.” He pointed at Jake.

      “Oh my God,” I groaned.

      Jake’s face flushed with anger. “Someone is screwing with us. This joker climbed. He didn’t fly. The wolf was probably trained to distract us so they could kidnap your sister. They’re holding her ransom until you go with them.”

      That made more sense than the explanation I was processing. I couldn’t shake my lack of feelings, or the fact I wasn’t afraid of the guy in the window. The wolf didn’t seem trained; it was savage.

      The guy was gone from the window and the wind blew in the open frame. I frowned at the empty space and slumped onto the floor. “Oh great. Well, at least he’s gone.”

      Jake went to the window and closed it and the blinds. “Sheriff’s here.” He ran out of the room and down the stairs. I sat on the floor alone, waiting for something to make sense.

      Ophelia, you need to get out of here. They know. They know you’re alive. Go with the Roses, they’ll keep you safe. The weird ghost voices floated in the air around me.

      They were becoming the least strange aspect of my life.

      Frustrated, I got up and walked down the stairs after Jake.

      “Sheriff, I saw it,” he protested.

      “You did, did ya?” Sheriff Walker stood in my doorway, not crossing the threshold either. He grinned when he saw me. “Honey, are you okay?”

      “No,” I muttered, focusing on the way he stood at the line of my doorway. His feet never budged past the doorstep.

      “Sheriff, come—”

      “NO!” I shouted and leapt at Jake, clamping his mouth with my hands and whispering, “Look at his feet. It’s like the wolf.”

      Jake’s eyes dropped to the feet staying right outside house but as close as they could get.

      “Ophelia, why don’t you come to my car and we’ll see about writing the report about your sister?” He stepped back and held a hand out.

      “No, my parents just got home. They’re upstairs. They said she’s at a friend’s. She isn’t missing.”

      The sheriff I had known my entire life watched me silently. His smile turned to a sickly sweet grin. “Invite me in.”

      “My parents are upstairs.” I didn't know what else to say.

      His grin hardened on his face. “Invite me in. We need to make a report about the wolf.”

      “I lied about the wolf.” I stepped back, taking Jake with me. He removed my hands from his mouth but he watched in silence.

      Jake gripped my fingers with both hands and we trembled into the grip. “Sheriff, why can’t you just step into the house?”

      The sheriff laughed. “Oh, you silly girl. Now, just ASK ME IN THE DAMNED HOUSE!” His face erupted in anger. His skin paled against the porch lights. Fangs shot from his front teeth.

      “I’m here to help you, you stupid girl! You’re in danger. Bad people are coming for you!” His eyes glowed bright yellow. His face started to shiver. I screamed and lunged at the door, slamming it shut.

      “What’s happening? It’s like a horror movie,” Jake mouthed as he stood completely still, his lower lip quivering slightly.

      “I don’t know.”

      “We need to get out of here. Leave town. Run.”

      “I know.” I sensed that too. I had to hide. “We need that guy.” I glanced back upstairs. “I don’t know why, but I trust him, Jake. We need to go with him.”

      Jake’s face turned dark. “You don't trust him; you just think he’s hot.”

      “What?”

      He inched closer. “He’s a bad guy, O. A very bad guy. I can feel it.”

      “Jake, I don’t—why are you saying this?”

      His eyes raged for a second and then as if a storm had passed, he blinked. “I don’t know. I feel like I’m not in control.” He blinked again and rubbed his eyes. “I think it’s too much.”

      I sighed and took the step toward him again. “It’s late and you’re tired. I’m exhausted. Let’s just go back to my room.” I put a hand out for him. He took it. I wondered why I felt so safe in there.

      He squeezed my hand. “Maybe it’s all a dream, a bad dream.” He pulled me to him. “Except the part where we finally are together. I hope this is the only part that’s real.” He drew me into his embrace. His warm arms circled me and crushed me to him.

      “Me too.”

      He rested my head against his chest and kissed the top of it. The way we stood reminded me of the fantasy of Jake I’d built up in my mind. I had always believed we would finally get together at senior prom, not in a moment like this one.

      Not something horrible or hellish like this.

      No.

      I closed my eyes and let the fantasy take flight, the way I’d always imagined it. We were at prom and he finally noticed me. He asked me to dance and we did. And he confessed he liked me, he’d always liked me. I was in my dress and he was in a tux. The night was filled with magical lights and music.

      And the best part of that fantasy was that none of this weird stuff had happened. No ghostly girls or exploding windows or wolf. Just me and Jake and the rest of senior class.

      The song “Yellow” by Coldplay blasted around us. I didn't know if it was the ghosts who had turned it on or the wolf, but I didn't care. Jake was holding me and we were swaying to the song, like floating. I pretended everything was normal for a moment.

      Someone speaking caught my attention and horror filled me as I glanced up from the chest of the boy embracing me.

      “H-how did we—?” I trailed off as I gazed around at the party we were at.

      Teenagers—students filled the gymnasium, dancing and laughing. Everyone wore a prom dress or tuxedo.

      A guy dancing next to us spoke to his partner, obviously baffled, “I seriously thought prom was next week. I don’t even remember changing into my tux.”

      The girl he danced with muttered with a blank stare, “I know. I swear I didn't get dressed.”

      “Jake?” I whispered, pulling back from him.

      “Oh shit.” He whispered back, scanning the gym. “Is this prom?”

      “I don't know. Is it real?” Before I could scream in panic and run away, the guy with the dark eyes crossed the dance floor with a redhead next to him.

      Jake’s hand squeezed mine as they got closer.

      The redhead grabbed my arm roughly. “I’m an old friend of your dad's. It's lovely to meet you. Now send all these kids back to bed. You don’t want me to do it for you. I’m not as gentle as I appear.”

      “Wh-what?” She didn't appear gentle at all.

      “Send them back. Make the party stop.”

      “I don't know how. Who are you?” I was losing it.

      “This is gonna hurt.” The dark-eyed guy smiled and reached for us.

      The room flashed and everything went dark and swirly for a second.

      My knees buckled and I fell in my fluffy dress.

      Jake grabbed at my arm, holding me and shouting at the guy, “What the hell?”

      “I did try warning you. Let's not forget that part.” The dark-eyed guy sighed. “The sick feeling passes in a second or two.”

      I gagged and shuddered.

      “Who are you?” Jake shouted, losing control over the amazing hold he had seemed to have on himself before that moment. “What the hell is going on?”

      “I’m a friend, I promise. My name’s Sam. We’re at the home of a woman named Lydia. She’s like you, Ophelia. She can help you.”

      “What?” I gaped around. “I don't understand—where are we? Why is it so rainy now?” I shivered, hating the feel of the rain on my bare shoulders. I wanted to close my eyes and for all of this to end. I wanted to be back in my bed. I wanted to have Jake with his arms around me and my family safe at home.

      “It’s Portland.”

      “No.” Jake shook his head. “I’ve been to Portland, dude. You’re lying.”

      “Oregon,” Sam said softly. “We’re in Portland, Oregon.”

      “What?” we asked in unison.

      My stomach sank. How was that possible?

      How was any of it possible?

      Sam strode toward the huge house, pointing at it. “Come on. We have some serious explaining to do.”

      “Where are my parents? Where’s my sister? Why am I in a prom dress?” my voice cracked. “How did we get to Oregon?”

      He glanced back and winced. “Please just come in the house.”

      “No.” I started to cry. “I’m not going anywhere until someone explains this to me. Why am I wearing my prom dress? This isn’t even the dress I bought. I bought a red one. Why’s he in a tux? We were in my living room and then we were dancing. What is happening to us?”

      “She’s right. None of this is making sense.” Jake pointed at him. “We were in swim gear and a wolf tried to eat us. What the hell is this?” Jake snapped.

      Sam exhaled loudly. “I can’t be the one who explains this to you. Lorri, the redhead you just met, she’s back in your town cleaning up the kids. She has to get a witch to put them all back to bed and pretend none of this ever happened. So she’s going to be a minute. Which means I need you two to chill out and wait for a proper explanation. I don't have time to be the one who gives it. Just come inside.”

      “You found her.” We all turned to see some guy on the porch of the big creepy mansion on the old oak-lined street.

      “Dorian!” Sam laughed as though relieved. “Nick of time, dude. Come and help before one of us ends up with some injuries. I think she might be close to exploding, and she’s going to take out the block if she does.”

      “I did try getting her to come with me, Sam. The guards on her house were ridiculous.” The guy chuckled and sauntered from the house, his dark eyes darting to mine. “You’re your mother in every way. Except the scent maybe.” His wicked lips curled up into his evil grin.

      Sam rolled his eyes. “Shit, Dorian. She doesn’t know any of this.”

      He shrugged. “She will.”

      The memory of his face popped back into my head as he got closer. “Is that the FedEx guy? Why are you here? Did you take my sister? Her name’s Abbey and she’s missing. I’ll do whatever you want but please just let her go.”

      “No.” Jake stepped in front of me. “I’ll do whatever you want. Leave Ophelia out of this.”

      The FedEx guy scowled. “Really? You would do whatever I want, to spare her?”

      Jake clenched his jaw. “Let her go and her sister too.” He wrapped his arms around his back to pull me to him. “And I’ll do whatever you want.”

      The FedEx guy pointed at Jake and raised his eyebrows. “Who is this handsome young man?”

      Sam sighed. “This is Ophelia and her boyfriend, I don't know his name. Ophelia just used glamour on her entire town. And Lydia’s helping Lorri clean up the mess. Can you just explain who she is and take over? I need to go to Greece—I don’t have time for this shit. Take them inside and make her stop crying.”

      “Fine.” The FedEx guy smiled at Jake. “But only because I am intrigued by how far this young man will go for this girl.”

      “Jesus.” Sam grimaced. “Fine! I’ll take you guys inside because I don’t even want to know where this conversation is headed. But trust me, kid, you don't want to do anything he wants you to.” Sam grabbed me by the hand and dragged me and Jake up the stairs and through the doorway.

      “She’s bad juju, Mister Sam. I don’t want her in my house,” a voice with a strong Southern accent muttered from down the dark hall. I couldn't see who she was, just hear her. And maybe feel her. When she spoke, the air went cold.

      Sam soothed. “She’s okay, Annabelle.”

      A ghostly girl appeared in the hall, crossing her arms. “She’s stronger than me. That’s never okay.”

      Sam laughed. “Annabelle, this is Ophelia and her boyfriend—what’s your name, dude?”

      Jake stood, completely stunned by the talking ghost, his fingers tightening on mine and shaking my entire arm.

      Sam snapped a finger in front of his eyes, making Jake look up. “Huh, what?”

      “Name?”

      “Jake. Is she—ah—uhm—a ghost?”

      “Yeah,” Sam replied. “She’s a witch like your girlfriend here.”

      Jake nodded. “I can see the door handle behind her.” And with that, he was gone. He fell to the floor, taking me with him.

      His fainting was exactly the response I should have had. But I just sat, staring at the ghost and holding Jake’s head.

      Nothing made sense.

      And I doubted it was going to start to any time soon.
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          You’re a witch

        

      

    

    
      The furniture was old. It suited the creepy house perfectly, reminding me of a gothic set for a Dracula movie.

      Oddly enough, I felt safer than I had in days.

      I sat silently. Jake lay on the huge sofa with me, his head in my lap. I stroked his dark hair and marveled at his beautiful face.

      He was still completely out of it.

      “We have to send him back.” The ghostly maid stood or floated in the doorway. She made my heart quicken.

      “Back? Why?” I almost said where, but I knew. He would get to go home and I would be held here.

      “He’ll die around here real fast.” She floated across the room and sniffed, mocking me. “Surprised you never killed him yet.”

      “Why do you all keep saying these things about me. I’m no witch. I’m a regular girl. I want to go home. I'm being haunted by a poltergeist. I want my mom and dad and my sister. Do you know where they’re keeping her?”

      “I don't know nothing,” the ghost snapped.

      “Ophelia, my dear girl. Welcome. I’m Lydia. It’s so nice to meet you finally,” an older woman interrupted us as she strolled into the room. Something about her calmed me. I didn't even flinch when she took my hands from Jake’s hair and squeezed them. “Please relax and make yourself at home. You’ve had an odd day, I would imagine. That was some prom you manifested.”

      Trust her, Ophelia. She’s like us. The ghost voices spoke for the first time in a while.

      I tried to ignore them, but the older lady narrowed her gaze, seeming to sense them there.

      “It's been more like a terrible week. First, I destroyed a classroom and I could hear people talking but they weren’t moving their lips, and he froze. Then they chased me, then the wolf, my sister, and prom, and now here.” I wasn’t making sense, but I felt lost in it all. “A terrible week.” I shivered from something, exhaustion maybe.

      Lydia laughed bitterly. “Nothing I haven’t heard before, my love. Have some tea. It will relax you. Now, how much do you know?”

      “About what?” I almost laughed in her face. “My mental illness? My hallucinations?”

      “Oh dear.” Lydia glimpsed over at the ghost who shrugged. “I guess we’ll start at the beginning. Your parents are very powerful people. When you were born—”

      “My parents?”

      “Oh, not your adopted parents, Vic and Helen. Your real parents are very powerful people. Your father, who is not the nicest man, wanted a son for a very long time. Purposefully, your mother only ever gave birth to girls. They were, well—”

      “Slaughtered, Miss Ophelia.” The ghost lady tilted her head, leaning forward and looking scary, just plain scary. “Your sisters were slaughtered at birth and every time he takes another one, my sisters and I felt it. The light leaves the Earth for a day when the magic is taken into the dark. Don’t be sugarcoating none of this, Miss Lydia. None of it. This girl needs to know what she’s up against.”

      “I don’t get it. I don’t have sisters who are dead. Just Abbey. My parents are boring people. You have the wrong person.”

      “No, sweetie. The people who’ve raised you were not your real parents. They too believed you were theirs, but you were put there. Given to them to protect.”

      “You’re lying.” The words stung. My brain contemplated the truth in them, but I pushed it away. I shook my head as if to stop the words from sinking in. “No, no, no, no.”

      She tells the truth, Sister. We are here. The ghost voices came back.

      Six balls of light flashed into the room and separated to fill the space with light. They became the ghostly figures from before. Each was identical to me but with blue lights instead of eyes.

      “How?” Lydia gasped, her eyes scanning about the room.

      I couldn’t help but be thankful someone besides me could see the ghostly women.

      “Have they been with you long?” Lydia sounded worried.

      “No,” I watched the six mirror images. “They came the other day.”

      “What’s special about this week? Hmmm, it’s only May. Your birthday won’t be until July.” Lydia seemed lost.

      “No.” I frowned. “My birthday is September 21.”

      “No, we know you were born in July.” Lydia counted the six floating balls. “July 7, if I’m not mistaken.” Her eyes grew frightened for a second as she jerked her head in the direction of the ghostly maid.

      “Lord, she’s the seventh daughter born on the seventh day of the seven month? That’s great. Just great. Just dandy,” the ghost maid ranted and vanished.

      “Why does she hate me?” As if I needed to add something else to the pile of things going horribly wrong, the ghost maid hated me.

      Lydia laughed. “She doesn’t, sweetie. She just fears what’s next. You are the prophecy, I’m afraid.”

      “This day is just getting better by the second. What prophecy? You people have me confused with someone else. I'm telling you. I'm not the girl.”

      Lydia peered up as a redhead, the one from the school, stepped into the room with a very tall young man and a pretty blonde girl. A blonde girl I recognized, from somewhere.

      “The prophecy of the end of days. You've heard of Armageddon?” the redhead spoke with a bite in her tone.

      “You people speak in riddles. Just answer a question.”

      The blonde laughed bitterly. “It gets so much worse. I still don’t get straight answers and I’ve been here for years. I’m Aimee and while this seems like some kind of odd dinner theatre production, it isn’t.” She put a hand out and forced a smile across her lips. It didn't register in her gray stare. Her name picked at me as did her face, but I couldn't think of from where.

      I took the girl’s hand and attempted a smile. “Ophelia. It does seem like a play or a movie.”

      “This is Lorri and Lucas.”

      I cringed and tried not to point out that they were standing amongst my ghost sisters. They didn’t seem to see the girls spookily hovering there.

      “Do you ever have dreams that seem as though they’re trying to tell you something?” Lorri asked.

      “No,” I lied.

      The ghost maid poofed back into the room. “Do some peoples act like they don’t see you?”

      I blushed and glanced back down at Jake. “Sometimes. My aunt swore up and down she couldn’t see me.”

      The ghost maid threw her arms into the air. “The witches who saved this girl put a curse on her. Baby girl, you are trouble. You Roses is biting off too much this time.” She was gone again before I could ask her any questions.

      I eyed the people staring down on me and scowled. “Is anyone going to tell me what’s really going on? I want to know where my sister is.”

      “Dear girl, we are telling you the truth. You’re more special than you know.” Lydia smiled as if she were my grandmother and about to offer me a cookie. “How did you find her?” She glanced at Lorri.

      “I didn't.” Lorri turned to the attractive guy standing next to her. “He did.”

      “How?” Lydia asked the Lucas guy.

      “It’s a long story.” He seemed annoyed.

      “Perfect, just what we need.” Lydia sounded excited as the other two ladies left us alone. “You can show us and I can demonstrate to Ophelia how one of her gifts works.” She continued to smile softly at me. “Have you ever touched someone and had their thoughts filter into your mind?”

      “I guess.” I gulped and my eyes focused down at Jake.

      “Come to me, both of you.” Lydia put her hands out to Lucas and me.

      When I didn't move, and neither did he, she said it again with less sweetness, “Come and sit by me, now! We don't have time to waste. We’ve spent years searching for you.”

      I jumped, sliding out from under Jake, putting a pillow down so he was comfortable, and moved to sit next to Lydia. Lucas wasn’t noticeably excited either as he slumped onto the couch and reached over one of his massive hands.

      Lydia took it and placed mine in it.

      I flinched. Touching the warm hand of some random guy was awkward.

      The only saving grace was that he appeared less into it than I was.

      “Clear your thoughts, Ophelia. Just let your brain relax and accept his story. I want you to think of it as breathing, sucking in. I’ll start us off and you can carry us.”

      “I don't know what you mean.” I needed sleep and drugs and therapy. Was this even happening?

      “You will.” She smiled, closing her eyes.

      Lucas winced and closed his eyes.

      After a moment, I closed mine too.

      It took a second but as I cleared my mind, letting the exhaustion take me, images flooded my brain.

      Lucas sat on the couch, the one Jake was asleep on, and stared at the wall across from him in the largest of sitting rooms. He sat alone. Sadness smothered him, like a blanket over his head. His aching heart was so obvious but I didn't know why he was so sad.

      “Hey, man.” Sam, the guy who brought me here, entered the room, smiling at him.

      Lucas didn’t even flinch as he spoke without tearing his gaze from its spot, “Hey. What’s up?”

      “Oh, not much.” Sam slumped into the chair across from Lucas whose eyes never faltered to meet his gaze.

      “You waiting for them to get back?”

      Sam sighed and grinned. “Did Ari go too?”

      Lucas nodded.

      “Why didn’t you go?”

      Anger crept across Lucas’ face. “Not allowed. Lorri said no retaliation on this one. Not till we know what’s going on.”

      Sam added, “Yeah, I got the whole ‘No, because you’ll want to defend Hanna.’”

      Lucas’ lip lifted ever so slightly, almost into a grin. “Everyone wants to help Hanna.”

      Sam threw a pillow at him. “Whatever. Asshole. Speaking of which, how’s Dorian?”

      Lucas continued, “Worse, I think. He actually went to some vampire hideout in Brazil and killed everyone.” His sad eyes blinked away from the wall and stared at Sam. “Innocents and all.”

      Sam whistled. “Wow. Daniel and the morons have no idea how pissed off they have made him. Wanna go hunt his dad?”

      “Aleks’?” Lucas scowled.

      Sam nodded. “Lorri said no to Alaska, but not to Viking werewolf death.”

      “Yeah. I’ll go. Any clue on where to start?”

      Sam shook his head. “No, but I know where Aleks last lost the trail. It was in Virginia. Jonesville, Virginia.”

      Lucas stood and put his hand out. “Take us to Jonesville.”

      Sam Googled Jonesville on his cell. When the street view picture on the map came up, he flashed them to a dirt road in the middle of nowhere. Tumbleweeds rolled across the dusty road as a wind picked up, making waves in the hayfield next to them.

      Lucas peered around. “Where the hell are we?”

      Sam checked his phone. “I’d say in Hell. I don’t have any bars.”

      Lucas growled, “Is that a bison farm?”

      “Dude, focus. We’re in hillbilly country. Someone’s going to shoot your hairy ass if you chase livestock.”

      “It’s hard to resist.”

      Sam rolled his eyes. “Okay, well, maybe we can stop for a bison burger somewhere. I’m not eating it raw on the side of the road.”

      Lucas stripped his pants and shirt off, passing them to Sam. He turned into a wolf and I jerked back.

      The story was insane, and it didn't make an ounce of sense. I didn't know who the other people in the story were, at all. But the wolf was it for me.

      I pulled my hands from theirs, my heart getting trapped in my lungs, clogging my ability to scream as I jumped up.

      “He’s not the wolf who chased you,” Lydia said softly. “He was hunting him. The Viking werewolf is the one who came to your house. It’s okay.”

      “No. He’s just like him.” I twitched.

      “He isn’t though. Different colors.”

      Lucas cocked an eyebrow. “She thinks I’m Aleks’ dad? I might become a wolf but I don't kill innocent people or attack women.” He sounded insulted.

      “Come back and sit.” Lydia patted the couch.

      My fingers quivered and my legs threatened to buckle. “No. This is weird. I don't know who any of these people are. I don't understand the story.”

      “You will.” Lydia smiled. “It’s faster to show you than to tell you, and this way you can experience how it is to connect and take a story from someone. It’s a very useful skill.”

      “And invasive,” Lucas grumbled.

      “Shut up, Lucas.” Lydia scoffed and held her hands out for me again. “You will get answers, I promise.”

      I needed several breaths before I could go back and sit down. When I did, the story took off at a different spot.

      Lucas, covered in blood and still in wolf form, trekked down to the river where they sat on the banks, and he became a man again. He stood naked on the riverbank and dove in. Blood rose to the surface of the water as it washed from him. Lucas surfaced, beaming. “Now that was a meal. I left some meat on the bones for you.”

      Sam looked like he might be sick. “Yeah, that’s not going to happen. You’ve had your muzzle over every inch of that poor creature.”

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “Pass my clothes, Nancy.”

      Sam passed them at the edge of the water.

      Lucas dressed quickly and I tried not to notice how beautiful his body was. It was creepy that he was so hot under those clothes, and wolf pelt . . .

      When he was done, he pointed toward the forest. “My family is from a small town just upstate. I’ve lost the trail, but they will know if they’ve had a rogue wolf in their territory.”

      Sam nodded but he was distracted by his phone. “Okay.”

      “How’s Hanna?” Lucas cocked an eyebrow.

      “I don't know. She isn’t messaging me.”

      “Want to go to her?”

      “Of course.” He peered up at the grin on Lucas’ face. “But I’m not allowed. I just want her to tell me she’s okay. It’s easy for you; Aimee and Ari like each other. They both hate Hanna.”

      Lucas argued, “They don’t hate her. They dislike her. All supernatural girls dislike Hanna. Competition.” He winked at Sam.

      Sam growled, “She isn’t competition.”

      Lucas laughed mockingly. “I know, I know. That doesn’t change the fact that she’s a hot mess, dude.” Sam squared his shoulders at him, but Lucas stepped back with his hands up. “Whoa, dude, I get it. I smelled it on her when I met her. Anyone who meets Hanna will agree she's a sweet girl. She’s also the scariest monster I’ve ever met, including Lorri.”

      “Not making me feel better,” Sam snarled.

      Lucas laughed again. “Nothing you can do. Nothing she can do. Dude, Aimee isn’t going to let anything happen to her. Neither will Ari. We both know Dorian won’t.”

      “Okay, stop trying to make me feel better. Jesus.”

      Lucas pointed. “It’s this way. Want to flash us, maybe fifty miles at a time so we can try to find the trail again?”

      He put his arm out for Sam to take. “Fine.” Sam placed his hand over Lucas’ wrist in the last second.

      They flashed several times before coming to a massive hunting retreat with expansive grounds where wolves walked freely. The lodges were mansion-sized log homes.

      A tall stunning woman strutted past him, smiling seductively.

      Lucas moaned, “Keep it in your pants, Sammy.”

      Sam punched him in the arm.

      “Lucas!” a voice called out from a crowd.

      Lucas bounded up to a huge beast of a man. The man had dark-red hair and dark amber eyes. He wrapped his huge arms around Lucas.

      They hugged and talked briefly, but as others noticed the commotion, a group of people converged upon Lucas. Hugs and laughter filled the circle surrounding him.

      Lucas reappeared from the crowd. “This is Sam. He’s different. He’s not a snack, Janine. He’s half siren.”

      The faces of the people changed. Their eyes widened, their mouths tightened, and their stares became hardened.

      “He’s a Rose?” the blonde asked indignantly.

      Sam lifted his hand, revealing the gleaming platinum ring.

      “That’s so wrong,” she snarled.

      Sam turned to Lucas who laughed. “He’s with another siren. He isn’t single. He’s met his mate—calm down.”

      Sam frowned. “TMI, dude. What the hell?”

      Lucas snickered harder. “We have no secrets, man. The pack shares everything.”

      “Keep my details to yourself. I’m not part of the pack.”

      Lucas disputed, “You’re part of my pack.”

      Sam lowered his gaze. “It’s nice to meet you all,” he muttered.

      Lucas turned back to the growing group of people. “I have terrible news.” Lucas’ lower lip trembled. “Ben was taken to the great mother.”

      This was the pain in Lucas. This was the thing killing him. This Ben person.

      My heart ached for him and for the people in the log home town.

      Everyone in the group began to react to the news and howling filled the air.

      This went on for a while and I didn't know why or how it related to me.

      The story flashed, blocking us out of the sadness.

      It started again at a dinner table where Sam leaned into Lucas. “Can you just ask her to try not to stare?” he whispered into Lucas’ ear.

      Lucas laughed. “On your own there, man. I don’t get involved.”

      “Pretty sure Ari is going to feel the full strength of my siren gift when I get home. I might just show her what unleashed really is,” Sam threatened.

      Lucas’ back straightened. He bit into the chicken thigh he was gnawing on and glanced back at the woman. “Janine, can you do me a favor?”

      “Sure, sugar. Whatever you need.” Her eyes never left Sam.

      Lucas frowned at Sam and then spoke to Janine, “Just stop, okay?”

      She didn’t even bat an eyelash. “No.”

      Lucas focused back on Sam. “I tried. You even think about messing with Ari and I will kill you, cook you, and eat you.”

      Sam grinned. “Try.” He flashed from the room.

      While Sam was gone, the men and women at the table began speaking like it was some sort of meeting. They had issues everyone discussed and addressed. When Lucas brought up the Viking wolf, everyone became angry.

      The story skipped ahead again to the moment Sam came back into the room. He appeared upset but I couldn't tell why.

      Lucas called him, “Sam.”

      He glanced up to see the entire room staring at him. He cleared his throat. “Sorry. I went for a walk.”

      Lucas laughed. “They found his scent. It’s a little north of here, near town. Want to flash some of us up there?”

      “Sure, but I can’t do many. Maybe three others.”

      Lucas strolled over nonchalantly. “You need to see Hanna, dude. You need something because even I can feel what you’re giving off. You’re on siren overload.”

      His cheeks flushed. “Yeah, well that’s not going to happen for a while.”

      Lucas winced. “Well, your tension is all the better to kill a wolfman with.”

      “I would probably rip him to pieces from fifty yards right now. Who all is coming?”

      Lucas pointed to the two men and Janine. “The elders. Two trips for the other three?”

      Sam put a hand out. “Shall we?” Everyone touched him. One of the taller men held the picture of a small town. Sam flashed them there instantly.

      They were in my town.

      Wolfville.

      The name of it had never made me think anything before this moment. Now I understood how it got its name.

      The small town was silent.

      Lucas scanned the area, watching the shifters turn their noses up to the wind.

      He frowned, seeing Lorri walking toward them. “What the hell are you two doing here?” Lorri nodded to the elder in front of Sam. “I am sorry for your loss. Ben was like a son to me. We share a loss.” Her eyes glowed with an inner fire. “Want to share revenge?” Her plump lip turned up slightly.

      He nodded. “Yes. We want our kill.”

      Lorri added, “I will allow you to kill the man responsible. His name is Daniel.” Her eyes lit up even more, glowing with evil. “He’s a vampire.”

      The elder grinned. “Whatever you need that we may offer is at your disposal, until such time as we kill him.”

      “Deal.” She turned to Lucas. “Why are you here?”

      Lucas’ face flushed. “Aleks’ dad.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “What the hell?”

      He shrugged. “Look, you wouldn’t let us come to Alaska so we decided to find our own entertainment. We’ve tracked him.”

      “Dorian gets this one.”

      Sam laughed. “We can catch him and hold him until Dorian gets here.”

      Lorri scoffed. “If he was so easily caught, do you not think he would’ve been already?”

      Sam sniffed the air. “I can smell him.”

      Lorri was undoubtedly annoyed. “I don’t give two shits, Sam. Lydia said there is someone here we need. A girl. She’s been missing for eighteen years, human years. Her father is Jonathan.”

      Lucas looked sickened. “Jonathan?”

      Lorri nodded.

      Lucas shook his head. “He had all his daughters murdered.”

      Lorri continued, “Lydia says she is the girl. She sensed her about forty-eight hours ago. It was like a switch turned on. I have no clue, but Lydia wants her, now. We don’t have a minute to spare.” She leaned over to Sam and smirked. “You smell nice, Sam. Maybe you can convince her to come with us. Dorian already tried, but the girl isn’t coming and no one wants her to go poltergeist on us.”

      Sam rolled his eyes. “Whatever.”

      Lorri grinned and pointed across the small downtown square. “It’s this way.”

      The shifters phased instantly and spread out.

      Sam and Lucas walked along behind Lorri.

      “You pissed at me?” Lorri asked Sam.

      “Yup. While we were having our wolf meeting, I went for a walk to try yet again to talk to my girlfriend. Turns out you just sent her to Greece to meet her family. Without me there to protect her. She barely had a second to let me in on your sneaky little plan as she had just arrived and was meeting them.”

      “You know she needs to meet them. She’s alone in the world. They can teach her to tame it down.”

      “Hanna isn’t alone. She has me, Roland, and the Roses. Those sirens are evil. They’ll teach her things she doesn’t need to know.”

      Lorri’s expression almost softened for a moment. “You know she will always love you, right? You’re the one. No one can replace that.”

      Sam growled, “I’m not worried about her not loving me.”

      Lorri snorted. “Sam, she won’t hook up with some Greek just because they tell her to.”

      He sighed. “So you agree they will try to make her experiment? That's their way.”

      “It’s their way. If they teach her to pull to ease the tension and the need, then all the better for us.” Lorri turned onto a street and walked up to a large country house with a beautiful front porch.

      Sam froze. He stared at Lorri who growled, “Guards.”

      Sam nodded. Lucas whined.

      He squinted up at the window with the light on. He could see movement. Sam flashed himself to the roof below the window. He peeked inside. He angled back toward Lorri and pointed. She gave a nod and turned to observe the wolves surrounding the yard.

      “Aleks’ dad has been here, Lorri. I can smell him. It’s fresh,” Sam called down.

      Lucas growled and began to sniff the yard.

      “And that was where you spoke to Sam, the stupid sheriff, and then vanished.” Lucas pulled away, killing the vision and making me shiver.

      “How odd.” Lydia cocked an eyebrow. “How did she vanish?”

      I blinked and stared ahead. “That was insane. I felt everything.” I gaped down at my hands. “I could taste the air and smell the fire from the woodstoves, and I sensed I knew who the people were even though I didn't.”

      “So you understand, you’re a witch?” Lydia said it like she was saying something normal like girl.

      “No.”

      “You are.” Lydia smiled.

      “Can I go now?” Lucas asked rudely.

      “Yes. Fine. Thank you, for letting us invade.” She laughed, making fun of him. He grumbled and stalked off.

      “You’re a witch,” Lydia repeated herself.

      “She’s so much more than that. Annabelle is just a witch.” Lorri pointed at the wall where the ghost maid was last. “Ophelia is half angel and half witch.” Her eyes landed on mine. “Your mother is the witch. As in, the original witch. She’s been held in captivity since Jonathan went dark.”

      “Over a thousand years,” Lydia added, appearing sickened.

      Lorri nodded. “Yup.”

      “What?” I was lost again, even more so. “What mother? Who’s Jonathan?”

      “Another long story. What you need to know is that if we lose you, we lose the war. You’re that important.” Lorri always sounded angry, except in the dream Lucas gave us. She sounded nice with Sam. Nice-ish.

      “Now we need to figure out what switched you on. It's not your birthday and the witch’s guard is still there. How did you find your magic?”

      “I don't know.” I shrugged at Lydia.

      “What have you been doing these last three days? Anything out of the ordinary?” Lorri’s eyes narrowed.

      “I did play with a Ouija board.” I gulped and they both cringed.
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          Not a monthter?

        

      

    

    
      “You new?”

      In front of me stood the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen in my life. She was stunning.

      The girl frowned. “Do you speak English?” she asked loud and slow.

      “Yes?” I almost questioned myself on whether she was real or not. The shitty expression on her face would suggest she was. “Sorry. Been a long day. Yeah, I guess I’m new.”

      “Cool.” The girl smiled, making her face so much more stunning, I almost had to turn away. “I’m Giselle.” She slumped into the chair beside me at the huge table.

      “I’m Ophelia.”

      “What flavor are you?” She twirled her hair and raised her perfectly manicured eyebrows.

      “Is that a trick question?” I was nearly lost in her beautiful stare.

      “No.” Giselle smiled dreamily. “You make me feel funny. I meant what kind of monster are you?”

      “Monster? You mean like the wolf and the ghost?”

      “Yeah.” Giselle smiled as bright white fangs dropped out of the plump lips.

      “OH MY GOD!” I jumped up and backed away from the table. “Oh my God. Oh my God. What are you?”

      “Oh thnap!” Giselle put her hand up, covering her lips as if she was ashamed. “Thorry. Thtupid fangth. They’re like a dude’th thingy. They jutht pop up randomly.”

      “Oh gross. Did you say dude’s thingy?” I grimaced. “Oh my God! You just got a tooth boner? I can’t even.” I was pressed against the counter completely, but still trying to inch away.

      Giselle laughed. “I’m not like gay or anything. I mean, not yet. Dorian thaid I might get bored, eventually. Anyway. Thorry. The blood rushed there and then they came. Give it a minute and they’ll go away again. You just thmell so good.”

      “I don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “I’m not usthed to them yet.” She pointed to her face and spoke slower, “The fangth make my ethh thound funny. I can't thay all the wordth. Like thally and thue and thorry and thupid. It’th the fangth.”

      I started to laugh. “I know what the words are; I just don’t know what you mean. I’m—not a monster.”

      “Oh thit!” Giselle stepped toward me, focused her dark eyes intently, and spoke in a slow creepy voice, “Look into my eyeth and hear my voith. You will remember nothing that I thay. You didn’t thee my fangth.”

      “Giselle, dear, what are you doing?” Lydia came into the kitchen, holding the album she had promised to show me.

      Giselle sighed and put her hands over her eyes. “She’th a normal girl. She thaw my fangth.”

      “She’s a witch, honey. You’re fine.”

      Giselle glared at me. “Not a monthter?”

      “No.” I took a step toward the table again. “It hasn’t been proven.”

      “This is Giselle. Obviously, she’s a vampire. Not nearly as scary as one would expect, huh?” Lydia rolled her eyes at the frowning beauty.

      “I don't know.”

      Giselle hissed at me, making me jump slightly. She laughed and walked over to the chair again. Her fangs vanished after a few seconds, just like she had said they would.

      “This is a dream, right?” I sat in the chair at the end of the table.

      “No.” Lydia opened the huge dusty old album filled with grainy black-and-white photos.

      “You just let them walk around, just let them loose like this?” I wiped my forehead and took deep breaths.

      “We’re letting you walk around, aren’t we?” She pointed at the hazy pictures. “This is the only set of pictures ever taken of your mother. You see? You are identical to her in every way.”

      I couldn’t believe what I saw. It was as if I stared at myself in an old-fashioned white gown and blonde hair. Only, she was the woman in the snow globe.

      “Where was this picture taken?” I touched the picture. It appeared to be older than Lydia.

      “She got away once, escaped. She came to us for help. The picture was taken at a Rose residence in Italy.”

      Giselle sighed but we ignored her.

      Mother. The six balls of light whispered in their creepy unison and hovered over the picture. I frowned at Lydia who frowned at the balls.

      “How is it they follow you?”

      “I don’t know. Who are they?”

      Lydia raised an eyebrow at me. “You don’t speak to them?”

      “Of course not.” I scoffed. “They came out of a Ouija board. There was an incident. Very frightening actually. They just started yelling at me, and I’m pretty sure at one point they froze Jake. I think they’re evil. They smash windows and do bad things.”

      Lydia laughed. “They look exactly like you, first off, and secondly, no evil may enter my home. Just like your home was, I presume.”

      Giselle, who had been tapping her toes annoyingly, sighed again. “Lydia, I need to ask you something.”

      Lydia seemed impatient with her. “This is really important, Giselle. She has almost no time before she must face her father.”

      “I get to see my dad? Will my mom be there? And my sister?” My head spun. “You know where my parents are? Do you know where my sister is? No one will tell me anything about her.” I felt like I might have a stroke.

      “Not the humans, your real parents, dear.”

      Giselle made an exasperated noise. “Fine, whatevs.”

      “Sweetie, I will chat with you in a minute. I need to sort this out before Ophelia has an aneurysm.”

      Giselle waved a hand in the air and rounded the corner, leaving the room.

      Lydia rolled her eyes. “Look, dear, your parents are different like the rest of us. We sort of need you to get up to speed immediately. This is your mother. The blue balls of light are your sisters, and your father is a very bad man.”

      “But they raised me. How did I get there?” I couldn't believe this. “And I can’t just let my sister be missing forever. I have to find her!”

      “I don't know, dear. It isn’t relevant to the story.”

      I was becoming frustrated again. “But they raised me. They love me. You must have some idea as to how I ended up there. Or why my sister got taken the same night you all came!”

      “No clue. They’re not important people to our cause.” She dismissed them casually.

      White-hot rage filled me. “THEY’RE IMPORTANT TO ME, DAMMIT! I NEED TO FIND MY SISTER!” I slammed my fist down as lightning from my other fingertips shot across the kitchen. The lightning hit the cupboards above the sink and blew bits of wood everywhere. I ducked at the sound of the explosion. I lifted a trembling hand up. “Wha—what was that?”

      “Bloody hell,” Lydia whispered, gaping around at the wood particles floating in the air.

      Annabelle poked her head through the massive hole in the wall where the cabinets and counter had been. “I told you. I was saying it. She is trouble. My guards can’t even keep her magic in check. It ain’t even her birthday yet. You Roses is asking for trouble.”

      Lydia frowned at the ghostly maid. “Annabelle, you have to help us. You swore an oath.”

      Annabelle crossed her arms. “I ain’t helping and I ain’t teaching no demon witch how to kill nobody. Oath or no oath, Ophelia’s already dead. She just hasn't died yet. What's the original witch gonna do to me now? She's already in Hell. You ain’t peeked outside lately, has you? No. Miss Lydia, you got bigger fish to fry. The guards is weakened from Miss Thang here, and we be surrounded by a thousand of them fanged devils.”

      I trembled. “How did—why—what—? Did she say ‘demon witch’? Oh my God, it's the Ouija board, isn’t it? Someone has possessed me.” I stared at my fingers again, still in shock.

      Lydia rubbed her temples. “Ophelia, you are driving me insane. Let me finish a sentence, for the love of God. Annabelle, what are you talking about?”

      Annabelle pointed to the front hall. “There be a thousand of them night-walking blood suckas out on the street, Miss Lydia. They got us surrounded. They’ve come for Giselle.”

      Lydia covered her eyes with her hands. “Where is Lorri?”

      “It’s me, isn’t it? They’re here because of me. The wolf brought them here for me. Everything is trying to kill me. I’m dreaming. I’m sure of it.” My panic grew.

      Giselle stormed into the kitchen. “Not everything is about you, princess. That’s what I was trying to tell you, Lydia. Those things have been following me all week. I was in the mall and they were everywhere. Watching me and growling when I went into Neiman Marcus. Like who growls in Neiman Marcus?”

      The spiky redhead, Lorri, flashed into the kitchen with the FedEx guy. “Lydia, we have a problem.”

      “Don't I know it!” Lydia pointed to the hole in the wall I had made. “I have enough problems, Lorri. These are Roses problems. I want them gone from my street.”

      Lorri sneered, “It’s her. They came for her.”

      Arguing erupted in the kitchen. “She’s the heir,” Dorian groaned.

      “This isn’t my problem, Dorian. Jesus. Deal with your own problems and let me deal with Ophelia.”

      “Giselle is the queen, Lydia. This is everyone's problem.”

      Lydia seemed to crack, laughing uncontrollably. She sank onto the debris-covered floor, laughing in sobs.

      She was acting just how I would’ve if I wasn’t still numb.

      I eyed my fingertips again and walked from the kitchen. “It’s too much. It’s all too much. I need this dream to be over.”

      I went back to the front room and knelt on the couch, watching the others on the front lawn and the hundreds in the streets.

      Jake was still sleeping on the couch across from me. I realized then it was an unnatural sleep. Someone had put him to sleep to stop him from being scared. I wished I was asleep too.

      Annabelle hovered next to me. “Are you dead?”

      She spoke but never took her ghostly eyes from the window, “I guess, but I can’t die. Miss Lydia protected me always when we was girls. Blacks was hated and treated badly. Miss Lydia always lied and said I was her slave.” I turned and smiled. “But I was always her friend. I’ve never spent a day as a slave.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Two hundred and forty-six, I think. Me and Miss Lydia was born same year under the same summer moon. Same moon as you. I’m the seventh daughter too. My magic was always stronger than Miss Lydia’s. We lived in Georgia and spent our days learning the magic from my gran. We had to take Miss Lydia from her family. They was not the good kind of witches. They was teaching her the bad magic. We moved from Georgia to here. We fled the hunters.”

      “Hunters?”

      “Bad magic witches. They hunt our kind to take our magic. Good magic’s always stronger than bad magic. Always. But they steal the magic from us and they become strong like us.”

      “That’s sick.”

      Annabelle turned her attention to the window again. “I know it. Me and Miss Lydia, we came here, and she found herself a proper husband and we build this house.” Her ghostly face grew distressed. “They did find us though. They come in the night. The hunters, they find us out. I made my circle nice and big before I died.”

      I gasped. “You died doing the magic circle?”

      Annabelle nodded slowly. “I ain’t never heard of no witch living through making a guard circle like mine.”

      “You knew you would die?”

      “Miss Lydia had the baby in her belly. She saved me too many times for me to not give it back. I told you, I can’t die. I just changed. My body died but my magic is alive. It’s stronger without the body to make it weak.”

      “Lydia had a baby?” I suspected something in the story was about to go very wrong. Something besides the death of the most loyal person I had ever met.

      Annabelle looked dismayed. “No.”

      I left it alone. I was beginning to learn of the hardships the people of the house had faced and couldn’t begin to comprehend what it was like for them all.

      “Why are the vampires here?”

      “They here for Miss Giselle. She gone and died as the only heir to the vampire throne. Marcus kept them in balance. He was their ruler. Never too many vampires or killing people in the streets. Keep the Secret was his law. He wasn’t no good but he wasn’t too bad either. Now he's gone, they could just kill everyone. They need a ruler. The one with Marcus’ blood is the strongest. Their blood calls to her and hers to them.” I loved listening to her speak in her intense Southern accent.

      “Why do they look angry?”

      Annabelle laughed bitterly. “You imagine if some five-year-old girl be your queen. She gets to tell you what to do? She ain’t got no experience as a vampire and now she be the queen.”

      “Ohhhhhh. Yikes.” I was starting to understand all the impossible things I was seeing. I eyed Annabelle for another second. “Why do you hate me?”

      “Hate you?” Annabelle stared at me sharply. “Baby girl, I don’t hate you. I love you, just like I loved your momma. All witches love you and yours. I hate what you gotta do. I hate that your life is cursed with his dirty blood. Ain’t no angel got no right to take from a witch the way Jonathan takes from your momma.” She gazed back out the window. “We all cursed. Ever since Miss Lillith was raped in the garden, we been cursed.” She glanced back at Jake. “I’ll protect him if you wanna go on out there and help. They might need you. If it goes badly, do exactly what feels right in your body. The magic will guide you.”

      “Oh, I don't think I should go out there.” I almost laughed at that.

      “You think you should let them try to come in here and get him? He’s an innocent.”

      “Okay.” I stood up and trudged through the long wide hallway until I got to the front door. I opened it hesitantly. I had never seen so many angry people in my life, let alone vampires. One vampire was more than I had ever seen. The whole thing wasn’t a dream. I was coming to that conclusion and I would have panicked, if I could’ve just reached my emotions.
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      Everything moved in slow motion as I walked out onto the front steps.

      Lorri was stone-faced, watching everyone. She appeared scared.

      Sam rounded the corner of the house with Lucas in wolf form. His worried eyes met mine.

      When he glanced back at Lucas I could hear his whisper, “Vampires?”

      Lucas nodded his wolf head and gave a low whine.

      When Sam came up next to me, some girl from the vampire crowd was tilting her head and smelling the air in his direction. He peered down at the blood covering his clothes and gave a goofy grin. “Oops.”

      “You’re bleeding.” I felt concern for him, even though he’d brought me here and made me feel funny about him.

      “No. It’s not mine. It’s vampire blood, ironically enough.” He chuckled but the vampires didn't laugh.

      Finally, Giselle descended the front steps and made her way through the small group of us. She seemed uneasy, her eyes flickering back at us.

      When she got to the middle of the grass my insides twisted into knots. “Uhm, thanks for coming. Apparently, we have a small problem. I’m not sure how this happened, but I'm your new leader.”

      Sam frowned at Lucas and whispered, “Oh shit. This is going to be bad.” Giselle glared in his direction. He smiled at her. “You got this.” He didn't sound convincing.

      I swallowed hard, suspecting she didn't have this at all. And I didn't even know her.

      “Uhm, is there anyone who has any questions?”

      The group began to laugh and heckle her from the guards.

      “You’re no queen, just some bitch Marcus made for fun!”

      “Step down, woman!”

      They paced as if ready to cross the line any second and kill everyone.

      Sam looked down at the wolf and then me. “This is not good. They’ll never follow her.”

      The wolf snorted. Dorian strolled over to us. “She needs our support, not our criticism,” he warned with his tone.

      “Support? In what? This suicide?” Sam whispered back at Dorian. “How could you tell Aleks that it was a good idea to have Marcus turn her? Everyone knows his vampires are the royalty of their kind.”

      Dorian frowned. “We all assumed there was at least a handful of his blood left. No one imagined Giselle was the last of his.”

      Sam laughed spitefully. “Well, that was a great gamble. You just made Giselle the vampire queen. Jesus.”

      Dorian growled and stepped past us, addressing the crowd, “The new queen has our support. Mine and Lorri’s.”

      A large man at the edge of the guard laughed. “Black angel of death, was it you who took our father?”

      “No. Marcus was like a brother to me.” Dorian shook his head. “It doesn’t matter who killed him. Your blood tells you who the rightful heir is. Her name is Queen Giselle.”

      Giselle blushed. “Oh, just call me Giselle.”

      A cry shot from the crowd. “We will not kneel before her. She is barely a week old.”

      Giselle was clearly insulted. “Hey, I’m twenty-one, asshat.”

      The crowd jeered and erupted in anger again.

      “Black angel of death, you can’t expect this to rule us for the next thousand years?”

      “Let us kill her and make our next ruler someone powerful.”

      “You angels overstep your bounds.”

      Aimee walked from the front of the house to the edge of the crowd.

      “SHE IS A MURDERER. YOU HOUSE MURDERERS HERE. THIS IS A HOUSE OF HYPOCRISY!”

      “GIVE US THE DEMON!”

      I was mostly lost.

      I didn't understand how Dorian the FedEx guy could be called black angel of death and why they hated Aimee, but this wasn't helping Giselle.

      Lorri put a hand in the air. “Aimee works for me and is allowed the protection of my laws. The laws of the Maker. Marcus lived by these laws and Queen Giselle will abide by them and enforce them as well.”

      “You have no rights, Lucifer. You fell. You have no right to reign over us.”

      “Only our true ruler will rule over us.”

      Lorri rolled her eyes. “Idiots.” She glanced back at Giselle. “Be ready to kick some ass.”

      Giselle gulped. “I don’t really fight, Lorri.”

      “You will now.” Lorri looked at Sam.

      Sam, as if reading Lorri’s mind, walked to Giselle. “A rage will fill you. Let it take you. The power is in you. Ignore everything but what the rage tells you to do.”

      To me, his advice sounded similar to Annabelle’s.

      Giselle frowned. “Dude, look at me. I’m not a fighter. I’m not even a lover. I’m a shopper and a hella good makeup artist.”

      “Remember all the training you had? You did great then.”

      Training? She didn’t act trained.

      I hoped someone would do something rational but Lydia’s eyes were locked on Giselle’s and she wasn’t moving.

      “You got this, Giselle.” Aimee fiercely stepped to the side and watched the crowd. Her gray eyes were molten steel. Her black tank top was stained in blood but it was hard to see. She wore blood-red leather pants and huge, dark-brown knee-high boots. Black stains and dried bits clung to her everywhere.

      Lorri put a hand in the air again, stilling the frothing crowd of savages. “Bring a challenger. We will have a fight to the death for the right of royalty.”

      The crowd erupted. Part excitement and part argument over who was eldest.

      My stomach tightened and my knees went weak.

      “Did I mishear that?” I asked the wolf. He shook his wolf head.

      I’d officially landed in Wonderland.

      A man was shoved forward.

      Dorian’s jaw clenched, seeing the man. He was tall and strong looking, but not muscular. He reminded me of Eurotrash. They all kind of did.

      “The death?” Giselle asked nervously.

      Dorian took his turn at convincing her, “You have the strongest blood here, Giselle. You have all of Marcus’ strength inside you. Call to it. Ask it to assist you. That vampire cannot beat you, no matter what. Marcus would have laughed at him.”

      Giselle turned back to the front door and threw up in the bushes.

      The crowd laughed at her.

      Sam changed. Something about him shifted and my head snapped in that direction.

      I licked my lips and moaned slightly.

      I wasn't alone.

      Everyone did the same.

      Dorian grinned. “It almost feels like cheating, having you here.”

      Sam smiled and tried to ignore the blush crossing his cheeks. “It is cheating. There’s no doubt.”

      The vampires were being affected by Sam, the same way I was. Their eyes dilated first. They sniffed the air. Fangs bursted everywhere.

      Giselle covered her mouth as a desperate look crossed her eyes.

      Lorri spoke sharply to Giselle, “Not you, you idiot. Keep those fangs in your mouth, for the love of God.”

      She took deep breaths and dropped the hand.

      The challenger frowned. “Is that a siren?”

      Dorian laughed. “Where? Surely one of us would have eaten a siren by now.”

      The male pointed at Giselle. “Is she a siren and a vampire? Marcus has cursed us.”

      Sam laughed as they accused Giselle. But I knew it was him. I could smell it on him. I could taste him in the air. And Dorian was right, I wanted to eat him alive.

      “Why do they think it’s me?” Giselle whispered.

      Sam whispered, “I don’t technically exist, Giselle. They assume the siren is the most beautiful girl here. If you are a siren and the vampire queen, then they will be as servants to you in every way.”

      Giselle was obviously lost which I joined her in.

      Aimee directed Giselle, “Command them to kneel. We need to see how many will defend her, just in case.”

      Lorri nodded.

      Giselle cleared her throat again. “Uhm, I would like it if you would kneel, please.”

      Lorri rolled her eyes and grabbed Giselle by the crotch. “Like you have a set, Giselle.”

      I jumped back, startled.

      Giselle shouted against the assault, “KNEEL.”

      Several dropped to their knees, but the others appeared to be fighting it. Their legs wobbled against her command.

      The tall Eurotrash stood freely, smiling. “Enough with the theatrics, Lucifer.”

      Dorian grinned at Giselle. “You ready? You have to kill him. He's a traitor to your kind. He’s probably the reason Marcus’ bloodline is dead.”

      Giselle was clearly worried. “How did he kill them?”

      Lorri sneered, “He likely has an army that Marcus never knew about. I guarantee it. Marcus was so obsessed with other things that he missed it.”

      Dorian laughed. “Like his sirens.”

      Giselle surveyed the group of people surrounding her. “I can’t do this.”

      Lorri gripped her arm. “Do it or die. Those are your only choices.”

      A tear dripped down Giselle’s cheek.

      My heart raced.

      There was no way this was going to happen.

      Aimee stepped in and wiped the tear and smiled. “You can do this. I’ve got your back.”

      “You will help me?”

      Aimee nodded. “I will not let you die.”

      Giselle took a step forward. “Okay.”

      Sam glanced at Aimee in protest, but she shook her head subtly.

      Lorri growled, “Stay.”

      Even I knew who she was commanding.

      FedEx Dorian strolled over to me as the tension reached its max. He leaned in and whispered, “Try to ignore Sam. He could drive you mad with his scent.”

      “What is he?”

      “A little bit of this and a little of that. Does it matter?” Dorian nudged me.

      “I don't know. Are they seriously going to fight? This is insane.”

      “Of course they are.” He grinned harder.

      Our eyes met and I got lost in his again.

      Smelling Sam and seeing Dorian, it was too much.

      I couldn’t pull my eyes away. I wanted so badly to just touch him.

      He broke eye contact first, making a face like this was hard for him too.

      I tore my eyes away from him to watch Giselle walk out into the yard and cross the driveway.

      The vampires fell silent as the Eurotrash man rounded off against her. The others formed a huge circle. The people here never moved from the front porch, but every one of them seemed ready to leap into action at any second.

      “Why can’t we help her?” I asked softly.

      Lorri never moved her eyes from Giselle. “She will look weak. She should be able to take them all on as queen. It’s their way. Not to mention, they need to believe I don’t run her.”

      “But you do.” Aimee smiled.

      “They don't need to know that.”

      Apprehension and fear poured from us all as we waited for someone to make a move.

      The wolf glanced at me and held my gaze. I hated the way he reminded me of the wolf that tried to attack me, except the eyes.

      “It’s just Lucas,” Lorri snapped.

      “Are you all mind readers?” I asked fearfully, earning a bitter laugh from everyone.

      Dorian smiled at me but I didn't know why.

      Lorri laughed and took several steps forward, addressing the vampires, “The rules are the same as always. No one fights her except him. Anyone who interferes meets Dorian and Aimee. Now I know you’ve heard about Aimee and how she likes to eat. Let’s not provoke her.”

      The crowd eyed Aimee cautiously and gave Giselle and the tall man space.

      “This is bizarre and barbaric. They’re really going to fight to the death. It’s not the eighteen hundreds.”

      Sam shrugged. “Most of these guys have been around for hundreds of years. They haven’t changed much.”

      I forgot what I was talking about. His smell was intoxicating. I inched toward him. There was a commotion and they began to cheer, but I only saw him.

      In my peripheral the tall man sliced Giselle's face open savagely. Sam winced when she coughed up blood, so I did too.

      A hand came down again at her. Sam cringed, his hands balling up. I balled up mine too. My eyes darted to where his went, to where Giselle was dying.

      Sam swallowed hard, so I did too. He glanced over at me, cocking an eyebrow. His eyes changed, like a lightbulb came on. “I need your help.”

      “Whatever you want.” I didn't know what I was saying. I just wanted to smell him and touch him and maybe taste him.

      He stepped in close, making me shudder with his sweet scent. He lowered his face to mine and whispered, “See the girl dying?” He turned my face to Giselle who was on her knees, swaying as though she might die any second.

      I nodded.

      “I want you to help her. Every strike against her is a strike against me. They are trying to hurt me by killing her. I want you to defend me.”

      “They want to hurt you?” Something lit inside me, against my will. A fire I couldn't control.

      As the man, the Eurotrash vampire, lifted his hand to strike Giselle again, I blew as hard as I could. A great wind blew across the yard toward the fight.

      Sam whispered into the wind, “Giselle, fight back. Close your eyes and feel the heat. It’s there waiting.”

      Aimee gaped back at me in terror as tears rolled down her cheeks.

      Sam offered, “She’ll be okay. She just needs to unleash it.”

      Aimee turned and screamed, “Giselle, I’m with you. I’m holding your hand. Close your eyes and trust me to help you.”

      Lightning crashed down in the middle of the circle of vampires, sending everyone back. Fury filled me as bolts of electricity shot from my fingertips, hitting the vampires.

      “Stop, Ophelia. The vampires must do things their way. Giselle must earn the right to be queen.”

      I didn't listen to her words. I listened to my heart which said Sam was in danger. I needed to protect him. But then he was in my face, shaking his head. “It’s okay. Stop.” He turned to Lorri. “Her eyes are completely black.”

      “That’s because she’s filled with magic, you moron. Stop her!”

      I raised my hands to point at the disgusting vampire killing Giselle just as Giselle’s eyes met mine.

      “Pull the magic back in, Ophelia. Don't hurt anyone,” Sam whispered.

      Giselle saw me. She nodded as if we were having a conversation with our eyes, only I didn't know what we were saying.

      Giselle got up, wiping the blood from her face and rounding the vampire. She wasn’t acting weak anymore. She appeared to be listening to the advice coming from our crowd. She closed her eyes, seeming to listen to the wind.

      Giselle moved as if dancing with a partner. He slashed out with his hand, but she leaned back and rolled to the side. His hands swiped at her, but she dodged them and backhanded him, sending him across the cement. He hit her hard but she hit twice as hard.

      He was back and clawing at her, but she fought with precision as if trained to do it. Her eyes remained closed as her leg shot out and took him to the ground. She leapt across the concrete like a feral cat and pinned him with her strength.

      The vampires in the circle began to scream and howl as Giselle’s hand came down on the man. She stopped a hair’s width from his throat and turned her head sharply, staring up at Lorri.

      Lorri’s expression never changed. “Finish it, my queen.”

      Giselle blinked. “What?”

      “He is a usurper. Finish him. No one may defy your crown, Queen Giselle. Your word is final.”

      Giselle noticeably gulped, even with her fangs and terrifying face. She stared into the man’s eyes as she lifted her hand and brought it down.

      A single tear dripped from her face onto his as her strike tore his throat out. She brought the hand back a second time and tore the head right off him. His frightful face rolled across the street to the edge of the silent circle.

      Giselle sat back down on the cement and licked the blood from her fingers, panting. Aimee dropped to her knees and sobbed.

      “Queen Giselle has my support. She is law. She is life and death,” Lorri shouted across the yard.

      Giselle stood on shaky legs. Each vampire dropped to their knees and bowed their heads. Giselle was stunned. She backed away from them all, but they whispered and muttered, “my queen” from every direction.

      She ignored them and walked toward the house but was slammed onto her back. Sam put a hand out to her.

      “Lorri, I can’t get past it. Lorri?” She reminded me of a mime making the fake wall, like the ones on the seaside boardwalks back home.

      Lorri sighed. “Giselle, the queen of the vampires may not enter Lydia’s home. It’s a sanctuary.”

      Aimee was off the ground and running before Lorri could speak another word.

      She crossed the guards in time to catch Giselle who had dropped to her knees, stunned. “Never?” she asked softly.

      The vampires began to growl at Aimee as she wrapped her arms around Giselle.

      Giselle put a hand out. “Aimee is my friend. No one hurts her. Like, ever, okay?” She was still in shock.

      Sam turned to Lorri. “Did you know this would happen?”

      Lorri clenched her jaw and then she was gone. Sam turned back to Dorian. “What the hell, Dorian?”

      He shook his head. “Giselle never would have done it if she’d known. She would have died.”

      “Where will I go?” Giselle sobbed without crying.

      Dorian cracked a grin. “The castle, of course. Dracula’s castle has always been where the royalty lived.”

      “Dracula has a castle?” I was completely lost and feeling strange from the weird lightning show.

      “What always? Marcus was the only Dracula,” Sam spit his words.

      Dorian shrugged. “It’s hers if she wants it. It’s spelled to keep the royal one safe.”

      Sam snorted. “Yeah, it worked for Marcus.”

      Dorian gave him a hardened stare. “He was in the yard, if you recall.”

      I exhaled deeply when Sam’s eyes met mine again. “Go inside and learn about your family. If Annabelle’s right, you meet your father in just over a month. July seventh is almost here.”

      I nodded. “Whatever you want.”

      He sighed and looked at Lucas who was lying in the grass with a bleak expression. “That’s going to get annoying fast.”

      His words hurt my feelings but there was no denying my desire to make him happy.

      I turned and wandered back into the house, scared and disturbed and yet unable to think for myself.
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          Family reunions are the worst

        

      

    

    
      “Your mother is the original witch. She’s the oldest human, ever. She and Adam were created together, equally. God made them in his image, in the image of the angels.”

      “Where’s Sam? He smells nice.” I ignored her and imagined the way he would taste if he kissed me.

      Lydia put a hand over her eyes. “You must focus. Sam is not of importance. Please.”

      I couldn’t help it. The fog he’d placed around my brain had me stuck.

      Lydia took my face, staring deeply into my eyes and smiled. “Repeat after me: remove the siren’s call from me.”

      “Remove the siren’s call from you,” I repeated like a bird.

      “No, say me, not you.”

      “What?” She was confusing.

      “Just say remove the siren’s call!” she snapped.

      I flinched but said it. The fog lifted as the words left my lips.

      I remembered Jake suddenly and shot up from my seat. “Jake. Where is he? What the hell did that Sam guy do to me?” I blinked and shuddered. He was cute, but it was mind rape the way he manipulated me.

      “We took Jake home. He needed to go home. We had someone wipe his memory. He would’ve been in danger if we’d let him remain here. Mortals aren’t safe here. Not to mention, the love spell you put on him.”

      “Love spell?” I gasped. “What? I don’t know what you're talking about.”

      Lydia spoke softly, “Honey, did you wish for him to love you?”

      “Huh?” My stomach tightened and my heart ached.

      “Did you?” She smiled but her eyes were sad for me, I could see it.

      I lowered my gaze and nodded.

      “How often?”

      “I don't know.” I tried not to feel the embarrassment that was smothering me.

      “Oh dear.” Lydia chuckled. “As we expected, dear. When a witch wishes for the same thing over and over, it becomes a spell. He was under your spell. Everyone in your little town was under your spell. From the moment your magic woke up, you became a threat to their freewill.”

      “Oh God.” I had reached my limit, gagging a little bit at how Jake had acted. He’d practically forced himself on me, because of me. “Look, I can’t do this right now. I need some sleep. Can I go home now, please?” I was humiliated and exhausted. I wanted Abbey and my own bed.

      “You can stay here. We have a room for you.” Lydia smiled sweetly.

      I was like a rat in a cage. I wanted out and I wanted home. Most of all, I wanted my family. I rubbed my hands on my thighs as they burned and begged me to blast my way out of there.

      “Do you want me to show you to your room?”

      “No. I want to go home. I want to go now.”

      Annabelle was beside me suddenly. “Child, you have a hard time understanding everything we saying. But you need to understand, we only be trying to help.”

      “This place is crazy,” my voice cracked as tears started to flow from my face. “My sister is missing. The only reason I’ve been tolerating your bullshit is because I thought you’d lead me to my sister. But you haven’t. Now I need her back! I don't care about the vampires or the ghosts or the witches or the old ways. I just want to find my sister. I want to go home. I want to apologize to Jake for making him like me.” I lowered my face as shame crushed me. “I should have known he wouldn't ever like me on his own.”

      “You’re special and if he can’t see that without magic helping him, then he don't deserve you.”

      “I’m not special,” I murmured as tears flooded my eyes and dropped on my knees. My emotions had finally been freed and were drowning me.

      “We’re all special here. What more do you need? You done magic right out there with those nasty vampires. I know things seem pretty overwhelming, but if you think about it, this is just the proof you need to see who you are.”

      I couldn’t help but see it. Annabelle was right. The proof had always been there, but my brain refused to see the forest for the trees.

      “I need to go home. I need to find my sister.” I didn't want to see it or be part of this or anything else. I just wanted to be plain old me.

      The room grew hot.

      The blue lights began to glow around me. I pulled away from them, but they circled me and drew in tight. The warmth of their light blinded me as I sensed a calm forcing itself on me. The lights took the emotions all away.

      Everything went blue and I heard a thump like something hitting the floor nearby. Everything went dark.

      Don’t open your eyes. Just feel us, around you and within you. Our father has discovered you. You must trust Lydia and Annabelle to help you. Everything depends upon you. You and our brother.

      The words brushed against my skin as if they manipulated the breeze.

      After a moment, I opened one eye and glanced around the room. The darkness was the first thing I noticed. I was no longer with Lydia or Annabelle. I was alone in a dark room.

      The blue lights sat in one corner, opposite me. I didn’t fear them anymore. I didn't know why. Maybe because they were the least weird thing going on in my life.

      “What are you?” I whispered into the darkness.

      Your sisters.

      “No, Abbey’s my sister.”

      We are your sisters. We have the same mother and father. Each of us has waited for you.

      “Who is our mother exactly? Can you guys just answer questions without creating more questions?”

      Lillith, she is Lillith. She is the beauty and the grace of God. She was the first woman. She was born of God, the same as Adam. God made her free as he did Adam. She saw Adam as a brother.

      Their words became a picture in the blue lights. It showed beautiful Lillith, in the garden with Adam. They were opposites of each other, different in every way.

      The garden was beautiful, filled with life and serenity.

      As the six balls of light spoke, the floating picture changed. The angels told her to seek out the stag, the king of the elves. She wandered into the sacred garden, looking for the stag, but Adam had been watching her. God had promised him he would receive a mate. He assumed Lillith was his mate. He tried to convince her of his notions, but she dismissed him, perhaps cruelly. He forced himself upon her in the forest.

      The picture changed to a violent show of lust and other things I didn't need to see. But I couldn't look away. My eyes were stuck, meeting hers as she screamed and fought.

      In the moment of anger, pain, and humiliation she called upon the magic she felt in the sacred garden and pulled it into her. She used it to curse Adam with endless suffering and pain. She did not know the scope of the suffering she would cast upon him and every generation of man or woman after him. Realizing what he had done to her, Adam left the sacred garden, never to return. He believed the land was cursed, that Lillith had destroyed it.

      “He rapes her and she ruined the garden?” This is officially the worst bedtime story ever.

      Let us explain. When the stag came, he refused Lillith, seeing she was already with child. She stayed in the garden alone and gave birth to the fae. She gave birth to the first of them in that garden. Part of her and Adam was in the triplets but so was the magic of the Earth. Her children could change themselves into anything they saw. One mated with a bear, one with an elf, and one with a wolf. She lived in the sacred garden with her children and their children for centuries until our father fell and stole her from the garden. A prophecy was written that when the angels fell, the children of Lillith would save the world. Only the children of Lillith could lift the curse she had placed upon them. The fallen believed that meant saving the world from God, but Lucifer and the good angels believed it would be from the curse Lillith placed upon Adam. Suffering would end as would strife and pain. The seven deadly sins would cease to exist as would war and hate. Revelation speaks of a world free from death. After the Armageddon, the world would become Heaven. Heaven on Earth. The fallen wouldn’t survive such a scenario.

      I sat numb. “This is nuts. How do I fit into this?” My heart ached for the weird movie I just saw and the woman in it. Their words rang with truth I didn't want to admit.

      The prophecy was specific. The children who would save the Earth would be twins, a boy and a girl. One would be sacrificed to give the other strength. There must be a male for the prophecy to fulfill itself. The prophecy speaks as though it is the male who will side with our father. Which is why we’ve all been sacrificed. Father can’t have us joining Mother in her quest to rid the world of the evil she created. He relishes it.

      I watched the six balls of light. “What are you?”

      We are the remaining magic. Each of Lillith’s children has magic in their soul as do their offspring. We are witches, like Lillith. It’s why Father fears us. When one of Lillith’s children is killed, the magic remains.

      “How long have you been dead?” The question frightened me but I had to know. How long had they waited for me to be born, and was I next on the chopping block?

      I am the eldest. I am over one thousand years old.

      I am the youngest and only forty-seven years old.

      I blinked at their answers. None of it was fathomable, but then nothing about my week had been. “Where’s our brother then?”

      He’s with our father.

      I frowned. “Our evil, fallen-angel father? So is he bad?”

      The balls of light floated toward me and took shape, each looking more and more similar to me. No. We have been with him since his infancy. He is not evil or anything like our father.

      I frowned at the ghost. “Why didn’t you come to me before this? Why have you waited until now?”

      We couldn’t find you. We feared you were lost or held captive somewhere. If you had died, you would have joined us as a ghost, but you never did. We never gave up hope that you were still alive. We feared you were held by magic so your soul could not be free as ours are.

      “How did you die?” I finally asked the question picking at me.

      Our father had us murdered at birth to stop us from ever helping Mother.

      “How have you not aged?”

      When we die, we instantly become the age of magic, eighteen. Our spirits become the eternal age to accept the magic we are given.

      Nothing surprised me anymore, but that did make me sick. It felt icky to be born of a man so evil as to have my siblings, his own kids, murdered. And Lydia wanted me to meet him?

      “This is so crazy. I’m in the haunted house talking to ghosts.” I lay back down on the bed. “I just don’t understand how you never knew where I was.”

      “You had a guard around your house. The witch who your father forced to kill your sisters put you somewhere safe. She died to save you.” Annabelle appeared out of nowhere.

      “The witch died making my guard?”

      “’Tis a permanent stain on the Earth. It takes a soul to make it.”

      “Annabelle, why are you a maid here?”

      “I want to. I got nothing better to do, and Miss Lydia kept me alive and safe for a long time. I don’t sleep and I don’t eat and I never need to rest or be quiet. Eternity is a long time to be bored.”

      “Why don’t you go to Heaven?”

      She laughed. “Oh, I will. When Miss Lydia is ready to move on, we’ll move on together. We was born together and we’ll die together.”

      “What’s the guard for?”

      Annabelle’s face grew serious. “All the dark evil magic hunts us. It wants to corrupt us.”

      “Are we that weak?”

      Annabelle shook her head. “No, but a witch has gotta rest, and ain’t no witch restin’ when them dark thangs is after ya. The shadows creep along trying to tie themselves to you. They the dark stain your momma put on this Earth. Her anger.”

      “I saw them. The shadows that moved.”

      The maid held a ghostly finger up at me. “You stay away from them shadows. They be coming for you. If the darkness wins, everything good on the Earth is gonna die. All the hate, and pain, and suffering your momma cast on man is in those shadows. It be the original dark magic. Full of hate and pain.”

      “Am I bad?”

      “Up to you.” Annabelle shrugged. “The prophecy says you gonna choose the light and save man, but ‘tis only a prophecy. ‘Tis possible you could choose the wrong side and your brother could save man.”

      The balls of light hovered in the corner again. “I hope that doesn’t happen.”

      We all do, Ophelia.

      Annabelle and the creepy sisters all nodded, floating and being eerie in general.

      “I swear, I’m going to wake up and this will all be a dream,” I muttered as I closed my eyes, letting them watch me sleep.
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          The Roses of Castle Freak

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      Lucas made a wolf snicker sound as they stared out at the horde.

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on. We’ve got to help Giselle. This is nuts. You should change first though. No one wants you eating any of her loyal subjects.”

      I strolled out into the crowd to Giselle and tried not to notice the blood on my pants or the way the vampires stared at me. I’d pushed my sirens’ call as hard as I ever had. It still lingered in the air.

      Giselle shook her head in what appeared to be disbelief.

      I knelt beside her and whispered, “We need to take you to Marcus’ castle. You’ll be safest there.”

      “I guess I always wanted to live in a castle,” Giselle spoke weakly, defeated or damaged by the life she had taken.

      Aimee pressed her lips together, her eyes lighting up with a lot of bad things, the kind of bad things that usually ended with her killing stuff. I could see the anger welling inside her. Aimee was already unstable and a blow like Giselle being forced into anything could trigger Aimee’s rage.

      I put a hand on them both and flashed quickly.

      When we arrived in front of the massive castle, I smiled grimly. “Home sweet home.”

      “Home?” Giselle gulped.

      I knew it was too much to take but I tried to be cheery. “I hear it’s in a really good location.”

      Giselle’s dark eyes filled with tears, making her face devastatingly beautiful. “Will you stay with me?”

      I nodded as did Aimee.

      An English accent broke the silence, “Mistress, my name is Hamish. Welcome to your new home.”

      I spun to see an odd-looking older man standing at the huge entrance. I’d never seen him before. “Hamish? You weren’t here when Marcus lived here.”

      Hamish shook his head. “I stayed at the English castle until Master Henry was permitted to leave.”

      Aimee put a hand out to him. “I’m Aimee.”

      He cringed as he took her hand. Aimee pulled him close to her and whispered something. The man’s eyes grew as he drew back. “Madam, I would never. I serve the mistress of the house. My bloodline has always served the house of Dracula loyally. She is the mistress; her blood is his blood.” He was genuinely offended.

      I scowled disapprovingly at Aimee who mumbled, “He must be like the house elves in Harry Potter. No one give him any clothing or socks.”

      The older man gasped, horrified, but stepped to the side to make way for us to enter.

      I honestly never wanted to come back to this rotten place, and I felt a wave of nausea even seeing it again. It had never appealed to me, and remembering Hanna here made my skin crawl. Giselle gripped my bicep tightly as we passed the threshold. Maybe she felt the same way.

      “It’s creepy. It’s too big. Hamish, is there a smaller house we could maybe hang at?”

      “Smaller?” Hamish glanced at Giselle as if she had three heads. “But, mistress, does the manor truly displease you? You haven’t even seen it yet. We have five others. The one in Romania is quite pleasant in the summer. Not too hot and there is a nice lake out back.”

      “Five? All like this?”

      “Oh no.” He laughed. “No, no, much larger. This is the smallest.”

      “Five more?” Giselle’s eyes widened, full of fear. Her lips trembled slightly.

      I leaned in and whispered, “You have this, Giselle. You defeated that other vampire. We won’t leave you here alone. Me and Aimes will move in with you, okay?”

      She pressed her skin against my face. “I like the house, Hamish.” She forced it.

      “Would you care for a snack perhaps?”

      My eyes shot up at Hamish who pointed down the hall.

      “Sure,” Giselle replied. “I am hungry.”

      Aimee gave me a menacing stare but spoke to Hamish, “What kind of snack?”

      Hamish seemed confused. “Well, she only really eats one thing. Obviously, a bloody one.”

      “Where does she get her snacks from?” Aimee swallowed hard.

      Giselle put a perfectly manicured hand up. “Hamish, I like my blood by the bag.”

      Hamish choked. “What?”

      “Do you keep people here?” Aimee twitched.

      Hamish reddened slightly, “We keep all blood types on tap. It’s how master preferred it in all his homes.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Where do you keep them?”

      Giselle arched a brow. “On tap?”

      Aimee shook her head. “Nothing. I will take care of it. Hamish and I will go together to get you a snack.”

      I stepped away from Giselle and grabbed Aimee’s hand quickly. “Maybe I should go with Hamish to get the snacks, Aimes.” Relief was evident on the poor old man’s face.

      Aimee looked wickedly evil as she spoke through pressed lips like a ventriloquist. “Fine.”

      I took the older man’s arm and rushed away quickly.

      “By the gods, what is she?”

      I smirked. “Death, Hamish. She is death.”

      When we got to the dungeon, I realized Marcus hadn’t mistreated his sources. They were all living in beautiful accommodations, much more like an inn than a dungeon, where they could come and go as they pleased and most likely enjoyed feeding vampires.

      While I didn’t like it, I couldn’t fault it. It wasn’t like a blood club or a harem or brothel.

      “Hamish, where is she? You said she would feed from us.” One of the girls pouted.

      “The new mistress prefers it in a cup. I’m sorry.” Hamish used an IV to grab a cup of blood from another girl.

      “That sucks. I thought we’d get to feed. If the arrangement changes, let us know. We’re leaving.”

      “As you are permitted to do. Should she change her mind, we will be in contact.” He lifted the cup. “Thank you.” He turned, wincing at me. “I assume you were imagining all sorts of filth, but Marcus maintained a very healthy feeding regime. He didn’t eat often and when he did, he liked clean blood from healthy humans.”

      The way he said “humans” made me think he might not be one.

      “Creepy.” I turned and followed him out.

      “She has to read the book. Once we are upstairs, you must insist she understands her role as queen,” Hamish spoke softly.

      “There’s a book?”

      “Of course. Master Marcus wrote it in his second age as a vampire. It’s called The Book of Vampires.”

      “Of course he did.” I scoffed. “Okay. I’ll make sure she reads it.”

      When we were back upstairs, Giselle ate and Aimee and I spent the night pouring over the old texts Hamish brought us. The Book of Vampires was much more informative and unbiased then I expected. Marcus hadn’t poured any of his narcissism into it. In fact, reading it made me a tiny bit sad for him. His inability to feel had been a struggle.

      My eyes burned from reading the newer texts, but I knew it wouldn’t get done if one of us didn’t do it. Giselle napped most of the night while we continued the research.

      When we had finished the first book, Hamish gave us an old ring, one I’d seen on Marcus many times.

      When the sun started to rise, I woke Giselle and gave her the old ring, explaining its powers and how we needed to test it.

      Aimee paced back and forth as the sun came in the window. “I think this is a mistake. She’s going to burn to death.”

      “No.” I rubbed my eyes and yawned, pointing at the dusty old book. “No, it says right here. She just has to wear that disgusting old ring of his and she can walk in the sun. Marcus was stronger than her and he walked in the sun without the ring all the time, but he couldn’t fight without it. The ring gave him his normal strength in the sun. With the ring, it had no effect on him at all. She’s weaker than he was, she’ll need the ring.”

      Giselle sat in the window, just awake enough for us to explain the point of the old ring, the one that would replace her Roses Academy ring.

      “It feels old and gross. I hate this ring. Look how fat it makes my finger look.”

      “I don’t care.” I closed the book with a snap. “You need the ring. Being the sun walker makes you different than the others—more royal. It’s a sign they need in order to see you as queen. And if they attack for whatever reason, the ring will make you stronger in the sun.”

      Aimee never spoke.

      “Aimee, I just want to go back to sleep. Can we try tomorrow?”

      “What?” Aimee spun, seeming disconcerted. “Uhm sure—whatever you want.”

      Giselle left the window and waved backward. “I’m going to bed. Jeeves, come tuck me in.”

      I covered my eyes. “Hamish. It’s Hamish.”

      Giselle’s voice echoed throughout the halls, “Why are you so old? Why don’t I have young hot guys as my slaves?”

      “Well, mistress, I am your butler, not your slave,” Hamish replied.

      “Whatever. I need like, warm blood before I go to sleep, and don’t microwave it.”

      Aimee barely cracked a smile but I laughed loudly. She glanced over, still visibly troubled. “What do you make of that witch?”

      “Ophelia? She’s cool. I don’t know what the hell they want with her.” I yawned again. “She’s crazy powerful for just awakening the witchy shit inside her now.”

      “What do you mean?” Aimee’s troubled stare didn’t change.

      “Well, when we were at her house in Wolfville she was in the living room, dancing with that guy she made love her. And then bam, they’re gone. Lorri starts freaking out, telling me I need to find them. But I don’t know where the hell they are. Luckily, Luke was with us, he sniffed her out. She’d gone and made it prom night. Casting a spell over the whole town.”

      “What?”

      “She legit went from dancing in her living room to the entire high school being in their prom dresses, dancing, with even a DJ. There were decorations. Lydia said it was glamour but it was something else. Something stronger. The girl’s a beast.”

      “That’s crazy.” Aimee narrowed her gaze. “And they cleaned it up, made everyone better?”

      “Yeah. Lydia came and poofed it all back to normal. I bet it took a ton of magic.”

      “How did you find her?”

      “Jon. Aleks’ dad. Luke and me were hunting him. We stopped in to see Luke’s family, to tell them about Ben and see if they knew anything about Jon. Sometimes they smell rogue wolves in their lands. And they had. They had his scent. We followed him to town. He’d been there earlier and gone for her, Ophelia. By the time we got there he’d sensed us and vanished. I think he did something to her sister. I suspect he thought she was a witch too and lured her outside.”

      “Why'd Jon go there? Seems too weird to be random.” Aimee thought exactly the way I did.

      “Apparently, he has a thing for witches.”

      “And he got away?” Her face always showed some degree of devastation whenever we spoke of Aleks in any way.

      “Yeah. The whole thing seemed like a trap to me. There was a Dark One pretending to be the sheriff. And the house has guards like I’ve never seen before. Someone snatched the sister, Ophelia’s sister. She got taken. It was weird.”

      “Her sister as well as mine?” Aimee flinched.

      “Yup. Her sister and yours. Both gone.” I felt bad bringing it up but it was one of the facts of the case. “But I think her sister got taken by Jon. I haven’t told Ophelia. I don't have the heart. She loves her sister so much and all this information is hitting her all at once. She’s going to blow at some point and the rest of us are going to die from it.”

      “Die? How powerful do you think this witch is?” Aimee asked, obviously thinking about something else.

      “Lorri said she’s stronger than Annabelle.”

      “Ever hear the stories of Annabelle as a girl?” Aimee’s eyes got wide.

      “No.”

      “If she’s stronger, that’s scary.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. We had both seen Annabelle go poltergeist. Her magic was terrible and amazing.

      “Shit.” Aimee slumped into a chair. “I hope Jon”—she shuddered as she said his name—“didn't take her sister. That's not a fate anyone deserves.”

      I’d forgotten about Aimee’s mom. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” she answered but her eyes were pained. “How’s Hanna?” She changed the subject with a gulp.

      “I don't know. I messaged her a million times while she was with you guys. She never responded until I was about to lose it and come look for her.”

      “Yeah, we had a pretty tight radio silence,” Aimee tried to defend her. That was a first. It made me nervous.

      “When she finally did get ahold of me, she told me she was going to Greece to see the other sirens,” I snarled. I hated the sirens.

      “She loves you, Sam. It’ll be fine.” Her eyes darted to mine and I realized the pain in them was about love.

      “We’ll see.” I tucked her sadness in my back pocket for a conversation later and pointed at the doorway. “I’m gonna go find a bed and sleep.”

      “Sounds good. Me too.”

      “Night.” I waved and stalked off, worried about her and Hanna and Ophelia and Giselle.

      Things were unraveling faster than we could catch them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          Sucker for a siren

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      I tossed and turned for as long as I could before I ended up outside staring at the night’s sky.

      The moonlit night was peaceful and cool on the silent castle grounds. I couldn’t believe the size of the moon. I could still feel the pull of the ocean as I stood under it. My siren appeal was always stronger under the full moon.

      I hated being a siren.

      I hated the sirens who lived on the island in Greece. With no actual skills beyond their sex magic, they stayed where they were their strongest.

      My mother had been one, living in Greece, stealing from unsuspecting men. But then she met an angel and gave him her heart. After that, the other sirens had shunned her. I’d grown up with a group of Wiccans, men and women who allowed my mother to be part of their commune. She had always told everyone my father was dead. Not that I cared. I knew what sirens were like. I knew how they lived. It was disgusting. I could have been anyone’s son.

      I watched the moon and wished for a second I could shift into an animal and go kill things in the forest. I wished Ben were there. Ben would’ve made me laugh and made snide comments about Hanna.

      We could’ve joked and teased one another.

      And I wouldn't have felt quite so alone.

      I pushed down the sadness when I heard footsteps behind me in the moist grass. I didn't need to turn back to know it was Aimee.

      “Can we talk?” she asked.

      I wanted to say no. I wanted to leave her heartbreak and mine for another night. But I didn't.

      She sat on the bench next to me. Her eyes glossed over as she struggled with her breath.

      “I can’t do it anymore,” she whispered. I knew it wasn't Shane she was talking about.

      “I know. I miss them too, Aimes.” Moisture threatened my eyes, but I pushed it away, taking with it the thoughts of Ben and the many nights we’d spent laughing and joking. He had become the brother I never had.

      “I made the wrong choice, S-S-Sam,” her voice broke on my name. “I knew deep down that he would always be there waiting for me. I knew it wouldn’t always work with Shane. He’s human. I knew it wouldn’t last. I had just loved him for so long. It felt like the choice my heart would have made before.” She broke into sobs.

      I turned and encased her with my arms. Her shaking cries filled my chest as she lost the control she always struggled to maintain.

      Like everyone else, I’d gotten tired of her battles with which guy to love. I had always hoped she would just choose Aleksander and be done with it. I liked Shane just fine, but the whole mortal thing was doomed from the start.

      But now that Aleks was gone, I felt bad that God had made the choice for her.

      I rubbed her back and let her wreak havoc on my tee shirt with her tears, and God only knew what else.

      “And even worse”—she pulled back, wiping her puffy eyes—“I doubt I’ll ever get my sister back because Blake is going to kill her. I feel like everything is lost. You know?”

      “Yeah, I do.” I decided to go for a joke instead of more emotions, “You bitches have been hard on my lady, and now she’s in Greece where she’ll be loved and adored. And she’ll probably choose to stay. They hate me in Greece. They hate angels. Well, they hate humans too. They hate everyone. You should go there. You'd fit in.”

      She laughed and slapped my chest. “I don’t hate everyone. I like you. And we were nice to her. Very nice.” The laugh lasted a heartbeat and then she closed her eyes for a second, leaning in. “You smell like him.”

      I bit my bottom lip to stop the sarcastic shitty comments from flying from my mouth. She was vulnerable and afraid. I needed to just let her be those things and not try to fix the moment with humor or sarcasm.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn't be smelling you.”

      “I get it. We’ve all been through a lot. Ari and the messing around of our memories, and Ben and Aleks. I’m just grateful we have each other.”

      “I guess. I wish it was all easier, you know?”

      “Aimee, you have to be honest with Shane. His life is short. He needs to be able to move on. It’s hard to hear it right now, but it’ll get better with time.”

      “I’m just so scared to make the wrong choice. One side of me wants Shane, just like the other side of me wanted Aleks.”

      “Okay.” I took a deep breath and said the thing I’d held back forever from saying, “This is going to sound brutal and harsh but you need it. You broke Aleks' heart and then he died. You can't say you wish you'd made another choice. The choice you made is over. There is no getting that time back, Aimes. But the fact you chose Shane and now you’re second-guessing tells me you chose wrong. And that’s for the best. Because you have enough on your plate. Worrying about another person isn’t necessary. You’ve already got two humans to worry about.”

      “Three.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Three?”

      “Blake isn’t evil. I know him. He isn’t doing this on purpose.”

      I didn’t want to touch that one with a mile-long pole. Aimee had a hard time being wrong.

      So I nodded and smiled.

      “Want to go kill shit?” She sighed.

      My stomach rumbled. “I’m hungry. Can we eat first?” I shuddered, remembering what Aimee did the last time she was angry. She had pulled the soul so violently that blood shot from the person and splattered everywhere. Lucas had loved it, but I nearly threw up. Lucas had called me Nancy ever since.

      “You go ahead and eat. I’m saving my appetite for later.”

      “I definitely need to eat first. You have that look. The one where people bleed everywhere.”

      “They taste better scared. I so get what Dorian’s deal is with it. He likes them afraid before he does it too.”

      “Dealers are disgusting. I’m a lover, not a fighter.” I stood and lifted her up to her feet.

      “Yeah, whatever. Every time we go anywhere, we learn another new talent of yours.” Her eyes turned serious again. “Thanks for letting me miss him.”

      “You let me love Hanna and obsess about her, and even talked me out of trying to kill Marcus.”

      She pointed at me. “That would have been a mistake. You would have died.”

      “Aleks would be alive instead of me. It would have been better that way.”

      “No.” Her words were a whisper in the night air, “Never say that, Sam. He wouldn’t want it that way. He was better than us all.”

      “Let’s just take one detour before I grab some grub.” I gripped her arm and instantly we were standing on the side of the road. The old faint cross in the bark was barely visible. I wanted her to see it, to remember how she felt about Aleks, and to let go of poor Shane. The guy deserved to be free.

      She gasped and walked to it, dropping to her knees. She rested her head against the tree and brushed her fingers against the lines of ripped bark. “How did you know?”

      “Aleks. He called it your spot, like his and yours. He told me you would sit here and tell him everything. You poured your heart out to him. He spent eight months listening to every thought and feeling and fell in love with you.”

      “Sam?—what the hell, Aimee?”

      The voice made my back straighten but I turned and waved. “Shane, hey man.”

      He jogged over to where we were. “What are you doing here?” He put his hands on his hips.

      Aimee turned her back on the tree but never stepped closer to us.

      Shane was clearly hurt. “I’ve been calling and texting you, Aimes. What’s going on?”

      I took that as my cue to leave. I never should have brought her there. “I’ll give you two some space. See ya around, Shane.”

      Shane put a hand out for me to shake. I took it, trying desperately not to feel the pain in Shane’s heart but it was everywhere. His love for her was far more genuine than hers for him. He was that piece of her past she refused to let go of. “See ya, man.”

      I flashed to Greece instead of back to the castle. I knew I shouldn't and yet I couldn’t stop myself.

      It was nighttime there. I stared at the small house in the lonely part of the island, but no one moved beyond the windows.

      The thought that they weren’t home crushed me.

      I knew where she was.

      I flashed downtown, searching for her. I could sense her. She was still on the island.

      The feeling of her in the air pulled me to the left. I climbed a steep street until I heard music. I left the road to venture into the woods at the top of the hill and flashed into a tree so I could better survey the area.

      There was a huge dance going on, people were everywhere.

      Her bright strawberry-blonde hair shone like a beacon of light and stood out against the brunettes.

      She smiled and laughed, clueless I was spying on her.

      From the moment we met, I knew I was hers and she was mine. In the tree, I closed my eyes and remembered the first time I saw that splash of strawberry-blonde hair in the crowd of brunettes. Her mother was alive back then and Hanna was a sweet kid. The next time I saw her she clung to her father’s leg, scared of everyone. When her mother took her own life, Hanna changed. The happy little girl she’d been was gone.

      I was only a boy at the time and never suspected Marcus was to blame for her mother’s death. No one had. His advances toward her mother had been kept secret.

      Her mother was of the few sirens that had shown love and sisterly affections toward mine. They’d visited us on the Canadian island many times when Hanna was tiny.

      I fell in love with her then, but I didn't know how we would ever find our way back to each other. Especially after her dad put the ban on anyone from our world seeing her. I always suspected she was special, but he had believed she was a human, and humans have no place in our world. Or hearts.

      Shane was a prime example of that.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” Lorri spoke as the tree branch shifted from her weight.

      “I go where my heart is, Lorri.”

      “She’s safe.” Lorri watched Hanna laugh and enjoy meeting the other sirens. “It’s you who’s in danger. They could come for you, if they sense you.”

      “I would kill them all.”

      “Samuel.” The tone of her voice told me there was no negotiating with her.

      “I’ll leave in a minute.”

      “You have two minutes. I’ll meet you back at Lydia’s.” She flashed a second later.

      Lorri had no sooner vanished than Hanna accepted a dance from a greasy-looking man.

      She let him take her hand and pull her to the dance floor. They danced slowly, swaying to the music. The sight of her in another man’s arms burned me, even if I knew why she was doing it. She was filling up. They were teaching Hanna to glean emotions like a succubus, stealing energy from her victims. It would dull the ache of her need and fill her up. Sirens fed similarly to a succubus. They needed energy to satisfy their craving which was called a need. It was more vampirism than any of them wanted to admit.

      The dark-haired man roamed his hands across her back and down.

      He gripped the thin satin dress, sliding his hands everywhere.

      I gagged with rage and fury, waiting for my girl to react but she didn't. She allowed it. If anything, she encouraged it. She smiled and giggled.

      As if sensing my attack of the heart in the tree across the garden from the patio party, her eyes darted to where I was.

      Her hands dropped, along with her smile.

      The other women followed her stare, maybe sensing her agitation and loss of joy of the glean, or whatever they felt.

      I flashed to the ground, across from the patio where they danced. “Why?” I couldn't hold back. I had to know why she would do this. I had to know why I wasn't enough.

      The sirens’ faces dropped as they recognized me.

      “You are an abomination. You must leave this island,” one of them whispered, knowing I would hear it.

      But I didn't care. I could kill them all in one swoop. It was her I was there for.

      Hanna’s eyes flooded with tears. “It isn’t what it looked like.”

      “I know what it is, Hanna. You’re no better than a vampire, a disgusting one. I feel like an idiot. I freed you from someone who wanted to do this very thing to you, and here you are. You and Marcus deserved each other.” The words cut me leaving my mouth but the emptiness seared my insides. My heart was breaking, burning and crumbling and she didn't care. I could smell her indifference in the air.

      “You have no right to be here. Your angel blood is a disgrace to our kind.” One of the older ones with shiny blue eyes pointed at me.

      “Don’t worry. I’m leaving.” I turned and began to walk away from Hanna. A heave ripped from my lips as I tried to flash but the emotions tied me down. I couldn’t flash. My power was gone and pain was everywhere.

      “Sam, wait.” She ran after me. Tears poured down her ruddy cheeks. “Sam, honestly, what do you expect from me?” She shoved me and I didn’t have to turn back to know she was fighting the beast. “You say you’ve loved me your whole life. You’ve known about me since forever. I’ve known you a year. It’s not the same for me. I don’t even know why we love each other. I can’t explain it.”

      I winced but kept walking.

      “Sam, I just need a little time to adjust. I can't learn everything from you. Your mother was a disgrace to our kind. You need to know how bad her choice was. I shouldn’t even love you, Sam. You shouldn't be my match.”

      “We don’t have to love each other, Hanna,” I muttered and turned down the hill. I needed to be away from her. I tried to flash but the agonizing ache inside me stopped it.

      She shoved me again, this time harder. “Good, I don’t want to love you anyway. It feels forced, like I have no choice in who I love. I wish I’d never met you. Jesus, just turn around and talk to me like a real man.” Her voice changed a little.

      She shoved me once more. But this time it wasn't her.

      I flew down the road and smashed into a building. My face and arms stung where fresh blood began to trickle from the wounds. Rocks and buildings began to crumple around me.

      Rage filled me too, replacing the heartache, and I flashed as the rocks covered where I was.

      I lay in the yard at Lydia’s.

      The last thing I ever wanted was for Hanna to meet the others. I had hoped to explain the whole situation before she met the rest of them.

      This was exactly the reason I was terrified of her being in Greece without me, and without an explanation. They had polluted her. They had told her I was bad, I was cursed.

      My lungs ached from the distance between us. I rolled over and pushed myself up, ignoring the wet moss soaking through my jeans. The extreme difference between late June in Portland Oregon and Ithaca Greece became obvious as the cold mist crept into my skin.

      “Sam, what are you doing?” Ari rushed at me and cradled me in her arms. Tears I hadn’t realized were there, blinded me, making her face blurry. “Sam, what’s happened?”

      Luke came out of the house, running. “Is it Hanna?”

      I covered my face to hide my pain, ashamed of myself.

      “Is she hurt?”

      “Where is she?”

      I tried to speak but my voice cracked and it came out as a raspy whisper instead, “She doesn’t want to be with me.”

      “Dude, you’re bleeding.” Luke helped me to my feet. “Did she do this to you? Tell me you fought back.”

      “Lucas,” Ari scolded him.

      I shrugged them both off. “I’m fine.” I turned and walked inside the house.

      Danny was in the kitchen eating and playing his DSI. “Hey, Sam. Did Anne tell you she met some Internet dude? She’s going on a real date. Like gross. I pity that poor sap.”

      I ignored him and ran up to my room. I closed the door and slid down with my back pressed against it.

      I missed my mom.

      I hadn’t seen her since she was taken. The Wiccans hinted that maybe she got caught by the government after Sarah was taken from our island. I let the government take me after I promised the Wiccans I would find Sarah and my mother.

      The moment I entered the facility where they kept the special kids, I knew my mom had never been there. I met the Nephilim children and stayed with them until we were rescued. Sarah was a fire witch, a real witch, not like the Wiccans.

      She was taken from her elementary school for burning the gymnasium down. When we met and she touched her hand to mine for the first time, our magic sparked and I was able to see the future. I saw Aimee and Ari long before they came.

      I knew we had to wait and this was the path I was meant to take.

      But at that moment, sitting alone and devastated in the dark room, I didn't see how this was possibly the destination.

      That spark had felt like God touching me, God telling me I was doing the right thing.

      The stabbing pain in my heart felt like something else. I got up and walked to the window, needing to be away from this and everything else. I’d helped free the kids. I did my part. I was done now. I was free.

      “Sam.”

      Lydia was in the doorway. “You have everyone pretty worried, Sam. Is Hanna okay?”

      “They’ve turned her. I saw her gleaning off someone, some gross older man. He was touching her—”

      “Why would she do something like that?”

      “Sending her there was a mistake. I will never forgive you, or Lorri.” I pulled the ring from my finger and placed it on the nightstand.

      “Sam, don’t be foolish.” Her voice filled with hurt, for me. I knew she loved me. She was the mother I’d lost.

      “Make the pain stop, Lydia. Please. Break the match,” I begged, finally showing her how much anguish I was in.

      “I won’t, Sam. It will break your heart. You’ll never feel love again. You'll die.”

      “I won’t love again anyway.”

      “What’s going on?” Lorri's voice filled the room.

      “Hanna and Sam have had a fight.”

      “She just sent me a message to come and get her. She wants to come home. You should just go get her and talk.”

      “Never!” I spit the words angrily at Lorri.

      “Don't be a pain in the ass, Sam.”

      “People make mistakes, Sam. Don't be the person who can’t forgive. You’ll only end up hurting yourself.” Lydia put her hands on her hips.

      Lorri gestured at my ring on the nightstand. “Is it bugging your finger?”

      “I’m not doing this anymore. I’m done. The moment I went searching for my mom and became bent on saving the kids was the last moment of peace I’ve had. And watching my girlfriend glean on some old pervert because you just HAD to send her to Greece, even though you knew what they’d teach her, pisses me off more than anything!”

      “I’m going to kill her.” Lorri rubbed her eyes like she was exhausted.

      “Whatever. I’m done.” I flashed away.

      I wasn't certain of the decision but it was better than ever seeing Hanna again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Witchy woman

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      The woman in the snow globe waved and blew me a kiss. I spoke to the six balls of light, “Do you see her often?”

      Other than this snow globe, we have not seen her since birth. We each remember her from the minutes we had when we were born, before we were taken.

      “Why can’t you go there and see her if you can see our brother?” I called them my sisters now and was facing the fact this nightmare wasn't just going to end. It was real. I was a witch and these spooky balls were my family.

      It was insane, but hard to deny.

      There is a guard around the tower. No one may enter but our father.

      “How did Annabelle make this snow globe then?” It was creepy watching the woman, obviously my mother, wave and blow kisses.

      One of Mother’s maids sacrificed her life to create a live link to her cell. It’s made of her blood and soul.

      “Gross.” I was grateful I’d gotten Sam to grab it for me.

      He made me promise a favor if he did it. He was being weird. He had snuck into Lydia’s like he didn’t want to be seen and then came to see me as if he wanted to ask something, but he didn't. He just made small talk. Then I asked him to get my snow globe and he seemed better.

      The problem was I had to go too. He still couldn't get through the guard on my house.

      My mom and dad weren’t home.

      No one was.

      Abbey was missing, I could tell. Her things were the same as they had been the night she disappeared.

      No one was saying it, but I started to think they all knew Abbey was dead. They just didn't want to tell me.

      I prayed I was wrong.

      I left the snow globe in my room at Lydia’s and walked down the stairs to the kitchen.

      “She needs to convince them to give her their power after she kills her brother,” Lorri spoke in a hushed tone.

      “Shh,” Lydia shushed her.

      I stopped as I opened the fridge door, motionless, holding the jug of orange juice.

      Were they talking about me?

      “Ophelia, honey, do you want to come in here?”

      I carried the orange juice into the sitting room next to the kitchen. Lorri and Lydia sat on the chairs.

      Lorri raised an eyebrow at the juice.

      “I was getting a glass, I swear.”

      “So you heard that, I assume.”

      I nodded. “You want me to kill my brother? The brother I haven’t ever met and don’t really believe exists?”

      “The witch who birthed the others did the spell so that whoever was the last one standing would be graced with the power of them all. It’s the only way to defeat him.”

      “They told me you’re Lucifer. If that’s true, how is he stronger than you?”

      Lorri stared directly into my eyes. “He has allowed the shadow to fill him up. He is full of the hate and pain of the world. He is the actual Satan that humankind believes me to be. The reason we guard is to protect humans against the darkness your mother cursed the Earth with.”

      “I know. Annabelle and my sisters told me this. Adam raped her in the garden.”

      “Shhh, child. Do not speak the words.” Lydia glanced around nervously.

      “Why?”

      “Better to be safe than sorry.”

      “Look, I get that this is very real to you all, but the part that’s real to me is my sister. Do you know where she is?”

      Lydia glanced at Lorri who nodded. “We think there are two possibilities: One, Jon, the Viking werewolf killed her. Or two, she’s in Alaska, if she’s still alive.”

      “Still alive?” The words tasted as bad as they sounded.

      Lorri offered, “Look, kid, the people who have her have all the darkness in the world inside them. Bad things are kind of their gig.”

      “Can we go get her?”

      “Not until July 7. It’s when you’ll be at your strongest.”

      “Are you insane? I’m not waiting that long to get her. Especially if she might die. My parents have probably called the police. Everyone knows we're missing. They have to!” I stormed up to the room where Sam always hid lately. I tapped on his door.

      “Yeah.”

      “Hey.” I opened it, scowling at the bag he was packing. “What are you doing?”

      “Leaving.”

      My heart sunk. I hated the house and the stupid people in it. The little kids were creepy and the girls my age were bitchy. No one just told you the whole truth on anything. Sam was my favorite. “Can I come?”

      “Sure.” He shrugged.

      “Be right back.” I ran to my room and snagged my snow globe and hurried back to him.

      “Sam, don’t do this,” Lydia’s voice rang through the halls as I got to his room.

      I grabbed his arm as we flashed. When we stopped moving, I opened my eyes to find the most amazing castle I’d ever seen. The only castle I’d ever seen.

      “Wow. What is this place?”

      “Giselle’s place.”

      “The vampire’s house?” I barely recalled the night the vampires were outside Lydia's. What I did remember was horrifying. I glared at Sam, remembering the way he made my mind fuzzy.

      “Come on.” He waved and strolled inside.

      He seemed different.

      The foyer was the size of the main floor of my parents’ house. Sadness filled me as I thought about them. Were they out searching for me right now? Were they scared?

      Lorri told me I was a danger to everyone, now that my father knew I was alive. He would know he had been betrayed. He would be looking for me.

      I couldn’t imagine being a baby smuggled out as a dead infant while my mother grieved the loss of yet another baby girl. I gripped the snow globe against my chest and tried not to dwell on it. I couldn’t fight the fact I felt something for the snow globe lady, even if I didn’t understand it.

      I followed Sam as he stormed to Aimee’s new room. She was huddled on her bed crying.

      “I need your help,” he blurted. I lingered in the hall, worried about her crying. She didn't come across as the crying type.

      A disgusted look flashed across her red and puffy face. “What? Are you kidding me?”

      “I need help. I need to find the spell that breaks my match.”

      “Can you break mine too?”

      “Yeah, maybe. Is it over?”

      “I broke up with him.”

      “Is he okay?” Sam didn't sound like he cared, at all.

      “What? No—of course not. He’s upset. He cried on the side of the road and yelled at me.”

      “What did he say?” Sam was being so heartless, I cringed.

      “He said I was making a mistake and that we are supposed to be together. Then he got really mad and asked why the fuck he was staying in random hotels with my dad, and giving up his dreams if we weren’t going to be together. Then he called me my sister and left.”

      “You know that’s not true, right?” His voice softened a tiny bit.

      “It is true. I am my sister. I loved him and Aleks at the same time. I dated them both. I judged her for the same shit.”

      “You saved his life, breaking it off. Think of the shit that's wrong with you.”

      She sniffled. “It didn’t feel like it. It felt like I was destroying it.”

      “Did you go get your dad?”

      “Yeah. We sold his house a while ago and it closed the other day. He cried a lot. He’s staying with my gram in her new condo that I got Lorri to buy her. It’s in the South of France. No one knows they’re there. Not even Shane.”

      “He’ll be happy, Aimes.”

      “I wish they could all be happy. I wish I’d cut the ties with them long before I became a Rose. I don’t mind my life being screwed, but I hate that they're all separated and scared. Most of all, I hate that I can’t be there. I wish I knew what was going to happen.”

      Sam pulled a gold plate from his backpack. “Then I have something to cheer you up.”

      “Gold dishes?”

      “Annabelle’s golden scrying plate. Ass.”

      Aimee snorted. “What in the world could you possibly want to show me in that plate? You aren’t even magical.”

      He pinched his noise. “I’m not, hammerhead, but Ophelia is and she’s here.”

      “You’re a moron.”

      “Be that as it may, but you can see if it was the right choice.”

      “You think Ophelia could use that to see our sisters?”

      “I do.” He nodded. “And more. How to get Alise back. I bet she can.”

      Giselle brushed past, making me flinch. “Uhhh, that Ophelia chick is lingering in the hall and Hanna just called from Roland’s place. She’s coming over.”

      Sam spoke softly, “Ask Ophelia to meet us in the den, please.”

      Giselle scoffed. “I’m not your servant. Besides, I got me a vampire date.” I turned and shouted into the hall, “Jeeves, get that witch in the den, and I’m hungry.” She strutted away, completely ignoring me.

      Aimee muttered, “I miss poor Giselle.”

      “I agree.”

      “I HEARD THAT, ASSHOLES.”

      Aimee laughed and picked up the golden plate. “Wonder what her date will be like?”

      “He will no doubt be young and attractive, and hopefully eager to fill my role as Jeeves the Slave.” Hamish appeared in the doorway and gave me a look. “It’s this way to the den, miss. They will meet you there.”

      I followed the old man to a creepy den to wait for them to come to me.

      The castle was off the hook.

      Sam entered the room in a hurry. “Dim the lights and light a bunch of candles,” he spoke quickly as he grabbed the plate from Aimee and placed it on the small table. He grabbed a glass of water from the bar and poured it into the shallow plate.

      “Make sure the candles are behind the spot. They need to be behind where Ophelia is going to read.” Sam smiled at me. “You need to look into this plate and relax your mind. We will ask questions and you will see answers, okay?”

      “This is how a witch gets answers?” I asked skeptically.

      “Yeah. I saw some of the Wiccans do this tons. Plus, this plate is really magical.”

      “I don't know if this will work. I don't really know much about magic. Annabelle’s been trying to teach me, but I don't think I have it.” I fidgeted with my fingers and peered into the water.

      “You’re fine. Calm the mind. Push away every thought and worry. Just relax and breathe.” Sam tried to speak as low as he could.

      I closed my eyes and followed his instructions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Girls gone wild

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      The water looked normal. I wanted to help them so they would help me get my sister’s and my life back, but I doubted my own abilities.

      I cleared my mind and watched the water in the golden plate. Just as I felt the last cog in my brain stop turning, the water rippled.

      Confused, I moved closer. The bottom of the plate fell away, revealing an incredibly deep hole filled with water. “Holy shit, the bottom’s gone.” I gulped.

      “I think that’s it,” Sam whispered.

      “Then I guess you can ask now.” I felt detached and fuzzy.

      Aimee blurted quickly, “Did I make the right decision to break up with Shane?”

      The water turned stormy and dark suddenly. Waves started to lap across the top of the hole. A handsome man with dark-blond hair and bright-blue eyes sat alone in a room. He was drinking a beer with the TV on and his police uniform shirt open to reveal a white undershirt, making him appear sloppy. He looked miserable. It flashed and suddenly he was at a scene of an accident. A woman in blue jeans and a baby blue tee shirt held her hand to her face. Blood dripped from her forehead. He wiped the blood away. She smiled at him. The next flash, he was holding a baby in a hospital room. The lady from the accident smiled from a hospital bed. His eyes still had sadness in them.

      “He’s going to save a woman, fall in love, and have a baby. He’s happy, I guess. Haunted still, maybe. So I guess you did. His life looks as if he moved on.”

      “My turn. How can I break my match?” Sam asked impatiently.

      “What?” I frowned. I didn’t understand the question. The water churned again, and when the picture cleared, a beautiful woman stood at the edge of a lake. An older woman walked to her. Her back was to me. The scene was obviously from sometime long ago. They both wore old-fashioned dresses and bonnets. The young woman opened her dress and the older woman whispered, “Fod yn rhydd o’r cadwyni o gariad,” pulled a dagger from the holster on her hip, and dragged it across her hand, making bright-red blood appear. She coated the dagger in the blood and then plunged it into the heart of the woman. I gasped and the woman screamed in agony. The older woman pulled the dagger out. No wound was there but a scar remained. The older woman turned to face me. I gasped again, seeing it was the younger face of Lydia as she walked away from the screaming woman.

      “I have to cut myself and say some shit and then stab you.” I gulped and stared at him. “This is a bad idea.”

      “You know what to say, right? Not just some shit?” Sam cringed.

      “Yeah, words are repeating in my head right now. But I don't think it’s a good idea.”

      “It’ll be fine.”

      “Lydia did it in the plate to a young woman. She was so beautiful back then.” I peered back down, hoping to see her again.

      Aimee asked before Sam could, “Will I get my sister back?”

      I thought of my own sister momentarily as the water splashed and rolled inside the hole. I waited for the water to clear but it didn’t. I started to feel sick. “I don’t think I can do anymore right now.” I blinked and turned away from the plate. “That was weird.”

      “I have a dagger if you could just do this little spell for me quickly.” Sam raised his eyebrows.

      “Already?”

      “I need this.” He said it so flatly I couldn't deny it. “And I need to hurry.”

      “Okay. All right. We can try.”

      He bent down and pulled a small dagger from his sock.

      “What is this, Braveheart? Who keeps knives in their socks?”

      “I grew up with Earth witches. They always have a spare blade somewhere or salt in a pocket.” He passed me the blade. It was still warm from being near his skin.

      “Are you sure I can do this?” My nerves buzzed.

      “I’m an immortal. I can’t die anyway. Stabbing me in the heart is just going to hurt, even if the spell doesn’t work. But then we pull the blade out and I heal instantly.”

      “Fine.” My brow was sweat covered and my hands quivered, but I held the blade up against my hand and whispered the words still swirling in my head, “Fod yn rhydd o’r cadwyni o gariad.” I slid the blade along my hand, slicing it open. I started to panic but coated the blade in dark-red blood. It seemed darker than I remembered it ever being. It was almost black.

      He pulled off his shirt and took a deep breath, closing his eyes. “Do it.” When I didn't move, he lowered his gaze to me. “Do it. Please, I need this.”

      The desperation in his eyes spoke to me. Without thinking, as if he’d mesmerized me to do it, I plunged the knife into his soft skin. He immediately screamed and writhed in pain. I pulled the blade out and let it drop to the floor.

      “Oh my God. I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Aimee snapped out of her daydream and grabbed him. She wrapped her arms around him. “What did you do?” she shouted at me.

      “I don't know. I don't know! He asked me to!”

      He screamed in pain and dropped to his knees, falling to his side. He curled into a ball.

      “Oh my God.” I lowered too, my hands shaking and bleeding. “I’m so sorry. Sam, I’m so sorry.” I sobbed, wrapping myself around him and cradling his head in my arms. “I’m so sorry.”

      A redhead rushed into the room. “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?” She dropped to her knees in front of him, sobbing. “No, Sam. No.”

      Aimee reached a hand for the redhead, but Sam put a fist out. “No, Aimes. She isn’t worth it,” he spoke through gritted teeth.

      The redhead cried into her hands. “I didn’t mean it. I never meant it, Sam. Please. Please.” She shook her head, reaching for him.

      He recoiled at her touch. “Never speak to me again.”

      “Sam. I was confused. You were right. I shouldn’t have gone there. Sam, I’m sorry. Please. I love you, Sam.”

      He reached for Aimee and used her to get off the ground. When he stood, we all gasped at the brand-new scar in the shape of a heart with singed edges over his real heart.

      Aimee helped him walk. “Get out of our house.” She spat as she spoke to the redhead.

      Sam appeared weak as Aimee led him from the room.

      I knelt on the floor, still reeling. “I didn’t know it would do that. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know it would work.” I covered my face as the air grew cold.

      The redhead turned to me and screamed. Her face changed, becoming frightening. “What did you do?”

      I jumped up. “He asked me to do it.”

      The redhead lunged at me. Something surged from me. Waves of something shot the angry girl across the room. I was no longer afraid. I frowned at the ceiling filling with dark angry clouds.

      Rain began to pour across the tile floor, drenching me and the other girl as power surged through me.

      Thunder and lightning filled the ceiling. Bolts of lightning struck the floor around us.

      The redhead dove at me. I pulled at the lightning, hitting her in the back. She screamed and flew across the room again, sliding on the water and slamming into the wooden wall. A huge hole was busted through into the next room.

      Giselle appeared at the door. “STOP WRECKING MY SHIT!” she screamed into the rain and hail falling all around us.

      The redhead snarled at me, completely ignoring Giselle's arrival.

      “Hanna, what the hell? Why are you trashing my den?”

      The redhead leapt at me, still snarling.

      I struck her with lightning again, knocking her to the ground on her stomach.

      Giselle cringed. “Ophelia, girl, your eyes are some effed up right now. You need to stop raining on my den. And stop hitting Hanna with lightning. She’s a Rose.”

      I ignored her, enjoying the feelings that flowed through me. The power was licking at my fingertips.

      I pulled at the lightning again and forked it, striking Giselle and the redhead.

      Giselle was thrown back into the wooden-paneled walls. She growled and leapt at me. She was faster than the redhead. She hit me mid waist with a crushing blow, hurling us both out the window and onto the grass two stories below.

      Her hands came at my throat but I shoved her back with energy. Giselle flew into the vines against the brick wall. I twisted the vines, trapping her against the side of the castle.

      A scream filled the yard, “STOP THIS!”

      I turned to see Lydia standing on the grass with her hands on her hips. The next thing I knew I was also trapped against the castle wall with vines choking me. The redhead appeared out of nowhere and was held against the wall too.

      Lydia’s eyes were solid black. With her long gray hair she looked terrifying.

      Bliss filled me as the magic faded and a small smile spread across my lips.

      The redhead, whose face was covered in tears, stared at me like I was insane.

      “It was my first time using my magic just on my own,” I tried to explain.

      The redhead didn’t seem to come around. She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the rough brick.

      “WHAT DO YOU THREE THINK YOU’RE DOING?” Lydia paced in front of us.

      Giselle pointed at me with her fingers she had free. “They did this. I was just defending my den. I don’t know what the den is for, but they were using it like a wrestling ring.”

      “That’s boxing, you moron, and we saw you take Ophelia out the window. Nice try.” Lorri put her hands on her hips the same way Lydia had. “You’ve left a magical stain in the area. Ophelia, your father is looking for you. His people will be able to see this mess. You idiots. This shit is a beacon for them to follow.”

      Lydia sighed and put her face in her hands. “We can disperse it some. The stain will still be in the city, but at least they will assume she’s at my house, not the vampire queen’s.”

      Lydia’s eyes were back to normal and kind when she pulled her hands away from her face. “Hanna. I’m so sorry.”

      “No.” The redhead shook her head. “I did this. It’s my fault. I never should have gone. They didn’t teach me anything I couldn’t have figured out from your book.”

      Lydia swallowed hard as her eyes darted at Lorri. “We just thought you would want to know your mother’s family.”

      “I did want to, but it’s cost me everything.”

      Lorri snarled indignantly, “It was the best place for you to learn emergency feeding to stop the need.”

      The redhead glanced down as best as the vines would allow. “It doesn’t matter now. He’s broken the match.”

      I noticed, for the first time, the bracelet the girl wore was glowing, like a fire burned inside it. I couldn’t help but feel animosity toward her. Something made me dislike her instinctively. I didn’t like that.

      A whisper filled my mind. It’s her siren half. All supernatural women naturally dislike her. Hanna is a sweet girl, I promise you. I darted my eyes at Lydia who continued to speak inside my head. You will like her if you give her a chance. We need to talk about that spell and Annabelle's plate. I'm very angry, Ophelia.

      I felt sick. I used my magic to do a terrible thing. The redhead had lost everything because of me. I didn’t know the story. I didn’t want to. It would only make things much worse.

      I needed to focus on the important things. I had to get my sister back.

      “I will let the vines release you all, but you will apologize to each other. Ophelia, it’s safest for you to stay here. Giselle, she doesn’t leave the house. Girls, I am very disappointed in you all.”

      Giselle opened her mouth to argue, but closed it again as black clouds floated in Lydia’s eyes. “Fine.”

      It didn’t sound fine, not at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          There’s always a cost

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      The pain was overwhelming. Nothing soothed it. I threw up when I tried to eat and passed out from the pain when I tried walking around.

      I felt mortal for the first time.

      My shallow breaths worried me, and by the look of it, Aimee too.

      “So, when did you sell your dad’s house?” I asked, hoping something beyond Hanna would fill my mind.

      “I listed it last summer. It sold a month ago. We just closed it.”

      “Have you seen the people who bought it?”

      A subtle smile crept across her lips. “Maybe.”

      “You’ve spied on them?” I had to force the chuckle from my lips.

      “It wasn’t spying. It was checking to make sure they would love my house. My mother was all over that house. The curtains. The paint. The carpet. All her.”

      “Aimes, you have to stop living in the past,” I mumbled.

      “My sister is taken, my mother is dead, and my father is living with his mother in France. Easier said than done. You don’t even know what you’re talking about.”

      My eyes narrowed as I lost the humor. “My father was one of the fallen. He fell from Heaven with Lorri. His name was Anthony. He met my mother and they fell in love. He joined ranks with Jonathan because he, apparently, chose my mother over God. Lorri murdered him when my mom was pregnant with me. She gave birth to me in Greece with the other sirens. They shunned us when they saw what I was. We moved to Canada to live amongst the Wiccans on an island in British Columbia. When I was nine, I thought she got taken by the government. I lived like an orphan for a long time until another girl from our town went missing. I knew I had to save them, so I let myself get abducted by them. But I was wrong. My mom wasn’t there. I lived in captivity, taking care of scared children, until you freed me.”

      “Oh my God. I had no idea.” Aimee looked confused. “You always said they were alive. How do you even kill a fallen? I'm sorry I said that, Sam. I didn’t know.”

      “No one does.” I sigh. “I want to believe my parents loved each other, but the more time I spend with everyone, the more I think they just fell into the attraction. He was an angel and she was a siren. Worst mix ever. How would you ever trust your love in that situation?”

      Aimee blushed. “That's what I always thought about Aleks. I always thought the love wasn’t real. It was part of whatever we all are. Is your mother still alive?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve had dreams where Jonathan was the one who took my mother as his slave. If that’s true, then she’s lived in captivity for twenty years. Jonathan’s a bad man. I did hear that he’s always sort of been like Marcus, keeping sirens. I heard he kept one siren for a very long time. If my mother, your sister, and Ophelia’s sister are all alive, it’ll be one huge miracle.”

      Aimee flinched. “Alise is alive. I know it.”

      “That’s good.” If I was being honest with myself, I didn’t have the same feeling about my mother. I imagined that after twenty years of horror, I wouldn't know her even if I did see her.

      We fell asleep next to each other, comforting one another.

      When I woke, the cloud of desperation and pain had lifted. I stretched my arms freely. My heart didn’t burn. I felt something I’d never felt before. Freedom.

      I’d loved Hanna from the moment I saw her. I knew my future would be to love her and those feelings had always been in the background, taking up space.

      This new freedom came at a price, and I could sense the price tag attaching itself. I was empty. There was no love. There was no possibility of love. Nothing inspired me. But I was calm and even inside. No high and now no low.

      I took a moment to adjust to the feeling of it. It didn’t hurt, but it lacked joy and possibilities.

      Aimee was passed out next to me. I stroked her arm, trying to see if there was anything in the contact, any attraction at all. But there was nothing.

      I wished I could love her. She was perfect. That was clear for the first time as the haze of Hanna lifted from me.

      Aimee’s face was pretty but her heart was beautiful.

      A slow smirk crept across her lips. “Are you touching me in my sleep? Because that’s a little creepy.”

      “No.” I laughed but it was hollow. “Maybe. I was more admiring you than sleep assaulting.”

      “Not much to admire,” she groaned and rolled over.

      “I like it when you pity yourself.”

      Giselle poked her face into the room. “Guys, Hanna won’t leave the castle. Sam, you have to talk to her.”

      “Fine.” I got up from the bed and walked toward Giselle who grinned at me and Aimee.

      “You moved on fast. You two got a thing going on?” she toyed.

      “No.” I exhaled like I was annoyed, but I wasn’t. I was almost numb.

      She shrugged. “She’ll tell me.” She walked into the room past me.

      Feeling different, I strolled to Hanna casually.

      Nothing about how I felt made sense.

      When I went to sleep the night before, I was certain of three things:

      I hated the castle.

      I hated my memories.

      I hated Hanna.

      Suddenly, it was gone. The hate had deflated and I was empty.

      I was hollow.

      I walked to the room I knew she would sleep in. The room she had been held captive in. She would torture herself by sleeping there.

      The candles had been snuffed recently, leaving a smell of smoke in the air. She lay on the bed in her clothes. Her red hair was splayed out around her. My stomach didn’t ache and long for her the way it had before. Her ruddy skin didn’t move my fingers to touch her.

      I barely registered her scent in the air.

      “Hanna.” My voice was flat.

      She turned over, revealing her red and puffy face. “Sam.” She reached for me, but I stepped back and walked to the armchair beside the bed. Tears started to flow from her eyes. “Sam, I’m sorry. I need you to hear that. I love you. I love you so much.”

      “I know you do. Hanna, I can’t forgive you.”

      “I know that. I see the blank stare in your face. You don’t see me anymore. I don’t know how to fix it.”

      “You can’t. I’ve broken the match. You’re free to live in Greece and torture men to your heart’s content.” I could be cruel to her. It was weird. This was a girl I would have died for. I think in some ways I had.

      “I don’t want that. I want you.”

      “You had me, Hanna.” I laughed bitterly. “And I guess every other man, under your spell.”

      “I want to start over.”

      “There is no starting over. I’ve broken the match.”

      “Sam, why would you go to such extremes?”

      “Hanna, you told me that you wished you never loved me. What did you think I would do?”

      Her eyes grew cold. “Understand that I was drunk and confused. I just said those things. I never meant them.”

      “Okay, well great, you never meant them. That doesn’t change what’s done. You have a lot of growing up to do. You’ll get past me, just like I’ve gotten past you.”

      I stood and walked from the room.

      “Don’t do this, Sam.”

      I muttered, “It’s done,” and flashed to Lydia’s house. I opened the fridge and pulled out the chocolate almond milk that I loved. I drank from the carton, just like Lydia and Annabelle always asked me not to. I was feeling a little rebellious.

      “Sam, you know I hate that.”

      I pulled the carton from my lips. “Sorry, Annabelle. I’ll finish it.”

      “You want some breakfast?”

      “Sure.” Plates of pancakes, bacon, eggs, and sausages were set out on the table. “No home fries?”

      She pulled them from the oven as I spoke. “Don’t be getting picky on me, Sam. You lucky you getting breakfast after what you done to Miss Hanna. You conned that poor Ophelia into doing that spell. You think I don’t know you took my plate? You lucky Ophelia never died.”

      “From scrying?”

      Annabelle put the plate down on the table and snapped, “Sam, that be my plate. It be tied to me. My power be in there. You put her power in there. Now it be her plate. Her magic is stronger. You ruined my plate. And yes, she coulda gone and died on all y’all. Witches scry after years of training, not a couple of weeks.”

      “Sorry, Annabelle.” I didn’t feel as sorry as I should’ve, but I wanted to be.

      “What’s done is done is all. Eat the breakfast, Sam, before I get mad. You shouldn’t have took my plate and you shouldn’t have took Ophelia to Giselle's.”

      Dishes on the back counter started floating. Annabelle angry meant the house would get trashed, which made Annabelle angrier. It was a lose-lose situation. Annabelle disappeared into the wall.

      I sat at the table as Sarah materialized. “Morning, Sarah. Hiding?”

      “Yeah. They’ve been feisty since yesterday. You guys did a bad thing, Sam. They said it’s a bad spell to do. You could die from it.”

      “What?” I poured real Canadian maple syrup over my plate.

      “Lydia said she did it once before. The woman hung herself. The sadness of not feeling anything, it gets to you.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Sarah.” I didn’t feel anything. “It’s not possible to feel sadness if you can’t feel anything.”

      Sarah’s little face didn’t look convinced. She ate a piece of bacon. “It was a bad thing, Sam.”

      I pointed at her plate, changing the subject, “You shouldn’t be eating that bacon. Your mom would be very angry.”

      “I'm not a vegan here. I'm a flexitarian. I eat what I'm served.” She grinned.

      The other kids started to pile into the kitchen where the table expanded as always. The small kitchen always accommodated everyone.

      Danny raised an eyebrow. “No more you and Hanna?”

      “Not so much.” I said it flatly.

      Danny shrugged. “I like Hanna. She makes me feel happy when I look at her.”

      I coughed and changed the subject, “You guys been in contact with your families lately?”

      They nodded. Sarah gave me a toothy grin. Her teeth had grown in too big for her small face. “Aunty Beth said to tell you she expects a visit sooner than later. She said she wants to talk to you about something.”

      I shrugged. “Okay. Maybe I’ll see if we can both go.”

      Sarah shook her head. “I don’t wanna go. I started a fire yesterday when I was mad at Danny.”

      Danny’s chubby face turned red. “She burned my World of Warcraft poster of the Mists of Pandaria.”

      Sarah eyed her plate. “It was an accident. I said sorry, Danny.”

      Danny glared at her. “And yet, your apology didn’t bring it back.”

      “Okay, okay. Be nice, both of you. It was an accident. Sometimes we can’t help what our powers make us do.” I tried to intervene.

      “Is that what you told Hanna when you apologized?” Lydia spoke from behind me.

      She stood in the kitchen with her arms folded across her chest and a pissy expression plastered on her face.

      “No. I never apologized. I’m not sorry.” I wanted to regret saying it but I didn’t.

      “You will be, Sam. Even I can’t save you from what you’ve done. There was a reason I told you no witch would ever do that spell for you.” Her eyes burned. “We all know the cost of it.” She turned and walked away.

      I cringed at the frightened looks of the kids at the table. Even Dawn looked upset. “That sounded ominous.” I tried to smile but there was no point. No one believed my indifference to the threat. Not even me.

      After breakfast I walked into the sitting room where Lorri and Lydia had their heads pressed together.

      “Can I help?”

      Lorri glowered. “You’ve done enough, kid.”

      I sat beside Lydia. “Look, I don’t regret it. It was the right choice. I’ve freed her.”

      Lydia sputtered something in hysteria and left the room.

      Lorri cracked her bitter grin. “You idiot.”

      “What? It was my choice.”

      “No.” She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You have no choices. None. You are a slave to this fate just as we all are.” Her lip twitched with annoyance or disgust, I couldn’t be sure which. “When God asked me to fall, I had to trust he was making the right choice. I had to assume he knew best. If I had defied him, where would humanity be right now?”

      I opened my mouth to speak but her hand flew up and slapped me hard. “It was rhetorical, dipshit. Humanity would be screwed. They would be up hellfire shit creek with no paddle. The point I’m making is, Lydia told you no because she knew what was best. You should have trusted her. Instead, you defied her and have left us a giant pile of bullshit to clean up.”

      “How? I don’t want to love a girl. Big deal. It’s my business. It’s my choice. I still have freewill.”

      “No,” Lorri growled. “You don’t deserve freewill. You destroyed Hanna’s. You took away her choice to love you. You moron. Her mother matched once a long time ago. She hated her match. She made a mistake and asked Lydia to do the spell. Lydia did it, not knowing what would come of it. Hanna’s mom committed suicide. She was tired of feeling nothing. It was a dark magic spell. Darkness is what killed Lydia's baby. You brought dark magic into Ophelia. Our savior.”

      I shook my head but Lorri slapped my cheek again. The sting was the only warmth I felt.

      Lorri continued, sounding savage, “Don’t tell me that Hanna's mom committed suicide because of Marcus. It was never because of Marcus, you tool. She had matched with Dr. Jekyll. The problem was that when he shifted into Hyde, she lost her match. It was transferred. No one knew that could happen. Suddenly she loved Marcus and he loved her. Terrified of having an affair, she went to Lydia. She struggled with the emptiness for years. Then they had Hanna. Imagine being a mother and feeling nothing for your child.”

      I started to worry, forcing the feeling on myself.

      Lorri nodded. “Now you get it. Marcus assumed she had chosen the doctor and threatened to kill him. She felt nothing for either of them though. She took her life before either of them was ruined from her mistake. The spell has a cost, Sam. Every spell has a cost. Look at the guards that keep the darkness out. They cost Annabelle her life. So now you see how stupid you are.”

      “I don’t feel anything. I don’t feel regret.”

      “Do you love anyone, Sam? When you think of your mother possibly being held captive by Jonathan as his fun-time girl, like you fear she is, do you feel anger?”

      “I feel nothing.” The emptiness hit hard but there was no reaction.

      “Then you’re as useful as a tit on a bull. You feel no anger? You feel no love? What will drive you to help us in the fight for your mother’s freedom?”

      “I don’t really feel like fighting.”

      She laughed bitterly. “All this on Day One. Great news, Sam. Now the best part is that this spell grows. The nothingness you feel today will intensify. In a month, you will feel even less. Soon, you will not even feel pain.”

      “This is bad.”

      She laughed harder. “No shit. Now go find Ophelia and get her scrying for a solution to this little problem before you hang yourself and can’t die, so you just dangle there like the idiot you are.”

      I should have felt frightened. I knew that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          The fallen

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      “You want to go for a walk?” I asked the redhead.

      “Sure.” She got up from the armchair and followed me from the room.

      “My name is Ophelia.” I regretted the weird fight we’d all had.

      “Hanna.”

      “Nice to meet you.”

      We walked from the castle in an awkwardness neither of us tried to fix. We strolled along the bushes in the back garden, not speaking, until I couldn’t stand it anymore. “I’m sorry. I never would have done it if I’d known what he was asking.”

      “I deserve everything I’m getting. I let my powers get the best of me. I swore I would never let that happen, but I did. I know it wasn’t your fault. I’m sorry for attacking you.” Hanna sounded sheepish.

      “I just wish it could be last month all over and all of this was gone. I want my friends and my parents and my sister. I want normal.” I took a deep breath and exhaled loudly.

      Hanna burst into laughter. “Oh God, you have no idea. You know Aimee was a nerdy science geek who was going to university and had finally landed the boy of her dreams, before she became a death dealer? Ari had a nice little café with her uncle in the desert before her abilities kicked in. I had a best friend named Rebecca. My aunt and uncle murdered her and triggered my dormant freak genes from my dad’s science experiments on himself. We all just used to be people. Normal people.”

      “That sucks. This whole thing sucks.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “I know about your family. Dorian told me your sister was taken. I’m sorry.” Hanna sounded sincere.

      “Yeah. So who is that Dorian guy?”

      “Fallen angel. They’re all angels or demons or some kind of bullshit.” Hanna paused in the grass. “Sorry. I’m still a bit crazy. I can’t believe Sam and I are done. I can’t believe I screwed that up.”

      I didn’t say anything. I just gave Hanna the quiet moment she needed.

      “He won’t ever be my boyfriend again.” She sat on one of the rocks that outlined the garden beside us.

      I put my hand on Hanna’s back and rubbed it like I had done to my sister millions of times. She dated a lot of boys who always ended up being dirtbags.

      I was about to speak when I saw movement in the forest behind us. It looked like a man walking amongst the massive trees. “Is there someone else here?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I think I see someone spying on us. It might be one of the vampires. I’ll go look,” I whispered as I headed to the edge of the backyard.

      When I got closer I called out, “Who are you? Come out, I saw you.”

      A man stepped from behind a tree.

      “Who are you?”

      “Oliver.” He spoke with an English accent and wasn’t dressed like he belonged in the woods. He wore jeans, loafers, and a light-blue dress shirt with short sleeves that hugged his biceps. He had short dark-blond hair and a tattoo on the right side of his neck just poking out of the collar of the dress shirt.

      “Why are you lurking in the woods, all creepy?”

      “I almost came to the house, but I saw you and thought you were your mother, just with different colored hair.”

      “You know my mother?” I mentally had to hold back from saying Helen.

      “Everyone knows who your mother is. That’s why I’m here. To help you.” He grinned when he spoke.

      I held my finger up, pointing at his face. “Who are you?”

      “A friend of your mother’s.” He never even flinched. “You must not know about me.”

      “I don’t know anything about you. No one has ever mentioned an Oliver.” It took moments for me to realize he could be my father, for all I knew. None of the others seemed to age beyond thirtyish and he looked twenty-five. I held my finger strongly at him. “Don’t come any closer.”

      “You might not know me, but I know all there is to know about you. Born July 7, 1994 at 7:07. Your brother was born a minute after you, making you the older twin. You’re part of a prophecy to end the world or heal it, depending on how you choose. I know I'm drawn to you. From the instant it was discovered you were alive, I have felt you at every turn and could have come to your location, but I waited, letting Lorri and the others find you and keep you safe.”

      “That's creepy. You are not welcome here. This is the vampire queen’s property.”

      He laughed. “You are much cuter than I thought. I had feared you would inherit your father’s looks. He’s not the handsomest of men.”

      “You know my father as well? How?”

      “I fell with him.”

      I gulped, realizing he would then be as strong as Lorri. I held my finger pointed at him. “You’re an angel?”

      He gave a short nod.

      “Why are you here?”

      “For you.”

      I took a step back and shouted over my shoulder, “Hanna, come meet my friend.”

      He flinched seeing Hanna. “Is that a siren?”

      “Don’t like sirens?”

      “Oh, I like them just fine.” His laugh grew nervous. “In fact, I have a rather hard time not liking them. Tell her to stay over there.”

      But it was too late, the crunching of Hanna’s footsteps on the gravel announced her. “Who is he?” she asked.

      “He’s like Lorri, only he must be one of the bad ones. Lorri never mentioned him. His name’s Oliver,” I spoke to her but maintained my glare at him.

      “Oliver? Yeah, Dorian mentioned him to me. He’s Jonathan’s pet. He let the darkness take him the way your father did.”

      Oliver scoffed. “Of course Dorian would know you.” He said it slyly. “He’s always liked sirens. I recall he had one a while ago. Never got over her. She was lovely.”

      Hanna sneered, “Why are you here?” She pulled her phone out and sent a message.

      Dorian appeared behind us. “Oliver, Brother. What on earth would possess you to come here? Turning yourself in?” The smell of them both was intense, but I held my finger pointed at Oliver.

      He smiled. “Brother. It’s good to see you again.”

      “I could have gone a little longer before I saw you again. You’re a traitor to your own kind.”

      Oliver’s eyes flashed. “I cannot say you misjudge me, Brother, but I can say I was wrong. Wrong in my betrayal and wrong in the side I chose. The dark is a tempting seductress.”

      “You’re boring me. Out with why you’re here.”

      He shrugged. “I came to help. Jonathan’s taken it too far. He’s gone mad.”

      Dorian laughed. “He’s always been mad and you’ve always been a wanker, so stop wasting my time. Go back and tell Jonathan your pathetic little attempt failed. We won’t be tricked by you two.”

      Deciding I was done with the whole thing, I waved and stepped back. “Well, weird meeting you, Oliver. Please tell my father I said hello and thanks for raping my mother for a thousand years so I could be born to this wonder and excitement.” I turned to Dorian. “And whatever.”

      Oliver spoke softly, taunting me, “I can get you guys inside.” I spun, meeting his gaze. His words floated into my mind the way Lydia’s did. Your sister Abbey is still alive, for now. We need to hurry. She said to say “ditto” to you.

      My entire body covered in chills. I couldn’t breathe. He knew her name and about ditto? She had to be alive. I was so excited I couldn’t even register the excitement. But knowing she had actually been taken, made it scarier.

      Hanna conceded, “We do need help getting in there.”

      Dorian crossed his arms. “It’s a trap. We follow him in and Jonathan gets you.” His eyes darted to mine.

      “But we could get my sister.”

      Oliver cocked his head. “Brother, Jonathan has the upper hand. Why would he need her to come to him? Ophelia is nothing to him.”

      “Perhaps,” Dorian replied. “But I’m not playing at this, Oliver. I’ve sent a message to Lorri who will no doubt be here any minute, with Aimee.”

      Oliver grinned. “Ah yes, the dealer you made. Quite the intelligent move. You’ve made something bigger than us all there. Can she take us out?”

      Dorian nodded. “She can.”

      Oliver chuckled. “You actually made something that can kill you? You’ve always been the reckless one.”

      “At least he has honor and integrity! At least he is willing to fight for what is right, even if it means creating something that can kill him!” Lorri shouted across the yard as she stormed over to us with Aimee behind her.

      “Well hello, love. Long time no see. I suppose not as long as it has been since you’ve seen me.”

      Lorri glared.

      Oliver cracked a boyish grin. “You didn’t think you were being stealthy, did you? I mean, honestly, you brought a siren with you. Jonathan smelled her from ten miles.”

      Lorri shrugged. “Maybe we brought her for him to smell.”

      “You like sirens, do you?” Hanna grinned, taking a step toward Oliver. “Can I show him inside, Lorri? Show him how sirens work around here?”

      “No.” Lorri shook her head. “I don’t want you breaking him until I get some answers. And for someone like him, we’ll get Aimee to break him.”

      Oliver eyed Aimee. “You must be the dealer?”

      Aimee seemed baffled. “I guess I am.”

      “Oliver, enough. There must be a reason for this now.” Lorri was visibly annoyed.

      Oliver’s cold blue eyes hardened as he spoke, “He’s murdered my son.”

      “No.” Lorri looked back at Dorian whose jaw dropped. “Phillip?”

      Oliver nodded.

      “Why?” Lorri crossed her arms.

      Dorian glanced at Hanna and me. “Leave us. You too, Aimee.”

      A single tear fell from Oliver’s eye. Where it landed on the ground a small white flower instantly grew.

      His voice whispered in my mind again. Help me. I need you. Help me get my vengeance. His eyes met mine, reaching out to me.

      Conflicted and wanting to know more about my sister, I didn’t move until Lorri barked at me, “Now!”

      I turned and headed back to the house in silence with Aimee and Hanna until Aimee glanced at Hanna and then walked ahead of us.

      “She hates me,” Hanna whispered.

      “She doesn’t hate you. She loves Sam like family. Those Roses all seem really close. Have they all been together long?”

      “A couple of years. Not long enough for the bond they have formed. You and I won’t ever be welcome members, like they are. We’re not originals.”

      “Where’s your father?”

      Hanna blushed. “Aimee killed him.”

      “Yikes.” My face scrunched into a ball of disgust as Hanna opened up to me and spun a story I might never believe, not fully. I was grateful that my parents weren't the only fictional characters in the story of their lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          An angel and a story

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      I sat staring out the window, confused about what I saw.

      The sun was shining and the birds were singing, but it might as well have been raining.

      I was completely closed off from it. Everything felt thick and sluggish. My mind moved as if it too was impaired.

      “Sam, I need your help.” Lorri was in the hallway.

      “I don’t feel like helping.”

      “Get your ass up,” she snapped.

      I forced myself to get up.

      “I need you to hang out with someone for the night. If he tries to get away from you, flash him to this picture, okay?”

      I sighed and stared at the photo of the water fountain. I’d seen it before. I knew the area well. “I guess.”

      “He’s chained in Hanna’s room for the night, in the chains we have left over from Marcus—the enchanted ones. Sam! Are you listening? He can probably get out of them but not without you seeing what he’s doing. If he flashes, follow his trail and text me.”

      “Why?”

      “He’s a bad man. I need to double check his story.”

      “Fine.” I got up and left the room, walking through the great hallway until I reached Hanna’s room. Nothing motivated me.

      When I got to the room, I was confused again by what I saw.

      Hanna was in the corner of the room, twirling her red hair around her long finger and smiling at the man chained up next to her.

      “How uncomfortable do I make you, on a scale of one to ten?” She grinned.

      The man glanced at me and sighed. “It was a nine, but since he got here, it’s an eleven, maybe fifteen.”

      Hanna turned around, dropping her hair and her smile when our eyes met. “Lorri wanted me to pester him. He hates me.”

      I shrugged. “It’s cool.”

      “Really?” She frowned. “It doesn’t bother you?”

      “I feel nothing for you, or anyone.”

      Her face twisted in pain. “See you later, Oliver.” She sauntered out, trying to maintain her composure. I’d seen that walk before. I wasn’t usually the recipient of it. Not that it mattered.

      “I’m Oliver. You the entertainment?”

      “I guess.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Sam.”

      “How did you get roped into this?” Oliver seemed cool for a guy in chains.

      “I have this weird gift with my flashes. I can track another person’s flash. Like you leave a scent for me to follow.”

      Oliver laughed. “You really are the perfect man to watch me then.”

      “I guess so.”

      Oliver’s eyes darted toward the door. “What’s with you and the siren? She explodes when you enter the room but she has no effect on you at all?”

      “Nope. Used to. Used to be my match.”

      “You killed the match?” Oliver scowled. “Oh, son. That was a mistake. No one can live through the darkness that comes to eat your soul when there is no love in it.”

      “Hope it doesn’t come before I’m done watching you. Then you’d get away.”

      The man’s face looked proud and sad simultaneously. “My son would have loved you. Same dry sense of humor.”

      I noticed the way he said son and would have. “Is he dead?”

      “Yes.”

      “How?”

      “You really have no emotions anymore, do you?”

      “No. How did he die? Was he Nephilim?”

      Oliver ran his hands over his face and sighed. “Yes. He was murdered.”

      I gave the appropriate response, “I’m sorry.”

      Oliver turned his bright-blue eyes up to me. “Are you?”

      “No, but it’s the right thing to say.”

      “I dare say it is. It was Jonathan.” He swallowed hard and then grinned, but his eyes showed no happiness. “I have known him longer than mankind has existed. I followed him into the darkness, staying his friend even when he did terrible things to everyone. And he repaid me by murdering my son. My son took a bite of the forbidden fruit.”

      “The fruit the snake warned of?”

      “The fruit the snake held captive to torture and force unwanted sex upon.”

      “That makes sense. Sleeping with another man’s sex slave will anger him.”

      “’Tis too true, lad, too true.”

      “How old was he?”

      Oliver raised a brow. “You really are a chatty thing for an unfeeling monster, and why do you smell so good? Are you a siren too?”

      “Yeah. Half siren,” I muttered.

      Oliver’s eyes grew wide. “You are not Anthony’s son?”

      “I am.”

      His stare hardened again. “I was so sorry to hear about your father. He was a truly great man. What Lorri did to him was a crime. I know you feel nothing, but you don’t even have an ounce of loyalty to your own father?”

      “Of course not.” I frowned. “He was with the Dark Ones. Lorri doesn’t discriminate on that.”

      “Anthony, a Dark One?” Oliver’s mouth curled into a grin, an evil one. “Sam, my boy, have I got a story for you.”

      “You know you can’t make me angry. What’s the point of trying to provoke me?”

      “I’m not.” Oliver shook his head. “But when you hear this, you’ll find the witch who cast that spell and have it reversed.”

      “It can't be reversed. Can it?”

      “Just as your father was never an evil one, your spell can be reversed. Though I doubt you’ll hear the truth of either thing from the people you call friends. They don’t dabble in dark magic.”

      “You’re a traitor and a liar—why should I believe you?”

      Oliver put a hand to his chest. “I loved your father like a brother. I would have died for him. I wish I had died for him. He never had an evil bone in his body. He was guilty of the one thing I have never felt—love.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Long lotht brother

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      The alley was dark, and yet somehow the eyes of the wolf next to me glistened like there was light shining on them.

      We stood silent for a long time, waiting. I just didn’t know why.

      The wolf whined a little so I reached over and patted the fur on his back, earning a snarl.

      “Sorry.” I pulled my hand back. “I just thought maybe you needed a pet or something.”

      Ari laughed. “Oh my God, that was awesome. I’m his girlfriend and I’m barely allowed to pet him. I try but I know I’m pushing my luck.”

      “Why are we here?” I asked her. She never really spoke to me much.

      Ari pointed to the apartment above us. “We need to see if the man who lives there is alive or not. This is an area where the Dark Ones live, nice and close together.”

      “In Rome?”

      “Yeah. They love the ancient cities.”

      “My sister does too. She is going to freak when she hears I came here. We have this planned for when we both graduated. Backpack Europe for the summer.” My heart ached for her. “Oliver told me she’s alive still.”

      “I hope he isn’t lying. I know how it feels for all of this to hit you. It's not fair. Not even a little.”

      I dismissed the tears in my eyes and turned my face to watch Lorri as she flashed onto the small metal deck. In the dark, her bright-red hair appeared brown.

      She crept inside the apartment through the glass door and disappeared into the blackness.

      Ari walked along the brick wall, but kept her eyes on the other patios and decks facing the alley.

      I felt uneasy. My fingers made small sparks from the nerves. The flashes made slight amounts of light in the alley. Lucas glimpsed back at me and shook his wolf head. I clenched my fingers into balls. “Sorry,” I whispered into the silence.

      A hand brushed along my back. “You are more powerful than any of us here. Just try to remember that.”

      I turned to see Aimee forcing a smile.

      There was no way I was as powerful as any of them.

      Lucas sniffed the air and suddenly Ari made a half scream and vanished.

      Her scream continued from a rooftop above us as abruptly as it had stopped. My stomach twisted as I eyed the pointed rooftop where Ari stood alone. A pair of feet hung over the edge next to her.

      Aimee smirked and in a flash Ari was beside me once more.

      Aimee flashed again and when she reappeared, she stood next to the feet hanging off the edge. Aimee leaned forward, reaching her hands for the person. The feet twitched for a second and then stilled.

      The silhouette of Aimee on the rooftop was terrifying in the night sky. She was long and lean outlined by the storm behind her, across the city. Her blonde hair blew in the wind and her eyes glowed like platinum. She was the scariest thing I had ever seen.

      My right arm was grabbed, a sharp wind hit me in the face, and then there was an abrupt stop. New smells filled the air around me. A forest and dead leaves mixed in the cool night air. I stood alone in the forest. “Hello?” I spoke softly, scared.

      My fingers sparked nervously.

      “Hello, thithter,” a guy with a lisp spoke from somewhere nearby.

      I turned to see a guy standing far from me. His breath was visible, like smoke in the damp forest.

      “Where are we?”

      “Ireland. It will take them a minute to find you.”

      My hands trembled. “Who are you?”

      He laughed and stepped into the light of the moon. I gasped, seeing the male version of me, exactly. Dark hair, one light eye and one dark, pale skin, and striking features. There was one noticeable difference: he had fangs in his smile. My stomach dropped, seeing them. I whimpered and stepped away.

      “Don’t be thcared.” He laughed. “Thorry, they're new. Father had Daniel turn me latht week. I am having a hard time. They jutht pop out.”

      I remembered Giselle and started to laugh. The fear melted away. “How is this all possible?”

      He closed his eyes for a second as if concentrating. When he smiled again, only bright white teeth filled his mouth. “You grew up in a normal family. I keep forgetting that.”

      “Have you always known about me?”

      “I have,” he whispered in the moonlight. “Always. I thought you were dead for a while but our sisters told me you had to be alive. They said you never crossed over and joined them.”

      “Is it all true?”

      “There are things you can't imagine. Werewolves, vampires, and witches are just the fun stuff you see daily. The fae are a broad spectrum. Sirens, elves, goblins—whatever you can imagine.” He said it like he was reading a menu.

      “This is so weird.”

      “We only have a minute before they get here. We need to help each other. I don’t want to die. I'm sure you don’t want to. I sent a friend to help you. His name is Oliver. He has a plan to get rid of Father. It's the only way any of them will leave us alone.”

      I gulped. “Have you seen Mother?”

      “Never. Not even a glimpse. He keeps her trapped in this ungodly tower, like in a fairy tale.” He took a step toward me. “Please, trust Oliver. He's there to help us. Father killed his son.” Tears filled his eyes. “He was my best friend.”

      “I’ll do whatever I can. I just haven’t caught up on all of it yet. I don’t know what I'm supposed to actually do.”

      His gaze lowered. “They will explain it to you. Don't trust them, O. Trust yourself and our sisters.” He reached for my hand. “It's good to finally meet you.”

      I lump grew in my throat. “Again.”

      His laugh was weak. “I suppose it is again.”

      “Have you seen Abbey?”

      “She’s fine, so far.” He winked and then he was gone. He had called me O. Was it a message from Abbey? How had he learned to flash travel?

      “O, I got a text to come and find you.”

      “What?”

      I turned to see Sam standing at the edge of the dark forest. “Are you hurt?”

      “No. My brother came to see me.”

      “I've never met him.”

      “He seemed really nice.” I blinked a tear down my cheeks. For whatever reason, my brother was the confirmation I needed to believe. It definitely was all real. And Abbey was alive.

      Sam put a hand out for me, and before I could open my eyes from a blink, we were in Giselle's massive living room. Everyone else was already there.

      Lorri stormed across the room, gripping my shoulders with intensity. “What happened?”

      “Nothing. My brother came to see me. He seemed sad and alone. He wanted to talk to me. Alone.” I didn’t want to tell any of them anything.

      Lorri gripped harder. “What did he say?”

      “He said he needed my help and that you would explain what I was supposed to do.”

      Lorri looked annoyed as she processed the information and let go with a slight shove. She paced the huge room. Everyone sat in silence, spread across the grand furniture.

      All eyes were on Lorri.

      Lydia spoke after a moment, “It's time to tell her what she must do, Lorri.”

      Lorri snarled and continued to pace.

      Oliver watched me from the corner. His eyes never left me.

      Lorri strode over and grabbed my arm.

      Cold wind swept around me. My feet stood on rocks. I gagged a little from all the travels.

      The night sky was filled with stars. Lorri sat on a rock outcropping. The night air was warm and dry compared to where we had been in Portland or the forest in Ireland.

      “Have a seat, kid.”

      I sauntered over, trying not to look down the mountainside. “Where are we?”

      “Iran.”

      I frowned. “This is random, even for you.”

      “This is where it happened.”

      “What happened?”

      “Where your mother lived, before we fell.”

      I decided not to ask any more questions. I sat on the sharp, crumbling stone hillside.

      “Below us here is the original Garden of Eden as you people have called it. It was the sacred garden. God could speak to Adam and Lillith there. He taught them how to grow food. He taught them how to build a hut. He tried to guide them with love and kindness.”

      “So much for that.”

      Lorri snorted. “You have no idea. Lillith was defiant and obstinate. Adam was, well, he was a man. He thought with his dick. He asked God for a companion. It was his only request. God told him his wife would show herself to him. He misunderstood. He came upon Lillith bathing in the lake. Anyway, the story takes a turn for the worse. Lillith erupted in rage, like any woman would. She drew the magic from the ground and the garden, and cursed him as he was inside her. He got her pregnant. She had intended herself for the king of the elves. She wanted the magic and purity of their life. In an instant, she was ruined. Adam impregnated her. When the king came, she was pregnant. As her babies grew, so did her sadness and pain. When she gave birth, each of the children was already cursed. Not only with magic but also with vulnerability.”

      I had no response. I couldn’t imagine such a lonely and painful existence.

      “When she took the magic, she stripped the garden of its natural magic. She gathered it into herself and made it something corrupt and polluted. She cursed the land and the garden. The Middle East has never recovered. The strife here is the direct result of the anger and pain she suffered. The land can never be at peace. Not while Lillith lives. She must die to remove her stain on the world. And to give back the magic she took, the magic that didn’t belong to her.”

      My stomach twinged. “Die?”

      “Die. There is only one way to kill Lillith. Each of her children have a piece of her power in them. Once they die, their power is left behind. They are part of her stain on the Earth. You must kill your brother and convince your sisters to give you their power. Then you will be strong enough to kill her.”

      “You want me to kill my own mother, after I kill my twin brother?” The sentence didn’t even seem accurate.

      Lorri swallowed. “What I am asking of you is a sacrifice, obviously, but no one is planning on letting this continue. Your father is planning the same thing, only in reverse. He intends to have your brother kill you and use the magic to strip your mother of her powers. Once she's stripped, he can kill her but maintain her stain and darkness. He can use your brother so they can take over, defeat us Roses. Humans will truly become sheep.”

      “This doesn’t make any sense. So both my parents are evil?” How was this possible?

      “No, Lillith isn’t evil. She can't help what she has become, any more than you can. Magic was never meant to be inside you people. The garden was the magical birthplace of your mother and Adam, and eventually, Eve. The magic came from the Earth. God didn’t create the Earth. God just needed a birthplace of creation, something strong and powerful. The Earth is her own being. She, Mother Earth, and God worked together to create you and your existence. That's a whole other story, and I'm not giving a history lesson because I like talking. I’m trying to explain what you need to do. Lillith took the magic and the power. That's why God needed something magical to create Eve; there was no more magic after Lillith took it. He couldn’t create another human without magic. So he took a magical rib from Adam.”

      “Why can't we just kill my father and free her?”

      Lorri focused up at the starry sky. “I know this is hard to hear, kid, but they both have to go.” When she glanced back at me, her eyes were fiery. “He's mine though. You wouldn’t stand a chance. He would flash and be gone before you reacted. Your magic is subjective to your circumstances.”

      “What about that Ari girl? She could push my mom or dad and make them change their minds.”

      “She would knock them out for a bit. The soul has to be pure and intact.”

      “Oh.”

      “We need to go back.” She offered me her hand.

      I was numb when I took it. Numb with the choice I didn’t even have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Dead inside

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      “I have a plan,” Ari spoke to the group of us.

      “Sweet God, tell me it fixes homeboy here. I'm getting tired of his part in this crazy play, portraying the coma patient.” Aimee pointed at me.

      I didn’t bother looking up. It took too much energy. I could see them in my peripheral anyway.

      Aimee pulled her hair into a ponytail, nodding in my direction. “This thing over here has to change. He’s driving me insane.” She turned and wrinkled her nose at Ari. “Yesterday he slept for sixteen hours. Not even kidding. I thought he was dead twice.”

      Hanna walked into the living room in a skimpy pair of running shorts and a small tee shirt. Luke made a noise low in his throat.

      “Hanna.” I pointed at her knee. “You have some dirt on your leg.”

      She drank from the water bottle in her hand and craned her neck to see the dirt. “I was running in the hills.” She sat on the chair opposite me.

      “Cool,” I offered.

      Aimee breathed like she was feeling hostile but Lydia had made her swear to be nice to everyone in the house.

      “Anyway, I have a plan,” Ari said again, sounding frustrated. “Wanna hear it?”

      “Sure,” Hanna replied. “I'm in.” Her eyes bore down on me. Her cheeks flushed as she made eye contact. Luke made another low sound.

      Aimee snarled. “Great.”

      “We can't tell Lorri whatever your plan is. She murdered my father on purpose.” I said it plainly.

      Aimee's eyes flashed at him. “What?”

      “Yeah. I guess once upon a time, Lorri fell in love with my mother. She felt the pull of the siren. Oliver said my dad fell in love with my mother at the same time, and Lorri used the Devil's Roses to kill him. She used the excuse that he mated with a mortal but really it was to get rid of him as competition.”

      “Lorri’s a lesbian?” Luke cocked an eyebrow.

      “Bigger question is why over a siren?” Ari raised an eyebrow. “Sirens aren’t human.”

      “Yeah. I never knew any of this. I guess she was jealous that my mom chose my dad.” I shrugged.

      “You must be pissed,” Hanna blurted.

      “Nope. Can't even get angry that my father was murdered unjustly, out of jealousy.”

      Aimee shook her head. “Lorri’s a bitch; there’s no doubt about that, but there is no way she murdered your dad. Where did you hear that?”

      “Oliver.”

      “He's lying. He's Jonathan's pawn. He's trying to separate us from the Roses Academy. He wants us on the Dark Ones’ side.”

      “Either way, we need to keep the management out of this mission. Lydia will tell Lorri. Lorri might not be on our side.”

      “Lorri’s a lesbian?” Luke asked again.

      Ari growled at Luke, “Focus.”

      “What. It just explains so many things.”

      “Oh my God.” Aimee rolled her eyes. “Can we keep the lesbian stereotypes to a minimum and stay focused?”

      Ari put her hands on her hips. “We tell no one.”

      Hanna nodded. “We tell no one.”

      “We need Ophelia’s help. Her sisters and brother have to help us. Plus, we have to find out how to get in. We need Oliver to tell us.”

      “He’s asked me about O a million times. It got annoying actually. I bet she can weasel it out of him.”

      Luke raised an eyebrow. “Oh shit, he's like Dorian, dude. You don’t want to mess around with them.”

      Ari frowned. “Ophelia’s stronger than Annabelle and Lydia. She could probably kill him.”

      Aimee smiled sweetly. “And O has a very strong reaction to your siren thing. You should be the one to tell her to go hang with Oliver and get the info on the way in.”

      Hanna's eyes flashed. She got up and left the room.

      Aimee smiled, satisfied.

      I didn’t know why but I got up and followed Hanna out of the room. “Hanna, wait up.”

      She turned, wiping her face. I noticed the slightest of twinge in my stomach. It was the first thing I’d felt in forever.

      “I don’t want you to hurt.” I said it, not sure if I meant it.

      Her shoulders slumped, hollowing out her shoulder blades and throat. “Why can't you just undo it and love me again, Sam?”

      “I don’t know how.”

      Tears streamed down her flushed cheeks. She took a step toward me, placing her hand on my chest. The smell of her so close flooded my head but it did nothing. “I will love you as long as I live. My heart will belong to you forever. Even when a thousand years have passed and you don’t remember me, every heartbeat will be for you.” She leaned in and swept her soft lips against my cheek.

      I remained wooden as she brushed past me and walked down the wide hallway.

      I knew that deep down it hurt. My stomach ached in a manner I remembered being associated with pain. A tear found its way from my eye. I dragged my fingertip across my face and collected it. The simplicity of the tear was lost in the abyss that had become my heart. I walked along the hall in the opposite direction she had gone, knowing I needed to find O. She had to fix me. I sensed the dark of the world swallowing me.

      My feet moved, my mouth breathed, and my heart beat, but nothing felt real.

      The fog in my head kept me preoccupied enough that I nearly walked past Ophelia. She was curled up with a huge old book in the library. I stopped and backed up to the doorway, poking my head in. “Hey, can we talk?”

      “Oh hey, Sam.” She smiled and blushed.

      “I need your help.” I went and sat in the huge overstuffed leather chair across from her.

      In the dim light of the library she looked young. Her dark hair and one dark eye made her appear how I’d imagine a young witch to look. Dark and ominous. But the light eye appeared sick, like a cataract, so the seriousness of her face was lost in it.

      “What do you need?”

      “I need you to get close with Oliver. Get some answers from him. We’re going on a rescue mission. We aren’t telling Lydia or Lorri. Their agenda has nothing to do with your sister or Aimee's sister. They just want the plan they have hatched to work, even at the expense of Alise and Abbey.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. So we were hoping you'd learn the way into the Alaska fortress for us. Oliver knows it. We can't trust him so you have to be sneaky. Can you do that?”

      “Of course. I mean, I can try,” Ophelia responded.

      “You can keep the secret for us? Not tell Annabelle during your witchy lessons?”

      “I won’t say a word.”

      I stared into her eyes, trying hard not to focus on only one. “I need another favor.”

      “Okay.” She continued to smile. She might have given me anything I asked for. I just didn’t want anything.

      “I need you to find out about changing me back and fixing my heart.”

      “Okay.”

      “Oliver said it was possible, but you have to find some dark witches to do it.”

      “I'll do whatever you want, Sam.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” I got up.

      She put the book down, rose from the chair, and walked from the room, almost as if instantly following my orders.

      I flashed into the kitchen where Giselle was sucking the neck of a man against the counter.

      “You’re eating people now?” I asked flatly.

      She pulled away. “Derek, I'd like you to meet Tham. Tham, thith ith Derek.”

      “Why are you eating your date?”

      “It's my kitchen. I'll eat whoever I want.” She laughed. Her blood-stained fangs popped back, leaving her with normal teeth, except they were covered in blood. “He has a blood disorder. He used to get bled or leached. Like barf. Anyway, Jeeves knew about him because of Marcus. Marcus always had a few of them he kept around.”

      “Hamish told you he has a blood disorder?” I asked.

      “I do. I have hemochromatosis. I have to lose a half-liter of blood every week,” the man answered.

      “No more bags for you then, huh?”

      She smiled her bloody grin. “Dude, there are millions of these people. It's like the most common shit wrong with people.”

      “How did Hamish find you?” I asked him.

      The man shrugged. “My doctor. He was a friend of that Marcus guy.”

      “I see. So you are part of the blood kept on tap?”

      “I wasn’t before. Marcus liked girls.”

      Giselle looped her arm into the man's. “Come on, I'll get Jeeves to take you home.”

      I sat at the table and wondered what to do next.

      My phone rang. I pulled it from my pocket, clueless as to who it could be. “Hello.”

      “Sam, my boy, Hanna has told me what you've done. Come to the mansion, right away.”

      “Sure. Okay, Roland.” I flashed from the chair before I had even pressed end on the call.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Creepy Uncle Oliver

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      The bedroom was dim with candles and a lit fire as the only light sources. The air was always damp on the West Coast. I didn’t like it. The East Coast was damp but it was different, not so cold. I couldn’t recall why I’d listened to Sam, but when I left him, his magic wore off and I was annoyed by his mind control.

      In the firelight I caught a glimpse of Oliver. He smiled at me from the reading chair next to the hearth. “I was wondering when you would come and see me.”

      “I don't really like the way you creep around in my head.”

      “I see.” He laughed and closed the book in his lap. He tilted his head. “But I don’t really creep around. It's no different than talking. You just have the ability to read minds. All the strongest witches do.”

      I raised an eyebrow and sat in the chair across from him. “Why can't I hear everyone?”

      “You haven’t hit your power yet. At eighteen, you'll—well blossom, so to speak. Everything will come into you.”

      “How do you know so much about me?”

      “I've been around for a long time.”

      “So you're really old?”

      “I suppose I am.” He laughed. “Tell me why you're here.”

      “I just wanted to see you.”

      He leaned forward. “I wish that were true.”

      “It is.”

      “Did Tristan come for you?”

      “Who?”

      “Your brother.”

      “Tristan?” My eyes darted to the flames licking at the large stone fireplace. I hadn’t known his name before that moment. “No.”

      “Don’t lie to me.” He lifted a shackled leg. “I only allow this to stop me from killing everyone in here because I need you. Don’t make that not be the case.”

      “He came to me.” I gulped.

      “Did he tell you about my son?”

      “He said he was his friend.”

      Oliver nodded. “His best friend. The only friend your brother has ever had. His life has been a lonely one.”

      “What did he do, your son?”

      “He fell in love with the siren Jonathan keeps as a slave.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “I know,” Oliver agreed. “Your father has never understood how to love anything. The darkness filled him early on in our lives here. He became what he is almost as soon as we got to Earth. He let the shadows and taint fill him up.”

      “What's your excuse for being evil?”

      “Rebellious nature.” His eyes grew dark. “I disagreed with our rules. I always saw what Lorri was doing as subjective. She’s biased and unfair. Dorian has lain with human women. Just because he never reproduced, Lorri never killed him. He’s her favorite.”

      “He has a child. Ari is his.”

      Oliver's eyes flashed. “You lie.”

      “He never knew until recently but I don’t lie. Ari is his daughter.”

      “Well then, you can see the hypocrisy for yourself.”

      I shrugged. “I guess. What's it like where Jonathan lives?”

      Oliver put his hands behind his head. “So do you want me to draw a map or will you remember the things I tell you?” He looked smug.

      I glanced at him. “What?”

      He chuckled. His navy dress shirt and dress pants made him seem proper and professional. The loafers were the icing on the businessman apparel. But the tattoos climbing from his neckline and out the rolled-up sleeve made me wonder what else there was to him. His blue eyes sparkled in the orange glow. He was wearing different clothes than when he arrived here. “Did you go home to change?”

      “I just popped over to my apartment and grabbed a shower.”

      “You left here?”

      “Maybe.” He grinned and my stomach tightened.

      “You're like Sam, aren’t you? You're making me attracted to you.”

      His lip turned up into a lopsided grin. “You're attracted to me?”

      “No, I mean you're making me feel things.” I blushed and glanced down.

      He leaned forward, brushing his fingers against my hand. “What are you feeling?”

      I shivered, watching his long fingers trace lines along mine. “I-I-I don't know. You all make me so confused.”

      He interlaced our fingers together. “I could make you feel things no one else could. I think you're meant for me, now that I see you.”

      Gasping, I lifted my face to find his inches away. His warm breath fell upon my lips. I licked them and backed away slowly. “You're messing with me.” I swallowed hard.

      Oliver leaned in closer. His size made me feel like a child. “Close your eyes. Blank your mind. Just listen to the fire. Let me in.”

      The smell of him wafted into my nose making my heart flutter. I studied his face and foolishly I trusted him. I wasn’t entirely sure why, but I did. I closed my eyes. He kept his distance but maintained the contact of our hands.

      My breath grew ragged as the warm flicker of the fire created flashes in my mind. I listened to the fire cracking the logs. The warmth was unbearable.

      He massaged his thumb in the palm of my hand, shooting a flash into my mind, a vision.

      His arms encompassed me. His body wrapped entirely around me. I didn’t struggle. I had no control over the vision. My body was his to control. The vision was his. His lips brushed along my throat, making sweat form along my brow. His hands pulled at my clothes, touching the soft skin beneath. I was amazed at the hardness of his body against the softness of mine. Our lips met, but before I could feel the kiss, the flash stopped.

      Gasping again, I breathed through my mouth, suffering with the sensation of being blindfolded. I bit my lower lip, waiting for him to continue, but nothing else happened. I opened one eye to see a wide grin spread across his lips.

      “I take it you liked my imagery?”

      “Oh my God!” I jumped up from the chair and raced from the room. His laugh echoed in the walls of the massive hallway.

      I ran into the sitting room to see Aimee and Ari with their heads pressed against each other’s. “You two can work him over for the details! He's not as stupid as you think he is. He knows we want the map.” I turned and stormed to my room.

      I closed the door, trying to ignore the shake of my hands. I lifted a hand to my face, feeling the flush and warmth, and sighed. He was worse than Sam.

      Drained and embarrassed, I climbed onto my bed and lay back, fighting the image of him touching me. I realized, lying there, that the image had been us in my bed and not his.

      That was when I smelled him again.

      I opened my eyes to see him walking across the room. He knelt at my bed, offering his handsome smile. “Hello again.”

      “You laughed at me,” I said into the darkness between us.

      “I was laughing with you.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t laughing, and you're old and friends with my evil dad. Very old. You shouldn’t be in here.”

      His English accent grew thicker. “I've changed, love.”

      “No, you haven’t. You're trying to seduce me. I'm a seventeen-year-old girl.”

      “You’re weeks from eighteen.” He laughed. “But I guess, it's true.” He gazed up through his lashes. “Is it working?”

      “No.” My voice was a squeak.

      “Okay, we can talk then if you prefer.”

      “How old are you?” I hated that I was attracted to him. Maybe it meant I liked the dark and would choose that side. Maybe he was here to tempt me into that.

      “Old. I don’t have a number. There was no time when I was born. I was a star and then I was a man.”

      “A star?” I contemplated that. “Did you watch over the Earth?”

      “Yes.” He leaned closer. “If I'd known you existed, I would have watched you every day. I would be a star again in a heartbeat to spend every moment watching you.”

      “You're intense,” I whispered.

      “I have never been intense a moment in my life, before this one. I think I always knew I would meet you. Maybe not you, as in Jonathan's daughter, but you as you are. If we were peasants in towns across the world, I would have found my way to you.”

      It was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to me.

      I watched his face, trying to find a flaw to focus on, but he was perfect.

      “Sleep.” He sat in the chair as if ready to pounce, but he didn’t.

      “I can't sleep with you here. What if you do something creepy to me in my sleep?”

      He gasped, obviously offended. “You honestly believe me capable of that? If I do creepy things to you, I want you to be awake for them.”

      “That’s creepy, just saying it like that. It—that’s creepy.”

      “Well, aren’t you glad you're awake then?”

      “No, I wish I was sleeping and this was all a dream.”

      “You feel it when you're with me, don’t you? You feel that we are meant to be together?”

      “No. I need to find my ruby slippers so I can click my heels and then go home and graduate, and go to college like a normal girl. And not hook up with some old angel.”

      “Well, if this were Oz, I think I would be a wizard to your Dorothy. I would force you to stay with me forever and never go home.” He smiled wide.

      “No, you would be the Tin Man. You wouldn’t have known you had a heart all along.” I mocked him.

      “Sleep, Dorothy.” He said it again.

      And as if on command, my eyes got heavy. I tried to fight it but I couldn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          The truth of the matter

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      Roland looked older and more worn. “You can fix it, but you have to go to the dark witches.”

      “I know. I just don’t know where they are.”

      Roland rubbed his forehead in the comfy, worn chair in the den that seemed out of place compared to the niceties everywhere. He brought his glass of scotch and ice up to his lips and sipped at it for a moment. “Lydia was raised by dark witches. She grew up in the South and was being taught to be a dark witch when Annabelle and her grandmother stole Lydia. They raised her in the light. Many of the dark witches live in the South. It's the reason Lydia came to the West Coast. They were attempting to escape the hunters, the dark hunters.”

      I didn’t know the story of Lydia at all. She never shared details. “How do you know this?”

      Roland smiled. “I am a descendant of a very dark and powerful family. I grew up in England, but a couple hundred years ago, I came to the New World. I met Lydia then.”

      I frowned. “What are you?”

      “Fae. I'm a were.”

      I was intrigued. “Why can't we smell it on you?”

      “I don’t shift, ever. It's why I'm aging. I never let the magic touch me.”

      “You loved Hanna's mom, didn’t you?”

      Roland nodded. “A long time ago. She loved me as well.”

      “Fae are a hard one to avoid for us.” I knew beforehand that fae were an issue for me. Before I broke my own heart.

      Roland laughed bitterly. “I made it rather easy for her.” He cut off his laugh with a sigh. “I loved her so much. I swore I would protect her forever. Even after she met the doctor and that was it for me.”

      “Why didn’t you leave?”

      Roland's dark eyes were stricken. “I’d already made a blood pact with her. I would feel her. I would love her. I would serve her. I would ask for nothing of her.”

      “She let you?”

      He nodded slowly. “She did.”

      “That's awful.” Hanna’s mother was one of the bad sirens, clearly.

      Roland sipped his drink. “Perhaps, but it was the way things were done. The doctor and I suffered together. Both afflicted with the same illness, both of us and Marcus.”

      “Is that why she had the match broken, to remove the effects on you all?”

      “Yes. After the doctor changed into Hyde he lost the siren’s bond. Marcus held her bond after that. She hated it so she severed the match, killing all love inside her.” Roland's face crumpled painfully. “She almost killed me the day she broke it. I was the only one blood bonded to her. The pain was unbearable when she went to Lydia and broke all the bonds. Hanna’s dad was oblivious. His love for her never changed, even when Marcus took her bond from him. Marcus knew, but he believed she had broken the match with him and rematched with the doctor. He was unaware that she had done it to spare the doctor.”

      “She did?”

      “He was human, apart from the science experiment he did to himself. Her pity for the doctor and his want of a normal life.”

      “She didn’t know the price would be that she couldn't love her own child?” I asked.

      “No.” Roland shook his head.

      “And then she took her life?” I couldn’t believe this.

      Roland's eyes flashed with anger. “Young man, you will never repeat that story. If Hanna knew . . .”

      “She will never hear it from my lips.”

      Roland appeared broken. “When the young miss came into our lives, everything got better. But the act grew too taxing on her mother. In the moment of her death, I saw her for the weak thing she was. She let Marcus believe that she had done it to stop him and his lust for her. With no match, she was almost impossible to be near. The bracelet calmed it but never removed it from her. The day she took her own life was the worst day of my life.” His old eyes filled with tears.

      I had no pity or remorse, though I wished I did.

      “The best day was when Miss Hanna came home to live here. I see all the best qualities of her mother and father within her.” He made direct eye contact with me. “You must fix what you have done to her. It hurts, Sam. It hurts so much.”

      “I’ll try, Roland.”

      “You will keep my secret?” he pleaded.

      “Of course.”

      “Take Ophelia to Alabama. There is a region called Lillian. It is named for a dark witch. She can find them. Be cautious. Trust no one, and if it gets dangerous, flash the pair of you out of there.”

      “Should I bring Hanna?”

      “No. God no.” Roland shook his head. “She will be sacrificed for the animal inside her. Marcus used her blood for all sorts of unsavory things for a reason.”

      “I'm sorry for your losses, Roland.”

      “You don’t have to say it.” Roland smiled a sad grin. “I know you are incapable of sorrow, my son. You are incapable of all feelings. But thank you for the sentiment.”

      “I wish I could take it back. I wish I was able.”

      “Can Ari change the fate?”

      “Too risky.” I shrugged. “Ophelia is such a major piece in all the puzzles that if we don’t tread carefully with her, the world is at stake.”

      “Understood. Safe travels, my son.”

      I put my hand out for the old man to take. “Let me know when you’ve had enough.”

      Roland chuckled. “Oh, not yet. I have an arrangement with Miss Aimee.”

      “Fair enough.”

      I flashed back to the mansion, sleepy and lost in the story. Sirens really were the worst of the magic world. I wished I had never laid eyes on Hanna. My heart would argue if it had a voice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Night sweats

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      I woke feeling cramped and sweaty and realized I was in my clothes and sneakers. I had fallen asleep fully dressed. I kicked the shoes off and slid my jeans down. I pulled my tee shirt over my head and savored the night air on my sweaty, naked skin.

      “I was going to do that, but I did promise nothing creepy.”

      “Oh my God.” I sat up, covering myself. Oliver still sat in the chair next to the window.

      “You're really here?”

      “Yes, and I really just saw you in your skivvies.”

      I yanked the quilt up to cover myself. “You need to go back to your room.”

      “I can’t. I’m drawn to you. I need to know what you’re thinking.”

      I pushed my thoughts at him.

      He grinned. “You think I'm old.”

      “You are old.” I snuggled into my pillow.

      “Can you imagine what you'll feel like in one hundred years?”

      “Dead. I guess.”

      “But you'll live forever. Humans age, but they don’t feel different. Ask any of them—physically they feel the age but mentally they feel as they did when they were twenty.”

      “But you have always been old.”

      “Not so. I had a birth. It just wasn’t like yours. I was born in the night sky. I've always been made of magic. I'm not so different from you.”

      He got up, opening his dress shirt and walked across the room, causing my stomach to tighten. His weight on the bed made me flinch, ready to scream. But he took my hand and placed it on the hilt of the sword tattoo where his heart beat. It was lazy, compared to the rapid beat of my own. “My heart beats. I am real.”

      I left my hand over his heartbeat, feeling him and his realness.

      “See, just a man.” He opened his eyes.

      “Why do I feel this way with you? Why am I not scared of you the way I should be?”

      “Every soul has its mate. You are mine.”

      “That’s a lie.” I pulled back, moving away from him. “You don’t even know me.”

      “I don’t need to know you; our hearts know one another. I knew where you were the minute you uncloaked yourself. I felt you. I sent friends to check on you.”

      “The wolf who tried to eat me?”

      “No.” He tilted his head. “What wolf?”

      “The one who tried to eat me but was thinking disgusting things about me. His mind was easy to read.”

      “What wolf? What did he think?” Oliver’s tone changed.

      “I don’t know. He just kept saying he liked witches. He was excited I was a witch.”

      Oliver sighed. “Jon.”

      “Who?”

      “Have they told you about Aleks’ dad yet?”

      “Oh right. His dad. Yeah. They told me that weird story that he killed girls.”

      “He’s a terrible man,” Oliver whispered.

      “Why is he like that?”

      “Because of what you are. Jon killed a girl, before her powers had hit. She was a typical witch so her powers hadn’t come in because she wasn’t eighteen yet. Her father was a very powerful man. He was from the pure lines of the fae. His mother was the daughter of Lillith who married the elf.”

      “You know this sounds like The Lord of the Rings.”

      “You know the guy who wrote The Lord of the Rings knew about us all.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Figures.”

      “Anyway, the daughter who stayed with the elves, Marianne, gave birth to twin boys. Henry and Ethan. Henry never married but Ethan married a witch. She gave birth to a girl. The girl was Ethan's life. He taught her everything he knew about the Earth and magic. He loved her more than anything. Being such a close part of Lillith and part witch, she attracted attention. She was beautiful. Jon watched her, a lot. He waited for his chance. He captured her and did unspeakable things to her. Then he murdered her.”

      “That’s horrid.”

      “It was. When Aleks, who was thirteen at the time, found his father in the woods with the dead girl, he moved her body, hid it, and covered up the murder. He never told anyone what he'd done. Ethan searched everywhere for his daughter. It took many years but finally, he traded his goodness to the taint. He used dark magic to find out the truth of the matter. Destroyed by the fact that she was dead and so badly used, he lost his mind. Instead of killing Jon, he cursed him. Ethan assumed the townspeople knew about what had happened and had helped Jon cover it up. Ethan made him into a monster that would kill all their daughters. He would destroy their lives and never be able to be killed. He then cursed Aleks, who had helped hide what his father had done. He was forced to clean up after his father every day of his life. He made it so Aleks was an immortal who would rise when killed and forever find his joy in life, feeding off the pain and misery his father's acts created.”

      I shivered. “That’s sick. Why didn’t he just kill him?”

      Oliver looked down. “The darkness is strong and when you let it get hold of you, it makes your choices for you. More chaos comes from the decision made to create a monster.”

      “Where is Ethan now? Maybe he can fix Jon.”

      Oliver got up and sat back in his chair. “No, he died. Henry killed him.”

      I snuggled into my pillow, scared of this story. “He killed his own brother?”

      “Yes. He took his power. He had to. Ethan had become dark. The darkness ate him up and nothing was left of the kind shaman he used to be.”

      “That’s a horrid bedtime story.” I yawned.

      “No sadder than the others. Each of the Roses has a story that can parallel it.”

      I closed my eyes, muttering, “But Aleks died, never killing his father or redeeming himself.”

      “Yes, but at least his curse was lifted.”

      “How?”

      “Henry.”

      “Henry the brother?” I was getting lost.

      “Dorian went to Henry and swore to him that he would kill Aleks' father and end the pain caused. He also swore something he will never be able to give.”

      I tilted my head up. “What?”

      “That he would get Lillith to bless the remains of his niece and save her soul. The victims of Aleks' dad are haunted. When Ethan made the curse upon Jon, he never realized his daughter’s spirit still walked the Earth. He cursed his own child to a lifetime in the in-between.”

      “Aimee's mom.”

      Oliver nodded. “There are hundreds of them, his victims. A lot of them are witches who have yet to reach their age of power. He loves witches.”

      I fought the memory of his muzzle trying to leap through the doorway at Jake. “I’ll convince my mom to save them all.”

      “Uh huh.” I tried not to notice the patronizing tone he took as I drifted off to sleep again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Home

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      Seeing Ophelia sleeping in the same room as the angel should have made me angry. I wondered if she was using her body to trick him into giving away the secrets of the frozen fortress.

      I cleared my throat.

      O glanced up and blushed, her eyes darting to the man with his shirt open in the chair near her bed.

      “I'll wait for you in the kitchen.” I nodded my head.

      “Okay.”

      I left the room, missing the feeling of being uncomfortable.

      Giselle was staring out the window in the hallway. She was classically beautiful, leaning against the massive window, hiding from the light.

      “You can go out. The sun won't burn you,” I commented as I grabbed some food.

      She hissed at me. “Says the boy who has never been burned by the sun.”

      “How's the kingdom going?”

      Despair crossed her face. “Not great. I wish Marcus was back. I hate this. Yesterday I had to kill a little boy. He was like three hundred years old and he was this little brat. Anyway, he murdered three little girls. Drained them completely.”

      “Yeah, doesn’t sound great,” I added to fill the space.

      “I miss Lydia's. I miss Annabelle. She used to give these baths.”

      I held a hand up. “I know. Those legendary baths are spoken of often.”

      She sighed. “I just want to go home. I don’t like it here. Jeeves is sassy too.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Giselle, his name is Hamish for the millionth time. No wonder he's saucy.”

      “Whatever. I'm going to bed.” She walked to the kitchen as O came hurrying in, pulling a shirt on over a tank top.

      “What's up?” She seemed worried.

      “We need to go to Alabama.”

      “What? Why?” She grabbed a bag of marshmallows and started eating them.

      “That’s unhealthy.”

      “Anyway.”

      “We need to go find the dark witches of the South. They live in some place called Lillian.”

      “I'll do anything you want, Sam.” She said it with a blush.

      I put a hand out. She touched it and suddenly we were standing next to a small white house.

      I wished I could enjoy the sight of them all standing in the yard with puzzled expressions.

      Beth frowned. “Sam?”

      “Hi.” I took a step forward. “Aunt Beth.”

      We hugged tightly.

      “Did you find her, sweetie?”

      “Yes and no. I’ve confirmed Jonathan has her. He always has.”

      “And the children? Is Sarah all right?” Her brow knit.

      “All the children are safe. Lydia and Annabelle are spoiling them rotten.” I wanted to be excited or sad or grateful to see them.

      Aunt Beth sighed. “Oh thank the goddess.” She smiled sweetly and then tightened and glanced past me, scowling at O. “Why would you bring her here?”

      Ophelia gazed around. “We’re looking for dark witches.”

      “This is Ophel—”

      “We know who she is, Sam. Why would you bring her here?”

      “I don’t know. I need her help.” I normally would have hated my aunt using that tone with me. “She's done a spell on me and I wanted to see if any of you knew how to reverse it.”

      Beth squeezed my arm, shaking me a little. “What have you done?”

      “I made a mistake.”

      Beth eyeballed Ophelia. “You have the stain of magic on you. A protection guard spell. Who did it?”

      Ophelia was obviously dumbfounded. “I don’t know. I didn’t know I was a witch until, like recently.”

      “Sam, her magic hasn’t come in yet. Why would she have spelled you if she has limited magic?”

      “Because I used my charms, forcing her to.” I just said it, no feeling. “She broke my match for me.”

      Gasps filled the air around us. Some of the women ran back into their houses. The others held crystals and spoke in hushed tones. Ophelia’s face flushed with embarrassment and maybe confusion.

      “I asked her to do it.”

      An old woman I didn’t recognize stepped forward. “I know how, but it won’t be worth it to you.”

      “Why?”

      “You'll be enslaved to her. The only fixing it makes you her blood-bond slave.”

      I contemplated that for a moment and then Roland’s pain and anguish. “That’s the only way? There is nothing else?”

      “Not unless you go to the dark witches. Even then, the only fixing it might end up with you matched with the witch who does the spell,” the older lady spoke softly.

      “Okay. Well, thanks. We have to go.” I hugged my aunt once more.

      “You foolish boy.” She trembled as she hugged me.

      “I know,” I replied. I didn’t have anything else.

      The older witch I didn’t know spoke to Ophelia, “Have you met the others?”

      “What others?” Ophelia scowled.

      “Your sisters?”

      She paled. “I have.”

      “I don’t envy you, child.” The old woman offered a kind smile.

      “Yeah, I have to kill my brother and my mother, and then my sisters will give me their power. Only then can I help defeat my father and free the world from the evil. I feel like Frodo.”

      A younger witch snickered. I knew her reference. Aimee had forced the movies on me a while back.

      “We have to go. She can't be out and about without attracting her father's attention,” I muttered.

      Beth squeezed my hands. “I miss you, son. Come home more often.”

      “I will.” I wanted to feel the warmth of her. I wanted to enjoy the relief of coming home. But my heart was empty.

      I took Ophelia’s hand and squeezed it. She squeezed back.

      I winked and the muggy heat of Alabama hit fast and hard.

      I could taste the tension of the dark magic in the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          Never give your blood to a stranger

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      Nausea and disgust filled me as we took our first steps.

      “It's hot. It's too hot here. I feel something not good, Sam.” I clung to my stomach.

      “I know. Stay close. In case I have to flash us instantly.”

      “Okay.”

      “I think we need to go this way.” Sam pointed to a road.

      My stomach tightened. I wished Oliver were here. I felt safe with him. It was weird but I did.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Just feeling something weird.”

      He put a hand out. “I need to flash us forward. Probably smart for us to hold hands anyway. Easier for me to flash us home.” His huge warm hand closed around mine.

      We flashed a few times, but the dirty feeling in the air was making me sick. I put a hand up. “I'm going to be sick if you do it again.”

      “Sorry, I forget not everyone is used to it.”

      “It’s not just the flashing. There’s something else.” I fought a puke shiver. “Not that I’ll ever be used to that flashing.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. Suddenly, I felt a slice like from a knife, cut across my hand. I went to pull my hand from Sam's but his grip was intense. “Don’t let go.”

      A group of women walked toward us, stretched across the road.

      Lillith's daughter. An interesting thing to find on the road so far from anywhere. A voice rolled through my mind like the thunder in the clouds above. Why have you come, daughter of Lillith?

      I stopped and waited for them to get closer. “Uh, look my name is Ophelia. You can call me O or some variation of that, but I'm not digging ‘Lillith's daughter’ much. I'm here for a spell.”

      “You bring a siren with you?” a dark-haired woman with dark eyes asked.

      A blonde chubby lady next to her laughed. “Not just any siren, Sister. He is Nephilim, if I'm not mistaken.”

      “I can smell that in the air. He smells like sex and chocolate. How can you stand to be near him?”

      “I'd eat a tasty little treat like that.”

      They laughed.

      I smiled at Sam. “He’s my friend.”

      They didn’t look like dark witches. They looked like a group of ladies, except that their eyes were filled with darkness. No whites and no colors, just pitch black.

      They wore regular clothes and had their hair done nicely.

      Sam squeezed my hand.

      I turned and focused on the women. “I need a spell.”

      The dark-haired woman stepped forward. “You have no business here.”

      Her threat lingered in the air.

      “I need something. Surely you have a need.”

      The dark-haired witch cocked her head and smirked at Sam.

      “He is not a part of any bargain. What else can I give you?” I snapped.

      “Blood.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      Sam shook his head. “No, not hers, but you can have mine.”

      The dark-haired woman glanced back at the other twelve. She sucked her teeth. “Deal.”

      “I'll tell you the secret to the spell after we get the blood. But basically, you need to absorb the broken ends of the match. The other person he was in love with needs to be present. She must offer you his blood and him hers. They need to offer you the blood bond. It must be done in a dark room or outdoors, where no guard is present. The shadows must be able to reach in and touch your soul.”

      The chubby one grinned. “Risky move for a pure little girl like you. Your full magic hasn’t even come in yet.”

      Sam's grip tightened again. His fingers were cutting the circulation off.

      The dark-haired woman pulled a vial from her handbag and a knife from her huge hair. She said something over the vial. It swirled red as if blood were already inside. Then suddenly it was clear again.

      Sam put his free hand out for them. She reached for it like a snake striking. She rubbed it over her chubby, sweaty face. Sam appeared ready to gag but he held himself straight. She pulled his hand down to her level and licked his palm making him flinch. She dragged the knife across his open hand and then closed it tight into a fist. The blood dripped out quickly into the vial below.

      Her smile grew wicked and crazed as the blood filled. “You idiots. You have no idea who he is.”

      The blonde saw something behind us and hissed, stepping back.

      I followed her gaze to find Oliver walking down the road. It created such a weird picture: him on that dusty road in his faded jeans and white dress shirt open slightly at the top, revealing a lot more tattoo. He wore his same odd loafers, but somehow they made the outfit seem classy.

      He wasn’t in a sexy mood though. He had an angry face. “Give him back his blood.” His English accent was harsh when he was pissed off. Oliver glared at Sam's hand over hers and growled, “Give him back the blood, witch.” His gaze could have ripped Sam apart. “You never give your blood to anyone freely, you moron. She could control you.”

      The dark-haired witch smirked. “Dark brother, what say we share them? You can have the girl and we take the siren. No one needs to know.”

      Oliver took a step toward her. The baffled face spoke volumes. She was doing magic on Oliver, but it wasn’t working.

      “No.” He snatched the blood vial from her hands. She quickly licked at the spilled blood. It was disgusting to see.”

      Sam appeared calm but I was freaking out. Oliver was angry on an unimaginable level. Oliver shot daggers at Sam. “The castle—”

      He never even got the sentence out and the three of us were standing in the front foyer of Giselle's.

      I glanced at them. “We never got the secret.”

      Oliver seethed, “Are you trying to get yourselves killed? I told you to find them. Not to give them your blood.”

      Sam shrugged. “They wouldn’t give us the spell otherwise.”

      Oliver raised an eyebrow. “That would be why I said wait till I could take you.”

      “What is going on? Why is he not chained up?”

      Oliver scoffed at Aimee's confused face. “You don’t really believe those stupid chains would hold me, do you? I came here to help and that’s what I'm trying to do. If you can stay alive long enough for me to be of some help.” Oliver stormed off into the mansion.

      Aimee watched him walk past. “He let us think that would hold him. Where have you two been?”

      Sam turned to Hanna. “Trying to fix my little problem.”

      I felt defeated. “We never found out the end of the spell, Sam. I can't do it.”

      Sam replied quickly, “We scry.” He continued to hold my hand and dragged me down the hallway. If I didn’t know any better, he was feeling something. He seemed annoyed or defeated.

      He pulled me into my room and started lighting candles. I dug out the purple bag where I kept the scrying plate. The bag that held it had to be purple for protection. I thought maybe white, but Annabelle laughed at me and handed me the purple one, after she had taught me how to use it better. Our lessons were intense and frequent.

      I placed it on the table next to the chairs by the fireplace. Sam closed the curtains and flashed in front of me with a glass of water. I poured the water and knelt before the plate. I let my mind clear.

      When my mind was blank, I thought about my question and the bottom fell away from the scrying plate. The water started to churn. The waves grew and lapped over the edges of the plate, spilling onto the wooden table. A mist covered the plate as if hiding the answers from me. I blew the mist aside to reveal a crystal-clear picture.

      Three women sat in a small clearing. They gazed up at a full moon. One woman pulled a small blade from a sheet she had wrapped tools in. She dragged the knife across each of the other people's hands and poured the blood into a goblet. She poured red wine into the goblet and cut her own hand. She squeezed her hand over the goblet and then rubbed the bloody hands against each other and squeezed. Blood droplets fell onto a red pillow.

      They each took a turn drinking from the glass. The flames of the candle rose with every sip from the goblet of blood and wine. The woman with the knife placed it on the red pillow and wrapped it up again. She gathered up the package and sauntered away from the two women sitting in the clearing.

      The picture turned dark and fuzzy for a moment. Then it showed the woman holding the wrapped sheet with the pillow and the knife. She was in a dark cloak with her head down. She walked with purpose while trying to remain hidden. She looked around as she paced to a window of a house on the side of a street. In the window, a young man and woman were kissing and holding a baby.

      She watched them for a moment and then took the sheet to the front door of the house. She knocked at the door and placed the sheet on the ground. She ran and hid in the shadows. The man came to the door and opened it. His eyes scanned the yard and he picked up the sheet. He unwrapped it to find the knife and the pillow. Suddenly, he appeared lost like the spell had sucked his thoughts from him. He never even glanced back at the door as he closed it. He walked away from the house, carrying the pillow and the knife. He left his wife and his baby. I knew that was what was happening. The water went choppy again.

      “We have to sacrifice a happy love to save yours.”

      “What?”

      “The secret is that we have to take the things we use for the spell and leave them for an innocent couple to find and ruin their love.”

      Sam slumped into the chair next to me. “That’s bleak. Whose lives do we choose?”

      “No clue.”

      “You know you will love me though, right?” I said it quietly.

      He nodded. “I'd rather love you, even if you don’t feel the same, than be this. I feel nothing beyond a bit of confusion or frustration at times.” He ran a hand through his hair, making it spiky. I could think of far worse fates than Sam being madly in love with me forever.

      “When is the full moon?”

      “Tonight.”

      I groaned, “Of course it is.”

      “What do we need?”

      “The knife, goblet, sheet, red pillow, me, you, and Hanna.”

      Sam offered, “I'll get everything. Meet you back here?”

      “No. At the big rock garden.”

      He was gone before he could answer. I felt empty. I wasn’t sure why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          Bosom buddies

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      “I need you.”

      Hanna glanced up at him. She half smiled for a second but then stopped herself as she rose from the chair fluidly. “For what?”

      “How much do you love me? Like for real love?” I didn’t say it with conviction. I didn’t have any.

      “More than anything.”

      “Would you sacrifice our love to fix me? It's part of the solution.”

      She paused before nodding. “I would.”

      I put my hand out for her to take. She took it and instantly we were in the rock garden outside.

      “Hey.” I pulled Hanna along to where Ophelia sat with a blanket.

      “Hey.” Her eyes landed on our hands. I dropped Hanna's hand and sat down.

      Hanna plopped down onto the blanket and gave us a blank stare. “What's the plan?”

      O swallowed hard. “I am going to take the bond from you both; you have to give it to me willingly.”

      Hanna frowned. “What will you do with it?”

      “Repair it.” O’s voice was a squeak.

      “Then?” Hanna narrowed her gaze.

      “Then I keep it. Sam will be matched to me. Only one-sided, but at least he will have all his emotions back.”

      Hanna sighed. “Will he ever get over you?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Hanna turned to me and nodded back a tear. “Let’s do it.”

      I knew all of it was far more than she deserved to suffer. She hadn’t done anything this wrong. The image of the man groping her still bothered me, but it didn’t seem like the big deal I’d made it. Her words burned inside me, but they weren’t the be-all end-all of the world. I wished I could take everything back.

      O lit the candles and pulled out the red pillow, goblet, and knife. She acted focused as she took my hand and dragged the knife across it. It stung slightly.

      She did the same to Hanna who made a brave face. She squeezed Hanna's hand over the goblet and then mine. Then she poured wine in and cut her own hand. She rubbed our palms together and let the mixed blood drip onto the red pillow. We each took a turn drinking the bloody wine.

      Dark shadows from the moon’s light crept along the ground like snakes.

      “O, what’s that?” I whispered.

      “Bad magic.” She flinched as they swirled their way up her legs. Her lower lip trembled as they crawled up her stomach and vanished. She gasped and jerked her head violently.

      When she opened her eyes, they were solid black, but stars sparkled from them. A calm smile crept across her face. It was disturbing.

      She picked up the knife and the red pillow and bound them up in a package and left us there.

      Hanna stared at the wine glass.

      “I want to say how sorry I am. Now that the anger is gone, I really think I overreacted, Hanna.”

      “Don’t say that. Please don’t make this be for nothing, Sam. My heart is broken and I don’t know how to fix it.”

      “I know. I think you should ask Roland; he knows stuff.”

      She got up from the blanket and walked away.

      Suddenly I felt sick. I couldn’t fight the nausea and I couldn’t flash.

      I stumbled away from the blanket and had made it inside the house when everything went dark.

      I woke to Aimee next to me, stroking my face.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I found you. I get to keep you.” She winked.

      I laughed and then winced. “I'm in agony again. I'm thinking I might have messed it up.”

      “Stop being a baby. At least you can feel the pain.”

      “Hey, you’re right. I can feel something else.”

      “What?” Her eyes widened.

      I sneered. “I'm annoyed with you right now.”

      Aimee giggled. “Yay. Can we go back to being the friends where you sympathize with me and my sadness over breakups? I kind of missed you being sarcastic or having a heart.”

      “Sweet friggin’ God, Aimes, I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

      “Yay!” She squealed and hugged me. “You are back.”

      I laughed and sensed joy for the first time in what felt like ages. I thought about Hanna, but nothing but wounded pride and a slight amount of anger floated around. I contemplated Ophelia but there was nothing. I grinned at Aimee. “I'm free. I feel like I've fought a battle and haven’t slept in ages.”

      “Sleep now. I won’t leave you. Just in case the horrid, heartless other you comes back and tries to take over.”

      “Whatever.” I chuckled and rolled onto my side, trying not to wince in pain. “You kick his ass if he comes back, Aimes. Kick it hard.”

      “Sam, no one knows what it's like to sink into a pit of despair like I do. You've got to have someone there to pull you out.”

      I knew she meant Aleks.

      I passed out hard and fast and woke feeling groggy. The pains that had burned through me were gone. I scanned the room for Aimee, but I was alone. I got up and stretched, sensing a hunger I hadn’t known in ages. My need was strong. I could feel it on myself. I pulled on some jeans and a tee shirt and stumbled out to find food.

      A blur shot past me in the hall, and suddenly my back was slammed into the plaster of the wall. A warm mouth pressed against my neck. Savagely, a dark head of hair nuzzled into me. I tried to pull back but she slammed me into the wall again. Her warm lips caressed my throat. I shoved hard and flashed to the end of the hall.

      Blood trickled down my throat.

      Giselle licked her lips. She had gone into the frenzy. Her dark soulless eyes were noticeable from where I stood. I put a hand out. “Giselle, calm down.”

      “Come here, Sam.”

      I flashed to the kitchen where Aimee sat staring out the window. “Hey, look who's awake. How are you feeling?” She scowled at the dark blood running down my neck.

      “Giselle,” I groaned.

      “Did she just blood rape you?”

      “Yes.” I wiped the blood.

      Aimee sniffed the air around us. “That is pretty unbearable, Sam. What is that?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Doesn’t smell like nothing.” She got up from her seat, grinning.

      “Aimes, for Christ’s sake, not now.” I took a step back.

      “I want it now.” She leapt and I flashed.

      I flashed to Lydia's. She was stirring a cup of tea in the kitchen and wrinkled her nose at me as I landed. “Oh, Sam. Come on. Take care of that.”

      “I can't.”

      “Wait, if you're emitting that, then you must feel again?” Her eyes widened.

      “Yeah.”

      Her face dropped. “Did you go find the dark witches?”

      My eyes darted to the table as I lowered my head in shame. I had no idea whose marriage O had ruined to save me, but it sickened me to think about it.

      “Sam.”

      “Went to Lillian. They gave us the spell.” I winced.

      She dropped the cup of tea. “Sam, what have you done?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Who did she push the heartbreak on?”

      “I don’t know. She just took it and left.” I couldn’t meet her gaze.

      She put her hands over her face. “Oh, honey. What have you done? Your feelings for Ophelia will be so intense, Sam. Her being a witch will intensify them. You'll force her to love you.”

      “When I think about her, I don’t feel anything.” I tried to reason.

      She sighed. “Babe, you haven’t seen her since she gave away the broken heart, have you?”

      “No.”

      “Oh goodness.”

      “Can you help?” I pleaded.

      “No, honey.”

      “Can I stay here?” I asked weakly.

      “Of course, you can. Your room is always going to be your room.”

      I felt defeated as I rose and stalked off to my bedroom. The hunger in my stomach and everywhere else was painful, but not painful enough. I deserved much worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          Never mix siren and witch

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      The darkness of the shadows scared me. Even as I sat perfectly still, they tickled, moving like snakes writhing around in my belly.

      “Ophelia.” Oliver stood in the doorway, clearly worried. “Are they inside you?”

      “Who?”

      “The shadows that came from the spell.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded. “I can feel them.”

      He bent and pulled a small dagger from his boot and walked to me. “I have to get them out.”

      He took my hand in his and pricked my finger on the tip and then did the same to his finger and pressed our bloody fingertips together.

      Light filled the spot with incredible warmth.

      The warmth ran up my fingers and into my hand. Soon my entire arm was tingling with heat.

      “What is that?” I gasped, staring up into his cold blue eyes. He didn't answer as the light shot through my body as if illuminating my veins with yellow glow sticks. The warmth touched every inch of me. Nervous, I opened my mouth to speak but a light beam shot from it.

      An agonizing pain stabbed my stomach as the light waged a war against the dark inside me.

      “Just give it a minute,” he soothed.

      But I couldn't. I screamed and writhed, certain the light had lost the war.

      Cold shivers took me, making it hard to stay upright. I clung to myself, falling over and moaning. My face hurt where it pressed against the cold stone floor. As the pain subsided, a gurgle filled my stomach. I heaved once.

      “Here.” Oliver dragged a garbage can over in front of my face. I grabbed it with trembling fingers and leaned into it, retching. The most bizarre thing happened when I threw up. Black goo came out. The sensation of it wiggling against my lips made me retch more.

      “Let it out.” Oliver rubbed my back like my mom used to.

      My stomach hardened as I gripped the pail and screamed as the black goo shot from my lips.

      I coughed, spattering it against the stark white pail.

      “What is it?”

      “The part of you that died.”

      “What?” I coughed again. Blood filled my mouth.

      “The shadow kills some of you off when it gets inside. It kills the light and the good. It's like a cancer. You've let it in too many times now.”

      “Great.” I shivered.

      He got up and wrapped a blanket around my shoulders.

      “Are you full of shadows too?” I shuddered and gagged a little more.

      His brow pinched for a moment. “Sort of.”

      “Can you get them out?”

      “No. Mine are different than yours. Mine are more like pieces of my soul.”

      “What happens if you die?” I shivered, clinging to the pail and breathing heavily.

      “I will cease to exist. I have let the dark kill enough of my soul that if I die, I will just vanish.”

      “God can't help you?” The idea of him dying bothered me.

      He laughed. “He probably could, but he won't. I made my choice.”

      “Like Jonathan?”

      “Yeah.” He rubbed my back. “Your father is completely dead inside now.”

      “Did he ever love Lillith?”

      Oliver appeared on the verge of saying something, maybe a lie to make me feel better, but he stopped himself. “No. He has always loved power, always.”

      I eyed the garbage pail, disgusted by what I saw. “Why did you choose his side?”

      “I didn’t believe they deserved what they had.”

      “Who?” I frowned.

      “The humans. I thought they were nothing. Weak and pathetic. I didn’t understand why we were trying to save them, when we could use them.”

      “That’s disgusting.” I pushed myself up and lifted the pail. He reached for it, but I moved it away from his grip. “No. I don’t want you to see this.”

      “I have to take it.” He stepped close, making me shiver from the heat of him. “I have no choice. You have to get rid of it a certain way.”

      “No.” I gripped the pail tighter.

      He laughed. “Yes.” He reached a long arm behind me and grabbed the pail of goo. “Trust me.” He took it and walked out.

      I felt sick and disgusting but grabbed my toothbrush and cleaned my teeth and scrubbed my tongue. I rinsed with mouthwash extra well, trying to ignore the way my finger tingled where he had rubbed ours together like blood sisters would.

      Aimee walked feistily. “Have you seen Sam?”

      “No,” I said before I spit and rinsed again.

      “He told me what you had to do.” The steely gray eyes of the death dealer were intense. “Is there any way it could have backfired a little?”

      “Why?” I didn't have the strength for this conversation.

      “Giselle attacked him, and he smelled like sex on a stick.”

      “Gross image. I don’t know. I've never done any of this shit before. He asked. I did. I can't seem to say no to him and he knows it.” I shuddered and walked to my bed, needing sleep.

      “Come with me. I think I know where he would hide from Giselle.” She offered me her hand.

      “I’m tired,” I groaned.

      “We all are.” She grabbed my hand and suddenly we were standing in the hallway at Lydia’s, outside Sam's room. I gagged from the trip.

      “He's here.” Aimee flashed a grin. “That's the worst he's ever been. Normally, he's just tempting. This is nuts.”

      “Let me go in alone. You look like you might eat him,” I groaned.

      Aimee squirmed a little. “I might.”

      I knocked lightly and opened the door a crack. “Sam?”

      Lydia came running down the hall. “NOOOOOO.”

      The sound became part of the background noise. I saw and heard nothing beyond the heart beating in his chest. Exhaling and tightening everywhere, I stepped toward him.

      His dark eyes flickered when they saw mine. He whispered, “Shit.”

      “Yup.” I sighed, closing the door.

      Sam flashed, reappearing against me, pinning me to the door. His mouth was on mine instantly but I didn't mind. I didn't think about the fact I’d just thrown up. I even pulled my own shirt off as he stripped his jeans down. We flashed and he was on top of me, between my legs. His body slid against mine as his tongue licked my throat.

      I groaned, kissing and writhing against him.

      His huge hands pulled at me, kneading as if he was trying to meld us.

      I moaned.

      A cold rush of air burst between us and suddenly I was standing in the hallway at Giselle's in my underwear and tank top with one sock on. Aimee was wide-eyed next to me.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked breathlessly.

      Aimee burst out laughing as I burst into tears.

      “Oh my God. Oh my God. Oh my God.” Aimee held her hands at her lips. “Oh my God.”

      I sank onto the floor to sob into my hands. I felt like a piece of my heart was suddenly missing. Like I’d given it to him as we ripped at each other’s clothes. “What was that?” I was lost in it all.

      But only for a second.

      He reappeared and I closed my eyes, waiting for his kiss, but instead, his fingers bit into my arm and suddenly we stood on a cliff overlooking the ocean. Cold wind whipped my dark hair around my face.

      I turned to see Sam standing beside me.

      His dark eyes were filled with passion. “I've got to admit something—”

      “Wait,” I cut him off, “I think I know what’s happening. Lydia said witches are more sensitive to sirens and angels. Dorian makes me want to touch him and I would run away with Oliver tomorrow. You—well, you make me feel like I have found the other half of my soul. But it’s not real.”

      He took a step closer. “It's not real,” he repeated.

      “We shouldn't do this.” I reached out for his chest and ran my fingers down his bare torso. “It feels real,” I whispered.

      He nodded and took another step closer so that our chests were touching. He stared down on me the way I always imagined he would. “I want it to be real.”

      “Me too.” I gulped and let his arms fold around me. “What about Hanna?”

      “I can't make myself love her.” He lowered his lips on mine and gently brushed against them. “I don't think I can stop myself.”

      “Then don’t,” I muttered into his mouth.

      He dragged me down to the mossy ground. His hands made fire wherever they touched. He ran them along my stomach and hips. I shivered as the cold wind chased his fingers along my skin. He bent his face and kissed me, running his fingers over my tank top.

      Slow-burning warmth ignited in my stomach. I moaned as the cold wind whipped across me.

      “I want to love you for real, Ophelia.”

      I realized what he had said and froze. “This is wrong. You don't love me for real. This is just like Jake.”

      “Yes,” he murmured into my neck.

      “Oliver, stop.” I pushed at him.

      “Sam.” He paused.

      “What?”

      He looked angry. “Sam.”

      “Okay.” I didn't understand what we were talking about.

      “You called me Oliver.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “I heard you crystal clear.” He said it angrily. “I want you but not if you don’t want me.”

      “I don't know what I want.” I swallowed and licked my lips. “This isn’t real, Sam.”

      “It feels real.” He kissed my cheek. “Do you want Oliver?”

      “Well, it's just that—you know. He's like you, and all you guys mess with me. Like I said, Dorian and Oliver and you. Sometimes I even feel like that about Lucas.”

      “Right. But you can tell the difference between me and them, right?”

      “I guess.” For the first time, I noticed the weight of him was hurting my back. He was pinning me to the ground. I struggled a little. “Oliver, I want to go home.”

      He pushed me into the ground again. “IT'S SAM!” he screamed in my face.

      I flinched. “I know. You're scaring me, Sam. Get off.”

      “I want you to want me! To love me!”

      “Please, not like this, Sam.”

      His fingers bit into my wrists.

      “WHY DON'T YOU WANT ME? WHY DON'T YOU LOVE ME THE MOST?” He wrapped his hands around my throat.

      “Sam!” Someone else spoke. Their voice was like angels singing. Sam was knocked off me, and in a flash of color, he was gone. I was alone, lying on the cliffs with the wind whipping around me.

      Relief and agony washed over me simultaneously. I sat upright, shaking, and pulled my knees into my chest. I jerked my head back and forth, trying to brush away the look in his eyes. He had looked insane.

      Shadows slithered about on the ground like baby snakes. They surrounded me like a wreath of shadows in the moss. The wetness of the moss soaked into my underwear, making me even colder as I rocked back and forth, blanketed in darkness. A pool of writhing eels made of evil.

      I knew now why Lillith called the magic of the garden. The helplessness of being pinned underneath someone was enough to destroy a person.

      Even worse was knowing my attraction and want of Sam hadn’t faded or diminished at all. I wanted him more as the distance between us grew.

      Where was Oliver?

      Why had he left me here?

      The ocean was gray and wild below me, and above the sky was filled with angry-looking clouds.

      “Ophelia.”

      I flinched at the sound of my name but turned to find Hanna and Aimee standing beside me. Hanna's cheeks were soaked in tears.

      Seeing her made it all worse. I covered my face in shame. The realization that my magic had made a monster out of the sweetest man alive drowned me. Sam wouldn’t hurt me and I knew it. I had destroyed the pure love he had for Hanna and broken both of their hearts. Not to mention, the happy couple I had destroyed the night before.

      “I’m so sorry.” I forced myself to meet Hanna’s eyes.

      “I've got her,” Oliver spoke softly, standing across from Aimee. I sat in the middle of them, sobbing.

      Hanna came and knelt on the ground next to me. “Sam sent me a text. He sent a message saying what he did. He’s so upset.”

      “I did this.” I wept. “I broke him.”

      Aimee snarled, “He did this.” She pointed at Oliver. “He told Sam how to fix it but it was a lie.”

      “Yeah, he did do this,” Hanna agreed. “We can’t trust him. We can get them back without him.” She gripped me tightly.

      Oliver’s eyes sparkled with fear and trepidation, but I knew I couldn't trust him. They were right.

      I put a hand out to Hanna. “I want to go home.”

      Aimee reached for us and in a flash, I was in the bathroom at Giselle's, standing in front of the massive soaker tub.

      Aimee started filling it with water. “We need you to calm down and then we have to go save your sister and mine. Can you do that?”

      “Okay. I think I can be ready in an hour.”

      Aimee nodded and they both walked from the bathroom.

      I tried to sense Sam but he was nowhere close.

      I pulled my dirt-covered underwear and tank off and stepped into the huge tub. When it was full and the bubbles got to my neck, Aimee came back in and sat on the toilet across from me. “I don’t have to tell you what this has done to him.”

      “No, you don't. Lydia told me not to meddle. She told me not to do magic. She said I wasn’t ready.” I wanted to cry but there were no tears left.

      “Screwing up is how we learn, just so you know. It’s Roses Academy tradition to ruin everything. They always give you enough rope to hang yourself.”

      “That's nice of them.” I scoffed.

      “I did it too,” her voice cracked.

      “You did?” I saw the pain in her face.

      “Yeah. When I was first changed, I murdered a girl in the woods outside my town. Dorian let me kill her. He let me think she was a sweet, innocent girl.” A tear escaped her gray eye. She wiped it away and laughed at herself. “I learned later that she was a nanny to these kids and she hurt them on purpose. When she was found dead, washed up on shore, the news did a report on it. The family she’d been a nanny for were under investigation for her murder. She was a bad woman. Anyway, Dorian snatched her, let me murder her, and he let me believe she was an innocent. He did it to scare the shit out of me, so I wouldn’t murder anyone else. I would remember the terror on her face and never let my powers get the best of me.”

      “That's awful.” I shuddered.

      “It was.”

      “Have you hurt an innocent since then?”

      “Nope. I've only killed what deserved death. Her face haunts me, even now that I know she wasn't good.” Aimee spoke as though she was reliving the entire thing.

      “It was madness in Sam’s eyes. He wasn’t himself. My magic has ruined him. He was a bright, beautiful person and I've ruined him.”

      “Yes,” Aimee agreed. “And you will never forget that pain.”

      “I just want to run away and hide and not hurt anyone else,” I murmured, drowning in shame.

      “I know. I swam all the way to Portland the morning I murdered her. I was terrified to be with my family. I crawled from the harbor and slept amongst the homeless and disgusting garbage of the city. Lydia found me one day. She sensed me. I was starving. She used magic to hold my hands at my sides and brought me home. She locked me in a room, and once a day, she would unlock the door and put a bad person inside. I would kill them and then she would take them out. She did that for two months, until I'd gotten to the point I could talk again. Then Lydia forced Dorian to help me get it under control. Aleks came every day to check on me. I killed sixty-one people in two months.” She relived it and then softened. “Every day, I imagined what it would have been like if none of it had happened. What university I would have gone to and what city I would’ve lived in. What my husband would have looked like and my kids. I imagined the Christmas holidays and lazy summers. But then I imagined what the girl who I murdered would have done with her life. Eventually, she would have killed someone. I stopped that.” Her eyes flickered to mine. “There is no fixing what we are, but there is learning to control it. Take the pain and make it the parameter that you never go beyond.”

      “What am I going to do about Sam?”

      “We have to focus on the big stuff. We need to rescue my sister and yours, and we need to stop your dad. We don’t have time to worry about anything else right now.” She got up and left me with that.

      The horrible truth.

      I wondered if that was why Lydia and Annabelle had let me stay at Giselle’s for so long. If they had known that would happen and maybe it needed to.
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      Sam

      Shame and pain battled for the top spot in my heart. I was mortified at my actions. It was hazy. My siren side had taken over and nearly done something I would’ve never been able to take back. I wanted nothing but to touch Ophelia and tell her how sorry I was, but I knew she would be terrified of me.

      I was terrified of me.

      I paced my bedroom at Lydia's until I couldn’t take it any longer and then flashed directly to Giselle's. I stood outside in the woods, studying the windows.

      The air stirred and suddenly Oliver was behind me.

      He lunged at me but pulled me into an embrace and hugged me. I collapsed. Heaving, crushing sobs quaked my body.

      “I didn’t know, Sam. I didn’t know,” Oliver chanted, holding me tightly. “I am so sorry. This is all my fault. I didn't know.”

      I wanted to hate him but I was lost in a sea of hopelessness. The void of emotions had caught up with me and it was drowning me.

      Oliver cradled me against his chest.

      “What are you guys doing here? Get off of him.” Aimee shoved Oliver away and pulled me into her embrace. “Sam, it's not your fault. O knows it's not. She knows,” Aimee whispered into my ear, running her fingers through my hair.

      “Aimes, I can't do this. I need to spend some time away from you girls. I can't do this.” I turned to Oliver, “I know you didn’t think this would happen.”

      “Thank you.” Oliver’s eyes were filled with emotion, but he sounded wooden.

      Aimee stood up, looking defeated. “I love you, Sam.”

      “I know. I love you too, Aimes. But I just need some space, okay?”

      She bit her lip and was gone in a whirl of the wind.

      “I know you came to see Ophelia, but you can’t. Even if you just want to apologize,” Oliver spoke softly. His words made me angry which told me he was right. He wasn't keeping her from me, like I’d thought. He was protecting her from me.

      “I know.” I flashed home again before anyone else saw me, and collapsed onto my bed and waited for the darkness to take over.

      “Sam.”

      Annabelle sat in the corner, waiting for me.

      “I can’t right now, Annabelle.” I sighed.

      “I knew your momma, Sam. She’s a good woman. She would be proud of the man you become. I knew your daddy too. He was a good man. The things about his death that you know, about Miss Lorri, they true. Miss Lorri had a moment likes you having right now. She never meant it. She loved Anthony like a brother. And she ain’t never been the same since that moment.”

      “Not now, Annabelle,” I repeated.

      “Now is the only time we got. You all got to go tonight. Your momma needs you to go back to the mansion and tell them that Jonathan is going to try to kill Lillith tonight. I seen it. Them blue ghost girls ain’t been here in a week. They been stuck over there, with Jonathan. He got them all drained up now. Ophelia don’t know it yet, but her brother has their magic. Ophelia has lost the fight.”

      “Why can’t you tell them?”

      Annabelle smiled. Her ghostly gray eyes were spooky on a good day, but when she was annoyed they were downright horrifying. “You gotta save your momma, Sam. She’ll die in there if you don’t free her. Them Roses ain’t going to free your momma. Only you can do that.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled and flashed into the living room at Giselle's. I felt naked when I saw Ophelia. She was changed and clean, her dark hair was wet. She was sort of a mess, but to my heart, she was stunning. I couldn't fight my feelings for her.

      She didn't feel the same though. Ophelia flinched when she saw me. My heart broke but I forced myself to speak, “Your brother has the magic of the other six. Your dad made him take it today. They'll try to kill Lillith tonight, apparently.”

      “But Lydia said it wouldn't be until my birthday.”

      I shrugged. “Guess something is up. We have to go tonight.”

      Aimee walked into the massive room. “You're back. What's going on, Sam?”

      “We need to move tonight. They'll kill Lillith tonight.”

      “We were planning to go anyway. Why does Lorri want to go now?” Aimee pursed her lips in thought for a moment before she pulled out her phone and sent texts.

      “I don't know. Lillith’s going to die tonight. Something about ghost girls giving their power over already.” I honestly didn’t care. I didn't even want to free my mom. I just wanted to say sorry. “I'm sorry,” I said in a low voice.

      “Not as sorry as I am.” Her face flushed as a tear slipped down her cheek.

      I didn’t know how to respond. How could she feel guilty over my attacking her?

      Oliver walked in and paused, giving me a disappointed stare.

      “Jonathan will kill Lillith tonight.”

      Oliver's eyes widened. “Why so early?”

      “The sisters already gave up their magic.” I didn't really understand what this meant completely.

      Oliver paused for a moment and then looked like he'd been hit with a hard dose of obvious. “Oh shit.”

      I didn’t follow along. I stared at O who stared back at me. Both of us in agony.

      Dorian appeared out of nowhere just ahead of Lorri.

      Lorri sneered at Oliver, “What's he doing wandering about?”

      Oliver laughed. “Let’s focus, Lucifer. Jonathan will kill Lillith tonight. He can use the sisters’ magic if Tristan can hold it.”

      “He can't hold it until they turn eighteen,” Lorri growled.

      Oliver shook his head. “No. They can wield it at any time. The other sisters are eighteen. Once their power is taken, it pushes their age. The sisters took their power as they died; it forced them to do it. So even though they were infants, they instantly became eighteen. If Tristan has taken their power, it pushes his age to eighteen as well.”

      “Holy shit! Why didn't we know this?” Lorri’s eyes darted to O.

      “I did know this; I just didn't know it was relevant.”

      “Have you seen your sisters?” Lorri growled.

      “No. I haven’t. I haven’t seen them in days.”

      Lorri grimaced. “Shit. Great. We need to go now.” She turned to Dorian. “Get Ari and Luke. I'll get Brandon and Giselle. Aimee, we need Lydia and Hanna.”

      All of them vanished, leaving Oliver and I standing facing each other with Ophelia in the middle.

      Her face was flushed when she met my gaze. I opened my mouth to apologize again, but she stepped closer and put a hand up. “I know. If I could take it all back, Sam, I would. I would rather die than hurt you.”

      “Then you understand how I feel.” I flinched.

      “I do.”

      Aimee appeared with Hanna and Lydia in tow. Lydia ran to me, hugging me into her. “My boy.”

      I wanted to cry again but fought the urge. Hanna stayed back, watching me.

      I should have had feelings for her. I wished I could reciprocate the ones she had for me. The emptiness gave me an idea. I whispered into Lydia’s ear, “Is it possible to take the feelings Hanna has and mirror them so I feel what she feels, instead of what Ophelia feels?”

      “What?” Lydia backed up. “Actually, yes. I believe there is.” Her face sunk again. “But you’d still have no control over your emotions. You’d feel what she did. Nothing else.”

      “I want things to be normal again. If Hanna loves me, then it will be close to what it was before.”

      Lydia squeezed my fingers. “I think we can make it work. I can't believe I never thought of that. When we get back, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Lorri flashed in with Giselle and Brandon.

      I raised an eyebrow at Giselle. “You feeling okay?” I wasn't in the mood for another blood raping.

      “Yeah, duhhh.” She laughed.

      Dorian appeared with Ari and Luke.

      “Giselle, you need to compel everyone so that if Ari accidentally pushes a human, we’ll remember everything the way it is now.” Lorri pointed at us.

      Giselle gave Lorri a dirty look. “You just barged in on me and my fang bang and now you are going to boss me around?”

      Lorri growled at her.

      “Fine, whatevs. God. Take a chill pill.” Giselle walked up to me first and winked. “I want you to remember this in case Ari pushes a human. Ari's magic doesn’t work on your brain. Remember everything up to the point Ari pushes. Also, I want you to unbutton your shirt and—”

      “Giselle!” Lorri snapped.

      My fingers slipped up to the buttons on my shirt.

      “Sam, stop it.”

      I heard it but I couldn’t stop my fingers. They unbuttoned the first one.

      “Stop dicking around, Giselle!” Lorri barked.

      “Fine.” Giselle rolled her eyes. “Sam, stop trying to take your clothes off.”

      “Okay.” I was foggy for a moment.

      Giselle went around to each person and said the same thing, minus the clothes part.

      Lorri surveyed the group and finally settled her eyes on Oliver. “We have no choice but to place our fates with you. This is all happening far faster than we thought it would.”

      “I am here to help.” His eyes darted to O. Jealousy raged through me, but I didn't move.

      Oliver pulled his cell phone out and showed a picture to us all. It was a small garden with roses and lilies.

      “Flash here. It's the weak point. Follow me through and we'll split up.” He took Ophelia’s hand in his and was gone instantly. I grabbed Hanna and flashed, drawing us through fast. My feet were suddenly standing in soft earth in a warm garden. The smell of flowers filled the air. I didn't know how this could be Alaska.

      Hanna gripped my hand before I could take another step. She hauled me into her and our lips met with force. She kissed desperately.

      “I missed you, Sam,” she mouthed into my cheek.

      The scent of her strawberry shampoo reminded me of the love I used to have. That I couldn't feel.

      “I will love you, Hanna.” It was all I could promise right now.

      “Sam.” Lorri gave me the evil eye from across the bushes and flowers and pointed to the right. “Oliver says your mom is to the right. She stays in a room that’s guarded.” Her eyes flashed to Hanna. “Nothing hurts you. You can get through the door. Stay together. Kill anything you see.”

      Hanna nodded. “Okay.”

      A twinge hit my stomach as we started toward the huge white metal door at the end of the garden. I hadn’t seen her in years.

      Aimee grabbed my arm as we got close to the door. “Flash if you get into trouble.”

      “You too.” I said as she ran off with the others.

      I pulled Hanna to the door, checking with her before I opened it. She gulped and nodded as we slipped into the hallway. It was freezing and the door sealed like a freezer door would.

      This was Alaska.

      The garden was sweltering compared to the cold air surrounding us as we crept along the stark hallway.

      Hanna was watching our backs. I pulled her close. “No cameras?” I muttered. “Weird.”

      “This whole place is creepy,” Hanna mumbled.

      “Yup. It feels like a trap.” I followed the hall and turned right at the end of it where it opened into a huge great room with a fireplace and couches. No one milled about the beautiful room. It reminded me of a modern version of a ski lodge.

      We stopped and waited and when nothing moved, I flashed us across the room to the hallway.

      I cracked open every door on the right and peeked inside. Hanna peeked in the rooms on the left. Behind every closed door there was a small bedroom or office. No one was in any of them.

      “This is a trap, Sam. We need to tell the others.” Hanna’s skin rippled. She stopped and sniffed the air.

      “I smell it too.” I said it just as a man rounded the corner. He was a weretiger. We’d met a few before.

      The weretiger smirked at us. “Look at what I found. Both sirens? It’s like winning the lottery.”

      Hanna shivered as the beast took over. She sauntered toward him.

      The weretiger peered around. “Did I actually win the lottery? Are you real?”

      “Touch me and find out?” Her voice changed.

      He reached but Hanna ripped his fingers off before it registered. No one expected sirens to be able to defend themselves.

      I flashed to him and had him out of the hallway and in the desert of Libya, before the first scream ripped through his throat. I flashed back to the hallway.

      Hanna was still holding his fingers, trembling from the beast.

      I grimaced at them. “Put them in that plant.”

      She pulled at the fake dirt and shoved the fingers into it and wiped the blood and dirt on her pants.

      “That was disgusting.”

      She didn't speak. I knew it was harder for her to speak and contain the beast.

      We moved along the hall, stopping when we came to a room with the black obsidian door. “Devil's rock.”

      “It stings,” she growled.

      “This is it. She’ll be behind this. I can't flash in there.”

      Hanna turned the handle, crushing it in her hand. She pushed on the door hard, ripping it off the hinges on one side. She kicked it once, making a huge bang.

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “Shhhh.”

      She snarled back at me. Her eyes were wild. The beast was fully there. She’d let it take over.

      Hanna demolished the stone door, making more noise than we should. Her knuckles bled but she didn't stop. She made a throaty scream as she passed through the entryway into the room, smoking from the spell on it.

      She snarled when she got into the large sitting room decorated nicely with couches and flowers. It resembled a regular house but there were no windows. Just a small kitchen sat at the back of the room.

      The stench of Hanna's burning skin from passing through the door, flooded the air.

      “Jon?” My mother came around the corner. She hadn’t aged at all. She saw Hanna and dropped vampire fangs instantly. She hissed at Hanna who grabbed her by the throat and held her in the air.

      “Mom?” my voice cracked.

      Her panicked eyes met mine over Hanna's red head.

      “Hanna, drop her. Hanna, that’s my mom.”

      Hanna turned back toward me and growled. She dragged my mother through the black doorway. Both of them screamed the entire way.

      My mom's skin burst into flames for a second, as she passed through the doorway. Hanna covered my mom's mouth with her hand. In the hallway, the beast lessened and Hanna struggled with the pain.

      “Sam?” my mother spoke perfectly with the fangs still hanging from her lips, not like Giselle who still sounded like a four-year-old.

      “Mom!” I grabbed my mom from Hanna.

      “My darling boy!”

      We hugged tightly, each of us trembling in the embrace.

      When I pulled back. I couldn't help but notice the differences, even though nearly everything about her was exactly the same. Her dark hair was long and shiny with subtle curls. Her skin glowed, except where it was blackened from the magic. Her eyes sparkled but she was a vampire. She didn’t have the magic of the siren anymore.

      “Why?” I asked, staring at her fangs.

      “Jonathan was afraid I would start aging eventually. He did it a couple of years ago. His last siren aged badly after time. Hundreds of years do make a difference for us. Especially when we don't glean.” Her eyes darted to Hanna. “What are you?”

      Hanna shuddered from the beast leaving her and the burning of her skin.

      “You're a siren?” my mother whispered.

      “She’s part.” I said, wondering how my mother didn't recognize her. She looked the same as before.

      My mother’s mouth trembled. “You're Hanna.” She brought her fingers up to Hanna’s face. “You look just like him.” She grabbed her and hugged tightly. “How is he? Your father?” Her voice changed, cracking.

      Hanna's eyes lowered. “He's in a better place.”

      My mother's lower lip trembled. “I'm sorry, my love. I loved your mother and father dearly. I see you didn't manage to escape the family curses then?”

      “No.”

      “I’m sorry, both of you. I wish this were a different world and you were able to be different people in it.” Her eyes lowered to the floor. “But I’m grateful you came to see me and you’re together. You have each other.” My mom smiled again. “I'm so sorry I left you, Sam.”

      “It doesn't matter. I know it wasn't your fault. Jonathan kidnapped you. It’s not your fault. But we have to go now before he comes.”

      “It was my fault.” Her eyes widened. “They never told you? I went with him because I love him.” She tilted her head. “I have always loved him.”

      “What?” My insides froze and burned at the same time. I staggered back. “You left me on purpose?” How could this be true?

      “I’m sorry.” My mother froze. “Sam, you have to flash out of here before he comes. He wants you here. He always has. But as much as I love him, he can’t have that. You must go. Love each other and take care of one another.”

      “No. You have to come with me. You have some syndrome like Stockholm or something. This isn’t you talking.”

      “I can't leave. Ever.”

      I almost laughed at how ridiculous this moment was. “Why?”

      “I love him.” She said it so flatly. “I love him, Sam.”

      My jaw dropped and I was pretty sure my heart fell out onto the floor for her to stomp on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          The double cross

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      I walked behind Oliver who wouldn’t let go of my hand.

      We all followed him, and I wondered if anyone else had the same horrid misgivings I did. The ones suggesting he had led us into a trap. We hadn’t seen anyone else on our journey. Where was the army?

      Oliver snuck to a back door and pointed. “Half of us need to go this way. Ophelia and I will go with Lorri, Dorian, and Aimee. Lucas, Ari, Giselle, Lydia, and Brandon—you go that way. It's where Abbey and Alise are.”

      “No.” Ari shook her head. “We need someone who can flash us out.”

      He cringed. “Right. Uhm, Aimee, you'll have to go with them and text Sam to head that way too. He should have his mom by now.”

      Lorri scowled at Aimee. “Don't let any old feelings cloud your judgment.”

      “I won’t,” she muttered and stalked off.

      Oliver pulled the door open, blasting us with cold air. I started to shiver immediately.

      Oliver looked back at me. “Warm yourself.”

      “How?”

      He glared at Lorri. “So she knows nothing?”

      Lorri growled. “We found her a month ago.”

      He grouched under his breath, “We’re screwed,” and pulled me with a jerk but I yanked free.

      “Stop jerking me,” I growled.

      “All right, children, let's focus before Jonathan sends us to Hell.” Dorian scanned the area.

      Lorri snickered bitterly. I was clearly missing the joke.

      The cold snowy courtyard was long and surrounded by a stone wall. At the end of it sat the tower. I recognized it all immediately.

      I pointed up to the second window from the top. “That’s hers.”

      “You are correct,” Oliver grumbled.

      We ran across the courtyard and Oliver kicked open the door. I ran up the stairs behind him. Lorri was at my heels. I was wheezing by the second flight. Oliver sighed impatiently and grabbed my hand again, flashing us to the top. Dorian and Lorri flashed behind us.

      I reached out and touched the door. It sparked against my fingers, but I ignored the pain. I was finally going meet her.

      It felt surreal, regardless of the fact I stood in a stone tower with angels and demons. It was easier to believe in them than the existence of a mother I never knew about. Memories flooded me of my mother back home. I couldn’t imagine the pain they were in. But Abbey and I would be home soon enough, and I would use magic to make their pain go away.

      “What do we do?” I asked Dorian. His eyes were set on the door.

      Oliver rolled his eyes. “You have to open it.”

      I frowned. “How?”

      “Use your magic and open the door.”

      I pointed a finger and spoke slowly, “Open sesame.”

      Lorri sighed. “Stop screwing around and tell the door to open.”

      My face flushed. “Open.”

      The door didn’t even creak in a slight effort to open. Lorri pinched the bridge of her nose. “Focus,” she seethed.

      “What do I do?”

      “Magic is imagery—want and need the door to open. Like when you were mad and the magic filled you. Think about the fact that she’s trapped in there and Jonathan’s murdered all the others. All your siblings. Think about the fact that she's spent a lifetime alone. Want it.”

      Fury filled me as I turned back to the door and contemplated Lillith being alone. I imagined the cruelty of him forcing himself upon her. I remembered the helpless feeling of Sam pressed against me. My back in the damp moss as he held me down and screamed at me. I lifted a trembling hand and pushed on it. A loud burst shot through the silence as the door blew apart. Tiny shards of wood and slivers filled the air. I blew hard, making them fly away.

      When the air cleared I expected to see the woman from the snow globe, but she wasn’t there. No one was. The cell was empty. I turned back to speak but something hit me in the head.

      Everything went dark.

      When I opened my eyes next, my brother stood over me.

      “You cannot be my sister. My sister would have known better than to trust a stranger,” he mocked.

      I swallowed, tasting blood in my mouth. Oliver watched me with his bright-blue eyes. My breath grew ragged as the desperate situation became reality.

      My brother was evil.

      I scanned the area, not recognizing anything. My hands were wrapped in a fabric and tied over my head. My feet just touched the floor on tippytoes.

      My back was against a cold stone wall.

      Tristan was taller than I assumed he would be. He towered over me, seeming angry and frightening as he leaned in. “You smell like a siren’s whore. It's hard to be around them. I know that.”

      I turned my face away from his warm breath.

      I refused to look at him or Oliver.

      Where were Lorri and Dorian? Had they been part of the plan from the beginning too?

      My toes started cramping up and I struggled to stay standing.

      Tristan hovered over me, but I continued to angle my head away from them. My breath grew noisy as I started to heave.

      “Wa-wa-wa-wa! What's the baby going to do? Will she cry? Are you going to cry for Daddy, love?”

      “Daddy?” I looked at him.

      He laughed. “You didn’t think I was your brother, did you? You really are your mother’s daughter.”

      I started to cry. He leaned in and licked my cheek. “Your tears taste like your mother's.”

      All along I thought I looked like my mother but seeing him there, I realized I was identical to Jonathan. I could see my own face in his face.

      I glowered at Oliver. “How could you? He killed your son.”

      My father chuckled. “I never killed him. Oliver has him detained, so to speak. It had to be believable.”

      “Why are you doing this? Where’s Tristan?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Your brother’s an idiot. You are my heir. My true heir.” He glanced back at Oliver and smirked. “We just need to make sure she likes our side better.”

      Oliver smirked, his eyes gleaming.

      “Where are my sisters and Lillith?” I demanded.

      Jonathan ignored me. He laughed and then spun and walked from the circular stone room.

      Oliver watched me for a moment and then followed him, leaving me in the cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Meet my daughter

        

      

    

    
      Sam

      “Just pull her along,” I snapped at Hanna. “Force her to come with us.”

      Hanna replied nervously, “Sam, I don’t feel comfortable—”

      “I don't care.” I clenched my jaw. “I'm not leaving without her.”

      Hanna's skin rippled. “Don't be a shit. I just don't want her to think we forced something on her. She said she loves him.”

      My eyes flashed at my mother's unconscious body. I felt bad for knocking her out, but I had no choice. “She’s been compelled by Jonathan.”

      My phone vibrated, interrupting. I pulled it out and scowled at the picture Aimee had sent of a room. I grabbed Hanna and my mom's hands and flashed us into the room.

      Aimee had her back to a wall and was peering around a corner. “They're in there,” she whispered and gaped back at me. “Is she hurt?”

      Hanna rolled her eyes. “She wasn’t until Sam knocked her out.”

      I groaned, “She wanted to stay. She’s been brainwashed into thinking she loves Jonathan.”

      Aimee grimaced.

      Giselle made a sickened face. “Eww, I heard he’s Olivia’s lookalike, and she’s not exactly what I would call attractive, if you know what I mean.”

      “That’s it.” Aimee's head snapped around. “I've had enough of shitty Giselle. Stop.”

      Giselle put her hands up. “Whatevs, Aimes. Can we just kill Blake and get Alise?”

      Aimee turned to Lydia. I followed her gaze, noticing the vacant stare in the old woman’s eyes. “Lydia?”

      She snapped out of it in a panic. “Sam, they have Ophelia. Her magic just went out. They're going to be here any minute. This is a trap.”

      My stomach sunk. “I still feel the bond to O. She isn’t dead.”

      Aimee's nostrils flared. “Screw this!” She kicked the door open to the lab.

      I winced and pointed at my mom. “Don’t lose her.”

      Hanna growled back, “Piss off, Sam.”

      I flashed into the room behind Aimee. A man fired a gun, which normally I wouldn’t have bothered avoiding, but with the possibility of hellfire, I was uncertain of our reaction to the bullets.

      Aimee leapt across the room and flashed Ari behind the man with the gun.

      The lab was huge. I was disoriented for half a second until I saw a pasty, angry-looking guy hunched over a microscope with headphones on. I had to bet that was Blake.

      Brandon and Lucas phased midair and began attacking the other men and women in lab coats. Ari didn’t use her gift. They all appeared human. I glanced back at the door, unable to shake my sudden uneasiness.

      Lydia made eye contact with me. “Seconds.”

      Aimee held the dark-haired guy in the air, shaking him. “Just tell me where Alise is!”

      The incredibly tall guy didn’t react, even when he noticed Giselle draining the blood from a smaller guy in the corner. I barked, “He's compelled, Aimes! Giselle, get him!”

      Giselle hissed at me.

      “DO IT NOW!” I screamed.

      Lydia shrieked, “GISELLE, STOP BEING A PAIN IN THE ASS.”

      Giselle dropped the bleeding man and skulked over to Aimee. “Okay, nerd, look into Mommy's eyes.” She scoffed at him like he was nothing. “Listen to me, Blake. You don’t have any more glamour on you. No compulsion. You are just you again.”

      “Ha! You really believe one of Lorri's pets can remove my compulsion?”

      We turned as Daniel walked into the lab from the back, holding an iPad.

      Blake snapped out of it, his head veering around. He frowned. “Aimes?”

      Aimee leapt at him and wrapped her arms around his chest. “Blake.”

      Giselle stepped toward Daniel. “Bow, bitch.”

      His legs buckled slightly. “Impossible.”

      “BOW BEFORE YOUR QUEEN, DOUCHE CANOE!”

      His knees dropped to the hard cement lab floor. His face trembled. “You are of Marcus?”

      “Duh!” She licked the bloodstains from her face. “And I'm pretty sure you remember me being your little party favor not so long ago too, don’t you? Well, guess what, asshole? Now it's time for payback.”

      I put a hand out. “No. Lorri made a deal with the wolves. They get to kill him and we get Aleks' dad.”

      “Sam, I don’t negotiate with stinky wolves. I’m the queen.” Giselle wrinkled her nose.

      “Please,” I begged and hoped my siren’s call was enough to convince her.

      “Oh fine.” She thought for a moment. “But I take him to the wolves now. No waiting around for Jonathan and the other dicks to show.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. “Aimes, take Giselle and Blake and Daniel, and I’ll go get your sister.”

      “She’s in the back room. Where the vampires feed.” Aimee pointed.

      I felt sick. I knew her sister would either be dead or worse, and worse was something no one wanted to see or be.

      Lorri ran into the room. “They’ve got Ophelia. We need to get the her out of here and come back,” Lorri barked. “That bastard Oliver. I knew it. I knew he was still Jonathan’s.”

      “We need Alise’s and Ophelia’s sisters,” Aimee pleaded.

      “WE NEED TO GO NOW,” Lorri snapped, her eyes turning bright red.

      Blake seemed startled. “What is going on?” He paled. “Are you guys like them?”

      Lorri snarled, “Worse. Now move some asses!”

      Giselle dragged Daniel to Lorri. “Look who we found.”

      “Daniel,” she seethed the word.

      He trembled. “Lorri, I didn’t mean to. You know I always believed in your way. They forced me.”

      Her chest rose and fell rapidly. “You son of a bitch.” She spoke like she was still badass Lorri, but there was a hint of vulnerability and betrayal. “Giselle, can you hold him?”

      Giselle laughed. “Yup. I'm going to stick one of my heels up his—”

      “Good.” Lorri scanned around. “I'm going to take Giselle and Danny Boy here, to Maine.” She tilted her head. “You owe a blood debt, you piece of shit.”

      Ari glanced at Lorri. “I could push Alise when we get her. Change things.”

      I suspected that had been Aimee and Ari’s plan along.

      “Last resort, Ari. You know what happens when you mess with your own circle. Christ only knows what we'll end up with. Aimee, take Brandon, Sam, Ari, and Luke with you. Hanna, you come with us and bring Sam's mom.”

      Hanna lifted her into the air.

      Lorri smirked at Daniel. “Hanna’s going to rip one of your rotten legs off and shove it where you won’t recover from, if you try anything funny.”

      Hanna grinned at Daniel as she carried my mom who appeared to weigh nothing. Lorri touched Giselle who had a tight grip on Daniel. Hanna put a hand on Lorri's shoulder.

      “Be safe.” Lorri sounded worried. “Aimes, you and Sam flash if you have to. No matter what. Leave the sisters if you have to.”

      I noted the command in the words. It wasn’t a suggestion.

      Lydia hurried to Lorri. “I'll come with you. I've spelled the room. They can't come in here. We need to get out of here now.”

      Lorri was gone as Lydia's hand touched her shoulder.

      Aimee hugged Blake again.

      He sobbed. “Oh God, oh God, Aimee. I've done so many bad things.” He slumped onto the floor at her feet and covered his face in shame.

      A loud bang on the door interrupted.

      I gave Aimee a look. She nodded and pointed to the back door Daniel had come through. “Does this lead to Alise?”

      Blake blubbered into his hands, speaking inaudible bits.

      Aimee grabbed his arms. “Blake, we can cry when we get home. I need you to focus now.”

      “Yeah.” He wiped his eyes and repositioned his glasses. “That way.” He pointed at the back door.

      “I need your help. Can you help me?” She was desperate, I could see it.

      Blake offered, “I'm so sorry, Aimes. I shoulda believed you. It was real. It was all real.”

      Aimee sighed. “We can do this at home, Blake. I need to get my sister.”

      He sniffed and wiped his eyes on his sleeve.

      Ari had the door open and both wolves were in the hall. She peeked back. “Hey, Dorian’s in the hall waiting for us.”

      I was last into the hallway. I couldn’t believe we finally had Daniel. Lorri could finally cross it off her to-do list.

      Dorian looked pissed as I came around the corner. “Your mom’s in on it.”

      “I think she's compelled.”

      “Not even close.” Dorian shook his head. “It’s a match.”

      “What?”

      Dorian ran his hands in his dark hair. “Damned sirens. Have you seen Oliver?”

      “No,” Ari whispered, “but we need to keep moving.”

      Dorian glared at her. “This was a setup. Notice how they don’t have any security here?”

      “Jonathan was willing to trade it all for Ophelia?”

      “Ding, ding, ding. The prize for the most common sense goes to Sam!” Dorian mocked us all. “They must have sent the vision to Annabelle, which I don't even know how that's possible.” Dorian sneered at Aimee and then Ari, his face softening. “I'm going to find Ophelia. If I don’t come back, I'm sorry and I love you.”

      Ari blushed. “Sorry?”

      He sighed solemnly. “That I never knew. I would have tried if I'd known.”

      “Stop being a weirdo. You're like a cockroach. Nothing can kill you.” Ari grinned, her eyes watering.

      His eyes flashed at Ari for a moment as a slow smile crept across his lips. “Nothing but love.” He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek, but his eyes darted to me. “You get them out.”

      I nodded and Dorian was gone.

      Blake stopped outside a door. “This one.” His thin pale fingers trembled. He looked sick.

      Aimee shoved him to the side and kicked the door open.

      I clutched my nose instantly. The smell was unbearable. Aimee stepped in with a horrified expression. The dark room was a cell. It reminded me of Marcus’ dungeon.

      There was a small cot, a shower, and a toilet. The dark concrete room had no one in it, but from the stink, whoever had been in there was dead when they were removed.

      Old dark-brown blood stains covered the mattress.

      Aimee glanced at Blake like she wanted to strangle him.

      “She was here. They both were.” He sounded distraught.

      Aimee stormed from the room and started kicking in every door in the hallway.

      “You have a very bad temper—has anyone ever told you that?”

      We all turned to see Oliver with a grin pasted on his face.

      Aimee and I flashed at him, but he was already down the far side of the other hall. We flashed there but he was on the ceiling, looking down from the grate. “We can play this all day, or we can just trade.”

      Aimee scowled up at him. “What could you possibly want from us?”

      Oliver tilted his head. “You, Aimee.”

      “Fine, done. Everyone else walks free.”

      Oliver flashed to the far side of the hall, opposite me. “Walk out the door behind you, into the snow. There is a courtyard. Stay there. We will meet you outside.” And he was gone.

      I turned to Aimee. “No. No, this is a bad idea. Why do they want you so badly?”

      “I don’t know.” She sounded defeated. “At this point, what does it matter? Aleks is dead. Shane is heartbroken. My sister is most likely dead.” She turned to me and smiled. “You know where I want my body to go.”

      “I don’t know what can kill you, Aimes. They may want you alive.”

      Ari put a hand on Aimee. “This is a bad idea. Let me push him.” She glanced at Blake. Blake looked nervous.

      “You know what Lydia says.” Aimee turned and walked to the door. She put a hand up to it and gazed back at Blake. He rushed to her, sobbing. “What’s happening?” They whispered into each other's necks. Aimee quivered from the sobbing. She pushed herself away from him and turned to face the door. Her eyes met mine as the cold arctic air blasted her.

      I gave Blake the least hateful face I could. “Stay in the hallway.”

      He nodded and stepped back. Ari grabbed him by the arm. “No. This is my insurance.” She dragged him out into the cold. He was as white as the snow.

      Luke lowered and growled as Oliver walked toward us. In each hand he had a thin girl.

      I knew they must be Alise and Abbey. I could pick out Alise. She was sickly skinny and covered in sores. She wore baggy jeans and a pale-pink tee shirt. Her dark hair was around her like a filthy cape and matted with things. Abbey too was covered in sores. I assumed they were bite marks. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, like bedhead. Her jeans were ripped and torn and her light-blue tee shirt was bloody.

      Both appeared to be on death’s door. Or in death’s hands.

      Another man walked out into the courtyard with Oliver. He was almost identical to O and straightaway I knew it was her father. He beamed smugly and held his hands out, “Roses Academy. It's wonderful to meet you all. Sorry for being such a poor host. I'm sure you understand the time constraints placed upon me, what with Ophelia and Tristan turning eighteen and all.”

      Aimee stepped forward. “Look, you want me to stay. I want them all to go free. Cut the shit and niceties.”

      His lip curled. “I like your style, Aimee. It's a shame we have to kill you.”

      He pulled a gun from behind his back, raised it, and fired before I could register what was happening.

      I screamed, “No!” and flashed at Aimee. She stumbled forward in the snow. Blake screamed but Ari held him tight. I held Aimee in my arms.

      Her sister shrieked and tried to pull from Oliver's hands, but he held her tight to his side.

      Black blood dripped onto the white snow. I rolled her onto her back, revealing something I never thought I would see. Aimee's skin was singed where the bullet had made a huge hole.

      She cried out from the fiery wound spreading up her pale stomach.

      “You see, Aimee, Dorian made you for one reason. Each of us makes something different. I create vampires. Not cursed ones like Marcus but real ones. We don’t know what Lorri creates. She has a rule about not making things. Oliver here creates succubi and incubi, emotional vampires if you will. Sam, your dad made what the natives called a wendigo. Very horrid creature. He only made a few. Terrible plague on the Earth. He refused to make any more. But Dorian makes something very special. He makes the cure. He makes the one thing that can kill us. And I can’t have that. He made the one that took Anthony.” Jonathan smirked and pointed to the sky. “Father needed a back-up plan, in case we decided to have fun, instead of being Lorri's lapdogs. Dorian makes the back-up plan. You are it, my dear, and I can't run the risk of you ruining any of my plans.”

      Aimee writhed and leaned forward as the bullet wound spread. Ash fell to the ground where she leaned.

      “It’s gonna be okay.” I gripped her, rocking her. Her fingers bit into my arms. Screams filled the courtyard.

      Aimee began to tremble, shaking in a way I’d never seen before.

      I nodded at Ari and her dark eyes sparkled as she pushed the screaming Blake. The air sparkled around him, freezing all of us in shock.

      Dorian was behind Ari in a flash. “Ahhh yes, Jonathan, you have yet to meet my daughter.”

      Jonathan's mouth dropped. He glanced back at Oliver with daggers.

      I watched the show as everything froze for a second.

      Blake was talking and pacing around his house. Aimee lay on a bed sleeping. Shane stood in front of her with his arms crossed, seeming angry. All of a sudden, Blake was standing in a room talking to Aimee. She was clearly devastated. She ran from the house.

      Everything sparkled around us and suddenly Aimee was asleep on the bed again. Blake paced watching her. He was upset, but instead of leaving, he went to his computer. He sat there looking exhausted. When Aimee woke up, she went to Blake’s side. He showed her websites and chats. Everything around them started to change. Jonathan screamed and leaped at Aimee, but everything went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          What in Sam hell?

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      I stood in the kitchen at Lydia's, holding a glass of water. The world had been ending for me and then I was there. Ari shivered as she sat down. “What was that?” I remembered pouring myself the glass of water just as I remembered being tied up in my father's cell. “What was that?” I asked louder.

      Lydia stormed in. “That was Ari at her best.” She didn't sound excited.

      A tall, handsome man walked into the kitchen. “Lydia, where is she?”

      Lydia and Ari both jumped up and ran at the huge man. “Oh my God, Aleks! Oh my God.”

      Aimee flashed into the kitchen and jumped at him.

      I was lost.

      Hadn’t a guy named Aleks died?

      Old memories that still sat in my mind were distant, as new memories of him at my window instead of Sam crept in.

      Aleks was the one, not Sam. I hadn’t even met Sam.

      They all cried as Aimee kissed his cheek repeatedly.

      His face was flushed and confused. “What’s going on? I'm tired of the head games, Aimee. Just tell me what the hell is going on?”

      Aimee shook her head. “I love you.”

      A slow grin spread over his face. “So you want to be with me?”

      “Aleks, what do you remember?” Lydia asked.

      He frowned. “From when?”

      Lydia stared at Ari, her mouth agape. “Oh no.”

      Ari took a second and then she looked the same. Aimee dropped to her knees.

      Lucas ran inside.

      His face was soaked.

      Tears poured from his eyes.

      The memories sank in slowly.

      The memories matched in our minds but nothing was the same.

      Sam was not in a single new memory I had.

      I started to panic.

      A new face, one my brain instantly recognized as Ben, looked perplexed. He frowned with Aleks as Lydia, Ari, Aimee, and Lucas sobbed.

      My stomach twisted into a knot. My heartstrings tugged as I stared at Ben, confused on what I felt. He smiled and took a step toward me. I took a step back. My body knew him as did my mind, but my reality was different.

      It was as if two people's lives lived inside me. I bolted to the kitchen sink and retched over it. A meal I didn’t recognize eating shot into the sink.

      “He's not dead. He's not.” Aimee rocked back and forth.

      Lydia held her hand over her heart. “They all are. Little Sarah. Dawn. Danny.”

      I threw up again and sank against the counter.

      “I take it Ben and I missed out on a party?” Aleks stood like a massive statue in the middle of the kitchen with the sobbing people draping off him. Ari let go of him and grabbed Ben. She and Lucas held him tight against them.

      “What happened? How did it happen?” I was so lost. “Where’s Sam?”

      Aleks raised a brow. “You never even met him.”

      “I loved him.” My heart broke. “Sam.” My hands covered my mouth.

      Hanna came bursting through the door. Her eyes flashed on Ari. “You bring him back. You bring him back. You bring him back.” She grabbed her by the throat and held Ari in the air. Hanna's skin shivered as she lost total control and threw Ari through the wall of the house with her landing on the back lawn.

      Lucas changed and lunged at Hanna. Hanna swiped and tossed the wolf across the grass.

      Lydia ran out through the huge hole and stepped between them. “This solves nothing.”

      Ari’s body trembled, she cried so hard. Hanna dropped to her knees and screamed into the sky. It was the worst noise I’d ever heard.

      Hanna glanced at me and started to sob again.

      I rushed her and wrapped my arms around her. “He loved you. He loved you, Hanna.”

      “I can't bear this.” She glared at Ari.

      Ari sobbed. “I don’t know. I don’t know what changed.”

      Aimee staggered through the hole. “Blake. He never helped them perfect the hellfire bomb. He never went evil. It changed everything.” She wrapped her arms around herself, appearing frighteningly fragile.

      Aleks put his arm around her. “What happened?”

      Ari sat on her knees, rocking. “I pushed again. I pushed Blake and changed his choice. Instead of betraying Aimes to Shane and chasing her out of the house, he found other supernaturals online.”

      Aimee cringed. “His guild on the World of Warcraft. He helped me change. He came with me here. He convinced Dorian to help me.”

      “I know all that.” Aleks sounded lost.

      “We got Giselle to use her compulsion to make sure we remembered.” I sniffled.

      “She's still in the hospital?” Aimee seemed dazed.

      Lydia explained, “Blake never took them to the blood bar. They never recruited him from MIT.”

      Aimee looked at Lydia. “Alise is safe. She's at home with Dad. They're safe and so is Shane.” Aimee’s face flushed as she glanced up at Aleks.

      “You and Shane are together, Aimes.” He broke into a grin. “Were we together in that other place?”

      Aimee slowly shook her head, lying.

      He stopped. “My dad?”

      She winced.

      Aleks frowned. “I died?” He sounded completely mystified.

      Aimee swallowed hard. “You and Ben.”

      Ben snapped his head around to her. “Me?” He turned to Lucas who wiped his eyes.

      Ari shuddered. “I can't seem to make it so we are all okay.”

      Ben raised an eyebrow at me. “If I was dead, then you and I never—?”

      “No. I don't even know you.”

      He nodded slowly. “That’s explaining a few things.”

      Lorri burst through the hole in the kitchen wall and stormed over to Ari, lifting her off the ground. “I had him in my hands. In my hands, Ari. For Christ’s sake. I said not to use it. I said no.” She dropped Ari and paced the yard like a wild cat.

      Ari slumped onto the grass again.

      Lucas went to where Ari sat and put himself between Ari and Lorri.

      Lorri turned and pointed. “They had Jon too.” She raged around the yard. “THEY CAUGHT JON!”

      Aleks stepped forward. “What? My dad? Who had him?”

      Lorri looked savagely at him. “The wolves.”

      Ben frowned. “Us?”

      Lucas turned back. “The guys back home were tracing him for us.”

      Aleks' eyes flamed. “How? How did they do it? Where was he?”

      “He came for me,” I whispered.

      Aleks groaned, “Oh, I should have known. Of course. When Lorri and I got to your house that first night to get you, his scent was everywhere. If we'd thought to call the pack, they would have been able to trace him.” His stare hardened at Lorri. “If the Roses Academy hadn’t been more important, as usual, I could have had him.”

      Lorri pointed. “Don’t you start with me right now, Aleks. I swear to God, I will rip your head off. In the other version of this fiasco, the wolves were there because of Sam. He thought of the wolves. He brought them.”

      I remembered being in the cell and turned to Lorri. “He still has my sister.”

      Lorri covered her eyes with her hands. “Oh sweet Jesus, save me from this moment.” Her face was filled with rage. “I am not going to talk to you about saving a human right now. Sam was everything. He was the thing that made us win. It wasn’t you. Look in the scrying dish you haven’t stolen from Annabelle yet.” She was gone as lightning struck the ground where she stood.

      Aimee sighed. Lydia rubbed her back. “I know, honey. It's been so long since they died that the pain is old and it won’t let me hurt as much as I want to.”

      Dorian flashed into the yard and grabbed Ari and pulled her in. She started to cry all over again.

      “I know.” He rubbed her shoulder softly. “I know.” He glanced back at Aleks. “Good to see you, Brother.”

      Aleks frowned. “You look weird.”

      Dorian pulled Ari back. “Is this what it's like every time?”

      Ari sobbed and nodded.

      Lucas joined the hug. “I can't imagine living through this more than once.” He kissed Ari's head.

      I was totally out of the loop. “What can we do?”

      Hanna continued to cry. “Move on. Once they're gone, that’s it. There is no bringing them back.” Her eyes hardened.

      I went inside. I felt more at home in the house than I ever had. I had never stayed at the castle; I’d always been at Lydia’s. Through thick and thin, I had spent my time learning. There hadn’t been a vampire war in the yard or drama with Sam.

      Ben wrapped his arms around me. It seemed less strange to be around him.

      I turned and observed his handsome face.

      He softly brushed his lips against mine. His shaggy brown hair and emerald-green eyes reminded me of Lucas. “I'll keep you safe, O,” he whispered.

      My body relaxed into his. His touch wasn't just familiar, it was wanted.

      Annabelle floated to me. “I was just lookin’ in on your momma. Your sisters have been taken. He's gonna give the gift to your brother tonight.”

      “No, it's a trap. He must know about the snow globe.”

      Ben peered down at me. “You psychic now?”

      “No.” I sighed. “We went there in the other way things were. Oliver betrayed us and my dad was my brother.”

      Ben raised an eyebrow.

      I laughed bitterly at the words I’d said. “It's complicated.”

      Annabelle put her hands on her hips and pointed at the hole in the house. “What in Sam hell is that?”

      Lydia's face crumpled.

      I started to feel sick again. “I'm going to bed.” I walked to the stairs. Ben scooped me up and carried me to my room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Her Highness has lost her crown

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      A knock at the door woke me up. I went to roll out of bed but Ben's huge arm was across me. I felt funny about him sleeping in my bed. I picked through my old memories, surprised that he hadn’t done it before. We didn't have that kind of relationship. He was a gentleman, even if he played it up in front of everyone else.

      I slithered out from under him and walked to the door to open it a crack.

      Aimee stared at me. “Want to help me?”

      I rubbed my eyes. “Dude, it's still dark.”

      “I know.” Aimee continued, “I have a problem. I need a favor from Hanna and she won't help me. She doesn’t like me.”

      “You and Ari are kind of bitchy to her.”

      “Please.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “Just let me get some pants on.”

      I pulled on jeans from the floor and stalked out of the room. We walked to Hanna's room. She was still asleep in a ball with tissues everywhere.

      “Why are we in here?”

      Aimee shrugged. “I need her to convince Marcus to turn Giselle.”

      “She won't do it. They broke up. Remember? Marcus is an overbearing wanker.”

      Aimee pointed. “My friend is dying. Do it.”

      “Giselle’s an asshole,” I groaned and turned to Hanna, shoving her lightly. “Hanna, wake up.”

      Hanna moaned and murmured, “No, Sam.”

      I turned back at Aimee and glared.

      Aimee snapped a finger and pointed.

      I gave her the finger and turned back and shook Hanna again. “Hanna, wake up.”

      Hanna rolled over and opened one puffy eye. “Wh-wh-what?”

      “I need you to wake up.”

      Hanna groaned, “Dude, this better be important.”

      Aimee spoke from the dark doorway, “I need you to save Giselle. She's dying.”

      Hanna stared at me for a minute. I thought for sure she was about to say no, but she climbed out of bed. She stood, looking Aimee square in the eyes. “You hate me for something that never even happened, just so you're aware. I’m not doing this for you.”

      Aimee nodded and put a hand out and we all touched. I squinted, seeing the bright lights of the hospital. We followed Aimee into a room. Blake sat there reading on an iPad.

      “Hey, loser.”

      He lifted his gaze to see Hanna and smiled. “Hanna. My favorite monster.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I've never heard that one before.”

      Giselle lay in the hospital bed. It was weird seeing her sick. I was used to her being volatile and snobby.

      Giselle opened an eye and smiled at us. Aimee leaned forward. “Hey, girl, how are you feeling?”

      She frowned. “You need to turn my ass back into a vampire. This shit is not fun. I want to be drinking blood and stomping around Marcus’ castle in my big boots. This sucks.”

      Hanna leaned in. “How do you remember that?”

      Giselle shrugged. “When you guys said you wanted me to do the mind thingy on you, I decided I didn’t want to be the only bitch who was lost.” She pointed to Blake who frowned. “Look at his dumb face. He has no clue what's what. Anyway, I went to Annabelle and she gave me a mirror so I could do the juju thingy on myself.”

      Aimee laughed. “That was pretty smart.”

      Blake pushed his glasses up his nose. “That was brilliant, Giselle.”

      She raised an eyebrow at Blake.

      He pointed to Aimee. “She texted me everything.”

      “Oh.”

      Blake spoke to Hanna, “Sorry for your loss. Again.”

      Hanna gave a slight nod. “Yeah. Guess the wound is healed and I'm over it.” She didn't sound over it.

      A girl with dark silky hair came strolling into the room. Her eyes were on her cell phone as she texted and walked.

      Aimee jumped up and grabbed her. She held her tightly.

      The girl struggled. “Aimes, wtf? What are you doing? You're smudging my makeup.” She pushed her away.

      Aimee pulled the girl back and I could see the resemblance. Aimee was a twin too.

      “Never do that to me, Alise—never ever.”

      The girl frowned. “Dude, I went for coffee.” She rolled her eyes and sat on Blake's lap.

      Blake shook his head. “This is outright bizarre. I don’t think I will actually be able to process this one.”

      Giselle cocked her head. “Uh hello—are you here for me or what?”

      Hanna laughed. “Good to see you're still you. I'll send Marcus a text.”

      Aimee glanced back at her. “You want me to go get him?”

      “He won’t be long.”

      Aimee rolled her eyes, “You and boys, Hanna, I swear.”

      Alise frowned. “Who are you all?”

      Giselle laughed. “Other girls from the liver ward. Me and Aimes met them a while back.”

      Alise smiled and gave a head nod like a puppet. “Cool. So, you all got better after a drugging?”

      Hanna frowned. “Uhm yeah.”

      I laughed. “This is weird. Do you guys need me here?” Hanna flashed me a questioning scowl. I put my hands up defensively. “Okay. Just sleepy.”

      Giselle gave me a sneer.

      Blake stood and put his arm around Alise’s shoulders. “Want to go for a walk, Aimes?”

      Aimee nodded and put a hand on Giselle's hand. “Want anything?”

      “The desire to suck the blood from young men.”

      Aimee grimaced. “Okay, well ewww, and I'll see what they have at the cafeteria.”

      I sat in the chair in the corner. I was exhausted. It had been a brutal twenty-four hours.

      Hanna sat on the edge of the bed. “He'll be here in like five.”

      Giselle squirmed in the bed. “Good. Everything hurts.”

      Hanna sighed. “Aimee's sister is a space cadet. Wow.”

      “It’s so weird they’re related.” I laughed. “She knows nothing about nothing?”

      Hanna swung her legs up onto the bed. “She knows nothing about the things she knows. Damn.” Her eyes lowered and her head tilted. “Whose pants are you wearing?”

      Heat rushed up my cheeks. “Mine.”

      Hanna laughed. “Those are Ben's.”

      Giselle gave a weak laugh. “Oh busted.”

      “He was just being nice.”

      “I'd let him be nice to me any day of the week.” Hanna chuckled when she saw my glare. “What? I would. He smells like delicious fae.”

      I made a face. “You make him sound like a snack. You know who smelled good—” I stopped.

      Hanna's face crumpled.

      “Shit.” I closed my mouth for a moment. “Sorry. It's like I expect him to walk into the room any second.”

      Giselle turned her face up to stare at the ceiling. “I wish he would walk in. He made everything better.”

      “Yup.”

      A face at the door made my heart stop. I got up from the chair and mumbled, “I'll be back in a minute.”

      When I rounded the corner of the corridor, he was leaning against the wall with a smug expression. “What are you doing here? You have some nerve. I should call Aimee to come kill you.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Have we met?”

      I stumbled on my words, “The castle—Oliver, I know who you are.”

      He leaned in too close. “I forgot how you smell. Your memory should be gone.”

      I pulled away from him. “So should yours.”

      He laughed. “I made sure my memories would be intact. I didn’t know Ari was his daughter until you told me, but I always knew what she did.”

      I recalled something and cocked my head. “You never told Jonathan. My father—you never told him what Ari did?”

      He shook his head.

      “Why?”

      “Because of you.” Chills washed over me as he ran a hand down my arm. “I told you. I love you.”

      “So you let Jonathan take me prisoner and try to kill Aimee? That’s love to you?” I laughed bitterly. “Maybe I was wrong. Maybe you aren’t the tin man. Maybe you don't actually have a heart at all.”

      His eyes hardened as his fingers bit into my skin. “If Aimee dies, it's one less thing for me to worry about. You think Lorri and Dorian wouldn’t sacrifice themselves to kill me and Jonathan off?”

      “I don't care what any of you do.” I pushed him. “What do you want anyway? You think I don’t know that I somehow play into your lame-ass plans and that's why you’re here? You're playing my dad and me.”

      He laughed and stumbled back. “I've never been anything but sincere with you. I did lead you into the trap, obviously, but I made sure you had the upper hand.”

      “Sam died because of you. Where’s the upper hand in that?” I shoved him again and his shirt singed from the sparks off my hand. I let the energy shoot from my hands and sent him down the hall, riding the wind. I stood at the opposite end with the cool wind surrounding me. My dark wavy hair blew around my body. I sensed the darkness take over my eyes. My vision grew sharper with it.

      His back slammed into the wall at the end of the long corridor. I strode toward him. He flashed out of the grip of the wind to me, his hands at my throat. “Don't make me do something I won’t recover from.”

      “Do it.” I jerked, sending electricity from my body. He blasted from me and into the wall, dark blood dripping from his lip.

      He laughed. “You’re getting more powerful.”

      “Duh.” I sounded like Giselle. “What did you think I’ve been doing with all these lives I’m reliving? I’m learning magic.”

      “Did you mean to hit me that hard?” He wiped the blood from his mouth and pulled his ass from the broken wall. White dust filled the air. He rubbed his back. “You know those walls are reinforced.”

      “I’m gonna kill you.”

      He flashed as the lightning bolts shot from my hands, starting a small fire in the plaster. My breath raged from my flared nostrils until I realized he was truly gone or hiding. I scanned the area to ensure no one had witnessed his or my magical abilities.

      Smoke rose from the wall. I leaned forward and blew ice across it.

      When I got back to the room, Hanna raised an eyebrow. “What the hell?”

      “Oliver,” I growled.

      “He came here?” Giselle snarled with me. “I'm biting him when I turn again.”

      Hanna turned her head. “You'll die, dummy. You can't feed off fallen.”

      Giselle's dark eyes flashed. “I never said I was going to feed. I said ‘bite.’” She moaned in pain and clutched her right side.

      All the humor and anger left the room.

      Hanna stroked her face, her stare fixed impatiently on the door.

      Her face dropped.

      I turned, following her gaze to a stunning man walking through the door. My jaw dropped. Aimee’s weird phrase “sex on a stick” came to mind when I saw him.

      Hanna stammered, “Mar-Marcus. Thanks f-for coming.”

      His face looked pained.

      I could taste the tension in the air and not all of it was because Hanna's bracelet glowed like it was a raging flame made of lava.

      Giselle smirked at Marcus through the pain. “Hey, I need you to save me again.”

      “Hanna, I need to speak with you.” He ignored Giselle.

      I melted at his accent. He was sexy and had an accent. I envied Hanna for a moment. The hottest guys always loved her.

      Hanna seemed to be battling her emotions. “Ari.”

      “Ahhh, I see. So what was this alternate world like? Were we married? Living in Romania in the summers and here in the winters?” His smile was bitter and pained.

      “You were dead.”

      He looked baffled. “And yet, I reserved my last breath to save your friend? Aren't I kind?” He didn't sound kind.

      Hanna's face was frozen. “The kindest. Will you help her?”

      Marcus shook his head. “No.”

      Hanna took a step forward. “I would be—grateful.”

      He laughed. “Oh, Hanna.” He grabbed her hand. “You'll be grateful anyway, I'm afraid.”

      I stepped toward him. “Let her go.”

      He smiled at me. “If Hanna needed protection, I assure you she wouldn’t be my girl.”

      Hanna pushed away from him. “I'm not your girl. We had this conversation.” Her eyes filled with regret. “I know where his heart is. I know how to free him.”

      His face filled with rage. “Then take it.” He moved forward and put her hand on his chest. “You take it because I don’t want it.”

      Hanna clenched her jaw.

      I was lost.

      Giselle was clutching her side again. Her face was pinched in pain. “Please.”

      Marcus moved like a snake striking Hanna’s arm. “See you soon.” He pulled her in and kissed her. His hand moved like a viper again and struck the bracelet on her wrist. He flashed a grin. “I like you better naked, you know that.”

      The bracelet fell to the ground and smashed against the hard floor. The shells were white. I had never seen them white.

      A strange sensation came over me instantly. I hated Hanna. It was stronger than hate. I despised and detested her. She was gross and sleazy. I pushed it away. “What is that?”

      Hanna scowled. “That is the call of a siren.” Her eyes pleaded. “Please, don’t hate me.”

      “I won’t. I know it isn’t real.”

      The doctor came in and flashed a charming smile at Hanna. “My love.”

      Hanna pulled him into her embrace, forcing his face to focus on her. “Go and sleep, Doctor. Find a female replacement doctor to take care of my friend.”

      The doctor left, gripping his clipboard.

      Hanna sighed. “Friggin’ Marcus.” She looked back at Giselle. “I gotta go before this shit gets real. Lydia has a spare bracelet, I think.”

      Giselle breathed into her cramp. “Yeah. Tell His Highness to kiss my ass.”

      Hanna gripped her hand. “I’ll make him fix you.”

      I knew Hanna and Marcus had dated, and he had been a piece of shit to her, but I also knew Hanna loved him. I had seen the relief fill her face when he walked in alive and mean.

      Hanna left as Aimee and Blake walked in. Blake reached for her. “Hi.” He pulled his glasses off.

      Aimee grabbed his arm and scowled. “Dude. You don’t want any of that. Keep it in your pants.”

      He turned and shoved Aimee. “Leave me alone.”

      Aimee laughed. “So Marcus destroyed the bracelet, huh?”

      “Yeah.” Hanna sighed. “Please, take me to Lydia's.”

      Aimee shoved Blake at me and flashed Hanna away, before Blake could react.

      He stood dazed. “What-what was that?”

      “Hanna.” I had nothing else to offer.

      He put his glasses on again and smiled. “She is amazing.”

      I covered my eyes with my hand for a moment, trying to focus. “Okay, I'm going to go and find you some help.”

      I had an idea, it wasn't great but it might work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Pies soothe the broken heart

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      I paced in the backyard near the woods, wresting with the choice I was about to make while also checking my phone to make sure I wasn't too late in doing so.

      A stick broke behind me. I expected Ben, but it was Oliver leaning against a tree. “How’d you find me?” I wanted him to admit he could track me. I wanted to know how. The truth of it, not some stupid lie about loving me.

      His eyes darted to the house. “You planning on threatening him?”

      “I was. I know where the heart is, I can kill Marcus if he doesn't do what I need him to.” I glanced up at the mansion.

      “This is where we met last time.” He cocked an eyebrow. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

      “It’s not. I was hoping you would come here before I went the Marcus route.”

      He beamed. “My heart swells.”

      “I want two things from you. Firstly, to know how you’re tracking me.” I narrowed my gaze. “And secondly, I need your help. That girl, Giselle. I need her saved. She's dying because of me. My dad did all of this. Marcus refuses, so if you refuse, I have to go in there and threaten him.”

      “You misunderstand us immortals.” He crossed his arms. “Why would we care about some girl?”

      “Because I care.”

      “What do I get out of it?”

      I gulped. “My gratitude.”

      “I want undying love and physical appreciation.”

      I laughed, completely uncomfortable with him. “And I want world peace.”

      He shrugged. “What do I care about the world?”

      “It’s an expression. It means we can't always get what we want.”

      He pushed himself away from the tree and walked across the rocks and dirt slowly. “I get what I want. And if you want world peace so badly, all you have to do is wish for it. Witches’ wishes and such.”

      He stopped directly in front of me. I tried my hardest not to scowl. “Will you do it?”

      He stared deeply into my eyes. “I want one thing.”

      “I'm not the kind of girl you think I am.”

      “I know what kind of girl you are,” he whispered and then he was gone.

      “Shit.” I turned around. “Oliver, you never said what you wanted.” Nothing moved. The garden was silent. “Oliver? There’s no deal if you don't say what you want.”

      I started back toward the house and muttered, “Shit.” I pulled out the cell phone Lorri had given me during my Roses Academy training.

      In an instant, Aimee stood across the grass from me. “Hi.” She looked different. “Hey. You rang?”

      “Did Marcus fix Giselle yet?” Since my main plan had failed, I had to hope.

      “I don’t think so. Blake never sent me a message about her changing. He's there with Alise. I'm heading there now.”

      “I asked Oliver to save Giselle.”

      Aimee's face dropped. “What?”

      “Yeah. I did. He didn't say yes or no, he just left.”

      “Why would you involve him?” She wrinkled her nose in displeasure.

      “I don't know what else to do. My other plan was to threaten Marcus with Henry. I think Henry would be nice to me, since we’re related, sort of.”

      “Stay away from Henry.” Aimee frowned. “What did Jonathan say Oliver made again? His monsters?”

      “Succubus.”

      “What is that?” Fear glistened in her eyes.

      “I don't know.” I tried to remember. “I think I saw it on Charmed once. I think they suck your life force. Like a vampire sucks blood. But again, that was TV. So I don't know.”

      “Do people die from this?”

      “They did on the show.” I nodded.

      “Can she suck only a little at a time?”

      “I don’t know. On Charmed they sucked you dry.”

      “Sweet Jesus. Let’s hurry.” Aimee grabbed my hand.

      She flashed us into the room to find Oliver bent over and in an embrace with Giselle. His hands slid up into her dark hair. Her hands rubbed the back of him.

      It was a full make-out session, and I was remarkably uncomfortable for all the wrong reasons, considering I hated him.

      My heartbeat quickened. My gaze lowered to the floor, trying to avoid the scene.

      Aimee cleared her throat as I walked out quickly. I ran down the hall, confused by how repulsed I was to see that.

      Oliver. My Oliver.

      Why was he mine?

      He was a traitor and an evil old man.

      Why did I care what he did?

      Why did I care about him at all?

      Oh God!

      I cared.

      “Wait,” Oliver called from behind me.

      Disgusted with myself, I pushed my legs harder and shot out the glass in front of me with a fireball. I dove out the window.

      The air rushed over me. I screamed, seeing the ground flying at me, but I knew. My instincts had kicked in. I blew hard at the ground and slowed my descent. I floated to the ground and my legs hit the pavement running.

      “Ophelia!” he shouted and flashed to the sidewalk in front of me.

      “What?” I stopped.

      “Running from someone like me is a bit pointless. I flash, remember?” He was still breathing heavily.

      “I don't want to like you!” I pointed at him. “Stop making me care about you. I don't want to be annoyed that you’re in there seducing my poor, sick friend instead of fixing her like I asked you. I offered you my gratitude. That should have meant something to you!” I screamed and a fireball ripped from my fingers. He flashed and it hit a black SUV, exploding on contact.

      He peeked his head around a pole he stood behind. “You don't understand. I wasn't making out with her. That’s how we change them—people. It’s—”

      “I don't care!” A second fireball went soaring from me at him before he could finish his sentence. It hit a corner of a small building and blew it into shards of wood and glass.

      “O. Stop.”

      I flung both my arms at once and fireballs shot from my hands going in a circle as I spun. I fired like a Tommy gun until a wall of fire surrounded me on the hospital lawn.

      Something bit into my arms and suddenly I stood in the garden at Marcus'. I turned to see Aleks. He held me out to assess the damage. “You okay?”

      “No! Something’s wrong with me. He’s doing something to my head.” I heaved my breath. “And he was—he—” My face fell into my hands.

      Aleks pulled me in. “You can’t light a whole neighborhood on fire.”

      The smell of him made memories flood in. He had sat in my window, but I was much younger, much. He and Sam melded. I knew him. I knew him well. I hated that I was attracted to him because I saw him as a big brother. The one who came and saved me. The one who had explained what I was. I had to give it to him, he was better than Sam at that.

      His huge arms wrapped around me.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      Embarrassed, I groaned, “I asked Oliver to save Giselle. And then I caught them making out in the hospital room and it made me so angry.” My fingers started to spark again. “I don't like him. I don't understand why I care if he kisses someone. Maybe because she’s dying and weak and he’s so gross and old—”

      “O, that's how we make a demon,” Aleks cut me off.

      “What?”

      “You ever hear of the kiss of death?” His brilliant blue eyes sparkled with humor.

      “Yeah.” I nodded.

      “That’s where that came from. Angels give humans the kiss of death. Mix their blood with human blood and swallow.”

      “Well, that’s gross. You guys are disgusting.”

      “I don't do it.” He laughed. “And Oliver doesn’t even look five years older than you. He’s probably more immature than you are. Old is a relative term, you’ll see that one day.”

      “Oliver is a traitor who got Sam killed.” That was all there was to say about that.

      “We need to get you back.”

      “Okay,” I agreed as he flashed us to Lydia's. I landed and he left.

      Ari peered up from the book she was reading. “Hey. You okay?”

      “No. I think I just destroyed a parking lot.”

      Ari laughed. “Oh well, at least it wasn’t everyone's lives.”

      I sat beside her. “You know it wasn’t your fault. Aimee was dying. I would have done the same thing.”

      Ari smiled. “Thank you.”

      “Hanna told me that this has happened to you lots, the change thing.”

      Ari sighed. “Yeah.”

      “How did you deal with the old memories and feelings?”

      Ari drank from the mug in front of her. “Still haven’t. I keep to myself a lot because it all drives me crazy.” Her dark eyes filled with sadness. “I killed every one of those little kids. Sarah, Dawn, Danny. Their faces float in my mind. Sam was like a brother to me. He and Lucas and Ben were brothers. Lucas still cries every day. He can't even be grateful that his real brother is alive because his heart is so broken.”

      “I'm sorry, Ari. My family is the cause of it all.”

      “Ophelia, my dad is a nightmare too. And Lorri’s no treat. I've known her for a while now. She doesn’t let any of us in. She's all about the plan, you know? Lydia is so busy worrying about everything that she misses a lot of things.” Ari put her arms out. “And unfortunately, one day this will be ours to run, and you know what? We'll be no different than them. We'll think it's for the greater good, or see the bigger picture and forget about the small details. There’s too much at stake.”

      “We need the next Nephilim to be able to freeze time so we can take a year and live in Barbados.”

      Ari pointed. “Now that’s the spirit. Make it a witch wish and make it happen.”

      I laughed.

      Lydia walked into the kitchen and smiled. “Good to see you girls coming around.”

      “It just gets easier to live in constant disappointment when you don't ever get a break from it. No sunshine.”

      Lydia sat down at the table with a coconut cream pie and passed out three spoons. “Yes, I suppose. I think Sam would have wanted us to be happy. He would want us to make sure Hanna finds happiness.”

      “I don't know.” I scooped a massive spoonful of pie. “I think he’d want us to kill my father and Daniel and free his mom,” I spoke to the pie.

      Ari agreed, “Cheers to that.” We clinked our spoons against each other’s and shoved them into the pie. I put a massive bite in my mouth.

      Ari’s eyes softened. “Oh my God,” she spoke with a mouthful, “this is amazing.”

      Lydia laughed. “It is an old family recipe of Annabelle's mom’s.”

      I couldn't look at Lydia without wondering if she had regrets. From what I’d learned, she had married a regular man, tried to have a baby and a normal life. It all ended when the hunters came and her best friend sacrificed her life for Lydia and made the guards. Her baby died because of the darkness that was in her from casting dark magic. And yet, here she was, still trying to find the brighter side. Bringing us pie and smiles.

      I hoped one day I would be as strong as she was.

      I shoved my spoon into the pie and took another bite.

      “Look at you greedy women eating that pie I made for everyone. Shame on you all.” Annabelle floated into the kitchen. “Ophelia, that Mr. Oliver be in the street, calling for you. He’s been there a dog’s age and he’s getting on my last nerve.”

      Lydia shook her head. “No, you stay in the house. He's trouble.”

      Annabelle crossed her arms. “You all can't hear him, but I can. Now somebody best be getting rid of him.”

      “I’m not gonna go outside the guards. I’ll stay in the yard. I just need to tell him to piss off and thank him for saving Giselle, at the same time.” I stood licking my spoon. “Don’t eat it all. I'll be back in a minute.”

      “I don't like him being here.” Lydia sighed. “And when you get back we need to discuss a certain ring of fire in the hospital grass.”

      I grimaced and made my way out of the kitchen and out the front door.

      “I need to talk to you.” He sounded genuinely upset. I hated his act. I wished he would just be real with me, even if real was evil.

      “Why?”

      “Because I want to explain.” He threw his hands up in the air. “You can’t be mad at me. You asked me to do it, you insufferable girl.”

      “Fine.” I nodded.

      “Jesus, save me. Look, that’s how it's done. It’s called the kiss of—”

      “Okay,” I said indifferently.

      “You’re not mad anymore?” He was clearly skeptical and a little worried.

      “No. Aleks explained it. Thank you for saving her.”

      “I want my prize.” He grinned.

      “Tell me what you want.” I didn't budge. I wasn’t going near him.

      “I’ll tell you out here. Some trust would be appreciated.” He crossed his arms and paced in front of the guard. “Don't make me come in there.”

      “You killed Sam and you have those.” I pointed at the dark shadows swirling about on the ground beyond the guards. “Is that your darkness?”

      He pivoted around. “What? Where?”

      “There. The swirling shadows. You're evil and you bring darkness with you.”

      He gazed around but he never looked on the ground. “I don't see it. Is it behind me?”

      Why couldn’t he see it?

      “O, I don’t give a shit about the swirls of evil. I need you to hear me. I would never hurt you or let anyone else hurt you. Just come with me.”

      I walked across the yard. “You are honestly going to tell me you would never hurt me when you killed Sam and you’re doing something to my head, making me like you?” I snapped.

      “Yes. No. Wait—what? I didn't do anything to your head.”

      “Yes, you did. You were making out with Giselle like it was an Olympic sport, and I got angry because you have done something to me.” Fury started to build in me again.

      He pointed at the old house and spit his words in rage. “You're dating that fucking dog behind my back. And I've said nothing because I know it's part of this world. But you could have broken it off by now. Knowing I’m back and in love with you.”

      “Wait—you're spying on me? Oh my God. That's rich. You want me to trust you and you’re spying on me?”

      He raked his hands through his hair. “You're going to kill me. I'm going to actually have a heart attack. The first of my kind to die from aggravation.”

      “You have to have a heart first,” I mocked him.

      He peered up at the tops of the trees and screamed. His bright-red face rippled as he stepped across the boundary, still screaming in pain, and dragged me over it.

      He flashed as we crossed the guards fully.

      I pushed him away when my feet touched the dirt.

      I was horrified. “You crossed the guard?”

      He appeared psychotic as he leaned into me. “I love you. I told you, I love you.” His breathing was labored.

      “You crossed the guards.”

      He grinned. “I can do that.”

      I took a step back. “You can cross the guards?”

      “It doesn't matter. I need you to know that the kiss meant nothing. The only person I care about is you.”

      “You set a trap and almost got Aimee killed and you got Sam killed.”

      He pointed. “Not in this lifetime, you're bringing up old shit.”

      He had a point.

      “Stop making me like you. I don't want to be attracted to you. Turn it off. You’re evil and we both know it.”

      He reached for my hand. “O, you're mine. Even though you're foul tempered and a bit more jealous than I had anticipated and still dating that shifter.” He drew me in and gently brushed his soft lips against mine. “You're mine.”

      I wanted to push him away.

      I wanted to be angry but I couldn’t.

      I kissed him back.

      His tongue slipped into my mouth.

      His hands pushed up into my hair. He gripped it slightly and pulled my head back from his. “I expect you will deal with the young shifter.”

      “I’m not talking about this with you.” I shoved him away. “You’re old and kind of like my uncle. And evil. And this is weird. Forced. It’s forced.”

      “Soul mates. The term is ‘soul mates.’ And I’m not old, I’m timeless.”

      “I don't trust you,” I whispered, hating the way I felt about him. “Let’s stick to the facts of the problems we have. Like where is my brother, really?”

      He darted his gaze around before he sat on a log next to me. “Tristan’s a prisoner. He's a sweet kid. He wants you to win. He wants to be free.”

      I swallowed hard. “Where's your son?”

      “With Tristan. They're friends. Well, that’s not entirely true. They're lovers. They want nothing more than to live together and be together in a sunny place, where they will never have to see Jonathan again.”

      I was confused. “Why would you let your only son live there? In those conditions?”

      “I don't control my son. He wanted it. He knew, early on, Tristan was his.”

      “My brother’s gay?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled softly. “Very gay, if that’s the way of saying it.”

      “Aww, that makes it so much worse. Him being gay with some tyrant as a father. We have to save him.”

      Oliver appeared lost. “The plan is to save him.”

      I sat next to him on the log. “What is the plan? What is your plan?”

      “I would very much like to make love—”

      “No. That's a creepy answer. I’m not losing my virginity in the forest. That’s weird.” My stomach dropped.

      “Virginity?” He seemed as uncomfortable as I was. “That changes things. Yes, let’s focus on the plan. We need to rally the troops. We have that friend of Aimee's who made the weapons for Jonathan with Marcus’ hellfire, last time. So, at least Jonathan won't have that this time around. He has sent me here with a message that your brother is getting the powers and that he has Abbey. Of course he still has her. He assumes you will come to him. That's going to happen again, but this time when I capture you with him, you will trust me. You come alone with me and let Lorri and Dorian go with the others. When he makes the trade of your sister for Aimee, she can't fight. He will let Aimee live if he has no reason to kill her.” I scrutinized him sharply. He put his hands up. “As far as I know, he doesn’t. I know his entire plan. I helped him come up with it.”

      “Why are you helping us?”

      He bent and kissed my lips softly. “You.”

      “No, there has to be something else.”

      He laughed softly. “Believe me, O, you are enough of a reason. You've given me something I've never known before.”

      “Just promise me you’ll protect Abbey. I made the mistake of assuming that since I was with the Roses Academy longer this time, Abbey was safe.”

      “I will.” He said it and I believed him.

      I was starting to believe everything about him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Don't think with your juju

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      We sat together and watched Giselle change. Her body healed rapidly. The guards at Lydia’s let her back inside.

      When she woke, Giselle cried for an hour about being back at Lydia's. Her skin glowed again, instead of being yellow and clammy.

      Aleks strode in. “Hey. Oliver wants us to meet with him. We need to go over the plan for tomorrow.”

      “We shouldn’t trust him.” Aimee darted her gaze at mine. “No offense.”

      “None taken. I agree but, he did this.” I pointed at Giselle hugging Lydia.

      Lorri crossed her arms. “You know, I was thinking the same thing, but then it dawned on me that he never told Jonathan about Ari. Jonathan was completely surprised by that one. I suspect he’s actually on our side. He’s just doing his usual bullshit.”

      “What?”

      “He’s the most selfish person ever—ever. He's doing all of this because he loves you.” Her eyes darted to me too. “I never thought I would see him fall in love. Ever.”

      “What about the mother of his son?” I asked.

      “Slave,” Lorri replied, making my stomach turn.

      “Jesus.” Aimee scowled.

      “Morons.” Lorri sounded more indifferent than I believed she was. “They didn’t like the idea that we were to help the humans. They saw them as weak and infantile and fun.”

      Aleks scoffed. “Humans are those things.”

      “God loves them. He wants them kept safe. That was the mission. He never wanted them used for anything or abused by things they couldn’t fight off. Oliver and Jonathan couldn’t understand that. They let the temptation in the air taint them.”

      I remembered what Sam had said about his mother and Lorri and glanced down. I didn't want her to know Aimee and I both knew about it.

      Lydia was stern. “You need to go. Ophelia’s birthday is in a few days.”

      “Fine.” Aimee flashed us to the place in the photo Aleks held.

      The smell of dust and cedar filled my nose. Oliver sat on the couch in a huge room with peaked windows that made up an entire wall. The moonlight was too dim to see outside, but it was obviously a skiing lodge.

      “Who’s ski lodge?” Ari grinned. “Is this Roses Academy territory? I have always dreamed of a place like this.”

      “It’s not ours. It’s Marcus’. But if you like it, you could buy one.” Aleks started to laugh. “You're going to have to start investing, like Lucas.”

      Ari looked at him. “Huh? With what?”

      Lucas’ tone was nonchalant. “I have money.”

      Ari raised an eyebrow. “You have money?”

      “I invest.” He grinned. “I get Annabelle to help me out. Same as Lorri does.”

      Aimee laughed. “Oh my God, you live in your room at Lydia's for free and have money?”

      Lucas frowned. “I like it there. I didn’t want to live in Wolfville.”

      My ears perked up. “I always forget you’re from Wolfville too.”

      He grinned. “Yup. Same town as you. Only I lived on the outskirts, like far out.”

      “That's so crazy.”

      Ari spoke seriously, “You have money?” She wasn’t dropping it.

      He nodded. “Yeah.”

      Aleks poked her. “Maybe if you guys spent more time talking and getting to know one another and less time—”

      “Thank you, Aleks.” Ari's face flushed. “I'm pretty sure that’s exactly how we will be spending our evenings from now on.”

      Aleks turned to Lucas. “Sorry, bro.”

      Lucas scowled. “What the heck?”

      Ari went to a couch and sat down. Dorian flashed in. He grinned at Oliver but sat next to Aimee. “Brother.”

      Oliver began, “Well, let’s make a plan then, shall we?”

      The plan wasn't too far off from last time.

      When the unofficial meeting was over, I wandered the huge skiing lodge, exploring. The lights had been dimmed throughout. Oliver said it was built on sacred land so I didn’t have to worry about the shadows and darkness. Marcus had built his castle on sacred land as well, which was why we were always safe there. It reminded me that Aimee’s ex-boyfriend's house was also constructed on sacred land. Everyone seemed to be aware of the benefits of building on sacred land and the dark swirl issue.

      I had no idea of the power that existed in the world.

      A hand touched me and immediately I was in a dark room.

      I put a hand out to feel Oliver in front of me. I knew it was him.

      His fingers brushed my arms.

      “Oliver, I can’t do this.”

      “Why?” He stepped in, surrounding me with his warmth as he mouthed into my cheek, “I did notice his absence from the evening’s festivities. Did you end things with him?”

      “Yeah, but not for you. I did it because it was the right thing to do.”

      “You mean because you belong to me and we’re meant to be together?” His breath tickled my cheek.

      “I don't know that. I know you make me feel weird. You make me uncomfortable and lost.”

      “But I also make you feel like you’re supposed to be with me, admit it.” He tilted my head as my eyes adjusted to the light.

      “Fine.” I sighed. “You’re like home and I don't ever want to leave. But it’s magic, I know it is.”

      “It’s not magic, I swear. I have never used magic on you. Not once.” His eyes glistened in the light. “I love you because you exist. No other reason.”

      It was a fairly magical sentence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

          Betrayed again

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      “The hallway’s the same,” I muttered to Hanna.

      “I know. This whole place is creepy.” Hanna sounded uneasy.

      Ophelia was already gone. Dorian had gone to look for her while we searched the cells which we had to find on our own this time, without Blake as a tour guide. We were there without Giselle, Lydia, or Brandon.

      They stayed behind.

      It was weird being there a second time.

      I hated that it was where Alise and Blake were tortured and made to do things against their will. Where Ophelia’s mom was a victim of rape and solitary confinement.

      It was gross to imagine it all.

      It made my blood boil.

      We left Sam’s mom in her cell. Without Sam with us to care if she was saved or not, Hanna became the only one who bothered to mention her when we first arrived.

      Lorri called her a traitorous slut and that was the end of the conversation.

      Oliver appeared in the long corridor as we opened the cell, knowing we wouldn’t find Abbey, but frightened she might be sacrificed if we didn’t stick to the plan.

      “Hello, Aimee.” Oliver did a better job of acting than I did.

      Aleks stared at me and whispered, “Your line.”

      I rolled my eyes. “What could you possibly want from us?”

      Oliver tilted his head. “You, Aimee.”

      “Great.” I moved closer to him. “Fine, done. Everyone else walks free.”

      Oliver flashed to the far side of the hall opposite us. “Walk out the door behind you into the snow. There is a courtyard. Stay there. We will meet you outside.” He was gone.

      I glanced over at Ari. “He's awfully theatrical.”

      “Yup.” She stifled a laugh.

      Aleks pointed to the door. “Ladies first.”

      The cold arctic air blasted us, once more. Again, I noted it was miserably cold for July as I scanned the white courtyard for movement.

      I knew it was coming.

      Luke lowered and growled as Oliver marched toward us. In his hand he had a thin girl. I knew it was Abbey. She looked much worse this time.

      Like before, her body was covered in sores. I assumed they were bite marks. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, like bedhead. Her jeans were ripped and torn, and her light-blue tee shirt was bloody. But she was thinner and more beaten down.

      Another man entered the courtyard with Oliver. It was Jonathan. The memory of the fire hitting me in the stomach crept into my mind. Ari put a hand on me. “It's okay.”

      “I know,” I breathed.

      Jonathan smiled and held his hands out. “Roses Academy. It's wonderful to meet you all. Sorry for being such a poor host. I'm sure you understand the time constraints placed upon me, what with Ophelia and Tristan turning eighteen and all.”

      Aimee stepped forward. The world fuzzed as I spoke the same words as last time, “Look, you want me to stay. I want them all to go free. Cut the shit and niceties.”

      He chuckled. “Aimee, I like your style.”

      I cringed, waiting for the gunshot.

      He pulled his hands from behind his back but there was no gun this time. We hadn’t killed any of his men or stolen his siren. “You remind me of Lorri, before she became old and stodgy Lorri. She used to be fun and carefree.” Jonathan’s dark eyes flashed at me. “I'll give you this thing here if you'll stay, as my guest obviously.”

      “Deal. Everyone walks.”

      “Hanna, you are welcome to stay. Marcus can't be nearly as fun as a cursed vampire. I'm a born. I have talents he doesn’t have.”

      Hanna chuckled and smiled. “If you want me to stay, then Aimee and O go home.”

      “Touché.” He laughed again. It was so fake I almost rolled my eyes, but I didn't want to give him a reason to bring out the gun.

      Even if I hated the smug expression on his face and wanted nothing more than a reason to suck his soulless body dry.

      I turned and smiled at Aleks, lost for a second in his crystal-blue eyes. “I'm yours and nothing he does can change that.”

      Aleks flinched, unprepared for me to say that.

      He reached for me but I took a step toward Oliver. Oliver released the thin, frightened Abbey. She was visibly disoriented as she stumbled forward, rubbing her sore-covered wrists. “Where is my sister?”

      I smiled at the frightened girl. “She's waiting for you,” I whispered and glanced back at Aleks. He nodded. His jaw was clenched. He seemed pissed.

      Oliver's fingers closed around my wrist and he flashed to a dark cell. It reminded me of Marcus’ dungeon. He was such a weirdo.

      “This is your new home.”

      I laughed. “Till I flash out.” I was smug. I couldn't fight it.

      Behind him tears poured down Ophelia’s face, real tears. Her dark-colored eye was creepy black against the light one. I started to panic, seeing her face as my hands were secured to the wall in a fabric. I tried to flash out of it. But I couldn't.

      I was stuck.

      Ophelia’s mouth was gagged with the fabric.

      A huge man came to stand next to Oliver. His massive fist came at my face fast, with no warning or words. My head slammed into the rock wall behind me.

      “I can’t believe you fell for it twice.” Oliver smiled and walked to O. He stroked her cheek. “Don't try anything. The fabric is made from Lillith's hair. It interrupts power, if you can imagine anything so bizarre.”

      I grinned as the fist slammed into my face again. “When I kill you, I will rip your soul from your eyeballs.” I tried to focus my eyes but the fist slammed into my face again. It hurt more than anything I’d ever endured. I was sure my head was bleeding in the back.

      Ophelia’s muffled cries filled the room.

      Darkness took my eyesight as an evil and creepy laugh filled my mind and the fist hit me again and again.
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      Ophelia

      The sight of the dark blood pouring from the cuts on Aimee's face sickened me. Her head hung low now with a pool of the dark blood beneath it so I couldn't tell if she was still bleeding.

      The quiet darkness inside the cell was frightening. I felt dirty and afraid. Oliver had conned me, again.

      I wriggled my lips enough to move the fabric from them. “Aimes.” I searched the darkness. “Aimes,” I whispered a little louder. “Aimee.”

      Aimee stirred and lifted her head. “What?”

      Her face was no longer beaten. Her healing powers still existed which meant some of our magic mustn't be blocked.

      “Where are we? Why does my head hurt?” She coughed and cleared her throat. “Oh shit. Your boyfriend really is evil.”

      “My sister got out though, right?”

      “I hope so. Jesus. I was flashed in here.”

      “Oh.” I winced, wondering if Abbey was safe. “Your face is healed. The fabric that keeps our powers isn’t taking everything from you. Plus, that guy should have split your head open. So it means we have some magic, not much, but some. What else can you do?”

      “I don't know.” Aimee shook her head. “I can't flash or feel the fire in my hands.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      My hope faded. “Shit.”

      Aimee squinted as if trying to concentrate. “You hear that?”

      “No.” I listened and bit my lip.

      She put her head down, pretending to be asleep again. I did the same when I heard it. Voices. My lip trembled as the footsteps got louder. Men's voices filled the cell.

      It sounded like two guys.

      “You're making noise.”

      “Shut up. I'm not even talking to you right now.”

      “You just did.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Ophelia?” Whoever spoke was wearing silver python-skin Christian Louboutin boots. In Alaska?

      My hope returned as I lifted my gaze and grinned when my own face, although more manly, stared back at me. “Tristan?”

      He squealed and jumped at me. “O, my little O-cake!”

      “What?”

      A dark-haired guy, who was almost the spitting image of Oliver, sighed. “Oh my goddess, he has been working on nicknames for you since the blue girls told him you were alive.”

      “You must be Oliver's son?”

      He smiled. “Yes, and I hear you two are quite close to hooking up. Let me just go on the record with a firm gross.”

      Tristan shivered. “Extra gross. Anyway, this is my ex, Phillip.” He emphasized the “ex.”

      Phillip wrapped his arms around Tristan and kissed his cheek. “I'll never ex you. You'll have to kill me first.”

      I couldn’t believe how much my brother looked like me. “That’s Aimee, Tristan, and Phillip.” I pointed to everyone in the room.

      Aimee cocked an eyebrow. “Look at those boots. Your gay brother is our rescue?” she muttered, maybe not intentionally aloud.

      Phillip smiled. “Maybe we like to be called homosexual. Maybe we get offended by the term ‘gay.’”

      “Oh my God. I’m sorry.” Aimee flushed red.

      Tristan burst into laughter. Phillip walked over and untied Aimee. “Girl, you gotta mellow out. You look really tense.” Tristan chatted nonchalantly as he untied her hands. “Dad is a shit, O. A major shit. He's been torturing your other sister for, like weeks. Anyway, Oliver couldn’t come up with a better plan than this one.”

      “He never betrayed me?” My heart swelled.

      Tristan flung his arms in the air. “Tada!”

      Aimee eyed Phillip. “Can you flash?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Lead on, I can track. But I want to try on your boots when we get there.”

      Aimee grimaced. “What? No. Look how big your feet are.”

      He giggled. “Look how tense she is.”

      Aimee put a hand on me and instantly we were standing in Lydia's kitchen. Phillip and Tristan followed seconds later.

      “Oh my God, this place is cute. Trist, this is exactly like that barn reno we saw on HGTV.”

      Lydia paused, holding a cup of tea to her lips. “Is that your brother?”

      “Yeah,” I replied. “And Phillip. He is Oliver's son.”

      Lydia nodded. “Welcome.” Her smile was forced.

      Annabelle rushed into the kitchen. “No. No way. Both of Lillith's only living kids in one house? No. No.”

      Ignoring her, I jumped forward and hugged my brother tightly as tears flooded my eyes.

      “O!” My sister came rushing in. “Oh my God, O, you got your brother back too.” Abbey jumped at us both and we hugged as a family. A weird family no one would ever understand.

      I couldn’t help but wonder the fate of Oliver as I pulled back and studied Abbey. Tears poured from her face. “You’re back.”

      “Abbs, you're okay. I missed you.”

      “Ditto. It was so awful. They fed from me. Oh, and I called Mom and Dad. They asked me how camp was.”

      “Camp was our best bet.” Lorri strode into the kitchen. “We had to say something. By the way, Daniel is residing with the wolves for a little while. They are almost positive they have a track on Aleks' dad too.”

      My sister turned and smiled at Lorri.

      I spun back to my brother. “You want to catch me up on Mom?”

      He smiled a bright white grin. “We have like five days to save her and fight to the death for her magic.”

      “Yeah, I know that part.” I swallowed hard.

      Tristan burst into laughter. “You aren’t the fun group of badasses we kind of thought you would be.”

      Lorri snorted. “Yeah, we like to keep the fun to the Christmas parties.”

      Everyone in the kitchen laughed, except Tristan and Phillip.

      Phillip beamed, “Dad has found a way to make it work so one of you gets power and the other one gets to live.”

      “Really.” I glanced at my brother and we both shouted at the same time, “You can have it.”

      We all laughed some more.

      It was a win against so many losses.

      Phillip pulled his phone from his pocket. “My dad’s in the yard. I guess he can't come in the house?”

      “He is?” I ran out of the kitchen and burst through the porch door.

      Oliver was smiling under a streetlight.

      I ran across the grass and leapt into his arms. “You liar!”

      “I told you, always you.”

      “I thought you were on his side.” I gazed up into his eyes. He was in pain.

      He cleared his throat. “No, but I couldn’t take a chance. Tristan was the only means for you to be able to get away. Everyone up there is loyal to him. I freed Trist and Phil while he went to torture your mother with the news.”

      I pulled back. “Will he know?”

      Oliver nodded. “He probably will.”

      I hugged him again. “I'm just glad you're okay.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “Me too. Now we need to get ready. You and Trist have a very hard week ahead of you. I'm going to stay at Marcus’. Henry hates your father more than anything on the planet.”

      “I'm coming.”

      He shook his head. “You stay here. You stay safe.” He kissed my lips once softly and stepped back. He was gone and I was alone on the street with the dark swirling around my feet. I stepped back into the guards as I sensed the night become creepy.

      “Come in the house, girl.” Annabelle floated in the doorway.

      I hugged myself and walked back to the door. “Annabelle, what happens if Jonathan gets the power?”

      “He gets the world, baby girl. He gets the world.”
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            Prologue

          

          Once upon a bite

        

      

    

    
      Portland, Oregon, 2012

      Aimee

      The heels of my boots clicked with every strike against the soaked cement. The dank night air crept in through my thin sweater. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself, keeping up with his pace.

      I rounded the corner, staying across the street from him. I didn’t want him to get too far ahead of me. The street was crowded enough that if I winked, people would notice.

      His outdated pleather jacket made it easy to keep him in my sights. I rolled my eyes at the stupid jacket that no one but an immortal would be caught dead in. Who even wore pleather? Especially in Portland.

      He turned down a dark alley.

      Typical.

      It would only get more stereotypical if he were actually in the dark and creepy alley searching for his next victim. He didn’t glance behind himself, maybe overconfident. They always were. His kind always believed they were the strongest animals in the urban jungle. Most of them didn’t know about me. The ones who had met me were usually in the throes of their own death. Introductions seemed like a waste at that point. As usual, his instincts lied to him and allowed for a false sense of security. He just didn’t know it yet.

      I fingered the platinum ring on my right middle finger with my thumb. I always loved the thin red line running through the middle of it to the red rose engraved in the ring.

      This ring was my mark.

      It was my badge.

      It permitted me to follow the man.

      It made my brand of deadly force acceptable.

      I winked my right eye, flashing in front of him, smirking at the confusion in his eyes as I grabbed his arm. He struggled for a second, but I lifted him into the air before he had a chance to change into a worthy adversary. I shuddered when my hands made contact with the warm fleshy meat of his throat.

      The sparks filled me and the air around us.

      The touch of his skin made every moment magnify as my senses heightened from the feast. He choked and fought, but it was useless.

      His eyes caught the ring on my finger, forcing recognition and fear across his face.

      “You're a Rose,” he croaked. His last words.

      “Stop!” another man's voice echoed through the alley.

      The fire of the spark died, taking my meal with it.

      I growled and dropped the corpse to the cold ground, hating to end my meal that way. Turning, I licked my lips, wondering if my eyes still glowed like molten steel. I had to admit, it looked cool when they did. I always thought Alise would be jealous if she ever saw them. She would think they were cool.

      I suspected the man in the alley probably wouldn’t.

      Narrowing my gaze, I realized it was a policeman who stood with his weapon drawn. His hands shook with the sizable gun in them. “Stay where you are.” His voice never wavered, but I sensed the fear coming off him. His voice was familiar. “Don’t move.”

      Panic filled me.

      Not him! Anyone but him.

      Scanning the walls around me, I searched for an exit as his steps filled the silent alley.

      I raised my hands, scared of what might come next but hopeful I could stop him in his tracks with my glowing eyes. “Run his prints and you’ll thank me.”

      “Don’t move!” He continued to edge toward me cautiously. “Get down on the ground.” He waved the gun slowly.

      A plan had still not formed in my mind. I contemplated stealing his gun and knocking him out but how would I explain being there? Would he think he had hallucinated? The dead body might ruin that.

      “Get down!” he repeated himself.

      “Really?” I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “Would you lay on this street? This alley’s filthy with germs and God only knows what else.” I tried to be funny. He was going to recognize me any second.

      A gust of wind blew past him, bringing with it the scent of laundry soap and deodorant. That, subtly mixed with windblown sea air, made me homesick for him.

      When he got close enough, too close, he gaped in disbelief. “Aimes? Is that you? What are you doing here?” His eyes darted to the dead man on the ground and then back to me. “You—you’re the one? That's not possible.”

      “I know,” I muttered, lost in the raw emotion on his face.

      “Aimes?” His lower lip trembled.

      I took a step back, putting my hands out farther. “Shane, just pretend you never saw me. The medics will say heart attack.”

      “No, not you.” His face twisted in pain. “Anyone but you. Why? Why would you kill that man? Jesus, it’s you killing them all, isn’t it?”

      Memories of every second of our life before crammed into my brain.

      Every touch.

      Every smile.

      Every hope.

      Even losing my virginity to him.

      Ashamed, I glanced down and swallowed. “I have to eat, Shane. They make sense.”

      “Eat?” He sounded disgusted. “You’re eating them? How? They have no marks. None of the others had marks.”

      I let the shame fill me. I made myself remember his face the times I'd broken up with him. Broken him. I forced myself to feel it all. I deserved to suffer. Sam was right about me. I used Shane badly to pretend I was still that same girl. I used him to cling to my past.

      It was wrong.

      I knew deep down if I let myself be with Shane, I would again find the girl who wanted nothing more than to sit on the back steps of his house, listening to his dreams.

      But here, in the real world, that girl was dead. She had died in the woods the moment she took a human life.

      Knowing that was the reality, I turned and jumped onto the handrail of the stairs next to me and climbed the fire escape as fast as I could. He shouted at me but I ignored him.

      I couldn’t wink. I couldn’t scare him like that.

      And he was already scared. I could still smell his fear even if it had switched. It was a different kind of fear—emotional. I would know that smell anywhere.

      The damp night air filled with his shouts as he begged me to come back down.

      I tried to block out his desperate screams that consisted of one word: my name.

      The only sound in the whole city was, “AIMEE!”
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          A kiss with a fist

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I put my hand up to the old door and took a breath before knocking. Going there was a mistake I made too often.

      “Just come in, you pain in the arse.” His English accent sounded muffled through the thick wood.

      Smiling, I opened the door. “Hi.” I tried to start out nicely since I was there for a favor.

      “Aimee, my love. What can I do for you?” His dark eyes mocked me. “Have you come to your senses about us?”

      “No. I need your help,” I muttered and closed the door to his house.

      “My help?” he beamed and crossed his arms. His sarcastic shit-eating grin pissed me off, but it didn’t change things. I needed him. “Again?” Dorian strolled across the hardwood floor silently in his socked feet and leaned against the marble counter. “Tell me everything, love.” His fitted dark jeans and pale-blue dress shirt made him appear as though he’d just gotten off work. The worn brown leather jacket slung over the back of the chair next to him was his attempt at badass American. I would have rolled my eyes at him for even owning it, but I couldn’t. I needed him. And at least his jacket wasn’t pleather.

      He wouldn’t be caught dead in pleather.

      He grinned and my pulse kicked into gear. His effect on me was beyond annoying. No one did to me what Dorian did.

      “Do you need help with anything that would require me to take my shirt off? Or yours?”

      “No.” I shivered from the thought of it. “You don’t want to wrestle with me. I could kill you, Dorian.”

      He held his hands up. “It's why I've maintained my efforts to get into your pants. I think it would be quite the death.”

      “Gross.” I scowled.

      He chuckled and his accent got thicker. “My pet, you really are in a jam this time, aren’t you? You've got some desperation, just right there on your cheek.” He brushed a finger against my face. His finger left a heat trail on my skin.

      “This was a mistake.” I turned to leave but he grabbed me and swung me into his embrace, forcing his lips on mine.

      My fingers tingled to defend myself, but I pushed it back. I needed him alive.

      And truth be told, kissing Dorian was not awful.

      It wasn’t even close to awful.

      It was the opposite of awful.

      He was awful but his kisses were bliss.

      His fingers trailed up and down my back as his tongue met mine, tasting like every fantasy I’d ever had. I fought for a moment before giving in and returning the kiss, with fervor.

      It was his gift: tormenting me by making me hate and want him at all times.

      The love-hate relationship was summed up perfectly by the kiss.

      I wanted it. He wanted it. But he had to force it on me because he pissed me off with every breath that left his lips.

      My back slammed into the cupboard behind me as his hands roamed the sides of my body, creating sparks everywhere he touched.

      When he let go and stepped back, I gasped for air, fighting to see past the stars that clouded my vision.

      “That is how you should be kissed.” His words were a dark whisper, threatening me with more. My body wanted to agree with him. I couldn’t hate him, not the way I wanted to.

      I covered my face and breathed hard. “If I asked you to do something and not tell Aleks, would you?” I needed to focus on why I was there.

      He laughed. “That's all you have to say after a kiss like that?”

      “Yes.” I maintained my composure.

      “Fine.” He cooled quickly. “But for the record, we just did something I can’t tell Aleks about, so whatever you need to ask me, will make it two things I’m keeping secret.”

      “You kissed me!” I snapped.

      “You kissed me back.” He winked. “So if you want a favor, I want one too.” He flashed a grin and walked by, nudging me. He grabbed a bottle of wine from the huge rack and uncorked it slowly as if waiting for my answer.

      “Fine, whatever you want.” I wished I could hate him. But it contradicted the desperate need I had to rip his clothes off. It was confusing being us.

      “Are you thinking naughty thoughts about me?” He read my expression. He always did.

      “No.” I growled, hoping anger would make my flushed face appear mad and not turned on. “Can you do me the favor or not?”

      “Possibly.” He poured the whole bottle of deep red wine into a crystal carafe and swirled it around and around. He was making me wait on purpose. He strode over to the cupboard and pulled out two large glasses. They were the size of fish bowls. “What is it?” His dark eyes sparkled. “Before I agree I want to know what I am agreeing to.”

      “I've messed up. I need you to wipe Shane's memory, again.”

      “Again?” He laughed. It was bitter and sarcastic, like his soul. “Oh, Aimee, you really have the most conflicted feelings for that boy, don’t you? And what a waste. He won’t ever be anything more than some flunky bobby with a schoolboy crush on a demon-slaying savage.”

      I clenched my jaw. My hands tingled.

      “Keep it in your pants, love.” His eyes darted to my fingertips.

      “It isn’t whether I love him or not. It’s who's right for me and who I won't kill by loving.”

      “Humor me a moment.” He poured a glass of wine and handed it to me. “If he weren’t human, who would you pick?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not playing that game, Dorian. I made my choice. I don’t regret it. I know I am meant to be with Aleks.” My hands trembled when I tilted the glass back. I drank the room temperature spiced wine in gulps and wiped my mouth.

      “Do you ever wonder how much of your love for Aleks is his spell?” His grin told me he knew the answer to the question as he refilled my glass.

      “No.” I sipped the wine and watched him.

      “Someone putting a spell on you isn’t actually love. At all. Neither is wanting to be with a boy who reminds you of home. Having to convince yourself to be with someone is exactly the reason you shouldn’t be with them.” He too drank in large sips. “You should be with someone who you need to convince yourself not to be with, but you can’t avoid it because the love is so strong.” His eyes widened as if he was trying to be sincere.

      I gulped.

      “I want you, Aimee. There is no denying it. I’ve wanted you from the minute I saw—I mean, from the moment I frightened you in the elevator. I had to make certain you were good and scared of me.” His eyes flashed to my hands. “Didn’t want you thinking you could do everything you wanted with what I’d given you.”

      “I know you hurt me and scared me on purpose. You like doing that.”

      “No. I didn’t just enjoy scaring you.” He laughed. “You’re smarter than that. You know I had to. We couldn’t have you thinking you were the highest on the food chain.”

      “Am I?” His words made me even more uncomfortable.

      “Let’s not discuss this. It’s veering off from the point I’m trying to make. Since I can’t have you the way I want you”—his dark eyes roamed my body—“then I want to know the answer to the question of who. If the little bobby were immortal, would you choose him or Aleks? Or would you rather I started taking my pants off and my favor changes to the thing I desperately want?”

      “I don’t have an answer to that question but keep your pants on in case one comes.”

      “I'm going to ask for something you won't want to give.” He leaned in. The smell of him made my mouth water. “But you’ll have to.” He almost sang it, taunting me.

      “I won’t take Shane’s humanity from him.” I said it matter-of-factly.

      He rolled his eyes. “Humanity, shimanity.”

      “I need you to take his memories again. He saw me eating today in an alley. Please just do it.”

      “Eating?” His eyes widened. “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Although, for all the things I had rolling around in my naughty mind, that was sort of uninspired. I imagined you had been unfaithful or something delicious like that.” He glanced at his fat leather watch. “There’s still plenty of time, you know. To be unfaithful.”

      My phone vibrated, just in the nick of time.

      His phone was already in his hands. “Oh dear,” he muttered, staring at the same message.

      “Frig,” I whispered.

      “My sentiments exactly.” He offered his hand. “Shall we travel together?”

      I was gone before he had the chance to touch me again.

      My heels clicked against the cold cement as I tried to walk off the smell of him.

      The rainwater made the sound echo between the narrow buildings as a scent hit my nose. I cringed, knowing it was about to get very disturbing once I rounded a corner or two.

      The cover of darkness tried to shroud her, but nothing could hide from me, not really.

      The cold air was refreshing and helped shake off the feeling of Dorian all over me. I needed to kill him. I felt sick, knowing I’d let him kiss me, again. I didn’t even fight him the way I could have. I never did. I usually just ran.

      I forced my thoughts back to the task at hand, unsure if this was another trap. I didn’t even care anymore. I didn’t watch my back, ever. I never checked around me. I'd become the cocky immortal I’d mocked only an hour earlier.

      Cocky and overconfident.

      Strangers’ deaths meant so little to me now. Some days it meant freedom for them and others it meant food for me. If I was lucky, sometimes it meant revenge. Those were the best.

      Either way, I couldn’t care less about the deaths that surrounded me. The only death I seemed to care about was the one I couldn’t have. My own. I would live forever this way. Nothing could kill me.

      I rounded a corner as the smell hit me in the face. It wasn’t just blood though. There was sex and lust mixed with the blood.

      She was here. She was in the alley with me. Giselle was feeding.

      I swallowed and played with the platinum ring around my finger. I twirled it with my thumb. I didn’t want to kill her but I didn’t know what to do about her. She wasn’t getting better.

      I didn’t change my gait. I let my heels click against the cold cement. The sound of me filled the alley. It didn’t matter how noisy I was. Giselle wouldn’t hear me. We fed the same, and in the beginning, I too saw nothing but the meal.

      In the beginning, I was obsessed with the meal. I didn’t think on that time, if I could help it.

      Wind blew past me, warm wind. My skin shivered. “Aleks,” I whispered.

      His presence in the alley was all I needed. The smell of him made everything better.

      It pushed away any thoughts of Dorian and Shane and reminded my heart who it belonged to. My inconstant heart.

      A curse of my family.

      Aleks was with the others, lining the rooftop above. I could smell and hear them all. I hoped they would stay away and let me handle this.

      She was mine. Mine in fault and responsibility.

      My fingers sparked flashes of light that revealed things I wouldn’t normally be able to see. A ladder against an old brick wall. The glint of a silver garbage can. A pair of men's leather dress shoes, twitching on the ground.

      In the flashes, I saw her face. It was more beautiful than anything in the world. As my shadow cast over her and the sparks created more light, she turned and snarled at me like a wild animal. Her fingers pulled at him. He was well dressed and wore a ring on his finger. He would be missed by someone. A family perhaps.

      She’d done it again. Blood coated her beautiful lips.

      “Oliver,” I barely finished whispering his name and he was beside me.

      His warm arm brushed against mine. “He’s dying, Aimee. Just do it.” His voice was broken. Like my heart. We all felt sick for what we’d done to her. Saving her never really worked out the way we had intended it to.

      He reached a hand for her arm but she snarled again and jerked away. She held the dying man in her arms, much the same as a child holding a doll. Her tragically beautiful face was considerably altered from the face I’d grown to love.

      “Giselle, you’re coming.” Oliver took no nonsense from her. He reached in and grabbed her thin arm. He shook her free of the dying man in the suit and she was gone before the man hit the ground. I bent down next to him, wrapped my fingers around his bare wrist, and let go of the control I held so tightly.

      The cool air sparkled with life and light, his life and light. I gasped, pulling him in. He filled the tiny void where my hunger sat. I hadn’t eaten this much since Lydia found me and locked me in that room to feed. But Giselle’s leftovers were everywhere and I was the easiest end to their lives.

      As his life separated from the body, I let him fall back onto the cold wet concrete. He would be a tragedy of the city. I slipped his watch from his other wrist and removed his wallet from the rumpled pants. His soul took up more space than he would’ve ever realized.

      Atop the buildings their eyes watched me in the night sky. I couldn’t stop myself from searching for his. His beautiful white-blue eyes. He didn’t smile or even try to. He knew about Dorian. He knew me better than anyone. He glared and then he was gone.

      The other glistening eyes vanished one at a time.

      The last face left was Dorian's. He stood where Aleks had been, speaking in a low voice he knew I could hear, “It's done. Now you owe me and I will collect.”

      “Fine.” I flinched. “Thanks.”

      “He was a mess, you should know that. Wandering the city in uniform, worried and confused. I took him home and told him to go have some fun. I told him to take one of the girls he used to date and have a blast.” He grinned, driving that last one in deeper. “See you later.” His voice was oozing with promise.

      “Asshole.” I shivered and winked and tried to ignore the regret that filled me more than my meal.

      When I flashed home, Lydia's kitchen table seemed small with the group that was there. Missing Sam and the kids had become a full-time job.

      We never recovered.

      We never got past this reality.

      We coped.

      Our silence was heavy and painful.

      “Where Is she?” Lorri stormed into the room. Her blood-red boots slapped the floor.

      Lydia lifted an eyebrow. “You have no right to do that here, Lorri. You may not take her from my home.”

      Lorri scowled. “Don’t tell me what I can and cannot do. This mess has to be cleaned up.” Her harsh stare landed on me. “You know the rules.”

      “I know.” I had no defense beyond my love of her.

      I had no defense because of my blame in it all.

      Lorri's manicured finger was in my face before I could blink. “You fix this. You have two weeks. Tristan, Ophelia, and Giselle are all running out of time.”

      She was gone as I parted my lips to beg.

      Lydia's eyes drifted to me.

      “I know.” I sighed. “I'll go talk to her.”

      “No. Leave her be. She needs to calm down. Annabelle will take care of—”

      I winked out before she finished the sentence. I chose home instead of him, instead of Aleks. I didn’t want to lie to him again. I didn’t want to say I hadn’t seen Shane. I didn’t want to explain the smell of Dorian on me.

      Most of all, I didn’t want to think about Dorian’s words. He was right and I hated him even more because of it.

      Aleks was casting a spell on me. He always had. Throughout varying stages of our relationship I’d convinced myself it was nothing. I had believed it was better to have him than no one.

      I was cruel.

      I was my sister, more than I wanted to admit.

      I wandered town, gazing in the windows of the houses. The lights inside showed everything.

      The love.

      The warmth.

      The normalcy that existed in a place like this.

      All of it cut me like tiny knives.

      Not because I was jealous, but because all I saw were lives I wouldn’t ever be part of. I got lost in the clicking of my boots and suddenly I was in front of my house.

      The moment felt the same as it had the first week I changed. I had nowhere to go but I didn’t belong here.

      Inside the house shadows moved behind the blinds. My father and sister were there, being normal.

      She would be complaining about something and trying to con a little more of something out of him. He would resist and then give in, smiling with that sparkle in his eyes.

      I needed my dad.

      Maybe a visit wouldn’t be so bad.

      I walked up to the front lawn just as the door opened.

      “Love you too, Daddy.” Alise stepped out the door followed by a group of people. The last person closed the door.

      “He seemed better, huh?” His voice cut into me. I couldn’t breathe or flash. I became a lawn ornament, wanting so badly for this to be a normal moment.

      They walked down the stairs. Blake and Alise were hand in hand. Behind them Shane and Jessica Morgan came down, holding hands. She had been his girlfriend before Alise and he dated. Before he and I dated. Before. She must be the girl he remembered dating that Dorian told him to go find to have fun with, now that he didn’t remember ever dating me.

      I’d convinced Dorian to steal that from him.

      I’d convinced myself it was better.

      Jessica was better for him. I had always wished to be her when we were younger; popular Jessica Morgan, holding hands with Shane Bagley and watching him play football. Before, when I thought he was the love of my life. Seeing him, I had to convince myself he wasn’t. But the cold, hard truth was that it wasn’t him. It was all of this. He was normal.

      And now I was the only one who remembered we had dated. Me and Blake.

      “Aimes?” Shane’s voice was so different than it had been only hours before in the alley. Dorian’s magic made it so.

      “Oh hey, guys.” I smiled awkwardly. “How’s it going?”

      Maybe Jessica was the girl in O's vision.

      The girl he would be happy with.

      “We’re going out.” Alise pointed to the house. “Careful, he has a cold.” She looked around. “How did you get here?”

      “I walked.” What a stupid answer!

      Blake laughed. “You and the walking.”

      “From college? Dude.” Alise rolled her eyes.

      “Of course not.” I scoffed.

      “You home for the weekend?” Shane asked me, though his eyes didn’t meet mine. It was like he didn’t want to look at me but didn’t know why.

      “Yeah.” I swallowed my feelings, pushing them down was getting easier. I wanted to join the group and go out and be normal. I'd never been normal. Somehow I’d always missed the boat. Or got run over by the friggin’ thing.

      “Cool.” Shane knit his brow, still staring at his feet. “That's awesome. You should try to catch up with us all. Jeeze, Aimes, feels like it’s been forever.” His cheeks blushed and I wanted so badly to read into it. The girl I once was reminded the new me that this was the right choice, not being with him was the right thing to do. I had freed him.

      “Yeah, ages.” Blake laughed again. I wanted to throw something at him. He was the only one who remembered things the way they were.

      “So instead of partying on campus you’re here?” Alise gave me her best fake smile. “Having a nerd weekend with Dad?”

      “Something like that.” I laughed. “Jane Austen and WoW.” I glanced at Blake who crossed his arms.

      “Yeah, we'll be playing some serious video games at my place. Pew, pew, pew.” His eyes glistened. He knew there would be pew, pew, pew but it would be real. The monsters and the death would be very real.

      I was grateful for Blake. He was still my beacon.

      “Well, we better go.” Shane pulled on Jessica's hand. “It was nice seeing you, Aimes. See ya 'round.” He dragged her down the sidewalk and kissed her hand.

      He used to kiss my hand. We used to do normal things like watch TV or shop for food and kiss in the aisles. It was short-lived but I remember every second.

      Blake flashed me a grin, a forced grin. “See ya, Aimes. I’ll call later, kay? A little pew, pew, pew will make you feel better.”

      “It will if you stop saying pew, pew, pew.”

      “Never.” He chuckled and walked off, leaving me alone again.

      They all strolled down the sidewalk while I tried not to cringe when he hugged Jessica and laughed.

      The warm wind was there suddenly, lifting my hair into the air. My skin prickled as my panic and pain were gone, taken. He soothed the nerves and filled the gaps where I wished my life were normal. He was my brand of crazy.

      His arms wrapped around me and pulled me in. “You smell like Dorian.”

      “He did his usual attempts at mocking and scaring me.” I lied, sort of.

      He growled. “I know.”

      “Can't you beat him up or something?” I turned and forced a grin over my lips.

      “No. He’s an archangel. Impossible to beat up. But I could get him very drunk and humiliate him, again.”

      “I don’t even want to know,” I grouched. “Wanna meet my dad?” I hadn’t told Aleks of my plan to smooth things over for my dad, but he was an intricate part of the plot.

      “If I say ‘more than anything,’ can we not and go home?” He chuckled against my face and kissed my cheek, slowly erasing the pain of the past week.

      Giselle was a ravenous psycho.

      Shane didn’t recall the smallest of details.

      Lorri wanted me to eat Giselle.

      O and Trist needed to kill their mom, and Lorri and I still had to kill their dad.

      I was not nearly as in love as I should have been with the right person and possibly too in love with the wrong one.

      But none of it mattered because of those white-blue eyes and Aleks’ scent all around me.

      His eyes narrowed and darted to Shane and the others. “Still miss it all, huh?”

      “Yeah.” I glanced to where my sister and the crowd were walking on the sidewalk. “I want us to be like them. I want you to be my boyfriend and take me to a party and be my date and hang with my sister and her friends. I want us to be normal. I want to pay bills and have a house and shop for food and get a cat. It’s not fair. I already have a name for the cat. Shakespeare.” I knew that was what I loved about Shane. I loved that he was real. A real man in the real world. It made me a real girl. Even before I was part of the underworld, I had pictured him in the life I wanted.

      “You don’t want that life, trust me.” He kissed my cheek again. “In twenty years when they’re starting to age and their lives are stale, they will be the ones saying it isn’t fair. Trust me, I've been there before.”

      He smiled at me under the orange glow from the streetlights. “It doesn’t feel like enough right now. I want us to be normal.”

      He lifted my hand and kissed the back of it. “It has to be enough. We can't ever be those things. You're a killer and I'm already dead, for the second time.”

      I laughed. It hurt, but he made everything hurt less.

      “I miss being normal,” I whispered. I didn’t mean to pine for Shane.

      “You were never normal.” He kissed my forehead. “It'll get better. Be grateful he’s safe.”

      “Speaking of which, come on.” I stepped away from him and pulled hard on his hand, to get him walking to the front door with me. “You still need to meet my dad.”

      “Can't we just get the cat? I like the name Shakespeare,” he groaned.

      “We’re doing both.” I dragged him to the front door and opened it. “Dad, I'm home.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Captive

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      Oliver’s fingers traced their way up and down my arm. I wanted to be somewhere alone with him, instead of on babysitting duty. We were becoming closer in all the ways guys and girls got closer. He kissed me in the shadows of all the creepy places we went. He confessed his love for me more than he said anything else.

      And I believed him.

      It was crazy.

      But it was also right.

      There was no denying the contentment I felt being with him.

      But Giselle was feral and he had made her that way.

      It was weird to see. She was the most beautiful girl in the world, and yet she was completely taken by her hunger. She could be seducing every guy in the world and living it large. Instead, her dark eyes darted around the small room like a nervous crackhead.

      She moaned from the hunger and curled into a ball.

      I glanced up and whispered, “Why is it so bad for her? Are all succubi this brutal?”

      “No,” he whispered back. “She still has the blood lust from being a vampire. She remembers what it was like to eat blood. She’s been biting the people she’s sucking dry. So, she’s still getting blood from them while taking their essence. Being a succubus is intense enough on its own. The transformation can be brutal but she has withdrawal and the change going on.”

      “Do you share feelings with her the way Dorian and Aimee do?” Their impossible connection was so obvious I could taste it in the air when I was around them.

      “Yeah.” Oliver didn’t take his eyes off her.

      He stared at her and I got lost in him.

      He was so beautiful, even in the dark. I couldn’t help but think about him in a way that I shouldn’t, considering the age difference. But he had me mesmerized.

      “Oliver, we have a situation,” someone interrupted our silence.

      We both lifted our heads to find Marcus standing in the light of the open door. He watched us with his dark eyes glowing. Clearly, he’d just eaten.

      My stomach twisted when I saw his eyes. Sometimes when I looked at him I could hear his thoughts. Thoughts of draining every drop of blood from my body. He made me blush and cringe at the same time. Fortunately, Henry would die defending me. I didn’t know him, but I knew that fact. Mostly because Marcus thought it.

      Marcus was creepy.

      “A situation. Great.” Oliver stood and followed after him. I hurried behind them down the hall of the huge creepy old castle. It was weird there was a castle in Portland that no one had listed as one of the tourist stops or put on TripAdvisor.

      The hall was wide and filled with old pictures. Old paintings. I'm pretty sure I'd seen a few that resembled Marcus, Dorian, and Aleks, but in costumes.

      I wondered if in two hundred years I'd be walking through my own castle with Oliver and the walls would be lined with paintings of me in Forever21 tee shirts and skinny jeans.

      “Where are we going?” Oliver demanded after a minute of walking and no explanation.

      “She called a meeting in the woods here and I think it’s about the avenues we’ve been exploring. I want to discuss it with you and Aleks first,” Marcus grumbled.

      “Great.” Oliver glanced back at me, but I was lost in the paintings and the artwork.

      I was so mesmerized that I almost didn’t hear the muffled noise off to the right when we passed one of the corridors. Marcus’ back straightened when a second moan filled the hall.

      It was so familiar, I paused.

      When it happened a third time, I turned right and started running. I knew exactly what that sound was.

      “Ophelia, leave it!” Marcus barked after me.

      “It's Hanna,” I shouted back at them.

      A struggling scream came from behind a weird door at the end of the corridor. It was dark and thick and when I touched it, my hand sparkled. I turned the knob but it didn’t budge. Down the hall, Oliver and Marcus fought and suddenly Oliver flashed them away.

      My stomach sunk as I realized what was happening. “Hanna?”

      The moan was muffled. He was keeping her here.

      I kicked the door but nothing. I stood back and rolled my shoulders. A wind started to pick up in the hallway. I pointed my fingers and a blast of lightning hit the door. It ricocheted off and shot down the hall, hitting a painting of a house and igniting a small fire.

      “Oh shit,” I muttered nervously. Marcus was going to kill me.

      I shot a bolt of frost down the hall and froze the flames.

      The cold of the frost lingered on my fingertips. I brushed them against the door and it froze solid. White ice crystals covered the door in an intricate frozen design.

      I stood back and fired another bolt of lightning. The door shattered into a million dark sparkly pieces. I covered my mouth and shut my eyes, stepping through the black dust with my other hand out.

      When the dust cleared, I could see the room was padded and creepy. A single light shone down from above. Hanna was tied to the wall, wearing only a long shirt and the shackles holding her arms and legs.

      “Oh my God!” I ran to her. “What a pervert,” I muttered.

      “O?” she moaned, squinting like she was having trouble keeping her eyes open.

      “Yeah, it’s me.”

      “Help.” She’d turned him down every day since he came back from the dead, but this was not what I had expected. Her bracelet was gone. I knew by the instant contempt I felt for her.

      I planted my feet and took her hand in mine. Her skin was burning. I closed my eyes and envisioned it the way Lydia had taught me to. The field of flowers and the shore of shells met in my mind and began to weave together. The flowers were the base of the bracelet and the shells were the bling. My mind weaved and as I thought of it, I felt it form on her wrist. The white shells hit her skin, mellowing the energy blasting off her.

      She sighed as the struggle inside her ended. “Thanks.”

      My hate for her dissipated with her fever.

      Her eyes opened and she smiled weakly. “You make them so fast now.”

      “I’m getting better.” I snapped my fingers at the lock of each shackle.

      She raised an eyebrow. “You're getting better at all of this.”

      “Yeah. I've been practicing a lot with the whole reliving the same lessons.” I didn’t mention the fact we were fast approaching the moment my dad would have to die and I needed to be as strong as possible. Or that I practiced pretty much night and day.

      “Henry.” Her lips trembled.

      I spun to see the man standing in the doorway. He was solid and wore a bowler hat, which was weird. He nodded and walked into the room. I knew him of course. Everyone knew who Henry was. But more than that, my body knew him. I put a hand out and he took it. He squeezed my fingers and we spoke without words.

      You're in danger. If you must take her, you should go now. Go and don’t come back here. Dark things come to this castle, Ophelia. Dark things that may corrupt your magic. Lydia's is the best place for you. His soft words whispered through my mind.

      Oliver told me Marcus’ house is guarded. I thought back in witch speak.

      “No.” He shook his head. “I can't keep them all out.”

      “Okay. Thank you.” I turned back to her just as she collapsed. “Great.” Grunting, I lifted one of her arms over my shoulders at the same time Henry did, and together we walked her out.

      He leered at Hanna. I knew he couldn’t help himself. None of them could.

      “Don’t tell anyone, okay?” Hanna muttered as she stirred.

      “Okay.” I didn’t understand why she would keep the secret that Marcus had held her hostage and tortured her. Why would she protect him?

      We took her to the front door and put her in the car parked outside. “Where to?” I asked, trying not to notice the way Henry continued to stare at her.

      She licked her lips and seemed to struggle with sitting. “Roland's.” She winced.

      I decided on the drive over that I was going to kill Marcus.

      When we got to Roland’s house, I gasped. The castle was cool but the huge Tudor mansion was the most beautiful house I'd ever seen. It was beautiful.

      Roland stood in the doorway when I arrived. He was stoic, but I suspected he always appeared that way.

      He opened the car door, forcing a smile across his lips. “Miss Hanna, are you all right?”

      “Yeah, help me out. I need a shower.” She winced as he pulled her from the car and held her tight.

      His eyes darted to mine.

      “Rough night,” I tried to lie.

      He made a face at the flimsy tee shirt, and carried her to the house.

      “Hanna, Lorri called a meeting. Want me to wait for you?” I shouted.

      “No.” She looked over his arm and smiled. “I'll just clean up and head over. Where is it?”

      I grimaced. “Marcus’ backyard.”

      “Oh great.” She sounded unimpressed. “I should have just showered there.”

      “Okay,” I muttered and put the car in gear, convinced she had Stockholm syndrome. I didn’t want to think about what he had done to her or why I had to keep it secret. I already had a pretty good idea. I turned the car around and headed back to his place.

      When I got to the house, Marcus and Oliver were outside but still arguing.

      I hadn’t made it out of the car when Marcus shot me a death stare. I grinned back. It wasn’t genuine, mostly because I was pretty much ready to pee my pants when he looked at me, but I couldn’t back down.

      Oliver mouthed “go away” but I got out of his car, angrily. “You had her tied to the wall, Marcus. What the hell?” I snapped, not sure how he got off on being such a creep.

      “How dare you!” Marcus snarled at me. “You foolish little girl. Who do you think you are, coming in my house—?”

      “More powerful than you,” I cut him off. “I mean, I am the first witch's daughter and all. You know, magical royalty? Which is why I’m allowed to say you are a first-class piece of shit and pervert.”

      He laughed, always the same broken and bitter chuckle, and stormed inside.

      “I can’t believe you’re friends with him!” I turned my anger to Oliver. “How can you stay here?”

      “Are you serious?” Oliver scowled.

      “Yes!” I scoffed. “He had her tied to the wall like a shackled prisoner in the Spanish Inquisition.”

      “It wasn’t like that.” He closed his eyes, clearly about to deliver some bad news. “Hanna was being held because the cure Marcus made for her isn’t working. She was starting to black out and change. She woke in a puddle of blood and half-eaten mountain lion yesterday, covered in injuries. Marcus brought her here and she changed again. She tore a hole in the wall of her room. He chained her for her own safety. Ari messing with the time is altering the effects of the cure.”

      “Oh.” I paused, my stomach hitting with a thud. “Oh my God, I left her with Roland.”

      “She’s coming back, she just messaged him. She can't live with Roland right now. It’s not safe. She needs someone like Marcus who can keep her safe—well no—keep everyone else safe from her.”

      “We need to help her.”

      “I'm pretty sure you have enough on your plate.” He cocked an eyebrow and grabbed my arm to pull me into the house just as Marcus stormed into the front room.

      “GODDAMMIT, OPHELIA, FOR CHRIST'S SAKE!”

      “What?” I cringed and sensed the sparks starting in my fingers.

      “You cannot come into a man’s house and burn his things! I won’t have it! It’s why I never keep witches!” Marcus paced and seemed on the verge of pulling his hair out.

      “Marcus,” Oliver warned.

      “No, Oliver. She destroyed the obsidian door and burned a four-hundred-year-old painting as well as half a wall!” His dark eyes settled on me. “You women are going to be the death of me.”

      “Hopefully,” I snarled back, letting lightning flicker around my hands.

      “Quit it, both of you.” Oliver sighed impatiently. “I know where I can get another door, Brother.”

      “That isn’t the point!” Marcus eyed me, frothing a bit. “I have the goddamned doors in the basement. I keep several on hand, Olly. It’s the principle. She’s a meddling little witch, and I don’t want her in my house anymore.” He charged at me but before he could get to me, Oliver stepped in his way. “Don’t protect her, it only pisses me off further!”

      “I can’t let you hurt her!” Oliver spat back. “She’s our salivation.”

      A sharp wind ripped through the room, flinging both Oliver and Marcus to the ceiling.

      My hands were outstretched but I glanced down at my fingers, certain I hadn’t unleashed the magic. I turned to see Henry standing in the entrance to the room. His annoyed expression never really changed much but the glare in his eyes was spicy.

      Oliver flashed and stood in front of me again. Henry glowered at him fiercely, but Oliver grabbed my hand and suddenly we were in the grove behind Marcus’ house. His fingers were almost ripping the skin off mine.

      “I didn’t see that coming, did you?” I asked into the silence of the forest.

      If looks could kill I would have exploded seconds before I had even asked the question, which apparently didn’t improve his mood.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Feeling wolfish

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      My dad loved Aleks. Loved wasn’t even the right word. Adored.

      I smiled at myself in the mirror and enjoyed a small measure of happiness, knowing he would rest easy that I was in a relationship he could trust. As far as my dad was concerned, I was in school and doing great with a great guy. His days of worrying were over.

      If he only knew.

      My skin shivered as warm wind filled the room. I sighed before I saw anything. He was the answer to my heart's call. I smiled when he touched me, but his voice wasn’t relaxing as usual.

      “Aimee, we need to go.” There was a hint of panic in Aleks’ tone.

      “My dad loved you.” I kissed his cheek softly, teasingly.

      “I know. Everyone likes me.” His warmth seeped into me when I glanced up at him.

      He flashed and we were in a forest. “There.” He walked away from me, into the woods. The moon's brightness lightly touched objects surrounding us, showing me half of what was there.

      Dorian waved his usual nod. “Hello, Brother, Aimee. Long time no see.”

      I wanted to sneer, but Aleks hated it when I started the pissing contest with Dorian. I smiled sweetly and laced my voice with the disgust I always tried to muster for him, “Dorian. Fancy meeting you here in the dark woods where you have no doubt lured some young girls.” I muttered the last part.

      “I could make it fancy if you like.” His dark eyes burned.

      “Ewww.” I laughed, mostly because I couldn’t stop myself. “My life is fancy enough.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Half an hour, Aimee. That’s all I would need to change your world. If you think that lug is skilled at being fancy, you’re mistaken. His paltry few hundred years are nothing compared to my thousands.” He took my hand and kissed it.

      “Stop mocking me, Dorian.” I ripped it away, ignoring the way it felt when he kissed me. “It only makes me want to kill you.” It was a lie but I said it as cruelly as I could.

      “Try it.” He stepped into my face. “I have moves you can't even imagine.”

      “Oh, I bet you do.” I stared up into his dark eyes daringly. “I bet they revolve entirely around you. You strike me as a selfish and self-centered dark angel.”

      “Oh, Aimee. If you only knew.” He ran a finger along my jawline. “How much I love—a challenge.” His eyes darted to where Aleks trekked ahead of us.

      My face flushed and I didn’t bother to fight anymore.

      I let him win.

      He always won.

      My fingers sparked, making him laugh as he turned and walked into the forest.

      Aleks paused, glaring back at me like I was holding him up. I grunted and stalked into the forest after them. My high heels sunk into the soft moss and dirt.

      “You need different boots for this sort of stuff, Aimee.” Aleks chuckled.

      “Right,” I snarled up at his crooked grin. “I didn’t know we were going bushwhacking. I was trying to get a kiss and you flashed us here.”

      “We have stuff to do. Days of stuff to do. You kids need to grasp the severity of the situation.” He sounded distracted.

      Dorian eyed me smugly. “Yeah. You kids are truly not taking this seriously enough.”

      Kids? Did they seriously just call me a kid?

      Acting like a child, I stuck my tongue out at Dorian and blew by Aleks, well, as fast as my boots would allow. “Where are we?”

      Dorian's dark eyes glistened in the moonlight. “Behind Marcus’ house.”

      I despised Marcus too. I wished they would all just go away. After we saved the world, of course.

      Marcus, Dorian, and Hanna were the list of people I couldn’t wait to never see again.

      Hanna, I didn’t want to hate but I couldn’t help it. I hated that she made me think about Sam. The night became colder suddenly as his smile floated in my mind. His face brought the memory of the children. I cleared my throat and scanned around. “Where’s everyone else?”

      “I’m here,” Hanna muttered as she arrived. Even in the dark I could see she was exhausted.

      “Hey.” I waved awkwardly.

      “Hey.” Hanna pulled her hair back into a ponytail. “Why are we here?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. Contempt for her prickled inside me. I shook it off and forced myself to be nice to her. Everything was forced. I did it for him. It was what Sam would have wanted me to do. Sam had loved her and so I had to try harder.

      Dorian sauntered over to stand beside her, grinning. “Hanna, my dear. How are you?”

      “Stop.” She rolled her eyes. “I'm too tired to deal with you tonight.”

      Her bracelet was fiery red. It would dull the sunlight midday but in a dark forest it was like a beacon.

      Aleks paced.

      He wasn’t touching me or even trying to talk to me. He offered me a fake smile. His lips were eerily even, no crookedness at all.

      Something was wrong.

      Ari strolled into the woods looking wild with the huge wolves on either side of her.

      “You need a bow and arrow for that look.”

      “I would probably shoot one of them by accident.” She laughed bitterly. “Why are we here?” Lately, she appeared to be exhausted or tortured. Tonight’s version was exhausted.

      Were they all working and not telling me?

      Aleks glanced at Dorian. They did the thing where they speak without speaking. I hated that.

      Ari gave Hanna her best pleasant smile. “Hey, Hanna. How's it going?”

      “Don’t.” Hanna shook her head. “You don’t have to, Ari. I get it.”

      “Get what? We just never see you anymore. You're always at Roland's.”

      Hanna turned around impatiently. “Yeah. Lydia's was a hard gig for me. Roland's isn’t easy either though.”

      “I hear that,” I muttered.

      “Oh, for the love of God and all that is holy, can we not?” Dorian held a hand up. “Can we not do the maudlin Sam thing again please? We're here to see Marcus. He refuses to meet with us on our land, obviously. He'll be here any minute.”

      “Marcus is here now,” a deep voice rang through the forest as he strolled over with the same asshole air he always had about him. Snooty and shitty to everyone.

      Something followed behind him.

      As they got closer I saw it was Oliver dragging Ophelia through the forest to us.

      She didn’t seem to want to come, but he wasn’t taking no for an answer.

      I didn’t get them. I couldn’t tell if they were a couple or not. It had an awkward dad-and-daughter vibe, but he didn’t look a day older than twenty-five. His being besties with her dad was creepy, there was no denying that.

      But he was probably using his angel magic on her.

      The fallen had a strange effect on us.

      I glanced at Dorian and hated how attracted to him I was. He grinned at me. He knew what I was thinking. That also annoyed me.

      Tristan and Phillip strolled up behind Ari. I smiled at how cute they were, holding hands, oblivious to the world, even if it was ending. They came strolling over as if this were a romp in the forest until Tristan scowled at Oliver and Ophelia.

      She ripped her arm from Oliver’s and hurried over to her brother. “Hey.” She even sounded weird, upset.

      Something was going on there too.

      I was missing everything.

      I glanced back at the group just in time to catch Marcus smiling softly at Hanna. She was the only thing in the world that made him appear human. His obsession with her took away some of my hate. Not enough of it.

      “All right, Marcus, get to it.” Lorri burst into the forest. “I have a huge screwup to deal with in Asia and don’t have time for this right now. The other Roses Academies aren’t having a better week than you lot.” Lorri stalked out of the bushes in her Bogs boots. Her feet weren’t sinking in like mine.

      “Good evening, Lorri.” Marcus leered. “We have an issue, atop all the other issues. Oliver, Aleks, and I have been pouring over the old texts to devise a way so that Ophelia dearest, who likes to burn my hallways and irreplaceable art, can take the magic without killing Tristan. However, the mother must die at her hands first. It’s backward and we don’t know if Ophelia’s going to be strong enough to carry through with it.”

      Ophelia's face flushed. She lowered her gaze and glanced at Hanna under her lashes. Hanna licked her lips nervously.

      I had no idea what was going on.

      Lorri paced. “Okay, if we get the blue sisters to give O their magic and then she and Oliver kill their mother together, but O delivers the final blow and gets the magic, then it should be a snap for Trist to give O his magic and then she kills Jonathan.”

      I wondered if everyone else was lost.

      Lorri stared at us all as if it was going to be simple.

      “Are we done? Did you call this meeting for this pathetic problem?”

      “No.” Marcus scowled, visibly annoyed, and blinked at her. “Lorri, the blue sisters can't give the magic until the mother’s dead or Ophelia turns eighteen. The situation isn’t going to work the way we want it to. The laws of magic are the laws of magic.”

      I glanced around, wondering if I was the only nerd thinking this was just like Highlander. I glanced at Ben and knew I wasn’t. We had watched the movies together several times. I nudged his thick furry body and grinned. “There can be only one,” I whispered. He made his wolf chuckle and nodded his huge face.

      Lorri shot a glare at us. “Shut it.”

      I pressed my lips together and fought my grin. Ben dropped his head, ashamed.

      “Well, shit. Is the original witch going to fight us on this? Is she going to fight for her life? I thought she wanted Jonathan dead at all costs.”

      “Henry can help,” I spoke quickly.

      Marcus shook his head. “Lorri said shut it, Aimee.”

      “You shut it, Marcus.” My face burned with annoyance. “We all know where the heart is. If you sacrifice yourself and let Aleks tell him, Henry would owe us a favor.”

      Hanna's eyes shot open and I wondered if she loved him, even after everything that had happened.

      Marcus sneered, “Let's not. Just forget about Henry. His favors are never what you expect.”

      Lorri folded her arms. “Marcus is right. Henry will find a way to help us without actually helping. He’s fae, tricky creatures. He'll never betray O's mom. They're his family.”

      Dorian gave me a look, letting me know I was stupid. “Try to remember we took over their world, Aimes.” His patronizing tone annoyed me further.

      Ari glanced at the wolves. “What about Aleks’ dad? What if we give him to Henry? Would he help us then? The wolves can track him.”

      Lorri scowled. “Jon’s not caught so easily. We don’t have enough time for this to be our guaranteed plan.”

      Ophelia spoke up, “He'll come for me. I know he will. He’s still inside my head.”

      “Okay, that could work. But only half the team on that plan. Aimee, you and Lucas, Aleks, Ari, and Ben go to the wolves. The rest of you sort this blue balls of light problem for us.” Lorri still sounded impatient. “Because no matter what, we can't free Henry. We just can't. But if there is a way he could maybe free the witches’ spirits, wouldn’t they move on and leave their magic behind? Then O could take the magic, and she and Trist could go together to kill their mother. Then Aimee and I finally have a date with destiny. Henry wouldn’t have to know what was going on, except to think he’s saving his witch ancestors. Speaking of which, O, you stay away from Marcus’ house. Henry can read your mind.”

      “Oh, that won’t be a problem.” Ophelia was clearly angry.

      “She isn’t welcome anyway.” Marcus scoffed.

      “I don’t want to hear it.” Lorri's eyes were on fire when she snapped her fingers. “Make it happen. Find answers,” she spoke and was gone. No doubt to Japan. She had Roses Academies on every continent. Asia was a very intense section. It was where she spent the majority of her time.

      Ophelia maintained her annoyed expression. I hardened my face to resting bitch face and nodded at her, checking to see if she was okay. She swallowed and nodded back before turning and catching up to walk with Hanna. They spoke in hushed tones.

      Something was up with them. All of them.

      “Hey,” I beamed at Ari, “wanna go see some wolves about a madman now?”

      I wanted nothing like I wanted the revenge I deserved for my mother's death. Aleks’ father was number one on my list of people to suck dry.

      Ari's eyes sparkled. She put a hand in just as Aleks did and the wolves put paws in. Ari held her cell phone up for me to see the picture of where we were going and instantly we were there. The lodge in front of us was grand and more than I ever imagined for a bunch of weres. Wolves and humans walked amongst each other between huge log homes.

      Heads turned and teeth bared until they saw Ben and Luke. Then everyone ran at them, crying out. Wolves nuzzled and humans embraced.

      Ari, Aleks, and I stood and watched.

      Luke and Ben shifted and stood naked amongst their people.

      “Oh my God.” I averted my eyes. “That was more than I ever wanted to see.”

      “Yeah, they have zero issue with nudity.” Aleks laughed. “Wanna go meet the alpha?” he asked and took my hand.

      “I guess.” I took Ari's and tried to ignore the sparkle that happened whenever we touched palm to palm. We kept our eyes down and let Aleks lead us.

      The noise of the crowd was incredible. I wondered if any of them remembered Ben's death or if this was how it always was when they came home.

      I squeezed Ari's hand. She hadn’t been the same since Aleks and Ben came back at the cost of all the children and Sam. None of us had. Not that anyone wished Aleks and Ben were still dead. It was just a confusing pile of shit, as always. Nothing was simple for us. Not even walking through a wolf village.

      A loud voice boomed across the lawn, “You bring this here, Lucas? This angel of death? To my doorstep?”

      My face flushed and my feet froze. There were only two angels of death and Dorian wasn’t here.

      A huge man stood before me. He and Aleks were the same size, massive. But Aleks stepped in front of me.

      The man was older, forties maybe. Salt-and-pepper hair crested his brow and sideburns. And an angry expression wrinkled his face.

      Not that I expected a different greeting.

      No one was ever happy to see me.

      Lucas and Ben came running over, pulling on sweatpants. “She’s with us. Look at her hand.”

      The man's eyes darted to the ring on my hand. I fingered it nervously.

      His bright blue-green eyes watched me. “You're a Rose?” He said it as if it should be impossible.

      I nodded.

      Aleks moved to be more in front of me. His rigidity made me nervous.

      He glanced at Aleks with disgust. “She’s your mate?”

      Aleks laughed. “Yeah.”

      “Dear God,” the man muttered.

      “What?” I had to ask.

      “Nothing.” The man shuddered like he might vomit at the thought of it.

      Lucas grinned. “Let's just go inside.”

      Some of the women eyeballed me. When their eyes landed back on Aleks, they started playing with their hair and batting eyelashes.

      Sparks flashed at my fingertips as I snapped my fingers, surveying the homes.

      “Aimes.”

      “What?” I questioned Lucas who wore the shittiest grin ever.

      “Keep it in your pants,” he mumbled and walked inside.

      I had no idea what to expect or what was going on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          The tree of life and death

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      “You need to stop thinking the worst of people and ask questions. You can’t just assume things.” Oliver growled, dragging me across Marcus’ lawn to the car. “I’ll see you in a few days when we’re going over the plan.”

      “You aren’t coming?” I pulled my hand from his. He’d embarrassed me in front of Hanna and I was getting angry.

      “No. You know I can’t.”

      “So you’re staying here?” I laughed in his face. My annoyance was becoming irrational.

      “It’s the best place for me.” Oliver sighed impatiently.

      “Fine.” I turned and stomped to the car. With every step I took, the ground shifted.

      “O, wait!”

      The earth was attacking him and trying to separate us.

      “Can you stop this?” He was flashing out of the way of the shifting dirt. Anger had brought my earth and fire magic. I didn’t glance back. “O, stop being a pain in the ass. This is juvenile.”

      “That’s probably because I’m a kid,” I snarled back.

      “Yes, your age and lack of wisdom and patience are showing.” He folded his arms, smugly.

      A wall of fire shot up from the ground and separated us, circling around him. He tried to flash but couldn’t.

      Through the flames I smirked. “Oh, look at who learned to make a hellfire wall.”

      “You are pressing your luck.” He warned with his tone. “Now you’re really acting like a child.”

      “Like I just said, I am a child.” I climbed into the car and started it. After I backed up and put it in drive, I snapped my fingers and the hellfire ring was gone. A black stain remained on the grass and cement where it had burned a hole into the earth. The driveway was completely ruined.

      Marcus was going to shit when he saw it.

      I hated the fact I wouldn’t be there to see the spectacle. His fit would be epic. The driveway would have to be filled in. Not to mention, the huge spikes of dirt and rock that had grown up in his yard, those would need tending to. I didn’t even know how he would get rid of them. I didn’t really care. He was a snooty bastard.

      Hopefully Lydia hadn’t felt me casting. She got spicy about hellfire. I didn’t even know why she’d taught me how to do it. It seemed pretty dangerous. It held a fallen angel prisoner; that had to be bad.

      Only Henry, my mom, and I could conjure it. Blake had learned to make weapons from it, but he had taken the information into the past with him. Thankfully.

      In the rearview, I watched as Oliver vanished.

      “Asshole,” I muttered.

      As I glimpsed back, I mouthed a small “thank you” for the fact he couldn’t flash into a moving object. As long as I remained moving, he couldn’t catch me.

      And once I was at Lydia’s, he wouldn’t try to. Not again.

      I ran a light and froze the cars in the other lanes of oncoming traffic. I slowed everyone down and sped myself up.

      Relieved that I’d gotten away with pinning him behind hellfire, I pulled onto the oak-lined street. I groaned, “Shit!” He stood at the boundary of where he could go, waiting for me.

      Dark mist swirled around his feet. His eyes were menacing. I pressed the gas harder but when I got close, he didn’t flash or move. I slammed on the brakes and skidded to a stop.

      He was clearly angrier than before, storming to the side of the car and ripping the door off completely. “Ophelia, if you ever cast hellfire at me again, I won't be able to control my actions.” His nostrils flared and he seethed.

      I giggled nervously, seeing the car door in his hands.

      “I’m not kidding.” He threw it to the ground and dragged me from the car.

      “Don’t!” I pushed against him, shocking him.

      Nothing hurt him, especially not when he was feeling sassy. My hands worked magic without me casting. Ice crept along his tattoos and muscles. His freezing-cold fingers gripped me tight. “Get control of it now.” His skin was blue and matched his shirt.

      Realizing it was pointless, I pulled back the magic and let it dissolve inside me.

      He glared. “Stop using magic like this. Every time you get pissy, you can't be shocking and lighting fires and destroying people's things.”

      “Fine,” I growled.

      “And you and I need to stop being around each other right now. It's best for you to spend the time with Trist and Annabelle anyway. They can help you.” His fingers bit into my arms and I realized what he was doing. He was sucking from me.

      “Sounds good.” I shoved him hard and strolled past him. “See ya ‘round, Oliver.” My arms burned where he had taken my life force. It was renewable but he had taken magic. That was creepy, like stealing. I didn’t know he could do it, until I felt the taint of him in me.

      When I crossed the line of the border I immediately felt better. Cleaner.

      Annabelle opened the door and smiled. “Ya been casting bad things, Ophelia. Now, honey, what did Annabelle tell ya about that?” She put her hands on her apron and skirt.

      “Not to.” I sighed and walked into the house. “I need a bath, Annabelle.” I needed to be clean of the magic-stealing fingers that were just on me. And the scene at Marcus’. And the way Hanna stayed there, even though I knew he had taken her bracelet off on purpose.

      “Hmmmm hmmm.” Annabelle made noises and grunted disapprovingly.

      When I got upstairs, I climbed into the huge tub that water was already pouring into. The bubbles climbed over my chest as Tristan walked in.

      “O, you casting hellfire? ‘Cause Oliver said you did, but I was like ‘No. No way. Not my sister.’ And he was like ‘Yeah, she did.’ And he said it all grumpy.” He sat on the toilet with the lid down and played with his phone.

      “Dude. I'm in the bath.”

      He smiled. “Girl, please. Anyway, I got the scoop on the witch who cast the spell on your family abode.”

      My ears perked up. “What?”

      “Yeah. The witch who guarded you all those years.” His eyes sparkled with suspense.

      I rolled mine. “Spit it out.”

      He cackled. “Okay, so there was a woman in the room with us when we were being born. Apparently, she was Mom's sister. Not sure what that means, but like I think it means sister in witchy stuff. Not that it matters. So, this witch sister birthed us but apparently only one of us was supposed to come out. They didn’t see a second baby in any of the ultrasounds. Mom thinks you were using your wee baby magic to cloak yourself, so Jonathan couldn’t see you and kill you. That woman got you out. She found you a fake mom and dad and gave you to them. She made them believe you were theirs.” He almost gasped for air. “Seriously though, she has some badass skills for reals. Then she put a guard on the house; she died doing it.”

      “That’s crazy.” I didn’t know what to say. I gazed down at the water. The story made me sick. I couldn’t imagine ever loving something or someone enough to guard them. “So you think this whole plan’s going to work?”

      His face grew grave. “No. I think Jonathan’s going to win. He always does. He and Lorri used to be together. That’s why she chose him to fall with her. She didn’t realize her love for him was why she trusted him. Love and trust sometimes need to be separate things.”

      “Him and Lorri?”

      He nodded once with a hopeless expression. “He raped humans and made monsters and let them all hurt God's creations. When Lorri found out, she couldn’t kill him. Her heart was broken but she still loved him.”

      “You sure it was Lorri?”

      “Yeah.” He continued, “She didn’t want to fall, O. God asked her to. He needed her to fall. The angels who had fallen first were making it hell on Earth.”

      Again, I stared down at the water, unsure of what to say. “Wow.”

      “Phillip and I just want a normal life. I know it’s never going to be normal, but we want whatever’s closest.”

      “I know how you feel.” My heart hurt. I would do anything to be back home, dating Jake and my world being no bigger than the town I lived in. “There was a boy, before. I liked him so much, but he didn’t really like me. Then one day he did. He liked me. Everyone liked me. They invited me to parties and they wanted to be my friend.”

      “Magic.”

      I was hurt. “Is that the only way you think that would happen for me?”

      “No.” He looked down. “I know how it feels for things to work out when you wish them.”

      “Phillip?” My voice was small and shaky.

      He shook his head. “There was another boy. I didn’t love him. I hated him. He was a shifter. He was so mean to me so I just wished for him to love me. He would want me and couldn’t have me. I wished it out of spite. It was horrid. Phillip hated me. He was so angry but I didn’t understand how I had cast it. The boy suffered and Phillip thought I loved someone else, until Oliver broke it. Well, made Lillith break it. Oliver explained it to me. He said that when a witch's magic is coming into them, they cast when they wish for things really hard and don’t know it. Now my body can tell the difference between magic and just a daydream, but back then it couldn’t. Oliver was really nice to me.”

      “I did the same. I cast on a whole town of people. My entire high school. I just wish it was real, that I was back there and none of the rest of this was happening.”

      Tristan put his hand over mine and frowned. “Kind of an assy thing to say to your only brother.”

      I snorted. “I still want you to be there with me, but I wish everything else would just be fixed.”

      He leaned in and kissed my cheek which felt super weird since I was naked in the tub. “If I die you have to swear you'll wipe Phillip's mind and let him start fresh.”

      “What?” My eyes darted at him.

      “Swear it.” He stared me down.

      “I can’t.” I searched his beautiful eyes for some kind of joke in what he’d said. He smiled as if at peace with it. “No. Don’t talk like that. Please don’t talk like that.”

      “I have fallen in love with him so hard, it is enough for a lifetime. When he pursued me, oh, it was amazing. It was such a feeling to be sought after by a man like that. His love has been more than anyone deserves. If I die, you save him, O. You make him whole again and let him have a normal life. Swear it to me.”

      My eyes were filled with tears but I didn’t know why. It was all hypothetical. “I swear.” My voice broke.

      “Thank you.” Tristan stood. “I’ll go make you some pancakes and sausages.”

      I chuckled. “Tell Annabelle I want some scrambled eggs to go with it.”

      “I will.” He laughed and closed the door. I didn’t know what to say or do about any of that.

      This was all too weird.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Blood bath

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      “These guys hate me,” I leaned in and whispered to Ari.

      “Yeah.” She agreed, “Me too. When they found out Lucas and I were mated, his uncle punched him in the face.”

      We weren’t allowed to sit at the table where they discussed Aleks’ father. Instead, we sat back against a wall of the huge log home.

      Aleks glanced back at me.

      “Why is everyone giving me that shitty grin?”

      Ari's face split. Her black eyes filled with humor. “What grin?”

      I pointed. “That stupid grin.”

      “Oh my God, Aimes. They can all smell the sex on Aleks. He reeks of it. They can smell the demon on you. They know you’re a succubus-like demon. They can't help but smell the sex on you two and imagine the way you suck from him while you're doing it.”

      “They can smell all that?” My face glowed red. I scowled at Aleks who tried to look innocent. I didn’t like talking about sex or even thinking about it. I had sex but it was a private matter. My cheeks flushed and I refused to lift my gaze again.

      Ari giggled and covered her face where the piercing in her mouth used to be and nodded.

      “Great. Just great.”

      “We don’t really want to get involved in this. It’s Roses Academy trouble, not a pack problem. What do you expect us to do?” Luke’s uncle asked loudly.

      I wanted to intercede and get this over with. But Lucas was diplomatic.

      “We need your help, sir,” he said politely.

      “Lorri has asked this of us before. We told her what we’re telling you. No,” another old guy answered not nearly as polite.

      “Uncle, be reasonable,” Luke pleaded.

      “No, Lucas, you be reasonable. You and Ben are the first of the fae to choose to become Roses. We didn’t support your decision then because we knew what the Roses are. They meddle.”

      Ben slapped the table. “Our kind has been killing, raping, and committing crimes against the humans. It’s up to us to monitor that. The Roses are the law. That’s all. We’re justice for all. How can you disagree with that?”

      Their uncle glared savagely at them. “I’m alpha.”

      “Uncle, this is a pack problem too. Aleks’ father kills chaotically and without discretion. He leaves raped dead women and girls.” Luke’s tone was strong but kind.

      His uncle's face reddened. “What does this have to do with us?” His voice boomed across the room.

      My jaw was clenched. Sparks flew from my fingers like a sparkler.

      Ben cleared his throat. “Uhm, well, he does his attacking as a wolf. Sometimes part wolf.”

      I gagged and turned my face away. The image of my mother splayed across the hood of her car forced its way into my mind.

      Ari put her hand over mine and killed the sparks. I closed my eyes and forced in thoughts of happier times. Times that included Sam.

      “If it ever got out that shifters coexist with humans, well, you can imagine how that would be. Experiments and all.”

      His red-faced uncle seemed to be processing the idea. He spoke to Aleks, “We will consider helping, but we would need everything. Every offense, dates and locations.”

      Aleks put a hand out across the table. “Done.”

      They all stood and I felt lost. I leaned into Ari and whispered, “That was weird.”

      “I know, right? Bravado.”

      I snorted and stood to leave with Aleks, but Lucas and his uncle cornered him. A silky-haired blonde strolled up in short cutoffs and a tiny tank top. She smiled too much and stood too close to Aleks.

      “Come on, champ.” A huge hand grabbed my arm and hauled me from the room.

      Ben kissed the side of my head. “Down, girl.”

      I let him drag me from the building.

      “Her name’s Janine. She’s always on the prowl. You know Aleks better than that.”

      “I know.” I sighed but the frown stayed plastered to my face.

      Ari stood outside with the same haunted look.

      “What's up with her?” I whispered to Ben. “She seemed good a minute ago.”

      “Sam,” he whispered back. “Every time we go outside she gets that same troubled look.” He pulled me the other way and continued, “I can’t imagine what it’s all been like for her. She changes things and then has to run around like the movie Groundhog Day and fix everything she’s undone.”

      I kicked a small pebble. “I know. She doesn’t talk about it, but if you ever share a bed with her you know it bugs her. She still has bad dreams.”

      He shivered. “From the orphanage. She told me about them once. She tried to get Giselle to persuade the memories from her. She even got Dorian to try but they are imprinted on her soul, we think.”

      “Maybe it’s because she’s part angel.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. Anyway, I've been meaning to ask, how are you?” His eyes killed me. He was sadder than anyone. He and Sam were like brothers. Same as Luke and Sam.

      “Not good.” I held on to my control. “Not good at all.” I didn’t like vocalizing my feelings.

      “Me either. I just can't stop myself from missing them.”

      I glanced back at Ari as we walked into the forest. “She must beat herself up so much.”

      He sat on a huge mossy log and appeared lost, just like Ari. “She does. She constantly tries to think of a way to control the push. She, O, and Trist have been working on it.”

      “Why? Who would they push?”

      “Not sure.” His eyes told me otherwise.

      “You know.”

      “I don’t know.” His words were firm, and even if he did know, he wasn’t going to tell me. He reached over and grabbed my hand, dragging me to him. He pulled me down on the soggy log and wrapped his huge arm around me. I leaned into him and rested my head.

      “We need to get them back, Ben.” My voice was hollow.

      “She’s working on it.”

      Aleks walked across the grounds of the huge house next to the patch of forest we sat in. He seemed to be searching for something. My heartbeat picked up, until I saw the silky blonde greet him with a kiss on either side of his face. My insides clenched.

      Ben laughed. “Wow, awkward.”

      “Who is she?”

      “No one.” He scoffed. “Janine. She’s one of the elders. She’s really old.”

      “She should’ve realized she’s outgrown those shorts by now.” My petty was showing and I didn’t like that.

      Ari walked past them to where we sat. She glanced back at them talking and made a face as she huffed over to us and sat next to Ben. He wrapped his arm around her as well. “You'd think she would’ve noticed her vagina is longer than her shorts.” I burst into laughter. Ben chuckled but Ari just gave us a look. “Really though. Look at those things. She could die of exposure if she were a human.”

      A jealous growl rumbled through my throat. “I could help her with that.”

      Ari offered, “Dude, if she keeps pawing your man, I would for sure be showing her how the hands work.”

      Ben squeezed us. “Down, girls. Jeesh. Aleks is a smart guy. He won't fall for the sultry ways of Janine.”

      “Her hair is awfully shiny and glossy.”

      “And she is very pretty,” Ari agreed.

      Lucas walked up to them, smiling. He gave Janine the up-down after she greeted him with a hug and then turned back to Aleks.

      “She did not just rub her huge boobs on my boyfriend.” Ari's jaw tightened.

      Ben clutched her shoulder firmly. “That was a wolf move. We can't fight it. The up-down was a wolf move, Ari. He let go of me and held her to him. “It’s nothing.”

      The blacks of her eyes ate up the whites. She shocked Ben with her skin. He twitched but held on.

      “Whoa.” I jumped up and grabbed her face. “Hey.”

      The black floated back to just her irises. She looked at me. “Sorry.” She turned and hugged Ben. “Sorry.”

      “No worries.” He twitched again. “No. It was cool. I'll kick Luke's ass later.”

      “Okay,” she muttered as we all watched Aleks and Luke eye up Janine, staring at her long and tanned legs.

      Janine pawed Aleks and then turned and pawed Luke. They stood there with dirty grins on their faces.

      “That’s enough of that.” I grabbed Ari's hand and lifted her up. “Let's walk.” I glanced back at Ben. “Rio?”

      He put a hand in but then pulled back. “I better not. The wolves will be ready to leave once they're done going over his dad's priors.”

      “Your loss.” I winked us to Rio. The warmth in the air and the chaos in the streets were exactly what I needed. Ari gripped my hand tightly.

      We slipped into a dark alley and lifted our faces to the wind, eager for a fight.

      I caught a smell and pulled her down the alley.

      My boots clicked, my long thick hair felt like my cape, and my heart raced.

      I pointed to a building when the smell was so strong I knew we were there. “You ready?”

      Her eyes glossed over and the black inky color filled the whites up. Her powers had developed into something frightening.

      We dropped hands and snuck around the side of the old brick building.

      The front of the business resembled every other seedy establishment. Rio was a haven for vampires and succubi to hang out.

      When we got to the steps, greasy-looking men stood out front.

      “Olá, meninas bonitas.” The other men in his small group nudged each other and laughed as one of them spoke.

      I leaned in close enough to taste his sweat in the air and whispered, “Escapar.”

      He chuckled and grabbed for me. Ari shot her push at him, not the real push. The push she learned to do to humans. It knocked him back on his ass on the filthy street.

      His face was a mixture of shock and anger as he pointed and shouted, “Essas meninas são putas de diablo.”

      Ari turned to me. “Did he call us devil bitches?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, no, more like devil whores.”

      “Devil whores?” She seemed offended and then shrugged. “Surprisingly accurate.”

      The small group of men backed up like we were wild animals. I faked forward. They ran.

      I leaned into the man and pointed. “I told you to run away.”

      He struggled to get up and ran after the others.

      Ari nudged me, her eyes were still jet-black. “Dude, your Portuguese is good.”

      “All part of the life I was going to have. You know, Doctors Without Borders and shit.”

      “Well, as one of the devil’s whores, we’re almost Doctors Without Borders.” She patted me on the back and stepped up into the doorway. “Let's do this.”

      I lifted my leg and kicked the door in. As we entered, the sparks from my fingers filled the dark hallway with flashes of light.

      A man jumped at me, stabbing his knife into my torso. I ripped his soul from him, spraying his dark blood everywhere. Ari pushed several of them against a wall. She held them there.

      “You know that blood brothels are illegal,” she said softly.

      The eyes flashed on our rings. I pulled the knife out of my skin and shivered from the pain of it. Anger flashed through me. “I hate being stabbed.”

      The first man against the wall spat at me. I smiled and rubbed my hands together, walking to where Ari held them suspended to the wall.

      “You have been charged, tried, and convicted,” I whispered and leaned in close to the man who spit at me. “I find you guilty.”

      His eyes widened as my hands sparked his soul from him. I ran my fingers along the wall, pulling each of them. The pleasure and ecstasy made me mouth breathe in a way I didn’t like doing in front of other people. Not that Ari was “other people.” She knew how I felt when I did crowds. The bodies dropped to the floor, nothing more than gutted dead humans.

      I scanned around at the room. “Stairs over here.”

      Essentially, the room was a large foyer. There was a desk with a ledger and couches. There were no doors leaving the room. Just a hallway with a set of carpeted stairs. I grabbed the ledger and ran after Ari.

      “Why do vamps always decorate with the same blood-red carpeting? It’s so cliché.”

      We climbed the stairs cautiously. “I know, right? Marcus’ house was nice, but dude. So retro whorehouse.”

      Ari turned back. “I still think it’s weird he has a castle. You go left, I go right.”

      I gave a head nod and we split up at the top of the stairs.

      My boots dug into the carpet. I hated the feel of it. Too squishy. I didn’t even want to imagine the things in this carpet.

      I kicked the first door. A dark-haired girl, younger than me by far, sat on the bed looking spaced out. It took a minute for her eyes to move and register I was even there. “You okay?” I asked.

      She shook her head and spoke a language I didn’t know. Her dark silky skin was marred with bites and bruises. Her rail-thin arms were filled with needle holes.

      “This is dire,” I murmured as my hands balled into fists.

      The air in the small room was rich with blood and sex and drugs, but no immortals. I put a finger to my lips. She nodded.

      I closed the door and slipped farther down the hall. Every door had the same thing: blondes, redheads, brunettes, dark skin, light skin, every kind of skin. There was one in every flavor but no immortals. Each girl was the same: young, skinny, covered in marks, and had the same empty stare.

      In the last room, a blonde with a French accent spoke to me, “Can you help me?” she whispered.

      “Yeah, but I need to find the vampires. Where are they?”

      She swallowed hard. “I don’t know. They only come at night.” She shivered, remembering no doubt.

      “How long have you been here?”

      She wiped her bright-blue eyes. “I don’t know. Maybe a month.”

      “Are you from France?”

      “Canada. I'm from Montreal.”

      “Stay here and don’t move. I'll keep you safe, but I need to find them.”

      “No, please.” She shook her head as silent tears streamed down her filthy cheeks. “They’re not here. Please just take me with you.”

      I put a hand out for her. She leapt from the bed, staggering and swaying. Her ice-cold hand almost shocked me. She was nearly naked in an old torn and dirty tee shirt.

      I pulled her down the hall.

      Ari met me at the end of the hall. “Just dying girls?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” I replied. “I'll flash them out in parties of six.”

      “They must sleep near here. Those things downstairs can't be the only ones here.”

      “Right.” I thought for a minute. “Is there a basement?”

      “I don’t know.” The blonde shook her head. “I only ever saw that bedroom.”

      My eyes darted at Ari. “Someone who can flash.”

      She bit her lip. “Jonathan?”

      “Maybe. Let's get the hell out of here.” My stomach was rumbling. The idea of it being a trap had started to form. I ran down the hall getting the girls from the rooms. Every time I had six, I flashed them to Lydia's grass. By the second trip, Annabelle was shouting at me but I flashed so fast I missed what she was saying.

      I left the last of them at Lydia’s and flashed back to Ari.

      “I sent a text to O and Trist and told them what the naked blood bags are doing on the lawn.” She scanned around the room disgustedly and put her phone away.

      “Lorri’s gonna shit,” I mumbled.

      “I sent her a message too.”

      I glanced at her. “Great. She’s gonna yell at us for taking this on alone.”

      “YOU'RE DAMN RIGHT I AM!” Her blood-red boots stomped across the hallway.

      She seemed angry but sexier than normal. She had on a tan skirt and a white blouse that was open a little, revealing her ample chest and cross necklace she wore to spite the haters. Her red hair was spiky but softer, more glamorous, and her makeup was done in earth tones.

      “Were you on a date?”

      She scowled and I saw past her mask of prettiness. “Yes,” she seethed. “Now explain this fast. She thinks I'm in the bathroom.”

      “She is human?” My jaw dropped.

      Ari blushed. “Aimee!”

      Wide-eyed, I turned to Ari. “What?”

      “Anyway.” Ari had her badass-teenager look pasted across her face. “Someone is flashing these girls in and out. The girls haven’t seen the rest of the house.”

      “Daniel had houses like this, but I could never figure out who did the flashing for him. It can't be just Jonathan. There has to be another who can flash. Who do we have?” Lorri folded her arms.

      “Me, you, Dorian, Oliver, Aleks, and Phillip. I guess Trist and O could probably learn it, if they had to. For the record, my money’s on Dorian.”

      Lorri snorted sarcastically. “Yeah, maybe it was me or Aleks. Burn it to the ground. I'll arrange a mission. The nest of them must be around here somewhere.” She turned to me. “Not today though. I’m on the first date I’ve been on in a long time where I felt like this was the one. And even if she isn’t the one, I need to get laid, Aimee. Second, we need Aleks’ dad. So stop dicking around and go back to Maine.” She was gone, leaving only a waft of her expensive perfume behind.

      “That was awkward.”

      Ari put a hand out for me to take. “I really hope she gets laid. ‘Cause she’s snippy.” I took it and we were back in the cold air of Maine. My boots crunched on the forest floor.

      “Do you really think it’s one of us?”

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “Dorian’s the only one who can make one of me. Phillip can flash but he’s Nephilim, and you guys are friggin’ weird. Neither Aleks nor I would ever do a dark thing.”

      Ari shook her head. “No. Dorian would never. I know he wouldn’t. I'm super curious about Oliver and Phillip though.”

      “Friggin’ angels.”

      “Yup.” We trekked out of the woods and up to the house where Lucas had lived as a child. Horrified faces watched our every move.

      I stopped and stifled a giggle when I saw the amount of black and red blood sprayed across the front of Ari. I peered down at myself. “We better get cleaned up.”

      “Oh shit. Where were you?” Lucas stormed across the grass to us. “Why do you two look like that?”

      I licked my lips and hurried up the stairs. Ari was hot on my heels. “Busy,” she said and we ran in the large log house. Inside, it was gorgeous. “Phillip and Trist would die and go to gay Heaven in this place.” Ari laughed nervously and closed the door. She turned the lock.

      Lucas banged on the door and glared through the glass. “Ari, open the door.”

      She stood at the door and spoke through her teeth, “Go see if Janine will let you in.”

      We walked up the stairs but Aleks flashed into the house and stood in our way.

      “What's going on?” His ice-blue eyes were worried, or angry. Probably angry. He scanned over the bloodstains and arched an eyebrow. “Did Lorri call for a mission?”

      “No.” I swallowed and glanced back at Ari. Aleks filled the room with warm wind. The door opened and closed. He and Luke were standing inside staring at us. “That’s cheating. We locked you out for a reason.” I wanted to be mean but I was high from the deaths.

      Aleks complained, “It's annoying to lock us out when we don't know what we did.”

      Ari raised her hands fast. Both men were pinned against the wall. Luke exhaled loudly at Aleks. “Dude, I was good with not knowing. She cools off quickly if you don't poke the bear.”

      Ari's eyes flashed. “I saw you. I saw you checking her out.”

      Luke seemed confused. “Who?”

      Ari spit out one word, “Janine.”

      Luke rolled his eyes. “Ari. She’s like a hundred and eighty years old.”

      “So what?” I pointed at Aleks. “He’s way older than that.” Luke gave me a pleading look to stay out of it. I scowled, ignoring them both. “We saw you, both of you. Flirting and smiling and letting her kiss your faces.”

      His cheeks flushed with color. “Aimes, it was not what you guys think.”

      “She looked like she could be on The Dukes of Hazard. Don't tell me I don’t know what it is.” Ari scoffed.

      Lucas laughed. “She was the key to the elders council. They all listen to her. She’s one of the few females in the pack who’s an elder. Her husband was the alpha when he died.”

      “I saw the look, Luke. She wasn't even looking at you and you were drooling on her legs.” Ari glared.

      “No, you didn’t.” He struggled with the invisible hold she had over him. “Babe, it wasn’t like that.”

      “I don’t really want to talk about this.” Ari dropped them to the floor and marched past me. I followed her up the stairs.

      She slammed a door to a room. I didn’t know which one to go to so I went to the bathroom and poured a bath. I stripped my blood-soaked clothes off and climbed in.

      “You can't possibly think I would find that woman attractive,” Aleks spoke through the door.

      “Why? I find her attractive,” I snapped.

      He laughed and it was like my favorite song. I couldn’t even be angry with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Worst idea in history

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      “There are hookers everywhere. I don’t even know where to put them all,” Trist shouted overtop the screaming women all speaking different languages.

      “This one’s from Monte Carlo. I'm going to flash her to the hospital there and wipe her mind,” Phillip yelled at us.

      “O, honey, you need to help out.” Lydia rushed past me.

      “I don’t know what to do.” I was stunned. I’d never seen anything so disgusting in all my life.

      Trist shouted in Japanese at a girl who sobbed and hugged herself. She ignored him so he switched back to English. “Honey, you can't sit there without underwear. That couch is an antique.”

      I laughed and wanted to cry at the same time.

      Scared of the chaos, I turned and walked out the front door and onto the street.

      Instantly, Oliver was there. “You shouldn’t be out here.”

      “I couldn’t be in there. They found some house my father had in Rio. It was full of girls. I couldn’t watch it.” My hands trembled. “They’re all my age.”

      “Oh God.” He grabbed me and pulled me into him.

      I tried to block out the sound of the girls but they were everywhere.

      And then it went silent.

      We were surrounded by greenery. “Where are we?”

      “Peru,” Oliver spoke softly.

      The air was warm and wet, rich almost. Breathing it in made me feel high. “Where?”

      “The Andes. There’s a village down the hill where I once hid for five years.”

      “Why?”

      “To hide from your father.” His words whispered against my forehead. He took my hand and pulled me through the bright green forest. “He was crazed. His gifts were meant to pull the sickness from the blood. That’s how he was to use them. We were each given something as a gift from our father as we fell. Mine was used to pull sadness and misery from the soul. Emotional pain. When I went dark with your father, I began to love the taste of them dying in my arms, humans.” I drew back a bit, but his huge hands enveloped mine and dragged me along the hillside. I grew more afraid of him as he continued, “I couldn’t stop myself anymore. I pulled and sucked until they died every time and I never gave it another thought.”

      “That’s disgusting.” I didn’t know why he was telling me this or why he had brought us to the middle of the forest to do it, but it didn’t make the weird story any better.

      “I agree. Your father’s charismatic. He really had me convinced we were better than humans. So we had fun, a lot of fun. At the expense of many lives.” He swallowed hard and faced me, letting me see the discomfort the story held for him. That didn’t make it better for me. “In our travels and adventures, Dorian and I met a young man named Marcus. He was also a charismatic young man, sarcastic and funny.”

      “Marcus, the vampire?”

      “The very one.” He pulled me to a huge tree. It was the most incredible thing I had ever seen. He flashed us high above the ground to one of the branches. My heart beat wildly as I gripped the rough bark of the tree. I could see for miles. The mist was settled in amongst the mountains and hills.

      “I met him for the first time in that village right there. He had come with Jonathan, who he’d befriended in Europe, to seek a shaman.” He pointed to the cluster of small homes. “Marcus was smarter than the other humans we had been around. He quickly caught onto what we all were. He wanted the immortality and the power. We told him there was no way we were turning him into anything.”

      “He wanted to be a vampire?” That was insane.

      “He did. He knew the story of Henry’s niece and Aleks’ dad. He used that to convince Ethan, Henry's brother, that the dark magic was the only way to punish the man responsible for his daughter's death. Once Ethan turned dark, he had no care for what he taught Marcus and Jonathan. One day he taught them how to enslave his own brother, not realizing they would do it.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “Marcus wanted the magic of the fae. He wanted the immortality. Jonathan offered him his blood, which would make him the highest vampire, below Jonathan. But Marcus didn’t want to be below Jonathan. Dorian had repented his sins and gone back with Lorri, fighting evil. Marcus used the guilt Dorian had over his dark deeds to convince him that going after Henry's magic was the only way to kill Jonathan. That was how we met Aleks. Marcus secretly went to Aleks and told him that taking Henry's heart was the only way to get the power to kill Jon, Aleks’ father. Henry, thinking he was much older and considerably smarter than them, caught them in the act and cursed Marcus as a soulless vampire. He didn’t realize what he had given Marcus was the very thing he desired.”

      “Is that when they stole the heart?”

      “Not yet. First Henry got his revenge on his brother. Henry was livid with him. He found him and murdered him, taking his magic.”

      “This is a weird story. Marcus is a bigger shit than I imagined.”

      “He’s the biggest.” Oliver chuckled. “He is incredibly smart and wicked. His brain is ridiculous. He is a doctor, a chemist, a botanist, a pharmacist, and a lawyer . . . My God, I can’t even name them all. He’s even written novels under assumed names. It’s frightening really. Anyway, we all have more respect for Marcus now. Except Jonathan, who wants him dead. Jonathan and Marcus are now even. The only difference is that Jonathan can wink, like all fallen. But in strength and abilities, they’re evenly matched. God created one and a fae God created the other.”

      “That’s messed up.” I gulped.

      “Fearing Jonathan would find a way to kill him, Marcus somehow convinced Dorian and Aleks that Henry was a threat to them all. Henry was on a rampage, ready to kill them. So they used the things they had learned from Ethan and stole Henry's heart. His heart is inside Marcus as we all know. Henry doesn’t know it, thanks to Ari. And Henry is completely at Marcus’ will.”

      “We should free him.”

      “No. He was volatile. He was dangerous. He went dark after killing his own brother. It’s best if we let Marcus keep him under wraps. The children of your mother, the ones born of the fae, they're not stable.”

      “I don’t feel stable either.”

      Oliver kissed my forehead. “You aren’t.”

      “Why did you hide in this village?”

      “Your father knew I had helped them. I helped Marcus and Aleks and Dorian. I too had turned to Lorri. The saying 'Hell hath no fury' actually came into existence because of Lorri and your dad. She loved him a long time ago. When we fell, he went for Lillith, seeing opportunity and power.”

      “He left her for my mom, even though my mom didn’t want him?”

      “Yes. Lorri loved him for a long time. She kept making excuses for him and expecting him to come back to her. He was her weakness. When he didn’t, she started the hunt for him. Unfortunately, by the time she had tracked him down, he had built a huge army for himself. Most of the archangels that had fallen and almost all the Nephilim agree with him. This is our playground. Here we have freewill and the ability to choose. We are immortal. The gates of Heaven will never open for us anyway, so it doesn’t matter what we do. We have fallen.”

      “We can kill him together.” I squeezed his hand.

      “No.” He squeezed back. “But I want you to do a spell for me though. Just in case. This will be our meeting place. You can make a port here. This tree’s magical. It was spelled by the village shaman.”

      “Why?”

      Oliver’s eyes sparkled. “In case you need to run or hide.”

      “Run?” The word sounded insane but then so was everything else I’d been living for the last few months. “What do I do?”

      “Close your eyes and hold the tree tightly. Call Mother Earth. Call the power and light of the spirits. Ask the spirit of the shaman who blessed this tree to allow you to mark the tree as yours. Visualize a door shape in the air that you can walk through from anywhere. The rest will come to you.”

      “Okay.” I swallowed hard and closed my eyes. The earth magic filled me straightaway. Like Mother Earth and I were connected all the time. My body hummed with it. The rough bark heated in my hands until it was the same temperature as my skin.

      I focused on the doorway. Flashes of the shaman blessing the tree filled my mind. His skin was old, dark, and wrinkled. His eyes were completely white and his dark skin was sweaty. He rocked and chanted while smoke swirled up from somewhere.

      His white eyes darted at me. He smiled and put a hand out. I felt myself letting go of the bark and reaching for him. He spoke something I didn’t understand but as I asked permission he nodded.

      My sisters stood in front of him, blocking my view of his face.

      The blue sisters shook their heads. I pushed past them to get to him again.

      “O, don't do this. This is dark magic.” Their voices floated in the air around me, but I swatted at them and sat beside the man. He crossed his skinny brown legs. I crossed mine too. He closed his eyes and took my hand. His skin burned mine, sending fiery pain up my arm. I screamed out but I couldn’t take my hand from his grip.

      I could smell the stench of my own skin burning. He pried open my hand and rubbed it into the ground and he vanished.

      My eyes flew open. My lips parted but no sound escaped them. The sun had set. It was dark in the tree. My hand continued to clench the branch, searing with agony.

      I hauled it back but the burnt skin from my palm stuck to the branch. I cried out and stopped pulling away. My hand shook.

      “It's okay, O. Just pull it back slowly and then heal it.” Oliver was still with me.

      “Did you leave?”

      “No.” He shook his head. “You did.”

      I peeled my hand from the branch. Tears streamed down my cheeks. When I finally had it off, I turned it over, gasping at the circle with a line through it that was burned into my palm. The skin was red and blistered. I placed my other hand over it and pulled the healing from the tree. The hand healed instantly but the scar, the circle with the line through it, remained.

      “It still hurts,” I muttered.

      “I know. It will for a while. You've left a piece of yourself here. It is the only way to make a port. It’s so that you can find this place again. Your piece of you will pull you here.” He took my hand and kissed the palm. The air moved and we were on the street in front of Lydia's.

      Ari was standing on the front steps. I sensed that she needed me. “I better go.” I pointed at the house, still favoring my other hand.

      “See you later.” Oliver let go and stepped back and then he was gone.

      I felt bleak and weird about the things he had told me.

      “Hey.” I glanced at Ari and tried to smile.

      Trist came bursting through the door. “O, it’s like Pretty Woman meets a Miss Universe pageant in there. Phillip has taken ten of them home but there are still like twelve girls we don’t know where to take. They came from poor countries. It’s chaos. Giselle is up and about too. She already almost ate a nice girl from West Africa.”

      “Yikes.” I checked the scar on my hand and nearly wished I were back at the tree. Instead, I walked through the door.

      Phillip flashed into the hallway beside me. “O, not cool. Leaving us to deal with all this.”

      “Guys, mellow out. She’s going through some shit.” Ari grasped my good hand. She dragged me through the house to the back door. The cool misty day made me shiver. When we reached the bench at the dock in the backyard she let go of my hand and sat. She stared at the water like she saw something I didn’t.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “No.” She shook her head. “It's a mess. It’s all a mess. Aimee, Ben, and Luke are miserable without Sam. Hanna’s a disaster. Her heart’s so broken. My dad said she’s blacking out again. Marcus is hiding it from Lorri so he can keep her at his house, under his control again. Giselle’s eating anything she can touch, literally eating. Shane’s being brainwashed every week because somehow he finds his way back to Aimee. Even Annabelle is dying inside without the little kids. Lydia barely looks at me. Somehow we all have to come together and fight your dad. Without something to fix us, it just isn’t going to happen. We won’t win.”

      “I know.” I sat beside her. “I agree. We need to find the missing link. Where it all went wrong.”

      “Sam. We need him. He is the key to killing your dad. Lydia and Annabelle agree. We need Sam back. Hanna is a mess because of his death. Even if they weren’t together, her guilt is eating her alive. If Aimee wasn’t here, if she had a normal life, we wouldn’t have the Giselle issue, and Aleks would be hunting his dad full time. We would have gotten Sam and the kids long before. Lydia told me she wasted a lot of time on helping Aimee control herself. They knew about the kids but never went for them. They were all here helping Aimee. I love her more than I love Lucas, but she’s it. I have gone over the data and timelines a dozen times and if she had never come here or become a Rose, our lives would all be different.” Ari lowered her gaze, her head slumping. “She needs to go back.”

      “Oh God.” I winced.

      “I know. If I could control the push, I could ensure this isn’t her future. She could have a normal life. Dorian can make a different soul sucker. It doesn’t have to be Aimee. She is just a victim of circumstances. I think if I push and you help me with it, we can control it.”

      “If you’re sure,” I agreed. “I can help. Let’s just do it.”

      “And neither of us winks. Port Mac is not close by. It’s hours away,” Ari groaned. “Guess we're driving.”

      I frowned. “Dude, Phillip?”

      “No.” Ari was curt. “No one can know. You need to put a spell on Aimee so she doesn’t remember anything the moment she gets back to Port Mac. Giselle too. So when they go back everything is normal.”

      “Blake too,” I added.

      “Yeah, Blake too,” she repeated. “Let's do this. I'll text Aimes to come to the house and see Giselle. You can do the mind thingy there, and then when we go do the push, we’ll hit Blake.”

      “Okay.” I stood with dread and walked to my room. I pulled the book from under the bed, the book no one knew I had. I turned the old fragile pages slowly.

      That’s dark magic, O.

      I turned back to my sisters. “I'm not doing it. I'm looking for something. I need to fix things. You guys stay with Trist, okay?”

      Ophelia, dark magic pulls the darkness into you. Every piece you take in kills off some of the light.

      “I need darkness to kill my own mother anyway.”

      Not the same way. Please be safe, little sister. Our freedom lies with you.

      “I will. Everyone's freedom, happiness, and everything else sits with me.” I skimmed over the page once more and closed the book. I pushed it under the bed and spelled the area again. Even Tristan wouldn’t find it.

      I shut my eyes and walked to the room, practicing using the air to guide me, like Annabelle and my sisters did.

      Opening the door to Giselle's room confirmed it all, removing my doubt. I was certain we were making the right decision. She was a hot mess.

      Ari walked in behind me and stopped when she saw Giselle. “Yikes,” she whispered.

      “We need to do this fast. Did you text Aimes?” I whispered.

      “I did.” She nodded.

      “So we driving there after this?”

      “Driving.” Ari sighed.

      “Who is?” Aimee interrupted us. “Driving where?”

      I glanced back and smiled sweetly. “Ari. She doesn’t know how to drive. I learned from my dad, like my dad, dad. I was gonna teach her. You wanna come?”

      “No.” Aimee’s eyes never left the tossing and turning monster on the bed. “I have to get back to Aleks. He’s almost done going over the last few hundred years.”

      I touched the side of her face. She turned sharply. I locked her gaze with mine and held her arm. Her gray eyes stared blankly at me. “The compulsion Giselle put on you to remember everything when Ari pushed is gone. You won't remember this moment either. When you arrive in Port Mackenzie and touch your feet on the soil there again, you will forget all Roses and all feelings for them and never again be controlled or affected by them.” I envied her as I said it.

      My magic burned my fingers as it crept from me into her arm. It left me like a vine growing out of me and flowing into her. Her eyes fluttered for a moment. I was unsure if it would work on her. I dropped my hand and waited. Ari eyed me nervously.

      Aimee’s eyes gained focus and she scanned around the room. “So you, uhm, what? Where am I? How did I get here?” She sounded lost.

      “You need to get back to Maine, you said.” Ari forced a smile on her lips.

      Aimee blinked and muttered weakly, “That was weird.” Her eyes settled on Giselle. “How is she?”

      “Bad. She just can't seem to quench the thirst.” Ari sighed.

      Aimee's eyes lowered. “I better get back to Maine.”

      “See you in a bit. I'll get Phillip to bring me back in like an hour.” Ari’s voice broke a couple of times as she lied. Their eyes met and it was as if they both knew it was the last time they would ever see each other.

      “Okay.” Aimee was gone just as Ari's eyes filled with tears.

      Ari didn’t cry. I'd noticed it before. Everyone died and everyone was hurt and everything got emotional, all the time. But not Ari.

      She was always stoic.

      Her tears were harder to take than anyone’s.

      I hurried to Giselle and did the same thing I had done to Aimee. Just as I finished, Phillip opened the door. “What are you two doing in here?”

      “Nothing.” I glanced back at him. “Just making sure she’s okay. Wanna give us a lift somewhere?” I glanced at Ari. “The drive will take hours. We can’t waste the time.”

      Ari nodded as Phillip’s eyes narrowed skeptically. “Why do you two look like that?”

      “We just can't take how this is all turning out.”

      He appeared unconvinced but Ari's tears seemed to bother him enough. He put a hand out. I grabbed it. Ari pulled her phone from her pocket and showed him the picture. The air moved and we were standing on a windy dock. The ocean was choppy and gray. It was freezing.

      “Where the hell are we?” He shivered.

      “Maine,” Ari lied. The gray coastline could have fooled anyone.

      “You guys okay here?” Phillip didn’t look impressed.

      “Yeah, we’re fine.” Ari hauled her hood up. “We just need to check on some shit. Thanks.”

      “Don't say anything, okay? I don’t want Oliver to know I'm out and about.” I played it off like it was nothing.

      He rolled his eyes. “Dad's a bit intense lately. See ya back at the house.” He was gone with a whoosh and we stood on the cold wooden wharf.

      “I sent a text to Blake to meet us. We should hurry.” Ari pointed. “It's this way.”

      We walked through a quaint town. I struggled to see Aimee as one of these people. She was too classy and city to be a bumpkin like me.

      Ari didn’t talk. I didn’t expect her to. She was devastated. She cried two more times on the walk, drying her face when we reached the door of a house with big windows in the front. She took a deep breath and rolled her shoulders before climbing the stairs and closing her eyes as she knocked.

      A sweet-looking man, with a haunted look on his face answered. He sounded stuffy. “Hello?”

      Ari smiled through her glassy eyes. “Hello, Mr. James. My name is Ari.”

      “Ari!” His eyes lit up. “Aimee's Ari?”

      “Yeah. I was in town and thought I would stop in and say hello.”

      He grabbed her hand and pulled her inside. “Come in. Both of you. Please. Blake just arrived. He said some of Aimee's friends were coming over.”

      I hated the fear in my guts as I climbed the stairs. My eyes scanned around the quiet neighborhood as I closed the door and locked it. What we were doing seemed so wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Part A of the plan

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      My head still felt funny. I kicked a rock and circled the log house once more. Everything felt fuzzy.

      “Aimee?” Aleks spoke in a panicked tone, one I’d never heard before. He ran toward me, flustered.

      My stomach was a tight ball. “What?”

      “Don’t leave me.” He flashed and scooped me up, gripping me to his chest. “I'll find you again. I swear I will.” He pressed his face into mine.

      I pulled back. “What’s your deal?”

      He swallowed. “Ari. She just sent me this.” He showed me the message on his cell phone.

      “Oh my God.” My eyes widened. “My dad.”

      I was mid wink when the world stopped. Aleks’ arms became sparkles in the air, clutching me. Everything moved slowly. His lips spoke in slow motion and the sounds were muffled.

      “ARI!” I spun, trying desperately to hold on to him. His body passed through mine.

      I spun faster.

      Everything made sense.

      O and Ari had made me come to them so Ari could say goodbye. I thought the look in her eyes was sorrow for Sam. But it was for me.

      I closed my eyes and let the spinning take me. I didn’t know where I would wake up when it stopped. Or what the world would look like.

      A voice broke through the spinning world.

      “AIMEEEEEEEEE!” he screamed.

      But it wasn’t Aleks.

      It was someone else.

      The darkness took me and everything changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          This is not part of Plan B

        

      

    

    
      Port Mackenzie

      Aimee

      My eyes fuzzed out. I blinked and tried to focus on what I was doing, but I was lost for a second.

      “Aimes, you going tonight? Hello?”

      “What?” I glanced up at my mom. “Yeah. I think so. Blake wants to go.” Everything felt weird for a minute. I inhaled through my nose and noticed it right away. I could smell my mom. There was mix of old perfume, laundry soap, and her clothes. It tugged at my heart but I didn’t know why.

      I got up from the computer and wrapped my arms around her, taking a deep breath. The scent of her and the feel of her warm skin made me hungry.

      “Honey, are you okay?” She chuckled and hugged back, giving me the mom hug that involved more patting than hugging.

      “I think I had a bad dream last night,” I muttered. Starvation almost crippled me, making me clutch my stomach. “I need something to eat.” I walked away from her and stumbled down the stairs to the kitchen and poured a heaping glass of chocolate soy milk. I drank the glass and then finished the carton off. I lowered it and burped. The hunger was burning my belly and the milk didn’t make it better.

      “Gross.” Alise scoffed. “No wonder you’re painfully single.”

      “Just like all the hair products are why you’re painfully dumb.” I burped a second time and rubbed my belly. “I’m starving.”

      “That’s because you don’t eat meat.” Alise mocked me as the doorbell rang.

      She left to answer it as I opened the fridge and grabbed a block of cheese and pulled off a hunk. I took a bite, but it wasn’t what I wanted. I tossed the cheese I had broken off into the trash and put the rest back in the fridge.

      I couldn’t seem to satisfy my hunger.

      “Aimes, we're leaving now,” Alise spoke impatiently.

      “Okay.” I scrutinized my reflection in the glass on the wall-mount stove. “Coming.” Something was different. I just couldn’t put a finger on it.

      Sighing, I left the kitchen.

      Mom was standing at the bottom of the stairs, smiling. “You sure you want to do this?”

      “Yeah. I sort of have to. It's the last party of the year. I leave for Harvard in a few months. It’s cool.”

      “Mom, don’t discourage her. One party every five years is bad enough.” Alise kissed our mom and turned to walk out of the house.

      I grimaced as she sauntered in those strappy silver wedges and tiny silver shirtdress. “Besides, someone has to make sure the hot mess comes home.”

      Mom laughed. “Oh, you know what she’s like.”

      “I do.” I grinned. “Aunt Karen.”

      “Let's just pray she doesn’t end up in Vegas dancing like Aunt Karen.”

      “Responsible parents would have crushed her wickedness years ago. I blame you both.” I scoffed.

      Mom hugged me tightly to her and laughed. “One day, Aimes, you're going to see that the crazy spirit inside her means well.”

      “No way.” I went out the door. “I'll text if she gets out of control. Tell Dad to be ready.”

      “It’s just me.” She winced. “He’s in Portland for the night. He won't be home until tomorrow. I’ll come and get you if I have to.”

      “We'll be fine.” I didn’t know what the reason was, but I didn’t want her leaving the house. I had a terrible feeling in my stomach.

      “Aimee, haul ass,” Alise shouted from her car.

      Mom waved and blew kisses, closing the door.

      “Shut up.” I climbed in and buckled up. “I want you to pick up Blake first.”

      Her face glowed. “Whatever. You two dorks better not do anything dorky tonight.”

      “We made a deal, Alise. You have to be nice to me and Blake and do my laundry according to washing instructions for a month. Calling us dorks is not nice.”

      Glancing back at our house as we drove away, I couldn’t shake the déjà vu. Alise drove like a maniac, picking up everyone. She pulled up to Giselle's last and honked.

      “Dude, this car’s full. We're picking her up too?” I didn’t see where we would fit her.

      “Stop.” Alise waved a hand dismissively at me. “Stop annoying me. I didn’t know she was coming. She wasn’t feeling well earlier.”

      “She’s sick and you're letting her come in the car with us all packed in here? We're all going to get sick.”

      Alise shot me a glare. “Shut it.”

      “Whatever,” I groaned as Giselle opened my door and raised her eyebrows.

      “You're in my seat.” She pointed at me like I was a disgusting peasant.

      “Aimes, it’s a proven fact the people in the back seat have better survival odds,” Blake murmured as I climbed out of the beater and squished into the back seat. My face was on fire when I realized I was sitting on Blake's and Tommy's knees.

      “You look good for a nerd.” Tommy mouth breathed all over me.

      “You look good considering you only just learned to walk upright.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Easy, nerd girl. I was just trying to pay you a compliment. You clean up nice.”

      I glimpsed down at the tee shirt I was wearing. “Gee, thanks.” What I wanted to say was lucky me but I didn’t want him to take it seriously.

      Blake laughed, drawing Tommy’s attention. “McGinnis, dude, you're huge. Way too big for the back seat. What are you, six-one?”

      Blake scowled. “Six-three.”

      “You should try out for the basketball team when you go to college.” Tommy grinned at him.

      Blake gave me a desperate look.

      “He isn’t very coordinated.” I tried to end the discussion.

      Tommy shrugged. “Too bad.”

      “What are you wearing, by the way?” Blake whispered when Tommy leaned forward and started bugging my sister and Giselle.

      “Nothing.” I growled at the stupid shirt and jeans Alise had assaulted me with. “She attacked me. Makeup and all.”

      “Must have been savage.”

      “Completely.” I sighed.

      Alise pulled into the long driveway and my stomach danced at the thought of seeing Shane. He was finally single and possibly over the fact his dad had left with a twenty-five-year-old cashier.

      “God, it’s hot in here.” Giselle fanned herself.

      I noticed the sweat on her temple and realized I was hot too. But more than hot, I was hungry. “I hope there’s food here. I'm starving,” I grumbled at Blake as we all filed out of the car.

      People started screaming and laughing.

      Tommy threw a girl on his shoulders.

      Blake and I stood back and watched the chaos.

      The house was booming.

      I didn’t want to come, but Shane had asked me himself when I tutored him in English. The fact that I’d loved him since forever, secretly, made the decision easy. I had even let Alise dress me and do my makeup.

      “Wanna go in?” I asked quietly.

      Blake nodded, nervously. I noticed he wasn’t wearing his glasses. And he appeared even more massive without anything in his hands. He was almost always fidgeting with something.

      The front door opened and Shane stepped out. “Aimes!” He grinned at me. “Didn’t think you'd make it.” My sister walked past him, giving me the evil eye. He smiled at her too. “Hey, Alise, Giselle, Tommy. Refreshments are in the back. I even made lemonade.”

      The word “lemonade” made my cheeks sour.

      Giselle didn’t go in with Alise. She stood outside alone, not looking so hot, which was a feat for her. She basically would make a hot corpse.

      I noticed the way she kept glancing at me.

      Shane sauntered between her and me, taking my gaze with him. “I'm glad you came.” He smiled at me and then Blake who couldn’t have been more uncomfortable. “Hey, Blake.”

      “Yeah.” Blake offered something of a smile. “Guess I'll go get some lemonade.” He slouched and walked off.

      “Straight,” I spoke softly. His back straightened. He turned back and arched a brow at me. He slouched at his computer too much. It drove me and his parents insane.

      “So, Aimes. You came to a party.” Shane grinned like the Cheshire Cat.

      “Yup. Looks rowdy in there.” I didn’t budge or attempt walking inside.

      He put his hands in his back pockets. “Yeah. Uhhhh, wanna come in?” He said it like maybe he didn’t want me to. Like maybe he wanted to say something else.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Can you say anything beyond ‘yeah?’” I giggled.

      His face flushed. “Yeah.” He opened the door and held it for me. “I can say ‘you look nice.’”

      “Thanks. Alise did it. You know what she’s like.” I blushed too.

      “I do. Any guy would do anything for that girl.” His face turned crimson. “Except me. Of course.”

      I wondered where this conversation was going or coming from. “Of course.”

      “She still dating that Luke guy from Handley?”

      “No. They only ever last a couple of months. She’s, uhm, well, fickle.”

      He chuckled. “Fickle. That’s not the word I would use.”

      “Right. Anyway, they just broke up and now she’s on the market, but she’s not hitting on anyone. I don’t know. Something’s up.” I laughed as I went to close the door, noticing Giselle was still in the yard. “I'll be back in a minute.” I opened the door again and ran out to where she was. “You okay?”

      “No.” She paled. “I think I'm sick. Like the flu or something.”

      “Want me to drive you home?”

      “Uh no. I just need a minute, Aimes.” She turned and walked away and I couldn’t help but frown. She’d used my nickname. She had never called me Aimes in my life.

      She rounded the back of the house and I went back inside.

      Shane was holding a drink for me. I took it and sniffed.

      “Hey, come on now.” He rolled his eyes. “I didn’t put booze in it. I know you don’t drink.”

      “You do?”

      “I've known you for a long time, Aimes.” His voice turned throaty at the end of the sentence.

      I sipped my lemonade and tried not to cringe at the taste.

      “You don’t like lemonade?”

      “I do, I did. I don’t know but it just tastes funny. Too lemony.” My belly rumbled. Through the back door to the deck I could see Giselle standing, leaning against the railing with a guy. His back was turned to me. Something about it bugged me.

      “You want to go sit?” Shane grabbed my hand, sending electricity jolts up my arm. “Ouch.” He pulled away.

      “Sorry. I think I shocked you.”

      “Quite the charge you have there.”

      “I know, right?” I rubbed my fingertips together and almost thought I could feel sparks.

      I followed him to the quiet room at the back of the house, the sunroom. He sat on an old couch next to the woodstove. I sat beside him and tried to ignore the sparks in my fingertips and rumbling in my belly.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Where’s Blake?” I didn’t want to ditch him. He was alone here.

      “Maybe he’s in the living room.” Shane shrugged.

      “Maybe.”

      Shane grinned. “So, you excited the year’s almost over?”

      “Yeah. I'm all ready to go.”

      His face dropped. “All the way to Harvard?”

      “Yeah. You still planning on Seattle?”

      “No.” He shrugged. “Not sure. I don’t have a right fit yet as far as career goals go.”

      My stomach clenched and I almost doubled over. “Oh my God,” I whispered.

      “Aimes, what is it?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t feel so good. I think I have the flu.” I stood and ran for the back deck. “Just need some air. Be right back,” I shouted back at him, terrified to crap my pants at his house.

      I ran down the stairs and put my hands on my hips. My palms were burning me through my shirt and pants. Holding them out in the fading light, I couldn’t see anything different. They weren’t even red but it felt as though they were on fire.

      My stomach dropped again and I buckled, falling to the damp grass. Everything hurt more than I could take.

      A screaming girl interrupted my plans of running through the woods to my house, where I could die in the privacy of my own bathroom. I struggled to my feet and stumbled down the back lawn to the woods where I heard her again.

      “Oh my God, Mr. Mac. Please Mr. Mac. Wake up!” It was Giselle sobbing.

      I hurried toward her, wiping sweat and groaning from the pain.

      “Giselle, what happened?” I clutched my stomach again.

      “I don’t know.” She shook and her hands trembled. Blood coated them. “He tried to kiss me and I said no and then he shoved me down on the grass.” She cried harder. I could see her torn shirt and skirt as she stayed next to the lifeless body of my favorite teacher, rocking him. “He kept saying he needed to teach me a lesson.”

      “What?” I dropped to my knees and struggled with the stabbing pain and fire in my belly. I reached for his pulse. Warm wetness coated my fingertips. “What happened? He has no pulse.” I wiped my hands on his back.

      “I don’t-don’t know.” She shivered. “I don’t know. I don’t know.” Her lip trembled as she sniffled and shook her head in tiny twitches. “He shoved my face in the dirt. Then everything got really hot and I reached back and grabbed him. I just felt so strong and crazy. Aimes, I put my face up to his and sucked him out, I think.” She put her hands over her lips. “I don’t know why. I just did. Like I kissed him and his spirit came out and I ate it.” She started to laugh and then cry harder. “That sounds crazy.”

      I had no response except to wrap my arms around her. “It's self-defense. You didn’t mean to kill him.” I felt sick. Mr. Mac tried to hurt her? He was my favorite teacher and he had tried to hurt her.

      “No, I sucked him out.” She cried onto my shoulder. “I wanted to. I meant to suck him out.”

      I patted her head. “It's okay. You're just not feeling well. You didn’t mean it.” She was obviously experiencing some form of trauma.

      “I meant it, Aimes.” She lifted her face and in the muted light, I could see the dark-red blood coating her lips and cheeks where her hands had touched.

      “There's blood on your face and hands.”

      She wiped at it like she’d gone mad.

      “It's okay. I got it. Let me get it.” I wiped and she cried.

      “I did this. I meant to. I wanted it. I wanted to kiss him and suck. Aimes, shit is wrong with me.”

      “Okay. Stop. We need to call the police.” My hands trembled. “And you can’t tell anyone that story. That can be our secret.”

      She collapsed onto me and my guts stabbed me again. My fingers buzzed and hummed with the current running through them.

      “I don’t know why. I don’t know, Aimee. I don’t know why.”

      “HELP!” I held her tight and shouted, “HELP! HELP US PLEASE!”

      “Aimes?” Shane came running down the darkening lawn. “Aimee?” he shouted again.

      “Here,” I cried out.

      “Holy shit, are you okay?” He was on me, touching me, holding me. He kissed the top of my head. “Someone call 911,” he yelled back at the house.

      I closed my eyes and gripped the sobbing mess Giselle was. Something about holding her felt right. Like we were old friends.

      But that wasn’t true.
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          Kiss of death

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      Alise’s hair was raven silk. I stroked it slightly.

      Her silver eyes narrowed. “What are you doing, loser?”

      “Nothing.” My palms were burning. I shivered and tingled and imagined what it would feel like to just brush my fingers against her skin.

      “Ugh, God, Aimee, you are so weird sometimes.” She climbed off the couch and walked into the kitchen. It made me snap out of my daydream. I frowned. Something was wrong with me. I got up and left the house, hoping for some cool air.

      But it didn’t help.

      I walked all over town, lost in a daze.

      Something was missing.

      As I walked and the sun set, I glanced in the windows as people began to turn on their lights. The insides of their homes looked cozy. Something about it made me sad.

      My stomachache was killing me.

      A horn startled me as Shane drove up. “You okay?” He leaned out the window.

      “Yeah. Just weirded out. Still not feeling well yet either. Did the police say anything?”

      “Not a lot. They gave me a flyer to become a cop though.” He chuckled weakly. “They did say they found an ass ton of drugs in his house. I guess he gave Giselle some lemonade. She never drank it though. It had the drugs in it. She could have died if she had. It was poorly made. He had some weird shit in his house, date-rape drugs. They said they’re linking this to some other druggings that have been going on. It’s all so crazy. I guess it was lucky he fell and landed on those sticks. They said he died instantly.”

      “Friggin’ weird.”

      “Weird and lucky. You and Mr. Mac always seemed close. Did he come off as creepy?”

      “No. God no. Blake sent me a text a couple of hours ago. He’s crushed. Mr. Mac was his mentor. We all liked him.”

      “Get in the truck. We can go for a drive.” He opened the passenger door.

      I didn’t think. I ran across the street and hopped in.

      We sat in silence as we drove. When he turned off onto the old beach road, I muttered, “I haven’t been here in years.”

      “I like it here.” He drove past the old trail that led to the secret beach only our small town knew about. He drove up to the viewpoint and parked. My stomachache came back with a vengeance.

      “I wonder who will replace him as the chem teacher?” Shane sounded weird, nervous.

      “Yeah.” Nerves rattled inside me. “Blake said he was asked to do it.”

      “Wow. Really?” Shane appeared stunned.

      “Yeah. He’s smarter than all the other teachers.” I glanced at him and tried not to stare at his lips.

      “Wanna walk?” His voice was low. I nodded weakly.

      He climbed out and strolled to my door, standing too close when he opened it. As I slid from the seat my chest pressed against his and he took the chance to lower his face. His soft lips brushed against mine, offering a tickle of breath and warmth of skin.

      His tongue slid between my parted lips, his hands gripped my arms, and his body pressed mine against the frame of the truck.

      My hands slid up into his hair, pulling him down on me harder. I wanted more. The air was sweet and heavy. It made me high.

      His grasp tightened on my arms, but I couldn’t stop myself.

      He was filling me up.

      He slapped me in the arms and pushed, but my back was against the truck. I got a sense I was stronger than he was.

      He pushed and hit but whatever was filling me was too sweet.

      Cold air rushed between us. I opened my eyes, gasping. I wanted the air back. I wanted the taste of him to fill me more. I licked my lips, still tasting our kiss, but with my hands almost. It was strange.

      “Aimee?”

      I turned to the right to find a strange-looking girl with dark eyes and long dark hair standing next to a tall blond guy.

      “Who are you?” I snapped out of it and noticed Shane was gone. “Where's Shane?” I turned in a circle.

      A dark-haired guy knelt over Shane's body on the grass by the cliffs.

      “WHAT DID YOU DO?” I ran at the man.

      “Stay back!” He turned back at me and snarled with huge white fangs. “Christ, Aleks, get her out of here. She can’t see this.”

      I leapt at the dark-haired man with the fangs but the blond guy was there too fast. The air swirled with warmth and suddenly I was on the beach, the secret beach. The dark blond shook me. “Get it under control.”

      “Oh my God, how did you do that?” I screamed, backing away. I turned, not seeing another soul on the beach except me and the weird guy.

      My jaw trembled.

      My hands shook.

      “You okay?” he asked after a moment.

      “No.” I shook my head. “No. No. No. What happened? Where’s Shane?” I closed my eyes for a second. “What is that smell?” It was driving me insane. “Is that you? You smell like that?” I leaned in.

      “Yeah, that’s me.” He chuckled.

      “You smell like cookies,” I whispered and stepped back. “Why are we here? How did we get here? Who are you?”

      He acted scared or worried. “I’m Aleks. Aleksander.” His words had a hint of an accent. Eastern European or Scandinavian.

      “Why are we here? How did you do that? How did you bring us here?” I dropped to my knees, realizing the pain in my stomach was completely gone and I felt normal. Better than normal. “Am I dreaming?”

      “No.”

      “Did we—?” I glanced around and then looked up. “Did we fly?”

      “Not exactly.” He grinned and moved across the beach from me but without walking.

      “Oh my God!” I jumped up and backed away. “You’re some kind of monster. No. That doesn’t make sense. Maybe I’m sleeping. Maybe I hit my head.” I pointed at him. “That’s it. I hit my head.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “You need to get a handle on what you are and then we can go back.”

      “What am I?” I backed up a bit more. “What does that mean?”

      “You sucked Sha—your friend’s soul. You feed off souls.” He said it like he was telling me a plain and normal fact.

      “What?” I laughed. “Are you being serious right now?”

      “Yes.” He flashed closer to me, making me jump back.

      “What are you?”

      “Like you. I’m like you. Different and the same.” His pale-blue eyes narrowed. “We’re cursed. Angels of misfortune.” He pointed at the large logs up the beach from us. “Want to sit on the driftwood and make a fire? We can relax a bit and I can try to explain.”

      “Okay.” I shivered. “Where’s Shane?”

      “With Marcus and Ophelia. If anyone can help him, it’s them.”

      “Help him?” I furrowed my brow. “What's wrong with him?”

      “I’m not kidding.” He gathered small driftwood. “You sucked him dry almost.”

      “Sucked him?” I repeated it, remembering that was how Giselle had described it. My fingers sparked. “Something’s wrong with my hands,” I whispered. “They keep getting hot.”

      “It's a long story, Aimee. Needless to say, the girl with the dark eyes and hair, she messed up, badly.”

      “Who was she? What did she do? Who are you? How did we get here? How did you do that thing you did?” I spun in a circle and gaped around the beach, everything hitting me all at once.

      He stepped closer and smiled softly. “Stop being a pain in the ass and help me light the fire.”

      “You really smell like cookies.” I scowled at that. And he was freakishly familiar.

      “You don’t feel anything when you’re near me?” He blinked.

      “Confused. I feel confused right now. Like I know you from somewhere but I can’t place it. That guy with Shane had fangs and I don’t feel scared of that or that we flew here or that you’re lying to me; I don’t feel scared. I’m scared, but I can’t reach it. Like this is normal but it isn’t.”

      “Great.” He grimaced and walked away from me.

      My stomach pain came back with a vengeance. “Oh God, it’s back.” I felt like the air had been sucked out of my lungs. I heaved but it was all stuck in my stomach. He hurried to me and offered me his hand.

      “Stay back!” I shook my head. “Stranger danger.” The words sounded familiar. I'd never said them before but I knew I’d heard them somewhere.

      He dropped to his knees and lifted my hand, pressing it to his chest. “Here.”

      The moment my skin touched his, my hand pulled. It was the same as the kiss with Shane. I sucked, breathing in, with my hand.

      I dragged something from him into me but I didn’t know what. I didn’t understand the feelings but it filled me, the smell of cookies was everywhere.

      After a moment he separated us, falling back on the sand.

      “Oh my God.” The reality of what I just did hit me. “I'm so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I haven’t been feeling so well. I don’t know what that was.”

      “It’s how you eat now, Aimee James.” He grinned a crooked smile at me.

      Something wasn’t stirring the Kool-Aid.

      Something was wrong with me.

      I stared down at my hand, noticing the way it tingled and cooled. The pain in my stomach was gone and the hunger had subsided.

      But I was left with the taste of him on my lips.

      “I’m having a stroke I think. I need to get back to town.” I jumped up and ran down the beach, headed home.

      “Aimee!” He stood and laughed. “Come back.”

      A piece of sand flew in my eye. I blinked and tried to get it out. I closed my right eye and fluttered my left eye. I needed to find Shane. I wished I was home and then I was.

      My eye teared up, flushing the sand out as I gagged and grabbed my waste bin and heaved the contents of my stomach into it. I dropped to my knees, coughing.

      When it ended, I felt like death. I curled up on the floor, clutching my knees and waiting for anything to make sense.

      How did I get home?

      How was I in my room?

      Was any of it real?

      What would I do if it was real?

      A knock at my bedroom door startled me. I prepared to explain to my mother that I had the flu but a solemn-faced Giselle walked in. She looked awful, haunted. “Aimes, I need you.”

      “Hey,” I groaned. “I think I’m sick. I think we have a flu or something.”

      “I did it again.” A single tear drizzled slowly down her cheek.

      “What?” I knew what. I just wanted it to be something else.

      “I sucked someone else. He died.”

      My stomach dropped. “Who?”

      “I don’t know.” She shook her head in a twitchy way. “He’s not from here.” She dropped to her knees and stared blankly at the carpet. “You believe me?”

      “I did it too,” I murmured, terrified of the words I was unleashing into the world.

      Her eyes widened. “What?”

      “I think I did it to Shane and then some guy on the beach. The sucking thing. It filled me up. I wanted to do it.” I whispered the words.

      “No.” Her hand covered her mouth. “Shane—?”

      “He kissed me and my hands started to suck.” I glanced at them, reliving the moment. “I thought it was the kiss, like you, but it was my hands. They were on fire. Just dragging something from him. I wanted to touch and suck, and then he was gone. There were others. A girl with black hair and eyes and a dark-haired guy.” I paused.

      “Who?”

      “I don’t know but he had fangs. And then a blond guy touched me and we were at the secret beach.”

      “Like what kind of fangs?” She looked bewildered.

      My brain would not make a picture beyond the one it seemed to remember. I closed my eyes. “I don’t know. Like Dracula.”

      “You saw him and then walked to the beach? That's weird.”

      “No.” I sat up, completely lost in my own thoughts and what I saw. “No, I didn’t walk. I don’t know—we just were there. Like how I'm here. I'm just here.”

      “Aimes, I don’t know what the hell you’re saying, but we got a problem.”

      I felt like crying. “I know. We gotta get out of here. Before we hurt someone else. If I touch my mom or dad or Alise, they could die.”

      “We gotta run away.” She sobbed silently.

      “Okay, we go together.” I reached for her. It seemed natural even though we were not friends. I knew we were not and yet I loved her like a sister.

      I squeezed and stood, leaving the puke bin and sand and walked out. I didn’t take anything with me. I didn’t care. I needed to be away from my family before I did the sucking thing and killed someone I loved. There had to be studies about viruses like this. There had to be someone who could help us. We needed a computer and Wi-Fi and some coffee maybe.

      “I want to make sure Shane’s okay. I think I hurt him. Bad,” I said in a low tone as we left the house.

      “What about the blond you did it to?”

      “He was fine.” The story didn’t make sense.

      “Weird.” She licked her lips. “We should find him. I'm starving, and not for a burger and fries.”

      We left my house. I didn’t say goodbye to my mom or my dad. I just walked out the front door again. Giselle and I held hands.

      “Do you think we're vampires too?” she asked after a while.

      “No. Maybe it’s a sickness. Or something like a moss or a mold we’ve come in contact with.” I laughed bitterly. “Maybe a radioactive spider bit us.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. But we need to find lore about things like this. It seems too weird to be science. Let's go find Blake. He'll help.” I dragged her down the road. When it forked I turned, heading carefully for his driveway. We rounded the corner of the house and opened the door to the garage with the lock code. We slipped through the garage into the hallway, not making any noise until we reached the stairs to the basement. Even then, we crept down them very slowly.

      I could see the faint glow of the computer screen flashing from the far corner, where I knew he sat playing World of Warcraft. We snuck along, not wanting to scare him or wake his parents, if they were even home. Blake’s parents were lucky he was a calm kid. With the amount of free time he had, he could have been doing the unsavory without any hindrances.

      I expected to find him hunched over his computer but it was at the main screen and he wasn’t there.

      Just as I was about to head for the kitchen a giggle made us turn around.

      “Alise?” Giselle whispered.

      “Gross.”

      “I know, right? Why would she be with him?” She wrinkled her nose.

      “I was thinking the exact opposite.” A small flash of ownership over him trickled through me. He was my best friend and my rock. I hated that she was touching him with her grubby hands. “Now I'll have to Lysol him just to have Halo night.” Then it dawned on me. Halo night might not happen. Not if I ate people with my sucky thingy.

      I grabbed the computer chair and sat down. My fingers flew over the keyboard.

      After about half an hour I sat back, sighing. “We both have succubus-like traits. This is weird. It says here, bear in mind it’s all mythology, they feed on souls and essence. Of course, it also says they collect semen and impregnate girls.”

      “Uhm, what? Dude. I don’t collect it. I avoid it.”

      “Whoa.” I put a hand up. “Wow, okay, no. Let’s just focus on the mythical facts. This all just sounds like a great way to blame someone else for being pregnant. You know, like back in the day when being pregnant and unmarried was something bad. It doesn’t sound legit.”

      “Unless you live in the South. I think they still don’t approve.”

      “Duly noted.” I continued, “Anyway, this has to be some kind of chemical reaction. Let me see if I can find reactions that cause you to suck the life out of someone.”

      “Oh, like how my mom did that to my dad?” She snickered.

      “Yes.” I rolled my eyes and let my fingers loose on the keyboard. “Exactly.”

      “Aimes?”

      I turned to find Blake standing in the hallway with a shirt over his naked parts. “What are you doing here?”

      “Lovely.” I grimaced.

      “Dude”—he stepped backward into the room—“why are you in my house?”

      “Why are you having sex with my sister?” I focused on the computer again, hating them both.

      “Aimee, you are such a nerd loser. Why are you even here? I know you're jealous.” Alise’s voice rang out in the hall.

      “Okay.” I continued to scroll and read.

      Blake came out, pulling a space camp tee shirt on. “Why are you here?”

      “We have a problem. I need your help.”

      “So you brought Giselle with you?” He sounded lost. It was about to get so much worse.

      “She’s part of the problem.” I slumped back in the chair. “Let's say I had an issue with sucking the life out of other people. What would you say?”

      He grinned. “That would be sweet. Just like Rogue on X-Men. Is it live role-play day?” He seemed panicked for a moment and glanced at his calendar.

      “No. Giselle and I are having some issues. Her with the mouth and me with the hands. She killed Mr. Mac after he tried to attack her. She sucked the soul out of him. I almost killed Shane. I think. I still don’t know how he is.” The words didn’t feel as crazy as they sounded. Like I knew they were true. Somehow.

      Blake stopped rifling through the calendar and frowned. “What?”

      “Oh my God, Aimes.” Alise stormed out of the bedroom at the end of the hall. “You would stop at nothing to ruin our happiness. I get that he is more your type, but he said he’s liked me for years.” She crossed her arms and glared at Giselle. “Why are you here?”

      Giselle leapt at her and grabbed her face. Alise screamed but her screamed faded as Giselle's sucking thing started.

      The air changed as Giselle sucked from her.

      “No!” I tackled her. I dragged her off and held her to me. Alise coughed and choked.

      Blake grabbed her, scowling at us. “What the hell?”

      “Shhhhh.” I glowered at them. Giselle turned back and growled. I soothed her, “Shhhhhh. Don't do this. You'll regret it.”

      “I might not.” She shivered. “She tastes nasty. Alise, you taste sick.”

      I laughed.

      “She tried to kill me.” Alise coughed again. “What the hell was that for, bitch?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “I would stop now. Neither of us has a handle on this.” I turned to Blake. “You know me. You know I wouldn’t make this up.”

      “I know.” He crossed his arms over himself, hugging. “Aimes, you need to tell me everything.”

      Alise got up and staggered. “She tried to kill me and that’s all you have to say? You're pathetic. You two are freaking crazy.” She stormed down the hall.

      Blake tried to go after her but I snatched his arm and quickly let go. “She gets past things quickly. This is more important.”

      He was conflicted but he sat back down. “Okay. Start at the beginning.”

      “Okay.” I sighed and started where I thought it started, with chocolate soy milk.

      By the time I finished the story his face was stoic. He was scared. “I need proof.”

      I blinked my eye and suddenly I was at the other side of the room.

      “Do it one more time.” He paled.

      I blinked my eyes a few times and then shut the right eye. I winked my left, thought about the other side of the room, and then I was there.

      “Okay.” He took a deep breath. “I believe you, but I'm having a hard time with it all. The science doesn’t make sense. Like why you two? More so, why her? I could see you becoming like this, but her? What does she do for society that she deserves a super power?”

      “I don’t know.” I laughed. Giselle had fallen asleep on the couch. “She will look killer in the leather suit.” My laugh was bitter. My heart was breaking. I didn’t know what to do, and I knew Shane was out there with those people we didn’t know.

      He continued, “Duly noted. Skintight shiny leather is definitely going to be killer on her. So no oddly glowing space rocks or weird visits in the night by strange men? You haven’t been to any test facilities?”

      “No. And no spider bites.”

      He grinned. “Just checking.”

      The air warmed. The sensation was familiar.

      “There you are.” The blond man smiled at me. Behind him was the dark-haired girl from before. She was with a redhead I'd never seen before. They all smiled and seemed like they should be here with us.

      “Blake, stay back. They're weird like us,” I warned him. “How’s Shane?”

      “He’s fine. And we all know Blake. Quite well.” The redhead cocked her head at me. “Aimee, we need you and Giselle to come with us.”

      “How do you know him?” I pointed at Blake.

      “Long story.” She glanced past me and waved. “Hey, Blake.”

      “Oh my God.” He pushed up his glasses and smiled wide. “This is awesome. It's like Doctor Who.”

      “What are you?” I demanded.

      The dark-haired girl with the dark eyes, who seemed on the verge of crying, spoke softly, “We're the Devil's Roses. We need you to come with us.”

      I knew that name, although I'd never heard it before. I took a step toward them and then back to Blake.

      “You have to go with them, Aimee.” Blake pushed me. “You’re eating people with your hands. This is a thing.”

      “Fine. Make something up for my parents. Tell them Giselle took me prom dress shopping so our parents don’t worry.”

      The others laughed.

      “What?” I cocked an eyebrow.

      “Aimee, your parents will never believe that.” The redhead shook her head. “Prom dress shopping?”

      Blake pointed. “They know you for sure.”

      I scowled.

      “Just saying.” He lifted his hands innocently.

      “Dorian’s gone to speak to your parents and tell them stories. Giselle, you're going to be filming a movie and getting paid a lot of money. Aimee, you are part of a research grant.”

      Blake crossed his arms. “That actually sounds good.”

      “Why would my parents believe that?” I scoffed.

      “Dorian is very,” she paused, “convincing.” The redhead smiled at me. “We've gotten good at this.” She shot a look at the dark-haired girl. “This isn’t our first kick at this can.”

      Suddenly, a dark-haired man, more beautiful than anything I have ever seen, was in the room. He inhaled sharply. “Aimee, love, you look well.” He spoke with an English accent, but I’d expected that. He gulped and clapped his hands together. “Well, parents are all done.”

      I exhaled slowly, lost in his gaze.

      “Aimee?” The redhead spoke but I couldn’t break my eyes from the dark-haired guy.

      Blake crossed the room. “Are you having second thoughts about going with them?” he whispered into the side of my face.

      “I don’t know. But I know them, from somewhere.”

      “I know. Me too. I totally believe all this and I never believe anything.” He blinked and stared.

      The sad face of the dark-haired girl was torturing me.

      I knew her. I loved her. Like a sister. Like Giselle.

      It was Wonderland.

      The dark-haired man sauntered toward me. He bent his face and planted a soft warm kiss on my cheek. “I've missed you.”

      The smell of him was amazing, like incense and lust.

      My breath got lost in my lungs.

      He walked past me to Giselle and scooped her up. He winked at me and he was gone. Panic filled me. “Where did he take her?”

      The redhead seemed annoyed. “Home.”

      The blond guy grabbed my hand. The air was warm as the redhead walked toward Blake.

      “NOOOO!” I shouted but it was too late.

      Cool damp air and squishy grass were the first things I noticed. Then an old house on a tree-lined street. An old lady was on the porch waving at us.

      “Aimes!” A cute guy with green eyes and dark hair ran at me from the house. He scooped me up and kissed my cheek.

      “Get off of me!” I struggled. “What are you doing? Who are you?”

      His face dropped. He raised an eyebrow and looked past me to the blond guy. “Damn. Both?”

      “I guess so.” The blond guy shrugged and walked up to the house. “I'm out. My father’s nearby,” he spoke to the elderly woman standing on the front porch of the old mansion.

      The guy with the green eyes put a hand out. “Ben.”

      “How do you know me?”

      He put his hand that lingered, waiting for me to shake it, up to my face. “You are one of my best friends.”

      “How?”

      “Aimee, come inside. We need to debrief you. Giselle’s already inside,” the old lady on the porch spoke impatiently.

      My feet moved, even though my brain argued with them. I trusted her. Her old face and white-gray hair reminded me of someone I loved. Someone from a story maybe.

      My cell rang. I ignored it and walked up the creaky steps. The old woman took my hand in hers and pulled me inside.

      The house smelled familiar. “I've been here before,” I whispered.

      “You have. You lived here in a different life.” She led me to a huge room with many couches and a fireplace. She sat and took a deep breath before she began speaking, “Two years ago, in 2010, I met you. Dorian, the man who changed you into what you are, was given a task. He was asked by the leader of the Devil's Roses to create one like him. A soul sucker, death deity, angel of death, death dealer, whatever you want to call it. He needed one like himself to end the battle between good and evil on Earth.”

      “Wait, what?” I frowned. “It's 2010 now. You know that, right?”

      She put a hand up. “Let me finish my story.”

      “Okay.”

      She continued, “Dorian was also asked, at the same time, to save you. Aleksander had fallen in love with you and needed you to be spared.”

      “The big blond guy?” I pointed behind me with my thumb.

      “Shhhhh. The only way to save you was to change you. Dorian was in need of one like himself so he agreed. He agreed on the condition that Aleksander gave up his lifetime of useless wandering and became a Rose. Aleksander agreed and you were changed. Fearing you would begin to understand your own power and use it for evil, Dorian used threats and cruelty to handle you. You ran from him. That was when I met you. I was walking past an alley and I sensed you. You were living on the streets, cold and wet. You had swum into the Portland Harbor and hidden amongst the homeless. I brought you home here and cared for you. It took months to get you to stop being so crazed and ravenous. Things like you have to eat, often.”

      My head spun. I didn’t know how to argue with the words. They felt like truths. I could almost picture every moment she described. I put my head down and closed my eyes to listen to her voice.
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          Once upon a time

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      “Do you believe it?” Giselle asked from the bed on the other side of the room.

      “Yeah.” I stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t know why, but I do. It feels true.”

      “I know, me too.”

      “It makes more sense than rocks from space or science labs or spiders,” I offered weakly.

      A knock at the door interrupted us. The handle turned and a guy close to my age walked in.

      “Damn,” Giselle whispered. I nodded in agreement.

      He beamed, “Aimee and Giselle. Back from Neverland, I see. Did you miss me terribly?”

      I wanted to say yes. I had the strangest feelings for him.

      “I'm Sam.” He sat at the end of the bed.

      “Sam,” I frowned and mouthed the name. “I know you.”

      “Yup. You know us all, obviously, but you and I were special to each other. Me and you and Ari.”

      “The emo-looking dark-haired girl?” I grimaced.

      “Yeah.” He chuckled. “Who are you?” I asked. I'd been saying that all day.

      “Nephilim and siren. My dad was one of the fallen, like Lorri and Dorian.”

      “Oh God.” I grimaced. “They have babies?”

      “I guess they do.” He ran his hands through his hair.

      “You know me too?” Giselle batted her eyelashes. “So did you and I, like, know each other?”

      “Of course. We did Roses Academy training together. You both are my friends.”

      Giselle scowled. “Just friends?” She leaned forward. “You guys are all so hot. How is that possible?”

      I turned to her. “Dude.”

      “Angels make everyone feel like that. Automatic attraction. Plus, I'm part siren. So yeah, it’s not going to help you out at all.” He pursed his lips. “Aleks has it too. And Marcus.”

      Giselle frowned. “Who?”

      “The tall blond guy and the one with the fangs. Marcus. The OG.” Sam sighed.

      “Right.” I glanced at Giselle. “When you were a vampire for a short stint he was the one who made you.”

      “It feels like fog is in my head.” She rubbed her temples.

      “I know. Like I can’t get past a wall in my mind,” I agreed. “Maybe Marcus can get rid of it.”

      “No.” Sam shook his head. “We don’t want him to. We still have some monsters to collect. Ophelia and her brother Tristan, Phillip, and Oliver. We don’t have time for the whole Shane versus Aleks fight.” He rolled his eyes.

      I felt a stab in my guts. “What?”

      His face reddened. “Oh nothing. You just dragged out the ‘whoever should I pick’ for about two years. Ate up a lot of our time. People died. It was brutal.”

      “Pick?” I swallowed hard. “I dated them both? Shane and the big blond guy who does the flashy thing and smells like cookies?”

      “Yeah, and believe me, it was hard on everyone. I've died once, Aleks died once, Ben died once, and Marcus, I think once or twice. All of it could’ve been avoided if you weren’t such a sucky baby.” His words cut into me.

      “Dude, what the hell?” Giselle growled.

      “Don’t take offense.” He put his hands out. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just better with you focusing on work and not boys.”

      “I've never even dated a boy. My first kiss was a near-death experience for the boy I have liked my entire life. They won’t even let me see him.” I was sick thinking about it. My face paled. “How is Shane? Have you heard? They won’t tell me anything.”

      His eyes darted from mine to Giselle’s. “What? Why? What happened to him?”

      “Clearly you don’t know either. Has anyone said anything to you about him?” I asked Giselle.

      “No.” She stretched. “Nada.”

      He acted like we were old friends, too comfortable for me. I needed to catch up.

      “Well, someone needs to give me some answers.” I climbed off the bed and hurried out of the room and down the flights of stairs.

      When I got to the kitchen a girl stood there cooking, but I could see through her. Her body was transparent.

      I screamed and blinked my eyes, panicking. I closed my right eye and winked my left.

      Instantly I was on the beach. The secret beach. I shook and gasped for air. “It wasn’t real. It wasn’t real,” I chanted and paced, enjoying the cold air for a moment.

      “You okay?” Sam walked to me.

      I had hit a wall.

      It was the death of curiosity and what if and how is this possible. It was the end of tolerance and entertaining weird ideas.

      Reality slapped me in the face, using the wind to do it.

      “No.” I started to cry. “No. No. I'm not okay. I'm never going to be okay again.”

      He came too close and wrapped himself around me. His warmth and smell were more than I could bear. My hands sparked but he shoved me hard across the beach on my back.

      “Ow,” I groaned. “Why did you do that?” I wiped my tears, anger welling in me.

      “You can't do that to me, no using the hands on me. I could die.”

      “Sorry,” I moaned and sat up. The pain was fading fast.

      “This was why they locked you up in the room last time.”

      “Why?”

      “You couldn’t control your powers. You need to this time. Let's go back.” He grabbed my arm and all of a sudden we were back at the old house.

      The dark-haired guy, the one with the dark eyes and smug grin, was there. He made me think things I shouldn’t. I didn’t even know him. “Thanks for fetching her, Sam. I'll take over from here.” He strolled over like he owned the world and offered his arm. “Come with me.”

      I took it. I didn’t know why. But the moment we touched he flashed us to a dimly lit room.

      He turned, lowering his face to mine. I could barely see him. “I’ve missed you, Aimee.”

      “What?” I pulled back. “I don’t even know you.”

      “Yes, you do.” He grabbed me and pulled me into his arms. “You remember me; look at the disdain on your face.” Sparks flew from my fingers. He grabbed my wrists. “If I didn’t know any better, I'd think you remembered more than you’re letting on.”

      “Why?” I jerked my hands out of his. “Did I want you dead?”

      “Sometimes.” He stepped closer again, holding my hands between us. “But most of the time you wanted me as much as I wanted you. We just never really got to have the conversation about it.”

      My stomach ached and rumbled between us.

      “You haven’t been eating?” His eyes lowered and he cringed.

      “I have. I've eaten a sandwich and some eggs and some cereal and a bowl of pasta. I've never eaten so much in my life but I'm still starving.” I wrapped my arms around myself.

      “That’s not exactly what I meant, obviously.” He sighed and grabbed my wrist and warm thick air crashed into me like a brick wall.

      “Stop doing that!” I pulled my hands away. “I'm done with the flashing here and there and everywhere. Jesus. Stop. All of you do everything before you talk to someone. There’s no warning, just grabbing hands and flashing. It’s rude.”

      “We can have this conversation after you eat.” He put a hand out. “Pick.”

      “What?” I scanned the seedy alleyway and filth-covered concrete and stepped closer to him for protection.

      He chuckled and put an arm around me. “I'll keep you safe.”

      “What is that?” My nose caught a scent. It made my belly rumble. The dark, dodgy alley moved with something I hadn’t noticed.

      A figure staggered toward us, tripping.

      My nostrils flared as a guttural sound rolled from me. I stepped away from the dark-haired guy and immediately my hands sparked. I snapped my fingers, making flashes of light flicker in the dark alley.

      As the staggering man got near enough, my hand lashed out at his throat. I pulled hard and fast. I cried out as the intense heat and warmth filled me in a rush. I dropped to my knees next to the man who collapsed to the ground in a heap, dead. “Oh my God,” I moaned. “What was that?”

      Chuckles filled the alley behind me. “You really are an animal, Aimee.”

      “What have you done to me?” My heart ached but the glorious sensation inside me was too much. It won out over my guilt and pain.

      “Once upon a time, I made you something so strong, even time couldn’t change you back apparently.” He sounded like he was in awe of the horror show in front of him.

      “Where’s Shane?” I asked, terrified he shared the fate of the man on the ground.

      “He’s in Portland. He’s safe. Stop worrying about him. You have work to do. Did Lydia tell you the entire story? About the things we need to accomplish in the next few months?”

      “Yeah, but they don’t make sense.” I glanced down at the ground. “It can't be real. This can't be real. I must have some kind of tumor. I need an MRI and blood work done.”

      “Not likely.” He grabbed my arm and we were standing on the porch of the old mansion. The redhead was on the porch as if waiting for us. “It might be easier to give her back her memories.” The dark-haired guy sighed.

      The redhead smirked at me, giving the impression she didn’t like me. “Do you remember me?”

      “Somehow. I know you, but not from a memory. More like I just know it.”

      She shrugged. “Good enough for me. This way’s better. No more mopey Aimee.”

      “Mopey?”

      “You were god-awful to be around. One minute it was Shane you were in love with, then it was Aleks, and then it was Shane, and then it was none of them and you were kissing Dorian here in secret while thinking no one knew.” She rolled her eyes.

      “Kissing Dorian?” I glanced back.

      “Told you.” He grinned.

      I blushed and turned to walk back into the house, but he grabbed my arm and spun me. His lips met mine and there was no denying the intensity. I knew I shouldn’t kiss him, but I wanted to.

      “Stop kissing her and go get Aleks. He won't leave until we kill Jon.”

      Dorian turned to the redhead. “Lorri, it can wait one more day.”

      “No. Do it now and stop messing with the plan.” Her tone was sharp.

      “See you later?” He stepped away from me and then was gone.

      “How do you know him?” I asked her.

      Her eyes glassed over. “He’s my best friend.”

      “He’s weird and kinda creepy but—” I didn’t even know why I was telling her this. It couldn’t have been more awkward.

      “Come on.” She grabbed my hand. “I want to show you something.”

      She hauled me inside and down the dark hallway. Her hands were hot. Uncomfortably hot.

      “What are you?” I had to ask everyone that.

      “Didn’t Lydia explain?”

      “She did. I just don’t get it. I don’t believe in God. I believe in science.”

      “You don’t believe in God?” She stopped and grinned. “He believes in you. Why do you think he asked me to fall?”

      “It doesn’t feel real.”

      She snorted sarcastically. “Well, it is. It feels real on my end. Let me tell you.”

      “Can you show me? Help me understand?”

      She looked uncomfortable and then put her hand up. “Lace you fingers through mine.”

      I did it and instantly I was somewhere else. Lorri’s voice narrated in my mind. It was soft and distant.

      “The mountaintop was a vantage point I didn’t get to appreciate often. I sat on the stones of the ruins where once, a long time ago, Adam met Eve and the world fell apart.

      The darkness chased the sun across a plain in front of me, much like the battles going on in the cities below where good was chased to every corner and snuffed out by the dark that somehow was always stronger. I wanted to be indifferent to it all. I wanted to watch them kill each other and not get involved, but my turn was coming. I could feel it in the electrically charged air. Even there on the mountaintop, the sparks of the changing winds reached for me. He was calling me.

      “Daughter.”

      From shifting skies his voice beckoned me to the meeting place. I had ignored the call as long as I could. I closed my eyes and when I opened them I was at the meeting place.

      I stood amongst the columns of the old world. The world where we could see his light and feel his presence. The old world where many were no longer welcome. None of the fallen could ever enter. It was the last haven for my kind.

      Light slithered silently along the cold stone columns and floor. It found me, even in the small corner where I stood in the shadows.

      A voice, a soft whisper that blew through the drafty stone columns, spoke to me, “You must save them. You must save my creations. You will select four to go with you, and you will fight for my people. Only from the ground may you defend them. Only from the Earth will you find success.”

      I couldn't breathe or gasp. The air sat stuck in my windpipe. I remained quiet as I processed the request.

      Finally, I was able to speak, “You wish me to fall as others have?”

      A snake filled with doubt and fear slid through my insides, wriggling and twisting.

      “I wish for you to help them fight fire with fire.”

      I ignored the single teardrop that slipped down my cheek and invaded the silent darkness with its splatter as it hit the cold stone floor.

      “As you wish.” My voice was strong as was my instant resolve to succeed in my mission. It was a problem with my kind. We were loyal. We would follow his desires and commands, no matter what. We didn’t have freewill. I dreaded the fact that soon that wouldn't be an issue for me. Soon I would be free of him. For the good and the bad, I would have freewill.

      “Thank you, Lucifer. I could trust no one but you, the light bearer, the morning star. You are my constant, and you have my heart.”

      My lower lip trembled, but my eyes steeled against the pain desperately trying to spread across my face.

      I gave a single nod. I spoke nothing to the light.

      The light left the room silently. It left me in the shadow I had hidden in before he came. I touched the column and knew I would never be back.

      I thought of my best friend and instantly stood before him.

      He smiled at me. “You look like Michael has been taking a piss again.” He could see there was a difference in my eyes and the way they saw the world.

      I shook my head slowly, wondering what expression my face held. No matter what it was, it could never be close to the feelings that roamed my insides.

      “I have been asked to do something and I need your help.”

      His smile faded. He tilted his head to the side. “Whatever it is, I'm out.”

      I grinned bitterly. “You're in.”

      “What is it?”

      The grin that claimed my face had taken hold of my heart. “We fall tomorrow.”

      The reality of my words slipped across his face slowly. Watching it was like watching the clouds move across the sky.

      “Dorian, I need you.”

      He licked his lips as if stealing one more precious second before answering me, “Of course, love. This place was just getting boring anyway.” His words didn’t match his tone or the heartbreak in his stare.

      “We must get the others and prepare. We fall at dawn.”

      Lorri’s words faded out and the picture left my mind but her fingers still burned my skin. I pulled back, not sure how to take that.

      “Wow,” I whispered. “Your life sucks.”

      “Yeah. But no different than anyone else who serves in a time such as this.”

      “How long has it been a time such as this?” I couldn’t believe it.

      “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “A damned long time. Now, enough chitchat. I want you to come with me. We made a picture for you and Giselle. It’s a chart of events and how they happened. Major events. After this, I want you to begin tagging along with Dorian.” She turned sharply. “Not to screw him either.”

      “I don’t screw.” I flinched.

      “Not yet,” she grumbled and pulled me into a room with a wall of pictures and timelines. I glanced at Giselle.

      Lorri let go of my hand. “Behave.” She turned and left.

      Giselle peeked her head out the doorway. “She’s super mean.”

      “I know,” I agreed. “I think it’s my fault. Turns out in the other time I was a major slut. She told me not to, well, anyway, I think I did bad stuff.” I made a face.

      “Girl.” Giselle beamed, “Have you seen the hotties here? I hope I was a slut.”

      I laughed. She made me feel better and I realized how much I liked her.

      “I want that Aleks guy. Wow. He’s a beast.”

      “He’s a big man.” My cheeks got hotter imagining him and me together. It was impossible.

      “Just so no one shits where anyone else eats, who you calling dibs on?” She cocked an eyebrow.

      The sentence almost took me a minute. I frown. “Wow. That was super gross. Okay. Uhm, none. You can have them all.”

      She shrugged. “I'm a succubus. Some dude named Oliver made me this way. If I have to kill people to eat, I'm going to need a hobby. Sex with all these hotties seems like a pretty sweet gig.”

      “Gross.”

      “We need some perks to this shit, Aimes. We didn’t even do anything to have this happen. I've already killed three people.”

      My brow furrowed. “Three?”

      “Yeah.” But her mood lifted. “At least I ganked Mr. Mac's ass before he got to rape Jaime. Did you happen to hear Lydia say how bad he got us all? Jaime died in the other world.”

      “I'm glad you got him too.”

      “Hi.” The emo girl with dark eyes interrupted us. “I know you know who I am but just for the record, I'm Ari.”

      “Hey.”

      She rushed me, wrapping her arms around me. Confusion hit hard but I hugged back.

      Her sobs vibrated against me but I didn’t know what to say.

      “I-I-I'm so sorry, Aimes. I-I just thought it-it was a g-g-g-good idea to free you. I never knew that once an archangel changes you, my power can't take it back.”

      “No. No, don’t feel bad. Lydia told me how it was before. My mom was dead and my sister, you saved them. This is better. Jaime didn’t die, and Giselle and I never got sick. It’s okay. And besides, I’m not mean and mopey, and no one seems to hate me. So there’s that.”

      “I guess.” She sniffled and wiped her eyes. “I never knew how much I would miss you. You don’t remember how much we love each other. You're the only sister I've ever had.”

      Giselle jumped into the hug. “What about me? Were we close?”

      Ari stiffened and snorted. “Yeah.” Her tone told me otherwise but Giselle was clueless. Ari pulled back and wiped her face. “I'm sorry.” She shook her head. “I didn’t mean to lose it like that.”

      “It's okay. I understand. I had a moment on the beach.”

      She glanced between Giselle and me. “I know, right? You both must be freaking out.”

      “Déjà vu. It’s been brutal. Like I can’t react the way I want to because the imprint of everything is still in my brain so all of this is normal for me, but it’s really not.”

      Giselle added, “I keep getting déjà vu too.”

      “Yeah. It’s part of my thing.” She turned to the wall. “So this is the timeline. This is the series of events we have already concurred, even though you weren’t with us this time. Be glad you only have two. I have many.”

      There were two timelines, thank God. One was the old way and one was the new way. I couldn’t believe how integral a part of the team I was in the old way. We go over it until I'm bored and Giselle’s sleeping.
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          A hunting we will go

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      “Miss Aimee, Mr. Marcus is in the yard. He’s waiting on you to have a talk with him.”

      “Marcus?” I got up from the couch. “Thanks, Annabelle.” I shivered when I walked past her.

      The dark hallway was foreboding.

      Marcus was one of the things I didn’t trust and I wasn’t sure why. The timeline suggested he was a jackass, but he hadn’t actually done any of the things he was guilty of in the past, so I didn’t like him based on possibility. That felt wrong.

      I opened the porch door and tried not to act too scared. The whole fangs thing still flashed in my mind.

      “Aimee, my dear sweet Aimee. Have you gotten those fingers of yours under control?”

      I did like his accent and his spooky seductive eyes though. “A bit.”

      “Well then, I have news. The boy you tried to kill, he’s fine. Better than fine. He’s one hundred and fifty percent.”

      I was relieved. “Oh, thank God. No one would tell me anything, except that he was here in the city.”

      He grinned. “Well, he isn't here, here. He’s in the city. You can flash me home if you like and see him for yourself.” He put a hand out.

      I took it nervously, surprised by the warmth of him. “Shouldn’t you be cold? You’re dead.”

      “Dead isn’t what everyone thinks it is.” He chuckled and held up his cell phone and nudged me. “Think of the place in the picture and wink.”

      The house was a grand castle. In fact, it was crazy beautiful. I stared at it, lost in the massive size and beauty. I winked and we stood outside the huge castle. “Where are we?”

      He appeared confused. “Well, this is my home.” He said it like I should have known that. I supposed I should have.

      “A castle? What country are we in?”

      He eyed me the way I looked at Alise whenever she spoke. “Did you bang your head this morning? The USA. We haven’t even left the city or the state. I live in Portland too.” He walked through a giant archway into the massive front door. “How the bloody hell do you think I got to Lydia’s house in the first place?”

      I almost said “turned into a bat and flew” but he still scared me.

      He was like a mean girl at school. He and Alise would be perfect for each other.

      A large man in a bowler hat was at the front door as we walked through it. He grinned at me. I grinned back. His bowler hat was awesome.

      “You remind me of the bad guy on James Bond,” I murmured.

      His grin faded.

      I quickened my pace to catch up with Marcus, tripping from checking back at the look on Bowler Hat’s face.

      Marcus caught me in his arms. “Careful, Aimee, I tend to read into things. A lot.” He lowered his face close to mine.

      “My hands are getting warm,” I muttered and prayed my face wasn’t nearly as red as I expected.

      “Lighten up.” He nudged me. “You’re a lot less fun than you used to be. You were sort of, well, badass. I suppose that’s the way to say it.” He said the word like he had never said it before.

      “Can you answer me something honestly?” I glanced at him. “Was I a slut?” The words came out before I could filter.

      “Slut? What a deplorable word.” He laughed. “But no. I wish. You were uppity and annoying in a lot of ways, but very dependable and sort of bitchy. A know-it-all is how I would have labeled you.”

      “Oh, I like that.” I smiled. “Thanks. I needed that.”

      Confusion crossed his brow. “You always wore high-heeled boots and your hair was always long and down. You had a fiercely bad tempter. Famous actually among the Roses for killing without conscience or mercy.”

      “What?” Horror crept across my face slowly. “Why?”

      “You hated Dorian more than anything in the world.” He ignored me and continued, “Loved Aleks. Felt sorry for the bloke who’s here, Shane. He was always losing, wasn’t he?”

      “I can’t imagine any of that.”

      “Well, you best start. Lorri’s spicy when it comes to failure.” His tone told me he couldn’t care less. “And her track record with losing has been epic.”

      The hallway was huge and wide, full of amazing paintings and fancy doors. He led me down to a door that was different from the others. It slid into the wall and when it opened my jaw dropped in awe. It was a lab. It was the last thing I expected to find here. A modern, beautiful lab. The kind Blake would cry over.

      Marcus stood proudly. “I knew you would like it.”

      “Oh my God.” I entered, doing circles as I tried to take it all in. “It's beautiful. Is that a hybridization oven? You have everything in here.”

      “That’s nothing. Check this out.” He strolled over to an electrophoresis system like I had never seen before, when a voice interrupted us.

      “Aimes?”

      I turned back and grinned. “Shane. You're okay.” He was different. His face had always been handsome but now it was perfect. Everything was perfect. I glared at Marcus. “What did you do?”

      He walked to Shane. “Ahh, good to see you're back, son. How was the feed?”

      Shane looked down shyly. “Good. Bit of a struggle but I got it.”

      I growled at Marcus, “What did you do?”

      “Turn that judgmental face of yours around, missy. You did this, not I. I saved him. There was only one way to do it.” Marcus scoffed.

      My heart broke. “Oh my God. I'm so sorry, Shane. I've killed you.”

      “No, it’s awesome, Aimes. I love it.” He offered me a sly grin. “And now we can kiss and you won’t kill me.”

      “I have to go.” I winked back to Lydia's, ran up the stairs, and threw open the door. “We need to reset the clock again.”

      Ari laughed. “Not a chance. Why?”

      “Shane!” I covered my face. “I've cursed him. He’s cursed like me now.”

      “He isn’t cursed. He’s saved. The old you always wanted him to be unbreakable. Now he is. You two can be together, normal.”

      I looked to her in disbelief. “I never could have wanted this. He just ate someone for lunch.”

      “You never said you wanted it, but you would have chosen him if he wasn’t mortal. You loved Aleks, there was no doubt. But the more you were away from him, the less you loved him. Your love weakened with distance and time. Now look at you two. He doesn’t even know you and you barely register him. Giselle’s stalking him like a bear in heat.”

      “This can't be the way it was meant to turn out.” I wanted to hit something.

      She lifted my chin. “Aimes, we don’t get to choose the way it is and the way it isn’t. We get to try to fix our mistakes. You have to know that my powers are not the answer. You must know that by now. After everything.”

      “He’s dead. He looks like one of them now—one of us,” my voice trailed off. “He’s so perfect now. I used to love the little scar on his cheek and the way he always had messy hair. Now, he’s perfect. Everything is perfect. It’s not him.”

      “Hey.” She pulled me into her. “It's him the way it’s you or me. We are still who we were.”

      “No. I'm not the same. I know I'm not. I can’t even breathe without smelling people and wanting their souls. I can’t walk down the road without noticing a distinct ‘us and them’ feel to every human I see. I'm not human and I know it. In my heart of hearts, I know I'm a monster.” I backed away and winked.

      I dropped to my knees in the sand and stared out at the ocean.

      Guilt and pain were everywhere.

      How could I have done this to him?

      How could I have let them turn him?

      Even worse, how could I have sucked his soul?

      I left him for dead and they changed him. It might have been to save him but it killed the human he was.

      I did this.

      In my pain and suffering, I didn’t hear the sound behind me.

      I didn’t hear the warning sound of uneasy feet on unstable rocks and sand.

      I missed the fact that a hand reached for my mouth.

      I missed it all until the excruciating pain was upon me.

      Screaming, I winked but the pain followed.

      My face was shoved into the grass on Lydia's lawn. Sharp stabbing pain and warmth covered my throat and shoulders.

      “AIMEE!” someone screamed, “WINK TO MARCUS'!”

      In the pain, I tried to reach back at the thing holding me down but my shoulders were limp. Broken.

      I winked, feeling the warm liquid running down my throat.

      In a flash of color and screaming I saw the bowler hat and Marcus. His face distorted in rage.

      Shouts and chaos were everywhere.

      Blue eyes and a sweet face filled my vision that seemed to come and go.

      Warmth surrounded me.

      I smelled laundry soap, deodorant, and sea air.

      I closed my eyes and smiled.

      I knew the warmth surrounding me was Shane. He was carrying me to safety.

      When I opened my eyes I didn’t see him. I didn’t see anyone. I was alone in a room with a fancy bed and enough space to make an apartment on the other side of the room where the fireplace was.

      I blinked and peered around the dark empty place.

      The smell in the air answered the question of where I was.

      I was still at Marcus’.

      Memories of the stabbing pains in my shoulders flooded my mind. I reached my hands around to find my shirt was ripped to pieces but the flesh of my shoulders was intact.

      As if it had never happened, my skin was totally smooth.

      But I remembered the blood and pain.

      I remembered winking randomly, praying someone would take it away.

      I remembered screaming.

      Climbing off the bed, I padded down the wide hallway with paintings and art from before.

      When I reached the massive front sitting room, I could hear voices coming from the far corner.

      Shane stood laughing next to the tall blond, Aleksander.

      “Hey,” I muttered, clearing my throat after it sounded groggy.

      They both turned their heads.

      “Hey.” Shane's eyes sparkled in a way they never used to, like Aleksander's. Like the magic of the immortals had put a spell on them. He grinned. “Aimes, how you feeling?” He sounded normal but I could see he was not.

      “What happened? What attacked me?” Flashes of my own screams haunted the back of my mind.

      “Sorry.” Aleksander seemed grim which was almost impossible as he was so beautiful. “My dad. He attacked you. He has a thing for witches. Must have mistaken you.”

      “For a witch?”

      “You smell like Lydia's house.” He shrugged.

      “Why would your father attack me?” I didn’t understand.

      Out of the corner of my eye I could see the dark-haired girl with the black soulless eyes, Ari. She smiled and waved like a zombie Barbie. “Hey!”

      I lifted my hand weakly and forced a smile upon my lips. “Hey.”

      “So Jon’s in the cell?” she asked.

      Aleksander beamed at me, crossing his thick arms. “Thanks to her.”

      Shane beamed, like he knew what they were talking about.

      I knew nothing beyond Jon being the man who killed my mother in the way things were before the time change. “I just winked.”

      Ari grinned. “To Henry. No one hates Jon like Henry does.”

      “What will happen to him?” I ask.

      Boots clicked hard against the ground as Lorri entered the room. “We're going to wait it out with him. He’s a bargaining chip. We can’t kill him until Ophelia turns eighteen. Henry will be allowed to kill him at that time and then Henry will free the spirits of all the girls Jon has killed, thus giving the powers of Ophelia’s sisters to her. We can't have Jonathan knowing where she is now and we can't risk the blue sisters finding her. It’s all too soon. So we will wait for her to be ready to take the power, ready to fight, and strong enough to win.”

      My brain instantly dashed back to the timeline. I pieced it together and crossed my arms. “But if we give Ophelia the power of her sisters it automatically ages her to eighteen, technically.”

      “In theory and according to Jonathan. I’m not willing to gamble with that. We have two years to prepare for this war and, honestly, it might not even be enough time.”

      “Well, what do we do for the two years to prepare?”

      “Kill shit.” A spicy grin crossed the redhead’s face. “We train and fix all the things we screwed up on along the way. If you'll excuse me, I'm going to send Daniel a new task for work. You know, so the army of shitheads that he ends up building against us is considerably smaller.” She glanced back at me. “One thing that is extremely important is no matter what, we do not let Marcus kill Hanna and change her.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but she was gone. I closed my lips. Everyone was staring at me like I was in charge. My stomach sunk. I didn’t have a clue what to do or why anyone would kill Hanna.

      Ari put a hand out. “We need to make certain your body remembers the training and killing. Are you ready?”

      Shane laughed and shrugged like I was being offered my first drink at a party and he thought I should take it. I took Ari’s hand.

      She held a picture of a place on her cell phone and I winked my eye.
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          A compelling meal

        

      

    

    
      Egypt, 2012

      Aimee

      “What do you think?” Ari asked.

      I scanned the desert. “I think if we can get him to come to us, we'll have a better chance of saving some of the women.” I paced back and forth in the sand, scowling. “I hate sand. These boots are new.”

      She laughed and lifted her DC sneakers. “Try these on for sand walking. I've got more in my shoe than this whole damned desert.”

      My phone beeped. I sighed as I pulled it out.

      “What is it?” Ari tried to look.

      “A text saying get here now with a picture of a dark alley from Giselle.”

      “Not again.” Ari winced. “Great.”

      I peered down one last time on the house in the middle of the desert belonging to the piece of shit vampires who ran a drug-blood service. “We need to come back here right away. We need to end this shit but I want the head guy there for it.” I put my hand out. Ari took it and we flashed to the alley. My boots clicked against the cold cement. I still smiled at how strong they made me feel. How I felt just like Superwoman in them. We rounded the corner of the alley to find Giselle standing over the body of a man. His leather shoe twitched.

      Her face was devastatingly beautiful under the dim streetlights as she turned back toward us.

      “Did you come after or did you see him do it?” I asked.

      “After,” she replied. “I was hunting and I smelled him. When I got here, shithead fled, and the man was too far.”

      Ari looked closer. “He’s still alive.”

      “Duh.” Giselle pulled her thick black hair back and crossed her arms over her cute lime-green peacoat. “Dude. Of course he’s still alive. I just ate. I figured Aimes could have this one.”

      Ari was pissed. “You let him live and suffer till we got here?”

      Giselle took a step toward her. “Don’t be such a whore. I was being thoughtful and shit. God.”

      “I’ll fix it.” I hurried to the dying man and crouched down. I gripped his arm where his expensive watch sat and let my power loose. Giselle would have gotten nothing from him, but I ate differently. I didn’t need there to be a lot of life force or emotion the way she did. I just needed the soul to leave the body. I shivered and gasped as his soul slipped from him.

      “I guess he’s just another one.” I pulled off his watch and took his wallet. “A tragedy of the city,” I whispered.

      I felt sick.

      Shane and I hadn’t gotten along since he turned.

      His blood lust was too much for me.

      His friendship with Marcus was way too much for me.

      The dead man below me was his means of bending the Roses Academy rules.

      The man broke one of the Ten Commandments no doubt, making him fair game for Marcus and Shane. I hated the rules Marcus taught him to live by but as long as they didn’t kill an innocent, we couldn’t touch them. Not that I would be able to touch Shane that way. I couldn’t be the one to take his life. I may not have liked him anymore, but I would always love him in some way.

      “So, we gonna finally tell Lorri?” Ari flashed me a sarcastic look.

      “No.” I glanced at Giselle who was twirling her hair. It made me miss my sister for a moment. “We can’t. Shane and Marcus always have a reason for death. We’ll just seem like we’re being tattlers.”

      Giselle added, “We always do. They always find the bad humans. I never get that lucky. I thought I had one the other day. He was dragging some little kid down an alley but then I grabbed him. He had a priest robe on and the white-collar thingy.” She motioned where her throat was. “So I knew he wasn’t bad. The damn kid probably was though.”

      “You know priests aren’t all good, right?” I asked, almost speechless. Ari's eyes shifted at the comment. I’d helped her clean up an orphanage once. It was aggressive at best.

      Giselle shrugged. “Anyway, I don’t get how Shane always finds the bad ones.”

      “Dude, they probably compelled them to do the bad shit and then ate them.” Ari scoffed.

      A flash of understanding whipped across Giselle's face. “Oh my God, do you think? Wow, that’s pretty smart actually.”

      Ari stared at her blankly. “Don't even think about it.”

      “Hey, I don’t need to compel them. I've learned how to do it so I don’t have to take it all. I haven't killed anyone in like six months. It’s not the same but at least my record’s clean. Lorri’s such a nag about the humans dying.”

      Ari's head turned. “You smell that?”

      I already had the scent. “Hands in.” We flashed just as hellhounds rounded the corner of the alleyway.

      “Hellhounds?” I stalked across Lydia's grass and opened the front door. “This is so messed up. It’s like the world is getting worse.” I glanced back at Ari. “What can we do about him?”

      “Nothing.” She shook her head. “I really thought when Shane turned into one of us, he would be a Rose.”

      My insides ached. “Yeah well, neither of us is responsible for the fact he and Marcus have the bromance of doom. No one saw that coming.” I’d come a long way in my guilt over sucking his life force. I knew it wasn’t my fault. Had I known I was cursed, I never would have been alone with him.

      That was Dorian’s fault.

      When we got to the kitchen, Sam waved from where he sat at the counter. He, Giselle, Ari, and Ben were my saving graces in this world we lived in. “Hey.”

      “Hey.” I sat next to him and nudged him. “What have you been up to?”

      He blushed. “Not much. You know.”

      “Spying on Hanna?” Ari said as she sat on the other side of him.

      His eyes darted at her. “What? No.”

      We all laughed.

      Giselle sat across from us at the table and grabbed his hands. She closed her eyes and moaned, “God, I love you.”

      He pulled back. “Stop doing that.”

      “I can’t.” She flashed him a gorgeous smile. “Sammy, it’s just a little sip of the siren.”

      He wrinkled his nose. “It feels violating and wrong.”

      We laughed at him.

      Giselle rolled her eyes. “Boys can't be violated.”

      He looked aghast. So did Ari.

      The air swirled warm and the icy-blue eyes were the first thing I saw.

      He smiled sweetly, but the haunted look was still there. It never left.

      With his father trapped in a dungeon under Marcus’ massive castle, Aleksander was getting no joy. He used to live on the emotions and healing from the families of his father's victims. Now he had nothing to sustain him.

      Giselle beamed at him, “Hey, sexy.”

      He blushed. “You say that to everyone.”

      “So?” She winked. “Doesn’t mean I don’t mean it when I do.”

      “Keep it in your pants,” Ari groaned. “God, you're the worst succubus ever.”

      Giselle stuck her tongue out.

      “No, I met one who was worse. She tackled this siren I knew in Greece to the ground and sucked her dry right in public. It was sick. Giselle at least only takes a little.” Sam shuddered.

      “Gross.” Ari seemed like she was about to gag.

      I glanced over to Aleksander. “What's going on?”

      “Nothing much.” He leaned on the huge counter and shook his head. “We go for Ophelia today.”

      “Today?”

      We'd been planning it for almost two years. Ophelia was the start. The catalyst of the beginning of the end.

      “I noticed Lorri was feistier than normal and Lydia’s been running around like a chicken with her head cut off.” Sam glanced behind his shoulder.

      “Ophelia knows us all though, right? She remembers the way it was before?” Giselle always got confused on the timeline.

      Ari’s eyes lowered. They usually did when we talked about before. She still regretted turning back the time. Sam was like a brother to me and his being alive told me she’d made the right choice. I couldn’t imagine living in a world where he didn’t exist.

      “No.” Aleksander shook his head. “Ophelia doesn’t remember us. She was wiped by Marcus the day they realized Ari changed the time. Dorian went and wiped Tristan and Phillip. Everyone must play out their parts the same as last time. We can’t risk Jonathan being privy to the way things worked out. Dorian and Marcus had a lot of cleanup to do apparently.”

      Ari's cheeks were bright red.

      Sam reached across the table and grasped her hand. “Thanks for not leaving me behind.”

      “Any time.” She smiled.

      “My sister, my dad, my mom, Sam, and the kids are all fine because of you.” I reached my hand into the embrace.

      Aleksander's eyes widened. “Ari, I never meant to hurt your feelings. Sorry. I know you saved me.”

      She shook her head. “I just hate that somehow there is always a glitch. Something gets taken or screwed up because of the reset.”

      Giselle stood and walked toward Aleksander. “Okay, so what's the deal with Ophelia? What are we doing?”

      His eyes crept over to me.

      I frowned. “What?”

      “It's you, Sam, and I going for her,” he said.

      I smiled at Sam. “You're the bait I guess, huh?”

      Aleksander laughed even though he was bait too. They smelled too good to women. Sam was especially bad. In this world, he hadn’t fallen in love with Hanna yet. Not in the way that toned down his siren side. He had moments where he was unbearable to be around.

      High-heeled boots interrupted the momentary silence.

      Lorri stormed in with Dorian right behind her. He flashed a grin at me, making heat stir low in my belly. I kept my eyes down.

      “We leave in an hour for Ophelia. Today’s the day. The sisters came to Annabelle earlier.” She glanced at Sam and cocked a dark eyebrow. “I told you to stay away from Hanna. She’s made it without turning into her father. Thank God in Heaven. Dorian brainwashed her aunt and uncle, and I convinced Marcus to give the cure to her dad. We all know it’s temporary, but it’s better this way.” Her lips curled into a twisted grin on the word “convinced.” I shuddered imagining it. I'd seen her fight. It was dreadfully frightening.

      She spoke to Aleksander, “You leave in an hour. You know where.”

      He nodded and she was gone.

      “You ladies look nice today.” Dorian sauntered over to the table, grinning like a fool. A fool he was not though.

      Giselle swooned. “You do too.”

      He flashed her a smile and then turned to Aleksander. “Brother, we need to have a little chat about a few things.”

      Aleksander followed him out of the kitchen.

      I whispered to Ari, “I didn’t think Aleks was joining us.”

      She shrugged. “He has to. They're holding his dad's death for ransom. He helps and they kill the Viking werewolf for him, which ends Aleks’ misery.”

      I looked back. “Dorian and Lorri are kind of evil like that.”

      “Yup.”

      Just as it got quiet, the kids came running into the kitchen. My heart lifted. I smiled at Danny. “Did you get Mist of Pandaria yet?”

      He beamed, “Yup. Made a monk last night.”

      “Me too.”

      Giselle rolled her eyes. “Nerds.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Pool party part deux

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      I did a turn around the room once more before pausing at the mirror. Something felt different, but I couldn’t explain it. I sighed and left the room. Mom and Dad smiled at me when I walked into the kitchen.

      “Hey, honey.” Mom handed me toast.

      “Your dad and I are going to the movie tonight. Are you going with Abbey to the pool party tomorrow?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Pool party with the mean kids? I don’t think so.”

      Dad laughed. “You are so like me. I hated the mean kids too.”

      I grinned at him and bit into my toast, almost gagging. “Is this natural peanut butter again?”

      “Yes.” Mom scowled. “Now eat. I'm not buying that peanut icing.”

      “Great.” I glanced at Dad who shook his head and made a disgusted face.

      “Morning!” Abbey bounded into the room, pulling her hair into a ponytail. “You coming with me tomorrow?”

      “Hell no.”

      “Dude.” She rolled her eyes. “Jake asked me to ask you to come.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “No, he didn’t.”

      “Yes,” she argued. “For real. I swear. He did.”

      “Jake? Jake MacKay?”

      “The one and only.”

      Mom shrugged. “Pool party at Lance's house might not kill you, O. Hang with some seniors before grad.”

      I almost snarled at her. “No. Jake’s hot but I know they only got Abbs to invite me so they can torture me when I get there.”

      “What?” Abbey acted offended. “I would never let anyone hurt you, O.”

      “I know. But they would. I'm cool hanging with the twins.”

      Deep down I wanted to go. I wanted to hang with Jake. I wanted him to want me, but that wasn’t going to happen.

      Abbey batted her eyelashes at me. “You riding with me to school?”

      “No. I'm walking. You go ahead.”

      “O, you’re such a stick in the mud.”

      “Whatever.” I didn’t like any of her friends or the fact she was so popular. The popular kids were cruel.

      I finished getting ready and stepped out the door. It felt like I was forgetting something major. I checked my bag three times, but I had everything. I shook it off and left the house.

      Lost in thoughts and wishes, I walked without really paying much attention until I noticed a smell. It was something I knew, something I'd smelled before. It was delicious and seductive. I closed my eyes and inhaled. Flashes filled my mind. I didn’t know what they were of but I recognized the scent. I opened my eyes and smiled at the sight.

      The sexiest guy I'd ever seen stood on the sidewalk grinning at me. He looked to be around my age and his dark eyes pulled me in. I melted staring at him.

      “Hey, O.”

      My jaw dropped. He knew my name?

      “I need you to come with me.”

      “Okay,” I agreed, helplessly.

      “You have to come hold my hand.” He held his hand out for me.

      I strolled toward him. He was intoxicating.

      “Where are we going?” I placed my hand in his and instantly I was somewhere else. I leaned forward and threw up everywhere.

      “What was that?” I gagged and staggered back. “Who are you?”

      “That was an asshole move. You could have just waited for us.” A beautiful girl with long blonde hair grabbed my hand. “It's okay, O. You're not in any danger. I swear on my life. You're safe.”

      “Who are you?” I shuddered and threw up again on the grass.

      “It wasn’t an asshole move.” The gorgeous guy shook his head. “Hey, I got her before the magic at school and all that humiliation happened.”

      “This isn’t real.” I shook my head and closed my eyes.

      A man with an English accent spoke from behind me, “She'll remember it all in a minute anyway.”

      I opened my eyes and screamed as his dark eyes filled my vision. Pain and bursts of light filled my head.

      “Marcus, Aimee, Dorian, Aleks, and Sam.” I staggered back, gagging and gripping my head. “Sam?” I jumped into his arms. “SAM!” I clung to him. I barely knew what was happening as it all hit me. The change with Ari and then Marcus taking my memories. My heart was swollen and aching as tears streamed down my cheeks.

      “You're alive,” I whispered.

      Sam stroked my back. “It's okay, O. I'm here.”

      I closed my eyes, terrified of opening them and seeing it was a dream.

      “I did what I promised, take me home,” Marcus grumbled, not even saying hello.

      He and Dorian vanished and only Dorian reappeared. He grinned as his eyes met mine. “Ophelia, love. Do you remember why you’re here?”

      I blinked and looked back at them all. “My birthday? My real birthday? It’s not for a month.”

      Aleks laughed.

      Dorian raised an eyebrow. “Good to see you're bouncing back so fast. I truly hope Trist and Phillip are the same. It'll be annoying if they're not.”

      Aimee smiled at me. “How was it the last two years?”

      “Fine. You know why we did it, right? Are they all alive?”

      “Yeah. It changed everything,” she explained. “Sam, my mom, my dad, Alise, Blake, and all the kids, they’re fine. Thank you. Ari told me everything.”

      Her words hit me, taking a second to absorb. “You don’t remember anything?”

      “No.” She shook her head.

      “Thank God.” Dorian chuckled as he spoke, “It's better if Miss Thing over there doesn’t remember. Her past was a shitstorm of bad things. Retraining her was fine. We’ve had two years. But you still remember everything, right?”

      I glanced at Aleks and then Aimee. They weren’t together. Their body chemistry was comfortable and friendly, but not in a romantic way. There was no tension between them, or anyone else.

      “Shane?” I was scared to ask.

      “Oh uh.” Aimee glanced down.

      “That was the one hitch we hit.” Dorian rolled his eyes again. “He’s on Team Marcus.”

      “Hanna?” I whispered.

      It was Sam’s turn to wince. “She’s still normal.”

      “Normal?” How was that possible?

      “Her siren thing hasn’t hit yet and her monster never took over. She’s normal. No death and no drama.”

      I felt sad for Sam. I knew he loved her. “You all right?”

      “No. I miss her.” His eyes were filled with much more than missing her.

      I knew the price of everything Ari and I had done, but I couldn’t be sorry. We had saved Aimee, her sister, the kids, and Sam. It was worth it.

      “Oliver?” The name lit up in my head.

      “Right.” Dorian's eyes burned. “He’s still with your dad. Everything’s where it was. Oliver's been wiped. Henry and Marcus took care of him and I did Phillip and Tristan. None of them will remember you. We need it this way. He has to see Jonathan for what he is on his own. He needs to find his own way here.”

      “Okay. Well, I guess we should go inside.” The smell caught my nose. Lydia's. The years of me not being here had caught up. I felt weepy. I longed for things I shouldn’t even know about. “How does Ari handle this?” I muttered as we all walked into the huge house.

      “I don’t know.” Aimee sighed. “I can’t imagine.”

      “Where is she?”

      “With Lucas and Ben. We've been watching Jonathan's. Taking turns. It’s Ari and the wolves this week,” Sam explained as we all sat in the large front room.

      Loud clicking heels came in from the hallway to the stairs. Lorri stormed in. She gave me a once-over. “Where's Abbey?”

      “What?” I frowned. “Why?”

      Lorri raised an eyebrow. “Where's Dorian?”

      “What?” I was lost. “He just left.”

      Her face turned grim. “I bet he did.” She growled and then she was gone.

      I glanced at Aleks and Aimee confusedly. “What was that?”

      “Not a clue.” Aleks shook his head. “It’s the look she gets when she’s about to eat someone.”

      “She doesn’t like eat them, eat them, does she? That’s freakin’ sick.” I hadn’t ever seen Lorri fight.

      “Yeah, no.” He nodded blankly. “She eats them. Chews pieces of meat off the bones.”

      “Oh.” I shivered in horror. “Damn.”

      “Yeah.” Aimee wrinkled her nose. “Wanna get ready? I think we leave in a bit. We need to catch Shane. We're using him as bait so Jonathan will snatch you from the alley like he did last time.”

      “You remember that?”

      “No.” She shook her blonde head. “I don’t remember anything but there’s a timeline I have memorized.”

      “You wanna?” I sparked a finger. “I can give you back your memories.”

      Her gray eyes flashed a response but she didn’t give in to the desire. She shook her head. “It's better this way.”

      I didn’t believe her, that it was better. She was upset and confused. I could feel the difference between me before and now. I was a little lost and confused. Déjà vu and odd flashes of memory still hit me. It had to be so much worse for her. “So what's going on with Shane?”

      “He’s different now. I’ll go change.” She left the kitchen.

      “What’s up with that?” I glanced at Aleks who shrugged.

      “She almost ate him and he was dying, so Marcus turned him to save him. He figured it would kill Aimee and we'd never stop Jonathan if she didn’t function. It seemed like a good choice, but she’s been pretty upset about it and never really sees him.”

      “For two years?” She definitely didn’t get over shit.

      Aleks cleared his throat and glanced down the hallway. “He lives like Marcus does. Very comfortable with the whole drinking human blood thing. He purposely finds bad humans and drains them. It’s pretty gross. At any rate, tonight Aimee’s asking him to meet her in the alley. Where Jonathan snatched you last time.”

      “Except Giselle isn’t the lord of the vampires and Hanna isn’t here, and Aimee isn’t quite as badass or as angry as she was last time.” That worried me.

      “You got me and Sam this time.”

      “Yes, we do.” I smiled like a goof. Both of them had an intense impact on me.

      The stomping of boots accompanied by my sister's screams filled the kitchen.

      Lorri dragged Abbey through the kitchen. “Where was he?” she snarled.

      Abbey was bawling and fighting.

      I jumped at her but Lorri swatted me like I was nothing, bouncing me off a chair.

      “Lorri, let her go. She didn’t do anything.”

      Lorri growled savagely. “She broke my heart.”

      I didn’t understand.

      “Lorri, maybe not the best way to do this,” Aleks spoke soothingly with his hands out.

      Abbey was clearly terrified as Lorri dragged her through to the backyard.

      “Please, Lorri. Please let her go. Aimee, AIMEE!” I screamed, running after them.

      Aimee appeared in a tank top and jeans, no boots or socks. “What?” She was holding her toothbrush. Her eyes darted to Lorri. “Lorri, what are you doing? Who’s that girl?”

      Lorri turned her savage-looking face sharply. “Stay out of this, Aimee. Where's Dorian? I thought of him and winked here, but he isn’t here.”

      Abbey screamed, reaching for me. “O, oh my God, O. I was looking for you. Where did you go? Who are these people?”

      “It's okay, Abbey. You're safe. No one’s going to hurt you.” It wasn’t true though. Lorri was already hurting her.

      Dorian walked out of the woods looking smug and shitty. “Lorri, what are you doing, darling?”

      Giselle strutted out of the forest as well. Dorian and Giselle? Gross.

      “Fix her.” She shoved my trembling and sobbing sister toward him. He scowled. “Lorri. Be reasonable. She’s human and only eighteen.”

      “I don’t give a flying rat’s ass. You broke her. You made her forget me. You made her stop loving me. You fix her.” Lorri's voice flexed and strained emotionally. I'd never heard those sounds come from her. Not even when Sam and the kids died.

      Dorian's jaw set. He appeared to be thinking about it. He looked her in the eyes, like he was speaking to her but he wasn’t. He closed his eyes and took a step toward my sister.

      “Dorian, please leave her out of this,” I pleaded, not sure what to do. I didn’t want to use my magic but Lorri was pushing me.

      He ignored me and took my sister’s weeping face in his hands. He tilted her face. “Look at me and you'll feel better. I promise.”

      Abbey sobbed and gazed up at him. He whispered something. Abbey stopped, pausing and thinking. Her face cracked into a grin, contradicting the tears still wet in her eyes. “Dorian, you cheeky bastard.”

      Her head shot around and she jumped up at Lorri. They reached out and grabbed at each other. Abbey planted the biggest kiss I’d ever seen on Lorri's bright-red lips. They made out shamelessly in front of us. Just like everyone else in the house.

      Except one of them was an old-ass angel and the other was my sister.

      I scanned the other faces, hoping to see I wasn’t alone in the surprise of a few things. I didn’t even know my sister was a lesbian.

      “What?” I muttered.

      “Yeah.” Dorian sighed. “This is a thing.” He walked up to Abbey, patting her on the back. “Welcome back, Abbey.” And then continued up to the house.

      She and Lorri ignored the rest of us.

      Disturbed and confused, I made my way back to the house with Aleks and Aimee who still held her toothbrush. “Well, that’s weird for me. I'm not going to lie,” I mumbled.

      Aimee scowled. “You didn’t know she was a lesbian?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “That’s not the weird part. I mean, I didn’t know she was a lesbian, but I'm freaking out that she and Lorri have hooked up. Freaking out. She’s too young for her.”

      Dorian laughed from the kitchen. “Said the girl who’s lusting after the oldest of the old.”

      I stuck my tongue out but he had a point. Oliver was extremely old.

      “So, Lorri’s a lesbian?” Aimee asked, obviously confused. “The devil is gay?”

      “No.” Dorian shook his head. “She has always been flexible. She doesn’t love easily. She loved Jonathan, which obviously didn’t work out so hot, and now your sister. She has dated a bit but not loved. I tried to convince her it was a terrible, horrid idea.” He pointed to the window, at them grinning at each other and talking, still out on the back grass. “As you can tell, that went well.”

      “Weirdest day ever.” I walked past everyone and climbed the stairs to my old room. I got a whiff of him and stopped just to smell before tapping at his door gently. When I opened it, he wasn’t in his room. He must have just left; the room still smelled yummy. I closed the door and went to my room. It looked the same as when I first moved in last time. It was plain and boring.

      My magic was fizzling in.

      Sister.

      I smiled brightly. “Ladies!”

      The faces that matched mine flitted about the space.

      “How’s Trist?”

      They looked confused. How? How do you know us?

      “Trust me. It’s a damn long story. How's Trist?”

      Not good. Father’s a cruel man.

      I forgot how sucky things were for him. How Oliver and Phillip were the only things that ever made him happy. Even our mother living in the tower was nothing to him.

      “Well, a plan is in effect to help him. To end Father.”

      Will you free us soon?

      “I don’t know. I hope so. I'm glad you guys are here. I missed you. Tell Trist the Roses have a plan.”

      We love you, Sister. Their ghostly voices still creeped me out a bit, but it was awesome to have them with me again.

      I lay back on the bed and waited for everything to catch up. My cell phone started going nuts in my pocket. I pulled it out to check it.

      A message from the twins stared back at me. I sighed and shoved it back into my pocket.

      I didn’t know how to live in both worlds, and I dreaded seeing my dad. The first time had been easy. I had thought he was my brother. This time I wouldn’t be fooled but I would have to act like I was. A knock interrupted my thoughts.

      “Come in.”

      Ari walked in. She smiled with only her lips. Her eyes were filled with trepidation.

      “Hey.”

      “You remember.” She rushed at me, wrapping herself around me. “Oh my God, I'm so glad you're back.”

      I hugged her, though we were never close. “Has it been bad?” I asked.

      “No. Sort of. Not really and yes.” She laughed. “It’s nice having Aimee just focus on work and not Shane and Aleks, and Aleks and Shane, and so on. It’s been awesome having Aleks and Sam back and all the kids. It’s been kind of pleasant not having Hanna around to make such a mess, but at the same time, Sam’s bummed. I'm pretty sure he’s stalking her like a crazed man. Ben doesn’t remember shit so sometimes we have to remind him of stuff. I'm glad you're here though.”

      “Me too.” I said it doubtfully.

      She pulled back. “Everything is different this time.”

      “Why doesn’t Aleks remember anything?”

      “Aleks was dead the first time we got Giselle to make the memories stay. We reversed it and forgot to make his memories stick the second time.”

      “Yikes.”

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “Ari, O, you in here?” The door swung open even more and Lucas came in. “How's our favorite witch?”

      “I missed you guys. I mean, I didn’t know I did, but I did.”

      He grinned at Ari. “Hey, baby.”

      “Hey.” She blushed.

      “Okay.” I pointed. “Take it out of my room.”

      “I was just about to.” He grabbed her hand and kissed the back of it. “I just wanted to ask if we are storming the alley tonight?”

      “Where is Ben? He hasn’t even come to say hi.”

      Ari laughed. “He doesn’t remember you.”

      Lucas flinched at her laughing. “She’s starting to lose it. She laughs at weird stuff now.” He was kidding but his eyes didn’t look like they got the joke.

      Ari rolled her eyes and walked toward the door. “I'm just glad we're out of Alaska. I hate cold. I wanna go back to New Mexico, see my uncle, and bask in the glorious sunshine.” She pointed at the hall. “Ben’s downstairs. If you want to go meet him. He knows who you are but doesn’t remember you.”

      My stomach felt funny. Ari was almost hysterical. I sat back on the bed, concerned, when Lucas came running back in. “I need to talk to you,” he whispered.

      “Is she okay?”

      “No.” He swallowed hard. “No. She’s pregnant. She isn’t saying anything to anyone.”

      My eyes widened. “What? Congrats.”

      “Don’t say that. It's not good. Her kind doesn't do well with kids. They don’t even usually have babies and if they do, they sort of leave them. I'm scared. If something happens to her, I need you there. I need her to live.” His eyes were glassy.

      “Okay. I'll do what I can to help her.”

      He grabbed my arms hard. “No matter what. You save her.”

      “I will,” I assented. I didn’t even know how I could promise such a thing, but I did.

      “Thanks, O.” He bent and kissed my cheeks, leaving the room. I stared at the floor and pondered it all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Oh, Ari

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      “Do you think you'll ever be in love with me again?” Shane’s lips looked soft, even in the dimly lit alley.

      “No.” I glanced down at the concrete. I could sense the others. They lined the rooftops of the alley. Just like last time.

      “Are we strangers now? We were friends once, Aimes.” My nickname hurt.

      I hated that I had lured him there in an attempt to get Jonathan to snatch O. Honestly, I didn’t want to talk to him. But I forced it. “We'll always be friends.”

      “Aimes.” He reached forward and grabbed my hand. “We live separate lives. We don’t hang out anymore. You made me this way and then left me.”

      “I didn’t make you this way.” My eyes burned as the sparks lit the air between us.

      He dropped my hand. “Easy, tiger.”

      “I never left you.” I frowned. “I have never left you. You chose Marcus’ way. There have been blood-bag vampires for as long as there have been blood bags. Not the slutty downtown kind either. I mean the plastic ones.”

      “Gross.” He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t like it. It’s the rest of my life, the world's life. I'm immortal. I don’t want to eat plastic food. Imagine an eternity of that?”

      “Imagine an eternity together.” I whispered it and hated that they could all hear me lying to him.

      “Oh, Aimee.” He chuckled. His grin was killing me. “I'm not giving up on you. I know you'll come around.” He came closer and grabbed my face, pressing his lips against mine.

      “Stop!” I nearly gagged and pushed back, wiping my face. “I can taste the last person you killed.”

      “Ditto.” He looked at me through his lashes.

      Marcus strolled up the alley behind him. “Aimee, how lovely to see you. We see so little of each other.”

      “That’s not true.” My lips curled into a sneer. “I see enough of you.”

      He chuckled and crossed his arms over his broad chest. “So feisty. I liked you better when we first met. Of course, it was the time before. Or was it the time before that? That Ari’s a pain in my ass.”

      “She saved you.”

      Shane glanced back at him. “I'll be there in a minute.”

      Marcus cocked an eyebrow and scoffed. “She isn’t giving you a minute, Shane. She was doing something else in this alley. Look around you. The Roses are lining the rooftops. Something’s up.”

      I narrowed my gaze. “Go home, Marcus.”

      “You watch yourself.” He was in my face fast. “I don’t take orders from little girls.”

      “That's not how I heard it.” A grin slipped across my lips.

      “Oh, Aimee.” He laughed. “While that was amusing, I still expect you to tell Lorri the deal’s off.” His hot breath on my face smelled exactly how it should, disgustingly tasty.

      “Tell me yourself.” Lorri’s voice rang out over the sound of her boots in the alley.

      Marcus released me and stepped back haughtily. “The deal’s off.” He pointed to the roof where Henry stood glaring menacingly at us. “Let's not test our fates, shall we? I am fairly confident I will win this battle.”

      Lorri growled at him. “The deal stands.”

      Marcus studied her for a moment. “No.”

      “Stop being a child,” she snapped.

      “I will HAVE HER!” he screamed and then he was gone.

      Shane didn’t flinch. I grabbed his hand again and squeezed. “You don’t have to stay with him. You can come with us.”

      “Yes, I do.” He shook his head. “I'm royalty. I can’t even walk past the guards. I tried.”

      “That’s not royalty, it’s your dark deeds.” I slid my hand along his face. “Don’t do anything I would have to come for you over. Shane, it all seems like shits and giggles, but we were over busting into blood brothels in Egypt tonight. We took the baddies down there because the African Roses are busy. Roses Academies are on every other continent. I will know if you are part of it. I don’t want to have to kill you.”

      He bent and pressed his lips against mine. “Stop making it so finite and difficult. We both know you still love me. You always did.”

      “I don’t feel that way anymore, Shane. Before, yes. Back when I was just a girl and you were just a boy. Things were simple.”

      He gripped my hand roughly. “Don’t make it so hard, Aimes,” he whispered and released me. He was gone before I could reason with him.

      “Well, that was a bust,” Lorri said quietly. “Friggin’ Marcus.” She surveyed the rooftops. “Sam, go to her. Make sure he doesn’t do anything. Do what you have to.”

      Sam beamed and then he too was gone.

      The icy-blue eyes watched me for a second before Aleks vanished.

      I flashed to the rooftop where Ari stood next to O. “He never came then?”

      O shook her head. “Something else must be different.”

      “No.” Ari looked sick. “It has got to work.” She looked like she might lose it. Lucas rubbed against her. His green eyes were full of worry. I scratched his head, earning a snarl.

      “What?” I put my hands in the air defensively. “You’re all fluffy and soft. I couldn’t help it.”

      Ari grabbed my hand and showed me a picture. It was the desert. I winked us there without consulting anyone. The vampire blood-drugging house was below us. The air was cool as the sun was setting.

      “I'm pregnant, Aimes,” Ari whispered.

      “What? Is that even possible?”

      “Yeah, it's rare. Usually it’s angels and fae impregnating humans. Not fae impregnating Nephilim.” Her dark eyes were like pools of despair. “I need your help.”

      “Okay.” I agreed. “Anything. You know that.”

      Her lip quivered. “If anything happens to me, you make sure Lucas doesn’t remember me.”

      “What? Why? What's going to happen?” What had I just agreed to?

      “That’s just it. I don’t know.” She glanced off into the distance. “I haven’t talked to Dorian about it. I think he'll be mad.”

      “He’s going to be the oldest grandpa in the world.”

      “I can’t imagine him as a grandpa.”

      “No. Certainly not. Maybe creepy grampy.”

      Her smiled faded. “If something happens to me, you have one of them make Lucas forget me.”

      “Ari, that’s so wrong.”

      “No. You make him raise the baby and be at peace with my death. He'll hurt himself if I d-die.”

      I grabbed her shoulders. “You're immortal. No baby can kill you.”

      Her eyes grew haunted. “I'm not entirely certain of that. I'm losing pieces of me every day. My mind, my heart, my sanity, my soul.” She whispered the last part.

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” I muttered.

      She continued to stare off into the distance. “I know. I just feel it. Something isn’t right.”

      “You should talk to Dorian and Lorri.”

      She shot me a look. “No.”

      Her mother died when she was being born which was why she was worried. “You're not human like she was, Ari. You're special. You'll be fine.”

      She smiled and I saw the fakeness of it. “Let's just kill shit.”

      “All right.” I took her hand and flashed us to the doorway at the back of the large home. “Ready?” I asked.

      Her eyes filled in solid black, eating up all the white as she smiled a twisted grin. “Yup.”

      I opened the door and slid against the wall. I didn’t know how many there were. We did sloppy reconnaissance. We tended to be overconfident.

      The hall was silent except for Ari's buzzing with the strange electricity.

      We crept along quietly, watching for movement. It was all so familiar to me.

      “Have we done this before?”

      “No. But we did one in Rio a few times. You probably just remember that in the weird déjà vu way.”

      “Great,” I muttered. “Great. Love that déjà vu.” I opened the door to the right of us in the long hallway. The room was empty and dark. It was a small sitting room with strange chairs and sofas. They looked exotic, like a genie would live in there. I closed the door just as Ari opened the one on the left.

      “This is weird.”

      We walked to the end of the hall where it forked.

      Ari pointed right and walked left. We knew each other like the backs of our hands, and honestly, she knew me better than I did.

      I snuck along the hallway until it opened into a fancy kitchen with marble, granite, and stainless steel everywhere. It was stunning, not what I expected.

      There were few windows but many lights so it seemed like daytime inside. At the end of a hall with no other doors I felt a twinge of something. When I touched the handle of the door, it scorched from being so cold compared to my burning hands.

      I stopped turning the handle midway. A feeling crippled me. It was foreign but there was a memory of it, from when I was human. It was fear. Real fear. I spun back toward where we had parted ways and broke into a winking run.

      “Ari!” I shouted, trying to keep my voice down, but I couldn’t. I pulled my cell and snapped a photo of the lovely kitchen and sent a mass text: HELP!

      I called out, panicking and searching, “Ari!”

      Kicking and tearing the doors down, I left each one open. The house was empty. All the floors were empty. She was gone.

      The others arrived behind me on the stairs. I turned back, certain horror and terror had taken over my face. I tried to avoid the green eyes when I spoke, “She was here and now she’s gone. It was a trap. They took her.”

      Lorri growled, “For Christ's sake, when will the two of you stop doing these rogue missions? I know it gets stale at times, but this isn’t one of those times. We have a ton of shit to do.”

      Lucas leapt up the stairs at me, naked. His fingers bit into my skin. “Where is she, Aimes?”

      I flinched, holding back my powers. “I don’t know. There’s no one here. It should have been full of drugged blood bags.”

      “Why take her?” Lorri paced on the stairs. The worried looks changed depending on the faces I glanced at.

      “What do you mean she’s gone?” Dorian snarled savagely at me. “How could you let them take her?”

      “I didn’t even see them. I didn’t hear them. I—we separated. We always do. She has the holding thing.” I clearly had no excuses.

      Giselle stepped forward and grabbed my arms from Lucas who looked as if he might eat me. “You guys suck.” She scowled at them all. “Everyone knows Ari’s badass and can kicked anyone's ass. Aimee doesn’t need to protect her.”

      Ben grabbed his brother's arms. “I agree. This isn’t Aimee's fault. We need to stop blaming and started searching.”

      Aleks offered, “We don’t need to. We know where they took her. Ophelia's at Lydia's safe and sound. They took what they could. She is in Alaska.”

      My heart sunk. I remembered the details of the last time.

      Lorri was already gone. Dorian pointed at me. “Lydia's now. We need to talk.” He flashed him and Ben away but Lucas broke free before he was also taken home.

      “I’m sorry.” He grabbed my hand. “I didn’t mean it. It was just, she’s not herself lately.”

      “She told me.” I felt as defeated as I sounded. “I'm so sorry. I should have asked for backup on this.”

      “She wouldn’t have let you; you have never needed backup.”

      “I guess we did.” I flashed Giselle, Luke, and me back home.

      Sam spoke right away, “Leaving now then I guess, huh?” He knew already.

      “Yup.” I wiped my face and sat down.

      “Miss Aimee, you been a bad girl. Lord suffering Jesus, you and that Miss Ari always been so naughty.” Annabelle handed me a cup of cocoa. I sipped it and plotted.

      “I know, Annabelle.”

      Lydia stormed into the kitchen. “This isn’t so bad. They have Ari. Now we have a reason to go there and attack. We can get the ball rolling the way it was before.”

      Sam shook his head. “No. Ari’s got a situation.”

      “Sam,” I said before I could stop myself.

      “No more secrets.” He shook his head. “Everyone needs to know, Aimes.”

      “How do you know?”

      He ignored me. “Ari’s pregnant.”

      Lydia gasped. Dorian choked on his cocoa, spraying a bit of it across the room. He flashed and grabbed Lucas by the throat. Seeing the spark I leapt across the room, knocking my cocoa across the kitchen too. When I gripped Dorian's hand, I winked. We landed funny, me lying on top of him in the forest close to home. I didn’t know why I had flashed there but I did.

      He screamed in rage.

      I held him to me, cradling him in my body. I wrapped my legs and arms around him and held tightly.

      When he was done, he closed his eyes and sighed. “You knew? You knew and you took her there?”

      “No.” I lied. “She told me in the desert. She wanted to be there.”

      He sighed. “Goddammit!”

      His slow heart was beating harder than I imagined it could go.

      “She'll be fine. We’ll save her.”

      He grabbed my arms and threw me off of him but with such force I didn’t have time to wink. I slammed into a tree with a thud. I gurgled and groaned from the broken ribs I was sure to have as searing pain crawled through me. His black eyes burned and his nostrils flared with every breath. He was savage, but I couldn’t get my breath to talk him down.

      I lay limp in the soft moss and ferns. He winked, leaving me alone in the woods. I winked to Lydia's, trying to get my breath. I landed on the back grass and whispered, “Aleks.”

      He was there within seconds. “Hey, what happened?”

      I coughed as the rib pulled away from my lungs and started to heal. “Dorian. Pissed,” I croaked.

      “Oh shit, he hit you?” He picked me up and flashed us to my bed and laid me on it, sort of awkwardly.

      “What’s going on?” Ophelia walked into the room. “You okay?”

      “No.” I shook my head.

      Aleks stood up and shrugged. “She'll be fine. Her kind heal fast.”

      “What happened?”

      “Dorian hit her. He’s being a dick.”

      “Slammed me into a tree.” My breath was coming back again.

      “He hit you?” Ophelia seemed disgusted. “You don’t want to defend her? She’s a girl.”

      “No, she’s not. She’s Aimee and she doesn’t need defending.” He chuckled. “Besides, I don’t like getting involved in Roses Academy business.”

      “I've had just about enough of this.” She snapped her fingers and grabbed his face before he could move away. She held his head, doing something to make his eyes roll back. He dropped to his knees. She dropped her hands after a second. “There.”

      “What ar—” He paused and scrunched his face up. When he opened his eyes again, there was fire in the stare. “I'll go talk to him.” He vanished.

      “What did you do?” I winced as another rib snapped back into place.

      “I fixed him. He was broken.” She walked out of the room.

      “Broken?” I mumbled and climbed off the bed, ready to find Dorian and push him into a tree.

      As I winked into the kitchen, I heard a scream and slamming.

      Through the back window I saw Aleks and Sam had Dorian outside on the ground. Ben was in wolf form hovering over his face.

      “Boys?” I winked out to the lawn. “What are you doing?”

      Sam grinned. “Defending you, milady.” Ben sauntered to me and rubbed against my hip. I rubbed my fingers deep onto the wolf down and noticed the fire in Aleks’ eyes. He appeared different and yet somehow the same.

      “Aimee.” Dorian's pleading black eyes met mine. “You all right? I didn’t mean—”

      “I’m fine.” I nodded once.

      I knew he was sorry, it was blanketing his face.

      “I'm sorry too,” I whispered. “I’ll get her back.” The fact Ari was still missing made me care less about throwing him into a tree.

      Aleks climbed off of him and grabbed my hand. Something was different. “You’re really all right?”

      “Yeah?” I furrowed my brow.

      His hands were warm around mine. He smiled at me as he walked across the lawn. Dorian followed after him. “Wanker. I could have taken you if the lads hadn’t helped.”

      Aleks chuckled and flashed in front of Dorian again. He punched him in the face once more, knocking him back. “That’s for touching my girl.” He sounded lighter and more playful.

      Dorian's face broke into a bloody grin as he got up. “You hit like a girl.”

      It was a prime moment for a “your mom” joke, but immortals didn’t really play that game.

      Instead, Aleks laughed and offered him a slap on the shoulder. “Apologize.”

      “Let's focus on getting Ari back.” I strode away, pointing at Aleks. “I'm not your girl.” I didn’t know what Ophelia had done to him, but I wasn’t in the mood to be part of it.

      Lorri walked out the back door as I went in, grabbing my arm and hauling me back outside with her. “Okay, planning time. We've worked it out. We know many of the things that happened last time are going to happen again. The place should look the same. Let's do this.” She frowned when she saw them all. “What are you idiots doing?”

      Sam beamed. “Wrestling.”

      “Cut the shit!” Evidently, Lorri was less than impressed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Nice men

        

      

    

    
      Ophelia

      The cold of the vampire fortress felt the same as it did last time. But we had killed more this time around. I gagged, watching Aimee take the soul of the man she was holding. She did it rough, like she used to. Even though she didn't remember who she was, her rage was the same.

      Her victim’s black blood sprayed across the pale beige hallway.

      Aleks clung to her side, like he used to. He’d been this way since I fixed him.

      “Why didn’t Marcus come?” I asked. “I thought he wanted this too.”

      “No.” Sam grinned. “He’s holding Jon ransom and won't help us. Not until we make Hanna like she was. He wants her dead and reborn. He’s been having a tough time locating her though.” His grin was cheeky.

      “Ha. Well, good luck, Marcus. The blue sisters have been watching the house for me. They've been keeping her guarded and cloaked. He doesn't stand a chance.” When Lorri asked me to help guard Hanna, I was more than happy to lend my sisters. It protected them from my father and Hanna from Marcus.

      “Well, we might have more of a fight on our hands with that one than we bargained for.” Sam scanned the area as we followed the group. “He’s pissed and won't let Henry have Jon until we change her.”

      “Bastard. I promised my sisters Henry would free them.”

      “I know.” He pressed his lips together. I knew he wished Hanna was changed too. It was only a matter of time before he or Marcus got their way.

      “You don’t want to even see if your mom is okay?” I asked.

      He drew his brow in. “No. I know she’s fine. I know what she is.” He meant traitor, and I hated her for it. She had broken his heart.

      We walked in silence and my stomach flipped when we neared the main courtyard. I remembered the pain and suffering Aimee endured here last time. I was terrified but also anxious. Oliver should have been waiting for us. His face flashed in my mind.

      Aimee squinted back at me severely. Her beautiful pale face was covered in the splatter of the black blood she had filled the air with.

      I nodded. She was checking to make sure I was ready. Dorian and Lorri had gone off separately. This time I didn’t go with them though. This time I was meeting my father in the courtyard. Lorri and Dorian had gone to kill Daniel. Daniel had no idea they knew about him. Not this time.

      Aimee opened the door leading to the courtyard.

      The cold wind hit us. I caught a glimpse of him, Oliver. My insides fluttered. His lips, his cold hard face, his steely eyes, and thick body. I remembered too clearly how it felt to be held by him. The ground thawed beneath me. His eyes met mine but the love wasn't there like it was before. Something was wrong. He didn’t see me. He saw Jonathan's daughter. I sensed it in his emotionless recognition.

      My father stood in the middle of the courtyard looking youthful, barely old enough to drink, let alone be my father. The way they all looked. The cruel sneer on his face was all I saw. I hated him. My memories of him burned when they crawled around inside me.

      He lifted his lips into a grin. Two men dragged the limp body of a bleeding Ari out into the snow. Lucas and Ben growled. Aimee grabbed them by the fur, holding them back.

      “So we finally meet,” he said and I felt sick. I forgot how much I hated his voice.

      He pointed one finger at Aimee. “You must be Dorian's little puppet. The cure.”

      Aimee stood, ready to be shot. I wasn't sure if she would be or not, but we’d all made a pact. No one would be near her and she would wink as he fired the gun. He didn’t have one though.

      He reached over and grabbed Ari's limp arm and dragged her tiny body closer to his.

      “This is the one that has surprised us the most. The push is fascinating, is it not?” His voice was silk and evil.

      Aimee stepped forward. “She’s harmless.”

      He smiled wickedly. “She’s not though, is she? She can change the time. Daniel mentioned it and I realized that of course I knew about this talent. We had one once. She was amazing. Had to kill her. She just couldn’t be trusted to let us have things the way we wanted them. Had a conscience. Very annoying.” Oliver laughed as if remembering. He was my father's puppet. My heart was breaking.

      “Hello, Ophelia. These nice men are going to take you for a little stroll. We can't let you run off with these Roses, you see?” The two lugs that had brought in Ari stomped toward me. Aimee nodded once but didn't turn her head to see me. I knew Trist and Phillip would rescue me. I let the men take me even though I fought my urges to electrocute them both. The snow melted where I stepped. Flowers spring from the cracks of the bricks and cobblestone under the deep snow.

      I stole a glance at Oliver. He didn’t budge. I felt sick. The flowers died on the spot. Like my heart.

      Nothing would be the same this time.

      I was taken to a doorway. I glanced back at my father. He was without mercy. I didn’t like the way he held Ari. I had a sick feeling as I was heaved into a stone hallway. I struggled to watch as he reached behind Oliver who didn’t budge, who didn’t stop him. My father pulled out a blade and held it to Ari's throat. The wolves whined and moaned but the door closed as screams filled the courtyard, and I was left with the horror of my imagination.

      I was dragged to the cell. It was all the same. Nothing was different here. It smelled and felt exactly as it had the other times.

      I was tied, bound, and left.

      There were no footsteps or chatting of my brother and his boyfriend to be heard. Nothing but my own thoughts and the sound of the wind whistling in the cell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Along came a spider

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      The blade came from Oliver's back somewhere. The glint of it in the air above her head stopped everything. The wolves whined and I screamed, “Stop please!” I put a hand out, trying to be calm. “Stop. Please. Whatever you want, I will do it. Kill me, not her. Please don’t hurt her.” Aleks took a step for me but I shook my head. “Take me, kill me instead.” I stepped forward. Lucas was beside me, ready.

      Jonathan's fangs glinted the same as the blade did. “Why do you think I want you dead? I have something I need you to do.” He held the short blade at Ari's throat. “Go peacefully with Oliver here. When he’s back here and you are in the cell safe and sound, I will release her. Otherwise I kill her now.” He dug the blade in, drawing her dark blood and making it drip in a slow stream onto the white snow.

      “Yes!” I conceded anxiously. “Please. I'll go.” I put my hands forward.

      Oliver stepped forward. “Hands behind your back, death dealer. I know how it works.” His voice was harsh. He didn't match the Oliver they’d spoken of, the Oliver he had been before.

      I put my hands behind my back. The others argued and bickered but I ignored them. I made eye contact with Jonathan. “He will be right back.”

      “Let’s hope.” He nodded. “Take her.”

      Oliver seized my arms and hauled me roughly to the same door Ophelia had gone through.

      I was trembling. I couldn’t stop peering back at her. “Sam, don’t let them move.”

      “I won't.” He gripped the wolves.

      Giselle gave me a last look. “Aimes.” Her voice was small and weak.

      “It's okay. I'll be right back,” my voice cracked.

      Oliver dragged me through the doorway. When it closed I spoke to him, “Are you on our side?”

      “On your side?” He shoved me hard down the stairs. I almost stumbled but I winked and ended up standing at the bottom of the steps, staring up at him when I caught myself.

      He pointed. “Don’t do that again or I won't go back to the courtyard.” His blue eyes sparkled.

      “I won’t.” I waited for him as he unlocked a door and pushed me inside. O was already tied up. She smiled and spoke through the gag, “Oliver. Oliver, untie me quickly.”

      He pushed me against the wall and rubbed his body against mine perversely. “Why would I untie you, princess? Not when I have this in front of me for the taking.” He nuzzled into my neck and kissed. “I've heard you dealers can be quiet extreme in bed.”

      “Please don't.” I gagged. “I'm a virgin. Please don’t do this,” I whispered into the cold rough stone wall.

      “A virgin?” He chuckled his warm breath into my neck. “I could help you change that.” My hands burned against the bricks.

      “Please go back up there before he kills her.”

      “Maybe if you’re nice to me.” He roamed his hands over me.

      Tears left my closed eyes as I whispered, “O, don’t do anything to him. They're going to kill Ari if he doesn’t go back up.” He ripped my shirt from my defenseless body. I was trembling, wearing only my bra and skinny jeans in the freezing cold cell. I couldn’t imagine what Ophelia was going through watching this. “Please stop. Please.”

      I was not weak. I was not feeble or helpless. I was strong. I could have killed him in a heartbeat but it would be a death sentence for my best friend and her unborn baby. So I tolerated and acted feeble.

      Ophelia was crying behind us.

      “Stop crying.” He turned back. “You'll get your turn, baby. Don’t you worry about that.”

      “Oliver, stop! Please, baby. Stop. He’s done something to you. This isn’t you,” her voice cracked. “Untie me first. Do me first,” she pleaded.

      He grabbed a fistful of my hair and slammed my head into the bricks, cracking my head. I saw stars as he tied me up and gagged me. Then he was across the room to her. “You want me first?”

      I was in a haze of blood, pain, and tears, and hating the fact that I was nearly naked and hanging by my hands. The black blood was dripping down my head and neck onto my chest.

      “Untie my hands so I can touch you too. I'll make you happy, I promise.” Ophelia forced herself to sound sweet.

      He was taking too long. Ari was dead. I knew it. My heart burned and ached. I spun on my ropes and watched as her eyes became dead and unfeeling. She smiled weakly.

      “I will make you happy.” Her words were as dead as her eyes.

      “You haven’t had any magic training, have you?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Not yet.”

      “And you won't tell your daddy dearest?”

      “I'm not a virgin,” she whispered.

      He groped her. “Good.”

      “Please.” I sobbed, watching it. “Please, just go stop him from killing Ari and then come back.” My voice was broken. I couldn’t speak without making sounds I didn’t recognize.

      He turned back at me. “He was never going to let her live. I never planned on going back up there. Now shut up and wait for me to get back to you.” His grin was cold and sick. He undid her hands and then his pants.

      Ophelia’s trembling hands lifted, slowly, for his arms. She rubbed them for the slightest second and then closed her eyes. Her fingers bit into his skin. Where her hands touched him, black veins crawled up her arms to her bare breasts. They made a black pool around her heart. He froze where she touched him. She pulled the black veins from him until she couldn't stand anymore and fell to the cold stone, unconscious.

      He gasped for air as she fell away and then he blinked and looked at me. “Aimee?” he whispered, stunned.

      I cried harder. “Ari. Get Ari.”

      His blue eyes were clear. He stared at me again and then was gone.

      “Ophelia. Please wake up, O.” I stared up at the stone ceiling and sobbed. “Please. Please help us. We fight for you. Please help us.”

      Not that I expected anything, but when nothing happened I couldn’t help but be a little disappointed. Even though we’d given everything of ourselves to the God everyone believed in, he treated us no differently. He didn't send help.

      Her body moved with shallow breaths as she twitched and trembled.

      “O. O, please wake up.”

      She moved a pale hand that was still covered in the black veins. Her fingers clinched like she was having a seizure.

      I closed my eyes and lowered my head, opening them when the air moved around me. I lifted my face and jumped. Ophelia stood directly in front of me. Her eyes were completely black. The veins covered her body.

      Her voice was a whisper that didn’t come from her. It was as if something spoke through her.

      “She took it all, Aimee. She took his evil and his dark. She took it all inside her. She’s dark now. Her soul’s as dark as our father's.” I was confused for a moment watching her black lips moving faintly with the whispered words.

      “What can I do?” I asked.

      “Kill her now before he finds her. Before it’s too late.”

      “I can’t. Don't ask this of me.”

      Her eyes started to flutter. “Do it before she gains consciousness. Or you will not be able to stop her. She will rule this world with chaos and pain at her father’s side.”

      Tears blinded me to everything but the blackness of her fluttering eyes. If I closed my eyes I smelled the ocean and saw the harbor of my small town. I heard my mother laughing and my sister criticizing me and even that made me smile. I saw my father rocking in his chair with a book and a tea. He smiled at me. I sniffled as her hand lifted and pressed into mine. The things inside her knew what I was.

      My fury had waited for this moment, spurned on by Oliver’s assault.

      It waited for me to do it.

      Her cold bare chest pressed against mine. I kept my eyes closed as I released it. I pulled it hard and fast and let it take the control.

      Her body slammed hard against me again and again as she struggled. The real her felt herself dying and fought me.

      But I let it go. I let it have her.

      I sucked and pulled.

      “Aimee,” she said softly once.

      Her body heated up just as the suck stopped. She was dry. I had taken all the evil and the life. I opened my eyes in time to see the horrified expression on her face, frozen there. Her dead body slid down mine. The tears soaked us both as she fell to the floor.

      Voices interrupted the silence of my sobs, the ones choking me.

      “I'm not talking to you.”

      “You're talking right now.”

      “I hate you.”

      Two men bickered as they walked down the stairs. I ignored them both and hung, swinging against the ropes. Ophelia's corpse was against my feet which barely touched the ground.

      “Oh my God. What did you do? Who is that?” the men began to shriek.

      “Ophelia? Ophelia? Was that Ophelia? Would one of you talk? One of you bitches better start talking.”

      They stared at me accusingly. “What have you done to her?”

      Tears poured from my face. I tried to talk but the words weren’t there. I didn’t have any. I was struggling to breathe against the tears.

      The voices whispered in the wind above us, “She had to, Brother. She had to do it. Ophelia pulled the darkness from Oliver.”

      The one I assumed was Tristan lifted his face and screamed. He howled almost. The other man gripped him and pulled at him, but he struggled hard to get to his sister's corpse. “No. Trist, she’s gone, my love,” he said soothingly. Tristan was a ball of emotions and fury. His eyes met mine, breaking my heart again. “I never met her. You bitch, I never met my own sister.”

      I sobbed silently.

      Dorian winked into the room. He grabbed me and pulled me to him. “I need you. Now.” He winked us to the cold snowy courtyard.

      No one was there. Nothing was there. No blood but the small amount that had been forced from Ari's throat.

      “Where is she?” I asked.

      “He took her. He took her. Sam has gone to track him. I need you to go with me to Marcus’. I need him on our side. I need Jon dead and the dead girl's magic transferred to Tristan.” His voice was frenzied.

      I nodded. I would do anything. I knew that. I'd just proven it. I had killed my friend.

      “It won't work.”

      Oliver leaned against the doorway to the stairs that led to the cell I was just in. He was dead-looking and broken like me. He stood. “We’re doomed. He will win like he always does.” Regret blanketed his face as he spoke to me, “I'm so sorry.” His words were nothing. They were nothing but air and emptiness.

      “I don't want to hear it,” I whispered back, standing in the freezing cold with blood all over my chest and only a bra on.

      He swallowed. “Is she—down there still?”

      I lost control again and sobbed. I had betrayed her and lost the war for us. I had killed the one in the prophecy.

      Dorian wrapped his coat around me and held me to him in a way that was familiar. Like we'd done this before. “Why won't it work?” he asked.

      “The witch has to be a girl. Lillith cannot die by the hand of a man. It must be a woman who wields the power of the seven sisters. That’s why Jonathan has never made Tristan take the power for himself. Daniel discovered it only about a year ago, going through the old prophecies and scriptures. We have a lot of reasons to believe it must be a female.” Oliver's voice was lifeless. His eyes were full of tears.

      “We are defeated,” I mouthed.

      Oliver nodded but Dorian winked us away. We stood outside Hanna's father's house.

      “We have to kill him,” Dorian's words were barely audible.

      I knew he was right. I walked up the gravel walkway to the front door. My legs were shaky as I lifted my hand, wincing at the black blood on my knuckles. I knocked and waited.

      Roland answered the door after a moment. His jaw clenched. “Madam Dealer. We were not expecting you. The potions are making Dr. Jekyll better every day.”

      “It's time for her,” I spoke softly.

      His face tightened more. “I dare say it’s not. We agreed.”

      “No, the deal’s off. We need her,” Dorian insisted.

      Roland eyed me disgustedly and then Dorian. “You would trade her for the shifter? Trade a human life?”

      Dorian shouted at him, “Yes! Yes, I would. I would trade whatever I had to, to end this. Call for her, now.”

      Roland was sickened but opened the door wide for us.

      “I'm sorry,” I said in a small voice.

      “It’s not your choice. Like me, you are but one of the masses the Roses use for their schemes.”

      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic, Roland. The good doctor is on borrowed time. You and I both know it. Before the potions worked, he and Aimee here had a deal. A deal he is going to honor tonight.” Dorian pointed at the floor.

      Roland puffed out his chest. “She is not a danger to herself. She is not a danger to anyone. This is ridiculous.”

      I felt bad for him.

      Dorian forced his way into the house and sat on the beautiful sofa and shrugged. “She will be now.”

      Roland pointed down a massive hallway. “This way, my dear.” His voice was defeated. I'd met them all before. I had made the deal when Marcus was certain he could contain the doctor. If he couldn't, the doctor was going to come with me, no fighting. I walked to the room at the end of the hallway where the door was closed. Roland tapped lightly. “Miss Aimee to see you, sir.”

      The office door opened after a moment. I flinched when I saw the robust health in his face. He appeared confused.

      “Miss James. We meet again. Prematurely, I believe.”

      “Hello, Doctor.”

      He opened the door farther to let me in. I walked past him.

      Roland asked, “Some tea, Miss James?”

      “No thank you, Roland.”

      “I'll have some, Roland.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      The doctor closed the door and turned to me. “Tell me what's going on.”

      I sat in the huge chair across from him. Tears slipped from my eyes as the story left my lips. I got it all out before Roland was back with the tea. Dr. Jekyll gave me a long stare and then shook his head. “You don't need to kill me. This is necromancer work. You need a necromancer.”

      I frowned. “What?” My brain translated the word but it seemed crazy.

      He folded his hands. “Yes. Necromancer. I knew of one in the South. Bad business, that is.” He was an old gentleman who reminded me of my father, only English. “Raise her from the dead so she can take her sisters’ magic and she would be cleansed. The magic of seven good witches over one bad witch. You see what I mean?”

      “I guess.” I cleared my throat. “Hanna is the only way to get the sisters’ magic.”

      He frowned. “I think I can help. Tell Oliver to take you to Momma Holt. They all know her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Hello again

        

      

    

    
      Hanna

      My phone rang again. I sighed and pulled it out. The asshole behind me groaned. I glared back at him. The three calls were from my dad's house. I pressed my lips together and leaned into Rebecca. “I gotta go. Dad’s calling over and over.”

      “Okay.” She shoved popcorn into her mouth. “Text me later.”

      “Yup. See ya.” I climbed out of the seat and ran from the theater. I tried not to see too much of him, but he was insistent that I sleep over every now and then. He had been sick, and as much as we weren’t close, it scared me when he was. I ran out to the car and drove over as fast as I could. I parked and ran up to the door. Roland had it open already. “My dear. What brings you here?” he asked, all jolly and sweet.

      “Hi, Roland.” I hugged him and noticed how quickly he pulled away from me. He was always so cold. “Lighten up, Roland. It was a hug. You won't die from it.” I'd been coming over for the forced sleepovers for a few months and he was still so odd with me. Cold and British.

      “He’s in his office, my dear.” He closed the door and I ran down the hall.

      I knocked on the door.

      “Come in.”

      “Hey, Dad.” I opened it and stepped in.

      He smiled and pointed a hand at a filthy girl with blonde hair and black crusty stains all over her. “This is Aimee.”

      Before I had even taken a step toward them, a man's voice spoke my name, “Hanna.”

      A sexy guy with dark hair, dark eyes, and a smile that killed stood down the hall. I grinned. “Hi.” Who was this guy?

      He sauntered toward me, undressing me with his eyes. “I'm Dorian.”

      “Hanna.” I said it, realizing he knew that.

      My father called out, “Hanna, come in here for God's sake.”

      I turned back to my dad and the dirty blonde. “Sorry.” I stepped in. The Dorian guy came in the room. He stood close, too close. “It's strong. Very strong,” he said.

      “What is?”

      The guy's face lightened into a cheeky grin. “You are.”

      “What do you want?” I asked my dad and stared at Dorian, unable to turn away.

      “I need you to do something for me,” Dad spoke with a tone.

      I turned back to him sharply, cocking an eyebrow. “What?”

      The blonde stood up. “Go and live with a friend of ours, to keep you safe.”

      “Dad? What’s she talking about?” I felt weird about them, like I knew them.

      Dad stood up and crossed his arms. “These are friends of mine, Hanna. They will keep you safe while I'm away sorting out a business deal. I've made some shady deals in the past that are catching up with me.”

      “I don't need to be babysat. I'm almost twenty.” I wasn't surprised about the shady deals though. He never worked and always had money. Like a gentleman in an Austen movie.

      He tapped the desk. “The decision’s made. You will go with them. Now.”

      “I don’t want to. You can't tell me what to do.”

      He slapped the desk hard. “YOU WILL GO AND YOU WILL WAIT FOR ME TO TELL YOU WHEN IT’S SAFE TO COME HOME!”

      The blonde flinched with me at his shouting.

      “I hate you,” I burst out.

      He crossed his arms. “Better to hate me alive, than to love me and be dead.”

      “Who the hell are they?”

      The blonde reached for me and instantly we stood in front of a huge mansion.

      I bent and threw up my meal from the movie.

      “Sorry,” she said quietly.

      “Hanna, my love. My dearest precious.”

      I wiped my mouth and swayed from the insane dizzy spell as a man I'd never seen before walked from the mansion. Standing, I could see it was more of a castle.

      His arms were out like we were friends.

      The blonde stepped in front of me. “I want it done now.”

      “Now? You will rob me of my reception?” He sighed. “You really are a pain in the ass, Aimee.”

      She remained rigid and firm in her stance, opposite of how she was at my house.

      The guy slumped and turned back toward the house. “Bring her in.”

      My stomach twisted again and I bent forward, losing more of my meal on the ground in front of me.

      “And get Suzette to clean that up,” the dark-haired man shouted.

      “Sorry.” I wiped my face. “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I just want to go home. Please, just take me home. I don't even know how we got here.”

      They all acted like they felt sorry for me as the blonde led me inside the house.

      “Just let me go home,” I cried and threw up again, this time all over a rug.

      “Oh, for the love of God, this isn’t The Exorcist. Stop the vomiting!”

      I started crying. I couldn’t stop. The rug looked expensive. The dark-haired man was annoyed and muttered something about irreplaceable.

      Aimee held me to her. “You okay?”

      “No. I want to go home. Please. Just get away from me.” I shook my head and peered around. “Where are we? How did we even get here? I want to go home.”

      The dark-haired man, who I suspected owned the castle, stepped toward me and smiled. “All of this was normal for you, once upon a time. You loved traveling by wink. You knew all about everything.” His eyes held me hostage. I was lost in the sea of words. “And so it will be this time as well. You are comfortable and calm and happy. You liked being here with me. You like me.” His soothing voice floated me across the room as my eyes closed.

      I heard talking but barely registered it.

      “Bring him here. And Henry,” one English guy said.

      “Aren't you demanding? Maybe I want to be sure the merchandise isn’t faulty. God knows what Ari's done this time,” the other English guy spoke.

      “You will never speak of my daughter like that again.”

      “Guys, stop.”

      I opened my eyes and noticed Aimee was between the two dark-haired men. She was pushing them both.

      They were obviously angry.

      I was relaxed, even though I knew it was the wrong feeling.

      “Marcus, bring him out. I'll text Aleks,” Aimee said.

      The men sort of shoved each other one last time and then the one I couldn’t stop staring at was gone. My mind told me it was normal, but I couldn’t fight the inkling that I should be panicking.

      “Aimee.” I swallowed hard. “Why has my father sent me here?” I asked softly.

      Aimee looked at Dorian as if ignoring me and tilted her head. “Fix that. Now.”

      He sneered. “I don't take orders from you.”

      “Please.”

      He smiled the most charming smile I had I've ever seen. “Is there a chance you'll be grateful for this?”

      Aimee crossed her arms. “Yes. I'll be so very grateful.”

      He nodded once and then turned, sauntering over and kneeling next to me.

      He brushed a hand against my forehead and whispered something. He turned back around. “I can’t. She hates him. If I do it, she won't stay. I can’t do it.”

      “She’s terrified.”

      He stood and walked back to her. “Not my problem. I need my daughter back.”

      “Fine, I hope you can live with this.” Aimee seemed upset. She played with her phone.

      “You’d be surprised what I can live with,” he grumbled.

      “Are you monsters?” I felt like I was caught in the spider's web and watching it, waiting for it to devour me. In the meantime, I was frozen from the poison.

      Aimee replied, “We are. We are monsters. Your father’s a monster. Your best bet for safety is here in this castle. There’s a man named Henry here. He will protect you at all costs.”

      “That's nice.” I closed my eyes and let the relaxing feeling take me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Siren in the house

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I hated her again. I could smell the siren on Hanna and it made me feel awful. I wasn't allowed to tell Sam that she was here with Marcus, but I wanted to. I wanted to give him his chance. The air swirled with warmth and then Aleks stood beside me with a confused expression. “Hanna?”

      I nodded. “Hanna.”

      “Is her father de—?”

      “No,” I cut him off. “His idea actually.”

      Aleks looked disgusted. “To bring her here?”

      “With what's going on, she’s safest here.”

      “I guess.” His face showed his anxiousness. “Where is he?”

      Aleks had waited years for this moment. Dorian grinned at him. “He’s coming, Brother. You get your rest today. Your vengeance and rest.”

      Aleks seemed perplexed about something. He stood so close to me the backs of our hands brushed against each other. He did that a lot lately.

      “Marcus never told me you were coming over, Aimes.” Shane strolled out from the back hallway.

      “I wasn't.” I cleared my throat. “It wasn’t a scheduled visit. I'm here for Roses Academy business.”

      “I see.” He glared at Aleks and then turned his face to mine, smiling again. I hardly knew him, he was so different. So perfect and calculated. He was like Marcus. I cringed, imagining the things he had done since the fateful day we first kissed. “I've missed you,” he said.

      Dorian snorted.

      “Well, you knew where I was.” I was curt, not wanting to have the conversation with Aleks, Dorian, and Hanna in the room.

      He took a step toward me and put his hand out. “Come, take a walk with me. I need to talk to you.”

      I hesitated and then put my hand in his. I had to make sure he understood nothing was ever going to happen between us.

      As we walked he smiled and nudged me. “What's on your mind?”

      “You asked me to come with you.”

      “I know.” He shrugged. “I don't like how that lug Aleks stares at you.”

      “He doesn't.” I shook my head and gazed down. “He doesn't stare at me.” The lie felt weird crossing my lips. He had stared at me ever since Ophelia did something to him.

      “He does and you know it.” He grabbed both my hands and spun me around to face him, planting his lips on mine. The kiss was forced and rough. I tried to push him away, but he held me to him. I pulled slightly with my hands, zapping him almost. He snapped out of it and stepped back with a hurt expression. “What was that for?”

      “You didn’t have my permission.”

      “I thought it was implied with us.” His eyes darkened. “Will I ever?”

      “No.” I didn’t hurt the way I used to around him. The guilt and anger at myself were there, but subtly. I hadn’t meant to do it, to almost kill him. I too was a victim of the circumstances as much as he was. “You won't,” I said with a great deal of tension in my voice.

      “Why?” He growled. “Is it that asshole?” He pointed at the castle.

      “No. It’s you.” I stepped back.

      “Tell me what I could do to fix things?” he softened.

      “Shane, I liked the schoolboy you were when I was young. I liked you for years. Years. But in the last couple, we’ve become people that don’t match anymore. You kill things for food and so do I, but I maintain a strict diet. You feed off humans as though they're cattle. I’m against the things you do. We could never make a relationship out of that.”

      His brow knit. “I still love you.”

      “No. You don’t. You don’t even know me anymore. I'm not the same girl. You and I were always doomed. It doesn’t matter how many times Ari messes with the time, you and I don’t work. We never have, and it’s time we grew up and moved on.”

      “I don't want to move on.”

      “Really?” I almost laughed. “You have already. I can smell her on you.”

      “Who?” His jaw dropped but he rebounded fast and smiled sweetly. “I have to eat, Aimes.”

      “Not like Marcus, you don’t. You chose that.” I turned to leave but he grabbed my arm and dragged me back. Memories of Oliver attacking me flooded my brain. I shoved Shane hard and pointed at him. “If you touch me again, I will end you. Childhood friends or no.”

      “Can I choose how I go?” He smiled at me sadistically. I didn’t know him anymore. Just as he didn’t know me.

      I winked to the main hall. Aleks searched my face, concerned but I waved it off. “I'm fine. Just finishing something.”

      Marcus walked into the room behind Henry who held a man who looked remarkably like Aleks, only older.

      Henry shoved him into the middle of me, Aleks, Dorian, and Marcus.

      The man grinned at Aleks. “Aleksander, my son. It has been too long. You never visit.”

      Aleks stood tall. “I need to say something to you.”

      His father grinned stupidly.

      Aleks stepped into his face. “I forgive you for ruining my life. For making it so I was cursed alongside you. For destroying everything I held dear. For shaming me and making everyone think I hurt that woman. I forgive you for being weak and pathetic. May the gods take a small measure of pity on you. The small measure you never gave anyone else. Any of those girls.” He grabbed his arms and planted a kiss on his father's cheek.

      The man's face turned bright red. “You always were a weak pathetic little shit,” he growled and twitched. He made a movement toward Aleks, but Dorian was there in a flash.

      “I would like to say something as well. Screw you, you asshole wanker. You never were the father you should have been to my brother and you have never deserved a son as remarkable as he is.” Dorian hauled back and punched him in the face. The man's head snapped back with ferocity, but Dorian had already winked away. Jon snarled and twitched as the monster tried to get out, but Henry held him using magic.

      My palms burned with the need.

      Aleks grabbed my hand.

      His father's face broke into a grin full of contempt. “I don’t believe you introduced me to your lady friend, Aleks.”

      “I never will, Father.”

      Marcus grumbled, “On with it then, Henry. Get your revenge.”

      Aleks squeezed my hand harder. “If I disappear with him, I need you to know I have loved you in every way possible. As a girl, as a Rose, as a lover, and friend. I’m grateful we’re friends now.”

      “Me too.” I never realized that with the death of his father, he could go too. “I don't remember loving you, but I know I did, I have. And you’re right, we are friends.”

      He nodded. We ignored the huge hands reaching for his father and the bright white light of the magic. We stared at each other. I held my breath. His father screamed, painfully. The room swirled with electrically charged air and voices, girls’ voices. Tears streamed down Aleks’ cheeks. He gripped me harder and closed his eyes. The voices became whispered. Gratitude and kind words.

      They swirled above us in a storm like a tornado. The paintings, drapes, and lamps trembled with the movement. My hair was sucked up inside it, but my eyes never left his face. I was terrified he would be gone, and I would never have the chance to fall in love with him again.

      The air became completely still. It stopped so abruptly, I almost felt an impact from the suddenness.

      Aleks’ hands clenched mine. He opened his eyes one at a time. The intense light that hadn’t seemed real was gone but the icy-blue color remained. I squeezed his fingers. He smiled a crooked grin, starting my heartbeat again. I sighed and let him envelop me. Dorian ripped him from my arms and hugged him.

      Marcus rolled his eyes. “The women are free, now get out.”

      Henry stood perfectly still. A transparent woman was before him. She knelt and offered her hand. He took the ghostly white hand in his. “Stand, Niece,” Henry whispered.

      Marcus looked confused.

      Aleks looked sick.

      The girl's head lifted. She turned toward Aleks and smiled. “I forgive you,” she whispered.

      “Please don't.” He bowed his head. “I'm so sorry.” His deep voice was barely audible as well.

      The girl turned back to Henry. “Let them all rest, Uncle.”

      Henry nodded once and she was gone.

      The blue ghosts identical to Ophelia were there, standing before us.

      Dorian spoke to Aleks and the witches, “Ophelia's body is with the necromancer. Aimee’s about to go there now. Oliver’s there already with her. It’s done. Be ready. You can't go near the dark witches but when the necromancer raises her, you need to release your power upon her, cleanse her body of Oliver’s taint.”

      They nodded their heads and vanished again.

      I leaned in and studied Hanna. She still had her eyes closed. I didn't want to leave her alone with Marcus.

      Aleks sighed. “This is what it feels like to live. The forlorn feelings that weighed me down are gone.”

      Marcus crossed his arms. “Time to go. I'm certain you can have this conversation elsewhere.”

      Aleks laughed. “You're such an arse, Marcus.”

      Dorian turned to me. “Go where the doctor showed you, that picture he gave you of the bayou. We’re meeting back at Lydia’s when it’s done.”

      Aleks rested a hand on my arm. “Be safe.” He appeared about to kiss me but he didn't, thank God. That would have been too weird. He and Dorian vanished.

      Marcus watched me for a moment. “You know he’s only attractive because of the curse. The curse made you love him.”

      Henry shook his bowler-hat-covered head. “Curse broken.”

      “Broken? No more magic smell and weird aphrodisiac on his skin? No more angel irresistible weirdness?”

      The bowler hat shook again. “Curse broken.”

      I was stunned. “But I smelled it. I smelled it just there. He was going to kiss me and I had that same feeling.” I touched my lips with my finger.

      “It will fade. Forced attraction always fades.” Marcus grinned as if it was the best moment of his day, tormenting me.

      I lifted my middle finger and winked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          My good side

        

      

    

    
      Hanna

      I watched her leave through my eyelashes and continued to pretend to be asleep. The whole thing was freaking me out but I couldn't react or feel afraid.

      The dark-haired man I was left with turned to face me. His face softened when he saw me. He walked over and scooped me up. Immediately, I smelled it. I smelled the thing Aimee was talking about.

      The man carried me down the hallway. He stopped and turned at a door. He closed the door when we were inside a room. I couldn’t see it through my lashes but I felt the bed when he laid me down on it. It was soft with thick blankets and pillows.

      His breath was over my face, driving me crazy. “Pretending to sleep won't stop what I'm about to do to you.”

      “Don't touch me.” My eyes opened and I scooted away from him.

      He chuckled. “Oh, Hanna. I've missed you.”

      “Who are you?”

      “A friend of your father's.” His smile turned wicked. “And I guess your mother's as well.”

      My heart skipped a beat. “You knew her?” He was too young to have known them. He was not much older than I was.

      He lay on his side next to me and smiled. “I did. How are you feeling? Still scared?”

      “I just don’t understand any of this.”

      “I won't bite you. I swear.” His eyes sparkled with delight and lies.

      Luckily, the bed was massive so we didn't have to be near each other.

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      “Of course.” I scoffed.

      “Why?”

      “I don't know you at all. The ghosts in the other room and the people who are there one minute and gone the next. The man with the bowler hat killed that guy who is still dead on the carpet. The list is pretty long.”

      He ignored my rantings, disinterested. “But me, are you afraid of me?”

      I almost nodded but something in his eyes was so familiar I couldn’t. I shook my head. “No. I don't know why.”

      He grinned. “Excellent.” He sighed. “Are you hungry?”

      “Yes. I guess I am.” I didn’t know what to think or say. I felt lost inside myself.

      He climbed off the bed. “Be right back.”

      He left the room, which gave me a chance to check it all out. It was huge. Dark-blue walls and huge fabric curtains made the room eerie. The limited light coming in seemed odd. I’d noticed it about the front room. It was the size of a basketball court but the light was dim.

      I climbed off the bed and walked to the window. The glass was old; the home must have been hundreds of years old.

      “I brought you some root beer and cook is making waffles for you.”

      “So, do you run this as an inn or house orphans?”

      He sighed. “Look, we've had this conversation many a time. I know you think I'm ostentatious and live beyond my means, but I don't care. I like it.”

      “What?”

      He sat in a chair in the corner, folding his arms. “We have met before. It was a different world maybe or just a different time. I don't want to explain it.”

      “You’re lying.” I crossed my arms. “Are you supposed to be taking some kind of meds? I have this friend who was supposed to be on some kind of antipsychotic medicine and when she felt really good on the meds, she stopped taking them.”

      He laughed bitterly. “You make me psychotic, trust me.”

      “That’s not very nice.”

      “My sweet Hanna. I've missed you so.”

      “Why?” I was so lost. And so much more detached. “I mean, I get that this is some kind of weird hookup, like my dad is sending me here to hang with you, which is creepy. There’s no denying it. And like, I’m not against a random hookup, the opportunity hasn't ever come up for me, and you’re super hot and you smell good. But this is really weird. And maybe not how I should lose my virginity. I mean, I’ve never been one of those girls who has a special plan for how it’s gonna go, but this is off the charts of crazy town.”

      “You aren’t making sense.” He blinked at me. “You’re a virgin?”

      “Yeah.” I took a second to contemplate how weird this entire conversation was.

      “What about that Jimmy Stratton fellow?” He sounded disappointed.

      “How do you know that name?” My insides twinged like they were supposed to.

      “You told me the last time we were friends that you lost your virginity to Jimmy Stratton.”

      “Well, I didn't.” I scowled. Nothing about this day was ever going to be okay. “This is a frightening experience and my father forcing me come here and the overwhelming feelings of it all is making me hallucinate I think. I don't even know you and you make me wanna be slutty, like this was destined. I have no words for that.”

      “This is most unexpected.”

      “This is a mistake. I shouldn't be here. I need to go home.”

      “Hanna, I love you. I have for years, several times, whatever the bloody hell it is that Ari does. I honestly am not going to try to explain that again. I have loved you through it all. You make me the man I want to be.”

      “Bro.” I winced. “Whoa. Isn't the virgin supposed to be needy and clingy? Stage four virgin clinger?”

      He looked exasperated. “What?”

      “You know Wedding Crashers? I get that you want to hook up and stuff, which maybe like after we got to know each other more or had some drinks. I could YOLO that. But let’s not go saying things like ‘love’ when we just met.”

      His face dropped. “Was any of that English? You did graduate from high school this time? Or has Ari made you stupid? Dear God.”

      “Who? What? I graduated. Why are you being mean to me?”

      Who’s Ari?

      “Are you broken?” He sounded genuinely disappointed.

      “Okay, I take it back. I can’t YOLO it if you’re going to be a jerk.” I grabbed the root beer he brought me and guzzled it back, hoping the sugars would balance out the craziness going on inside me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          The bayou and the broken heart

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      The air was hot and sticky. It felt like it weighed a ton.

      “Ready?”

      I glanced at Oliver and nodded.

      He took my hand in his and pulled me through the bayou forest. After the assault, I didn't want him touching me, but I also didn't want to focus on that right this second.

      “Where are we?”

      “Blackwater Bayou. It’s in Louisiana. Just outside Baton Rouge.” He was calm and quiet.

      The bayou stunk with blood, magic, and stale air.

      He pulled me to a cabin. It was a shack with a yard littered with old jawbones, old logs in weird shapes, and the skinned hides of dead animals. The lawn wasn't grass but weeds and what looked like mini mounds of dirt. I gripped his hand tighter.

      I didn’t know what a necromancer does, beyond the obvious translation but from the look of the place it wasn't good.

      “You know I had no choice, right?” I asked.

      “It's all my fault, Aimee. Not yours. She pulled the darkness from me. She pulled the memory wipe. She pulled it all. I'm free and clear again. Clean slate. Like a newborn, and she’s dead because of it.” The guilt on his face hurt my heart.

      “She died saving you. That must mean something to you.”

      “I know.” He winced. “If it ever happens to you, let me know if it makes you feel any better to be the one who's still alive.”

      “I'm sorry.”

      He squeezed my hand. “I know. You wouldn’t have hurt her if you didn’t have to”—he put a hand up to the old wooden door and knocked—“just as I would never have done any of that to you.” He lowered his gaze. “I am sick with guilt.”

      The door creaked open.

      “Holy snap, it’s The Blair Witch Project.” I stepped back, actually scared.

      “I don't know what that means.” He hauled me inside the old cabin. The smells hit instantly. I almost gagged, but held my nose.

      “Who ya be?” A pair of white eyes greeted us from the darkest far corner. Her face was as dark as the shadows she sat in, but her eyes were bright and white. Like Aleks’ did, they glowed like a light shone from them.

      “You know you no welcome. You know he no want me to help.” Her accent was thick and Cajun. Her white eyes looked as if they didn't see us but instead saw the things I couldn’t. Which was saying a lot, since I could see the dead. Sometimes.

      Oliver dropped to his knees. “I need you, Momma Holt. I need your aid.”

      She was peeling something, a vegetable or a root of sorts. Maybe. Maybe it was the arm of her last visitor. I cringed. She pointed her knife at me. “Momma Holt don’t eat no people. Don’t need skins from no people.”

      Oliver spun back to me and mouthed, “Try not to think. Her kind are always readers. Among other things.”

      I blanked my mind and thought about science and Blake, and how much I missed him.

      “Momma Holt don’t help, no you. No demons in my house.” She muttered it, still rocking and peeling.

      He put a hand forward to her. “I am pure. No demon.”

      She stabbed the blade into his hand, making him wince in pain. She pulled it out and tasted the blood and spit it into the pot next to her. “Dat be good, pure and good. Drip some in the pot, demon.”

      He stood and held his closed fist over her big black cooking pot in her lap that I couldn’t help but think was a cauldron.

      “Momma Holt ain't no bad juju conjurer, demon.”

      Oliver gave me a look.

      “I meant no offense, Momma Holt,” I whispered. She terrified me. I doubted I could kill her.

      I blanked my mind quickly as she chuckled and peeled the thing in her hands. “You need da witch back?”

      Oliver nodded once.

      “You trade Momma Holt.”

      Oliver shivered. “What would you like?”

      She glanced at me. “Dem souls. Dem souls she gone and ate.”

      Oliver gazed back at me. He closed his eyes. “Done.”

      I panicked inside, quietly. I didn’t know what that meant but I could guess it was bad. Oliver was clearly desperate and his hands were clenched together. Even Momma Holt seemed surprised at his agreement.

      When he opened his eyes, he stared at me long and hard and then whispered, “I'm sorry, Aimee.”

      I was about to die.

      I understood.

      She was going to take everything from me.

      She was the thing that could kill me.

      Fear and terror filled me.

      Oliver peered back at Momma Holt. “You raise the witch first.”

      She spit on her hand and put it out to him. Oliver spit on his hand and pressed it into hers. They steamed and sizzled.

      She nodded. “We raise dat witch den.”

      Oliver pulled his cell and sent a text. A second later a grin crossed the old woman's face. She sniffed the air and mumbled to herself. My insides churned and twisted. I wanted to run and wink and free myself, but I couldn’t. We needed O. I had thought we needed me too, but I realized Dorian could just make another me. I was replaceable.

      A knock at the door startled me.

      I jumped as the old wooden door opened. Dorian walked in with Aleks behind him, holding Ophelia's limp body.

      Dorian stopped mid step and gasped at Oliver. “What have you done?”

      Oliver was steadfast. “It was her demand. Lorri said whatever it took to get her back.”

      Dorian stepped into his face and shouted, “WHAT HAVE YOU DONE?”

      Momma Holt grabbed her walking stick and slammed it on the hard wooden floorboards. Her white eyes were gone. Replacing them were dark crimson eyes.

      Dorian bowed his head. “Forgive me, Momma Holt.” He said it through a clenched jaw.

      Momma Holt walked to the table. “You put da witch on da tableau.”

      Aleks laid Ophelia down on the wooden table amongst the jars and herbs. His eyes darted to mine. He was lost. Dorian understood but Aleks didn't.

      Momma Holt started mixing and chanting.

      I turned away. I should have wanted to watch. I should have wanted to see it, the greatest thing I would ever see, a necromancer raising the dead. A real act of God. But I didn’t. I was frozen.

      Silent tears streamed down my cheeks as I stared at the wall, away from everyone else. Knowing I was about to die, horribly, was much worse than just dying.

      I was like a pig. The memory of my father and I watching the show about how pigs could smell the day they were going to die rolled through my mind like a dense fog. It ate up all the self-pity and sadness. My father, mother, and sister were there with me. Inside me.

      Aleks grasped my hand and pulled me into him. “What's going on?” he whispered.

      “I don't know.” I shook my head. I couldn’t let him know. “She was just asking a lot for payment.”

      “What is the payment, Aimee?” His voice was rough. I wondered if he was scared like I was, even though he didn’t know what I knew. He didn’t know what the payment was.

      Where Momma Holt’s eyes were pressed shut, a white light fought to break through her sealed lids. She shook and chanted softly.

      She threw her arms into the air and screamed and then slammed them down on Ophelia's limp body. Ophelia shot up, screaming. Oliver grabbed her instantly and was gone.

      “Where’s he going?” I asked panicked.

      Dorian refused to face me. I could see it. He knew. “She’s been taken to a cell she can't escape from. A place where the sisters will find her and release their magic to her.” His words were dead.

      “Brother, go help him. He will need the help. I'll stay here and help cover the bill,” Dorian muttered.

      Aleks grabbed me and stared at me with intensity. “Hurry home. We need to talk.”

      I swallowed hard and nodded, fighting the tears threatening me and taking my voice.

      Aleks was gone, making the air in the cabin swirl with his warmth and her stinky pot.

      “Momma Holt, I have a better deal for you.”

      She shook her head. “No. You no trick Momma Holt, demon.” She held out her hand that showed where she had spit into her old leathered brown palm. Where the burns remained.

      He offered his hand to her. “I have taken more than her. I have more to give. She’s new. Few souls,” his voice cracked.

      My heart did too.

      Momma Holt seized his hand and licked it. She tasted and spit on the floor, nodding and muttering at me, “You go home, demon.”

      My eyes widened. “No. Dorian, don’t do this.” I didn’t know why but the idea of him dying was worse than anything I could imagine. “No.”

      He gazed back at me. “I'm glad you don’t remember the way I acted toward you. I'm glad this is the way you remember me. I just wish it could have been different. If I had just gotten the chance, I would’ve showed you how much, Aimee. How much this cost me.”

      “Why were you such an ass? Everyone tells me I hated you. I sense my disgust for you. It’s old. Please tell me why?” I asked through the tears and sobs.

      “Because I couldn’t do that to him. He was the only real brother I've ever had. He saw you first.” His voice broke and I heaved slightly. “I hoped this was the life that would change that, but I wasted all my chances.”

      He grabbed my face and pressed his lips against mine. The salt from the tears made its way into my mouth.

      Our kiss tightened as I heard the stab of the knife into his hand. I opened one eye to see her put his black bloody hand up to her mouth. She sucked and pulled.

      “I will love you forever,” he whispered into my mouth and then he jerked away from me and stared up at the ceiling. His jaw tightened as his eyes turned white like hers had been. He dropped to the floor and slowly became nothing more than a pile of black feathers. One white feather sat at the top of the pile.

      “His love for you. You take dat one. He leave it for you.” She pointed at the white feather. I dropped to my knees. My heart was broken.

      “I never knew,” I whispered. With trembling hands, I picked the single white feather from the pile. I held it to my chest and rocked back and forth.

      Momma Holt shuffled toward me.

      “I show you.” She placed her hands on my head and slowly, images of me filled my own mind. My smile, my eyes glowing molten steel, my laugh, me running and fighting, me sitting reading a book in the sunlight. There were more than I could count and I remembered almost none of them. The final image was me, lying in the forest, sleeping on a bed of moss. His hand came into sight and brushed my hair from my face. I recognized the ring and his jacket. His hand lingered as he brushed his thumb across my lips.

      “How he see you.” She pulled back her hands but the memories continued to roll around in my mind. I had no words.

      I wanted to reach in and grab every feather. I wanted to hold them tightly to me. “I never knew,” I cried out, shaking.

      I winked back to the yard at Lydia's, on my knees in a sobbing ball.

      Something lifted me, shaking me.

      “What happened? Where is he? WHERE IS HE, AIMEE?” Lorri ripped me from the ground. Her face changed slightly.

      I had no answers. I held up the single white feather. She dropped me to the ground. Tears flew from her eyes.

      She screamed with her head turned up to the sky and then shook with each sob and heave. “No. No. Why would he do it?”

      Oliver was there, beside her, holding her. His eyes met mine and I knew how he felt. I didn’t feel better with Dorian saving me. I would’ve traded places in a heartbeat. I was unworthy of the sacrifice that was made. Only he knew the pain I was in.

      I clutched the feather.

      Lorri spun, her face filled with hatred. “You never even loved him back. You never even cared for him.”

      Sam stood in front of me. “You know as well as I do he did it the way he wanted to. He never would have seen her dead. How was she to know how he felt?”

      Aleks walked out of the house. I felt sick when I saw his face. “Where's Dorian?”

      Lorri cried harder, angrier. She was gone.

      Sam turned to Aleks and shook his head. “He didn’t make it.”

      Aleks stopped. “He is fallen; he can't die. Not unless Aimee—” He eyed me accusingly.

      Sam stepped toward him. “No. She didn’t.”

      Oliver grabbed his arm. “This was my fault. I made the deal trading her life for O's. Dorian saved Aimee and took her place.”

      Aleks looked baffled. “Why? Oliver, why would you make that deal? Why would you trade her life?”

      “Aleks, it wasn’t like that.”

      Aleks grabbed his shirt and lifted him off the ground. His face and arms trembled. “HE LOVED HER. YOU KNEW HE WOULD SAVE HER!”

      Oliver was savage. “YOU LOVE HER TOO! YOU SHOULD BE GRATEFUL HE GAVE HIS LIFE FOR HER!”

      Aleks dropped him and turned back to me. Tears lined his cheeks but it wasn’t from gratefulness; he was destroyed. I didn’t blame him. They had been together for hundreds of years. He seemed not to know how to react. “I never got to say goodbye.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “He loved you,” Aleks muttered.

      “I never knew.” I clutched the feather.

      He nodded, dejectedly. “I know.”

      Sam smiled softly. “No one knew, Aimes. He never told anyone. We all just guessed.”

      Aleks’ face revealed the truth of it. He knew. He had known all along. He put a hand up. “I can’t do this right now.” And he was gone too.

      Oliver looked at me. “I'm sorry. It wasn’t personal.”

      Sam wrapped himself around me again. “Piss off, Oliver,” he muttered and led me away.

      “Did you get Ari back?” I asked softly.

      “No. Lost the trail.” He leaned into my hair and sniffed it. “What's that smell?”

      “Old lady magic. We went to a cabin.” I couldn’t say anything else. Not without dying inside. I never wanted to remember the cabin again.

      “No, it smells like something else.”
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          Anything but this

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      Sam’s face was killing me as I explained Hanna was no longer under the protection of the witches. “You never told me she was with us again.” His eyes bore down on me accusingly.

      I didn’t have an excuse. I mumbled, “I mean, she’s not really. She’s not with us.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Safe.” I tried to cover for it but knew I owed him the truth. “Henry will keep her safe.”

      “YOU TRADED HER TO MARCUS?” His furious spittle landed on my arms and then he was gone. I was alone in the kitchen, holding my mug of apple cider Annabelle had made me. “It wasn’t my idea,” I muttered and softly stroked my white feather.

      Lorri came into the kitchen with Lydia. “We need you. Just in case.”

      I tucked the feather into my bra, over my heart, and stood, touching Lorri's hand. Suddenly, we were in a dark cold place. The dank air was ripe with something bad. Something dark and sinister.

      “Stay beside me,” Lorri whispered harshly, not meeting my gaze.

      “I'm sorry about Dorian,” I whispered back.

      She glared like I was nothing more than an insect. “You should be.” Her words were cold and cut right through me.

      “Well, I am.”

      We walked in the dark until we came to a dimly lit room. My whole body buzzed when we entered. I trembled and twitched.

      Ophelia was tied to the wall. Her eyes were swirls of gold and black. Her hair moved as if there was a breeze but the air was still. She smiled at me. “Your sorrow is exquisite.”

      “What?”

      “Your broken heart. I can taste it in the air.” Her voice was freaky.

      “We need an old priest and a young priest.” I leaned into Lydia who scowled at me.

      “Focus.”

      Ophelia's smile was creepy and weird. She looked disturbed.

      Lorri glanced at her watch. She always did.

      Phillip and Trist flashed into the room. Phillip smiled politely, but Trist rushed his sister.

      “O, oh my God. You look haggard.” He was worried.

      She laughed. “Give me a kiss, Brother.”

      He almost stepped into her, but then stepped back and pointed. “What is that?”

      “That’s your sister,” Lorri said flatly.

      He turned to me harshly. “You did this!”

      Lorri grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “No, she didn’t. O did this to herself. She saved Oliver's soul.”

      Tristan’s face was filled with horror. “She sucked the darkness from him?”

      Lydia replied, “Yes. Now we have to get your father before time’s up. Let's do this. Call the sisters.”

      Phillip looked at Tristan and nodded.

      Tristan closed his eyes and whispered. The blue balls of light flitted into the room as one and then separated slowly, hovering in the air.

      “Death dealer, you must suck from her as we fill her up. Take her poison.”

      I frowned. “Me?”

      Lorri sighed. “Of course you.”

      “Won't she die if I suck from her?”

      Lorri turned her face sharply. “No, you idiot. They're replacing her soul. You take the damaged old one, and they give her the new one that’s combined with their goodness.”

      “So Ophelia will no longer be O? She'll be the combined effort of these other girls?”

      Lorri snarled at me. I put my hands up defensively. “I'm just checking. It sounds a little evil to take over someone’s body.”

      “Well, since she became evil, it’s our only chance. It’s suck and blow time.” She grabbed my arm and shoved me at Ophelia. I peered into her golden fiery eyes and tried desperately to see something of the girl who was my friend.

      Oliver flashed into the room with Giselle. His eyes were puffy. I was certain we looked the same. I was terrified he knew what was about to happen.

      “There might be another way.”

      Lorri shook her head. “We can't chance it. Not once she has the power.” She shoved me again. I stumbled forward and looked back growling. Lorri's growl was scarier.

      Giselle stepped forward. “Don't do it, Aimes.”

      “I don’t have a choice.”

      Oliver's voice lowered, “Don't touch her. We might find another way.”

      I reached my hand out and took a deep breath. The blue balls of light hovered above Ophelia as she started laughing. It sounded panicked and sharp. She beamed at Oliver, “I loved you, baby.”

      He lunged forward, but Lorri snatched him midair and they both vanished.

      I grabbed her arm and released the hold I had over myself. As the first blue light jumped into her mouth, she screamed toward the ceiling. A burst of darkness, sweet incense-tasting darkness, filled me up. The second light floated in and I grabbed on with my other hand. It was too much. I was filling up and screaming in sync with her. Giselle grasped my face and planted her lips on mine and pulled from me. We screamed inside each other's mouths in unison for a second and then it stopped. I dropped to the hard stone floor. Pools of black blood gathered under my hands. I was panting and twitching. Giselle was next to me. She was a funny color, ashen. I glanced over. “Thanks.”

      She gagged a little. “You taste bad.” She wiped my black blood from her lips.

      “Yeah.”

      She laughed weakly and glanced up at O.

      Oliver and Lorri flashed in and out of the room for a minute. Both punching and wrestling with each other.

      Lydia took my arm and helped me up. Her touch soothed me instantly. “Are you all right, my dear?”

      I nodded and turned to O. She blinked a few times and spoke with the voices of all of them, “It worked.”

      My stomach tightened. “Is she in there too?”

      She didn’t answer for a moment and then frowned. “She isn’t.”

      Tristan screamed. Phillip cried but held back his man. The room was in tears. Oliver flashed in free of Lorri. He grabbed both of Ophelia's hands. He looked deeply into her eyes and looked back at me. My gaze dropped. He turned to Lydia and Giselle but none of us could hold his accusing gaze.

      Lydia's voice broke, “Tristan, it’s your turn.”

      Giselle snapped, “Give him a minute, for God's sake.”

      Tristan was being held up completely by Phillip. Lydia touched his face. A smile crossed his lips. “Thank you.”

      I knew she had given him back all of his memories. Ophelia put a hand out. Tristan took it. He gripped and shook his head. “I don’t think I can do this.”

      It was too late. The sisters used their magic to pull. His body instantly vibrated. His feet lifted off the ground. They pulled back and he dropped. Phillip helped him stand on shaky legs.

      Ophelia rubbed her hands together. “We are ready.”

      “Where is she?” Oliver asked.

      “Heaven.” Lydia's voice was almost a whisper.

      Oliver looked at me. I knew what he was about to ask but I couldn’t do it. We might need him. Lorri flashed into the room. “Done?”

      Ophelia nodded. Her mannerisms were creepy and mechanical. Lorri took her hand and flashed back out. “I hate how she’s so heartless sometimes.” The words left my mouth before I could check them.

      Oliver winked. We were in a room with a bed and a bucket. It resembled a prison cell.

      I wasn't afraid of him but I couldn’t shake the memory of him ripping my clothes off.

      “Do it.”

      “Where are we?” I asked.

      He put a hand out. “Do it. Do it now while I'm pure and clean and I can go to her again. I'll feed, Aimee. I'll kill again. Then I can never get back to where she is. The fallen were never allowed back, but she saved me. She made me clean again.” His eyes were filled with desperation.

      I took his hand in mine. The idea of eating again made me gag almost. I closed my eyes and let it loose.

      “I'm sorry, Oliver,” I whispered.

      I sucked until there was nothing left.

      He dropped to the floor, becoming nothing but a pile of black feathers. There was no white one. He had taken it with him.

      My heart couldn't break any more than it had. I was numb and frozen. Sam believed I'd betrayed him. O and Oliver were gone. Dorian was gone. Aleks hated me. Lorri hated me, which wasn’t really different than any other day of the week. Tristan was non-magical now.

      “There you are.”

      I spun in the cell to see Phillip. I frowned. “Hi.” The timeline flashed into my mind. Oliver was his father. I opened my mouth but he shook his head. “He told me already. He warned me well in advance. He was a great father until about six months ago. Then he was washed and became a total douche.”

      “Washed?”

      “Yeah, washed. Like wiped. His memory was cleansed.” He sighed. “Yeah. He was madly in love with O, ready to go and get her and blah, blah, blah. He was always there for Trist and me and then six months ago, boom. Arse.”

      “What happened six months ago?”

      “Well, I just told you that part. Aimes, you're super bad at listening.”

      “What? No. I'm talking to myself. Thinking aloud.” I started to pace. Nothing stuck out in my mind. I paused. “You called me Aimes.”

      “Yeah. We used to be friends, you and me. Lydia just gave me back my memories too. I had forgotten how much I liked you.”

      “Thanks.”

      “So I followed you here because I need a favor.”

      I frowned. “What?”

      He scowled like he was conflicted. I had a moment where I was terrified he was going to reveal his bad-guy status. It would make sense. Someone had clearly betrayed us. Someone other than Daniel who we had kept in check. Or so we thought.

      “I was hoping to get a place in the South of France, where he and I could live out the rest of our lives. I want to surprise him. When I text you, could you wink him there?”

      I grinned, relieved. I loved the anxious tone in his voice. “Yeah.”

      “I know you're super busy and obviously this is bad timing, but he has no magic and he’s all alone. If I were to fight with you all, he would be defenseless.”

      “Of course. I'd be happy to do something fun for a change. Drastic change.”

      His face relaxed. “Thanks so much.” He lost some of the light. “I'm sorry about Dorian and Shane. I know you liked them both a lot.”

      “Shane?”

      “He’s evil. He and Marcus are bad now. Very bad. You must have known. They’ve been helping my dad and Jonathan with their blood-bag places.”

      My stomach sunk. “What? No. You must be mistaken.”

      “No. I saw it. I'm pretty positive Marcus was the one who wiped my dad and made him sinister like them. More winking angels to transport blood whores. Anyway. I'm sorry.”

      My mouth was dry. The past six months made sense. So much made sense. Marcus had barely tried to get Hanna. I gasped, “Hanna.” I grabbed Phillip's hand and winked us to the castle. We were outside one of the rooms.

      I heard a noise and turned back toward Phillip. “They’re having sex?” I whispered.

      “I think so. I think that’s exactly what's going on in there.” He smiled, clueless to what was about to happen.

      I parted my lips to explain, but I caught a smell. It flashed a memory of tutoring Shane. It was the smell of laundry soap and fresh ocean air mixed with deodorant. I kicked the door down. It was the room Hanna always slept in. She was on the floor. He straddled her. He hissed at me, his mouth bloody from where he was feeding off her neck.

      “Go get Giselle. Meet at Lydia's!” I shouted at Phillip and winked when I touched them both. We landed on the street outside the house. Outside the guards. I kicked him in the chest and winked Hanna to the front lawn, within the guards. I left her in a heap and ran at Shane. He squared off.

      “You and I need to have a chat.” I pointed. “You've been smuggling girls.”

      He scoffed. “Sheep. Sluts and sheep.”

      My face contorted. I leapt at him. I didn’t cheat. I didn’t suck or wink. I punched good and hard. He tackled me, rolling us and I ended up on my back.

      I winked on top of him and clenched his throat in my hands. He pushed up hard and we leapt high into the air. He grabbed my arm and pulled me under him. I winked as we landed and thumped him into the ground.

      Giselle was running in my direction. “SUCK HIM!” I shouted.

      She leapt and planted a kiss on his lips, weakening him. Her kind of poison was instant.

      “Don’t kill him,” I said breathlessly.

      I winked back to Hanna when Giselle had Shane unconscious. She was bleeding out. Her eyes widened when she saw me.

      Lydia came running out the door.

      I pointed at Hanna. “Give her back her memories.”

      Lydia didn’t even get onto the ground when the grip I hadn’t noticed on my shirt was gone. Hanna's eyes were blank.

      “Shit,” Lydia whispered.

      Sam came running through the door. His face dropped. “Hanna,” he whispered.

      Lydia jumped up and grabbed him. “She’ll come back any second. We need someone with incredible strength. Get Lorri.”

      Sam was panting. “Hanna, baby, it’s me. Hanna.”

      Giselle cried and dragged Shane's semi-conscious body to the edge of the guards. “Where should I put him?” He was our friend. “Why did I do this to him, Aimes? It was Shane. Aimee?” Her voice was panicked.

      Lorri flashed to us just as I pressed send on my text. She saw Hanna. “Worst day in a thousand years. I swear to God.” She turned to see Giselle, holding Shane, sobbing. Lorri looked at me like I was to blame. “Excellent job, Aimee. This really is the shit icing on the screwup cake.”

      I pointed back at Shane. “He’s a traitor. Him and Mar—”

      A man's scream cut me off, “LORRI” I didn’t get to finish saying his name and he was there. Marcus was right outside the guards. Giselle dropped Shane and ran across the guards. I winked to her and put myself between Shane and her.

      Shane lay still on the ground, but Marcus was fuming mad and pacing the line of the guards.

      “You give her back. We made a deal.” He spoke through his teeth.

      “Traitors. They're traitors.” I pointed.

      Lorri ignored me and stomped across the grass in her big boots. “Screw you and your deal.” She looked at me expectantly.

      I blurted out as much as I could, “He and Shane have been helping Jonathan with the blood bags and blood drugging. He’s the one who double-crossed us on the brothel with Ari. Shane knew we were going there. I told him in the alley when we thought they would take O. He was pretending to try to win me back again. Marcus is the one who wiped Oliver and made him evil.”

      Lorri's face trembled with anger. “You killed Dorian with your actions. Dorian.” Her words were short and sharp. He winced but still forced a smile across his lips in the end.

      “Lorri, it was a bit of fun. You know better than anyone how I feel about the sheep. You know how Dorian felt.”

      “I DON’T GIVE A GOOD GODDAMNED ABOUT THAT! YOU KILLED DORIAN WITH YOUR ACTIONS!” Spit flew from her mouth. She was frothing.

      Something rippled under her skin. Something scary. Lydia motioned her head toward the house. I took a step back from Lorri and Marcus.

      Marcus pointed. “Give her to me.”

      “NO.”

      “Give her over or I will go home and get Henry and he will BLOW YOUR MAGIC HOUSE DOWN!”

      I took another step back.

      Marcus’ eyes landed on me. “You little bitch. I saved Shane for you. This is how you repay me? You steal the one thing that soothes my heart, heals me, and makes me almost human again?”

      I lowered my gaze.

      Lorri shook her head. “She didn’t make you double-cross us or work me and Jonathan against each other. You always were just out for yourself. All along you've been the same selfish little prick you were when Ethan went batshit crazy.”

      A loud rumbling filled the moment of silence between the bickering.

      Marcus’ eyes gleamed as a wicked smile crossed his lips.

      Lorri's head dropped as a sigh left her lips. I closed my eyes. The rumble turned into a groan and then a moan and then a gasp. I turned around. Hanna looked like she was having a seizure on the ground. She was trembling and twitching and vibrating.

      I bit my lip and glanced at Lydia again. Terror crossed her face.

      “Ophelia,” I said quietly.

      Sam vanished from where he stood.

      “None of us is strong enough to stop her when she changes.” His voice was filled with humor and joy. He knew Hanna would need him now.

      A grin crossed my lips. “I know something you don’t.” I smirked and winked home. Well, to my hometown.

      I winked into Blake’s bedroom by mistake.

      “Aimee, what the fu—? How did you do that?”

      Alise screamed.

      I grabbed him off my sister with one hand and grabbed his bathrobe from the floor with the other. I winked us both to where I prayed to God Aleks was. The place he talked about and had showed me a picture of once.

      He was.

      The muted sunlight and the fresh mountain air were majestic. I took a deep breath and smiled. Blake was heaving spaghetti all over the rocks. I grimaced and walked away. Quickly.

      “Hey,” I said softly. I wanted to shout it and tell him to hurry the frig up, but I couldn’t. He was broken and it was my fault. His red-rimmed eyes looked brutal.

      “Hey.”

      I nudged a small stone with my boot. “I'm sorry. You know that, right? I never meant for him to die and for me to live. I didn’t even know what was going on. I didn't know he loved me.”

      He shook his head. “He was such an asshole to you. He was so good at it. You never would have guessed it was all an act. A despicable act. A way to spare himself the pain of you not choosing him and sparing you the choice.”

      “I feel like Harry Potter, I swear. The whole Severus thing blew my mind equally.”

      He clearly didn’t get my reference.

      Blake coughed and shouted, “Aimes, what the hell is going on? Where are we? Why did we come to a mountaintop to talk about Harry Potter? How the hell did we get here? Are we really here?”

      Aleks looked past me and waved. “Hey, Blake.”

      Blake's face got red. “Hey, strange guy I don’t know, sitting on the mountain.” He held his hands out to me. “What is going on?” We’d blanked his memories a couple of times thus far in life so at the moment he didn't know any of the Roses.

      “I don't have time for this. I'll get the girls to give back your memories when we get back. Just stop being a dork. Think Dr. Who.”

      His lips lifted. “For real? Awesome.” He tightened his burgundy robe and didn’t even think about the fact he was barefoot and it was freezing

      “We have to go. Hanna’s back.” I reached a hand out for him.

      Aleks’ eyes widened. “Wow, we are having a colossally bad day.” He stood and took my hand in his. I dragged him to Blake and winked us all to Marcus’ house. We stood in the hallway outside the lab.

      “Why are we here?” Aleks asked.

      I put a finger to my lips. “Henry, remember? You stay out here and keep watch for him.” I winked myself and Blake inside. “Blake, if we steal these notes, can you make a cure from them? It’s for a friend who is a rage monster. Hanna? Uhm, like the Hulk.”

      Blake cringed. “Am I in a coma? Are we dead?”

      “No, focus.” I dragged him to the notes I noticed the last time I was there. I flipped open the book to show him the formula.

      He read fast. “What is this? This is craziness. Aimes, this says it makes the monster worse. See here. Notes on adding rage.”

      I growled and winked us to the hallway and grabbed Aleks. I winked us to Dr. Jekyll's office.

      He was at his desk. He smiled at me and then saw Blake and frowned. “Odd, but welcome nonetheless. How may I help, Miss James?”

      I took a deep breath and tried to say it all so he and Blake got some details. “We know about your daughter's raging monster condition, obviously. Anyway, you had notes. Last time you had notes. It was on the timeline they made. You gave me notes and Marcus made a cure from them. Well, this time only Marcus has the notes. He knows how to make the cure. It’s the cure he has made for you.”

      “Aimee, I was there for all of it,” he said impatiently.

      I pointed to Blake. “He wasn't. Anyway, you know how it was short term? Well, I was wondering if you could make it long term and make some fast. Like now?”

      His eyes brightened. “Do you have any of the notes Marcus worked on? Without them I won’t get past where I am. He won't give them to me.”

      I slapped down Marcus’ papers and pushed the still robed and completely confused Blake at the doctor. “Totally ahead of you, Doc. Make Blake here understand what's going on. I don't have time to help you or explain further. Hanna died today. It was just like last time. She’s raging around Lydia's house as we speak and Marcus is trying to take her.”

      The doctor's face dropped.

      “Sensitivity never has been a big thing for you.” Aleks stepped forward. “We can get her back. Aimee can wink her. And I have something that will solve the Marcus issue.”

      “You're going to Henry?”

      He nodded. I felt sick.

      The doctor grabbed something from inside his desk and passed it to me. “It's a single round. You can't miss. It'll drop her like a dead deer. You'll need to bring her home after that. Roland and I can keep her safe until the potion’s ready.”

      I focused on Blake. “This is the thing you've always dreamt about. It’s real. All of it. The science fiction isn’t fiction in my world. It’s just science and fantasy meeting. You want in?”

      He grinned from ear to ear. “Hell yes. This is probably a dream, but I'm so excited I don't care.” He chuckled. “So, this was the science grant you were working on?”

      “Something like that. This is my friend Aleks.”

      He put a hand out. “It's nice to meet you.” Aleks shook his hand somewhat awkwardly. I couldn’t imagine how messed up it was for him, remembering everything from so many different times. Especially with Blake and I remembering nothing.

      “So, I can leave him here?”

      The doctor shrugged. “I don’t really see how much use another person would be, but I might be able to use him.”

      “He goes to MIT. He was at home visiting my sister. He’s a genius.”

      Blake's face turned red like he was going to argue, but he didn’t.

      The doctor beamed at him, “A lad after my own heart. Fabulous. Yes, go and save my girl. Bring her home. We have this. How ever did you get the notes?”

      “I've been in the lab before. I know how to wink in there. He never thought about letting me in. I know he doesn’t let anyone else in.”

      Aleks shook his head. “No one. I think he assumes with your memory loss you won't recall the lab, beyond it being a geek thing.”

      “It worked.” I grabbed the gun and Aleks’ hand and winked.

      We arrived in time to hear the screams before seeing the mess and chaos.

      Hanna . . .

      I winked and ran to where she was ripping the boathouse to pieces. Ophelia was shooting things at her and shaking her head. They cut Hanna but the beast didn’t stop. She was disgusting looking. I held up the gun and shot. She turned and screamed a high-pitch shriek at me. She started to run toward me but only got halfway before she dropped with a ground-rumbling landing. Her body shrunk back to her normal form. Her clothes were tattered and destroyed.

      Lorri warned me, “Don’t go off like that again.”

      “Sorry.” Everyone was out of breath and bleeding from somewhere. Marcus paced the line like a cat in a cage.

      I waved back at him. “Screw you, Marcus!” I shouted.

      “Don't taunt him.” Lydia put her bleeding hands on her old round hips. “He can still summon Henry.”

      My eyes must have given something away, because her face dropped. “What have you done, child?” she asked in a hushed tone.

      “Not me.” I looked uneasily at Lorri. Her ears perked up. She turned and gave me a glare worthy of a death sentence.

      “Where was he?” she asked through her teeth.

      “It's done, Lorri.”

      She was gone. She didn’t wait to see if it worked or if anything else happened. She just left. I knew that was for my benefit. She wanted me dead. I'd seen the look before.

      Sam scooped Hanna up. He gave me a look. I knew he blamed me. I didn't bother trying to smile. “Take her home. To her dad. He and Blake are working on some shit. I'm going to find Ari with Luke and Ben. And I guess O.”

      “Okay.” He was curt.

      “Anyone seen Giselle?” I turned around. I didn’t get an answer. I got a scream. I spun to see Henry holding Marcus in the air.

      I winked closer.

      Lydia ran over waving her arms. “Henry, wait. Don't do it. It'll taint you. I suspect this was Jonathan's plan all along.”

      Henry's hand twitched. He thought about what she was saying and put Marcus down, but held him with his power. His focus went to her and back to Marcus clutched his chest. I didn’t see Aleks.

      “Make him a new one, Henry.” Her voice was desperate. “Don't taint your soul. You'll be playing right into Jonathan's hands. I suspect he wanted you to kill Marcus from the beginning. That’s why Jonathan told Marcus about the heart and why he told him if he took it he could control you.”

      Marcus coughed and dropped to one knee, but still squeaked out a word, “Truth.”

      Henry's eyes flared bright red.

      Lydia was gasping for air when she made it to the street from the backyard. “Make him a new one. You can do it. You have to. I know you must take back the heart but don’t murder him. Make him suffer for all eternity.”

      Henry looked sad. He nodded once.

      Lydia stared at me. “You take care of them, child. Don’t let them kill each other. Take care of each other and love each other. I'll be watching.”

      “What?”

      She pulled open her blouse, flashing her old lady bra at Henry. I winced. “What are you doing, old woman? Put that back on. Do those buttons up. Jesus.” I grabbed at her. She swatted at me. It was then I saw the tears streaming down her cheeks and Henry's. He was about to do something he didn’t want to.

      My mouth dropped but as I tried to grab her, she used magic to throw me into one of the huge old oak trees. “NOOOOOOOOO!” I screamed.

      Lydia shook her head and explained, “He has to stay pure. He has to. If the evil gets into him, Jonathan can corrupt his magic. He was been counting on this moment from the beginning.”

      I sobbed and struggled, but my back didn’t budge from the old oak.

      “Ophelia, Ophelia, help me!” I screamed.

      O walked over. Her body was shifty and weird. Her eyes were magical all the time now. She tilted her head and asked with the voices of the sisters, “Why do you need help? What is happening?”

      I pointed. “Stop them.” I panicked, breathless. “Stop him.”

      “The witch is right. The fae king cannot kill or his soul will be tainted.” She turned and walked away.

      “He killed Aleks’ dad. Lydia, his soul’s already dark.”

      Lydia shook her head. “He removed the curse that gave Jon his long life. He never murdered him.”

      “Aleks, ALEKSSSSS!” I couldn’t flash. I couldn’t move. Henry pulled back. Lydia looked at me and smiled. “Look away, my love.”

      I couldn’t see her clearly, my eyes were so full of tears. “SAM. BEN. LUKE. ANNABELLE. SOMEONE!” Annabelle came through the door as Henry's hand broke flesh but it was too late. Lydia dropped to the ground in a heap. Her heart glowed like a red ball of flames in Henry's hand. Henry lifted it to the sky and shouted something I didn’t understand.

      Annabelle screamed.

      Her ghostly body was pinned by the guards. She couldn't get out of them. She screamed and pounded.

      Henry grabbed Marcus and lifted him off the ground. He shoved the fist into the vampire and came out with another heart. The light of it was too bright, I turned away. He did something I couldn’t see and then the light was gone.

      Henry smiled at me. “She wanted you to know she lived an amazing life.” He walked toward me and put his hand on my face. “She wanted you to have these.”

      The pictures came flooding in. They stretched everything in my mind. I sobbed and screamed and laughed like a madwoman as everything found its way back to its proper place.

      His magic let me go and I dropped to my knees.

      Somehow her words rolled through my mind. Words she had spoken to me in the very beginning of it all. One day we will all see the big picture and where we fit into it. For now, we just try to do the best we can to make the world the place we would want to live if we were human.

      I remembered it all. The switches with Ari. The deaths we'd lived through.

      Dorian.

      His smile and sneer. The way he kissed me when we were alone. The way he watched me all the time. The heartbreak was bigger than anything I've ever lived through. Bigger than my mother. It was over as fast as it had hit. I pulled the feather from my bra and held it to my face. Other memories filtered in.

      My heart panicked. Aleks. I needed him. I scanned the street for Shane. He was gone.

      Marcus saw me and laughed, even though I could tell he was in terrible pain. He howled and screamed some more.

      “What did you do to him?” I asked Henry.

      “Gave him a heart again. Feelings. You just suffered through a couple of years’ worth of feelings. He is suffering through hundreds of years’ worth.”

      “You must free her too.” I pointed to where Annabelle was lying on the grass, reaching.

      “I know. There will be no safe place when I do.” He grinned. “Except Marcus’.”

      He flashed to where Annabelle was and reached through the guards. He touched her hand and pulled her to him. He touched her chest which was still heaving and sobbing. Annabelle was in such a fit, she didn’t look at me. She didn’t even try to say goodbye. She clutched him as he put the light out. It hurt me that she had left and didn’t say goodbye, but I got it. Lydia was her Ari.

      Sam flashed back without Hanna. He spied Lydia's dead body and broke into a run. His face was drawn and pale. He skidded on the ground to her. He shook and hugged her. His screams were louder than Marcus’. “NOOOOOOO!”

      It was too much death. Too much for one heart and one day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          My heart won’t go on

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      “I give them back to you, spirit. I give their souls to you and offer you their love. Please accept them, Father and Mother,” Sam whispered. His face resembled mine. He was broken and couldn't cry anymore. He continued to translate the words spoken by Henry. “Heal them and take away the pain they’ve suffered for the cause. Replace the pain and suffering with joy and love and let them always have each other.”

      Henry tossed ashes into the wind. It made a tornado and shot up into the sky. Flowers started to fall slowly. They fell over top of where we sat in the grass and they grew roots. A daisy landed in front of me. Green vines crawled from the bottom of the stem and dug into the grass. The smell of the flowers was everywhere. It blew in the soft early summer breeze. The flowers became an instant meadow.

      Giselle heaved and sobbed. Lydia and Annabelle were the only parents she had ever really known. She was a mess. She shook me violently just by touching me. Ben wrapped himself around her and pulled her in. Ben and Luke were in rough shape. Ari was still missing.

      “What is Henry exactly?” I whispered to Sam.

      He leaned in and spoke so softy, I almost didn't hear the words, “One of his parents was one of the first three children of Lillith. The other parent was of the Stag's people. The man Lillith was waiting for when Adam raped her. He was one of her witch children's children. He was a shaman. It’s part animal, part witch. Very strong. The magic combines and makes something almost unbeatable. Henry could take us all on. He can control nearly anything. If he had murdered Marcus, even to get back his own heart, it would’ve made him a port for the darkness. The evil would have gotten to him. He would have become like his brother. Then Jonathan could have made him work for him.”

      “Did you know all this already?”

      “No. I never knew Jonathan had a plan for Henry. I thought he was mad because Marcus tricked Henry. I guess it was an act. Pretty convincing.”

      “What happens now?” I asked.

      “Believe it or not, we have to go live at Marcus’.”

      I gazed around the meadow at the children. “They can't stay there. He’s horrid.”

      Sam grinned. “Not anymore.”

      “We have to deal with Shane, kill Jonathan and Lillith, and Ophelia’s a nightmare now. Plus, we have to get Ari back.” My stomach sunk. It had been so long since she was taken. I feared the worst. I tried not to, but I couldn’t help it. “I feel numb.”

      “Me too, Aimes.”

      I leaned into him and glanced up at Aleks who stood next to Henry.

      “He isn’t going to let us kill Lillith.”

      “No.” Sam agreed. “He isn't. We have to kill Jonathan. That’s the main thing.”

      “And get Ari back,” I added.

      His eyes hardened with fear. “I'm glad you remember me again,” he whispered and squeezed my leg.

      “Me too.” I wasn't glad I remembered everything else. Seeing it the other way was simpler. Now every bad thing I'd ever done or experienced crawled around inside me.

      Turning to Aleks I knew he was way more distraught than he let on. I knew him better now. He didn’t do worked up or emotional, but he looked like he might today. His fingers trembled. He clenched them to stop it when he saw my stare.

      I couldn't imagine being him in this moment.

      His father was dead.

      Dorian was dead.

      Lydia and Annabelle were gone.

      O and Oliver too.

      There were so few of us left.

      I slipped my hand into the top of my shirt and felt for the feather. The softness of it between my fingers reminded me of the debt I owed.

      Giselle shook, her and the little kids. Memories of Lydia and Annabelle hit us all. Things I clung to desperately. I understood Marcus a little. He had clung to Hanna for the little bit of life he could suck from her.

      I picked a flower and ate it. I didn’t know why. I just needed something. It was bitter and silky and I knew it was a piece of Lydia that was going to stay inside me forever.

      “I'm ready to go, Aimee,” Danny whispered.

      “Okay.” I stood up and took his chubby hand in mine. The service was over. I winked him to Dr. Jekyll's house.

      “This is a good place for you. You'll be safe and you're nerdy enough that Blake and the doc can use your help.”

      We walked up to the house. Roland was at the funeral. I knew he wasn’t home yet.

      Danny didn’t say anything as we got to the door and knocked.

      Hanna answered, not smiling, “Hi, Aimee.” Her words were mechanical.

      “Hey. Do you remember Danny?”

      “No.” She shook her head. She didn’t really know any of us.

      Her face lit up when she peered past me. I turned to see the grinning face of Sam with Roland. Roland was less than impressed to see me.

      “Roland,” I muttered.

      “Miss James.” His words were terse.

      Sam stumbled through his words, “H-hi. Uhm, I-I'm Sam.”

      Hanna grinned and I could smell her polluting the air worse than before. It was like being in a field of flowers you were allergic to. I dragged Danny through it. He was grinning at Hanna too. I tugged. “No,” I muttered.

      He smiled. “She still smells pretty.”

      “Let’s just stay away from that, okay?” I hurried inside and knocked on the door to the office.

      “Come in, Aimee.”

      I opened the door with a quizzical look on my face.

      Blake grinned. “We knew it was you. Those boots you wear.” He turned his head back toward the doctor. “She really was a normal nerd once. But like the saying goes, 'Be yourself. Unless you can be Wonder Woman.' And there she is. In the flesh and blood, only with black boots.”

      I scowled. Blake didn’t understand the last couple of days. The doctor barely did.

      “This is Danny. He can help.”

      I smiled down at Danny. “Just like Lydia's. No going outside, no leaving the house, period. Blake plays WOW too. I'll be back to check on you.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Kay, Mom.”

      Blake laughed. The doctor lifted an eyebrow and fought a grin.

      “Take care of him. He’s Nephilim.” I winked out of the house with my own grin. I didn’t need to see the horrified look on the Jekyll's face to know it was there. Everyone hated Nephilim.

      I stood outside the castle and gazed up. I bit my lip and walked through the front door.

      “GET OUT!” Marcus screamed as I crossed the threshold.

      “No. I could use something to drink though.” I smacked my lips.

      “I swear by the gods, I am going to—”

      I winked to his lab.

      He arrived a couple of minutes later, opening the door and bursting into a fit of laughter. He leaned against the frame. “I should have remembered. Oh, that's funny.”

      “You let me in once.”

      He laughed and turned away from the room. “You are such a bitch, Aimee.”

      “I know.” I walked after him. “You’re no treat, Marcus. You turned Shane into a crazy psycho. You forced yourself on Hanna, using her weird siren juju. You killed Dorian.”

      He turned sharply and put a dirty finger in my face. I noticed suddenly how disheveled and desperate he appeared. “You did that. You killed him. He never loved a single person, until you. Not one.” His smile was sick and satisfied.

      I leaned into his face. “You betrayed us. You got O murdered and let them take Ari. I want to know where she is. NOW!”

      He laughed in my face and lowered his hand. “You think I know where she is? You think Jonathan trusts me? I betrayed Lorri. Jonathan isn’t so dumb as to trust me.”

      “Tell me!” I grabbed his collar.

      He snarled his fangs at me.

      “Please.” I laughed. “Go ahead. Take a long drink.” I tilted my head to the right, exposing my neck.

      He trembled with anger and hatred. “I can’t. Even if you couldn’t kill me with one drink, I can’t.”

      Tears filled his eyes. He pulled away and was gone, doing his fast running thing.

      “That was weird,” I muttered.

      “Not so weird.”

      I spun to find Aleks behind me.

      I smiled at the nice surprise. “How are you here? How did you know I was here?”

      “I didn’t. I came to check on him.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he was my friend for a long time, and he’s heartbroken and destroyed. And even though he’s evil and rotten, I can’t change the fact he helped me kill my father and made things right in my world.”

      “You're a very honorable person.”

      He laughed. “No, I'm not. I just believe in an eye for an eye. Marcus has been punished. You cannot know how bad it is for him now.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “So he lost Hanna. Big whoop. Now he has a heart and can feel. He doesn’t need her.”

      Aleks crossed his arms. “That’s not the whole story, Aimes. Henry cursed the heart he put in Marcus’ chest.”

      “Lydia's heart.” I never wanted anyone to forget that part. She had sacrificed herself to save Marcus.

      He nodded. “Yes. He put a curse on it that was similar to the one I had. Marcus feels everything that his victims feel or have felt. His pain over the past couple of days has been brutal. He has endured the terror and pain and everything.”

      “But why was he a good vampire last time, only taking what he needed, and bad this time? He wasn't a good person but he was a good vampire.”

      Aleks shrugged. “It's the cost of what Ari does. Things change. Things she can't control. Think how easily Blake adjusted to you being what you are.”

      “Yeah. He’s so good with it. But the first time, he tried to commit me.”

      “Exactly. He has dealt with it subconsciously so many times, that when it came time to tell him on this occasion, he was cool with it.”

      I realized how different things were between us. I remembered so many things.

      “Come somewhere with me?” He offered me a hand.

      I took it and we flashed to his house in the English countryside. The one we used to use to escape, once upon a time. He, Dorian, and Marcus owned it together. I smiled seeing the old country estate’s walls again. “Remember when I said I always saw us living here? My parents visiting. We would have two Irish wolfhounds and maybe bunnies and of course a cat. It would be Christmas and you and my dad would sit and talk by the fire, wearing those sweaters that Dorian always calls jumpers and mocks me—” My chest tightened as his name left my lips.

      “Dorian doesn't talk anymore.” He regretted his words as much as I regretted mine. We both winced and looked away.

      “If I could have died instead, I would have,” I said, but it didn’t improve things.

      He walked down the stairs to the basement.

      I followed him, catching the smell of something partway down. “What have you done?” I asked in a whisper.

      Giselle sauntered across the basement with a grim expression. “Hey.” Her eyes were still red from the funeral.

      “What's going on?” I almost didn’t trust either of them but I smelled Shane. Something was up.

      “I have him calm,” she said.

      “Giselle remembers the blood lust.” Aleks said it like he was doing something good.”

      “So?”

      “So she can help him. She doesn’t remember anything else, but she remembers blood lust. She thinks she can save him.”

      Giselle smiled weakly at me. “Maybe, I can find out where Ari is too.” She hugged herself.

      I wrapped my arms around her and breathed her in. Her body didn’t melt into me the way it used to. She was tense where I was soft.

      “If you want, I can ask someone to give back all your memories.”

      She shook her head. “I don't want them. I don't want to fight it again.”

      “But you have happy memories. The memories of Lydia and O and Dorian.”

      “I've had a good two years with them. And maybe it sounds weird but my heart remembers them from the other times.”

      My eyes watered. “We did all love each other.”

      Aleks wrapped his arms around us both and held us to him.

      Giselle backed away from the embrace and walked to the door to the cellar. “Did you straighten out the Alise thing? She called me screaming about you guys vanishing.”

      I laughed harder. “Blake has her convinced it was a bad dream, she had spent the night drinking a ton with Michelle.”

      “Michelle?” She sneered and then looked sad. “Do you ever miss it? The normal shit? I just want to get trashed and let some boy take advantage of me.”

      “I do.”

      “I miss getting trashed and having sex and not feeling like eating the person. Sweaty sexy boys and me and the smell of booze. Jesus. Every guy now wants to be my husband.” Her voice became mocking. “I smell so good and look so good and taste so good, blah, blah, blah. Like, shut up. Jesus.”

      Aleks looked like he might cry but she continued.

      “I just want someone who can't see my beauty. Who can't smell my shit. Well, you know, not my shit, but like the succubus thing. I just want a guy who wants to just do it a lot and maybe buy me purses and stuff.”

      I distracted her, “We should go to Cuba sometime. You love Cuba.”

      She pointed at me and opened the door. “I know, right? I love Cuba. This place is depressing. I officially don’t like England. Boring. No wonder no one comes here for spring break. No girls gone wild in Hertfordshire.”

      There was a blur and a snarl and she clotheslined Shane and jumped on top of him. She pressed her face to his. He was frozen once she did it.

      “Giselle! I told you to chain him.”

      She pulled away and grinned. “It's more fun like this.”

      Aleks sighed. “You're going to be the death of me. I swear it.” He grabbed Shane and dragged him back into the cell. Giselle sat on the ground. “He tastes funny. It’s weird.”

      “Can you kill him?”

      She shrugged. “No clue. I mean, maybe. I never tried. I killed other vamps but they weren't Marcus’ vamps. That could change things.”

      She stood and walked into the cellar. I followed. Shane seemed different. So different I felt like he too had died.

      He lifted his face and grinned as his strength slowly filtered in. “You got some kiss, Giselle. Always did, I guess.”

      She laughed. “And you got some pain in the ass nerve. Now tell me where Ari is or next time I suck until you die.”

      He laughed. It was so bitter and hard, I didn’t know it. “Kill me. Do it. Free me. Kill me and let me go.”

      “I'm sorry, Shane. I'm sorry for what happened. I didn’t know,” I muttered.

      His blue eyes were hard and cold, like his laugh. “You know now, don’t you? You have it all back. Those memories of us, loving each other. You loved me. You chose me. You remember that?”

      I nodded slowly. “I do. But we were different people then.”

      Giselle slapped him hard across the face, drawing dark blood from his mouth. “Answer the question.”

      “France. The South of France.”

      I instantly recalled Phillip's request.

      “Is Phillip in on this?”

      He laughed and looked away.

      Aleks looked confused. “Why?”

      “No reason. I need to get out of here.” I turned and left. “We need to go to the doc’s and talk to Sam, Hanna, and Lorri.”

      Aleks followed me out. “Giselle, you got this?”

      She answered, “I do. Hurry up though, ‘cause for reals it’s boring. And dank. I finally understand what dank is. This shit-ass cellar is dank.” She kissed Shane on the lips, knocking him out. I winced. She chained him to the wall and left the cellar. She was so strong now. So much stronger than before.

      “Love you, Giselle,” I said softly

      She grinned. “Me too, Aimes. Hurry up. I wanna go to Cuba.”

      Aleks put a hand out. “Yeah. Me too.” I touched him and we were at the front door of the Tudor.

      Aleks lifted a hand to knock but the door opened. Lorri snarled at us, “About time.”

      “Hey.”

      She opened the door wide. We walked in and looked around. “Where is everyone?”

      “Office. They got it. Blake and the doc got it. Hanna is Super Hanna minus the freak show changes and the weird blackouts.”

      “No way.”

      She mocked me. “Way.”

      “You are such a bitch sometimes.”

      She laughed. “It's all the time. Now, I left Abbey with Marcus, so let's make this snappy.”

      I clicked down the hall and smiled.

      Hanna walked toward me. Sam was behind her. I could smell the siren on her so strongly now. The shell bracelet she wore was bright red.

      “Where did you get that?”

      She gazed down and shook her head. “The Ophelia girl who’s really weird gave it to me. She made me like five and said they were for when she’s gone. Bizarre chick.”

      Sam snorted. “You have no idea.”

      Lorri cut past us and stomped into the doctor’s office. “I need you to hurry up.”

      We all turned and walked in. She was the last of the fallen. She and Jonathan.

      “I think they're in the South of France,” I muttered.

      She turned and laid out a map. “Shane?”

      I nodded once. I didn’t want to but I said it anyway, “Phillip came to me as I killed his father. He didn’t even seem to care about it at all. He told me he was looking at condos in the South of France, and he wanted me to bring Tristan there when the condo was ready, as a surprise for him. Just me and Trist.”

      She wriggled her lips. “Odd. I would say it’s odd. It is possible Marcus wiped him too.”

      “Or Shane. Shane’s almost as strong as Marcus.”

      She scratched her face. “Okay, where is Tristan?”

      Sam gulped, “He’s at Marcus’. He was watching TV when it all went down. Not really eating or anything.”

      “The wolves?”

      Sam's voice lowered, “Nonstop tracking. They made me bring them to Alaska again, every hideout we've been to yet, and Italy twice. They phase and text and then change back. Ben’s even texting with his wolf toes, I think. Swear to God. Cell phones on collars. It’s crazy.”

      I glanced at Hanna. I noticed her sliding a hand into Sam's. She squeezed it.

      “We need to go to France. We need to see. I know where they'll be.” Lorri glanced back at the doc who added, “Lillith would be able to get great strength there.”

      “Lillith?”

      He nodded. “He will use her if he can.”

      “We bring the kids then?” Sam asked.

      Lorri shook her head. “Just the one who makes herself disappear. The rest stay with Marcus.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          The truth of the matter

        

      

    

    
      Hanna

      I glanced at him and wondered if he sensed it. I couldn’t stop touching his fingers. Gripping them. My tears were sitting in the back of my throat. I couldn’t talk if I wanted to.

      The change had brought it all back.

      My beast knew the truth.

      Nothing Ari did could change the way my beast remembered it all. I saw it differently, extreme versions of everything.

      But I remembered everything.

      I glanced at Sam sideways and remembered how I had broke his heart.

      Every emotion was extreme. My beast was savage and hateful about her feelings. Now that she was fused with me and our minds were one, I could sense the basic survival skill she thought with.

      She knew things in a plain way.

      She loved him.

      She saw things clearly.

      She saw Marcus as fun but she loved Sam.

      He glanced at me, saying something I didn't hear. He frowned but continued talking to Lorri and Aimee.

      Ugh, Aimee.

      She hated me so much and my memory of her killing my father wasn't a fan fav.

      My father.

      The journals.

      All of it.

      It was too much. The tears started to leak out. I didn’t move or twitch or budge. I looked down and hoped the minor spillage would be enough to ease up the pressure.

      It wasn't. A heave slipped from my lips. I couldn’t stop thinking about them all. The deaths of the children who were now back and the world without Sam. My fingers tightened around his. There was no world without Sam.

      Now the world was new again and O was gone. Dorian was gone. I wouldn't ever be with them all again in one place. I could remember it all before O. Everything was perfect. I wanted to blame her, but her death hurt too.

      “Hanna?”

      I didn’t look up at him. He lifted my face. My ugly-cry, snot-covered face.

      He grabbed a tissue from my dad's desk. Everyone stared at me.

      “She remembers everything. Look at that face,” Lorri said harshly.

      I covered my face.

      Sam pulled me into him.

      “How?”

      “B-b-beast memories,” I stuttered.

      “Oh, like how Luke could always sense who Ari was to him, even when she fudged with the time,” Aimee added softly.

      I turned and ran from the office. Anger and pain were everywhere. I had betrayed him. I had betrayed him so badly.

      I felt like my chest was going to explode. I ran up the stairs to my room and slammed the door. Only it wasn’t my room. Father hadn’t died and left me the Tudor. The room was similar to when he had died but it had nothing of me in it. Just the bed and furnishings.

      I collapsed onto the bed.

      I heard footsteps in the room. I expected Sam.

      “Hanna.” It was Lorri. I didn’t know what to say. I hated being weak in front of her.

      She crawled onto the bed and sat beside me. I waited for her to break my neck or bite me, the way Shane had. The way Marcus had let him kill me and bring out the beast.

      “Hanna, I know how you feel right now. If I stop and think for even a second, I'll burst into a thousand different emotions and tear this house apart. The hold I have over myself is so tense, I don’t think I can keep it much longer.”

      That was a terrifying confession.

      “But mourning is selfish, my child. We don’t have the leisure of being selfish. The dead are gone and the world is still a mess.” She slapped me on the ass and got off the bed. “So let's do this.”

      She was gone. I started to laugh. I wiped my face and shook my head.

      A man's voice interrupted my moment of insanity, “That was weird for me too. I flashed in and then out.”

      “I'm so sorry, Sam.”

      “No. Hanna, it never happened. This is the first time we've ever met. This is a clean slate.” He walked toward me and crawled onto the bed. I loved the smell of him. I closed my eyes and let him wrap me in him. I expected him to kiss me but he didn't.

      I opened an eye. He was looking at a text on his phone. I frowned. He grabbed my hand and flashed us back to the office. I stumbled where we stood suddenly, but he wrapped an arm around my waist and caught me.

      “Luke found them. Not France. Florida.”

      Lorri's face dropped. “He wouldn’t.” Her voice was a growl and I was scared again.

      Sam nodded. “I’m not sure what that means, but they're in Florida.”

      Lorri bit her lip nervously which was odd for her.

      Aimee frowned. “What is it, Lorri?”

      “The dark witches. The dark witches there. Shit.” She sighed.

      “I'm lost. The ones I gave my blood to?” Sam said slowly.

      Lorri turned and scowled. “Oliver saved you that day. Those women are dark and evil. That's his plan.” Her words were a whisper and her eyes were haunted and distant. She snapped her red head around. “He plans to turn Lillith dark. To let them fill her up. But why?”

      Dad's eyes darted to Roland who cleared his throat. “We fae have long believed Lillith has almost no powers. Legend says that she split the power amongst her children. Every time she gave birth, another piece of the magic was given to the baby. She has many children now. Very little magic.”

      “Is that true?” Aimee asked and pulled out her phone. She sent a message. She sighed and vanished.

      We all looked around.

      No one had an answer or a clue.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          The O monster

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      The sound of my boots in the hallowed halls lifted the eyes from the sofa. The little kids smiled, Marcus growled and slithered away, Abbey gave me a nod but didn’t take her eyes away from the video game she was playing. Tristan sat perfectly still, watching.

      I grabbed his arm and winked us both. He was unshaven and smelled funny.

      “Dude.”

      His eyes scanned me and the hallway we were in. “Where are we?” His voice was missing the feisty passion and sarcasm it had before.

      “Hanna's. You okay? You look like shit.”

      “I know. I just feel so empty without it. The magic was more than I knew it was. I miss Phillip and O.”

      I spun him and planted a huge kiss on his lips.

      He shoved me back. “What the heck, Aimes? I didn’t switch teams. Gross. You got lip gloss on my teeth. Gah.” He coughed and wrinkled his face.

      “Okay. Now that you're awake, let's do this.” I dragged him into the office. Everyone gave him a slanted look.

      “Didn’t realize I was missing a team meeting.” Tristan cocked an eyebrow.

      Lorri rolled her eyes. “You're missing lots of things these days.”

      “Is it possible Phillip has switched to the bad guys?” I asked the question I didn’t want to.

      Tristan scrutinized me and then crumpled to the floor in a sobbing heap. I raised an eyebrow at Lorri. She mouthed several swear words.

      Hanna dropped to her knees and held him to her.

      “It's okay, Trist. It’s okay.”

      He shook his head. “No, it’s not. Shane and Marcus wiped him. He’s a nasty asshole now. Hateful bitch. He doesn’t love me anymore.” His words were mixed amongst sobs.

      “He made me give him my blood. He took it and left. He hasn’t come back. He’s gone to them. He’s gone to Team Vader.”

      “Honey, you need to help us end this. We are out of time and out of allies.” Lorri patted the top of his head. “Hanna, go shower and clean him and get him pretty. He looks like shit. The rest of us need to come up with some sort of a plan.”

      Hanna lifted him off the ground and carried him princess style from the office.

      Blake crossed his arms and sighed. “What if Tristan killed the O monster and took back his magic. It’s just like Highlander, right? He killed and took the magic?”

      I laughed.

      Lorri nodded. “We could do that. But the prophecy states that Lillith cannot be killed by a man.”

      “He’s her son. He isn’t just a man. He’s a witch.”

      “What if the prophecy was made up, or wrong? What if Jonathan wrote it? How do we know any of it is true? Lillith could be just as strong today as she was a thousand years ago.”

      I crossed my arms. “I say we try. We can't control the O monster and besides, she won't do anything to help us. We get her here and let Trist cut her head off.”

      “He doesn’t cut her head off. It isn’t actually Highlander. He needs to make the ghost sisters believe it’s for the greater good.” Blake snapped his fingers. “Chaotic good, ringing any bells? The ghost sisters are the chaotic good. If they think it’s for the best, they'll do it. We tell them he’s still in with the baddies. He has an in to get to Lillith and kill her. He has been invited to go meet up with the bad ones. They give him the magic, and we go as a group and kick ass.”

      Lorri added, “All that, but you stay here. You're delicate.”

      Blake looked annoyed.

      Dr. Jekyll glanced at Roland. “We can help.”

      Roland’s face was grave but he replied, “As you wish, sir.”

      Lorri clapped. “Excellent. Let's get Tristan back to being Tristan, and get the magic back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Dance for me, baby

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      Tristan smiled and nodded politely to all their questions. He wasn't lying to the ghost girls. He just wasn't telling the whole truth.

      “You would kill our mother, Brother?” O’s voice still freaked me out.

      Tristan replied, “Of course. You ladies know how I feel about everything. I want Jonathan dead. I want him to pay for what he has done to us all.”

      The sparkly dead glow in O’s eyes made my skin crawl. She looked at Lorri and me, nodding. “Take my hand.”

      Tristan took a breath and put his hand into hers. She gazed up into the sky. The clouds hovering above us cleared, except for one dark cloud. A bolt of lightning struck their hands. They both lifted off the ground, shaking and convulsing. Tristan dropped to the ground on his knees as O slumped in a heap.

      “They're gone,” he whispered. He moved his hands, making the magic sparkle through them. He grinned. “Guess I'm ready then.” His eyes were sinister.

      I had a bad feeling.

      We flashed back to the mansion and gathered the forces. We winked in groups to the forest in Florida where the wolves waited. I dropped to my knees and let them maul me when I saw them.

      “I missed you guys,” I whispered. Luke whined. “I know. We're going now. We’ll get her back.”

      Lorri led us through the woods.

      “This is where you came last time?” I asked Sam.

      He nodded.

      Roland leapt and phased midair. He was a huge black wolf. Hanna gasped. None of us had ever seen it.

      “Do it now, Sarah,” Lorri said softly.

      We could see each other but nothing could see us. Sarah had worked hard at developing the talent and was finally able to make us all invisible.

      I could feel the line when we crossed it. The darkness hovered in the air like a black cloud. I instantly felt uncomfortable. The wolves growled softly. Hanna and the doc looked savage. He didn't change into the beast either. Hanna and her dad would both be beasts but in control of it.

      My insides hurt. I just wanted Ari. I wanted her so badly. I knew Lucas felt the same. He was skin and bone almost and his fur didn’t glisten like it usually did. He seemed exhausted.

      We crossed a dirt path. Ben was out front. He stalked, sniffing and searching it out.

      We stopped when he stopped. Lorri checked with little Sarah. “Still good?”

      Sarah nodded. She appeared to be concentrating very hard. She was the only one who could control her talents completely. The other kids were still a little nutty when they got scared.

      Sam stayed close to her.

      I heard them before we could see anything. A man laughed. It was Jonathan. My skin shivered.

      I winked into a tree just above us. There was a small village in the forest. Just some shanty huts with dirt paths between them. The houses were old and decrepit-looking. Jonathan stood outside next to a girl with dark hair. She was tied to a pole in the middle of the path. She had whip marks that were somewhat healed. Instantly, I was angry and sickened. It was Ari. She was filthy. Her clothing was torn and gross. After everything she had been through, this was too much. Phillip wasn’t there. No one else was. It was Jonathan and Ari. He rubbed something down her cheeks and then stopped. The wind changed. He lifted his face into the air like a sniffing dog.

      “Shit,” I whispered and winked back to the ground. “He can smell us, I think.”

      Lorri agreed, “Guaranteed. What are you getting, Trist?”

      “Bad juju. These witches are bad. They're almost as strong as I am. Phillip’s here. I can feel him. The earth might not fight with me here. It’s tainted.” He put his hands out. “Ari’s sick. We need to hurry.” He made a face.

      “She’s tied to a pole in the middle of the road there. It’s a dirty little village of sorts. Gross. I saw Jonathan but no one else.”

      Lorri flexed her fingers. “Chances are he knows we're here and is ready. Are we ready?”

      We all nodded. We had no concrete plan. Ari always wrecked our plans anyway.

      We skulked from the damp forest and into the village. The electricity in the air was too much. I gagged from the stench of the humidity and dead animals. To the right, carcasses and skins made a pile. In the distance, I could see Ari.

      Lorri turned to me. “Aimee, you get Ari. Tristan and I will get Jonathan. Sam, you come with me in case he winks. We track him.” Her whisper was so silent I almost missed it.

      She held a hand up with three fingers.

      She lowered one.

      My heart raced.

      She lowered another.

      My palms sweated.

      She lowered the third and I winked.

      I touched Ari and was blasted across the dirt yard. Lorri had Jonathan in her hands, but he just stood and laughed.

      Tristan blew the pole where Ari was tied up, sending her flailing. I winked and caught her. Lucas was instantly with me, nuzzling her.

      Suddenly, they came out of the house in hordes with their fingers raised as they chanted. They resembled regular women but their eyes were black.

      They all pointed at Tristan.

      His fingers and hands shook.

      “Lorri!” he cried out. Lorri winked to him but was blown across the dirt road. Ben was attacking one of the witches. He killed her on the road. Her body became a black blood puddle.

      I scanned around at the pandemonium.

      Lorri was being held to the ground. Jonathan was still standing, laughing. Ben leapt at him but he didn’t wound. He didn’t budge. The witches chanted. Aleks was flashing and killing, but the witches didn’t stop. The ones still standing didn't defend themselves. They chanted. There were at least twenty of them still upright.

      “He’s glamour. Jonathan's not really here,” Lorri shouted.

      Hanna and her father were ripping and tearing. Both were covered in blood. It was savage and disgusting, watching them kill unarmed women who didn’t fight back. They continued to chant even as they were ripped limb from limb.

      Tristan screamed again. His fingers twitched. “LORRI!” he screamed. His hand whipped from his own neck and shot a bolt at the ground in front of me.

      “MOVE!” he screamed.

      I grabbed Ari and Luke and winked. I left them in the living room at Marcus’ and winked back. I grabbed the first witch and sucked. She tasted like the best thing I had ever eaten. Dirty filthy death.

      We murdered every one of them to the sound of Jonathan laughing his head off. As the last witch dropped dead, Tristan vanished.

      Jonathan stopped laughing and grinned. “Thanks for finishing it for me. I didn’t know how I would get him to take the magic from his sisters.” And then he too was gone.

      Lorri screamed and then she and Sam were gone.

      Sarah was crying in the middle of the dirty road. I could hear her but not see her. She wasn't making anyone but herself invisible. She must have panicked and dropped the guard.

      “Sarah. Come to me,” I whispered. I felt her next to me when I could see her again. I picked her up and winked her to Marcus’. I held her tightly.

      Aleks was there immediately with Ben, Hanna, Roland, and the doc.

      We stood in the middle of the living room, covered head to toe in black blood and disappointment.

      We had failed. In every way possible. Well, except for rescuing Ari. She had been found nearly unconscious on the ground and looked like she might die any second. So the success felt less than that.

      Ben and Roland left the room with the black blood coating their muzzles. Lucas sat and cried sad wolf sounds that broke my heart. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know how to fix her. I didn’t know anything, except that if she died, I would never heal. None of us would. She was the bane of our existence but she was the heart as well.

      His soft wolf sobs were killing me.

      “Go change,” I muttered. He stared at me, his green eyes filled with tears. “Go change,” I repeated. “I won't leave her side.”

      He stood and left.

      The children were crying. Even Anne.

      Lucas and Ben came running back in. Lucas was pulling his shirt on. “Aimes.”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know what to do. I—we need Lorri and Sam and Dorian and Lydia.” I'm shaking.

      “She needs to be examined.” The doc spoke to Marcus who sat on the couch in a bathrobe and greasy hair. “Want to help me, old friend?”

      Marcus gazed at him and then back at the TV.

      “MARCUS!” Dr. Jekyll shouted.

      Marcus climbed off the couch, looking hideous. “Fine. Jesus. Stop the shouting.” He walked toward the lab. Dr. Jekyll lifted Ari up off the floor and carried her toward the lab. Lucas and Ben followed. I stood, frozen in the middle of the room. I didn’t know what to do.

      Sarah sobbed in my arms. She never should have seen any of that, any of the death and horror. The witches never even fought back. We slaughtered them and they let us.

      Abbey got up from the couch and took Sarah out of my arms. She winked at me and carried the sobbing child down the hall to a bedroom.

      “Everyone get cleaned up so when Lorri gets back, we're ready. She and Sam will know where they went,” Aleks said and walked over to me. He took my hands in his. That's when I noticed the blood for the first time. I pulled my greasy hands away from his and wiped them on my pants. I couldn’t get it off. I ran to the sink and scrubbed as best as I could and then grabbed his hands again. “I need to change and then the farmhouse.”

      “I’ll meet you there. I’m going to change too.” He nodded and flashed. I winked to my room. I threw on new clothes and a different pair of ass-kicking boots.

      Then I winked to the farmhouse just as Giselle came in the living room. “Hey. Just in time. We have a development.” Her face looked funny. Shane was behind her.

      I lifted my hand like I might suck him dry from there.

      Giselle shook her head. “Chill, Aimes. He’s fine.”

      “What?”

      Shane eyed Giselle adoringly.

      “What did you do?” My tone was skeptical.

      “I charmed him. Watch this.” She gazed into his eyes and spoke slowly, “Shane, dance on your toes and spin like a ballerina.”

      He went on his toes and spun like he had known how his whole life.

      “What did you do?”

      She shook her head. “Not a clue. I had him against the wall and told him to stop being so naughty and then he did. So I told him to kiss my hand and call me ‘Your Highness’ and he did.” She was excited. I laughed. It was part nervousness and part fear.

      “Can you do it to anyone?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      Aleks flashed into the room and Giselle grinned at him. “You have to kiss me as hard as you can.”

      Aleks frowned at her. “No thank you?”

      I laughed. “Okay, it doesn’t work on him.”

      She appeared bummed by that.

      “Shane, stop spinning.” She said it and he did. “Now tell Aimes what you told me.”

      He seemed confused, “Which part, Your Highness?”

      “This is sick. You need to make him stop being a servant. It is creepy.”

      “The part about the South of France thing.”

      He turned like a robot and spoke, “When I was with Jonathan, he said he bought a chalet in the South of France for Lillith to live in until Tristan killed her. His plans had to keep changing ‘cause you guys were changing things. He wanted Ari dead so no one could change the time again. She has a poison spell inside her that will kill her, slowly. They want to take her power before she dies. Also, he needs Tristan back. He made me wipe Phillip's mind and tell him that everything he knew was a lie. He believes Ari is the problem. Jonathan wants the power to be in Tristan so he can kill his mother and take her powers. She is weak. Really weak. When she dies, Jonathan is going to make Tristan do spells on him to make him more powerful than anything. More powerful than you or Lorri or God. Marcus made me eat Hanna to change her into the beast. Jonathan made Marcus brainwash me to be an all-consuming monster. Giselle's kisses taste like honey—”

      I put my hands up. “Okay. Got it.”

      Aleks stood with his arms crossed over his broad chest. I shook my head. “I knew he wouldn’t be evil for no reason.”

      Aleks sighed. “Can you take away all the brainwashing?”

      Giselle shrugged and grabbed Shane's arm. She stared into his eyes and spoke, “You forget everything Marcus made you do and everything he made you be. Just be the Shane we always knew before and don’t remember the bad stuff you did to the humans.”

      She stepped back. His eyes fuzzed over. He gazed at me and then at Giselle and Aleks.

      He pointed at me with a limp hand and frowned. “Aimes. What's going on?” He gaped down at Giselle. “Did we just kiss?”

      She laughed. “I guess. Sort of. No.” She turned to me.

      “You are cursed. It’s something you're going to need to work out, fast.”

      He stepped toward me. “I kinda got the impression you and I were trying to work something out.”

      I stepped back and shook my head, “No. Not doing this again. Shane, you and I are good friends. Very good friends.”

      He squinted at Aleks confusedly. “Hey, man. Did we meet before? Where the hell are we?”

      Aleks started to laugh. I joined him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Why not one more

        

      

    

    
      Hanna

      I wiped the sweat from her forehead and watched Lucas. He was desperate.

      “My dad’s really smart. I promise he can help her.”

      Lucas didn’t take his eyes away from her. The memories of her being snarky and shitty to me tried to sneak their way into my mind. I shut them down. I knew she and Sam were close.

      And she had sided with him to protect him, from me.

      The memories of the women from my mother's family still haunted me. They were so convincing. Almost like my effect on other people. I had wanted to be with them and make them happy. I wanted to be part of what they were. They had convinced me I wanted it more than I wanted him.

      That was never a truth. Never.

      Look at you two, both freaking out over love. I hope I never fall in love.” Ben shook his head at us.

      Lucas scoffed but it was me who spoke, “You mean like how you love Giselle and never tell anyone because of the succubus thing and vampire thing and her being completely moronic thing?”

      Lucas almost laughed.

      Ben scowled at me. “Screw you, Hanna.”

      Lucas laughed harder. “She’s got you there.”

      “Damn succubus. How did you know?”

      “The midnight watch at the hospital when she was sick. I caught you sneaking in and staying with her for hours at a time.” I tilted my head.

      He stared. “It's the magic of the mythical beast. It isn’t love.”

      “You sat and rotated icy cloths on her forehead for hours. I watched you once. I sat there, waiting for Marcus to come and help her. He didn’t. I wanted to believe he would. He would be the man I needed him to be.”

      Ben glanced at the hall. “Yeah, that worked out.”

      “He deserves what has happened to him.” I caught a glimpse of the tight jaw Lucas was sporting. I knew he, like the rest of us, blamed Marcus completely.

      “You going to kill him?” I asked softly.

      Lucas shook his head. “No. The thing that’s been done to him is much worse than simple death.”

      Ben nudged me. “Wanna go get a drink?”

      “Sure. I'm sorry if my bracelet isn’t keeping it all at bay.” I noticed how fiery it was.

      Lucas shook his head. “It's fine. You love Sam. We know.”

      Ben grabbed my hand and pulled me out. He dragged me down the hall. Sam strolled up as we rounded the corner. He saw Ben holding my hand. His eyes narrowed. “Hey.”

      I pulled my hand away and went over to him. “We were just talking about how he loves Giselle.”

      Ben groaned, “Dude.”

      Sam laughed. “Please. Like everyone didn’t notice that one already. You think too loud.”

      Ben crossed his arms. “She’s bad news, dude. Always attracting bullshit. I just think she’s hot.”

      Sam nodded. “Okay.”

      “I’ll take my cue to go.” Ben walked past us. “See ya.”

      I looked up into Sam's eyes. “I love you.”

      “I know. That's never really been our problem, has it?”

      “Can you forgive me?”

      “I already told you, nothing to forgive.” He pulled me into him.

      “You aren’t kissing me or touching me.”

      “I want to. I just want to make sure this is what you want.”

      I pulled back. “So what you're really saying is that you're still hurt and don’t trust me.”

      Ben popped his head back into the conversation, “No. Don’t do that. Why do girls do the 'what you're really saying’ thing? What he is really saying is ‘bitches be choosy.’ Now I'm starving. I've been eating nothing but raw meat with Luke. You guys wanna come eat?”

      Sam grabbed his shoulder and flashed us to the kitchen.

      I shoved Ben. “’Bitches be choosy’? You're a dork.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. Whatever.” He opened the fridge. There were shelves of blood bags. I grimaced and pointed to the fridge on the other side. “Wrong fridge.”

      Ben raised a brow. “Wow. Marcus was blood bagging it?”

      “He has to. He can feel and sense everything his victims are feeling. Not as fun when it hurts to eat.”

      Sam grinned and stared at my bracelet. “What was that?”

      I was trembling and shaking. “Nothing. I need to go.” I ran out of the kitchen and down to my room. I closed the door and drank in gulps of cold stale air.

      A glowing sweat broke out across my face. I wiped it away.

      I turned to see Lorri and Abbey on my bed.

      “What are you doing in here?”

      Lorri pointed to the door. “Saying my goodbyes. I suggest you do the same. We leave here in half an hour. You really smell like sex. Why is it so strong?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “That’s not good.” She paused. “Wait. Go get really turned on. We can trap Jonathan with it. He can't resist sirens and you stink of it, my friend.”

      “Gross.” I grimaced and left the room. My face was redder than before.

      Marcus was walking down the hall. As he was about to pass by he stepped in and smelled me. I pushed him off. He grinned like a fool. “You just went into heat, my pet. Someone not scratching that itch for you?”

      “Get away from me.” I shoved him and strode away, quickly.

      Sam flashed to me and grabbed my arm. “Hey. What's going on? Why did that just happen?”

      “I don’t know. I think it’s because you don’t love me like you did before. Like we aren’t mated.”

      “Yes, we are.”

      “No, we aren’t. You don’t love me like before.” I undid the bracelet. He slammed me into the walls, grabbing at me and gripping my skin roughly. His mouth crashed into my neck as I did the bracelet back up. My intense sexuality was sucked back into the shells.

      He stepped back. “You might be right. That was intense.”

      I felt like I was dying inside. “My siren sex rage shouldn't work on you.”

      “It shouldn’t,” he said in agreement.

      “But it is.”

      “It would appear it is.”

      “Hey, it’s nothing, okay?” He grabbed my arms and ripped the bracelet by accident. The clasp hadn’t been done up properly. My eyes widened as the shells hit the floor, smashing.

      “Flash me home fast,” I whispered.

      He did, but not the way I expected. He threw me onto my bed at home and charged at me.

      My beast snarled at him. I jumped up and ran but he flash-ran. He grabbed me again, but I threw him through the wall and continued down the stairs. He flashed in front of me and tackled me to the stairs. He ripped at my pants. My beast laughed. She was a bit crazed with the siren sex rage and Sam.

      I kicked him into the air. He flashed, landing on me, and then flashed us to my bedroom again. The beast grabbed him and carried him down the stairs, but he flashed us back to the bed. I stood and thumped the floor several times. The wood started to crack and snap. We fell through into my father's office.

      “HELP!” I shouted in my weird beast voice. He tackled Sam who flashed them both on top of me. I groaned under the weight of them. My father grabbed him firmly again. His beast was unleashing. I scrambled to the bracelets in the drawer and snapped one on. Sam stopped. My father gazed up through the dust and debris into the hole in the ceiling, heaving for breath. “You two are going to need a rubber house one day.”

      I cried immediately, “He doesn't love me anymore. I wrecked it. We aren’t mated.”

      My dad frowned. “Hanna, fall in love like regular people. Jeeze.”

      I turned to Sam who was laughing about as hard as he could.

      “Fall in love like regular people?” I asked.

      He nodded and looked at both of us like he was astonished.

      “Regular people? Like date?” I asked again.

      Sam pointed at me. “Do that to me again with the bracelet, and you won't like the results.”

      “So you say.” I scoffed back.

      My dad groaned, “Okay, children, I need to call a contractor.”

      Roland entered with a stiff drink for my father. Sam seemed embarrassed. He grabbed my hand. “I'm sorry, sir. I will of course pay for all this.”

      My father shook his head. “No. No, it’s fine. Just go do the thing you have to. Guess I will be showering for a second time in half an hour.”

      Sam flashed us to Marcus’. He kissed my lips softly when we stood in the bedroom again. “I love you, Hanna. I love you so much it hurts. I didn’t realize I'm so angry with you that it was making me not in love with you right now. I'm hurt. I want to forgive you for everything, but I can’t, not yet. I guess it’s going to take some time.”

      I kissed him back. “We’ve got time. I don’t want anyone but you.”

      His hands pulled me into him and I remembered Lorri's request. I pushed him back. “Sorry. I gotta stay like this. Lorri needs me as a distraction.”

      Sam sighed. “Oh my God. This is going to kill me.”

      “Nothing can kill you, baby. We gotta go though. Lorri said we are leaving now.”

      He flashed us to the front door to where Aleks walked up, dragging a fierce-looking Aimee. Giselle and Shane were right behind them. My skin crawled seeing him. Panic and terror crept into me. Sam grabbed my hand.

      Lucas growled at Shane, but Giselle put her hands in the air. “No. He didn’t do it. Marcus, tell them.”

      “Blow it out your ass,” he shouted from his spot on the couch, in his too short robe that flashed his dark hairy legs.

      There was silence for a moment and then Giselle shouted at him, “Stop acting like you're the only one WHOSe life is SCREWED. You selfish, self-centered piece of shit. You’re not the only person in the world who didn’t get what he wanted in life. You think THIS was what I wanted? Do you? answer me, goddammit.”

      We all took a step back.

      No one had seen Giselle lose it since the reign of the dark queen days.

      She acted fierce like Aimee.

      She stormed into the living room and grabbed him by the ear and hauled his nasty ass off the couch. He cried out. She turned and screamed again, “Stop acting like this IS celebrity rehab and get dressed. You smell funny. King of the vamps? ha! You're more like the dirty cousin to the king that shits himself and no one admits to being related to.” She dragged his filthy ass to where we were.

      Aimee was outright laughing.

      I was still eyeballing Shane nervously.

      Marcus winced and pulled out of her grip. “I wiped his mind. I changed him and wiped his weak little mind. Bloody hell. Are you happy now? Now can I go back to sulking?”

      “No.” She slapped him in the face. “You owe Hanna an apology too.”

      He tensed his jaw and looked at me. My eyes narrowed, not in the mood for his shit.

      “Hanna, I am sorry you died and became an amazing immortal and sex goddess. Yes, your life is horrid just like mine.” He bowed and vanished.

      Giselle was almost breathing fire out her nose.

      Lorri stormed up to the front door. She gave me a harsh stare. “You ready?”

      “Yup.”

      A hateful smile played with the corner of her lips. “You smell ready.”

      “That's the understatement of the century. What is that?” Aleks grinned at Sam. “Dude. Really? Can't take care of business?”

      Sam glared. “Nope.” He glanced at Lorri and pointed at me. “This is a good idea?”

      Lorri laughed and put her hand in. “Probably not. Group up with me and Sam,” she spoke to me. “We know the way.”

      Aimee, Giselle, and I slapped our hands on Sam. He smelled delicious too. The guys frowned at him. He winked and we were there. The sun beat down. It was warm and lovely compared to the dank air on the west coast of America.

      “Ari would love it here,” Aimee whispered.

      Sam nodded. “She would die and go to heaven. Man, it is hot.” He tugged at his shirt and didn’t notice the glare Giselle and Aimee shot him.

      “Bad timing,” I whispered.

      His jaw dropped. “Oh. That was the wrong thing to say. Sorry.”

      Lorri, Aleks, Ben, Luke, and Shane showed up seconds later.

      “You're all awfully cheerful for people about to die.” Lorri narrowed her gaze.

      “Well, Sam and Hanna have everyone feeling a little more frisky than we’d all like.” Aimee put her hands on her hips. “And what's the worst that can happen? We die? Big deal. Everyone else is dead. We are the worst kind of enemy right now. We've got nothing to lose.”

      Lorri's grim face split. “Have I ever told you I love you, Aimee? I love the ass-kicking bitch you've become.” Aimee beamed. Lorri turned around, speaking to us all, “She’s right. We got shit all to lose. So Jonathan wins. If we're dead, we aren’t here for the Armageddon. Screw ‘em. Let's just do the best we can and see what happens. What have we got to lose?”

      Sam grinned. “You coach a lot of basketball, Lorri?”

      She studied him for a moment and then broke into a gut-blasting laugh. I was scared. I'd never seen her like this.

      Giselle whispered, “Homegirl got herself a piece of ass.”

      “Fo sho,” Sam agreed.

      “We run it the way we practiced. This is going to be typical. Stay together. Don’t attack until we know for sure.” Lorri stalked off. I waited for Sam to lead us the other way. Aimee, Ben, Aleks, and Giselle went with Lorri.

      Sam walked in the other direction. I stayed close to him while Lucas phased and stalked behind me. He stayed close. Close so Shane couldn't.

      “I think putting me with you was a bad idea. You smell sweet,” Shane muttered happily.

      I glared back at him but I could see it in his face. He was the Shane from before. The sweet one who loved Aimee more than anything.

      Sam glanced back. “It isn’t real, dude. She’s hardly even nice, let alone sweet. Trust me on this, Brother.”

      I shoved Sam.

      Shane laughed and Lucas nudged me.

      “So, is Giselle still single, even though now she’s all badass and crazy?”

      “She is, but Luke's brother has dibs on her. We respect dibs.”

      Shane laughed. “Gotcha.”

      I liked him. I couldn’t fight it. We walked through a field behind an estate. Sam looked at me. I nodded.

      I spoke to Shane specifically, “Dude, this is about to get horribly painful. You'll want to attack me and be very vigorous in the loving. I need you to stay here. I need you to fight it. Like Sam said, it’s fake. I'm going to pull the bracelet off and see if you can take it, okay?”

      He took a breath like I was going to punch him in the face. He rolled his shoulders. “Do it.”

      I held my breath and unsnapped the bracelet. Sam jerked at me. He stopped himself. Shane did the same and then his fangs popped out. He put a hand up to his mouth. Lucas stood in front of me and growled at them. Both men stood there, wrestling their inner demons. I snapped it back on and they relaxed instantly. Sam sighed loudly and left to scout ahead like he always did.

      “Wow, that'th potent.” Shane breathed hard. His fangs hung in his mouth. “Thorry. I couldn’t thtop them.”

      I laughed and remembered Giselle.

      “Okay, I'm going to do it when we get inside. It is going to be bad, but you have to focus on the baddies, okay?”

      “I got thith. I'm tho thorry I killed you before too. It wath an acthident. I promithe. I don't even remember it.”

      He was so cute I could eat him alive. I blushed. “It's cool. We got way worse drama than that 'round here. Not to mention, the fangy apology was adorable.”

      “It’s thuper embarrething.” He moaned. Lucas rubbed against him, making his wolf chuckle.

      Shane rubbed his eyes. “I feel thleepy.”

      “It's the sun. Duh.”

      He frowned. “I go out in the thun all the time back home.”

      Sam was back. “Sun here is stronger. Marcus settled in Portland for a reason. The sun makes him a bit weak. You being his royalty can go out in the sun like him. But it does weaken you when it’s direct and hot. Weakest time of the day. This is why you guys stay on the West Coast and wear rings.”

      “I need to get a ring.” Shane appeared disinterested.

      Sam sighed again. “They got a lot of baddies. Mostly human. So, Hanna, you got this, right?”

      “Oh, I got this.” I could sense the beast hanging in the background. She was looking for a fight.

      We walked through the gate at the back of the property where the bushy garden was. The lilacs smelled amazing. I shook my hair and rolled my shoulders as we crossed behind a garden shed of sorts. The estate was stunning. Flowers and gardens and stone pathways. The house was huge. It reminded me of the Tudor but it was made from whitewashed bricks. The roof had a terraced garden balcony with stunning railings. I wondered what was up there.

      I turned to the front of the house and gasped, “Oh my God. It’s like the lake out front of Mr. Darcy's house in the newer Pride and Prejudice.” The words left my lips before I realized who I was with. They looked at me like I was insane. Even Luke.

      “It’s a good movie.” I rolled my eyes and snapped a picture of it and sent it to Aimee's phone. She hated me but she had to agree it looked exactly the same.

      “Put the phone away. Sweet friggin’ God, you're going to get us killed,” Sam whispered.

      It was my turn to roll my eyes as we hurried up the side of the house. There were huge garage-looking things at the bottom of the house on the side where the land sloped. They were old and creepy. Of course Sam walked right for them. We snuck into the dark and waited. A man walked past a garage opening with a gun. Sam nodded at me, his eyes darting to the bracelet.

      Feeling a little cheap, I unclasped the bracelet. The man turned, smiling. I walked to the dark entrance. He grinned and licked his lips. “Allo, beautiful lady!” He had a thick French accent. I let him get close, close enough to grab at me. Then I spun him and snapped his neck. My beast raged as I dragged him into the darkness and clasped the bracelet back on. “One down.”

      Shane was gripping Sam and panting. His fangs were bigger than before. A small trickle of blood left his lip and drizzled down his chin.

      “We got this.” Sam tried to sound convincing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          A fairly weak ending for such a bad guy

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      “Do you think Shane’s safe with her?” I couldn’t help but worry. He was still my friend.

      Lorri put a finger to her lip and dragged a man into the bushes. His semiautomatic weapon was tossed aside; we didn’t need it. She bit into his throat, ripping and tearing. She wiped the blood off her face and licked her hands clean.

      He didn’t even get a scream out. I was sure she ate his voice box.

      We scouted the far side of the garden where Sam and the others crept into a garage of sorts under the mansion. Men were flocking to the side of the house. In the distance Hanna's strawberry-blonde hair glistened in the sunlight as she ripped off heads. I grimaced and glanced back at Giselle.

      She wore the same expression. “Ewww. That's nasty. Why do the baddies always have to be in a house somewhere? Why can't it ever be a bridge shoot-out or a high-speed chase?” Giselle asked.

      Lorri eyed her incredulously. “Because we wink and flash and move faster than the human eye, or cars.”

      Giselle nodded. “Right. Still kinda boring sometimes. Sneak into the house. Kick down the doors. Kill the people. You know? So cliché and repetitive.”

      I patted her on the back, impressed with the word choices she had used. “The faster we’re done with this, the faster we’re done. Right, Lorri? Roses will be done?”

      Lorri looked at me. “In some ways.”

      Ben nudged Giselle. “You know you don't want it to end.”

      Giselle laughed a throaty sound. “I am going to eat you up if you keep giving me that look.”

      His smile grew. “Promise?”

      “Stop screwing around.” Lorri stalked into the lilacs and rose bushes. She pointed to the roof of the house. “We wink there now.” She grabbed Giselle and vanished.

      Ben turned back to me. “I am going to get killed, staring at her.”

      “Phase.” I didn’t have time for his being cute.

      He leapt into the air and shifted into his wolf. He put a paw on my hand and we winked to the rooftop to find a full garden.

      “Wow. I wanna be rich one day.”

      Lorri sighed at Giselle and walked to the door. She held up her hands. Three. Two. One. She opened the door. I winked ahead and scanned the bedroom at the bottom of the long narrow stairs. A man slept there with a rifle next to him. I sucked him hard and fast. His red blood sprayed the wall behind him.

      I turned to see Aleks snap the neck of the man shaving at the sink in the next room.

      Ben crept ahead of us.

      He leapt into a doorway and snarled. A muffled scream broke out. He came back with black blood spread across his muzzle. He nodded his wolf head at me. I rolled my eyes.

      Lorri and Giselle were ahead of us. A woman jumped at Lorri. Light flashed from her hands. Lorri was shot back but winked herself behind the girl. She ripped the girl’s head right off. Giselle covered her mouth.

      The body slumped to the floor. Lorri tossed the head into the room and winked in after it. She came out licking her fingers. “This floor is nothing but a barrack,” she whispered. “I don’t think they're here.”

      I shook my head. “I know. Remember the house where Ben and Aleks died? I'm scared it’s the same idea. Let me wink through and see what it all is.”

      Lorri nodded. “Back in two.”

      “Two.”

      I winked down the stairs far enough to see into the floor below. I peeked my head out and glanced down the hall. I winked to the far end of one hallway. I rapidly winked to each door. My winking eye started to tire, but I saw nothing. On the other side of the stairs there was a huge living room and a fancy office. I winked so fast the people sitting or talking didn’t see me. I winked back to the stairs. A man was coming up them. He opened his mouth. I grabbed him and winked to Port Mackenzie. I snapped his neck and left him dead on the ground at the secret beach. I winked back to France. I ended up at the bottom of the stairs to the basement.

      I smelled it there.

      Something familiar.

      Angels.

      Past the creamy white wall Jonathan spoke to a group of men. “They're contained on the third floor. Detonate in two minutes.” He turned to a lady. “You need to stay here and make certain it goes off. Shield yourself and these guys. I'm going to get the other guys out.”

      He was gone. I winked to the woman and winked away. It was done in a flash. I was at Marcus’ house holding the savagely fighting witch by the throat. “MARCUS!” I screamed.

      The woman blasted me with lightning. Marcus was there, tackling her to the ground. His fangs dropped.

      “NO!” I screamed again. She grinned at him. He stopped himself but she flung him to the wall.

      I winked her to his lab. I tossed her and winked back out again.

      He pointed at me from down the hall. “Did you just put a bad witch in my lab?” His accent was thick. Cockney almost.

      “Not right now, Marcus.” I took a deep breath.

      He snarled, “Aimee, I'm going to kill you—”

      I winked to the third floor of the house in France and sent a text to Sam at the same time as I shouted, “LILACS! WINK TO THE LILACS!”

      Lorri grabbed Ben and Giselle. Aleks and I flashed as I pressed send. The smell of the lilacs was everywhere. I sighed when I saw everyone else just behind us, until a scream blasted across the extensive grounds of the mansion.

      “AIMEE, YOU MEDDLING LITTLE BITCH! WHERE ARE YOU? I KNOW YOU'RE HERE!” Jonathan stormed across the garden. He screamed and grabbed a man next to him. He sunk his fangs into the man's neck and bit savagely.

      He pointed in our direction. “You are dead.” The house blew up behind him. We all flinched and ducked as pieces of the mansion scattered everywhere.

      “I knew it was you. You little bitch.” He snarled and snorted and stomped closer.

      “Don’t get your panties in a knot.” Lorri stalked out, almost sauntering. She was laughing.

      He put a hand out to her. “Just join me. Just join me and end this. Can't you see he doesn’t give a shit? He never did. HE DOESN’T CARE ABOUT YOU OR ME OR ANY OF THEM!” Red spit flew from his mouth with every word.

      She just crossed her arms and watched him spaz like a drama queen.

      “Lorri, don't do this! Don't force my hand!”

      I walked out of the lilacs and grinned at him. “How did you know it was me?”

      His blood-stained lip lifted. “I could smell you everywhere. You little bitch. Where did my witch go?”

      “Somewhere only I've been. No one else knows what it looks like inside and it’s protected so you can't get out without some kind of CIA assistance. Even then I'm not convinced she'll get out.”

      He laughed. “I wish you had just joined me from the start.”

      I checked my phone and saw the picture Hanna had sent. I sent my response. Hatred filled me as she came walking out of the woods alone. I could hear the wrestling behind me. Giselle was no doubt holding them all back.

      Jonathan's face turned sharply. A grin crossed his lips. “Why hello.” He sounded so charming. He looked it, even with all the blood splattered across him.

      Hanna waved coyly. “Hi.” She bit her lip. He flashed, grabbed her, and they were both gone.

      “SAM!” I shouted. He grabbed my hand and Lorri's and we were off. It was a horrid feeling. I gagged as we bounced in the flashes. We stopped and I swallowed my stomach's contents. It was much worse when someone else was driving the boat.

      I shivered and followed them down a dark hallway.

      Lorri's nails glistened in the dim light. I'd only ever seen her fight with them a few times. They were hard as diamonds and sharp as razors.

      We followed the trail. The smell of Hanna. The tension poured off Sam. He stared back at me, scaring me. His eyes were completely black, like Ari's always were when she let go of her hold.

      We were under something, a building maybe. It was dank and gross. The hallway was dark and made from stone or old brick that was worn smooth. It smelled like the water at Aleks’ house. Old and musty. A scream rang out in the air. We ran, winking ahead.

      A dim light flickered in the hall when we rounded a corner. Shadows moved. I was nervous for Sam. I knew Hanna was basically indestructible but that didn’t make me feel better.

      Lorri peeked in the doorway and then turned back toward us. “Tristan and another woman.”

      Sam smelled the air. “Lillith,” he whispered.

      Lorri paused. “I've never seen her. I don’t know. She was always with the fae. They never liked me.”

      Hanna screamed out again. Sam almost walked in, but I grabbed his arm and shook my head. Lorri winked us back to the lilacs. The group had waited for us.

      “I think he’s got her with Lillith and Tristan.

      Sam's eyes lit up. “Oh my God.”

      “What?”

      Sam swallowed. “Remember how I gave my blood to the bad witches and Oliver saved me and took it back? He said they could control me if they had it; I was never to give my blood away.”

      My stomach sunk. “Phillip took Tristan's blood.”

      “What if Lillith is bad? What if all along the hostage thing was fake? My mom loves him, Jonathan. She wasn’t a prisoner like we thought she was. What if Lillith isn’t either? What if she is using him to get the magic back?”

      Lorri rubbed her eyes. “Why? Why would she lie to the blue sisters and Henry and everyone else? Why would she pretend to be on the fae side if all along she was in it with Jonathan?”

      Sam shook his head. “What if the act wasn't an act? What if this is all part of the plan?”

      Giselle crossed her arms. “Well, Adam did rape her in the garden and God's punishment was giving him another wife. Like, dude. I would have smoked his ass with lightning, not given him another chick. Then he goes and tells him that shit-ass story about the rib. Like, bitch please. I am so not second to any man.”

      It was the smartest thing she had ever said.

      “Genius.” I grabbed her head and kissed her.

      Lorri looked like she had been kicked between the legs. “Oh my God. Sweet Jesus. All along. She played Jonathan, getting him to protect her so she could singlehandedly ruin God’s Earth. She made the evil on purpose. She never was going to let us end her and Jonathan. All of it was an elaborate plan. He probably forced the pregnancies on her to get the magic out a little bit at a time. He has spent all this time trying to get the magic. They’re having a power struggle for the same outcome. He thinks he’s taking her magic and meanwhile she’s waiting for the moment to attack and kill him and rule the evil domain she’s created.” It felt like the end of a Murder She Wrote episode.

      “Thousands of years and Giselle solves it.” Sam glanced back at Ben. “I did not see that as an outcome.”

      “Not the moment, Sam.” Lorri sounded hollow.

      My voice was equally as heavy. “Except Ari. That must have screwed with things.”

      “I feel so dumb. How did she trick Lydia's magic? Or Annabelle's, or O's?” Aleks turned to Lorri who was stunned to silence.

      I watched as something changed on her face. Slowly, her eyes became bloodshot. Red veins filled them until they took over and all the color was consumed. I didn’t even think she had red blood. She turned her head to me. “They mean to use Tristan, each for their own reasons. Him to have Tristan make him greater than he is and her to take back the power. His birthday is almost upon us. Now it’s a race for whoever can get it first. Who can trick the other better.”

      I shook my head, still mesmerized by her eyes. “Why? What does the magic do?”

      “Tips the balance.” Her words were a whisper. “We need Henry.” She was gone.

      We stood in the garden of the burning mansion and gaped at each other.

      “I don’t get it.” I was lost.

      Sam crossed his arms, his face was still burning with anger. “The balance was everything. The end of days prophecies are about the tipping of the balance, in the favor of the darkness.”

      Lucas whined and rubbed against me. I sighed. “Just switch back. This isn’t Lassie. I don’t know what you're trying to say.”

      “I do.” I peered up to see Henry standing beside Lorri.

      Henry was paler than normal. I'd always seen him as a proper English butler in a bowler hat. But now his ageless face was dazed and sickened. He licked his lips in spurts. “Sam is right. Fae hold the balance. It’s our job, balance on Mother Earth. It’s why Lydia was right before. If I had murdered Marcus, I would have taken in the darkness. As of now my soul’s pure. I’m part of the balance. Lillith's magic was given to each of her babies when she gave birth to them. The magic was never hers. It was always ours. She called it into her to fill the void of the pain and the suffering. The reason our king wouldn’t go to her wasn't that she wasn’t pure in virginity, but because she wasn't pure of heart. She was the darkness in the balance. Too much light is the same as too much darkness. But we believed her to be on our side.” His accent was so weird I couldn’t even place it. His English was muddled.

      Giselle chewed her lip. “So, uhm, I don’t get it. Are Jonathan and Lillith working together or not?”

      “No. They still both want the same thing, the dark power.” Henry shook his head. “We always believed she wanted to stop Jonathan. Not ruin the world. Always believed she was sorry for what she had taken.”

      “Is it possible Jonathan doesn’t understand what she’s going to do?”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      Lorri interrupted him, “No.”

      Henry ignored her and continued, “He was seventh angel of God. He was good until he let the darkness take him. Lillith’s darkness.”

      Lorri sighed. “We don’t know the whole story. We know he loved her or lusted after her power anyway. We know he coveted her magic and powers. The problem is the prophecies come from them. She’s the oldest thing alive and the strongest.”

      “Not while Tristan has the magic,” Sam said.

      Aleks sighed. “Which ends tomorrow.”

      Giselle looked sick. “What does it look like if the evil tips the balance?”

      “We don’t know.” Lorri shook her head. “Not exactly. All we have is Revelation as a best estimate.”

      I burst into laughter as I had a flashback of the dream I had before, when my mom was dead. It was alarming and impossible, I couldn’t imagine it being true. Everyone gave me the same horrified look.

      “Aimee, jeez, not really the right time.” Aleks winced.

      “She’s lost it.” Lorri pinched the bridge of her nose.

      It took me several moments to stop. “Sorry. I just can't believe this is all true. This is the biggest disappointment I have ever suffered. And that is saying a lot.” I paced. “HOW DOES THE SYSTEM FAIL SO BADLY? HOW DO YOU PEOPLE GET TRICKED SO EASILY? JESUS.” I squatted down and sat on my heels and rocked. I held my face in my hands to think.

      “When Aimee is done having her breakdown, she can kill them both, right?” Sam asked. Ben nudged me with his dried-blood-coated muzzle. I wrapped my arms around his huge neck.

      “No. She can't kill Lillith,” Lorri said. “It has to be Tristan or maybe Henry, if we are lucky.”

      I stared up at Henry with hope. He shook his head. “No. If she gets magic, I cannot kill her. I barely believe this is true. She is mother to fae.”

      Lorri made a face. “We kill them all today. We kill all of them now. We start with Jonathan.”

      “We need a plan.” I stood up.

      “I will take us somewhere.” Henry offered a hand.

      I put my hand in. Ben touched me with a paw. Giselle put her hand in on his paw. She didn’t look so hot. I wondered if I had the same look on my face.

      Lorri's red eyes were freaking me out. We flashed as one to the same dark hallway.

      “Where are we?”

      “Ireland,” Henry whispered. The wolves scouted ahead. I winked to keep up with them. We rounded the corner.

      “At least Hanna has the whole place stunk up,” Aleks whispered. “They won't be able to smell us.”

      We stood outside the massive room that resembled more of an underground hall.

      Lorri gave the go signal. I grabbed Giselle and Ben and winked in.

      Jonathan was bleeding from the lip and panting heavily.

      Hanna laughed her menacing beast laugh. She looked psychotic. Her clothes were torn and a large chunk of hair was missing. Sam and Shane fought themselves not to attack her. Lorri slapped Shane and brought him back around. We surrounded them.

      Lillith was gone.

      Jonathan realized he was surrounded, but he didn’t move. He looked up, snarling. “Something is wrong with your siren, Lorri.” His eyes were ablaze.

      I laughed somewhat nervously. We'd waited so long to catch him. Lorri had been setting traps and baiting him to no end, but he knew her better than anyone, except maybe Dorian. Jonathan had always been one step ahead of us or so well armed we didn’t stand a chance.

      “Yeah, she’s broken.” Lorri winked a creepy red eye at Hanna who chuckled her monster laugh.

      Jonathan scowled at her, winking but not going anywhere.

      Henry held his hands out; no doubt the reason Jonathan wasn't winking out.

      Jonathan shook his head. “Always the last to know, huh, Lorri? If you do this now she wins. I am the only thing stopping her.”

      Lorri looked at me. “Do it.”

      I swallowed hard. The spark was filling me. I stepped forward, reaching out for him. His hand swung at me. His nails cut into my throat. The warmth of my black blood dripping down my neck and chest tickled.

      “Aimee, if you kill me, she wins.” His eyes grew desperate.

      A low growl escaped my lips.

      His eyes sparkled. “I've always been trying to help you, Lorri. It was always you.”

      “Cut that liar’s tongue for me, Aimes.”

      He glowered at me with daggers but it didn’t matter.

      He swung again but I caught his hand and ripped as hard and fast as I could. I didn’t savor it. Black blood shot across the room. I dropped to my knees, overwhelmed.

      The Hanna monster clasped the bracelet, still chuckling to herself. The guys stopped acting like savages. Lorri stepped toward me. A single tear left her eye. “He was lying. You did the right thing.”

      “It felt wrong. In the end, it felt wrong.” I winked to Marcus’ mansion.

      He was pacing outside his lab. The thing inside was slamming and bashing the door. His stormy mood was savage and evil. He saw me and leapt. I caught him and held back the suck. He slammed me into a wall and screamed at the same time I did.

      “You’re ruining my life!”

      “I don’t mean to!”

      Defeated, he started to laugh his bitter and twisted laugh. It was scary and hideous. His robe was disheveled and stinky. He shoved me and walked back to the lab door. He pointed. “Fix this. You fix this.” He sounded as if he was at his breaking point. I was out of breath and slowly healing. I couldn’t take watching something as strong as him lose it and cry.

      “You fix this, Aimee. Goddamn you. It was designed to keep your kind out.” His hand trembled as he pointed. I walked to him. He flinched but I pulled him in. I wrapped myself around him and held him.

      He sobbed. It filled me with dread and terror. If he could cry and be broken, the rest of us were doomed.

      His huge body almost crushed me as he slammed me back into the wall. “I killed him. It was me. It was my fault. He was my brother.” He spat on my neck when he said “brother.” “He was once my best friend in the whole world.”

      I couldn’t imagine how it felt. How painful it all was to have it forced like that into you. “I’m sorry,” I offered.

      “It’s fine.” He straightened up and sniffed. He wiped his eyes and pivoted back toward the door. “Please kill that thing before it destroys my lab.”

      “Okay.” I nodded. “Before I go, I think maybe we need to be prepared that it has destroyed the lab.” I winced when I said it and hoped we didn’t have to fight anymore.

      “No. That is unacceptable.” He shook his head. “I am going to kick your ass one day when it doesn’t hurt me quite so much.”

      “Deal.” I winked into the room and peeked. I winked back out. “It's ruined.”

      He inhaled sharply and exhaled like he was yoga breathing.

      Sam and the others flashed into the hall.

      “I put the witch in there,” I muttered.

      They frowned. Lorri asked, “Witch?”

      “The witch that Jonathan told to stay at the house. The plan was for her to shield the bad guys while we were blown up on the third floor. She was working for him.”

      Lorri cringed. “Is—was that the lab?”

      Marcus’ jaw tightened.

      Lorri’s eyes widened. “Wow. Aimee, that was an intense move. How bad is it in there?”

      Marcus answered, “Done. Gone.”

      Hanna walked to him and put her hand on his arm. “You okay?”

      “No.” He shook his head and looked at Henry who sported a severe expression.

      Marcus walked away from Hanna and past them all. We all stared at Henry. He laughed. “You didn’t feel for him when he was killing people and making this one evil.” He pointed to Shane.

      Shane offered, “He had no soul; it was gone. Soulless. Cursed. It’s not exactly the same thing as him just running around killing shit for no reason.”

      Henry gave us a disgusted look and walked away too.

      “I need you to come with me,” I muttered to Aleks.

      He took my hand. “Okay.”

      I winked us in and instantly Aleks was gone. He mustn't have been able to pass through the walls Marcus had built to keep things out. The witch pointed at me through the smoke, flames, and dust and shot me with a bolt of lightning again. I flew back, crying out. I coughed and winked behind her. As my skin touched hers I was shocked again, but my hand clamped down on her neck. I took her to the ground and sucked fast. Her blood exploded out of her. It was almost greenish in the dull light.

      I flicked it off me and shivered as I winked out. Everyone in the hallway made a disgusted face. I walked like Frankenstein would and muttered, “Going home. Shower. Save Tristan in a bit.” I winked home.

      My dad's home.

      I froze, finding him home and in his room, whistling. I stepped back and winked to the front door. I opened it gingerly, trying not to get dead witch all over everything. I walked in and slammed the door good and hard. “Hey, Dad,” I yelled and winked to the bathroom downstairs.

      “Aimee?” he called out.

      “Hey!” I shouted at the bathroom door, “Just showering and getting clean. I got home a while ago with Giselle and just need a shower.” I had no idea what I was saying. I just needed to be at home. This was a pivotal moment. A painful one.

      Jonathan was dead in the most anticlimactic murder of my life. I’d killed hobos with more pizazz.

      All the years of being a Rose, fighting to stop Jonathan, and the witch in the lab were more exciting.

      And it had felt wrong to kill him.

      But home cured those things and cleaned out my head.

      The smell and the surroundings were everything. I turned on the water and undressed. I tried not to think about my boots possibly being ruined and stripped and flung everything out onto the tiles. The water was hot and soothing, and if I closed my eyes hard enough I was at home and everything was normal for a few minutes.

      I finished in the shower and wrapped in a towel, winking to my room to get dressed. My mom opened the door as I pulled on a new pair of blood-red boots.

      “Hey, you.” She smiled.

      “Hey, Mom.” I leapt into her arms, hugging hard. She smelled like home and love and safety.

      Dad came in after her. I pulled from her and jumped into his arms.

      “Hi, kiddo. How’s it going? I didn’t know you were home for the weekend.”

      “I’m not.” I hated lying to them. “I have a busy weekend.” I pulled back, smiling. “You know, regular weekend shenanigans.”

      “Can we squeeze in dinner?” They looked disappointed.

      “Yeah. I’ll message you.” I kissed them both. “But Giselle is waiting for me.”

      “Giselle?” My dad puzzled.

      “Yeah, who knew? She’s not so bad.” I laughed and headed past them for the door.

      “Love you. Make good choices,” Mom called after me.

      When I got outside I walked for a block before ducking behind a truck and winking back to Marcus’.

      Lorri strode past me, also wearing her blood-red boots and frowned seeing mine. “Aimee. I know I called you Aimes and told you I love you, but that doesn’t mean I want to be the Sisterhood of the Bloody Boots and shit.”

      I crossed my arms. “Lorri, how was I to know you would wear them too?”

      “You shouldn’t have even bought them,” Lorri snarled and headed to where Abbey was.

      Abbey smiled and they disappeared.

      “Wow,” I said as Aleks entered the living room. “I just can’t get past how gross the Lorri and Abbey thing is. Abbey’s like eighteen and Lorri’s like a million.”

      “Yeah, I don’t have an opinion. But I did hear Ari’s awake.”

      “What?” I winked to her room. “Ari, you’re awake!”

      She was sitting in her bed, pale and weak. “Yeah.” She sounded like death.

      Aleks flashed into the room behind me. “Hey, Ari.”

      “Hey, Aleks.” She offered a weak wave.

      Lucas sat beside her, all stinky and gross.

      “Go get cleaned up.” I wrinkled my nose.

      He snarled at me.

      “Aleks, make him go.”

      “With pleasure.” Aleks flashed them both out.

      “Yuck.” I sat in his chair. “Smells like wet dog in here.”

      Her lips attempted a pathetic smile. “You get used to it.”

      “I gotta get that baby out, Ari.” I went straight for the throat.

      “No.” Her eyes widened.

      “Yeah. You can hate me all you want, but I have to.”

      “You can't. It'll kill me too.”

      “No, it won’t.” My heart hurt with the words that were about to leave my lips. “I lied when I said I starved on the streets in the beginning when I crawled out of the harbor. I didn’t starve. Not completely.”

      She looked confused.

      I wanted to look away but her black eyes held me hostage. “A girl fell on me. I was lying, cold and alone, in some garbage. She was young, maybe fifteen or sixteen. She fell on me in the middle of my hunger. Her belly landed on my hands. When I finished pulling she was still alive.”

      Ari's face looked like she understood where the story was going. After a second she shuddered as if horrified. “You know, Aimes, sometimes friends share shit they could have kept to themselves.”

      A broken laugh burst from me.

      She gripped my hand. “I want this baby. I want to try. I want it to heal me and make me comfortable around kids.”

      I wrinkled my nose, involuntarily.

      She laughed again. Her eyes watered. “I just want to feel something so big that no one can ever take it away from me. Not even me.”

      I hugged her so hard I trembled. “You saved my whole family, Ari. My entire family.”

      She shook. “It cost us Lydia.”

      I pulled back. “Didn’t they tell you about Dorian?”

      Her face crumpled. “No.”

      “Oh.” I couldn’t fight the tears or attempt a lie. “I am so sorry. It was my fault.”

      She seemed disgusted. “You killed him? Why?”

      “I didn’t kill him.” I stroked her head and told her all about Momma Holt in Blackwater Bayou.
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      Aimee

      She was a sobbing mess. The pain I'd caused her was killing me. Her face hadn’t changed since the story started. She couldn’t meet my eyes. “Did you know?” she asked quietly. “That he loved you?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “Not until he did it. Momma Holt gave me everything. Every stolen glance, every moment he had with me in it. She showed me the way he saw me and how he felt every time.”

      “You never loved him.” It was more of a statement than a question.

      “No.” I bit my lip. It wasn’t a completely true statement. “There was something. We made out all the time. I cheated on Aleks all the time. Shane too. I couldn’t stop myself. I knew there was something. He made me feel like someone I might have been happy being. He was an amazing man who sacrificed everything for everyone else.”

      Tears streamed down her pale cheeks. “I loved him. He was crazy and weird but he was my dad. I never got to tell him that.” Her black eyes glistened like pools of despair. “Do you think he knew?”

      “He knew.” My heart was broken. I clutched the white feather in my hand selfishly. I didn’t tell her about it. I couldn’t part with it. I knew I should; she had nothing of him. But I couldn’t. I hated myself for it.

      “I can’t believe he’s gone.” Her eyes sparkled, suggesting she was wondering who she could push to bring him back.

      “Ari, we need to talk about something else.”

      “No, I can’t do anymore.” She shook her head. “I need to be alone, Aimes.”

      I put my hands on her belly. “I made Dorian a promise I have to keep.”

      “No!” Her black eyes grew wide. I pulled before she had the chance to stop me. She pushed at the same time and knocked me out.

      I woke to the sobs of Ari and the consoling voice of Lucas. I didn’t open my eyes. She was going to hate me, but I’d had to save her, even from herself. I listened to the heartbreak in her cries and I clutched my feather.

      Lucas tried to reason with her. “Baby. Aimes is your best friend in the whole world. She is the sister you never had. Christ, she is the sister I never had. She would never hurt you on purpose, never. If she swore to keep you safe and alive to your da—Dorian, she just kept that promise. We don’t know what the baby could have done to you. We don’t know what happens when fae have a baby with Nephilim. I'm not willing to risk it.”

      “B-b-but I'm immortal.” She sniffed.

      “So was my aunt. My cousin lived and my aunt didn’t. There’s something not right in the soul of a baby that never came from God.”

      She cried into him. His shirt muffled it.

      I winked and ended up in Sam's room. He wasn’t there. The bathroom light was on. I tapped on the wooden door, making it swing open slowly. In case he was in there.

      He wasn’t but I took a step back. My hand came up to my mouth. He was there holding a towel in front of himself. I pointed to the bathroom. “Someone has been murdered in here.”

      He paused and moaned his answer, “Welllllll, no. Uhm. Me and Hanna had a situation—”

      “Oh God, stop. I don’t want to know. That’s a lot of blood. I just wanted to talk. I'll come back.” I winked. My heart did the controlling.

      I stood, staring out over the Nærøyfjord. Sam was there within seconds.

      “I chose this place to be alone,” I muttered.

      Aleks strolled up to us, looking confused.

      “So much for being alone.” Sam laughed.

      “I saw Luke,” Aleks shouted as he paced toward us.

      I wanted to say something but I couldn’t. Nothing wanted to come out. My heart was broken and having one of his lectures wasn’t going to improve things for me.

      “She’s pissed, but she'll come around.”

      “Ari?” Sam folded his arms. “What's happening?”

      “Aimee took the baby out of Ari.”

      Sam's nose scrunched up. “Oh wow. How? Where?”

      “I don’t know, Aimes?” Aleks paused with a raised brow. “I guess you did the suck thing, and ate it.”

      “Ugh.” Sam gagged.

      “I hate you guys.” I wrinkled my nose too. They started laughing, bitterly. I didn’t even know why they were laughing. It was sick and gross. “I never ate it. It was like a spirit abor—”

      “Stop.” Sam put a hand out. “I give, please. Stop.”

      “You know you saved her from whatever little monster Lucas put in there,” Aleks said through his chuckles.

      “You're both sick.” I shook my head in disgust.

      They laughed harder.

      “Why are you laughing? She hates me. I got Dorian killed and killed her baby and you two assholes are laughing. Why are you laughing?”

      Sam shook, he laughed so hard. After a minute, he had calmed down enough to say, “Aimes. Babe. Come on. It’s crazy. Think about what you're saying. You sound nuts.”

      I winked back to Marcus’. Ben was in my room. “What's going on?”

      “Giselle. She isn't into me the way I am her.” He sulked. “She just wants flings.”

      “I’m sorry.” I pulled his huge body into mine and hugged. “Wanna cuddle?”

      “Spoon?” His grin made me almost say yes.

      I shoved him again. “No.”

      He shrugged. “I gotta try.”

      We climbed on my bed and he wrapped his arms around me. I stared up at the ceiling. “Did you talk to Luke?”

      “Yup. He’s so relieved. Ari's still sick but she’s coming around so they think the poison was in the baby, I guess. Lillith and those bad witches did something to the baby to make it kill her. You saved her. Don’t feel guilty.”

      “I do though. She begged me not to.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “Aimes, you saved her.”

      “I got her dad killed too. Worst friend ever.”

      “No. You're the best friend ever. You sacrificed your friendship to save her life. You made her more important than yourself.”

      Lorri burst in. “We gotta go. That place in Ireland we were at—the old castle—Lillith’s there with Phillip and Trist. He turned eighteen at sunset.” She stared at us and shook her head. “I don’t even wanna know.”

      “It’s not what you think,” I said but she was gone. Ben’s grin was too cheeky so I winked us to the living room without telling him. He gagged, shooting me a fierce look. “Dude. Warning.”

      Grinning, I snapped my eyes at him and went over to where Lucas sat. “I'm sorry.”

      “No.” He shook his shaggy dark head and stood up. “You've got nothing to be sorry for. You made the right choice for her. She'll see it one day.” His green eyes sparkled. “I owe you big time.”

      “Getting fixed anytime soon? ‘Cause I didn’t want to do that again.”

      “Already done.”

      I whispered, “You got neutered?”

      An offended look crossed his brow. “I'm a man, not a dog. What the hell?”

      “You know what I mean. It’s all the same surgery. Ask the vet next time you're there.”

      “You’re a dick.” He grabbed my head and pushed it down. I backed up, laughing.

      “What's up with you guys? Everyone is laughing and enjoying themselves lately. Something's up.” Lorri crossed her arms and stared me down.

      “Yeah, you’re right. And even you’re kinda happy, Lorri. Something is up.” I glanced at us all. The tension was cut. Even Marcus had pants on. The kids were gaming and the house felt content.

      “Jonathan’s dead,” Giselle said as if that was the obvious answer. Like we were too stupid to see it. “That’s been a pretty big deal to everyone. Aimee killed him. That’s pretty much the most important thing to happen yet.”

      “No, that's not it.” I narrowed my gaze.

      “No, it’s not,” Sam spoke as he walked to stand beside me. “Henry,” he whispered.

      Marcus snapped his head around. “He’s cast something on us.” He looked down at his pants and muttered, “I'll kill him.”

      Giselle pointed at the pants. “No, this is an improvement. I was about six seconds away from tackling you with a garden hose.”

      Shane laughed. “You were pretty funky, man.”

      “Where is Henry?” Ben asked.

      “He left obviously. After he cast the happy cloud over us.” Luke snorted.

      “ENOUGH!” Lorri shouted.

      We all snapped out of it.

      She frothed a bit. “We have to get out of this house.”

      Everyone but Ari came into the room one by one. Lorri spoke to Marcus, “Stay here in happy land with the kids and Ari, if you want to.”

      “I'm not staying.”

      We all swung around to see Ari in military boots and skinny jeans.

      I swallowed hard. She met my eyes and then turned away.

      Luke shot Lorri a glare. “She should stay.”

      Ari glowered right back at him. “You don’t get to have a say in every aspect of my life, Lucas.”

      “Okay, everyone calm down.” Aleks stepped beside Luke and put a hand on him. “Take a breath,” he whispered.

      “Whatever,” Luke muttered. “Let's just go.”

      “If she isn’t well, Sam, she comes home. We don't have time to worry right now.” Lorri held up her phone, flashing a photo. I grabbed Giselle, Shane, and Ben and winked fast.

      “That was awkward,” Shane said.

      “Yup.” I nodded. “Super awkward.” I pointed up the bright green hill. “We're going this way, toward that garden area. If she’s doing the magic now, she’s outside. She’s stronger outside.” I remembered Henry saying that once. Witches had a stronger connection to the earth outside.

      Hanna and Sam winked up to us. “I sent my dad and Roland a text. They're heading to Marcus’ right now to stay with the kids,” Hanna said quietly.

      “Why, where’s Mar—never mind.” I glanced at Marcus in my peripheral. He was beside Lorri looking pissy. “Someone put on pants and decided to leave the house.”

      “He came?” Shane questioned.

      “Yeah.” Hanna nodded. “He’s pretty mad about the lab.”

      Sam laughed. “He just wants to kill some people.”

      “Apparently, those are his sassy pants.” I rolled my eyes.

      “I’d say big boy pants.” Sam winked.

      “Anyway”—Shane pointed up to the wall around the castle—“it’s lucky he came. Look.”

      “Frig. Reinforcements.” I cringed. “That’s a lot of people.”

      Lorri growled as she winked closer to us with Marcus. “Where did you think they all were? The whole army’s here. I’m starting to wonder if that stupid snow globe was glamour and she never really left here. I’m not sure she was ever in Alaska.”

      “Yeah.” I didn’t say I had a terrible fear Jonathan told us the truth: the only thing stopping her from taking over and destroying everything was him.

      Aleks cocked an eyebrow. “Thanks for the heads up.”

      Lorri shrugged. “Wouldn’t have helped. I have the Asian Roses and the African Roses coming now. The European ones are already here.”

      “I feel like the Power Rangers,” Ben muttered and phased midair.

      “You totally stole that from my lips.”

      He sniffed at me and ran up ahead to hide in the bushes. I tried not to let the beauty of the castle and grounds overwhelm me.

      We were at a huge brick and stone castle with a wall all the way around it and turrets. The extensive grounds lead up into the hillside which turned into a thick forest. It was stunning the way it was surrounded by emerald green.

      “This castle was built in a forest the fae believe is guarded with magic. They believe it is where the fae originally came from. If Lillith is evil, she has tricked the strongest of the fae,” Marcus said skeptically.

      We followed Ben into the woods.

      Lorri started the lecture, “The army’s inside. Shifters, fae, witches, vamps, Nephilim, and God only knows what else. There will be no Ari, Aimee, Hanna, and even the succubi aren’t like Giselle. But everything else exists inside there. This is the real deal.” She pointed to a turret. “The other side of the castle is where everyone else on our team is hiding in the woods. I don't think Lillith is expecting us. They likely think Jonathan has finished us off or tricked us once again. If we catch them off guard, we should be able to take them down before the sun sets completely. And we all have to assume Henry joined the ranks of the deserters.”

      Hanna pointed to the castle. “What if Lillith’s good and there’s something else in there?”

      Lorri snapped, “We take our chances. No matter what, we end this today.” She flashed a picture of where Lucas and Ben were from, but I remembered it all. “We’re going to get the wolves; Sam, Aleks, me, and you.” Her eyes darted to mine.

      We winked to where the whole council was ready. We each grabbed our maximum and flashed them back. At least fifty, maybe seventy-five shifters filled the woods around us. The chatter grew with all the new people. They shifted quickly. I glanced at Ari and grinned. “Yay. Janine’s here.”

      She burst into laughter. “I'm pissed at you. Don't make me laugh.” I grabbed her and pulled her in.

      “I love you and if I die I want you to know that.”

      Ari sighed. “I know. I still hate you. I get to hate you for like ten minutes.”

      “I'll be dead in ten minutes.”

      “Five minutes.”

      “Dude, think about the world we live in. All those Nephilim kids are orphans, weird little orphans. It’s no life for a kid. Besides, what would we do without you?”

      “Shut up.”

      “Okay.” I pulled away. “Five minutes. Then we wrestle.”

      Shane poked his head into the conversation. “In Jell-O?”

      Ari grinned. “I don't actually like Jell-O. I ate lots of it at the orphanage.” She shivered. I hated when she spoke of her other lives.

      The lighting was perfect. Most of the things that went bump in the night saw better in the dark. Ari, Hanna, Giselle, and I didn’t.

      “Is this the powwow for girls who don’t fit in?” Hanna and Giselle walked up. I laughed. “Pretty much.”

      “Stay close to each other, okay?”

      Giselle took a deep breath. “I just want you guys to know if we die, I love you bitches. This shit was the best shit that ever happened to me.”

      We stared at her like we might laugh but the imminent death lingering in the air forced us all into a big group hug. It felt fake. I still disliked Hanna in a twisted way, but we hugged nevertheless.

      “Henry healed me before he left,” Ari whispered.

      We all stared at her. “What if he hurt you?”

      She shook her head. “He told me he was healing me because he could feel the pain inside me and he felt sorry for me. He said he knew what they had done to me and it wasn't kind. He seemed disgusted. He said that the poison they put in me was slow to kill. They wanted to get my power or learn to control me. If they couldn’t, I would have died anyway. If not for Henry. He also said he had met my mother. Even knew her a little.”

      “What?” My insides clamped up.

      She nodded. “He was there. He was there when I was born. He went with Marcus. Marcus knew Dorian had reproduced, even though Dorian didn’t. Marcus had to see me; he knew I would be different. He was the reason my uncle left with me. He convinced him to take me and run away. He saved my life. Henry was there with him.”

      “He could have saved your mother?” Hanna said, astonished.

      Ari shook her head. “No. He said she was dead already when they got there. He had seen her before. When she was pregnant. She was newly pregnant then. Dorian didn’t know but Henry could tell. They broke up before she ever told him she was pregnant. He said Dorian really liked my mom. Not love, but he really liked her a lot.”

      “You okay?” Giselle asked sweetly.

      Ari added, “It made me feel better.”

      “Ladies, is this too boring for you?” Lorri snapped her fingers. “Let's do this.” She held her hand in the air with three fingers.

      One.

      Two.

      As she lowered that third finger I grabbed Giselle, Hanna, and Ari, and winked. We stood on top of the roof of the castle where the guards were roaming. “Them.” I pointed to the men on the wall of the castle.

      I winked us again. We started the fight fast.

      Fists flew at me.

      A gunshot hit me in the gut.

      I groaned and ripped souls fast.

      Blood sprayed and splattered.

      Giselle was wooing and leading a group of them like a pied piper. As she walked them to me I flashed my hands past and ripped their souls out. Ari was doing the same by pinning the men to the stone walls.

      Only Hanna was just ripping heads off and tossing bodies down below. Shots were fired at us. I pulled an arrow out of my thigh. My black blood spilled into my red boot. I growled at the archer and winked behind him. Killing him didn't take the blood out of my boot.

      Screams were everywhere. The shifter fae bit and gnashed. Lorri tore out throats. Several of the shifters were hurt. I couldn’t see if it was Ben or Lucas. Things like Shane were everywhere. He and Marcus fought like it was the UFC.

      Hordes of vampires attacked Marcus. He screamed and they knelt, switching teams and helping us.

      Nothing disobeyed him.

      Aleks was with Sam. They were doing the ever-annoying winky-flashy-fighting-thing that pissed everyone off.

      The Asian Roses were obvious. Beautiful vampires and Nephilim. One girl made a light with her hands and blinded a group of people, until one of the witches shot lightning at her from a window. The ground rumbled beneath my feet. I winked into the window and ripped out the witch's soul, just as spikes shot up from the ground. Lightning struck everywhere. There was dust and chaos and blood in every direction. The last bit of daylight was gone and, as if strengthened by it, the vampires and wolves started going savage. I could see less and less. I snapped my fingers, making bursts of light.

      There was a flash of something.

      I ducked against the wall and waited. Someone was in the hallway with me. I winked out to the roof again and then instantly back in. I grabbed and spun the person. Aleks planted a huge kiss on my lips. “Ass.” I shoved him. He flashed us again as light filled the dark hallway.

      “What was that?” I whispered from the corner where we hid.

      “The witches. We need to stop them. They'll help Lillith and Tristan.” He grabbed my face. “If one of us dies—God, let it be me—I need you to know, I love you. I have loved you for a while.”

      “I figured.” I nodded.

      “If I die I need you to know that I am there. The warm breeze will always be me. Holding you and loving you.” He pressed his lips into mine, and I had a sinking feeling he knew he was going to die. He flashed us back to the dark hallway.

      “Damned Nephilim. They keep winking.”

      I froze. I knew the voice.

      “Phillip,” I mouthed. Aleks nodded. He flashed and came back holding Phillip in a headlock. Phillip struggled. I looked out the window and winked us to where Ari held some men against a wall.

      “Push him!” I shouted.

      She pushed Phillip and knocked him out.

      Aleks dropped him and winced. His arms were covered in dark spots.

      “What's that?”

      He shook his head. “It's his thing. He can push darkness into you. To poison you.”

      Ari grabbed his arm. “I watched him do it to someone at the witches’ village. It'll kill you.”

      “That speech better not have been real.” Annoyance covered my face.

      “Just epic timing.” He laughed. “Nothing can kill me. Nothing but you.”

      In my peripheral, a man was about to decapitate Shane. I winked and sucked the man as Shane spun. He stabbed his hand into the man's chest as the man died.

      “I had him.” He grinned. His face was covered in blood, red and black.

      “Whatever.” I winked to the group.

      Hanna was carrying the dead body of a man with her. I looked harder. It was a guy we had all met.

      “Oh my God,” I heard someone shout.

      Ben ran over and whined. She lowered the dead man.

      Giselle’s mouth dropped open, shocked. I knew the look. She’d slept with the dead guy. It was so obvious. She dug her hands into Ben's coat and rubbed his fur.

      I didn’t really know the guy but I recognized him. Sam flashed to us. “Shit, is that Don?”

      Hanna nodded and made weird monster noises.

      I surveyed the castle grounds. The dirt had become mud with the blood of the dead and feathers were littered everywhere.

      “This is disgusting. I need to take a picture for Blake. He’s gonna shit. It’s like a real raid.”

      Everyone gaped at me in horror.

      “What? We just killed a lot of people. This battle’s done.”

      “No, more like a diversion.” Aleks stated. He had actually been to battle.

      Lorri winked to where we were. “They're in the back. Now. Hands in.” She looked panicked. We all touched her and Sam. She winked and Sam followed.

      We arrived at the real party.

      The other Roses were not there but I could see Tristan. He sat on a stone bench with his head hanging down. I winked to him and grabbed him, but when my skin touched his I shot off the roof. As the ground came at my face, I winked back to where everyone was.

      I scanned the area, seeing a tall blonde I assumed was Lillith. She and the other witches hadn’t noticed my little indiscretion. They didn't seem to be paying attention to Tristan.

      Lorri scowled at me. “Yeah, like they never thought about the fact we all wink and flash about like faeries.”

      “Whatever,” I sneered. “It was worth a try.”

      Sam pointed at another lady. “She’s the one making the guard.”

      Lorri whispered and pointed across the massive stone balcony, “I go for Lillith. Aimes, you get the one who’s making the guard. Sam, you get Tristan. Aleks, come with me for Lillith. Everyone else stay here just in case. Go.”

      We winked.

      I grabbed the guard witch as Sam grabbed Tristan. I winked to the lab and dodged a hellfire blast from her fingers as I winked back out.

      Marcus was not going to thank me for that.

      Suddenly, I felt sick, leaving her there. My voice cracked when I was with the group again, “I think I just screwed up. Hanna, tell your dad and Roland to get the kids and go to your house. Now.”

      Hanna texted Roland. “Done. He says they already did that. They weren’t there. He hates Marcus’ house. Why?”

      “Oh my God. I just left a witch who can do hellfire in the lab.”

      Marcus turned his face and snarled, “My lab? My house?”

      I opened my mouth but shut it as a giggle escaped.

      His face pinched. He put a hand up to the bridge of his nose and did the yoga breathing again. “Aimee, have I wronged you in some way that you feel the need to ruin all my shit? Is this penance for my misdeeds? Did God himself ask you to do it?”

      “I'm sorry. I panicked.” My answer didn’t improve the look on his filthy face. Gulping, I turned away and scanned the area for Lorri. But she, Aleks, and Sam were still gone. “Where are they?”

      I spoke too soon. Aleks showed up. His side was burning.

      “Hellfire?” I shouted.

      He shook his head. “No. Regular fire. Lorri’s fighting her. She’s too strong for me. Lorri sent me back to help here in case it’s an ambush or more glamour. She wanted me to make sure Tristan still had the power.”

      “Do we have Tristan?” I panicked when I saw Aleks’ face paling. Sam flashed back with the limp Tristan in his arms.

      “It doesn’t matter now. He’s drained. She has it,” Sam groaned.

      Aleks slumped. “Lorri’s with her fighting right now in some place she called the Garden of Eden.”

      My eyes lit up. “I know that place. Marcus, can you wash Phillip's mind so he remembers shit again? Then we go to the Garden and kill Lillith.”

      “Really? A favor? After what you just did? A favor? Aimee, I am not happy with you right now. Can we just not do this, not right now?” He didn't appear happy.

      Giselle grabbed his face and planted a huge kiss on his lips. “Please,” she whispered.

      “Fine.” He nodded like a robot. Giselle glanced back and winked at me.

      “I know. I owe you a new castle.” I rolled my eyes.

      He grabbed Phillip and glared at me harshly. “You replacing the priceless art as well?” He turned and spoke softly to Phillip who sputtered and sat up. He stared at us all and then glimpsed past us. He was up like a shot. “Trist.” He winked across the patio to where Tristan was being held by Sam. His eyes welled. Phillip grabbed him and kissed him but his face was sallow and soft.

      “He’s dead inside. She took it all,” he cried. He rocked back and forth with Tristan lying limp in his arms. “Baby, I'm so sorry. I didn’t know. Baby.”

      It was gut-wrenching to watch.

      “Trist. My love. My only love.” Phillip sounded like he was dying inside.

      Sam stepped forward. “We can help. Aimes can suck you both.”

      “Uhhhhhh.” I grimaced. “You mean I can pull them?”

      “That doesn't make it better.” Sam shook his head. “Just do it.”

      “You want me to kill them?” I couldn't believe I was the out. I had to kill everyone now that Dorian was gone. All my friends.

      Sam nodded. “Yes. Now get over here.”

      Phillip implored me with a stare for a moment before he spoke, “Please, Aimee. He will never wake up. We’re both clean right now. Everything we have done, they made us do. We can be together in Heaven. Aimee, this is him, for eternity, if you don't do it. This is it. Please, send us on our way. Please.” He begged me with trembling lips and silent tears.

      “Fine.” I put my hands on them at the same time. “I'm sorry,” I whispered into the cold wind that blew my words around.

      “Not as sorry as I am.”

      I pulled slowly, savoring the taste of them both. Phillip squeezed my hand with the last of his strength and soul, and then he too was gone.

      I didn’t cry. I turned and scowled at everyone. “Let's go find her.”

      I wanted Lillith dead. I wanted her to suffer and cry and scream in pain like we had. Everyone was dead. We were but a handful of what we once were.

      Lorri appeared looking like herself. She did a head count and then her eyes met mine. I was glad they were their normal color again until she winked at me with a finger to her lips.

      I was about to send Sam after her, when she winked back holding Blake's hand.

      He pivoted around. “Holy shit, is this a castle? Where are we?” He looked queasy from the wink.

      My stomach fluttered when I saw him in her arms.

      “Time for me to show you what I make,” she said softly.

      She grabbed his mouth and planted the biggest kiss ever. He pulled back, sputtering, “Lorri. What the heck?”

      She smiled softly. “Bite the inside of your mouth till it bleeds.”

      “Blake, don't do it.” I stepped toward them but he did it. He stared into her eyes and she kissed him again. His red blood and her black mixed and seeped out the creases. Gasps, curious looks, and trembling hands brought to trembling lips were all ignored. Blake and Lorri kissed like it was the last time they would ever touch another human being.

      He pulled back, gasping for air and staring at me confusedly.

      “No.” I shook my head in tiny movements. “Blake,” I whispered. I couldn’t imagine the horror crossing my face, but his confusion faded into fear when he saw me.

      “Lorri,” I said, stepping forward. “Why did you do that?”

      Her face was tragic and beautiful in the faded light of dusk on the hillside. She looked classic and dreadful.

      She shoved him hard off the balcony where we were. He screamed. I winked but she winked and caught me in the air, taking us to the balcony below.

      She held me. I tried winking but she stopped me. I didn’t hear his screams. Giselle was crying and Shane was holding her. His face showed he was perplexed. We all were.

      “It only takes a second,” Lorri whispered, holding my head to her shoulders like a mother would a child.

      “What did you make him?”

      “A savior.”

      I pulled back. Lucas and Ben whined. They shook their heads like they had heard something we did not.

      Lorri grabbed my face and looked into my eyes. “Do the same thing he did. Bite your cheek.”

      I did it. I didn’t know why but I trusted her. She kissed me hard and passionately. She pulled back and grabbed my head roughly. Everything went black just as I caught a glimpse of something in the darkness. A bright light like I had never seen before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Hell hath no fury . . .

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      I woke and pushed myself up from the ground. Everything hurt like it had when Dorian changed me, but it was sudden and brutal.

      I glanced over at Ari. She was on the ground too. She was stunned and in pain like I was.

      I stared up at Lorri standing above me. “What did you do?”

      She shook her head. “I don't know. I’ve never done it before.”

      Blake stood beside her. He almost glowed in the dark.

      “What have you done to him?”

      His head snapped toward me with a grin like I'd never seen. He was ecstatic. “Aimes, I'm an angel.”

      I focused my eyes better and gasped. His shirt was gone. Stretched out from his back was a pair of huge black wings. They blended into the night. I glanced at Shane and saw the same thing. His chiseled and muscular chest was bare, but behind him was a pair of massive wings.

      “You make angels?” I whispered.

      “Yes.” She pressed her lips together. “Not just any kind of angel though.”

      It dawned on me when I saw Aleks. He was dressed and normal-looking, except his face which was angry.

      “You have condemned our souls?” Sam said slowly staring behind him at the wings on his back.

      Giselle was shaking and attempting to stand. I winked and stood for a moment on the mountaintop in Norway. I winked back. “I still wink.”

      “You can never go to Heaven, Aimee.” Lorri’s face tightened with regret. “I've taken your souls.”

      “You are the devil? The real devil?” I muttered, still stunned.

      Only Lucas, Ben, and Aleks looked the way they had before. I screamed as my shirt ripped from me and my back exploded in pain. I turned my head to see the black wings and cried. They were so beautiful and frightening I couldn’t cope. I covered my chest and sobbed. Aleks looked frightened.

      “I am the real devil, Aimee. I was sent with the mission of keeping the balance. I've always had the ability to create an army of darkness. An army of beings so strong that no force could kill them. But all my brothers have betrayed me. All of them. It was a losing battle. I just didn’t see it. Like Jonathan said, I was always the last to know.” She strolled to where Aleks was. She stared at me. “I have never done it before. I needed to be sure.” She punched Aleks in the face hard. She grabbed his mouth and planted a kiss on him. They flashed and winked, and then they were back and he was on the ground. “Lorri, what the hell?” he growled at her.

      She stood back and watched us changing and touching ourselves. Lucas and Ben crept backward on the balcony.

      She pointed at them and wagged her finger.

      I ran to Aleks and held him close. His warmth sent chills across my naked skin.

      I stared back at her. “Why would you do this to us?”

      “It's too late.” She winked and was behind Aleks. She snapped his neck. He dropped to the ground. I screamed.

      His neck started making popping sounds.

      She sighed. “I have failed. You are Plan B.” She winked and grabbed the wolves and winked them away.

      Ari was crying and shaking. She turned to face me, mirroring my terrified expression.

      My wings felt the breeze in them. They felt the way my arms or legs did. I could feel every feather.

      Giselle spun like a dog trying to catch its tail.

      Shane started to smile at Blake who was jumping and flapping the wings like a bird. Shane's began to twitch.

      Ari was shaking and trembling until Lucas’ dead body was dumped next to hers. Then Ben's. They were in naked human form. Ari was shirtless and covering herself, sobbing into Lucas’ bare skin.

      Lorri was back. Marcus stepped forward. “You had this all along? Why didn't you use it?”

      “I couldn’t. It’s the emergency hatch. Once pulled it couldn’t be unpulled. These cannot be unmade. There is no destroying them. No hellfire. No magic. No angel. No nothing. They're completely indestructible. God's last stand against it all. Do you have any idea the kind of power that is to bestow upon someone?”

      He laughed and pointed. “You chose this group? These people?”

      “I have. They are called redeemers. They can redeem a soul and send it back to Heaven. For every soul they save, the balance will tip slightly in the favor of the light.” I caught the stolen glance she sent me. I knew what she wanted.

      Aleks started to stir. He woke and screamed. He flashed away. We all had our safe haven we went to when we were scared. He and I shared the same one.

      Lorri pointed. “These are true angels. How I was before I fell.”

      Marcus sighed and watched Giselle who was still moving in a circle trying to touch her wings. “This was the best you had to choose from?”

      Lorri laughed. “Yes. No human or immortal has lived through what they have. Except you and I, buddy.”

      He puffed his chest out. “I'm one of them.”

      Lorri gave him a look and rolled her eyes. “I trust them. Completely.”

      Shane did sound excited when he spoke, “What do we do now?”

      Lorri’s tone was grim. “Prepare. You can feel pain. You can bleed. You can suffer. She will try to make you live through all of those things. She will try to make you join her. She will have things equally as strong as you are.”

      I glanced at Ben's twitching body. Lucas woke with a start and screamed. He tried to phase but instead his wings shot from his back.

      Aleks was back. His huge beautiful black wings looked amazing on his strong thick physique.

      Blake tried to see things through his glasses and then took them off. He put them in his pocket. “So you made us into angels of darkness, but we are good?”

      “You are what you want to be. I have given you the ultimate immortality. You will live forever. With that comes horrible amounts of responsibility and terrible things to cope with.”

      “Alise?” Blake whispered.

      “She can't ever know.” Lorri folded her arms. “No one can know, beyond all of you here.”

      I glanced at Hanna and realized my hatred was gone. I just saw the sweet girl she was, had always been. She held her hands over her breasts and shook her head. “My siren? My beast?”

      Lorri shook her head. “Gone. You can all wink but no more wolves, no more blood lust, or succubus powers. Nothing but the pure power of God.”

      “Lorri”—I crossed my arms over my chest and shivered—“it's too much. You've made a mistake. We aren’t worthy of something like this. We'll screw it up. I know we will. One of us is going to be bad and join Lillith in her evil deeds. I know it.” My voice was panicked.

      Lorri laughed. “I'm counting on it. I'm also counting on the rest of you to be the team you've always been. The best Roses I have ever had.”

      Sam spun around. “Where are you going to be?”

      “Retired. I will ask one of you to step forward and help me out. Then Abbey. If you don't mind.”

      “What?” I gasped.

      “Retired?”

      “How?”

      “Lorri, we can't do this alone.”

      “She’s kidding. She’s kidding us.”

      She shook her head. She winked and was back a moment later with her girlfriend. The silence of the dark was creepy. She smiled at me. Abbey looked stupified.

      “You guys have wings?” She grinned at Lorri. “That’s sweet, huh? Did you get wings too, baby?”

      Lorri shook her head. “Not yet.” She turned to me. “It works exactly the same as before, Aimes.”

      I took a breath. “I have a million questions. You can't go.”

      She put her arms out. “You have each other. I'm afraid I didn’t have a choice. Making you all took everything there was in me. There’s nothing left. I'll be useless now.”

      I swallowed and stepped forward. The fever and heat wasn’t there. There was nothing. My hands shuddered when I lifted them and touched her and Abbey. Abbey was clearly dumfounded. “Aimee? Lorri?”

      Lorri nodded her head toward Abbey. “One at a time now, Aimes. Her first.”

      I pulled my hand off Lorri and squeezed Abbey's arm. She tried to pull away but I gripped her hard.

      “Aimee!” Her voice broke with panic and fear. Terror filled her watery eyes. I closed my eyes and did my thing. It was different. It was cool and refreshing. I didn’t feel like feeding. I was floating, sailing down the river of her memories and thoughts. It was instant. I opened my eyes. She was on the ground in a heap.

      My eyes stung straightaway when I looked into Lorri’s eyes. “Don't leave me.”

      “Never. You’ll always have help, Aimee. You always did. He won’t leave you.” Lorri shook her head. “And we’ll always have the Sisterhood of the Bloody Boots.” She offered a joke and her hand.

      Tears flooded my eyes as I glanced back at the others. They were desperate. Aleks took a step forward. I shook my head and turned back to her. I closed my eyes again. This time it was long and musical almost. Lorri’s memories were huge and amazing. They spanned the world's life. I saw so many things all at once. I couldn’t keep up. I didn’t keep them as memories or knowledge. They floated past me in a cool breeze. Joy and pain, bliss and love, fear and friendship. The way Abbey's face beamed in her mind made me happy. There was a bright light, a flash. And then it was dark.

      I opened my eyes. She was on the ground in a heap next to her love.

      I stepped back. I didn’t want to touch them, disturb them. Lorri changed into a pile of black feathers, again taking her heart with her. Her feathers covered Abbey and then fluttered off into the cool breeze. I lost sight of them in the darkness.

      My jaw trembled. I stared at Marcus, hoping he had an answer. He sighed. “Brilliant. Bloody brilliant.”

      I turned and faced the others. The faces were desperately sad and horrified.

      My wings twitched in the dark wind.

      “How do we find Lillith now?”

      Aleks stepped toward me and took my hand in his.

      “How do we know what to do?” Hanna asked.

      Marcus paced. “Henry. We find Henry. I can’t believe she didn’t make me one of you.”

      “Really?” Sam laughed and for the first time it was bitter and harsh. “You can't?”

      Marcus snorted. “Well, of course I can, but I am still pissed about it.”

      Hanna pointed to Sam's wings. “How do we get rid of the wings?”

      In the dark we looked awesome. There was no doubt. Our skin was slightly glowing with a light that seemed to be who we were now. Our wings were black as the night and filled with shiny black feathers. We all stood topless and glowing. The expressions on our faces were all the same. Awe and confusion.

      “You just pull them back in. You just forget all your thoughts at the moment and pull them in.”

      We all turned in one sweep toward the voice speaking to us.

      “Henry. There you bloody well are. How could you?” Marcus asked haughtily.

      Henry laughed. “You did not need me at the time. You need me now. Shamans know about need. We hear the calling.”

      Lucas made a noise and then he stood wingless next to Ari. “It's just like phasing.” He said it like it was helpful.

      Blake frowned. “Oh, okay then.” He made a face. As I laughed, Ben pulled his wings in.

      Then Aleks did his. The rest of us stared at them helplessly.

      “What does phasing feel like?” Giselle asked.

      Shane pulled his back. “Hah, just like the fangs.”

      Giselle pulled hers in at the same time as Hanna. Ari and I looked at each other and laughed.

      “It's like exploding from your skin.”

      Blake frowned. “And if you've never exploded?”

      Aleks snickered. “Like when you ran and you pushed the last couple of seconds. Pushed the exertion.”

      Ari's wings pulled in.

      I sighed and glanced at Blake. He shook his head. “We played a lot of WOW and didn’t run, ever.”

      “How can we suck at this? We're the smartest people here.”

      Marcus walked over and grabbed my face. “Sexy time, Aimee. Think of sexy time.”

      My face flushed as my wings pulled back. Blake's did as well.

      “See? You did it.” Giselle smiled.

      Marcus shrugged and walked to Henry. “How do we find Lillith?”

      He shook his face. “She has the power. Impossible. You failed. Now you must prepare.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      Sam looked horrified as if a light bulb had come on for him. “Oh my God. Revelation.”

      “What?” Blake asked.

      Henry nodded. “The world as you knew it is over. The world now is broken. You have seven years to fix it before it is too late.”

      “Friggin’ hell. Great. Seven more years.”

      Ari beamed, “At least I can’t switch the time anymore.”

      I laughed.

      “Where do we go from here?”

      Henry pointed at Shane. “His house. Protected lands.”

      I laughed. Aleks laughed with me.

      Everyone else shook their heads.

      “That stupid shaman story was true?” Shane asked, making Aleks and me crack up harder.
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      Lorri

      The warm breeze billowed through the pillar.

      He winked and he was there.

      He kissed me and then pulled back. “Wait. If you're bloody well here, where are they?” He glimpsed past me.

      “Dorian, I had no choice. She got the magic.”

      “Who did?”

      “Lillith. She got the magic, all of it.”

      “No.” He pulled back. “How in the bloody hell did that happen?”

      “I don’t know. We were obviously betrayed. Is Michael still here?”

      He shook his head. “No. Several of them fell recently.”

      “Then I guess that explains a few things.”

      The warmth was comforting. I sighed. “I missed this place.”

      “Have you seen Lydia and Annabelle yet?”

      “No. O and Oliver both here as well?”

      “The whole family. It’s a bit intense.”

      I heard her shouting and running. I blushed. Dorian rolled his eyes. “Of course the human breaking the silence would be with you.”

      I grinned as Abbey leapt into my arms. We kissed and it was the best feeling ever.

      “This is Heaven?” she asked.

      “It is.”

      “Is O here?”

      I nodded. “Yup. Tristan and Phillip and O and Oliver and Lydia and Annabelle and everyone.”

      She grinned and I kissed her again. Dorian groaned behind me, “Okay, I'm going to go find out about Michael. Someone knows something. I'm certain.”

      I closed my eyes and let the warmth and peace seep in. After thousands of years believing I would never make it back, I couldn’t believe I was here. With my girl.

      Failure never felt so good.

      Daughter.

      I pulled back from the kiss. “You hear that?”

      Abbey shook her head.

      Daughter.

      I closed my eyes and moaned, “Be right back.” I stepped away from her and winked to the place. I stood in the shadows again and waited for it.

      The air was still until his words snuck in like the fog, “You failed.”

      “I did.” The intensity of his voice made me tremble. “I did, Father. I'm so sorry.”

      “You were betrayed by your brothers.”

      “Yes.” Tears leaked from my eyes. “I was, Father.”

      “You are my most treasured creation, Lucifer. You must know my love for you.”

      Dread tried to creep in, but his love was bigger than my own heart. “I do, Father.”

      “The sacrifice you made was met with unkindness and hatred. Yet you did as I asked. You saved them. The redeemers will save my children.”

      I nodded and believed the words. “They will, Father.”

      “Thank you, Lucifer. I may call upon you again.”

      My words became a whisper, “Yes, Father.”

      The air and light moved and left me where I was, standing in the shadows. My skin crawled with the intense energy.

      I peered up and fought the urge to beg that he never call on me again. Ever.
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      Aimee

      

      The scene was my dream exactly.

      Bombs dropped.

      Destruction was everywhere.

      People fighting in the anger that had overtaken the planet.

      Our country was ripe with pain and suffering, but still far behind the rest of the world. South America was filled with vampires and succubi. Lillith had the power to make them all.

      All varieties of demons.

      She moved constantly and was never out of the company that shielded her from us. But we fought her darkness with our own. It was a constant battle.

      I peered out at the city and sighed. The heat of the midday sun was intense in Rio. I glanced at Aleks and grinned at his wings.

      He shook his head. “Stop staring at them. It makes me feel weird when you do that.”

      “What? You look hot with those in that black tee shirt. That’s all.”

      “You look hot without your black tee shirt and I don't stare at you.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      He ignored me. “You ready?”

      I nodded once.

      We jumped together.

      My wings shot from my body as we sailed to the ground and saw the chaos and destruction everywhere. Lillith had used the magic she stole to make hell on Earth.

      And we would have to fight every day until we fixed it.

      Hanna strolled up with Sam, Ben, Giselle, and Shane.

      Sam seemed annoyed. “We found another one.”

      “Vampires?”

      Sam nodded. “And succubi.”

      “Where’s Ari?”

      Ben winced. “With Luke. She isn’t coming for this ride.”

      I glanced down the alley. “Why?”

      “Kids. She doesn’t do kids.”

      Aleks nodded. “Fair enough. In the words of our fallen leader, ‘let's do this.’”

      We walked down the alley into the dark building where dark creatures were doing the dark deeds.

      Fortunately, nothing was as dark as we were.

      I entered the building first, with Hanna. The man standing at the front, greeting guests smiled when he saw me. “Hello, Madam,” he said in English. His accent was strong.

      I loved the effect I got when they saw them so I flashed my wings fast. I had slits in my shirts, so my clothes didn't get ripped off like before.

      His jaw dropped. “Do Diablo.” He backed away with his hands out. I glanced to my right at Hanna. She smirked and let hers loose as well.

      He screamed louder.

      The whole house filled with screams.

      It was music to my ears.

      It was the end of something dark and sinister.

      We left the house at the end of the fight, with dirty blood and dirtier images bathing our bodies and minds.

      It rolled off fast now; we cleared quickly.

      We winked home to Port Mackenzie.

      Shane's house was an oddly delightful sight now.

      Henry and the kids were there full time with us. He made it feel warm and fuzzy all the time. Just like the spell he had put on Marcus’ house, trying to help us.

      Shane's mom let us buy the house when she moved to the city. She was happy to get away from the small town and the gossip and the wedding of her ex to a younger woman.

      Some people thought it was a hostel.

      Some thought it was an orphanage.

      My parents were just grateful I was able to find work in town. I ran a research center as far as they knew. I lived with Shane and helped him take care of foster kids with my friends. Marcus did a lot of memory construction.

      I walked through the front door as Giselle turned to Aleks. “Is the house in England safe yet?”

      “No. We have to get Henry there to bless the land. Bombs have been dropped on a town close to the house. The land might not be able to be blessed.”

      “Sucky.” Giselle sounded disappointed. Ben walked by and grabbed her hand. They were gone before I could mock them.

      “Where’s Blake?”

      Shane laughed. “Pretending to be busy so we won't assume he’s hanging with Alise.”

      “Still?”

      He shrugged. “He’s in love.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t believe she hasn’t moved on. I never saw that coming.”

      Shane nudged me. “I remember how it was before.”

      The words tiptoed through my mind. I spun around and saw the truth of it on Shane's face. “You do? All of it?”

      He nodded slowly. “I remember it the other ways.”

      “Oh my God.”

      “I just want to say, this is the best possible outcome for us all. I just wanted you to know. You know, in case you catch me staring or something.” He took my hand in his.

      I laughed and pulled away. “Great. Just great.” I walked into the kitchen after Aleks who was feeding Shakespeare and rubbing his hands over his furry black face. “Who’s a good kitty? Who? You are.”

      I leaned on the frame of the wall and glanced over at the sunroom. It forced a smile across my lips.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Baton Rouge, June 1964

        

      

    

    
      I know fear.

      Fear that cripples you.

      Fear that takes everything from you.

      The loss of my dream in the middle of the night ain't the issue or the fear. The warmth of the heavy air don't bother me none. Being woken to the feeling of someone's whispered words on my lips wouldn’t be disturbing, if I knew whose words they was.

      But no.

      For the third night in a row, at 2:47 a.m., I'm startled awake by the feel of an icy whisper against my face. Formed words I comprehend, and yet I can't hear clearly. It's always the same time, every night: the glint off the face of the clock on the wall, its numbers shining in the darkness scare me. What do they mean?

      As soon as I open my eyes, the words and the person who dares to whisper them are gone. It's always the same.

      That is the fear I know.

      I'm left alone in the dank darkness of my room with the horror of whatever, or whoever it is, still there. The only sound in the whole room is the drapes being dragged along the carpets as if they’re trying to crawl away in protest, as the night air toys with them—as does whoever is waking me with their whispers.

      Their whispers that linger on my lips like a gloss made of frost. The words hitting me with their icy-cold breath. Their face next to mine. So close it's as if we are one. So familiar.

      If I concentrate and close my eyes, I can hear the mumbles. Every word is drawn out in an exhale that brushes against me softly.

      Now.

      Here.

      They're coming, Lorelei.

      It's always the same words, broken sentences of danger and my name.

      Before this week, it hasn’t happened since I was a kid. I remember the bad feelings I had back then. I would lie frozen, wide-awake and surrounded by the cold.

      And now, just like when I was a kid, I stare at the stark white ceiling and wait for my heart to stop pounding. I'm terrified it will give away the fact I'm aware of them still being there. I don’t know where, I just know they are.

      I need the light of the lamp next to me to stop the thumping of my heart, but I can't reach out my hand to turn it on. I fear my outstretched hand will be met with cold fingers that match the temperature of the whispers that just woke me.

      Whatever it is can't touch me in my bed. It's a juvenile thought, nevertheless I believe it. I always have.

      I sigh when the same thing happens that's happened every time the terror hits me: I have to go to the bathroom. However, instead of just reaching for the lamp beside me, I lie stiff as a board.

      My body is trembling as if I can't get warm again, yet I am sweating like a pig at a picnic.

      I don’t move in the bed.

      I don’t move at all.

      I wait.

      I listen.

      Sometimes, if I'm not careful, it comes back just as I think I'm safe.

      I take a breath and listen. My hearing is so sharp I hear the creak of the flagpole across the courtyard, through my window.

      I wet the bed as a child, enduring a moment exactly like this one.

      Like I said, I know fear.

      Fear that grips you and holds you tighter than any other emotion. Fear that takes away every ounce of sense you thought you had.

      Slowly, I creep my fingers across the sheets to the resting place of Bunny. My white stuffed rabbit that has always been my lucky charm. I almost sigh with relief when I touch his furry leg and drag him back to me. I pull him across my throat, just as I’ve always done. Just as Ramón's grandmamma instructed me to, after she blessed him to keep away the cold whispers. She couldn’t sense them in the room, but she said that don’t mean they ain't there.

      Bunny's protection gives me the strength to reach my hand out into the abyss and feel for the light switch. I clutch his leg with my right hand and slowly move my left across the bed.

      My eyes dart around the room. My skin becomes hypersensitive to the air around me, checking for the cold breeze.

      When my hand reaches the end of the mattress, I stop and wait for my movements to be noticed. Nothing stirs. The icy cold in the air seems gone, but I don’t trust that. I don't make that mistake anymore.

      It's come back fast before. In a whoosh, it has come back and nearly stopped my heart.

      I'm hyperventilating.

      In one fast and fluid motion, I reach across the bedside table without knocking over anything. But in the dark, I end up fumbling for the dang switch on the lamp. The lamp is turned and the knob is on the other side. Time stretches as my panicked hand gropes in the darkness for the small switch. Just as the air begins to grow cold again and my throat fills with a scream, my fingers find it.

      I turn the switch flooding the room with light. The cold is gone. The movement in the air dies down. It pretends to be part of the hot breeze coming in the windows. But I know better. Since I was a child I've known about the things that hide in the dark. They run from the lights, they flee the window, and won't come back until the lights are gone.

      In the light of the room, I feel silly with a white stuffed rabbit stretched across my throat and my heart poundin’ in an unnatural way.

      I jump up and run to my ensuite to pee. I turn on every light switch along the way, filling the room with brightness. I will find a way to sleep with them all on. I always do.

      It won't be a great sleep, but I will live through the night without terror and whispers. I lie back in bed with my rabbit safely around my throat. When my head hits the pillow, I feel the heavy weights pulling at my eyelids. I yawn and snuggle back into the covers. I am safe in my bed. The lit room is warm, but I don’t care. I sleep. Somehow I sleep.

      When it gets warmer, I think it's Em. Sometimes she comes when I need her to and whispers nice things to me, telling me to sleep and that she loves me.

      I like the warmth. I sleep better when she’s there.
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        * * *

      

      At finishing school, the next day, I yawn in class. I struggle to focus my attention. I haven’t been this tired in ages. The icy whispers haven’t been back in so long I don’t recall the last time they were here.

      Ms. Mitchell drones on and on. My head gets heavy so I close my eyes tightly and open them again.

      Thankfully, she points to the green board and slaps the underlined words with her pointer stick. I am startled awake.

      “A lady should be innocent until marriage. Once married life begins, she should always ensure her appearance is not only respectable, but also attractive. Having dinner scheduled with the help is obviously important. Freshening up before he arrives home from work is a must. If you ignore everything else, remember this: no man wants to come home from work to find his wife as he left her.” Her steel-gray eyes float past our faces with severity and judgment.

      The girl next to me leans in and whispers, “Sweet Jesus, that woman is a wind bag.”

      I stifle my giggle as Ms. Mitchell pushes up her horn-rimmed glasses and watches us all like we are criminals. Her severe bright-red lips are always drawn on, just as her black, arched eyebrows are. Everything about her is perfect and cold. She and my momma would be great friends, if my momma could have female friends. They would get along wonderfully with the way they talk all snooty, like they don't come from the South. Like they just came across on the Mayflower yesterday, and not to the bayou they live in. Just 'cause we filled in the swamp, don't mean we ain't swamp folk. I have no illusions about my heritage, regardless of the image I try to portray. I can't talk exactly like a Yankee, but I can act like one. Momma always reminds me of that.

      Our teacher whacks the board again and drones on and on about the gentlemen we will marry.

      Angie, my best girlfriend, turns and makes a face. “I hope I don't end up with no gentleman. I want someone like James Dean or nothing.”

      I snicker and yawn again.

      Ms. Mitchell crosses the room as if she were walking with books on her head. “Now tomorrow's lesson will be about hiring the help to ensure your home runs smoothly. As a matter of fact, we will have a woman in from an agency to discuss this with us. You may talk quietly amongst yourselves until the bell rings.” She walks to her desk and sits with some papers.

      Angie leans over and whispers, “Sweet God. If her back was any straighter, they'd be sending a dive team in her ass to get the stick out. That speech was exactly why I am never marrying. I don’t care what tortures they inflict upon my flesh, I will never be some man's slave. Hell no.”

      “You know what your parents expect. It ain't no different than mine do.”

      She tilts her head, giving me sass with her look. “Sayin’ ain't, ain't gonna find you no gentleman.” She lifts her face and puckers her lips. “Say ‘is not.’” She adds an English accent to it, making it all proper.

      I laugh quietly. “You're a bad influence on me. Ramón was right about you.”

      Her eyes scan around, ignoring me completely. “We need to get away from all this nonsense. Tell Ramón to meet us out back with the bags packed and ready for California. We can bum on the beach and find us some surfers. We can eat hotdogs and drink sodas.”

      I roll my eyes.

      She nods seriously. “I am serious. Why are we here? I was bribed, and I'm telling you, girl, the car they bought me wasn't worth this.”

      I fight the urge to stretch and snuggle down in the chair. The poor posture comments from the battle-ax aren't worth sleeping. Instead, I mutter, “Your bank account and mine won't last us a summer in California. That fancy car will be the last fine thing you own. If any of us could leave and be independently wealthy, we would. But to leave and be poor—no, hell no. I'm fixin’ to marry well.”

      Her bright-green eyes snap shut. “I can live without money. I think I can. I probably can. What I can't live without is true love. Not debutant love, but real love. Improper love. Hot, sweaty, Mardi-Gras love that my momma would kill me for.” She says it “keeel,” instead of kill, the way we do when we're getting all riled up.

      I laugh at her. “Yes, well, love may feed the soul, Angelina, but we sold our souls a long time ago. You got a Cadillac and I'll be married to the most eligible bachelor in all of Louisiana. Besides, being broke ain't something any of us is capable of. I'm not even gonna try to imagine my life without financial support. Can you imagine having a job—a real job?” I shudder.

      Her bright eyes light up. “I can imagine the clothes I would need for my job. Pencil skirts and blouses, and maybe glasses. I could get them with just glass in them, to make me look all proper and sharper. I could be a journalist or a top secretary to a president of a company. Oh, imagine. We could have a mad love affair. Check into hotels with fake names and pretend to be married, but at the end of the weekend I could go home and enjoy my freedom.” She feigns a sigh and holds her hands to her chest.

      I put my hand over my mouth to muffle the giggles and another yawn. “You're wicked. I know I'm probably marrying next year. Daddy said I could draw out the engagement and do it the year after, if I wanted. But Momma has been seeing to what she calls 'proper suitors' for some time now. She's fixin’ for me to marry this summer, I think.”

      She opens her eyes from her daydream and gives me a fierce stare. Her dramatics are my favorite part of the boring school day. “Lorelei Huntington, you are gonna sell your soul to the devil and let your daddy trade you like cattle to some man? Your wicked momma is gonna pick the richest man she can find. Richest doesn’t always mean best looking. In fact, it usually means the opposite. I can't believe you're gonna marry some man for money.”

      I keep my eyes on my manicure and grin. I know something she doesn't. I lower my voice and speak through my smirk, “It ain't just some man.”

      She slaps my arm. “You don't. You don't know. Now you tell, ya hear? What do you know?”

      I bat my eyelashes at her. “I know your dark hair and green eyes would contrast better if you stopped letting the sun tan you like that. I know it's gonna age you.”

      “Yeah well, you look exhausted again, so there. We're quite the pair. Now spill.”

      The bell rings and she grabs my hand, dragging me through a group of girls who are giggling and chatting incessantly.

      “You have to tell, Lorelei.”

      I bite my lip and give her a side-glance. “You have to actually keep this secret. Not like the last time you swore and then told Mandy. Her momma told mine and I got grounded. Momma cut my calories so hard I couldn’t run for weeks.”

      She crosses herself.

      I tilt my head skeptically. “You swore off God two weeks ago. I'm going to need a better guarantee than that.”

      “Fine, I'll trade you a secret. I let Marcello slip his hands up under my blouse yesterday.” She covers her mouth as she says it. “Oooouuu, lordy. I almost found God all over again.”

      My eyes widen, but I maintain my composure. “Harlot.”

      “It was fabulous. His hands are all rough from doing barn work and training the horses. It felt remarkable. Spill.”

      I can't, I'm stuck in the image of her and Marcello. She has amazing breasts and Marcello is the most beautiful horse trainer in all of Louisiana. I imagine for a second, his hands in my blouse. I blush.

      She shoves me lightly. “Stop thinking about it. I never shoulda told you.”

      My breathing increases as I fan myself and speak blankly, “The Ryan family from New Hampshire. Martin Ryan. Mr. Ryan was at the house yesterday. He and Daddy were in his study for hours. When they came out finally, they shook hands and Mr. Ryan complimented my dress. He told me Martin would be fond of it and I should ensure I wear it this weekend to the Hamptons with them. He talks all fancy and Northern. I had to make sure I said everything the right way, ya know?”

      She stops and grips my arms. “The Ryans’ Martin Ryan?” She seems stunned.

      I nod, excitedly.

      She shakes me. “No. Not him. Anyone but him.”

      I knit my brow. “What on earth is wrong with the Ryan family? They're wealthy, related to the Kennedys, and he is by far the most attractive bachelor in all of Louisiana.”

      Her face is covered with disgust and fear. “Firstly, they're Yankees. That means he don't count as eligible in the South, Sweets. Secondly, Martin has already—well, you know. He has experiences you don’t. He dated Margery Banks. I heard they did a few things you and I haven’t learned how to do yet. Clearly, our home economics and hers differ.”

      Her words hurt but I don't want her to see it. “You really are wicked.”

      “Mandy's momma told my momma that Margery's momma made a comment about tying Margery's legs together until she was married. Ouuuie. My momma woulda tied my legs shut all right. I wouldn’t have seen the light of day for a decade, if she caught me doing that. Apparently, she caught them in the act and Margery was on her knees, and girl, she wasn't prayin’.”

      I swallow hard and shake my head. “You know what they're like. It might not be true. They're hateful.”

      She pulls her dark hair back and fans her face. “Maybe. Do you really want to chance it? Be with a man Margery Banks has already entertained, on her knees?”

      I feel sick. “It can't be true.”

      Her eyes glass over for a second. “Promise me you'll get to know him and think about it before you just agree because he's rich. It's your whole life, Lorelei.”

      I nod, but I can't get past the image she has created and the anger that came with it.

      She continues fanning herself. “There ain't a breeze in the whole county. I need a swim. Let's go to my house.”

      My pride is wounded. Margery Banks. It must be lies. The South is known for its nasty gossip. I hope it ain't true. If it is, Angie coulda kept it to herself. I assume she's jealous and twirl my long dark-auburn hair around my fingers. Even if it is true, I think the deal’s done. I don’t know if I have the luxury of ending it. I shake it off and smile peacefully. “I think Martin and the Ryan family are just perfect. I can't wait for the Hamptons. We fly up on Daddy's plane tomorrow. You should come. You can see what a wonderful couple we will be, first hand.”

      She opens the door to her locker. “He won't like me coming none. But obviously, I can't very well let you go on up there alone. Not now that we all know where he likes to put his penis.”

      I choke. “You're vile, Angelina Palatino.” My stomach sinks.

      Evil crosses her lips with a grin that almost always means trouble. Scratch that, it always means trouble. “I have an idea—”

      I put my books in her locker, cutting her off. “No.” I walk away. “I'll be over for tea after my nap.”

      “You never like my ideas.”

      I wave backward.

      “Think about California. I still think we got something there, girl. Say hi to Ramón for me.”

      I shoot her a scowl and notice the way her face says something I can't understand. I roll my eyes at her. “No. Ramón ain't your type.”

      She laughs. She ain't putting her hands on my best friend in the whole world.

      Ramón is sitting in the car waiting. He looks positively drenched in sweat.

      He jumps out and opens the door for me.

      “Good afternoon, goddess.”

      I smile and offer a slight bow before I climb in. “Good afternoon, Sir Ramón.”

      He hops in and starts the car. I tie on my kerchief and open the window. It's hot and sweaty with my back against the leather seats. The Lincoln doesn't have the stretch our other cars have. Ramón gazes back at me. His skin is tanned from the hours he spends waiting around for my family at our varying functions. His dark hair is matted to his leathered face.

      “You have a good day?”

      “I suppose. It's awfully hot though. There ain't a breeze in the whole state, I don't think.”

      “’Tis true, but you can't be saying ‘ain't’ like that. You know your momma would tear the skin right off your back with a word like that. She already cutting your calories so much, I'm getting worried at how skinny you getting.”

      I smile at him. “Lordy, you're good for my self-confidence.”

      He shakes his head and passes me back a package. My fingers tremble when I open it. The starvation makes me so hungry I can barely grip things sometimes. Inside the foil is a turkey sandwich with all the fixin’s. The first bite is heaven. I almost choke, taking such large bites. Right away my stomach starts to grumble and scream. The bites land in my belly and I feel instant relief.

      His dark eyes in the mirror watch me eating. “How long since she let you eat a real meal?”

      “Lemon water for the last three days.” My words come out in mumbles and mouthfuls.

      His lips press tightly together. “I'm gonna poison her one day; y'all need to know that shit.”

      I laugh and swallow the first half of the sandwich like a snake eating a whole mouse.

      “Ya still gotta eat like a lady, pigness.” He hands me a thermos. I crack it and drink the sweet tea right from the thermos instead of using the lid.

      “Where did you get this?” I ask and take another scrumptious bite of the soft white bread, stuffing, cranberry sauce, and turkey sandwich. I get a hint of Havarti cheese and moan into the bite.

      He laughs at me, nearly rubbing the sandwich all over my body.

      “Mrs. Mercer, down the road from my friend Joe. She owns a bakery and makes the best damned sandwiches in the whole state. I buy them from her in secret. I pay double. She ain't allowed to sell me anything I don't eat there. Your momma is watching everyone. She knows if even a cracker is missing.”

      I finish the meal off and rub my hand over my belly that now has a food bump. “As soon as I marry, I'm gone. I don’t have to worry anymore. I'm going to get fat and eat everything I see.”

      He laughs. “Oh no, you ain't. You and me, we be running every day still. You'll see, you'll be able to run farther with constant food.”

      I scowl and yawn. “I'm too tired to talk about running, baby.”

      “You having troubles sleeping again?”

      I meet his eyes in the rearview mirror and nod.

      “I will get my grandmamma to come and do the protection spell again. Keep them spirits out of your room. We gotta wait till your momma and daddy are gone though, cherie.”

      “I love your grandmamma.” I roll my eyes. “She needs to come and get the demons outta my momma.” I smirk at him in the rearview. “I almost forgot. Speaking of devils, Angie said to say hi.” I mock her high-pitch voice and up my accent a notch.

      He makes a face. “You of all people should know she ain't exactly my type.”

      “I know.” I nod and stifle another yawn. “Lordy, I need some sleep. I need Grandmamma's remedy.”

      I can't wait to see his grandmamma again. I need her to bless my room and Bunny so badly. I am dying of exhaustion. The last time she did it was six years ago, and I have had six years of bliss. Until recently.

      “Can we go to Grandmamma's now?” I'm nearly in a food coma, I'm so tired and full.

      He nods in the mirror, looking worried. I ignore it and eventually he mellows out. He natters on about us doing a beach run in the Hamptons. There is a beach he wants to run at. I put my hand out the window and let the air wash over it. I wish we would happen upon a cool breeze.

      The air glides against my hand like warm water. I feel the weird sparks I always get when I hold my hands out in the air and snap my fingers to make them happen. I don’t even realize I'm doing it. I'm not supposed to. I close my eyes and let the sparks creep up my arms. They light me on fire. I love the feel of it.

      His voice breaks my concentration, “You been feeling anything weird lately, cherie?” he asks into the mirror. He narrows his eyes, like he knows about the sparks. I’m sure he doesn't though. I'm not allowed to do them, but when I was little I did them in front of Daddy, and he couldn’t see them. But when Ramón's grandmamma came to cleanse my room, she saw me do it. She told me that if my momma knew about the sparks, she would beat me silly. I almost never do it for fear my momma will find out I can.

      I fight the blush on my cheeks. “Just sleepy from the icy whispers. Why?”

      He smiles and shakes his head, it's the face I don't like. It's the one that says he's hiding things from me. I swallow hard and wonder if he saw the sparks. The light from them is fast and bright. In the midday sun, they would be impossible to make out—hopefully. I push it to the back of my mind.

      He starts nattering again and I distract myself with thoughts of Angie letting the help touch her. I glance at Ramón still speaking, and imagine his callused hands on my breasts. I instantly feel sick. He's no Marcello. He's more of a brother than anything. It's wrong to debase him that way. He deserves so much more than to be trifled with.

      I do, however, like to rile him up. “Marcello put his hands up Angie's shirt,” I mutter.

      He raises his eyebrows up in disbelief.

      I shrug and snuggle into the seat better. “Apparently.”

      He tilts his head with a chuckle. “Oooooeeeee. That Marcello is running a big risk. The Palatino family has connections that will get him a nice pair of cement boots. Word has it they're related to the Chicago and New York crime families and they're running some imported goods in the Keys.”

      I blush, thinking about Marcello with his hands inside my blouse. It's easy to imagine. He is beautiful. He is the Italian Stallion. That’s what all the mothers call him.

      The air feels thicker when I imagine his hands moving to other places.

      I decided a while back I don’t want to be pure on my wedding day. I don’t want to be with one man my whole life. I'll be forced to marry, and honestly, it'll be such a relief being away from my momma. But I know how marriage works in the South. My marriage won't be no different than my parents’ marriage, filled with secret trysts and hidden kisses. I kinda hope my husband will be like my daddy. I don't mind the idea of being married to a gentle, cold man like him. It's better than being married to a cad.

      I don’t care what Angie says. Martin will be like my daddy. He already is so like him. No one would ever know my daddy has mistresses. Most people believe him to be madly in love with my momma. He doesn’t embarrass her, ever. Well, except for his weird war paranoia, but that’s a common one with Southern men.

      Momma is clever at not being caught with her lovers too, but we know she has them. We know our parents aren’t in love. They never have been, I don’t think. But the marriage is perfect. From the outside looking in, everything is bliss. That's all I ask for in mine.

      If I am honest, I can't picture Martin as my only lover. I can't even try to imagine his hands inside my blouse or lifting my skirt. I can't see his lips sliding up and down my throat, as he pulls me into his lap. Not the way I can imagine it with Marcello. Not the way it is in the dirty books Angie's granny has. Martin's manners have always been perfect and sweet. The epitome of charming.

      No, with Martin it'll be part of the act. The act of liking each other and loving each other. The act of enjoying his grunting on top of me, like my momma said was expected of me. Martin is refined and proper and a true gentleman. It's why I can't imagine him with Margery Banks. Not when I constantly have to hide my hillbilly Baton Rouge ways from him.

      A bead of sweat trickles down my cheek, just as the car lurches to a stop. I'm thrown forward.

      Ramón cusses in Cajun French and slams on the wheel.

      “It's overheated, cherie. I'll walk to the next house and call a tow and a ride.”

      I gaze around at the forest and greenery. We're miles from the nearest house. He took the shortcut he always takes when we stop by his grandmamma's house in the bayou. It leads through a swampy area with no real population.

      “Ramón, it's too hot to walk out there. You'll have to wait for nightfall. Stay in the shade of the car. You'll burn to death out there. It must be over a hundred today. Someone will come.”

      He smiles back at me. “I can't let you stay out in this. It's too hot. We'll both dehydrate if I don't go. Your greedy ass drank all the sweet tea.”

      I laugh and nod but I'm worried. I don’t want to be alone on the side of the road, and I don’t like him going alone into the woods.

      He takes his shirt off and leaves in his undershirt only. I grimace as the smell of his man-sweat fills the car. I lean my head out the window and wait. The side of the road is just thick woods. The old bent oaks, thick moss and bushes make it extra creepy. He walks away from the car, getting smaller and smaller until he's gone. The heat waves are coming off the pavement.

      I pull my head back in. I'm exhausted and needing my nap. I close my eyes and visualize what I want, just like Grandmamma Holt taught me to. I imagine I'm in my room with the fans blowing the air down on me in my thin nightgown. I have fresh sweet tea or lemonade next to me. The tall glass has ice in it and beads of condensation drip down the sides. The ice cracks in the heat and dilutes my drink. I take a refreshing sip. The ice clangs against the glass and burns touching my lips because it’s so cold. I sigh and lie back to try to sleep. In my mind I am cool and Bunny is around my throat protecting me.
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      Lorelei!

      Wake up!

      Wake up!

      Danger!

      The icy voices stir me. I pull away from them shivering but then I hear someone else.

      “Miss, you all right?” It's a man.

      I sit up and sway. “Ramón?”

      My eyelids stick together.

      When I pry them open, I can barely see through my fuzzy eyes and it's now dark.

      I'm trembling and shaking. I rub my hands over my clothes and realize I'm soaked, like I've been swimming.

      My eyes are blurry and nothing makes sense. I'm aching from sleeping on my side. I peer around, confused. “Where am I?”

      My head feels thick and then it starts to pound. I wince and put a hand up to my drenched head.

      “Get her some water.” A man is at the window of my car. I'm still in the car, still on the side of the road.

      “Where's Ramón?” I ask a policeman I think I know.

      He ignores me but hands me the lid of a warm metal thermos. I put it up to my lips and sip the cool sweet tea inside. My throat feels dry and crusty. The tea forces its way down, like it's carving its path. He waits for me to finish and then takes the lid. The tea lands in my belly. It's an empty sick feeling. “Where's Ramón? My friend—er driver?” I ask again.

      Another policeman is at the window suddenly. He shakes his head and looks around. He is older and has a flashlight in his hands. “I don’t know. The man who found you is over there.” He points and goes back to eyeballing the car. He speaks to someone I can't see.

      “My friend? I need my friend. Y'all have to go look for him.” My heart races realizing he ain't here.

      He speaks over me to the other man. “There's fluid over here. Looks like the car overheated. It was hotter than a billy goat's ass in a pepper patch today.”

      “True dat!”

      They keep talking and I have no idea what's what.

      I open the door and stumble from the car, my stomach is doing flip flops. Walking doesn't help.

      Warm hands grip my sides and stop me from falling into the ditch.

      “Thank you,” I mumble, assuming it's another policeman. I turn my head, realizing how wrong I am. His face makes me blush. He’s a handsome gentleman, not a policeman. I can't imagine how I look. I'm drenched.

      “You’re safe.” He holds me to his chest. He’s a dream. I'm sure of it. Like nothing I have ever seen before. Dark soulful eyes. Distinctive brow. Soft-looking lips. Chiseled jaw with a slight cleft in the chin. Dark hair that's styled but not like a businessman's. Thankfully, it's also not fluffy and in his eyes like a boy's would be. The long hair of my generation is a crime.

      He looks young, but something about his face tells me he is older than I am, maybe by a lot.

      He’s confident and bold. The way he touches me, like he has a right to do so, makes me feel funny. No one touches a young lady.

      “Are you all right?” He seems distracted, or maybe inconvenienced, as he scouts around, no doubt for someone else to take care of me.

      I want to say yes. Instead, I rip from his arms and lose my stomach in the ditch behind me. He holds my hips pressed against him. His hands are on my waist as I retch and heave and my exhausted body convulses.

      “She has the heat sickness. We need to get her to the hospital,” someone says.

      “Did anyone call an ambulance?” the man holding my hips against his body asks. Our pose would be indecent, if not for my vomit pelting the rocks below with sweet tea.

      “Nope.”

      His grip tightens. “Well, that’s really helpful. My driver called and told you there was a girl unconscious in a car and you never thought to call an ambulance? I will take her myself.” The man's voice grows angry. I throw up once more and my legs start to buckle. He lifts me off the ground.

      “I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry,” I repeat, wiping my face.

      He seems incredibly angry as he holds me in his arms and carries me to a car. He places me in the back seat and speaks softly, “The hospital, Ben.”

      My eyes flutter. “Sir, I'm terribly sorry.”

      He holds me to him and puts the back of his hand on my forehead. He smiles at me and the anger seems to be gone. “You have a fever.” He pulls me into him. I think for a second he has kissed the top of my head as he strokes it. I'm sure I'm mistaken. Strangers don’t kiss the tops of girls’ heads, not ones that look like him. “You have no need to be sorry. You're sick. I’ll take care of you.”

      I try to pull away from him, but I have no strength. I lick my lips and swallow the things trying to escape my mouth when I speak, “My driver, Ramón. Did you see him?”

      He shakes his head and continues to hold me to him. “We never saw him, just your car broken down on the side of the road. Where did he go?”

      “I don’t know. To get help. The car broke down. We was stuck.” I don't correct my poor English. I'm too tired.

      “What time was that?”

      I shrug and hold back a burp.

      He kisses my head again. I knew it, he kissed my head. My heart starts to race, but I'm on the verge of passing out. I don’t have the energy I need to freak out.

      He murmurs softly into my hair, stroking it, “Just rest, my dear. We will have you right as rain in no time.” Did he just call me dear? I must know him and not remember. He's too familiar.

      My stomach flutters. I don't fear him. Not the way I should. I'm uncomfortable with him kissing my head though. If I wasn’t struggling to keep the contents of my stomach where they should be, and completely feeble to boot, I’d move away from him.

      “It'll be okay. We're almost there,” he whispers and strokes my head some more.

      The driver stops the car and opens the door for the man. They help me out. A small amount of relief fills me when I see the doors of the hospital.

      The man lifts me up and carries me toward the light of the emergency ward. In the vivid lights, I'm stunned when I see his face. It's dreamy and sexy in a way that makes the knots in my fragile stomach tighten. The muted glow of the streetlight did nothing for him. He was incredibly good looking there. Here in the fluorescent lights, he is stunning. His dark eyebrows furrow over his dark eyes when he looks at me. The corner of one of his lips lifts into a lazy grin that contradicts his eyes. I attempt to grin back, but suddenly I see him in flashes. My eyes are fluttering again. I can’t get them to open completely. When I gain control of them again, I see a nurse running to us.

      “Lorelei? Honey, is that you? Is that Lorelei Huntington?”

      I can barely lift my head to see Mrs. Kirsch. She puts a hand to my head. “Honey, you have a fever.”

      “She has heat sickness. We found her on the side of the road in a car, passed out. Her driver left her there.” His voice swims in my head. I want to defend Ramón. He would never have just left me there. Where is he?

      I turn back but the lights blend together, making one long sheet of brightness I can't stand. My stomach turns again when I attempt to sit up to see their faces.

      “Baby, it was over a hundred out there today. My hair was sweatin’. Who are you?” Mrs. Kirsch sounds angry.

      “Mr. Whitlock, at your service.” The way he says “Whitlock” sounds foreign. In fact, all his words sound foreign. I thought he was a Yankee but now I see he’s a foreigner.

      The ceiling tiles and bright lights flash. My eyes are fluttering again.

      “Are you a friend of the Huntingtons?” Her nasally voice sounds feisty.

      “No. No, I found her on the side of the road.”

      I lose the conversation in the flashing and the fluttering. I'm moving. In the flashes the tiles change. The motion is making me sick again. I turn my face and get sick down the side of my cheeks. It’s dripping onto his arm. If I wasn’t nearly unconscious, I would be mortified. I will be tomorrow—if there is a tomorrow. Please God, don't let there be a tomorrow.

      I allow the darkness, that has threatened to come and fill my eyes, takeover. It's been wanting to since I woke. I've never been as exhausted as I am. Not even when the icy whispers stop me from sleeping.

      My eyes roll into the back of my head and I'm out like a light within seconds of not fighting it.

      When I wake, I can smell my momma. I would know her scent anywhere. It's custom-made by Dior.

      “Lorelei, darling. Are you awake?”

      Force is required to pry my eyelids open. I glance around the hazy, dim light.

      “Momma?” I whisper.

      Her cold delicate hands squeeze mine. She must be worried if she is touching me. “It's mother, dear.”

      “Lorelei, honey, you awake? Lordy, you look like something I drug out from under the porch.” Mrs. Kirsch is here too.

      I smile at her and nod. “I feel about that way.” My throat crackles like an old witch's.

      I’m in less pain, but still disoriented.

      “You want a drink, honey? You must be spittin’ cotton by now.” Mrs. Kirsch busies herself pouring water and fixing my blankets.

      I can't help but notice the way Momma is sitting, wearing an ivory cardigan and her pearls. I smile when I see her. Her blonde hair is coifed perfectly. She dressed up to come to the hospital. I bet she never even rushed. She's here for show.

      My hand aches from a strange cold stinging sensation. I think I'm making the sparks and shoot a fearful look at my momma. She frowns at me. I glance at my hand and feel relieved when I see it's a needle and tubes running from my arm. I haven’t had one of these since I had to stop eating to fit in my grandmamma's vintage gown for cotillion. I had to stop eating and drinking for two weeks. Momma made the nurses use one to feed me for the entire time. At least Ramón snuck me food.

      Where is he?

      “Ramón?” I mutter through a croaking thick throat.

      She smiles softly and tilts her blonde head. “You need a drink.” She’s hiding something. Something terrible has happened. Her cold eyes have only filled with emotion once, when my grandmamma died. They are a picture of how they were then. She was tremendously fond of my daddy's momma.

      She dusts her skirt and straightens her back when she speaks with a perfect smile, “You scared us, darling. We were terribly worried about you.” If I had the strength to roll my eyes I would. She points to the handle at the end of the bed. “Lift the bed for her, Marianne.”

      Mrs. Kirsch walks to the end of the bed and cranks it in jerks until I'm sitting halfway up.

      “Drink, darling?” Momma eyes the glass of water next to her, as if she’s above passing it to me.

      I nod and try to swallow my spit to test my throat out. It’s like sandpaper.

      “Marianne, pass her the water.”

      Mrs. Kirsch walks to me and passes me the glass. I sip from the straw and try not to take too much in at once. I don’t want to throw up again.

      The thought of throwing up brings back a memory. I cringe. “Ahhhhhh.” I sit up, horrified. “Oh no. Oh no. Oh my good lord.” I swallow and look past my momma.

      “What dear? What is it? Are you in pain?” she asks.

      I look at Mrs. Kirsch in a panic. “Did I really—er—well . . . throw up on that man?”

      My momma puts a hand to her chest. “Lorelei, that is not amusing.”

      Mrs. Kirsch ignores her and smiles at me. She fights an amused look and nods subtly.

      My momma takes my water and drinks it. “Dear God!” she sighs dramatically. “You frightened me half to death. Don’t say throw up, darling; say emptied your stomach or spit. Throw up isn’t ladylike.”

      I put my hand over my eyes and scream.

      Mrs. Kirsch puts an arm around me. “Lorelei, honey, stay calm. Screaming ain't gonna change the fact you got sick on a man, a very attractive man. Ooouuuie, he can read me a bedtime story any old time.” she snickers.

      I twitch and shake like a wet dog. “No. No. No.”

      Momma does the usual and cares about her reputation. “Oh, darling, no. Not a gentleman we know?”

      I could cry but tears aren’t coming. My eyes just burn.

      “Leave—both of you. I want to be alone.” My voice is hoarse, but I manage to point at the door. I'm exhausted and feel disgusting. Being mocked ain't gonna improve my mood.

      Momma squeezes my hand again. “I’ll be back to collect you with your father, whenever they decide to free you.” That is a lie. A servant will be collecting me. I don’t even know why she pretends with me. I’ll spend a lonely week in this hospital. I smile and know Emily will come. I, at least, have one family member. Maybe I will be able to sneak down to Ramón's room too. If he's even in the hospital.

      I ask them as they leave the room. “Where is Ramón?”

      My momma's eyes dart. That is the secret she is keeping from me.

      She glances at Mrs. Kirsch who lowers her head and leaves the room silently.

      Momma licks her lips. It’s a nervous habit. She doesn’t usually allow herself nervous habits. She doesn’t usually allow anything, but when she's stressed or unprepared, her old habits sneak through.

      Her back becomes rigid as she gathers herself.

      “Out with it.” My eyes narrow.

      Her bright-blue eyes turn to stone again. “He never made it.”

      I frown. “He never went to war, Momma! He went for help. What does that even mean—he never made it?” My tone is spiky and sharp.

      She licks her lips again. Twice is extra bad.

      “I know you're ill, but ‘Momma’ makes you sound like trash, Lorelei. I won't have it. It means . . . his body was found in the woods near the car. He was”—she shivers and puts a hand in the air to stop me from grilling her—“attacked. He died out in the woods. An animal attack.”

      My body has no coping mechanisms for a moment like this. I have never been allowed an emotion beyond shame. I don’t know which emotion fits into this slot.

      He was the brother I never had—I will never have. He is, no wait, was the man in my life. He was my constant. My heart burns.

      When I was a little girl and the whispers came to me, he believed me—only he believed. He and his grandmamma.

      When I got older and my heart was broken into a million tiny pieces, he was the man who held me while I cried. Sickening guilt slams me when I remember trying to imagine his hands in my blouse. It was the last thing I did in his presence. My eyes burn and sting and still no tears are produced.

      A man's voice interrupts my silent panic attack, “Oh, I'm sorry I've come at a bad time.”

      My throat is closed and my chest weighs more than my lungs can lift. I want to cry out, but the beautiful Mr. Whitlock is standing in the doorway of my room. I have been raised better than to cry in front of a stranger. Especially one I have already thrown up on.

      My momma turns and smiles. I can hear the country charm mixing with the elegant voice of Mrs. Huntington, “Why you must be the savior. The man who rescued our precious young Lorelei.”

      “I am just such a man. But it seems I've returned to find her not as well as I had hoped. I shall wait in the hall.” He smiles at me but my eyes are frozen in horror and agony.

      Momma puts a hand on his bicep and smiles at him. “I will accompany you. Lorelei needs a moment.”

      I NEED MORE THAN A MOMENT. I NEED A MIRACLE.

      I try to take a breath and calm myself, but I can't.

      I'm hyperventilating.

      The room shrinks to a pinhole and my eyes can't see anything through the small dots they have become. I lose myself in the blackness and pain as the cold whispers blow in my face.

      Danger, Lorelei!

      I don't have time to fear them. I pass out.

      When I wake again, a warm hand is over mine. It grips me tightly as if it's pulsating.

      I open my eyes to see Ramón. He looks the same as he did when he left, like himself.

      “Ramón, you made it,” I whisper.

      His hands turn cold as ice when he leans in and whispers cold breath on my lips, “Danger, Lorelei. He's coming. They coming for you, Lorelei. It's her, sugar bear. It's her. Find the magic. Go to Grandmamma.”

      I freeze and pull my fingers from the grip of his icy hands. He doesn’t move from my bedside.

      “Ramón?” Tears have finally found their way to my eyes.

      He nods.

      “Are you—did you—where did you go?” My lips tremble. Tears flow down my cheeks. I can't fear this man. Not this man. I know what he is, and yet I can't fear him. I need him. I need him more than anything.

      He looks broken, like he has failed me. He shakes his head and points to the clock on the wall: 2:47. It's the same time, every time. It's the hour I always wake with the icy breath upon me. I snap my fingers but the spark is gone.

      When I look back at him, he smiles and then is gone. I'm alone with the time and a broken heart.
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      I get up from the bed and tiptoe into the bathroom. I've got a storage of sandwiches Emily has snuck in for me. Peanut butter and jelly. I'm never allowed to eat them but I'm starved. Momma has them making me eat only from the IV and the soft foods. I'm allowed diet pudding and the odd lemonade.

      I sit on the toilet and bite into the sandwich. My body trembles from the chill of the cold bathroom floor. The peanut butter tastes divine. I close my eyes and try to forget everything that’s happened. I don’t know how to move past it or deal with it. I need to pretend it didn’t happen. I flush the toilet for good measure and leave the bathroom, peeking around for Momma. She ain't there but the food tray is. The lemonade and pudding make me gag a bit.

      I climb onto the bed and pick up the bowl. Thank heavens for the sandwiches. I gaze at my sleeping sister and smile. God, I do love her more than anything in the world.

      I take my first bite of pudding and try to force it down. The pudding slides down my thick throat. I can't taste it nor enjoy it. Diet food doesn’t actually have taste.

      The lack of taste makes me think of the sandwich Ramón brought me.

      Promptly the feelings return. I'm not great at blocking them out. No matter what I do or what I pretend, Ramón is dead and all the joy in the world is gone. Forever. I can't change nothing.

      I don't exactly cry but tears slip from my eyes all the same.

      The pudding makes me retch. It's like a slug slipping into my belly. If I don’t eat, they will never let me go home. My arm moves on autopilot, shoving it into me. I wish I could tell the nurses about the sandwiches, but I don’t trust anybody. My momma has a method to make people see things her way.

      She ain't come back to see me since the first night. Only my sister Emily has been here. She’s sleeping in the chair beside the bed peacefully as if we're at home and she's fallen asleep on the couch.

      I turn to the door when I see movement.

      “You're awake?” Mr. Whitlock stands in the entrance of the room, smiling. His face makes my heart skip a beat. He is far better looking than the image I have of him in my mind. My memory doesn’t do him justice. He is a tall drink of water.

      I force myself to smile. “I am. Thank you for everything and I'm terribly sorry for getting sick on you.”

      He laughs. “May I come in?”

      “Oh yes, please. Please do. Please have a seat.” I frown at my many pleases. He makes me nervous. Or the throwing up makes me nervous. “Sorry, I’m such a mess.”

      His lazy grin returns and makes me think about something other than myself. “Don’t be sorry, Lorelei. You have been through a tragedy and I'm grateful I was there to help you.” His voice is soothing and suddenly I don’t feel so sorry. I remember a conversation I had with Ramón about men like him. Charming men. You always had to worry about who else they were charming.

      He sounds like all the guys who turn out to be slicker than owl shit. He is just like them slick Yankees with their highfalutin clothes and fancy way of talking. He is beautiful and overly sweet and makes me sad. Ramón would have tried to save me from him.

      Ramón.

      The sadness rushes back in.

      The tears don’t stop streaming from my eyes. I must look like death warmed over. The tears just slip down my cheeks and soak my hospital gown. I try to wipe them away, but I drop my pudding bowl on the pale-blue floor. The dark chocolate pudding spills out.

      “Oh no. I'm sorry. I'm still a bit shaky. Silly me.”

      “Are you not feeling better?” His eyes narrow.

      I sniffle. “My best friend died.”

      He seems confused.

      I correct myself. “My driver.”

      “Yes, the tragedy of your driver. I was sorry to hear that.”

      I continue to fight the tears that pour from my eyes. “He was my best friend. The only person in the world who understood me, besides Em.” My lips tremble and I can only imagine how the pudding looks lingering on them, mixing with the tears. I am destined to always be a mess around him.

      I push the nurses’ call button. Mrs. Kirsch comes running in. When she sees him there, she stands straighter and holds her stomach in. I wipe my face and try not to bawl like the baby I have been all week long.

      “Sorry, Mrs. Kirsch. It was an accident,” I mutter through the sniffles.

      She sees the pudding and pulls a rag from a drawer. “Don’t be silly, Lorelei. Everyone spills, ain't no real thing. Would you like another? Are you feeling okay, baby girl?” I have never been doted on this way before. I bet her house is cozy and warm. I wish she was my momma.

      I shake my head, but Mr. Whitlock does something I've seen my daddy do. “She would love another one, Mrs. Kirsch. She is still weak. She needs sustenance.” He discounts my headshake and speaks for me. I blush and wipe my face dry.

      Mrs. Kirsch smiles at him. She hangs off his words like a tick hangs off a deer. She likes him. I remember the way Momma liked him. I bet all women like him. At least that guarantees Emily will hate him. She hates men who presume to speak for women. She hates men with slick manners and perfectly coiffed hair. She hates our daddy, but not as much as she hates our momma.

      He turns to me as Mrs. Kirsch leaves and smiles. “Wow, you get excellent service here.”

      “Uh-huh.” He thinks I don't see it but I do; he's fake. He's like me, and all my friends. We’re all the same. People whose only genteel trait is the fake manners we have when others are present. I need to remember Martin and his sweet ways ain't got nothing to do with the fakeness I'm always surrounded by.

      Mr. Whitlock's voice is soothing like he’s trying too hard. “I'm more than sorry about your driver friend.” He sits in the chair at the side of my bed, the other side of Emily who will wake any moment and hate him. I just wait for the show. “He must have been an amazing man for you to love him as you do—did.” He just won't stop talking about Ramón.

      “Yes.” A rogue tear escapes and trails down my cheek. “Thank you.” I can't hate on him for his gentleman's manners.

      “How is it you were so close to him? He was your driver.” His tone remains soothing, but I know he can't understand a wealthy person befriending the help.

      “Just were. Like soul mates I guess.”

      His eyes widen.

      “N-not like th-that,” I sputter. “I wasn’t his type, if you get my drift,” I mumble under my breath.

      He’s confused for a moment and then nods with a growing smile. “I see.” Then he does something else I don’t expect. He gets up and brushes away my tear. It's an intimate gesture. No one ever touches me. “Don’t be sad. I don’t think I can bear you crying.” His words are whispers. They're not fake. They're filled with emotions. I never hear that from a man, except Ramón.

      I don’t know what to say. It's completely inappropriate and exactly what I woulda wanted him to do, which I suspect he already knows.

      “Thank you, Mr. Whitlock,” I whisper back.

      His lips curl. “Call me Whit.”

      “Whit?” I'm pulled from the magic of his stare. “Whit?”

      What a ridiculous name.

      I'm positive I can't call him that.

      He's beautiful and reminds me of a man from a storybook. I like Mr. Whitlock better than Whit.

      “You don't approve?” He laughs at my grimace.

      “What's your first name?” I refuse to answer the question.

      “Jameson. My mother was cruel and named me after a dead grandfather. Everyone calls me Whit.”

      I laugh. Jameson's an old man's name. He doesn’t suit his name. Not in the least.

      “Jameson.” I say it like I can't believe it, because I can't. “Do you have a middle name?”

      He laughs. “Andrew.”

      I nod and process this catastrophe. “None of your names suit you. I'm sorry, but I'll have to call you Mr. Whitlock. I knew a James. He was sort of a cocky jerk. He could talk the hair off a dog.”

      He laughs but blushes and something inside me trembles like I may come back to life again just watching him.

      His flushed cheeks and the way he glances up at me through his lashes when I say his name, are killing me.

      “You say the oddest things.” He smiles a genuine smile. It's not controlled or planned. In fact, it ain't perfect. It's a lazy grin I find sexy. He’s letting me see him for who he is. We don't do that, not even after decades of marriage. Even Martin will never let me see this side of him.

      It makes me feel funny, good funny. It's exactly what I want in the man I love. Maybe not the man I marry, but undoubtedly, the man I love. I have always suspected they will be different men. “My mom—Mother is always trying to get me to sound more refined.”

      “I know that feeling. Do you go to finishing school?”

      “I do. Hateful.”

      He chuckles and my stomach twirls. “I can only imagine.” His lips twist into a grin. “I do like those finishing schools though, all those rules to break.” His eyes flash with humor.

      I cross my arms. “Yeah, well, it's all part of the act. Part of the life we all live. Enough about me though. Jameson Andrew Whitlock? Did your momma hate you?”

      He laughs. “No, but you forgot the ’my lord’ that belongs at the beginning of that name.” His accent is thicker, English maybe or Irish. I don’t ever hear people with accents much, except on TV.

      I laugh. “My, my, someone is full of himself.”

      He shakes his red face and looks down. “No, I'm a duke. My title is lord. Or well, most noble lord. You can choose whichever one you like the most.”

      “You are pulling my leg.” I laugh at him, not with him.

      “No.” His cheeks flush. He runs his hand through his hair and shakes his head. “I could have you executed for behavior like this, mocking me and all.” His eyes shine with humor and something else. He cocks his head and grins. “I can't imagine laughing at a duke. You are a brave girl.”

      “Lord Whitlock?” I feel silly but he seems serious that he’s a lord or a duke. “Sounds stuffy and stodgy. I didn’t know there were lords and dukes here.” My mocking tone is not missed.

      His eyes meet mine, and for a moment, I think he is about to reveal something to me. Something very secret. He sighs and his face relaxes. “I'm from Scotland.”

      His accent that I think he’s been trying to hide is much stronger when he says Scotland.

      “Really?” I cross my arms and forget to cry or be sad. “A Scottish lord? I never knew those existed anymore. Well, beyond the ladies’ romance novels my grandmother liked to pretend she didn’t read. She had a secret cupboard she stashed them in. The covers were all men with kilts and such.”

      His eyes light up for a moment. “We exist. Very common back home, in fact.” His lazy grin grows devilish. “We also favor appearing in the odd romance novel. Got to keep appearances up. I try not to wear the kilt unless I absolutely have to. Bit breezy, if you get my drift.”

      “Gross.”

      He laughs harder but then leans in and smirks. “Tell me, Lorelei, did you enjoy those romance novels you read in secret?”

      His bold question seizes up my chest and throat. I stifle a giggle as Mrs. Kirsch returns with my pudding. I can't believe my sister is still asleep and missing the intensely interesting conversation. I can't believe how much I like him or how bold he is with me but I don’t mind. It’s almost as if I relax around him. Like I would with Angie.

      “Here you go, dear girl. Want a little more water or tea?” I nod but my eyes don’t leave his. Again, he has my gaze hostage. His last statement has me captive.

      She clears her throat and leaves the room. I realize how rude I was to her and blush. I grimace down at my pudding.

      He slides the chair closer. It's right up against my bed.

      “Allow me. It's my fault you're here.”

      I frown. “Your fault?” I'm pulled out of the feelings of safety and comfort when his eyes leave mine. Instantly, I'm uncomfortable with how familiar he is to me. He is bold. I'm being bold back. Something isn’t right with it. My stomach is going off but then I look into his eyes and I see it again.

      He smiles and pulls me back in. “I should have found you sooner. I should have left the house earlier. I might have spared you this stay, had I not been delayed.” He pushes the spoon in and makes a face. “Awfully thick, is it not?”

      I laugh awkwardly. “It's how they inspire you to get better in America. If the food scares you, you're more inclined to want out. But I've seen the cook's food for the nurses. She puts her foot in the food for them. We get the slop.”

      He cringes. “She puts her foot in the food?”

      “No, like she does a good job for them all and for us she does the bare minimum. What's the matter with you? Of course she ain't putting her feet in the food.”

      “You use strange phrases.” He shakes his head and scoops a bite, holding it up for me. The act is simple and sweet and I am falling for it again.

      I don't leave his stare. “I can't eat that. I might die.”

      His eyes flash. “You might die without it too. You're weak. I can tell.” He's right, but I'm still not eating it.

      “If I bring games, will you play?” he asks me like he's nervous suddenly.

      I nod.

      He puts it down on the tray and stands. “I will be right back.” He leaves the room. I shudder at the congealed mess of chocolate pudding.

      Lying back on the bed, I replay every instant he was in the room. My heart flutters with delight and fear. I don't fear him, not the way I should. He is bold, and yet I find myself imagining the possibilities. I like the way I can't guess how he’ll act between the seconds where we don’t say anything. He's inconsistent and fun and some small part of me knows he's dangerous.

      A voice interrupts my daydreams, “Lorelei.” Angie runs to my side. “Are you all right?”

      Her hands squeeze mine and her eyes water. “I'm sorry about Ramón.”

      My eyes fill with tears as well. “Me too. I miss him. I wish I coulda talked him into staying and waiting with me. I don’t even understand why he went into the woods.”

      “His grandmamma is gonna be so sad.”

      “I know. I'll need to go see her right away.”

      She wipes her face. “He really was the best.”

      “Yup.”

      “Want me to get you anything?” she asks.

      “No. I'm not hungry. I'm still so tired.”

      She peers around suddenly. “Where is he?”

      I frown. “Who?”

      “Why Mr. Whitlock, of course. Mrs. Kirsch hasn’t shut up about him since the moment he found you.”

      “He was just here. He said he would be right back. Something about games.”

      Her eyes sparkle with curiosity. “The nurses was saying he's handsome.”

      “Handsome doesn’t describe him.” I sigh. “He's perfect. In every way. Except his name. Lord Jameson Andrew Whitlock. Gross. He's from Scotland.”

      She squeezes my hand and contains a squeal. “He's a lord?”

      “A Scottish lord. It's weird. I think he's lying maybe. He tried to feed me pudding. Can you imagine a lord feeding you pudding? Diet pudding at that. He's erratic. One minute he's sweet and blushing and the next he's asking me questions and I swear I'm naked and vulnerable, the way he's looking at me. He has no proper manners. He just does what he wants, when he wants to. Like rules and good society don’t apply to him.”

      She raises her eyebrows like she is wagging them. “Maybe that could be fun. Lord Whitlock who doesn’t take no for an answer and takes what he wants.”

      I snort and swat at her. “You are positively vile.”

      She shrugs. “Has Martin come to see you?”

      “Once, a couple of days ago. I was sleeping, I guess. Mrs. Kirsch said he stayed for a few minutes but refused to wake me.”

      She raises an eyebrow and nods once. “Well, that’s convenient for him that you was sleeping.”

      I swat her again. “He was being a gentleman.”

      “He was probably late for a date with some harlot.” Her tone is bitter. I don't get her hatred for him or her jealousy. She has never been this way before.

      I laugh through the sting of the words. Deep down, I must admit Mr. Whitlock has kept my mind busy. I haven’t had much time to think on Martin.

      She sighs. “So if you are still bent on marrying Martin, and you don’t like Mr. Whitlock, then you don’t mind if I make a play for him?”

      My face reddens. “I never said any of that. I just said I didn’t think the great lord was telling the truth. There's a difference. And Martin and me isn't finalized yet either. Nothing is set in stone. Besides, what about Marcello?”

      She shrugs again. “I let him touch me again yesterday. It was fun but he's going so slowly. I tried to undo his pants and he started backing away and saying no and blah, blah, blah. He's a square. I think I need a lord to straighten me out. Maybe Lord Whitlock has some friends.”

      I roll my eyes and turn toward Emily and frown. “Check her temperature. I seriously think she's dead over there.”

      Angie steps close and puts a hand to Emily who instantly stirs and stretches. “What time is it?” she asks, making sleepy sounds.

      “Six at night. You sleeping over?” I point at the clock.

      She nods and stretches into the chair to get more comfortable. She blinks several times and fixes her eyes up at Angie and frowns. “What are you doing here?”

      Angie sighs. “Yup, she's fine. Saucy and rude but fine. Anyway, when are you coming back to school? You missed ‘how to run your own home’ and ‘what to do when certain aspects of your home are not what you want them to be.’ Oh, and we had ‘how to dress your maid’ day. I wish for death every hour you're not there. It's like prison but worse. That woman would talk a deaf to death.”

      I laugh. “Then I guess never. I'm too sick to finish out the year.”

      Angie snorts and stands. “Yeah, the five days left. I hate you. Have a good sleep and don’t forget to mention to his lordship that I'm in the market for a new boy toy.” She turns and walks out, waving backward.

      Emily shakes her head. “What?” I ask.

      “You have the weirdest friends and you look like something drug out from under the porch.” Her voice sounds raspy.

      I furrow my brow. “Thanks. You getting sick?”

      “No, I had choir today. It always makes me sound funny.” She stares at the floor and then up at me. “Did she really let Marcello touch her?”

      I laugh and nod. “I guess so.”

      Emily smiles. “I wonder what that would be like. Sometimes I wish Greg would try something, anything. He is so polite. True Southern gentleman.”

      “Em, nice boys are the ones you want to marry. He is sincerely nice. You know how many of those exist in our world? We have the cold-mannered men like Martin and the players who smile the right way but really have ten women falling all over them.”

      She grins. “I'm only marrying if my husband agrees I can work.”

      “Oh Greg will let you work. He is so mellow and sweet.”

      She closes her eyes again and moans, “I hope so. I hope he asks me to marry him tomorrow. I would do anything to leave that house and get away from her.”

      My eyes dart back to the door. He never came back.

      “Yeah well, her and Daddy are in the middle of signing me over to the Ryans. We both know once that's done, she'll be coming for you too.” I don't tear my gaze from the doorway. Suddenly, the prospect of Martin Ryan feels horrid.

      “I have a terrible inkling she ain't never gonna let me marry, Lorelei.” Her voice is hollow.

      I shake my head. “You ain't that lucky, Em.”
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      My dress is too tight. Hospital food should have thinned me out, but I'm thicker than ever. I think about the snacks and treats Mr. Whitlock brought me every evening and wonder if that was what has ruined my figure. My body and I don’t feel different, but the dress fit only weeks earlier.

      I study my reflection and slump. She’s gonna kill me. I snap my fingers and make the spark. I see myself in the small flashes of light I'm making.

      My day has already been painful in every way. Ramón's funeral was awful. His grandmamma told me to come and visit her and squeezed my hands. She was trembling and sobbing. It made me sick. I felt like I killed him, like he should have stayed with me. She kept asking if I was okay. It made me sick to lie to her, but I couldn’t let my pain be worse than hers. Watching his casket go into the vault almost killed both of us.

      Coming home was much worse. Everyone in our family acted like we hadn’t just been to a funeral, except Em. She loved Ramón and was properly destroyed by it. But Momma nagged us about dresses and hair the minute we got home and Daddy ran for his study, no doubt hiding out until the party.

      Now I’m cleaned and dressed, wishing I were staying home to cry over my dead friend. Instead, I am being forced into a party I don't want to attend, in a dress I don't fit.

      I pull my hair back and scowl down at the dress. Sweat glistens on my brow from the struggle of getting into it. My breasts are almost heaving out the top and my bottom feels like it's lifting the dress a foot off the ground, like two hams under a picnic blanket.

      Momma walks into the room shaking her head in disgust. “Lorelei, that's obscene. Put a wrap on over it. You have got to cover up that fat, child.” She grabs a pale-yellow silk wrap to go over the cream dress. I feel like I'm busting out all over.

      I frown at her. “Momma, I need to change. This ain't comfortable. Can't I just stay home?”

      She crosses her thin arms and laughs. “That is the size you should be. You ate too much as usual, Lorelei. You always eat too much. I can't help it if you can't control yourself with food. Now cover those up before someone gets the wrong idea, and get downstairs. You father is waiting.” She turns on her high heel. She swivels back as she crosses my carpet to the door. “No food at the party. That’s not why you're going.”

      I hate her. I eye the yellow wrap and know I will be sweating like a pig the entire night. The pig I am. I grab my baby blue fan and leave the room.

      My pride stays behind. I won't need it anyway.

      The ride over is painful. The new driver watches me in the rearview mirror, making me uncomfortable.

      I see his eyes flicker to Emily in her pretty pink dress and I glare him.

      “Lorelei, stop making that face. How are we supposed to marry off such an unpleasant girl?” Momma asks while fanning herself angrily.

      Daddy glances back at her. She softens under his stare. I don’t know how he does it, but I wish I could.

      Emily smiles at me from a sideways glance. I smile back. She makes a face at the driver who she sees watching her. She slices her finger under her throat at him slowly. He flinches. I stifle a giggle. Emily has always been crazy.

      “Creep,” she mutters.

      I don’t have to look out for her, if anything it’s the other way around. She is more sensible and more put together. I envy her that. That, and the fact she is naturally thin, regardless of eating everything in sight.

      Momma actually told me once she loves her more just because Emily is built like her. She said it's easier to love thin people. I hate Momma.

      I'm not pudgy, but my size six dress is tight and I'm probably an eight, but I'm taller than all of them at five foot seven. It doesn't matter, in my momma's world, women who choose to stray beyond a size six are heifers.

      I hate her.

      I wish I had some chocolate or licorice or Ramón. He always said I was beautiful and she was a skinny crazy woman. He always said bones were not attractive.

      I miss him. I think I will miss him until I'm dust, and even then, as I ride along the wind, I will miss him.

      I miss the run we took every day. We ran for miles. He said my strong thighs made me a fast runner. I could sprint faster than anyone. My momma hated that we ran, but she agreed I needed something to trim down my figure. Little did she know, a lot of it was muscle.

      My momma hated Ramón and he hated her.

      She woulda hated him even more if she had known his secret. Ramón liked men. No one knew but me, and Grandmamma.

      The car swerves sharply. I hang onto the door and feel my chest heave as we turn.

      “For Christ's sake, not so fast,” my daddy bellows at the new driver who he clearly hates also. I hate him because he’s not Ramón and partly because he leers at Em and me. Mostly, I hate him because I don’t like new things.

      The party is at the governor's mansion. The governor invited us the other night. It is an impromptu party, celebrating the arrival of the governor's cousin. I don’t really know any of them well. My daddy plays golf with them and we have had to socialize with them a few times. They have a son, Daniel, who is a pervert that hunts my sister like a gazelle, and a daughter named Michelle who is a ridiculous snob.

      I lean into Emily and whisper, “I heard from Mandy that Michelle is a total slut at her new school.”

      Emily nods. “I heard her brother and her—well, you know.”

      I make a face.

      “Girls, stop whispering. It's rude. And don’t make faces like that, Lorelei. Your wrinkles are based on the faces you make. Soon you'll look like that permanently.”

      I sigh. “Momma, I'm eighteen. My wrinkles aren't gonna come in for some time. You don’t have any and you're—”

      “No.” She cuts me off and holds a hand up. “It's bad enough I have teenage daughters, but for you to name my age is offensive. I really thought we raised you better than that.”

      My daddy shoots me an amused look and then scowls. “Ladies, best behavior.” His bark is nothing but a show for her. She smiles and nods like he has told us. We know better though. We can see it in his eyes. He hates her just like we do. Or at the very least, he knows what a joke of a mother she is and he feels some empathy for us. His empathy is always soaked in bourbon and his mistress's perfume, but it's better than nothing.

      The governor’s mansion is huge. It makes my house seem paltry, which is a feat. When we pull up, butlers and valets meet the cars. A man I think I recognize opens the door and smiles. I climb out, trying desperately to adjust my dress. It's obscene how badly my breasts are swelling over the top of it.

      I see the valets looking. I pull my wrap around myself tightly.

      “You're gonna roast in that, Lorelei.” Emily scowls. She is sweating in her slip dress.

      I grin bitterly. “Roast like the pig I am.”

      Her face twists into the grin we are taught to speak with. “I hate it when you let her get to you. You're the prettiest girl in all of Louisiana. You have curves not fat. She could make the devil contemplate suicide. Don't listen to her.”

      I laugh. “Don’t make me laugh, Em, it makes me sweat more. This silk and satin is killing me.”

      She grabs the back of my dress and gives it a subtle yank when no one is looking. I pull up the front again as people mill past us, not noticing. We've managed to hide at least some of my breasts.

      Momma leans in. “Don't cover up all those assets. Martin is here tonight.”

      I feel sick suddenly. Angie's words of being cattle sold into slavery start to ring true. I want this, don’t I? I want to be married, don’t I? I wonder if being with Mr. Whitlock every day at the hospital has made me question things. Or was it the terrible things Angie said about Martin?

      I shake it off and remind myself of my core values. Who will I be if not a wife? I don’t want anything but to run my own home and make a man happy. Right? Confusion has settled in deep and I ain't getting rid of it so easily. I need to follow Angie's advice and get to know Martin before I make a decision.

      I walk up the huge steps of the Greek-revival mansion with my family. My momma floats on my daddy's arm like a queen would. Everyone knows her as his wife. She has no identity of her own. I watch her and feel my doubts creeping in.

      Is that really the life I want?

      No identity?

      Is that the life Ramón would have wanted me to have?

      She glanced back at me, smiling sweetly. “You are very close to having my life, Lorelei. Don’t screw this up for me.”

      People see the sweet smile and soft eyes of the wealthy wife. They don’t hear the way her voice twangs the cuss word “screw.” They don’t know the other person inside her. The poor white-trash little girl who was raised on the edge of a bayou with no shoes. They don’t know about the money-grubbing and uncivilized beast that hides its scales beneath the soft pale skin of Mrs. Huntington.

      But I know who she is.

      Grandmamma Holt, Ramón's grandmamma, showed me where my momma grew up. It's on the drive out to Ramón's grandmamma's house. She slowed down as we passed and told me the story about how she knew her when Momma was a girl. She used to buy fish from her.

      The image is unforgettable. The fat man standing at the door of the trailer with the pit stains on his white tee shirt and dirty green pants. It still haunts my dreams. Grandmamma narrated the tale as we slowly drove by. I had my face pressed against the glass, watching him just as he watched me from the porch. We were kin, and yet we were perfect strangers.

      I can't imagine the terrors my momma was subjected to in that stale old trailer. She was raised on the edge of the gator-infested waters where huge haunted-looking cypress trees, with their trunks covered in wild red moss, made up her yard. It looked like the bloody water of the swamp washed up onto the base of the huge trees and dried there. It's still the only real color I see when I close my eyes and imagine the picture of her house.

      Nothing about her home made me want to get to know my granddaddy. Grandmamma Holt told me he was bayou scum, part of the filth that gives Louisiana's bayous their mysterious charm. Personally, I prefer the streets of New Orleans and the mansions of the plantations. I even prefer the graveyards with the tombs and vaults containing the dead who will never rest in the soggy earth of the city. We called them the Louisiana army. They are mummies awaiting the magic of New Orleans to wake them and march them through Bourbon Street with a jazz funeral leading the way.

      I prefer all of that to my own granddaddy who ain't even allowed to be dead to me. He is alive and walking, but he is deader than the dead. He is nonexistent because my momma never lived that life.

      Her life never happened and her daddy never raised her. The story has always been that an aunt in New Orleans raised her. Her aunt died and left Momma money so she could afford to go to finishing school where she became fast friends with my aunt Tessa. Momma was wed to my daddy, Tessa's brother, the year she finished school and then suddenly the old man in the bayou never existed. According to Momma, she never starved or sold white perch on the edge of the bayou outside a trailer, looking lost and alone.

      Picturing her sad, alone, and abused on the side of the road, doesn’t make me feel sorry enough for her that I can find love for her. I pity her in the way I pity a criminal who is punished for stealing to feed his family. They don’t know any better. That doesn’t make me love them or her.

      I gasp as we step inside the grand front entryway of the mansion. It's massive, with a showcase imperial staircase, just like the one at Twelve Oaks, in Gone with The Wind. That will always be my favorite movie. I feel tiny and excited the moment I see the inside of the house. Ladies hold drinks and stand littered along the stairs and the main entrance. It even feels like Gone with The Wind. Like there will be a ball and I will dance with Ashley Wilkes while eyeing up Rhett Butler. I think deep down I'm a Rhett Butler sort of girl. But I keep that to myself.

      Emily squeezes my arm. “Wow. What a staircase!” she whispers excitedly.

      I nod. I have no words.

      Momma's eyes interrupt my staring. She is fixated on me. I must look like a country bumpkin gawking at the finery like we live in a slum somewhere.

      I stand up straight and suck everything in. It makes me sweat more, but I fan myself lazily and try to act unimpressed.

      “Martin is over by the bar,” Momma whispers to me and walks away with Daddy. Emily and I let go of each other. We are royalty of the South. We are not to clutch each other in fear. We do not fear the fine people around us. They are not strangers. They are my kin. My family that is forced upon me, based on class and wealth.

      In truth, I'm not comfortable with any of them, except Angie. When I see her, all my discomfort melts. Relief fills me as she comes rushing up. Her face is a huge beaming grin. She has no doubt been at something unholy.

      “Why, Miss Huntington, you look ravishing. Or rather, like you'll be ravished. That dress leaves nothing to the imagination. Let me guess, your dear mother is attempting to close the deal on the cattle sale?” Her sarcasm is duly noted and her giggle tells of liquor and a cigar, possibly. I laugh and pinch her arm.

      Emily gives her a look and rolls her eyes. “Yes, well, this dress fit two weeks ago. Now, however, it seems our mother had it taken in to ensure the assets that sweeten the deal are being displayed properly.” We speak properly in public, always.

      Her words claw at me.

      Is that why the dress doesn't fit?

      “No.” Angie feigns a surprised look. “Not your sweet mother who only ever has your best intentions and desires in mind. I refuse to believe that. Let's get a drink, shall we?”

      “Have fun.” Emily waves me off and goes looking for Greg. She is always looking for Greg. He never chases her. He is never the assertive one and she seems content with it, or even to prefer it. He truly is the sweetest boy in all the South.

      I can't help but wonder if Emily has nailed it on the head. Has our dear mother taken my dress in as she too heard the rumors about Martin Ryan? Did she dress me like a whore on purpose?

      The night smells of bourbon and cigars. Only the women drink from flutes, and even then, it's only the proper women. Free-thinking women, like Angie, drink from rock glasses.

      I see a woman with short dark hair in a pantsuit and know we have Yankees at the party. Women from California and New York are infamous for their freethinking, feminism, and pantsuits. My daddy cusses about it regularly. The Civil Rights Act has him, and every other gentleman in Louisiana, frothing at the bit. I like to watch them froth over something I secretly admire but am too well trained to speak of.

      I spy Martin at the bar, holding a rock glass and smiling at a woman in a red dress. It fits like mine does and his eyes are planted in her chest, just like a cad would. Just like Angie said he was.

      She was trying to warn me and I didn’t listen.

      I blush and look down. I have been dressed like a whore for him. He’s not the man I thought he was and my momma knows it. He’s the other kind, not a gentleman.

      “Wait.” I avert my eyes. “On second thought, Angie, I don’t want to find him.” She's right, I don’t want a man who has already tasted the whole world without me.

      “Praise the lord.” She turns us to the right. He catches my eye. He smiles but I don’t. He is smiling at my dress and the prospect of taking it off. I can't smile at that. Not with him.

      Angie drags me to the parlor where the French doors are open, revealing a massive patio. We step out into the night and I know she feels it too. The Louisiana air sparkles at night. Mystery and old magic can't help but float in the heavy air with the soft jazz music.

      “I’m sorry about Martin.” She grips my hand. She knows.

      “I’m sorry I didn't believe you or listen.” Tears surface.

      My dress is so tight that the tears don't reach my face, thankfully. They're trapped somewhere in the satin.

      “Forget him.” She passes me a smoke and lights her own. She holds the flame out for me. “We’re going to California.”

      “Yes, we are.” I drag from it as it lights and the soothing smoke fills my lungs. Instantly, the pain in my head is gone. I enjoy the lightheaded feeling I get. Angie says it's because I only smoke socially, and if I smoked regularly it would go away. But I don’t want it to. I like it. I like feeling as if I'm not completely inside my body. Like the smoke has pushed some of me out to make room for it.

      “Miss Huntington, you look remarkable this evening.” The voice behind my back is familiar. I want to groan and turn with the sweetest sickly smile spread across my lips, but I can't. Instead, I giggle like a fool because I'm dizzy from the cigarette and the face Angie is making. I turn, still giggling like I have no breeding. I exhale my cigarette in the face of the man my daddy wants to sell me to.

      “Why, Mr. Ryan, you look remarkable yourself,” Angie speaks with a confidence I know he hates. They all hate it. They all hate her. But she doesn’t care and that makes me love her more.

      His lip fights the grimace he wants to give, but that his own breeding won't allow. I see him now. I see the fake smiles and the fake manners. I see the way he fights his eyes when he stares at me and they seek my heaving chest.

      “Shall we take a walk?” He puts an arm out for me. I pass her my cigarette and take his arm. “Certainly.” I am not allowed to answer differently and he knows it.

      Angie smokes both cigarettes. I laugh at her again. She turns and enjoys the magic of the evening.

      “You really shouldn’t be with a girl like her. Her parents have been allowing her in New York too often. I hear she stays at their place in the city on her own. No supervision. Plus, she's a wicked gossip. Girls like that get a reputation.” His words are soft but the tone scolds me nonetheless.

      “Like who?” My back straightens. “Girls like Margery Banks, you mean?” My voice couldn’t be sweeter.

      He blushes and smiles but doesn’t lose the control over himself, that control only well-bred gentlemen know how to maintain.

      But I know the truth about him.

      He is a cad, like Rhett Butler, only not as attractive and that was really the most important thing Rhett had going for himself. That, and his cocky smile.

      “I suppose.” He walks us away from the party before speaking again, “Girls like Margery Banks are fun for a boy to date, for a time. Not the kind of girl a man would marry though. Your friend Angie is the same sort of girl.” His voice has a hidden sneer that I can hear, but I can't see past the charming smile.

      I will never marry this man.

      A gentleman doesn’t speak ill of a woman he hardly knows. My daddy has misjudged his breeding. Damned Yankees. We may be Southerners; we may talk slow and be simple in a lot of ways, but we don't disrespect people we don’t know and we don’t let anyone mess with one of ours.

      He is a cad and I have fooled myself long enough about him and the foolish notion of marrying to make my family happy. Losing Ramón has changed things for me. Changed the way I see things. Maybe Mr. Whitlock has also had a hand in it. Either way, I do not want this.

      I notice how far we've walked away from the party when my heels dig into the gravel and undermine my balance. I'm reliant on his arm now as we walk down the path to the gazebo. My stomach flips and squirms like a fish is in there. He passes me his bourbon.

      “Thank you.” I take a huge gulp of it. The warmth fills my stomach and I recall not having any dinner. Momma forbade it after my dress didn't fit. I need to get away from him. I need to find my daddy and call the whole thing off before it gets too serious.

      He stops walking and takes the glass from my hands. He swallows the last of it and tosses the glass out into the grass.

      He leers down on me with intensity. My heart stops beating completely. I know what's about to happen.

      The moon gives off just enough light that I can see the color of his eyes. He is beautiful. Tanned skin, straight bright white teeth, dark-blond hair, and stunning blue eyes. He could be a Beach Boy mixed with a Kennedy. His grin is mischievous and confident. He lowers his face on mine and kisses me softly. His lips don’t pry or try to open my mouth. He kisses the way he should, like a gentleman.

      It's a soft kiss at first. Slowly his mouth starts to work on mine. He takes his time, expertly. His lips caress mine as his hands close around my back. He holds me so tightly against him.

      “We can't do this,” I whisper.

      “Yes, we can,” he whispers back like a lover would in the dark and the moonlight. “You're so much prettier than I imagined you would be. Beautiful even.” His hands move to the front of me and slide up my stomach.

      “Stop.” I'm panicking.

      I don’t know what to do.

      My hands twitch with want to slap him or push him away. All that finishing school and I'm left unprepared for this.

      He moves a little higher and I lose my self-control. “Stop!” I push him and stagger back. I don’t get away swiftly because my heels get stuck in the grass.

      He catches me and grabs my arm, spinning me. His grip tightens slightly. He smiles coyly. “You want to wait until we are married?”

      “No,” I snarl. “I don't want to marry you.” I feel sick that I have said it out loud, it’s so unladylike. I jerk my arms free and turn to walk back to the house, but again he grabs my arm and spins me around. I push against his chest but he's hard as a rock.

      His eyes are mean. “Well, little girl, that isn't a decision you get to make. Your father and mine have made the deal. You are mine.” His words are scary and firm. The way he mocks me and controls me already makes my stomach cramp with fear. I want his hands off me. I feel dirty just being near him.

      The scary dominating look leaves his face. He smiles softly. “I just want a kiss, Lorelei. I want a small taste of just how sweet you really are.” His voice is scaring me. I push against him again and lose my shoe to the grass. I stumble out of his arms and hobble up the gravel, pulling at my dress.

      “Lorelei, come back.” His voice is frighteningly demanding. I hurry when I hear his footsteps on the grass.

      Tears I refuse to cry are flooding my eyes. “Asshole,” I mutter. I won't cry for him. I won't cry because it's not the right place to cry. I was raised right. I was raised to hold it back, hold back the shame I want so badly to feel. As I round the corner, hands grab me again. I open my mouth to scream, but I see something I never imagined I would.

      “Lorelei!”

      “Mr. Whitlock.” His name flies from my lips, but it's muffled as his warm fingers cover my lips. I try to straighten my dress and control my breathing. I'm certain my hair is a mess from the struggle. At least if he's looking at the mess it is, he ain't looking at my nearly exposed chest.

      “Are you all right?” He pulls me in. “It's okay, Lorelei. I've got you now.”

      If a Southern girl is a sucker for anything, it's a strong man holding her and keeping her safe. The second he holds me to him, I burst.

      “I'm gonna kill him,” he mutters. He saw. He knows I was just assaulted on the lawn. He saw it all.

      Shame fills me faster than I can push it down like a proper girl does. I'm trembling and his warm lips against the top of my head are wreaking havoc on my heartstrings. I think he is pulling them all, but at least I feel safe.

      “You can't go back to the party like this, want to walk?” he whispers. His voice has an edge to it.

      I nod against him. He wraps his hand around mine and pulls me with him. I hobble along until he turns at the far side of the house, the side I've just run from. I claw at his arm. “Not this way.”

      He holds me tight and guides me along. “We need to get your shoe.”

      Bile rises in my throat. I shake my head and tremble, but he holds my hand snugly and kisses the top of it. “I'm here now. If he is out there, he doesn't want to come near you; it won't be good for him. You're safe. Men like him are chickenshits anyway. If he sees me, he'll be all handshakes and kindness. It's only when he gets a girl alone that he shows his true colors.”

      I sense the truth of his words in his dark eyes. I'm safe. He wipes my tears away and takes my hands again. He pulls me along. I try not to hobble or limp, but the difference between the shoe and my foot is huge. I peek past him as we round the corner of the house. Martin ain't nowhere to be seen.

      “He went the other way, I think,” he says disappointedly, but looks around with me. He seems more like he is scouting, hoping Martin is still back here. Seeing the fierceness in his eyes, I have a slight hope Martin comes back as well.

      We are alone on the back grass that’s dotted with huge trees. Through the branches of the tree I'm standing under, I see the windows full of people. People laughing, dancing, and drinking. They are having fun.

      He lets go of me and walks to a spot on the grass where he bends down and then walks back. He kneels in front of me, holding my shoe out.

      “How did you see that?” I ask.

      In the moonlight, I barely see the smile cross his lips when he speaks, “I was looking for it. Here.” He takes my foot and puts the shoe on. I remind myself of a sweaty version of Cinderella for a small moment. Only a small moment, because being assaulted by the man she would marry wasn’t in any of the versions of the story I've read.

      “Would you like to go to the gazebo?” he points.

      I start to laugh, nervously.

      “What?” His voice is innocent. Martin's was innocent as well.

      Gazing down on his face in the moonlight, I can't believe the words that are about to leave my lips. “No, thank you. I buried my friend today and I'm exhausted. I'd like to go home and take off this ridiculous dress and soak my poor feet. Not very ladylike but it's the truth.” I sigh.

      He stands and lifts me off the ground in one sweep. He paces toward the gazebo anyway. “It might not be ladylike, but I feel the same way. And I dare say, I strive for ladylike in all the things I do.”

      I snicker.

      His eyes grow serious. “I'm sorry about your friend, Lorelei. It's so rare to have a person in your life that is genuinely close and for no benefit beyond the fact you love each other platonically. If only I had known how close you two were.”

      I frown at him. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “I would have searched the woods for him. Instead, I waited for the police. I stayed with you. I sent my driver to phone them.”

      I was unconscious and he stayed with me. I never knew that. I'm not sure how I feel about that.

      I push away all the bad feelings and just try to focus on not falling out of his arms. His arms that don’t seem to struggle to hold me. I weigh more than an average girl my age. I'm strong. Strong enough to get away from Martin.

      I can't help but wonder if Margery Banks honestly wanted the attentions she received, or if Martin persuaded her, aggressively. I wonder what her momma really walked into. Poor Margery Banks. Immediately, the thoughts make me uncomfortable. “Mr. Whitlock, it's truly indecent of you to be carrying me out in public.”

      He smiles at me and my stomach flutters. “What public? We are the only people out in this garden. I think even Mr. Ryan has made his cowardly way back into the party.” When he reaches the stairs, he climbs them gracefully as if I'm no burden. He places me on the bench like I weigh nothing. That’s not the truth of it though. I was forced to weigh myself this very morning. I weigh one hundred and forty-three pounds. I'm not light, my momma told me that as she weighed me. She called me disgusting and told me I ought to be ashamed of that number. That men weighed that. Even some dogs.

      I raise an eyebrow. “You're very strong.”

      “You weigh next to nothing. I must outweigh you by at least a hundred pounds.”

      He is huge, but not in a way that would suggest a hundred-pound weight difference.

      He holds a hand out. “My tip, madam.”

      Through it all, he makes me smile and glimpse down at my dress. “I'm sure you've noticed I have neither a clutch, nor room for change in this dress.”

      I notice the way his eyes burn. He nods. “I did observe there is very little space in that dress for change. I was hoping you would be indebted to me.”

      Chills run up my spine. My smile drops. He is no longer the sweet savior who played chess with me and fed me hospital pudding. Now he's the other one, the one who made me think things I shouldn’t. My mouth is dry when I speak, “Indebted?”

      “Your mind tends to wander down the dirtier streets, does it not? A dance. I would accept a single dance as payment.”

      I feel ridiculous, but I stand on my wobbly feet. “Do you mind if I kick my shoes off? They're making an attempt at my life.”

      “I have never understood the point of high heels. They're sexy in a boudoir for a few moments, but they seem horrid to wear for an entire day or evening.”

      I choose to ignore the boudoir comment and chuckle. “Horrid ain't a strong enough word.” I lean against the beam next to me as I step out of my shoes and walk into his outstretched arms. The jazz band is playing next to the open windows of the house and when I touch his hands, it's as if the sound of the music travels to us. The thick air is heavy enough to bring a song with it, all the way to the backyard.

      His huge arm wraps around me and holds me tightly to him.

      “You are so beautiful. I have a feeling you don’t see it.” His voice is low as though we are sharing a secret. “You are hard on yourself. Your mother is hard on you. I don’t mean to pry. Mrs. Kirsch told me.”

      I shake my head and lean into his broad chest. “I am what she tells me I am.” The words don’t sting, not like they used to. I'm used to them now.

      He kisses the top of my head, something I'm growing fond of, and whispers, “You are perfection, and I swear, I will end anyone who says otherwise.”

      I laugh. He's crazy like Emily. It's not the first time I've heard him say it. It doesn’t bother me as much as it should, Em is always threatening to kill people. Of course, she's a hundred and ten pounds. He's massive compared to her.

      “I would. I would do anything to make you happy, Lorelei. Anything.”

      “You don't have to do anything. I'm happy right now. You made me feel safe. Thank you, again.”

      His eyes say things his lips don't. The emotions are bubbling inside him. “It was my pleasure, both times.”

      I close my eyes and relax into his chest and the sounds of the jazz. If I slow down my mind, the bourbon and smoke shift the world slightly. I let myself melt into him. He doesn’t press my chest into his. He doesn’t let his hand stray beyond the small of my back. He doesn’t hold my hand tighter than he would an egg.

      Without shoes, my face only reaches his breast pocket. I knew he was tall but not as tall as he is, and I'm not a short girl.

      I let myself forget everything that has happened in such a short space of time until his voice ruins it, “Do you want to tell me about what I witnessed between yourself and Mr. Ryan?” His voice is soothing.

      “I'm happy. Remember what we were just saying about being happy?”

      He chuckles. “I want to know. Tell me.”

      I don't want to but his voice makes me, so like a good girl I explain it the way I should. “He was drinking I think, and got a bit overzealous. It's my fault. This dress, it's ridiculous. I'm sure he'll be plenty sorry tomorrow.”

      His hands slip up my arms fast like a rattlesnake moves. Suddenly, he's holding me by my shoulders and shaking me. His eyes are fierce. “It's not your fault. That dress is tempting, and yet I'm able to keep my wits about me when you're near. No true gentleman ever puts his hands on a lady without her consent.”

      He's angry. I'm not afraid though, not like I should be. I have a suspicion he won't hurt me. He has saved my life twice. He snarls when he continues, “You could walk across the grass naked,” I blush and a fire crosses my flesh in a ripple that resembles a shiver. “And I would remain a gentleman.” His lips curl into a grin. “Until you gave me permission to be otherwise.”

      My breath escapes my lips in puffs of hot air that resemble a laugh. My parted lips tremble as I stare up into his dark eyes and forget what we're talking about.

      He bends his face and brushes his lips against mine. “That look will suffice as permission.”

      Time stands still for us. In fact, it might have frozen across the world. His kiss is intense and yet delicate. He doesn’t part my lips farther. He ends the kiss with a slight nibble of my lower lip and a very low growl. “I will end his life if he manhandles you that way again. He's lucky I ran into you tonight and not him.”

      “Please, stop saying that.”

      He straightens his back and glances around. “We should be getting back.” His words hurt. I want to stay here forever, dancing in the gazebo with his arms around me. I don't want to rejoin the real world. I want to stay with him, locked in the time warp we have created. I want to stay up all night, letting him hold me and kiss me and tell me how pretty I am. I scowl as I glimpse back at the house. That house has a way of life I don't want to live, not anymore. I could live out here in the grass, live off his kisses.

      I don’t even know who I am anymore.

      “Let's go before I do things I can't take back.” He takes my hand and picks my shoes up. My face flushes at the millions of responses floating through my dirty mind. I fan myself a little and try not to think about the possibilities in the words he's spoken.

      I grip him as we leave the gazebo and smile at how refreshing the damp grass is on my tired feet. My momma chose shoes that were too small, as always. She is always trying to make me smaller than I am.

      The overhang of the huge willows and black walnut trees makes me feel safe and hidden, like our deeds are hidden from my parents. The world in the window is real. The world out here is what I want. I didn’t know it until this second.

      “Do you like it here?” I ask, trying to break the silence and delay the inevitable rejoining of the party.

      He looks down on me and shakes his head. “I miss home.”

      “Why don’t you go back?”

      His lips curl into a grin. “I will. One day.” His voice grows serious, “How do you know Mr. Ryan? He isn’t from here?”

      I knew it would come out eventually. I have dreaded telling him since I met him. I sigh and spill it, “My parents and the Ryans are making a marriage deal. It's more like a merger than a marriage. It's just how things are done down here for debs.”

      His grip on my hand tightens. He turns me to face him. He ain't letting up with the Mr. Ryan annoyance. When he spins me, my shoes hit the grass with a thud. He lifts me to my tiptoes. “You're marrying him?” He's disgusted.

      I gulp and nod. “Yeah, but I don’t want to.”

      “Are you kidding me? You're joking? They'll sell you off to that little shit? What about us? What is this to you?” He looks at where our skin is touching.

      I stammer, “I-I'm s-s-sorry. I sh-sh-should have said s-s-something. The deal ain't final. I'm fixing on getting out of the deal.”

      He grips my arms tighter. “Deal? Deal? This is your future and you call it a deal? Are you insane? Are they? He tried to rape you. I was on my way to beat the living shit out of him when you got away. I saw everything. I was crossing the grass just as it happened. You can't marry that man, that boy.”

      “I won't—don’t have a choice who they choose. All I can do is tell them I don’t want to.”

      He lets go of my arms and turns away from me, fighting his anger. He covers his face and moans. He is angrier than I expected him to be.

      I squint up at the house and wonder if anyone has seen me romping about on the grass, getting manhandled the entire party. I smooth my dress and tug the top of it up to cover my breasts that are spilling out.

      I clear my throat and repeat myself, “I don't have a choice, Mr. Whitlock. I'm not free the way you are. My parents have a lot of say.”

      He paces and runs his hands through his hair. Finally, he turns, anger is spread clear across his face. “You have a choice. You do. It's 1964 for Christ's sake. You are a grown woman.” He is shouting now and pointing to the sky. “The Civil Rights Act is going through this summer. Jesus. You Southern belles with your manners and breeding are about as stupid and ridiculous as a girl can get. You'll let them sell you off like cattle?” His words are spit at me.

      I'm ashamed of myself for too many reasons to try to sort through them all at once. I sense a hardening look creep across my face. My lip quivers and my eyes water again, but I will not betray my emotions to him. I pick my shoes up from the grass and turn away. “Good evening.”

      He grabs my arm. “Don’t you turn away from me.” My shoes go flying across the grass and my dress makes a tearing sound.

      I shake my head softly. “You are acting like an ass. No different than Martin was.” I step away from him but he grips me harder.

      There is desperation in his eyes. “Is that what you want? You want him? A savage who would take away your innocence on the back lawn of the governor's mansion?”

      I can't blink. My eyes are brimming with their maximum capacity for tears. I manage a whisper, “No.”

      He loses the control he has over his emotions and bends his face to kiss me with the kind of passion and intensity I have only dreamt of. When his lips meet mine, my eyes close involuntarily, forcing streams of wetness to slip down my cheeks. My lips are pressed against my teeth roughly.

      He pulls me back. “You won't marry him. I don’t care who I have to kill; you won't marry him.” His accent is noticeable when he's angry, like the hold he has over it is undone by his emotions.

      He lets me go and walks past me. He leaves me standing in the mist that is building in the humid air under the canopy of a massive black walnut tree.

      I abandon the shoes where they are and march back toward the house. I walk past it and down the driveway. The lit torches make it easy for me to see where I'm going.

      If my momma could see me she would disown me. What a fantastical daydream that would be.

      Instead of taking the road, I cut through the hayfields that separate our plantations.

      The tear in my dress has given me room to breathe, but it's still too tight. I unzip the back and slip the dress down my body. My white slip and bra practically glow in the dark, but I don’t care. Who is gonna see me? Who will even care about a girl running through the fields in a white slip?

      I step away from the dress and break into a run. Ramón and I used to run barefoot a lot. Momma hated it. My shoe size went from a six to an eight. The running flattened my feet out, this was her theory. My theory was that my feet grew because I grew. If she coulda stunted my growth by the time I was twelve, I think she woulda. At eighteen, nearly nineteen, I'm too tall, too fat, and my feet are too big. She calls them manly. She calls everything about me manly.

      Her criticism makes me run harder. I'm flying through the field. My toughened feet hit rocks and sticks and hay but it doesn’t hurt. It will tomorrow, but tonight my heart hurts and that takes precedence over any other pain.
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      Danger, Lorelei!

      You're in danger now!

      Voices whisper with icy breath over my face.

      I groan and roll away from the cold breath. I'm too tired to feel it against my face. There is warmth in my bed and I roll to it. I think it's Em until it too whispers to me, “Sleep, my love.”

      It's like there is a battle on my bed. Cold on one side whispering of danger and warmth whispering of sleep. I choose the warmth and sigh in the warm whispers, “Sleep, Lorelei. My sweet, Lorelei.” The warm breath hits my face as a kiss is planted against my forehead.

      I nuzzle into it, whispering back, “Emily?” Sometimes she sleeps with me. Sometimes when the whispers get to be too frightening, I scream out in my sleep and she comes to calm me.

      “No. It's me,” a man's voice whispers back.

      I freeze.

      I know that voice.

      I gulp and tiptoe my finger over the solid mass in the bed next to me. My heart is racing and my throat is dry. I open one eye to find the man who got angry with me and left me on the grass after calling me stupid. I'm nervous he’s here but more annoyed that he wounded my pride after making me like him. Like it matters more than him being in my bed.

      “Lorelei, forgive me.” He pulls me into him and kisses the top of my head. “I'm sorry. I came to say sorry.”

      I'm confused. I try to scream but there is no air. I push him away. I'm panicking, clawing at the bedding to escape. He pins me to him and shakes his head, putting a finger to my lips. “I came to explain.”

      “No, get out of here.” I gulp. “You shouldn’t be in here.”

      “I know.” He kisses my hand. “I'm sorry I grabbed your arms like that and shook you, and got angry, and actually, the list is too long to say it all. Lorelei, I'm sorry. I can't even express how sorry I am for everything. I couldn't go to sleep thinking about it. I rescue you from that wanker and then I end up doing the same thing.”

      In the darkness of the moonlit room, his sad eyes dissipate my fear. My body trembles. “How about sorry for sneaking into my bedroom? How did you even get in here?”

      He points to the balcony. “Do you want me to be sorry for climbing in your window?”

      I nod and lick my lips. My momma's bad habit is like a hereditary disease that always has my lips chapped.

      “I’m not.” He lowers his face and kisses me. He presses my body against his and slides us both back into the bedding.

      His fingers trail down my side, brushing softly along my hip.

      His face is against mine and the cold whispers are nowhere to be found. The heat of him has overtaken the room and pushed away the cold.

      He whispers into my nape, “I'm not sorry. I'm not sorry at all. You're mine.” His Scottish accent seems more noticeable.

      I'm his. I have no denial inside me. I'm his. Body and soul. Two weeks doesn’t feel long enough, and yet it feels like an eternity. We have played chess and laughed and joked when he visited me in the hospital every day. I know him better than the man I am to marry.

      “You have to stop this. It's inappropriate. I'm not this kind of girl. I've only known you for a few weeks,” I protest.

      He kisses me again. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

      I shake my head, the automatic response for a proper girl, denial of emotions.

      He laughs. “Why are you kissing me back?”

      “I don't know. To be polite,” I lie and squeeze my lips together.

      “You feel it. We have a connection.” The warm softness of his kisses could feed me. I inhale his breath, it's familiar and sweet.

      I sit up sharply. “No. No. No. This is improper.”

      He grins. “I want you. All of you. Your virtue, your heart, your soul.” He says it all too loudly.

      “Oh my gosh.” I put a finger to his lips. “Shhhh. My daddy will shoot you if he finds you here.”

      His eyes sparkle with madness. “I'll kill him if he tries to separate us.”

      He ain't kidding. I see that now. He scares me, finally. Finally, my body and mind have a sane reaction to him. I jerk away. “You have to stop threatening to kill people. You're scaring me.”

      “I love you, Lorelei. Tomorrow I am asking your father for your hand. I have more money than the entire Ryan family put together. I will buy you if I have to.”

      “You're insane. You can't love me already. You hardly know me,” I whisper as I watch his face. He's struggling with something.

      “I know you. I have watched you for so long. I know you better than any man may claim to know a woman.” He's intense. I think he's telling the truth. I think he's been watching me. It's creepy—well, it damn well should be creepy and not sexy and weird in a way that makes my tummy twirl like a twister is going through it.

      What is going on with me?

      “Marry me.”

      “W-w-what if I don’t want to marry you? I'm just getting used to the idea I may never marry. My whole life's been planned out for me, and now I feel free to choose. Maybe I'll be a schoolteacher like my sister. Or a journalist like Angie.” I swallow hard. “Besides, you shouldn’t be here. I think I have to ask you to leave.”

      “Are you afraid of me?”

      I shake my head. “I'm afraid of my daddy coming in and shooting you and the scandal.”

      “You are so Southern.” He laughs and kisses my cheek. “You should fear me.”

      “Please stop. It's indecent.”

      He pulls me back and looks at me. “I love you.”

      “How? How, when you barely know me?”

      He seems lost when he speaks. “When you're as old as I am, you just know. You appreciate love more once you've lost it. Finding it again is better than any feeling in the world.” His words confuse me.

      “You're not old enough to speak that way. Who have you loved before?” He loves too easily. It's obvious. I am no doubt the tenth girl on the list. And his half-assed proposal is the kind that screams of a one-night stand.

      I suspect I am being tricked by him again.

      But then he speaks, “A long time ago there was a girl. I loved her and she loved me. But it wasn’t enough. My love couldn’t save her. She died of a sickness a lot of people in my country had at the time.” He kisses the tip of my nose. “You're a mood killer.”

      “What? She died?” Is this a ploy? Do men do this?

      I wish Ramón were here. He’d know.

      “She did.” He sighs. “Anyway.” He holds me to him. “I love you and that's what matters.”

      “Don't say that. I can't say it back to you.”

      He smiles softly. “You will.”

      I narrow my eyes. “You don’t know that.”

      Our lips meet softly. “I do.” He whispers into my mouth, “But for now, sleep. Go to sleep and tomorrow I will ask your dad’s permission to marry you.”

      “Don't,” I mouth faintly as my eyes close. I can't sleep with him here, but I'm exhausted and unable to fight it.

      He kisses my eyelids. “Sleep and feel safe.”

      I fight the urge to sleep but it's useless. The darkness behind my eyes takes me before the struggle even begins.

      When I wake, the room is filled with sunlight and he is gone. His smell is on the pillow beside me where the dent from his face is.

      He was here.

      He was real.

      He truly climbed in my window and slept beside me, on top of the covers of course. I lift the covers and check my nightgown, relieved. I'm still dressed.

      My room feels new and fresh in a way. The burden of wedding Martin Ryan is gone. My daddy will likely agree to the marriage with Mr. Whitlock. All they care about is status, and he is a lord and rich. I'm excited about not having to tell them what Martin did to me. My momma would find a way to spin it to make me out as a tramp.

      My cheeks flush when I think about the way I acted last night. I was a tramp. The sensation of the hardness of him grinding against me was delicious and mysterious. I have seen the pictures; I know the general science of it. I just don't know how it feels. With Mr. Whitlock I can imagine it would be fun. It would feel good. I can't believe I fell asleep with him in the room. It was the weirdest feeling, as though my sleep claimed me against my will, sort of like Mr. Whitlock has.

      My Mr. Whitlock. I will have to start calling him Whit or something beyond his surname. Especially, if he's gonna ask me to marry him.

      I emotionally slap myself. “Wake up, Lorelei.”

      Of course. He was saying that to get me to give him my virginity. My stomach flutters and I can't believe he would want to marry me. Maybe it was all a dream. I smell the pillow once more to let the dream linger.

      I recall his brief tale of his love before and wonder if he does fall in love too easily. Has he too tasted the whole world, where as I have barely sipped from the chalice I only just discovered?

      My fluttering and disjointed thoughts are disrupted when my door bursts open and Emily runs in.

      She looks panicked. “You are gonna have a bird, Lorelei. A bird. Martin Ryan's downstairs talking with Daddy. Earlier a man came with a fancy car and asked to speak to Daddy. I listened at the door and it sounded like there might be a duel in the yard. Another man asked for your hand. The man from the hospital, Mr. What's-It—with the title.” She laughs and jumps onto my bed.

      My feet should be killing me but they're not. I'm just tired. I can't get out of my bed with Martin in the house. “Who is the man?” I play dumb.

      She shrugs. “Some servant for that Mr. Whitlock. You know, the guy who saved you and came to the hospital every bloody day. Momma looked like she was gonna start screaming and burn the house down when Daddy told her. She said she would be damned if you would be Lady Lorelei.”

      I frown. “She was upset?” I'm confused. As far as debutants succeeding, Mr. Whitlock is the cream of the crop.

      She nods and lies back next to me. “I figured Martin would be so angry. I almost asked Daddy to tell him you were gonna be courted by two men, just so I could watch his reaction.”

      “I would rather marry Mr. Whitlock if I have to be married.” The name leaves my lips with curiosity.

      She nudges against me. “It doesn’t matter. Daddy turned him away after he talked it over with Momma. Told the servant you were spoken for and a deal had been arranged. He said he had a gentleman's agreement with the Ryans and gentlemen never go back on their word. It made Momma smile wickedly. I nearly lost my breakfast.”

      My heart sinks. He has promised me to Martin. It was true. All of it was true. He never even spoke to me about it. I truly am just a cow to sell. I wonder what the price was. “He never even asked me if I wanted to marry Martin.”

      “You can't marry that cad. You can't. He is a womanizing scoundrel. Someone said they saw him out in the yard making out with some girl last night. Imagine.”

      I cover my eyes. “Oh no. No one saw, did they? Saw who she was?”

      Emily laughs. “Was it you?” I nod with my eyes still covered. She laughs harder. “Testing out the merchandise, I see.”

      “Running for my life is more like it. He practically assaulted me on the grass under one of the huge trees. Mr. Whitlock actually saved me.”

      Emily stops laughing. “He did what?”

      I lift my hand and peek out at her with one eye. “He nearly assaulted me last night. He held me to him and forced me to kiss him and said filthy things to me. It was disgusting.”

      Her jaw drops. “Daddy needs to know.”

      She tries to leave but I grab her hand. “No, leave it. I will just tell Daddy I don't wish to marry him.”

      Emily scowls. “He is a pig. I guarantee he forced himself on that poor Margery Banks.”

      “I thought the same thing.”

      “He's still downstairs.”

      “Have Cook send my breakfast up.” I can't face him. Not knowing he won. I am to be his.

      Emily walks away, grumbling, “You need to tell Daddy.” She leaves and I fall back to sleep. I can't bear the idea of marrying him. I need a plan.

      When I wake, the sun is setting. I've slept the day away tossing and turning.

      “Are you sick again?” Her voice bothers me before I even see her face.

      She is picking clothing out of my closet.

      “No. Just exhausted. I walked home last night.”

      She turns and smiles bitterly. “Yes, I did notice that. I reassured your father you had let Angela give you a ride. Where's your dress and shoes?”

      “I don’t know. In the wash.”

      She seethes, “You let that stranger bring you home and you have the indecency to lie to me? At least we can relax, knowing you won't see him again. Your engagement party is in two weeks.”

      I ignore her and roll over. I sense weight on the bed.

      “Put this on. We are going to his uncle's house.”

      I turn to her. “I'm not marrying him so you can stop the act. He's a cad, and frankly, a pervert.”

      She leans in and whispers, “You will marry him, Lorelei. You will enjoy your marriage, just as I have.” Her face is cruel. Her words are spoken through a sick smile. My insides twist and I nearly gag from the vile things I'm thinking.

      Instead of acting like a little girl, I lean into her and narrow my eyes. “Do I have to tell Daddy about a certain little girl who sold white perch from Blackwater Bayou?”

      I expect a reaction, but she has been playing this game longer than I have, and she has mastered her reactions.

      She smiles sweetly. “You don’t want to play this game with me, little girl. I will sell you to the highest bidder in the French Quarter before I let you ruin what I have spent a lifetime creating. Then I'll sell your sister.”

      I gasp. Her cruelty knows no bounds.

      She stands and wipes her hands on her skirt and beams a perfectly peaceful smile. “As I suspected. Now get dressed. We are going to his uncle's house.”

      Her accent thickens and that is the only hint I have gotten to her at all.

      I'm terrified of her. She is a monster.

      I feel like I'm paying double admission for my seat at the freak show. I have to pay my way, plus hers. All her baggage is mine now too. I will pay for her pain.

      I never realized how horrid the idea of it all was. I always thought it was expected of me; it was my duty. If I wanted to remain rich and be happy, I had to marry a man who was right for me. I see the humor and folly in it all. Right for me actually meant right for my momma.

      When I think about Mr. Whitlock, I can't bear the idea we will be separated by my marriage to a man who I don't even like, let alone love.

      I climb from the bed and wince when I pull on the too-tight blouse and pencil skirt. I am uncomfortable and confined in my clothing. I think she is buying all my clothes too small. I twist and read the tag—a four. She has me squeezing my hips into a four. No wonder I can't breathe and my breasts are bulging out the top. She has me dressing like a whore.

      I slip on some sandals that don’t match the outfit, but my feet will be in agony eventually from running in the hayfield barefoot. I'm amazed they aren’t killing me now.

      When I leave my room, I hear them all arguing.

      “She will marry him. She will. You can't go back on your word.”

      Emily is fighting them for me. “Daddy, he assaulted her in the backyard. Everyone was talking about the girl he was making out with. It was Lorelei. He attacked her and forced himself on her. Mr. Whitlock rescued her. If you make her do this, she will be the laughing stock of the South. Mr. Whitlock has saved her twice.”

      “Emily, you go to your room and stop bothering your father. We don’t even know that Mr. Whitlock. This is none of your concern. You need to worry about your own engagement and to who it will be.”

      I bite my lip, frozen on the huge sweeping stairs.

      “Momma, you may be comfortable with Lorelei being married to a cruel man and having everyone laughing at her, but I know Daddy's not. Oh, and don’t you dare threaten me with my engagement, just because I'm speaking against you and defending her. I am not Lorelei. I will marry whom I want. You don't scare me, old woman.”

      A slapping sound bounces off the walls.

      “You will not speak to me like that. Go to your room,” Momma shouts.

      “I'LL SPEAK TO YOU HOW I WANT! YOU DON’T OWN ME, YOU OLD HAG!” Em screams at her.

      “Monique! You will not strike her that way,” Daddy's voice booms throughout the house.

      I sit on the stairs and feel like my skirt is gonna burst. Emily runs from the den, but not for the stairs to her room. Instead, she runs out the front door. She runs past me holding her face. I feel sick.

      My breath is short and panicked.

      Momma's voice becomes soft and sweet again. “You saw how she spoke to me. How she treated me. I only want them to be the best daughters, for you, darling. To make the right connections for you.”

      “Monique, not right now. We need to discuss the matter at hand. She can't marry a man who has already made an attempt at making a fool of her.”

      “Shhhh, my love. Let's not think on it now. We can decide tomorrow. Right now let me show you how much I love you. Mon cher amour.”

      I roll my eyes. It's the only sentence of French she knows. Her voice gets throaty and low. I feel worse than I ever have in my life. She is a whore who is using her body to trick him into forcing me to marry.

      I get up and creep down the stairs. I too slip out the front door. I'm met with the warmth of the night air.

      “Em,” I whisper into the night. “Em, you there?”

      She doesn’t answer. I walk out into the garden at the front of the house. I see the field and wonder if she has gone to the hiding house.

      I make my way to the hayfield, entering it quietly. I don’t hear her anywhere.

      “Lorelei.”

      I turn to see Mr. Whitlock standing in my driveway. He looks casual in a thin blue V-neck tee shirt and brown cords. I have never seen him dressed casual before. He is always in a dress shirt or a suit or tux.

      His shirt stretches across his chest and I'm lost for a moment. His handsome face and rugged good looks complement the style of dress. His short hair is messy, unkempt. I like the look. He takes a step toward me but stops himself. The rejection from my daddy lingers in the air between us.

      “He said no,” my voice breaks.

      “Yes. Yes, he did. I don’t care though. I've come to ask you to leave with me. We can live anywhere you want or go back to Scotland. I have several houses there. We can live happily. I just want you. I don’t care where.” His eyes are burning.

      My face crumples under the strain of my broken heart. “I can't leave my sister. She will suffer the same fate if I run away. My momma threatened to sell me to the highest bidder.”

      “You must be joking? No mother would do—”

      “My momma would,” I cut him off. “She'll do the same to my sister.”

      His expression hardens. “She is not my concern. You are.”

      “If you want me then you have to care about her well-being. We are alone in this world, her and I. If she leaves she'll be brought back or we will be charged with kidnapping. She's still young.”

      He closes the gap between us with one of his huge strides. His legs are long enough to make three of my steps in one of his. He takes my hands and kisses them. The heat of the evening makes me glow.

      “I can save you. I want you. I love you. Let me take you away from all this.”

      A tear drips from my eye and trickles down my cheek. “We need a real plan, not running away.”

      “I will go speak to your father now. Myself.”

      I smile. “My momma is working her magic on him now, and he'll kill you if he even thinks anything is going on.”

      He leans in and kisses me. “I will make this work.”

      I don’t believe him. I can't. I have to be realistic in my expectations. Just in case.
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      He doesn’t make it work. He doesn’t get a chance. The Ryans visit my house every other day or we are at theirs. Momma has acted like a completely crazed woman with the mission to marry me off before I get to see Whit again. She has run me ragged with schedules and fittings and appointments. Every day she gets more panicky and pushes up the date for the wedding. Somehow, everyone goes along with it. Her methods of making people see things her way are getting out of hand. She looks more tired than ever too, like she's running on empty.

      I haven’t spent the weeks in the manner she wants me to. She gets frustrated when I don’t see things her way. She tries to force her traditions on me, but I ignore her. Instead, I sneak out to see Whit when I'm not being watched and he sleeps in my room every night, but he is always a gentleman.

      I smile thinking about him as I search around the room at the governor's mansion for a clock. I need to leave at a respectable hour to still have some time with Whit. But there is no clock in the room. It's filled with fine things and false people who speak of false things to each other in an effort to be on top of their false world. My momma is the queen of this world. The false queen of the false people. Everyone eats up all her words. Everyone but Em and me. We see her for the lying bitch she is.

      We have learned, however, that the Ryans are in the South to help the governor make the transition into running for president in a year. He is their family. Martin has assured me several times he will work for the president and we will live in Washington. I desire neither thing. Every time he speaks, I get an even larger burning desire to abduct my sister and run for it.

      Martin holds my hand tightly but speaks softly, “Your mother assured my mother you will love DC.”

      I smile sweetly. “Did she? My momma has never been to DC.” I have been letting my accent get thick as bog mud around him. I want him to back out. I daydream about it.

      He frowns. “Are you still angry with me?”

      “No.” I bite my lip and frown. “I'm not angry. I'm disgusted. You humiliated me. You're lucky my daddy doesn't know what you did to me in the yard. He would kill you.”

      “Lorelei.” He squeezes my hand and stands from the couch. I'm pulled along gently. We walk from the room under the watchful eyes of my daddy and sister.

      He leads me out to the porch swing. He sits and pulls me down next to him. I’m frozen and rigid. I can't meld into him the way I do with Whit.

      “I can never apologize enough for that night.” He kisses my neck and holds me to him. “Let me just hold you, Lorelei. You just smell so good. All you Southern girls always look so nice and act so sweet and smell damn good. You know your place. I can see why my father wanted me to have a Southern bride.”

      I sigh and try not to pay much attention to the fact he's been smelling other Southern girls. Bastard. He is humiliating me left, right, and center.

      I try to pull away, but before I get the chance to get up and leave, he takes my hand in his and holds it tight. “Look at me.”

      I'm scared of him. I'm scared of a vision I have every time I meet his eyes. It's our wedding night. It makes me sick.

      I look up at him and he leans in. His lips brush mine. I want to pull back but I don’t. I know better. He'll tell my momma, and I've worked too damned hard to make her believe I am over Whit.

      Instead of slapping him, I let him kiss me. I let him hold my hand.

      He pulls back and his blue eyes are on fire. “You know I love you, right? We are a perfect couple. You're pretty and have good genes and the right connections. Look at your mother, she's stunning. That's what you'll look like in twenty-five years, amazing. And look at me, I'm—well, I'm me. We will be such a power couple.”

      I look at him and frown. I can't help it. My face won't allow an expression beyond absolute horror. Possibly disgust as well.

      I can suddenly see the difference in the declaration of love that comes from him and the one that comes from Whit. His is fake and creepy.

      Whit's, however, is sincere and I never knew how sincere until this moment. I'm determined to run away with him. I'll abduct my sister if I have to. I just have to get through the engagement party tomorrow night at my house. I planned it perfectly, just in case I did decide to go through with Whit's plan for us to run away together.

      I convinced my daddy that as this is my final hurrah and since I'm marrying Northern Yankee scum, I should be allowed to have a dance on the old outdoor dance floor. It'll be where us young people have fun after the dinner and drinks with the parents is over. Martin thinks it's a fantastic idea too. He wants to dance with me to smooth jazz. I cringe at the thought.

      The engagement party is going to be the perfect getaway. If I can make it the next twenty-four hours, I will be in the clear with the man I think I could love one day.

      I have made certain the party will be the ideal time to escape. I invited twice as many people as is reasonable. I made sure we hired twice as many staff to serve drinks, and I got twice as much liquor for the outdoor party. I have boxes of Cuban cigars that Angie got for me on the sly. Her daddy is famous for things that fall off a truck.

      Everything I prepared was in case I changed my mind and decided to run with Whit. My plan is to leave during the chaos. I just have to wait until Martin is drunk and with a girl in the woods or a dark corner of the house, which will certainly happen. I'll make a run for it with Whit and no one will be the wiser. My parents will be ten sheets to the wind as will Martin's.

      I let Martin kiss me as I think about the plan. It feels weird and dishonest, but if I fight him completely he will only fight harder for what he wants. All this will make tomorrow even more believable.

      When we leave for home at the end of the evening, I can tell my momma is in a good mood. She smiles at me in the car. “You and Martin seem happy. Things are ironed out?”

      I can't look at her, not without her seeing the truth all over my face. Instead, I gaze at my feet and try not to furrow my brow. “Things are as good as can be expected in a situation such as this one. We'll make it work.” I glance at my sister and regret the decision I'm about to make.

      She may not ever get to see Greg again, but I can't leave her behind. She has been the biggest deciding factor on whether to do it or not.

      I honestly believed my daddy would come around to my side, but he hasn't. He is willing to sell me to the highest bidder. He has ignored my advances to speak to him in private and even told my momma the first time I tried to talk to him about it all. His betrayal stung, but I knew eventually he would show me his true colors too. Seeing my momma all crazed about it has sealed my fate in his eyes. He has left me no choice but to choose for myself and that means dragging Em with me.

      When we arrive home, I run up to my room and close my door. I turn the lock and race out to the deck. He ain't there. I turn and saunter back into the room.

      I lean against the railing and wait for him to stroll across the lawn like he always does, almost like he appears out of the shadows.

      The evening breeze is thick. I don’t even see how it can move, being that heavy.

      A voice speaks behind me, “I saw you.”

      I jump, startled by the deep voice coming from the darkest part of my room. His voice is cold. He steps forward and throws me a disgusted look. “I saw you letting him kiss you.” His face is angry in a way I've never seen before.

      “I had to.” I'm ashamed again. I shake my head and fight the tears in my eyes. I'm wound so tight. “How can I fight him off without him getting suspicious? A girl like me should be grateful he’s marrying me at all. Very grateful. He's a Kennedy for God's sake. If my momma gets suspicious, she'll lock me away like Rapunzel and you'll never find me. I have to act the part. She believes I'm getting over you. Martin has to believe. They'll marry me to him tomorrow, no party and no wedding if I try to back out.”

      He is suddenly in my face. “I saw the way you closed your eyes and liked it.”

      His words sting.

      “No.” My lips tremble. “I closed my eyes and pretended it was you.”

      “Jesus.” He makes a sickened face. “I think that's even worse,” he whispers and leans in to smell the air around me. “You smell like his cologne.”

      “I'm engaged to the man. Lord suffering Jesus, I should smell like him and kiss him. Whit, you can't think that I enjoy it. I'm all ashamed and whatnot of how I'm behaving. But my choices are marry a man I do not love or run away with a man I want to be with. I'm not behaving right. In the South, ain't no self-respecting woman gonna go around sleeping beside another man every night. Y'all may do things like that up there in Scotland. We don't. I'm not acting the way I should for an engaged woman. I have barely let him touch me or be near me. Girls like me might not give the goodies up, but we sure as sugar let him touch us and get up under our clothes. Hell, we were taught exactly how far to go at finishing school.”

      He acts horrified. I'm not sure if it's ‘cause I've spouted a whole heck of a lot of Southern spice at him or if it's what I actually said.

      His hands grip my wrists and pull my hands from my face violently. “You are mine.” He presses his face into mine, hurting my lips as they're crushed into my teeth.

      He pulls back and shakes me silly. “You are mine.”

      I nod. He scares me.

      He sees the fear on my face and turns and walks to the deck.

      I take a step toward him. “Stay. Please. Whit, I'm sorry. It's just one more day.” Shit is wrong with me. I should be backing away from him. He's acting like a nut. Instead, I am begging him to stay. “Please. Don't leave me. I need you.”

      He looks back at me, but walks through the French doors. They close with force and he's gone. I drop to my knees on the carpet and cry. I don’t know what to do or say to him. I was wrong to let Martin kiss me. I smack myself in the forehead. “Stupid, stupid, stupid.”

      The cold wind creeps across the carpet like the fog coming in. I jump up and run for my bed but the wind covers me with a chill before I get there.

      DANGER!

      DANGER!

      DANGER!

      DANGER!

      DANGER!

      I jump on my bed and pull the covers up. I lie there, clutching Bunny as the wind circles above me like a tornado, chanting.

      I wish he would come back. I need him. I need him. I love him. I think I do.
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      The adult party is ending and my nerves are alive and electrified. I sip my champagne and wait. Every time I get a chance to glance out the window or through the doorway, I do. I'm terrified he ain't gonna come. The fear wrestles inside me like pigs under a blanket. Martin has cornered me several times. The look in his eyes is uglier than homemade sin. He is feisty and tired of my fighting his touches.

      I eye up the huge sparkly ring on my wedding finger. The ring he put on my finger in front of everyone. The one that says I'm either gonna give him everything or he's gonna take. The ring says he's allowed. I'm his property.

      My daddy looks me in the eye and winks. I frown at him and look at my drink. I can't be brave and wear the face I should, not when I don’t know if Whit's coming or not.

      My dress is strapless, teal-green, and tight. I was gonna wear the outfit my momma picked out for me, but it seemed too hot. Instead, I chose the short cocktail dress as my last act of defiance, before I wouldn’t be under her roof and control. My whole plan is dependent upon Whit's arrival. I sip from my flute and wander about.

      My anxiety is making even my drink taste foul.

      People hug me and shake my hand. Old men leer at me in my dress. The thick material makes a bunched belt that accentuates my hips and chest.

      To the other women in the room, I'm the luckiest girl in all the South.

      The night is hot and humid and I'm grateful I made the choice I did. The other dress woulda killed me by now as would the pencil skirt she had also mentioned. At least this dress is short enough that I can move my legs freely. I'm fanning myself and watching everyone be excited about the man I snagged. It seems the whole town is excited. A local girl snagged herself a Kennedy.

      Angie is the only one who is clearly sick and worried. Her eyes glow with moisture several times. There’s devastation all over her face.

      Martin grabs my hand and drags me up to make a toast with him. He thanks the crowd of people and toasts me. I want to stab him in the eye when he calls me his sweetheart. But I smile, just like I was taught to. I am good at behaving the way I was taught to.

      He excuses us youngsters and thanks my family for a wonderful night. He takes my hand and leads me out to the garden path.

      The jazz band is starting up. I have slipped them a list of songs my momma would never approve of.

      The caterers and servants are everywhere with trays of rock glasses and flutes. Men are starting to gather to one side and ladies are milling about, waiting to be asked to dance.

      Angie stands behind Martin and waves me over. My eyes go to her but Martin holds my hand firmer and pulls me to the dance floor. He shoots a rock glass of bourbon and pulls me into him. He holds the glass out and someone comes and takes it.

      I hate him. He can't even hand off a glass without seeming like an asshole.

      He grins under the light of the torches and I am sickened. His touch nauseates me.

      The huge columns and overhanging bushes make the rose garden seem ancient and mysterious. It's like we are behind a hidden veil to a world where anything is possible. The Louisiana magic floats in the air like fairy dust. The moon is high and the torches are perfect. The dance floor ain't too lit. It ain't so bright you would notice the small details.

      I'm gonna be ill.

      The song finishes and Martin steps away. “Okay, darling. Go have a drink and loosen up. I have expectations now that we are officially engaged.” He walks away to drink with his friends. They eye me up and cheer for him as he makes his way back to the circle. My momma already told me there are expectations men have of their fiancées. It was a beautiful mother-daughter moment. She brushed my hair and told me about things that made me want to gag.

      I walk into one of the huge rose bushes, close to crying. He ain't coming.

      “Lorelei.” I almost jump when I hear his voice. I spin and am unable to fight the smile that breaks across my face. “You came, lord in heaven, I didn’t think you were.”

      His eyes are serious. “We need to talk. Now.”

      My eyes dart around. Everyone is too sober. I shake my head. “Not yet. If anyone sees you and me, it could ruin everything. Come find me in a bit. I'll signal you when it's time.” I step forward and brush my lips against his quickly, before I turn and make my way back to the party.

      Angie finds me and we smoke and drink while she tells me about how it's not too late to make a run for California. I feel free to be happy now that he has shown up. Martin thinks I'm loosening up to do forbidden things that are not part of The Ladies’ Handbook. But I'm loosening up to leave. I have a plan. My anxiety over his not showing up is nothing, compared to the anxiety I have about what I'm about to do. I watch Em and make sure she's not getting too drunk. I need her mobile.
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      The fog in my head is a rush I can't fight and I can’t remember everything clearly.

      The party is over, it has been for a while.

      It ended so much faster than I woulda expected it to.

      It ended so differently than it shoulda.

      I creep out into the dark shadows and try to piece it all together but too much is missing from my memory. It’s like the mist has settled in my head and the garden.

      In the dark, the shrubberies come to life differently than they did in the light of the torches that are now destroyed. Everything is destroyed and yet I am giddy.

      I have fed from the love that was offered and now I am doomed. I sense that. I still taste it on my lips and feel it as the confusion forms in my head.

      As I walk, I notice the way the white columns glow against the enveloping black of the forest, as though I have a spotlight upon me. Every rose and thorn appears darker, like my heart. My giddy black heart that is broken, but I can't seem to access the pain. The giddiness is taking away the senses, I swear I had.

      The garden reaches for me as I drag my slender fingers along the thorns and leaves. Something euphoric is inside me, blocking my feelings and memories.

      I tiptoe in my slippers amongst the hanging trees and bushes, to the outdoor dance floor.

      Everyone has gone.

      Fled, run for their lives. The ones who didn’t are dead, littered amongst the house and the halls and garden paths. So many are dead.

      I should flee too.

      I know it but I can't seem to make myself.

      The smoke from the fire burning one whole side of the house mixes with the mist in the air. Slowly it blankets the garden, hiding it and me.

      But it's not enough. I need to run, but I'm not.

      I'm in a dream.

      I'm certain of it.

      Everything fell apart too rapidly to be real. One minute we were dancing and then the next—what happened next?

      How did everyone die?

      Why am I not dead?

      Or am I?

      Reaching the old, worn cement, I lean my back against one of the pillars. If I close my eyes I can still feel the warmth of his arms at either side of me, his breath at my cheek.

      Memories battle amongst themselves, creating a blur instead of a picture. He is in my head, fuzzing everything else out.

      There should be panic, but instead, there is confusion. But all of it's dulled by something. Some kind of magic that makes me feel alive and free.

      I have never been more lost in thought and emotion.

      “I'm not making sense,” I whisper into the mist.

      The pillar makes me feel it all again. The way his hands ran down my sides and the way his lips pressed against my nape. My skin shivers from the memory.

      The damp in the air heightens the moment. The thick mist and the smoke form into something that resembles him.

      I could remain the night and dream of him, but they will be coming for me. They came for everyone else. Everyone who stayed. I’m the last alive.

      They will find me.

      I let myself enjoy the last second of the smells and feelings before I slip away with the mist.

      I've always hated the dark and the things that hide there with reaching fingers and icy whispers. I never knew anything real, beyond a ghost, could live in the dark.

      Now I know better.

      There are things that can live in the smallest of shadows. The dark is not ours. It never was. It has always belonged to things we can't understand.

      I run through the woods along the path, like I have practiced. I could run it blindfolded if need be. My slippers make no sounds against the old dead leaves and dirt. The farmhouse is a mile away. When I reach it, a sense of relief washes over me. It stands alone in a huge wheat field surrounded by forest. Even my momma doesn’t come here, only Emily, our daddy, and me. We are—were—the only ones who ever came here. No one knows about it, not even the help. It's always been our momma's greatest embarrassment, beyond the childhood she's hidden away.

      The wheat strands scratch against each other, whispering into the black night. I let my fingers brush the itchy wheat strands as I run through them almost silently. My feet make no sounds climbing the front porch of the white weather-beaten farmhouse. I slip through the storm door with the key from the window ledge and lock it once I'm inside. I close the huge wooden door and lock the several locks. It might not keep them out, but I'm willing to take a chance on a lock. It'll at least make a noise when they're through it.

      I don't look around. Nothing is inside with me. Not yet. They were all still eating when I left. A gagging sob leaves my throat when I think about it.

      Eating the dead?

      I don't know what it means, but my memory has something in it, something I need to find so I know how this happened and why I’m here.

      I run up the stairs to the bedroom with the peeling wallpaper that I can't see in the dark, but it's there all the same. I smile, seeing my house from the huge window. If I squint hard enough, through the overhanging willows and black walnut trees, I can see the smoke rising from the burning house, my house.

      The pillars at the forest’s edge glow like the ruins in Rome against the dark trees. The mist and smoke lie low along the ground, blanketing the forest and fields. The mist moves as if it's searching for something, someone.

      I watch the field and listen to the whispers of the breeze tickling the wheat. Everything sounds as it should. When I relax, my memories take over where my instincts have been. Sliding my back down the wall to sit on the old musty carpet across from the huge window, I try to get control of my brain again and remember something.

      I close my eyes for a second and I can hear the music.

      Nina Simone, or rather someone who sounded just like her, was singing about the birds and sun and the sky. She was singing about feeling good and the way love brings with it a new dawn. I love the song “Feeling Good,” and I love her version the best.

      I keep my eyes closed and try to remember the details I still can't fully reach.

      I relax and let myself remember it. I whisper the words to the song into the dark lonely room and let the memories come back.

      I was leaning with my back against the pillar. I was hot and sticky from dancing. The heavy air was filled with the sickly sweet smell of cigars. It rolled around me. I wiped my glistening face and looked around for Whit. We had been avoiding each other. Or rather, I had been avoiding him. I didn’t want Martin to see us together. Or worse, my momma.

      Whit wanted to tell me something, but Martin was still too sober and watching my every move. I waited for the moment when he was drunk and he slipped off into the forest. I only got a glimpse of the black dress on the girl he dragged in there. The night was too misty and the air was too dense for me to see clearly. I remember I felt sorry for her, whoever she was.

      I took the opportunity to seek out Whit.

      His eyes caught mine from across the garden that was filled with smooth jazz. The lanterns were placed strategically, revealing only the paltry details we wanted seen and allowing the dark to hide the rest. The warm light hit his smile from across the weathered dance floor that my daddy was determined to replace next summer.

      Whit's chestnut hair seemed darker with so little light touching him. The shadows played on his handsome face, making impressions of different people dance upon it as he crossed the dance floor to me. He placed his big hands on either side of me, trapping me to the pillar. The warmth of them made the air seem heavier. Scotch swirled in his breath in front of my face. My eyes darted nervously for anyone watching us, even though we were hidden in a shadow.

      It was all too exciting. Forbidden love.

      He smiled his lazy grin and whispered into my nape, “Meet me inside in ten minutes. I need to show you something before we leave, okay? I love you.”

      He kissed my neck, massaging it with his warm breath. I shuddered. He pushed off the pillar with a grin, but I saw something in his eyes. It was panic.

      It didn't match the mood or the music or the way I felt.

      He turned and disappeared into the crowd of dancers who were feeling good with Nina Simone.

      I didn’t see the people laughing and having fun. I noticed the cut of his beige linen pants and the small trickle of sweat that had soaked into the back of his white dress shirt. I noticed the way he entered the dark path to go back to the dark house. I noticed the way Nina Simone sang “Feeling Good.” She felt what I was feeling in that moment. You can't sing with that kind of sexual tension without knowing that feeling.

      I stop my memories before they get too far. Something is not right in my mind. He has done something to me. I'm crying alone in the dark of my daddy’s hiding house, leaning against the peeling wallpaper.

      Something is wrong with me.

      And now I know what it is.

      If only the night had stopped there.

      If only I’d watched him walk away from me and then an asteroid had hit the earth and destroyed everything.

      My last memory woulda been a mixture of the back of a beautiful man and the curiosity of the thing he wanted to show me. It would be minus the horror of the truth in his words. So many words that seemed innocent at the time are now sullied by the memories I don't want to remember, but I have to.

      I'm crying softly and listening to the sounds of the field when I notice the wheat sounds different. Something changes.

      Turning, I glance up at the moon hovering in the air over the abandoned mansion. The way it's hidden behind the clouds makes the night seem darker than normal. Perhaps it’s the dark deeds that have made the night seem worse.

      I hear it again.

      The wheat tickles against someone.

      Someone is walking through the massive field.

      Their steps interrupt the way the wheat dances with the breeze.

      I close my eyes, wondering if I should be able to hear it. It’s still so far off.

      I wait. I wish, for the first time in my life, that the icy whispers would return and make it so I’m not alone in this moment.

      I hate waiting in the dark for them—him.

      He doesn’t know the path up the stairs. He, or whoever is coming up the stairs, steps in the middle where the boards creak.

      My heart races and I wonder how long it will beat for.

      The door rattles.

      I crawl along the floor to the closet.

      My daddy built the old farmhouse after the war, when I was a girl. He was obsessed that it wasn’t really over. Hell, in the South none of the wars ever really end.

      I push on the back wall where the wallpaper seam is. The wall clicks. I push it open and step into the dark. I close the closet door and then the opening in the wall. I turn the latch on the wall and pick up the thick beam from the floor. It feels lighter than it did when I was a child. I place it across the door that locks the wall in place. It's impossible to get through.

      The secret room was built in case the Germans or Japanese made their way into Louisiana, even though they had surrendered when he built the damn house. At one point, Daddy got so paranoid he forced us to run the path he'd made from the mansion to the farmhouse over and over. He never believed the war was over. Like I said, war doesn’t end in the South.

      It was the one flaw he had that Momma endured for over twenty years. His paranoia always had the better of him. I thought he was crazier than a shit-house rat. Now I'm grateful.

      I smile bitterly. If he could see me now, using his safe house, he would be prouder than a peacock. He would know he'd built it for a purpose.

      I think about all the things I've feared in my life. The things outside testing the locks on the door don't feel scarier than a German invader, even though they are. Perhaps, because I've been trained for nineteen years to fear Nazis more than anything. Perhaps, it's because the things outside the house don't feel real to me.

      They shouldn't be real. They are the frightening characters in the tales Grandmamma spun to scare Ramón and me. They are the things I've long believed to be a figment of Grandmamma's imagination. Ramón and I would laugh at her.

      Who's laughing now? Ain't me laughing. Not with any sanity anyway. I might laugh in a bit when they find me but that will be all madness.

      I flinch when I can tell the first lock is gone. I hear the wooden door buckle under the strain of their strength. It's greater than I imagined possible, even for a monster from a story.

      I still smell the cigar smoke on my dress. I imagine his lazy grin. I taste the scotch on his breath. I feel his fingers brushing the sides of my body. It all wants me to go to him. He's using my own mind to call to me. Thankfully, the smell of mothballs in the secret room takes over, reminding me why I need to be afraid.

      I slide down the wooden beam across from the door and wait.

      They'll smell me out. They're animals.

      I doubt my decision to run to the old farmhouse.

      I should have run away. My legs are strong. I'm the fastest runner I know. I can outrun any boy. I outran Ramón every time.

      The last lock snaps with a smash. The house trembles and I imagine them ripping the door off the hinges. In my mind they snarl. All the best creatures snarl. They sniff the air. They smell the cigar smoke on me, no doubt.

      I shiver.

      I don’t know if it's out of fear or anticipation.

      I want him to find me.

      If I'm brutally honest with myself, I can forgive Whit anything and that scares me. The sight of the blood in my fractured memory tells me everything I need to know about him, and yet I can't fight what my heart fills with when I'm around him.

      No one knows about the farmhouse. No one knows my daddy built it. No one knows about the secret room. I wish my family had run for the safety of the farmhouse. I wish Em and Daddy were here with me.

      The memories fill my mind in a flash of horror and blood spray. They never had a chance.

      I hear a sound and push away the memories.

      I need to focus on surviving now. Not that there is anything left to survive for. By the sounds they're making, they are on the stairs. The boards creak under their weight. I imagine they weigh more than an average man. They are more than the average man.

      They speak, but the secret room keeps the sounds muffled. My daddy milled the wood for it himself. He used the thickest boards for this room. I believe it could withstand any attempts at getting inside, beyond burning the house to the ground.

      Their murmurs fill the silence.

      My breath whispers from my lips, like a breeze slipping through a crack. I have nowhere to go.

      The closet door opens. I feel the vibration of it being tugged hard against its frame.

      I expect them to smell me.

      I expect him to sense me.

      I do not expect the knock that vibrates the wall in front of my face. It’s pleasant and soft.

      I don't breathe.

      Another knock. Like a knock one would do politely on the door of a neighbor to borrow some sugar.

      A heavy-breathing mouth is pressed against the hidden hinges and words are spoken into the corner of the closet, “Little pig, little pig, let us in.”

      They know about the room.

      They know where I am, but it's not him speaking.

      Words sit in my traitorous throat. I want to call to him but my lips refuse to open.

      Terror is lodged with the words in my throat.

      A loud bang fills the small room. I jump.

      Several loud bangs knock against the wall. They are testing the strength. I can feel it when their hits land against the beam across the door.

      Horror has crippled me. I imagine it will be as it was for my family. I imagine my blood will spray like theirs did, only here it will be across the peeling wallpaper and old carpet.

      I want to scream. I don’t want to wait for my death any longer. If I had full use of my body I would open the door, but I do not.

      I'm stuck, frozen.

      I shiver against the wooden beam as the wall is beaten with a percussion session, the wall separating me from my death.

      The banging and noise stops. I hold my breath, trying to guess where they are. Are they listening against the wall? Are they wondering where in the room I am as I wonder where they are?

      “Let me in.” His voice starts my heart again. I hadn’t noticed it stopped. The jolt of the electricity his voice causes, shocks a gasp from me. “I can hear your heart beating. Let me in,” Whit whispers softly. I want to believe I can let him in and that once again his warm arms will be the ones to save me.

      But he is not the man I thought he was.

      Tears trickle down my cheeks. I don’t know what hurts more, his being on the other side of the wall or the vision of his hand swiping at my daddy's throat, spilling his blood against the shockingly white sculpture in the foyer of my home. His fingers took the lives of my family.

      Like a traitor, I can't force the images of my dying family over the memory of his lips trailing along my throat. He has done something to me. He has made me this weak and pathetic thing.

      My breath leaving my mouth is hot and sweet. I still taste the bourbon from the drinks I had and feel it searing its way inside me.

      His effect on me is unnatural.

      His breath is heavy suddenly. “Let me in. I want to take care of you. I want you to be like me. Then we can be together forever. Every night can be Nina Simone, Cuban cigars, and a different party to attend. I want to show you my world. It's a world you can't even imagine.” His deep voice bypasses my ears and speaks directly to my soul.

      Think of the blood. Think of Emily.

      Emily.

      She was sixteen. She liked books and show tunes. She liked that boy Greg. He was at the party. His face flashes in my mind.

      Alone in the dark secret room, orphaned and afraid, I still smile, seeing his face. He looked like a turtle. He was bashful in the way I believe a turtle would be.

      Emily was gonna be a schoolteacher, even though Momma swore neither of us would work.

      Her sweet face distracts me.

      “You're going to die in there if you don't come out now. There is no safety from the sun in there. You need me. I need you.” He sounds defeated.

      I make no moves.

      His tone changes slightly. “Lorelei, I will always find you. You know you can't run from me.” It ain't a threat, it’s a promise.

      It's silent for a few moments and then he speaks again, but not to me. “I have to go back and make sure everything is cleaned up. We have a lot of mess to clean up. You guys handled this really badly. My father is going to be devastated. The witch is gone. Just get her out. Don't hurt her, bring her back to the other house.” I hear footsteps. He is talking to the other ones.

      Someone else responds. “You let her drink from you? Her blood is tainted.”

      “She was never part of the deal.” Whit sounds angry.

      “What deal?” I whisper softly to myself. I press my ears against the wall to hear better.

      The other man speaks defensively, “Your father is going to be angry with you too.”

      Whit sighs. “Then I guess we better clean this shit up and you better make sure not a hair is scratched on her head. If she is hurt or escapes, then I will tell him everything. I'll be at the mansion.”

      I hear footsteps again. He is leaving me here with them. How can he leave me?

      There are no sounds for a minute. Did they all leave?

      The silence of the dark is more frightening than the possibility of leaving the small room. Not hearing them is driving me more insane than the banging on the wall was.

      Cold starts to permeate through my sweat and fear. I turn slowly and peer out the tiny window Daddy had put in. It's from his boat. It's a round porthole. I see a shadow crossing the wheat field. I think it's him. I know his gait. I see the field light up as the moon comes out from behind the thick clouds. He turns and peers up at the window. His dark eyes glisten in the light of the moon.

      The banging starts again, but I can't tear myself from the beauty of the man crossing the field.

      I don’t turn around when I hear them more clearly. They speak fast, but I don’t listen for their words. I don’t fight them as I sense something sharp scratch at my arm. I put a hand up to the window and press my palm against the sight of him. I close my eyes and Nina sings what we both know to be the truest form of attraction and satisfaction.

      I let my memory of him be the truth of his existence as their hands pull me away from the window. They drag me through the hole in the wall they've made. The jagged wood scratches me on the way out.

      I scream from the pain and come alive.

      I grab at the wooden shards from the splintered hole.

      I remember the stories.

      Grandmamma’s stories.

      The fight comes alive in me when I see the dark soulless eyes again. They do not belong to Whit. Their mouths don’t smile when they open wide with huge fangs.

      Fear takes over for me, and I don’t know the moves I use or the way I fight to get away. I rip at wood and stab, shooting something from my fingers. The sparks are wild.

      Light flashes as if lightning is being shot around the room and screams fill the air. The blood dripping from my fingers is not my own. I scramble away from the dead things on the ground.

      Jumping up and bolting, I'm out the door and fighting the feeling of falling down the stairs while taking them three at a time.

      I burst through the back door, breaking the screened storm door and soaring from the steps. I push myself in my strides across the field. The tickle of the wheat is lost in the journey. Screaming and shouting comes from the farmhouse. They weren’t dead and they’re coming after me.

      I have no back-up plan and nowhere to go. There is light on the horizon as I round the top of a small hill.

      I remember the stories Grandmamma told us and push my legs harder.

      They will catch me. They are faster than I am. They are chasing me but the sun can save me. If I can just reach the sun.

      My dark-green cocktail dress has also saved my life. My legs are free to run which I'm good at. I'm so glad I didn’t wear the pencil skirt Momma picked out for me. I smile, this must be a lucky dress. I bought it because Jackie Kennedy wore one like it last summer. The summer before John, her husband, was shot. John died but Jackie lived. I will live too.

      I don’t think about John and Jackie. I don’t think about Emily. I don’t think at all.

      I chant the song “Feeling Good.”

      And I run.

      My lungs want to explode but I refuse to let them. My back is hot and sticky where blood is ruining my favorite Jackie Kennedy dress. My head is pounding from lack of oxygen. But I run. I run for the light. I run from the dark.

      I don’t even know where I'm running to, but I jump logs and leap creeks and race through low-hanging woods toward the sun.

      His breath is hot on my neck. Scotch is filling the air I breathe and I know he's close, but I run.

      I see the McKenzies’ field in front of me and I almost quit. I almost let him catch me. Their field is on a huge hill. They don’t grow very good vegetables because of the steep incline. I race as hard as I can up it.

      I crest the hill but my legs can't take another step. They collapse. The hay comes fast at my face. Something hits my stomach and the ground turns over and over and over. It rotates between ground and a bright light. I think I'm spiraling to heaven, until I land at the bottom of the McKenzies’ field with a loud thud. I can't breathe. My wind has been knocked out of me.

      I fight for air. My eyes take a second to focus on my surroundings.

      I see his face. I gasp for it but can't seem to get the air in.

      He smiles his lazy grin but his dark eyes look sad. “I won't hurt you. Just let me explain.”

      I sob and shake my head back and forth. I want to block him from my vision.

      He tilts his head to the side and takes a step back.

      I didn’t realize how close he was to me. “Your mother, she called my family. She wanted us to come and get you and take your blood.”

      My hands leap to my ears as a scream rips from my throat and the air finally hits my lungs.

      Tears stream down my cheeks and he takes another step away from me. His lips move, but I don’t hear his poisonous words.

      He looks heartbroken and stops speaking. I lower my hands and watch him.

      “Enjoy the last sunrise, my love. Enjoy it,” he says.

      His eyes shine. They glisten as he takes another step back.

      I shake the fog from my brain. I look down at the shadow I'm casting on the grass. My knees are bleeding and grass stained. My dress is torn and my hands and arms are dirty and bloody. Black blood stains my fingers.

      A flash of memories fills my mind. I see it clearly now. The thing he wanted to show me back at the party.

      I had slipped from the crowd to the dark house. I wanted him to touch me again. In the shadows of the house I hid. I waited excitedly. He stepped from a shadow across the foyer. His hand slid up into my long hair and pulled my head back. He pressed his lips into mine, like he'd been thinking about doing it all night long. He pulled away abruptly and smiled.

      What he did next was beyond odd.

      He bit into his wrist and whispered. “You need this now.”

      It smelled like the sweet cigar smoke mixed with the scotch on his breath.

      I shook my head but his eyes flexed and he smiled wider. “You have to drink my blood.”

      The dark liquid that dripped from him had me mesmerized. He dragged his finger through it, like it was black finger paint and then put his finger into my mouth. It slipped on my lips like grease. In my mouth it tasted the way it smelled, seductive. He pressed his wrist to my lips.

      Unbeknownst to me, my family had seen me slip away from the party. They walked into the house to see me drinking from his wrist. He pulled away from me. He stopped the taste and the feelings from filling me. He made a noise and his hands came down on them. I saw the blood spray. There were others like him. They were just as Grandmamma said they would be. They fought and ate and I ran, like a coward.

      It was all just as she said it would be. Demons. They were from stories that weren’t supposed to be true.

      I look up from the stains and the blood on my hands to his beautiful face. How can it be? How can he be a creature of the night?

      He takes a step back. The line of the rising sun is pushing us apart. I hate him but still want him and I can't fight it. The memory of their death ain't stronger than my want for him.

      “I'll see you tonight.” His words are the knife that finishes me off. I have drunk his black blood. His blood is filled with the death that will come and claim me when the sun goes down. That’s how it was in the stories.

      The sunrise gives me a chill. I turn back to where he is as he waves and takes a step back.

      I want to run to him. I stand on my wobbly legs, but I stay where I am.

      He takes a step back. He is on the hill. The sun is coming fast.

      His lazy smile creeps along his face, sending a shiver over my body. “Come with me, Lorelei. I came here to be with you. You aren’t alone in this world. You will never be alone. I will always come for you.” He whispers and somehow it's so loud it's like he's right next to me.

      When I don't move my feet, he turns his back and runs up the hill and over it. He is gone.

      The line of the sun creeps up the hill, chasing him.

      I turn my back on the hill and start to walk. I need as much distance as I can get between him and me before sunset. I have only one day to make my escape. I wonder where I will go.

      “Paris,” I hear Emily whisper to me across the wheat field. I smile and think about the things I will have to do, for the both of us.

      Her face fills my mind and stops me from thinking about how long it will be before he catches me, and what he will do to me when he does.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Revelstoke, Canada, 2012

        

      

    

    
      Go home.

      I look around. I'm alone but the icy whispers are back. The first ones make me feel batshit crazy, but then I realize it's just them. I'm grateful to have someone, even if it's death calling for me. I just wish the call wasn't coming all the way from Louisiana.

      Go home, Lorelei.

      Danger. Go home.

      They chant the whisper over and over.

      Home.

      The prospect of home is a frightening one. There is nothing there for me. Not that there ever was. No, that’s not true. There was always Emily. Emily and Angie and Ramón. But I killed them. I let them die because I was blind.

      And now I am one of them. A demon. A thing of the night. The darkness. Always in the dark. It’s funny that I used to fear the dark and now I am stuck here, living every day like it’s my last, only it isn’t. I don't run out of days. Or time. Just light.

      I glance out the window at the small town and smile. Smoke rises from the chimneys of the houses. It's quaint and I feel a love for it I can't explain. It's the first place I've felt safe in a long time. Canadians are amongst some of my favorite people.

      A knock at the door makes me jump. The word “home” is stirring emotions and fears. Fears I will always have when I think about that place. Fears that make me jumpy.

      I step into a shadow and wait. I can hide in the shadows. I'm part of the darkness the rest of the world doesn’t see.

      A guy's voice joins in on the knocking, “Lee, you home?” It's Andy, my nineteen-year-old boyfriend. I'm old enough to be his grandmamma. He just doesn’t know that.

      Go home.

      The voices whisper.

      Home.

      “Lee, you in there?” Andy saying the name I go by now makes me feel things I haven't felt in this quiet town before, a need.

      It's time for me to leave. I'm falling for him and I have to leave before I hurt him. I have liked being Lee. She is a small-town kind of girl. The kind I think I woulda liked being, if I had ever had a choice in the matter.

      Home.

      The icy whispers fill the small shadow.

      Home, she needs you at home.

      She still needs you.

      Who needs me? Not like I can ask them. The icy whispers have their own agenda. They don't answer, they just talk shit. They could talk the hair off a hound with all that cold air.

      I stay in the shadow and wait for Andy to leave. He's a sweet guy, sweeter than most. My mouth waters thinking about him.

      Once my mouth wants something, it's time to move on. I'm no longer able to stay, no matter if I want to leave or not. I'll leave everything. I always do. I have done it for almost fifty years. I've managed to stay here longer than most places. I don’t think he likes the cold, Whit that is. I never sense him in cold places.

      I cross the room and look out the window. The sun has just set. The orange glow of it burns the skyline in the far-off distance. The far-off distance I will have to make my way to.

      When I look down, I see Andy walking away from the apartment building. My heart aches a little bit. I'm gonna miss him. I'm gonna miss nighttime ice hockey and taking a stroll in the cold mountains. His warm hand around mine. The smell of his cologne in the air, calling to me. The way he assumed I was a sweet small-town country girl and doted on me. The way he made me feel normal.

      I look around at my things. Nice things. I'm gonna miss it all.

      She needs you. The icy air whispers. The voices are so much stronger than they were when I was alive. Before, I barely made out a word.

      I snap my fingers making the flashes of light.

      My brain fires—Tessa. Could it be my aunt needing me? My aunt hasn’t needed me since she moved into our house. I don’t understand why she needs me now. My guts ache for the scent of the white lilacs and the way the air at home coats you in itself. Marking you.

      The Canadian air is clean and fresh, and every bit of it feels like it's never touched anyone before. It's fresh from the trees.

      Not like the air at home. The air that presses itself against you and brings with it the smell of everything it's touched along its way to find you. I miss home. Seeing Tessa would be nice and shutting the whispers up would be amazing. They've been barking at me for some time. I swear I can even see a sliver of light in the air when I hear them now too. It's creepy.

      “Home,” I mutter and look around the room.

      I leave the room the way it is. I leave my stuff where it is. I leave Andy still wanting me. The way I leave every boy, well, the ones I don’t eat by accident. I wish, for just today, it could be different. I wish I was a normal girl and I could stay with him.

      My feet start the journey out of the room and down the hall before my heart is ready. I leave through the back door and run until I reach my truck. I sit inside and wait for the tears to hit.

      I don’t want to go back home. I don’t understand why she needs me and why, after all this time, the voices are back. It's been weeks of them.

      I start the truck and drive. It's gonna take me days. Days I can spend talking myself out of going.

      Days I can spend rehashing every detail. Every moment I spent making the wrong choices, murdering my entire family except my one aunt who apparently needs me. I owe her that, don't I?

      It ain't her that drives me forward though. It's every moment I spent loving something too much. Wanting something too much. Something I still want, if I'm honest with myself. I don’t like being honest with myself. I look at the rearview and shake my head.

      The drive takes me four nights. The icy whispers keep me company. They seem excited by the drive home. They seem excited by the prospect of going back. They are alone in that.

      My brain tries to talk me out of it, but I don’t let it. I sense it, somewhere deep inside me, I need to go home. It’s a funny feeling I can't explain. The return of the icy whispers is part of it.

      When we pass the sign for Baton Rouge, I feel sick. I experience everything I felt before. All my emotions come barreling back, forcing a panic attack.

      I make the turn but nothing looks the same. The freeways are a new development in this part of the world, but everything is different. I think I'm lost.

      My stomach is in knots. I drive gawking at it all, lost in thought and direction. I turn off when I see a road I recognize the name of. The memories of running through the fields and the open space don’t match what I see. The thriving metropolis feels as if something unholy has occurred. My town is gone. My place where I felt safe and played is overly developed. Every part of America has had development, but for some reason, I imagined Baton Rouge would remain untouched. Folks would still be arguing about women wearing pants, over sweet tea on the porch.

      I turn onto River Road and drive slowly. The old plantations are still there, but they seem as though they’ll be torn down any moment or someone is charging admission prices for tourists to see inside. Sleep in the bed of the dead. Louisiana is full of ghosts. I should know. I'm one of them.

      I’m worried sick, wondering if Hurricane Katrina ruined anything along the riverbanks. I watched the footage of New Orleans and died a little inside for our beautiful state. But I was in London, far removed from the suffering of my people.

      I wonder what my house looks like. Will it be ruined as well? Or worse, will there by people lining up to pay to sleep in my bed.

      I glance at the passenger seat and smile bitterly. “Shoot, y'all should've stayed at the house and haunted it. We'd be rich as preachers of the Pentecost.” I don’t know if the icy voices can hear me, but I notice suddenly my accent is stronger. I have never been able to pick up the languages or accents of the many places I've been. The many places I've run to. Always fearing his breath is at the back of my neck. It ain't never been him I was scared of, well, not once I changed. It was always me and my love for him. My unnatural love. He killed my whole family and still my heart wanted him. But he filled that full of poison too so it was unnatural like him.

      The old farm next door to my house is refurbished and brand-new looking. It’s in better shape than it was forty-eight years ago.

      My driveway, half a mile down the road, however, is a different story. The trees that made an oak alley up the drive to my house have bent over completely. Their twisting and gnarled branches suggest they're trying to keep people out. I stop the truck and jump out.

      The moment my feet touch the ground, the icy whispers surround me like a twister.

      Home, Lorelei. Home.

      I shiver from the breath of the dead greeting me. It ain't like I'm alive, but it makes my skin crawl.

      I walk to the sign hanging sideways on the broken iron fence.

      Huntington Plantation.

      Not much of a plantation anymore. The vines and bushes have burst through the iron gates and fences. They creep through onto the street. They're either trying to get out or drag something or someone back in. Either way, they scare the dickens out of me. The driveway does too. The bent and leaning trees are a mess. Several of them are down across the driveway. I get back in the truck and park it on the side of the road. I pull my coat around me and walk back to the sign, wondering if my truck will be there in the morning. Things look run-down and frightening here.

      My boots crunch on the rocks. The driveway is gravel, just like it was before. Daddy wanted to have it paved. We had argued about it. I was bent on having a swimming pool, like Angie had. He laughed and told me we lived on the river, and if I needed to get wet, I could go swim out back. I remember being upset. I never woulda swam in that filthy old river. I still couldn’t and ain't no filthy gator gonna eat me now.

      Emotions take my breath. If I had a heartbeat, it would be wild and insane. Instead, it's broken and my feet don’t want to take any more steps. They freeze mid step. The grounds are destroyed. Everything is in ruin.

      I break into a run. My aunt needs me. What if she's inside and trapped, and the icy whispers have been trying to get me to come and save her? My boots meet the ground with force. I'm still the fastest runner. It's how I've stayed alive. My strong thighs have saved me more than once, running when I sensed him nearby.

      I climb the front steps and burst through the front door, stunned by what greets me.

      My ancient old aunt is sitting in the large chair in the foyer. The chair my momma bought. It's moldy and dank inside.

      She smiles at me. She has to be over one hundred years old. I still see her as she was before though.

      “Auntie Tessa?” I ask softly.

      She smiles back. “You came for sweet tea.”

      I'm lost.

      Not only lost in how the house has come to this, but also how half a century has passed and I have not come home to help. I have left her to rot with the old house.

      Guilt fills me, making my nerves worse. How did fifty years ruin something so beautiful and strong? Louisiana is known for taking back a house when it wants it to become part of the mystery and magic. From the look of it, Aunt Tessa and the house have had a rough fifty years.

      She stands with difficulty and shuffles over to me in her slippers. She puts one of her hands out and takes mine.

      Her voice is cracked and old. “You look good, my dear. Good like her. She looks good too. You always was such a pretty young thing. Pretty as a peach.”

      She pulls me to the kitchen. I gag when I smell it.

      The decay is everywhere.

      Water drips and leaks from the walls. The ceiling has a hole in it and I can hear animals moving in the other rooms. Scratching and digging. Vines and trees have taken over the walls.

      I shiver.

      I did this.

      The left wing is gone. The end of that side has been boarded off.

      I did this.

      A lump forms in my throat. I fan my face and take deep breaths.

      The kitchen is tilted like it's sinking in the back. There are no lights on anywhere.

      “Is there power?” I ask.

      She looks at me and giggles like an insane schoolgirl.

      I squeeze her hand. Is she alive? Is she the icy whispers? Have they finally gotten me here to kill me? Can I die?

      We walk through the dark and crooked halls to the back deck. She walks through. The French doors are gone. Everything is gone. Boards cover windows but only some of them. The rest are just open.

      Everything feels like a Charles Dickens tale.

      Aunt Tessa is wearing an old nightgown instead of a tattered wedding dress but the effect is the same.

      The cold air inside the house is creepy. It’s thick and heavy like the Southern air, but it also takes my breath away it's so cold.

      It’s not normal cold. I lived in the Rockies in Canada and never ever felt the cold of that place. Here, I'm gripping my jacket to me and nearly shivering.

      The cold here is death and haunting.

      Tessa giggles. “She ain't very happy with you. She needed you.”

      I'm about to meet my maker. I know it.

      The back porch is overgrown and in ruin. My boot goes through a board before we finally get to the back steps.

      She pulls me and as I realize our destination, my skin crawls.

      I pull back. “Let's just go back to the house and I'll get you some sweet tea, Aunty. The porch swing didn't seem too bad.”

      She doesn’t let go. She is fiercely strong for an old lady. She is strong and incessant.

      The pillars aren’t all standing and lilacs and magnolias have grown up and out of control. The oaks and willows are mangled.

      “Hurricanes have ruined it, but I remember it the way it was when he built it,” she whispers.

      My daddy.

      My daddy who built it for the parties and dances we always had. He was going to replace the floor the summer after my wedding.

      A sob escapes my chest. The tears are building. As we climb the stairs, I gaze around and am thrown right back into it all. I feel and see the memories coming to life.

      Whit's hands on me. The music swaying the people. The heat of the night air and the warmth of the scotch in my belly.

      I drop to my knees and cry.

      It's the second time I've cried in the near-fifty years I've been gone.

      The dark tears rain down my face. Tessa is dancing alone, waltzing and humming a song in amongst the overhanging branches and old man's beard.

      I'm rocking back and forth with my hands over my face. I'm covering the devil's tears.

      I did this. I did it all. The ruin and decay is as gloomy and filthy as my tears are. As my heart is.

      His breath is on me. My heart breaks all over again. The hand that swipes at Daddy’s throat, making his blood spray across the foyer haunts me. The love I had for him. It's still there. It has never left me. I can't kill it no matter how hard I try. It's unnatural like him. It always was.

      I don’t react the right way. I never seem to get it right. Something about the blood he made me drink, keeps my pain from me.

      I did this.

      I did it all.

      The icy whispers blow past my neck. I ignore them.

      Ice pools at my feet in a bright white light and when I look up, a beautiful woman stands before me. She glows in the dark and when I focus, I see Tessa waltzing alone, right through the woman.

      She is my ghost. She is identical to my momma, and yet it's not her. Her face is not harsh and cruel.

      I prepare for her to end my pain. End my life.

      She holds her white frighteningly wispy hands out to me. “I tried to warn you. I done tried to warn you, Lorelei. What in Sam hell did you think I was trying to say?”

      Her Southern voice is familiar. Her country accent is familiar but her lips don’t move properly with the words that come out.

      Her long blonde hair flows around her ghostly white face. She is my age, if that. She is beautiful and tragic. Her voice is the one I have always heard.

      Her white dress floats around her. She floats just as I imagined the ghostly whispers would. I'm paralyzed. I wish I had Bunny. I wish Grandmamma were here.

      “Lorelei, how many times did I try to warn you? They been here before. She knows them and I tried to warn you.” She shakes her head back and forth. Her eyes are angry, disappointed maybe.

      She puts her twitchy white hands on her hips. “Don’t give me that look, child. I done told you. I done told you a hundred times if I told you once. She's evil and now that you come back, Lorelei, she's gonna be coming for you.”

      She turns into wind and blows past me, through me.

      I shiver and watch Aunt Tessa waltz and hum.
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      The stairs just barely hold my body weight. The hallway upstairs is the same. Everything upstairs looks like it did the day I ran. The day they all died.

      Only now it’s creepy and shadowy and rotten.

      I step into my sister's room and feel sickening guilt flood me.

      “Don't look so sad, Lorelei.”

      I spin and gasp.

      It's Emily but she is dressed like the lady from the governor's party. She’s in a white pantsuit and short dark hair, but her face is something I will never forget. I might pass out, if that is even possible. I don't know that it isn’t but maybe I’ll be the first passing out vampire.

      She takes a step toward me. The boards of the hall creak under her weight.

      “Impossible,” I mouth.

      She doesn’t float like the ghost in the garden. She is solid and makes the dust in the night's air swirl around her.

      Her face twists. “You don’t look happy to see me, Lorelei.”

      I scream—loud.

      I'm not the bravest undead thing. I mostly run. A lot.

      She puts a hand over my mouth. It's cold but it's there. Her throat is white and creamy. Just as it was before their hands cut it and her blood sprayed the wall and me.

      A whimper continues from my lips but she has them muffled.

      “Dear sweet God, you still are the prettiest girl in all Louisiana,” she says.

      “Emily?” I ask but her hand muffles my words.

      She nods. She doesn’t smile. Her blue eyes are the same but they're older. She hasn’t aged a day. She’s beautiful.

      She cocks an eyebrow at me. “I will bet you all the termites in this old hovel, we're thinking the same thing right now.”

      She drops her hands and I put a finger out to poke her cheek. She laughs. She still doesn’t look happy to see me. She ain't the same as before.

      “How? Are you like me?” I ask, flabbergasted.

      She rolls her eyes. “How can you be such a smart girl and yet so dumb, Lorelei? Bad taste in men, bad taste in friends, and bad taste in clothes. What are you wearing now?”

      I eye my tight black skinny jeans and denim jean jacket. My biker boots really complete the look, well to me they do.

      “What about you? You're dressed like you belong in the sixties.” My words sound like we are still sisters and it's been a week apart. Not both dead and undead and forty-eight years separated.

      Her eyes flash. “I'm still in the sixties, Lorelei. I never left. I never leave.”

      I'm lost. “What are you?”

      She laughs bitterly again. “A ghost. Dang, girl, what do I look like, the goddamned tour guide?”

      I flinch at her cussing and shake my head. “The scary woman in the white nightgown in the garden is a ghost. She looks like a ghost. You look real.”

      She shakes her head and walks into her room. She lies back on the bed and dust flies everywhere. “We can choose the form we take in our own home. This ain't her home. She's from Blackwater Bayou. She appears real there and here she looks like a ghost. If I were able to go visit her there, I would look like the ghost.”

      “Momma was from Blackwater. Was that Momma?”

      Emily laughs again. “No, silly. That was her twin sister, Maria. That was our dear auntie Maria.” She is speaking to me like I should know it all, but I don’t. I'm completely confused.

      “She looks like Momma.”

      Emily stands and swipes a hand across the dresser. The things on there go flying everywhere. Smashing. Dust clouds the air but through it I see her angry face. “I SAID TWIN, DUMMY! HOW ARE YOU SO STUPID, LORELEI? MOMMA HAD A TWIN SISTER WE NEVER KNEW ABOUT! OBVIOUSLY!” She sits back on the bed and sighs.

      I'm shaking along with the panels in the wall that tremble under the force of her anger.

      She looks at me and is sweet again. “I missed you some bad. I tried to come and find you, but I can't leave the house, not like Maria. I know what a chickenshit you always was, so I wished I could go looking like the grim reaper's bride and scare the snot out of you. Anyway, Maria had a hard time tracking you down.”

      I look around at the disgusting mess. “Why didn’t you leave?”

      “Momma did something to this old shack to make it so I can't leave. She learned she had to do that after Aunt Maria haunted your ass for nineteen years. Little did she know, Momma was coming for me and not you at all.” Her eyes focus on me and I see the light that flickers in there, unnatural light. “Where were you?”

      My lips tremble. “I moved a lot. Saw the places I imagined you would want to see.”

      She stands and stares into my eyes. “You look the same. Can I see them?” She focuses on my lips.

      I nod and open my mouth. My fangs drop. I wince every time. It always pinches.

      She touches one. “Sharp.”

      I nod again.

      “Wipe your face. You look like a horror show. All fangs and black tears.”

      “With what?” I glance around the room and start to laugh.

      She seems angry again. She watches me lose my mind and starts laughing with me.

      I turn and walk out of the room. I walk to my door and turn the knob.

      She whispers and it echoes off the walls, “You don’t want to go in there.”

      I glimpse back at her and push the door open.

      The smell is unbearable.

      It hits like fog, wet and heavy.

      The room is destroyed. My bed is broken as is my dresser. My clothes are all over the place, rotting into the carpet. There is a hole in the ceiling where branches and vines are climbing through.

      My French doors are ripped off and smashed on the floor.

      My chest burns when I see it.

      Blood is smeared across the walls. I don’t know whose it is but I know Emily did this. She destroyed my room.

      I glance back at her and know what I have done to her.

      Pain fills her eyes. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “Me either.”

      She rushes me and wraps her arms around me. Her squeeze is intense. She sobs a dry cry into my neck. I wrap myself around her.

      “I'm so sorry, Emily. I'm so sorry. I never knew. I never knew you were here.” I sob.

      She grips me and trembles. “Forty-eight years I've waited.”

      I'm ashamed. I'm always ashamed.

      She pulls away and turns from me. “Let's go bring Tessa in. She'll dance until she passes out.”

      I look around in disbelief. “Can we fix it? I can do the work. I can hire the help.”

      She smiles. “You would do that? You would stay?”

      “How could I leave you now?”

      She beams, and for the first time, I really see my sister. She arches an eyebrow at me. “How did you know Momma was from Blackwater Bayou?”

      I watch her eyes and wait to see if she is gonna flip out again.

      “Grandmamma Holt. She was from over that way. Said the magic of Louisiana is in Blackwater Bayou.”

      She crosses her arms and nods. “Ramón's Grandmamma was from Blackwater Bayou, the same as Momma? So they were both witches? That’s how she knew her?”

      I gasp. “Momma was a witch?”

      “Yeah.” Emily nods. “She's something all right.”

      I look around and almost whisper, “Is Maria evil?”

      “Lord, no.” Emily laughs again. “Momma kill her—for them vampires, like the ones that killed me. Maria's been a ghost since she was seventeen.”

      “Better than sixteen, I bet.”

      Her eyes grow dark again. “Better than sixteen,” she agrees.

      We walk out to the old dance floor and I feel it in the air. I think it will always be there, like a stain on the earth. The dead linger here.

      “I loved him so much, Lorelei. So much.” She leans against a fallen pillar, still thinking about that boy she loved back then.

      “I'm so sorry, Em.” I hate myself.

      She looks at me wickedly. “I bet you know that feeling, don’t you? You know what it feels like to love something so much.” She steps toward me and pushes my chest. I stumble back. The force in her anger is overwhelming.

      “YOU KNOW WHAT IT'S LIKE TO DIE FOR SOMEONE? I DIED FOR YOU! YOU KILLED ME, LORELEI!” She is screaming and scaring Tessa who has stopped dancing and is watching us.

      “I never knew. I never knew what he was.”

      She covers her face and screams, “MARIA WARNED YOU! DON’T GIVE ME THAT SHIT! SHE WARNED YOU AND YOU IGNORED HER! YOU KNEW!”

      “I never knew! I swear! I didn't know what Maria meant!” I walk to her and wrap my arms around her. She sobs but nothing leaves her eyes. I hold her and ignore the excuses that float through my mind. Everything I have is a petty excuse, compared to the death of everyone and everything.

      Tessa smiles at us. “You girls must be ready for bed. I am. Lord, I'm tired tonight. All that dancing. All that jazz music. Whew.” She wipes her brow and walks to us.

      I start to laugh again. Emily laughs with me and I notice more of the garden is dug up. The oak we walked past is tipped over. I pull her back and look at her. “You have to stop wrecking the house.”

      Her eyes glint in the light. “I can't help it.”

      “Where did the dead go? The others?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I wasn't here right away. I was just floating for a while. When I got here it looked pretty old and decrepit. Tessa was living here alone.”

      I speak to Tessa. “Where did the bodies go? Who cleaned up and boarded things up?”

      “Some men came in the beginning and said some rituals happened. Said that a bunch of folks was murdered in the rituals. Then other men came and took the bodies.” She shudders. “I was here as they were taking him. I tried to fight them and hold him, but they took him away.” She is talking about Daddy. It's nonsense but I know what she means.

      “If Maria is a ghost, where is Momma?” I ask.

      Emily gives me an icy stare and puts her finger to her lips. “We don’t speak of some things here.” I don’t know what that means, but I assume it has something to do with Tessa.

      We put Tessa to bed as the sun starts to rise. I smile at Emily. “I have to go to bed.” I don’t trust her. I don’t trust my sleeping body in her care. She is volatile and hates me still, on some levels. I blame her for none of it. I would forgive her anything, but I can't ask the same. Not when I took everything.

      “Where you gonna sleep?” she asks softly.

      I shrug and walk to the front door. “I'm going back to my truck. I'll get a motel room. I need total darkness.”

      “Okay. I'm sorry about your room, Lorelei.”

      “I'm sorry for everything else.”

      She smiles and I walk out the front door and try not to lose myself in the driveway or the remains of the oak alley. I walk and swear I can feel his eyes on me. I pick up the pace, running to my truck.
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      Staying in a motel is annoying. Not as annoying as the general contractors I've met with. Being home is a horrid, haunting feeling. I swear, at every moment Whit's eyes are on me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see movement. My hairs on my arms raise. I should have picked somewhere else to meet with the contractors. Sitting in the window of the coffee shop with Luke, the contractor I'm gonna hire, feels too vulnerable. There are windows straight across the entire front wall. I ignore the feeling and turn my attention back at Luke. He makes me smile. I am definitely hiring him. Partly because he is sexy and partly because he restored an old house a few streets over from mine and did a great job. He has the pictures spread across the wooden table. I pore over them and force my brain to focus on the moldings and finery.

      “Well, this is some work, Luke,” I mutter.

      He grins and I try not to let my mouth water. I force my eyes back to the windows.

      The parking lot is dark, but I swear I see his dark eyes through the glass. I'm determined to still hate him. Even though holding a grudge goes against my natural instincts and loving him is the easiest thing I have ever done. No, I have hated him for almost fifty years; I can easily eek out another fifty.

      I reach my hands across the table and hold Luke's. I see the way he swallows hard and stutters. He is so cute.

      “Lorelei—Miss Huntington, anyway, I don’t—uhm—what was I saying?” His accent is from Tennessee. It's adorable. He has dark-blue eyes and dark hair. His smile is sweet and I can't help but toy with him. Touching him makes me hungry.

      I smile. “I think you were saying the original staircase is gonna have to go.”

      He wipes the sweat from his damp brow and nods. “Right. Yes, ma'am. The whole staircase and all the window wells. There is almost nothing salvageable. That house is as ugly as homemade sin right now. But I can make her a real beauty again. I didn’t think anyone would want to fix that old place up, not after the—well, you know.”

      “I don’t really. Tessa is my—uhm great-aunt. She is loony. She never spoke of it much.”

      “It was a tragedy.” His eyes grow wide as he leans in like we're gonna share us a secret. “They say that back in the sixties, your family had this party for Lorelei Huntington. Your other great-aunt, I guess?”

      “The one I'm named after.” I should have chosen a different name. I'm a dummy.

      “Well, she was marrying the governor's nephew. The party was huge and some bad voodoo priests came and sacrificed the family. Everyone says the house is as haunted as a graveyard. My men ain't gonna be happy about working there. But once we clean it up, should be fine and dandy. Crazy townsfolk.”

      “What do you mean?” I pry. “What kind of haunted?”

      His gaze darts around and he whispers even more quietly, “Some people say that the ones who died, burned in the house in the west wing. It was an accident and all, but the others say it was voodoo. They say Mrs. Huntington never aged. She was a bad woman who never aged.”

      I want to tell him the damned story but I don’t. I nod along and smile. “Spooky.”

      He smiles. “I think it's a bunch of hooey. But you know people in the South, if they got something to chew on they ain't never letting it go.”

      I laugh and nod and remember the way it was, back when the hooey happened.

      “Anyway, we can do this but you need to know, it's gonna cost.” His face is serious again.

      The bad part is coming, the money part.

      “So we are looking at—well, at least half a mil. At least.”

      Tessa has it. I try not to grip his hand that I'm still holding, awkwardly.

      “Okay. Well, money ain't the reason someone restores an old haunted house. Y'all must know that. Only someone truly batshit crazy restores an old house.”

      He smiles and I feel mushy inside. He has dimples in his cheeks. I could eat him up.

      Suddenly, I realize literally I could eat him up. I pull my hands back and get up. “Well now, you know where to reach me.”

      He’s clearly uneasy at my sudden change in behavior. “Can you transfer me the first hundred tomorrow so I can start ordering the supplies?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Okay good. Here is my card with the email address. The contract will be with your lawyer first thing in the morning.” He takes my hand and kisses the top of it. I’ve missed Southern gentility.

      “Night, Luke.”

      He flashes his dimply smile. “You look awfully young to be in charge of such an undertaking.”

      “Oh, I am.” I flash him my best grin. “But what can I do? Crazy Great-Aunt Tessa is living there and it's condemnable.”

      “Oh, I agree. I agree completely. We need to get her out of there.”

      “She won't leave. I've convinced her to sleep in the old hiding house, but she will only agree to go there on certain nights. She’s nutty. So we might have to work around her a little. Shuffle her around. Anyway, we can figure that out later. Night.” I give him one more squeeze and leave the restaurant. I slip his card into my pocket and head for my truck.

      My dead heart tries to come back to life when I see Whit sitting in my driver's seat. I almost stop walking but I don’t. I force myself to walk past and throw the keys in the window at him. “Keep it, asshole.”

      He climbs out and laughs at me. “Lorelei, wait.”

      Almost fifty years goes by and he wants to meet up like this? All nonchalant and shit. I don't think so.

      I break into a run. He can't catch me. He never could.

      What I don’t account for is the guy at the far side of the building. He grabs my arms as I fly by. He throws me to the ground and lies on top of me.

      I know him. I don’t fight. I'm too stunned silent.

      The guy sitting on my stomach is the valet. The valet at the governor's and also the police officer who gave me a drink of sweet tea. He looks the same as he did forty-eight years ago. I knew him from somewhere then, and now that he is holding me on the ground, I know where from.

      He was friends with Ramón. He was a close friend of Ramón. The kissing kind.

      “You killed him?” I gasp.

      He frowns at me. “Did you hit your head?”

      “Get off her.” Whit pushes him off me.

      I stand and brush myself off and glower at Whit. “You killed Ramón too?” The tears start. The black tears of the hate in my heart.

      The man next to him looks sick. “I woulda walked through fire before I hurt him.”

      “It doesn't matter now.” Whit grabs my arm and drags me away from the man.

      “How come he was there? He was the cop and the valet, and he dated Ramón.” I look back, stunned. Too stunned to ask about the millions of other things we need to talk about.

      Whit's firm grip holds me tightly. He walks me to the side of the building, talking in a low angry tone, “I have some things I need to show you.”

      “Yeah, you already showed me that, Whit. I'm not interested in a repeat of that performance. Besides, you can't kill me and my family twice so your show is sort of lame now.” Coming home was a mistake. I wish I could leave, but I can't. I can’t leave Em or Aunt Tessa.

      But I can always run.

      I shove him hard and break into a sprint. He and the other man chase me. I hear their footsteps for a minute, but they don’t stand a chance.

      I run until I reach my land. I stop running and walk through the wheat field, letting the wheat tips scratch my hands. It sounds the way it used to. The hiding house is in better shape than the mansion. The front porch stairs seem to be the most weathered spot on the house. I open the front door. It sticks, but I push and it comes open. I step inside and remember. I can't do anything but remember. Every moment is attached to something.

      My last moments with him were in this house.

      I open the cellar door and walk down the old stairs to the dank basement. I sit in the corner and try not to notice the bugs or the dirt. I close my eyes and I'm gone. I don’t dream anymore. I just fade into the black.

      When I wake I don’t feel refreshed like I usually do. I feel sad. His face is floats in my mind. He looked good, so good. My love is the same as it always was, unnatural and forced.

      His eyes and his lazy grin are the same. So many years have passed and he is the same. I need to hate him. I need to honor them and hate him. I stretch and think about getting the money to Luke and the lawyer's office. My lawyer will let me sign at night. I lied about having a shift-work job.

      “I love you.” His voice breaks my silence. “I still love you.”

      I sit up sharply. My heart grips tightly to my insides. It desperately wants to feel things. Fortunately, my brain takes over and a sneer crosses my face. “Get out of my house.” My chest almost explodes with the pain.

      “This isn’t your land anymore.”

      My brow furrows. “Well, Tessa don't want you here either.” I get up off the ground, dusting myself off.

      He is leaning against the wall near the stairs. “I told you I would find you. I would always come for you.” He pushes off the wall and takes a step toward me. I step toward the stairs and wonder if I can get up them before he grabs me. “Lorelei, we need to talk. I just need a couple of minutes.”

      “You took my whole life, you don't get to ask for anything.” I take a small step toward the stairs. I'm not listening to him. I'm listening to the sounds of the house. Is anyone else with him or is he alone? I can outrun him but not if they grab me.

      He inches a step closer. “I have missed you. Every minute I have missed you. So many times I wanted to talk to you and I didn’t know how, but you came back.”

      My face is tense. I scan around for another way out. He steps in front of the stairs in one of his huge steps. His long legs look the same. The smell of him is in the air and doing weird things to me.

      He puts a hand out.

      I swallow hard. I take a step back.

      He crosses the space in two steps. I turn my back and cower into the wall and wait for his hands to come down on me or his fingers to bite into my flesh.

      He grabs me and pulls me into him. He is warm just like I remember. His body is hard. He presses against me and kisses the top of my head. “I have missed you, my love.”

      I turtle. I'm powerless against him. I wait for it to end. For him to see just how dead I am and leave me alone.

      He turns me and pulls my arms down. He tilts my chin up to him. My eyes dart to the side. I'm terrified of him.

      He brushes a hand down my cheek. “You are so beautiful. Just the way I remember you.”

      My jaw trembles.

      He looks worried. “Say something.”

      “I hate you.” He flinches but I continue, “You missed me because I ran. I have run for fifty years almost. I have stayed one day ahead of you every day of my life. My horrid, lonely life.” My hand lashes out and slaps him hard.

      He takes the shot but his eyes turn dark, stormy. “I saved you. I changed you because I love you. We're meant to be together. You believed that too.”

      I shove him away from me. “Yeah, I did. ‘Course, that was before, when I thought you was a normal boy. Before you went and killed my family.”

      “You hated your family.”

      I shove him again. “I loved my sister.”

      He face shows regret, but what good does that do me now? He takes my hands and kisses them. “I still love you. More than ever. I want to make things right between us.”

      “Bring her back to life!” I rip my hands back and turn away from him.

      His fingers bite into my arm. “Don’t turn away from me.” His Scottish accent comes out.

      I rip my arm from him. “Don't manhandle me, Whit. I hate you. That’s it. There is no us. There is no fixing us. I hate you. I hated you forty-eight years ago and I hate you more now. We're done. END OF STORY!” I shout into his face.

      He grabs me again but this time he drags me across the basement and up the stairs. He pulls me through the small house and pushes me through the front door. I stumble and fall in the dirt out front.

      “You never just give me a minute to talk. You want to hate me, Lorelei? Let me give you an actual reason to hate me.” His voice is savagely angry.

      Terror pulses through my body. From the dirt, I watch him walk down the front steps. “I don’t need a reason, Whit. I have plenty.”

      I lunge at him and drive him into the front porch. The force breaks the wood and we crash into the side of the house. He grabs my face and presses his lips into it.

      I let him kiss me. Not because I want him to. I don’t. Not really. I let him kiss me so I can plot my escape.

      His lips smother me, kissing, sucking, pulling at me. His hands lift me into the air. My back crashes against the house. His body is pressed completely against mine.

      He is crushing me into the floor and I look at him like I'm gonna play along. Only I don’t. I roll us over, squishing him into the floor, and then I jump up.

      I run.

      I run out the front door, and I don’t stop until I'm sitting on the swing in the backyard of the Palatino family's house. My butt against the swing feels too big, it always did. Angie always had a tiny ass. I look up at the huge mansion. I imagine her screams were blended with my family's. The screams all sounded the same. I can't differentiate who is who in my mind. It doesn’t matter. The chorus of the screams in my mind needs to be my constant reminder of why I need to steer clear of him.
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      My plan to stay away from him was easier to think about and plot than it is to execute. He has followed me everywhere, trying desperately to convince me of his innocence in my family's death. The murders I saw him commit. He hasn’t given me a second of breathing room. He doesn’t come into the house; it's the only peace I get. But he hangs out in the yard and follows me to the motel. He's all but kept my damned truck too.

      I glance at him standing down the driveway beside my friggin’ truck.

      “Who's the guy milling about?” Luke asks.

      “He's—uhm—my ex?” I don’t even have an answer for it. It's awkward in ways I haven’t explained to myself.

      “I can get rid of him if you want,” he says.

      “Thanks, but he’s trying to work his way back into my life. He won't give me a minute of peace. But he's my problem. Don't bother with him.” The idea of Whit hurting him makes me instantly angry.

      He laughs. “Oh, I got me one of them myself.” He pulls out his cell phone and shows me a picture of a redhead with bright-green eyes. She is beautiful.

      “Rebecca Ryan. If you see her near the property, call me right away. She's nuttier than squirrel shit.” He chuckles but my jaw drops.

      I take the phone and stare. “She looks just like my friend Angie used to.” The red hair is the only difference. It's stunning how remarkable the resemblance is.

      “Her grandmamma is Angie, she's Angela Palatino. Her granddaddy is Martin Ryan, you must know him. Governor of Louisiana. Old as Methuselah's goat now. He was supposed to marry your great-aunt or grandma, the one you're named after.” He looks confused but then nudges me and laughs. “You know, the engagement party of doom.”

      My mouth feels like I'm spittin’ cotton. I take a deep breath and shake my head. “Oh uhm. No, Angie was my age. She lived in New Orleans. Maybe a relative. She ain't the same one. Not a Palatino.” I'm mumbling and stumbling over my words and crazed thoughts. I can hear friggin’ Whit laughing all the way down the driveway at my incoherent statement.

      I think I'm gonna die. How did she live? How did she not die? I swear I saw her death. The night is still so intense in my mind. My memories could be jumbled.

      Worse though, how the hell did she marry Martin? I almost vomit on Luke, thinking about it.

      Luckily, he shrugs and takes the phone back. “Not sure. Maybe. Anyway, her granddaughter is a piece of work. I'm gonna get back to work.” He walks into the house that now has a front door, a real one.

      I look over at Whit and scowl. “Go home.”

      “I am.”

      “Ugh.” I roll my eyes.

      He pushes off the truck and walks up the driveway to me. He towers over me and looks down. “You're starving, aren’t you?”

      “No.” My stomach is empty. I feel hungry just thinking about food.

      He takes my hand and pulls me back to my truck. I struggle, but I don’t stand a chance with him. He pushes me inside and climbs into the driver’s seat.

      He starts the truck and reverses fast. When he throws it into drive, he burns out.

      “Those tires aren’t cheap, Whit.”

      He grins at me. “I notice you don’t call me Mr. Whitlock anymore.”

      “That’s because you used to be my Mr. Whitlock. Now you're just Whit, some asshole who broke my heart and killed my sister. I hate you enough that I think I could actually call you Jameson. Or Lord Whitlock. Or even James.”

      “I miss shy little Lorelei.” He scowls. “And can I just say that the night we were going to leave, your mother—”

      “STOP! We are never having this conversation. I never want to speak of this. I saw you. I saw what I need to know.”

      “Fine.” He shrugs. “Have it your way.” He drives and we don’t speak. He pulls into a small trailer park where the smell of poverty lingers in the air like chimney smoke.

      He stops in front of a small yellow trailer and then drives away quickly. He parks on the road. He gets out and walks around to my door. “Get out.” His tone is feisty.

      I make a face, but he drags me from the open door. I kick him in the side and he slams me against the truck. His fangs are out. My skin shivers.

      “You're pissing me off, Lorelei. You refuse to forgive me for the one bad thing I've ever done to you, which honestly, if you let me explain, you'd see it wasn’t so bad. Now you're blatantly flirting with that construction worker. Do I have to kill him too?”

      “One bad thing? One bad thing? That one thing happened to ruin my entire life, which FYI—ISN'T ENDING! I just suffer day in and day out. Suffer, suffer, suffer.” I cover my eyes and take a deep breath. I put my hands down. “I just want you to leave me alone. If you kill him, I will kill myself in the sunlight.” I don’t know why I haven’t done it yet. I hope he doesn’t question it too.

      “Aren't you afraid of the family curse?” He laughs.

      “Ass.” I shove him but I'm weak. I'm starved. “How do you know about that?”

      He leans in and kisses my neck. “I told you already, Lorelei. I have things to show you. I just want to explain. I'm going to hold you down and make you listen to me.”

      “Yeah, that's going to make me forgive you.”

      His face hovers over mine. “I can make you love me.”

      “You already did that, Whit. I’m still suffering with the side effects. Fortunately, I love my sister more.” I spit my words at him.

      “Still?” He whispers, “You do want me.”

      I laugh. It's true. I can't even deny it, but I can torture him. “I was gonna feed and then go take it out on Luke. He seemed like he was into me.”

      “Do it.” He smiles bitterly. “It'll be the last thing he does.”

      “Stop threatening to kill people.” I sigh.

      He gives me his lazy grin. “Stop acting like you don't love me as much as I love you.”

      “It’s not an act.” I shake my head and gaze around. “I don't. Why are we here?”

      “My feeding grounds.” He pulls me through the woods. We walk in silence.

      We are close to a trailer park that stinks of poverty in the soaked Louisiana air.

      He glances back and puts a finger to his lips.

      We walk silently till we get to the back window. He slides it open. “I own the trailer park and rent the trailers.”

      “Sneaky rotten bastard,” I whisper. It gets us around having to be invited in. I peek in and see an older woman. She has needle marks on her arms. She’s asleep.

      I pull myself up into the window and stare back at him uncomfortably. I've never fed in front of anyone. It feels too personal to do with another person.

      I drop to my knees in front of her and try to block out the fact he has climbed in the window too. I brush her salt-and-pepper hair out of her face. Her neck brings my fangs out instantly. I lower my face to her throat and put my hands over her eyes.

      I bite down, waking her. She tries to struggle, but I hold her face down and pin her body with mine. The first bite is the best. The hot blood sprays into my throat. I gulp her back until the last of the blood slips from her body. I stop drinking and pull back. The last of the blood in her trickles down her ashen throat. I wipe my mouth and walk from the room. He doesn't follow me. He stays and waits for me to finish.

      I don’t think about them. I don't get to know them or feel bad for them. I'm immune to it. The only feelings I have now are intense love and hatred and desire and regret. It's impossible for me to feel something partway and I can't pity them fully. Their lifestyle is always why I'm here. I never feed from healthy people. I never feed from good people. I always eat criminals, homeless, and drug addicts. I always have.

      Except in the beginning, when I ate animals.

      The drive back home is quiet until about halfway. Then he starts again, “You smell so good.”

      “Please, don’t.”

      He pulls the truck over and leaps at me, kissing violently. My back is pressed against the truck door.

      A voice interrupts the madness, “What's going on in here?”

      I shy away from a flashlight as Whit grabs the man at the door and lifts him off the ground. He bites into his throat and drains him on the side of the road. I see his uniform and his car on the other side of the road and grimace.

      “Uh, that's not a bad person.” I can’t believe he kills so savagely.

      Whit drops the dead policeman to the ground and slams the truck door. He starts the truck and drives.

      The smell of blood is in the air.

      Whit speeds to a dirt road and pulls off. He parks the truck and gets out. He opens the door and takes my hand. He drags me behind him, and after a few minutes, I know where we are.

      I see the hiding house and pull on his hand. “Tessa is staying there.”

      “I want to be alone with you.” He looks at me and growls.

      “I can’t do this.” I back up, grinning from ear to ear. “You can’t expect that because you bought dinner I’m getting you dessert.”

      “I do think that.” He walks toward me slowly.

      I step backward. “I can’t do this.”

      “You want me.” His lazy grin breaks my heart as I trip and he's on me.

      He pins me into the itchy wheat and kisses me fiercely.

      I want to stop and get away from him but I don't know how. My brain creates an awesome diversion. I let the words slip from my lips, “How many have there been?”

      He lifts his face from my cheek. “How many what?”

      “Girls?”

      His eyes widen. He processes my question and then decides to be angry. “What?”

      “How many?” I gulp and sit up. This will end it.

      The moon casts shadows on his face but doesn’t hide the anger. “Why? Why are you bringing this up now?”

      I cross my arms. I need to stall until the blood lust is gone. “All this time you were searching for me, were you missing me or was that only a part-time thing? Were you sleeping with other girls the whole time?”

      “No. Of course not.” He runs a hand through his hair and shakes his head. “It wasn’t like that. It was just, you know.”

      “I don’t know.” I bite my lip. “I never—anytime I got close—I well—I lost control.” I admit the one thing I think will make him feel guilty.

      He processes again. “You ate them?”

      “Yeah.” I'm ashamed. “It was an accident, usually. I went on dates with boys. Nice boys. But whenever I tried to date anyone too long I had to break up and move on.”

      “So what you’re saying is you waited for me?” His eyes glow with the same sarcasm that's in his tone. “You saved yourself for me?”

      “No. What I’m saying is I have lived a chaste life. I’m still technically eighteen years old. I always will be. You robbed me of that, that happy ending. And then you tell me that you love me and you want me back, and you've been searching for me all this time, but really you were with other girls having a grand old time.” My anger slowly starts to become real and painful in the small way I can feel it. “While I ate boys I tried to like and hated myself for it.”

      He crawls over me. “Can't we just let it be ancient history? Start over?”

      I lean back, disgusted. “I guess it doesn't matter to you that you murdered my family. But even if I can't seem to get over you because of whatever you did to my brain and my heart with your poison, my family still counts more than you do in my heart. I would never date you.”

      “I didn’t murder your family and yes, love, we're dating. We have been dating this entire time. We never broke up.” He grins and bats his thick lashes shamelessly. “This is the courting stage where you get me to try to win you over. When you live as long as we do, it can last a hundred years.”

      “Why don't you come back in a hundred years and see if I’ve changed my mind. And try not to have sex with other women or kill my family like you did this time.”

      “I never said I had sex.” His Scottish accent is thicker and his voice gets high pitched.

      “It doesn’t matter. Me and you are nothing.” I point from him to me. “This is just blood lust. This isn’t anything. Let's be real. You aren’t making me dinner and bringing me flowers and wine. You don’t sleep over. We are making out in the grass. This is so us not dating. Things like us don't date.”

      “Lass, I took you to dinner.”

      “No, you took me to kill people and eat them. It's not the same thing.”

      His face flushes like it used to and he smiles and looks down. “I don't want to date. My intentions for us have not changed in forty-eight years, Lorelei. I want to marry you and take you home to meet the family. I want to be with you forever.”

      “You killed my family.”

      He looks like a little kid. “You hated your family.” His eyes get sad. “Except your sister. But I did my best there.” He sighs, defeated. “My family isn’t dead.”

      “What? How old are you?”

      He bites his lip. “Five hundred and one. My mother, father, and brothers are alive.”

      It doesn’t make sense. “Y'all are like this?”

      “All.”

      “How?”

      He shrugs. “Just are.”

      “I want answers.”

      He leans over. “And I want to take your clothes off. I will explain everything later.”

      I kick him back and hold him there with my foot on his chest. “No.”

      “Then let me explain about that night.”

      “No.”

      He sighs. “You’re a mood killer.” He plants a kiss on my shin and stands. He offers me his hand. The blood high is leaving. We will both be normal again shortly.

      I take his hand and stand next to him. The wheat whispers to us. I remember the last dawn, the one where he begged me not to leave him. I hate him. I have to remember that.

      I pull my hand away and walk back to the truck.

      I can hear him sigh again, but I let it get lost in the whispering wheat. When I turn back, his face looks the same as it did the night he begged me, not far from where we are standing.

      He drives in silence and drops me off at my motel. I hop out of the truck, my damned truck, and close the door, not even saying goodnight.

      “Can I pick you up tomorrow? I have two things I still need to show you.” His voice is soft again as he shouts out the door.

      I glance back and nod. “I have house things to do, but you can get me at the mansion at midnight. The contractors refuse to be there after six.”

      He smiles hopefully. “I can help with this, you know. I'm actually very good with my hands.”

      “Well, you know what they say, ‘practice makes perfect’ and let's face it, sugar, you’ve had loads of practice.”

      His eyes narrow. “I meant the building part of using my hands.”

      I open my motel door and slam it when I'm inside.

      “I still want you.” His voice is muffled outside my door. “But more than anything in the world, I want my chance to explain.”

      His hand brushes the door. I press my back into it and try not to cry.
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      I sneak alongside the governor's mansion to the exact spot where Whit saved me. I peer in the window of the basement. Lights flicker a few rooms away. I can't believe Angie married that jerk Martin.

      A voice breaks the silence, “This is like holy land for me and you.”

      I jump and turn to see Whit smiling down on me.

      He points and grins. “Remember when I saved you here?”

      “No.” I shake my head and give him my best uninterested look. “Now be quiet.” I creep along the side of the house to the back basement windows. I walk until I reach the window with the flickering light. I see bodies, old bodies doing things I’m not emotionally prepared for.

      “Damn. Angie looks good for sixty-nine,” I whisper, confused.

      Whit peeks and then gags, pointing and backing away. “I don’t want to see a woman of that age doing that.”

      “Shut you. You’re five hundred years old. Pots and kettles.” I laugh and shove him. I step away from the window.

      “I look good.” He jogs up to me. “That could have been you.”

      “Who is that man? Luke said she's married to Martin now. I know what Martin looked like, and even old as they are, that ain't him.”

      He makes a disturbed face and shudders. “Her lover, one of the many. Martin has his lovers. They all resemble you in a creepy sort of way. The dead Huntington girl.”

      “What?”

      “Angie was in the woods with Martin that night. They were getting it on when the shit went down.”

      “The shit? You mean the killing of my family?”

      “Anyway, they were in the woods having sex. That’s the gossip.”

      “The girl in the black dress. He dragged her back there. She was so drunk.” I remember it so clearly.

      “I thought you didn’t remember it.” He cocks an eyebrow.

      “Just the parts with you in them.” I turn back in the direction of the window and shake my head. I am desperately saddened by it. Martin used Angie. The same way he used Margery Banks. I just know it. “He always was scum,” I mutter.

      He takes my hand and pulls me along to the gazebo. “Remember when we came here?”

      “No.” It's a lie. I remember every smell and sensation like it was seconds ago.

      “But the memories of me murdering your family are sharp?”

      “That's all I have of you from before.” I nod once as we walk up the stairs.

      He pulls me into his arms and spins me. “I loved you the minute I saw you.”

      “No, you didn’t. I don’t believe in that. Instant love is as fake as Angie's seventy-year-old breasts.”

      He makes a gagging noise. I laugh and rest my face against his chest. It's nice to be with someone I can't hurt. I can smell him and not worry. I let myself like it for a minute and pretend it could be anyone.

      “That was cruel,” he mutters.

      “No crueler than murdering my entire family.”

      His body becomes rigid against mine as he grabs my arms and pulls me back. His dark eyes are filled with desperation and emotion. He lowers his face onto mine. His lips brush my lower lip as he sucks it into his mouth softly. He bites down gently and drags his teeth along. I shiver from the slow and sensual effect of it. He kisses next to my mouth and murmurs, “I never murdered them. I saved them.”

      Rage instantly flares. I shove him back hard and stalk away, shaking my head and clenching my jaw. I could kill him. “Saved them.” I groan and walk to the truck. I notice a shadow alongside the house.

      “Lorelei, would you wait up?” He calls after me. I stop, but it's not for him. It's for the green eyes watching me from the shadows. A wrinkled old hand creeps up to the stunned lips of the face that's partly hidden in the darkness.

      “Lorelei,” she whispers, but I can hear it as well as if she'd shouted it at me. I don’t know what to say or do. She steps from the shadows, shaking her head. “How?”

      “Angie.” My jaw hangs open. I glance around, looking for him. He's gone, of course. God forbid, he ever sticks around for the hard stuff.

      “Good evening, ma'am,” I say softly, trying to thicken my accent and pray she doesn’t really recall me.

      His warmth comes up behind me. “Compel her to forget,” he says softly.

      I take a step forward. Her green eyes grow. A tear leaks down the side of her too-tanned and too-tight cheek. She shakes her head and the tears take over. She sobs uncontrollably. I wrap myself around her.

      “Why did you let me grow old? Why didn’t you take me with you?” she sobs.

      I hold her to me and try to speak soothingly, “You look the same as before. Just as beautiful as before.” It ain't a lie. She looks the same to me. I still see her face and her wickedness. The man in the window was proof of that. She is as feisty and spicy as she ever was.

      She trembles. “I thought you died. I thought you were gone.”

      I pull back and stare into her eyes. “I did. I'm dead, Angie.”

      “You're warm, you're real. You're young and pretty.”

      “I live on the deaths of others. I'm not real. I'm a monster.” I glance back at Whit as tears leak from my eyes.

      She gasps, seeing them.

      “See.” I wipe the black tear and nod. “The devil's tears. Nothing is the same for me.”

      She grips my arms. “Your daddy and Em?”

      “Dead. All dead.”

      She looks me over. “Like you?”

      “No. Real dead.” I slide my hands down her face. “How has it all been? How was real life?”

      I need it to be amazing. I am terrified it was horrid and she was miserable. She wipes her tears and sniffles. “It was awful at first. I never left for New York or California like I wanted. I stayed and helped poor Martin with his grief. We fell in love and he asked me to marry him.”

      I kiss her, tasting the damp salt on her cheek. “Of course. I'm grateful you were there for him.” I don’t want to tell her I know the truth of the matter. I would never embarrass her that way. Not at the end of her life.

      “We were married a year later. We had a toast to you and yours at the wedding. It was nice. We moved to Washington for a spell. Then Martin decided he wanted this. So we came home. Lord, Lorelei, you look the same. It's frightening.” Her voice is the fakest I have ever heard it be. It's like we don’t even know each other. I hate it. I'm still stuck in the time when we were best friends and she knew everything. She is the fake, sweet Southern lady that she only ever used on strangers, never me.

      I smile warmly. “Did you have kids?” I know the answer.

      She nods and sniffles. “Yes, lord, we got us four that got themselves a bushel of grandkids for us.” She points and scowls. “Don't you dare call me a grandmamma. I will kill you.” She says it “keel,” like we always did. Typical Louisiana talk.

      I put my hands up defensively. “You know you love it.”

      She smiles, and for the first time I see happiness in her eyes. “I do. God help me, but I do. I got my charities and such. Martin keeps busy. I figured he'd retire by now but no such luck.” Her eyes sparkle and I see the pain that she is too well bred to show purposefully.

      “He always was a hard worker.” I hate him still. I need to know why he married her, and if he made her life hell. The thought of it all is killing me inside.

      She laughs. “Where are you staying?”

      “Nowhere. Just here to check on things, like always.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Well, I did hear, from a very reliable source, that a grandchild of the Huntingtons was at the house, rebuilding it.”

      “That would be me. I am cleaning it up for Tessa. She’s been living there in the dirt and the mud for too long.”

      She crosses her old-lady arms. “That old bat is still alive?”

      I laugh and look at the source. “She is.”

      “She's gotta be clear a hundred.”

      “She was only a few years older than me.” It's a lie, but I need to make sure she ain't too suspicious.

      She looks past me and frowns. “Who's your friend? Where are your manners, Lorelei?”

      I shake my head and lean into her face. My eyes fix on hers. My breath becomes hot. “You didn't see him. In fact, he is no one. You never saw me. You saw Aunt Tessa's granddaughter who looks a lot like me, but you could tell right away it wasn't me. I died in that old house forty-eight years ago, in that fire. I'm named Lorelei after my cousin who died forty-eight years ago. I took a shortcut and lost it.” I blink and wave. “Night, Mrs. Ryan. Thanks for helping me find my shoe.”

      She’s dazed for a second. I hear her start to breathe again, and with every inhale she takes, I take a step away. My heart hurts, at least the hole that used to be a heart hurts. I hate that I left her. I left her to get old and suffer for half a century.

      “She seems good.” Whit's there suddenly.

      Disgust fills my face as tears burst from my eyes. “Good? She was never gonna marry—she was gonna have fun and be a stewardess or a CEO's top secretary. She was gonna be free. The smile on her face was as fake as her breasts and white teeth. She ain't happy. She's married to that scum because I died. She took my place. Something must have happened. He forced her or got her pregnant and she married him. I would bet the entire plantation, that bastard hurt her for the last forty-eight years and I let him.” My footsteps become something menacing.

      He grabs my arm. “Where are you going?”

      I spin back around and point. “You go back to the house and make sure she don't recall none of that conversation. I'm not great at that eye-magic shit. I'll be back.” I don’t even recognize my own voice. It's a growl, and a mean one at that.

      His eyes sparkle. “Don't do anything you'll regret.”

      “I ain't done nothing but shit I regret,” I grumble and stalk off into the dark and hate the way the word “shit” sounded like sheet. My accent is getting thicker.

      He laughs behind me. “When did you get such a foul, countrified mouth on you?” I sneer and ignore him.

      My boots crunch along the ground. I don’t know where I'm walking to. I sniff the air. I can smell him but it's faint and in every direction. “Damned humidity.” It's like he's hiding under a blanket.

      “Maria?” I call into the night skies. “Auntie Maria, you there? I need your help.” I am about to keep walking, certain I can't call on the dead, when I feel it.

      The cold air is refreshing as it hits. “You calling me, child?”

      I shudder when I see her, white mist floating in the air. I swallow and try not to be terrified. “You know where I can find Martin Ryan?”

      “Huh?”

      I cross my arms. “I need to find me someone. A man named Martin Ryan. Can the other dead folks help you find him for me?”

      Her misty hands land on her cloud-like hips. “What I look like—a hound dog? I don't know where he's to. Y'all need to go home. Sunrise is in a couple of hours.”

      I wonder how weird I look, talking to a cloud in the dank air. “No need to get snippy. You were nicer when I was little.”

      She gives me the same look I'm giving her. “You was nicer when you was little too. Now you a dead, nasty creature. Go home, Lorelei.”

      That stings, coming from a ghost. “How is it I can see you so clear now but before I could only hear the whispers?”

      “Because now you dead too. And you ain’t got no one stopping me from getting to you,” she whispers and the cold air is gone.

      “Damn,” I mutter and close my eyes, smelling his scent in the air. It’s the same as it always was. I turn to the right and start to run.

      I find him precisely the way I expected to, with a pretty young girl in a seedy-ass motel. She looks so much like me, I'd have thought she was me. I grimace through the window and then walk to the door where I roll my head and shoulders a few times. I shrug and try to loosen up. I'm tense from the meeting with Angie. I feel sick and it hurts in a way I can't explain to myself. My emotions still don’t work the way they used to. I take a breath and kick the motel door open. He jumps up and covers himself. I close the door and grin. “You miss me, baby?”

      He squints and backs away. “Lorelei?” Terror crosses his face with the recognition.

      I grin harder. “The very same.” I grab the foot of the terrified young girl. My fangs launch.

      “Please, leave me alone,” she begs.

      I bite down hard on her throat. My fangs crunch into her neck and instantly her sweet blood fills my mouth. She's sugary and fresh like a still warm orange plucked from the tree. I almost close my eyes, but I don’t want to give him the chance to run.

      When I’m done, I drop her and step over her dying body.

      His eyes are wide and horrified.

      I wipe the blood off my lips with my hands. “I'm gonna enjoy killing you, just like you enjoyed mauling me like a bear in heat.”

      He shakes his head and quivers. “Lorelei, I swear. I was a young man then, hopped up on my hormones and you were so pretty. You still are.” His words taper off into a whisper and he has the audacity of laying his eyes on my chest.

      His wide eyes flicker between the dying girl on the floor and the evil grin on my face.

      “Tables have turned, haven’t they? I'm the one in control. You ain't got no rights now. I’m no longer too young and too stupid to see how ridiculous the whole thing is. Not like back then.” I remember Whit's words about Southern debutants. He was so right.

      I take a step toward him, watching his eyes dart about the room for a plan. It makes me smile.

      “You think you can outrun me, Martin, baby?” I cross my arms. “Go ahead, try.” My voice lowers as I eye him through my lashes.

      He swings at me but my hand moves faster than his. I backhand him hard. He staggers back. I grimace, averting my eyes. “Put some shorts on at least.”

      He leaps at me, growling with rage. I grab his shoulders and drop him to the ground. I hold him facedown on the now dead girl. Her wheezing and death rattle has stopped. He squirms and screams as I push his face into her bloody neck.

      “You wanted her, have some of her.” I shove his face into the bloody wound. His strength is remarkable but it's nothing for me. I lift him into the air and hold his bloody face to mine. “You will cooperate with me. You will answer my questions.”

      He almost fights it but then nods.

      I drop him to a crumpled heap on the floor.

      I sit on a chair across from him. “Why did Angie marry you?”

      He answers like he's in a daze, “Her daddy. He made her do it.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Why?”

      “I told him that I had been with her for months and she was with child.”

      I clench my jaw and hold back the rage building in me. “Was she?”

      “No.”

      “Had y'all been together?” I wasn’t sure I wanted the answers.

      “Just once.”

      “When?”

      He swallows. “I made her come with me into the woods at our engagement party. She was real drunk.”

      I wince as he speaks the words. I have to control my anger. “Why her?” I whisper.

      His face is frozen in the blank stare and his words sound like they’re being spoken by the dead. “I wanted to marry her before I ever asked you. She had good connections. Her daddy was a man of influence. But she hated me. She always hated me. I wanted her, but she wouldn’t have me. She heard about me being caught with Margery Banks. She told me I was the last man on earth she would marry. I gave up and told my daddy to make a deal with your daddy. You were so pretty. That made Angie angry with me. She offered me herself, to spare you marrying me. Hurtful bitch. Y'all were lucky I wanted you at all. I was a prize. I'm the governor of Louisiana for Christ's sake.” His words fill with a tiny bit of emotion. He has an accent now, like a proper Southerner. Only he isn’t.

      “Did you force Margery Banks and Angie?”

      His eyes fight something. His jaw clenches. After a second he slumps and nods. “I did.”

      “How many girls you done that to?” I need a shower.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Are you scared of me, Martin?”

      He nods and swallows.

      “Do you understand what I am?” I get comfy in the chair.

      He shakes his head again. “I don't know. Death?”

      “Crawl to me, Martin.”

      He fights himself but his body moves. He crawls on his hands and knees to his death.

      “Look up at me like a good doggy.”

      With hate filling his eyes and bitterness covering his face, he looks up at me. I don’t see the boy I once did, his face is so altered. But in his eyes, I still see the twisted horrid person he was. Only now he's an old man who hasn’t aged right. His skin is too tight and too tanned. His soul is blacker than mine, I think.

      “Did you ever love her, Angie?”

      “No.”

      “Were you cruel to her the whole time?”

      He nods.

      “Did you hurt her throughout the marriage?” The hold I have is almost gone. I'm breaking myself with this. The torture ain't just for him. I deserve every ounce he does. “Did you?”

      He nods again.

      I grin bitterly and point my fingers. “Tilt your head. Show me that strong neck.”

      He does it.

      I lean into his cold eyes and whisper, “Fight for your life, Martin.” I sink my fangs into his throat as he comes to life. I hold him as he punches and grips but he doesn’t stand a chance. His blood fills with adrenaline. I rock in the chair, holding him like a scrambling cat.

      I suck him to the point I did her, but I don’t drop him. I hold him tight and rock still. His anger and bitterness made his blood taste of it. Tears leap from my eyes. I have destroyed him.

      “I wish I could make your soul go to hell. I wish I could make you suffer the same things you've given her, for all of eternity.” My black tears leave my eyes, landing on his dying face. He coughs one last time and then he's gone. He gurgles and dies in my arms. The death is too kind for him. He deserved so much worse.

      I stand and leave the motel room. Leaving him and his mistress on the floor for all to see.

      It's the fate he deserves. If I can give Angie a few years of tranquility and peace, I'll be happy. I owe her that, in the least. She tried to save me the fate I was stuck with. She tried to spare me everything. She tried to warn me and I abandoned her. I let him force her into the woods at my party. I need to forget it. I need to get rid of it. I need it to go away. The guilt and pain don’t sit right with my soullessness.

      I walk to the old hiding house, looking for him.

      “Whit,” I call out. I don't want to be alone.

      I see movement across the old field. The moonlight bounces off his face as he steps. I can almost hear Nina Simone singing when I see him. His broad shoulders and thick arms make my knees weak. I can hate him and let him love me. I decide it when I see his face. He knows I've done something naughty. He can smell the blood lust that’s filled me.

      I whisper to him, knowing he'll hear it. “I need you.”

      His pace picks up. I jump into his arms and wrap myself around him. His soft lips caress my cheek as he inhales me.

      “I need you,” I murmur again into his hair as his head dips into my neck.

      “I've wanted you since the minute I saw you.” His words are brushes of warm wind against my nape.

      We have sex. I lose my virginity and nothing about it is the way I thought it would be.

      Lying in the wheat, feeling itchy and kinda weird, I decide I need sleep. I pat him on the arm. “Thanks. This was fun.”

      He looks sick as I grab my jeans. I try to pull them on, but end up hopping about on one foot.

      “What? Fun? What are ya doing?” His accent thickens up a bunch. He sounds like he's fresh from Scotland.

      “Damned skinny jeans,” I gripe and struggle. They're making my getaway hard. I give up on them and walk across the field for home, holding my pants. I'm grinning on the inside. I got him, finally. I have hurt him. It isn’t even close to revenge and it's petty, but I'll take anything I can get.

      His panicked voice is filled with confusion when he screams after me, “Lorelei, wait. I can make up for that. But trust me, the second time is way more fun.” His voice cracks and I almost laugh.

      He’s standing in the field with his pants around his ankles and his shirt torn from his body. He looks remarkable in the moonlight.

      “Of course it was my first time, I don’t just sleep around, Whit. We talked about this. I'm not that kind of girl. You of all people know how I was raised.” I stand in the dead grass and struggle to pull my pants up as he comes toward me, holding my boots. I do my pants up and take my boots one at a time.

      He has his pants on but his naked torso distracts me. He has tattoos I never noticed before. I've never seen him without his shirt before—I don’t think I have. I force my eyes away from the black ink that trails up the side of his ribs and the underside of one of his arms. The other arm has a band around it. They all seem Scottish or Celtic.

      “I think we should talk about this.” He’s obviously upset. It’s filling me with warmth and bitter happiness. “You have to give me a second chance. I've waited forty-eight years for you.”

      “No, thanks.” I grin and pull my boot on and turn away from him.

      He grabs my arm. “Wait.”

      I rip it from his grip. “I said no thanks.” I smirk back at him. “You got what you wanted from me, Whit. Now leave me alone. We aren't doing that again, not ever.”

      His face is angry again. He gets angry fast. Like Emily.

      He sputters things I don’t understand but they all sound like och and loch. He has a Scottish rage like I've never heard before. I don’t know what och means, but I think it's bad. He grabs his hair and pulls on it and then finally speaks calmly, “If you think that’s all I ever wanted you're mistaken, lass.” He froths and points at me. “I can have that any night of the week. That isn’t the part I want, Lorelei.”

      I feel like he's kicked me in the stomach.

      His mouth drops open when he sees my face.

      “I meant your heart. I want your heart.” He puts a hand up, but I run. He can't catch me. He’s yelling at me but I don’t care. My hate is fresh all over again.
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      Luke points and rattles on, “So the whole basement has been dug out and we stripped away the asbestos boards and pipe lining. I’ve been able to preserve some of the clapboard. The kitchen and butler's pantry have been stripped and everything is down to the studs. Some places, the whole wall is being replaced. We've drywalled and built rooms in the basement again. Some even got doors on them.”

      He talks and I try not to notice his dimples.

      I survey it all and smile. “It's amazing how much better it is with the mold and plants and cracks gone.”

      He nods and crosses his thick arms. “I've also ordered the slate for the backsplash and the floor. Not matching, but keeping to a theme. And I was thinking maybe those cool, old-looking Viking appliances. Then they would be modern, but not too modern for the feel of the house.” He gives me another dimply grin and my dead heart flutters.

      “Someone has a little flare for the design side of things. Maybe I'll cancel the designer coming in from New Orleans.”

      He nods and looks around. “I'm a full-service contractor, Lorelei.”

      “I'll keep that in mind.”

      He slaps the old walls and brushes them, making dust linger in the thick night air. “Keep it in mind and consider us designing the house together. I really think we can.”

      My stomach quivers. It’s not hunger. I won't be hungry again for a month. It's want. I like him.

      My sister's voice breaks the awkward silence, “You must be the contractor Lorelei has spoken so highly of.”

      I cringe and turn to see her sauntering toward us. She is dressed in a white vintage flapper dress and very high heels.

      “You goin’ to a costume party, Emily?” I joke, hoping he thinks it’s funny and not crazy that my dead sister is here.

      She grins. “Sort of.” She holds a hand out. I cringe as he takes her hand. It appears solid. He can touch her. It's not just me; she is like a real person. I'm still freaking out though.

      He grins like a schoolboy. “Luke. Luke Derringer. Pleasure to meet you.”

      She bats her fake lashes. “Charmed, Mr. Derringer. My sister seems to have forgotten her manners. I'm her younger sister, Emily. Emily Huntington.”

      He blushes and watches her. “Pleasure, Miss Huntington.”

      They look at me and I'm lost in a million thoughts. She is a ghost, ain't she? Am I hallucinating? Is he turning red and flirting with her?

      He stammers and clears his throat. “Well, I was just telling your sister here that we will be replacing the windows. It's a sacrifice to the character but we have to. The heat bills will be outlandish with the old frames. And the plaster in the kitchen and tin ceiling in the dining room are gonna have to go.” He talks fast around her as though he's nervous.

      Her responses and expressions suggest she is genuinely interested in him. It’s in her eyes. She looks at him the way she did Greg. She likes him. In all the weeks he's been here, she's been hiding out, but I wonder how long she has been watching him.

      They ignore me completely and he starts taking her on a tour of the house.

      I look back at the old staircase in front of us and marvel at how far his guys have come in a few weeks. I turn back to where Em has gone with Luke and hope he'll be okay with her. I take the first few steps and try not to remember my last night in this foyer. I touch the banister and shudder.

      When I turn around, Whit's there. He sees the expression on my face and knows. He knows I'm thinking about it. He's standing in the front entryway watching me. He leans on the newly fixed doorway in fitted jeans and a charcoal-gray V-neck tee shirt.

      His stare meets me with the same heat and intensity as always. I sit on the pile of wood and watch him.

      We don’t move or speak.

      We don’t have to.

      We have had these conversations a million times.

      Just not with the other person there.

      I know what I want to say to him.

      I know what I want to do to him.

      I want to rip a stake from the boards on the floor and stab him in the heart, like I did his friends at the hiding house.

      That night is no longer the blur it was. Being in this house with him makes some memories clear for me: his lips on mine in the hidden shadows of the corner of the foyer, his dark blood greasing my lips and filling my throat. It had already coursed through my veins and made me stronger by the time I ran for the hiding house. It made my senses stronger. I ran faster. I moved quieter. I moved like a predator.

      After the sun had burned me up and killed me, I woke, charred and half dead. I healed so slowly as I made my way to town. I changed alone in a bathroom stall of an abandoned roadside diner. Days had passed and I didn’t know how long it had been. I just knew I was hungry in a way I had never been. My throat burned to the point of me screaming and stumbling through the woods. I stumbled out into the night, trying not to cry out in agony. I passed out in the woods and woke to the second worst pain I've endured in my life.

      The rising sun.

      My body told me to run.

      I scrambled up and ran away from the line of the sun. I ran until I reached an old cabin in the woods. I kicked the door in and hid under a bed. I slept and when I woke, I ate the two old people in the house, a man and a woman. I ate them and I never felt bad. They tasted good. It was the best thing I'd ever eaten.

      I knew then, what I was. I knew what he had done to me and what he was. I knew I would never be the same again and I had no one left in the world who would care either way.

      I ran.

      I went to France and then every other country in the world. I traveled nonstop. Seeing things. Experiencing a half-life, living in the dark. Killing in the dark.

      I glance up at him now and can't feel the same about him. I feel nothing but distrust and betrayal. All that he left me with. I finally feel the right things.

      “If I could take it back I would. I would have changed you alone in a beautiful place and helped you.” It's as if he's read my mind. “I panicked. I ran out of time.”

      “I don’t really want to hear it. I just want you gone.”

      He seems broken and it hurts me. “I have two things to show you. I told you that. I promise to stalk you from a distance the minute I explain those two things.”

      “I think you're full of shit.”

      “I'm not. You need to see them to understand everything.”

      I sigh and point at the door. “Fine. Let's just get the things you have to show me over with so you can go back to leaving me alone.”

      His words stumble from him, “I never left you. I was with you every step.”

      “You were a step behind.”

      “I have watched you for forty-eight years, Lorelei. Almost every day. I found you as you were getting on a plane and flying to France.”

      “Why didn’t you speak to me? How were you with me?”

      He looks crushed. “I'm your maker. I made you so I know where you are at all times. You’re the only one I've ever made so I can follow you easily. My maker couldn’t distinguish me out of the many he's made. He wouldn’t be able to pick me out of the crowd. But you are my only one.”

      I stand and walk to him and then past him and out the front door.

      He follows, still explaining, “I can only sense small things to help you if you need it. That’s the point of the master connection.”

      The word flares anger inside me. I spin and point a finger at him. “You are not my master. You are my murderer.”

      He pinches the bridge of his nose and walks by me. “Let's just do this before I lose my goddamned mind.” He never swears.

      I follow him to the truck and try not to notice the way he makes me feel.

      He mutters, “Forty-eight years, Lorelei. You can't hold a grudge for half a century.”

      “You have no excuse for killing them. I saw you. I saw you slash your hand across his throat. I saw his blood shoot across the room and splash everywhere. It hit me. I have never even been able to process it properly. You killed me inside and my emotions wouldn’t attach to their deaths. So forgive me for not giving two shits about whatever you have to say.”

      He sighs and we drive in silence.

      He turns onto a bumpy road and instantly my stomach is in my throat. My skin crawls.

      The world slows down as I press my face against the glass of the truck when we drive past it. My breathing speeds up. If I had a heartbeat, it would be going crazy too.

      The trailer's roof has fallen in and the whole thing is covered in moss. It's decrepit and it's as if the arms of the swamp it sits on are reaching out and pulling it into the water. The black water.

      Flashes of the present mix with memories of the past and I can't seem to focus. One second I'm in the car with Grandmamma and my granddaddy is standing there with his pit stains and disgusting green pants. He has greasy, thinning hair that’s combed over his sweaty head. For a second, I think he knows who I am. I'm transparent and terrified. I'm terrified he is gonna grab me and the swamp is gonna drag us both into the black water. I'm scared it will suck my soul out like it did my momma's.

      The next second he is gone and I almost wish he was still there.

      My granddaddy, who is as undead and dead as I am.

      Nonexistent.

      The truck bumps down the road and I feel lost. The memories have stirred up my own black water and my granddaddy's face is floating in my mind. He is dead for real and that piece of my history is gone. He was the proof I was real once. Proof that I once had a heartbeat. Pretty sad when even the granddaddy that I never knew is dead. I have no one. No kin. I have Tessa whose elevator only stops on one floor—the crazy one—and my ghost aunt and my ghost sister.

      I glance at him and know he took it all away. My love for him ruined everything. I can hold this grudge for another forty-eight years, easily.

      The truck stops and he hops out.

      “Grandmamma Holt's cottage? Why are we here? Surely, she is dead. She was seventy when Ramón died.”

      I climb out and notice the cabin's life is still there. Its internal heartbeat still ticks; the swamp is held back by that. Louisiana swamps can't claim things that people still love. This cabin is loved.

      It's small and brown and quaint. I've only been here with Ramón and I feel weird without him.

      I stumble past Whit and brush my fingers against the hard door. The short brown door is etched with flowers and a pond. My fingers trace the flowers. A black tear has slipped down my cheek.

      He grabs my hand and his eyes dart nervously at the door. “You're here by her request. I've never explained this, at her request. I'll be out here, for you.”

      I scowl and put my hand up to knock but the door opens as my knuckles touch a flower. A woman, who looks identical to Grandmamma, stands in the front entryway.

      “Child, you done gone and died inside. Your soul is leaking out your eyes.” She sounds like Grandmamma Holt. She steps back. “You may enter my home, Lorelei.”

      My feet move before I take a step and I'm inside. The door slams, leaving him outside. I don’t know what moved me but I feel strange from it.

      She chuckles just like Grandmamma. “I never liked his kind, but I gots to say, if you has to be with one of dem suckas.” She turns around and starts stirring something on her stove. The cabin is a tiny one-room home. “Of course now you're one of dem suckas, ain't you, child?” It's Grandmamma. There is no doubt. Her white eyes don't freak me out like they did when I was a teenager and she lost her sight. Her grin is the same. “You done got stunned by dem too? You gots no tongue no longer?”

      “Yes, ma'am, I mean no, ma'am, I'm just confused.”

      She nods vigorously. “I see dat about you. I also sense dat if yous give him time to explain, you gonna find he ain't so bad as you tinks he is. Ramón, stop being so chicken.”

      I blink my eyes. “Grandmamma, you called me Ramón.”

      She shakes her head and squints her white eyes. “Oh no I didn’t, child. Ramón, now you show yerself before I gets angry.”

      The room doesn't change and the air doesn't sparkle, but before I can comprehend what's happening, Ramón is standing in front of me.

      He's in a white tee shirt and tight black jeans with the cuffs rolled, and he doesn't look no different than he did before. No different than the moment he left me in the car to seek help. No animal markings or blood covering him.

      He smiles and wipes his brow with his handkerchief. There is no sweat, but it was his nervous habit, before.

      I burst. So many things that needed catching up, do it in that moment. I drop to my knees and sob like a baby.

      Grandmamma clucks her tongue at me. “Tsk, tsk, tsk, you best not be crying dem devil's tears in my house, Miss Lorelei.”

      I ignore her and sob. His arms encompass me, and I have no choice but to lean into him. I don’t have the strength to hold myself up.

      “I needed you. I needed you,” I bawl through the black water running down my cheeks.

      He wipes my face and grimaces. “I'm here. You got some nasty tears now, baby.”

      I laugh. His voice is the same. He looks the same. He is the same and the hole in my heart fills in a little bit. Emily and Ramón have filled in the spots they left empty when they died.

      He brushes my hair out of my face. “I was there. I was always there. You just couldn’t see me. You can only see me here.”

      I look up at him through my thick, wet lashes and smirk. “You haunted me?”

      He nods and wipes his hands on his pants, trying to hide the disgust on his face. “I tried to. It was hard.”

      I gasp. “The hospital bed? I saw you that night.”

      “I did try to warn you they was coming for you.”

      Grandmamma leans on his shoulder and watches me with her spooky white eyes. “You be eating people all dis time and you ain't never been haunted by one of dem?”

      “Just my aunt Maria for some crazy reason, but I didn’t eat her. She knew about the vampires. She tried to warn me.”

      Grandmamma snaps her fingers. “Dem be the icy breaths in your room at night. Maria be trying to warn you because dat be how she died. She wouldn’t talk to me when I was coming der. She be linked to you. Her being kin and all.” Her white eyes sparkle. “Damn, I kept her outta dat room for you. She be trying to save you and my magic kept her from helping.” She crosses herself and closes the curtains and windows and mumbles things. She lights a bunch of long dried grass and waves the smoke around the house.

      In a hushed voice she speaks, constantly staring around the room, “Your momma done found dem fanged monsters in da bayou when she was a girl. That be how she paid for dem fancy clothes and da fancy education. She done traded her blood for der help.”

      I shake my head and side-glance at Ramón. He rolls his eyes. “Girl, yo momma has always been evil. Don’t look confused.”

      “What kind of evil?”

      He gives me his best diva look and I'm instantly transported back forty-eight years. I leap into his arms and hug him.

      “I'm never letting you go. I missed you,” I whisper.

      He chuckles. “Me too. But Lorelei, there is something you gotta know.” He pulls me off him. His eyes are worried and tense. Even the sparkle of ghost eyes is muted by the emotion.

      “What?”

      Grandmamma gives him a poke and turns her white eyes on me. “Your momma, she a witch. No regular witch neither. She a Blackwater witch.”

      “Okay? But she's dead. I watched her die.”

      She clucks her tongue at me. “You seen nothing. She no die. She too evil to die.” She turns and toddles back over to the long grass and starts burning it again.

      My stomach swirls. “Where is she?”

      Ramón purses his lips and finally speaks, “She in a mansion, not far from Huntington Manor. She got herself a fancy house and a fancy man. She looks different, Lorelei. She ain't aged a day—shit, I think she looks younger.”

      I chew my lower lip and process it. “I'm not sure I want to know what that means, but if she's alive, why the hell did she leave the mansion to rot?”

      He sighs. “She left it and moved on. She got what she wanted. The life insurance on your daddy and all his inheritance.”

      “I don’t understand?”

      “She ain't gonna be none too happy you alive, Lorelei,” Ramón says quietly.

      I put my hands on my hips. “What does this have to do with the price of tea in China?” I ask my grandma's favorite sarcastic question.

      Ramón shakes his head. “She didn’t get everything she wanted that night. The one thing she wanted was for you to suffer through some of the life she had. She had a plan. She was gonna steal your body, but she couldn’t get you to look the way she wanted you to, so she moved on to Emily. You always were too fat for her liking. She starved your ass for years, trying to make it look right. I never knew it until I was dead and Maria explained everything to me. Your momma had a plan and your man out there, he ruined it.”

      I scowl. “What more could she have wanted? She clearly ain't aging and she has money and a new man. She ruined my life; she killed my daddy and Emily.”

      “She wanted Emily alive, cherie.”

      I furrow my brow. “Emily?”

      Grandmamma waves the smoke in my face, making my eyes sting. “She wanted to become your sister, ma cherie. She switched bodies. Take yours and trap ya inside her aging one. She was about to do it to Emily. She just need ya outta the picture, married off. She had it all planned out. Only ya woulda noticed if Emily was different. She was going to let ya marry that Martin and then murder ya off.” She waves the smoke and gives me the scariest stare ever with her white eyes. “She done it before.”

      I mouth, “Maria?”

      “Your momma's body was used and tattered, but she keep Maria safe like a good big sister. Your momma done bad things. Den, when she was ready to make her move, she done da ritual and stole Maria's body. Her body was used and sickly but she got herself some connections out der in da swamps. Once she was in your aunt's body, she drained her sister of blood and traded it to da vampires for money. She done da ritual on her sister and stole all da blood in Maria's old tired body. But no Blackwater witch ever gets laid to rest, ma cherie.”

      “She put herself in Maria's body and then when Maria was in her old body, she drained all the blood?”

      Ramón nods. “She was about to do it again.” He points to the door. “That man saved your sister.”

      “He killed her?”

      Ramón shakes his head. “He saved her and your daddy. They was both dead soon anyway. Your momma had done all the preparations. You was gonna be married to get her the right kind of connections and then she was taking Emily's body, drain the blood, and kill your daddy in a car accident and killing you afterward. Emily be an only child and sole heir to the family fortune.”

      It's too much. I'm mostly lost but I'm also livid. I turn and cross the house in a series of angry steps. I fling open the front door and shout, “You knew what she was doing?”

      Whit stands in the filthy, swampy yard with his arms crossed and a dry look on his face.

      “You knew what she was doing and you thought murdering them was the best bet?” I'm angry in a way I've never been. Something stirs in my palms. “Why didn’t you tell me what she was at? I coulda saved them. I coulda killed her.”

      He tilts his head, watching me and not answering. His eyes lower to my hands. I squeeze my hands into fists. “You knew? Answer me, goddammit!”

      He nods once. “She came to us, my family. Said she would have a large amount of a special type of blood to trade. Sometimes we do that, for certain types of blood. I came to meet the family, scope you all out. Make sure it was legit. I spent my nights watching you.”

      I am dizzy and sickened. I turn back around and slam the door shut. I collapse into the chair and drop my face into my hands. “She was trading our blood. He was there because she was trading our blood and he knew.” I rock back and forth and sob.

      Ramón is on me instantly. His cool hands are not a comfort but his touch is.

      “He freed her. Emily was dead anyway, cherie. She was always dead. Your momma had started the ritual. It takes months to perform but once it's in the final stages, there ain't no turning back, cherie. It was done long before he ever come to Baton Rouge. Emily couldn’t even leave the plantation after the engagement party. It would be why she's stuck there now.”

      “I saw her die. I saw Momma die. If Em died, where did Momma go?”

      “You saw what you thought was her dying, but that wasn't, cherie. She had already taken the vampire blood. You saw her transforming. She knew what Mr. Whitlock was. She had called them. She thought it was him checking you out. I too woulda known what he was, had I been alive. Witches sense those things.” His voice changes, “Trust me, what happened to Emily was far kinder. Your momma was using the vamp blood in small doses to keep herself young. But the minute she died, she changed. Not even a Blackwater witch can die with vampire blood in their veins.”

      I lift my head and wipe the devil's tears from my face. Grandmamma Holt sits next to me. “Your grandpappy was nearly ninety years old when you saw him in da bayou. He and your grandmamma were teenagers when dey had dem twins. Might have been fifteen. Your momma was almost seventy-five when she died. Da vampire blood was keeping her young for some time. Your daddy wasn’t da first man in her life and he already ain't da last.”

      I don't have any space left in my brain. I stand and cross the room. “I need to sort this out. I need to know the answers from Maria and Tessa and Em. I love you guys but I need to process. I need all the answers.” I leave the small house and walk past Whit. I climb into my truck. I don’t want to speak to him. I just want to leave. My brain is full. It hurts from the information.

      Whit opens the driver door where I'm sitting and shoves me over. He climbs in and starts the truck.

      I gaze down as the black tears fall and make patterns on my jeans.

      “I don’t understand any of it. Especially the part where you were running away with me?” I say into the quiet of the truck.

      He drives out of the dirty yard. “I didn’t know what to say to you. Your sister was dying, you wanted to bring her with you, but her death was imminent. She couldn’t even leave the plantation anymore. There was a spell trapping her there. It's more than I could explain without scaring the shit out of ya. I knew I couldn’t get you to leave without her, but she couldn’t leave.”

      “Murdering my whole family wasn't a better choice. You asked my daddy for my hand? Why?”

      He sighs. “I was trying to call the whole thing off. I was trying to tell her to stop, that I was done and wanted you. I could have found witch blood somewhere else.”

      I turn to face him. “What witch blood? You keep saying that.”

      “Your blood, it's magical. Well, it was before I killed you. For my kind, it's like a drug. It makes us human again in emotion and feeling. You know how you feel when you're sad or angry or happy, like something is stopping the full feeling? It's the curse of our kind. We can't feel anything the right way. It makes us more than what we are. We don’t feel the little things, just huge amounts of hate and anger and lust and love. It's addictive.”

      I'm stunned. “You've known my family all this time? She sold my aunt's blood to you before and then came to you with the offering of my sister's?”

      “She did. She’s strong, Lorelei. When I told her I loved you, she threatened to just kill you to hurt me. And as soon as she found out I loved you, she went crazy with the plan. I offered to turn you and her and Emily. She laughed in my face. She never wanted to become a vampire. She wanted to be able to go out in the daylight. We don’t have day walkers, except the highest of pureblood royalties. So I fed you my blood. I did it to keep you safe. I had been putting a tiny bit in your mouth when you were asleep at night, just in case. A tiny bit won't change you unless you die. And it would leave your system after a couple of days unless you kept taking it.”

      “You coulda told me before. I woulda got my sister out.”

      He laughs. “Your ma wouldn’t have let that happen. Not with all the work she had put into your sister. By the time I got there, the spells and rituals were nearly done. She had Ramón killed so he wouldn’t tell you about the magic she was doing. He would have sensed it. I met you the night you were sick.”

      My hand lifts to my face. “You killed him?”

      He clenches his jaw. “It's why I said I wished I had known. I never knew you were close. He was nothing more than a driver. She told me he was a driver who had magical blood and he had to die.”

      I turn away from him and watch the roadside pass me by.

      “I love you. I have since the moment I met you. Don't let this ruin everything.”

      I look back, horrified. “Ruin what? The fact you helped my momma murder my family, you murdered my best friend, and then stalked me for half a century? Yeah, I feel the love, baby.”

      He’s savage. “What about the fact I saved you, several times? Or the fact I saved you from marrying that cad? What about the fact I saved your sister? I knew the ritual had been performed and she would at least live a half-life in the mansion. What about the fact I spared your life and saved you?”

      My mind does a dangerous flip. “WHAT? YOU SAVED ME? YOU KILLED ME AND DAMNED ME TO BE THIS! I AM A HIDEOUS MONSTER AND MY SISTER IS STUCK AS A SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD! SCREW YOU!” I open the door of the truck and roll from it on the dusty pavement. It scrapes and scratches, but it will heal. I take off as tires screech. I run. I always run.
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      The image of the house burns in my chest. I creep from the woods like an animal would. My clothes are torn, my hair is everywhere.

      Em’s in the window, waving. I wave back as I trek up the driveway that’s cleared and appears more normal now. I need to get to bed, the sun is gonna rise soon.

      Tessa opens the door for me. “Hello, my love.”

      I grip her hands and rivet my eyes to hers. “Did my momma trick you in school?”

      She swallows and there’s a moment of clarity in her eyes. “She tricked me. She was always doing magic on my mind. Making me think things was a good idea. Forcing me to make my brother like her and meet with her. I see it now.”

      I grip her hands and shake my head. “I'm sorry, Aunty.”

      “Well, I ain't. I got you and Em. My brother didn’t know he wasn’t happy.” She points behind me. “You want some tea?”

      I laugh and shake my head but the tears and the sickness inside me take over. Instantly, Emily is there. She smiles. “I love him. Luke. He is everything a kind, sweet young man ought to be.”

      I smile back but it forces a tear from my eyes.

      She scowls. “What?”

      “I just heard about Momma today.”

      Tessa points. “You've been to see Ramón?”

      I nod. Emily looks sad for me. I think it's for me.

      I swallow. “I'm sorry, Em. I didn’t know what she’d done to you. I swear, I never knew any of it.”

      She shakes her head and places her hands over her ears softly. “We don't talk about some things here.” She vanishes.

      Tessa's face fills with concern. “All that nice building that nice young man did and she is gonna ruin it.” I take off up the stairs. I scale the stairs three at a time and burst into her room. Her hands are carving into the newly finished walls. I tackle her to the floor.

      She vanishes and I drop to the new subfloor.

      I shout into the air, “Don't do this. You like him. Don't make a mess of the work he's done. That’s letting her win.”

      She is back. Her face is filled with rage. “SHE WON!” The walls vibrate.

      “She didn't. You're here. I'm here. You like him—you like Luke. He likes you. I could see it.”

      She sobs but nothing leaves her eyes. “I'm dead.”

      “If her magic can take your life and your soul, then it can bring them back. We can find a way.” I step across the floor carefully with my hands out. “I won't leave you this time. I will find an answer. I swear it.”

      Her eyes dart around the room as energy radiates from her. She twitches with the explosive need she has.

      I shake her slightly. “I won't leave you.”

      She slumps and lets it all out in a wail. I wrap myself around her and hold her until the light is coming in the window. My panic starts.

      “I have to go,” I whisper.

      She frowns. “But you said—”

      “The sun will roast the arse off me.”

      She nods. “The basement. I got Tessa to ask Luke to make a room. It's nice. His guys finished it just as they left.”

      I smile. My heart is crushed and I'm dying inside. “Thank you.”

      She crosses her arms, but it's more like she is hugging herself, holding herself together.

      I kiss her forehead and walk from the room, glimpsing back. “We don’t need to fear her, Em. She didn’t win. We can destroy her. We always could, we just didn’t know it. If that hateful bitch is a Blackwater witch, then screw it, so are we.”

      She nods, but when she looks at me there is defeat in her eyes.

      I walk down the stairs and let the millions of thoughts I'm having filter through. They make a million questions. There’s a light knock at the door. I open it. He stands in front of me with his jaw clenched.

      I walk away, leaving the door open for him. I open the door to the basement and leave it open also. I may be angrier than I can express, but comfort and companionship are worth more than my fury. It ain't even real hate. It's more like disgust and exhaustion. I'm too tired to kid myself on how I feel about him. How I always have.

      The room downstairs is nice. It's got no windows but there is a platform bed with blankets and a mattress. I don’t even know how she got it all here in so little time. The room is plywood and concrete, but it's better than half the places I have slept. I take off my boots and fall into the blankets. He is here, closing the door and climbing in beside me. He kisses my head. “Sleep, my love.” His accent is back completely.

      It makes me smile. “You're a complete fraud, aren’t you?”

      He laughs. “I am not.” But the “not” sounds like he says no.

      “Yes, you are.”

      He wraps around me. “I love you more than a single thing in this world. There is nothing fraudulent in that. I honestly thought I was doing the right thing. I honestly never wanted to hurt you. I love you.”

      “Why do you love me? You can have any girl you want, any night of the week, right?” I shove him back but his hands stay on my arms, pinning me against the wall.

      He lowers his face and presses his lips against mine. “We both know that wasn’t what I meant.”

      “It doesn't matter anyway. You let them all die and then you killed off the life within me so I've never even been able to be sad the right way. My feelings are hindered by the devil you put inside me. It's in there now dancing with the devil I already had in me from my momma.” I close my eyes and let the inky tears slip until I'm asleep.

      It's the best sleep I have ever had. I wake and feel safe, which never happens. His body is still wrapped around mine completely.

      My stirring wakes him. He moans, “It isn’t time to wake up yet.”

      I shove him off me. “Yes, it is.”

      He drags me into him and throws a leg over me, trapping me. “No, it isn’t.” He holds me to him.

      A sneer creeps across my face. “I'm still as angry as I can get with you. The whole vampire-maker thing that forces me to like you is interfering with it. But trust me, it's a huge amount of dislike.”

      He chuckles into my ear. “Works for me.”

      “Not today.”

      He pulls back to look at me better. “When?”

      “When Emily is happy again. When you have made amends for that. You've lied to me since the beginning of this. If you'd been honest, I might have saved my sister. I don’t deserve to be happy until she is.”

      He watches my face for a moment and then growls. “You expect me to wait for that?”

      I shrug, which is difficult in his embrace. “You can be with whoever you like. Just not me.”

      His dark eyes narrow. “That means no though, right? You say I can, but deep down it means I can't. If I were to date other women whilst waiting for this to work, you would stack that against me? Correct?”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      He grins shamelessly. “It was a poorly timed joke. Calm down.” He kisses the tip of my nose.

      I shove him away and climb off the bed. I stretch and walk from the room, watchful, of my sister or Luke or anyone else. There is no one. I frown. “Do you think they did any work today?” I look around. The basement is finished and dry but it's not nice. It's never been nice.

      I climb the stairs, expecting a wooden stake at any moment.

      Voices are coming from the front room. I walk across the sawdust and boards on the plywood subfloor.

      Luke points to the molding. “The way that one curves matches this one perfectly, don't you think?” He holds the book out for Emily to see. She is dressed normally, in jeans and a tee shirt. I almost raise an eyebrow but I let it go. They're standing under a pot light that is new, picking out moldings. It's better than her destroying the house and killing him by accident.

      Hammering and other noises start up as if they were waiting for me to wake up, or I just never noticed them. I walk into the kitchen and look at the mess. I sigh and walk out into the back garden. The smell of magnolias and jasmine is everywhere. The lilacs are almost done blooming so the sweetness of them is nearly gone. The air is too fragrant. I wonder if it smelled like this when I was normal? I don’t think it did.

      His voice breaks my thoughts, “I need to show you the other thing.”

      I turn to see Whit standing next to the broken pillar on the ground. He must have gone around, through the backyard. In the gloom of the twilight and the overhanging fragrant garden, his face could stop my heart. If he hadn’t already done it.

      I nod and follow him around the back of the huge house. We wade through the old overgrown gardens. The willows, oaks, and moss have taken over completely. When we get to the oak alley, I can see the difference in the front entryway.

      He takes my hand in his. My skin doesn’t spark the way it used to when he touched me. It's just warm and lovely. I tug my hand free.

      “You've got to give me something.” He cocks his grin at me.

      “Not a hope.”

      We walk in silence until I can't take it anymore. I grab his hand and spin him to look at me, it's no easy feat. He is massive. His brooding face makes me inhale sharply.

      I don't want to ask but I need to know. “Why did you just watch? Why didn’t you talk to me? Help me? You must have seen me teaching myself to drive, killing randomly, eating animals for a while until I started to become one. Why didn’t you help me?”

      His jaw is tight, it's part of the inner conflict he has going on about something. He swallows it down before he speaks, “I didn’t know how. I knew what I had taken from ya. I knew what I had done was wrong. I couldn’t feel it, I couldn’t make myself be sad about it, but I knew. Your face was so sad. You talked to her, Emily, like she was there. You cried every day. Watching you fall apart was hard, but being the reason you were broken was worse. So I came back here a lot and watched over Tessa and the house. I made sure she stayed alive.” His face almost kills me a second time.

      “I wish I could hate you properly. I have this hole in my heart and nothing but you is gonna fill it.” He takes a step forward, but I put a hand up. “I would rather be broken than let you fill it.”

      His face grows stoic like he's a statue but his words melt my heart, “I can't live without you. I followed you for forty-eight years, Lorelei. I'll follow you for another fifty, a hundred and fifty. I can't live without you. I want you but I need you more. You're the broken one, but I'm the one who needs you to save me, make me feel again.”

      A sound fills the air around us, a thump. To the right, a huge raindrop lands next to me and splashes onto a broad leaf. The next one splashes onto his shoulder. Suddenly, a downpour hits.

      His dark hair is plastered to his face but he doesn’t stop talking, “In the beginning, we met and immediately I liked you. I lied to myself and said I was watching over you, keeping you safe for the harvest. But then, I realized I was watching you all the time. I was addicted. I was in the shadows, watching your mother break you down every day, just a little bit more. Just when I thought you were about to break, you would rise up a little bit. Somehow you persevered, you survived and grew stronger. With no parents there for you. No love. You were like a flower growing somehow in the shadows, letting even the tiniest bit of light and love make you flourish.”

      My mouth dries out, regardless of the rain pelting me fiercely. “Ramón?”

      “Your mother asked me to kill him; he was like a side reward. I didn’t know he was your friend. I watched you at night, Ramón wasn't there then. I thought he was just your driver. I wouldn’t have killed him if I'd known he was your friend. I didn’t know you were unaware you were a witch, or that he was one too.” He steps forward, looking down on me. The water droplets from his hair add to the rain hitting me. “I would do anything to save you.”

      “But you didn’t save me. You saved the shell of the person I used to be. You saved this body, but that flower in the shadows that you loved, she's dead. You took away all the light. Those tiny bits of light I was getting, they came from Em and Ramón and Angie. You stamped out all the light.” I step back from him.

      He wipes his face. “I don’t believe it's dead. I think you are in there, you just need some light.” He steps to me and takes my hands in his. “Let me be the light.”

      Black tears fill my eyes and mix with the rain beating down on us. They're almost the same temperature as the rain. I want so badly to let him be the light. I want so badly for him to be the person who saves me, but I can't cave. I need to be strong. I need to save everyone else. “I can't. I need to be their light and fix their lives. I'm what broke them all in the first place.”

      He grips my hand. “I'm not giving up.” He turns and drags me to the end of the driveway, to where my truck is parked.

      I'm relieved. I don’t want him to give up. It's sick and I judge myself, a lot.

      We're killers.

      We’re so awful we don’t even deserve each other.
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      Whit drives us to a mansion. The house is huge—H.U.G.E.

      It's ostentatious to the extreme. It's three stories above the ground and makes the governor's mansion look piddly. It's made to look like it was built when my house was, but it's new. We creep along and the silence between us is thicker than it ever has been. His declaration hasn’t made things easier like I think he wished it had.

      I can't let him in yet, he is all-consuming. If I let him in now, I won't ever finish the things I'm determined to fix. He will take over every spare emotion I have. If I let him in, it'll spread like a forest fire and there won't be nothing left for anyone else.

      Whatever it is about him, I can't fight it, I like him. “So what was it like when you were a little boy? What was your life like?” I whisper.

      He frowns. “What?” I smile at his accent. He's always Scottish now, no more pretend. ‘Course the Scottish thing could be lies too; he hasn't exactly been forthcoming with the truth. Ever.

      The lights inside the house make it seem warm and inviting. If she lives here, I know better.

      I shrug. “I have been swept up in your creature-of-the-night juju since we met. You haven’t ever just been a guy I got to know and love. Give me a chance to know you. Maybe I won't even like you if I see you with all the lights on.”

      “We can have this conversation later.” He grins. “I swear, only the truth from now on.”

      “Oh, okay. You have any snake oil for sale to go with that deal?”

      He laughs and points to the swimming pool at the back of the house as we round the corner. The rain has almost ended. It's a drizzle now. We stay in the shadows, moving in the darkness only. She can see us if she looks, but the man next to her won't be able to.

      Her blonde head coming out of the water makes me gag slightly. My stomach clenches. I'm trembling. “I can't do this. I can't see her.”

      He spins and grabs my hands. He pulls me in and kisses me hard. The smell of him and the softness of his lips caressing mine is intense. He pulls back, I get a waft of lilacs and him. I lick my lips nervously. He gives me a firm look. “I am your light. She can't touch you, my love.”

      “Okay.”

      We walk in the shadow, closer to the pool and the display. My nose wrinkles, seeing her. The man is laughing, holding a drink, and standing on the side of the pool. She comes out of the water, graceful as ever. She smiles and tosses her long golden hair back and forth. She squeals with delight and laughter. I don’t recognize any of those sounds.

      I step on a branch and her head spins straightaway. Her eyes meet mine with intensity and disbelief.

      She swallows and speaks to the young man, “Sugar, you go on and get me a drink. I'll be right in.”

      “Alright, Elise.”

      She smiles. “Don’t shower, I want to take one too.”

      He grins. I gag.

      Her head spins back to me. “Do my eyes deceive me?”

      My stomach drops and aches. She climbs out of the pool, her figure lithe and thin as always. She looks the same, Ramón might have been right. She might actually look a bit younger. My hands shake until I feel Whit step closer. Momma's eyes flash at him but she doesn’t reveal a thing. I get the distinct impression she fears him. It makes me smug somewhere deep inside.

      She grabs a towel and saunters over to us, all charm and hardly any accent, “Why, Lorelei, I never imagined you would ever come back home.” The sweetness in her voice makes me sick.

      I grin and stand a little closer to Whit. “Well shucks, guess I've been fixin’ to get me some family lovin’. You gonna gimme some sugar, Momma?” I lay it on extra thick just to remind her of where she came from.

      Her blue eyes narrow. “I suppose that’s you at the old house who's fixing it up?”

      I cross my arms, but I'm ready for whatever she is about to do. I'm either gonna scratch her eyes out or run for my life. “You should be ashamed of yourself, letting it get all nasty like that. Since you left Em there and all.”

      Her lips fight a grin. “Oh, I wasn’t the one who left her there. That was you.”

      I feel the sneer attempting its way across my face. “No, Momma. That was you and your evil swamp magic. Well, guess what? I'm fixing it up and I'm not going anywhere. Em and me and Tessa, we're gonna live there like a real family.”

      “I still own that house, Lorelei.” She eyes me haughtily but licks her lips. I'm getting to her.

      Whit speaks for the first time, “Actually, you'll find that the deed to the house is indeed in young Miss Lorelei Huntington's name.”

      My face and hers look the same I'm sure. “What?” we both say.

      He chuckles, nodding. “Yes. I had a lawyer and realtor do a fake purchase. I mean, it's legit.” He gives my momma his saucy shameless grin. “Don't worry though . . . what is your name now, Elise? You got a whole five dollars for the house. Check’s in the mail.”

      I laugh. “That’s a fair bargain, considering the state of the property.”

      My momma snaps her fingers, making sparks. I snap my fingers at her and make my own. Her eyes light up.

      I point. “Don’t mess with me, Momma. I can promise you, I will kill you for what you done to all of us if you so much as breathe near that house or Em, me, or Tessa.” I'm ranting like a nut.

      She grins at my fingers. “You have my magic?” Her voice lifts in hope.

      I scowl at her. “It was nice seeing you, Momma. Guess I won't stay to meet my new daddy. You can tell him I said howdy.” I grab Whit's arm and pull him back to the shadows.

      She laughs and calls out, “I knew it. I knew you weren’t just a fat little bitch, Lorelei. I knew you weren’t completely useless.” Her laugh is a cackle and my dead heart still breaks a little when she calls me fat. Whit leaves my side but I keep walking.

      I pace to the truck and take gulps of air. I hear her squeal. I turn back. He has her by her ear. She's zapping his arms brutally but he's not stopping.

      “Say it,” he growls, bending her arm up her back and holding his thumb in her jugular.

      She squeals again and cries out, “I'm sorry!” she shrieks.

      He lets go and she shoots him in the back with something. He stops walking and turns to face her. Her smug grin drops and she runs back around the house.

      His shirt’s smoking. “You're on fire.”

      He pulls the shirt off and walks to the truck bare chested. His back is singed brutally.

      I climb in the truck and view the huge house.

      “She's remarried and living the life? Hardly seems fair,” I whisper as he climbs in.

      He leans over and kisses my cheek as he starts the truck and roars out of the driveway. He stops just down the road and turns the truck off. “It's not. But you walked out of Momma Holt's house before she could tell you how to get your revenge.” He leans forward. “Want to heal that for me?”

      I look at the blackened skin. “What can I do?”

      “Let me drink your blood or put a spell on my back to take the pain and destruction.” He talks through the pain.

      I hold my wrist out.

      He gives me a side-glance. “You can try the spell. Magic is all intent.”

      “I'm scared to mess with that. Can my blood help you?”

      “Yup.” He grabs my wrist and bites down.

      “Oh my.” I feel that.

      “All better.” He smiles and wipes my black blood from his thick lips.

      “Yes, sir.” I blush and look back at the road.
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      He's wrapped around me completely. We've slept through the sunshine. The glow of the sunset bears the tiny crack of light between the wall and the thick curtains.

      I tiptoe to the ensuite and close the door. My reflection greets me. My auburn hair is everywhere and my gray-blue eyes sparkle in a way they have never before. I lean in closer as a face appears in the mirror. I jump back when I see Maria.

      She puts a finger to her lips and whispers, “You in danger.”

      “How? I'm already dead.”

      She peers around the bathroom. “She knows you got magic now. She gonna try to take it. You gotta go see Momma Holt.”

      I nod and shudder. She’s creepy in the mirror like that. My reflection and hers blend. It's remarkable how much we actually look alike, except the hair. My hair is auburn and hers is light, like my momma's.

      I never realized I looked like my momma before. It makes me sad and breaks my heart a little.

      “Maria, was she mean to you?” I ask, facing my reflection. Even dead, I still see the places she convinced me weren’t perfect. Too wide hips, too thick thighs, too large breasts.

      Maria shakes her ghostly head. “No. She weren’t mean to me. She made me stay inside. She never let me be around them other swamp folk, and she always took the beating from Daddy. She weren’t mean until the day I woke up and I was in her tired body. It felt different, dirty. Daddy comes in the house and starts smacking me around, thinking I was her. I didn’t know what was what. She came to me after and told me she was gonna free me. She was gonna save me. I let her do it. I let her cut my wrists and drain the blood out. I just wanted to be free of it.”

      I feel sick, but I can't risk her getting emotional here. She'll poltergeist and destroy this house.

      “I gots real tired and I fell asleep. When I woke I was in Blackwater and that mean old man, he was there. He tried to swing at me but I vanished. I stayed a ghost till he done died. I go back now—I stay with Momma Holt sometimes. I can be real there. Only in the bayou though. Everywhere else I look like this.”

      “I'm going to get her. I'm going to kill her.”

      Her eyes flare with sparks of something. “You need Momma Holt to help you. But you need to hurry. I been watching her. She up to something.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Auntie.”

      She smiles. “You my kin. You shoulda been my babies. She never deserved y'all.”

      The cold air leaves and I think she's gone. I trace my finger down the frosty mirror.

      In the frost, I see my reflection. I am alone in the mirror.

      I turn on the lights and the shower. When it's hot, I climb in and lean against the wall. I don’t know what to do about anything. I lather my body with the soap and wash my hair. He doesn’t have conditioner. I grimace. “Yikes.” That’s gonna be interesting later.

      After I finish showering, I climb out and towel off and then go to the room to steal some of his clothes.

      “Good evening.” He grins from the bed.

      I look back at him and smile. It's weak. He looks troubled when he sees it.

      “What happened?” he asks suspiciously.

      “I need to go see Grandmamma. She has shit she needs to tell me about. Ways to stop my momma.”

      He looks confused. “She can live her life and you live yours. When Luke finishes the repairs to the house and you have the Emily problem sorted out, I want to go home. I want you to come with me.”

      My face tenses. “No. Maria thinks she's plotting something. Besides, I left once. I can't leave again.”

      “We can't decide this today anyway.”

      My walls come up. “We aren’t a ‘we.’ I told you, when Em's happy. We shouldn’t have done this.”

      He climbs off the bed, wrapped in the sheets, and towers over me. “We are a we.” His eyes are fierce. “You are mine.”

      “Not yet.”

      He leans in and kisses my cheek.

      I need to be away from him. He's clouding my brain and taking up all the energy and emotions, just like I knew he would. I knew he would become everything.

      I push away from him and abandon the underwear and destroyed bra and slip on my own dirty pants and shirt.

      “You're leaving?” He sounds upset. “Why?”

      “You're taking it all up like before. I made everything about you and missed out on the fact my friend was dead, my other friend was hurt, and my sister was being poisoned with magic. I let you become everything, Whit. Everyone I loved lost everything.”

      “You love me. Why shouldn’t we be important to each other?”

      I cover my eyes with my hands. “Baby, you're not a normal man. This isn’t a normal love. It's all-consuming. I don’t even know if I love you or I’m sucked into your juju.” I sigh and look at him. “I need to help my family, stop my momma, and fix the shit I ruined.” I walk for the door, but he takes a huge step and stops me from leaving.

      He looks down on me with his dark brooding eyes. “Let me come with you.”

      I swallow and try not to look at him. “No.”

      His eyes pull me in. “Let me come with you.”

      “Okay.” I'm fighting him but it's not working. He's winning. I force my brain to snap out of it. “No. No.” I shove him back and open the door. “Don't do that to me. You can't force me into things. That’s wrong.”

      I stalk down the hallway and down the stairs. I leave the house and break into a run. I don’t even know where I am. I run until I'm sure I'm rid of him. I get to a truck parked in a driveway and open the door. I pull down the visor and catch the keys. I smile and start the truck. I put it in reverse and drive fast for the bayou.

      Grandmamma is standing with the door open when I arrive. She glances at me once before turning and walking back inside, leaving the door open.

      I hop out and run for the door.

      Ramón is there, standing at the table. I smile when I see him but he doesn’t smile back.

      “What's wrong?” I ask, closing the door and sitting on the tiny chair in the corner.

      Grandmamma shakes her head. “She gonna try to take you magic.”

      I frown. “What?”

      Ramón's eyes are filled with emotions. “We never got to explain everything last time. Yo momma, she gonna try to take your magic. If she murders you, she gets the magic. Witches can steal the power from other witches.”

      The uneasiness in my stomach is making me sick. “So she took Maria's?”

      They shake their heads, looking exactly the same doing it. Grandmamma lights a sage stick and begins burning it. “No, cherie. You can't no take power from a witch dat you steal da body from. She no gets power from Emily or Maria. She can't no take power dat ain't been claimed either.”

      “I never claimed my powers, I don’t think I did.” I sense the bad news still hovers in the air around us.

      Ramón shakes his head. “You didn’t. But that means if you don’t, you can't help Emily or Maria none. She knows that. She gonna do things to make you claim the power and then she gonna take it.”

      I lick my lips. “If I claim the powers then I can save them, but she might also be able to steal them from me? If I don’t, Emily and Maria are stuck, trapped in the mansion and the bayou forever as ghosts. And I won't be able to help Angie?”

      Ramón gives his grandmamma a sideways look. She shakes her head. He argues with his eyes and I feel left out.

      “What?”

      He seems defiant as he speaks without looking my way, “We know someone who can help. Grandmamma is friends with a woman who can help us.”

      “Who?”

      Grandmamma shakes her head and sighs. “Lorri. She ain’t da kinda friend no sane person wants. She bad juju.”

      I cross my arms. “What kind of bad juju?”

      Ramón gulps and smirks nervously. “The devil kind. And that ain’t even the worst part. If she helps us, Grandmamma's gonna owe her a favor.”

      I glance at Grandmamma. She gives me her blank stare. “I already know what da favor gonna be. I already know dey be helping us. Helping you claim what's yours.”

      “I don’t understand. Can't I claim it now?” I am so confused.

      “No. You can claim some but some left behind. Can't claim it all with da devil's soul inside you like dat.”

      I swallow. “What are we going to do?”

      Ramón looks sickened. “Call the Roses Academy.”
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      It didn’t sound like assassins when he said Roses Academy. However, when they arrive I can smell the blood on their hands from a mile. I assumed some things, I can't lie. But I didn’t assume five people would show up and I would be the least weird one in the room.

      The redhead walks in the door first, with a feisty smile and passionate eyes. She looks at me like she knows all about me somehow. I swallow nervously as she crosses her arms. “Well, well, well.” She eyes me up.

      A dark-haired girl with dark eyes smiles and waves softly as she follows the redhead in. “Hi,” she whispers. “I'm Ari.”

      She’s followed by a tall blonde who's my height but drop-dead gorgeous and reeks of vampire blood. She gives me a grim stare. Her cold gray eyes are pained and haunted. We could probably be friends. “Aimee. Nice to meet you.”

      A tall guy with shaggy hair and the scent of wet dog nods, not saying anything, as he comes in.

      Finally, a man walks in. Instantly, I have the urge to kneel before him. His will cripples mine. He flashes me a grin.

      The redhead barks back at him, “Stop it.”

      He sneers at her. “No.”

      She turns and smiles bitterly at Grandmamma. “So we have a deal?”

      Ramón looks nervously at his grandmamma and then me. “Deal with the devil?”

      The redhead shoots him a glare. “Don't piss me off, ghost boy.”

      Ramón snaps his fingers and flames shoot up in a circle around her.

      Grandmamma speaks a whisper and the flames go away. Her face doesn’t change, but I can hear the anger in her voice, “No.”

      Ramón's eyes drop to the floor in shame.

      “Take dem to Angie.” Grandmamma nods toward me.

      My stomach drops. “I can't do this. I can smell the death on them. They're gonna hurt her.”

      The weird guy’s eyes are on me. He’s trying to force my will again. My knees almost buckle but something happens. A flash of anger hits me when I turn my face to his, a grin splits across his lips. “Stop doing that,” I growled.

      “Oh my. What have we got here? Did your witch blood just make you defy me?” He takes a step toward me, making something twist in my belly.

      I don’t know what that means. I shake my head and mutter, “I don't know.”

      He appears to accept the challenge of my defiance. It makes me scared and intrigued.

      The blonde speaks, “Marcus, stop it. Leave her alone.”

      He ignores her and walks to me. He cocks his head. “I'm gonna come find you when this is over.”

      His words make me feel naked and terrified. I glance at Ramón who shakes his head subtly.

      The redhead holds out a phone. “Show me where you want me to go.”

      “What?”

      She grins and I don’t think she can smile anything but hatred and bitterness. “Google the spot you want us to go to.”

      With trembling hands, I take the iPhone. I Google the governor's mansion and pass her the phone when the house shows up.

      She takes it and grabs my hand. She smirks at Ramón. “We'll be ready in an hour. Anyone who needs to know what's going to change?”

      He glances at me and shakes his head. There’s guilt on his face. My breathing picks up, but instantly I'm sucked into a twister and then standing on the back lawn of the mansion. I lean forward and lose my stomach onto the grass.

      The warmth of someone is behind me. It's all so familiar.

      “You've been eating human food?” the man from the Grandmamma’s cabin asks. I don’t understand none of what's happened.

      “Am I dead?” I whisper.

      He laughs but I hear the blonde girl in my head. We can move without walking. You're safe. The girl with the black hair, Ari, she's going to send your friend back to a point in her life and force her to make a different choice. Ari can force you back in time and make you pick something different. Sometimes you get lucky and it’s possible to fix everything, and sometimes it messes everything up.

      I stand up and wipe my face. Then I look at the black-haired girl. “Do it to me, not Angie.”

      The black-haired girl, Ari, shakes her head. “Your soul is detached. It doesn’t work on our kind. Only humans.” She seems sweet, regardless of stinking of dead vampires.

      I glance at the vampire. “Why are you with them? They kill our kind. I can smell it on them.”

      The blonde grins. “You can smell dead vampire on us?”

      I nod. My stomach rumbles again.

      The vampire shrugs. “It was time to switch sides again. I like faction changes every couple hundred years. Keeps it fresh.”

      I don’t know what that means. I reach for his cheek, mesmerized by his beauty. “What are you?”

      He grins at me and it makes me clench my thighs together. “Someone you'll love knowing one day.”

      I nod, I believe him.

      “Marcus, stop,” the blonde says, forcing me to snap out of it.

      I look at the house. “Is this gonna hurt her?”

      The redhead shakes her head. “No. She'll be fine.” She stomps off in very high-heeled red boots.

      The blonde gives me a look. “You okay?” She puts a hand on my arm. I eye her hand cautiously. There’s an instant spark between us. She narrows her eyes. “Interesting.”

      Her hand almost drags from me, but it's as if my hand responds with its one magic.

      Ari smirks. “She's a natural witch and a vampire. Not a full vampire though. Only half changed. They just let her have lots of blood and didn’t bury her the right way to make her full. She can be both a human witch and a dead vampire in one body.”

      The Marcus guy walks around me. “What a horrid conflict. Can you feel?”

      I frown at him. “What?”

      “Feelings? Do you have feelings? Like suffering and happiness?”

      I nod.

      He raises an eyebrow and stares at me, but it's like he's lost for a moment. He turns back to the blonde and shakes his head. “She hasn’t even claimed her magic yet. That’s when it's going to get interesting.”

      I take a step back. I wish I’d had let Whit come. Why did Ramón let me go with them?

      Ari walks toward me and smiles sweetly. “We won't hurt you or your friend, I swear.”

      I believe her. “Can you hurt me?” I ask, honestly curious. I'm thinking about them just killing my mom.

      Marcus looks at the Aimee girl. She shakes her head. “I think the two sides of that coin contradict each other.”

      Marcus laughs. He's weird. Sexy and weird.

      The redhead is back and Angie trails along gracefully behind her.

      “Lorelei?” she gasps and runs toward me.

      I smile again and nod. “Yeah. How are you?” I ask again.

      She shakes and sobs. “I knew it. I knew you was alive. Why didn’t you take me with you?” My eye juju magic never worked well.

      My heart is breaking again. “I don’t know. Maybe I can change that.” I glance past her at the Ari girl. She smiles and nods. The haunted look is still in her eyes.

      The redhead checks her watch and nods at Ari. “Do it.”

      Ari smiles and walks toward Angie. “This is going to make everything better.”

      Marcus grabs my hand and pulls me to him. He cups my chin and smiles wickedly. “Repeat after me.”

      I nod.

      He smiles harder. “You will remember everything. Ari's magic won't reset your brain. Change the things you need to.”

      Mindlessly I mutter the same thing to him. He winks at me but I'm confused.

      I tremble and step back, away from him. The air in front of Angie starts to sparkle as Ari grips her thin arm.

      The air opens and I see my engagement party.

      Angie is staggering drunk along the edges of the forest. Martin is there, he talks to her. She shakes her head and stumbles slightly. He grips her arms and says something bad. Her face drops. She nods her head and lets him drag her into the woods. Her black dress and dark hair enter the woods, just like I saw for real that night.

      Suddenly, everything resets and she is stumbling again. He says his cruel words and she shoves him into the forest. She turns and sways down the garden path and I’m sucked into the twister again.

      The last thing I hear is Marcus’ whisper, “See you soon, Lorelei.” Then the jazz band is singing again.
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          The Engagement Party, Baton Rouge, 1964.

        

      

    

    
      The engagement party is going strong. My memories are all over the map. I run from the party toward the house, along the dark garden path.

      I burst through the front doors and call out. “Whit? You there, sugar?” My heart pounds and I know I'm still alive. I haven’t drunk the blood yet.

      He steps from the shadows. I grab his arm. “I know what you are. I know what I am. We gotta save my sister and Angie.”

      He pulls me back. “NO! There's no hope.”

      “There’s time.” I shake my head and drag him back to the party. I see Emily talking to my momma. They're fighting. “Wait here,” I whisper and leave his side.

      He drags me back. “No. There is no time.”

      I peer into his dark eyes and remember everything I felt for him, all the innocence that was attached to it. “I have a plan. Trust me?”

      He looks like he might say no but he doesn’t. He lets me go. I turn and walk up to them. I nod at Em. Her eyes flicker at me. She frowns and shakes her head. “Whatever you want, Momma.” She walks away.

      Momma turns and smiles at me. She's been drinking. She laughs. “Have a nice night, Lorelei.” She cackles and walks to where my daddy talks with friends inside the house. She watches me and Em. I pretend to look beaten until she turns her back. I see her watching the time.

      I drag Em back to Whit. “Give us your blood.”

      He frowns and Em looks at me like I'm nuts.

      “Do it. Trust me. Tell her to drink it and not be scared and not freak out. It's the only way.”

      He nods again. He grabs Em and smiles softly. “Drink my blood and don’t be scared of what you see and hear or taste. Trust me completely.”

      Em nods and doesn’t take her eyes off him.

      He bites down on his wrist and gives it to her. She drinks the black blood. He takes his wrist from her and gives it to me. I drink like last time. Only this time I'm aware of the effect it has on him.

      I look at my sister. “Trust me?”

      She nods.

      “You're going to die in a few minutes—it's okay. This blood is gonna save you. You'll wake up the same as you were yesterday, okay?” I grip her hands and love that she is still the same girl. No scary-ass ghostly Em, just regular Em.

      I turn to Whit. “Get Greg outta here and meet me at the truck.”

      He frowns. “What truck?”

      I laugh and shake my head. “A car. Steal a car, your car. I don’t care. Meet me out front.”

      He stops me and looks baffled. “What happened?”

      “We have already done all this. I met the Roses Academy and came back in time.”

      His face drops. “Shit.” He scans around.

      I laugh. “They ain't here. Go get the car and meet me out front.”

      He kisses me once and I run from the bushes. I find Angie stumbling around. Her dress is ripped and her lip is bleeding.

      I grab her face. “Did Martin do this?”

      She nods and cries. Her words are incoherent, but I grab her hand and drag her around the side of the house. We have seconds before the hit on the house is going to happen. I still don’t understand how the damned vampires ended up there, killing my whole family and half the party.

      I pull the sobbing mess my best friend is to the car that’s started and sitting out front. I glimpse down at my Jackie Kennedy dress and smile. “Lucky dress.”

      I shove Angie into the back seat and get a glare from Whit when I climb in.

      “Whit, give her the wrist.”

      His jaw drops. “What are you doing?”

      “Oh, and drop the non-Scottish accent. Be who you are.”

      He laughs. “Fucking Roses. Goddamned them and their meddling ways.” The Scottish is back. He bites into his wrist and shoves it back at Angie. “Shut up and drink from my wrist.”

      She stops crying instantly and drinks from his wrist.

      Watching her bright-green eyes flash in the dark as she drinks his blood is amazing. She is young and beautiful and still my best friend. My heart beats in my chest; it’s still beating. That’s only a short-term thing so I cherish every beat and flutter it makes.

      “Take us to Grandmamma Holt's cottage, please,” I whisper. He pulls his arm from Angie and drives the car.

      “Want to explain?” he says through clenched teeth.

      “It's just forty-eight years of bad things that I'm trying to correct. I need to claim my power before the sun sets and before my momma realizes what I've done.”

      “Weird night.”

      I laugh. “You have no idea. I was in 2012 like fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Were we together?”

      “Sort of.” It isn’t fair I'm still angry with him, and yet I can't fight it. The emotions came with me.

      “Sort of?”

      I smile. “I wasn’t happy about the plan. Angie ended up raped and married to Martin, Emily ended up dead and stuck as a poltergeist in the mansion and it was run-down and bad. Aunt Tessa was a mess. And I ran from you for the whole forty-eight years. I hated what you made me.”

      His face hardens. “You have to see, I had no other choice.”

      “I do. I see what my momma has done and the chain of events she has created. I don’t have no choices but the one I'm making now.” I stare straight ahead and grip myself.

      Angie leans forward. “I feel funny.”

      Whit glances back at her and smirks. “Go to sleep.”

      She sits back and passes out instantly.

      “Hey! That was mean.”

      “I'm not playing this game where you get to make me turn everyone under the bloody sun and I have no say in the matter.”

      I see her sleeping face. “She deserved to be young and beautiful forever.”

      He sighs. “You made her into a monster. You don’t think she's going to feel the way you did?”

      I never thought of that. “I hope she can see I saved her.”

      “Did I ask you to wish anything for me in the future?” he asks, searching my eyes.

      I nod as my cheeks flush with heat and color. “You asked me to wish to be yours forever.”

      His lips lift. “Did you wish?”

      I nod again.

      “Do you still wish it?” He is searching my eyes again.

      I grin like a fool. “Lord, help me, but I do. I wish to be yours forever and ever.”

      He leans over and kisses me softly. “I love you.”

      I blush more. “I know.” It's the truth. I do know it.

      He grins like I am and drives past my granddaddy's house and I get the same shiver I always get. He doesn’t slow down though. He doesn't know I'm related to the creepy-looking trailer and the man inside it being haunted by a ghost.

      He stops the car outside the cabin. I jump out and run for the door. She opens it and smiles. “You fix things, cherie?”

      “I think I might have. I need to claim my power before my heart stops beating.”

      She points to the bayou. “We go der.”

      I gaze past her. “Is Ramón in there too?”

      She looks at Whit and shakes her head. “He no want to see dis one.”

      I look back at Whit and nod. “Okay.”

      Grandmamma hobbles with her twisted cane out to the edge of the swamps.

      She stands there for a minute, just looking at the water.

      “Dey says de magic of de Blackwater witches is from de water itself.” She looks back at me, creating a haunting image of a white-eyed old woman standing on the banks of a bloodied swamp. The cypress trees here have the same red moss, only it's dark and mist creeps along the banks.

      Whit speaks softly, though somehow I'm able to hear him. “They say the magic of the Blackwater witches comes from the water itself. When the witch trials were happening a lot of witches fled the North and came to the swamps to hide. When the churches and officials found them, they murdered the women and the magic bled out into the water. The red moss is apparently from the witches' blood staining the cypress trees.”

      Grandmamma laughs and nods muttering something. She turns away from me and hobbles down into the black murky waters. She turns back toward me. “You gotta put dem feet in de waters, cherie.”

      I yank my boots off and walk, grimacing at the squish of my toes. I make my way to her. My stomach is going crazy and the sounds of the bayou are louder than they've ever been.

      I gasp as the cold water shocks me when I put my feet in.

      I stand next to her and she takes my hand in hers. She starts to chant something in French I can't understand. She mutters and speaks fast as if she were speaking right to God.

      Suddenly I see something, a color in the water or a swirl of sorts.

      The water froths and churns and sparkles with life.

      The mud below me heats up.

      “Call dem, cherie. Tell dem you want to claim what's yours.”

      “I claim what's mine,” I say to the swamp.

      She laughs “You gots to mean it. Shout it to dem. Scream and open your lungs. Let da water come and fill you up.”

      I open my arms and clear my mind. I snap my fingers and let the sparks fill the darkness. “I CALL YOU TO ME! I CLAIM THE MAGIC!” My screams become part of a wind that has suddenly rushed the swamp.

      The mud comes alive; it crawls up my legs.

      I scream into the night air and let the crawling sensation cover my body. It enters my mouth and fills me up. The magic and spark come alive in my whole body, the way it always has my fingers and arms. My whole body is buzzing and on fire. My scream becomes part pain.

      Just when I think I can't take one more second, it stops as abruptly as it started.

      The night is still and calm.

      I glance at her. “I feel it burning inside me.” My words feel funny in my mouth, powerful in potential.

      She grins and pulls a knife from the pocket of her muumuu. My eyes widen. “What?”

      She points to the waters. “You gotta offer dem spirits some of your blood.”

      I take the blade and hold it against my hand.

      “No, you kill me first. You take da power and kill your momma.”

      I lower the blade and shake my head. I look back at Whit who is walking toward us.

      “I'm stronger den any witch here. You need me inside you.”

      I swallow. “What about Ramón? You can't die.”

      She laughs like I'm the crazy one or I've said something hilarious. “I no die. Momma Holt no die. I'll stay here and guard da swamps. We gots two kinds of magic, cherie. One is physical and da other is inside our souls.”

      Whit just nods slowly and bites his lip.

      “I can't, Grandmamma.”

      She smiles at me. “You gots to. She gonna be here in a moment. She figured out your plan maybe.”

      My lower lip trembles as I gaze back at the cabin. I shake my head again. “I can't do it. You have to just teach me how to do it, how to fight her.”

      She laughs. “You gots no chance, she done killed others. She gots them inside her. Her sister and her together is strong. Dem Roses gonna collect dis debt whether you change da future or not. Why not use da gifts of time?”

      My insides burn with the magic.

      “You drive dat through me before she come,” she says, raising her voice a little.

      “She's here now.” I turn my face to see my momma walking down the garden path. She looks sober and angry. She grins bitterly at Grandmamma and waves. “Hello, Momma Holt.” She says the name like it tastes bad in her mouth.

      Grandmamma grabs my hands with desperation in her eyes. I take a breath and drive the blade into her belly as Whit tackles my momma to the ground.

      Instantly, the tears blind me. Grandmamma falls forward into my arms. She grabs my face and plants a kiss on me. I inhale and something sweet fills my mouth. She screams out and I scream in.

      She falls to the ground and I feel it. Her fire and power stretch me somehow, making room for all of it. My body acts instinctively. I pull the blade from her belly and slice along my hands. I squeeze my fists, but I sense she's inside me doing it for us both. My blood, our blood, drips into the black water near where Grandmamma floats facedown.

      Whit flies backward toward the cabin. He lands with a thud.

      A growl builds in my throat as I look back at her.

      She smiles at me. “This is impressive. I never knew you was so resourceful, Lorelei.”

      The tears are still running down my cheeks, but the fire in me is blazes with hatred and fury.

      I point a finger, releasing a bolt of lightning. “You made me kill her,” I seethe.

      She cackles as she dodges the strike. She snaps her fingers, looking evil in the dark night.

      “You stupid, fucking little bitch.” She shakes her head. “Why you couldn’t just lose weight and be a decent size is beyond me.” Her words cut me.

      Walt strides toward her. I shake my head subtly. I don’t want him to get hurt or hear her venom. I don’t want it to be true anymore.

      She laughs like a madwoman and shoots a bolt at me. I fall back into the cold water.

      “You forced me to hurt your sister. I love her, I don’t want her to die. I want her to be my best friend and travel the world with me. I wanted my sister back.” She spits her words and shoots another bolt. Then she moves her hands and the water pulls me down into it like a gator. It rolls me around. I'm sputtering and gagging when it stops. She is on the shore looking lost and haunted.

      She shakes her blonde head. “I just wanted things to work out but that freak Ramón interfered. He kept me from casting on you. He had protection spells all over you. He even made it so I couldn’t fire him.” She glowers back at the cabin. “I suspect that useless old woman had something to do with that.”

      I feel the pain with her words and my rage builds. I sit up and wipe the mud off my face. “You couldn’t have just left us alone, gone and found another person to steal?”

      Her blue eyes dart at me. “No. No, I couldn’t. Do you know how hard it is to find a true Blackwater witch?”

      “Why couldn’t you just let it go? Just live the life you had?”

      She is hostile and ready to snap my neck. “HOW ARE YOU SO STUPID, LORELEI? I AM STILL AGING YOU NITWITTED LITTLE BITCH!”

      She sounds like ghost Em. I'm trembling with power. Grandmamma is sending instincts through to me. I feel the water with my fingers. I look at her and make a jerking motion with my fingers. The water rises and splashes down on her. She's sucked into the swamp waters with me. Only the swamp seems to come alive. The water is churning and tossing like it's battling her.

      I realize what I'm seeing when she surfaces. It ain't her. It's Maria. They're fighting in the water and dragging each other down into the swamps.

      I climb to the shore, covered in mud and plants. I'm sure I have leeches in a few places. I shudder at the thought. I grab Grandmamma and drag her body from the waters. My sobs leave me in heaves and coughs. Whit scoops her body up and holds her to him. I grip her hands and sob.

      “Grandmamma, please wake up.” I put my hands over the knife wound and call the spirits. I just know, like the magic is guiding me.

      “Child.” I hear her. I open my eyes but she's still limp in his arms. In the commotion of the waves and violence in the swamp, I hear it again.

      I turn and see her standing at the door to the house. I run to her. Her white eyes are spookier than before.

      “You gotta do da same thing to your momma that she done to Maria.” Her voice is the same. She is the same. I squeeze her and pull her into my arms. “You're okay?” I shake my head and sob again.

      She pulls me back, shaking her spooky head. “You gotta help Maria.”

      I look back at the water and nod. “I don’t know what to do.”

      Her voice is soothing and strong. “You know, child. You just let dem lead you. Dem spirits, dey know da way. Let da old witches inside da magic guide you.”

      I nod and walk back down to the water where they're still fighting. Lightning and sparks shoot from the waves. I have a remarkable feeling. I walk to the tree near the water and clasp my hands around a small branch. I close my eyes for a moment and when I look, there is a branch in my hand.

      I stand on the shores and call them, “Ancient witches, sisters and mothers, come to me. Fill me with the love and the light of the one power. I call upon you, Mother Earth and Father God. I call upon you, Mother Moon and Father Sun. Bless with the powers of the old.” I take a step into the water and feel it as my feet hit the muddy banks. The water churns and stirs.

      “Mighty mothers of old, witches of the earth, the fire, the water, and the air—fill me.” The winds pick up and spin around me. My momma and Maria stop thrashing. They bob in the murky waters, watching in silence. The water joins the spinning air and becomes a tornado of water. Dirt flies from the banks of the swamp and becomes debris floating on the water and air. Lastly, a strike of lightning shoots from the sky, landing in the tornado surrounding us. We are locked within the huge electric walls of water, dirt, and air.

      My hair whips around my face and my dress is nearly being ripped off me. The force of the winds is incredible. Momma is frozen with scratches and bruises on her face. Maria has beat the tar outta her.

      It would make me smile if everything weren’t turning into a pile of crap in front of my very eyes.

      Seeing the faces of my momma and Maria, I know—instantly I know what I have to do. A slow smile crosses my face.

      Maria sees it and nods once.

      I hold the stick out at them and scream, “ETERNITY YOU SHALL SPEND AS THE SPIRIT THAT YOU BROKE. RETURN THE SOUL TO THE BODY THAT YOU STOLE!”

      Momma's eyes widen. She shoves Maria and tries to shoot me with fire, but the water leaps up and douses it. The tornado reaches into the circle we are in and grabs Momma and Maria. They spin and scream inside the churning walls. I catch glimpses of them flying past me.

      The screams become shrieks and then they stop. The wind stops and the mud and water drops back into the swamps all at once. I see the white of my momma's leg fall into the water as the air stops.

      My chest heaves and my breath is the only sound in the whole swamp. I turn to see Whit's confused face and the peaceful look of Grandmamma.

      “Lorelei?” I cringe when I hear my name spoken from her lips, but when I turn to face her, I see it instantly. She isn’t my momma. She is and she isn’t. She's my aunt Maria.

      Momma stands up from the water and splashes. She screams and howls but the swamp forms into hands and they pull her down into the black water. I shudder at the sight of it all and start to back up. I want out of the water. The feeling of the power leaving me makes me shiver. I wrap my arms around myself and creep backward. Maria smiles sweetly at me.

      “You saved me.” Her accent is thick. She ain't ashamed of it the way Momma was. “What time is it?”

      I shrug.

      “She killed me at 2:47 last time. I just wanna know what time it'll be when she is her strongest.”

      I shudder and remember waking at 2:47 every night.

      I'm about to reply when I realize what has happened. I turn back around and shake my head. “What about the party? Are they being murdered right now?”

      Whit nods. “We need to get back.”

      I run for the car. My aunt and Whit follow. I climb in and start it. Whit gives me a look. I frown. “What?”

      He motions with his hand. “Shove over. I don’t ride bitch.”

      My jaw drops. The Southern girl I am is stunned and the me from before is annoyed. “So you think I do?”

      He nods and shoves me over. I sit bitch and fume. Maria-Momma climbs in and laughs. “This is weird. My hands are so real, not like before where I had to force them to be real.”

      Whit gives me a sideways glance. “This is going to be fun, listening to all the new experiences she has.”

      I scowl as she climbs in the back seat of the car and closes the door.

      He drives fast, revving the engine. I'm glad we aren’t in my truck anymore.

      We skid into the driveway, under the oak alley. I smile when I see the house looking so nice until I notice the smoke rising from the roof. My stomach twinges and cramps. He stops the car.

      I climb out and notice the way it feels, just like before. The night is dark and the air is thick. The romance of the evening lingers in the smell. The horrors linger in the thick smoke and fog that hover over the house like a blanket of bad omens.

      I snap my fingers, making the sparks, only now they are charged lightning bolts that strike the ground like my footsteps do. I climb the front steps, past the front door pillars. The pain and screams linger in the fog like I can taste them there.

      I open the front door and instantly have to fight the pain and agony of the sights I see. Em and Daddy are dead on the ground, both bled dry. Whit shoves past me and picks her up. “We gotta get her to consecrated grounds. She needs to rest for a couple of days.”

      He turns and walks for the doorway. When he gets to the front porch, he slams into something I can't see.

      He bounces back, staggering. I walk forward and through the spot where he stopped. He tries again but he bounces back.

      I whisper, “The spell is still there. Momma cast the spell, stopping her from leaving the grounds.”

      Maria is roaming the grounds, touching everything she sees and marveling at her body. I roll my eyes and walk to where he is. I take the limp cold hand of my dead sister in mine and feel the words come. They rise up like they're crawling out of me.

      “Mother Earth and Father God, come to me with love and light. Protect your child as I cast my will around her.” Energy shoots from my hands into hers. Her skin warms slightly as I say it.

      “Lands of mine and my kin, erase the deeds and magic within. Take the words and deed done by one whose heart is cruel and transfer them all to her.”

      Energy and power shoot from the ground up my legs and into my hands. My head snaps back as light shoots from my mouth and around the house. It makes a dome of light around the whole property. The dome lights up and sparkles like it's fizzling out. Suddenly, I'm exhausted and hear a whisper inside my mind about conserving my energies.

      The spell becomes a single ball of light that blasts off into the distance. Whit grins. “Spooky.”

      I laugh. He walks across the threshold and down the stairs.
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      The mound of dirt she is under bothers me. He swears she needs to be buried, but I'm not convinced.

      “Three days,” he whispers when he sees me eyeballing it.

      “She's gonna be pissed when she wakes up and finds herself in a shallow grave.”

      He laughs. “Better than being dead.”

      “You don’t remember anything from before? The way it was before the Ari girl changed the time?”

      “No. I've heard about them, the time changers. She must be half angel, especially if she's with the Roses Academy.”

      My brow lowers. “Angel?”

      His dark eyes flash. “If you only knew about the things out there. I've seen rogue killings so many times. The vampires are always clueless of the fact the Roses don't like what we are. As long as we kill the guilty and evil, they don’t say anything, but rogue killing is frowned upon. They'll kill you, they have the right to. It's best to leave them alone and stay out of their path.” He shakes his head. “I don't like that you're on their radar.”

      I frown. “That must be how I evaded them before; I never rogue killed anyone except the old people in the cabin. I was always careful to kill evil people. I could feel them, like their sins made their blood different.”

      He smirks. “It's meant to be that way. You aren’t meant to be killing innocents.”

      I look at the mound of dirt. “What if she doesn’t like killing evil and wants innocents?”

      He lies on his back in the grass of the cemetery we found. “Not sure. What can we do? We have to keep her safe. We have to force her to feed the right way.”

      I nod and watch him lying there. “You killed Ramón.”

      “I did. I never said I was innocent of rogue killing. I try to keep it to a minimum. Besides, he was a witch.”

      I chew my lip and think on it. “I never saved him. I saved Tessa and Maria and Angie and Em but not him.”

      He smiles and reaches for me. “You did your best. You only had one shot at fixing it.”

      Maria walks up, looking upset. “I've been looking all over the bayou for y'all.”

      “What's wrong?” I ask.

      She holds her hands out. Blood stains her white skin. “She killed me. She done killed me again.”

      I frown. “How?”

      “She came in the night and made me cut my own wrists. I think she still has a claim on the body, like she’s possessing me.” Her bayou accent is so thick.

      “Are you a ghost?” I ask, before I realize she is solid and not in the bayou where she most likely died.

      She shakes her head again. “No. I died in the woods and then I woke and I'm this. My skin is burning and I could drink a lake dry. Feels like cotton's in my mouth.” Her mannerisms are so different than my mother's were.

      I give Whit a sideways glance. He groans, “I knew it. I sensed you hours ago. Shit.”

      “She's a vampire?” I ask.

      His red face and annoyed look answer the question for him. He has me and Em and Tessa and Angie now. Angie and Em are in the dirt. He will be able to track us all, sense us all. I wonder if it's like a constant noise in his mind.

      He's up and dragging her away from the grave before I can say anything else. He seems grouchy about the whole thing.

      The thick, dark night distracts me. It brushes against me like a painter on a canvas. Something about the dank air makes me get lost in thought, forget about the other problems we have.

      A voice interrupts my ponderings, “Finally. I thought he'd never leave.”

      I gasp when I see the handsome face of Marcus. I frown. “What are you doing here?”

      He grins and sits on the grass where I'm lying, waiting for Em and Angie to wake up. He scoffs at the mounds of dirt. “He is a brave man. Four women to listen to at all times. That sounds rough.” He speaks so refined-like. His accent is so opposite Whit's Scottish. I can hear the difference now. Marcus sounds like he’s English but also Eastern European and Whit sounds like a rugged Scottish heathen.

      I furrow my brow. “How did you find me?”

      He grins and I can't stop staring at his lips. “Remember that little thing I got you to say?”

      I nod.

      “Well, when the switch happened, I remembered you because we said those things to each other. Ari's little gift sends you back in time, but you never know what changed or happened. She sends you back blank unless a vampire compels you to remember.”

      “Why? Why would you want to remember me?”

      His eyes light up. I'm lost in them. “You're a natural witch with vampire strength. Your blood can make me feel things I haven’t felt in a long time. You aren’t dead, you’re an unending supply of emotions.” He smirks. “I have to admit, I admire Whit for doing it. It’s smart, getting a witch to love you and changing her halfway. Not a lot of us would have thought of it.”

      My stomach starts to feel funny. It’s already sensitive since I changed the other night. I don’t know what he means and for whatever reason, I can't defy him in thought or action. I want to obey him.

      “What are you?” I ask.

      “Dracula.”

      My brain works slowly. “Like the book?”

      “Like the book.” He holds a hand out for me. “Now are you going to let me taste that blood of yours?”

      My hand is already moving toward his before he finishes the sentence. He takes my hand in his and bites my wrist.

      The feeling of him sucking is intense.

      He drags me to him, snuggling his body against mine. “That’s it, Lorelei. Let me have you,” he speaks softly as his fangs bite into my neck. He draws the blood and then whispers, “Did Whit make you wish anything before you changed?”

      I nod into his embrace and warmth.

      “What?”

      My eyes open with force. I mumble, “He asked me to love him forever.”

      He laughs. “What a cheeky bastard,” and suddenly I'm unaware of exactly what's going on. He's there one minute and gone the next. His whisper hovers on the wind, “I'll come for you.”

      I look around at the mist coating the graves, the dark bushes, and overhanging trees.

      I'm confused. My eyes dart to my wrist—it did happen. It was real. My trembling hand brushes away the blood dampness on my throat as I stand on my wobbly legs. His effects on me are bizarre.

      “Lorelei!”

      I turn as an icy whisper blows across my face. “You keep away from that one. You get far away.”

      I see the twitchy ghostly image of Ramón and smile. “Who is he?”

      Ramón hovers over the ground in his ghost form. “Father of the vampires. He is one of the cursed. You need to stay away from him and them Roses. Grandmamma was wrong to call them, cherie. They're bad news. They always got an agenda.”

      I swallow and glance around the garden nervously. “What about Whit?”

      Ramón shakes his head. “He tricky. Girl, go with your guts. What does it tell you? The magic gonna speak to you now, but you gots to listen.”

      I close my eyes and feel for it. “He's lying to me about something. I can feel it in his words. Something ain't all there.” I open my eyes and Ramón is gone.

      The dirt shifts as a hand shoots from it. I leap down and drag her from the hole. She opens her eyes and brushes her face off. “You buried me in a damned hole? What's the matter with you?”

      I laugh. “You needed to change, fully. You gotta be strong. You don’t have any magic to protect you.”

      She frowns and spins around. “Uhm, are we in a graveyard?” She looks lost.

      “Yeah. Just gotta wait for Em to wake up and we can leave.” I point to the mound of dirt she was lying next to. She grimaces. “You put her in a hole too?” Her voice breaks as she backs away.

      I grab her wrist and slide my fingernail along it. “Look. I'm not crazy.”

      She sees the black blood and screams.

      I pull her in. “It's the way you wanted things, trust me. You won't ever age or change. You get to be young and beautiful forever.”

      She pulls back, black tears streak her cheeks. “What?”

      I drop my fangs. I have control because I remember. She screams again, but hers drop too. She touches them with her fingertips and screams louder. I cover her mouth but she bites me by accident. She gets a taste of my blood and shoves me down. She leaps at me in a ravenous snarl. I shove her off and shake my head.

      “This is gonna be real fun,” I mutter and hold her at bay.

      Whit appears in the woods with Maria who is clearly less than pleased. He grabs the Angie monster and holds her face to his. “Get the hunger under control. Stop acting like a madwoman.”

      She goes limp in his arms and becomes a sobbing mess.

      “What did you do?” She curls into a ball on the ground, hugging herself. “I'm so hungry and thirsty.”

      I look at Whit and the memory of the way I felt creeps back in. I forgot how shocking and horrid it was to change.

      I drop to my knees and lift her stained face. Her fangs hang from her wet plump lips. I smile sweetly. “I went through it all once. I got sent back in time, don't ask.” I hold a hand up. “Just trust me, don't ask. I saw you—you were married and had grandkids and seemed happy until you saw me. You was old and tired and sad. You was so mad at me for leaving you behind and letting you age. I still looked like this and you were seventy years old. You cried and I felt sick for you. Your dreams were gone. You spent your whole life as a wife and momma. When I got the chance to make you like me, I took it. I want you to be with me.”

      The look in her eyes devastates me and I second-guess the choice I made. She swallows and speaks to Whit. “You a vampire too?”

      He nods once.

      She looks at Maria and nods. “Your momma is one too? I guess that makes sense.”

      I laugh. “That’s my auntie Maria. My momma stole her body.”

      Angie widens her green eyes.

      “You don’t wanna know that one either.”

      She looks at the mound of dirt. “You killed your sister too? Made her like this?”

      I grip her arms, on the verge of bawling. “Yes.”

      “There ain't no going back, is there?”

      I shake my head. She slumps and hugs her legs in tighter. Her black dress is a destroyed mess. She looks like a sixties nightmare.

      “Where do we go?” she whispers.

      I look at Whit. “Scotland?”

      He nods again. “We have to,” he says to the women around him and shakes his head.

      Em's hand pops out of the dirt and Whit sighs and grabs it.
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      I run my hands along the wall of my bedroom. The feel of it makes me sick. I have still somehow lost everything: the daylight, my humanity, my trust in Whit. It's still crumbled away, and now I've infected Angie and Emily with the unhappiness I was plagued by.

      I walk out onto the deck and look at the flagpole with the half-mast flag hanging from it.

      “You all right?” he asks softly.

      I turn and shake my head. His dark eyes see me, they always do.

      I bite my lip and watch his face. Even in the dark, he's still the most beautiful man I've ever seen. I can't fight the love I have for him, even though the distrust remains, hanging in the air between us.

      “You made the right choice,” he whispers and steps to me. His warm hands wrap around mine.

      I gaze down where we are touching and shake my head. “You and I let so many things happen to the people I loved and I hated you for it.”

      He lowers his face to mine and kisses my cheek. “Shhhh. We didn’t make those same mistakes this time.”

      I feel the black water run down my cheek. I look at him and let him wipe away my tears. My lip trembles. “I did, I made those same mistakes. I did it. I took away their rights and changed their worlds.”

      He kisses again but I push him off. It's a conflict for my body. I want to hold him to me.

      “I made the same choice for them that you made for me. I understand why you did it. I just wanted to say that. I'm not mad anymore. I get why you would make that choice for me.”

      He stands up. “I just want you safe. I want you away from it all.”

      I look out into the night and remember Marcus. I swallow and turn my attention back to Whit. “My blood is still—well, like it was before. It still makes you feel things.”

      His jaw tightens for a second before he speaks, “I know. Claiming the magic makes you a witch. Granted, you're nearly undead, but your blood is the same as it always was.”

      I swallow hard and rub my wrist where the bites were. I loved the feeling of Marcus drawing my blood, but it's like cheating on Whit.

      Instantly, I remember the question Marcus asked me and frown up into his dark eyes. “Why did you ask if you asked me to wish anything before, in the other time?”

      His face freezes in thought or panic. His lips play with a grin. “Why?”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Someone mentioned it and I think it's weird you did it.”

      He gulps I think. I swear I see him gulp. He looks out into the night and mutters, “Bloody Marcus needs to mind his own business.” He runs a hand through his hair and it distracts me. I know then that the effects he had on me before are worse now.

      “You made me wish it for a reason, didn’t you?”

      He gives me a serious look. “I'm trying to protect you.”

      I step back. “What?”

      Straightaway, his face changes to humble. “My love, I want you safe. This guarantees no other vampires can force your love.”

      “What have you done?” I whisper.

      “You have to know it was for your protection.”

      “It always is. Why did you make me wish that?” Heat creeps up my face as I recall the image of him forcing the wish from my lips.

      “Witches who haven’t gotten their power yet can make wishes and they come true. Ramón and his grandmamma were protecting you and stunting your magic. Grandmamma Holt was keeping it from your mother. They had protection spells, stopping her magic on you. I think they assumed she was going to go for you. Emily was too young for her. More than likely, she didn’t want to start out so young again. She probably wanted to be old enough to make choices and be an adult—”

      I hold a hand up and cut him off. “What does this have to do with the wish?”

      He sighs. “The wish is sealed. You will love me forever. You claimed your magic and made a wish. It's done.”

      “Oh lord. What have you done?” I step away from him and rip my arms from his grip.

      He looms over me. “You loved me anyway, this just makes it so no one can use glamour or compulsion and take your blood.”

      I laugh bitterly. “Well, tonight Marcus came to me and took my blood. So there.”

      He grabs my arms and drags me to him. “YOU ARE MINE, LORELEI!” He drags me through the doors to my room and throws me in. He turns and the rage on his face frightens me to near death. “You will not see him again. Do you understand me?”

      I agree, against my will. He forces me into the agreement. I feel his power over my blood.

      He covers his face and shakes his head.

      I climb off the bed and bolt. I jump the stairs and fly across the garden, trying to ignore his screams and the smell of the smoke lingering in the damp air.

      I race through to the woods, pushing my legs and lungs. I can hear him behind me and push myself harder.

      He doesn’t give up like before.

      “STOP!” he screams.

      My legs stop instantly. I crumple to the ground. He has the control over me. I feel the flames inside my veins as he rounds the corner to the small clearing I'm slumped in.

      He pants and points. “Stop. Just let me show you I love you. I did it all out of love.”

      I fight his commands, but it creates a fire in my hands. I scream as my hands shoot from my body toward him. The fire bolts hit the tree next to him. He leaps out of the way, but my hands fire like a tommy gun.

      The fire spreads in a circle around us.

      He laughs and walks toward me.

      I hold my hands up. “Stay back.”

      He points at the fire. “That’s a special kind of fire, lass. That'll burn right down into the earth. You need to put it out. We can both die from that.”

      I shake my head and point my finger at him. He doesn’t stop stepping toward me. He grabs my hands, roughly pulling me into his embrace. I break and sob.

      “It's too much,” he whispers into my head. “You've been through too much. Just relax. Imagine the fire being put out, sucked into the earth.”

      I close my eyes and imagine the flames being pulled down into the damp earth. The crackle and heat dies down.

      He hauls me back and kisses my forehead. “You need to calm down. I swear to ya, I didn’t do it to force you to love me. I just know what happens to a girl like you with people like me.”

      I stare up into his face. “I want you to do the same then. I want you to make me have the same control over you.”

      He groans, “Ya have it. Lorelei, I've got nothing but you in my heart. I swear it. I've saved you and Maria and your sister. There is no Blackwater witch blood left for the taking. That was the most powerful blood in the whole world, minus the first witch's. Ramón and his grandmamma are both dead. I'm going to be strung up by my toes by my family. I came here for a reason and I've defied them. I have to go home with witches who have turned and no one is going to know about your blood but me.”

      “And Marcus,” I mutter.

      He grips me tighter. “I'll deal with him.”

      I search his eyes for the truth. “I don’t trust you. You've lied too many times. I just don’t believe you.”

      “You have to let me earn your trust. I deserve another chance. I swear to ya.”

      “Don't swear. There isn’t anything you could swear to me in the world that would change the fact you've lied about everything. If I hadn’t come from the future, I would be running for my life right now, terrified of you.”

      His plump lips are calling to me, they want me to forgive him. I feel mine pucker and lift. I shake my head and pull back. “You have to stop this. You have to take this away. I don’t want to love you like this. I want the control. I want to love you like a normal person.”

      “At my house. I'll take it off when I have you safe in Scotland.”

      I wiggle out of his arms. “Deal. But you don’t touch me till it's off.”

      “Fine.” He winces and nods.

      “Let's get my sister and Angie and Tessa.”
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      The plane lands as the sun is on the horizon. I shudder and feel my nerves setting in. Angie and Em are still not speaking to me. They huddle into each other and shut me out. I hate myself for it but wish they could see. Thinking about the tragedy it took to get me to understand Whit's motives, I change my mind and pray they never get it. I never want to go through any of that again.

      We are the sullenest group of people ever, except Tessa. She has nattered the entire trip.

      “I just don’t understand how your momma is gonna cope being there in that huge house alone.” She shakes her head and climbs off the plane.

      I follow her and nod. “She'll have a tough time but I think she'll be okay in a while. She just needs to adjust.”

      She looks back at me. “I just don’t understand how them burglars came and drained all his blood like that. Who steals blood from a man? That whole thing didn’t make no sense.”

      I try not to let her hear me stifle a laugh.

      I glance at Em and Angie. They are both still disturbed. They don’t get how I can be so well adjusted. They don’t get that my daddy has been dead for forty-eight years. They don’t get that I gave up the chance to have him back so I could save them. They don’t get any of it.

      We walk to a gate. Whit speaks to a man and we all walk through. We walk through the London Airport and out to the awaiting cars. We will be driven to Scotland over the course of the next couple of days.

      I climb into my car with Whit and Tessa. I glance through the window at my sister and best friend getting into the other car.

      Em meets my gaze. She doesn’t hold it but stares just long enough for me to see her heartbreak.

      I look at Whit and wonder how it felt for me to hate him for forty-eight years. I wonder if I'll be able to stand it. He looks back at me. “Stay at the hotels and then hit the road tonight?”

      I nod once.

      He smiles. “You'll love it, trust me.”

      My face flushes. I still don’t trust him. He realizes what he's said and laughs. “Or not. It's your choice.”

      I shake my head and sigh.

      Tessa natters on, “You from here, Mr. Whitlock? You sound English maybe.” She doesn’t know she's asked it seventeen times since meeting him.

      He smiles at her and laughs. “No. I'm Scottish. We're heading to my house now.”

      She smiles and nods. “Well, ain't that lovely. Lorelei, your man here is taking you to meet the family. Your daddy would have approved, I think.”

      I laugh and stare down at my shoes. “Maybe.”

      The driver pulls away and I try to focus on things other than him.

      We arrive in Scotland the next day. He's forced Tessa to sleep every time we get into the car. He hasn’t tried to touch me since I spoke the words, which is nice.

      He points. “That’s it.” I see the lights of the castle as we round a corner of the road.

      I gulp. “It really is a castle.”

      “I wasn’t lying.” He stops laughing and gives me a serious stare. “I don’t lie.”

      “Right.” I look back at the castle. My nose is nearly pressed against the cold glass in shock. This makes the governor's mansion look piddly. I wonder what kind of staircase there is inside. I can't wait for Em to see it. My chest burns with emptiness and pain when I think about the fact we can't share that.

      We pull up to a gate that opens as we drive through. It's all surrounded by lush hillsides and rolling green hills. It's stunning. I love it right away, even in the dim light of the dawn. We race to get there.

      A man, who appears indifferent, opens the door. He doesn’t seem to have facial expressions and he doesn’t look at me at all.

      I climb out and mutter, “Thanks.”

      Em and Angie are climbing out also. I smile but they both give me the haunted looks they've given me every chance they have gotten.

      I turn and walk for the huge front steps. They're concrete and massive. I wonder a million things about it, but I'm exhausted and I just want him to take the spell off me, or rather let me break it.

      A young woman and several men, who look similar to Whit, come rushing down the stairs. They speak fast and say the ochs and the lalala words.

      He points at me and says something resembling English but I don’t get it. They beam and smile. One of the huge guys shoves him and walks to me. He offers a huge bear paw of a hand. “Inger, at your service.” He takes my hand in his and kisses it. He smells my skin and looks up at me, shocked. I pull my hand back and fight the blush crossing my cheeks. He looks at my sister and Angie and grins.

      “Lasses, welcome to Gallymis.” His accent is thick like mud.

      “Thanks,” I mutter and look around. The turrets and towers are intriguing as sin. Whit steps to where I am and towers over me like he's protecting me.

      Angie and Em walk to us and hover close to Whit. We look scared, there is no doubt. The young lady smiles and I can't help but like her. She has the dark eyes the way they all do and plump lips. She must be their sister.

      “I'm Gwen,” she says softly, I think trying to be calm for us. She points to the youngest of them all. “Olly.”

      He talks fast, beaming, “Right pleased to meet ya.”

      She points at a dark-haired one that looks like Whit. The harder I look, I the more I realize he looks identical to him. “Rydal.”

      He nods at me severely but his lips play with a grin. When he lets it loose, my stomach aches. They are identical.

      “Emily, Angie, in the car still sleeping is Aunt Tessa, and this is Lorelei.” Whit points to the top of our heads.

      I look at them and smile politely. I can't fight all the breeding that’s still there.

      Rydal takes my hand in his and kisses the top of it. The spark I feel when our skin connects makes me jump. He grins and I swallow hard. He presses his warm lips on the top of my hand and when he lets go, he drags his fingers along my palm. He winks a dark eye at me and moves on to my sister and Angie.

      Whit takes my hand that’s burning from the lips of his brother and pulls me up the steps. A large bear of a man is in the doorway, grinning like a fool. He points at Whit and shakes his head. “We asked you to bring the blood, not the girls.” His accent is thick too.

      Whit blushes and looks down. “Aye Da, I didn’t have any choice. Their ma went right radge. I had to save them.”

      The man looks at us and nods. “Aye. Welcome to Gallymis, lasses.” I smile politely and cling to Whit. “Thank you.” I turn and glance back at my sister and Angie. They're clinging to each other, wide-eyed and uncomfortable. Whit waits for them. “Da, this is my Lorelei, her sister Emily, and her mate Angie.”

      The man grins and takes my hand in his. He resembles Whit, with dark eyes, dark hair, and a slight cleft in his chin. He has the same plump lip and sparkle in his eyes.

      “Welcome.” It sounds like weeelcome.

      He steps aside. “The dawn’s coming.”

      Whit leads us to a huge front entry with a grand staircase worthy of royalty. He pulls me along. I look back. “Tessa?”

      “They’ll get her into a room and convince her she's going to sleep until she's woken by one of us.”

      I gulp and look back.

      “You guys okay?” I ask my sister and Angie. I don’t expect them to answer. They don’t. They climb the stairs, and when Whit shows them to their huge grand room, they close the door in my face. I hurt everywhere. I can't let it go. They're killing me.

      He pulls me along to a bedroom and closes the door. I turn to see the huge four-poster bed and lavish furnishings. It's clearly his room. It’s dark and brooding, like he is. Too nice and too proper for me to be completely comfortable.

      “Is this your room?” I ask.

      He smirks. “’Tis, but if you want, I can get you your own room or you can sleep here and I can bunk with Rydal.”

      “It's fine. We've slept together for a long time now. We can sleep together and not be—you know.” I blush and glance up.

      He grins and shakes his head. “No, I don’t. I think I might need you to explain the ‘you know’ part of it.” I shove him and walk into the room. I sit on the bed and sigh.

      He stands in front of me and looks confused. “You want to end the spell I have on you?”

      “That’s not it.”

      “Angie and Em?” he asks.

      I nod and feel like I'm going to cry.

      He lifts my hands and kisses them. “Go talk to them. Make them understand.”

      I look into his dark eyes and nod. “Okay.” I stand and he sweeps me into his arms. His lips brush mine softly. I let him hold me for a moment and then press against his chest. “You promised.”

      He laughs. “Only till we got here.”

      I glower. “You promised.”

      He sighs. “Aye, I did.”

      I walk from his grip and out of the room. I walk down the hall, stopping at their door. I take a breath and knock. I gulp when they open it.

      “Can I come in?” I whisper.

      Angie answers and steps away from the door. She leaves it open. I walk in and close it.

      Em looks at me and snarls. “What?”

      My fingers burn. I sigh and start. “I watched you die. It was hard. It wasn’t Whit but it was one of the others. His hand sliced across your throat and your blood sprayed across the foyer. I'll never forget the color of it. You were dead and so was Daddy. I ran and hid in the hiding house. They came for me there. I was alone in the world but Whit put the blood in my mouth. I died when the sun set. I became what I am now but no magic. I ran for forty-eight years believing you both dead.” A black tear trickles from my eye. I shudder and continue, “I came back to Baton Rouge, and Angie, you were married to Martin. He had hurt you at my engagement party. He told me that he warned you he would either have you or hurt and humiliate me. He forced you to marry him when I was gone. You had kids and grandkids when I saw you again, but you were so unhappy. He cheated and humiliated you for years.”

      Her face is streaked with the tears. She sputters, “He came to me at the party. He wanted that very thing.”

      I nod and look at Em. “You were dead but cursed to live forever as a sixteen-year-old ghost. I didn’t know. Your only company was our dear aunt who moved in and lived with you. You destroyed the house and lived in the ruins, haunting them. I got there and started rebuilding, but you were so angry about being dead and stuck there. It was sick and sad and broke my heart. I met a girl who could send us back in time. She is part angel and magical. She did it. She forced you, Angie, to go back and change a decision. You didn’t let Martin rape you. He roughed you up, but you got away. I came back with full memory. I remember it all. I was able to save you, Tessa, Angie, and Maria. But I had to choose this. Em, you were dead already. Momma had trapped you at the mansion, and Angie, you were doomed. Martin was gonna make your daddy force you to marry him. This is the only way I had to change it all. I chose in the few moments I was given.”

      My lips tremble but I continue, “I made the choice. You may hate me for the next forty-eight years, but I made this choice. I didn’t think I had any other. I'm sorry.” I stand and walk from the room, leaving them both tear streaked and sniffling. I don’t know what else to say or do, and I don’t want emotionally forced apologies or forgiveness.

      I walk down the hall, hugging myself and sickened. I'm almost to the door when a hand reaches out and pulls me inside the room across from mine. The door is closed and a hand is pressed against my lips. I gasp, seeing the grinning face of Rydal. I can tell them apart from the clothes they're wearing.

      He gives me the same lazy grin. “I know your secret, witch.”

      “I don’t have secrets.”

      He lowers his face and smells my nape. My skin shivers from the proximity. He stands back up and nods. “Aye, ya do. Ya smell just like a witch I knew once, only stronger.” He grins and I get a glimpse of his fangs.

      He runs his hands up and down my arms. “Let me have a sip of the nectar, and I won't tell my brother how attracted ya are to me.” His eyes sparkle with trouble.

      I shove him back and open the handle of the door. He slams it shut again and pins me against the hardwood with his huge body. “You and me are going to be great friends, Sister.” He growls into my nape and then opens the door and leans against the frame. His expectant expression mars his beautiful face as he walks out of the room. He closes the door.

      I stand there, confused. I want him to have my blood like I did with Marcus. Technically, I shouldn’t. Technically, my bond with Whit should be protecting me.

      I'm shaking with anger and embarrassment when I realize I'm upset. I step to Whit's door and put my hands on the handle. I take a deep breath and enter. He smiles at me and I hate it. I want the spell gone.

      “Want it gone now then?” he asks.

      I nod and close the door.

      He walks to me, slow and strong steps. I almost run in the other direction but I don’t. I let him wrap himself around me and lift my chin. Our gaze meets and he holds my eyes hostage, the way he does.

      “Wish to feel the way you truly want to about me, the way you truly feel,” he whispers.

      I blink and speak softly, “I wish to feel the way I truly feel about you.”

      It washes off, it's not totally gone though. The brunt of it's gone and I'm cleaner for it. His charms and good looks attract me normally. It’s not forced and harsh, but light and only there when I think about him.

      “Thanks.”

      “Can't make you love me.”

      I laugh. “I guess you did though, huh?”

      His eyes search mine before he kisses the tip of my nose. “I guess I did.”

      Instantly, his breath against my face is attractive. I lean into him and take it in. He laughs and shakes his head. “Not all gone then?”

      “I think it's the way I feel about you normally.”

      “You're mine, Lorelei,” he mutters and pulls me to the bed. I wrap myself around him and close my eyes. Nothing matters for the moment we are in. We can sort the rest of it another day.
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          Gallymis, Scotland, 1964

        

      

    

    
      I sip from the glass in front of me and watch the actions and words. Rydal watches me. I give him a glare. I look at Whit and then down at the meal they’ve prepared for me. I'm the only one who eats, except Tessa. Everyone else has a glass of wine before them.

      “Does it taste all right?” Gwen asks.

      “It's real nice, thank you.” It's not. It's the worst thing I've been given to eat yet. I almost gag as I stuff small picked-over bites in my mouth. I need some blood. The glasses of wine are infused with blood. It's creepy and weird.

      Tessa picks at it too and gives me a look. I snicker and shake my head.

      I stand, making all the men at the table stand.

      “Excuse me,” I say and walk to the bathroom. It’s huge and marble and amazing. I run my fingers along the marble and close the door. As I turn the lock, the handle turns and the door is opened.

      I jump back as Rydal comes in and closes the door behind him. He gives me a dangerous leer and turns the lock again.

      I take a step back as he takes one forward.

      “All I have to do is scream,” I whisper.

      He nods but the fire in his eyes is intense. “I know.”

      “I'll use my magic on you.”

      He nods again and takes another step toward me. “I know.”

      I point a finger at him, but he grabs it fast and pulls it to his face, kissing the back of my hand.

      “Stop,” I'm begging.

      “I want your blood.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      He nods again and steps closer. He's looming over me, pressing me into the wall behind me. His fangs drop. My hands shoot up and shock him.

      He stumbles back.

      “No. I said no.”

      I stop the shocks but he just grins devilishly. He smiles a fangy smile and leaps at me.

      I scream, “STOP!” and flash something from my fingers.

      He flash-freezes mid air. I open my eyes and cover my mouth with my hand. I don’t know how to undo it. I don’t even know how I did it. I slide past him to the door, but I feel the icy whispers upon me. I glance in the mirror where I see the frost forming on the mirror. I see something moving and realize it's like a finger drawing in the frost.

      Danger, Lorelei. I'm coming for you.

      I swallow and open the door and run for the main room.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Scotland, 1964

        

      

    

    
      The wind howls around me, raging in a way I have never felt. It’s cold and hateful here, reminding me of the Rockies in Canada. It’s not a place I would have chosen had the world not fallen apart, drowning me in sorrow and mistakes.

      My eyes drift to the nearby windowpane where I anticipate my momma’s ghostly fingers will appear any second to frighten me with her creepy drawing. But it’s Momma, so I have to assume she will try harder next time. Maybe she’ll go for scaring me half to death with the reflection of her decaying face.

      I shudder as warmth wraps around me but when I turn it isn’t Whit. It’s my sister, Em. She still has tears dried to her cheeks and her fingers squeeze harder than I would like, but at least she’s here.

      She continues to hate me, no matter how hard I try to make it all make sense for them. Especially Em. She was sixteen, madly in love, and completely normal two weeks ago.

      But how do you tell someone you love that you killed them to save their life?

      Shoot—I won’t ever be able to convince her of that. The best I can do is to prove I didn't have any other motive. But their general lack of trust, as far as Whit and his family are concerned, has them both suspicious that I’m working with his family.

      “What are you doing up here? We were worried. I thought something had happened to you. You left the table and never came back. I know no Southern lady would ever leave a table before a meal is finished so I have to assume it’s something else.” Her eyes focus downward like she might be harboring something or she’s ashamed maybe. “Is it me? Are you mad at me and Angie because we’re upset? You must know it’s all a shock to the system. Nothing I have lived through in sixteen years could have prepared me for this. Two weeks ago I was dating, sixteen, and pretty darned normal. Now I’m in Scotland and I had bloody wine for dinner. Just don't be mad that it’s gonna take us some time.”

      “I could never be mad at you. Never. You forget I’ve experienced what you are going through—someone killing you for their own selfish reasons but making you stay alive at the same time. I too have lived through that.” I glance back at the Scottish hillside and shake with the cold air. “I left the table to go to the bathroom and something happened. Something bad. I ran, desperate to get away or find you and Angie. Then this cold wind hit me so I ran up here. I needed fresh air.” I don't want tell her the rest. It won’t make anything better. She doesn't need to know about the child’s voice that led me to the stairs. The child that told me to come up to see the secrets of the castle.

      She also doesn't need to know about the finger drawing on the mirror. Besides, it doesn’t take up near as much room in my mind as the frozen vampire in the bathroom. When they find him they’re going to kill me.

      What if I can’t bring him back?

      “Why do you look so upset? What were you running from? What was the bad something?”

      “Rydal.” There is no way to keep the secret of what I have done. I may not want to burden her with it all, but we are alone in the world, the three of us. I whisper, “They’re gonna kill me.”

      “What are you talking about? Who’s gonna kill you?”

      “Whit and his parents.”

      “Did you hear them talking about something? We can run, Lorelei. We don't have to stay here.”

      As much as I don't want to tell her, I don't have a choice. “I saw something in the bathroom and I have a bad feeling Momma was there. She might have made words on the mirror, threatening me.”

      She pales.

      I realize if I don't tell the whole damned story it won’t make sense. “But that's not the scary part. Something happened with Rydal.” I close my eyes, hating what I did more than his attack on me. “He confronted me, wanting blood and other things ladies don't do, and I froze him. He’s stuck like a frog in a frozen pond, mid stroke.”

      “Ohhhh. That. Yeah, I heard the commotion downstairs.” She starts to breathe again. “You have all the good luck. Momma and a twisted vampire? If Momma tracked us here, we probably need to leave, Lorelei. Tonight. I don't know if she can hurt us but if she can, she will.”

      “Not to mention, Rydal wanted to eat me. Whit swore he wasn’t going to tell them what I was and then I used my magic. But only because Rydal seemed to already know, so Whit must have told them.”

      She cocks an eyebrow, making me laugh bitterly.

      I put my hands up. “I know it. I know that look and you’re right. He never has been the sort of guy a girl should trust. And I think you’re right also—we should leave tonight. The sun’s down and we have the whole night to run.”

      “You ready to leave him behind, for good?” Em asks.

      “Yeah.” I’m already exhausted from the level of running we will have to do, only this time I’ll have Aunty Tessa to boot. “He don't love me the way he should, and I can feel my love for him is part of some kind of trick. A trick I can’t seem to reach and get rid of.” I glance back at the scenery. “I truly am sorry for what I did to you and Angie. I never woulda hurt you. I’d walk through fire before I’d hurt you. You know that, right?”

      “I do. I just don’t know how to reach inside myself and forgive all of what you’ve done to me. When I come to terms with being this, I’ll probably be fine. But I need to come to terms and move on first. Just don't be mad at me needing time.”

      My eyes find the floor as the shame weighs more than one of Grandmamma Holt’s sofa afghan blankets. “I know what you mean.” Neither of them will ever understand that I do. I know what they’re feeling. That last sunrise and the betrayal of Whit and the death of my entire family was the most pain I have ever endured. Of course, loving Whit counterbalances it. Both things are equally disturbing.

      Angie comes rushing up the stairs. Obviously, she isn’t as close to forgiving me as Em might be. She folds her arms across her chest and gives me a sassy look. “They were getting all suspicious so they went and looked for the sexy one and found him in the bathroom. He was frozen solid like that mountain lion Mr. Griffiths had in his deep freeze for the taxidermist to stuff in the spring. He was stuck with his fangs out and everything.”

      I swallow hard. “He’s still frozen in the bathroom?”

      Her eyes narrow.

      “I didn’t mean to. He grabbed me and said he wanted my blood. He got real pushy and I froze him somehow.”

      She mutters, looking out at the valley, “You always seem to pick the winners, Lorelei.”

      I let that one slide, but I don't know how much more I’ll be able to take before I start defending myself. Mean words and thoughts have been flitting through my mind for days. As much as I feel bad, I’m about done with it.

      Em bites her lip, wincing. “Lorelei, you have to stop using the magic. Momma can probably sense it and track us.”

      Whit comes sauntering up onto the overlook. “Here you are. I was getting a bit worried. We were all worried. Are you all right?”

      We glance amongst each other before nodding.

      He doesn't look like he believes me, but he points back at the stairs. “We found my brother in an odd situation. He seems fine now that he’s awake.” His stare hardens. “I have to assume that was some sort of self-defense against certain advances made on his part?”

      “Great. He’s unfrozen?”

      He sighs. “I’m so sorry, Lorelei. He’s an ass at times.”

      “Ass isn’t the word I would have used.” Angie snorts. “He’s doggoned feisty about getting frozen.”

      The words make me gulp. “Does he remember anything?”

      “Yeah, and he’s not happy about having been frozen in the first place,” Angie adds.

      “You’d think he’d be excited to be alive after what he did to me,” I mutter, pushing away the memories.

      Angie walks past me, taking in the view, and then turns and smiles wickedly like she’s going to tell me a nasty story. “Let’s just say, he was madder than old man Bracken’s dog when he got the quills in his face. Poor Rocky, he was real upset about that.”

      Emily laughs, gripping me. “Caesar, his name was Caesar.”

      “You sure it wasn't Rocky?” Angie cocks an eyebrow.

      Em rolls her eyes. “His name was Caesar. Rocky was that dog down the road from us, on the river side of the road. He was the one they always put a child’s raincoat on.”

      Angie’s eyes light up. “You are right! I remember that. Oh my, it feels like Baton Rouge is a million miles away.”

      I fight not to resent the intimate moment they’re having. The way the front of Emily’s body is pressed against the back of mine, holding me up almost, stops me from being angry with them for loving each other more than they currently love me. She is at least touching me again and Angie’s laughing. It’s a start.

      Whit gives us each a look. It’s awkward and I suspect he can tell he’s being intrusive just by loitering about. He nods back at the stairs. “I will wait below for you, and perhaps scold my brother some more.”

      We ignore him and enjoy the cold view of the trees swaying in the moonlight. Finally, just feeling brave enough, I whisper into the wind, “I wish you both coulda seen the future. It was shiny and pretty and everyone was so—different. Women didn't have to marry anyone. Angie, they were CEOs and had men for secretaries. They were pilots and senators. It was like a whole other world.”

      Em nods against my face. “Maybe don't talk about it. I can’t imagine it helping the cause of me and Angie thinking you’re sane in any way.”

      “Now that's a fact.” Angie nods.

      I laugh, still wishing they’d been with me so they could’ve seen the future I spared them by killing them and making them monsters.

      Undead.

      It’s a word that sits on my tongue too easily. It’s in good company, like a bunch of fleas on a barn cat. Words like vampire and witch and werewolf and devil and angel. They all sit there on my tongue, mocking me, and the things I believed before. Or rather, didn't believe.

      “Please, if you both could just hear one thing from me and take it and tuck it away in your chests next to your hearts: it’s that I woulda chose my own death before I saw you hurt. Either of you. If I’d had a choice in the matter at all, it woulda been me every time. I don't care if you don't believe anything else, believe that.”

      Em sighs again. “I do. I know you wouldn't hurt me, Lorelei.”

      Angie looks at her and the fight dies off in her eyes too. “Me too.”

      “It doesn't change the fact I did hurt you though, does it?”

      They both shake their heads and I hate everything. It makes me see the truth about Whit in my heart. No amount of love and forgiveness is ever going to change how I became this.

      The wind picks up and Em wraps her arms around herself. “I don't like the wind. I’m going back in.”

      I nod, not moving as she and Angie leave me there.

      I wish for a second I could hide away from it all.

      “Hide in here. He wants your blood. They all do.” A small voice flits onto the overlook with me. I don't even think it’s real until I hear a giggle. It’s the little kid again, the one who told me about the overlook when I ran in the hallway from Momma and frozen Rydal.

      The giggle rides the wind around my face, making my spine tingle and my arm hairs stand on end. I stop and check around for the little girl but she ain’t there. No one is, and yet the giggle wasn't alone. I could swear there were other voices.

      I’m pretty used to the ghosts of the world wanting to talk to me. Too comfortable. The weird part isn’t that there’s no one there—no, the weird part is I think the voice came from the wooden door next to me. Immediately, I recall the words she said about the secrets of the castle. The door must be hiding them. I’m fixing to open it when I feel the icy chill in the wind. It makes a barrier between me and the door, persuading me not to open it. I back away, unsure of whatever is there. It could always be Momma getting theatrical.

      “Lorelei?”

      I jump, turning to see Whit standing in the exact spot as before.

      “You all right?”

      “No.” I don't want to talk to him about it. I don't want to love him or be near him, but I’ve never been so alone. Even when I ran from him and lived on the road for fifty years, I never felt this alone.

      I don't want to, but I find my legs walking to him as though he’s caught me in his tractor beam. Like he did the night before. The spell isn’t broken between us; it’s lessened. I’m never getting rid of it.

      He wraps himself around me, resting his head on mine. “You seem a bit off. Ya hearing things?”

      A whisper rides the wind, delicately telling me to lie. “No. I just thought y’all might kill me for hurting your brother.”

      “Rydal?” He pulls me back, almost roughly. “Why? Why would you say that?”

      “It was a joke.” It isn’t a joke at all. Neither is his response to my incredibly unfunny joke. He makes me nervous here in Scotland. His dad’s comment that he was supposed to bring the blood and not the girls has been running through my head.

      A terribly large part of me believes his speech in the rain outside my house in Baton Rouge. His devotion and love declarations are all still so enormous in my heart, but not my head. Since meeting Marcus, I’ve had a nagging feeling that I’ve trusted the wrong man. That feeling spends all its time seeing everything Whit does as suspicious. My fears have been picking apart the foundation our love is built upon, only to find the base is shallow and superficial and made of some kind of blood magic.

      The last few days have been eye-opening. My initial instinct to run from him for fifty years was the right one.

      He gives me the look that tries to melt my heart and chip away at the doubts. It really is a killer. Then he does the thing I love the most. He smiles softly and peers down at me through his lashes, blushing just a little. “We all know what Rydal is like. I assume he knew what you were before he went into the bathroom and that's why he attacked you. I don't know how he knew but I am guessing he did. He mentioned he was trying to get under your skin, as a joke. Now that you’ve used magic it’s harder to lie to them. It doesn't matter though. I’ve told them you are mine. Come downstairs. You’re freezing and you need to just keep the heid. My father doesn't like it when the family is at each other. You’re family now.”

      “Keep the heid? Is that code?” I need to keep him thinking we might be okay. I need to leave, to run again, now that they know I am a witch.

      His cheeks flush even more as a grin takes his lips to a place I enjoy them sitting. His bashful smile is a lady-killer and usually gets to me, but not today. Today my brain points out all the flaws in the system. He licks his lips. “It means stay calm and don't get upset. It’s just a saying. Like you and all the weird pig-in-a-fit talk.”

      I pull back. “Pig in a fit? I’ve never said ‘pig in a fit.’ That sounds stupid. What pig has a fit?”

      He lowers his face, hovering over my mouth. “Just trust me, Lorelei. I will never hurt you and I will never let anyone else do so.”

      “Your dad said you were supposed to bring the blood. You didn’t tell him about me before we came?”

      Whit shakes his head. “I didn't. Since we arrived I told him you are mine and that's that. There are plenty of witches in the world. The end of the Blackwater line is sad, but it’s not everything.”

      Chills run up my spine. “You plan to keep on killing witches and taking their blood?”

      His eyes dart to the wooden door. The movement is so fast that I doubt I would have caught it before I was changed. He shrugs. “I don't want to talk about this.” He scoops me up into his arms, carries me to the ledge of the castle, and leaps. My stomach lifts into my throat as we drop to the ground with a thud.

      He grins again, smug and sexy-like.

      I roll my eyes. “Show off.” I play along with his game of being casual about it all.

      “If I don't impress ya, ya might run off with one of my brothers. They’re better with the ladies than I am, by far.”

      He has the run off part right.

      He takes me to a side door that leads to the back stairs and carries me to our room. I have plans involving that wooden door but making him think I’m fine is the only way I’m going to get in there. If he doesn't think we’re good he’ll hover, and I’ll never get away.

      He steps into his room, closing the door and putting me down. He leans against the door with his back, watching me like I’m the prey.

      It dawns on me then, I am the prey. I back away with one thought adrift in my mind. He wants to feed off me.

      He loosens his shirt and walks to me, cupping my face and bending to press his soft lips against mine.

      My stomach flutters. His fangs graze my lips as we caress, mixing my blood in our mouths. He pulls on my lip, sucking my blood as his hands lower to my back, pressing my chest into his stomach. I don't want him like this. Especially not while his brother is begging me for my blood. No, it’s creepy. Even more than creepy if Whit’s kissing me just to get blood like the ghost said he wanted.

      They all do. Her words drift through my mind.

      Like Marcus said, I’m an unlimited supply of witch blood. It’s seedy.

      I want to push him away but I don't. I tear my lips from his, turning my back to him and closing my eyes. If I push him away he’ll try harder. But I also don't want to see his face as he takes what he wants. I just want to pretend I’m somewhere nice and my life is amazing.

      I pull my hair to the right, revealing the left side of my neck for him. I just want him to take what it is he wants and leave me be. He lifts me up, walking us both forward to the bed. He lays me down, still wanting to kiss. I just want him to end it.

      His body presses against mine, but as his lips graze my neck, he pauses. “What’s wrong, Lorelei?”

      “Nothing.” But my voice cracks. Damn.

      He pulls back. “Tell me.”

      “No.”

      He exhales loudly. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

      I gamble with the possibility that if I make him mad he’ll leave me alone, instead of hovering and trying to patch things up—if I make him feel guilty enough. “You only want me for my blood. You can feed off me but I won’t die from it. You can just keep taking and taking and taking.”

      “What?” His body completely stiffens. “That's what you think of me? After everything?”

      I point at the door. “Your brother attacked me in the bathroom because he wanted my blood. Your father told you to bring the blood and not the girls. What the hell am I meant to think?”

      He pales, climbing from the bed and leaving the room. Leaving me to think about what I said.

      As much as he says everything is for me and he loves me, I just won’t ever be able to see it or believe it. He has too many motives for everything else. And deep inside me, there is still a girl who once ran across a field, fleeing from the blood bath that was her family, running from the man who loved her so much he killed her. And that girl is still the longest life I have ever lived. That life as a girl running for fifty years, spending every day alone and every hour looking over her shoulder—she is still the biggest part of me.

      She makes me get up from the bed, telling me what my next moves are. I run to Angie and Em’s room, knocking frantically while keeping the sounds I make to a minimum.

      Angie opens it, cocking an eyebrow. “What?”

      “I think we’re in danger.”

      “Angie said his family didn't care about the whole freezing Rydal thing. He was the only one who was mad.” Em stands up from her bed, putting down the book she’s reading. When she sees my face, she scowls. “What kind of trouble? What’s happened? I sort of thought you and Whit was patching things up again. Did Momma come again? We gotta leave if she’s here.”

      “They just wanted the magical blood of a witch. That's what we’re here for.”

      “I’m a vampire, Lorelei. I don't have magical blood,” Em says doubtingly.

      Angie nods. “Yeah, only you have magic.”

      I shudder, realizing they aren’t in danger at all. I’m alone again. The thought makes my stomach drop.

      “So you think he brought you here to be the unending blood bag instead of as a girlfriend? Angie, you did say her blood is delicious.” Em pulls on her cardigan and walks to me. “What do you need us to do?”

      Maybe not so alone.

      Angie’s face is the same. She won’t protest helping me. They aren’t going to leave me alone.

      Thank you, dear lord.

      “I think Whit lured me here to be a blood bag for him. Now that his brothers know, God knows what’s gonna happen. But I’m scared there are other witches here somewhere.” I shudder. “There are ghosts here. I bet we could find one and ask if they can help free the other witches.”

      “Ghosts?” Em’s eyes narrow. “Like Momma?”

      “Yeah. Like Momma, but not evil. I don't think they are. They showed me a wooden door, and when Whit was talking about killing witches he looked at the door, real guilty-like. We should go see what’s behind it.”

      Em disagrees, “We should just run.”

      I can’t, I can’t just leave them there.

      Fortunately, Angie shrugs. “Beats staying in this room. I’m going squirrely sitting here, waiting for someone to tell us it’s fine to walk the grounds. Their dad got real angry when Rydal had a fit, and the dad told us we had to stay in our rooms.”

      “How did they thaw him?”

      She shrugs and her eyes go to Em who shakes her head. The thought that they can break my magic isn’t very comforting. Especially, if they’re planning on draining me. “I bet you a nickel to a donut, my blood is somehow special to them. They get something from it. I want to know what.”

      We turn and sneak down the empty stone hallway. The castle has many walls made of bricks and stone. It’s eerie in an enchanting sort of way. There are trickles of water when you get close to the outside walls and they whistle where the wind creeps in. The lights flicker and the shadows dance with ours.

      Em whispers, “This is exactly like a Nancy Drew Mystery. I feel like we’re gonna find dead bodies and have to escape the vile count who lives here. But then of course they’ll all be unmasked and it’ll be nothing but a crime ring.”

      Angie snorts but I agree, “This does remind me of Nancy Drew, the fangy version.

      When we get back to the stairs, I sneak ahead, waving them to follow when I see the way is clear.

      The wooden door sits alone.

      We tiptoe to it, listening for the people of the massive castle to find us snooping. God knows what they’ll do if they find us.

      “What if we find something bad? I think we should run and leave them other witches to deal on their own.”

      I turn to Angie, almost ashamed, but the dark and creepy place could inspire that level of gutlessness in me too. “We are gonna run as soon as we find no one down here. If there are no witches trapped below as blood bags then we are gone.”

      “We gotta get Tessa first, then we run.” Em quivers.

      “Well, we might actually stand a chance,” Angie whispers, making the hair on my neck stand on end. “They all seemed real occupied after they thawed Rydal’s sexy ass. The dad said he needed to discuss business, and I swear I heard the sister getting mad at Whit. She kept saying he should never have brought us here.”

      “I tend to agree with her. His motives are just getting clearer and clearer.” And it doesn't make me feel better at all. “Where is Tessa?”

      “Knitting in the garden room. She’s been doing it since dinner ended with the manhunt for you and Rydal,” Em speaks softly, glancing over her shoulder as I take a breath and squeeze the old-fashioned door handle.

      It’s a heavy door, like it’s made of concrete, but it’s clearly wood. When I pull it back, its hinges groan. I only open it as wide as we need it and slide through. They follow and when Em’s through, she drags the door back.

      When we turn back we all hesitate, staring down the long dark staircase. It’s creepy as sin.

      “This is real spooky, Lorelei.”

      “Just keep chanting that it’s a game, a Nancy Drew game.” My arms are covered in goose bumps and my stomach aches, but I force my feet to move. The stairs are short and narrow, making them awkward to step down without falling to your death.

      A gust of wind, that same cold wind, blows up the stairs at us. Angie and Em both grip me as though I have some kind of sway over the dead. Or they plan on pushing me and running.

      At the bottom of the stairs I smell candle smoke to the left. To the right is a dank, dark hallway with nothing tempting me to go in that direction, but I do. My feet turn and walk, against my better judgment.

      “Why you gotta take the scary way? There’s a bit of light to the left.”

      I ignore Angie and enter the darkest hallway I have ever been in. It lightens at the end, or I think it does. I expect it’s another doorway or something for about one second. I cup my hand across my lips. A quivering white woman stands at the end of the hall.

      Angie squeaks and Em grips tighter to me. I pause but the cold wind is there, pushing me forward. I stumble along, making small scuff noises on the stone floor.

      The woman is in a white gown with bright-blonde hair and pale skin. Her eyes glow with a blue light and her lips move, but there is no sound beyond the whispering wind.

      I fight the push of whatever force is behind us. I don't dare look.

      “Holy hell. Holy hell. Is that a gh-gh-ghost?”

      “Yeah.” Ironically, Em sounds like she’s about to pee her pants, and she is still the scariest ghost I know of. “Em, don't be scared, you were way worse than her.”

      She sighs as I take a step closer to the floating apparition who lights up that end of the dark hallway.

      “You came for the midnight coven?” Her words are ice on my spine.

      “What’s a midnight coven?”

      She laughs and suddenly she’s gone.
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      “I can’t believe you made us come down here.” Angie is pulling me backward, dragging us from the dark tunnel that is meant to be a hallway.

      “Let’s just go see what the lit side of the hall has and get the hell out of here,” I whisper harshly. “That damned ghost wasn't helpful at all. She just made more questions. I want to know what the ghost meant.”

      Em grips my hand and pulls me. When I look at her she shakes her head. “Everything you said before was a hundred-percent true, wasn't it?”

      I nod and she winces.

      When we get back to the stairs we tiptoe again. The candle smoke is thick and heady and the light is dim. As we round a corner, a noise causes us all to stop. Em gives me a panicked stare. I recognize the noise drifting down the hallway.

      I point my finger at them both and lift it to my lips. They nod and step to the side, letting me pass. I creep along the wall, coming to an entrance. The door is open, and from the looks of it, it’s where the light and smoke are coming from. I peek my head around the corner, staring through the crack in the doorframe. My skin shivers at the depraved sight.

      Ollie, the youngest-looking brother, and Inger, the eldest, have two young women tied to a table.

      One girl twitches from blood loss, obviously not dead. Ollie spins around, biting down on her throat and ending her life with several short gulps. Inger is doing the same to the other girl.

      I don't wait to see what else happens. I turn and hurry back, grabbing Angie and Em’s hands and dragging them both to the stairs. “We gotta go. We gotta go right now. We gotta run now.”

      We hurry to the wooden door to head back to our rooms. My insides are burning. But when they open the door, I can’t get past the threshold. I’m slammed back onto the stairs and nearly fall down the long dark flight. “I can’t get past. I’m stuck. There must be a binding spell on the doorway so the witches can’t escape.” I shudder. “Oh dear lord. Oh no. I’m next. Oh God, help me.”

      “Shhhh.” Em strokes my cheeks. “Calm down. Tell us what you saw.”

      “Witches.” I gasp. “I could sense their magic. They—they killed them.”

      Angie’s eyes are huge. “WHIT?”

      I shake my head, gagging a little. “Inger and Ollie.”

      “The young one?” Angie’s nose wrinkles and her eyes narrow. “Holy hell. We gotta get you outta there.” She pulls on my hand but I cannot get past the doorway.

      “Yeah. They ate them, so the sooner we get me out of this friggin’ staircase, the better.”

      “You sure they were witches?” Em swallows hard.

      “Yeah. Real sure. I could sense their magic and then I couldn't.” I slump down onto the top step, taking heaving breaths and trying to think about everything. “Marcus told me Whit had made me his unlimited blood bag of the good stuff. Whit said he had taken the spell off that he put on me for my protection. Whit is a son-of-a—”

      “Yes, he is,” Em cuts me off.

      Em and Angie stand in the light of the moon, pale and worried as I ponder. “Maybe the midnight coven has answers. I bet those ghosts are the dead witches, unable to leave ‘cause they died here and the spell on the tower traps them.”

      Em’s eyes are wide. “Oh, dear sweet baby Jesus. They died here because they got murdered by vampires. How is this our life? Are we all gonna die?”

      Angie nods along but I explain, “They can’t kill you. You’re vampires too and you would serve no purpose dead. But it doesn't matter, we need to get away from them. I’ll find out if there are other witches we need to free.” I scan around. “Since I’m already stuck here and not going anywhere until midnight when I see the coven, you two go find Tessa and get out of here. Walk to the right when you leave the castle.” I hold my hand out. “Give me your hands.”

      They both eye the invisible barrier nervously, probably wondering if putting their hands through might get them stuck too.

      “NOW!”

      They lurch forward, giving me their hands. I close my eyes, holding both hands in mine and mutter the first thing that comes to mind, “Mark them both for me to find. Wherever they go, leave a trail of glowing breadcrumbs behind.”

      My eyes open to find their hands glowing red, like there is lava beneath their skin. It fades as they pull them back.

      Whit’s words about the Roses Academy spring to my mind. “I know of some people who might be able to help. They stop this kind of criminal behavior from happening in this underworld of undead, blood suckers, and witches.”

      Angie gives me a doubtful look. “Who?”

      “The Roses Academy. They are the law as far as our kind are concerned. They kill vampires who go rogue and murder innocents. If we don't feed off bad people, we get sniffed out by the Roses Academy and killed ourselves.”

      “You said vampires can’t die.”

      My gaze turns serious. “The Roses Academy can kill anything. I’ll figure out a way to find them and get them to deal with this situation here.”

      Em’s eyes are wide. “I don't want to leave you here.”

      “You have to. Get Tessa. Get out. I will find you. Don't kill anyone that doesn't smell real evil. You’ll know the smell the second your nose finds it.”

      Angie shudders. All her blood has come from a glass. She and Em haven’t had to eat from the vein yet.

      “RUN!”

      I tilt my head up to the sky. “Ramón, if you can hear me, go with them. Keep them safe.”

      I turn and saunter back down into the dark, alone and scared.

      I’m only alone for a moment. The ghost of a girl, the one who giggled and whispered to me before, meets me in the dark hallway. She twitches as she nears me, floating and creepy as sin. “Are you Lorelei?” Her little voice fills the dark silence.

      “Yes.”

      She comes closer, eyeing me up with the pale-green glowing eyes. “You friends with Ramón?”

      I nod.

      “He has a message for you. He says you gotta run, Lorelei. Break the barrier and free the witches and run as fast as you can. He was wrong about Whit. He isn’t just sneaky, he’s evil.”

      “I gathered that much.”

      “I don't think he should say mean things about Whit.” She smiles and points. “My ma is that way, wanna come?”

      Nothing is creepier than being lured down a dark hallway by a dead child to meet her mom. But I ignore my insides clenching and my brain, praying I have more sense than that, and follow her.

      My feet make the same scuffing noise on the stone floor as we get back to the spot where the lady in white was. She’s there again, but she ain’t alone. She’s surrounded by her closest ghost friends, all one hundred of them. Their pale faces turn, twitching and coming in and out of focus. A dark-haired one floats to me, smiling. “We hear you know the way out.”

      “I don't know it but I might be able to make it. My magic is working fine. If I have a minute I might be able to find a weak spot in the barrier or just destroy it.”

      She gazes back at the others, the frothing sea of writhing pale beauties. When they see me, they freeze and smile, but it don’t improve the spine-chilling effect they have.

      The little girl speaks to me, “The witches have been waiting on you a long time.”

      “What’s the midnight coven?”

      The little girl gazes up at the stone ceiling. “When the moon is high and the time changes, the witches are strong enough to fight them. They never come down here at midnight—the witches can fight back.”

      “The vampires?”

      “Yeah.” Her mother floats to me, drifting through—actually through—her friends. “The blood of a witch is a special thing. They can take it and use our magic.”

      “But they’re vampires.”

      The woman shakes her head. “Their mother was a powerful witch. Her blood flows through their veins. They can use the magical blood to make their own magic for a time and only small spells. But it fades away and they miss the feeling of the divine magic. Witches make vampires feel again. Make them feel human again. Make them strong if they have the magic in them already.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “That's just peachy. Well, let me add to the fun time of all this sharing we have going on. Me being a half vampire and full witch means they can drain my blood over and over and I won’t ever die. I’m an unlimited supply of magic for the crazy bastards.”

      Her eyes turn red. “You are of the Blackwater witches and a half vampire?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She screams into the ceiling, enraged suddenly. I turn to run away but she grabs my arm. “Wait!” She spins me back to face her. “Don't leave us here. Please, free us before my family comes. They’re full from the girls they just had. Their magic is at its peak! They won’t feed again for weeks.”

      “You’re Whit’s momma?” He told me his momma was a vampire. I don't even know how I’m surprised he lied. The man is a liar. Not to mention, the woman wasn't at dinner. I shoulda known.

      “Aunt,” she offers.

      The little girl points at her. “She’s his sister. His mother is gone back up to the house. She’s keeping an eye on them to make sure they don't come down here before you free us.”

      I hate vampires. I hate how detached they can be. I hate how blood driven they are and how they manage to ruin all good things. “She ain’t trapped down here?” It dawns on me the little girl must not be trapped either.

      She was in the hallway after I froze Rydal.

      The aunt shakes her head. “They didn't die down here.”

      “Great!” I turn and snoop around the hallway, searching for other doors. The little girl comes with me. She reminds me of Tessa with all her talking and nattering on. “So you and my brother are engaged?”

      I shake my head, wondering if anyone else can hear her.

      “But he loves you! I can tell. I seen it in a mirror upstairs. You were kissing and hugging. I could see it in his eyes.” Her Scottish accent is quite thick.

      “Boys are good at lying about their feelings to get certain things from girls.”

      “He can get that everywhere. He’s liked by all the ladies. Not as much as Rydal though. All the girls like him. But Whit’s my favorite.”

      I roll my eyes. “Look, kid, I get that you love him even though he murdered you and drank your blood, but stop, okay?”

      She grins, exactly the same way he does. “He didn't murder me. The villagers came, burning me and Ma for being witches. That's when Da and Ma changed him, Gwen, and the boys. Ma lured a vampire here by possessing the body of a witch. The vampire followed her, excited because she said that she would trade him—his blood for hers. When he gave his blood to Ma, she killed him. Then Da, Gwen, and the boys all drank the vampire blood and Ma killed them too. She buried them in the graves out back, and when they rose she let them eat the body she had possessed. Me and Ma can be real in the house. It’s our home and where we died. So we are normal there. But down here, my aunt got stuck making the barrier. She died making it, not knowing what it was for. Da lied to her, said it was for an evil witch. But it weren’t. So my aunt died and my da saved the rest of the family from being killed by villagers. Now they’re strong enough to eat a whole village if they wants to.”

      It’s almost a sad story. Almost.

      Unfortunately for her and her family, my story is a lot sadder and my patience for bullshit vampires has gotten thinner. By a lot.

      There is one flaw in the tale. “Your momma is helping your aunt break down the barrier after she helped make your family what they are?”

      The little girl looks down, maybe ashamed-like. “Well, my da and them has all gotten addicted to killing the witches. That first girl they killed made them crazy. Suddenly, they had powers, even though before they never. Apart from Gwen, she still doesn't. She’s just a regular vampire. Ma has tried to stop them but they won’t. So now she sees it has to end. They must be stopped at all costs. Even if it means they die, they have to be stopped. The boys torture the witches. Do things Ma won’t let me see but she cries sometimes afterward. She attacked Rydal once, almost killing him at midnight. The witches all got together and attacked. That's how they know not to come down here at midnight.”

      “Your family is a heaping mess of sin and hateful things.”

      “Yeah, I know it.”

      “Are there any live witches here now?”

      She shakes her pale face. “Just you.”

      We turn and stalk through the tunnels, hunting for a clue or a door to something else. I don't want to go back and be with the other ghosts. It’s too much.

      “Ma says we’ll go to Heaven after you’re done breaking the binding spell. That's why she made Whit lure you here. She didn’t know you was a vampire though. That changes things.”

      I sigh again. “Yup.”

      I just want her to stop talking. But she doesn't.

      When I get to the other doorway, the one I saw the bad thing through, I put a hand up. The little girl backs away. “I’m not supposed to go there.”

      “Okay, you wait here.” That’s a relief.

      When I reach the door it’s silent in the room, but that means nothing. They could be drinking a witch down quietly.

      I peek my head through the frame again but there is no one in the room. The two dead girls are drained and lying on the table still.

      I tiptoe inside. It’s a large room with stone walls and a large metal table with ties at the corners. The floor has a drain in the middle of it that smells of old blood.

      The girls are dead and I hate to guess who’s next to be tied to the fun-time table. I can say with all kinds of confidence, it ain’t gonna be me.

      Hell to the no.

      No.

      Nothing in the room speaks of a way out, but I smell something the room has none of—fresh air. I follow it to the corner, running my fingers along the rocky stone edge. Cool air tickles me.

      I push on the corner, moving the wall a little.

      So this is the way they left. They never did come to the stairs where Em and Angie left from! When I get the door open I see a long corridor with a light at the end. Hurrying along, my feet hardly make a sound on the damp stone floor. The light is a door made of what seems to be an iron gate. It’s shaped like a door and the moon is shining through the bars. There is a lock on it with a chain.

      “Spooky,” I mutter.

      “What do we have here?”

      I spin, almost relieved when I see Whit but the clothes make my stomach ache. It’s Rydal. I remind myself Whit isn’t a better option at this point.

      Rydal grins, making my skin hurt, and struts over toward me. His steps are slow, like he’s got me cornered. I reach my hands behind me, gripping to the lock on the door through the bars. It stings my skin—the barrier is here too.

      He steps closer, towering over me the way his brother does but with far more zeal in his eyes. He lifts his finger in the dark, running it down my cheek, making me tense.

      “Easy, little bunny. Don't go getting frightened. You taste so much sweeter when you’re excited.”

      That statement makes my stomach hurt.

      His hand runs down my neck as I chant things in my head, trying to break the lock and the spell.

      If he is distracted by feeding from me he might not notice I’m desperately trying to undo his aunt’s spell.

      “You are beautiful.” He leans forward and licks my throat. He lifts his gaze to mine. “You will let me have your blood.”

      I nod, noticing the pull of his compulsion. But like when Marcus did it, I can bend my will against it. His is even easier than Marcus’ but I need to break the binding spell so I play along.

      “No shocking me with magic then, aye?”

      I nod again.

      “You are easier than I imagined.” He smiles.

      I grin back. “Maybe I’m just waiting to trick you.”

      “Aye, I know you are.” His fangs come down on my throat and he draws a large pull of my blood.

      My whole body is convulsing but I manage to mutter, “Spells of sacrifice and betrayal old, lift and free the ones trapped below. Take the hearts of those you’ve wronged, fill them with hope and powers bestowed.” I bite into his neck and whisper, “Give me back what you stole, bring with it the blood of the cold!” I suck his neck.

      I pull not just his blood, but also his powers that he has lifted. I grip to the top of the gate, exploding my wealth of powers all at once.

      The intensity of the gate blasting away from the tunnel wrenches me with it, making me scream as the force dislodges my shoulders with the impact. They snap as I land with Rydal on top of me. He’s dazed and unaware that I’ve just freed everyone.

      I stare at the moon and watch as it turns blood red. “You might want to run,” I whisper.

      He hauls back, wiping the blood from his lips. “What?”

      I motion my head toward the sky above us swirling with the ghosts of the witches.

      “Lord thundering Jesus, what is that?”

      “Your prior victims, I would imagine. I’ve freed the witches.”

      He looks at the gate under me and back at the hole where the door used to be. “You stupid girl.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m the stupid one? You just got played and I freed the witches and broke the barrier in front of your very eyes.”

      “Touché! But this isn’t over.” He laughs, getting up and running so fast I can’t even see him.

      I lie motionless for a minute, waiting for my body to recover. “Did my sister get out?”

      I hear a whisper on the wind from the swirling vortex of angry women above me, “YESSSSSSS!” It’s a hissing sound and far scarier than anything else.

      When I look back at the hole I made, I see the little girl. She waves, standing next to a dark-haired lady. They both smile.

      I get up and sneak along the castle wall, wondering what to do about that. The girl is suddenly beside me, pointing off to the right. “A cottage lies just that way. A man and his daughter lived there last time I was alive. Maybe they have some proper clothes for you.”

      I don't remind her she’s been dead five hundred years and scurry that way, streaking across the grass in a dress that’s dirty and covered in blood.
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      The plan was simple enough. They were to escape with Tessa while no one was watching and I could free the witches and escape, following the tracks they made.

      But no.

      I have to go and have reckless blood exchange with Rydal, who I can’t stop thinking about now, and run through the fields covered in a mess.

      Sometimes I’m an idiot.

      It reminds me an awful lot of the first night I ran from Whit. I’m running from him, leaving him with a broken heart all over again. But I wish I had my lucky dress like last time. I don't mind running from him but covered in blood is not my preferred way to do it.

      And once more, I have a great reason for never wanting to see him again.

      He has blood all over his hands from the witches.

      How many nights has he slept next to me, being my warmth against the icy whispers, and sucked my blood? If he’s cold enough to suck her life force until she’s dead, he’s cold enough for anything, and I just plain ol’ don't know him at all.

      I feel like something that got drug out from under the porch when I get to the cottage in the woods. I’m tired in my heart and the sun is coming up. She’s always coming. At least the sun will protect me from him.

      The cottage is old and scary and there is a familiar smell to it. I open the door carefully, hoping not to wake whoever might be inside. I listen for the telltale heartbeat but there ain’t one. No one is here. I hope they have some clothes.

      “Don't scream.”

      I open my mouth to scream when I see Gwen, but she is holding a stack of clothes. I close my lips and take them. My dignity is worth a lot more than I care to discuss. When you get told how fat you are your whole life, clothes are your friend, even when someone is always checking the sizes.

      She is clearly upset but doesn't say anything.

      “You okay?” I ask, not sure why I’m even asking.

      “I’ve betrayed them. Me, Ma, and Sara, our little sister you met. We betrayed the men.”

      I scoff. “Sugar, you ain’t got nothing to worry about. Your brothers could depress the devil himself.” I stop myself and hold a hand out to her. “Just come with me.”

      She looks like she might fight me on the suggestion but then puts her hand in mine. We run from the old cottage. I activate the tracking spell, seeing red handprints in the field. “Good, they ran this way.”

      “Who?” She sounds scared; it’s weird since she’s immortal.

      “My sister and them. See the handprints?”

      She shakes her head as we pick up the pace. We track them across a field and through a farm on the far side of the field before we are back into the forest. The sun is rising, making me pray that wherever they are, it has shelter of some sort. Otherwise, we are breaking into a farmhouse.

      “The sun’s coming.” Gwen sounds scared.

      “We need to hurry.”

      I press my feet into the ground harder, running faster. Gwen is an amazing runner too. When the handprints stop, I pause. “Em!”

      The dirt lifts next us, revealing a hatch in the ground. Em smiles up from it. “You made it!” Her eyes drift to Gwen. “And you brought one of them.”

      Gwen puts her hands up, defensively. “I swear, I’ve never had any part in that. I ate the first witch and then I knew. When I smelled out my first evil person, I knew the witch had been good and we’d killed an innocent. I explained the pull of the evil people to my mother. She tried to talk to my father and brothers, but none of them would hear of how wrong it all was.”

      “Even Whit?” Angie sounds a little stunned.

      Gwen’s eyes drop in shame. I grab her hand and pull her into the shelter. Em drops the lid on us, leaving us in the dark.

      My insides are burning up but at least it ain’t my skin. The sun’s heat starts in on the lid immediately. We must have made it into the hole by minutes.

      Angie whispers, “Did you free the witches?”

      “Yeah.” I don't tell them I let Rydal feed from me. That's a story for the 2000s, not the 1960s.

      “Well, that's good.”

      “Yeah.” I sigh, making myself yawn.

      We close our eyes and let sleep take us.

      When I wake up I can feel the heat of the sun still on the lid, but it’s starting to go down. I feel that too.

      We crouch in the dirt, waking up one at a time and waiting for it to go completely.

      Tessa gives me a shove. “Lorelei, you gone and brought that nice man with you?”

      I shake my head, realizing she can’t see me so well. I can hardly see. “No, ma’am.” I don't break her heart by telling her he ain’t a nice man. He’s a cad and a murderer.

      It makes me think though. I lean into Gwen. “How did the Roses Academy never know what y’all was up to?”

      “The barrier spell. It protected them.”

      “How did no one notice the witches going missing?”

      She’s silent for a moment. “Whit and Rydal would go to places and pretend to be the same guy, date a girl and abduct her. Or just find a coven and steal one or two, compelling them away from their families. They would compel the witch to make a gateway back to the castle. You step in wherever they cast the spell and step out back home. No travel time.”

      I would gag but I have nothing to throw up. I’m starving and my heart is broken.

      She leans into me. “I’m so sorry, Lorelei. If it makes any difference, I think you’re the first one they liked with any kind of honesty.”

      “It doesn't.”

      I wish Ramón were here. I hate being in the ground and I hate the idea Whit is chasing me again.

      When I feel the sun dip behind the hills I push the roof hard. We leap from the hole and Em drags Aunt Tessa on her back. Her strength has come in. They must have eaten along the way. God, please let them have eaten something evil and not whatever or whoever they found.

      We run like the wind, taking turns carrying Tessa who believes this is a game, and in order to survive this game, she has to remain still and quiet and hold on for dear life.

      When we get to a village it’s completely dark. I creep ahead and test the door of a small car. When it opens I slide inside and check the usual places for keys. A set drops from the visor, making me smile. Dummies everywhere.

      I wave my hand and the four of them come slinking to the car and jump in. We drive to the next village, repeating the same thing. Steal a car, drive, steal a car, drive, and steal a car, drive. When the sun is rising, we stop and creep along an alley, listening in windows for houses with no heartbeats.

      “Here’s one!” Gwen waves her arm. We all jump in the back window, pushing Tessa through before the last of us gets in.

      When we’re inside we sit with our backs against the walls, staring at each other.

      When Em stares at me, her eyes fill with something bad. “You did live in another version of this life.”

      Gwen gives me a look.

      “The Roses Academy, one of them, sent me back to change the time.”

      “Oh, you met one of those? Wow. They’re very rare.” She nods along casually.

      Angie starts to laugh bitterly. “I didn't believe it until I saw all this. But now I do. I really was seventy and married to Martin and you saved me.”

      “You sure were.”

      “I’m so sorry, Lorelei. I’m sorry I never believed you.” She finally sounds like old Angie.

      “It would have been quite the load for me to swallow too. I lived it and I hardly believe it.” I glance at Tessa’s confused and tired face. “Go find food in the fridge, Aunty. There’s bound to be something to eat. Have some water too.”

      She gets up and toddles into the kitchen, no longer nattering or talking much at all. “We need to get her in a home. We can’t let this be her life. She needs a house,” Em says as Tessa leaves us there. “We’ll take her back to the States. It’s the best plan. She’ll be fine back home. Plenty of folks will help her out.”

      Angie stretches. “We need to go home and hide away from that nutty family.” Gwen’s cheeks flush with embarrassment, making Angie wince. “Sorry.”

      But Gwen shakes her head. “I know what they have become. I wish you might have known them before.”

      My heart wishes it too. I glance at her. “Did Rydal come to Baton Rouge to help Whit with me?”

      She doesn't make eye contact when she mumbles, “Will it help you sleep better during the day if I tell you he did?”

      “No. I just want the truth.”

      “Yes. He was there in the beginning, probably the first month. Then he came home, said Whit had grown quite attached to you and they had fought. He said he made a deal with your mother that guaranteed you would be coming to Scotland with Whit anyway. He had ensured that. Just like Ma asked him to.”

      “Yeah.” I had always wondered who the other vampires were and how Whit was so different at times.

      The whole thing makes me want to retch. I get up and stagger into a room to pass out on a bed that smells like the people who live here.

      When we wake, we dress and sneak around the village, each finding someone to snack on. I don't kill the man I eat from, nor does Gwen. But Angie and Em eat like they’ve never had food before. Both men die but they deserved deaths far worse than the ones they got. We clean ourselves up and make our way to the English border. When we get to the coastline we find a shipping town as per Gwen’s directions.

      She seems freer and less worried but she starts checking over her shoulder the moment we cross the first street in the town. She acts on edge. “They will have come here first because you’re Yanks. We need to hide out, sneak onto a freighter, and then compel the captain to believe we are his secret guests.”

      When we get to the boat docks, a face I never expected to see again is standing there in all her glory. She shines in the headlights, looking beautiful, although I know her to be quite cold and detached. She grins with her evil eyes and nods at the shadow of a large vehicle.

      Gwen gives me a look.

      Angie leans forward. “Who is that?”

      “That is Lucifer. Everyone calls her Lorri.” Gwen swallows hard.

      I offer a subtle wave, wondering if we are somehow in trouble.
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      We sit, huddled in the dark of the cargo van Lorri nodded at. She climbs in last, smiling at us with a gleam in her eyes. She closes the door, giving me a look. “I hear we’re old friends.”

      “We have someone in common.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Momma Holt?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Then I have to admit, this is going to get exciting.” She puts her hand in. “Everyone touch my hand.”

      I lay mine on her warm skin, a little frightened for what’s about to happen. I vaguely recall the vomiting last time. Angie and Em follow my lead and touch her hand.

      “Do we know this young lady?” Tessa leans toward me, whispering loudly.

      “Yes, Aunty. She’s a friend of mine from Baton Rouge.” I smile at her, placing her hand in the circle of ours.

      “Oh, that's nice. I’d like to go back there now.”

      Lorri leans in, staring into her eyes. “You will love this. You will not get sick or be scared.” She turns to Gwen. “You can choose me or them, but if you choose them, you get out now and take your chances with the Roses Academy.”

      Gwen’s hand trembles a little when she puts it in, touching Lorri and closing her eyes.

      The van spins and everything moves like it’s going to peel my skin off and suddenly we’re in the swamp outside Grandmamma Holt’s. I bend forward, losing the bit of water I had in my stomach onto the scrubby ground.

      Squeezing my eyes together, I try to focus as my ears ring. All four of us are sick and dizzy. Only Aunty Tessa is smiling and waving at Grandmamma Holt in her doorway.

      Lorri walks over, stomping almost, in her blood-red boots. They’re the same ones she wore in the future. She nods at me. “Found them right where you said they’d be. They have company. We brought one of them with us.”

      Grandmamma’s spooky eyes trail my way. “You free da witches, cher?”

      I nod.

      “Dis good. You free dem and break da spell. Dem Roses can finally see what I been saying all dis time.” She nods too.

      Lorri folds her arms across her chest. “Look, we can’t just go killing everyone you don't like. She must have broken the protection spells on the old castle because it’s lit up like a beacon. Dorian sensed the sins right away.”

      Grandmamma Holt’s eyes sparkle. “You take them with you. Train them and make them yours. She got da touch.”

      My stomach tenses and my eyes drift from her to my sister, Angie, and Gwen.

      Lorri seems to be processing. “The European Roses could use the help.” She looks back at us. “I’ve started with worse specimens than this.” She nods. “Deal.”

      She turns, grabbing each of us by the hand, all but Tessa. I scream as we do the whirly thing and when we land wherever the hell we are, I heave for several minutes.

      Lorri doesn't seem to care about our seasick state. She stomps through the hallway of the office building we are in, snapping her fingers at us.

      Gwen gives me a desperate stare. “They’re going to turn us into them?”

      “I don't know.” We hug ourselves, stumbling after her stomping boots through the hallway until we get to an elevator and all climb in.

      She turns and grins. “You excited to get some revenge, Lorelei?”

      “The thought never really crossed my mind. I was mostly just worried about running.”

      She shrugs. “Daniel, my instructor here, can teach you how to get it. Show Whit what you’re made of.”

      The words linger in the elevator, even after we land at the right floor and she steps off. Gwen’s face is still pinched and pained but her eyes are lit. She gets off, following Lorri into the wide-open space. There are others. I don't think they’re like us, but they’re not human. The wide space is a lounge of sorts with TVs, couches, and tables with chairs. It’s a common room in a massive dorm. Everyone seems to be relaxing until we cross the room, following Lorri. Then they stare. All forty of them. Every eye in the room is watching us.

      Lorri enters a door, holding it for us.

      We follow, scampering almost to keep up and not be the last person in the room. She walks us to another hallway lined with wooden doors. She opens one and nods at Angie and Em. “You two seem pretty attached at the hip. You can share this room.”

      She goes to the next door and opens it. “And you two in here. Get some rest. I’ll have some food brought for you. Daniel is going to want to meet you tomorrow. He’s a vampire too. You’ll get on like a house on fire.”

      I gaze at my sister and my friends and ask softly, “Why are we here?”

      Her dark eyes glisten with humor. “To become Roses. You see, we now know Gwen here has been part of a bad lineage for a long time. She’s eligible for death like her siblings. So she can choose Roses Academy or she can choose to be put to sleep. Angie and Emily are young and too new to be left to their own devices. We don't approve of vampires just being made at random. They will violate the laws if they don't have an outlet. Trust me, I’ve seen this a few times. And lastly, they didn't want to be made; you forced them.” She winks at me. “Also punishable by death. So you girls can choose: stay and become members of the good side, or take your chances out there where one of us will kill you.”

      One of the girls next to me gulps, another shudders, while I almost cry. “What about Tessa?”

      “She’ll live with Momma Holt. She’ll be safe. Momma Holt is quite fond of her and the swamp is safe. She’s probably sleeping already.” She turns and waves backward. “Like you should be.” She is walking and then she’s gone.

      I’m tired and defeated and still mourning my tricked and wounded heart, which I haven’t even had a free second to do since we went on the lamb.

      I don't turn and talk to any of them. What can I say? I’ve doomed you to a life of horror and violence? No. I lower my head in shame and make my way to my new room. I slump onto my new bed and let the sadness take me. Howling sobs rip from my chest as I let it all loose.

      Whit’s betrayals, constant betrayals.

      My momma and all her terrible deeds and hurtful words.

      My daddy’s death.

      Aunt Tessa living in the swamps with two ghosts.

      The horrible things Whit and his brothers did to the witches.

      My loss of freedom and life and possibilities.

      I cry so hard my eyes won’t open to see who is curling up on the bed with me, spooning me. I feel two bodies and realize it’s Em and Angie.

      The three of us cry and sleep, wrapped in each other. Holding each other. Dreaming of better days and finer lives than this.

      I wake to a sound. It’s crying or whimpering maybe. I open an eye, peering around in the dark. I can hardly see and Angie and Em make it hard to move. The noise is coming from the bed on the far side of the room. I wince, knowing she must be devastated and terrified. “You okay, Gwen?”

      She sniffles and sucks her breath. “No.”

      “I’m sorry Lorri found us.”

      “I’m not.” She sniffles again. “I’m grateful to be free of them. I just don't want to have to kill them. I know they deserve it and they need to be punished for the wrongs they’ve done, but they’re my family.”

      They aren’t my family and I feel the same way. “I don't want them to die either. As much as Rydal and Whit played my heart for a fool and destroyed my entire life, I can’t make myself wish for their death. At least I don't think I can.”

      “I’m pure sorry, Lorelei. I’m sorry for everything they did.”

      I sigh, thinking about it all. One question stands out. “Did Whit ever tell your daddy I was able to give them witch’s blood?”

      “No. He never told any of us. Inger smelled it on you the first time he met you. Whit tried to convince them there was no way; the magic had died when you became a halfling.”

      I wince. “Then I froze Rydal and proved his words to be lies.”

      “Yeah, ya did. That was the end of the line for you. Da said he wanted you bled regularly. I think Whit was going to convince you to run. He was trying to keep everyone calm and lie about it all until he had a plan. He had to be smart about it.”

      I don't even know what to say. There isn’t much that can be said. Whit might have tried to save me, but he started everything out by screwing me over.

      “Gwen, everything will be okay. The people out there in that lounge area seemed relaxed and happy. It can’t be all bad.”

      Her sigh fills the dark. “I know but I’m scared. For the first time in hundreds of years, I’m away from them.”

      “At least we have each other.” I close my eyes again, feeling sad for us all.

      I don't realize I’ve fallen back to sleep until I’m woken by the sound of talking. I wake with a scowl and a groan, “What time is it?”

      “Time to get up. Some guy just came to the door and said we have to wake up.” Angie yawns and stretches, leaning against me.

      I open my eyes to see Em smiling. She laughs at whatever they were talking about as I was waking up. She pulls her hair back into a ponytail and leans forward, poking me. “Get up, sleepy head.”

      Why is she so happy?

      “I feel like I’ve been rode hard and hung up to dry.” Angie gets up off the bed, tilting her neck side to side. ”I could really go for a shower and a change of clothes.”

      Gwen sits up on her bed, giving me a haunted stare.

      At least she and I are on the same page.

      There’s a knock and before we can answer the door, it opens and a man’s face pokes in. He’s handsome but older with glasses and a Poindexter look to him. He ain’t my type of fun, that's for sure.

      “Morning, ladies. I’m Daniel. Come and join us for some breakfast?” He opens the door all the way and holds a long arm out for us.

      Angie and Em stroll out first, clearly excited. Gwen gives me a dirty look. “What’s with them?”

      I shake my head, getting up and walking with her to the door. The man beams at me. “Pleased to meet you, Lorelei. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      That doesn't sit well with me. I have a bad feeling in my stomach. But I’m also from good enough breeding that I paste a smile across my lips and nod. “Nice to meet you too, sir.”

      “Daniel.”

      I nod again. “Daniel.”

      He holds a hand out for Gwen. “I am sorry for your family’s situation.”

      She pushes her lips into something of a grin, forcing herself to be polite. “Thank you.”

      He closes the door and walks alongside of us. “How long have you been one of us?”

      “Five hundred years.”

      He whistles. “Now that's pretty impressive. Your mom must have been a very powerful witch to be able to protect you all that long.”

      “I suppose.”

      “It’s going to get better. It can’t get worse.” He chuckles.

      I glance at Gwen, arching my eyebrows. She nods. I imagine we are both thinking he’s a fool for testing the fates that way. Shit can always get worse.

      When we get out into the common room there are people everywhere. They’re eating and laughing. It’s an easygoing environment, reminding me more of a college from the future. Except all the guys have hair as long as the girls. Dear lord, why?

      Em and Angie grab huge cups of blood and sit at an empty spot on the couch and watch Gwen and me. It’s all so surreal. They never liked each other until they both disliked me enough to lean on each other.

      Daniel points at the breakfast buffet. “There’s real food or blood, Lorelei, whichever you prefer.”

      I shrug. “I like them both.”

      “It’s so weird you can eat both comfortably.” Gwen nudges me softly as we walk over. I plate food and grab a cup of blood, earning myself odd looks from the other people around us. A tall guy with long brown hair pulled back into a shaggy ponytail gives me a confused look. “Both?”

      I sip my blood, savoring the flavor and warmth. When I get a good mouthful, I shrug.

      “What are you?”

      I take a step back. “Raised better than to ask a stranger a question so rude as that one.” I turn and pace to the couch, gripping my plate and cup.

      Daniel shakes his head. “Try making friends, girls. I’ll see you right after breakfast. We have a lot to talk about.” He walks off, greeting people on his way out.

      I sit next to Em, shaking my head and eating a slice of bacon. “This is creepy.”

      Em and Angie shrug. “It’s sort of amazing. They’re all like us. We aren’t hiding and struggling; we’re just normal here. And the food is free for the taking. No killing.”

      It dawns on me that this is homier than the castle we hid in or the nighttime car rides to break into strangers’ houses and steal from them. None of that sits well with any of them. I’m old hat at it.

      Gwen drops next to me. “These people are different. Can you smell it? That guy smells like a dog and that girl too. The kid over there has the blackest eyes I’ve ever seen.”

      “Part angel.”

      She nods.

      Em and Angie give us both a look. “The angel thing is real?”

      We nod slowly, sipping warm blood and staring back at everyone in the room.

      Lorri and Daniel have left us to get to know the people in the room. Clearly, that was a bad idea.

      “I miss home,” the words sort of fall out of my lips.

      Gwen sighs. “Me too.”

      “Me three,” says Angie.

      Em smiles at me. “I want to say me four but it would be a lie. I don't miss it. I don't miss her and the hate and the lies. I don't miss pretending to be a perfect family when everything was fake. I don't miss her using her body to make him be cruel to us.”

      Angie points at Em. “She has a point. I change my vote.”

      Gwen laughs. “I change mine too. I don't miss pretending that I was fine with what was going on. I couldn't be. Ever. I was ashamed of them and scared all the time.” Her eyes dart around the room. “Scared of the Roses Academy.”

      The big guy’s lips turn up like he’s laughing at our conversation from across the room. He can clearly hear us.

      Excellent.
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      “He’s as windy as a bag of farts, that one,” Angie leans in whispering in my ear.

      The comment brings a grin to my lips. It reminds me of class, a time that was only months ago and now feels like years. Hundreds of them.

      I was so innocent in the world.

      Her sexcapades with the Italian Stallion were the biggest scandal in my world.

      Sitting in the room, listening to the history of the Roses Academy is painful. It ain’t so hard to grasp, but they keep on repeating themselves like we might just be as slow as we talk.

      “Lorelei, do you understand what is expected of you?” Daniel asks. His little British accent is adorable, but he’s starting to make me think he couldn't find his ass with both his hands stuck in his back pockets.

      I try real hard not to snap my answer, “Y’all are angels who fell from Heaven to save mankind from the bad guys at God’s request. Lorri is Lucifer, the fallen angel. She’s spicy but not nearly as evil as people portray her to be. She runs the Devil’s Roses as the law between man and immortal. The Roses are badass weapons of mass destruction who can kill anything they want, once it’s crossed the line into creatures who exploit humans for their own benefit.”

      “Good.”

      I glance at Gwen. She rolls her eyes and blinks hard.

      “Now we are moving to the training scenarios, if you want to follow Brandon to the elevator. He’ll take you up to the scenario room.” He leaves us there with the tall guy with long hair. Brandon Green. He’s a shifter, something called fae who become wolves. It’s about the most normal thing here.

      Brandon gives us a simple smile. He’s pretty friendly for a guy who turns into a wolf.

      “You all look exhausted.”

      I nod but Angie sums it up perfectly, “Well, it might not be so painful if his presentation wasn't so dull. Does he do everything like he’s going around his ass to get to his elbow?”

      Brandon cocks an eyebrow.

      Em giggles. “It means taking the long way to do things.”

      Brandon nods. “He does. Now let’s go.” He grins at Angie. “I might use that one. I’ve already managed to use the one you said yesterday about the goat’s ass in the pepper patch.”

      We all laugh. Three days of explanations and learning what all the other species are has been dull as watching paint dry, but Brandon has been a nice addition. He’s sort of funny and easy to be around. He doesn't stare or make you nervous.

      He’s just a genuinely nice guy. I didn't think they existed but apparently, I was wrong.

      The scenario room is not what I expected. It’s a forest inside the building. When the elevator opens we all stand there, curious but scared to get off. Brandon strolls off like it’s no big deal.

      A man with black eyes, dark hair, and a smugness to his beautiful face greets us. He’s English and sort of evil, I think. “Let’s go, ladies. If you want to be the next assassins of the Roses Academy you must move faster than that.” He winks at me. “If I catch you, you’re going to feel me.”

      My body tenses and my fingers instantly spark. It's the first threat I’ve felt since we got here.

      His eyes sparkle and there is something in them I can’t bear to look away from. He’s brooding and possibly hostile, and yet all I want to do is see him smile. I have a feeling it might kill me when he does.

      My insides tense when Brandon holds a hand up to him. “Dorian. Try not to let him scare you. He’s really a pussycat.”

      Dorian’s eyes don't leave mine. “It’s true.” I don't believe it. I think he’s going to be the worst thing that ever happened to me, and he’s hardly spoken. He makes my guts burn the way Whit used to.

      Dorian turns and points at the weirdly dense forest inside the building. “When you get to the far side of the forest, you’re safe. Once you enter, the game is on.” He’s gone the second he’s done talking.

      Brandon raises his dark eyebrows. “Good luck!”

      I don't think we need luck. We need a miracle.

      Regardless of having done it multiple times, I don't believe I’m cut out for the whole survival in the woods thing. I don't want to do it, even if my magic senses the anticipation and angst building in me, making me plot my own survival. No matter how much I dread it, I’m a survivor. Now that I have the Blackwater magic, it’s worse. It’s almost like the ancients are talking to me, my sisters from the Blackwater.

      Gwen’s fangs drop. Em and Angie’s are dropped already, probably when they met Dorian. Mine almost dropped.

      I light my fingers up, letting the buzz take over.

      Brandon steps to the side. “Use whatever skills you have to defend yourself.”

      I want to run. That's my best skill. But I know Angie is a terrible runner. I lean in to Gwen and whisper, “Run in circles, opposite me, around Angie and Em, protecting them.”

      She nods, snarling a little. She’s clearly fought before.

      We leap into the forest. She goes left and I go right. Angie and Em are running straight, so we circle them, trying to catch whatever is in here with us. A twig breaks to my right. I throw a bolt at the forest, lighting it up with flames—the kind of flames Whit feared.

      A dark shape races at Em but Gwen comes out of nowhere and dives at it, rolling and taking the huge wolf down with her. She kicks him and leaps away as he flies the other way. I run, jumping over logs like they’re hurdles. Something whizzes past me, making a sound. I shoot bolts of freezing like I did to Rydal, but nothing is getting stopped.

      Suddenly, I see it. A scream leaves my lips but it has me on the ground. It’s a vampire. He moves so much faster than I do. He must be incredibly old. His fangs lower onto me, biting down on my throat as I blast him with electricity bolts. When he tenses away from my throat, Angie is there. She flings him into a tree. We continue to run but he’s back within seconds. His hands scrape at my arms and back. Just as he makes contact with my skin, I shoot ice bolts from my pores like a porcupine defending itself.

      He screams and I pick up the pace. Em is still running freely, checking behind her as we weave through the bushes. There’s a cabin at the far end of the forest. Brandon is there with his simple smile.

      I hear Gwen go down and then Angie, both with a grunt and moan. A black thing appears like a fog around Em and then she’s gone with the same groan.

      I push my legs, racing like I’m fleeing those vampires and Whit.

      The black fog settles around me. It’s the dark-haired angel, Dorian. He smiles, reaching for me, but when his hands touch my skin, he screams in pain, not me. He’s no longer a fog, just a man on the ground. I leap over him, wondering what the hell I just did to him. I leap one last log, stopping in front of Brandon and huffing my air like I ain’t getting any.

      “I don't even want to know what that was.”

      Suddenly, Dorian is there, standing in front of me. He lifts my face, looking into my eyes. “She’s not what she seems.”

      “You, sir, are a sore loser.” I step back, defiant. “And I never did say I was anything.”

      He steps in close again, pressing his chest against my heaving one. He leans in, taking a long draw of air—my air. He places his hands on either side of me and smiles. “This is going to sting, just a little.” He presses his lips against mine, kissing me with slow fervor. His tongue caresses mine as his hands dig in, gripping me closer. I can’t breathe without taking inhales of him. He smells and tastes exotic, like thick sugary sin. His taste and smell make me think I might never get enough of him.

      My hands are in his hair and I don't know my name. At first it’s bliss and passion, but then somewhere in there he changes the kiss to something I can’t give. He sucks my soul from my lips, trying to squeeze every drop out my mouth. But I have no soul so it’s a hollow wind blowing from inside me, burning the whole way out. I’m screaming into his mouth as he inhales me.

      When he stops, I lose everything. My balance, my strength, my sense, and lastly, my sight.

      Everything is dark and in that world of pain and loss there’s a light—one single light shining in the dark.

      It’s the witch from the tunnel, the girl, Sara, Gwen’s sister. She moves to me in her creepy, twitchy sort of way. When she gets close she shakes her head. “I’m so sorry, Lorelei. I wish things were different for you.”

      She leans in real close like she’s going to tell me a secret here in the dark place. Instead, when her lips part, she screams blue murder.

      My eyes burst open.

      Dorian is still there, standing over me, offering his hand.

      I slap a hand down on the forest floor and push myself up, not wanting him to ever touch me again. My legs buckle and he touches me anyway, clenching me to him as he scoops me into his arms.

      He does his magical travel thingy that makes me sick.

      It’s the worst five minutes of my life.
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      I wake up in my bed alone. Em and Angie aren’t there. Gwen is on her bed, passed out. I close my eyes again, trying to decipher what I remember from the last day. I have nothing. I remember Dorian kissing me and the pain. I remember Sara screaming at me. Beyond that, I have nothing. I don’t remember getting ready for bed. I don't remember anything.

      I get up, staggering out to the hall. I knock on Angie and Em’s door but they don't answer. So I head out into the common room. Heads turn and lips close as I enter.

      What the heck?

      I try to ignore them and my pounding head as I stumble to the blood to get a huge cup of it.

      My insides are on fire, like my face. I don't understand why they’re all so quiet.

      Em and Angie wave at me from a couch so I join them. When I sit down, a girl gets up and moves from the couch across from us.

      I gaze down at my cup, embarrassed and confused. It reminds me of eating in front of Momma.

      Lorri comes stomping into the room. She points at me and then to the hallway she’s in. Apparently, I am being summoned.

      Angie and Em both look a little different and the silence in the room full of people is aggravating. My eyes scan the room and I wonder what in the hell I ever did to any of them. A girl’s face lowers as her cheeks turn bright red.

      God, it must be bad.

      I stalk out to the hallway, scared and starving. The blood isn’t going down, thanks to the awkwardness of the common room. My throat feels like it has a huge lump in it.

      Lorri leans against a wall with her arms folded. She looks spicy. “What do you remember?”

      “About what?”

      “Dorian sucking your soul.”

      I look down. “He’s a good kisser.”

      “And?”

      “I don't remember anything.” I shake my head again.

      “You don't remember what you saw when you were out?”

      “Just Gwen’s little sister telling me she was sorry and screaming at me.”

      She’s definitely annoyed with me. I don't like the look on her face. Finally, she speaks softly, “You aren’t just a witch and a vampire.”

      “I’m guessing you aren’t going to say teenaged girl?”

      She smiles. “I sort of almost like you, Lorelei.”

      I don't know how to take that.

      “You’re fae. Your father is not your father. I’m not even sure your mother is your mother. You’re dangerous. We should put you down. Some people don't think you can handle the stress and pressure and power you have.” She sighs. “Dorian wants you put down. Marcus wants you to live with him.” I part my lips to interrupt her but she holds a hand up. “I think we are going to put you in charge of the Roses Academy in England though. I think that's what’s best.”

      I’m even more confused.

      She grins wide as if she is just trying to test the fates with me. “You are more powerful than anything I’ve seen in a long time. I don't want to chance anyone else swaying you to join their team.”

      “There are teams?”

      She laughs. “Yes. The good guys and the bad guys. We’re good. If you want to stay alive, you will be my right hand. If you don't think you can do it, I will let Marcus have you. That's not a hard one for me.”

      I contemplate Marcus for several seconds before I shake my head. “I don't want to live with Marcus.”

      “Good choice.”

      “Can you just tell me what I am?”

      “Complicated,” she offers. “One of your parents might have been born of the fallen, but one of them is definitely full fae. You have all the characteristics of fae. Beauty. Speed. Grace. Control. Natural magic and the knowledge of how to use it without formal training. Control over the elements to the point they become part of you. You see the dead and communicate with them easily. You taste like fae.”

      I wince. “What does that mean in the long run?”

      “You’re the combination of too much power. Claiming your magic is one thing. Taking the Blackwater magic is another. Adding that to the other things you are makes you fairly unstoppable. But then you’re a halfling vampire as well. It’s mind-boggling actually.” Her eyes gleam with pride. “And that is why I want you to work for me. You will be unstoppable and you will clean up the harshest section of the world. The creatures are old and the evil runs deep. You and Gwen are being sent to England and then on to Romania. You will meet with the other Roses in England.”

      “What about Em and Angie?”

      “They’re staying here. They need more training. They’re new to all of this. And I figured it might make you more comfortable, knowing they’re safe. You can focus better and help Gwen get her revenge.”

      The whole thing makes me want to curl up into a ball to process it all. But I don't. I give her a confused look and shrug. “Better to be one of you than you hunting my ass like it’s open season.”

      She smiles wide again. “I think I do like you.” She points at the clock on the wall behind me. “We leave in an hour. Say your goodbyes and get Gwen.” She winks at me and she’s gone, leaving me with a pit in my stomach and a cool breeze tossing my hair about.

      My insides churn and somehow in the end I feel hollow, regardless of how much it all twists and burns.

      Goodbyes?

      How do I say goodbye to my sister and Angie after everything I’ve done to them? Now I’m going back to England and leaving them here alone?

      The idea of it rots me.

      I slip back through the doorway, avoiding the crowd of people who are sitting and laughing. It’s as if they’re suddenly free to be themselves now that the evil monster is gone. Em catches my head peeking around the corner and gets up, tapping Angie. I wave a hand and they come.

      Angie is still snickering at whatever the guy next to her said as they walk over. They smile right up until they’re around the corner and face to face with me. Em swallows hard, not meeting my gaze.

      “What?” I have to ask.

      Angie’s bold enough to meet my eyes and just tell me the truth, “Everyone says you are a type of monster that has never been created before. They say you’re dangerous.”

      It stings a little but I know it’s not true. “No different from any other monster in the room, I’m afraid. I’m still just me. Yesterday I made a peanut butter sandwich and ate it in a closet where no one could see me.”

      Em flinches and looks down.

      Leaving them is getting easier. I’m tired of feeling guilty, and now added to that, my feelings of abnormality amongst the freaks, and I’m about to explode. “I’m leaving. I’m being assigned to England and was asked to work as a Rose there.”

      Angie’s eyes burn and Em finally lifts her head to meet my face. “You’re leaving?”

      I nod.

      “But we just got here. We’re still learning how to be—this.” Em points at herself.

      I nod again.

      Angie leaps, wrapping herself around me. “Stay safe, Lorelei. Don't let none of them tell you you’re anything you don't think you are. I’ve known you since we were four years old and I’ve never seen nothing dangerous.”

      I hug her back, taking in gulps of her scent so I won’t forget it.

      She pulls me back. “I forgive you and I know why you did what you did. I woulda chosen to save you too. I’m lucky to have a friend like you. I always was.”

      “It’s me who’s lucky, it’s always been me. I shoulda listened to you when you told me about Martin. I’ll always regret that. Had I just told my daddy no, and told Whit to suck eggs, we wouldn't be here.”

      She swallows whatever she’s about to say, hugging me once more before Em jumps into the embrace, clinging to me. “Don't leave me.”

      “Never. I swear, I’ll never leave you. This isn’t me leaving, it’s me ending what I let happen once and for all, but I’ll come back. I want Whit and his brothers and his father to pay for what they’ve done.” I shake my head. It’s a lie. I am leaving her, and if I’m working in England I don't know when I’ll see her again.

      She sobs. “I’m sorry, Lorelei. I’m sorry I didn't believe you and I’m sorry I was so mad.”

      “You had every right, you both did. I’m just glad you see the predicament I was in. I’m still in.”

      Em glances up, nodding at me. “We do. We know now. This place is crazy. An institution for training warriors to fight for God against evil? Who would have ever thought this existed? Nothing you’ve said has been more fantastical than this.”

      I roll my eyes. “I don't even want to get into fantastical. Trust me, there is a whole mess of shit we don't even know yet.” I wonder if we really are sisters, me and Em—if whatever made me, made her too.

      I kiss them both and point behind me. “I’m gonna take the sneaky hallway back to the room to get Gwen. I don't want to see everyone in there.”

      They nod, almost like they’re grateful I don't want to.

      I hug them once more, holding my tears and words back, before I turn away and let it all loose. I round the corner, blinded by tears and the agony of being different.

      And I’m not sure I fixed a single thing. In the other life, Em was a frozen ghost, forever sixteen. In this life, she’s stuck there again. Only now she feeds off death. Angie was stuck in a horrid life with a monster, and now she’s surrounded by them, never able to have the babies and grandbabies she had last time.

      I just wish things could be different in a normal way. I just wish they had all been left to live happily ever after, and I was the one who was killed instead of Ramón.

      When I get to the room, Gwen sits on the bed with a glum face. She doesn't lift her eyes to meet mine when she speaks, “So home we go then?”

      “Yeah. We get to deal with Whit and the others. Nothing quite like being forced to deal with your own loved ones.”

      She’s pale, even for a vampire. “I had the chance so many times to kill them. I could have ended them and the bad things they did, but I would have been alone in the world. I didn't want that. So I let them live on, doing what they did.” She lifts her face, nodding at her own painful conclusion. “Now I have to fix it.”
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      I glance out at the still farm, smiling at the peaceful night. In the dark it’s almost like being back in the bayou. The smell in the air of things growing is near enough, but combined with the humidity of the English countryside, it’s quite similar. If I close my eyes I can hear the wind toying with the long, wispy branches and rustling the lilac bushes. I miss that smell, that warm smell that cloaks you in the South. You don't even need perfume there. Us Southerners are baptized in the sweaty air of the lilacs and magnolias.

      Here the smell is harsher but it cloaks you nonetheless.

      Gwen ambles over to where I am. Her soft steps give her away. “Bit of a raw deal this. London my arse!”

      It makes me smile. We had been told London. What they meant was this farm in the middle of nowhere would be a stopover on the way to the actual destination. I had been told we were also going to Romania, which scares me. It’s silly and I know it is, but Romania actually makes me worry. We came here for a few days to meet the other Roses before we were to leave for Romania.

      “Landry says my brothers have split up. My father was caught. He’s being held in a place for people like us in Romania. That's why we’re going there. But first, they want me to see if I can smell my brothers out in a rural part of Northern England. Landry is coming in a few moments to collect us.”

      “When do we leave for Romania?”

      “The moment we are done in the North.”

      My stomach aches when I think about either event occurring. Finding Whit will be tragic as will going to Romania.

      A second later Landry, the next in line to run the English Roses Academy, steps in front of me with his winking-eye-flashing movement that they all do. He grins, remaining directly in front of my face. “How are you this evening?”

      “Tired of you staring at me like that. I didn't ask to be in charge. I don't even know what I’m doing.”

      “At least we both agree on that.” He grabs my hand and Gwen’s and suddenly the air is cold and the smell is wrong. It’s evil, tainted, and filled with death. It makes my mouth water, tasting the vileness in the air. “Where are we?”

      “North Manchester.”

      “It smells like evil.” Gwen sniffs the air.

      “One of the most dangerous places in the United Kingdom. We assumed your brothers would hide out somewhere that the stench of the town would overwhelm their own evil taint.” Landry gives her a genuine smile. He’s always nice to her but a dick to me.

      He walks ahead to an old building, nodding at the dark eyes watching us approach.

      Great.

      Dorian gives me a look, letting me know I’m on borrowed time as far as he’s concerned. He thinks I should have been put to sleep as Lorri so eloquently put it. He speaks to Landry, “Take Gwen here on a tour of the town. See if she can grab their smell.” Landry and Gwen vanish, leaving Dorian and me alone.

      I haven’t seen him since he kissed me with the kiss of death and agony.

      “Miss me?” he asks sardonically.

      My instant response to being treated like garbage is to roll my eyes and walk away. But the moment I turn my back, he’s there, right in front of my face, swirling the wind around us.

      The black of his eyes holds me hostage. He flutters his long inky lashes down at me as his hands lift hesitantly, hovering near my arms, and his fingers softly trail up them. It’s like he’s testing the water. His eyes trap me in their stare as his lips slowly lower to mine.

      Sounds leave my lips as he caresses them delicately. He’s a type of food I could live off. I could love him without even knowing him, and he calls me dangerous. My hands lift into his dark hair, gripping his face to mine, desperate to kiss until I die. And what a way to go.

      He does his winky thing and we are in a room.

      He delicately plants soft kisses and inhales me with every one, drinking me in the same way I am him.

      He throws me onto the bed behind us, pulling his sweater off. I don't know what to expect but the perfection that is there, is not it. His body is chiseled and hard.

      I sit up on my knees as he comes closer, tilting his head to the side and lowering it to my nape as I run my hands up and down the soft, smooth skin.

      On the wall behind him I catch a glimpse of my reflection.

      My eyes are silver and glowing, molten-like. And my cheeks are flushed with color and passion. My reflection smiles though I don't feel a smile upon my lips. She winks at me and I realize what’s happening. I’m not being myself. I’m succumbing to the attraction naturally there amongst us immortals. It’s not normal. It’s forced like my love of Whit.

      I shove him off me.

      “Bloody hell. You want to wrestle?” he asks smugly.

      My reflection laughs silently from behind the glass.

      “No. I don't want to do this.”

      He walks to me slowly, grinning with fire. “We role playing now? I’m not big on it but I guess I can try.” His accent is thicker with charm.

      “Please, don't do this.”

      My reflection is crying she’s laughing so hard. Her molten eyes are still aflame, but now it’s humor and mockery she is bursting with.

      “You’re supposed to say it more convincingly.” He raises his voice, “Please, sir, no. I’m a virgin. Please don't hurt me!” He chuckles, grabbing my wrists roughly.

      I blast him backward, shaking my head and trembling from the use of my power.

      He winks behind me and leans in, muttering into my ear, “I don't think we should use our powers on each other.” He kisses my neck, nibbling ever so delicately. The incense in the air puts my head in a fog.

      “LORELEI!” someone calls from outside the room. I realize we’re inside the old building we were just standing beside. “LORELEI!”

      I crack an eyelid to see my reflection again. Dorian isn’t in the mirror but I can still feel him.

      My lips part to say his name but a scream rips from them. My reflection flickers and vanishes as the mirror cracks. In the broken glass is something shocking.

      I turn to see Whit instead of Dorian. He grins and I realize it’s Rydal. I scream again. As the shrill sound rips from my lips I blink and realize I’m still standing on the road, fully dressed and completely turned on but confused.

      Dorian cocks an eyebrow at me, still wearing all his clothes and standing on the road.

      My hands are caressing and hugging my own body. “What’d you do?”

      When I glance back at Dorian his face couldn't be more amused. “Which part?”

      I’m trembling. I want to cry when I see the amusement on his face but instead I shout, “WHAT DID YOU DO TO ME?”

      He doesn't move beyond smiling wider. “You did that to yourself. I was talking about Romania and suddenly you started moaning about and then you were miming being scared and playing hard to get for yourself. I had no idea you were this entertaining. It was like a strip club combined with interpretive dance.”

      “No. No. It wasn't me. There was a mirror and she was me but she wasn't, and then there was a face and you were there but you were Rydal.”

      His eyes narrow.

      I point at the building. “I was in there, that room. I could hear y’all yelling for me. You were there and then you became Rydal.”

      “Trust me, if I was there, you’d know it.” He walks past me. “I have a rule about messing with things like you. I don't.”

      I’m humiliated and disturbed. “There has to be a reason. I don't do stuff like that.”

      He turns. “I’m certain you don't. Someone is messing with you. They have to be close by to do it.” He vanishes, appearing behind me, touches my arm, and we are suddenly inside the building. We are in the exact room I was just in.

      “This is it.”

      He grips my hand, pulling me through the rooms. I stop him, recognizing the mirror on the wall. “That's the mirror. I could see myself but she wasn't me.”

      He pulls the old brass framed mirror off the wall and studies it. It’s nothing. He smashes it on the floor, making me jump back. Black smoke puffs out from underneath it. He looks at me. “They were here.”

      “They can’t be far; they can’t do the winky thing.”

      “They are likely not alone, firstly. And secondly, we don't call it that. It’s just traveling.” He rolls his eyes.

      “What do we do now?”

      He chuckles. “You’re in charge.”

      I gulp, closing my eyes and praying an answer will come to me.

      When I open them I swallow hard again. The vampire side of me really doesn't think much about hooking up with guys. Not like the Southern girl side of me. She’s nearly having a stroke about the Whit and Rydal make-out sessions.

      Dorian gives me a look. “What do think about the black smoke?”

      “A spell.”

      “They have a witch.”

      That makes me shudder. His brow knits. “What was that face for?”

      “They’re disturbing and sick when they have witches. The things they do are just—it’s not right.”

      He walks down the hallway to the back of the building. “Could there be a protective spell on the place?”

      I close my eyes, concentrating as hard as I can to sense magic. There is a stain of magic, but the witch is long gone. “This is a trap. It’s a decoy. They were here only to set it and leave. They didn't stay.”

      “How do know that?”

      I sniff the air. “I can only smell Rydal so he was alone with the witch. He would have come here because y’all would have thought it. He’s five hundred years old. This ain’t his first rodeo.”

      When I open my eyes, Dorian is giving me a disturbed grin. “Rodeo?”

      “You know what I mean. He’s been avoiding you with magic for five hundred years. This isn’t the first time he’s outsmarted you and the others.”

      “But how do you know that?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know how. I just do.”

      His gaze narrows as his lips play with a grin, maybe trying to hide it. “You let him feed from you!”

      My lips part, desperate for a lie to absolve myself of the lies, but they remain there, behind my eyes.

      “That's how he’s able to toy with your brain. You let him in once already.”

      My gaze lowers to the old wooden floor. I don't actually have a defense for the act. I was desperately trying to save the witches and free myself.

      “So he and the witch came here, set traps for us to walk into, and now he’s moved on to the next place to set more? Hoping we will get caught up in a trail of bullshit and nonsense?”

      I nod.

      “Then where is the last place he would go?”

      “Home.”

      Dorian’s eyes light up. “Bloody hell, you’re right. He’ll have us all knackered from running about when he’s sitting at home, preparing for the eventual assault on the place.” He grabs my hand and suddenly we’re outside. I shudder as he takes off again. We land and wink away three times until we find Gwen and Landry, making out against a wall.

      I cover Dorian’s eyes and drag him backward. We stay behind the wall of the building next to us. He pulls my hands down from his eyes. “I take it they found a trap?”

      “Or they just decided to make out. I think he likes her a lot.”

      His dark eyes glisten in the moonlight. “What’s not to like? She’s beautiful, sweet, and she can’t murder you with a kiss.”

      My jaw drops.

      He smiles wider and leans against the wall. “How long should we give them?”

      “How long would you need?”

      “Hours!” He winks but doesn't travel.

      I scoff. “Right. I’m going to bet fifteen minutes and that's being generous.”

      “I’m an angel. I’m made to be perfect, at everything.”

      “Mmmhmmm.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “You don't believe me?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever been with an angel?”

      “I’ve been with men, y’all are the same.” It’s a lie but I don't care. I don't want to talk about how I’m dangerous and evil and blah, blah, blah.

      “If you promise not to electrocute me, I’d be happy to show you how wrong you are.”

      I hold a hand up between us. “Pass, but thanks for the offer.”

      “You don't know what you’re missing.”

      “Ditto.” I grin.

      He leans into the wall and shouts, “Shut it down, Landry. We have a date with destiny.”

      “Tact. Have you ever heard of the word?” I wince, imagining how embarrassed they both must be.

      Dorian sighs. “I don't have time for tact. I’m a busy bloke.” He leans over to me and takes a deep inhale, whispering, “I saw everything that happened in that room. I was in the dream too. Pretty sure you owe me for that level of teasing.” He shoves off the wall, leaving me there with my insides suddenly churning.
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      We trek across the field, watching the castle come into sight.

      “We really had to travel this far from the castle and walk up?”

      Gwen nods. “They won’t expect it if they have new witches. They will have barriers.”

      I ignore them as I walk, sensing everything. I don't feel a spell until we are in the forest on the left-hand side of the castle. It’s only a hundred feet from the walls. I stop dead in my tracks, feeling the air thicken just ahead of me. It sparkles with life. “Stop!”

      I lift my fingers, pressing them against the wall of magic.

      “She’s strong, whoever she is.” The barrier is thick. The second we enter she’ll know. I test the magic, letting it fill me. The ancients inside me run their fingers across it too, using my hands for their own. Ideas form in my mind. One stands out. I lean forward, sucking the magic into me, making it my own. Then I turn to Dorian and grab his face, planting my lips on his. He doesn’t struggle. He lets the magic fill him. I can feel it mixing with him. His fingers grip as memories wash through us both. I let go before I start moaning and climbing him like a tree. He sparkles a little with magical energy.

      “Put your hand into the wall, just here. If the magic doesn't change, she won’t feel the interruption in the barrier. You should be one with the magic she used.” I hold my neck out for Gwen. She licks her lips. “I had witch once, Lorelei. I swore I’d never have it again.”

      I understand and grab her face, kissing her the way I did Dorian. He mutters, “Now this is what I’m taking about.” Her lips are soft and sweet, just like they look.

      She pulls back and nods. “It’s tingly.”

      I am dreading the last kiss. I lean into the wall and draw more of the magic, turning and closing my eyes as Landry’s firm lips meet mine. Flashes of his thoughts fill my mind. He really doesn't like me.

      We turn and face the forest and the invisible wall. When we step into the barrier, the magic doesn't ripple at all. We are completely at one with it. She shouldn't feel us. I almost thank the voices in my head, almost. The idea was clever, even if it wasn't mine.

      When we get to the basement door Gwen walks ahead, opening it slowly. She puts a finger to her lips. We creep inside, into the dark. The overwhelming presence of the dead witches is gone. No one lingers about like before.

      I fight the urge to snap my fingers and let the sparks play; she might be able to sense my magic, like Momma’s ghost. When we get to a long staircase Gwen whispers, “This will take us to the main hall. The witches are usually kept below in the dungeons.” Her cheeks redden as she presses her lips for a moment. “The one they have must be upstairs if they’re using her for magic and blood. Just remember if they’re drinking from her, they’ll have some of her powers. I’m the only one who has no magical ability.”

      I nod, wondering how often Whit exploited that from me.

      My heart aches, regardless of not working properly.

      Dorian pats me on the back. “Luckily we have our own special brand of evil.”

      Gwen scowls at him before giving me a headshake. “I’m sure there is a compliment in there somewhere.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Don't be like that, love.” Dorian rubs my back. I roll my eyes at Gwen and walk past her, slipping up the staircase silently. Everything in my life has become dark hallways and dense forests and creepy dead things. I just want to be normal and lie in the heat somewhere with the sun beating down on me. That's a dream now but it’s a good one.

      When I get to the top of the stairs, I touch the doorknob. Nothing moves beyond it. There is no sound or feeling that a regular person would get. I open the door, stepping out into the hall. It’s dimly lit and completely empty.

      The house feels empty except for the whispering wind.

      I take a step forward, seeing a mirror in the hall. The hairs on my arms stand on end and I spin to shout the warning that something is wrong. But I’m too late. Whatever it is that's here, has me. Everything goes completely dark and I’m falling.

      I don't land though. I just fall in the blackness, almost floating. I don't know if hours pass or days or seconds. I struggle to get out of it, but it’s liquid all around me, smothering me.

      Suddenly, I’m standing with my nose pressed against something wooden. I press my hands against it, feeling the wood everywhere in front of me. I push on it but it doesn't budge. I scratch at it but nothing. I punch and hit but I can’t get much swing. There isn’t room. Wood surrounds me—front, back, side, and side.

      I scream but my voice is raw and comes out hoarse.

      There is nothing. I am in a box, trapped and lost. No noises outside the box and no way out.

      I close my eyes, imagining the box is gone but my magic feels like it’s on the other side. It’s near but I can’t reach it.

      “HELP ME!” I cry out but no one comes and nothing moves.

      I don't know how much time has passed or if I fell asleep or not, but one second I am alone in the box and the next it opens on a hinge as a door might. Marcus smiles at me from the other side and opens it wider. “How are you?” he asks as though I’ve just rung the bell at his front door.

      I stumble out of the box, my legs collapsing. He chuckles and lifts me up. I try to zap him but nothing happens.

      I am impotent.

      I am weak and vulnerable.

      There is nothing left of my magic.

      I swear I can hear it screaming for me on the other side of the room or above me like it’s everywhere but it’s nowhere at the same time.

      Marcus carries me to a bed, lays me down, and takes a seat next to me. “You must be exhausted.”

      I have to find my friends. I start to cry. Perhaps it’s from the loss of magic or being separated from everyone or being trapped in the box, or all three. Whatever it is, I lose myself and my senses, sobbing uncontrollably.

      He is an odd man. He hugs me to him and lets me cry.

      Everything goes dark again.

      I wake with a start, not realizing I’ve fallen asleep. I leap across the room, slamming my back into a wall and readying for whatever violence they have planned for me.

      But there is no one.

      I am completely alone and in a very nice room, one I haven’t seen before. It’s plush and decorated like an Elizabethan bedroom. It’s got to be in the castle, a room I hadn’t seen perhaps.

      I can’t help but wonder if Marcus was real or a vision.

      A woman comes in with a tray of food. She closes the door and locks it. I never noticed the door before this moment. It’s creepy the way it’s so black and shiny like a strange sort of stone. The woman gives me a soft smile. “I’ve brought you some food.” She sets the tray down and then tilts her head to the side. She is an innocent.

      “The food is enough.”

      She frowns. “I give you my whole permission to drink from me. I know you won’t kill me. I don't mind. You’ll need your strength.”

      Those words seal it for me. “I’d rather die.”

      She shrugs and leaves the room, locking me in again. I walk to the door. A painful buzzing sound grows louder the closer I get to it. When I am a foot away my head feels like it might explode, but I push on until I reach the door. When I touch it, a blast of something hits my hand, sending me sailing backward onto the floor.

      I turn and drag myself back to the bed.

      I don't want to eat but the food looks delicious. Sausage, eggs, bacon, and waffles smothered in whipped cream and strawberries.

      It smells like heaven, regardless of being in hell.

      My face is covered in food and my stomach is expanding beyond my slacks when I take the last bite of bacon and moan into the glass of orange juice. The food and drink puts me into a food coma. I curl into the sheets and close my eyes again, listening for sounds and desperately trying to reach the voices in my head.

      When I wake there is a plate of grilled cheese and fries. My stomach groans and I realize I’m starving again.

      The lock on the door clicks and Marcus comes strolling in, once again smiling and cheery, for an evil bastard. He sits on the chair across from the bed and nods. “Hungry again?”

      I narrow my gaze. “This feels an awful lot like Hansel and Gretel.”

      “I’m afraid I don't recall the reference.”

      “You’re fattening me up to eat me.”

      He chuckles. “Then, yes, it is. Although I dare say, I hope you don't get fat. I’m not fond of larger women. I’m not picky either, but stamina is an important feature in a girl.”

      “Where are my friends?” I pick at the fries, hating that I’m starving and a plate full of carbs feels like the right kind of comfort food.

      “I don't know. I heard once that your mother starved you. Always trying to whittle you down from voluptuous to skin and bone.”

      I put the fry down.

      His brow furrows. “I didn't mean to offend you. I just can’t believe someone would see you and think you need to lose weight. You are perfect. That's all I meant.”

      He’s being too nice, while being part of holding me hostage.

      It makes me uncomfortable.

      He gets up and walks to me, perhaps sensing my discomfort in discussing my size. He drops to a knee in front of me and lifts my hand, kissing and inhaling at the same time. “Would you fancy a bath and some clean clothes?”

      “Yes, please. And maybe an explanation would be nice.”

      “I will have Leah bring you a change of clothes.” He turns and leaves the room, locking the shiny black door again.

      I look out the windows, noticing for the first time that they are black, like the door, but it’s on the other side of a pane of glass. I am surrounded by some kind of evil glass.

      Before I get up I eye the plate of food, hating that I still do it, and scarf it back. I eat like Momma has been starving me for an event and it’s finally over. It’s so good. I can taste the real butter on the bread and the cheese is the good stuff. I’m sweating and cramping up as I stagger back into the bathroom, stopping, stunned at what I see. It’s incredible. The room has a huge tub that could easily fit me and Em in it, even now. It has a large shower, filled with different types of shampoos and conditioners and body bars.

      As nice as these ones are, hair products are one the things about being back in 1960s that really sucks. I strip down, rubbing my food belly, and climb into the bathroom to start the process to feeling human again. As human as I can feel.
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      His idea of clothing is a joke. The nightdress he left for me is something I saw last on the ghosts in the castle. Which doesn't make me feel very comfortable.

      My clothes vanished while I was in the shower and I have nothing but a wet bath sheet and my bed to cover up with. I pull on the ridiculous thing and hurry back to bed.

      A baron of beef sandwich, with dip, is sitting there in all its glory. I savor the smell of the rare meat and dipping jus. I don't even check to see if I’m hungry, I eat. When I take my first bite I moan and savor the flavor of it all. Captivity makes me hungry, like how Momma used to. Emotional eating is my thing.

      Marcus comes in as I take my last bite, washing it down with a large lime spritzer of sorts. I sit back and wipe my face, all the while hugging the blankets to myself.

      “Are you feeling better yet?”

      “Where is everyone else?”

      He shrugs. “I try not to get too involved in the Roses Academy business. They’re like having a pet—they die far too young. It’s a type of heartbreak I prefer to live without.” He sits on the bed, eyeing up the blankets around my neck. “I was hoping you might be well enough to let me have a small taste again.”

      I shake my head.

      “I will have it, Lorelei.” He nods. “I will have you.” He gets up again and sits in the chair across the room. He closes his eyes like he’s going to nap in here.

      “Where am I? Is this still the castle?” I puzzle for a moment. “Why are you staying here?”

      “The thing I love the most about the gift you gave me,” he ignores me and pauses, inhaling slowly, maybe smiling at the sentence he has yet to murmur, “I remember everything. I remember the good, the bad, and the ugly. One thing I particularly liked about hanging with the Roses Academy was the research I was able to do.” He makes me even more nervous with the devilish smile that crosses his lips as he leans forward and blinks innocently. “You wouldn't believe the tinctures I came up with.”

      I inch away slowly, pulling the covers even tighter to me, but something happens to the grip I have on the blankets. His wicked smirk is the last thing I recall as my eyes flutter and fade to total darkness.

      When I wake my head is pounding. I try to move my hand to rub my eyes but it doesn't move. I gape up at it, reaching for the bedpost behind me. A silver cuff is on my arm. I turn the other way, gasping when I see the other hand is cuffed. My legs don't respond to my tugging either. My head is so heavy I can’t look past my body to check if my feet are cuffed, but I can guess the answer to the question.

      I take deep breaths, willing my mind to calm.

      The room spins and my heavy lids try to close again, but I refuse them that. I refuse to let the darkness take me. I’m tired of all the darkness. The door opens, and I manage to turn my head, glimpsing a face I don't expect. Whit smiles sheepishly, like his boyish grin will do anything for the amount of hate that seethes through me, although I can’t reach it.

      He closes the door and walks across the room to sit on the bed next to me. I sense his warmth touching me. “Are you all right?”

      “Get the hell outta here and leave me the heck alone.” The words are mumbled and slurred. I don't love cussing but he has worked my last nerve.

      “I just want us to be friends again, Lorelei.”

      “I never thought we were friends, asshole,” I groan, trying to wriggle my body, desperate to reach even a drop of my magic.

      He leans forward, pressing his lips against my struggling cheek. The strength of his face it too much. I can’t get away from the warmth of his lips. I scream, raging in desperation.

      He whispers as his fingers bite into my arm. “I wish you could love me again. Love me as I am.”

      “Well, Whit, let me tell you the thing Ramón always told me, before you murdered him mercilessly. Put that wish in one hand and take a crap in the other and see which one fills up first.” I shake my head, laughing like a madwoman. I’m actually afraid I’ve lost my mind. I cannot believe I said that aloud.

      He doesn't laugh. He frowns like he’s doing the math on that one, making me laugh harder. Tears fill my eyes as I lose my mind.

      He grips my face with one hand and my arm with the other. He smiles cruelly. “Laugh it up, but you’re our new buffet.”

      His fangs drop as he lowers himself to my neck and bites down hard on it. I scream, hating the feel of him against me.

      He lifts his face, wipes his mouth, and gets up. “I’ll come back and visit you later, lass.”

      It dawns on me then, he wasn't Whit. He was Rydal acting like Whit to make me think it was him.

      I lie there, tied to the bed for a while, long enough that my wounds are healed and I’m bored, even with panicking. Finally, the door unlocks. I wince when I see Inger.

      His eyes are lit up as he gazes around and closes the door. He leans back on it, grinning like a cat might at a canary. He cocks an eyebrow. “Lass, I’ve had a hankering for you and your sweet blood from the moment I met ya.” He steps closer, making my breathing stop and my stomach churn.

      “Please don't.”

      He nods, smiling and dropping his fangs. “Where do ya want me to bite? I’ll be a gentleman and let you pick.” He shrugs and walks to me.

      Marcus opens the door and leans against the doorframe. He narrows his eyes, tilting his head to the side. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Bugger off and close the door,” Inger shouts at him.

      I blink and Marcus is gone from the doorway. I don't see the movement, but there’s a rush of air as Inger makes a stupid face just seconds before he drops to the floor.

      Marcus sits next to me, licking blood from his fingers. “Did he hurt you?”

      “No,” I whisper, confused and scared.

      Marcus killed a vampire.

      He killed him instantly.

      “HENRY!” He grabs one of Inger’s limp arms and drags him to the hall and leaves him there. A man in a bowler hat comes around the corner, giving me a smile. His eyes hurt for me. I see it. He doesn't agree with my treatment.

      Marcus exhales loudly, seemingly annoyed with the large man. “If it pleases you, could you get rid of young Inger here? He mistreated our friend.”

      Henry bows once, picking the massive corpse up and carrying him away like he is nothing more than a sack of flour. Marcus focuses down at the bloodstain marring the floor and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Did any of the others come in?”

      “Rydal.”

      “Of course he did.” He nods and closes the door.

      I don't know what has happened, but I feel like something Grandmamma woulda stewed to cure a plague. My whole body feels like I was found on the side of the road with a tire mark up my back.

      It takes me a second to realize Marcus didn’t click the lock on the door.

      From struggling with the cuff, my strength is regained and whatever Marcus drugged me with wears off. I study the cuffs and know exactly what I have to do. I take a deep breath and drag my hand down the cuff. Tears and whimpers leave me simultaneously as my flesh is ripped from my hand. I slide it free using my own blood as lube.

      I saw it in a movie once in the nineties. Of course the person wasn't like me so they had to heal naturally, whereas I lick the wounds as they heal. When my hand is healed, I try to get the other cuff undone but I’m no MacGyver.

      I have to slide the second one free too. I don't want to, in fact my brain is reasoning with staying on the table, but my heart forces the decision. I pull my hand from the cuff, experiencing double the pleasure and fun.

      Now that I can sit up, I kick the wood at the end of the bed until it splinters enough for me to slide my chains from it. I hold the chains in my hands and try not to sound like Jacob Marley as I creep to the door. My head is pounding and my brain feels like it might explode any second.

      Reaching as fast as I can for the knob, I turn it and swing the door open. I leap across the threshold without touching the door. I don't need to be electrocuted twice.

      I turn to the right but realize something about myself: I am bad at decision-making, a flaw that will need to be discussed with Lorri at some point. I second-guess myself and instead turn left and slink down the hallway. There are voices so I duck into a room, hiding behind a door as a woman walks past. She seems sweet. The window looks out onto the yard and I realize I have a good chance at going into the woods. Why not? I always end up running in the woods.

      I snap my fingers, feeling the spark. A smile crosses my lips as I snap the chains away from my feet and snap the window out of existence completely. I jump from the opening without even looking, landing on the grass below with a thud. I don't look back.

      In my creepy nighty, I race as hard as I can into the woods, as fast as I can. My legs stretch and strain as they get used to the run after being tied to the bed. My other hand heals as I’m running. I could be so much faster had I taken the blood from the girl, but she was an innocent. I need something evil, now.

      I run across a huge gully and over a hill and suddenly I’m at the edge of a city I have never seen before. I gaze down and realize I’m going to get arrested if I don't find some clothes. I creep along the forest, toward a neighborhood of lower income housing. I sneak closer, smelling the air.

      I listen for a heartbeat inside the houses. When I find one without any, I slide the window open and pull myself inside. A man lives here alone. I pull on his trousers and a black dress shirt. I look up at the sky and nod. “Thank you. I don't know how you feel about me because of what I am, but thank you. I have a feeling you might have had a hand in my rescue.” I look down at the slim pants and nod. “And thank you for helping me find a slim man to rob.” I jump back out the window and hurry along the street in his slippers. It’s better than his shoes. They had an odor.

      I miss cell phones and the ability to Google things. I miss being on the run with some cash and an idea of what I should do. Although, I remember how hard it was in the beginning, alone. I walk toward the city, hunting for a meal.

      By and by, I find one, a man committing evil as I walk past his house. I don't even need my sense of smell to find him. His hand appearing back in the window and then punching forward at whoever is in front of him is enough to draw me to him. I walk to the house and knock on the door.

      His footsteps are heavy as he answers, still shouting at the sobbing person inside the house.

      I smile wide, compelling him. “Invite me in and don't fight me on anything.”

      He steps back, becoming completely calm, but he looks confused. “Of course. Please, come in.” I step inside, grabbing his head and biting hard the second he gets close to me. I drain him of just less than half of his blood, but I use magic to stop his heart, killing him completely. I lick the wound. It’ll be nothing but an insect bite if they check him over. His heart is stopped—that's going to be his cause of death. I lean inside to see what was taking the beating and notice the stench of evil is still putrid in the house. A small boy is on the couch. He holds his hands over his eyes and rocks.

      “Oh, lord in heaven.” That big man was hitting a small boy. I wish I could eat him again.

      I position the dead man on the floor, clutching his heart, and step over him to the boy. “It’s okay. You’re all right now.”

      He shakes his head.

      I pry his fingers from his eyes and make him look into mine. “Your dad fell to the ground and died instantly. It’s a heart attack. You’re gonna be okay. He’s gone and he can’t hurt you no more.”

      His eyes dart to the right, to the hallway.

      I sigh, knowing there must be something worse that way.

      It amazes me that people are so much worse than the actual monsters that go bump in the night. I lift the kid, who can’t be more than ten years old, and hold his hand, pulling him behind me. We walk down the hall, into the dark. I nearly scream I’m so tired of it all.

      I open each door, prepared. I find a bathroom, an empty bedroom, another empty bedroom, and finally the last door. I assume whatever it is, is behind door number four. My hand is on the knob as I lick my lips at the smell. Whatever it is, it’s evil. I turn the knob, opening the door to a dimly lit room. A woman is there in the room with another man. Her eyes dart to mine and she opens her mouth to scream but I freeze them both. “Stop!”

      The woman is mid-forties but the man has to be near seventy. I bite into him, filling my mind slowly with the images. This man is the first man’s boss. I stop, not wanting to see the other details. I kill him the same way. I push him off her and bite down on her neck. She’s evil, vile in every sense of the word. The kid isn’t hers. He’s a foster kid and he’s not the only one in the house. I drain the woman completely, enjoying the kill. I get up, seeing the kid staring at me. “Let’s go get your sister.” I hold a hand out. He sees them dead and takes my hand. He fears me—me—less than them. Damn.

      I pull him to the basement, opening the cell in the back. The girl, maybe eight, is curled in a ball, smelling like an animal. I get on my knees and haul her out with one hand. The boy won’t let me go. His hands are trembling. I carry the girl and pull the boy to the back door where I see a gas can and a box of matches, giving me an idea. I sit the boy at the door. “Let me just do this one thing, then we leave, okay?”

      He nods. I put his sister next to him.

      I move the gas to the middle of the floor and pick the little girl up. I shoot a bolt of lightning at it. The gas explodes so I shield us and offer my hand to the boy. He smiles wide.

      “That's enough of that, huh?” I mutter.

      He nods and we walk out to the steps to the backyard and to the gate. We leave, strolling down the road hand in hand. Sirens fill the air after a few blocks. No amount of emergency services is going to save their nasty asses.

      We walk for a long time until the houses get real nice, reminding me more of what I grew up in. I pick one that has a single heartbeat inside and walk to the front door. The kids instantly get nervous so I look down at them. “Be cool.”

      A lady comes to the door. She’s probably about forty, has a wedding ring, and a completely clean house. No kids maybe? That's my goal. “You got kids?”

      She scowls at me. “No, who are you?” She has a thick English accent.

      I lean in. “Invite us in and be happy to see us.” She steps back, holding her hand out. “Of course, please come in. I’m so happy you came.” She seems confused.

      “You never had kids?”

      “What can I do for you?”

      “Love these kids.” I turn to the boy. “You love this lady like a momma. Your real momma was her sister. Your momma died in a car accident with your daddy last night. You’re a happy kid and you don't remember anything bad ever happening. You don't remember being in the system. You had a great mom and dad and a great life.” He nods blankly.

      The lady scowls. “What?”

      I look at her. “You don't say a thing for the next two minutes. Don't panic.” I look at the little girl, giving her a little shake. She trembles and defensively swings at me.

      Jesus.

      I cup her face and smile. “You’re safe. You’re happy. You had a wonderful momma and a wonderful daddy. They died in a car accident and you and your brother are safe and happy, living with your aunty. You don't remember being in the system or anything bad ever happening.” Her tense little body relaxes. She nods slowly, sniffling and then smiling at me.

      I look at the lady. “Your sister, Rhonda, and her husband, Danny, died last night and you are raising her kids. You love them like your own. You’re an amazing mother to them. You’re so happy you got them. You will always love them and make them feel welcome and good enough.” I frown. “What’s your name?”

      “Diane.”

      “I’m a social worker, Diane. Do you have other sisters?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Your parents here?”

      She shakes her head again. “They died in the war. My parents were in England—London still when the bombs came down. I met Stanley where I was working as a nurse in Bristol and moved here with him after the war.”

      I don't care, as mean as it sounds. I have to make this plausible. “Your sister, Rhonda, has died. I’m so sorry. You loved her so much. You have so many fond memories. These are her kids.” I focus down at the boy. “What’s your name?” The woman always called him “you little bastard,” and I have a feeling that's not his name.

      “Sammy.”

      “Diane is your aunty. She’s gonna love you.”

      He nods and sniffles over the loss of his mother and father. Diane scoops him up, kissing his swollen cheek. “What happened?”

      “The kids survived the crash.” I look at the little girl. “What’s your name, honey?”

      “Anne.”

      “Diane is your aunty. She’s gonna love you and take care of you.”

      She nods.

      I turn to Diane. “Where’s your husband?”

      Her face lowers. “He died a year ago. He was sick for years after the war. It’s why we never had any kids.” She starts crying harder. “I’m so shocked about Rhonda. I don't even know what to say. My poor sister. She was the last of my family.”

      Thank God my eye juju has gotten better.

      She kisses Sammy again and holds a hand out to Anne. “Want to go get cleaned up, dear?”

      She nods and lets Diane take her hand.

      I pause and think about the fact she’s gonna have to pay for their life, a widow. I nod at the kids. “They get inheritance money once a year for the rest of their lives.” I’ll make Lorri send money, if it’s possible to make Lorri do anything.

      Diane smiles and hugs them both. “Stanley, my husband, had a pension and insurance. We’ll be all right until the money comes.”

      I wave at the kids as both give me a blank stare. “Have a good night.” And a good life. I turn and leave the comfortable little house.

      Damn, I should have asked where the dickens I am.

      “That was really sweet of you.”

      I turn to see an older lady standing on the road, giving me a grin. She smells like something other than what she looks like.

      “I don't know what you mean.”

      Her eyes sparkle like she’s my old granny and she might bake me cookies any second. But she shakes her head. “I don't bake cookies, my dear. But Annabelle does. Now you come on with me, and we can have a nice talk about how you’re in my city and why.”

      I prepare to fight or run but she’s a witch, I can sense that. “Who are you?”

      “My name’s Lydia. Now don't be rude, child. Come along before the things out here in the dark night get you.” She smiles again. “I have a feeling you’ll be wanting some place to go and hide away from the sunrise. You are an odd one, aren’t you?”

      “Look, ma’am, I ain’t got nothing against you, or your coven of cookie makers, but I’m not the kind of company you want to keep.”

      Her eyes draw to my hands. “I assumed all the Devil’s Roses had rings. I guess Lorri forgot to give you yours.”

      I drop my hands. “How do you know—”

      “Like I said, I know who you are.”

      I decide right then that I can do worse than a witch who understands my need for blood and shade and who knows Lorri. Unless, of course, it’s another trap. I turn and follow her into the dark of the night.
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      The house is spooky in a way that makes me uneasy, even after the castle in Scotland. But the ghost maid baking cookies for me and nattering on makes it less spooky. She is pretty easy to be around and she’s Southern too. So that is a nice reprieve from all the Northerners. I might never leave this house just because of her.

      “What you got to be so moody about?” She and I have the same Deep South accent. I like it, find it to be relaxing. The people from the Deep South speak their own language. They have character. They don't have to try to be Northern, speaking all proper and shit. She speaks my kind of language.

      I shrug. “A boy broke my heart, ma’am. He made me this, whatever the hell I am, and he tried to make me his blood slave.”

      She puts her hands on her thin hips. “Now why men got to be so mean? I met me a man when I was fifteen. He turned out to be nothing but trouble and a lot of work.” She waves her hands in the air. “I say no, sir, no. I ain’t got no time for bad men. I say no, dear lord, I ain’t got time, and I ain’t got energy to be worrying about him all day.”

      “Sounds like healthy advice.” I’m going to die an old maid—scratch that—live forever as an old maid.

      The lady of the house, Lydia, comes strolling in with a large book. “You are a natural witch so many of these won’t be necessary for you. You can make up spells on the fly, if I’m not mistaken. But you can still give it a look over if you want to.” She plunks the huge dusty old book in front of me. I narrow my gaze at the title of the weird book. “Grimoire? What’s that?”

      She smiles. “You really don't have a clue about any of it, do you, sweetie?” Her Southern accent is more English than anything. She sounds proper compared to me.

      “No, ma’am.”

      She sits across from me as Annabelle places a plate of steaming hot cookies in front of us. Chocolate chip cookies to be exact, my favorite. Lydia ignores them, staring at the book, but my eyes don't leave them.

      She glances up as a hundred bad thoughts about myself flitter about in my head. “Sweet child, no one has the right to tell you that you aren’t pretty enough or slim enough. If you want a cookie, have a cookie. No one here is going to judge you. Eat the whole plate if you want to.” She turns to Annabelle, her ghostly maid. “Her momma used to tell her she was ugly every day and starved her all the time.”

      Annabelle’s eyes sparkle with emotion and creepy ghostly affection. “Now that’s a sin. A sin to treat one’s child like that. You eat up all them cookies. You’re pretty, just real pretty.”

      My cheeks are on fire and I can’t believe she said that to Annabelle. But as Annabelle vanishes, Lydia smiles and places a warm hand on mine. “I didn't tell so you’d be embarrassed. Annabelle gives a soothing bath; she does it and focuses her energies on the problems you have. It works wonders but she needs to know the problem. She’s probably pouring you a tub now. You should go up there.”

      “What are you people?”

      Lydia’s eyes glaze over almost as if she sees a picture behind her mind and relives something remarkable. “We were like sisters when we were younger. Her family is very magical, same sort of magic as you.”

      “Blackwater?”

      “My family was less amazing but not less magical. So I was raised by her family and taken in to be her sister in all things. She has been with me my entire adult life. When we first came, black people were only maids and butlers and grunt workers. It was surreal to see, after having been raised and loved by her family my whole life and treated as their equal. So for show, she worked for me, but she has always been my sister. Of course she likes to be busy, she won’t live any other way. So now she cooks and cleans and counsels and we keep each other company.”

      “She’s trapped behind the barrier on this place, isn’t she?”

      Lydia’s eyes sparkle. “You felt that, did you?”

      I nod.

      She chuckles softly. “Annabelle made the barrier. I don't know if you know what happens to a witch who makes a barrier this strong—”

      “They die,” I interrupt.

      “They do indeed. So Annabelle is here, spending all of her eternity with me. We open our home to the Roses, always helping Lorri when we can. We train witches and we keep the balance here.”

      I realize I’m so captivated by everything I’ve forgotten to ask. But I don't have to. She smiles. “Portland, and yes, I have called Lorri on the phone and told her you are here, safe and sound.” She gives me a look. “I wasn't joking when I said what you did for those two kids was sweet. It isn’t often we see something like you do something like that.”

      It makes me scowl.

      “It’s rare to keep the kindness when you take on the taint of being immortal. Humans become a bit secondary.”

      “I don't know where Portland is, and I don't think any kid should grow up with parents who hate them.” She sees right through me so there isn’t any point in sugarcoating it. “I would never wish my childhood on anyone.”

      “She’s still out there, floating about the universe, searching for you. But she can’t hurt you.”

      “She’s probably in a trailer, haunting a swamp in her off time though.”

      “You’re safe here and Annabelle no doubt has a bath poured for you. Go on up and get clean. You’ll feel better. And then you can get a good night’s rest before Lorri shows up tomorrow.”

      I take a cookie from the plate and walk out of the kitchen to the dark hallway. There’s a sitting room, a proper foyer, and a massive set of stairs. Beautiful stairs, real grand and elaborate. I almost wish Em could see them, but I know she’s having fun at Roses Academy training.

      I run my hands along the smooth wood as I climb the stairs. When I get to the top, a light is on in a room and the door is open. I worry it’s a trap and that relaxing sounding bath might be bait, until Annabelle appears in the hallway, smiling up a storm. “Now hurry up.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” I pick up the pace, walking to the shimmering ghost in the dark hallway.

      What has become of my life?

      The bath with Annabelle means that in those exact terms. She pulls your clothes off and chats incessantly, and when you get into the water, she washes your hair and hums.

      I wasn't crazy about getting naked in front of her, but once the humming and hair washing started, I was sold.

      “Miss Lorelei, you been running a long time. Your soul is sleepy like I ain’t never seen before.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” When she’s done cleaning my hair and conditioning she rubs my shoulders with her magical—literally—hands. My whole body relaxes. I’m putty in her hands.

      When she’s done she pats me on the arm. “You have a good sleep, now ya hear!” And she’s gone.

      I get out, wrapping myself in the towel and staring at the mirror. My reflection is just me. No words or whispers or reflection I don't quite recognize. Just me, dripping wet in a towel.

      I dry off and walk to the bed in the room across from the bathroom. I drop the towel to the floor and fall into the soft, pillowed mattress and let a thousand worries fall from my shoulders. I sleep like the dead.

      When I wake I’m refreshed and a sort of pleasantness washes over me. I don't know when I’ve last felt this way. Nothing feels too big. Nothing feels like it’s my responsibility. Everything seems detached and too far away for me to make a difference with it.

      Dorian and Gwen pick at me. Okay, Landry too. But even they don't make me stressed. I’m completely free, for seven seconds.

      Then I hear them.

      The boots clicking across the floor.

      I wince, not wanting to admit I know exactly who it is. She storms into the room, not even knocking and nods. “You’re okay then?”

      I nod.

      Lorri sighs, “You had me worried. What happened? Lydia says she saw Marcus in your memory.”

      I shudder, recalling all those details. “Marcus must have made a deal with Rydal and Whit and the boys. They made a trap at the castle for me. When I walked into it, I fell into darkness and then Marcus opened a door for me and I was there.” I realize I’m not explaining it real well, but I’m completely lost still on how it worked.

      “A traveler’s door. He made a witch make a traveler’s door for you to walk into in Scotland and end up here in Portland at his creepy mansion.”

      I shrug. “I guess so.”

      “Then?”

      My skin crawls but I force the words out. “Then he was real nice to me, feeding me and getting me a shower and some clothes.” I roll my eyes realizing how dumb it all sounds. “He gave me a nightdress. I passed out ‘cause he drugged my food and woke up on top of the bed chained like a starfish.” My insides tighten along with Lorri’s jawline.

      She cocks an eyebrow. “Disturbing but not surprising.”

      “Then Rydal came in, pretending to be Whit, which was weird. He drank my blood.”

      Lorri’s head is shaking and her eyes are getting murderous. I almost don't want to finish the story.

      “Then Inger came in. He tried to feed but Marcus walked in and killed him right there. A man named Henry was at the door and when he saw me, he seemed real upset. Marcus was all riled up so he forgot to lock the door. I dragged my hands from the cuffs, broke the bed, and escaped the room. There was some kind of black rock everywhere. I couldn't use my magic in there. “

      “Devil’s rock. It’s called obsidian.”

      “Oh.” I still don't know what it is. “When I got free of the room, my magic was back and I ran. I ran through the woods and then the lady, Miss Lydia, found me.”

      “After you killed a family, burned their house down, and gave away their children.”

      I want to argue that but it’s sort of how it worked. It’s a real simple version of the story that makes me sound worse than I am.

      “Okay then. Get dressed. Clothes are in the top drawer. Meet me downstairs. Annabelle is making breakfast. We eat and then we leave.”

      “Is everyone else okay?”

      “They’re fine.” She turns and walks away. “We can talk at breakfast. Hurry up.”

      I wonder what she would be like if she didn't sort of like me.

      The clothes in the top drawer are weird, futuristic-like. Black underwear and black leather pants that are so tight I feel like I might die when I get them done up. I do a couple of squats, surprised at how much give the leather has. They fit like a glove within moments. Then I pull on a black bra and a dark-burgundy tee shirt. A pair of black boots is there. When I get them on I realize the clothes were put here specifically for me.

      Creepy.

      My heels click along the floor, like Lorri’s. Must be a trademark of the Roses Academy.

      When I get downstairs, Lorri, Lydia, Dorian, and a man I don't know are sitting at the table. Dorian gives me his usual smug grin. I sneer back but then get lost staring at the stranger. He’s gorgeous.

      Lydia points at the stranger. “This is a friend of ours from Norway, Aleksander. Aleks, this is Lorelei.”

      He has to have the most haunting blue eyes I have ever seen. I feel like the ocean moves behind his stare, and if you hold his head close to yours, you’ll hear the waves.

      He blushes and nods, looking sort of cut off from life.

      Brandon Green strolls into the kitchen and pats me on the back. “How is our favorite recruit this week?”

      “Hungry and wishing I could scratch the eyes off Marcus.”

      He chuckles. “A regular Tuesday then, huh?”

      “I guess.” I shrug and sit at the table that I swear is bigger than before. The magic house is fairly awesome.

      Annabelle gives me a cold peck on the cheek when she lays my plate of food down. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Real great.”

      She rubs my shoulders for a second and vanishes, reappearing in the hallway off the kitchen. Aleks lifts his eyes. “You sound like Annabelle when you talk.”

      It makes me laugh. “She’s from the South too.” I smile, noticing he smells real good.

      Lydia twitches her head back and forth, staring right at me. Mr. Sexy Eyes is off limits, apparently.

      Dorian leans across the table, narrowing his gaze. “So the brothers were at Marcus’ den of sin?”

      I take a bite of bacon after sliding it through the real maple syrup and close my eyes. “Mmmhmmm.” The bite is heaven. What can’t Annabelle cook? Lord in heaven.

      “She can cook it all, kiddo. She is the real deal,” Lydia says as she sips her tea.

      I smile. “You need to stay outta my head.”

      “I think you’ll stay out of more trouble with me in there.”

      I glance at the sexy Aleksander and agree. “That's probably true.”

      Dorian snaps his fingers in front of my face. “They were at Marcus’?”

      “YES!” I snap back.

      He laughs. “Well, you were moaning about breakfast, and I didn't understand your bacon mumbles. Pardon me for not speaking hick.”

      “You know what, Dorian?” I put my fork down. “I’m about six seconds from taking my shoes and earrings off, so you better run.”

      “You’re wearing boots and there are no earrings.”

      I jump across the table but he flashes, pulling us both. We’re in my room upstairs. He shoves me onto the bed as I shoot a firebolt at him. He turns the lock on the door, pointing like he’s outraged at me. “That could have really hurt.”

      “The next one will,” I snarl but he just grins.

      He winks and he’s behind me the same as in the daydream I had. He dips his face into my neck, taking a long inhale. “You owe me some kisses.”

      “Not a chance.” I shake my head, closing my eyes and letting his lips graze my neck tenderly.

      “Yes, you do.” He kisses my cheek.

      Lorri is in the room suddenly, touching us both and winking. We are no longer kneeling on the bed. Instead, we are on the grass in a forest.

      “That was rude.” Dorian’s hands drop from my waist. My face is on fire.

      I stand up next to Lorri, following her gaze to Dorian who doesn't appear impressed. “I don't see why you couldn't give us fifteen minutes.”

      Lorri rolls her eyes. “You mean five?” She grabs my arm. “You owe me one.”

      “Okay,” I mutter uncertain and watch as Dorian gets up, brooding and griping but following us through the woods.

      When we get to the mansion, I pause. I know these woods. “Is that Marcus’?” She nods, scoping the grounds out. My insides start to do their churning and panicking thing. “Why are we here?”

      “To kill some vampires.” She gives me a smug look. “You do whatever Marcus says. Let me worry about rescuing you later, okay?”

      “I’m bait?” My stomach hurts.

      “You are now. You’ll be perfect at convincing Marcus to work with us.”

      We walk directly to the front door. Henry answers it with a confused look. He frowns at me, completely baffled as to why I would come back. I nod, like I’m reading his thoughts and fully agreeing with him. “We need to see Marcus.”

      Henry exhales loudly and leaves. Marcus comes to the door in a tan leisure suit moments later. He frowns when he sees Lorri, but his eyes light up when he realizes I’m there too. “This isn’t really the sort of party I imagined us having.” His eyes dart to Dorian. “Brother, I didn't see you there.”

      They’re brothers? That makes so much sense.

      “I could tell you were distracted.”

      Marcus nods. “She is distracting.” He glances back at me. “Have you enjoyed her kisses too, Brother?”

      “I haven’t.” Dorian chuckles. “Unlike you, I prefer not to give witches the chance to poison my soul.”

      My head snaps around to him. I’m offended but also aghast he would say that after he was making moves ten minutes ago.

      “Anyway.” Lorri puts a hand up, stopping the conversation. “You help us with Whit and his brothers, and you can have her.”

      “What?” My jaw drops.

      Marcus chuckles. “Oh, Lorri. Only you understand the depths I will go to have what I want.” He gives me a depraved smile. “Ollie is inside. Inger is dead as I’m certain Lorelei here has told you. Rydal ran when I killed Inger. But Whit never came here. Rydal says he’s gone rogue, not one of them any longer.” His eyes pierce my soul. “Apparently, he’s in love with young Lorelei. Not that I can blame him. She does inspire me to want to love. Reminds me of a friend I had once.”

      Lorri shoves me at him. “Bring Ollie out.” I stagger into his arms, burning him with my touch the moment he’s near.

      He winces and licks his fingers. “She’s spicy.”

      Dorian chuckles as Marcus walks back into the house.

      I spin, snapping, “I can’t believe you would just give me to him.”

      Lorri’s dark eyes light up. “I’ll do anything to win.”

      Marcus is there within seconds. Ollie looks like he was sleeping. He scowls. “Lorelei!”

      Lorri nods at Marcus who moves quickly. Ollie makes a face, the same one Inger made, drops to his knees, and then falls flat onto his face. Marcus tears his head from his body and nods at me. “Make a fire, would ya?”

      I’m trembling but I manage to gain enough composure to point my finger at the ground next to me and shoot a flame, starting a fire. He tosses the body into the fire, grabs my arm, and waves at Lorri. “Henry will track the other two. They’ll be dead by tomorrow.” He pulls me into the massive front entryway and slams the door.

      I spin to run for the door but Marcus grabs my arm, dragging me down the hall. I zap his hand, forcing him to let go.

      He turns, starting to get angry. His lips become a thin line.

      “Don't give me that look.” I put a hand up. “Dragging me around like some prize isn’t ever going to win me over. Don't you want me to like you?”

      He folds his arms across his chest. “I’m listening.”

      “Why don't we have dinner first and get to know each other?”

      “You are dinner.”

      I bite my lip. “What about doing something you like to do and getting to know each other?”

      “I like to eat blood and I like to nap.”

      “Can you nap while I read?” I’m not tired, but I need to maintain some level of dignity.

      He cocks an eyebrow. “I like chess. If you beat me, I will respect you as more than just a meal. If I win, you will shut your pretty little mouth, unless I tell you otherwise.”

      I hold a hand out. “Deal.” I have something he doesn't know about.

      He stares at my hand like I’ve offered him poison. He walks past my hand and crosses the room to the chessboard in the corner.

      He sits, looking impatient. A strange grin crosses his lips. “You know, the one thing saving you right now is that I enjoy the chase. The suspense makes it more exciting.”

      I nod, not listening. I can’t hear him and the voices of the ancients in my head. He makes his first move and my hand is guided to countermove. He makes his second move and again my hand slides over the next one. His eyebrow goes up. “You’ve played before?”

      I shrug. “My daddy was a fan.” I don't want to lie and say no. Henry walks into the room. He pauses and the corners of his lips come up. He winks at me, almost scaring me. His bowler hat is intimidating, but the cheesy grin he’s fighting tells me everything I have to know. I sense something about him. He’s strong—stronger than me but something about his magic that's held back. It’s almost like a leash. He’s an odd sort of manservant for a vampire to have.

      But something else tells me Marcus isn’t an average vampire. I focus back on the game, desperate to work him over.

      Marcus is sweating within thirty minutes, and I know exactly how I’m going to win. I can even foresee his moves. The ancient inside me is seriously good at chess.

      He gives me an odd look, hovering his hand over the table, watching my reaction to the move. His eyes are filled with anger but he’s keeping his cool for the most part.

      I smile at him so he doesn't make the move. He makes a different one, the one my hand predicted he would. I make my move right away and he screams. “YOU’RE CHEATING! I KNOW IT! I CAN’T PROVE IT BUT I KNOW IT!”

      “Guess that means you forfeit?” I wink at him, sitting calmly in my seat as he yanks on his hair.
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      The whole thing is wearing on his nerves. I told him the moment he beat me in chess, I would do any damned thing he could think of.

      Seventeen games and five days later and I move my king into check.

      His eyes lift. Something is there behind them, a wry grin. He laughs suddenly, quite evil-like too.

      He moves his queen and my heart sinks.

      “Holy hellfire, how the hell did you do—” My eyes widen. “You cheated. You son of a bitch, you cheated.”

      “Prove it.” He shrugs.

      I point. “I swear to the gods that was not a queen a second ago.”

      “You’re mistaken.”

      Son of a—shit!

      He gets up and skips around the room. It’s a weird sight but at the same time it makes me laugh. He bows gracefully when he circles back to me. “My lady, you owe me some delicious blood.”

      I sigh as Henry brings Lorri into the room. She cocks an eyebrow at Marcus’ shit-eating grin and the state of both of us. I’m in a velour leisure suit, lavender to be exact, and he’s in a reddish-orange one. She shakes her head. “The fashion of this decade is impossibly horrid.”

      Marcus plucks his safari-styled jacket. “This is Dior.” He says it as though she’s way off base.

      “He never got to drink your blood yet?” She snorts.

      I bite my lip and stare up at him. He instantly gets broody. “We were on our way now.” He forces a smile at me. “She finally lost.”

      Lorri turns back toward Henry who is still grinning. He’s been doing it for days, all the times I beat Marcus black and blue at chess. “Lydia got a message that Henry found them. Rydal is in New York, an odd place for him. And Whit is in the bayou.” She gives us an expectant grin. “Time to kill some assholes.”

      “Whit’s in the bayou?” I cock an eyebrow.

      “I imagine he’s kissing up to Momma Holt, begging her for forgiveness.” Lorri rolls her eyes.

      “That’ll get him far.” I scoff.

      “Do you want to get dressed in something less tacky and we’ll mosey over to New York and deal with Rydal first?” She nods her head at the door.

      I get up but Marcus’ jaw drops. “There is no way in bloody hell she is leaving this goddamned house until I am done snorting up the last of her blood like that movie I loved so much from the eighties.”

      “Scarface.”

      He points at me. “That's the one.” He gives me a look. “I won. Fair and square.”

      I tilt my head in disbelief but he’s indignant.

      “Fine, but I still won and you owe me.”

      I laugh. I can’t even help myself. He’s having himself a fit.

      “I owe him. So if he’s coming to New York and we’re killing Rydal, I’ll stay at Marcus’ hotel.” I don't hate feeding vampires, and I don't hate Marcus so I don't mind the deal.

      It’s Lorri’s turn to look surprised.

      “I suppose that will have to do, but I expect some serious room service.” Marcus folds his arms.

      Even Henry rolls his eyes at that one.

      We travel to New York and check into our hotels. When we are done I’m still gagging from the traveling. Marcus snivels about not liking the room and wants a better one and Lorri snips at me, “Henry tracked him, and Brandon and Landry are there watching the place. We need to go now. Right now.”

      Marcus reaches across her and wraps an arm around my waist. “I need an hour, Lorri. One hour.”

      Lorri looks ready to batter and deep-fry his ass so I lift my hand to his, sizzling his skin. “After Rydal. I want him dead before he finds another witch to eat.”

      Marcus mutters something about welching on a bet. I roll my eyes and follow Lorri to the elevator. Marcus comes along, still grumbling. When we get to the doors she puts her hands out and winks us away while no one is looking.

      Every time Marcus pouts she snaps, “You said a day, it’s been five. God knows how many more witches are dead.”

      The building Rydal is in is creepy as cold sin. It’s tall and has gargoyles on it. I never did understand the need for a gargoyle. Why not have flowers or sculpture? Why have a big scary creature no one likes?

      We walk up to the front door. Brandon gives me a grin and looks at Lorri. “Landry is still up there, sitting down in the hall on the ninth floor.”

      I look up, knowing I’ll be able to spot him from the window outside the room. A thought crawls into my brain, tickling like it has the legs of a millipede. I put my hands facing down and push, using the wind to lift myself.

      Using the wind and the magic, I can fly.

      Lorri doesn't sound impressed on the ground below but I don't care. I can fly. I feel like Wendy Darling.

      I hover at a sliding door but the people inside don't reek of sin and pain, so I float upward past the next balcony, onto the next one, stopping at the fourth sliding glass door. I know he’s in there the moment I am within ten feet of the door. He’s in there and he ain’t alone. I push myself to the patio and jump onto it. My leisure suit isn’t badass like my leather pants but it’s comfy.

      I push the door open, realizing too late that the noise of the city immediately gives away the fact that I’ve opened a door.

      Rydal comes around the corner with no shirt on. He scowls and scans the room. “How’d you get in here?”

      I shrug, keeping my eyes on him but watching my peripheral as well. “Flew.”

      “Ya can fly now as well, lass?”

      “You’d butter your butt and call yourself a biscuit if you knew half of what I can do.”

      He seems lost but then gives up on the comment. “Why are ya here?”

      “I missed you. Ain’t that sweet of me?”

      He pulls back, glancing around. “You alone?”

      I nod again.

      He tilts his head to the room next to us. “I’m not. Ya want to meet my friend?”

      “I do.”

      He holds his hand out, motioning for me to walk past him. But I know it's a witch in the other room. I can sense her like a duck on a June bug. I take a deep breath, readying for battle. I pause to give him a smile before walking into the room. “Whit, I don't want to fight anymore. I just want this over with. If you turn your brother in, the Roses will be lenient.”

      He narrows his gaze. “They’re offering deals?”

      “Yeah. You can’t be eating witches and you have to find Rydal. He’s the one they want anyway.”

      I wonder how much of this Rydal’s believing. I need him to think he can trust me and come to the Roses Academy without a fight.

      He takes a deep breath and nods. “I’ll consider it.” He puts his arms around me, dragging me in and smelling me. I’m almost confused on which one it is, but he called me lass and Whit hardly uses the word.

      I let him lead me into the room. The girl I smell is unconscious. Rydal holds his hands up, still pulling the Whit act. “I swear, last one.”

      I exhale loudly, acting displeased, rather than disgusted. She’s alive at least. I hurry to the bed, touching her neck. She’s barely alive. I look up at the ceiling and call them. My head gets hot as the healing spirits enter me. They flow down into my hands, filling my entire body with heat. The girl gains back her color and warmth and then sits up on the bed, screaming blue murder.

      I wrap myself around her, shaking my head. “I found you, it’s okay. You’re safe, I swear.”

      She’s shaking and crying, pointing at Rydal. “Mo-mon-monster.”

      I rub her back, looking back at his mischievous face. “At least try to look guilty and mournful.”

      “You weren’t kidding. I have never seen a witch pull healing from the air like that before. What else can you do?”

      I hear the Roses, probably the same time as he does. He jerks his head, but I pin him against the wall of closets as the door opens. He breaks through the air holding him. So I blast him with fire. He screams as it burns a hole into his abdomen. Lorri is in the room, winking me and the young witch out as Dorian and Marcus both attack Rydal. I flip him the middle finger as we fade. We land outside a hospital with sirens everywhere. We’re behind an ambulance. The red flashing lights make me feel like I might have a seizure at any second.

      I peer into the girl’s eyes, compelling her blue stare with mine. “You don't remember anything about the last week. Go on home and go to bed. Eat and rest and you’ll feel better. You got a bump on the head but you’re okay. Go inside the hospital and tell them you need a cab home.”

      She nods weakly.

      She turns and stumbles out into the driveway of the hospital and into the emergency exit.

      Lorri shakes her head. “You save them all the time, don't you?”

      “It’s hard to imagine how badly he’s treated her this last couple of days. I'd want to forget.” I shrug. “Where’s Gwen?”

      Lorri’s eyes darken even more. “With her daddy in Romania. She’s one of the people put in charge of making him a case study file for the Roses Academy training. Whenever we come upon a hive of this type, we make a case study so that the next Roses being trained have knowledge of how things can work in different situations.

      She grabs my arm and winks us back to the hotel. Dorian and Marcus are in the alley where we stop. Marcus slips his hand into mine and squeezes lightly. “Good night all. Let me know when you would like to meet us for Whit’s massacre.” He pulls me into the hotel and down the hall to the elevator. When we get to the top floor he grins. “You ready or shall I order some food first?”

      “Let’s get this over with.”

      When we get inside he nods at the shower. “Go clean up.”

      “Yes, sir.” I salute him and walk toward the bathroom.

      When I’m up close to the mirror I feel weird looking at myself.

      Something has come over me.

      I like Marcus.

      I like him a lot.

      I know what’s about to happen, and I’m not uncomfortable. I want this.

      I don't even care that he wants to drink my blood. I want to drink his.

      It’s an oddity, all of it.

      I pull off the ridiculous lavender suit and step into the hot shower. He steps in after me. “I miss the modern ages of fancy hotels and livery. These outfits and rotten tiling jobs and vomit-based colors are enough to drive me insane.”

      It makes me smile, even if we’re in a tiny shower. I turn to face him, letting my forehead rest against his chest. He wraps around me, kissing the top of my head as I mutter into him, “I miss cell phones and TV and books. Books from the sixties are lame. I miss how everyone talks instantly and how life is so efficient. And I hate that we have to live through the sixties, seventies, and eighties again. Lord have mercy, if I have to watch the whole Reagan scandal on TV again I’ll skin someone.”

      “Thank you.” He pulls me back. “You are the only person who gets this. Everyone else thinks I’m insane, but I try explaining that I lived in a time when everything was perfect for being a vampire. They all think it was the Renaissance. I say to hell with all that clothing. It was pomp then and it’s even worse now. And Reagan, Jesus save us all. I might just kill him and be done with it. The whole thing won’t even happen.” We both laugh and then he stops himself. He pulls back. “Did you do something to me? I feel strange, chipper.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Like what?”

      “Cast something on me to make me sprightly?”

      I shake my head, noticing suddenly he is awfully good-humored. “You feeling okay?”

      He nods slowly, very slowly. “I feel amazing. I’m happy—gleeful is the word I would probably use.” He looks to the right quickly. “Son of a bitch.” He pauses. “Dorian.”

      “What?”

      “NO!” He leaps from the shower, wrapping in a towel and running from the room.

      I realize the one time I really wanted someone, it wasn't in the cards. I wash up slowly, enjoying the hot water. When I get out he’s back but he’s sitting on the bed with the covers pulled up. I pause in the doorway. “You all right?”

      “He’s taken all my nature from me. Twenty-four-hour tincture.” He sighs. “Henry gave it to him. I made the damned thing and now they’re using it against me. Said it was a joke but I’m not laughing.”

      I climb into the bed, realizing something. “I have the cure.”

      “I know you do. But this tincture is top-notch. I might as well be a eunuch.”

      “You might as well be a daytime drama star you mean. Stop being such a baby and let me fix this. Unless—you want to sit around and braid each other’s hair?”

      His eyes narrow. “You wish to use magic on me?”

      I drop my fangs. “It’s a combination cure.”

      He tilts his head to the side. “I’m getting excited now.” I lower my face to his neck, sinking my teeth in and drawing his hot blood into my mouth. The taste is unlike any I have ever had. It’s potent and something stirs inside me as I take it in. I chant the spells to remove the tincture from the blood and draw him into my mouth. “You are a miracle worker.”

      I pull back, licking his blood from my lips.

      He lifts my chin. “It’s not all gone but I think we can manage from here.”

      “I’d hate to waste the night.” He rolls me over onto my back. “When this drug wears off, you’re in for it.”

      “Looking forward to it.” I nod.

      He pulls me into him and takes in deep inhales of my hair.

      And that's how the night starts.
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      I wake as I feel the sunset. His arm is draped across me and he’s heavy breathing in my hair. It’s the least and most attractive thing I have ever seen. If I close my eyes I can imagine him as my husband and me as his wife. I can imagine being in a house together and waking up, knowing the list of things we have to do in a day. I can imagine them as simple and plain and boring. Making lemonade and drinking it on the porch, or me baking a cake and icing it, just the way he likes, after he mows the lawn. I can imagine all the things I ain’t never gonna have.

      Each one is a small, dull ache in my chest.

      I don't know where that world went, but it left me behind in a shadow filled with things I neither like nor understand.

      But I know there is a place where people sit and do mindless things, I was trained for it. A life of garden parties, bridge, and planned dinners. Those people have the life I wanted to avoid because I was too young and naive to understand how exciting simple could be. Those people—they laugh and make love and sip sweet tea, gossiping from a porch swing. That world exists somewhere else and it’s locked behind a gate that I can’t get past.

      Instead, I’m having casual relations in a hotel with a vampire I suspect is more. Then again, aren’t we all more? We are all more and then we are also less. I will never play in the sun, letting it warm my face and fill my heart. I will never have babies and love someone with all my heart.

      I will always be this. This cold existence with guys like Marcus as company and killing things like Whit.

      He and I are gonna spend the day pretending this is just random, and then we’re gonna kill the first boy that ever pretended to love me. Then I’m going to Romania to kill that boy’s father, with his sister, no less. And then the night I spent with Marcus will be a notch on a belt I wear around my wrist, made of the innocence I once had.

      I remember being back in Ms. Mitchell’s class, making fun of the life I would do anything to now have.

      God must really hate me.

      I lift his thick arm from my chest. He lowers it again and pulls me into him. “Buyer’s remorse already?” He mutters and kisses my cheek.

      It makes me smile but it can’t chase away the feelings I’m suffering through. I lean into the kiss and embrace and pretend for a little longer, before I turn and give him a narrow gaze. “What are you? I know you’re not a regular vampire.”

      “What do I get in return for my answer?”

      “The knowledge that you have satisfied a very big curiosity for me.” I grin but his stoic face doesn't change.

      “I’m a cursed man. I’m not like regular vampires. A curse made me this way. Now maybe you owe me something more than simple gratification. I want a striptease. Not a ridiculous one from this decade. If I see one more go-go dancer-looking beach bunny, I will actually just start killing random people. I want a bad one like in 2012. I want huge heels, a pole, tear-away clothing, and maybe if you could figure out how that one gal in Vegas was able to—” I slap a hand over his lips, muffling the sounds and shaking my head.

      “No. Don't finish that sentence. I want to live in a world where that level of debauchery hasn't happened yet.”

      He laughs. “Love, it’s happened. She just hasn't been exploited and put on a stage.”

      “Shhhhh.” I roll away from him but he pulls me back.

      “We aren’t done discussing your striptease. To be honest I’ve always enjoyed the girls who pretended to be something sweet. Little Red Riding Hood is a favorite.”

      “Oh my God, you are so disgusting.”

      He chuckles and kisses my neck before scooping me up in his arms. He carries me to the shower. I catch a glimpse of our reflection as we walk past the mirror in the bathroom. He’s so handsome it’s ridiculous. His dark hair and olive skin make his dark-blue eyes pop, but the long inky lashes that frame his azure eyes are too much.

      He narrows his stare. “What are you thinking about? I see the wheels turning.”

      “You’re very handsome for something so evil and rotten.”

      His jaw drops as if he’s affronted. “Rotten? I can see evil, but rotten? When have I ever behaved rottenly?”

      “The first time I met you.”

      He turns the shower on and puts me down. “Which time?”

      “The first time, in Baton Rouge.”

      He scowls, still wounded by my comment. “I don't recall being rotten.”

      “I could tell, just a feeling I had about you.”

      “Well, God forbid a bloke finds you attractive and gives you a bit of a flirt.”

      I step in with him, sliding up against his warmth. He wraps his arms around me, rubbing my back. “Do you want to fill me in on the great dilemma you were having with your noisy mind while I was trying to get my beauty rest?”

      “What?” I pause. Then it hits me. My cheeks redden. “You could hear my thoughts?”

      He shrugs. “Sometimes when I have witch for dinner, I find I get a bit of a food hangover for a couple of days.” He leans back to look down at me. “You, however, drank my blood too, didn't you? You naughty thing. Blood swapping with me is a strict no-no. Now your thoughts come flittering about in my head. Not clearly, just mumbled and heady with that accent of yours.”

      “You have an accent, not me.”

      “Fine. What were you all worked up about?”

      How do you explain the desire to be normal to a man loving his existence as an abnormality? I don't know how but I try. “I was thinking what if we were a regular couple, all in love and happy. What if we were normal and there weren’t no blood or magic between us, just love? Imagine how amazing it must be to be in love and to be appreciated for the small things like making a delicious dinner or bringing home flowers, or asking that person you love to slow dance on the porch.”

      “I understand now the expression, I’m sorry I asked. Thank you for that small lesson on why humans are the lesser species.” He winces like I’ve caused him pain and I remember exactly why I am here.

      I tilt my head to the side. “Get your fill. I have to go. I have to end this and move on with whatever hell my life has become.”

      He doesn't hesitate. He lowers his face, filling me with his fangs. Every bit of me wishes I didn't enjoy each second of it. The delectable sensation of having my back squished into the wall as his fangs pierce my flesh overwhelms me. But I don't listen to his warnings and growls when my fangs also pop, grazing his shoulder. I bite down and draw from his neck a little longer, chanting with my head. “Curse of the blood, curse of the compassion, find your way into my heart, taking with you his pain and passion.”

      I lick his wound as a thousand things fill me up. I kiss his neck and pat him on the cheek. “See ya round, Mr. Vampire.”

      “Dragomir and you’re not leaving.”

      I wave backward and strut to my clothes. I desperately want my clothes back, my black ones. I miss the sleek look. The lavender leisure suit is fairly low on my list of things I might have once wanted to wear. In fact, I don't think it made the cut, ever.

      I hate that the seventies haven’t even hit yet and shit is about to get real bad as far as fashion is concerned.

      “STOP!”

      I jump, cocking an eyebrow. “Why are you shouting at me?”

      “Stop! I beg of you. I don't care what you wear or what you think or how much of my curse interests you. Just stop thinking about the shitty clothes and then doing that whole inner dialogue thing. Jesus, I can’t take another second.”

      I pull my middle finger from the front of the leisure suit. “Look what I found for you—all my compassion and caring for your sweet little opinion. Bless your heart, Marcus.” I wave, carrying my shoes. “It’s been real fun.” I stalk out into the hall and wish to the gods of all things holy and even unholy that I had a damned cell phone.

      I hurry to the elevator, a little desperate to get away from him before he realizes he didn't want me gone.

      When I get to the lobby I smile just as sweet as I can, pouring sugar from my soul. I want to see if I can do it. I lean on the counter and bat my lashes. “Hi there. I’m looking for my friend, Lorri. She’s got red hair and a kind of mean look to her but she’s real pretty. I came in with her and didn't get her room number. Could y’all give it to me?”

      The man behind the counter makes me think he might either die of boredom or he has already but is still standing somehow. “Room number and last name.” His voice offers less excitement than his face.

      Clearly, he missed the whole “I don't know her room number.” I contemplate the things she might have used. “Room 666, last name Rose.”

      “No one here by that name.” He cocks an eyebrow.

      I lean in, compelling him. “Red hair, mean look, blood-red knee-high boots, and she would have a single room, but she came in with a handsome dark-haired man and me.”

      “Room 914.” He nods blankly.

      “Forget we talked.”

      He goes back to being just slightly more fun than watching paint dry as I hurry to the elevator. When I get to Lorri’s room, Dorian opens the door across the hall. He doesn't say anything, just stares at me. I wave subtly. “Hi.”

      “You all right then?”

      “All right? No. Ready to kill Whit and end this disastrous shitstorm? Hell yes.”

      He smiles and closes the door, in my face.

      I turn back to knock but he opens the door a second later, wearing his black peacoat and dark-blue jeans. The man is beautiful.

      He slides his arm in mine, and winks.

      We land in a soft patch of dirt. My shoes sink in. “This is why Lorri wears boots everywhere.” I wish I’d worn them instead of this.

      He nods and slides his finger up to his lips. His luscious lips. My eyes roam down his body. I lift a hand and run it down the front of him.

      What the shit is happening to me? I’m losing my marbles.

      I’m getting all sassy and—damn! Taking Marcus’ blood and curse has made me like Marcus. Oh God. Oh God, I’ll be assaulting college girls and spitting on old ladies before the night is through. I have to get it out, but how?

      “Can you have that debate with yourself somewhere else at another time perhaps? We have work to do.”

      My jaw drops. “Can you hear my thoughts?”

      Dorian laughs. “When you say them aloud, yes.”

      My face is bright red. I think steam might actually be leaving my pores.

      “I don't actually want to know.” He puts a hand up but creeps along the muddy field. “And if you touch me like that again, I’ll take it as an invitation, we clear?” His words are death on my insides.

      I hate Marcus.

      It takes me a full second of inner moaning and griping to smell the scent of the lilacs and magnolias on the warm breeze. I inhale and moan.

      I am home.

      I recognize the blood-stained trees as we get closer to the spot I didn't think Whit had the balls to come. Grandmamma Holt’s house.

      No longer afraid at all, I walk up to the front door and knock. She answers, giving me a confused look. “You ‘posed ta be in da England. Why you here, cher?”

      “Whit.”

      Ramón walks to the door, grinning away like an alley cat. “Ooooeeee, cher, something on you smells an awful lot like that Marcus. You wanna give me details?”

      “No. Trust me, they’re seedy like his soul. How’s Tessa? Where is she?”

      “I want dem details.” Ramón smiles. “Shoot, you know we took care of her. She’s real happy down at her friend Lillian’s house. Da poor woman lost her husband and asked Tessa to move in wit her to help her out and keep her company.”

      “That's good. She must be busier than a three-legged dog trying to keep up with Lillian. That’ll keep her mind busy. She might not even think about Daddy dying.”

      “You want to go see her, cher?”

      “No.” I shake my head as Dorian steps closer, obviously afraid of Grandmamma Holt.

      Her eyes dart to him. “I ain’t ready for ya yet, sin eater. Ya gots time ta change your fates.”

      Dorian’s eyes flicker. He knows what she’s talking about.

      When I give Ramón a look, he twitches his head like he’s saying no. I press my lips together, forcing my inner Marcus to shut the hell up before Grandmamma slaps some sense into me. Although, a few slaps might rid me of Marcus.

      She gazes back at me. “Ya needs ta go home, cher. Dat where he be.” She nods at me once. “Ya know we love ya but we can’t be near dis one.” She closes the door in Dorian’s face as Ramón waves from behind her.

      Dorian looks like he might have seen a ghost. “What was that?”

      “Staring death in the face.” He turns and walks coldly. He doesn't want to talk either.

      Okay then. “Can we walk a bit?” I sneer at his hand as he reaches for me.

      “No.” He grabs me and winks me against my will. It’s sort of like being violated, and for whatever sick reason, it makes him smile a real smug grin.

      I heave a little, having not really been in the mood for the winky thing.

      My angry belly is worsened by the stale smell of burnt wood that hovers outside my house. Both things make me gag again.

      My heart aches the same as it did the day I came home after fifty years to find my dead sister not so dead, and even less like my sister.

      At least now I won’t find nothing but Whit.

      We walk past the police tape at the end of the entrance, crunching along the driveway. When we get close I hold a hand up. “He can’t hurt me. Just stay out here, let me talk to him.”

      Dorian ignores me completely and goes inside, through the large wooden front door that's been left ajar.

      The stench of blood and smoke is fresh. I can hear the people from the party stained into the wood burns and smoke damage. The party that will never end, that has been immortalized by the deaths of all them people. If you close your eyes in a house like this one, you can hear the band and the people laughing and joking in the eerie silence of the dark room.

      Em’s blood still stains the doorway and entryway. My daddy’s blood is on the floor, a big burnt puddle of sticky blood. It’s cooked into the floor from the heat of the fire. I don't need to get close to it to know whose it is.

      The beams in the ceiling are hanging down and the walls are burnt. The fire was worse than I recall it being.

      Dorian walks without making a single sound. I am not so lucky. A critter from the swamps, probably a possum, scurries to my right, making me jump and squeal a little.

      That earns me a dirty look.

      I don't know where Whit is but he ain’t here. I can’t sense him at all.

      We are alone.

      At least I think we are until I see him—my daddy. He walks to me, shaking his head and looking just like he did that night.

      He’s not dead?

      “Daddy?”

      Dorian stops and stares at me. “He has no—”

      “I know.” I put a hand up, cutting him off. I know my daddy has no heartbeat. “Daddy?”

      He lifts his face. It’s pale and frightened. His suit is ripped and blood is smeared across the front of him. “Lorelei? Is that you, honey?” Even his voice sounds funny.

      I swallow hard, even more scared of him than Whit. How is my father alive? Or not alive but still walking about.

      He sits in the rubble, leaning his head against the charred wall. “Your momma left me here. I tried to follow her, but she ran so fast and every time I tried to leave I came back here.”

      Oh God. He’s a ghost.

      “She said she would be right back but she didn't come. That nice young man you were seeing, he came by. He was real upset and said he couldn't find you either. I told him to try the old house in the field. I know you remember your way out there.”

      It makes me smile but there is a tremendous amount of pain behind the smile, hidden away. “Daddy, you seen anyone else?”

      “No, darling. I just stayed here. I’m real tired and I can’t seem to clean the mess up, and ain’t no one come to help with the cleanup.”

      “We’ll help, Daddy.” I hold my hands out to him, needing him to touch me so I can release him. He gets up and shuffles toward me, unsteadily like he might fall over. As his hands get close something icy slips between us. I pull back real fast as he changes into a ball of the black smoke. Dorian leaps at me, and the next thing I know, we’re back in the hotel, but not in my room. I heave a little, noting the orange shag carpet and the red boots sitting on top of it.

      “Hello, you two.” Lorri walks across the room, sitting in a chair and crossing her legs.

      I cough and shake my head. “That was real mean. Why would Grandmamma Holt tell me to go there if that's what was waiting?”

      “Because Whit must have been there. He set the trap.” Dorian sits on the bed casually, despite just about being eaten by my father’s fake ghost. “He’s clearly keeping his strict diet of witches going strong. Wanker!”

      I nod and close my eyes, sucking deep breaths.

      “Well, let’s go back and get him if he’s there. I’ll get Henry and Marcus.” Lorri sounds tired when she winks out. It’s weird; she never sounds tired. Sitting back on my heels and slowing my brain, I give Dorian a look. “She seems tired?”

      His eyes lift from the carpet. “She is. She’s been fighting this nonsense a long time. She gets one step ahead and they manage to get two. She’s always fighting, training, and recruiting. So adding to that the fact she has to constantly worry about catching up to them, her life is hard. Plus, she hasn’t been on a date in ages.” He is clearly tired too. Or concerned. Maybe because he never makes an authentic expression of concern, it comes across as tired. “You and Marcus, you an item?”

      “No.” I shake my head, fighting the bitter smile that crosses my face. “I don't believe there is a single person able to be an item with Marcus. Not one. He’s an item all on his own. He doesn't need a second person in that relationship; you’re mostly a burden. And he’s crass. I find myself becoming crass with him.”

      His smile creeps back across his lips. “That, back there in the swamps?”

      “I took some of his curse. I wanted to know what he was.” I shake my head, standing up finally to take a seat on the other bed in the room. “It was a mistake. You can’t dig around in his curse. It’s private. All I saw was his past in Romania, I think. He’s like Dracula but the real thing. He said it before but I didn't believe him.”

      Dorian’s tone is serious. “He stole something a long time ago, something powerful. He just wanted to be special and different. So he took something that would ensure that. Of course, all things backfire eventually.” Again, he looks like he’s seen a ghost. It's the most real he’s ever been around me. His smugness was sort of washed away for the most part when we saw Grandmamma. I sense it won’t be gone long.

      He and Marcus could have a shit-eating grin contest for a decade and still be at a stalemate.

      Lorri winks back with Marcus but Henry isn’t there. She scowls at us—she and Marcus. “Henry is meeting us there, hurry up.” They’re gone again instantly.

      Dorian doesn’t say anything. He just winks, dragging me along for the joyful ride.

      We land and I don’t get sick. I’m too distracted by the thought of being near Marcus that my insides are all clenched up. He holds my arm the moment I am near him, leaning into me. “I told you to stay with me.”

      I jerk free. “I paid my debt.”

      “For the other brothers. You’ll still owe me for this one.”

      I roll my eyes, sorting through the mixture of excitement about owing him and the intense amounts of disgust and shame for wanting him. “We’ll see.”

      The inside of the house is calm. My daddy is gone, thanks to the magical trap being sprung. My poor daddy. I hate that Whit used even a fake version of him for that. It shows his level of cruelty and desperation.

      When we get to the second floor I sense it. I don't like the whole witches talking in each other’s heads thing, but I look at Henry and think as loud as I can. He’s in my bedroom! For this I will break my rule of not using that power.

      Henry nods, resembling a bad guy walking up the stairs, but I know he’s got a heart of gold. Only he doesn’t have a heartbeat, like everyone else. I slip up behind him, trying not to wonder about the bowler hat. It’s so strange.

      The door is closed and the room is silent. Henry opens it with magic, by waving his hands a little. The door creeks open, making a sound that grates on my nerves and puts the hair on my arms on end.

      A girl in a pale dress is dead on the floor. She’s as white as her dress, bled out completely. Whit is sitting on my bed, holding Bunny. It makes me sick seeing Bunny that way, held in his greasy hands. He doesn't lift his gaze from my rabbit when we enter the room, just the two of us. But he does speak slowly. “I wanted to save you. Every night those cold whispers would linger in the air around you. Every night you were so scared, such a wee little girl deep down. I wanted to make you strong enough to fight anything.” His eyes lift and I can tell he’s been crying. His eyes don't dart to Henry or even acknowledge him. “Don't you see that? I loved you.”

      I shake my head, suddenly realizing vampires can’t really love. It's not any different from Marcus. He uses witches to feel again because he can suck the emotions from us and fill himself up. I know this because I did it back to him.

      Whit closes his eyes for a second, taking a deep breath. “I loved you and I just wanted you to love me back. You want to know my evil plan? Well, that's it. I wanted to show my father the Blackwater line was dead and gone and you were not a witch. I had him convinced until you froze Rydal.” He shakes his head. “Damned Inger, he smelled you out and then you used magic.”

      I’m shaking a little but I have to be strong against him. He still smells like the sweetest air I have ever breathed in. “You can’t love, Whit. You’re a soulless creature. You steal love and pretend it’s yours, but it can’t ever be. We can’t ever be. You never were the one thing I needed you to be.”

      He waits for me to speak but I see the arguments all over his face.

      “You were never human and I was.”

      He opens his mouth to scream. His rage is everywhere but Henry has him. He’s moved so fast for a bigger guy. He holds Whit perfectly still and speaks to me with his dark eyes, offering me the kill.

      I force myself to go to Whit. I force my hands across his throat, gripping him. I force the words from my lips, “The souls you stole may claim you now.” I stand on my tiptoes and press my lips against his, one last time, savoring the taste of my love for him all over my lips. I pull Bunny from his clutches and step back.

      They, the dead, come and surround him, lifting him from Henry’s arms. He mimics being hung on the cross as his arms come out and his head tilts back. A scream like I have never heard, except when my sister was a ghost, rips from his lips.

      I step back even farther as he is torn to pieces.

      Henry’s eyes widen, like even he might be a tad surprised at that one.

      Lorri walks into the room to stand next to me with her arms folded at her chest. “What in the hell did you do to that man?”

      “When I kissed him I made his mouth the gateway for all the dead witches his family has cursed. Each witch will tear through him on her way to the other side, taking back the piece of soul he stole. He will pay the debt for each of his brothers and father.”

      She cringes. “I knew I liked you.”

      We stand and watch as he is taken to the other side, piece by piece.

      It’s the least satisfying death I have ever watched, mostly because one piece of me left with him. The piece that was once my innocent heart.
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      I walk along the hall, a bit excited to see her again. It’s been so long, too long. When I get into the office, her eyes lift as do her lips. She squeals and jumps from the chair, wrapping herself around me. “LORELEI!” Em shouts.

      I hug back, taking a deep inhale of her hair. “How’s things?”

      “You know, same old same old. Lorri is tracking Jonathan and Oliver and I have been helping Lorri with training and whatnot. How are you? How’s England?”

      “The same. Busy. The English Roses are taking down a blood brothel right now, so it’s fairly nasty. Human trafficking has not made our work easier.” I shrug.

      She wrinkles her nose. “Speaking of changes, Tessa is in a home now. Did you hear?”

      “Took her there myself. She’s doing wonderfully. Adjusting well. I swear that woman is gonna live forever.”

      Her eyes look funny when she nods along.

      “What?”

      She shakes her head but I can see something is there. “The girl you got to send you home last time, she’s here now.” What she means to say is the girl, who Em and Angie never believed me about, is here.

      My insides burn. “I know. Marcus called me. Told me Ari was here. Said I should come and meet her.”

      “You going to see if she can send someone back, like Tessa?” She seems scared but hopeful.

      It makes me laugh but not in a good way. I laugh because it’s ironic that she wants me to go back this time. I know Em has been stalking Greg for years. She has wished she could be a normal girl forever. But I don't have the option this time. “No. Tessa could make it so we’re never born. No. I’m not gonna do that.” I look around for her partner in crime. “Where’s Angie?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Seducing some young thing. He’s buff and annoying. He smells like cookies. It’s ridiculous.” Her eyes sparkle. “Want to go interrupt her?”

      “No. I’ll catch you both at dinner?”

      “He’s pretty hot.” She bats her eyelashes at me.

      “You go on. I have some things to do here and then I’ll see you after.”

      “I probably shouldn't go either.” She glances down at her books and computer as her tone changes and becomes serious. “I have some things to do here too. I have a bad feeling someone is a double agent for the bad guys. Things aren’t adding up. I’m almost certain who it is. I’m going to talk to Lorri as soon as she gets back.”

      “Good call. God knows we have enough to worry about without our people switching sides and believing Jonathan’s load of crap.”

      Her eyes focus back on her computer screen. “See you at dinner then!”

      I wave, walking down the hall to the study. Marcus is there, sitting in a chair smiling away at me. “Well, if it isn’t the girl who reneges on proper deals. Haven’t seen you since the last time you refused to fulfill your end of the bargain.”

      I roll my eyes. “I don't owe you squat and I saw you a week ago. You are always trying to get me to owe you for everything under the sun.” It’s been fifty years of an attempt at a relationship, but it never works. We laugh and joke and talk and somehow it has all become something. Something we refuse to acknowledge beyond casual but I know it's more. In the last few years I have noticed a change in him. I think he has obsessions beyond me now.

      I catch black hair in the corner of my eye and turn to see her there—the girl. The one who sent me back.

      She seems meeker, maybe a little skittish or submissive, and not much like she was when I met her. But even if she doesn't look the same, there is no way I could ever forget those soulless eyes. They’re the same as Dorian’s. Another person I have spent fifty years getting to know and love in a way that confuses me. I think it confuses him too.

      I smile at her, pushing away my random thoughts. “Ari, how are you?”

      She frowns, not remembering me, obviously.

      Marcus holds a hand out to me. “This is Lorelei. She’s a pain in my ass.”

      Ari smiles. “Then I guess we must be friends.” We both laugh.

      Marcus crosses his arms as though he might have one of his epic fits. “I was going to tell you some good news out of the kindness of my heart and you scorn me with that venom. Fine.”

      I sit down next to him on the chair, squishing in. “Spill, old man.” I wink at Ari.

      He gives me a look.

      “I’ll owe you.” I do love owing him.

      The twinkle returns to his dark-blue eyes. “She can push you. Your soul hasn't left you, you never completed the vampire death, so you are not one of the soulless.”

      My jaw drops. I look at her. “You can push me?”

      “No.” She backs up a bit. “Please, don't make me.”

      I turn to Marcus, ignoring her plea. “You sure?” It’s a massive decision. One I don't even know if I want, but my sister’s face flashes in my mind. She has never been happy this way. I could change things, I could fix her, if given the chance.

      “We have to live through the sixties, seventies, and eighties again.” I cringe.

      “We’ll have each other.” He smirks. “She works. Tested it out last week myself. She works like a hot damn. And I can make her forget, before we go back.”

      Ari’s eyes narrow with worry. “Please. I don’t want to do it. I don't want to hurt you.”

      I reach forward, gripping her arms. “Trust me. You can’t.”

      She swallows hard, nodding.

      I look back at Marcus. “I compel you to remember everything from now on. Her magic won’t work on your memories.”

      He repeats the sentence and winks at me. “See you on the flip side, love.” His eyes dart to Ari. “Once you push her, you’ll forget you ever met me or Lorelei.”

      Ari blinks, clearly confused. “You sure we should do this?”

      “Very sure. I have an idea on how this works.” I nod, smiling softly. She knows I’m one of the higher-ups here. I wouldn't do something if it wasn't allowed or expected.

      She leans forward, creating something of a wind. The air sparkles with her brand of magic. She’s making everything hot and detached. My words and breath get lost in the heaviness of it all.

      I see school. School and Angie, and then I feel like I’m spinning a mile a minute. Everything in the room is silent and still but me.

      And then everything goes dark.

      I blink and I’m in something hard and my back is aching. My whole body is different. I‘m tired and hungry and every bit of me aches in a dull way. The light coming in the window bugs me. I jump at first, realizing it’s daylight.
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      Ms. Mitchell drones on.

      I’m in finishing school. I glance at Angie.

      Holy shit, it worked!

      I’m me again. I remember everything all the different way. It’s confusing and exhausting, but I am in the 1960s again and I am a regular girl.

      Ms. Mitchell points to the green board and slaps the underlined words with her pointer stick. I almost laugh and run around the classroom hugging people. I want to run out into the sunlight and streak across the grounds but that might get me arrested.

      Ms. Mitchell is saying her spiel, "A lady should be innocent until marriage. Once married life begins, she should always ensure her appearance is not only respectable, but also attractive. Having dinner scheduled with the help is obviously important. Freshening up before he arrives home from work is a must. If you ignore everything else, remember this: no man wants to come home from work to find his wife as he left her." Her steel-gray eyes float past our faces with severity and judgment, just like they did once a long time ago.

      The girl next to me leans in and whispers, "Sweet Jesus, that woman is a wind bag." I nod, ignoring her and lost in everything repeating itself.

      Ms. Mitchell pushes up her horn-rimmed glasses and watches us all like we are criminals. She looks exactly the same. Her severe bright-red lips are always drawn on, just as her black arched eyebrows are. Everything about her is perfect and cold and exactly like I recall.

      She whacks the board again and keeps on talking.

      Angie makes a face. "I hope I don't end up with no gentleman. I want someone like James Dean or nothing." She has no idea how wrong she is.

      Is everything going to repeat? I might go crazy from the déjà vu.

      Ms. Mitchell crosses the room, nattering on, "Now tomorrow's lesson will be about hiring the help to ensure your home runs smoothly. As a matter of fact, we will have a woman in from an agency to discuss this with us. You may talk quietly amongst yourselves until the bell rings." She walks to her desk and sits with some papers.

      Angie leans over and whispers. "Sweet God. If her back was any straighter, they'd be sending a dive team in her ass to get the stick out. That speech was exactly why I am never marrying. I don’t care what tortures they inflict upon my flesh, I will never be some man's slave. Hell no."

      “Me and you need to talk.”

      “What?” She looks a bit worried and I forgot how easy it was to mess with her. Just looking serious is enough to make her crazy. "You have to tell, Lorelei. What’s wrong?"

      I bite my lip and look at her sideways. I don't know how to tell her or what to say.

      “Dear lord.” Her face drops. “You know, don't you? I heard your daddy was selling you off to the Ryan family and now I see it. That's what you’re gonna tell me, isn’t it? I was gonna act surprised, but I can’t keep it in when I know that's what you’re gonna tell me.”

      I nod, trying to recall if this was how it all went. She did act surprised. I can’t believe she knew all along. My breathing increases as I fan myself. I’m dying from the heat and whatever that pain is in my belly. I never felt much of anything when I was—well, the other versions of me. I ain’t been a real girl for a long time.

      "Not him. Anyone but him, Lorelei." Angie’s eyes have the same worry they did last time.

      I have to remember to be me. What would I say in this moment? "What’s wrong with the Ryan family? They're wealthy and he is by far the most striking bachelor in all of Louisiana." I want to gag on my words and go find him and murder him.

      Yikes. Old me is a moron.

      Her face is covered with disgust and fear. "Firstly, they're Yankees. That means he don't count as eligible in the South, sweets. Secondly, Martin has already—well you know. He has experiences you don’t. He dated Margery Banks. I heard they did a few things you and I haven’t learned how to do yet. Clearly, our home economics and hers differ."

      “What all did you hear?” I have the strangest sensation. I want to hear what she has to say and believe it. This is Ari’s magic at work. She is making me pick to believe Angie. Thank God.

      "Mandy's momma told my momma that Margery's momma made a comment about tying Margery's legs together until she was married. Ouuuie. My momma woulda tied my legs shut, all right. I wouldn’t have seen the light of day for a decade if she caught me doing that. Apparently, she caught them in the act and Margery was on her knees, and girl, she wasn't doing no prayin’."

      “Oh God, that's nasty. Poor Margery and her poor momma.”

      “Yes, bless her heart.” She shrugs and pulls her dark hair back, fanning her face. “You need to tell your daddy to break that off, right away. Run him outta town.”

      “I will.” I reach for her hand. “Thanks for being my friend.”

      She winks. “Friends till the end.” If only she knew how wrong she is about that.

      Class ends and we walk out to the hallway, strolling and sighing. She continues to fan herself as she opens her locker door. "There ain't a breeze in the whole county. I need a swim. Let's go to my house. I’ll tell you all about how I let the Italian Stallion run his hands inside my blouse yesterday."

      I choke. "You're vile, Angelina Palatino." My stomach sinks.

      “Wanna come to my place for a swim or not? ‘Cause the story is essential to the swim.”

      I almost say no but my head nods for me. Ari’s magic is still working. “I’ll get Ramón and he can drive us over there together.”

      When we get outside, Ramón is sitting in the car waiting. He is positively drenched in sweat. He jumps out and opens the door for me. I want to run and hug him and smell him, but he saw me this morning and that would be crazy inappropriate. Girls like me don't hug the help.

      "Good afternoon, goddess." His eyes dart to Angie and he gives her a slight nod. “Goddess’ slightly lesser friend who I ain’t judging.”

      Angie bats her eyes. “You know you love me.”

      I smile and offer a slight bow before I climb in. "Good afternoon, Sir Ramón."

      He jumps in and starts the car. I tie on my kerchief and open the window. “It’s cursed hot. Ramón, we are going to Angie’s house for a swim.”

      “Okay. You two have a good day?"

      “I had a great day.”

      His eyes glance in the rearview at us. “You girls hungry?”

      Angie looks at me. “She’s gonna pass out if you don't get her some food. I saw her eating her pencil in class.”

      I snort. “That ain’t true.”

      "’Tis true, I know it. Your momma is always cutting your calories so much, I'm getting worried at how skinny you getting." Ramón gives me a worried look.

      I smile at him, remembering how much I love him. "Lordy, you're good for my self-confidence."

      He passes me back a package. My fingers tremble when I open it. I didn't notice how bad the pain was until I smelled the food. I am dying of hunger. Dear Jesus, is this what I felt like all the time, before? I pass half to Angie, almost wishing I didn't have to. She moans into her first bite. “Oh lord, this is a good sandwich.”

      Inside the foil is the turkey sandwich with all the fixin’s, from last time. The taste is remarkable just like I remember.

      I’m enjoying the meal so much I hardly notice his dark eyes in the mirror are watching me eating. "How long since she let you eat a real meal?"

      "Lemon water for the last three days." My words come out in mumbles and mouthfuls as my body and memory start to adjust to the time change.

      His dark lips press tightly together. "I'm gonna poison her one day—y'all need to know that shit."

      “You won’t have to. I’ll beat you to it.”

      Angie laughs and nods. "Where did you get this?"

      "Mrs. Mercer, down the road from my friend Joe. She owns a bakery and makes the best damned sandwiches in the whole state. I buy them from her in secret. I pay double; she ain't allowed to sell me anything I don't eat there. Lorelei’s momma is watching everyone else. She knows if even a cracker is missing."

      “She’s insane. We all know it.”

      He laughs just as the car breaks down, just like last time.

      “Oh, come on. Not in this temperature.” Ramón sounds spicy again. But this time we’re near Angie’s and in a safe place. Just as we are stopped, a dark car pulls up next to us. My stomach aches and my chest pounds until Henry gets out, nodding at me through the window.

      Then a smile crosses my lips. We are saved.

      Ramón looks at Henry. “The girls need a ride. I’ll stay with the car.”

      “NO!” I shout, making them all look over at me like I’m insane.

      “I insist. It’s much too hot. We will all ride with you to Angie’s house and call a tow and my daddy.”

      Ramón opens his mouth but I hold a hand up.

      Marcus climbs from the back seat of the dark car, grinning at me. His subtlety is outstanding. I shake my head at his grin. “The young lady, who I don't know, is right. You must all come with me. It’s much too hot.”

      I wince. Dear lord, he’s a horrid actor.

      We all walk over to his car. He stops and smells me as I walk past him. I wave him off but he grabs my hand. “It’s lovely to meet you.”

      I roll my eyes. “Lorelei. Lorelei Huntington and this is my friend Angela Palatino. This is my friend Ramón—”

      “Driver.” Ramón corrects me, giving me a wicked stare.

      “Lovely to meet you all.” Marcus kisses my hand and Angie’s. She looks like she might pass out at any second. We all climb into the back, except Ramón who sits up front with Henry. The stretch of the black car offers seats facing each other. So I get the ridiculous vampire face for the four blocks to Angie’s as she gushes all over him.

      “Where are you from, kind sir?”

      He sighs. “Portland, Oregon.”

      She scowls. “You have a funny accent.”

      “I was raised in Europe but I enjoy the West Coast. The air is much cooler and fresher. Less stale and heady.”

      As we park he gets out, slipping a piece of paper into my hand as he kisses it again.

      I nod and walk up to the house, waving my thanks as Angie gushes hers. Ramón nudges me. “Now that man fills a pair of trousers, if you catch my drift.”

      It makes me giggle because I do. I completely do.
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      On the toilet, I read it over again. The plan seems real simple, violent but simple.

      I flush the paper and walk out to the pool. Daddy is on the deck, talking to Mr. Palatino. He gives me a smile and a pat on the back as I walk past him. My heart is leaping and my soul is dancing at seeing him so happy and alive. Alive is the important stuff. I dive into the cool water, letting the hot sun beat down on me. Marcello gives me a dirty grin as he walks past the fence. I know Ramón is being snarky in his mind from under the umbrella where I told Daddy he had to sit with some tea. He’s much too hot.

      Angie gives me a wicked grin when she sees Marcello. “It was fabulous. His hands are all rough from doing barn work and training the horses. It felt remarkable. You should give him a go—let him sex you up. Good to practice a bit before we end up slave traded into marriage."

      Her seedy story once felt all kinds of wrong and nasty, but now it’s tame compared to Marcus. I nod, watching Marcello walk beyond my line of sight. “He is beautiful.”

      “Ain’t this pool nice?” She splashes me.

      I float on my back and take it all in. “So much lovelier than nice.”

      The sun starts to crest the trees as Daddy hollers, “Lorelei, honey. We need to get home. I imagine Ramón would like to go home too.”

      I swim to the edge of the pool and spit water at Ramón.

      He just shakes his head and gets up, taking my daddy’s hint at getting the car. I pull myself from the pool and wave at Angie. “See ya tomorrow.”

      She waves and dives back under.

      The ride home is awkward. I don't remember how to talk to my daddy. I don't remember if we ever did. And as far as love is concerned, I don't know if he ever got the chance. He is a weak man, but he ain’t never had a chance to be strong. Momma made sure of that.

      I lean forward, tapping my fingers on the leather of the seat. “Daddy, there is something I need to talk to you about.”

      He makes the sound that means he’s listening but I know he ain’t. I reach across and touch his cheek. “Daddy.”

      His eyes lift to meet mine. “What is it, darling?”

      “I can’t marry Martin Ryan. He’s a bad man. He done something real bad, forced something real bad on Margery Banks.”

      He narrows his eyes like he’s gonna tell me I have to, but he pauses. “You certain?”

      “Yes, sir. He made her do something no respectable girl should ever do. Something Ms. Mitchell told us never to do.” I’m trying real hard at being direct, but I don't want to be too direct.

      His cheeks flush as a moment of thought crosses his mind. “That won’t do.”

      “No, sir.”

      Ramón’s eyes meet mine from the front seat. He winks at me.

      Daddy shakes his head. “I’ll call Howard Banks tonight and find out the details of the sordid affair. If that Ryan thinks he’s gonna come down here and make a fool out of my daughter, he has another thing coming.” He winces. “Let me handle your momma on this though. She is mighty bent on seeing you a Ryan. Let me get the necessary proof to handle it.”

      He doesn't need to know that Momma won’t be a problem for either of us, not for long.

      When I’m inside the house, a cool breeze is coming in the window. Momma struts into the room, handing me my lemon water. I know she’s been putting things in it. She eyes up my body and rolls her eyes. “Lorelei, honey. No man is going to want a hog for a bride. You need to stay on the lemon water for a few more days.”

      I take the abuse, because I would have.

      She turns on her heel and leaves.

      I walk to the window and dump the lemon water out.

      “She is so much worse than I imagined; sexy as hell but really evil. She makes me look like a choirboy, and not the kind the fathers get after either. A really innocent one.”

      I jump seeing Marcus lying on my bed.

      I exhale deeply and try to slow my pounding heart. “You are an idiot. The choirboys that the fathers get after are innocent, moron.”

      “You say tomato, I say tomato.” He shrugs.

      I hurry to my door and close it, clicking the lock. “What are you doing here? The note said nightfall.”

      He climbs off the bed, sweeping me into his arms and pressing his lips against mine. “You smell innocent again.”

      I’m lost, and his completely.

      I have no willpower, just a memory of once having it. I have no ability to stop him. I haven’t claimed my magic so I am still a regular girl. His fangs graze my neck. His movements are fast and forced. “I missed you.”

      “It’s been a day, not even a whole one.”

      “No, it was an eternity.” He licks my wounds and kisses my cheeks. “Didn't you miss me?”

      “No.” I shake my head.

      “Liar.”

      I smile against his face and sigh.

      He looks around at the room and grimaces. “I don't think this is why I came here.” He swallows hard. “You being this version of you, this irresistible girl, was something I didn't expect. Who knew you were nearly a senior citizen when you finally had your first—”

      “Marcus, girls in the sixties don't just go hooking up with anyone.”

      “I never found that in the sixties.” He shrugs. “Anyway, the reason I came was that I saw Whit today. He never saw me. He was meeting with your mother. They kissed. It was creepy for me.”

      “Rydal.”

      He scowls. “What?”

      “That would have been Rydal. I don't believe Whit would have kissed my momma.”

      “Right, so we assume both lads are here in full force, ready to kill you and make your mother queen of the world?”

      “That sounds like the plan.”

      “Where’s Ramón?”

      “Blackwater Bayou. He’s there with his grandmamma.”

      He climbs off my bed and offers me a hand. “Shower?”

      I take his hand. “You can’t come in the shower with me now. You shouldn't even be here. I’m not some seventy-year-old vampire this time.”

      “You’re doing that incessant talking again. It annoys me.”

      I turn on the shower. “You’re doing that whole ‘pretend you feel nothing so I won’t fall in love with you’ thing. It’s also annoying. I’m not going to fall in love with you, in spite of what you fear. I know better.” It’s a bold-faced lie. I could love him. I think I already do.

      His azure stare narrows. “That obvious, am I?”

      “You are, sir.”

      When we get into the shower he continues, “Is it wrong of me to like you enough that I don't want you to be hurt? I respect you. I respect two women in this entire world and you are one of them. Ours is the longest relationship—that isn’t a relationship—I have ever been a part of.”

      I wince. “Saying shit like that makes me want to love you, Marcus.”

      “You’re a simpleton of the worst kind and I think your accent makes you sound trashy.”

      A smile crosses my lips. “See, now how hard was that? Keep it all business, Mr. Dragomir.” We both need to be protected from the real Marcus, the man behind the monster.

      When we are finished in the shower and ready to go, he jumps out the window and holds his arms out for me.

      “No way.”

      “You really think I’ll drop you? I nearly professed love for you in the shower.”

      I drum my fingers along the windowsill. “No.” I close my eyes and jump without making a sound. When he catches me, I gulp a huge breath. “That wasn't love, it was the blood talking. No more jumping.”

      He rolls his eyes and drags me into the woods along my driveway. When we get to the road, Henry is waiting there. We slink into the car.

      “Do you know where they are?”

      Henry nods once.

      Marcus gets his evil look on his face. “Excellent.”

      We ride in the car, staring at each other. It dawns on me how much I really like him. Everything about him is so charming. Even his mean-guy routine draws on my heartstrings. When we get to the swamp Grandmamma Holt points a finger at Marcus as he’s getting out of the car. He immediately climbs back in, muttering something about foolish old women.

      Henry offers me a hand, which I take. He squeezes my fingers as we walk up to the house. I wonder if he can talk at all.

      Grandmamma gives me a look, shaking her head. “What ya done now, cher? Ya gone and brought it all back again?”

      “I can fix it. Let me claim my power now and I can fix it all.”

      She spits on her hand, muttering the way Marcus did, and holds her hand into the wind. “Dey no happy wit ya, child. Dey no happy you gone and changed da time.” My heart sinks until she gazes back down on me. “But dey say dey gonna help.” She grabs a blade and walks down to the water, still all feisty and old.

      “Can we do it this time without killing you?”

      She turns away from me and hobbles down into the black murky waters, just like before. "You gotta put dem feet in de waters, cher."

      I flip my sandals off and saunter down to the water, again grimacing at the squish of muck in my toes. When I get to the water, I gasp at the cold of it. Water ain’t never cold here.

      Once again, she takes my hand in hers and starts to chant something in Cajun French that I can't understand. She mutters it fast, staring up to the heavens as if she were speaking right to God. It is the strongest of the déjà vu I have had since the day started at school.

      The water changes, coming alive again, swirling away and frothing as it churns and sparkles with the lives it once took to keep safe. The witches once came here, bleeding into the water to save their magic for one they would deem worthy of it.

      How on earth did they decide this should be gifted to me?

      The mud heats, starting to match the thick, heavy air.

      "Call dem, cher. Tell dem you want to claim what's yours, again."

      I open my arms and clear my mind. I snap my fingers and let the sparks fill the darkness. "I CALL YOU TO ME! I CLAIM THE MAGIC!" My screams become part of a wind that has suddenly rushed the swamp.

      The mud comes alive. It crawls up my legs.

      I scream into the night air and let the crawling sensation cover my body. It enters my mouth and fills me up. The magic comes alive and sparks through my whole body the way it always has my fingers and arms. My entire body is buzzing and on fire. My scream becomes part pain.

      Just when I can't take one more second, it stops as abruptly as it started.

      The night is still and calm.

      I open my eyes, wobbling a little as something overloads my system. It makes me shudder and feel uneasy.

      It is exactly as it was the last time, identical.

      Grandmamma hands me the blade. "Now kill me again and offer dem spirits some of ya blood." She points to the waters.

      I take the blade and hold it, wishing I could change the fates. I don't want to kill her again. The last time was brutal.

      “Do it!”

      This time Ramón comes walking out of the house. “Lorelei, cher. What you doing here?”

      “Go back inside.” I look back over my shoulder at him.

      He sees the blade and shakes his head. “Don't do this.”

      My lower lip trembles but Grandmamma Holt grabs my hands and nods, peering so deeply into my eyes that I swear she sees my soul. I don't chicken out and close my eyes. I lean forward, plunging the magical blade into her as Ramón’s screams fill the thick air. I hear his footsteps coming and his tears landing on the ground. I hear the birds’ wings flapping around us and the air tickling against my skin. I hear and see it all as her magic fills me. She nods. “You a good girl, Lorelei. I always say dat.” She coughs, clutching the knife wound. "You know, child, you just let dem lead you. Dem spirits, dey know da way. Let da old witches inside da magic guide you."

      My insides are burning with the magic, but I hate that I have killed her all over again. Hers is the one death I cannot prevent.

      “WHY, LORELEI? WHY HER!” Ramón screams, skidding along the mud to Grandmamma as she collapses onto the ground.

      I pull the knife and slice along my hand. My blood is red but as it runs from my hand it turns black like the water. The droplets of it falling into the churning liquid below, shatters the air around me.

      Once more, I stand on the shores and call them, using the words from last time, "Ancient witches, sisters and mothers, come to me. Fill me with the love and the light of the one power. I call upon you Mother Earth and Father God. I call upon you Mother Moon and Father Sun. Bless with the powers of the old." I take a step into the water, letting it climb my body. "Mighty mothers of old, witches of the earth and the fire and the water and the air, fill me." The winds pick up and spin around me. The water joins the spinning air and becomes a tornado of water. Dirt flies from the banks of the swamp and becomes debris floating on the water and air. Lastly, a strike of lightning shoots from the sky, landing in the tornado surrounding us. I am locked within the huge electric walls of water, dirt, and air.

      My hair whips across my face and my dress is nearly being ripped off me. The force of the wind is incredible.

      Then, like last time, it freezes. All the debris and the chaos are frozen and suddenly drop back down to the water. Everything becomes still.

      Except the blood inside me.

      My body rages with electric fire and the need to fulfill my destiny.

      Henry smiles at me, bowing almost. I don't understand him.

      My eyes draw to the black blood on Ramón’s hands and the tears stinging his eyes. “She tried to save you. Why you gotta kill her?”

      I stumble to him, dropping to my knees and hugging her to me. The warmth leaves her as her soul pulls from the corpse. “She’s in the house, Ramón. Waiting for you.”

      His head lifts. He smiles when she opens the front door. “Now ya stop dat crying. I’ll give ya something ta cry about.”

      Ramón snorts and wipes his eyes. “She gave you her mortal magic.”

      It dawns on me, something I never saw before. “She is the last of the Blackwater witches. Her and me and my momma and Em.”

      Henry comes to me, offering his hand again. I take it, letting him squeeze my fingers. Grandmamma Holt points a long bony finger at me. “Ya take care of dat situation, cher. You end it all.” She holds the door open for Ramón.

      He wraps his arms around me. “I don't understand, cher. But I will ask her about it later. See ya tomorrow.”

      I walk to the car, full of everything. Being a witch without being a vampire or a halfling is amazing. I am full, just being me. When I get into the car I sneer at Marcus, suddenly not so addicted to his charms.

      He smiles wide. “Welcome back.”

      Henry gets in and drives, taking me home.

      When we get out front of the house, Marcus leans in, taking a big smell. “You are quite the delightful thing this evening.”

      I push my hand against his face. “No!” I climb out and march up the driveway. When I come through the front door, my momma is standing in the entryway with a look on her face that could kill a cat. “Where have you been, you little brat?”

      I lift a hand, slamming her back into a wall. I smile wide. “Momma, I learned some things recently. You meant to have me killed. I’m a witch and you never told me, all this time. You aren’t even my momma and this is my auntie’s body.” She struggles with the spell, wriggling and fighting. “Oh, and I’m stronger than you.”

      She lashes out with a bolt of fire but I catch it. I place the burning hate she shot at me in front of my lips, inhaling it. I let it settle in nice and deep and then blow it back at her. She screams, bringing Em and Daddy to the front entryway.

      Daddy stumbles over his words, “Lorelei, wh-wh-what in tarnation? Wh-wh-what are you doing?”

      I shake my head, not letting my eyes drift from her evil for one second. “She’s evil, Daddy. Watch this.” I point my free hand at her, screaming with all my might. "ETERNITY YOU SHALL SPEND AS THE SPIRIT THAT YOU BROKE. RETURN THE SOUL TO THE BODY THAT YOU STOLE!"

      She instantly starts to squirm but it becomes screaming as she writhes and then goes limp. Her head hangs. Then a wind of great anger fills the room, blowing Em and Daddy a bit. The body fights and as the wind drops, Momma’s head lifts. I can tell immediately it is Maria.

      She lifts a hand to her lips, and her face. She starts to cry.

      “LORELEI! WHAT HAVE YOU DONE? WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” My daddy is shouting and Em is screaming but I am laughing. I smile and wave. “Hi, Aunty.”

      She sobs, holding herself. “I never thought—I never imagined I could ever be freed.” She drops to her knees, shaking.

      “Daddy, calm down.” He heaves and trembles. He hurries to Momma and lifts her up off the floor. She shies away from his touch and shakes her head when she’s standing. He looks back at me, rage filling his eyes. “What have you done? What kind of evil are you?”

      “That ain’t Momma. That's Momma’s sister, Maria. Momma is an evil witch who steals the bodies of her family members so she can be young and beautiful forever. She had a plan. She was gonna do it to me or Em.” My eyes rise to the railing above where Em holds her hands over her lips and sobs silently. “It’s why she was always trying to make me skinnier.”

      Em sees it, I think. She acts like she does anyway.

      But Daddy is shaking and sobbing and trying to touch Maria.

      I turn back and whisper to the door. “Come and fix this.”

      I don't need to speak loudly. I know he’s there, waiting in case I need help.

      Marcus immediately comes in the door and walks right past me. He runs his hand down Daddy’s cheek. “You love your wife, you cherish her. You cherish your daughters, and you have a happy life and a wonderful marriage. You don't recall any of the last five minutes.”

      He grabs Maria and says the same thing. Em is gone from the staircase. I run through the house to find her but I can’t. Marcus doesn't follow me upstairs. He walks to the back and I see him crossing the back lawn. Henry comes to him, holding Em in his arms. She is limp.

      Marcus kisses her cheek, waking her up. She screams but he speaks softly. Suddenly she nods, no longer sniffling. He points at me in the window and waves. She waves too. She ambles away from them, coming to me clumsily.

      Downstairs, my daddy and Maria are making out like I have never seen him do before. He picks her up and carries her to the bedroom upstairs.

      I wrinkle my nose as Em comes in the house. “I was just sleepwalking. The gardener found me. I feel sick.” She stumbles up the stairs, toward her room.

      I follow her up, making certain she is asleep. I stand in her room and hold my hands out.

      “Mother of love, mother of grace, bring all the powers of the sisters to this place. Surround my house with love and light. Let no one enter who wishes darkness or fright. Fill this house with the love we need and keep Momma’s ghost out to give us reprieve. So be it and it is.”

      I surround the house with a giant green light for healing the things that have gone wrong. Then I surround it with a huge pink bubble to promote love and peace. Lastly, I surround it with the golden light of grace, to protect it. There is now a barrier on my house, a proper one. It crushes Momma’s evil and takes away the darkness.

      Exhausted, I turn and walk to my room. Maria is in the hallway, standing there looking so much like my momma my hair stands on end. “I know who I am.”

      “I figured the Blackwater wouldn't let his compulsion work so hot on you.”

      “Thank you, Lorelei.” She opens her arms and pulls me in. “My beautiful daughter. I always knew you was the special one. Thank you for freeing me and giving me a chance to be with him. I have loved him from afar for a very long time.”

      I hug her back and realize it is the first time in my life my momma ever loved me.

      She lifts my face and kisses my cheeks. “Now get to bed.”

      I smile back. “Yes, ma’am.” She turns and goes back into her room to no doubt hug my daddy and thank everything holy that she has the love of her man, finally. There is peace inside me knowing my daddy is free of Momma too. Her and her evil ways. She’ll now be stuck to haunt the dirty old trailer in the bayou like Maria was.

      When I get to my room he’s there. His silhouette is in the window. The moon is high and the light makes him look like a spy. I walk to him, pausing when I realize he shouldn’t have been able to get past the barrier. “How are you here?”

      Marcus turns and smiles. “I jumped in your window!”

      I wrap myself around him. Good God, only good things can come in this house. Dear lord, do not tell me this is a good man.
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      “They’ve fled.”

      My jaw drops. “What does that even mean?”

      Marcus sighs. “We have to go to the Roses Academy. I’ve sent word to Lorri. Henry thinks they’ve gone back to Scotland. They don't know that we know about their dirty little secret. They might know you vanquished your mother.”

      “Great.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You’ve managed to save Em, your father, your aunt, your ditzy friend—that one I might have just let him have—and you’ve stopped the attack or your engagement to dipshit there.”

      Martin, of course. “I still need to deal with him.”

      Marcus gives me an unholy grin. “Well, we have a little time before Lorri gets here and I am hungry.” He pops his fangs. “Let’s go find him.”

      “The governor’s mansion. He was hanging out there a lot.” I walk to the driveway but Marcus gets into his car.

      “I’m not walking to another bloody place with you. You’re not normal. It’s not right to exercise this much.”

      “Race you there!” I shout and take off for the field that I once ran across after Martin assaulted me.

      I hear Marcus cuss as the car skids down the gravel.

      I leap into the field, sprinting hard for the mansion. My legs open up for me, flexing and pushing. I push myself harder than I thought I could go. I leap across the hedge at the far side of the field, gasping for air.

      The car stops a second later. He gets out, all refined, but I see the spiciness on Henry’s face from the passenger seat. Marcus must have shoved him over and driven himself.

      When he sees me gasping for air, he rolls his eyes. “So much easier your way.”

      I pull my middle finger from my pocket but he nods. “I know I know, you found all the hate you can muster for me, in your pocket. Let’s go, smart-ass.” He grabs my arm and pulls me down the driveway to the mansion.

      The huge white house no longer holds mystery and magic for me. I have become a tainted and worldly woman in my two attempts at life. Marcus walks straight toward the front door but I pause. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting that annoying boy you let torment you. I want to hurt him.”

      “No. He might not be here. His daddy is a friend. If we drag him out and kill him everyone will know it’s us.”

      “What do I care if they know?” He scowls.

      “You really are sheltered in some ways.” I reach forward and grab his warm hand, sliding my fingers through his. “Come this way.”

      When we get to the back window I recall the show I saw in here once. That was disturbing enough to have burned the memory into my brain. We creep to the window of the entertainment room that’s downstairs. Billiards and other games. Daniel, the governor’s nephew, might be down there. He liked that room. If he’s there then Martin should be.

      But we don't find Daniel. We do however find Martin with Daniel’s sister, Michelle.

      “Well, she is certainly pretty.” Marcus leers at them making out.

      “Not exactly a lady.”

      “You have a little petty right”—he lifts a finger to my lip—“here.”

      “Shut up.” I swat at him.

      We creep back around to the front of the house. He points at the door. “Shall I knock now?”

      “No. The ball is tomorrow, the one where Martin assaulted me. The governor is throwing it to celebrate his nephew and niece coming.”

      “That's his niece?” He points to the back of the house.

      I nod.

      He gets a gleam in his eyes. “I say we attend the party. It’ll be fun.” He walks me home through the field. He doesn't come down the driveway. I have a feeling he’s in the mood to murder. “Till tomorrow, milady.”

      I wave and stalk up to the front door. Em is walking by with a book and a tea. “Where were you?”

      “Watching Michelle, the governor’s niece, make out with Martin.”

      “Gross.” She cocks an eyebrow.

      “Extra gross.”

      “That might make tomorrow night awkward.” Em grimaces and shudders. “That kid is scum.”

      “Daddy told Mr. Ryan about what happened with Margery Banks and Mr. Ryan said, ‘Well, boys will be boys.’” I take Em’s tea and have a sip. “Then Daddy said, ‘Well, he won’t be like that with my daughter.’ So I guess the deal is off.”

      “But we were gonna get a whole cow for the price of you!” I cock my head to the side, making her giggle. “Guess he’ll have to find someone else to marry you off to.” Em’s eyes glow with wicked sarcasm.

      “I don't want to get married. I just want to be free.”

      She snorts and turns up the stairs. “Don't we all.”

      “You have Greg.”

      She smiles back, real peaceful-like. “That I do.”

      The next night I pull on the green dress Momma bought for me before she got changed back to Aunty Maria. Em comes in, whistling and shaking her head. “You going naked for a reason?”

      I ooze a smile at her. “To torture Martin Ryan.”

      “That’ll work.”

      I pull on a sweater to cover the goods until we get to the party. Maria is a lot more conservative than Momma ever was. In the car Ramón gives me a look. I wink at him, thankful he’s still here with me.

      Dad scowls at my dress. “That's a touch provocative, Lorelei.”

      Maria gives me the exact look he does.

      It’s crazy how much they actually suit one another.

      “I’ll keep the cardigan on.”

      “I should say.” He scoffs.

      When we get to the party Henry and Marcus are there. Marcus has on a suit and tie, with a smug expression smeared across his face. His eyes are settled on my slightly exposed chest. He gulps when he sees it.

      My father turns and I point. “Daddy, this is Mr. Marcus Dragomir. He’s a friend from New Orleans.”

      Marcus scowls at me but quickly changes it to a soft smile for my father. “Pleased to meet you, son.”

      It’s funny hearing Daddy calling him that. He’s as old as dirt. “Marcus, this is my daddy, Charles Huntington, and my momma, Mar—Monique.”

      They both smile and nod. She knows exactly who he is, but for Daddy’s sake she pretends to be clueless to the fact they’ve met.

      Marcus offers me his arm. His gaze is stuck on the swell of my dress. “That's some neckline.”

      I lift my head higher, exposing my entire throat. “You think so?”

      He growls. Angie comes running over, grinning away at Marcus. “Our savior.” She speaks to my daddy who is just behind us. “This is the man who saved us.”

      Daddy smiles harder. “Of course he is. Thank you again for being there that day. It was blessed hot out.”

      Marcus shakes his head nobly. “It was a pleasure of course and my duty.”

      My dad is nowhere near as slow as I’d like him to be. “So you knew Lorelei already, from New Orleans?”

      I smile. “No, Daddy. Just the accident.”

      “He lives in Portland, silly. She wasn't hanging off your words the way I was,” Angie beams at him.

      My father cocks an eyebrow and Marcus leans in. I grab his shirt, giggling nervously. “He has houses in both places, Daddy. Jeez, go easy.” I wave at my family, smiling, and drag Marcus toward the front door. “Don't compel my father.”

      He scowls back. “They’re confusing. I can’t take all the questioning. This is why I prefer to lie to humans.”

      I link my arm in his and open my cardigan up, revealing more of my neckline. “Focus on the small stuff, big guy.”

      “I would never refer to those as small. They’re more than a handful which always pleases a man, regardless of his feigned indifference to size.”

      “Gross.”

      When we get inside, Martin’s eyes leave Michelle and turn to mine. He cocks an eyebrow and offers me a lift of his glass and a smug grin. I want to throw a fiery lightning ball at him and burn the house to the ground, but clearly that would be an overreaction.

      When his eyes lower to my chest, I mutter, “He has taken the bait.”

      Marcus grumbles. “Every bastard in here has taken the bait. You’re lucky I can kill everyone in this room in a matter of seconds.”

      “There is nothing I like less than a man who threatens people.”

      “I never threaten.” He leaves my side, headed to the bar.

      As soon as I am alone, Martin excuses himself. I walk toward the door to the large porch.

      “You look radiant.”

      I glance over my bare shoulder and shrug. “You don't.”

      He chuckles softly. “Lorelei, my father has explained that perhaps you have misunderstood my desires and goals in life.” He links his arm into mine, leading me to the porch.

      I hate having his hands on me but the plan is going perfectly.

      He leads me to the railing and we stand in the dank air of the night. “Some girls are made for marrying and others are not. Some girls are more of an entertainment sort of breed of female. I would never disrespect you that way. You have to know that.” His eyes lower to my chest.

      “You swear?” I take a deep breath, trying to hypnotize him with cleavage. I could kill myself right now.

      He nods, licking his lips. “I do.”

      “What makes a girl made for entertainment?”

      His eyes struggle to leave my heaving chest. “Lack of virtue and modesty.”

      I hold my hands over my breasts. “I am not a lady, Martin.”

      He blinks, confused. “What?”

      “I love boys. I love lacking in modesty and virtue.”

      He swallows hard. “Is that so?” He looks like he might pass out.

      “I like it when a man knows how to lead a lady around the dance floor, if you get my drift.”

      “I do indeed. I like to lead.” He’s mouth breathing and swallowing with effort.

      I wink and make my way down the steps to the grass, the very grass where he once led me to attack me. The very grass I would imagine he has led many girls down, girls like Michelle who don't know any better to be able to say no to a family like his.

      I kick my shoes off and run across the grass to the gazebo, laughing and giggling. When I get there, I press my back against the wood as he runs through the opening and encompasses my waist, pulling me into him. He presses my chest into his and kisses my neck.

      I pause, freezing up a touch. “Boys like you always go for the neck first. Do you know why that is?”

      He shakes his head, kicking and sucking his way to the swell of flesh bursting from the top of my dress.

      “Because kissing is intimate and you don't want that, do you?” I shove him back hard, using the wind to push him hard enough that he slams into the wood on the other side. When his back hits with a thump he grunts, “Bitch!”

      I nod slowly, striding toward him. “That is a fact. I am a bitch. Men like you have made me this way. Y’all hardened my heart.” I trace my fingers up his shirt, popping button after button. I gaze up into his cold stare and nod. “I thought you were different. I would have given you everything and you would have taken it and destroyed me.”

      “I’m going to—”

      I slap my hand across his lips, holding it there, using the force of the earth at my feet and the wind in my hair. “Don't talk, darling, guys like you are better just not talking.”

      His eyes burn but his body doesn't move. He can’t. I’m slipping venom into his veins, venom from my hate. I run the fingers of my free hand down his cheek, scratching slightly.

      “Stop playing with him and do it before someone comes.”

      I watch as Martin’s eyes shift to Marcus as he walks into the gazebo. Martin’s face pales as he realizes he cannot move. I have paralyzed him with my poison. I step back, pointing only the tip of my pointer finger at his heart. “I call on the souls and spirits you’ve hurt, to come to me with love and light. Flow through me into your heart so you feel their pain instead of twisted delight. Let every deed you have done find its way back to you from now until the day you die. So be it and it is.” I step back, blowing on my finger and winking at him. “When the paralysis wears off, you will feel every victim and the agony you caused them. For every person you hurt in the future, you will feel their pain and misery.”

      “You should have killed him.”

      A disturbing smile creeps across my face like the mist currently covering the grass. “Too easy. Death is simple. He will endure my rage and my wrath by the time he dies.”

      Marcus steps into Martin’s face, pinching his cheeks. “You will forget who you saw at the gazebo and who you spoke to. You will remember nothing but her words, no names.” He steps back, pushing Martin’s face to the side.

      I wave and turn on my heel, quite satisfied with my revenge.

      “How did you come up with it?”

      “A Clockwork Orange. It’s not out yet, but I made the mistake of watching it once in the eighties. Traumatized me for life, all my lives.”

      “I loved that movie. I thought it was brilliantly done.” He chuckles.

      “Of course you did.”
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      I don't know what to say so I lie. I’ve gotten good at telling them. “It’s a one-year position with Mr. Dragomir’s company. An intern position to see if I like it.”

      My daddy’s eyes narrow but Maria nods. “It’s a wonderful opportunity. You have to take it. Tell her, darling. Tell her she has to take it.”

      My daddy shakes his head. “Scotland and England? That's so far from home. Honey, you are just in finishing school. You sure you want to do this? Women with careers are so—well, they’re cold.” His eyes don't meet Maria’s, luckily. She is staring him down, and if looks could kill he’d be a pile of ash.

      She ignores him and walks to me, squeezing my hands. “You need to do this. You know the South will be waiting here for you when you get back. We won’t even look a little different, except your daddy might finally be down that ten pounds he’s been meaning to lose.”

      Daddy’s cheeks redden as he puts down the lemon loaf in his hand. She walks to him, kissing his cheeks as lovingly as I have ever seen done. I could cry but the black tears of a Blackwater witch would scare the poor man. He’d have a heart attack before he ever even got to enjoy his life.

      I kiss him on the cheek too. “I love you, Daddy, and I’ll be fine. I swear it.”

      He looks sullen.

      I pull love and peace into myself, kissing his cheek and putting it in him.

      I turn and walk to the back porch where the old dance floor sits. The pillars and bushes remind me of ancient Rome, not Baton Rouge.

      Em is sitting out there with Greg. Neither of them says a word. She has her head on his shoulder, just staring past the property. She lifts her head, turning to see me. I wave but she doesn't. She gets up and runs back over to me. “I heard you’re going to Europe. Tell me you have room in that suitcase for me.”

      My heart hurts, only a little bit is about leaving home. The rest of it is because I have to sever the ties in a lot of ways. My life will always be dangerous. I will always be a burden to them, even though they don't know it. Her eyes tear up a little, but I pull her into me and kiss the side of her head. “Miss me just enough, not too much.” I can’t cry. I have to be strong.

      She nods, fully crying. She breaks off the embrace and waves backward, walking away from me. We don't love goodbyes, either of us. The good part is we actually get one this time.

      I leave droplets of my black blood around the property and especially around the house. I kiss Maria goodbye in the front entryway before Daddy comes. I hug her tight. “Keep them safe for me.”

      “Always.” She nods.

      I smile. “I’ll need an invite to the wedding when she and Greg get married. Send it to—” She lifts my face and cuts me off with her thoughts. We can hear each other, sugar. I’ll call you when I need you.

      I nearly cry. Her voice is motherly and sweet in my mind. Daddy comes out of his study, looking as though he might try to be brave. “You sure you don't want a ride to the airport?”

      “No. Marcus is picking me up. But I want you to promise you’ll just let Em do her thing. She and that boy are mad about each other. It’s the real kind, Daddy. No marriage bargains.”

      He crosses his heart. “I swear, my matchmaking days are long behind me.”

      I lean into him, taking a long draw of the scent that will always be my daddy. When he hugs me back I am near to losing it, but there is a knock at the door. Maria gets it, smiling wide at Marcus, looking fine in his tight jeans and peacoat. At least he’s past the whole leisure-suit celebration. She glances back at me. “You take care of my girl.”

      He bows almost. “Of course, Mrs. Huntington.” He shakes my daddy’s hand. “Sir.” It’s weird seeing him be so polite but I made him swear. I told him I had a surprise for him after we said goodbye to Ramón and Grandmamma. But he only got the surprise if he was good.

      He’s eager, clearly. He even takes my bags to the car where Henry is waiting with a big smile. I hug my Daddy and Maria again. When we get into the car I take one last look back. “That's how my house should have looked always. Not rubble, destroyed by the fact I fell for the wrong guy.”

      Marcus sighs. “Promise you won’t blubber and rehash all of this later over drinks?”

      “Nope.” I shake my head. “I promise nothing.”

      The drive over to the bayou brings us past the old trailer. I sense her instantly. She’s there, trapped behind the walls of the decaying hole that was once her house. “Stop!”

      Henry gives me a look in the rearview but I nod. “Please. I need to free her, or at least give her the option. She can’t hurt me none.” He stops and I climb out, holding myself. The black water has crept from the swamps, trying desperately to take her back. The trailer is partly submerged. The cypress trees with the red moss seem worse than before and the stillness is creepy. It makes my spine tingle. Marcus gets out of the car, but it’s Henry who comes with me. He removes his bowler hat, clutching it to his barrel chest, and takes my hand in his.

      His dark eyes are sad, filled with regret of sorts. I don't understand how he could possibly know her at all. We walk, hand in hand, to the front door that's only partially on the hinges. He pries it open, letting us see the real state of things. Grandpa is gone. I imagine she must have killed him. She has a thing with killing family.

      I step in first, promptly hit by the dank smell of rot. I cover my nose as he steps inside after me.

      Marcus shouts from the yard, if you can call it that. “This is a serious dump, Lorelei. I don't think you should go in there.”

      She is inside, sitting on the couch in a pale nightdress. It has tears on the sides and she might be seventeen. She has faint bruising along her face and hands. She looks dead, more than dead. Drained. There is no joy in my momma. She is not a person anymore as much as she is a shell.

      “Momma!”

      Her glassy blue eyes, filled with pain and glistening light, drift my way. She registers me but doesn't move or speak. She holds herself, waiting for something but I don't know what.

      I expect her to do something eerie and frightening like suddenly jump up and lunge at us or vanish and appear at my throat. But she does something more unsettling, far more. She sits in the same position as Henry and I find our way into the trailer. She doesn't speak or try to hurt me. She sits, impotent and ruined. I think she was born this way, ruined.

      Henry drops to his knees, startling me. Black tears drop from her blank eyes as she sees it. She shakes her head, turning away.

      I place a hand on Henry’s broad shoulder. “What is this?”

      It’s her eyes that find mine, not his. She swallows and smiles weakly. “He’s my family. My real family.”

      I scowl. “What?”

      She nods slowly, still staring as the black liquid drains from her eyes. “We were his.”

      I don't understand, at all. Henry lifts his hands to mine and the trailer shifts. I scream, jumping back but the shift is so fast, roots shoot through the windows and doors, pulling the old wreck into the swamp. I try to run for the door, but Henry holds me there. I scream as we slide into the water and sink quickly. The cold black water splashes across the floor, shoving me to the wall on the far side. Henry and Momma don't move, they stay right where they are. I’m panicking and trying to move but the water pulls and pushes, forcing me to stay against the wall. When the water is at my waist, I scream, “MARCUS!”

      I hear him and then I don't and the water is at my chin. I lift my face as the frigid black water crawls up my face, submerging me with them.

      I can’t swim or move. Suddenly, a light comes from the far side of the trailer and I see it. A black cat—a jaguar—walks across the room. He stalks like he’s hunting. A beautiful woman stands near the road where the jaguar walks. He circles her. I almost scream at her to run but he changes, becoming a man. He is the man standing in front of me, holding my dead mother’s hand. Henry lowers his face in shame, closing his eyes as the picture changes. The beautiful woman and him start to kiss. She looks so much like my momma, I can’t believe it. The light gets bright and the picture is gone. Then the woman stands at the edge of the black water, staring into the bayou. She turns, revealing a massive pregnant belly. I notice suddenly her dress is torn and her face is thin. A man drives his boat to the dock where she is, a chubby man with a fishing boat. I recognize him instantly. It’s my granddaddy. He kisses her hand and rubs her belly, pointing at the boat.

      She gets in and the light gets bright again. I notice my lungs aren’t hurting. I am holding my breath with ease.

      The picture comes back: it’s the woman standing at the edge of the bayou. She just keeps staring out. She is thin and frail, and no matter how hard the man tries, she won’t come with him. She just stays there.

      He takes the hands of the two little blonde girls. My insides clench. The light gets bright again and I see my momma is crying. Her black tears are becoming part of the black water around us. Her tears are so much darker.

      The image comes back, revealing Momma playing on the floor as Granddaddy stumbles in the house. He’s drunk. He hits her in the back of the head and passes out on the couch. The trailer is filthy and so are the two little girls.

      The light comes back and I’m crying too. “Momma!” She turns to me, cold as a dead fish. She whispers. “I can’t love you.”

      I know that, and no matter how much of this hateful stuff I see, I can’t forgive her for it all. But it makes it easier to see why.

      Henry swirls his hands in the water, making more light. She turns away from me and swims into the light, taking with her my love. I always hated that I loved her and I wanted her to love me. I hate that she swims away, into the light, still unable to love me, even once.

      When the light’s gone and Momma is gone with it, Henry takes my hand and pulls me away. He holds me and drags me to the door. We swim through the water, leaving the sunken trailer and all its horrors behind in the swamp. He pulls me to the shore, holding me to him. Suddenly, Marcus is there, lifting my drenched body into his arms.

      I never explain the moment me and Henry had to anyone. He is my real granddaddy. So many things add up. Why I’m special, why I’m stronger, and why he’s always so concerned about me.

      We get back in the car and I lean my face against the warm glass to watch as we drive away from the place the swamps took back. My momma is gone. She ain’t never coming back and there ain’t even a spot for me to say she once lived.

      The little girl on the side of the road is finally free.

      But I don't feel free with her. I feel numb.

      When we get to Ramón’s house, the guy who he was dating when he died is there. I jump out of the car and storm to him. “You have five seconds to explain what you told the Whitlock family. Whit and Rydal. Scottish brothers? Vampires? Ringing any bells?”

      He seems as though he might lie but I slam him against a tree with the wind.

      Ramón grabs my arm. “Lorelei, have ya lost your mind?”

      I point at the guy pinned to the large tree. “He sold you out to the vampires. They was coming for your blood.”

      Ramón’s head turns suddenly. “She telling da truth?”

      The man shakes his head, gripping the imaginary hand at his throat.

      Ramón walks to the man. “See da thang about Lorelei is, she don't never lie to me. Not even when I beg her to.”

      The man slumps, giving up fighting the wind. Ramón leans against the tree. “What did you tell them?”

      “They coming for you and her. They went home to get the rest of their family. All of them is coming.”

      Marcus climbs from the car and storms across the dirt yard. He grabs the man and sinks his fangs into his neck. He sucks him completely and then rips his heart from his chest. He drops the man and looks back at Grandmamma Holt in the doorway. “Pardon my trespass.” He passes the heart to Ramón and walks back to the car. “We leave now, Lorelei.”

      I hug Ramón, not getting close to the bloody heart in his hands. “See you soon?”

      “Yup. Kill them all, whatever it is that's hunting us.”

      I wave to Grandmamma and run back to the car. “Was that completely necessary?”

      “No, but it made me feel better.” He licks the blood from his lips. “Henry, if you please, take us to the train yard. Lorri is meeting us there.” He looks at me. “We can beat Whit back here. He has to get another witch to make another gateway; they aren’t easy.”

      My insides clench as I sit back and pray my barrier spells will be enough to keep my family safe.

      I wish I had gotten a chance to say goodbye to Angie but I didn't know what to say.
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      Lorri and Dorian wink us to the exact spot in the forest as last time. I suck the barrier spell in and turn. Lorri grabs my face, kissing me roughly, in a sort of erotic way. I have several seconds during the kiss I am convinced she isn’t batting for our team.

      I kiss Landry again, groaning. He seems offended. Marcus smiles wide, accepting the kiss too easily. Dorian is the same but he kisses slowly, methodically.

      I need several deep breaths before I can walk afterward.

      I wave a hand into the barrier and nod.

      Lorri gives Marcus a shitty look. “Why didn't you tell us what you two were doing in 2012? We could have all remembered and gone after these guys right away.”

      Marcus shrugs. “I didn't care.”

      Dorian scoffs. “You were in it all for the witch blood? Typical Marcus.”

      Marcus winks at me. We both know it wasn't ever about the blood. We also both know neither of us wants to talk about it. Dorian slings an arm around my shoulders. “You two an item?”

      I smile at Marcus. “You and I both know his greatest love is himself.” I wink at Marcus.

      “I have a feeling we were friends once upon a time.” Dorian shakes my shoulders. His bitter sarcastic charm brings a grin across my lips. “We did make out once.”

      His obsidian eyes sparkle with delight. “How was I?”

      “Started out amazing but then you tried to suck my soul and made a mean comment about me poisoning yours.” I shrug.

      He laughs. “I did like you. I knew it.”

      I roll my eyes. We trek to the door to the dungeon, the gate I once blew off its hinges. I close my eyes, pulling the power from the earth, the fire from the skies, and drawing on everything I have. My body rumbles with the clouds in the sky as they mix for me, creating the bolt of lightning I need. I feel the sky reflect in my eyes as I turn my head up and let the lightning strike me. It charges the spell I’m muttering.

      Shuddering from the power Mother Earth has bestowed upon me, I pull the gate from the wall and shout back, “Step to the sides.” I know they’re coming like last time. I press my back against the wall of the castle as a reddish-black cloud shoots from the opening in the tunnel. The souls blast from the hole, shooting into the sky.

      “Did you just announce our arrival?” Lorri appears close to strangling me. She doesn't trust me like last time. Not yet anyway.

      “The witch who made the barrier is on our side, trust me. She isn’t happy about the state of things either.”

      The ghost of the small child, Sara, walks to the entrance. She puts her finger to her lips and turns back into the tunnel, floating down it to the room of sin.

      “Why does it have to be children that come as the ghosts? It makes it so much worse. She starts singing in the tunnel and I’m out.” Dorian cringes.

      I pat him on the chest. “Man up.” We enter the tunnel, stalking through until we come to the door that’s the wall. Sara is there, smiling at me. “You came back?”

      I nod, a bit surprised she remembers me. “Are they all here?”

      “Yeah.” She winces, staying in the hall as I push the door, revealing the room with the table. A blonde with bloodstains smeared across her pale skin lies on the table. Lorri’s jaw sets and Henry looks like he might murder someone. Dorian and Marcus have the same reaction as if I’d shown them the gardens and they could care less.

      I wink at Sara back in the hall. “Sing something for us, sugar.”

      Dorian scowls. “We were off to such a great start.”

      Sara parts her lips but it’s Marcus who turns and shakes his head. “She was joking, she’s a bit touched.”

      Sara frowns and vanishes. I know she won’t come into the room with the dead witch. We cross the room. I don't know about the rest of them but I’m holding my breath. The stench of the girl is too much.

      In the long dark corridor I find the aunt—the blonde ghost who scared the piss out of me. She nods once and then vanishes.

      “What the hell is this place? How many witches?”

      I turn to Dorian. “Hundred or more. They call themselves the Midnight Coven. At midnight they are powerful; their magic reunites with them for moments every night at midnight.”

      Lorri checks her watch. “Two minutes to midnight.”

      “I know.” I wink. I turn and hurry up the stairs to the wooden door. I give it a push and walk out onto the overlook.

      Gwen is here. I jump when I see her but she puts her finger to her lips. “My Ma showed me everything.”

      I’m excited but hesitant. She was my best friend in England for fifty years, my very best friend. “You remember me and everything that happened?”

      “No. Ma showed me how you saved them last time. You were the witch Whit brought. I saw that I helped you. I got Sara to tell you to go to the cabin and I waited there for you with clothes. I must have trusted you to choose you over my family.”

      “You didn't at first but you wanted to be free of them and their evil ways.”

      “I still do.” She swallows the lump in her throat.

      I hold my hand out. “Lorri, this is Gwen. She was a Rose with me for fifty years in England and Europe. She is Whit’s sister, and since she ate the first witch when she first turned, she hasn't had another.”

      Gwen shakes her head. “It felt wrong.”

      Lorri steps forward, cocking her head to the side. “You choose our side over your family?”

      Gwen nods. Lorri vanishes, taking Gwen with her. She’s back seconds later but without Gwen. She doesn't say a thing so I have to assume she took her to headquarters for training. I have to hope that. Lorri doesn't like questions, and if I start the new relationship with her asking them, she might never like me.

      I point to the stairs, snapping my fingers to get the sparks of lightning flowing as I creep down them. Laughter fills the wide dimly lit hallway. I pause, not scared but intimidated. Having Henry and Lorri is like having ten armies. We hurry into the great dining room to find Inger studying a map. He lifts his head the moment we enter, but Dorian is already behind him, snapping his neck. Marcus walks over and pulls his heart from his chest and his head from his shoulders. He tosses the heart and head both into the crackling fireplace.

      This is going to be easier than I anticipated.

      When we leave the dining room, we creep down the long corridor to the rooms. It’s the far wing of the house but I can sense them there. A girl cries out off to the right, and I almost think it’s Sara until I realize it’s coming from Whit’s room.

      Dorian vanishes with Lorri as I open the door. Whit shouts through his fangs as his eyes meet mine. He’s panicked, but I don't know if it's me seeing him drain a girl that bothers him, or the fact Dorian has just grabbed Rydal and sucked his soul. He slumps to the floor behind the screaming girl who Marcus picks up and sinks his fangs into. She squirms for a second, no doubt terrified but then falls limp in his arms. He drops her to the floor.

      Lorri scowls at the horrific sight but Marcus doesn't care.

      Whit’s fangs drop away as I near him. He looks scared and confused. I slide my trembling hand up the side of his face and give him my heart’s version of our story. I let it loose to shoot through him, pulsating and probing every dark corner. He quivers at first like he doesn't believe what he sees, but I keep pushing. My fingers push so hard, the stickiness of his blood coats my nails.

      Tears join the blood as he sees what he made me feel, what he made me think. I show him the trust and the pain and the horror of the night he killed my family. I show him everything I gave him—my virtue, my heart, my love, and my trust. I show him how it felt to witness his brothers and their witches.

      He buckles, dropping to his knees. I drop with him, lifting his chin so he sees my eyes when I say, “I forgive you, Whit. I know you hardly know me and you ain’t got a clue how all those lives happened between us, but I don't want the anger I let you put in my heart.” I want to save my showstopper for the man behind the menace so I look at Dorian and stand up. He grabs Whit by the face, lifting him and sucking his soul. Whit’s dead body drops to the floor, and I hate the fact a piece of my heart is still there with him. He exploited the sadness in me.

      I won’t ever know if he really loved me once upon a time.

      I turn and leave him there. The room is a massacre and I’m sort of glad Gwen isn’t here for it.

      I shudder, realizing the level of wickedness they have been raised with. It clearly shows their respect for humans. They haven’t matured beyond what they were when they were human. The world has aged around them but they have not grown with it. I was fooled by his looks and his accent and his vampirish appeal. I too was shallow and weak of the mind, but reliving the same fifty years has aged me. I didn't stay the same young girl I started out as.

      I grew and aged with my world.

      We leave, a band of tiptoeing monsters sneaking down the corridor of a haunted castle. When we get to Ollie’s room I can’t help but hate the fact he probably never really stood a chance. Being the youngest, he has become what he was shown.

      He’s sitting in the window of his room when I open the door.

      He doesn't turn toward me but he speaks softly, “Am I the last one?”

      “No.”

      “I sort of always imagined I would be the last of them.” He turns, looking sweet and innocent. Just like the day I first met him. Dorian winks into the room, ending him quietly.

      As we leave the room Lorri gives me a funny look. “I liked you, didn't I?”

      I shrug, not wanting to be cocky and gush about how we were friends and sometimes we even talked. “We were sort of—”

      “You were friends. You put her in charge in England,” Marcus interrupts me.

      I spin, giving him a look.

      Landry cocks an eyebrow at me. I nod at him. “We weren’t friends. You didn't like me at all.”

      “I can’t guess why.” He smiles bitterly.

      Lorri scoffs. “The way you’re leading us masterfully through this stale-ass castle has me wondering.”

      I put a hand up, pausing and turning the other way. I break into a run as a scream of magic fills the air. “He’s escaping.” I feel the burst of magic fill the air and then the trace of him is gone. I hurry down the stairs to the opposite side of the castle where the master’s room is. Inside, a witch lies dead on the floor, still twitching and sparkling from the amount of magic she used to make the traveler’s door.

      I turn as Henry grabs my hand and looks at Lorri.

      I know he’s thinking the same thing I am because when I lean forward to retch until my stomach empties.

      I shudder and wipe my mouth. Marcus grins wide. “That never gets old.”

      Ramón comes running from the cabin. His face is drawn up. “She says der’s a man here. He be hunting Emily. You gotta run home, cher.”

      I grab Dorian’s hand but he stares at me blankly. “I don't know the way.”

      Henry touches all of us. I grab Ramón’s hand at the last second. We wink and I heave again.

      Marcus chuckles. “Nope, still enjoying it.”

      “Screw you, Marcus.” I heave again.

      Ramón is dizzy and shaking his head. “What was dat?”

      Lorri and Dorian ignore us, walking up my driveway. She is sniffing the air around us. Landry is searching in the woods. Marcus scans around as Henry walks behind Lorri.

      Ramón gives me a look. “Da Roses? Ya got some weird friends now, cher.”

      I nod, not wanting to talk about it. I might start throwing up again. Henry looks back at me. I see the worry in his eyes, but I also hear the thought he sends me.

      I think as loud as I can. Maria, there is a bad vampire here. He’s got the magic of a witch in him right now. He’s coming for you and Em. HIDE!

      She responds with the same loving motherly voice in my head. Already hiding, my dear. He’s in the backyard. We’re at the hiding house.

      “Backyard.” I break into a run, praying I get him first. When I round the corner of the large yard I catch a glimpse of his dark hair in the moonlight. I sprint, but Dorian is so much faster. Whit’s daddy turns to face me, smiling. I see Angie in his arms and cringe. Dorian doesn't care for her. He walks toward them, prepared to kill everyone, I can tell. I run, waving my hands. “Don't hurt her. Please. I’ll give you anything.”

      Angie’s blue eyes are wide with tears and fright. She shakes her head. “Run, Lorelei.”

      I do run, but not away. I run toward her as Dorian gets too close. Whit’s daddy bites down on her neck. I hear the crunching sound of her bones breaking from his bite. I glimpse back at Marcus who starts to run when he sees my eyes. He knows what I need him to do. Dorian tackles Whit’s daddy to the ground, making me scream. “NO!” I jump into the wrestling match, pulling Angie free and pushing her limp body toward Marcus’ waiting fangs.

      When I’m free of her I grab Whit’s daddy with air and slam him into a tree. He shoots a weak flame at me. I catch it and throw it back, but I use my magic to enhance it. He screams in pain as I look to the storming sky above us. I open my arms, calling down the rain and the wind to make it stronger and hide the magic I am filling the sky with. In case normal people are here. Then I call them, all of them. I walk to him, driving my hands into the sides of his head and kissing him just like I did Whit. The ancients fill me with power and wisdom as I look up into the rain and scream, “THE SOULS YOU STOLE MAY CLAIM YOU NOW!”

      I stumble backward as the sky becomes blood red with the souls of over a hundred dead witches. They pick him apart just as they once did to Whit. The rain makes it all worse. Marcus and Dorian stand with Angie, but neither will meet my gaze. I start to sob instantly, black water running down my cheeks. “NO! NO! NO! I NEVER GOT A CHANCE TO SAY GOODBYE!”

      Landry wraps his arms around me, holding me tightly to him. “I’m so sorry.”

      “NO! I CAN’T WAIT ANOTHER FIFTY YEARS! NO!”

      Marcus leaves her, dead in the grass and bushes. I know he wants to comfort me but I run to her. I grip her slippery wet skin with my fingers, clutching to her and holding her as tightly as I can. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.” I drape myself over her, pinning her to me and wishing with all the magic I have that she’ll be okay and come back to me. But she doesn’t. She doesn’t come back. The magic won’t let me. The ancients won’t touch her and me. They whisper things I don't want to hear. Things like she’ll be dark and evil. Ramón wraps around me. I can hear him whispering too but I can’t listen.

      I grasp her, refusing to let go.

      I let her down. I let her die.
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      The funeral is the worst day of my life. She’s so lovely but too still, lying there in her coffin.

      She’s so pretty and calm and I can’t take it.

      I need her to tell me a dirty story or make me laugh.

      I realize I just need her.

      I didn't have the heart to tell her I was taking a job in Europe. I didn't say goodbye because I couldn't. I knew I would come back and see her married and happy.

      It was chicken of me to avoid seeing her when I was leaving and now the last image I will ever have is of her screaming my name as he broke her neck and back.

      Dorian, Lorri, and Landry don't come to the funeral. They don’t know her, regardless of the fact that once upon a time she worked for the Roses Academy for fifty years.

      But Marcus is here. He is seated in the back row with Henry, acting awfully uncomfortable. His eyes never leave me, haunting my every step from where he sits.

      Angie’s mom and dad sob, not understanding what she could've been doing to fall from the second story of my house. She was always wild and crazy so it’s not far-fetched, it’s just hard to understand. Not that it matters now. She’s dead and I have to wait fifty years to go back and make her alive again. Fifty years until Ari comes into her power to push me back for a fourth time.

      Ramón walks to me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      “No.”

      “You know it wasn't your fault. Dat was a bad man, cher. He woulda killed you or Em or everyone. You saved us all.”

      “Not Angie.”

      “Sometimes accidents happen and sometimes bad people, dey do bad things. You can’t save everybody, cher.”

      I turn and nod. “Yes, I can.”

      Em and Maria come and join in on our embrace. We are all heartbroken. Ramón kisses my cheek quickly so no one sees and whispers, “I catch you later, huh? Don't beat yourself up.” He turns and walks from the church, nodding at Marcus as he leaves.

      Em and Maria stay with me. In my family, Maria is the only one who knows what happened. She had thought fast when she sensed the vampire trying to break into the barrier and whisked Em and my daddy off to the hiding house, claiming someone had damaged it. Angie had shown up, just as Whit’s dad did. He couldn't get into the barrier but he could skirt the yard.

      It’s like a cosmic joke from the fates to change so many things and still end up with one turn of events I cannot bear.

      Daddy, Em, and Maria walk from the church with me with Marcus’ stare hovering over us like our very own ever-watchful guardian.

      Daddy shakes his head. “I can’t believe your flight hadn’t even taken off before it happened.”

      “Plane troubles. I came back to see y’all one more time because the flights were delayed a whole day.”

      “What bad luck to be the one to find her in the yard.”

      I nod.

      The story doesn't even make much sense, but I notice regular people accept death for what it is. It is only us oddities in the world who see death for what it really is, negotiable.

      I cannot stay in Louisiana. I have to go and leave my family behind so they will be safe from things like Whit and his family. I will always have a life filled with the possibility of retribution from some unnatural creature or demon.

      The hole that has become my heart burns with the pain and loss of Angie. It stings from the pain of seeing my momma’s life up close and real.

      A week later, I kiss my family goodbye and leave with Marcus and Henry in the car again, for a second time. It’s easier and harder at the same time. I used more of my blood to make a better barrier, letting the ancients use my body completely to do the spells.

      All I can do is hope they stay safe.

      Marcus gives me a look, almost like he’s worried. “You’re going to the Roses Academy training now?”

      I nod.

      “You don't think taking the training over and over is going to make you crazy?”

      It makes me smile. Only he knows how it feels to live the same godforsaken crap over and over. “I do but I know Lorri can’t just make me a Rose. She has to train me.”

      He leans forward. “What is that look in your eyes?”

      “What look?”

      “Like your heart is destroyed, not broken but ruined forever. I have seen it before, when a human loses all sense of the word ‘love.’”

      “It’s Whit, I think.” A bitter grin crosses my lips. “You know, he never took the opportunity to run, not once. He never suggested I flee from his insane family or took the chance to tell me the whole truth. All three times I have repeated this bullshit, he has never once chosen me.”

      “And you care because?”

      I know he can’t understand it. “’Cause I am a foolish girl with a head full of pudding. I loved him once upon a time. I really did. I never realized until recently that Whit always saw me as a lesser being. Like witches were just meant to be food for the vampires of the world—” My voice trails off as I gaze out the window, muttering, “I don't know how I never saw it right from the beginning.”

      He sounds amused. “You were the perfect target. Ladies raised in the South have always been the best fodder for us. You are actually taught to tolerate heinous amounts of disrespect and bear it with a grin. You are the strongest women, and yet completely gullible.” He nods. “No, Whit saw you coming from a mile.”

      His words don't make me feel better, at all. Partly because he’s right.

      Henry stops the car on the side of the road where Dorian stands, clearly annoyed. Marcus doesn't get out of the car. He just smiles and says, “This is where I leave you.” There is something else in his voice, pain perhaps.

      I lean in and kiss directly next to his mouth, whispering, “You don't fool me, Marcus. You are the best man I have ever known.” I pull back and mutter, “See ya round, Grampy.”

      Henry’s lips pull back into a smile and I get out of the car.

      Dorian rolls his eyes. “I can’t believe you agreed to train. You are far superior to every Rose Lorri currently has.”

      I touch his arm and when we land I lose my breakfast everywhere on the cement. I cough and gag and shudder. “Why isn’t this shit getting easier?”

      “It will.” I can hear the laugh in his voice.

      We walk through the alley and inside the tall building. He leans against the wall and presses the button for the floor with the dorms and common room. “You excited?”

      “We both know I don't need to be here—like you said, I’m superior already. I’m only doing this so it can’t ever be said I wasn't trained.” I scowl.

      “Who would dare question such a powerful witch?”

      I step inside the elevator. “Landry. He hates it that I’m always on top.”

      Dorian leans into me, smelling my neck. “I would never complain about you being on top.”

      “I know. You don't even complain when I smell like vomit all the time.”

      He chuckles and kisses my neck.

      “Stop.” I shove him, nearly running from him when we get to the common room. Everyone smiles at me for the first time ever. I’m not a freak, just a witch with a whole lotta fae going on inside her. But I don't have vampire to add to the mix, making everyone uncomfortable.

      Dorian slings an arm around my shoulders and smiles. “Ahhhh to be the new kid on the block again.”

      I give him a smug look. “You’re older than Methuselah’s goat. Don't try to pretend like you know how it feels to be here.”

      “I’ll not have you besmirch Methuselah, the mighty Methuselah, nor his goat. Both noble creatures.”

      “The fact you recall the man proves my point.”

      He snorts. “Haven’t you heard that older men make better lovers?”

      “No.”

      He kisses my hand and walks away muttering, “It’s true.” He takes one more step and vanishes.

      Daniel comes around the corner as Dorian disappears. He gives me a smile. “You must be Lorelei!”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He holds a hand out and introduces me to the common room before leading me on my third tour of the Roses Academy headquarters.

      A week later I am fully ingrained again and exhausted from all the magic they’re making me do. I’m exhausted and in need of a little reprieve. My heart is still a battered mess and I can’t shake the hateful feelings inside me about Angie’s death.

      I find Lorri in Daniel’s office and knock on the door. She gives me a questioning look. “What?”

      “Can I get a ride to Lydia’s for the weekend?”

      Daniel seems like he might say no but Lorri walks to me, touches me and I’m dry heaving on the grass in front of the old house at the end of the street.

      She’s gone again instantly, leaving me there to gather myself.

      Annabelle comes out the front door, without opening it, and gives me a look.

      I offer my hand for her to read. A second later she’s smiling. “Good to see ya again, Miss Lorelei.” She hugs me, walking to the door.

      “I’m so excited you’re able to remember me, Miss Annabelle.”

      She scoffs. “Lordy, child, what a life you lead. Now ya come on inside.” She leads me to the closed door and walks me into it. I smack my face, stumbling back. She laughs, shaking her head. “I always forget that y’all can’t walk through.”

      “Y’all ghosts have it easy in some respect.” I rub my head and open the door, following her down the dark hallway. In the kitchen Lydia scowls when she sees me. “What in the—”

      Annabelle sighs. “Ya done met her. It was another life but ya know her.”

      Lydia takes my hand and sighs. “Oh dear. Henry’s granddaughter. I was wondering when we would meet you. There’s another one of you, isn’t there?”

      I scowl. “You knew all along I was Henry’s kin?”

      She shrugs. “I know now so I must have known then too. Whenever it is you’re talking about.”

      “Figures.” I nod. “There is another one of us, my sister. But she didn't claim her magic, so she’s still normal.”

      “Well, that's a relief.” She pulls out a chair for me as Annabelle makes a sweet tea, just the way I like it. I slump into the chair, defeated and tired.

      “What brings you by?”

      I lay my head on her table and let everything fall from my lips, “I’m sad. The kind that seeps in like a dense fog and takes over everything. I can’t get over it. My best friend died, no matter how hard I tried to right all the wrongs. I keep reliving the same fifty years, three times now, and I can’t make it perfect. Either people die or become monsters they don't wanna be or get forced to become Roses when all they want is a normal life. I can’t seem to shake the belief that I failed her and I failed everyone. I gotta go back in another fifty years and repeat this whole life again so I can try to save Angie. And in some ways I’m tired. I’m just real tired and not in the mood to relive this same crap all over again.”

      She puts a hand on my back and rubs like a mother would. “You need to stop trying to save everyone, Lorelei. I don't know the story you have, but I see one thing about you: your spirit is weak and tired because you are putting everyone else first. You need to stop and let God’s plan work. He has a plan, him and Mother Earth and the fates. They all have a plan. You have to let go and let God do his work sometimes.”

      “I brought all the bad into their lives. Me. I brought Martin, Marcus, Lorri, Whit, and even Momma is partly my doing.”

      Annabelle places the glass of tea next to me and sighs, “Child, ya can’t control other people. Ya can’t control their choices. Ya gotta choose for you. Be happy so they can look down on ya and know ya living for them too.”

      I close my eyes and rain black water all over her table as tears flood my eyes.

      “Now you come and let Annabelle take you for a bath.”

      I lift my sobbing head from the table and let her lead me upstairs, carrying my sweet tea and heavy heart.
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      Romania is as creepy as I imagined, worse actually. Not only is there a ton of spooky vampire legends and castles, there is also a communist government and poverty like I have never seen. My months of Roses Academy training can’t prepare me for the horrors here. Not even if you combine all three times I’ve been trained.

      The Securitate are scarier than any monster I have ever seen. No vampire or werewolf or demon could beat the secret police over here. I hand over a wad of cash, discreetly, to the old nun and walk away.

      “Stop giving money to them. It won’t help. If they get caught they'll be killed for stealing.” Dorian rolls his eyes at me.

      “No. I won’t. I have to try. I don't know what else to do. Look at those kids—they’re so hungry and skinny. I ain’t never seen kids that small.”

      We stalk down the dark alley to the building we both smell out. He gives me the nod. He vanishes and I walk up to the door, knocking.

      A man, with a greasy smile to match his greasy hair, opens the door and smiles at me. He says something in Romanian that I don't understand. I nod once.

      He scowls. I pull the ad from the newspaper and show him. His lips lift higher. He looks like the Joker. He grabs my arm and pulls me inside, slamming the door.

      My stomach lifts into my throat and my palms sweat, but I smile inside, knowing he’s going to be dead in two minutes.

      He pushes me through the hallway. It smells like blood and death. I hate vampires.

      Except Gwen. Her, I love. I know she’s inside, waiting for me, as a client. We were reunited after she was detained and questioned. We trained together this last few months, and when I requested her for England. Lorri agreed she was a good fit.

      The man walks me past a desk with other men. They leer and I want to stab their eyes out with my fingernails but I don’t. I bat my lashes and smile as sweet and Southern as I can.

      One man reaches over, touching my neck. He can’t smell the witchy magic on me. I’ve made a cloak that prevents them from seeing me for what I am. His calloused hand runs down my neck. He nods and gives the other man a thumbs up. They all laugh and talk over each other, very fast and aggressive.

      Suddenly a beautiful girl with long lashes and her fangs hanging out over her lips, comes to the top of the stairs in the massive lobby. She smiles at me seductively and shouts something coarse at them.

      The man pushes me and shouts, pointing at the beautiful girl, not knowing she’s my best friend. I look as scared as I can and glance about the room uncertainly. She shouts at me, waving a hand. I climb the stairs, stopping just short of the last one, wincing when she grabs my arm and drags me up the next step. The men below cheer. She mutters, “The hall is full. Room by room from the back.” I nod, pulling my face from hers. She backhands me, striking like a viper. The men cheer again. As she drags me down the hall, their voices echo off the wallpapered hallway.

      When we get to the first room I grip the doorknob, unlocking it with magic and casting a silencing spell as I enter. I don't see the gore or the girls or the horror shows inside. I block those out. I learned that the first time I saw blood- torture in Whit’s dungeon. I don't like to see any of those things.

      I see only eyes. They grow wide as Gwen grabs the girl, compelling her to be silent and to go home, out the back door. His eyes get dark as I slam him against the wall and unleash every bit of angry vengeance upon him I can muster.

      We hit each room. Dorian is in the back, clearing the way for the trail of girls who leave. He clears their minds and lets them go, free of what they have lived through. Several rooms have girls who cannot be saved. They are dead or dying, and to the point it is a kinder fate to close their eyes for them.

      When we get back to the stairs, Gwen is covered in black blood and I am covered in hate. I don't mean to let it get to me but I can’t stop myself.

      The men in the lobby are back to playing cards and drinking. Gwen leaps from the second floor, clearing the stairs and landing hard on one guy’s throat, taking him to the ground. I float down, buzzing with electricity. I pin a guy to the wall as Gwen guts another. A man grabs for me but I use air to fire back at him.

      His screams are music to my ears.

      Dorian comes up behind us, grabbing the men and sucking each of their souls rapidly. He can do it slowly or not. In a crowd like this one he’s fast and efficient.

      When we are done and the blood bath is over, he sighs. “God they tasted good.”

      Gwen shakes her head. “We’re finding more and more of these places. We have to stop this, it’s sick.”

      “If I were you, I’d feel better knowing that my brothers and father weren’t alone in their version of a good time.” Dorian shrugs. Sometimes he’s such an ass.

      Her eyes narrow. “Funny, I don't feel better.”

      He laughs and slaps her on the back. He winks us back to London. I have overcome the dizziness and nausea. Only took a million winky travels but I got it.

      Gwen nods at the common room. “Want to get a drink?”

      “No. Say hi to Landry for me, and make sure he went to Germany and found that coven that's taking the babies.”

      “I think that's tomorrow’s job for him.”

      I cock an eyebrow. She lifts her hands. “Sorry, right. I’ll make sure he went and found them. Jeesh. Don't go all Lorri on me.”

      It makes me smile. That, and the fact Landry is still pissed I’m his boss. I don't think he’ll ever recover from being passed over for promotion. But Lorri follows a strict law she swears by. Give the power to the person who wants it the least, never the one who wants it the most.

      Gwen waves at me as she walks inside. “Whatever it is you’re going off to do, don’t.”

      She knows me too well. Far too well.

      Dorian gives me a look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I offer him my hand. “You headed back to the US?”

      He nods.

      “Can you drop me off on your way?”

      His eyes narrow but he takes my hand.

      When I’m standing outside the huge mansion, Dorian shakes his head. “You sure?”

      “Yup. I owe him.”

      He grimaces and he’s gone.

      Henry answers the door, raising an eyebrow. Not the sort of greeting you expect from your granddaddy. I offer a simple wave, but he turns back inside, leaving the door open. I hurry into the house and down the hall. Marcus has the most beautiful artwork I’ve ever seen. There is one painting I love the most. It’s him, Dorian, and Blue Eyes all standing in front of a house. The painting is during the Renaissance and the house is so beautiful it makes me want to be there so bad. Life looks simple.

      Ain’t none of us ever gonna have that.

      That's a fact I’ve come to live with.

      I hurry into a bedroom, one I have slept in before but not the one with the obsidian devil rock door. I stand in the middle and call the corners, flashing glamour around the room. I create a set of seats on one side, vanish the bed and furniture, replacing it with a stage and pole. I darken the windows and add lights to the ceiling so they dance around the room like a nightclub.

      I add one mirrored disco ball to the middle of the room. I spin in a circle until I feel the right clothes there and the blood-soaked ones gone.

      I snap my fingers to start a song there is no way he will forget from the 2000s. “Dirrty” by Christina Aguilera. I turn the volume up by spinning my finger. Then eye the dark wooden table he will be sitting at and snap my fingers again. A stack of one-dollar bills make a pile next to a glass of scotch and a lit Cuban cigar in a dish. I hurry to the curtain at the back of the room and blow three girls to life. One is a blonde with the longest legs ever seen in a sailor girl’s costume. Second, is a brunette with bit of meat on her bones; she’s fit and thick and mocha skinned in an army outfit but for strippers. Thirdly, is a redhead with a curvy body with a belly-dancing outfit. Each is dressed exactly right.

      “WHAT IN THE HELL—!” Marcus storms in shouting. I see his face through the curtain. It’s like a double mirror. He pauses and looks around. “If this is a trap I’m going to be very disappointed.” He sits at the table with the money and lifts the lit cigar to his lips. He can’t smell me. The cloak protects me so I know he has no clue who is doing this. He even looks a bit uneasy. I almost giggle.

      I slap the blonde on the ass. She heads out onto the stage, dancing to the song. She is very good at what she does, dancing and twirling around the pole. I make certain they don’t do as good a job as me; I have been practicing. I don't need to be shown up by my own magic.

      He’s smiling and drinking his scotch, nodding his head with her long legs. The song switches to “I’m A Slave 4 U” by Brittany Spears. A grin comes across his face as the redhead comes out, belly dancing. The blonde flits off the stage, vanishing on the other side of the room. The redhead’s perfect body jiggles, captivating him.

      He swallows hard as the brunette comes out, marching. She stands at attention and then rips most of her clothing off to reveal a bathing suit underneath. She and the redhead pretend to tussle a little. Marcus is clapping, throwing money and grinning with the cigar in his teeth.

      The girls run off the stage and vanish as I turn the volume up a touch and change the music to “Little Red Riding Hood” by Sam the Sham and the Pharaohs. The wolf howls and I start to walk onto the stage in my red cloak and basket. I drop the basket and leap onto the pole, spinning and sliding down it with my legs in the air. The whole thing is a ridiculous workout, who knew?

      His jaw drops as does his cigar. He freezes. I hang upside down on the pole, unclasping the cloak and letting it drop. All I have on is a red bikini.

      He leans forward as I slip around and start dancing again, using the pole and showing him my moves. The smile on his face is worth the hours of effort I have put into this, actually learning and not just using my magic. Pole dancing is a workout in the future, and I get it now.

      I dance to the front of the stage and slide the bra straps down, and he nods his head.

      I turn around, like I’m shy.

      He’s off the chair and sliding across the stage before I can even stand up. He grabs as I snap my fingers and Nelly’s “Hot in Herre” starts playing.

      “Sometimes I think I might never actually love, not genuinely, and then a girl like you comes along and I wonder.” He grins wide and I know just where this is going.

      I tap the floor lightly. “Uncle.”

      He laughs and all the glamour fades away. I can’t focus on him and the magic.

      Everything about him mesmerizes me. He was made for me, or I him. I know that now. We’re over a hundred years into this non-relationship, I see it.

      He lifts me up and carries me to the bathroom. He runs the water, filling a massive tub. He pours in bath salts, making me cock an eyebrow. “Wow, really? Never saw you as a bath salts kinda guy.”

      His back stiffens. “It smells nice.” He sounds surly again. “The lavender is good for you.”

      I nod, not saying any of the sarcastic remarks that flit about in my mind. I climb into the water, wincing at how hot it is. He gets in, clearly not noticing. The bath is so large we don't have to touch, but he lifts one of my feet from the water and massages.

      “On a scale of one to ten—”

      “Seventy-five.” He cuts me off with a grin. “I never imagined you would finally fulfill the wager, firstly. Secondly, I never imagined you would truly do the one thing I told you I wanted. You’re always so obstinate.”

      “I am not.”

      “Right. Well, let’s agree to disagree.” His eyes meet mine. “I honestly don't know how to love anything, but I swear I could love you.”

      “I don't think I could ever love anything, Marcus. I like you, a lot. I like you in ways that scare me sometimes. But I know my heart and it won’t ever let go of the past.”

      “Not ever?”

      “No, not ever. I am stuck here, broken and bitter. I want to forget. Every day is spent with witches and vampires and ghosts and pain. I don't know if I believe the world has any love left in it.”

      “You are a girl after my own heart.” He nods slowly, his azure stare not leaving mine. “Promise that if you ever think it might be possible, you will let me know.”

      “I swear it on my life.”

      His eyes narrow. “Why do I get the impression that is not worth much to you?” He makes me laugh.

      I sigh, remembering something we can do together. “I know of a family that needs to be dealt with. They live near Lydia. I have to rescue the kids. You can eat the mom.”

      His eyes twinkle. “Let’s go now.”

      He’s going to love killing that woman. I just can’t let the kids suffer. Not when they lived such amazing lives with Diane.
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      I walk into the small house we share and lay my keys down on the desk. Gwen closes the door behind me and scowls. “I think we might be the worst drivers ever.”

      “Officially.”

      Gwen sighs and strolls into the kitchen to make tea. She doesn't love it like she did when she was human, five hundred years ago, but she drinks it. I suppose she always has.

      She makes me drink it too. I tried explaining sweet tea, but she won’t even give it a chance. So I am stuck drinking her hot not-so-yummy tea.

      I look out at the cute red car we bought and sigh. The driving lessons have been going for three weeks and neither of us is getting very good at it. Seeing the car reminds me of something. “Marcus offered to buy us a chauffeur.”

      She laughs and pulls out two mugs. “Did he actually say ‘buy,’ like he might purchase us a servant?”

      “He’s an animal.” A knock at the door draws my head back to the front entryway. I shove up from the table to get the door, making a face when I see Landry’s scowl. I turn back toward the kitchen. “It’s for you.”

      “Actually, Lorelei, that coven you asked me about a couple of weeks back, I found them again.”

      The poor guy, he and Gwen have searched high and low for it after I told him I wanted it done immediately. He’s been searching since that day.

      Gwen beams when she gets to the door. He holds a hand out. “I found it.”

      Her eyes light up and her Scottish gets thick. “I’m gonna scalp your wee behind if you’re telling us lies, Landry. This won’t be funny.”

      He crosses his heart. She squeals and runs into the kitchen to turn the tea off.

      I smile at him genuinely. “I don't know what ‘scalp a behind’ means, but you have perfect timing. She was making tea.”

      He winces.

      We grab his hand when he steps inside and we close the door. He lands us in a meadow. Dorian is there already. “How are the driving lessons going, ladies?” He smirks when he sees us. He’s so shady and evil sometimes. “What are you getting good at doing in the real world?”

      I pull my hand from my jacket and lift my middle finger up for him. “Your mom.”

      He cocks an eyebrow, a bit disgusted maybe. I shrug. “In the 2000s you’ll get it.”

      Landry points to the dark forest ahead of us. “They have a settlement of houses, small ones. They’re like shacks. They bring the children here and I don't want to know the rest.”

      “Ditto,” I add and start to walk toward the dark trees. They’re eerie—so dark and black against the white snow on the ground. I crunch along, hating the snow but loving the boots Lorri got me. I imagined that when I moved to a place with snow I would be excited. Louisiana don't get much snow. I was wrong. Dead wrong.

      I. Hate. Snow.

      I dislike a lot of things but I hate the cold. I miss having the warmth against my skin. I miss the breeze being something I want to feel. The cold hateful wind and the way it blows the snow at you is something no human should experience, not on purpose.

      This German forest is just the sort of place humans should avoid.

      It reminds me of something from Hansel and Gretel. I expect we will stumble upon a gingerbread house at any second. But crunching along the woods we discover something much worse.

      She must be a siren. To me the voice is soft and beautiful but my instant hate and dislike of her makes me wonder. I turn to see Landry and Dorian both letting the voice call to them.

      Gwen grabs Landry by the arm. He’s obviously forgotten about the one day spent on sirens and selkies.

      “Let them lead us, they can’t be killed.”

      She gives me a hateful stare. I touch her head with my finger, pushing the song from her brain. She no longer hates the woman singing. She scowls. “Siren?”

      I nod.

      We turn and follow the two men into the snowy forest. They turn to the right when I would have kept going straight. We stay back, scared of the trap they’re walking into, but I say better them than us. Gwen grins at me. We both are clearly thinking the same thing.

      A blonde woman in a white dress that nearly matches the snow, steps from behind a tree, singing and swaying as she calls to them. I flick a jolt of reality at Dorian as he gets close to her. It looks like blue lightning and strikes him in the back of the head. His head shakes as he turns around, suddenly able to see her for what she is.

      He vanishes, reappearing behind her, gripping to the throat.

      She says something in German. He responds speaking through his teeth. It’s frightening to watch Dorian get angry. I flick the same jolt at Landry when Gwen gives me the stare, letting me know it’s time to free him too.

      Landry does the same thing. I hear a voice behind us and stomp my foot as hard as I can. Pieces of earth shoot up in the shape of spikes. A woman screams causing Gwen to turn and run that way. She tackles a dark-haired woman in an old-fashioned brown dress. The woman jolts Gwen but Gwen subdues her, holding her in a headlock and hovering her fangs over the woman’s throat.

      The lady in white is speaking with Dorian, regardless of being held at a very uncomfortable angle. “What is she saying?”

      “The coven is trying to protect the children. She says they’re luring demons and evil to try to find out what’s killing the children.”

      That doesn't sound too far-fetched but I rarely believe anyone anymore. “You think she’s lying?”

      He shrugs. “I think everyone is lying, apart from about six people.”

      Landry scans the area. “We should search their homes.”

      “No. Bring her to me.”

      Dorian winks and the witch is standing in front of me. I step to the side as she bends forward and loses her last meal on the snow. It’s mostly dark blood. I point at it. “That's a bad sign.”

      Dorian scowls. “Some people just like blood.”

      “Yeah, vampires.” I lift her beautiful face to mine, stabbing my fingernail into her skin. Her dark blood runs down in a slight trickle. I drag my finger across it and place it on my tongue. I wince at the sour taste. “She’s clean.” Good things rarely taste good. It’s sort of the opposite of how you’d expect. True evil tastes the best. “Someone who kills kids wouldn't taste this clean.” Her eyes dart about the forest. Landry’s eyes follow hers. “We’re surrounded.”

      I turn, seeing women in dresses all slinking from behind trees and dead-looking bushes. When Dorian lets go of the one in the white dress, she instantly drops to her knees.

      The others follow suit until every witch is on her knees, bowing before us.

      “What is this?”

      Dorian cracks a grin. “They know who you are.”

      “Great.”

      Landry rolls his eyes. “Like you don't already have a swollen head.”

      I lift my middle finger into the air, still looking around at the kneeling witches. “Tell them to stand. They’ll freeze.”

      Gwen strides toward us. She waves. “You gotta see this.” We walk to where she is, coming over the crest of a hill. In the valley below there is a clearing filled with small houses, shacks like Landry said. In the light of the pale dusk, we see the houses scattered amongst the dark trees and a frozen creek. All the people out in the snow are kneeling—hundreds of them.

      I don't know what to say or do. Dorian comes and stands next to me. “You ever hear of the witch queen?”

      I shake my head.

      “Apparently, they have. She is the witch who will come into power when the world is getting close to ending. She will be the witch who ends the evil at the end of days.”

      I turn. “What end of days?”

      “You ever listen to one thing Lorri says?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “This is one of the bigger discussions she likes to have. The end of days, the rise of the antichrist.” He winks. “Don't worry, your part is only ‘girl who saves the world.’ No biggie.”

      I shove him lightly. “Why you gotta be so mean? They’re mistaken.”

      He looks around. “I don't know that this many witches would be wrong.”

      “They are.” I turn and walk back to the siren. “Ask her where the kids are.”

      Landry speaks softly, saying so many words I have to assume he’s adding his own flare. She shakes her head and says something in a very short sentence. He sighs. “She says they sent back five to the village they were stolen from. The rest are still missing—twelve children. They’re all special kids.”

      Gwen crosses her arms over her chest. “Does she know where the children were seen last?”

      The siren turns and points into the woods saying two words. Landry shrugs. “There’s a cave.”

      “Of course there is.” I rub my hands over my eyes. ”There’s always a cave. Goddamn. Why can’t there just once be an orchard or a friggin’ beach or a lovely garden? Why does it always have to be the darkest, scariest place we have ever seen?” I start walking in that direction. Dorian grabs my arm, wink-running me until we reach a section of forest at the base of a mountainside. The sun is going to rise soon, meaning Gwen will have to return home or to a dark place.

      The entrance to the mountain cave is not obvious but I point at it anyway. “It’s there.”

      Dorian gives me a puzzled look. “How do you know that?”

      “The dead kids walking out into the forest. They know I see them. Now they’re staring at me from the bush right there. It’s pretty obvious they want me to go that way.”

      “I never envy you. Ever.”

      I step toward the ghosts, entering the thicker woods. A child with black eyes and a pale face stares up at me. She flickers in the moonlight and holds a hand out to me. I take it, shuddering from the cold of her dead skin.

      “Say you aren’t holding its hand, just say that.”

      I ignore Dorian and go to the base of the mountainside where a dark spot sits amongst trees and ghosts of children. They line the dark spot, lighting the way almost, with their ethereal light. They all appear similar in age and size. They’re all in pajamas and nightdresses.

      “Whoever took them came in the night.”

      Landry stands next to me, gazing around and muttering, “Vampires.”

      Dorian sighs. “Probably.”

      I glance at Gwen as her face pales even more, making her ethereal-like in the moonlight just as the children are. I don't want to think about the fact her brothers and father probably killed witch children. God knows what they did and he can keep that information to himself.

      We enter the cave but the children don't come. They stay at the entrance, in a crowd of light.

      Dorian walks close to me, his arm rubbing against mine. I imagine Landry is the same. It doesn't matter that we are all trained killers; they are men and they feel they must protect us.

      I can’t lie, I enjoy that perks of being a girl.

      Firelight dances at the end of the cave, showing us the way. I can’t smell anything beyond the smoke. The craggy cave is larger than it first appeared. The firelight reveals all the nooks and crannies and shadows.

      I cast away my cloak around me, making the scent of the witch that much stronger, and slip into the cave ahead of them. “Let me be bait.”

      As I round the corner I am stunned, still and silent. It isn’t A vampire. It isn’t several vampires. It’s hundreds of vampires, and as I round the corner at least half turn their faces toward me. They’re all down below in a huge opening in the cave.

      Dorian comes just behind me. “Shit!” And he’s gone.

      Gwen steps in just behind me and whispers, “He’s left us here with this?”

      But Landry shakes his head. “He’s gone for reinforcements.”

      The vampires are all getting up, seeming confused but licking their lips.

      Landry holds his ring out, the ring I myself have only just received. It is silver with a thin red line that wraps around it, with a single red rose engraved at the end of the line. One side of the ring is wider, representing the people of the world. On the other side of the thin red line is a small strip of silver, representing the supernatural world. The red band in the middle, that’s us, the Devil’s Roses. We are the last line of defense against the dark and the evil, and the thing that mankind can never be aware of.

      The massive cave opening they are in begins to move as they come forward, each with bloodshot eyes and a stain of wickedness. The little girl is suddenly at my side. She takes my hand again and squeezes my finger. Her voice is like an icy wind as she whispers up at me, “My brother is still in there.”

      I swallow hard as the sea of them moves toward us. I have no plan but to fight as hard as I can. I draw a line of electricity in the sand, rocks, and crags while I wait for them to get closer. They are slow and dazed.

      “What do the Roses want with us?” a man asks as he gets closer.

      Landry’s voice is dark and filled with things I haven’t ever heard from him. “You’re murdering children.”

      “Witches. We heard it was open season on them. All the witches—we was supposed to kill them. That's what the king says.”

      Oh God.

      Landry shakes his head. “No. The king is wrong.”

      This enrages them instantly. Fangs drop, mouths widen with hisses and shouts. They go from being a slithering line of curious evil to a horde of undead monsters. I snap my fingers, lighting the line up with the fire Whit was scared of. They snarl at us, tempting the fire and then shrinking back from the wall of flames.

      Gwen backs away from it. She turns to me. “I heard that at the last brothel we took. That's what the men said. The king ordered the slaughter of witches.”

      I swallow hard. “Why would Marcus order that?”

      “I thought they were lying. Vampires are liars. But two vampires telling the same lie is one thing. Hundreds is another.”

      Dorian appears with Lorri and Marcus in hand. My blood boils. “Your people wish an audience with you.” He scowls at me but walks toward the fire. I part it like the sea apparently was once, and let the king walk through. I want to scald his ass but I don't. Lorri growls as Landry fills her in on what we’ve heard and seen.

      When her eyes meet mine, she shakes her head. “This isn’t Marcus. This is Jonathan and Oliver.”

      I wince. Great, two of the other fallen, of the five that fell with Lorri. I don't know anything about them, beyond hearing that they don't see humanity the way Lorri does. They don't value life or freedom for the masses.

      A scream fills the air as movements begin behind the wall of flames. Something happens that we can’t see, but we can hear as other screams join them. Something dark and frightening is occurring. The flames reveal the shadows of the fight, but we can’t see the winner or the loser. I lift my hands to lower the flames but Lorri stops me. “He has this, trust me.”

      I do normally but the thought of them ripping him to pieces frightens me. The last of the screams fill the air and slowly a single dark shadow walks to the fire. He stands at the other side and mutters, “Your turn, Dorian.”

      I lower the flames and Marcus walks out, covered in black blood. His eyes don't meet mine as he walks past us and down the long dark tunnel. Dorian walks into the large opening of the cave, moving with great speed and ferocity. His hand swipes past them, sucking souls so fast I can’t see all the movements he makes. I turn and walk out of the cave, finding Marcus standing alone in the dusky forest. He doesn't turn when he speaks, “You must let me change you.”

      “I’m fine this way.”

      “No. You aren’t fine.” He turns, making me jump. His face is soaked in the blood of the dying vampires and his eyes are a black sort of blue. “You are vulnerable. That many vampires, witch hunting, could have taken you. You might have just walked into a trap for all I know. You need my blood.”

      “I don't want to be that. I like just being a fae witch. Adding halfling is a mistake I don't intend to repeat. I like the wind on my face and the warmth around me. I don't want an eternity of darkness.”

      In a wave of anger and odd emotion I don't expect because the onset is so fast, he spins and shouts at me, “YOU NEED TO LISTEN TO ME! THEY WILL KILL YOU!” He storms across the crunchy snow and grabs my arm. I try to freeze him but it doesn't work. He shoves me back in the snow and bites his wrist. “Do you see how easy it is to overpower you?” He shoves his seeping wound in my face, forcing it past my lips. I scream as he cuts one of my lips, allowing for the blood to get in. The hot, thick liquid oozes into my throat, coating it. I am drowning and shooting fireballs and trying to freeze him. I electrocute him and call upon the winds and earth, but still he grips me and battles the effects of my magic and wrath.

      He won’t let go. We shoot up into the air, still in our struggled embrace as I call on all the elements at once, creating a massive twister.

      We are flying through the air when he finally lets me go. I scream as I realize what he has done to me. “WHAT IF I CAN’T SAVE ANGIE NOW? WHAT IF THIS TAKES MY SOUL? I NEEDED MY SOUL!”

      He is killing me with the choking feeling in my throat and the sorrow in his eyes as he reaches forward and takes a nasty big bite out of my neck. His fangs are the last things I see before everything goes black.

      When I wake I am smothered in something heavy. I reach forward, bursting my hand through the heaviness to discover it is dirt. I am buried alive which means I am dead. He has completed the change. I am no halfling.

      A hand reaches into the dirt and pulls me from it. It is Marcus. I wipe the dirt from my face and hair as I struggle from his grip. We are in a warm graveyard with large overhanging trees and a beautiful smell. He brought me home.

      His jaw is tight but he manages to speak calmly, “I am not sorry for this.”

      “I hate you. I never want to see you again.” The words sort of fall out, like they chose to leave my lips on their own accord.

      “I suppose that is fair.” He steps toward me. “But I want you to understand one thing.” His eyes are still dark and creepy, like the blue has been sucked out. “I did everything for you. I went back three times with you, remembering every detail. I relived this same bullshit fifty years, all for you. I don't do things for other people. I don't love and I don't care and I don't save people.” I realize suddenly he isn’t angry. He’s emotional but doesn't know how to be. His voice cracks, “I don't do any of those things for anyone but you.”

      “I hate you and I never want to see you. Forget you made me. I don't want any part in your royal family or any part in your bloodline. I want to be the girl you never met.”

      He looks like he might attack me or just tear down every willow and walnut tree in the graveyard, but he doesn't. He nods once and steps back. “Then it shall be like we have never met.” He is gone. I don't know what kind of magic he used to do it but I don't feel better. I drop to my knees sobbing black water down my cheeks and holding myself. I scream up into the dark night, wishing I could hate him as much as I said I did.

      I get up and stumble, sobbing, to the grave I was supposed to make empty. I drop to my knees again and lie down on the dirt where she is. I close my eyes and whisper, “I’m so sorry, Angie.” I cry like she has just died, because, for the first time since she was murdered, I am painfully aware of the fact she can’t ever come back.

      I lie there until the sunrise starts to sparkle in the air.
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      Sometimes I miss Marcus. It isn’t often but it happens when I least expect it. I stroll into the kitchen to get a blood bag, but I find Gwen and Landry smiling at me instead. I don't like it when they smile at me at the same time. I feel like I’ve intruded.

      Only today she hands me a huge box covered in wrapping paper. “Open it.”

      I look down on the box and shake my head. “What is this for?”

      “It’s your birthday.”

      I look outside at the dark and nod. “Oh. It must have slipped my mind.” I tear at the sparkly paper and smile when I see it. It’s a picture. The picture. “How did you get it?” The painting is of Marcus, Dorian, and Aleksander in front of a beautiful estate. I love the painting so much it makes my dead heart ache a little.

      “Marcus replicated it for you and told me it was something you loved. He seems more jovial lately.”

      I narrow my gaze. “Then he’s up to something.”

      Gwen rolls her eyes. “He’s rotten as the day is long but he’s not the worst vampire out there. It’s been decades. Why won’t you just forgive him? He was right. You were vulnerable. It was the best possible solution for you. You still have the strength and magic of the witch, because you claimed your magic before you died. You have the invincibility and immortality of a vampire. And you have all the weird shit from being fae.”

      “He sealed my fate for me. He chose my destiny and forced this on me. And I can’t save Angie. I don't know who to push or how to control it. What if Em dies because of the push or Daddy or Maria? No one wins unless I use the magic when she pushes me and choose what the push will be.”

      Landry sighs. “Lorelei, he loves you in his twisted and scary fashion. He does. He just wanted you to be safe.”

      “Hmmmhmmm.” My face doesn't change. “Thank you for this. I love it. Tell him thanks.” I carry it to my room and take down the painting I had done of the garden at my house with the old dance floor and the pillars. The lilacs were in full bloom and it smelled amazing. I never see it during the day. I never see anything during the day anymore.

      I draw a line on the door wall of my room and make a door. I push it open and walk out onto the dance floor at my daddy’s. The house is no longer ours. It’s sold. He and Maria are in Florida, the worst place they could have gone for me. The sun is unbearable but she uses the sun to keep them alive longer. I always visit at night and make Daddy believe I look older than I do. I make him think I stayed for the week and my kids ran around the yard. I make him believe I am happy and married to a kind man named John. I do it so he never worries. I can even compel Maria now but I don't bother. I enjoy being able to be me with her. The magic and the vampire combined are unstoppable but having someone know who you are is more valuable.

      Em is the tricky one. She and Greg are old. Mid-sixties and they have grandkids. They’re happy in a way that makes me uncomfortable and grateful. I can’t fight the desire to have her life or to wish it for Angie. I feel like the world isn’t completely set right. Angie is dead, forever, and I am stuck in the dark with the cool whispered wind of the dead.

      And I love the man who put me here and cursed me with this. I love him more every day I don't see him.

      I love him with every fiber of my being. I love him to the moon and back but it don't matter. I won’t ever let him back in. I won’t ever be that girl who gets pushed around and told how to be and who to be.

      I am a woman and I am strong without a man.

      I am stronger than any woman I know.

      The doorbell rings as I step back and look at the painting. I go to the door and answer, smiling when I see the troubled face of Aleksander. He cocks an eyebrow. “You wouldn't want to help a guy out with a girl problem, would you?” He is the most handsome of all of them. His aqua-blue eyes haunt you with an emptiness. It’s so odd the way women want to fill men up with whatever they’re lacking.

      I smile. “What on earth are you talking about now?”

      He swallows and gives me a haunted look. “My dad.” The words make me shiver. If I had remained partially human and ever had children, his father would be the subject of the scary stories I told them to warn them about all the bad in the world.

      He is the big bad wolf.

      I nod, closing the door behind me. Aleksander takes me in his thick arms and does his version of traveling. It’s not a wink and it’s not as fast, but when we land in the middle of the forest I don't feel off. His way of moving is less harsh. Not to mention, he smells like cookies. I daydream about biting him, but Lydia told me he is not the sort of guy a girl goes around biting. As good as he smells, his lips are the issue for me. They’re plump and make me wanna kiss him. He doesn’t usually notice when I’m staring at them. It makes me a bit sad for him. He’s like a piece of meat and all women treat him like that.

      He leads me through the forest to a road, a highway.

      “Where are we?” It reminds me of the United States.

      “Close to Lydia’s. A few hours away from there.”

      I sniff the air, cloaking myself even more. His dad freaks me out in unnatural ways. He can’t kill me, not the way he likes. I suppose he could torture the hell out of me though. “I don't smell him.”

      “He’s coming. Lydia saw him here. She says she saw him in a vision.”

      Poor Aleksander. His father is a train wreck. Annabelle told me that when Aleksander was a boy his father used to do horrid things. One night he did something terrible to the daughter of a shaman, like Henry. The shaman cursed Aleksander’s dad to become a werewolf and then cursed Aleksander so he would always show up just as the murdered woman died to clean up the mess his father left behind.

      He has chased him for hundreds of years, trying to kill his own father and end the murders of the women. But he always shows up after the crime has been committed, feeding off the family members’ grief. It’s creepy.

      If Lydia saw him about to commit the murder, then we have to act on it. We have to stop him.

      That's where I come in. The ultimate bait for him.

      I step out onto the highway, standing in the dark. I stare up at the moon and sigh as I remove the cloak that hides my scent.

      I don't wait long before I catch a smell. It puts all the hair on my body on end. I have never seen him but the rumors make me sick in ways I can’t fathom. Even after Whit’s family’s torture room, I can’t bear this.

      A twig breaks to the right as a large gray wolf appears. I try to signal Aleksander but he is looking the other way. The wolf pauses, shaking his head at me. He turns and breaks into a run. I sprint after him, shouting, “ALEKSANDER!”

      I leap over a log, chasing after the wolf. I push my legs hard. Running as a witch I am unbeatable. As a vampire I am a monster. Vampires take with them the skills they had before they changed. If they were already a good shot, they’re an amazing shot when they turn.

      I was a runner.

      Thanks to Ramón, I have always been a runner. But the wolf is the natural enemy of the vampire. He is agile and fast in a way that even my natural talent can’t keep up with.

      I run until I lose sight and smell of him. I stop, looking around the dark woods. I am out of breath but able to keep going, I just don't know the way. I’ve lost him.

      The smell is everywhere so it’s hard to catch the trail. He’s been all over these woods, long before I got here.

      “Lorelei!”

      Aleksander runs up to me. I wince. “Sorry. He got away. I didn't stand a chance at catching him.”

      “If you couldn't catch him, no one will.” He seems down. I point around the woods. “There’s a smell here. It's his. He’s been here a while. I don't know why he would be here.”

      He folds his arms across his wide chest. I seriously want to bite him. He sighs, making the air smell like him. “He must be stalking someone.”

      I pull my cell phone out and send a mass text with a photo.

      Everyone starts to show up, landing in the woods in pairs. Dorian and Brandon, Lorri and a female vampire named Andy Cromwell, and Landry and Gwen. I point to the woods. “We have Aleksander’s dad in these woods somewhere. We need to hunt him down. He must be stalking someone, selectively picking his women now. The scent is everywhere. I had him on the run in here moments ago. He’s not far.”

      Aleksander and I turn and enter the woods, hiking in the dark. “It’s three, I have about three hours till sunrise.”

      Aleksander nods. “I’ll have you back home by then.”

      “Deal.” We hike until we reach a town. It’s a tiny hamlet on the sea. The smell of the West Coast is different. Eventually, everyone else makes their way from the woods.

      Lorri gives Aleksander a look. “You want help with your dad? Join the Roses Academy. We’ll break your curse.”

      “I need this curse. I need to know what he does.”

      “What did you learn today? He preselects his victims. It’s taken you hundreds of years to realize he stalks them. She caught that in five minutes. Let us help you.” She speaks with an irritated tone.

      He doesn't budge.

      Dorian offers me a hand. “Ride home?”

      I take his hand, waving at Aleksander. “Sorry. I wish I could have been more useful.”

      “I don't know who in Port Mackenzie he would be stalking but maybe he won’t attack, now that he knows we are watching the area.”

      He is gone a second later. Lorri seems annoyed but Dorian winks us away before I have to listen to why. He winks right into my bedroom. “Oh my, I don't know how we ended up here.”

      A grim smile crosses my lips. “No.”

      He leans in, smelling my neck and planting soft kisses along my neckline. “What if I say I could love a girl like you?”

      “Still no.” I close my eyes and tilt my head as his kisses climb my neck. He kisses my cheek, close to my lips and whispers, “What if I said I don't think I can love ever and I just want to feel less alone?”

      “I wish I could.” I nod.

      He pulls back, looking down on me. “Marcus? That wanker has you still—even after all these years?”

      I bite my lip. “I’m not the casual sort of girl. I want to be but I feel bad afterward. My heart might be dead inside my chest but it still aches for him.”

      The sentence makes him smile. “I know what you mean.”

      He breaks my heart and makes me see what a fool I have been. I have that moment of love. It’s fleeting and we’re a disaster but I have it. I hold my hand out. “Can you take me there?”

      He kisses my hand and winks. He leaves me in the yard, winking away instantly. Henry is at the door, looking snarky. I offer a slight wave. He shakes his head. He never approves. I walk to him, offering him my hands. He holds them to his round cheeks and closes his eyes. I close mine and I show him why. I know it’s the thing he wants to know.

      I show him every kind moment and every tender word.

      He shows me something else. He exchanges his memories for mine. He shows me a girl with red hair. She sings and every man bows. He shows me twisted and distorted images of her and Marcus. It appears old, older anyway. But there are recent images of a girl with red hair. She is similar to the one from before, but I can tell they are related somehow. The girl is sleeping and eating and living her life. I don't understand what he is trying to show me.

      It makes me uncomfortable as though I’m stalking her or intruding on her life. “Who is she?”

      He looks pained.

      “Does he love her?” I have to face the fact that Marcus might have fallen in love again. It has been a long time.

      Henry shakes his head and walks away. I don't think he believes Marcus is capable of love, not the way I think he is. Henry doesn't see Marcus the way I do.

      It’s odd. I don't get it. I know their friendship is forced and some kind of magic holds them together, but Marcus won’t ever talk about it and Dorian’s lame story on it gave me no answers. But I don't get how Henry would stay, and yet hate Marcus so much. He keeps him safe but seems like he hates himself for it.

      I look up at the sun about to rise when I walk in. I couldn't have timed it worse. Inside the house, I find Marcus in the front room. He looks different which is odd for a vampire. His eyes widen when he sees me, and I swear there is a slight grin but he fights it. He closes himself off to me. I literally watch as the wall is built up and he mockingly says, “Happy birthday, dear Lorelei.”

      I swallow hard and regret coming. “Thank you for the painting.” He nods, sitting down in his chair like he is the master of the house and wants me to see it. He wants to hurt me. “I’m sorry, I have to go. This was a mistake.”

      “WHY DID YOU COME THEN?” I already feel sick so when he shouts and smashes the wall next to him, I jump.

      I never jump anymore.

      My feet can’t hurry for the doorway fast enough, and yet he still grabs my arm, dragging me back in. He sounds mad, not angry but insane. “What—no shocking and electrocuting me? You don’t want to keep hurting me, Lorelei? You done then? You back now? Is my time for being punished for loving you over? You seem a bit like you’d rather go into the morning sun and die than stay in here with me?”

      I stop fighting him, hating the tears rolling down my cheeks. “I didn't mean to hurt you. I just couldn't see why—why you would want to kill me inside like that.”

      He grabs the hair on his head like a madman. “I wanted you to stay safe. That horde of vampires in that cave scared me. I hadn’t been scared in hundreds of years, you asshole! You scared me!”

      I grab his hands, pulling them down. “I don't want to love you, any more than you want to love me but here we are.”

      He starts to laugh like a madman.

      I let go of his hands, hating that I have spent fifty years away from him. They feel wasted, abandoned and worthless without him in them. I start to sob harder as words stumble from my lips. “I hate that I have saved hundreds of lives. I have killed monsters in every corner of the world and none of it feels like it’s worth a single damn because every moment is missing something I made myself live without. I don't want to live without it anymore. I don't want to fight my feelings for you. I don't want to pretend that what you done for me don't matter none because Angie can’t come back. I don't want to pretend that every single moment with you in it isn’t better than any moment without you.”

      He grabs my face, crashing our faces into each other. His lips are just as desperate for me as I am for him. Hands scramble, clothes fly away or are obliterated, and when my back crashes into the leather of the couch I feel like I am home. I close my eyes, gripping him as his fangs pierce my flesh. I hold tight to him, scared I might be dreaming again. The intimate acts of desperation change everything and nothing.

      “Who is she?” I ask afterward, lying in his arms.

      He shakes his head. “Whoever you want her to be.”

      “The redhead?”

      His eyes dart behind the couch to the huge panting of a redhead on the floor. It has the same custom framing my painting he got me has. I would even say the same artist painted them. “She’s a girl I used to know.”

      I pull back. “Who is the other redhead then?” Oh God, what was Henry trying to show me?

      Marcus’ breath hitches. He is frustrated and contemplating lying. “The daughter of the woman I loved.”

      “You been watching her? Is she your daughter? Is that even possible?”

      “No.” He swallows hard, licking his lips and squinting. He’s going to lie. He acts like he might start a sales pitch of some sorts. “She’s like you. She can make vampires feel.”

      I climb off, leaving him with just the sleeves of his shirt on. I grab a blanket from the back of the couch and shake my head. He sees he’s said the wrong thing. He opens his mouth but I hold a hand up. “She’s like me. She makes you feel something. So I’m replaceable now that I can’t make you feel things? I can’t—” Tears rain down my cheeks as I pause. “I can’t make you feel with my blood because you killed me so you need a new me? So because you broke me, you don't want me anymore? Oh my God.” I turn and run for the front door. I cover myself with the blanket the best I can and a protection spell I make up as I sprint out into the morning sun. It stings a little but it doesn't burn.

      He tackles me to the ground and covers me with his body. “DON’T DO THIS! I DIDN’T MEAN IT THAT WAY!”

      I kick him away, pushing with air and fire. He screams something but I turn and run for the woods like I did once before.

      Until I realize I left my cell phone and my keys.

      Unlike the sixties, I have to go back. I don't want to. I face the sun and turn toward his house where he is still kneeling in his driveway. I haven’t been in the sun in a long time. I miss the brightness of day.

      A sob heaves from my lips. I can’t go back there. I can’t face the hurt inside me. I don't have the emotional body to cope with it. I don't think I even did when I was human.

      Something in the wind whispers to me. It tells me to be strong and remember who I am. It takes me a second before I realize I am standing in the sun, feeling the stinging warmth of the morning rays on my face. I can feel the glow. I’m not alone in the dark anymore.

      He can’t hurt me anymore.

      And I can get new keys and a new phone.

      He paces the driveway shouting at me now. He’s demanding I come back. I turn and walk into the woods and remind myself to listen to Henry more often. He’s my grandfather, after all.
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      I run from the woods and down the road wearing the sheet I stole from a clothesline. It reminds me of a toga.

      I sprint across the lawn and dive through the door at Lydia’s, slamming it and pressing my back against it.

      “Remind me again why you didn't want to just hook up with me?” Dorian asks as he saunters down the hall.

      Seeing his face, I break. I slump to the floor. He lifts me into his arms and winks. Suddenly we are overlooking a massive valley like I have never seen before. There are craggy rocks with mist lifting from them. The grass on the red and brown hills of the jutting mountaintops is green and yellow, making it so colorful I can’t take it all in. But the showstopper is the emerald pool at the bottom. It is a single pool, quite large and so bright green I can’t imagine it’s real. I have never seen anything so beautiful at the same time as I have felt so much pain.

      He wraps his arm around my shoulders and he doesn't ask. He doesn’t say a single thing. He sits next to me and holds me and lets me cry. He lets me melt into him until I fall asleep, regardless of the sun stinging my skin. When I wake, we are still there. The sun doesn't sting me anymore. It’s setting. I’m lying on the ground, wrapped up in my toga, and my head is resting on his lap. He’s running his fingers through my hair, twirling it around his fingers.

      I don't have a lot of moments that I can say are amazing. I have been in the dark for fifty years loving a monster from afar. But this is amazing.

      This is more than amazing.

      I don't have fancy words to go along with what this is.

      “Where are we?”

      “Cerce Valley in France. It’s my favorite place in the world.”

      I sit up and scowl. “You brought me to your favorite place in the whole world? Is this where you bring all the ladies?”

      “I don't bring anyone here.” He speaks but doesn’t meet my gaze. When he does finally turn around, his black eyes look haunted. “But you seemed like you needed a miracle.”

      “I did. Guess you were my miracle. Thank you.” I lean my head on his shoulder and look out at the amazing view as the sun vanishes behind all the mountains.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I shake my head.

      “Good. I thought it might be the polite thing to say, but I was truly hoping you would keep it to yourself.”

      He makes me smile.

      “How are you in the sunlight?”

      “A spell. I panicked, leaving in such a hurry I cast something around myself and it worked. I don't even remember what it was.”

      He gives me a funny look. “Have you gone out in the sun at all since you changed?”

      “No.”

      “So the sun might not have hurt you all along?” He grins.

      I slump. “Well, shit. I don't know. The last time I was a vampire I burned my ass off.”

      He starts to laugh, making me laugh too.

      “I feel like some kind of fool now. Fifty years in the godforsaken dark and I might have gone in the sun. If that don't just put the icing on the screw-Lorelei cake I call today, I don't know what does.” I slap him in the arm.

      “I do like it when you get all country bumpkin on us.”

      I roll my eyes as he nudges me. “Can I show you something?” He sounds funny.

      I glance down at his lap. “No. You have been sweet to me. Don't go wrecking it with your smarmy side.”

      “I suppose I earned that.” He laughs. “Can we pretend for just a moment that you don't know I have a smarmy side? Then could I show you something completely unsmarmy?”

      “That's not a word. I’m from the South and we make up words all the time, and I’m dang sure that unsmarmy hasn't come about yet.”

      “It hasn't been given a fair chance then, because I dare say, it would catch on.”

      I lift my hand. “Can I get clothes first?”

      He shakes his head and winks. We’re in a forest and I’m still in a toga.

      I sigh as he drags me to the edge of the forest where a fence meets the woods. We follow it behind several houses. He leads me to a street and I stop. “I need clothes.”

      He takes my hand and winks. Suddenly we are inside a building full of books. It’s a library. He pulls me along the rows and stops, pointing at a girl at a table. She’s reading peacefully. The book looks massive. When I turn to ask him what the hell we’re doing here, I see it. His eyes are glued and his lips are parted and he’s in love, stalker style.

      “Who is she?”

      “I don't know. I saw her a couple of days ago when we tracked Aleks’ dad this way. I saw her and something hit.”

      “Dorian.” I step back, shaking my head. I stand in the aisle where she can’t see me and whisper, “She’s like fifteen.”

      “I’d say closer to seventeen but what does it matter? She is perfect. She’s simultaneously reading a book about neoclassicism and a college-level course on microbiology. She is one of the most bitter and sarcastic human beings I have ever heard speak. And yet, earlier today when I first saw her, she turned around on the sidewalk and crossed the road to help out some old lady, without even speaking to the lady much. She gets the lady to the other side and carries on like she hasn't done a single thing.”

      I grab his hand and pull him into the shelving. “This is creepy. Like super creepy. You watched her help an old lady and now you're all into her?”

      He scowls. “We were talking about miracles. I think she might be one. That's all.” He is rigid again and smarmy. “I didn't think I should see if I could take her to prom. I just wanted to show you something that was perfect in the world. Perfectly complex.” He winks and we are back at Lydia’s in the yard. He turns and walks away.

      I realize what he was showing me and run after him. “I get it.”

      He spins back, conflicted looking.

      But I hold his arm. “I get it. She is that possibility. If you were a guy and she was a girl, she would be your girl. She is the wish, like staring down at the green pool at the bottom of that mountain. You look but you don't swim. You live but you never do anything but watch. You don't experience.” His brow furrows and I hang my head. “I get it. I go and visit my sister and use glamour to make sure I look like an old hag like her. I sit on her porch and pretend I still drink sweet tea. I don't get to live it. It’s an act for a day. I didn't earn a single gray hair or a single wrinkle. I don't get to be an old woman with her. I don't get to have any of those things because I’m frozen here, watching with you.”

      His face draws in. He looks worse. I lift my hand to his cheek and run it down it slowly. “But there is nothing I would rather be doing than seeing that mountainside and that valley and that girl with you. There is nowhere I would rather be. I’m tired of looking at the things I can’t have. I won’t ever have Marcus and he won’t ever have me. But I can have other things and other experiences. We save people. It’s what we do. We save the world while it’s sleeping and that's an experience ain’t none of them other people are gonna have. Not ever.”

      He smiles and I swear he has a soul for half a second. “And that is why Lorri chose you.”

      “And I see why she chose you. You are the least smarmy of the smarmy guys.”

      He bends and kisses my cheek before he steps back and winks himself away.

      “You act all high and mighty, and here you are cavorting with my brother?”

      I turn to see Marcus on the road in front of the house.

      It makes me snap and shout back at him like a crazed woman in a toga. “I never acted high and mighty. I acted sanely. You are stalking a girl who can make you feel again because you broke me. Don't change things up.” I point. “And me and Dorian are friends. We ain’t never been anything but.”

      He paces in front of the drive but doesn't come down it.

      I don't think he can cross the guard so I walk down the drive to him, tauntingly. “You are a sick bastard and I’m done.”

      He points at me. “You gave me your heart, it’s mine. I refuse to give it back. You are done when I say you are.”

      “No.”

      He paces, pointing at the ground. “Come home with me. I want to show you something.”

      “What? The obsidian room with the devil’s rock? I saw that room already.”

      He winces, knowing exactly what I’m talking about. “How sorry I am.”

      “I don't want to play. I want off the crazy train, Marcus.”

      “Please. Don't give up on me. Please.” He means it, but I have to choose myself. He is a mess, even more so than I am.

      “I won’t ever give up on you. I will always be your friend, but that's it.” I step back from him. “You keep that heart though. I don't need it.”

      He starts his rage. His screams and horrors begin. He’s a baby when he loses. I feel sorry for the red-haired girl. But I need to go home.

      When I get inside a guy with dark hair and green eyes meets me in the front entry. He smiles and raises an eyebrow. “You smell interesting.”

      Brandon Green walks up behind him. “Interesting isn’t the right word.” He hugs me, scooping me into him. I let the hug block out the raving psycho on the road who is still having his fit. “That Marcus?” he asks.

      I roll my eyes. “When isn’t the raving lunatic on the side of the road Marcus?”

      “He’s pretty hung up on you.” He chuckles.

      I hold a hand up. “I don't even want to talk about it.”

      “Fair enough.” Brandon motions his hand at the guy with the green eyes. “This is Luke.”

      Luke gives me the cutest grin I have ever seen. I walk away. “Why are all y’all hot? Why can’t we ever find some ugly supernatural beings to befriend?”

      I go right for my room and my bed. I need a bath and I don't want to talk about the fact every word he screams on the road makes me want to buckle. I want his display of madness to be because he loves me as much as I love him.

      I want a lot of things. That don’t mean I’ll get any of them.
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      Em pours me a tea. She is agile for her age. She looks far better than Greg, but she loves him so much she doesn't see it. “The kids wanted to take a ride in the boat after dinner.”

      “Y’all go on, I’m tired.” I nod.

      “I’ll stay with you. Greg can take them. Though I will say, his eyesight is getting worse. We have to let Gregory Junior steer the boat. That man is falling apart. I keep telling him I got at least twenty more in me and he best not die before I turn ninety.” She sips her sweet tea and cracks a grin. “Lord, Momma and Daddy are almost ninety and they’re both going strong.”

      “That is true.” I sip mine, almost gagging. Real food tastes a bit like death now. My hot cocoa with Annabelle hasn't exactly been amazing either. It's sort of like punishment for being dead.

      Em offers me a lemon biscuit. I shake my head and she giggles. “That's how you stay so fit. No cookies.”

      I gaze down and realize I always age myself but never make things sag. I mutter, “Boob job.”

      She snaps her fingers. “I knew it. I told Greg you did, but he was all devastated I made him look.”

      I swat at her, giggling along. I don't have a single thing in common with her. She must think I’m a narcissistic dipshit. I fix my hair and drink my tea and ask her about the kids and grandkids. She shows me pictures and we reminisce. I make myself come because one day she will be gone and I will be alone. I dread that day.

      “Did Daddy tell you he and Momma are taking a cruise? I don't know where they get the energy.”

      I smile, knowing exactly where they get the energy. When she gets up to grab her iPad to show me something, I stir magic into her tea to help her. Greg comes in the house giving me a brother-in-law sort of smile. I have always liked that I am not a female to him. I am an unknown but I am not something he gives anything but a simple smile to. Like you would a cat or a dog.

      I get up and grab the pitcher of tea. “A drink?”

      “Yes, please. I’d love some. Em makes the best.” I stir in some magic and hand him the glass. “She sure does.”

      He drinks it back fast and sighs, no doubt starting to feel the magic. He taps his cap at me and walks back into the backyard.

      Em comes and holds the iPad so I can see the pictures of their last vacation to Palm Springs. I can’t help myself. I nudge her slightly and whisper, “Has it been enough, Em? Was it enough to marry and have kids and be a mom and a wife and work in the library?”

      Her eyes glisten and I swear she’s gonna say no. But she sits across from me and nods. “It was more, Lorelei. I don't know how to explain it but it was more. My heart is so filled with joy. I don't know where all the years went or where all the wrinkles came from, but it was more than I ever hoped for. You must feel the same?”

      I force my lips into a smile and nod. “Of course I do. We are lucky to have such wonderful lives.”

      She laughs. “I remember when I was gonna work and be a newspaper woman or something like that. I swear, I was so crazy.”

      “We both were.”

      “You and Angie were worse than crazy.” Her eyes go dark. She remembers things about that day. They aren’t clear but I know she does. That day was the worst for me.

      I reach over and hug her. I don't say why. I don't know why. I just do it. She hugs back, doing the thing humans do when they pat you on the back ‘cause they’re nervous of a hug. They don't know how lucky they are.

      I stand and nod at the door. “I am gonna get going to bed. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      She turns the iPad off and nods. “I’ll go and see if anyone else is staying or if they’re all going for a boat ride.” She kisses me on the cheek and walks to the backyard to shout at Greg.

      I enter the spare room and lie there. A thousand images dance behind my eyes as I relive everything. All my years as a Rose, all three times I lived it. All the times Marcus and I made love and broke everything in the room. All the things I wish I’d done with the people I loved and didn't because of the sun.

      That still makes me laugh.

      I stay one more day at my sister’s house and then meet Dorian in the bayou. He doesn't like Grandmamma Holt’s house normally but now he wants to see her. He seems weird, weirder than normal.

      When I arrive, Ramón is waving and smiling. He’s younger than Em. He uses the magic, prolonging his life. But he’s still older than me. “Cher, I was just telling Grandmamma about you seeing Em. Come sit a spell.” I walk down to the swamp that now feels empty. The ancients no longer roam the waters, staining the cypress trees with their blood. Now they are inside me, seeing and feeling with me. Getting a second chance at a type of freedom. I let Ramón wrap his arm around my shoulders. He nudges me and darts his eyes to where Dorian and Grandmamma Holt are talking in the doorway of the house.

      “What are they talking about?”

      He wrinkles his nose. “Mr. Fancy pants met some girl. He just wants to know what happens when one of dem falls in love.”

      We sit on the bank and I dip my toes in the cold water. I still don't get how it’s cold. The bayou is so warm.

      The water tingles my feet but it’s just the bayou magic, not the black water. I have all of that except what is still in the living.

      “How you doing?”

      “I think I’m having my mid-life crisis. I know what I am. I know what I do. But I feel like I’ll never plug that hole in my chest where my dead heart sits. I’m unfinished and incomplete without love.”

      “What about Mr. Marcus?”

      “I haven’t seen him in a while. We had a fight and I walked away again.”

      He puts his hands up. “You and I both know, you love him.”

      I sigh and glance back at the bayou. “I do. But he’s the devil. Lorri is like the fake devil and Marcus is the real McCoy. He makes Lorri look like Santa.” I don't want to tell him the rest but I can’t help it. He knows me better than I know myself. “He broke my heart. My blood no longer makes him feel alive so he has found a new girl who does. He just wants to feel alive, he doesn't want to love. So I wasted all my heart on the wrong guy.”

      Ramón wraps his arm around my shoulders. “He ain’t da wrong guy. He da one, cher. I see it with my magic. He da one.”

      I don't believe it anymore but my heart does. My heart won’t give up on him. Even through my head has fully.

      “How’s things down here?”

      He nudges me. “Oh, you know. Dat Martin Ryan guy your daddy wanted you ta date, he killed himself. About a month ago. They found him a couple of weeks ago in his house. He lived alone, no family. So no one knew he was dead for a week. Sad to die alone.”

      I shrug. “Even more sad to be a sadistic creep.” The memory of that night makes me smile in my own sadistic way.

      I had such high hopes on how things was gonna be.

      We stare at the swamp, watching the black water sit so calm it reflects the trees around it perfectly.

      Dorian walks over, clearing his throat. He still looks weird. “She wants to speak with you.”

      I get up and saunter over. I know I’m in trouble, I can feel it. She puts her big hands on her wide hips. “Why ya gots ta make dat one so angry? Why ya gots to ruin da love ya found?”

      I look back at Dorian. He avoids my stare. “I didn't. He doesn't love me.”

      “He love ya, cher. He love ya in his way. Ya break two hearts when ya break one. Now ya go on and make it better. And stop using ya magic to make ya sister live forever. Ain’t nobody wanna live forever but ya momma and ya see how dat turn out.” She closes the door in my face. I turn and scowl at Dorian and Ramón and they stroll over, acting like they didn't just both sell me down the river to the lowest bidder.

      Ramón finally tilts his head. “Ya needed a little pep talk. Ya been down, cher.”

      I hug him. “Everyone needs to mind their business.”

      Dorian rolls his eyes and grabs my hand. Ramón waves and suddenly we are standing outside Marcus’ castle. I squeeze Dorian’s hand but he shoves me and winks away.

      “SHIT!”

      Marcus walks out of the front door, frowning at me. He pauses and stares, like he isn’t certain I’m real.

      I scan my eyes around, contemplating my ability to run in the hot sun. It might not sting anymore but it weakens me, big time.

      “What game are we playing, love?”

      It’s been a month since I saw him last. He looks good. Damn good. He looks like he might be in one of his naughty moods. He has on faded jeans and a tee shirt, but on him it doesn't look casual. He has one of those bodies that makes everything look just right.

      He drops the sarcastic act and walks to me. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt? Did someone hurt you?”

      I nod.

      His eyes widen. “Who?”

      “You.”

      He draws his brows together and wraps his arms around me. “And I have felt sick for weeks. I thought you were done with me forever.”

      “And here I thought we were epic.”

      He pulls me back. “We are epic. We are more than epic. We are centuries of mistakes and sorrow, yes, but we are also a match. And when you have a match you can go wrong a thousand times, but it only takes one time to go right.” He kisses my cheeks and hovers above my lips, cupping my face in his hands and leaning his forehead against mine. “We need to give it that chance at right.”

      “Maybe.” I nod.

      He presses his lips on mine but something happens. When I open my heart to him completely I see everything. He lets me and bares his soul to me.

      I rifle his brain and his mind. I steal all his thoughts and his worries. I see the way he sees me. He loves me. He loves me more than he is capable of. He worships me. He sees me as his. I am his own. I try to send my love back to him, but there is one image I can’t shake. Amongst all the bad things he’s done there is one I cannot forgive. I step back, seeing the thing Dorian spoke of. The thing Marcus stole. It changes everything.

      I pull away from him. “What did you do?”

      “Which time?”

      “Henry.” There has to be an explanation that is more substantial than petty want of immortality.

      He pauses. “Something horrid but I can’t take it back.”

      “He’s my grandfather. You did that to my granddaddy?”

      “Right, of course he is!” Marcus’ face becomes an emotional mess. “Love, I would fix it but I cannot. It was a mistake made as a boy, a foolish boy. One you didn't know. Not so much. But sometimes when I’m with you I think you might be the only thing in the word that brings back that foolish boy. You make me feel clean again.”

      I take a step back. “I know. I see it. I see how much you love me. I love you so much more than I thought I could, but I can’t be with you, not while you have that in there. I can’t love that heart like this.”

      He winces, realizing how much I see. He turns his eyes up to the dark sky. “This is my punishment? This is my payment?” He laughs bitterly and I can hear the sobs in it. I don't cry. I don't have the ability to be sad that he loves me more than a single thing in the whole world.

      I point at him. “When you fix that, you come find me. You know I’ll be waiting.”

      “Lorelei, please. I didn't know this love even existed. Please.”

      I turn away and start the long walk to Lorri’s house. I mutter, knowing he’ll hear me, “I can’t look him in the eyes, Marcus. I can’t see him and know that. You can’t ask that of me. He’ll see it in my head and he’ll kill you and I can’t live without you. He will end you because of me.”

      I find Dorian at Lydia’s. He asks what is wrong and I should tell but I don’t. I keep Marcus’ cruel secret because I love him more than myself. I understand what Em meant. He is more. He isn’t mine and he may never be but he is still more.

      Dorian makes me go to that town again and watch that girl again. She is running. She jogs, listening to Bon Iver. It’s weird. The songs are slow and indie, and yet she is running like she’s listening to rock.

      Dorian sighs and looks at me sideways. “What’s the best thing Marcus ever gave you?”

      The answer is already there. I am thinking about it before he even asks, so when he does, it slips out, “Insight. He bared his soul and showed me everything. I saw every time he sat outside my house and watched me. He showed me every time he followed me on Roses Academy business to make sure I was safe. The fifty years I was mad at him he was in a car across the street, staring at me laughing with other people.”

      “You don't think that's creepy?”

      “No, I do. I think it’s creepy but that’s the part I love. He loves me so much and he has so little control over his emotions that he can’t be normal. He’s willing to risk creepy for me. Then to show me he loved me he let me see behind the curtain to where the creepy was hidden. It’s a messed-up kind of love but I think it’s more. Ya know?”

      He nods and watches the girl jogging. “I do.”

      And I know he does.

      As the girl runs to her house, a beautiful woman with dark hair comes and hugs her. She must be the girl’s mother. She is stunning. She glances out in the yard before closing the door, and I swear I catch a scent of the wolf and hope it’s just a lingering smell in the area.
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      Dorian is dead.

      The world will never know how much of a person he was.

      I don't know how to move past his death. I feel like I’ve lost my brother.

      I am sitting, staring out the window when Henry shows up. I expect he’s with Marcus but he ain’t. He’s alone, for the first time in my presence. He offers me a hug when I answer the door to his smiling face.

      I hug him, getting a warning about Marcus and a vision of Henry getting back the thing Marcus stole from him. He shows me Lydia’s death and how the story has changed.

      I crumple but he catches me, holding me as my heart breaks into a thousand pieces.

      As black water runs down my cheeks, he shows me a place of great beauty and peace, a garden if you will. Then he holds a hand out to me. When I hugged him, I got the faintest vision of the world on fire and then the garden.

      “Henry is the world ending?”

      He nods and holds his hand out farther. He’s offering me sanctuary.

      I point back. “Can I bring Gwen?”

      He nods again. His bowler hat makes me smile now. I call up the staircase, “GWEN!”

      She comes running, bounding down the stairs. “Touch Henry’s hand. We gotta bounce.” She takes it, not knowing I am taking her somewhere she probably won’t want to go. I just can’t lose her. Henry’s travel is delicate, like a butterfly’s form of travel. When we get to the place we’re going I am stunned. Gwen stumbles forward. “What the hell?”

      Henry leads us into the garden city. It is the strangest thing I have ever seen. Em and Maria come running up to me. They’re young again. They hug me, squealing and crying out. They’re pointing to Daddy and Greg and Em’s kids.

      Everyone is young or healthy. I don't know.

      Gwen gapes up at the sunshine. She isn’t burning up. “Lorelei, why am I not burning? I can feel the heat but it’s soothing.”

      Oh God.

      Henry has killed us and taken us to Heaven.

      The city is small. All houses and buildings are white. There are no roads, only pathways and gardens and trees for as far as the eye can see. The breeze is soft and dry. The city is surrounded by a giant meadow. It really is the most spectacular thing I have ever seen.

      Henry smiles at me, whispering in my mind with his. Garden of Eden.

      I turn and look at Maria and Em.

      He smiles sweetly. Couldn't leave them to burn, not leave them again.

      I understand but I don't. How are we here? Why are we here?

      Henry runs his hands down my face, showing me the world. There is a great battle. A battle Lorri clearly never told me about. The battle ends and Lorri stands on some crazy ruins, screaming it looks like. She breaks one of the American Roses necks and turns her into something with wings. Then she turns every one of the Roses from Lydia’s house. They all have wings. Even the one with red hair, the one Marcus ended up falling in love with. She is a siren and he couldn't help himself, apparently. I don't like thinking about it or talking about it.

      I don't know what to say.

      I’m hurt Lorri didn't want me there. I thought we were friends. I see Landry die in the fighting. My heart aches for Gwen. Henry shows me the world, images from everywhere. There is fighting and starving and fires. Disparity and bad things are everywhere.

      When he pulls back, he looks at me as if to say ‘see?’ but I don't. I see a world in need. “I have to go back. I can’t leave them like that. The world isn’t ending, it's changing. I have to fight for the good guys. If I don't have that I have nothing.”

      He holds his hands at my family but I shake my head.

      “I am more than just the girl I once was. I have to fight. I don't know why Lorri didn't want me to fight, why she made you bring me here while all of that was going on, but I need to fight with them.”

      He acts scared. That makes me think I’m probably going to die. But I don't care. I have to try and be part of the solution and be the girl I have become. I am a fighter. I don’t hide and cower anymore. I’m no longer frozen in terror when the icy whispers of the dead graze my lips. Now I embrace the icy and the dead.

      “I have to go back. Take care of our family.”

      He closes his eyes.

      Gwen takes my hand in hers. “We both go back. As much as the sun feels amazing, I can’t hide here while the world dies.”

      She is going to know Landry is dead in a moment. I hate that.

      I don't know how much time passed while we’ve been here. It feels like a minute but I think it’s been longer. More like months maybe.

      Henry blows flower petals in our faces and suddenly we are standing outside some house I’ve never seen before. The land is special, like Lydia’s. We’re safe on it. The air shimmers with an old magic.

      “Can you tell me what the hell’s going on?” Gwen asks softly. I place my hands on her face and show her everything Henry just showed me. Even Landry.

      Her eyes close and tears leak from them. “No.”

      “I’m so sorry. The fight just got real, Gwen.”

      “Horribly real.” She sobs and steps back. “I need a minute.”

      “Stay on this property, it’s blessed. I can feel it.”

      She nods and turns, walking to the tree line.

      I turn and go into the house to face whatever may come in the final days of the world.

      When I get inside I see him first. He looks like shit. Scary shit. He’s in a robe and he looks like he smells real bad. His eyes flicker to me, standing in the doorway. He gazes down at his robe and nods. “You can’t call first, love? Let a man get some pants on.”

      A chubby kid on the couch, playing Xbox mutters, “Dude, you don't even own pants, I don't think.”

      “NO ONE ASKED YOU, DANNY!” Marcus snaps at the little boy.

      “Don’t yell at children.” I walk over and grab him by the arm, dragging Marcus, in his stinky robe and all, down the hall. I push him to the first bathroom I find and haul him into the shower. I turn it on and tear the robe off.

      He stands under the water, filled with misery. I can smell it on him. Finally, he speaks, “I miss you so much I think I see you sometimes and then I realize it’s not real, and my heart breaks all over again.” His voice is flat.

      “Is that how you ended up with the redhead? You thought she was me and fell on her?”

      “She made me feel. It was the only way to feel the full loss of you.”

      I reach in and slap him hard across the cheek.

      He leans against the wall of the shower and closes his eyes. “If you have figured out how to kill me, can you just do it and end the misery I am stuck in?”

      “No. You have a heart now. Henry showed me. You told me when I was ready to love to let you know. Well, I’m ready.” I step into the shower with him and lay my head on his chest. “Marcus, we are a match. We are epic. We can do this all wrong a thousand times, but we only have to do it right once to make it.”

      He kisses my head and shows me everything. I see it all. I see the way he got addicted to her and she made him feel. It makes me gag.

      I see the way he used her to feel me.

      But for every image of her there are two of me. I see him creeping and stalking me, a thousand images of him being a complete idiot. But then I see the ones I need to. I see the images of me that make him act like the idiot. He sees me laughing and kissing someone else. He sees me riding in a car with another man. He sees me being happy without him. Each moment drives him crazier.

      I wrap myself around him and shake my head. “Want to try at getting it right this one time before we die with the rest of the world?”

      He nods and kisses my head, trembling and clinging to me as he whispers, “Please be real. Just let this one be real and not a cruel joke.”

      I lift my face and rub my hand on the scruff of his cheeks. “If it is a cruel joke then I am being fooled too, so it doesn't matter. We’re together.”

      He sniffles and lets the water wash his one tear away. “I don't deserve it but I am going to ask anyway. Please don't leave me again.”

      I cup his face and press my lips into his. “Burn the robe and we will talk.”

      “Deal.”

      I close my eyes and let the water wash us both clean. “We have done it wrong a thousand times and I have a bad feeling we are out of times to try. So we are either going to get it right or die trying.”

      He kisses my head again. “I can’t think of a better way to die than trying to make this one the one that counts.”

      They are magical words, the kind that bring my heart back to life. We cling to each other and let the water wash away the sins. I forgive the ones the water can’t get because it doesn't matter. What matters is that in the end I am able to say I was enough and he was enough and our love was more.

      That's all I want. I want more.
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      The Middle East, 2015

      Aimee

      I can’t picture the view, not the way Lorri saw it. I sit on the hilltop and close my eyes, with her voice echoing shitty remarks in my brain, but nope.

      I still can’t see it.

      The lush garden is never going to be there for me. I will never be pure enough to see it. I have enjoyed taking lives. My heart is tainted forever. The fae will never trust me. Not with the stench of death lingering on my skin.

      Nope. It will always be this desolate place where the sand and wind have eroded the beauty. I’m a little scared the whole world might look like this soon if we don't stop Lillith, but I don't know how. I think she’s winning. Not only because we can’t find her, but also because I feel the beauty in the world slipping away. I don't remember when it was, but not so long ago I was in a city that was destroyed. Bombs and sickness had ruined it. The images are hazy in my head.

      I don't even remember which city it was.

      But it isn’t only the outside world leaving me. The beauty that might have once existed inside me is also fading. I sense the closing off of my heart. I don't know when it started or how. I just know one day I wasn't there. I was a shell of a person, detached and empty. Now I’m stuck this way. Hollow.

      Nothing thrills me anymore. Apart from killing, that's always managed to make me happy in a sick and twisted sort of way. Well, killing and Blake. They still make me smile when nothing else touches me. I have seen nearly every mile of this world but the beauty and adventure doesn't register. Traveling this much is a feat I had once assumed would take me ten lifetimes. Those were all lifetimes I had anticipated and planned for.

      Oh, the plans I had—Doctors Without Borders or the UN. Of course, I sort of always messed around with the possibility I would end up being a GP or something ordinary.

      I have prepared for a world that soon will no longer exist, and prepared myself to be a person I can never be. I will never heal anyone or contribute anything to this world because now, instead, I kill and take away, even from the people I once loved.

      I don't remember when it got this way.

      I suppose some of it was when Henry left us. Looking back now, I think I noticed then that things started to decline, our moods and our motivations. I don't remember when he left. But he did. One day he was gone, and I assumed it meant we had lost the war with Lillith, a war we still haven’t started fighting. Lorelei said he went back to the garden to be with his family. The garden that is apparently right here, in this very spot. But all I see is a blood brothel and sand.

      I wish the fae would let me sneak a peek so I could know if Lillith is hiding in there. She is either here in the desert that is somehow secretly the Garden of Eden, or in Ireland. I can’t get to either place. In Ireland, all I see is the castle where life was lost, mine particularly.

      During everything I went through in becoming one of the Roses, I still managed to be me. But that died at the castle. That ended when Lorri killed me and made me this.

      I think we need Henry back.

      I think he’s the answer to where Lillith is.

      I have a deep hope that if we find her and we end it all, we can somehow go back. We can find our way back to being normal.

      My red boots fill my view when I look down the mountain pass. They bring a sad smile to my lips every time I put them on. Sisterhood of the Bloody Boots.

      Damn, I miss her.

      I miss them all.

      I miss every face that has become part of the wallpaper of the dead in my mind. Lydia and Annabelle hurt the most, apart from one face. That one stands out in the crowd. Mostly because he left me with everything and nothing. He gave me his entire heart and soul and left before I could use his gift.

      My eyes drift to the sunny sky, and I wonder if he sees me gazing up at him. I don't look for God or any other person in the world, just him. If I could go back, I would change everything. I regret everything. I would have made Dorian tell me how he felt when there was still a chance for us.

      His death and the image of taking Ari’s baby from her—they are still the worst moments, even after everything else. They will burn in my mind for the rest of my existence.

      I pull out the one thing I should have given Ari in the end. Dorian might have left it behind for me to give to her. Maybe it was his dying wish, but Momma Holt got it wrong when she said it was for me.

      I should have given Ari the feather but I didn't.

      I couldn't.

      It was mine; he left it for me. Even though I’ve told myself a hundred times not to keep it because it’s morally wrong and creepy on a whole level I don’t like to think about. Sniffing my mom’s things in a zippy bag when she was dead was one kind of crazy. But running a feather from a dead guy’s wings across my lips is another. And not just any dead guy, but the father of my closest friend. It’s all a mess, and I’m convinced now it won’t ever be anything but a mess.

      We are a mess. None of us has a hope of saving the world.

      Redeemers . . .

      Lorri went and made us into avenging angels who can’t ever die, but she forgot to mention the part where we would live on and suffer. It is the cruelest fate.

      No matter how many times I tell myself not to dwell on Dorian, I do. And when his feather touches my lips and I close my eyes, I swear I feel him in the air. His cocky attitude and sarcastic mouth taunt me. I insist I hear his accent and see his obsidian eyes. I smell that sweet musk and I taste the kisses we shared. Every one of those felt wrong then, betraying someone by kissing him.

      I eye the white feather and hate myself but not for the reason I should. I should hate that I kissed him at all or even have the damned feather. But instead, I hate that I never melted into just one of those kisses, just once. I hate that my heart’s palpitations are always false alarms that he has come back for me when I hear a voice similar to his or see the back of a man I swear is him.

      I hate that my heart breaks all over again every time I am wrong and he hasn't made it back here.

      Most of all, I hate that I believe he somehow will come back for me. If ever there was a man capable, it is he, and I refuse to believe he has left me forever.

      In the end, you see things the clearest. The world is in trouble and if I had those last minutes with him, I wouldn't have wasted them like I did. I wouldn't have wasted a single moment with him.

      The wind rustles around me, bringing someone with it. Dread fills me, but thankfully, when the air calms I can tell it’s only Blake. He lands with a melancholy sigh, resembling the sigh resting upon my own lips.

      “How’s Alise?” I ask as he settles.

      “She’s still working in that coffeehouse. Two of my favorite things in one place—Alise and coffee. It’s like my own brand of hell.” He is still in love with my sister, painfully. We are quite the pair, he and I. He watches her from a distance, always wanting what he can never have again. And I am in love with someone I may never see again. “Five months at the same place. You know what that means?”

      “No.” I shrug. “I guess she has broken her record of maintaining a job. I believe the previous record was that summer we were fifteen. Mom made her get a job at the ice cream shop on the wharf and the record there was seven weeks, wasn’t it?”

      “You’re an ass. It means we’ve been this, whatever the hell we are”—he looks down at his hands—“for a year and a half almost. Seventeen months to be exact.”

      “What?” I shake my head. “No way.” He doesn't respond, but stares out at the desert like he’s lost. So I ask again, “Seriously?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That's a bit depressing.” His forlorn expression tells me it truly has been seventeen months. I look back at the desert. “Well, that means you’ve been watching her from the shadows for fifteen months then. That’s got to be a record, right?”

      “Please.” He scoffs. “I wish. No. The longest time spent Alise watching to date is all of 2006 up until 2012. This is paltry in comparison, but having had her makes it all that much worse. I still taste her.”

      I ignore his comment. I don't like to imagine him and my sister. He still feels like he’s mine and she ruined him somehow. “Why do I think it’s only been weeks since we changed?” I run my fingers over the feather. Blake’s the only other person in the world who knows the story.

      “I don't know. I get that way too and then I go and see Alise and I feel better. I remember things suddenly. Everything gets clearer.” He glances down at my feather with a grimace. “It’s creepy that the feather used to be part of his wings. Is a white feather like a gray hair? Are you snuggled up to a gray hair from an old man?”

      “I don’t know. He only had one.” It takes me a moment to laugh.

      “I still can’t believe you miss him. The impossibly rude and completely untrustworthy Dorian?”

      “Don’t say that. We were wrong about him.” I turn and stare into his eyes. “None of us knew him, apart from Lorri, I suspect. He was a different man than he pretended to be. You never saw it. But when I did, I almost died. His love is something I don't think I will ever comprehend. He knew every single angle of my face, every tear I’ve cried, every-everything. He saw it all. He was watching me and I never even knew. He was watching me before my mom even died, in the other life.” Each time we reference anything, it happened in another life. Ari’s nasty skills at making the world look like a kaleidoscope has clustered the last couple of years into a repetitive decade of hell and loss. “He watched me and he loved me and he never told me because of Aleks. His loyalty speaks volumes of his character.”

      “It’s still super creepy. Mr. Mac was watching girls too. He loved them. Look what happened to them.”

      “You suck.” I laugh, shoving him. “I mean, he was watching over me. He made sure I was safe, always. He was always there but I never knew.”

      “Still creepy.”

      “Duly noted.” There is no argument on the validity of the creepiness. I have been the creeper in the forest, watching people from the outside. I know how creepy it is. “The point is, he would risk being creepy for me.”

      He motions toward the feather. “What’s up with you and Mr. Awesome? Did you tell him about the feather yet?”

      “No—hell no.” I don't know when I’ve even seen Aleks lately or why I would tell him about Dorian. We haven’t been anything to each other in so long, I don't know when we last were. “He’s nothing but a friend.”

      “You mean not your type.” He chuckles. “You like bad boys instead of the nice boys. I never would have imagined that.”

      “I don't. I swear.” He doesn't appear convinced. “I’m not the kind of girl who likes bad boys. That’s Alise. Guess what that makes you? Besides, Dorian isn’t a bad boy. He’s just got baggage.”

      “Baggage? You two have had some weird moments. I wouldn’t call that baggage.” Blake rolls his eyes. “It’s one of those ‘he only hits me because he loves me,’ huh? It’s always the same with you suckers for abuse.”

      “Dick!” I give him the look, the one I reserve for assholes that are about to die.

      “Joking.” He laughs harder, lifting his hands in innocence. “I was kidding. He would never hurt you. No one with any intelligence would hurt you.”

      “Whatever.” I gaze out over the desert. “The funny thing is now when I think about Dorian, every action that was horrid before is now sweet and self-sacrificing.” I turn to face him. “Shit, I really am one of those girls.”

      “Not entirely.” He cocks an eyebrow. “Firstly, you’re badass and you know it. So if he did actually hurt you, you would cripple him for life. Everyone knows that. You always were the only thing that could hurt Dorian. Secondly, he’s dead. So it doesn't matter how you feel about him or what kind of weird relationship you had.”

      “Wow, not getting any action is making you mean.” I scowl. “Maybe stalking Alise isn’t so good for you. You should consider dating outside my family though.”

      “See now, that was mean-spirited. What I said was reality.” He points. “Mean-spirited and it shows I nicked your soul with that last comment.”

      “If I had a soul.”

      “We have a soul.” His eyes grow concerned. “We all do. There is no way I am soulless after everything we have been through.”

      “I don’t know. Sometimes I think I’m detaching. Getting cold.”

      He laughs. “Trust me, this isn’t a new look for you. You like to talk with your hands. It’s your thing. It was before too.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Now who’s stealing lines from Alise?”

      I make a W with my fingers. “WHATEVER!”

      “You’re a loser.” He nestles into me and we sit in silence. The desert is busy. Trucks, camels, and people mull about. The blood bank of doom is up and running, regardless of the fact I remember shutting it down a few weeks ago. Or was it a couple of months ago?

      “As soon as she gets here, we go in.”

      He nods and starts playing in the sand dune, running his fingers through it, and finding the odd stone. He tosses one in his hands as if testing the weight of it. “Do you think we’ll ever be done being this? Like it’ll go back to normal one day?” He throws the stone and we watch as it sails across the desert, hitting a car at least five miles away. The sound echoes across the sand.

      “Be done being angels of mercy?” I shake my head. “I don't think so.”

      “There is no mercy in any of us. I have noticed that. Did you see how far I threw that?” He grimaces. “Shit! That was like a bullet. It’s still echoing.”

      “Yup.”

      The whole thing would be funny if it were under any other circumstances.

      “Do you think there is something we’re supposed to be doing? Like finding Lillith is part of it, but we need to figure the rest of the puzzle out?”

      I nod.

      He sighs. “It seems like every time I try to focus on the whole thing, my brain gets heavy and tired or distracted. I feel like we are missing the mark. I tried telling Lucas yesterday—I think it was yesterday—and he told me I needed to calm down. He said the Lillith thing would work itself out. But I don't think it will.”

      “Me either.”

      Warm, dry air swirls around us, interrupting our thoughts. Before either of us can say another thing, she’s there standing in front of me, but I would swear I don’t even know her anymore. Ari winks at me in an overly confident way. “Let’s do this.” She’s cocky and full of herself now. She turns and surveys the buildings below. “How many times are we going to shut down this same shit hole?”

      Blake leans into me. “She seem more like Dorian lately?”

      “Shhhhh.” I nudge him as she points at the buildings. “We’ve been here before, right? This is the one we closed down like two months ago. I’m not crazy, right?”

      Blake rolls his eyes. “You’re crazy either way.”

      Ari stares at him with black daggers. “Don’t make me beat you around this desert.”

      He opens his mouth, but I stand up and snap at them both, “Let’s get this over with!”

      Ari gives me a look. “You two are in shit moods today. What’s your deal?”

      “Nothing.” I shake my head, pocketing the feather. “No deal. Just ready to end these assholes and go home.”

      “They seem to be popping up everywhere. The whole blood bag thing is getting out of hand.”

      “The whole ‘evil will reign the world for seven years’ thing is kind of helping them out.” I lift a brow at her.

      Blake has a point. We aren’t focusing hard enough on this. Seventeen months and we’ve accomplished nothing. Nothing I recall anyway.

      “I know. I’m just saying it’s crazy how they are everywhere we look.” She glances at her nails, an act I have never seen her do. “Okay, let’s go ‘cause I just want to go to Miami with everyone tonight, not rescue vamp whores.”

      Her comment is way off base. I don't even have a response. The blood bags aren’t whores. They’re slaves. She used to see it that way. She’s pissing me off a lot more than the vampires are.

      I wink to the blood house, landing in the far corner of the compound, and take a picture with my cell phone. I text it to them and they both immediately wink to me.

      Ari flashes a wicked grin on her face. “Who is hungry?”

      Blake is clearly confused when he says, “Not me. I just want to go home. Try not to make this too fancy.”

      She grins wider. “Try to keep up.” She sprints across the dusty compound to the house, ripping a door off its hinges and taking a spray of machine gun bullets to the chest. She stalks down the hallway as the bullets drop to the marble floor, not exactly bouncing off her but not totally wounding her either.

      She’s a savage. The blood lust vampires have is similar to what we have all been feeling more and more. Enjoying the kill more.

      A man pulls a sword from his belt, pointing at her. She waves her fingers at him, taunting him to come for her. He runs, screaming and oblivious to the fact he cannot hurt her. Not the way he wants to. She winks behind him, snapping his neck with one hand as she spins him and kisses his soul away.

      Blake winks past her, killing the next man. But I run past both of them, winking to the hallway full of rooms. Each one is the same, it always is. A girl or guy reeking of blood and drugs. They are always young and attractive, my real age perhaps, but more fragile.

      Where once I would have saved them, freed them and cleaned them and taken them home, I now kill them.

      The world is populated so heavily that my job is not to save anyone. My job is to free them in a different way and let God decide where they shall land for I am his weapon and his angel of mercy.

      The instinct to save them is gone. I do not even contemplate it as I suck the sweet soul from the chapped and desperate lips of each victim.

      Judgment Day has come and I am the hand of God.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Who wants a werewolf sandwich?

        

      

    

    
      The woman in front of me sashays hypnotically down the alley, nearly putting me into a trance. I imagine she has walked this way a hundred times and never given her safety a single thought.

      She’s beautiful.

      Her long tanned legs and silky hair have me convinced she’s flawless, the way Giselle is. I almost lift off to get a better angle of her face to see if maybe she’s one of us, only she doesn't smell like it.

      She’s clearly an idiot, whoever she is. No one that sexy strolls an alley at night, not that confidently anyway.

      Of course, she can’t sense the things I can. Being me is helpful in alleys where the truly bad things of the world tend to hang out, waiting for chicks like her.

      It isn’t until the beast from the shadows has her on the ground and is draining her of her vital life source, blood, that I realize I’m paused, too long of course, no longer watching her. It was never her I was after. She was the bait from the start. I guess I could have told her that. Or saved her.

      I close my eyes, waiting for the sound of him being done.

      I hear it, the way he’s gulping her back like a Slurpee from one of the fat straws at 7-Eleven. The second he licks his lips, I wink.

      He doesn't sense the air shift behind him. He’s drunk off the blood. He doesn't realize I smell his Walmart shampoo wafting from his dark hair and floating about in the warm air. It stings my nose, actually. He doesn't see me until it’s too late. He turns and I smile like the lion that waited for the hyena to finish its meal before eating it.

      He tastes extra dirty when I grip his face and pull him free.

      He crumples to the floor as though he’s a bundle of clothing and not a man at all.

      I turn, leaving the two of them, and wink to the rooftop again.

      Satisfied the cool night air is clean, I turn to leave but my eyes drag to the dead people below. They remind me of a Chinese symbol; a character that represents all the things dying off inside me. The way their arms and legs intercept and sprawl, almost makes it art.

      I don't like the changes in me.

      The changes are much the same as watching lightbulbs burn out in a house. As each one dies off and it gets darker, I forget how big the house is. I am left with only a small corner of light to huddle in. The small corner is my humanity.

      It’s hanging on by a thread.

      There is a terrible feeling inside me that everything is changing, and soon I will forget who I was.

      Lorri must have forgotten that part of the speech. Not that there had really been a speech or anything was actually explained when she changed us. She fought for one thing: the survival of God’s planet. We were just the way. Casualties of a war fought for too long.

      Now we are stuck this way, slowly losing the very reasons and traits she chose us for in the first place.

      I know one thing. I once believed that forming a habit was the way to kill a human.

      Drugs, alcohol, smoking, overeating. That was my opinion; habits killed people. But thus far, I believe it has been my habits that have saved me.

      Every time I feel myself slipping away, I instinctively reach into my pocket and pull it out, dragging it across my lips like it were his mouth meeting mine, and not a feather at all. Touching the last thing he ever gave me, makes me remember him in ways that light me up again. So far, he is the only way for me to remain. The part of me that wants him stays and fights while everything else slowly gets lost or cut off. Sort of the same way Blake goes to see Alise. He’s like the others until he sees her and then suddenly he remembers who he is.

      Love is the only thing we can grip to.

      I run my fingers across the white feather and close my eyes. The second I do, Dorian is there, floating past me and saying filthy shit that makes me smile as a single tear drips from my eye. I touch the tear, collecting it on the tip of my finger. The ball of liquid sitting on my finger is all my humanity in one tiny puddle. The little bit of me that’s left clings to the feather, desperate to stay human.

      My phone vibrating in my pocket interrupts the melancholy moment.

      When I pull it out, the glow of the picture Sam has sent me makes me smile.

      Time to party.

      I have recently learned some things about myself that I never knew before. Or rather, I have become so altered I am not the same girl I once was, and the new me likes things the old me never would have.

      For starters, I like to wear revealing clothing when I am kicking ass. I think it’s insane that when faced with death, a man will still let his eyes fall to my pathetic attempt at cleavage. He will literally die pondering what’s beneath that tightly worn shirt.

      Insane.

      Also, I like to dance. I judged my sister for her desire to throw her hands into the air and wave them about like she just didn’t care. Apparently, I was wrong, not that I’m ever going to tell Alise that. Wings or not, I am still her sister. It is my God-given duty to torture her with wit and sarcasm, the only weapons I have against her.

      But back to dancing. It’s a freeing feeling. My hair whips around me and my arms sway as the beat of the music becomes part of me. I can feel it inside, vibrating and inspiring me.

      The fact I am getting short on things like that these days makes me all the more appreciative of the feeling.

      The flashing of the club lights and the energy of the people around is overwhelming, but that's the part I love about it all. I don’t know if I ever feel anything as strongly as that anymore. Apart from my moments with the feather each day.

      What I don’t love—grabby-handed guys. That, I could live without. It’s not only the men; the women are grabby too. Drives me around the bend.

      When arms wrap around my waist and someone tries to dance with me, I lose the happy vibe I have worked so hard for. If there is one surefire way to piss me off, it’s to take away the only bit of good in my entire week.

      I don’t think it’s an angel thing. I think it’s a common sense, decency thing. Of course, I am obligated to grab hold of the wrist and flash as fast as I can from the dance floor to the roof above. From there I can send the idiot to meet our maker if he or she doesn’t apologize promptly.

      I wink to the club, instantly enjoying the energy and intoxicated fun that washes over me with the waves of music. I don't know where my friends are. I don't even care. My arms lift the second I get into the crowd and my body starts to jerk and sway.

      The flashing lights and disco-ball reflections attempt to hypnotize me as the music bursts through me. Sweat glistens on my skin. We don't sweat like we used to. But the glow of the sweat gives me the illusion of being human.

      The wafting odor of depravity and evil brings with it the reality that I am not human. But I don't care. Not right this second. This second is for joy and release and illusions.

      Reality is overrated.

      Sam arrives suddenly, shouting at me, “Hey!”

      “Hey!” I smile, dancing to the music.

      He cups my face. His dark eyes are lit up and sparkle with the lights in the club as though fireworks reflect in his stare. He presses his lips against mine. The smell of him draws a moan from me as his tongue slips between our caressing lips. His hands touch up my back, sliding against my skin and creating intense heat everywhere.

      I pull back, dazed and uncertain of why we just kissed like that. He raises an eyebrow and a grin that makes my knees weak. “Wanna go back to the house and finish this conversation?”

      I do. Sweet God, I do. But my hand slips into my pocket and the reality of it all crashes on me. “SAM!”

      “What?” He looks confused.

      “What was that for?” I still want to devour him but I step back, only for safety’s sake. “Where’s Hanna?”

      “Whatever.” He bursts out laughing. “Aimes, it’s free-love time. We don't have to live by the same rules as these sheep,” he shouts, making the people near us shout with him. “We are free to live how we want, no restrictions.” He steps back in, grazing my cheek with his teeth. “Let me love you, Aimee.”

      I almost collapse, desperate for his touch, but my heart tells my head this is wrong. “No. This is wrong. Where is Hanna?”

      He steps back again. His smile is broken. I don't think he knows it, but I see it. He winks and he’s gone, leaving me shivering with want.

      Until arms slip up my torso. I wink to the rooftop and spin, holding a man in the air by his throat as the warm wind brushes against me. He gives me a drugged-out smile but smells nothing like evil.

      The air turns cool as something or someone whips past me. I drop the man, spinning quickly to find the smug face of Marcus. True love has not cured his annoying traits or twisted idea of what’s funny. He’s still a sarcastic prick of a vampire. He winks at me. “You wanna share your snack, Aimes?”

      “No. Where’s Lorelei?” She is the one thing that keeps him in check since he’s the biggest kid of all. Even the curse that made him hurt every time he ate hasn't panned out. He’s found the resolve to suffer through while he does it.

      And loving Lorelei has helped too. She’s the head of the Roses Academy in Europe and deadly powerful for a witchy vampire. We get along like Lorri and I did. Lorelei is the sweet and Southern version of Lorri.

      “She’s in London. Something about a plague. Like I care.” He glances at the guy on the ground next to us. “Are you going to toy with him a little first?” His eyes sparkle.

      “No, ewww.”

      “Fine. You’re boring.” He turns and leaves, dropping off the ledge of the nightclub building.

      I think he likes the fact we angels are a hot mess most of the time.

      The wind returns to normal as the man trembles where I dropped him. I forget why he’s here with me. He’s here, on the roof of the club, so he must have done something. But he doesn't smell evil. I gesture toward the door to the stairs. “If I see you again, you’re dead.” The words feel dirty. Perhaps they aren’t something I should say, but I do anyway. A small part of me thinks I should end him, but Dorian’s feather in my hand reminds me I once had compassion.

      The man makes no sound as he scrambles to his feet and runs from the rooftop.

      In the silence I still hear Marcus laughing. He’s such a shit. He tries not to act like his entire world is run by Lorelei, but it is. And we all know it.

      I scan around, wondering where I am. A fog sits in my head, desperately trying to make everything a short-term memory. I don't know what I did yesterday. I don't know when I ate or slept last. I don't know anything other than my heart hurts.

      I turn to search the roof for the door since I can’t recall how I got here, but I freeze.

      Something terrible lurks in the corner, hiding in the shadows, where a dark deed such as it should be.

      I don't fully comprehend it right away. It takes a whole minute to soak in.

      In the darkest shadows, Ben, one of my best friends, is making out with a girl while his brother, Lucas, watches. Something about his handsome face that bothers me. I suppose it’s the hungry look in his eyes.

      Words stumble from my parted and trembling lips, “What the hell?”

      “Hey! I didn't see you there.” Lucas turns, beaming.

      My stomach aches as anger trickles through me, tiptoeing as if it’s not sure why it’s there. “What? No!”

      He shrugs and kisses the young woman’s neck. The very act is uncharacteristic of them both.

      I cover my eyes, rubbing tightly, and then look again. But they’re still here, doing something I know in my soul is wrong. My brain can’t remember why it’s wrong, not fully. My grip on the feather tightens. “Where is everyone else? Where’s Ari?”

      Ben grins at me as the young woman tilts her head for Lucas. “Why? Who cares? We all agreed to meet up here tonight. They’ll be by soon enough.”

      I am completely stunned by what’s actually happening and right in front of me to boot. I pocket my feather and wink, shoving both men, and then wink again.

      The girl and I are standing on a hillside outside Eastern Washington, in the desert. She shivers from the cold air. “How did you do that? Where are we?”

      I don't want to talk to her. I don't want to know anything about her. But I do have one question. “How did you meet him—them?”

      “Some girl with black eyes and dark hair dragged me over to them. She told me she had lost a bet and I was the prize. I don’t remember how we got to the rooftop.” The blonde girl has a pretty face and lush lips.

      She smiles at me, seeming oblivious to the fact I’m holding her by the throat. Her pupils suggest she’s seconds away from OD’-ing and the lazy smile on her lips is familiar. Alise and Giselle used to have it when they did Ecstasy.

      I pull her into me, pressing her soft lips against mine and kiss, pulling her soul from her thin body.

      I drop her, letting her small corpse slump into the sagebrush next to me. I don't even know why I killed her or why in my brain it has come to be called freeing. I freed her and I don't know why. I have to assume it was because she was high. Or had I done it for Ari?

      Do I do anything for Ari?

      I don't even know the last time I spoke to her. In my memories it feels like only a moment ago, but how long is a moment now? I don't know that either. I’m sure, at the most, it’s been days since I saw her, but it might be months. It might be years. They are slipping away from me like a riverbank. Everything has become one fluid mess, and I don't know how to escape it. It seems like the more I struggle, the worse it gets.

      My fingers claw at the side of my leg, crawling into my pocket where it lies. I drag it out, running the soft white feather across my lips.

      I say his name, “Dorian.” I whisper it to the feather, wondering if he hears me, as though it’s a one-sided radio; he has the earpiece and I have the microphone. “Dorian. Come back and help me.” Saying it makes me shake.

      I glance down at the girl as the reality of what I have needlessly done slips into my mind and heart. I take an uneasy step back, wishing I didn't see her dead body. It will be all I see for days, or seconds, depending which is longer. Time has been a tricky mistress lately.

      I wink to the club. The air is filled with sweaty excitement and artificial elation. It is the Band-Aid I require. I kiss the feather, relaxing into the feel of the club again, and place it back into my pocket. I don't remember why I came. Was I meeting someone? A name sits on my lips but I can’t recall whose it is.

      There was a reason but it’s gone the moment the music starts. Before I can spend too much thought on any of it, I’m smiling and waving my arms in the air as I dance.

      The feather in my pocket momentarily becomes a beacon of pain. It forces me to come back around to the realization of why I am here. I need to tell Ari what I saw tonight. I will have to break her heart and tell her about Lucas and Ben and the girl. The dead girl had been with Lucas.

      I let the song take me and fill me with the solitary joy of my exquisite agony. Pain has become pleasure and pleasure has become necessary. I contemplate not telling her. Honestly, what pillar of virtue am I? I’m in love with her dead father.

      But in the end, I have to tell her.

      I dance until the song I love is over and then walk out of the club while the party is still totally jumping. Better to end the night on a high since it’s about to get awkward.

      “What did you do, Aimes? We would have shared, ya know.”

      I glance back over my shoulder as I make my way out onto the sidewalk. Lucas follows me into the crowd, giving me a deadly look.

      “You know what?” I snarl back at him, “I don’t like knowing your secrets, Luke. You’re putting me in an odd spot. I have to tell her that you were making out with some bimbo.”

      “Huh?” He scowls back. “What odd spot?”

      “With Ari. I’ll have to tell her about the girl. I can’t have a secret like that with her. If she finds out what you did and that I knew, she’ll hate us both.”

      He snickers. “Dude, she already knows about the girl. She picked her out for me. We had a bet. I asked Ben to join me, not the other way around. Whatever. Anyway, who says it’s your business what I do?”

      “What?” I don't want to know this.

      “Stop being such a drag.” He shakes his head, nudging me when he catches up. “The humans are here for us. They’re fun. That’s all. Stop being so uptight. We do our job, Aimes. We kill the bad things. That’s all we are supposed to do. If we don’t get some down time, we will go all ‘Jack Nicholson’ from The Shining on everyone. Have some fun. You think Aleks, the patron saint of virtue, isn’t out there having fun, right now?” He winks and is gone before I can comment.

      Clutching my feather, it dawns on me then that he sounds an awful lot like someone we once murdered. In fact, we all sound and act exactly like the fallen.

      What the hell?

      How is that possible?

      I can’t help but wonder if he’s lost his mind or if Lillith has found a way to exploit what we are. Was that how the other fallen became so corrupt? Had they lost themselves in the fun to be had on Earth and forgotten their mission to save it? My memories of the others are meager. My memories of before are sparse. My mind feels like it’s become a bit of a wind tunnel, losing everything that passes through instead of retaining memories. All but my memories of one person. He fills my mind constantly. His image haunts my every waking moment. I wish he were here now so I could ask him. He wouldn't give me a straight answer. He’d make me work for it. I liked that about him. The game was always afoot.

      I need to focus on the questions I would ask him. I need to know why we are so spacey and lost and fogged in. I need to grasp the few moments of clarity I have.

      I need to know if we could all end up corrupted like the other fallen.

      Images of the dead girl’s lips upon mine flash in my eyes. Have I also joined the dark side? If I recall correctly from my previous existence, there was always a promise of cookies on the dark side. Apparently, they were lying about the cookies, because all I have is anxiety and a sour taste in my mouth.

      Oh dear God.

      I have murdered people. I have let the detachment of it all overwhelm me. I am lost in it.

      I killed an innocent and then went dancing, and I didn't regret it until this second. I know it’s wrong in my head, but my heart isn’t attached to the rest of me.

      What if as angels we cannot commit sins? What if there is no possibility of us going to Heaven so earning our stripes like regular mortals isn’t an issue?

      My heels click against the cold cement as I round the corner and head to the place I imagine he’s waiting for me. I need to know if he’s feeling lost too, right now while I remember I feel lost.

      Aleks hates the clubs. He’s too old in his soul and doesn't get the whole loud music and grinding bodies thing. He’ll be at the house in the English countryside. He loves the peace of it all. It bothers me that I can’t remember the last time I saw him. I pocket my feather and round another corner so I can wink.

      But as I pace through the alleyway, I stop dead. I sense something far more exciting than the English countryside. I love that I can still smell them. The others can’t. It’s a trait Dorian gave me that I have not lost. My wings twitch in my back, desperate to come out as my hands burn for the feeling of the feed. Also an old habit.

      I should call for backup, it’s a rule. But I don't.

      I cross the damp street to a red door with a window in it in the shape of a V. I raise an eyebrow at the bouncer with the barrel chest and folded arms. “Wow, subtle. Let me guess—you named your bar V for vessel because you are technically not a human?”

      His scowl doesn't budge.

      “V is for vacant because you have an empty fat head?”

      His scowl grows more severe.

      “I’m getting warmer, aren’t I?” I tap my fingertip against my upper lip. “V is for vacuous because you are a moron?”

      He lunges at me. “Your kind isn’t welcome here.”

      I smile sweetly, not moving from my spot, regardless of the fact his face is bearing down on mine. “That’s the fun thing about being my kind. I’m not welcome anywhere.”

      He grabs at me but I spin with him in my hands and pull him through the door, pressing my lips to his. My wings burst, always at the wrong moment. If I were a teenaged boy, I would have an embarrassing situation.

      The bar is packed but the music stops as I step over the dead bouncer and walk out onto the now motionless dance floor. They make room for me, no doubt frightened by the huge black wings sticking out of my back.

      There are two kinds of angels in this world: the fallen who are fun to party with and always have a good time, and then there are the ones like me who are less fun to party with. Unless you’re a human being we can corrupt and abuse, then we seem cool with it all.

      One of the bigger guys comes at me, rushing me from across the dance floor. His face is twisted in rage, making everyone else in the bar nervous. I smile wide, readying myself for the release I so desperately need.

      He grabs at me, trying to squeeze but my eyes draw him in. I lower my lips while he spins me as if we are dancing under the flashing lights. I suck his dirty and tainted soul within seconds, letting him drop to the ground as I whirl around and hold my hands out at the patrons of the fine establishment. “Who’s next?”

      Half an hour later I stride out of the silent bar with the weight of the world gone from my shoulders. Blood drips from my fingers but the smile upon my lips makes all the bad feelings go away.
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      I wink into the doorway, stopping short. Giselle is holding Shakespeare and rubbing his neck fur. She makes me nervous around animals. Her blood lust never really left her. But she smiles, clearly clueless to the hesitant look on my face. “Hey! Where have you been?”

      I shrug. “Killing shit.”

      Shakespeare meows at me. I wonder if she makes him nervous too.

      Blake comes strolling in, wearing one of his Darwin tee shirts. He plucks the cat from her thin arms and smells his neck fur. “I love how outdoor cats smell.”

      His cat Chuck is still at his parents’ house, along with everything else. He sneaks over there to play on his computer. He hands me my cat and leans against the counter of Shane’s house—our house. “So I spoke to Lorelei this morning. She says she doesn't know if Henry is leaving the Garden of Eden any time soon so she can’t see him helping us with Lillith in any way.”

      It feels weird to be talking about Lillith. “Great. Has anyone had a slight glimpse of Lillith?”

      He shakes his head. Lately, he is the only one who cares that the world is slowly ending. “No, but the plague in Europe is the real deal. One of the predictions in Revelation.”

      Blake saying those words brings a smile to my face. “Never imagined Darwin would be challenged on his evolutionary theory this late in the game, did you?”

      “No.” He scoffs. “I never imagined even for a second that all the religious mumbo-jumbo was true. And yet, here we are, angels of doom.”

      “Yeah, me either.”

      Giselle shrugs. “I sort of always did. I mean, there has to be a God. Evolution did not make this.” She holds her hands out, pointing at her body.

      Blake nods. “She has a point.”

      “You’re both morons.” I give her a weak attempt at a smile. “You seen Alise lately?”

      She twirls her hair. “Yup. We went to the show last time I saw her.”

      “When was that?”

      Her stunning face twists into a ‘thinking face’ but she sits there, not finding whatever she is rifling her brain for. “I don't know. It was that movie where the aliens were the people and Tom Cruise was all hot.”

      Blake winces. “That was last year and he’s in his fifties.”

      Her jaw drops. “No way. He’s like thirty tops. He’s so hot.” She pauses. “Wait—what? It wasn't last year.” I can tell she still isn’t finding her memories. “I swear it was like a week ago.”

      Blake pulls his cell phone out and shows her the release date and the picture Giselle posted on Instagram. It was the last one she posted. It truly was a year ago.

      Giselle swallows hard. “How come I don't remember it being so far away? And why haven’t I posted anything else?”

      “We’ve all been this way, forgetting things and people. Time is flying by. Africa is pretty much devoid of human life. Literally everything has been blown up. I didn't even know.” Blake licks his lips. “Everything is falling apart and I have a horrible feeling we are too. I went to see Lorelei about it all. That's how I know about the plague and shit.”

      “Oh well. At least we can’t die.” Giselle shrugs and saunters off, taking out her cell phone. I roll my eyes as she takes a selfie. She’s more upset she’s let her Instagram account lapse than anything else.

      A frown builds on my face, matching Blake’s. “How long ago were we in the desert killing blood baggers?”

      “As far as I can tell, we do it every night. I swear we reset and start the same day over again. Wait—” He wrinkles his brow and closes his eyes, pressing them shut. I can see the wheels spinning in his head. “I saw Alise today. It’s been two years and three months since we became this.” He glances at his cell phone. His eyes widen. “It’s been five months since we talked about this last time.”

      I lose it. “I don't think I can do this, Blake. I can’t let time fly by like this. It means nothing. All of it. I can’t focus my brain. My thoughts are scattered and my head is a mess. I can’t prioritize. I can’t do anything but kill. My body only remembers its Roses Academy training as though it’s on autopilot, and I’m stuck doing that same mission every night. Why did she make us this way? We are useless. Not a single one of us has the strength to be like her and Dorian. We are all weak like the other fallen. That's why we aren’t even trying to help people. We’re treating them like they’re lesser, the same way the fallen did.”

      Blake folds his arms. “Aimes, we are way worse than the fallen. They at least had an evil plan. We don't ever see each other. No one remembers who they are or why they love the people they do. It’s all about instant gratification.” His eyes falter and the bad news he wants to tell me drifts across his face like clouds moving over the sky. “We are disloyal to each other.”

      “Just say whatever it is you want to say.” I hate it when he hints at shit.

      He bites his lip as he peers down at his cell phone. He taps and drags his fingers and then pockets the phone. Mine vibrates. I pull it out to find a picture sent from him, but when I lift my face he doesn't meet my questioning stare.

      I wait for him to say something, but he wants me to see for myself. I wink to the yard of Aleks’ old English house. I don't know the last time I was here. I can’t recall.

      But I can tell by the smoke coming from the chimney, he’s here. I cross the yard to the house, not knocking. I open the door, smelling something freshly baked. It has a spicy smell to it, like cinnamon and nutmeg. It smells divine.

      I walk past the kitchen and the living room. There is no one on the main floor, but there are noises upstairs.

      I turn and climb the stairs slowly, not sure I want to know what’s going on up there, but certain I can guess.

      I don't remember the last time I saw him. We were eating, not out of need but out of the desire to eat food. It was a pasta place in Italy. It was summer. With every step I take, a memory finds its way into my head.

      There is a bad feeling in my gut when I tiptoe across the hallway. I could wink to every place in this house. I know it better than my own. But I don't. I walk like a regular girl, about to crash a party in her boyfriend’s bedroom. A party she was never invited to.

      But he isn’t my boyfriend. He hasn’t been in this life, I don't think.

      My hand lifts to the door, shaking a bit. What I find inside the room is insane. It isn’t what I expect. It’s so much worse and so is the emptiness in my chest when I see it.

      It’s not his smile—the one I always loved—that bothers me. Or the way he laughs and tucks a lock of red hair behind her ear. She’s wearing his cream-colored sweater I adore.

      It’s the way she’s smiling at him.

      He and Hanna have long fought the good fight of attraction toward one another and my instincts whisper that they have abandoned the efforts.

      When his head turns, he doesn't even stop smiling. He’s happy to see me, but the smile on his face isn’t the same one he gave Hanna. “Aimes! What’s going on?” His voice is cheerful and sweet.

      There is not a single look of guilt in him, not one. Even though Sam and Hanna are everything to each other and Aleks knows it. It makes me wonder if I am imagining the whole thing or making it more than it is.

      “We just baked a pumpkin loaf. There’s still some downstairs.” Hanna offers me the sweetest of smiles. “I can grab you some.”

      “Please.” I want her to leave the room. She hops up, running across the floor with her long ruddy legs, winking as she hits the door, like she forgot she could do it at all. She has nothing but his sweater on.

      He’s in a tee shirt and jeans.

      “What’s going on here?”

      “Not much. How’s it going with you?”

      “Why is she half naked?”

      “She has a sweater on.” He says it like I am an idiot.

      I drop into the chair next to me, devastated for Sam. “Where’s Sam? Does he know?”

      “Yeah, he was here earlier. He, Giselle, and Ari were headed to some hot springs.” He looks lost for a second. “I don't remember how long ago, maybe yesterday.”

      I want to cover my eyes and scream. Blake’s right, we have become reckless angels. We have become exactly what we were put here to stop.

      “You okay?”

      “No.” I look out the window, fighting the desire to scream at him. “We are a mess.”

      “Me and you?”

      “And Hanna and Sam. And Lucas and Ari. And Blake and Alise. We are all a hot mess. What happened to the love Sam and Hanna used to share?”

      His eyes darken, the way they always do when his mood shifts. “I thought when we became angels we all sort gave up what we were. I thought the whole point to being an angel was to avoid the human rules and traps. Live and love freely. We had this conversation, remember?”

      “Who said that? Who agreed we should act like a bunch of frat brothers?”

      “What?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Who said we should forget why we are fighting?”

      He pauses, suddenly smiling. “Why are we fighting?” He winks at me smoothly and it’s sort of creepy since it’s Aleks. He’s a giant Viking. He doesn't wink and schmooze. “I think we should just have fun, Aimee. Have fun and enjoy this. We’ll know when it’s time to fight Lillith. Why waste our energy until then? The world isn’t going anywhere. Relax and have some fun. Trust me, I’ve been alive hundreds of years. Very little has changed as far as people go.”

      I want to smack him, hard, but what he says makes sense.

      This is her plan. She wants us to buy into the hippie mentality we all suddenly have. She’s cursed us or the Earth, or all angels.

      Shit!

      Is that even possible?

      I need Lorelei. She’ll be able to tell. She might be the only one able to tell.

      Aleks is still talking but I haven’t been listening. He’s staring out the window and smiling as he speaks of free love. I’m sure drugs are next on the list.

      I almost contemplate taking a bit of video. When the curse is off us, he’ll want to see this liberal version of himself.

      He’s going to die of embarrassment.

      He actually needs a pipe, a beard, and a cardigan to really make it work. He turns back toward me and grins. There, in the light of day, I see it. I don't love him. I don't think I ever have. Not the right way.

      His curse and his immortality persuaded me. I offer a slight wave. “Tell Hanna I said bye.” I wink to Shane’s. He’s at the table, reading a book.

      Where are Blake and Giselle?

      How long was I gone?

      Where is my head?

      Wait—Shane is reading?

      The whole angel thing has us all acting crazy. He lifts his head and grins. My schoolgirl crush on him never seems to fade away. I still adore his tanned skin and dark-blue eyes. I love his amazing smile and sweetness.

      Vampire Shane was an asshole, but angel Shane is exactly like high-school Shane.

      “Hey, you! I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      I don't know if his statement is true or not. My ages are becoming actual ages and my moments are fleeting like a dream. “How’s it going?”

      He shrugs. “Reading some book called The Catcher in the Rye. Blake said it was epic. This kid just seems lost like any other teenager. He’s irresponsible.” He lays it down and snorts. “Not my kind of read at all.”

      “Shane, do you remember when you liked me in school?”

      He blushes a little. “Yeah.”

      “Why did you like me?”

      He wrinkles his lips before wiggling them and processing. “Gosh, that feels like a million years ago. I guess I liked how simple things were with you. You never expected anything or acted like a psycho. You were old, inside.”

      “If I asked you out now, what would you say?”

      He winces.

      It makes me laugh. “I’m not going to ask you out. I’m just curious.”

      “I guess I’d say no. I think of you like a sister. It feels like we’ve known each other for a hundred years.”

      With all the messing around Ari did, it is like a hundred years. I get his point though. We have been together, in so many different ways that it feels like that life together has been lived. It has played out its part in our hearts.

      That's how it is with Aleks too. The love was never true love. It was never soul-mate love. Or whatever other cheesy words there are for that kind of love that time stops for. “Aleks and Hanna are sleeping together.” I blurt it out.

      He bites his lip. “I know. Sam was telling me that she and Alex were living some weird farm-life dream. She’s been cooking and hanging out, being the little wife. It’s weird. I didn't even know Hanna could cook.”

      “Aleks was a caveman before—she probably can’t cook. He wouldn't know either way.”

      Shane’s eyebrows lift. “Sounds petty, Aimes. Doesn't look good on you.”

      “I know. I just don't know what to think about the giant mess we’ve become.”

      “Wanna talk about it?”

      “Yeah, but I won’t bug you with it.” I nod and wink. I can’t help but stare at the ornate door. It always makes me feel weird. I don't even knock before Roland answers it. “Ms. James, how are you?”

      “Crappy.”

      He offers me a smug smile. I don't know how to read it. It’s almost like he’s excited I said that. “I didn't know your kind could do crappy. You are all so happy and jovial, even when mass murdering. Your ability to be conflicted about anything seems a bit stunted as of late.”

      “That's why I’m here.”

      “You wish to see the doctor? He isn’t in.”

      I shake my head. “I came to see you.”

      His eyes widen but he opens the door wider so I can walk past him. When I get into the sitting room my throat tightens. It makes me think of Lydia. In fact, Roland makes me think of her and Annabelle every time I see him.

      He leaves, but I know he’s getting tea ready. I don't even feel like having a cup, but he can’t sit and talk without it. The English are so strange. He comes back moments later and sits. “Whatever can I do for you?”

      “I want to know how possible it is that Lillith has cursed us.”

      “Cursed you?” His hairy eyebrows lift. I nod. He pauses, contemplating before agreeing. His eyes narrow and I see him start to piece things together in his head. “Well now, I suppose it is quite possible. In fact, now that I add it to all the oddities I have seen, it’s rather likely. The doctor and I noticed a difference in Hanna when you lot became winged avengers. It would explain why angels cannot be on this Earth without becoming the very thing they are meant to stop. It would also make sense as to why Sam has been sleeping here for weeks, desperately uncertain of why he’s so upset. I’ve tried to explain to him it’s Hanna but he disagrees, saying he’s over her. Then he cries and later brings a different girl around for the night. He doesn't recall yesterday and he continually repeats himself.”

      “I didn't even know Sam was here.”

      He explains, “Oh yes, for some time now. Hanna has moved on.”

      “Great.”

      “Are you and Sam together then, a partner swap of sorts?”

      “Uh no.” I wrinkle my nose.

      His eyes dart to my pocket. “No, I suppose not. There is another person residing in your heart, if I am not mistaken.”

      My cheeks flush as I lower my gaze.

      “I won’t tell anyone if that's your concern. I recognize his scent on you. I assume it is the feather in your pocket?”

      I nod, almost wishing I hadn’t come.

      He gets up, pointing. “I have just the thing for you.” He leaves and comes back, holding a tray with our tea and a silver locket. It’s larger than the one my mom always wore. He places the tray down and holds up the locket, opening it and revealing a large space. “Place the feather in here.”

      “It won’t fit.”

      He smiles with the gleam he always gets when he is right. “It will, trust me.”

      I pull the feather from my pocket and place it on the locket. It closes on its own, taking my feather with it. My heart leaps, but when he places the locket in my hands I sense the feather is still there. He hands me a tea and sits down with a cup for himself. “It’s magical. It has an enchantment on it. I believe it was once used to smuggle a sword into a cell.”

      It makes me smile. He’s so old and wise. I sip the tea, inhaling the strange and relaxing smell coming off it. I immediately feel better.

      “Do you still love him, regardless of his moving on to the next life?”

      “I can’t help but love him. He’s the wrong choice. He’s dead for starters. He’s snide and shitty to everyone, including me. He’s so bitter and spicy, and yet I can’t get him out of my head.”

      “Or your heart.”

      “Or my heart. I love him in a way that weighs on me, like it’s drowning me. I don't even know how to be without him and I have never had him. He’s never been mine. He’s always belonged to himself and Lorri.”

      “And you were with Aleks in the other lives.”

      “And now the love I feel for him, regardless of his being dead, is so big it has cast a shadow over anything I have ever felt for another person. He has made me see that I never knew love at all. I knew bewitchment. It was what I felt for Aleks. I hate that I’ve made my feelings for him trivial, but I can’t help it. I simply don't feel that way now that we are on equal playing fields.” I sip the tea, clutching the locket. “And Shane, he’s like the brother I never had. My crush on him was shallow like the feelings I had then. Dorian is everything and nothing, and I can’t escape my pain.”

      He nods. “Well, we have determined you can have magic placed upon you.”

      I scowl.

      “The tea. I put a little something in there to test it out. You spilling your feelings like that is a result.”

      I scowl but his jovial laugh makes me smile. “You rotten old man!”

      He shrugs. “Beyond dealing with the mopey angel upstairs, I don't have much else to do in a day.”

      Placing the teacup down on the coffee table, I frown. “So we can be affected by magic. What does that mean? How does that solve my problem?”

      “You can find the person doing it and stop them.”

      That makes me sigh. I don't feel like I am closer to any answer.

      “The real question though is how did it not work on you completely? If you see the spell, it didn't work fully.”

      His question makes me think. “I don't know. Blake is fine too. He’s pretty normal. So is Shane.” I scowl and chuckle at the same time, conflicted over the changes in him. “Well, sort of normal. Shane’s been reflecting and reading and thinking far more than he used to. But he’s not out causing a ruckus.”

      “Are you three the only Port Mackenzie kids?”

      I shake my head but then stop. “On second thought, she’s the same too. Giselle, she’s always been kind of vacuous. This isn’t new for her. She’s a ‘live for the moment’ kind of girl, not in a bad way though.”

      “The humans who were made supernatural are acting the same as before and the immortals and those born different are acting like the fallen?”

      I nod.

      “Then whatever the magic is, it only focuses on your angelic side. You kids stand a better chance of fighting it than the rest. You are born human and your human side has not died off.” He speaks like Obi-Wan Kenobi, contemplative and calm. It’s almost creepy.

      “Well, what can I do? How can I stop them all from doing things they will regret and hate themselves for?” I have my own regrets sitting heavily on my chest. I can’t imagine what they have done.

      “We will get Marcus and Lorelei to help us trap them somewhere that they cannot harm anyone, including themselves, until this is over.”

      I wince. “They might like being all stuck together in a room, Roland.”

      “I know. We won’t put them together. We will trap them and leave them there until we find some kind of solution.”

      It makes me uncomfortable but he’s right. Lillith is working magic on the angels. She always has. Lorri just missed it because she was never impacted by it—I don't know how. I suppose because her resolve was so strong. I glance at the ceiling. “I’m going to go up and see him, if it’s all the same to you.”

      “Please do. I fear he is not affected the same way the others are. He is melancholy and off, but he doesn't know why. I wonder if his being angel already, if that has created issues for him. He and Ari.”

      “She’s full of issues, trust me. I hardly recognize her.” I slip the necklace with the locket over my head and nestle it into my shirt. Straightaway I feel more of everything, like I used to.

      “How ever did you manage to win the heart of a man such as Dorian? I did not believe him capable of love.”

      Crossing the room, I ponder it before I turn back with a faint smile. “I think it was fate. Before he showed me his heart, there was always something there between us. It was dark and frightening but if I look back on it honestly, it was the intensity of it all that I feared.” My smile grows into something honest and relaxed, a grin I have not worn in a while. “He watched me before I ever met him. A long time before Aleks and I crossed paths or Shane professed his crush on me, Dorian watched me. When I was sick once I caught a glimpse of him. I thought I had imagined it, but I saw him in the shadows. When I watched the memory in his mind, I was stunned to feel the emotions he felt, seeing me so sick and weak.” My eyes dart to the teacup when I realize I’m babbling. “I didn't win his heart, he gave it freely. He just never told me he had done it.”

      Roland smiles. “I do love a good cup of tea, stop by again.”

      I cock an eyebrow and wave, winking to the second floor. I knock at the door to the room I imagine he is in. Sam opens it, grinning wildly at me. “Aimes! I am so excited to see you. I was thinking that maybe we could all go somewhere, the whole group of us. Like a trip somewhere.” He’s erratic. Now that I have the locket on, touching me constantly, I see through the fog.

      I push my way into the room, sighing and wrapping my arms around him. He responds with a hug, equally relaxing and resembling melting into a person.

      It takes several seconds for me to realize he’s shaking. At first I assume it’s laughter, until he drops to his knees and wraps his arms around my waist.

      Sam is one of my favorite people in the world. I hate that he’s devastated. I run my hands through his thick dark hair. I assume the bedhead look he’s sporting is actually from sleeping too much. He stops crying as if the sprinklers have abruptly shut off and sits back on his knees. “They’re having an affair.”

      “I know.”

      “It’s not even an affair. She just doesn't love me anymore.” He wipes his face and sighs. “I wish I could make this go away.” He pushes on the spot where his heart is. “It burns and aches and weighs a ton.” He lifts his shirt, revealing old blood stains on perfect skin. “I tried cutting it out but I can’t. I healed so fast, the knife got stuck in there until my skin pushed the blade out.”

      I almost gag. He’s lost his friggin’ mind.

      His dark eyes look crazy. His angelic face breaks my heart. I drop to my knees too, lifting my fingers to his cheeks. He leans in, pressing his mouth to mine. The kiss is soft and slow, but when his chest presses against mine, the locket burns. I shove him back. “I have to go. I just wanted to see if you’re okay.”

      He grabs me, pulling me into him, nestling his face into the crook of my neck. “Don't leave me here. The walls play pictures of us, me and her. They show me how it used to be. But I can’t get that back, and I don't know if I want it back. I just want the ache to go away.”

      “Sam, you have to try to remember who you were before Lorri changed you.”

      He shakes his head. “I don't want to. I think Hanna ruled me then. I’m over her now. I’m free of the love.” He’s lying to himself or delusional. The blood on his chest tells me delusional. “I never want to feel the pressure of all that again.”

      I don't understand what he’s talking about. “Come to Shane’s with me. The kids will make you feel better.” I send a text to Marcus and Lorelei to meet me at Shane’s house.

      He nods against me as I wink.
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      Instantly, we are in the living room at Shane’s with the kids. Sam smiles and pushes away from me when he sees them. They come running, hugging, and shoving. He will always be one of them, the lost children.

      My eyes catch dark hair in the corner. Marcus is standing with his arms folded. Lorelei fixed whatever was broken in him. Whatever it was that made him crave Hanna. I am pretty pleased that part of our shared hell is over.

      “To what do I owe the great pleasure of this invitation, Aimee James?”

      I love his voice. He’s cocky and reminds me of the person I miss the most in the empty world I am stuck in. “I need your help.”

      He starts to do his madman laugh but Lorelei stalks in, looking beautiful as always. She scowls at him and smiles at me. “Why hello there, darling.” Her Southern accent kills me. “From your first response to allllllll my texts, I have to assume y’all are ready to start helping out around here with the world ending and all?” She sounds a bit pissed.

      “Helping with what?”

      She offers me a hand. I know what she wants, and I don't want to do it but I have no choice. I walk to her and drape my hand across hers. I close my eyes and prepare for whatever she wants me to see.

      But nothing I do can prepare me for what she shows me.

      It is horrid. It is chaos and pain and I don't understand. The world is on fire. It literally is on fire. I pull back, confused. “I don't understand.”

      Lorelei nods. “I gathered. Y’all have been a royal pain in my ass since Lorri changed you. Ain’t nobody answering no texts and no phone calls. I try talking to any one of y’all and I get a blank stare. I don't know what the hell is going on, but this has to change. We are losing the war.”

      “Henry? Have you found him?”

      She shakes her head. “The minute he left here, I lost the ability to track him down. I want to send them to the garden.” She motions toward the Nephilim children. “I need to find him but I don't know how to tell him that.”

      “They are the answer, apparently. We will need them before all is over.”

      Her eyes light up. “They’re kids and I ain’t using kids to win a war against demons and hellfire, and whatever else Lillith plans on using.” She holds her phone up, flashing me the headlines of the world around us. “There’s a plague in Europe. The population is decreased by at least half. It came over from Asia. They didn't fair any better than we did. India is a mess. The Middle East is blown to bits. Everyone over there is gone, either fled or dead. Africa is also a mess. The bombing and wars have been particularly bad. South America is a pit of sin and debauchery. The cartels are running everything, killing everyone. I dare say, there ain’t a single person alive that's worth saving, and yet here we are needing to save them anyway.”

      I swallow hard. “I haven’t seen this. Are you sure? I was in Miami yesterday.”

      “Oh, you guys and your memories.” She chuckles. “I doubt you’ve been there in six months, Aimee. Miami is flooded. The whole of the South is underwater and the North is dry and dying from drought. Lillith is winning. She is killing us, using everything she has at her disposal. My team, apart from a couple of people, is dead. The Asian Roses are gone completely. But y’all are intact and drinking mai tais by the pool. So long as you don't notice the pool is filled with sludge and your drink contains the blood of innocents.”

      “Well, shit.” I slump into the chair behind me, mouth agape and heart pounding. “When did this all happen?”

      “It’s been years, Aimee. This didn't happen overnight. It happened while y’all were drinking and dancing and having fun in the dens of sin. I don't blame you. Your generation is a hot mess as you kids say. I always did think making a bunch of teenaged cell-phone kids angels was a stupid plan, but Lorri was dead and gone before I could complain. But it’s time now; we are in the last hour. Things must change. You have to wake up and smell the puddle of shit you’re knee-deep in.” Lorelei covers her lips and glances back at the kids. They don't even notice. They’ve spent years with Marcus.

      “Well, I’m awake now. But it’s only Shane, Giselle, Blake, and me. The others are locked in whatever kind of spell Lillith cast on us.”

      She scowls. “What?”

      “I swear Lillith has cast something on the Earth or the angels. I can’t be sure. Most of the fallen and most of us are under the spell. They don't see time or feel it. It’s fluid and blended, and they have no guilt. There are no consequences and humans are next to nothing to them. I’ve felt all of it. I can’t remember yesterday, apart from a few events that stick out like they happened recently, but now I’m afraid they didn't. We are distracted by love, drinking, and dancing. She has us acting like the world is our buffet.”

      Her jaw drops. “Of course. Wicked bitch! That’s why the others have always been such a waste of skin. I wondered why Lorri picked y’all. A bunch of men acting like children, more like meat sacks than angels. Each of y’all is corrupted. But now that makes perfect sense. Lillith don't even have to fight you. She only needs to throw a bit of ass around and a good dancing beat, and y’all are stuck stupid on it. Happy as a dead pig in sunshine.” I narrow my gaze but she points at me. “Don't even. Picking little brats like y’all was a mistake. Your generation is so focused on taking selfies, you don't even know the world is falling apart.”

      I drum my fingers against my legs, contemplating it all. I send a text, summoning the one person who will think the right way.

      Blake winks into the room. “I was busy.”

      I roll my eyes. “Stalking Alise isn’t busy, psycho.”

      He lifts his middle finger. “Look, I brought you something.”

      Danny laughs and waves. “Hey, Blake!”

      “Hey, Danny. How’s that new game treating you?”

      Danny rolls his eyes too. “Puh-lease. I beat that the first day. I got a new game now. Zombies! I figure why not practice killing them since the apocalypse is coming anyway.”

      Blake chuckles and strolls over to Lorelei and me. She grabs his head, flashing everything we just discussed into his brain. He steps back, gagging. “Oh my God. Ask before you attack like that. What the shit was that? Did that all happen? Is that real?” He gives me a pale-faced look of horror. “How the shit did we miss that?”

      Lorelei swats him. “Language.”

      He swallows hard. “Aimes, tell me the bumpkin has it wrong and we haven’t been stuck in a dreamland like Odysseus’ men with the Lotus-eaters?”

      “We have.”

      He covers his eyes. “Why? How?”

      “Lillith has done something to us. She’s made it so angels get lost in the beauty and pleasure around them.”

      “But Lorri and Dorian never got lost.”

      Lorelei snickers. “Oh, Dorian got lost plenty. You should have seen him the first time he saw this one here.” She nods at me.

      “What? You were there?”

      She smiles. “I was. He was stuck the minute he saw you. You were only sixteen, maybe seventeen. You were reading contradicting books in the library. We was searching for Aleks’ daddy but we didn't find him. Only you. The moment Dorian’s eyes met your face, he was a goner.”

      Blake waves a hand in front of her face. “No one cares about Dorian! He’s dead.” His words make me flinch but he shakes his head. “Sorry, Aimes. But it’s true. He’s dead and we’re alive, and we need to know what the hell is going on.” He starts tapping his lips and pacing. “Why would she occupy us with frivolity?”

      Lorelei looks like she might say something and interrupt his pacing, but I shake my head. “Just let the magic work.”

      She scowls, but watches Blake pace and work it out aloud.

      “Why didn't you use magic on us if you knew we were acting crazy?”

      She folds her arms across her chest. “I have been using everything I can think of on you all. I didn't think magic worked on you. None of you seemed able to respond to the spells I used to make you focus.”

      I narrow my gaze, recalling things. “It was probably your spells that helped us stay focused, even the little bit that we have. It might not seem like it, but me, Blake, Shane, and Giselle are actually not doing too badly. Well, not as badly as you think and way worse than I thought we were doing.”

      Marcus comes strolling over, eyes tapered and mouth fixed. Lorelei’s gaze doesn't leave Blake’s face but her hand slips up and covers Marcus’ mouth. He grins from behind her slim fingers. I can see the smug, shitty smile in his eyes.

      Blake pauses, thinking aloud, “Distracting us gives her what? I mean it could be that she wants to mock God and show him that his mighty force of angels is nothing compared to her. But that's boastful and doesn't give her anything but satisfaction. I don't think she cares about that level of gratification. She’s gone all this time, trying to make her name vanish into the whispers of history. Why boast now?”

      I shrug but Marcus mutters from behind the hand, “Time, you idiot. She’s doing something that requires time. She’s occupying you morons to make certain you don't find her before it’s time.”

      “The antichrist. She’s making the antichrist,” Blake blurts it out. “Holy shit. She’s making the thing that is predicted to end the world as we know it.”

      “What?” Lorelei scowls. “She’s a beautiful creature made of God’s love. How the heck is she going to go about making some devil?”

      Marcus’ face loses its smugness and color. “By lying with the devil.”

      “But Lorri was the devil?” I am totally lost. “And she’s a girl and she can’t make babies that way. Or can she?”

      “She was never THE devil.” Marcus rolls his beautiful dark-blue eyes. “Only the devil to idiots. She isn’t the only devil. She’s the fallen angel who came to save humanity from the wanker angels. There is a force of evil that isn’t Lorri. I mean, she was awfully sassy when she was angry, and quite ornery when she wasn't angry, but that doesn't make her evil.”

      “What is the force of evil? Why hasn't this been discussed before?”

      Marcus shakes his head. “I’m not sure what it is. But I’m certain it’s there. Lorri always feared something in the shadows. I think she worried Jonathan might get to it.”

      I cover my eyes and moan, “Friggin’ Adam. If he had just kept his dick in his trousers we’d be in a whole other situation. I might have actually graduated from college and be loving my life. Instead of worrying about the unknown evil that even Lorri was scared of.”

      When I lower my hands, all of their faces have lost color, even Shane’s. Blake swallows hard. “That’s it. Lillith has found a way to repay Adam, and God, for everything. She has found someone to impregnate her with a child who she will make the antichrist. She has found someone with strong enough magic that the child will be born with more than any of us.”

      The thought dawns on me and lands in my stomach with a thud. Considering the powers of the half angels in the room, I can’t help but dread a child who is more than any of the ones we’ve met. The ones here have tons of ability for being so young. “Who would she have used to father such a child?”

      Lorelei’s face twists. “My grandpa would be a good start. He’s more powerful than anything.”

      “Is he the last of his kind?”

      She shakes her head. “I don't really know. But he’s related to her and totally above having relations with her. I hope.”

      Blake wrinkles his nose. “Uh, ewww. Why do all our conversations turn to something ugly like incest?”

      Marcus cocks an eyebrow like he might add something nasty about incest but Lorelei shakes her head. “No, don't say whatever foul thing is sitting on that tongue of yours.” She glances back at me. “Whatever it is Lillith has done, hasn't really affected the human side of y’all. For that reason she is focused on the ones who were special already. She never thought Lorri would turn you into angels, and I bet she doesn't know that Lorri’s power resets all your powers. So whatever you were when you were born is what you are as an angel.”

      Blake’s eyes narrow as his thinking face creeps up. “Wait—so Ari, Lucas, Aleks, Ben, Sam, and Hanna might all be able to go back to what they were, or at least reach what they were if it’s still inside them?”

      Lorelei seems confused but I agree. “In theory. If whatever they are is still in them, they should be able to reach it.”

      “If we can make Lucas and Ben turn wolfie, maybe we can fix them.”

      I bite my lips. “What’s gonna fix Hanna, making her rage?”

      He nods. “And Ari would need to push and Sam would need Hanna’s siren smell again.”

      Lorelei gives me a hopeful smile. “Maybe you could try loving Aleks. You love him and he loves you, deep down, right?”

      My insides turn and when I don't answer her face drops. She lowers her gaze to the magical locket on my neck. “Oh. Well, maybe there is something else that can trigger him.”

      Marcus rolls his eyes. “This is all incredibly dull. I don't particularly care if they fix themselves or not. Debauchery Aleks is a great deal more fun, for the record. He’s become a bit like how Dorian was in the early years.”

      His comment stings but I don't have to scold him or mock him. Lorelei gives him a disapproving glare. “Go find somewhere else to be rude.”

      He blows her a kiss and saunters back to game with Danny.

      Blake’s eyes focus that way. He pauses and tilts his head. “What do we know about the kids?”

      I shake my head. “They have random Nephilim parents.”

      “Hmm.” He sounds intrigued.

      I don't know where he’s going with it. I don't even care right now. I’m exhausted and crabby.

      Realizing we have completely failed at whatever mission Lorri gave us is making me spicy. It feels unfair to be tested and found lacking so early on. But the truth is, it isn't early on. We have been doing nothing for a considerably long time. Lillith has won before the war has even started.

      Blake nods at me. “What’s our next move?”

      I give Lorelei a look. “Contain Ari and the others so they can’t hinder our attempts to stop Lillith or hurt anyone else with their detachment from humanity.”

      “Sounds like a start,” she says with a smile.

      I offer her my best smile. It’s strained and half-hearted but it’s better than nothing. “Thanks for not giving up on us and continuing to try magic on us.”

      She shakes her head. “That's the point, right? Lorri picked those of us who would never quit. We are a team. Now I have to text Gwen and get her and Shulster, her partner, to help us out. Brandon Green should be able to as well.”

      I grimace, recalling something. “Brandon Green is dead.”

      Her jaw drops. “What? Why didn't nobody tell me? How? When?”

      I shake my head, not recalling details, only the fact he’s gone. “I don't know. But what about the rest of the wolves?”

      “That just breaks my heart.” She shakes her head at me. “Forget about the other wolves. They won’t participate. Not since Ben and Lucas changed to angels. They feel like Lorri betrayed them.”

      “We’re all on the same page then?” I scoff.

      “You know she wouldn't have done that.”

      “Yeah, but she might have screwed up by accident.” I glance at Blake. “We are the first ones she ever made. She might not have realized how bad it all would get.”

      “It’s not so bad, so long as you have a focal point. It’s like spinning. So long as I can see or hear Alise, I don't get dizzy. But the minute I’m out of sight of Alise, my thoughts and clarity start to fade away.” He points at my pocket. “Like you and the feather, I assume?”

      I nod, lifting my hand to the locket.

      Lorelei’s eyes narrow. “So you love those people and they keep you grounded? Dorian is dead, and yet his love is able to ground you?”

      “I suppose.”

      She turns and motions toward Shane. “What’s grounding him and Giselle then?”

      Blake’s lips curl into a grin. “Each other.”

      My jaw drops. “What about Ben and Giselle? I thought that was a lifelong thing.”

      He shakes his head. “No. Ben, Lucas, and Ari have been so screwed up lately. Shane and Giselle have been hanging out a ton. They seem to get on.”

      “She’s a diva. That doesn't even make sense.”

      He tilts his head. “Says the girl who made me watch every Murder She Wrote when we were sixteen and is now pining over a dead angel with the meanest sense of humor I ever encountered.”

      Lorelei cackles. “He has a point. Opposites attract.” She glances back at Marcus. “Trust me.” He winks at her, making us grin. She shakes her head, lost in some aspect of his smile.

      Blake rolls his eyes. “Let’s get this over with. Finding Lillith can’t happen until we have the team of reckless angels behind bars.

      Lorelei nods. “You two go and find them and I’ll get Marcus motivated.”

      I take Blake’s hand and wink, knowing full well where at least two members are.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          A peeping Blake

        

      

    

    
      Finding Hanna and Aleks was easy. They haven’t left nor changed. Now they’re making out like they’re being paid too and seeing it is awkward as ass.

      Lorelei texts as I walk over to the house. I frown at the screen. Blake looks up from his phone, clearly baffled. “Momma Holt?”

      I shudder. “If that's what she says, then that's what we do.”

      Aleks lifts his head, grinning at us as though we’ve interrupted a meal and he’s about to ask us to join. “Hey, guys, what are you doing here?”

      Blake forces a fake smile. “Blood brothel. We need some help.” He sounds unconvinced of what he’s saying.

      Hanna turns her head sharply. “What?”

      “You heard him. We need some help.”

      She rolls her eyes, obviously annoyed at the interruption. “Why can’t you just do it?”

      Blake’s voice is completely deadpan, “We desperately need your brand of expertise.”

      She stands, winking away to return in seconds with proper ‘leaving the house’ clothes on. She tosses a sweater at Aleks, the beige one I love. He shrugs it on over his broad chest and smiles at us, oblivious to the power of the spell corrupting his innocence.

      I hold a hand out for them, being the only one who knows where we’re going.

      I wink, hating the weight of the guilt over the deceptive way we are luring them into a trap. As we land in the mud by the Blackwater Bayou, I step back and Blake shoves them both into the murky water. Lorelei is there, calling something in a way that I can’t understand her words. Wind shoots down on us, making a funnel around Hanna and Aleks. The water creeps up their legs, dragging them down into it. Somewhere in the commotion and noise I hear a scream from one of them.

      They are gone, dragged below, within seconds.

      Lorelei stops and faces me, still looking spooky and witchy. “Lucas and Ben next?”

      I nod and take Blake’s hand to wink us to the only place I can think of to look.

      When we land on the street, Blake’s grip on my hand tightens. He gives me a sideways glance. “What is this?”

      I shake my head, mystified by the sight. Smoke and rubble fill the dreary view. The sunlight is blocked out by the debris. “A bomb has just gone off, I think.”

      He smells the air. “Yup. This is great.” This is close to home for us. It’s very close. The smell of the bomb and death and destruction is everywhere. I bet they can smell it back home.

      The club we are standing in front of is falling down. It’s in a level of disrepair I don't recall. We inch in, like Hansel and Gretel walking into the forest alone, gripping each other’s hands and stepping slowly. I’m not scared, I’m devastated. My anger starts to build as we get farther inside.

      The floor is sticky with old blood. I smell it in the air.

      “Wow, I thought the street looked bad.”

      I stare, stuck on the sights of horror and destruction. Ben and Lucas aren’t here. Anyone that is, isn’t alive. A foot smeared with dried blood and old cuts sticks out from the bar. Blake jumps when he sees it. He lifts a finger to push his glasses up, forgetting he doesn't wear them anymore. It’s his nervous tick.

      I wink us to the one place I desperately don't want to go. I hate coming here but I don't see any other choice.

      We land in the dank forest in Maine and right away we are surrounded. Some of them are wolves and some are human.

      Lucas’ huge uncle stalks over to us. I swear the ground shakes when he lumbers. “You again?”

      “I need to find your nephews.”

      Storm clouds take over his face. “What have you done to them?”

      “I didn't do anything. I swear.” I’m instantly hopeful. “Are they here?”

      He shakes his thick head. “You have no right to be here!” I can tell he’s holding on by a thread. He’s about to shift and come at me. The faces in the crowd aren’t any friendlier. Apart from Janine. She’s eyeballing Blake like he’s her next snack. She’s such a cougar.

      I put a hand out. “Sir, I need them. They are a danger to themselves and everyone around them. I need to fix them. Please.”

      He clenches his jaw, motioning toward the forest to the right. He’s clearly seen it. He knows I am right. I wink-run with Blake in tow.

      “Wow, he’s not very friendly.”

      I sigh. “He hates me.” I just finish saying it when I catch a smell. It’s not what I expected. I turn, winking to the right. Blake pulls me back as I try to continue running. He sees it first, stopping us both dead in our tracks.

      My heart sinks. I lift a hand and clutch the locket. They are naked, both brothers, and lying on the forest floor asleep a couple of feet apart. They would appear peaceful and sweet if it weren’t for the blood coating their faces. It doesn't smell human which leaves me to guess they slaughtered an animal and ate it as humans. I don't even want to dwell on this.

      I reach down and touch them both on the ankle, winking us to the bayou. They scream as they enter the water. I step back onto the muddy banks, cringing at the spectacle.

      Marcus is gutting himself laughing. I give him a sneer but he shrugs. “Their animal ways are finding their way back to them. That must have been a sight.”

      I lift my middle finger into the air as the dark water settles. I can’t look back at the house behind us. I can’t look and see her face. I’ll break down if I do.

      “Ari and Sam,” Lorelei sucks a big gulp of air as if she’s a winded vampire . . . weird.

      I have no idea where to find Ari even though she is my best friend. But Sam is a cinch. I wink us to Roland’s. He opens the door before I knock and greets us with a grin. “Back so soon?”

      “No tea this time, Roland. I’m here to see Sam.”

      He glances at Blake. “You brought reinforcements—odd.”

      “Not really. I’m more like the sheriff to her Jessica Fletcher.” Blake shrugs.

      Roland laughs like he actually gets the joke. He holds a hand out. “Well, sheriff, he’s up the stairs to the right.” He winks at me as if he’s jovial about my being there.

      If he only knew why we’re here, he might not seem so happy. We cross the entrance and head down the hallway to the stairs, not winking. When we’re on the stairs Blake grabs my arm, whispering almost silently. “What’s the plan?”

      I shrug. “Wink and hope for the best.”

      He scowls. “You might need to brush up on your Jessica Fletcher impression.” He brushes past me, knocking at the door first.

      Sam opens it, sporting a dubious stare. “To what do I owe this pleasure?” He glances down the hall at me. “My favorite angel, what’s going on?”

      “I thought you might be here.”

      He lifts a bag. “Just packing to stay at Shane’s. I feel better there.”

      “You feel better?” My eyes widen and I almost shake my head at Blake but Sam stares me down.

      He explains, “I feel more real.” He glances around the room. “I don't fit in here. Too many memories.” His voice trails off, his eyes visiting the spots in the room that make him think of her.

      I can see the pain, hate, and agony on his face. He’s him again. I don't know how, but he is. He holds a hand out. “Travel together?”

      I nod. The three of us wink to Shane’s back deck where the sun is setting over the Pacific Ocean. It’s a beautiful sight. Sam drops his bag to the wooden deck, and I can see he’s about to lose it. Blake nods at the house and winks away. I grab Sam’s hand, squeezing. He squeezes back, breathing like his strength is wavering. His jaw trembles slightly before he gets himself together. He shakes his head. “What a few months.”

      I pull him inside, noticing how tall he is when he’s beside me in the doorway. He never seems massive, mostly because he’s such a softie. But he is. He’s big and strong, but I can see pieces of him dropping off, pieces of confidence and self-esteem. He leans his back against the closed door, shutting his dark eyes. “I don't understand why she would do this.”

      I step into him, leaning my head against his chest, breathing him in. “She doesn't know why she’s doing it. She just sees something she wants and is going after it. They can’t help themselves.”

      He looks down on me, a single tear stains his face. “Lorri, not Hanna. I know why Hanna is doing it. I don't understand why Lorri would do this to us. Does she hate us?”

      I lean my head back in, shaking it against his warm chest. “No. But she loved God more. She needed us to do a job. She didn't know about the spell.”

      “What spell?”

      “Lillith. She’s cast a spell on us, making us crazy. It’s why Hanna and Aleks are acting the way they are.” The words sting. I can’t imagine how he feels.

      “Oh. I thought it was because Aleks was finally available.”

      It makes me scowl. “No. She is in a trance, sort of.”

      “Great. Even better. So when she wakes up out of it she’ll see that me and her are made for each other?”

      I nod.

      “How long has it been this way?”

      The question makes me wince. “Two years.”

      He shoves me back, gripping my arms. “WHAT?” His dark eyes search mine for truth and lies. He hates what he sees, clearly. He recoils. “How is that even possible?”

      “I don't know. I only came out of it recently.” I step back as his hands drop.

      He runs his hands through his dark hair. “Oh shit, seriously? Two years? I don't even—” He drops to his knees, staring at the floor, the shock of it all starting to set in. “Where’s Henry?”

      I swallow, scared of how he’s going to take the news. “He left a while ago. He went back to the garden. It’s just us now. The world is in ruin. The population of Asia is nearly half of what it was. Europe is a mess. Africa is on fire. America is the last standing civilization.”

      “Last made last broken, I guess.” He swallows hard.

      “I guess. Everything is a mess.”

      His eyes lift to mine. “What the hell?”

      “I don't know.” I wink him to Seattle, to the blood bar I swear we were just at. His jaw drops. He doesn't even try to stand. He kneels and shakes his head. I wink us to the Statue of Liberty. Tears fill his eyes, seeing the great city in smoke and ruin. It’s harder to see in the dark, but the gist is obvious. He gives me a sideways stare. “How has this happened?”

      There are no words to explain the situation. I don't even try. I lean against him as we sit and stare out.

      The sound of sirens fills the air and smoke mixes with smog and blankets the city.

      “Tell me everything you know.”

      I agree, “As soon as we have Ari.”

      He winks with me to the one place I think she might be. The desert is cold at night, not at all hot the way she likes. We crunch along the sandy road to the diner where I have been a few times.

      Even in the dark I see her. She’s sitting at the top of a water tower, overlooking the diner. I wink, sitting down next to her. Sam follows me. She glances up and grins. “I was wondering when you were coming for me.”

      I scowl. “What?”

      Ari continues, “I know we are sick or something. I had the strangest sensation a while ago. Somehow I could see through Lucas’ eyes. He was acting crazy, eating animals in the woods, like he’s a wolf but not. Then I watched you put Lucas in the water.” She’s lucid, like before. Not cocky or overly confident. She’s Ari again, my Ari. I didn't realize how badly I missed her until this moment. She sighs and offers me her hand. “Are we a danger?”

      “Yup.”

      “Do I have to go in the water too?”

      “You do,” I confirm.

      “Okay. When you have this all sorted out, remind me I owe you for this.”

      “Deal.” I grab her hand and Sam’s and wink to the bayou. Lorelei is standing there, looking annoyed. “Y’all took long enough.” She smiles at Ari, seeing the calm expression on her face. “My ancestors will take care of y’all.”

      Sam steps back. “I’m not going in.”

      Lorelei looks like she might argue. I shake my head. “He’s not affected.”

      She doesn't appear convinced, but I don't care. I step back from Ari. I need Sam. He’s still the more knowledgeable and stronger of us all. Ari is clearly scared as Lorelei calls the water and the wind. It sweeps Ari up and pulls her into the black water. It’s creepy, there’s no doubt.

      Marcus gets up from the chair he was napping in. “All done?”

      Lorelei nods.

      “So you didn't need my help?”

      I shrug. “We didn't know.”

      He rolls his eyes and holds a hand out, muttering his annoyances. I wink us all back to Shane’s.

      Blake comes out, giving me a surprised look. “Ari was easy?”

      “Yeah, she was old Ari. She wasn't acting crazy.”

      “Man, I miss all the good shit.” He turns and goes back inside, shouting back at me, “I’m going home for a bit.”

      I wave at the back of his head.

      Lorelei nudges me. “You sure about this all?”

      Sam is grabbing his bag off the deck and hauling it in. “Yeah. He’s fine. That's the fun thing about Sam; he’s fairly pure and sweet. The fae might let him in.”

      She still doesn't seem convinced.

      The kids are in the kitchen with Shane, eating and laughing. I lean against the wall and watch as the house erupts in smiles and giggles when they see Sam. Danny’s face is beet red and the girls are all making fun of him for something. Even Giselle is. Her gaze drifts toward Shane. They smile, on the sly, and continue eating and laughing.

      They really are hooking up and not for the evil.

      It isn’t the first time. I don't know why it surprises me so much.

      Sam slumps into one of the chairs in the sunroom. He frowns. “Is that a woodstove?”

      It makes me smile. “Yeah.”

      “Weird. Who has a sunroom with a woodstove in it?”

      Shane glances back at me from the table. “People from the Northwest Coast.”

      I confirm, “That's right.”

      So many things have happened since Blake and I were here, in the make-out room. It feels like it was a hundred years ago. I feel like I have lived a hundred lives.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Stay with me

        

      

    

    
      I blink, catching the tail end of a comet. Lorelei floats over to me, bringing to mind something from a horror movie. She sits on the roof next to me and lies back.

      “Blake is convinced one of the Nephilim is actually Lillith’s evil spawn.”

      “What?” My stomach drops.

      “Yeah, I sort of argued that one too, but he has a point. We don't really know a ton about their lineage. We know they’re powerful. Lydia saw them as pertinent in the final battle.” Lorelei turns and faces me, looking so pretty it’s ridiculous. “We have to consider it.”

      “Except Sam. His mom isn’t Lillith. She was a siren—a crazy siren but not an angel.”

      “Okay, so any of the others.”

      I shake my head. “Not Danny. I doubt it anyway. He’s not perfect. He’s flawed and weak in the right ways. As if he’s half human.”

      “But that could be the point. Maybe he isn’t perfect, like on purpose.”

      It doesn't sound right. “No. It might be one of the others though.”

      “We need those kids in the garden.”

      “But how?” I ask. The garden isn’t a simple “stroll in and out” sort of place.

      Lorelei shrugs. “I can try taking them.”

      “You don't think Lillith would have had a child who has magical powers, like a witch?”

      She wrinkles her lips, making a perfect duck face. “No. Not necessarily. Magic isn’t an exact science. There is no predicting what traits a child of hers would have.”

      “Hmmmm. Well, I think we should try for the garden, get the kids safe, and find her to end this shit.”

      She sighs, sounding exactly the way I feel. “If only it were so simple. I could go for something simple.”

      I nod.

      Lorelei reaches for my hand, squeezing it tightly. “At least you guys are back on track. You had me worried.”

      “Me too.”

      I look up into the sky, thinking about him. He’s all I really think about. Especially when my mind clears. His obsidian eyes, dark messy hair, and perfect face haunt me.

      “You thinking about Dorian?”

      I blurt, “Always.”

      When she speaks I hear the smile in her voice, “I can make it so you dream walk to him tonight, if you want. It will be like he’s speaking to you in the real world.”

      I turn. “Seriously?”

      “Yeah. Just a little trick. It works to speak to the dead. I can use your love connection, I think. It’s worth a try anyway.”

      “I so want that. I need to talk to him. Will he be real?”

      “Yeah.” Her eyes glow in the dark. “Of course. It’s an open channel between here and there.” She lifts her slim finger to the sky. “He’ll hear you calling him.”

      I don't know what to say. I want it so badly. She takes my hand and blows into it. My palm glows bright green. The color disperses, becoming green sparkles that illuminate the veins up my arm. The color finds its way to my chest, lighting up where my heart is. She draws on my skin, sending the green veins everywhere. “Now when you go to bed tonight and go to sleep you’ll dream walk to him. It only works a few times a year, with the moons. Tonight is one of those nights.”

      “Why didn't you tell me about this before?”

      “You weren’t ready.” Her eyes tell me she has although I never listened.

      “You offered it to me and I said no, not caring about talking to him?” That hurts me.

      “Something like that.” She nods. “That was before. You were lost.”

      “I can’t believe I could have seen him and I didn't care.”

      “Don't focus on the past.” She smiles sweetly. “Just take advantage of tonight. Enjoy it.”

      “Thanks, Lorelei.”

      She shakes her head. “I’d say I can’t imagine what it’s like, but I can.”

      If anyone knows what I’m going through it’s her. She’s relived the same fifty years several times, always losing Marcus and his love in some way. This is the first time they’re able to be together. She does know what it’s like to love and lose.

      I wink off the rooftop, stretching out in my bed with a sigh. I close my eyes and drift off, ready for the experience of my love with me again.

      The silence of the room takes me quickly. I don't realize I’m sleeping until I’m standing in a dark shadow in the same room Lorri showed me once, inside her mind. It is the dark corner she went to in her memory. Only I am here for real.

      Am I real or is this a dream?

      There are massive pillars made of pale stone and the ceiling isn’t there, only clouds of darkness. I don't know any other way of explaining it. The corner where I hide feels like the safest place I have ever been. The smell is familiar, enticing and yet relaxing. The air is the right temperature and soft. Nothing is extreme—not the light, smells, sounds, or the breeze. It’s peaceful. Serene. I would call it serene.

      Even in the dark shadow, I am completely safe and that puts me at ease. I drag my right hand up my left arm, pinching my bicep and wincing when it hurts. “Holy shit.”

      I am actually here, somehow.

      My sleeping body can’t feel the room at Shane’s at all. Or the bed.

      I honestly feel like I am there—here, in Heaven.

      Peeking around the corner, I try to get a glimpse of anyone else here. There’s a small amount of fear that the scary voice of God will try to talk to me. I don't know what the hell to say to him. What do you say to God when you have spent your entire life pretty sure evolution was how everything went?

      I take a brave step from the shadows, my head pivoting back and forth, hoping to see someone I recognize.

      “Aimee?”

      I spin, startled by the voice echoing in the dark corner, and find Oliver. He’s even more beautiful in Heaven than he was in the real world. “Hey!” How did he find me in this vast place?

      “I thought I felt something shift. So you’re turning on each other already?” He cocks an eyebrow. “Who killed you?”

      “I’m not dead.”

      “How are you—”

      “Lorelei, the witch. She made it so I can see the dead and they can see me. Some spell that makes it so I can sort of travel here, but not really be here. She called it dream walking.”

      “But you are here.” Oliver looks around. “She must be some witch. I’ve never heard of that happening before—”

      “Is Dorian here?” I cut him off again, wanting to find him before I have to go back.

      “Let me try to feel him.” He points. “He’s that way.” He holds a large hand out to me. “Take my hand. I can get you there faster. We can travel by thought. Almost like winking.”

      The moment our skin touches we move like a wink. Suddenly, I am standing in a garden filled with light and flowers that I can’t smell. The smell is the same as the shadows. The air is filled with the tranquil aroma of whatever is forcing me to believe I am completely at ease.

      But it isn’t only the flowers or the garden or the beauty I care about.

      I see his back. I know it’s his. I would know it anywhere. He’s talking with his hands and shaking his head. A man sits on a stone bench, being entertained by Dorian. The man is old and grins from ear to ear, nodding his head as though he completely understands what Dorian is talking about.

      “Dorian!” Oliver calls to him. His voice echoes again. It is the weirdest feeling and sound. Almost like we aren’t supposed to make noises in the silence.

      His back straightens. As he spins he loses the smile on his face. The light behind him makes him hard to see. I squint, trying to get a clearer view. He shines as if he has become the sun and is blinding me on purpose.

      “Aimes?” His accent brings a smile to my lips. “Olly, are you taking the piss, mate? If this is your idea of a joke, I’m probably going to react fairly badly.”

      Oliver holds his hands up, releasing me. “I found her in a hallway, not a joke.” Suddenly, he’s gone, as is the man behind Dorian on the bench. Maybe they’re no longer part of our reality, or they’ve fled.

      We are alone.

      Like we have been so many times.

      But something is different this time.

      My stomach aches and I don't believe what is in front of me, regardless of seeing it. His obsidian eyes meet mine and I wonder, only for a moment, if he’s indeed real or if I am dreaming, and not here at all. I lift my fingers to my arm again, pinching hard.

      He comes closer, but not too close.

      He swallows whatever it is he was about to say. I recognize the expression he makes when he does it. The desperation in his face makes the ache in my stomach so much worse. “Are you dead?” He finally says the thing I assume he was swallowing.

      I shake my head slowly, unable to speak. Tears sit in my throat, blocking all air and words.

      He sighs. “Thank God.” He walks to me and I forget why I am here. He is so beautiful. I don't even think he’s trying to be. He stares down at me, and I see every single image he once gave me, flash in his black eyes. “How are you here?”

      “Lorelei.”

      “Of course. She is a powerful witch.” He swallows hard again like he’s uncomfortable. “You’re well then?”

      “Sort of.” The question brings a smile to my lips. It’s an awkward sentence because the truth lingers in the air between us. I know his secret. I know he loves me.

      “Are you looking for Lorri?” he asks, not letting his eyes leave mine. “I can find her for you.”

      “No,” I mutter breathlessly, slowly lifting my fingers to the locket and opening it to reveal the white feather.

      He swallows hard again. “You kept it?”

      He doesn't know that?

      How does he not know I kept it?

      “You didn't watch me take it?” I was so certain he had watched over me these past two years.

      “No.” He sounds disappointed. “It doesn't really work like that here.”

      I hate that he hasn't seen me. He hasn't been watching over me like before, like I assumed he would be. But the floor of Heaven is also not glass the way I had anticipated it would be.

      “You kept the feather though.” His eyes shine like stars reside in there with every memory of me. “Why?”

      It’s now or never but the words are stuck in my throat, lodged in there. I lift my hand to his cheek, running it down his face.

      “What are you doing?” he asks in disbelief.

      “Dorian,” I whisper like I have a thousand times since he died and grab his face, pulling his lips down on mine. I close my eyes and press myself against him. And for the first time ever, I melt into the kiss, melt into him, and melt in my heart. The tears I have desperately tried to keep at bay slip down my cheeks.

      He kisses me back but he’s frozen and rigid, and I can’t help but wonder if he isn’t real at all. If this is a horrid dream and I am caught up, seeing everything as real.

      But then he springs to life. His arms encircle me, crushing me with realness and desperate passion. His trembling fingers press into my back as he wraps around me. The kiss never goes beyond our lips; it doesn't have to. He freezes, gripping me and still hovering over my mouth. “This isn’t real. You aren’t really here,” he whispers into my lips with his hot breath. “You would never kiss me like this.”

      I nod against him. “I am real.”

      The whole world, Heaven and Earth, is gone. It is just us two, spinning in one spot in the clouds. I swear there isn’t a single thing in the world beyond us. My heart pounds against his chest, desperate to give itself to him.

      “I can feel your heart.” He pulls back, glossy eyed and confused. I can see it all over him, confusion and desperation.

      “I’m real.”

      I don't want him to back away too far. I don't want to stop being part of the air he breathes and the world he is in. I understand for the first time ever what love feels like. I see it in his eyes, in his love and his heartache. He comes closer again, reaching for me and running his thumb down my cheek. “I don't understand, love. I don't get why you are here and why you are kissing me.”

      “Because you showed me everything. You bared your soul.”

      He winces. “You saw it all? How?”

      “The feather. Momma Holt gave me your memories with it.”

      “Bloody hell. How many memories are we talking about?”

      “All of them. From all the lives we’ve had.”

      “Oh wow.” He pauses, apparently winded a bit by the information. “That feather was just for you to know I loved you. Not for you to see every moment. Now I look like a bloody stalker, don't I?” His shitty tone makes me smile wide, still sniffling back tears, but smiling joyfully.

      “You are a stalker.”

      His cheeks flush as he glances at me through his thick lashes. My world is complete. The beautiful boy in front of me has made every moment worth living. “But the stalking got you here, didn't it then?” His cheekiness is back and I realize how much I’ve missed it.

      “Whatever.”

      He kisses me again, so softly it barely touches me, but I am burned by the heat of his lips against mine. He hovers in the kiss, savoring it. “I love you, Aimee. I have always loved you.”

      “I had no idea how you felt until I saw it all.”

      His lips tremble again as the humor tries to mask the pain his cracking voice reveals. “I want to take it all back. I want to try again and do the right thing this time. If I had one wish in the whole world, it would be to start over.”

      Tears fill my eyes once more. “Why can’t you just come back?” My heart aches and burns like a wildfire scorches me from the inside out.

      “The only reason I made it here was because I died to save you. It cleansed me of my misdeeds, so to speak.” He chuckles bitterly. “I would have died every day for a thousand years to keep you alive. I did the one thing I think I was put on Earth to do.”

      “No!” The floodgates open. Not because of his romantic confession but because I am angry. “You made it so I died a thousand times instead of you. I have been miserable down there. I can’t function knowing you’re here and I’m there and the whole world is between us and we haven’t even had a chance. You gave me that feather and left me down there to wallow in it.”

      “I had no choice.” His expression hardens in the way only Dorian truly does properly. “One of us had to die. My dying wish was that you would know I loved you with every fiber of my being. I wanted you to know so you didn't hate me anymore.”

      His words make it all worse. I step back, causing the air to rush between us. “I never hated you.”

      “You did. You had every reason to. I made sure of that.”

      “I didn't. I didn't hate you. I never knew why you were so horrid to me. Why you tried so hard to make me hate you. If you had just given me a chance to know you, I would have loved you like I do now.”

      He stops, looking like I’ve hit him with a shovel. “You-you love me?” He scratches his head, running his hands through his dark hair.

      “I do. I sit down there and love you, completely alone.” It brings a terrible sound from my lips, a broken laugh. “It’s funny, everything you did to me to make me hate you was nothing in comparison to this. Making me love you on your deathbed is by far your cruelest act.”

      “Don't say that.” His warning tone is exactly as I recall.

      “Why? It's the truth. You gave me this feather and broke my heart.”

      His dark eyes narrow. “Yeah, well you bloody well broke my heart first. You didn't see how hard I tried to make you despise me? You should have seen through that. You’re a smart girl, Aimee James. You should have seen through all my shit. What about when I sacrificed myself for you? You think I sacrifice for everyone? Why do you think I made you a monster like me? I made it so you were the only thing that could ever kill me. Because if I had to die, I wanted it to be at your hand.”

      “WHY COULDN'T YOU JUST LOVE ME AND STAY?”

      He steps into me, crushing my mouth with his and sweeping me into his arms. And that is the moment everything else fades away and nothing else matters. He does love me. Even if he is dead. The kiss is more than we have ever shared. His tongue slides against mine, invading me. He lifts me into him, kissing harder, prying me open and exposing my heart’s truest desires and the beautiful mess he has made of it.

      He mumbles into my lips, “You are all I ever needed. Simply to look at you was everything. I didn't need anything else.”

      “I need you now.” I hate needing anything. I hate that I need him more than any single thing in the world.

      “My heart is there, Aimee. I swear.” He pulls my face back, looking down on me with such intensity I swear I can almost read his mind. “I will find a way back to you.”

      It doesn't fade out like a dream. I don't slowly become mist and his words don't echo. Nothing changes except the fact I am suddenly heaving in a ball on my bed.

      I am wide awake and dying inside with blissful anguish.

      We never got to say goodbye or touch one last time. I can smell him and taste him, but it’s fleeting. I look at my hand and realize the feather is gone. I had it when I was holding his hand. It must have slipped from my fingers. I get up quickly, sobbing, and search the bed. I tear each blanket in a frenzy, but there is no feather. The locket is still open, and empty. I rip it off and toss it across the room.

      All the feelings linger. They are phantoms but I swear they’re real.

      His kisses are on my lips, tingling.

      His hands are on me, gripping with painful panic.

      His fierceness is in his eyes, burning down on me.

      Until it’s all gone.

      I feel the moment I lose him.

      I can sense it, the exact second the blanket of Lillith’s spell slips over me, tucking me into my angelic slumber.

      The magic has hold of me because Dorian no longer does. His feather was my anchor and without it I am lost, floating in a sea of indifference.

      I awaken when Blake flops onto my bed. I don't know why he’s here or what he wants, but I’m tired like I have never been, so I moan and roll over, “Go away!”

      “Aimes, you’ve been sleeping for days. Come on. Lorelei said the spell should have worn off by now. Did you see Dorian and Lorri? Did you talk to them and ask for help?” His words are annoying.

      I shake my head, swatting at him. “I’m tired.”

      He’s gone and back so fast I hardly noticed he’d left at all. A cool hand slips across my cheek, turning my head to face the person touching me. I groan when I see Lorelei. “What happened?”

      I shrug, pushing her off me. “With what?”

      “Seeing Dorian.”

      The name makes sparks in my chest, but I don't recall seeing him. “When?”

      “Four nights ago. I put a spell on you to send you to him.”

      I shake my head. “I don't know.”

      “Oh shit.” She grabs my head, sending pulsating shocks through my brain. I try to push her off but she forces me still, with magic. She pulls back, her face twisted in some emotion. “Oh God, I’m so sorry, Aimee.” She glances at Blake. “She left the feather behind by accident.”

      He presses his eyes shut. “Well, that's goddamned perfect.” He must be raging mad because Blake never swears much.

      Lorelei holds her hand against my arm, instantly burning a hole in my heart as memories and visions flood my head. “Oh God,” I cry out, rocking slightly. “What are you doing?” Tears stream my cheeks.

      Dorian!

      His face pressed against mine and the severity of his grip haunts me.

      She pulls her hand away. “We have to remind you every few hours.”

      I glance around. “What happened?”

      “You left your feather in Heaven. You lost the thing that grounded you here in your emotional body.”

      “I saw Dorian.”

      Lorelei adds, “And you failed to talk about anything important.”

      “Oh uhhh”—I lick my lips—“we got cut off. It ended abruptly.”

      She drums her fingers on her legs. “We can still get the kids to the Garden of Eden if we leave today.”

      I scowl. “What did I miss?”

      Blake’s nervous glances about are exactly the reason I know something not good has occurred while I was being a meat sack in here.

      Lorelei’s voice is pained, “We had an incident.”

      I wait impatiently until she finally blurts it out, “Sam’s gone.”

      My skin prickles and crawls. “Gone? Like dead?”

      She shakes her head. “Gone, like he’s left us and is acting like a psycho. He’s been killing hordes of people, telling us he’s freeing them.”

      I point. “I had that sensation, like I was releasing them. When we were all being douche canoes and detached. Lillith’s spell must be one that makes us free the innocents. I mistook it as God’s will.”

      Lorelei sighs and glances at Blake. He shakes his head. “I never had it.”

      “You had Alise from the start though. She’s here and real. You probably didn't even notice the pull to kill.”

      He shrugs. “Not sure, Aimes. I just know I didn't have it. I wanted to kill the bad guys, not the good ones.”

      “I wanted to kill everyone.”

      Lorelei’s eyes widen. “Lillith’s insane. Why would she do this?”

      Blake cocks an eyebrow. “The assault on her made her pretty crazy, like they will.”

      “Well, I wish she could find a little inner peace.” She sighs.

      I suffer the detachment as if it has just happened and then the burst of memories of Dorian. He touched me and kissed me and told me he would find me. I have to believe that is still a possible fate we have mapped out in an agreement with our hearts and souls.

      Lorelei is talking and Blake is arguing, and I am stuck on the kisses I don't want to let go of. I don't want to move past it. I feel it all fading. I will need to be jolted back to the girl who remembers everything, and soon. I need to be freed from the fog.

      It dawns on me then. I need to kill Lillith.

      I need to kill her and end her magic so I stand a chance at properly remembering the feeling of his mouth on mine. I got my wish; I melted into his kiss and his embrace, and I finally told him I loved him.

      And that bitch thinks she can take that from me.

      Not likely.

      I’m up and pulling on my jeans and boots when I notice they’ve stopped talking. I turn to see Blake smiling.

      “What was that?”

      I scowl. “What?”

      “Aimee James is back.”

      Lorelei laughs. “You got sassy, real fast. You jumped up and started pulling clothes on and growled a little.”

      I shrug. “She’s trying to steal my memories and my freewill. Screw her. She doesn't get the only true kisses I’ve ever shared with someone. With Dorian there is no influence of angel magic. Just love. Lillith can’t have that.” The words are mumbled as if forced from my lips.

      Blake taunts, “’Bout time you got into this.” We flash from the room to the living room, dragging Lorelei with us.

      Shane gives me a once-over. “What’s with the leathers and boots? You feeling like kicking some ass, Aimes?”

      “Yup.” I give Lorelei a look. “Every fifteen minutes, you blast me with that shit.”

      She nods.

      The pain and agony of it all will keep my pissed-off, bitchy side fresh and rejuvenated.

      “Lillith wants to play dirty? Fine. We meet her on the battlefield and show her how dirty we like it.”

      Giselle chuckles, clearly going to a perverted place with the statement.
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          The bitch is back

        

      

    

    
      My heels click along the cold and broken cement as I climb the stairs to the courthouse in New York City. My nose never lies and it is certain we need to go this way. Shane and Giselle have my flanks with Blake and Lorelei behind them. Lorelei’s friend Gwen and her partner bring up the back. I don't sneak or wink—I walk as boldly as I can up to the front doors. They’re ripped off and hanging next to the entrance.

      “These look like the doors to the Blackrock area on WOW.”

      Blake’s comment causes me to crack a smile, but I don't let it slow my steps. Sirens and dust fill the air behind us, the noise hushing slightly as we enter the large foyer.

      America is in its final stand. We were the last to suffer Lillith’s wrath but she’s here now.

      I smell the evil perfectly. The stain of the evil is everywhere. The air tingles with it.

      “Invisibility might have been more badass than winking, just saying.”

      I turn back toward Blake. “You say that now. But if we were walking anywhere that was more than a block, you’d change your vote.”

      He shrugs. “I’d rather be invisible right now.”

      Lorelei snaps her fingers and he vanishes. She grins.

      “Oh man, you are awesome. Look, I’m invisible. I’m like the invisible man in The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen!”

      I roll my eyes. “Just keep your clothes on.”

      “My clothes are invisible. The reason he never wore clothes was because they made him seeable.”

      Lorelei scoffs. “That's not a word.”

      I nod at her, lifting my finger to my lips. “It is a word. You don't want this argument. He’s the Scrabble master.” I hold a hand out for her to jolt me with a fresh batch of Dorian-need and feelings.

      She does it, bringing a new rage to the surface. I slink around the corner, noticing a hive. When vampires cluster with succubi, we call it a hive. They’re like angry hornets, feeding off each other and killing everything. “Mostly men, Lorelei.”

      She unzips her coat, revealing the sexiest body ever. She’s curvy and stunning. She told me once her mother called her fat her entire life. I don't see it. She’s strong in a way you can tell she brought the strength into her vampire life from her human one. Even Blake makes a sound from next to me, revealing he’s way too close for comfort. I take off my leather jacket so I am wearing only my pale-blue tank top to go with my leather pants and huge boots. I would look sexy if I weren’t standing next to Lorelei or Gwen who is fairly similar to Lorelei—stunning.

      Giselle takes her jacket off and I roll my eyes. “You could actually keep your jacket on.”

      She sticks her tongue out.

      We leave the guys standing in the foyer and creep to the entrance. Our gait changes the moment we cross the threshold to the large courtroom. Each of us walks like we’re on a catwalk. Giselle tosses her black silky hair. Every face turns as their mouths drop and the room grows silent, apart from one man. “Damn! Where the hell did you bitches come from?”

      Lorelei, using every ounce of Southern charm, walks ahead of us. “Y’all don't know where a girl can get a drink round here, do ya?” She twirls her hair and tilts her head. She is amazing at playing dumb Southern girl. It’s almost creepy. I asked her about it once and she laughed and said that was the expectation for women in the sixties.

      They laugh nervously, jumping down from their seats. The same guy speaks as if he does it for them all, “You look like just my type.”

      She drops her fangs. Whimpers follow from the crowd of people. Even the women seem attracted.

      Hell, I’m attracted to her. She’s funny and sexy and she fights like a dude. That's always attractive. Giselle still fights like a girl.

      “Where did you all come from?” The vocal man walks to the front as though we are about to do a standoff between us and them, like in a cheesy music video from the nineties.

      She points behind us. “Hamptons. My friends, the Ryans, have a house out there. We was staying in their place, laying low.”

      He gestures toward the door where the moonlight is coming through the holes in the old building. “You got some friends in the hallway?”

      She glances back. “Yeah. More like us.”

      His eyes draw to me. “What are you?”

      I smile wide. “Someone who wants answers.”

      The friendly faces instantly start to change and a wave of scowls crash over the group. “We don't answer to anyone.”

      I tilt my head, letting my wings rip from my back. “I can ask a different way if polite is annoying to you.”

      The abrupt silence is followed by several hard swallows. The man out front sneers. “I’m not scared of some fallen angel.”

      “I didn't fall.”

      He looks confused, in fact they all do.

      I step toward him. “Let me tell you my secret.”

      He doesn't back away as I step to him, running my hands along his cheeks. I lift my face, planting my lips on his and ripping out his soul instantly. He drops into a pile of flesh and bones and bad clothing choices.

      Gasps erupt. Another man steps forward. “WHAT THE HELL ARE YOU?”

      I grab his chest and drag him to me, putting to rest his feeble attempt to fight me off. “I am your worst nightmare. Tell me where the one who started this is. Where is the woman who is making you?”

      He tries to shove me. I kiss him, dropping his husk to the floor next to his friend’s. When I lift my face each of the other people in the crowd appear as though they might play along.

      “There is a woman making you. She is named Lillith. Where is she?”

      A girl at the back mutters, “She’s in Ireland. I was there with her a few days ago. She has a man who moves with a wink. He’s not a vampire or a succubus.”

      “Is she staying somewhere in particular?” Lorelei asks. She knows Ireland well.

      The girl’s eyes dart about uneasily before she nods. “She is but I don't know the place. I was brought there and taken from there by the winking man.”

      Lorelei walks to the front of the crowd. It parts like she is parting the sea as she walks to the girl. She rests her hand upon the girl’s head. “I know where we’re going.” She turns and walks back. She pauses when her eyes meet mine, recognizing the expression on my face. Her gaze lowers as she spins, grabbing a man close to her with magic and tossing him to the side. We all leap at that exact moment, all of us. I am killing as quickly as the rest of them. Gwen and Lorelei are fighting and tossing the wounded our way to kill. Within moments the room is silenced as the last body drops to the floor.

      I turn, wiping blood from my lips and pulling my wings back in. Giselle pulls hers back in and smiles at me. “I like killing them. That's not bad, right?”

      I shake my head, still breathing heavily and prepared for something else. With us there’s always something else.

      But no one comes into the main room. I sniff the air, noticing the clean scent in the breeze coming in the broken front of the building.

      “Lorelei, I really want to be seen again,” Blake calls from his invisibility. “You just threw a dead guy right at me.”

      She snaps a finger and Blake pops into view in front of me. “Tired of it already?”

      He grins. “It wasn't as awesome as I imagined.”

      She holds a hand out for me. I walk to it, letting her put an image into my mind. I hold my hands out, winking us to the spot where Lillith apparently is.

      It’s an old mansion, sort of cool looking. It isn’t at all what I expected. I figured she’d be in a garden, done up as a mad fairy or something. Gwen nudges Lorelei, muttering softly, “Ya sure we should go in?” Her Scottish accent is cool.

      Lorelei shakes her head. “No. She might be some all-powerful savage and kill us but what else is there to do?”

      “I don't know. But this feels off and the sun will be rising soon.”

      “You should go. We’ll catch up after we look inside.”

      Gwen frowns. “That's not what I meant.”

      “I know. But you’re right, the sun is coming.” Lorelei gives Blake a smile. “Can you and Giselle take Shulster and Gwen somewhere for the night? Maybe Shane’s?” She speaks to Gwen, “We won’t be long. She’s either going to kill us or not be here. This is the moment we’ve been waiting for. It won’t be some anticlimactic fight in a dining room. It’s going to be a trap, more than likely.”

      Gwen rolls her eyes. “Ya crazy woman, this isn’t a movie.”

      Lorelei grins. “But it feels like one. Shane, darling, you wanna go with them please and show Gwen where she can sleep?” She bats her lashes, I swear forcing a nod from him.

      Blake takes their hands, winking them away with Giselle and Shane.

      Lorelei gives me a harsh look. “We’re screwed. I can feel the spell on the lands. The moment we landed, she knew we were here. We gotta either run or go inside and face the music.”

      I’m so glad she’s sent everyone else away. “I always like to face things head on. Let’s do that.”

      I grab her hand and wink-run to the front door of the house. I glance up at a balcony and wink to it. It’s beautiful and set up as an outdoor dining area. Lorelei opens the door, stepping in. The house is silent. She walks down the hall with me following. My entire body is on edge. I can’t feel the magic in the air, but I can feel the anxiety of it all.

      We search the top floor, finding no signs of life. No one is staying here. I presume it’s a trap. I grip to Lorelei’s hand, hoping we get the chance to wink if we need to.

      I wink us down the stairs to the foyer. When we turn she’s there, leaning against the wall. I have to assume it’s her. She’s stunning, scary stunning. She doesn't look the way she should.

      She’s so beautiful I feel like I’m staring at art and not a person at all. She has dark hair and gray eyes. She’s taller than I thought she would be and still so very young. She smiles and I can only compare the beauty to Giselle. She is perfect. Her face has no makeup, merely alabaster skin with a kind of glow to it, like she’s been in the sun a bit. Her tall, thin body has curves in the right places, pronounced by the tight dress and heels. She puts me in mind of a businesswoman, not a fairy or an elf. She doesn't look like the fae, the way they always look a bit hippieish. She’s elegant and her face has me convinced, instantly, she’s innocent in all of this.

      “I have wanted to meet you both for so long.” Her voice is smooth with an English accent similar to the queen’s. “You have become so famous now.” Her dark eyes meet mine, and I don't know who I am until Lorelei blasts me with my Dorian and my other memories that Lillith is trying to steal. His name reverberates through my body, reminding me I hate this woman.

      “I see you are barely hanging on, Aimee. The fact you’ve been able to resist the spell is remarkable.” Her eyes dart to Lorelei. “You are an amazing credit to the witches of the world.” She sniffs the air, slightly lifting her perfect face. “The Blackwater witches—theirs is a power I have wanted forever. You know, they say the witch hunters are the reason the witches took their magic to the bayou.” Her dark eyes sparkle with mischief. “But that's not entirely true. The waters were protected. They were the only place the witches could hide from me. I wanted them so badly.” She grins and I see the malice and evil inside her. “And you have brought them right to me.”

      Lorelei doesn't back down. She isn’t intimidated at all. “Try and take them.”

      Lillith laughs, lifting her face as though she is batshit crazy, as Lorelei always says. She has the evil-genius laugh down pat. She stops laughing, lowers her face, and smiles peacefully.

      She is a crackpot.

      It’s obvious why everyone is scared of her. She’s not sane at all.

      She swallows and nods, seemingly having a conversation we cannot hear. “It was lovely to have met you both. I am so grateful I got to finally see you.” She stares directly at me. “I am sorry you don't get to see how this all plays out. I wish you had been smarter than to come here.” She shakes her head. “Lorri is an idiot. She always was. She never saw this for what it was and what it might have been.” She snaps her fingers and a raging ball of fire hits us. Lorelei locks eyes with me as the flames smother us both.

      I shriek but suddenly I am standing on the grass, staring at the mansion again with a weakening scream slipping from my lips and my hand shading my face.

      Lorelei sighs. “That was hard to maintain.”

      I peer down, realizing my feet have not left the spot they were in when Blake and Giselle took Gwen and Shulster away. “What just happened?”

      Lorelei scoffs at me like I’m an idiot. “Like I was gonna risk going in there.”

      “You might have told me.”

      “Astral projections work better when the person being projected believes it’s real. Just how that works.” She gives me back the same shitty frown I’m giving her. “You coulda trusted I wouldn't hurt you, jackass.”

      “That was evil.” I wink us to Shane’s, still shaking off the sensation of being an astral projection. I seriously thought we were burning up.

      Everyone gives us an expectant stare. In fact, they are identical. “Well?”

      I begin, “She’s a nutbar who wants to take over the world and get her revenge. She’s powerful and evil. There was nothing new there.”

      Lorelei points out. “And she’s strong. Stronger than me for sure.”

      “And hot. No guys can come. I swear you won’t make it. You’ll join her team in a heartbeat.”

      Blake winces. “How hot?”

      Lorelei motions her head at Giselle. “Giselle and Aimee’s sister combined. She’s perfect and beautiful.”

      He concedes, “I’m out, no matter what. I can’t betray you guys again, and I know I will.”

      “Her face is super familiar. I’ve never seen her before, but I feel as if I know her.”

      Shane gives me a dubious look. “Ophelia and her brother, obviously. They must have resembled her a little.”

      I shake my head. “I guess, I don't know. She was different than the shit I’ve seen. She wasn't how I expected or how the art showed her or anything. She isn’t even blonde.”

      Lorelei chimes in, “I agree. She didn't look the way I expected either. She’s far more powerful than I imagined as well.”

      “She took all that fae magic from her kids. She’s going to be a beast.” Shane shakes his head. “We don't stand a chance at killing her if Lorelei isn’t stronger than her.”

      “I can kill her but I don't know how to get close enough. She did the whole hellfire thing to us.”

      Blake scowls. “How are you still with us? Can we withstand hellfire?”

      I turn, giving Lorelei a dirty look. “Oh, we went in as astral projections.” She offers me a sweet smile.

      Blake misses the tone I am offering. “That was smart. I never even would have thought of going without your bodies.”

      “Yeah, me either.”

      Lorelei sticks her tongue out at me again as Marcus saunters into the room. He wraps an arm around her waist and kisses beside her mouth, taking a long draw of her cheek before kissing again. I feel like a voyeur seeing something forbidden. It’s intimate and makes me jealous.

      “Can you send me back?” I ask, trying not to look at Marcus.

      “Yeah,” Lorelei mutters, “I think I should be able to. I was able to send you as an astral projection the last time because of the connection between you and Dorian. His love drew you there. It should work again. The moon will be ready tomorrow night.”

      “Okay.”

      Shane saunters over, leaning in. “We need to deal with Sam.”

      I nod at Lorelei, earning a scowl in return. “Sam,” I mouth.

      Her eyes narrow. She gives Gwen a smile. “Enjoy your sleep. We have to go find our rogue teammate.”

      Gwen links her arm into Shulster’s and waves. “Night everyone!”

      Giselle frowns. “You mind if I stay behind? I don't want to watch you and Sam shout at each other.”

      I love her bluntness. “It’s fine. I was going to ask Blake to stay anyway, hang with the kids.”

      “Yeah, I could go for some normalcy.” Blake shrugs and strolls into the living room to challenge the kids to a game.

      Lorelei steps out the back door with Marcus in tow. She can locate Sam, at least to a general location. Shane and I follow her out.

      She closes her eyes, calling the winds and other shit. I don't honestly need to pay attention to it so I don't. “East St. Louis.”

      “That's random.”

      She shakes her head. “No, it’s the epicenter for sin in the US. Detroit and St. Louis are the roughest places in America.”

      That makes me worry. I hold a hand out for her to shock me with the love I feel slipping away.

      We link and I wink. I’ve been to both cities several times. We appear next to a blood brothel I closed down before. It’s a red brick building in a terrible state of disrepair.

      “This place is a shit hole,” Marcus mutters, peering around in disgust.

      I nod. “They have so little left here. The infrastructure is in the toilet. Highest crime rate in the country, and yet they laid off thirty people from the police force the last time I paid attention to that sort of thing. I remember Miles Davis’ house was vandalized last time I read up on East St. Louis.”

      “This isn’t from the wars?” Shane raises an eyebrow.

      I shake my head. “No, it looked like this last time I was here.” It looks like an old war zone, the kind you see in post-apoc films where the grass and weeds have reclaimed the land and are starting to cause the buildings to collapse.

      “Wow. I had no idea it was this bad.”

      I shrug at him. “What does it matter now? It matches the rest of the country.”

      His face is forlorn as he realizes how right I am. “This is awful. We need to find a way to make this end. There won’t be a world to save if we don't stop it.”

      He sounds like Ned Flanders on The Simpsons. I can’t even agree with him, even though I do, because I am totally expecting him to say gosh diddly dang at any second.

      We walk, smelling the air and sensing the evil around us. “I smell evil. Lots of it,” I mutter, lifting my face to the warm breeze.

      Shane shrugs. “I can feel it in the air. But not Sam.”

      Lorelei points to the right. “He’s that way.” We follow her as if she’s Toucan Sam. She leads us down a road where a group of young men watch us from a driveway. Shane’s eyes narrow as one of them stands up and strides toward us. “What you doing in these parts? You wanna give us that ass or you want us to take it?”

      Lorelei spins, stopping Marcus from doing anything first. “Excuse you?” She has a serious thing with dirty talking. I assume it's the whole living through the sixties and seventies three times—she’s a prude. Her being with Marcus is a mystery to me. He always seems so nasty. He’ll say anything to make you uncomfortable at the same time Lorelei makes you a mai tai and some cookies.

      “What you deaf, bitch? I said show me that a—” Lightning shoots from the sky, striking him where he stands. His friends all groan and recoil, laughing at him.

      The man twitches, trying desperately to finish the sentence, but the more he tries to say “ass” the more she strikes him with lightning. Eventually, he falls to the ground, jerking and muttering “ass.” His group of friends are laughing and pointing.

      It’s an odd example of friendship for me.

      Lorelei turns and stomps off.

      Shane snickers—actually snickers—and Marcus laughs boldly. He points at the man and shouts, “That’ll teach you to talk dirty to my lady!”

      It feels weird to walk away, leaving him alive. I turn as we get half a block away and run back. I’m wink-running until I reach the urine-soaked man. I send him to meet his maker, no doubt Satan. I turn and grab the other men. Each of them try to escape but I wink, catching and sucking them dry. After a moment, they’re all dead and my hands are coated in blood.

      Shane enters the decaying house I’ve broken into, giving me an uncertain look. “You okay?”

      I shake my head. “They had to die.”

      He nods. “Okay.”

      The light filtering into the room from the holes in the walls and the broken windows catches my eye. I notice the way the dust dances in the light. It swirls and twirls and then I’m on my knees sobbing tearless noises.

      Lorelei’s hand is on my arm, shooting me full of him again. I can’t cry, but I heave from the waves of forgotten love smashing against me.

      She massages the spot she has burned me with my own love. “It’ll pass. We simply let it go too long.”

      The room filled with dead men is an example of what happens when we let it go too long. The indifference means I have to kill. Shaking and trembling with overwhelming emotion, I stand and walk from the house. Marcus has a suspicious tone, “I think we should stick you in the black water too.”

      I flip him the middle finger and pace past him in the direction we had been going. I step over the dead man as if he’s nothing but a bag of garbage on the road.

      I hate this life.

      I hate it more when we finally find Sam. Lorelei stops outside a place that smells like cruelty.

      “Blood brothel?”

      She replies, “I think so. Feels like one.”

      Marcus swallows hard. “You don't mind if I help with the life ending, do you?” He licks his lips, earning him a swat from Lorelei. “Keep it in your pants, pervert.”

      It makes me smile, through the stench of the evil burning my nose.

      Shane pats him on the back. “If I happen to have one that fights, I’ll toss her your way.”

      Marcus swallows again as if he can already taste the blood. “Appreciate it, mate.”

      When we get inside, the stench of death is overwhelming to the senses. I don't quite know if a single person is alive upstairs, but the entire bottom floor of the brothel is a slaughterhouse. Sam sits behind the counter, frowning at us as we enter. My eyes dart to the carnage, giving away my thoughts on the whole thing. He shrugs when I gape back at him. “Don't look at me like that, Aimes. I couldn't help myself. I tried to fight it but they were evil and God was telling me to do it. I had to.”

      I can hear in his voice that the change is gone. He is normal again.

      Lorelei’s eyebrows knit together. “Sam, did you kill everyone?”

      He admits, “Even the dog. I don't know why. He came at me like he was protecting them and I killed him. I didn't know I could kill an animal with a kiss but I did. He tasted so innocent it was hard to swallow.”

      My heart aches at the hollow sound of his voice. He runs a hand through his messy dark hair and shakes his head. “I don't know why I came here. I can’t seem to find Hanna. I don't know what day it is.”

      Lorelei grabs him, hitting him with a dose of the real stuff. He moans, clutching his heart and doubling over. Lorelei seems sickened and even Marcus appears distraught. Sam wails and Lorelei takes all our hands. I wink us to the bayou, certain this is where she wants to be. I know she will want him in the water with the rest.

      Our family is getting smaller and smaller.

      Sam walks to the water on his own. He glances back at me, regret filling his eyes. “Sorry, Aimes. I didn't mean for it to happen like this. I wanted to help.”

      I nod. “See you when she’s dead and we can end the spell.”

      He smiles, breaking my heart with his perfection and despair. He really is the most beautiful man.

      He takes his first steps into the water, jumping back screaming like it burns. “Holy God, do I have to go in there? Is it going to burn the whole time? I don't think I can live through that.”

      Lorelei’s eyes dart to me and then him. “It shouldn't burn.” She lifts her hands, calling the juju. I turn back, glancing at the cabin and the old woman standing in the doorway. She lifts her hand, waving at me like we’re old friends. Not like she’s the person who sucked my man dry as a bargain to save my life and O’s. I can’t hate her though. She is what she is. So I wave back, feeling weird about the private exchange.

      Lorelei chants louder, drawing my attention back to her. Suddenly, the wind races around us and the rain pours down. Lightning strikes the ground all over the beach and thunder rumbles so close it’s inside me almost.

      But nothing happens. Sam is still standing on the beach, confused and in agony.

      Lorelei lowers her arms and the weather stops completely, instantly becoming the calm and humid bayou. She turns and shakes her head. “They won’t take him. They said he’s got bad juju from the angels.”

      Sam shakes his head. “I’m half siren so it can’t be all bad.”

      Lorelei shrugs. “Maybe they hate sirens.”

      I point. “They took Hanna.”

      “I don't know, Aimee,” Lorelei snaps at me, clearly exhausted. “They just said no. That's it.”

      I sigh, grabbing Sam and winking home, leaving the rest of them to get home with Shane.

      Only when we land, we aren’t home. We’re in Lydia’s yard. Her house is destroyed and her land is charred. It is gone. The sad and lonely house at the end of the street lined with massive trees is gone.

      I drop to my knees in the dirt and broken concrete. Sam drops next to me, staring at the ruins of what we once called home.

      Neither of us speaks, we stare and mourn. We have nothing left. It hits then. There is nothing left in the world for us. She has taken it all.

      Sam gives me a blank face. “What are we going to do?”

      “I don't know.” I shrug. “But we have to do it sooner than later because she is only getting worse and the world is only getting sicker.”

      He takes my hand and lifts me up, pulling me to the yard. We walk down to the water where the dock remains intact. We sit there, staring at the lake in silence. I lean my head on his shoulder and take in the deep breaths of him. At least I still have him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          I’ll kill you again

        

      

    

    
      The setting sun on my back is warm. I sense it the most where my wings are located, beneath the skin. I don't know why that is, but the sun hitting there is akin to a perfect sleep in or a hot bath. It soothes the soul.

      It’s one of the few things that make me think we still have souls—I can feel mine being soothed.

      The view doesn't make me feel better.

      My mom is crying on the back steps. She’s alone, sobbing into her hands. I shouldn't but I can’t help myself. I stroll into the yard as if casually walking by, and wave at her nonchalantly. “Hey, Mom.”

      She lifts her face, smiling all of a sudden. She dries her eyes, assuming I can’t see her wiping them because I’m all the way on the far side of the yard. She has no idea how far I can see now. When I get closer she smiles harder, faking it completely. “Hey, sweetie. How’s it going?”

      I shake my head, sitting next to her. “No too bad. Sort of busy with work and stuff.” I don't remember if I’m in college or not. I don't remember the last time I spoke to them. Everything is a blur. I am certain Blake has told them a lie of sorts—he must have.

      “Your dad said that the East Coast was bombed and Seattle has a sickness they’re trying to kill with fire.” The tears fill her eyes again. “The world is so broken. I don't know if we’ll ever get it back.” She wipes her face, rolling her eyes. “I know I’m being silly, but it feels hopeless.”

      I turn, hoping there is some compassion left in me. It’s been almost an hour since I saw Lorelei last. “I think that the saying about only when it’s dark enough can you see the stars—that saying was made for this moment. You watch, something amazing is going to happen. It’ll fix all of this.”

      She shakes her head, gazing down. She’s completely defeated, my optimistic and upbeat mother. “No, honey. We need to realize this is it. There are no more freighters coming in with food and the stores are bare. The power flickers now constantly. They say we are so close to losing it that it’ll be days, not weeks. The president has done his final-thoughts speech. We are on our own. It’s martial law in cities but these small towns are on their own.” She turns, giving me a silver-eyed stare-down. “You need to stay here now.”

      I wince. I should have known it would come to this. “Mom, me and Blake are in on the solution. We are part of the team trying to help. I can’t stay, but I can tell you I’m all right and the world will be too.”

      The smile that comes off her face is so patronizing I could swat her. “That’s nice, honey.”

      She doesn't believe me at all. I smile back, glancing behind me for my dad. It’s so weird, but we are still close from the lifetimes where she died. He doesn't know that's why, but it is. He sees me through the window and waves, coming out onto the deck with a weak and exhausted face. “Hey, kiddo. I was wondering when you were going to grace us with your visit. I assumed when the bombs dropped you’d be here right away, but I know your job is important.”

      Thank God, the lie I told them is actually close to the truth. That makes it easier.

      “It is. I just wanted to pop in and say I’m safe. I also wanted to make sure you knew the world does have a plan.”

      My dad lifts his eyebrows like he might laugh at me any second. “For what?”

      “To stop the wars.”

      He snorts. “Oh, Aimee. You can’t believe the propaganda. The world is done for. The United States has fallen. Europe has fallen. The Middle East is done. Asia is buried in diseases; they aren’t moving a single thing there, no planes and no trade. Africa is on fire. South America is gone to the corrupt. There are a few places in the world, like this one, where life isn’t touched by it all, apart from the food. But we can grow. We can manage. The town has put together a plan for invaders and surviving. We’re lucky our winters aren’t bad. We can survive when the power goes out.”

      I forgot how bad things are.

      But it doesn't make me give up hope. I still believe there is a solution. I take my mom’s hand and my dad’s and squeeze. “Have faith.” My dad looks confused and my mom amused. I have never said a thing like it in my life. But I mean it. I want them to believe the world can be saved and that we can save it. I want them to be safe from the heartbreaking sadness that follows an apocalypse.

      I get up and walk down the stairs, waving at them. “I have to go back to help but I’ll keep in touch. I swear, I’ll find a way.”

      My parents seem ready to fight me on this, but I hurry to the side of the house and wink, before they can. I land inside Shane’s house and glance around. Lorelei isn’t here. Luckily, no one in town knows we are here. They can’t see anything but the house.

      When I look down at my hand I see the green glow of the astral projection spell she put on me earlier. If I go to sleep and see him, I’ll remember him. I need to wait for Lorelei to come, like we planned. She wants to supervise my dream walk so she has answers when I wake.

      I wink to my room, hoping she’s there. But she isn’t. I fall onto my bed, closing my eyes when my head hits the pillow, certain she’ll be here any second.

      Immediately, I’m in the same dark corridor.

      I don't see or hear anyone again.

      Everything is slowly becoming a fuzzed-out haze. I step from the shadows, not seeing anyone.

      Where am I?

      The answer sits on the tip of my tongue. I’m supposed to be here, but I can’t remember why or where here is.

      I take another step, noticing the way everything feels fake. I can’t touch or feel or smell or see anything, not really. It’s not real.

      One word sits on my tongue, a name. I don't know why I want to say it, but I do.

      “Dorian.”

      The name reminds me I need him. I need to say it again. I repeat the word. “Dorian.”

      It echoes in the air, the strange smelling air.

      “You came back.”

      I turn, confused as to why I’ve called him. Dorian stands there, sexy as hell, but softer than I remember him being.

      “You’re still not dead, right?”

      I glance down at my feet, not even sure why. “I don't know.”

      He walks to me, placing a hand on my chest. I shove him back. “What are you doing?”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “I assumed we were at the touching point of our relationship, love.”

      “Relationship?” The word makes me laugh. “What relationship? You’re dead and I’m awesome.”

      His eyebrows both lift. “And humble, let's never forget that part.”

      “Coming from you, that's a compliment.”

      He grabs my arm. “What is this game? Your heart is beating and you’re here but you seem different, cold.”

      I try to pull back, but he hangs on harder, hauling me into his embrace. He grabs my face, pressing his lips to mine forcefully. I try to knee him in the balls as a thousand things filter back into my head and heart. The impact knocks me to the ground. I cry out, winded by the force of it all. He drops to his knee, offering me a hand. “What is going on?”

      Though exhausted and completely drained, I grin like a fool at him. “Hi.”

      He chuckles. “Wow, I always thought you calm for a girl. But now I realize you simply developed slower than the others. Bring on the mood swings and hormones I suppose.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “You’re back.”

      I roll my eyes. “Lillith cast a spell on us, all of us. It makes us become like the other fallen. We are killing whoever and ignoring the problems.”

      His eyes grow serious. “What?”

      I cling to him in desperation. “We are becoming the way Jonathan, Oliver, and Anthony were.”

      “No.”

      “Yeah. It’s a spell she has cast on the Earth. Or on the fallen. Anyway, it’s severe.”

      His hand drags down my cheek. “How are you able to fight it?”

      The thought of my answer makes me smile, again like a fool. “You. The feather you gave me is representative of our love. It's my anchor. It keeps me grounded.”

      He reaches into his pocket and produces my feather. “You scared me. I thought maybe I had dreamt you coming the first time.” He hands me the feather, pressing it into my palm. I sigh as the feeling of it against my skin takes the edge off, dispersing her magic completely.

      “No. I came for you. I just had to fight harder this time to remember why I came.”

      He brushes his lips against mine softly. The force is gone. It’s delicate and sweet. Exactly the way I remember from the last time. He moans and stands up, lifting me too. “I would love nothing like spending the time we have in here alone. But this is serious. We need to see Lorri.”

      “Okay.” I feel bad about failing her. I wish we had done better. But the thought is fleeting as Dorian slips his fingers through mine and wraps his other arm around me. We travel like the wink to a spot inside a building. Lorri is at a table. Her eyes lift and narrow when she sees me. “If you’re dead, Aimee, you better run, ‘cause I’m going to kill you all over again.”

      The threat brings an instant smile to my lips. “I missed you.”

      She grins, harsh and scary-like, but it’s still a grin. “You better not be dead. I won’t miss you, let me tell you.”

      “I’m not dead. I’m a projection, a spell from Lorelei.”

      She grins for real suddenly. “I knew I liked that girl.”

      Dorian kisses the side of my head and breathes me in before speaking softly, “Aimee has an explanation for the actions of the fallen, an excuse for us all.”

      Lorri cocks an eyebrow. “Do tell.”

      “When they fell with you, there was an influence on the planet or on them. Lillith has some kind of witchy shit going on. It affects our kind only.” I swallow hard, hating that this will bring up old wounds for her. “So when Jonathan and Oliver were acting like psychotic perverts, they were only acting on Lillith’s behalf. She cast a spell, probably forever ago, on the Earth or the fallen. It makes us indifferent to the Earth and people. It makes us act like Jonathan on a bad day.”

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “No.”

      “Oh my God, that makes so much sense. Of course.” She swallows hard, her eyes darting to Dorian. “But how does she keep it running? Spells take work. It has to be outside of her now, a spell being continued by something or someone.”

      “I don't know. We haven’t been able to find her. She’s using everything in her books on us.”

      Lorri sighs. “How is everyone down there fairing with that?”

      “I don't know about the spell but we are a mess. Everyone is a hot mess. Everything is a hot mess. The world is lost, Lorri. We have lost it.”

      Her eyes narrow as she gets up and walks to me. “I want the long and detailed explanation.”

      She links arms with me, an intimate act I never would have expected from her. We walk, the three of us, and I tell them both the long version of exactly what has transpired.

      I finish the story and both are silent in contemplation. Finally, Dorian nods. “We knew Lydia was right about the kids being important in the final battle—only we never knew she meant for Lillith’s side.”

      Lorri appears annoyed and ready to punch someone in the head. “I don't understand how we missed one of the kids being Lillith’s? I don't understand how this has been such a cock up. It was simple—make redeeming angels, kill Lillith. How has it gone so wrong?”

      “I think she was prepared for you to do your thing. She most likely knew what you made all along.”

      Lorri agrees, “Of course she did, she knows everything somehow. It’s odd the human angels are the only ones who are able to resist.” Her eyes gloss over as she paces. “I wonder why that is.”

      Dorian brushes a hair from my face, staring too long and too hard. His eyes say everything his lips do not. He brushes his lips against mine softly and then I am on my bed. I hate leaving him there, but clutching the feather tightly in my hand lessens the bad feelings.

      I still have no answers. I kissed him. I saw Lorri but didn't get a single answer.

      Lorelei slowly creeps into my room, checking to see if I’m awake.

      “I’m up.”

      “Oh good. I was wondering when the spell would wear off. What did they say? Did you see Lorri this time?”

      I nod and yawn, completely exhausted. I repeat every word we spoke in monotone along with a series of yawns and stretches.

      “Oh my God, of course.”

      I crack an eye open, not realizing I had closed them. “What?”

      “The spell has to be outside of her. There is no way she was astral projecting herself into that house and doing hellfire and doing all the other chaotic acts she has been at if the spell is being managed by her. There is another witch, one as powerful as me for certain. There is no way it’s anyone else other than a witch with great power. Either that or a place with a tremendous amount of power.” She’s all excited and spastic, but I don't see the point of getting excited about a witch who is at least as powerful as she is.

      She must be able to sense my confusion because she rolls her eyes. “I can track magic done by regular witches, quite well too.”

      “Oh. Okay. I need sleep though, so can you wake me up when the tracking is complete?”

      She slaps me on the butt, agreeing, “Will do,” and leaves the room. I close my eyes again and drift into a slumber where every moment spent with Dorian is relived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          A sweet release

        

      

    

    
      I wake to someone wrapped around me. I moan and snuggle into the warmth, muttering softly, “Dorian?”

      He doesn't answer so I turn over to find Sam’s chest. I push on him but he doesn't budge. He’s wrapped completely around me. I wiggle up his body, tapping him on the face. After a moment, he wrinkles his nose. “Go back to sleep, Aimes.”

      “Why are you sleeping in here?”

      He moans and squirms into a more comfortable spot for himself, not so much for me. “Because there are way less beds here than at Lydia’s. It was you or Giselle, and I knew what would happen if I slept in a bed with Giselle.”

      “So you’re safe from temptation here because of what? My scales or my horns?”

      He cracks a dark eye and smiles wider. “Shane was in her bed. I figured he didn't want me there too.”

      I shove him. “Ass.” He pulls me in tighter. “You know I’m kidding.” His voice grows serious. “Actually, I kept having terrible dreams on the couch so I came in here and they went away.”

      I turn and stare up at the ceiling, enjoying the warmth of another person for a change.

      “You think Hanna is ever going to love me again?”

      “Yeah. I think when they all wake up from the Lillith haze, they’ll all be really embarrassed. Especially Aleks. He’s so honorable and kind. He’s going to be crushed he was doing the free love and ‘let’s share ladies’ thing.”

      Sam snorts. “He has been acting insane. It’s so out of character for him. I think Ben will be the only one who doesn’t care. Lucas is going to want to die. Ari will cope, she always does. But Lucas is going to want to kill everyone who touched her. He’s a savage.”

      “Yup, pretty much.”

      “I’m so glad I never laid a finger on her.” He looks down at me. “You didn't do anything regrettably awful, did you?”

      “I did. I killed people for no reason. The call of Lillith for me was all about freeing people and sending them to God. I never did anything with anyone though.”

      “Of course you didn't.” He winces. “I did however, and killed a ton of people.” He stops and frowns. “But I still don't feel bad for it. It’s so weird.”

      “Which kid do you think is Lillith’s?”

      “I don't know.” He shakes his head. “I guess I always wondered about all of them. We are such an oddity and there is no way of knowing because the moms always die, the dads always split, and the traits aren’t recognizable until the kids are older.” He scowls. “I suppose the fact that they’ve shown their powers so early is odd too. It’s usually later.”

      “Like Ari.”

      He nods.

      Lorelei opens the door, glancing in. “I think I know where she’s running that spell from.”

      “When is this not going to be my life?” I sigh.

      She folds her thin arms across her massive chest. “Y’all get up. I don't even want to discuss when this shit ain’t gonna be your life. You wanna talk about hard done by? I’ve just stopped repeating the same decades, over and over like that weird movie about the groundhog. Now get up!” She slams the door shut.

      Sam beckons his head toward the door. “That's my regret. I wish I’d had a go at her when my morals were corrupted.”

      I roll my eyes. “Boys are gross.”

      “She’s hot and if she keeps Marcus in line. I hate to see what kind of disturbing twists we are talking about.”

      “Extra gross.” I slip from his embrace and drag on some pants and a tank top. I don't do the whole shy thing anymore. I don't care that he saw me in my underwear and bra. I almost miss the girl I used to be. Shy wasn't ever a bad thing.

      He’s up and dragging on a sweater when I turn around. He gives me a crooked grin. “You got a nice butt, Aimes.”

      “Dude,” I moan and grab my boots, winking to the kitchen. Shane hands me a piece of toast as if on cue. Grasping it in my teeth, I drag my boot on. Blake strolls in holding his cell phone out with a worried look.

      “What?”

      “It’s dead. There’s no more cell service. I tried calling on the house phone and it’s gone too.”

      “The day is not starting out awesome,” I groan and drag my other boot on. “I hope my parents are okay.”

      “They’re fine. I was just there.”

      I cock an eyebrow at Blake. “How’s Alise?”

      He shrugs. “Sexy and horrid. You know, the same.”

      I shake my head as Shane swats him. “You know the rules on humans.”

      Blake grins, blushing and looking down. “We were only talking.”

      Shane rolls his eyes. “Yeah, she’s always real talkative.”

      Lorelei stomps into the kitchen like she’s Lorri and nods at me. I lift my head from my grumbling mood and lukewarm toast. She touches me and puts a vision in my mind. A place to wink to.

      I hold a hand out and we flash from the kitchen to a rainforest. Lorelei narrows her gaze, scanning the area around us. She’s using her ‘spidey senses’ to track, but it looks more like she’s plotting something really evil. She gives me a look. “It’s a remote place in the Andes Mountains. Someone else has used it as a place to mark themselves. A witch. Lillith is using that imprint to work her spell.”

      She might as well be speaking Greek. Actually, I might do okay with Greek. This, not so much. She sees the blank stare coming off us and moans. “The mark or imprint is like a stain. A witch can pick up the magic left behind by the witch who left her imprint here.” She shakes her head and stalks into the woods muttering, “It’s not important.”

      She takes us to a tree, stopping and looking up at it. “Wow. Whatever this tree is, it’s powerful. It’s really powerful.” She turns. “Can y’all feel it?”

      I feel nothing, and when I glance about the group of us, no one else seems to get what she’s feeling. She runs her hands in the air like a mime, a sexy mime. Marcus cocks an eyebrow. “Lorelei, love. There’s nothing there.”

      “There is. It’s an ancient tree. It’s something special to the fae. She’s using her magic to taint the tree and steal from the fae.”

      “Can you stop it?”

      She nods. “It’s going to work. I need a blood sacrifice and Grandmamma Holt.”

      I wince but Marcus grabs my hand. “To the bayou, driver.” I roll my eyes and wink us both there. She’s standing at the entrance to her cottage, already holding a hand out. Her grandson, Ramón, grins at me. “She don’t leave the bayou so often, cher. She ain’t gonna like dis none.”

      Marcus offers her his hand. “I will protect you with my life.”

      She takes his hand, shocking Marcus and me. “I trust ya. Ya got bad juju but ya love with more heart den most peoples wit a heart.”

      I have to assume it’s a compliment. Marcus acts like a proud peacock. Momma Holt gives me a devilish glare. “Ya sin eater, I no trust ya.”

      Smug isn’t even the right word for Marcus. I grab their hands and wink us back to the rain forest.

      Momma Holt gasps as we land. She runs her hands through the air like a mime too. Marcus guides her like she’s the queen, milking her approval of him for all it’s worth. I could kick him but she already thinks I’m the devil.

      Shane’s eyes speak volumes as I walk to him, observing as Momma Holt and Lorelei go silent. They wave hands and call winds and drip their blood all around the tree. “This place feels spooky,” Shane comments.

      “Yup.”

      Finally, Lorelei speaks to me, “Y’all know an innocent we could carve up for the blood sacrifice?”

      “No.” I press my lips together, desperately trying to think of someone I would offer up.

      My mind draws a total blank but Marcus grins. He walks to me, taking my hand again. “Aimee, do you recall that lovely friend of Ben and Lucas’ who always wears the stunningly short shorts?”

      “Janine. She’s a ho. She isn’t innocent. At all.” I scoff.

      He licks his lips. “She isn’t the one I’m thinking of. Her sister has vowed celibacy.”

      Lorelei tilts her head. “Marcus, that doesn't make her innocent.”

      He nods. “I’m aware of that, love. But I have had her blood and she is pure. Especially pure.”

      “She’s fae. She’s a werewolf.”

      He nods again. “That doesn't work?”

      Momma Holt scoffs at him, making me smile for a change. “No fae to offer dey blood to da tree. Need human blood.”

      I wince, thinking about it but it makes perfect sense. I give Marcus a hopeful face. “You want to come with me?”

      He takes my hand roughly, muttering about how he had been certain it was a good idea. I roll my eyes and wink us to the one place I can think of. The church back home. Marcus walks in acting like he’s burning up. He sounds more like the wicked witch than a vampire though, and his theatrics are a little over the top.

      He laughs and nudges me. “Pull that stick from your arse, Aimee. Laugh a little. It was funny.”

      Ignoring him, I walk to the small room at the back where I know the church workers are. The door to the room is open a sliver, revealing the lady I have in mind. I have known her my entire life. She’s sweet and kind and caring. I hate myself, but I open the door and gesture toward Marcus. “Convince my friend here that she wants to save the rest of us.”

      Marcus walks past me, smiling at the elderly woman. Instantly, she’s dazzled, like all women. Marcus is perfection wrapped around a cynical and shitty interior. He takes her hand, kissing it and taking a small taste of her. He wrinkles his nose. “She has a gambling addiction and beats her kids.”

      “Damn. If she’s a sinner, we are screwed.”

      Something else dawns on me. Something I recall from a long time ago. I take his hand and wink. We are standing in the emergency ward of the hospital—the children’s hospital that I visited Giselle in. We get in and I press the same button I pressed when she was in the hospital.

      “This place is a wreck.”

      “It’s been damaged in the war.”

      He shrugs. “Won’t be much left soon.”

      The thought is defeating. When we get to the floor I turn to the right and walk the way I did before, turning into the first room that has a patient. A nurse frowns at us, mostly Marcus. But he has her subdued and nodding along with his evil plan within moments. “Ask her if this is the sickest patient here.”

      He asks and she shakes her head, fully in a trance, staring at him. She leads us from the room, taking us three doors down to a sick kid who breathes with a machine and is unconscious.

      The nurse turns and leaves, closing the door.

      Marcus shakes his head disapprovingly. “I never imagined you were this shameless.”

      I don't look at him when I answer. My eyes do not leave the small yellowish face of the gaunt child. “You haven’t been sick like this before. You haven’t been on your deathbed, begging for an angel to come and end your misery.” I gaze around at the room. “This place is falling apart from the damage the city has suffered. The nurses will soon stop coming to work when the power is out. This child could starve to death after days of being alone if that happens. Trust me, Marcus, this is the kinder fate.”

      He lifts the small girl, holding her tighter than I imagined he might. I wink us back, earning instant looks of disgust and disapproval. Apart from Giselle. She smiles at me, knowing full well I have made the right choice. She comes to us, holding her hands out. “Let me take her.”

      Marcus delicately places her in Giselle’s thin arms. Giselle turns, pressing the small girl into her chest, and walks to Lorelei. Lorelei draws a line on the girl’s battered wrist, taking blood. When she has enough she nods. Ever so softly, Giselle places a sweet kiss on the girl, releasing her to Heaven.

      A tear runs down her beautiful cheek as she lowers the girl to the grass.

      Suddenly everything feels different. Lorelei motions her head at us. “Go to Shane’s, we will get back on our own.”

      I don't know what that means. They can’t wink.

      But we listen because she knows best. She is technically our fearless leader, since Lorri died.

      We wink as a group back to Shane’s and wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          Disaster and dishonor

        

      

    

    
      I am asleep at the table when I feel the air change. I lift my head to see Lorelei step out of the air. She appears out of nowhere.

      “What was that?”

      She shrugs. “A trick I learned once from Whit and his evil family. Best way to travel when you’re a witch.”

      “Neato. How did it go?”

      She nods. “Grandmamma Holt is still there, and she’s taking down the last of it. She sent me to get the angels from the black water before we completely destroy the spell.” She holds a hand out. I take it and wink us to the bayou. She hurries to the water, calling the winds and weather again. She says her mumbo jumbo and instantly they start to rise to the surface of the dark and murky waters, like a horror movie. I shudder, imagining being in there.

      They float to the beach, each one. Ari opens her eyes first, peering around before sitting up. She coughs as black water slips down her lips and chin like a slug. I retch.

      Even Lorelei makes a face. Aleks comes next. His beautiful blue eyes meet mine but he doesn't move. He pauses, I imagine taking it all in. He’s going to be reeling from the horrors of his acts.

      Lucas and Ben open their eyes together. They flinch and shudder exactly the same. It’s weird.

      And finally, Hanna makes her way back to us, opening her eyes and sitting up immediately. She appears scared or lost, maybe worried. Her cheeks flush when she sees Aleks. I can’t even imagine how horrid they feel.

      But they do the thing I can’t imagine. They crawl to each other. She sobs into his chest as he wraps himself around her.

      Ari and Lucas kiss and hug. Ben gives me a slight wave. He seems confused but completely calm.

      Ari gives me a look before completely breaking down. She climbs from the muck and runs to me. She smells like stinky old swamp, but her thin arms around me feel amazing. I forgot how much I’ve missed her.

      Ari sobs into my shoulder, shaking us both. Her words are mumbled and blended.

      Lucas scratches his head, giving me a weird look. “Hey, Aimes.”

      I nod. “Hey.”

      Ben comes and joins the embrace. “Aimes, you smell so pretty.”

      It brings a laugh, an awkward one, from my lips. “You guys stink like swamp.”

      Lorelei thanks her ancients and turns back to me. “The spell is lifted. Y’all should be tickety-boo.”

      Ben chuckles into the embrace of Ari and me. Lucas joins in, still shuddering.

      We are a mess of mud and stink when we wink back to Shane’s. Everyone is visibly sickened and awkward.

      I don't see Sam, even though he’s the first face I look for. Shane and Blake give me expectant faces. I lift my thumb discreetly.

      Aleks and Hanna kiss, mud and all. I want to gag and maybe murder her. It’s wrong to wish her harm for falling in love when she already was in love, considering my track record. But Sam is like my soul mate. After Dorian. I don't know how to tell Sam that Hanna and Aleks are in love, obviously real love. I don't know how to break his heart that way.

      I wink to Lydia’s to find him sitting on the bench again. He doesn't make eye contact when he speaks, “She’s awake, isn’t she?”

      “Yup.”

      “And still in love with Aleks?”

      I don't answer. I don't need to. He can sense it. My chest feels like a truck has parked on it when I sit next to him. I don't have a single thing to say so I don't. We sit and stare at the water, wishing our house was still here and our family wasn't so broken and pained.

      At last, he turns and faces me, revealing a terrible look in his eyes. “I hate her. I can’t help it. I hate her and I want to fight it but I can’t. I love her so much it’s killing me.”

      This is killing me. I squeeze his hand, but he’s frozen in his bitter rage. He doesn't move. He doesn't speak again.

      Finally, I wink us to my bedroom. He sits on the bed, staring out the window. It’s my bedroom from when I was a kid. He gazes around the room, scowling. “Why are we here?”

      “So you can rest without worrying about seeing them.”

      He sighs and lies back, obviously exhausted. I tuck him in and lock the door. I wink back to Shane’s to get a shower and get the stink off me.

      Ari is in my room. She swallows hard. “Lucas is so mad at me.”

      “He can’t be. You were under a spell.”

      “I know, but he’s still angry. He won’t talk to me. I remember everything and I feel sick, but it’s not me. I would never do those things. I would never act like that. I don't know why he’s so mad.”

      I have never seen the sniveling side of Ari. She is always so strong. She is never that girl who has drama with her man.

      I rip my clothes off and jump into the shower, shouting at her from under the hot water. “He’s going to have to get past it. Everyone has to. It’s horrid but it’s the way it is. At least you aren’t Sam. Hanna is in love with Aleks and out of love with him.”

      Ari sits on the toilet. She’s already clean. “Hanna and Aleks was so expected though.”

      “What? No way. Hanna and Sam was expected.”

      “No.” She pauses. “I think when the magic of all our shit started to wear off, we had to be attracted to personalities. Sam and Hanna don't match. She’s kind of dumb like Aleks.”

      It makes me snort. “They aren’t dumb.”

      “No, they are. They both are like, ‘Ugh, me Hanna and me Aleks.’ You know? They suit with the hard Viking and badass curse-girl thing. She’s a monster and he’s a Viking, and together they can bend metal.”

      I laugh harder. “You’re kind of evil.”

      “No, I’m not. I’m right. Sam is more like you and me. He’s real. He needs someone real too.”

      “Well, don't worry, Lucas is like that too.”

      She sounds defeated. “We’ll see.”

      It makes me sad but also makes me want to smack Lucas. I shampoo again, even though I never even went into the swamp. “Do you still get the urges to push?”

      “I haven’t until today. Now I sort of do.”

      I glance at her silhouette and wince. “We thought if we made you push, made Lucas and Ben change, and made Hanna become a monster, we might be able to save you.”

      “Is that how you saved us?”

      I shake my head, rinsing the conditioner. “No. We used some witchy crap. Apparently, we broke the spell on the fallen and other angels.”

      “There was a spell? You’re sure?”

      I glance out of the shower at her, confused. “Yeah, why?”

      Her eyes narrow as if she’s trying to recall something. “I remember something that doesn't seem to fit.”

      “What?” A nervousness settles into my stomach.

      “There was a night me, Hanna, Aleks, and Lucas were at a bar. It was early on in the being angels thing and we were having a ton of fun. We were living, it felt like for the first time. A woman began talking to us like she knew what we were. She laughed at Aleks and Hanna and said I’m so sorry for before, but you can finally be together now. None of us understood it. Hanna mentioned that she was with Sam and that made the woman laugh harder. Then she was gone. Everything got much worse and we detached even more. I realize it all now, but I never noticed a single thing until the day you put me in the water.”

      She’s right, it doesn't fit. It doesn't make sense at all. “The woman might have been Lillith. But why would she apologize to Hanna and Aleks and tell them they can finally be together?”

      Ari shakes her head. “That's what I mean, it doesn't fit. It sounds more like the end of a spell, not the start of one.”

      I rinse once more before turning the shower off and climbing out. She hands me a towel and walks into my room so I can dry off. I dress, watching her stare out the window like a ghost I once heard of on a tour of a creepy old house. The woman had lost her husband at sea and spent her life staring out the window, waiting for him to come home. Ari looks like a modern version of that, the heartbreak visible on her face as she watches the ocean.

      I pull on clothes and drag her from the room, winking us to the kitchen. Lorelei is back, looking rather grim. “I found a way to get the kids into the garden, the one in Ireland. When we did the spell on the tree I gained knowledge from it. The fae spoke to me.”

      “Creepy.”

      She nods. “You know how much I love talking to them dead.” Through the window I see Lucas sitting on the grass. He seems lost too, staring at the ocean. The teenager in me just wants this shit solved. I wink, dragging Ari with me to the spot on the grass. Lucas lifts his face, squinting in the sunlight. “Hey.”

      “What is your problem?”

      He scowls. “What?” He has a confused expression. “What problem?”

      “You're acting all mopey, both of you. I want this shit over. We need to be a team again. You guys need to get past the bad things you did and forgive each other. It was the trance.”

      He shakes his head. “Aimes, I’m lost.”

      Ari puts her hands on her hips. “You’re mad at me for the things I did. I can tell.”

      His cheeks flush and his eyes lower. “It’s not you I’m mad at.” He’s ashamed. I hate bringing it up. “I feel sick for everything I did. I want to die. I want to hurt something and kill something and scream as loud as I can.” His tearful eyes lift to Ari’s, bursting at the seams with moisture. “But none of those things will take away from the dishonor I brought us both.”

      Tears stream her cheeks. Her black eyes glisten like an anime character’s might. “No. I brought you dishonor. I shamed us both. You were under a spell.”

      I back away before I either cry or barf.

      He’s up fast, grabbing her and wrapping himself around her when I turn around and wink back inside. Ben wrinkles his nose. “I wouldn't hug him, not after where he put those hands.”

      I slug him in the arm. He chuckles and rubs it. “Ow, Aimes. That hurts way more now that you’re all powerful and shit.”

      I wink him and me to my bedroom where Sam is passed out. “He needs distracting.”

      He agrees, “All right. Giselle’s all sleeping with Shane anyway. I don't think my week would have been fun solo.”

      “I’m sorry for you both. I have no idea what is going on here with the angelic-lover swap meet but this is getting creepy.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “You started it.”

      “I did not.”

      He continues, “You did. Shane and Aleks was a painful battle, but then Dorian got involved and nobody saw that coming. Least of all Aleks. Now he’s with Hanna and Shane’s with Giselle and Dorian is dead, and yet somehow my brother is completely happy. So not fair.”

      I fold my arms, trying not to hate myself too much. “I concur. There is not much that has been fair thus far.”

      “I think that wherever there was magic involved in the love, everything was false and corrupted and forced. You and Aleks, Hanna and Sam, and me and Giselle. I was drawn to her. It was a need as much as her beauty. But if I really think about it now, I don't recall talking, ever.”

      His confession brings a grin to my lips. “I know what you mean. I cannot recall what it was like before I met Aleks, only afterward. Meeting him has swayed every emotion in me. His magic was so old and so strong. There was no fighting it. Now that it’s gone, and I mean completely gone, I don’t know why I loved him. He’s kind and sweet and gentle, but I don't know why I loved him. Dorian—I can list a thousand things. I love how smug he is. He’s such a cocky bastard and he’s somehow always right. And I like that challenge. I like that he’s not obvious about his love. If you have it, you have earned it. He doesn't offer it to anyone. He’s so closed off.” My smile grows wider. “I love that he has sacrificed so much for me. He wasn't selfish in any way. He put himself last in everything. That makes me swoon. I love that even now he lies about the feather.” I pull it from my pocket and show Ben. “This feather was meant for me. It was the answer to the question of why he hated me so much. He pretends he never intended for me to see his version of everything but I know he did. He’s embarrassed and too stubborn to admit it. Again, he’s sacrificed himself for me.”

      Ben shakes his head. “Damn, you got it bad.”

      “Bad.”

      “And no magic was ever involved?”

      “No. He used magic to make me hate him, not the other way around. But there was no denying there was a thing. We had a thing. An attraction. And no matter how hard I fought it, that attraction won.”

      He nods. “That's love, Aimes. Real love.”

      I hate that he hasn't felt it. I want it so badly for him.

      “Can you two shut the hell up?”

      “You’re awake?” I glance down at Sam. He’s rubbing his eyes and annoyed at our love talk.

      “And you're in love. Yes, we covered this.”

      It dawns on me that yes, I am in love. In love. It isn’t magical or forced or a schoolgirl crush. It’s truly me loving a man I totally shouldn’t for all the wrong reasons, and yet I do. I love him.
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          Soul mates

        

      

    

    
      Sam and Ben wink onto the grass in the backyard. Ben appears a bit rough around the edges. From where I sit overlooking the ocean, they can’t see me yet. Sam straightens Ben up.

      They must be drunk.

      I get up from the rocking chair and stroll down the stairs. “What’s going on?”

      Sam cracks a grin. “Oh nothing. Ben decided we should go visit his uncle and family in Maine.”

      Ben lifts a hand sloppily. “He’s a bastard. I don't need him.”

      Sam peers back at me. “He was super friendly.”

      “Of course he was.” I wrap an arm around Ben and grip him, turning his red face to mine. I see where the openhanded slap landed on his face. His uncle embarrassed him. Rage starts to trickle through me. “He hit you?”

      He shrugs. “He just wanted to laugh at me. He said I was no family to him anymore.”

      I lift my lips, pressing them against his cheek. “You’re family to me.” I step back and wink. The rage is coming so fast I can’t contain it. I have winked right into the middle of town.

      His uncle, Janine, and all the council are still standing in the middle of the dirt road where I land. His red face twists when he sees me. “YOU GET OFF MY LAND!”

      I can’t fight the smile crossing my lips. “Come and make me.”

      He runs at me, shifting midair like we are in a cheesy vampire movie. His muzzle is wide open and aiming at my throat. I don't wink and use magic. I use my sheer strength, grabbing his face and slamming him to the ground. He whimpers a little but jumps back up. He snaps, growling and snarling at me. I slap him openhanded. It actually burns the palm of my hand a little. His head whips around but I hit him again. He snaps at my hand when I swing, making me jump back. But my wings, which I didn't even realize were out, lift me into the air a bit. I come down to the duff-covered ground and backhand him, shooting him across the entire town’s square.

      He lands with a thud but doesn't move again.

      “Any of you touch Ben or Lucas again, or anyone I love for that matter, and I won’t stop. I will not stop.” My words leave my lips in heaves as I try to get control over my breath and my rage. I want to murder every single one of them. But that's not what God would want. I point at the still breathing but completely unconscious wolf and shout, “GET A NEW LEADER TOO! IT’S INSULTING THAT THIS PIECE OF SHIT IS WHO IS IN CHARGE HERE! IT MAKES YOU ALL LOOK LIKE ASSHOLES!”

      I wink, landing back in the yard at Shane’s as blood trickles down my arm from the healing wound.

      Ben cocks an eyebrow but it’s Sam who speaks, “What the hell?”

      I look at Ben. “You don't need their approval. You have God’s and ours. We are a family. Stop going back and wishing you were one of them. You aren’t. Trust me.” I turn and stride into the house, wondering if I have heard my own words and stopped wishing I could be part of my family. I keep going back to see them. I know his pain. I know what it’s like to wish you were the same person you started life out as.

      But this isn’t that world anymore and we aren’t those people. We won’t ever be.

      When I get inside, Blake, the king of never letting go of that old life, lifts his head from the table. “Why do you smell like dog?”

      I slump next to him and steal a french fry. “I may or may not have pissed the wolves off.”

      “Awesome. At least you did something today.”

      Shane laughs. “How?”

      “I slapped around Ben’s uncle, the pack master. He’s a dick. A first-class asshole. He’s always been a jerk to me because of the type of supernatural I was. Like he’s some kind of elitist, pure-blood-bullshit prick.”

      Shane steps back. “Good to see you’re over it.”

      He makes me smile. “I am now. I swear. Knocking his ass out made me feel a lot better. Friggin’ wolves.”

      Blake coughs and Shane laughs. I steal another fry and dip it in the gravy Blake always eats them with.

      Lorelei comes in and sits next to me at the table, stealing a fry too. She dips it in the gravy and moans, “Y’all and your brown gravy. I love this stuff.”

      Blake cocks an eyebrow. “I can get you some if you like.” His shitty tone makes us all laugh. It feels like a group of friends hanging out instead of a group of immortals chuckling over Blake being stingy.

      “What is our next move?”

      Lorelei shrugs. “Getting them kids into the garden. I am gonna go today.”

      “We will escort you, in case.”

      She nods casually and seems not too worried about the whole thing, but I feel like everything has been a touch too easy.

      Ari and Lucas wink into the kitchen, grinning at each other like fools. Blake nudges me. “Honeymoon phase is back on.”

      I nod.

      Ben and Sam come staggering into the kitchen. Ari rolls her eyes. “Are you drunk? I didn't even know we could get drunk like that.”

      Sam shakes his head. “No. We are not drunk.” The way he says it makes us all laugh. “We are high on life.”

      Ben shakes his head. “No, I’m drunk.” We laugh again.

      Lorelei rolls her eyes. “Y’all can stay here then. I don't wanna worry about the kids.”

      Sam shakes his head. “I’m coming with them. I’ll take care of them.”

      “Then I suggest you get some kind of sober real fast. The fae ain’t letting no drunk guy into the garden.” She sighs and walks out to the living room where Marcus is entertaining the kids. Technically, he’s watching a movie with them. His version of entertaining them is sleeping on the couch during the day or gaming with them at night.

      I feel sorry for them. Their life is shit. They never leave the yard where the Shaman’s blessing protects them and stops the world from seeing us. They can’t do any of the things that kids do. Not that they’re regular kids.

      Ari acts like she’s trying to tell me something. I nod slowly once before winking to my room. She’s there within seconds. “Something is up with Sam.”

      “He’s crushed. Hanna and Aleks spend all their time in England. She isn’t even talking to him or trying to explain her feelings. She’s moved on and leaving it at that. I asked him if she talked to him and he said no. Nothing.”

      She winces. “I feel sick for him. I don't understand.”

      “Me either.”

      Her dark eyes look haunted. “He just seems weird. He took Ben to see their uncle when Luke told him not to. Got him drunk and took him there.”

      That bothers me. “Why’d he do that? I assumed Ben wanted to go. I didn't know Sam made him.”

      She nods. “I heard him convince Ben to go. I think he wanted Ben to stand up to their uncle but Ben isn’t like that. He’s still got enough wolf in him to know not to challenge the pack leader.”

      “Well, I challenged him enough for us both.”

      She groans. “You didn't? You realize how sexist and chauvinistic their society is? You made it look like you’re Ben’s girlfriend coming to fight for his honor.”

      The thought of it makes me chuckle. “I guess, but slapping him around made me feel a lot better.”

      Her dark eyes sparkle. “How did it feel, really?”

      “Great and Janine was there too.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Ohhh, I hate Janine. Was she wearing her hoochie shorts?”

      I nod, making Ari shake her head. “I wish you’d slapped her around a little.”

      “Me too.”

      Lorelei knocks and walks in at the same time. “Can just we three go? I don't like the look in Sam’s eyes today.”

      I nod.

      She opens the door wider, bringing all the kids in. Danny grins at me. “Beat the final level on The Last of Us. Friggin’ awesome game. You have to try it out.”

      “If I start, I’ll never leave the house. I’m in such a crappy mood.”

      He tilts his head. “Seriously, give it a go before the power cuts out and we have to live the game for real.”

      We all hold hands and I wink us to the castle in Ireland where we fought our last stand together, the last time we were all normal-ish.

      The kids shudder from the energy here. Lorelei leads us to the edge of the forest. It’s the very one we hid in when we first got here on the day of the big fight. She holds the hands of the children and begins to sing a creepy song. The wind picks up, and I don't know if it’s instinct or plain old fear, but Ari and I back up slowly. Her voice becomes louder to combat the raging winds. After a second, her words seem to become the wind. It’s a true Lord of the Rings moment for me. I wish I still had a cell phone so I could record the moment for Blake.

      “You guys didn't wait for me!” Sam stands at the side of the castle. He points. “I wanted to go with them.”

      The kids are ready to turn and run for Sam. They trust him more than anyone. But the moment they take one step, they’re gone. Sam winks to the edge of the forest as they vanish, but he falls back as if he’s run into a wall we cannot see. He gets up, pounding on the wall. His hand is hitting something. He’s raging and screaming like a savage but I don't understand why. The next time he tries to hit, his hand goes through and he stumbles into the forest.

      He stares back at us and screams as hot tears fall from his eyes.

      Ari takes another step back but I maintain my stance. I don't understand why he’s so upset. I get that none of us loved the kids the way he did. In fact, I’ve detached myself from them in the last while, trying not to notice them or be too involved. The idea one was Lillith’s made me nervous about having to kill them.

      It’s then, standing in the woods, listening to him scream that I realize he’s gone mad. It has nothing to do with the kids. He wanted to escape with them because of Hanna. I try to talk to him, regardless of the fact he’s acting like a complete nut, “Sam, baby, you have to calm down. They wouldn't want you to be like this.”

      He drops to his knees and sobs, covering his face and shaking. Lorelei is back as I reach him. I shake my head at her, stopping her dead in her tracks. He cries so loudly my heart trembles with each shout and moan. “They didn't wait for me! That bitch didn't wait for me!”

      There’s a flash and Lorelei is gone. Ari has winked to her and whisked her away before he can get angry with her. He doesn't notice. He’s lost his mind and is finally grieving the loss of love in his life. I kneel in front of him, letting him wrap himself around me and wail desperately into my hair. I hug him so hard it must hurt, but he doesn't say a thing. He just cries until he’s done and even then he sniffles and shakes. “I miss her. I miss the way she smells and the way she laughs, and the way I feel like a whole person when she’s there.”

      Tears flood my eyes. I have never actually seen a man love as much as Sam does. He is one of a kind. I stroke his head and kiss the side of his face. “Missing her is merely part of getting over her. You don't need her back in your life, Sam. You need to miss her and eventually you’ll be able to move on.”

      “I don't want to move on. I don't want her to love him.” He pushes me back, shaking his head. “I don't want her to love someone else. It isn’t real, not like us.” He shoves me and winks before I can touch him.

      There is a horrible suspicion inside me when I try to guess where he’s going. I wink to the house and grab Ari’s hand without saying a word. I wink to England, to the countryside. There’s a scream and I wink inside. My eyes ache as I search the house for them.

      “What’s going on, Aimes?” Ari asks.

      I twitch a no and put my finger to my lips as I wink us from room to room. I could have sworn the scream came from the house, but as I search the last room I realize they must have been on the back deck. I wink us out there, gasping when I see a pile of black feathers. “No! No!”

      Sam shakes, his head twitching back and forth. His dark eyes fill with liquid. When he stares at me they look like bottomless pools. “What did I do?” he whispers.

      Hanna is the one screaming, and I have to assume Aleks is the pile of feathers. I step forward as the wind starts to send the outer feathers astray in the yard.

      The shock and horror of the whole thing cripples me. I drop to my knees, aching and grunting my gasps and cries. They can’t escape my lips as a true cry for the air is stuck in there, blocked by the shock and agony of Aleks not being in the world. I pick up the single white feather, wanting so badly to clutch it. But it is not mine. His heart was not mine.

      I turn, shaking with my silent sobs and pass it to Ari. She takes it and presses it into Hanna’s hand. Hanna drops to her knees, curling around the feather and crying in shrieks.

      Sam is stunned. Through the kaleidoscope my eyes have become, I can see the shock on his face. He shakes his head. “We can’t die. I can’t have killed him. We can’t die.” His words are a chant of desperation and refusal to accept what has occurred.

      Ari turns and slaps him hard. “WHAT DID YOU DO?”

      He shakes his head. “I don't know. I don't know. I don't know. I don't know.”

      She grabs his wrist to wink but there’s an instant change in him. A cold calm takes over. He stops moving and shaking as a small grin creeps across his beautiful lips. I snatch Ari, dragging her back.

      Hanna crawls to me, gripping my leg like a child might. “Kill me too. Kill me so I can find him.” The desperation in her voice is crushing. There is no sanity without him; I can see that. She will turn evil and we will end up fighting her instead of having her help us. Not that she has been much help.

      I hate the fact she is Aleks’ true love when she was Sam’s. She was supposed to be his. I wish I didn't have to do the thing I am about to do. But if I were her, I would ask for the same thing. I grab her cheeks and lift her face, pressing my lips against hers and freeing her soul. She drops to the deck, bursting into a pile of black feathers. There is no white feather and the one Aleks left behind is gone as well.

      I turn, confused and still stunned. The ball has not dropped for me. Reality is a painful awareness that the person I might have loved once, even if it was forced, is never coming back.

      Sam’s face twists into an evil grimace. “WHY DID YOU DO THAT?”

      I step back, shocked at the rage coming from him. “It was the right choice.”

      He snarls at me, winks, and vanishes.

      I collapse into a fit of tears and heartbreak. Ari collapses with me, hugging me and sobbing. We wail, alone and lost for what feels like an eternity as the black feathers fill the air. I want to lie on them, surround myself in his smell. I might not have loved him that way anymore, but I did love him in one way—he was my friend.

      Ari is trembling against me when I hear something I couldn’t possibly hear. I turn, wondering if I too have lost my mind. But there she is. I stand quickly, dragging Ari up too.

      The raven-haired beauty comes across the grass with a mist that freaks me out like a Stephen King movie. She pauses and tilts her head toward me. “I owe you.” Her voice makes my skin crawl. “I just wanted to stop in and say thank you. Without your betrayal of Aleks, my plan might never have worked.”

      I swallow hard. “That’s not who I think it is, right?”

      “Ari, darling. Look at you. As I live and breathe, you are the fairest in the land. Are you not?”

      Ari scowls. “Who are you?”

      “Lillith.” The name leaves my lips like the description of poison might. It dawns on me then where I have seen her beautiful and perfect face before. It was in the face of one of my best friends. Sam. “Sam is your child?”

      Ari spins, shocked.

      Lillith laughs, that same perfect evil-bitch laugh.

      “It can’t be true. We would have known.”

      I shake my head. “No, we wouldn't have. She’s done everything in her power to ensure neither he, nor we, knew who he was.”

      Lillith stops laughing. “You are a smart girl. Now can you guess how on Earth I managed to fool Lorri? The infamous Lorri? God’s right hand, blah, blah, blah.” She angles her head up at the sky and screams, “THAT WAS THE HARDEST PART! WAITING FOR YOU TO COME AND GET HIM AND SAVE HIM! FOR ME!” She cackles some more and the whole picture starts to form in my head. Jonathan might have wanted the Nephilim kids, but it would’ve only been because he knew one of them was Lillith’s. He wanted the child because he or she was the key to winning the war as the antichrist. Jonathan probably knew all along.

      The words feel dirty on my lips, like a lie even though I know they are not. “Sam is the antichrist.”

      She claps her slender hands together. “Brava, Aimee. You really are the smartest one.”

      I don't have a single thing to say in return. The thought that Sam is the antichrist takes up all the space in my head. I wince, realizing she must want to kill us. But she just waves and smiles. “Thanks again for tipping the scales in my favor. I never thought he would commit the sin I needed from him. I was terrified your influence over him might stop it, but I see Hanna’s betrayal really was the best chance. Had you and Aleks not stopped being an item, they might never have realized they were soul mates I separated a long time ago in hopes of this moment. Thank you.” She snaps her fingers as a flame shoots toward us, but before I can blink, I am gone. Ari has winked us to the spot where Aleks’ family is buried. Her face is swollen and red and I can’t breathe.

      I want to find Sam and make certain he’s okay, but I’m scared of what he has become. I give Ari a hug as the senseless loss of life burns through me.

      “We have to find Sam and make sure he’s okay. He can’t become the antichrist. She can’t win. We have to find him and make him good again.”

      Ari nods, wiping her face. She pulls a handful of feathers from her pocket. “It’s Hanna and Aleks.” She walks to the spot we once buried him and digs at the ground. She pushes the feathers into the earth and covers it with a massive boulder the size of her own body. She lifts it as though it weighs nothing and places it over the spot where the feathers are. “Now they can be together forever.”

      I ask, “I wonder how long Lillith has kept them apart?”

      She shakes her head. “This is messed up.”

      I wink us both to Lydia’s yard.

      I see him long before Ari does since I know exactly where to check, and her eyes are stuck on the ruins of our beloved home. I wink and sit on the bench next to him. He’s trembling and breathing in a crazy way. “Aimes, I killed him. I didn't know I could.”

      I turn, wiping my face. “Sam, you aren’t bad. Lillith made you love Hanna, made you think you were part siren and Hanna’s soul mate. But it wasn't true. None of it was. She made it all up. She did it so you would feel the heartache of Hanna’s betrayal and turn into her weapon. A weapon Lorri made stronger than Lillith ever could have.”

      He shakes his head. “No. I am Hanna’s soul mate. She just got lost.” His tone is creepy, serial-killer creepy. He sounds like he keeps fingers in a box in his basement. “She will love me again.”

      I grab his hand. “She’s dead. She’s gone. It’s time for you to realize you’re better off without her.”

      He shoves me so hard I have to wink before I land in the water. He stands and holds his hands out, looking at them. “Help me, Aimes. Something is terribly wrong with me.”

      I walk to him from the lake’s edge but he holds his hands up. “I don't want to hurt you. I love you more than I love myself, but I don't feel like I have a grip on this.” He winks and is gone and I have a terrible hunch about what is next.

      Ari holds herself, staring at the broken and burned house. The whole neighborhood is a mess. The trees are down and the concrete is broken. It’s not the kind of place Lydia would have lived. I wink to Ari. “He’s gone and I don't think we will ever get him back.”

      She stares at the rubble. “This is messed.”

      I nod. “Very.”

      “Aimee? Ari?”

      I turn to see Oliver standing on the road—the broken and burned road. “Oliver?”

      “Yeah.” He seems confused and lost. “Are you dead?” he asks.

      “No.” I shake my head, walking toward him. “Are you here?” I turn to Ari. “Can you see him?”

      She nods. “Guess it all just got a lot more messed.”

      “Great, ‘cause that’s what we needed. More of a challenge.”

      He furrows his dark brows. “Is Ophelia here?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “You are the only person we have seen, who shouldn't be here.”

      He winces and looks up. “Oh God.” He swallows hard. “I can only assume this is the point he meant.”

      “What?” Ari cocks an eyebrow.

      “He told us we would be coming back if any of you died.”

      “All of you?” I ask, slightly hopeful for my own selfish reasons.

      “A betrayer to take the place of a redeemer,” he mutters as his eyes dart behind me. He seems relieved and waves. “Hey, mate.”

      I don't look. I’m scared of what I’ll see. But when I hear his voice the weight of the entire world comes off my shoulders. “Are we back?” he asks.

      “We are,” Oliver replies.

      I turn to see Dorian standing on the burned and dead grass. His dark eyes narrow. “Are you real?”

      “Are you?” My face cracks into a huge grin.

      “You are real?” he repeats.

      Ari runs to him, wrapping her thin arms around him. “DAD!”

      He hugs her back, closing his eyes and sighing. “Oh, thank God, this is really happening.”

      I feel warmth behind me as Oliver comes and embraces me. He smells me and beams, “They’re real; Aimee sort of stinks. Real angels rarely stink.”

      Dorian drags Ari to me and wraps his arms around us both. “My girls.”

      Holding us all, I wink to Shane’s, just in case.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          All the reasons not to be in love

        

      

    

    
      “Explain it to me once more.” Blake paces, waving his hand at me.

      “Once upon a time—”

      “Don't be an ass. Just the basics,” he snaps. Dorian’s eyebrow cocks at the tone of Blake’s voice.

      “Hanna and Aleks were always soul mates, always. We think his father’s curse prevented him from ever finding his soul mate. Then he met me. He loved me and I loved him, but it was never to the depth he and Hanna would have.”

      Dorian mouths, “Or me and you.”

      I roll my eyes and continue, “Aleks was the most loyal person on the planet.”

      Dorian mouths. “Apart from me.”

      I lift my middle finger into the air and continue, “Aleks fought his attraction to Hanna until he became an angel and started doing whatever the hell he pleased.”

      Blake shakes his head. “That doesn’t explain Hanna fighting her attraction to him.”

      “That was Lillith’s doing. She spelled Sam when he was a baby, we think. It’s the only way it makes sense. She spelled him and convinced Sam’s mom that she gave birth to him. So everyone believed he was half siren.”

      Blake nods. “That’s why he wasn't able to go into the black water.”

      Lorelei shrugs. “They said he wasn't no half angel and had bad juju.”

      “Right—and Lillith, though she had ‘first human ever’ status in the beginning, was no siren or human. Whatever the hell she was, she’s close to angel, and she’s got all that stolen magic from the fae. They must hate her for what she took from them.”

      Blake looks constipated. “So Hanna and Sam always believed they were in love because Lillith wanted it that way?”

      “She forced the match on purpose, using glamour. She knew eventually Hanna would find her soul mate, Aleks. Lillith wanted Sam to have his heart broken and destroyed. She must have known Lorri would change us all into something, breaking the glamour and crushing Sam.”

      “Of course.” Dorian spoke aloud instead of uttering cheeky shit under his breath, “Lorri’s power sort of reset everyone and everything. Lillith’s spell would have been washed from them.”

      Blake grimaces. “This is terrible. So not only can we die, even though she said we couldn't, but one of us is the antichrist. And on top of that, all the little kids with magical powers that could have helped us are in the garden, protected.”

      Marcus nods at Dorian. “Welcome back.”

      Dorian eyes me up. “Thanks, Brother.” He takes my hand in his and tugs. “It was lovely seeing you all, but I have some discussion of my own to have before we can move on with our war and strategizing.” He winks and we are in his apartment in the city. It’s exactly as it was, only now it smells like a musty old coffin. He makes a face and walks to the drapes, drawing one back and cracking the window. As he does, smoke comes billowing in. He closes it again and shrugs. “Guess we will go for option number two.” He takes my hand and winks again. We are in the English countryside, staring at the burning remains of Aleks’ house. “Seriously?” He winks again, making me shudder. We are in a bedroom at a house I have never seen before. He nods. “That's better.” He turns and grins. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” My stomach aches with the desire for him to touch me and with the oddest bit of guilt that we shouldn't be doing this.

      He runs his hand down my cheek, moving my hair from my face. “I have a thousand things I want to say to you. I never imagined I would get the chance.” He steps in closer. “And now that you and I are alone and here, I don't give a rat’s arse about a single one of them.” Passionately, he grabs my face and crashes roughly down upon me. His grip doesn’t lessen as his mouth spreads mine apart savagely. The kiss is intense but the ripping of our clothes is worse.

      When we fall asleep wrapped in each other, I’m still scared this is all a dream or a spell or something worse.

      However, I wake and he’s still with me. I close my eyes and sigh, grateful for another moment.

      He’s sleeping until he feels my eyes on him. “Are you watching me sleep?” he asks without opening his eyes.

      “No.” I scoff, hating that my cheeks are blushing.

      “Liar,” he mumbles and pulls me into him, kissing the top of my head. “If I’m dreaming, I don't want to wake up. Ever. I want this to be my version of Heaven, us here right now.”

      I want to agree with him but I want Sam saved. Even if it means killing him. I want him free of Lillith’s evil taint. But this isn’t the moment to bring that up.

      “I knew we were made for each other. The moment I saw you trying so hard to be complex, and yet getting lost in a romantic painting, I knew.” He kisses me again. I run my hands down his cheeks, holding his face as if it were breakable. “I love you, Dorian. I love you more than I can ever explain. And the thing I love the most is that this is real. There is no magic, and in fact, we shouldn't be together for every reason under the sun. But we are and it’s because our love is genuine.”

      He grins and I see a thousand wicked thoughts roam his brain. “I adore you.” He leaves it at that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Snow White and the seven dumbasses

        

      

    

    
      I can’t stop staring. It’s the weirdest feeling. I want to know what he’s thinking, not because I want to pry, but because I want to be amazed. He is that—amazing and spectacular—and yet still Dorian. He’s smug and cocky.

      Lorelei gives me a wry grin. “You got it bad, girl.”

      I nod, not even trying to deny the magnetic pull. His face is what makes me smile. His eyes make my heart beat. His hands make my thighs squeeze together and his lips make my stomach ache.

      I want it all again.

      But we have a war to fight.

      Somehow having him and Oliver back makes it seem like we might stand a chance.

      “So Sam is the antichrist. What are we going to do about that?”

      I glance at Blake and wince, remembering we have a friend to save. “We are going to kill him. And it is going to kill me. But it’s the right thing to do. He needs to go to Heaven and be forgiven by God for his sins.”

      Oliver strolls over, all sexy and British. “Well, that's not exactly how it works. We didn't get forgiven. God made us come back here to where we could help out because we sinned. Who knows what he’ll ask of Sam. I do know we have to figure out a way to kill him.”

      “That's easy,” Blake mutters. “We just have to kiss away his soul like he did to Hanna and Aleks.”

      “We have to kill Lillith so that Sam is alone in the world. We need her gone more than anything. And she has magic, yes, but she can be kissed away by you redeeming angels in a heartbeat.” Dorian sighs.

      Blake gives Dorian a look. “Then we need a trap. What on Earth would she come out of hiding for?”

      Lorelei snaps her fingers, drawing a lightning bolt in the open window. “Magic. She’s power hungry. She’ll come if she thinks I’m dying.”

      “How do we make her think you’re dying?”

      Marcus smiles wide. “Finally something I know the answer to.” I glare, dubious he has much to offer beyond sarcasm and annoying behavior. But Lorelei and Dorian both turn their heads attentively. Marcus points at me. “Remove that scowl.”

      I hold my hands up, grinning instantly. “Wow me, great wizard.”

      He rolls his eyes. “We ask Momma Holt to cast a spell, using that magical tree, to simulate the fae leaving and the Earth dying. Lillith will think her hold over the planet is winning and everything is dying and becoming evil. Her great plan is to destroy the Earth—why not make her think it’s happened? We make Momma Holt and Lorelei appear to be dying with the planet, she takes the bait and comes for the magic.”

      Blake exclaims, “That’s pretty clever.”

      Marcus cocks an eyebrow at me, forcing me to concede, “It sounds perfect.”

      He nods. “Yes. Now tell me I am the great and powerful wizard.”

      I lift my middle finger. “You are a great and powerful wizard.”

      Lorelei chuckles, shaking her head and taking Marcus’ hand. “Wink us to Grandmamma Holt please.”

      Shane winks them as Ari gives me a weird face. “When she comes for Lorelei, we what? Spring our net over her like in Scooby Doo?”

      Blake scoffs. “That actually might work, but I was thinking we will have Lorelei instantly do magic on her, freezing her so we can kiss those luscious lips and send her ragged ass home.”

      “What—is Lorelei going to be sleeping in the woods in her casket made of glass, feigning death?”

      I laugh and give a thumbs-up to Ben. He’s the only one who really gets me.

      Dorian doesn't get our humor at all. He’s annoyed and disgusted, and instantly I’m turned on. “No, moron. She’s going to be in the house at Marcus’ feigning her death. Who lies about in the woods in a glass casket? You’re an idiot.” He walks into the other room.

      It makes me laugh. Ben shakes his head. “Some people don't remember the classics.”

      I slap him on the back. “I remember, buddy.”

      Lucas kisses Ari’s hand, eyeing up Ben. “I’m pretty sure I don't get the reference. Explain it for me, like Nana used to.”

      Ben tilts his head, ready to say something shitty but Lorelei pops back in with Shane.

      “Grandmamma Holt is pretending to be dead. She’s in a sleeping spell and it appears as if I have all her powers. What’s the plan, y’all?”

      Dorian nods at her from the living room. “Go to Marcus’. Wither and wilt there. We will all be there shortly.” Giselle jumps up and grabs Lorelei’s hand. “I’m coming this time.”

      Shane winks and the three of them are gone.

      Lucas grimaces. “Anyone else think this is probably not going to end the way we expect?”

      I nod, watching Dorian in the other room. His pacing makes me uncomfortable. I assume he too is doubtful.

      As everyone gets ready to go to Marcus’ house, a place where we will be vulnerable, I wink over to Roland’s.

      The power on his side of the city is out. Garbage and debris are blowing about in the wind and the smell of sewage is everywhere.

      I don't understand how the world is sinking so quickly into darkness. How could God let this happen to his people? I knock on the door, finding that not only is the world altered, but so is Roland. He doesn't smile or look gleeful. He’s unshaven and filmy looking, like he hasn't showered in weeks. It has been days since I’ve seen him, I think.

      “Ms. James, to what do I owe the honor?” His voice tells me he knows Hanna is dead.

      “I came to tell you what I did.”

      He swallows as if he’s holding back tears and sobs, and smiles bitterly. “I am aware of the current situation we face. The world is dying. The fae are leaving. And young Hanna is dead.” He holds a hand out. “Could I be so forward as to ask for you to send me to meet my maker as well?”

      A lump forms in my throat and my guts burn and beg me to say no, but I don't. I nod my head slowly, staring deeply into his emotion-filled eyes. I take his hand and let him lead me inside. He is weak and exhausted, and unlike himself in every way possible as he slumps into a chair and sighs longingly. “I never knew she loved Aleks. I never imagined for a moment that her relationship with Sam was forced.”

      How can he know this?

      My eyes drift to the upstairs.

      Sam is here.

      He continues, “I never imagined for a moment that she would choose to leave so abruptly and be gone before I had a chance to tell her I would miss her. Or tell her that I adored her. Or simply make certain she was okay. She just left.”

      I hate myself some days. Today is one of them.

      He sniffles and glances up at me. “Can you send me to see her? Send me to Heaven too?”

      I nod. I know I can. I walk to where he’s sitting and kneel in front of him. I take his face in my hands, noticing the weathered feel of it. It makes me think of my own father. I lift my face, pressing my lips to his and suck as delicately as I can. He slumps into the chair and I truly believe there is very little hope for the world. The best people are leaving the rest of us behind.

      I get up and trudge to Hanna’s father’s study. He’s behind his desk, staring at maps and puzzling over things. I haven’t seen him in ages. He was in Europe before we all went into our fog with Lillith’s spell. I do not know the last time I saw him.

      His red-rimmed eyes lift to meet mine. “You are not welcome here, Ms. James. Did Roland let you in? I have asked him not to do that again.”

      “He asked me to send him to see her. I have sent him home.”

      He slams a hand down on the desk. His skin vibrates as he fights to control the monster within him. “YOU HAD NO RIGHT! YOU HAD NO RIGHT WITH HANNA OR ROLAND!”

      “I have to do what they ask.” I wince.

      “What about what I ask? What about me? You have left me here alone. You've taken my family from me.”

      My stare falls to the floor as guilt settles in slightly. “You cannot make people stay here with this mess.”

      “Then send me home too.”

      I lift my head, a bit surprised. I knew Roland was weaker, having been under the spell of the siren. But to me Hanna’s father was always stronger. He holds a hand out as if I can do it by touch alone.

      I cross the room, bending forward. I sense the monster seething beneath the skin, sliding around like a snake under a blanket. “I am so sorry for everything I have done to your family.”

      He shakes his head. “I am sorry you were put in the position that you had to do something. My wish for you is that one day you may be a normal girl.”

      I lower my lips, pulling him quickly. I turn away fast, hoping not to catch a single glimpse of his dead body on the floor. I walk to the stairs, knowing Sam is here.

      I wink to the room, instead of climbing the stairs and knocking. He is on the bed, curled up. He doesn’t face me but speaks straightaway, “That’s the problem with you, Aimes. You always know what I’m thinking.”

      My heart breaks for him. “You don't have to be the way she wants, you know?”

      “I am what she made me.”

      I cross the room, frightened a little of him. “You are Sam—my friend, Sam. That's all. The evil she put in you, that's hers. You don't have to use it. You still have the side God made.”

      He shakes his head. “You know she made me with a devil, an evil spirit. She gave him the form of a man. I figured it was one of the fallen and O and me were brother and sister or cousins. But it wasn’t. That's why I could trace winks and track you all. My father was the devil.”

      I sit on the bed next to him, wondering how it’s possible he is so perfect, and yet related to Lillith. She’s the devil, not him. I curl my body around his, holding him tightly. “It doesn't matter who your parents are, Sam. You’re a good person. I love you.”

      He turns, facing me, revealing the dark eyes with the evil swimming around in them. I nearly pull back but I still see the stars, the way I do in Dorian’s. “I love you too, Aimes. That's why I’m going to give you a chance to get away.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Sam, don't do this.”

      He shakes his head. “I have no control over it anymore. The sin I committed has corrupted me. Now I sort of crave it, the taste of an angel’s soul. I can imagine what yours tastes like.”

      I back away a little. “You are letting her win. Fight the evil.”

      The black bags under his eyes are frightening. I can physically see the sickness of the hate on him. He shakes his head. “There is no point. I want to kill you all. I want to let the world go dark, and I want to end everything God made. He made Hanna and he made Lillith. And I loved Hanna and he let Lillith take those things from me. He could have intervened. He could have saved me. He has never even tried.”

      I run my hands down his cheeks, contemplating sucking him right here but worried he might suck back. “How do you know God didn't send me to intervene? How do you know I’m not here to save you?”

      He grips my face, moving lightning fast. “I know because he never would have put something so delicious in my path, knowing it would be the one thing I would never hurt.” His eyes change, becoming a flash of red that resembles blood and fury. “Now run away before I am forced to kill you.”

      I shove him back, winking the moment I am free of his grasp.

      The terrible feeling in my stomach that everything we are doing is wrong, is back with a vengeance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          The fresh prince of hell air

        

      

    

    
      Big Ben is a great vantage point, even in the dark, to look out at the chaos and despair that has become London. Gwen is clearly upset, seeing the city she has grown to love in ruin. She sighs again, it’s the eighth one in minutes. I cover her hand with mine and wink.

      Instantly, it is like we are in another world. There are flowers as far as the eye can see in a field that is surrounded by snow-capped mountains. The sun has set behind them but the sky remains bright with its light.

      “Where is this?”

      “Revelstoke, BC. Canada.”

      She gazes around us, marveling at the beauty. “This is incredible.”

      I nod. “It’s the only meadow I’ve been able to find lately. The rest are dead. All the flowers are gone and the grass is burnt.”

      She gives me a desperate look. “The last one?”

      “Yeah.”

      Gwen sits on the ground and lies back to look up at the fluffy white clouds as the setting sun starts to light them aflame with its bright colors. “The world is on fire and there is nothing we can do to save it.” It sounds like poetry with her Scottish accent.

      “We can wait and see if she takes the bait.”

      She turns with a skeptical look on her face. “Do ya really think she will? It’s been a month and the world is almost completely devoid of beauty. The people are starting to remind me of characters from science fiction movies. Toothless, hairy, and dirty. No power. No cars. No buses. No food. No running water and no sewage. What’s left?”

      “Hope. I know it’s cheesy but I have hope and I have to believe the rest of them do too.”

      “I have to believe that God has forgotten about us. He left us down here to rot.” Gwen gets a wicked smirk. “Sort of wished I’d eaten more witches in my day.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “Liar.”

      She sighs again, a sound I could do without. “But really, I wish I’d done other things and seen other places, beyond the Roses Academy work. Everything is in ruin. There were small sights I desperately wanted to see that are destroyed, characteristics of humanity I never got to appreciate.”

      I understand what she means. The image of the list I made fills my mind.

      “Are your parents and sister all right?”

      “I don't know.” I shake my head. “They’re at my friend Blake’s parents’ hunting and fishing cabin. His parents are scary rich. They have a fully sustainable house. It’s not even a cabin. It’s a huge lodge. Blake and I have told our parents we work for the government. It’s a huge lie but they believe, thanks to Marcus. He has our parents, Shane’s, and Giselle’s, never asking questions.”

      “I hope they are well. As harsh as it sounds, I’m grateful my parents are not here to be part of this. I know which side they would have taken.”

      I shake my head. “No, you don't. They were tainted by an evil deed when they made the choices they made. That isn’t the same thing as choosing to be evil. Lillith is no different. She was savagely raped and abused by God’s creation and his punishment was another wife. A more demure one. One made of his body, so she was technically less worthy than he was.”

      Gwen sneers. “That's not the punishment I might have given him.”

      “Me either.”

      She stretches and yawns. “Well, it’s time to kill shit. Thank you for the small break, Aimee.”

      I can’t help but like her. The accent is infectious and her laid-back personality is even better. I take her hand and wink her back to Germany, where she was when I was sent to check up on her. Her partner, Shulster, one of the last remaining Roses, is waiting for us. He smiles when we get closer. “Have a good mini break?”

      She beams, “Aye, I did.”

      Oliver nods at me as he comes around the dark corner of the alley. “You coming to kill things tonight?”

      I shrug. “Sure. Is Dorian still here too?”

      He points at the entrance to the brothel they cleaned out when we arrived. The decay of society hasn't improved the underworld any. I walk through the broken doorway into a stench that takes my breath away for a moment. A man, completely rotting and melting into the carpet, is at the front door. I step across him, stalking cautiously down the long hallway.

      A dark shadow appears in a doorway. I don't jump. The smell of him makes my mouth water, unlike most of the smells in here that sour my cheeks. It makes me grin. “Hi.”

      Dorian pulls me into his arms, kissing alongside my throat. “This place is filthy.”

      “I don't understand how they’re all cool with the no lights and no running water.”

      “The man oozing on the carpet might have bothered me more than the lights or water.”

      I chuckle into his embrace. “Oozing is the right word.”

      “If there was ever one thing humans shouldn't do, it’s ooze.”

      He inhales my neck, laying a soft peck on my skin. “I want to go home and show you how much I missed you.”

      “I saw you two hours ago.”

      “I’m still counting the time I was dead.” He takes my hand and walks me from the disgusting den of sin and debauchery. “They’re all dead, love. Shulster made sure of that.”

      Back on the street, Oliver grins at us. “You two are just two peas in a pod, aren’t you?”

      I glance at Dorian and shake my head. “No way.”

      His look is the opposite of mine. “Whatever pod you’re in, so am I.”

      And that stupid comment melts my heart.

      Oliver rolls his eyes as he puts his hand in, like we might cheer for winning our soccer match. But as the rest of us put ours in, he winks us to the West Coast. We are standing in Los Angeles.

      The smog and smell are worse than the last time I was here. I never was a fan of LA. Not because I disliked the city, but the women all seemed artificial.

      I suppose that worry is long gone. The entire hillside is hidden behind ash and the street we’re on, one of the much nicer ones, is black and stained. The houses are partially burned or completely gone. The ones that haven’t been burned seem to be covered in soot stains and are looted.

      It’s the sort of sight you never want to see in your country, or expect to see.

      “Wow, this place has really gone downhill.”

      Oliver mutters to Dorian, “I think this neighborhood is in a bit better shape though. This is where that wanker lived. The one who was in that film I didn't like.”

      Dorian cocks an eyebrow and gives me a look. “Why are we here?”

      Gwen points. “There is a hive of them—succubi, vampires, and even a witch. Lorelei felt her doing magic. She can’t stray from Marcus’ bed though so she sent us. She believes it might be a trap, maybe Lillith is testing her sickness and seeing if she’ll come out to play.”

      Dorian shrugs. “That's her MO, every time she sets a trap. She loves being smug and ahead of us at every step.”

      “She’s a rotten bitch, and if I could kick her in her bits, I wouldn't even hesitate.”

      I give Oliver a look. “You wouldn't, we both know it. No dude is ever going to kick a girl in the bits as you so eloquently put it.”

      He grins at me as Gwen tugs on Shulster’s arm and pulls him into the broken street. She peers back at me when we all get closer to the thing that has made her stop dead in her tracks.

      The smoke clears, and there before us is a jet. It has crash-landed on the road, obviously not that long ago. The lack of lighting and visibility must have been dire. I didn't know planes were still taking off. It seems weird.

      “This is freaky.” She walks closer, studying the wreckage.

      A man comes around the front of the jet, halting when he sees us. His head is bleeding but his pilot’s uniform suggests he has been struggling for some time. It’s ripped and filthy with old dirt. He wrinkles his brow, taking a step back. Tears linger in his eyes like he’s been crying. “Who are you?” he stammers.

      Dorian edges toward him. “We are just some people going that way.”

      “There’s nothing over there. Everyone is dead. Everything is dead. There are no people. Who are you?”

      “Sir, I assure you, we are just people going that way.” Madness is mixing with the tears in his eyes. I point in the direction of the evil scent that taunts us. “That's where we’re going.”

      He shakes his head. “You’re demons. This is Revelation and you are the devil’s army—the people who speak the lies and trick the innocent.” He screams at us, “GET BACK DEVIL, GET THEE BACK! GOD WILL PROTECT ME AND SAVE ME FROM YOU!” He’s lost it completely. His eyes are wild and insane, and his head injury is quite bad. “ARE THESE YOUR SLUTS? THE DEVIL’S WHORES?”

      “Well, you're half right.” Dorian sighs, his impatience showing. He reaches for the man but his hand doesn't move beyond a few inches from his chest. The man jumps back. Oliver grabs for the man, but is also unable to move. Gwen, Shulster, and I stand completely still and totally confused. Dorian tries again but his hands won’t move.

      I reach for the man, sipping his life away as he struggles and screams. I drop him to the road, but my eyes have not left Dorian and Oliver. Dorian cracks a smile after a few seconds. “We cannot commit a sin it would seem.”

      Oliver adds, “I did try to toss a rock at a kid on a bike back at Shane’s, when we first arrived and kids still rode on bikes. My arm wouldn't move.”

      Dorian laughs but Gwen and I both look horrified. “You did what?”

      He shrugs. “What?”

      Shulster grabs Gwen and pulls her along the road, no doubt hoping we will follow. She glances back at me with a puzzled look in her eyes. “Why did you kill him?”

      “He would have died a far crueler death had I left him. I don't think there are any good people left. And he called us whores. That was sort of mean.”

      She turns back around, and I can’t help but wonder if my reasoning makes me sick or considerate. I don't know things like that anymore.

      We tread past all the debris and damaged houses and my brain literally can’t wrap around what I see. Somehow we’ve missed it all. We’ve skipped over the bad parts of the Earth’s worst hours. Destruction and decay are everywhere. But my brain still doesn't rationalize it a hundred percent. I am still slipping past days. My fingers curl into Dorian’s as we walk along the road.

      I wonder how he feels about it all. His face is stoic. He’s the master of that expression.

      I love that I never know what he’s thinking, and I suspect I give him far more credit for thinking than he actually does think.

      A bang off to the left makes us all spin but a black dog is all that emerges. He’s rooting and running. He’s thin and I fear scavenging for food like all animals now. The ghost city, once a thriving metropolis, is silent apart from the wind and the scavengers.

      “This is eerie.”

      Dorian nods, squeezing my hand tighter. He doesn't lift it and kiss it. He doesn't try to hold me. He isn’t like that. I wonder if he knows how to love someone at all.

      Gwen turns suddenly, narrowing her gaze. The house she is focused on, like a hound pointing out the fallen bird, is set back from the road and massive. She swallows before whispering, “That's it.”

      We all turn. I catch a glimpse of the side of the house and wink, forgetting I’m with Dorian. He gives me a shitty sneer. “I like to do the driving, love.”

      I tug my hand from his and creep around the corner of the house to the back. The din of the feast below makes me shudder. It’s feeding time. I smell the blood.

      It makes Dorian smile as if he has forgotten why he’s here. I shake my head at him, earning a scowl. We creep along the house to the French doors leading into the kitchen, completely silent, and yet not cautious.

      Dorian just walks in, gazing about. His lifetime as an undefeated immortal has made him reckless. My decade of repeating the same few years hasn't afforded me the confidence he has. I’m always prepared to fight.

      We sneak along the walls to the stairs to the basement.

      The smell wafts up to the main floor from below. Dorian motions at the door. “Go cover for me.”

      I lift my middle finger. “You go cover.”

      He gives me a look, but I wink to the bottom of the stairs before he can touch me. The hallway is dark and silent. I creep to the right, sensing him enter the basement with me and walk to the left.

      I can imagine the smile on his face. I discover a cold room, a bedroom, and a bathroom. There is nothing else.

      I turn and slink back to the stairs, listening. Dorian’s breath is honestly the only sound I hear. The feasting has stopped momentarily. A lull in the feast perhaps?

      I make my way into a large recreation room with a massive TV and pool table, and a full bar. No wonder they chose this house to party at.

      The back bedrooms and sauna are all empty.

      “We heard them, I know we did.” Dorian gives me a confused look. “You smell it too, right? They’re here.”

      I nod, still glancing about in the dark. The moonlight coming in the windows provides the smallest amount of light, but it’s enough to get by.

      I wink us to the stairs, smelling it the strongest there. I turn and walk around the side, finding a random door. Had I seen it anywhere else, I would have thought under-stairs storage, now I don't think that. The smell is so ripe I can taste the blood.

      I turn the knob, hearing the sounds of the kill as the door cracks open.

      Dorian goes first, taking the concrete stairs slowly. Below, a light flickers in the corner. It’s a candle or a lantern. It isn’t as constant as regular light. Shadows flicker with the glow, moving and thrusting. It’s a giant orgy. The black reflection of Dorian’s eyes sparkles in the dim light. “Leave now.”

      I shake my head but he winks me out, shoves me across the grass, and winks away. Gwen gives me a surprised expression. “How bad is it in there?”

      “Celebration of death and torture.”

      “Gross.”

      I nod. Oliver points to the bushes at the back of the yard. “Let’s go stand over here. I have a suspicion he’s going to blow them all to pieces.”

      We follow him to the rear of the house and wait. Dorian winks back to us, taking our hands and focusing his stare on the house. He waits for the massive bang and explosion before he winks us to Marcus’ mansion. He grins. “I do miss being able to blow shit up.”

      “You can’t do bad things? How did you do that?”

      He tilts his head, with an expression like I should know the answer. “That wasn't bad, love. That was exactly what God would have expected.” He scoops me into his arms and presses his lips on mine before releasing me quickly.

      “You’re so weird.”

      He shrugs and stalks into the kitchen, pulling a bag of potato chips from the cupboard. Shane snatches them. “That's the last bag.” He takes a bunch and hands it back. “We share or I dump the whole bag down my throat.”

      “It’s a crisp, Shane, not the last bottle of scotch.” Dorian rolls his eyes and eats a second chip.

      Shane pulls back, taking the bag and walking away. “You don't deserve them if you can’t recognize this is the last bag, maybe on Earth.”

      Blake winks in, acting guilty the moment he sees all of us.

      Dorian eyes him up, smelling the guilt. “What’s that look on your face?”

      He shrugs. “There’s no look.”

      “How is she?” I ask, avoiding the whole conversation.

      He scowls at me. “They’re all fine. Our parents get along great.”

      “How’s Alise?”

      His cheeks redden. “So pretty I manage to forget about the entire world and all its bullshit for the hour I’m there, okay?” He stomps into the living room and slumps down in the dark.

      Marcus passes him a bottle of booze as they stare at the black screen of the TV.

      “It is just depressing enough in here.”

      Dorian nods at me. “You’d think the world had lost the battle.”

      Marcus snorts. “It might as well lose—what the bloody hell is the point of living without Netflix? You answer me that? Or the new Hearthstone game from Blizzard? Or the new Halo? There is nothing to do.”

      Dorian crosses the expansive room, grabbing some logs and tossing them into the fireplace. “You seem to forget the eras we have lived through. The shit we have seen. The moments in time we have experienced. Technology has been around for about sixty years. Before that we read and walked and lit fires.” He grabs the lighter fluid and the matches and starts a bright fire. “We detached from our own worries and problems and engaged with others. This generation of people is weak and that's why they’re dead. You know the moment the Wi-Fi cut out, millions of people emerged from their dark houses and stared up at the sky as if awakening from a coma.”

      Marcus lifts his hand. “I was one of them. I was mid-game when it cut off. Seriously disappointing.”

      It makes me smile. I know exactly how he feels. I don't want to admit it, not with Dorian acting like we should all be grateful to be alive during this glorious time.

      His eyes cross the room to find me. I wink, hoping he’ll follow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Witches of East—who cares, they’ve ruined my house

        

      

    

    
      It takes seven weeks, or so Blake thinks he counted seven, for Lillith to attack.

      Lightning touches down in the hallway as if a storm brews in the ceiling.

      Shane grabs my arm, dragging me into a room as a flood of bolts shoot past me. He peeks out the door, muttering, “There are three of them. It’s like a horror movie. Lillith and two witches.”

      I glance around. “Where’s Giselle?”

      He rolls his eyes. “She left a while ago to see if she could raid some designer’s house in France. I told her everything is destroyed and his house is likely raided already. It’s been years, but she found an article in a magazine showcasing his home. So she winked there.”

      It makes me smile. Giselle is still very much the girl she was when this all started. I can’t say that about myself. But Blake and Shane are unchanged. Shane still moves like a police officer. He winks us to the next doorway, pointing down the hall. “That door there is Lorelei’s. Want to bet they’re in there?”

      “Marcus has a false wall in there where he can watch the people inside.”

      Shane backs away in horror. “No.”

      “Yeah.” I wink us there. We duck immediately as there is a hole in the wall where a bolt of lightning has struck. Lorelei is doing her best wounded-gazelle act. Two witches hold Lorelei’s limp body against the far wall while Lillith paces. “The fae have betrayed you the way they did me.”

      Lorelei shakes her head, coughing. “The fae love me. They always have. Ain’t no one ever loved you, Lillith.”

      Lillith’s mouth twitches into a grin but it’s wry and sadistic-looking. Marcus creeps from the shadows behind us. He shakes his head. “Wink in and kill them.” There is a desperate fear in his gaze. I am about to argue his request when suddenly Dorian is in the room. He walks toward them, hands out.

      “Impossible! How are you alive?”

      Dorian offers up a sarcastic smile. “Someone loves me far more than he ever loved you.”

      She laughs. “You were always Lorri’s bitch.”

      Dorian isn’t fazed. He tilts his head to the side. “And you were always that sad little victim nobody wanted. Jonathan used you, hoping to make his own army of powerful creatures. God gave you to Adam, and he let him hurt you because you meant nothing to him.”

      I am about to wink in there and kill Dorian myself when she turns, screaming in rage. She’s lost control. She shoots at him, but he’s been winking since before she was born. Every shot just misses. She screams louder, breaking a huge mirror, spraying glass across the room.

      Through the glass spray Lorelei snaps her fingers, imprisoning the two witches with the drapes. Dorian winks behind Lillith as Lorelei grabs her with wind and spins her. Her scream surrounds us. I wink to the witches struggling with the drapes and kiss away the life in one as Shane does the other. Lorelei snaps her fingers, pausing Lillith. And as if done in slow motion on purpose, Dorian grabs her face, smiling bitterly, and presses his lips against hers. She screams into the embrace, but Lorelei has called upon every ounce of magic she has. Her beautiful body drops to the floor in a slump.

      We all breathe heavily as though we’ve run a marathon.

      Marcus walks out from behind his pervert wall, taking in the damage done to the room. “What the bloody hell? How come my house always has to be the spot getting shit on?”

      Lorelei peers up from her tears and shakes her head. “You can just say you’re excited this is over.”

      He scoffs. “I’m excited this is the only room to be completely destroyed.” He glances back at me. “Apart from my lab.”

      I lift my hands in the air. “That was an accident and you know it.”

      “I hate witches.”

      Lorelei cocks her head. “What?”

      “Well, apart from you.”

      “And?”

      “Momma Holt and Ramón.” His tone is sarcastic and mocking, but she smiles and walks to him, wrapping her arms around his neck. They kiss.

      Dorian, still hovering over her body, turns his face to mine. “I feel sick for saying those things.”

      I fight the grin my face so badly wants to flash. “You can’t do mean things and that was all mean.”

      He looks wounded. “I wanted her mad, so mad she’d lose her grip. I never meant a word of it.”

      “Well, it worked. She’s dead. I feel like we should celebrate and call all the villagers who are left alive.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Yes, and the munchkins, don't forget them. We will want singing at this celebration.”

      “Don't be cheeky. You have to admit, it feels good to be done.”

      Shane shakes his head. “We aren’t done, Aimes. We still have to kill Sam.”

      My guts burn at that thought. “I don't want to kill Sam. It’s Sam. He’s our brother. Now that she’s dead, maybe we simply need to fix him. Make him choose the light again.”

      Dorian’s eyes narrow. “Aimee, he’s the antichrist. How much Bible study did you manage?” He doesn't wait for my response. “We have to kill him and free the world of his darkness. That's how it works. Ari, Lucas, and Ben are there now. They’re watching over him with Oliver—”

      He is interrupted by Lillith’s corpse moving. She shifts on the floor as if possessed. She flops onto her back, her chest rising like a string is attached from the ceiling to her. Her back is completely arched and her chest lifted half a foot from the ground. Her mouth opens as if strained and ripped apart by the force. She screams a black stream from her wrenched-open lips. It hovers on the ceiling like a rain cloud until it’s all there and her corpse is again limp on the floor. The black cloud moves, seemingly animated or controlled by something, to the window. Lorelei shoots magic at it but it dodges, like it read her thoughts and anticipated the move. It dives to a hole in the wall, leaving the house through it.

      We all stand in silence, completely frozen and stunned.

      Marcus offers a defeated look. “Well, I have to assume that whatever that was, we will be seeing it again.”

      Dorian adds slowly, “We always do.” His tone suggests he’s confused and lost. Suddenly Ari, Lucas, Ben, and Oliver arrive. They’ve winked as a group.

      Oliver’s eyes are wide, frightened even.

      Dorian squeezes his black eyes shut and moans, “Let me guess—a black cloud of creepy fog showed up and cast down on young Sam?”

      Ari blurts, “It crawled inside him like a parasite. It ripped into him, stretching him in an unnatural way.” Tears stream from her obsidian eyes. “He screamed and cried and begged for death,” she sobs, covering her face.

      Oliver, who was never attached enough to Sam, adds, “It was a freak show. I don't know what it was, but he was not the same afterward. He screamed and writhed and fought it, but it won. When it was over, he stopped and was very still. He was calm and peaceful suddenly. Then he started laughing but we winked at that point.”

      My heart is breaking, again and again and again.

      Dorian sighs in a way that is coated in defeat. When he speaks, his tone is heavy and thick with it. “Is it possible I just freed her from her body and made it so she can join forces with Sam, becoming the most powerful being on the planet? She’s a redeeming angel and a witch of the most powerful in the world type?”

      Lorelei nods, appearing stricken. “Witches have two bodies. She can live on as the ghost with full powers, even more so than as a human.”

      Dorian slams his hand through the wall next to him. “WHY WAS THIS NOT DISCUSSED THE FIRST TIME?”

      Marcus walks in front of Lorelei. “Take it easy, Brother.”

      Dorian rips his hand from the wall, leaving plaster all over the floor. “Why didn't we talk about this?” His question seethes from his lips.

      Lorelei shakes her head, weakly. “I didn't know if a redeeming angel took the soul out, if it would work. I assumed she would go to Heaven as she was. I assumed he made you all this way so we could kill her.”

      Dorian looks up at the ceiling, lifting his hands. “WHAT THE HELL DO WE DO WITH THIS?”

      I think we all sort of expect Lorri to pop into the room with answers and plans and skills.

      But nothing happens.

      Lorelei gives me a look. “I think it’s real safe to say that the dark and creepy demon energy that was the real devil and satanic vibe on this planet has been found. Lillith took the magic from the fae and made it ugly with her hate.”

      Dorian’s head snaps around. “Ya think?”

      Marcus sighs. “Instead of bickering like children, let’s try to remember what we know about the devil.”

      Oliver shrugs. “Lorri always worried Jonathan would get his grubby little hands on it. She worried that the darkness would overcome the Earth and kill off all the light.”

      I point at the hole it fled from. “I was scared of that cloud the minute it shot from her. Granted, the whole thing was creepy, but the cloud made me feel vulnerable.”

      Oliver nods. “It’s pure hate. It’s always been in her, I suppose. I have to imagine it was trapped in there though or she would have used it long ago.”

      “And now we’ve freed it from her, made it a weapon she can use.”

      Shane turns toward me. “Want to bet that was her evil plan all along? Make it so we kill her and free whatever the hell that was.”

      Ari folds her arms across her small chest. “This is just great. It keeps getting worse. There is nothing left to save or fix or do. It’s all a broken hell. I don't know if God wants it fixed or simply demolished. There doesn't seem to be much point to fixing it.”

      Dorian groans, “Oh, we’re fixing it. If every one of us dies a terrible death in the process, we are fixing it. Those are the orders. That’s all there is.” He walks to me, winking us to a place I didn't know existed.

      It’s the ruins of a castle on the top of a hill. The fields around it are still green and lush. But there isn’t a single thing in sight, beyond grass and a few shrubs. He walks me through the rubble to the rickety stairs. We walk up them, holding hands like lovers who are on a sightseeing tour of Ireland. When we get to the top of the ruins, he sits on a mound of old bricks and rocks. He is beautiful in the way the castle is, ancient and somehow able to withstand the efforts of destruction from the wind and rain. The castle will stand longer than anything else. Even if it is a pile of rocks in the end, it will exist, as he always will.

      He doesn't speak. He stares out at the pristine land surrounding us. I sit next to him and try desperately to turn off my mind and refuse the thoughts that want to pry into his mind and see what he is possibly thinking.

      We sit in silence, perhaps grieving a little at the defeat we just encountered, and stare out at the world God made.

      Finally, after a moment he speaks, “The world isn’t the people, Aimee. I fear this time we are not sent here to save the people.”

      I nod, finally understanding the natural detachment he has to humans.

      “People are easily made and destroyed. But this is worth so much more and she cannot have it.”

      I lean my head on his shoulder and close my eyes, desperate to be half as apathetic as he is. Though I don't imagine I will ever be able to live with so much indifference. He has the added benefit of being the master of stoic silence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Why do our miracles always suck?

        

      

    

    
      Ari and I are lying on my bed at Shane’s. We’ve abandoned Marcus’ again, now that Lillith has been freed and killed all at once.

      Ari turns her head, glancing at me. “If I tell you something will you promise not to act like a bastard?”

      I pull back. “What does that mean, exactly? When do I act like a bastard?”

      She cocks an eyebrow. “You always act like a bastard when you hear something you don't want to.”

      “Everyone does that.”

      She shakes her head. “No. No, they don't.” She winks away and returns with Blake. He gives us both a dirty look, but she doesn't wait for him to complain about the super important thing he was doing before she interrupted. She lifts her baggy shirt, revealing her baby bump. “I’m pregnant.”

      My jaw drops. Blake’s lips turn up. “It’s a miracle.”

      She points at his face. “Not a bastard.”

      I press my lips together, desperate to keep the hundred bad things floating about in my mouth at bay. She points at me. “Just say it. Whatever it is you want to say, just say it.”

      I shake my head, squeezing my mouth shut.

      She rolls her dark eyes.

      Blake reaches forward, touching her belly without permission. I grimace as he runs his hands over it. “How far along?”

      She shakes her head. “I don't know. What’s the date?”

      We all laugh.

      She runs her fingers over it, moving Blake’s hand so it is on the biggest part of the bump.

      “It’s a miracle.” He snatches his hand back when her stomach moves, appearing horrified. “It’s like a miracle and Aliens.”

      She doesn’t get the reference but I laugh. Her eyes lift to mine and I see her sensing my approval. Considering it was by my hand that she lost the last one, I have no choice but to smile. It is forced and there is a sickening amount of worry inside me.

      “So you aren’t going to try to take the baby?”

      I shake my head. “We are not in the same situation as last time. You cannot die giving birth and you cannot be killed, except by Lillith. So I don't see how it is anything but a miracle.”

      I have a horrid feeling ripping through me and a desperate desire to speak with Lorelei, Dorian, and Oliver.

      She beams, looking amazing with her glowing cheeks and huge smile. I never noticed the glow before.

      “Have you been eating?” It’s something about us, we don't require food. We eat because we like it.

      She bursts, “Starving like a madwoman.”

      It seems so wrong. It isn’t even funny.

      Blake shrugs. “Seems like a miracle to me. How else does an angel get pregnant from another angel? Only human women should be able to get pregnant, and even then, it’s not like someone would do that on purpose.”

      My eyes lift to his. The tone in his voice brings instant curiosity as to what he means.

      “You know, because if the angel accidentally got the human pregnant, he would be upset. Because he would have tried really hard not to—”

      “What are you talking about?” My insides ache.

      “Nothing.” His eyes won’t meet mine.

      “Is my sister pregnant?”

      He nods and shakes his head at the same time, making it look like he’s going in circles. “It wasn't on purpose. She’s just so—”

      “ARE YOU KIDDING ME?” I drop to my knees as red-hot tears flood my face.

      Blake drops with me, shaking his head. “I don't know what to do.”

      “How far?” Ari asks with silent tears dripping down her cheeks.

      Blake covers his face, sighing into his hands, mumbling through them, “She’s going to give birth soon.”

      I slap him hard on the side of the head. Ari grabs me, winking me to the living room. She tosses me at Marcus. “Don't let her leave this room.” She winks away again.

      Dorian sees my face as he’s crossing the room. “What is it?”

      I don't know how to say the sentence. Lucas’ eyes meet mine. I see the fear in them. “Ari and Alise are pregnant,” he mutters as if confessing.

      Dorian’s head spins around to Lucas. “WHAT?”

      Lucas nods slowly. Ben crosses the room, stepping in front of Lucas to protect him.

      Marcus grips me but the way his head sinks lets me know exactly what we’re looking at. Dorian’s furious expression scares me. “Explain to me how this happened!”

      Ben cocks an eyebrow. “Dude, I’m pretty sure we don't have to explain that to you.”

      Dorian ignores his lippy retort, flaring his nostrils. “How did an angel impregnate another angel?”

      Lucas shakes his head but doesn't answer. He looks stricken. I feel stricken.

      I don't understand how this could happen twice to them. Dorian’s eyes burn with pain when they meet mine. “Your sister?”

      I nod.

      He slumps, winking away.

      We are all lost and upset and silent, until finally Ari winks into the room. She looks savage. “He is devastated. He has spent all his free time trying desperately to find a way to abort the baby. Alise is pumped. She doesn't understand the baby will likely kill her. He’s going to lose the one person he loves. Get your head out of your ass and realize he NEVER would have done this on purpose.”

      I wink to the lodge. I haven’t been inside yet. I saw it when it was being built.

      Blake is standing outside, looking in. They don't see him and he doesn't see me, but I can see the agony on his face as he watches our families. I wink to his side, at the edge of the yard. “I’m sorry. I should have known you didn't do it on purpose. I know that but I just—”

      He shakes his head, not making eye contact with me. “I get it. I’ve sentenced your sister to death. I get it.”

      I rip him around to face me. “She is your person in this world. After discovering my person was a jackass, I have no right to criticize anyone else’s person. I understand she is yours. I realize how this must be affecting you.”

      He collapses into my arms. “There is nothing to do. There is no science that can cure this. I tried to suck the baby out, but I could taste her in the pull. If the baby comes out, it’s going to kill her.”

      My eyes flood with tears. “I am so sorry, Blake.”

      He sniffles into my neck. “Me too. I wish I’d listened. I want to go back. I want to fix it. I want to change everything.”

      I wipe my face. Nodding toward the door. “Let’s go say hi.”

      He seems ready to say no but he wipes his face. Our red-rimmed eyes match, but we walk up to the house anyway. He opens the door and I nearly throw up on the stunning hardwood entryway. Alise comes waddling over, eating a bowl of oatmeal. She smiles in a way I don't think I have ever seen. It’s earnest and sweet. She wraps an arm around him and kisses him with every bit of passion I do Dorian. Blake encircles his arms as best he can. She is massive. She is going to burst at any second, I swear. She’s huge. Her face is chubby and her lips look like they’re pumped full of Botox.

      Her silver eyes light up when she sees me behind him. “AIMES!” She hugs me in a way that has never happened before. Not even when I saved her from slavery once. Our parents come running. My dad has a skeptical look in his eyes when he hugs me. He whispers softly when he’s right in my neck, “Is it over?”

      I shake my head.

      “Are we losing?”

      I nod. He’s a smart man. He must see it.

      Blake’s mom pulls me from my dad’s embrace. “Aimee, we were so hoping we’d get to see you before it’s Christmas next week.”

      My guts burn and I’m flooded with a wall of emotions. There is no closing them off. There is no pretending I don't feel for them. I excuse myself. “I need to use the washroom, if that's all right.”

      She holds her arm out at it. I hurry inside, closing the door and sliding down it with a hand against the wood. Noiseless sobs rain from me, flooding my face.

      Their faces, Alise’s belly, and the truth of the world’s situation are akin to a knife in my chest.

      I can’t breathe.

      I’m stuck here in this moment as reality crashes upon me, ripping me open.

      I have hidden behind the way my brain doesn't work and the thoughts and time and ages get lost. Everything is relative, until it is reality. My reality, my dose of exactly what is at stake, lies within these walls.

      My sister is dying and my best friend is losing the person he loves most. And in that I am going to welcome a Nephilim niece who I must love, and will love, even though she was the death of my sister. And the end of my best friend’s happiness.

      And all of that is dependent on our families being able to hold out a little longer. It is highly unlikely they will even survive, including my small niece—a presence I feel even from here in the bathroom. She exists in this world already. I felt her the moment I entered the house.

      Blake winks into the bathroom, wrapping himself around me. We hug and cry and pretend everything will work out when we both know there is no way it can.

      Again, we wipe our eyes. He winks out, to a different location in the house where they will not see him appear. I open the door, devastated at the sight of my sister. My mother is still the raven-haired beauty, even with the world ending and taking everything beautiful with it. She slinks an arm around my waist and whispers, “We are trying to maintain a positive attitude toward it all. Please try not to cry in front of her.”

      I nod. “Sorry.”

      She shakes her head. “I had the same response as you. But I got to have it in the privacy of my room. Your father and I cried for days, just not where she could see. She’s overjoyed at the thought of being a mom. She doesn't see the problems we are all considering.”

      “Of course she doesn't. It’s Alise. She doesn't think about anything before doing it.”

      My mom presses her lips into my cheek and mutters, “How bad is it out there?”

      I turn, completely prepared to tell her what is what, but I catch the sparkle of hope in her eyes. “We’re fighting the good fight.”

      She smiles wide. “You and Blake are probably the best workers they have.” She has no idea what I do or why.

      I walk into the kitchen, noticing the food on the counters. It’s like an episode of Hoarders. Blake’s mom motions toward the food. “Are you hungry?”

      “No, thank you. We ate before we came.”

      Blake nods. “Government rations aren’t too bad yet. We’re still keeping up with food.”

      I forgot that we were lying about what we eat. I never even thought about saying government rations. He’s had to come up with it all, lying to them for so long.

      My dad comes and wraps his arm around my shoulders, leading me to the window. There is no snow, which normally there would be. In fact, it’s muggy and warm instead of cold. The Northwest Coast is not a warm place in the summer.

      “How bad is it?”

      I sigh and stare into his eyes so he sees my truth. “It is Revelation, Dad. It’s the end of days. The antichrist has been born, so to speak, and the world is coming to a close. There is nothing left but evil and destruction, and humanity is at the brink of extinction.”

      His eyes widen, searching mine for even a hint of a joke. Blake offers a subtle nod, having heard everything I just said. Blake gestures toward the hallway. I head there with my father following as my mother chats up Blake’s parents.

      Blake looks at me. “You sure?”

      I nod. I pull my dad into a bedroom and smile. “Don't scream, okay?”

      He agrees but there’s fear on his face. I burst my wings from my back as Blake does his. My father steps back. “Mother trucker.”

      I snort. My father is more of a ‘gosh diddly dang’ sort of guy.

      Blake steps back, not sure how to take my father cussing that way.

      “Are those—are those real?” He removes his glasses and takes a step toward my huge black wings. “Oh God, Aimee.” He crumples to his knees. “Are you dead?”

      “No. I never died.” I offer the only smile I can. It isn’t huge or convincing but it’s sincere. “We are man’s last chance at saving the world. We are redeeming angels.”

      “Did the government make you this way?”

      “No.” I shake my head as he swallows, gets up, and touches the wings hesitantly. He goes behind me, running his fingers along the spot they rip from my back. It feels weird to have a human touch my wings. I have never felt this sort of contact. He looks me in the eyes and speaks softly, “Then I suppose there is only one person who could have made you this way.”

      I nod and he starts to cry, not restraining himself in any way. “You are so beautiful. Both of you. And it’s real. It’s all real.”

      I can’t fight the tears in my eyes. Seeing my father cry is always painful. “Dad, there is a reason I am telling you this.”

      “The baby, I assumed as soon as the wings came out, will be special, like you?”

      “We don't know. We assume.” Blake lowers his head. “The problem is that it’s unlikely Alise will survive the birth. Women rarely do. I didn't know it could happen. We’re not regular angels. We didn't die and become this or get sent from God in the traditional way. We were made to be this through another means.”

      My father doesn't react the way I think he will at all. He puts a hand on Blake’s arm and smiles weakly. “But you also can’t be sure she’ll die. If you were not made by God, and you were not sent here, then you cannot know how it will be.” His voice shakes a little. “If I have learned anything in these past three years of living through the world ending slowly and painfully, it’s that there is still hope. I refuse to believe my daughter will die because I have a feeling she is part of the miracle we need to survive all this.”

      I guess Marcus’ compulsion has him reacting way too calmly. Or he’s hit his head recently. He continues, “All this time, we thought you were working behind desks.”

      “Not so much.”

      He puts a hand up. “I don't want to know, kiddo. I love you and I trust you, always have. Just let me know if things go the wrong way out there.”

      I wrap my arms around him, pulling my wings back in. “I will.”

      He runs his hand along my cheek. “Don't tell your mother or Blake’s parents. They are already very fragile.”

      Blake leans into the hug too. “Thanks for being cool, Mr. James.”

      My dad sighs exhaustedly. “That's me. The cool dad.”

      It makes me grin. He is the opposite of what one would perceive as cool, but he has always been the coolest to me.

      We walk back out into the kitchen where they’re laughing. I hear the tension in their voices. It’s slight and gets worse when any one of their gazes draws toward my sister’s massive belly. She’s eating peanut butter with a spoon from the jar. She grins at me. “I know the baby books say you shouldn't eat peanut butter, but I crave it so bad, and I have a feeling the baby will be fine.”

      I almost laugh but I manage not to. “Yeah, she’ll probably be fine.”

      “You think it’s a she too?”

      I nod.

      She gives Blake a smug look. “See, told ya.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I never argued.” She falls into his arms, kissing his cheek. “So can you stay till after the baby is born?” She bats her huge lashes at him. She really is beautiful in every single possible way.

      He glances at me before answering, “Yup.”

      I rub her back. “He can stay as long as you need him. No one will care. They know he needs to be here.”

      She squeals. I am dying inside and need to leave, but I know I have to stay too. “I’m going to take a nap.” I flash a quick wink at Blake. He nods back.

      As soon as I’m in the room with the door closed, I wink back to Shane’s. He and Giselle are playing crib but both freeze, staring at me. Shane stands, knowing immediately that something is wrong. I collapse and start bawling again like a child. It’s been my thing all day long.

      Shane wraps himself around me in a way that is familiar and normal. Giselle comes in the back, wrapping around me there. I tremble with rolling sobs and heaves.

      I can’t shake it—the sadness and loss and everything and yet nothing has happened. I am safe. My parents are safe. My sister is safe, for now.

      So many have lost everything and I have lost nothing. The cost of what I will lose seems like I have weighed it for the first time, and now I can’t bear the price. It’s too much for the world to be this full of sadness and pain. It isn’t fair.

      Ari comes into the room, dropping to her knees and joining the embrace. “It’s going to be okay, Aimes. She’s going to live. You wait and see.”

      I shake my head. “I can taste her death on my lips already.”

      Shane cries as hard as Giselle and I do. None of us are prepared for this moment.

      How do you prepare for someone to die when they are not sick and the thing that is killing them is something you will have to love?

      Lorelei appears, pausing in the doorway, confused and seeming as if she might turn and run. She is counting heads. “Is someone hurt?”

      “Alise is about to give birth to Blake’s baby and Ari is pregnant.”

      Lorelei’s eyes lower. “Oh.” At least her response is sane. I feel like almost everyone else is all about giving the babies a chance. But Lorelei’s face is constipated with fear and panic that she cannot release. “Congratulations, Ari.” Lorelei’s eyes meet mine. “You and Lucas must be thrilled.”

      “I am.” The group sob fest is clearly making Ari uncomfortable. She gets up and grabs some food from the cupboards, not looking back at us.

      But I watch her constantly. I see the fear in her face. The fear she lies to herself and all of us about. Giselle gets up, giving me some space so I can get up too.

      Shane turns my way, his face still completely stricken with the proper amount of fear a moment such as this one calls for. “Are you going back?”

      I nod. “I’ll stay until the baby is born. I need to be there in case it goes the way I have to assume it will.”

      Ari’s back stiffens but her eyes do not meet mine.

      Giselle gives me a hopeful look. “Can I come?”

      I nod. “Shane, you too?”

      He shrugs. “If it’s all right.”

      “I think Blake could use all the help he can get. He’s terrified and she’s ecstatic.”

      Ari walks out of the kitchen, visibly pissed. I can’t help how I feel anymore than she can help being pregnant. It’s a shitty situation for us all.

      We wink back to the woods outside the lodge. “Come and ring the doorbell in like two minutes.” I wink to the room I am meant to be napping in, leaving Shane and Giselle in the woods.

      I walk out, having no idea how long it has been since I went for my nap. Blake rolls his eyes. “It’s been like fifteen minutes and you look worse.”

      I pull my middle finger from my pocket. “I brought you something.”

      He feigns delight. “You shouldn't have.”

      “Shane and Giselle are here too.”

      He seems a little uncertain how to react to that. But there is a knock at the door before he can say anything. Alise is squealing and hugging. Blake cocks an eyebrow. “Really?”

      “They want to be here.” I notice the puzzled look on my dad’s face, questioning me with his eyes. I nod discreetly. His eyebrows lift in surprise.

      Blake turns and waves. “Hey, guys!”

      Giselle comes in, hugging him, sobbing silently.

      Alise scowls. “Why is everyone so sad? You guys need to mellow out.”

      Giselle wipes her face, nodding. “I’m happy, these are happy tears. I get to be an aunty and you’ll have fat and stretch marks before me.”

      Alise rolls her eyes. “Like I have a stretch mark.” They saunter over to the great room, sitting on the massive leather sectional, the two of them giggling.

      Shane marvels at the lodge. “Dude, how have they survived here so long?”

      Blake sighs. “I spend most of my days bringing them stuff. I’ve kept them alive by winking food here, and water and supplies. I even found a baby store and brought her everything she will need. They never leave here. They garden off to the side in a massive greenhouse. It’s crazy, but basically being a survivalist fanatic my whole life, and a conspiracy theorist, has helped them.”

      “And you have the ability to travel with a thought.”

      Blake grins. “That has come in handy.” He glances at Alise with longing in his eyes. “I tell them it’s government rations. But it’s shit I steal from the dead and from old warehouses. I found a train once, filled with everything. It was headed to a small town. I brought them chickens and sheep. They raise them over in a barn. My dad and Aimee’s have become avid gardeners and farmers.”

      “They run the genny every now and then when they need to,” I add.

      Blake continues, “I still bring fuel when I can find it. They shower then. There’s a bunch of solar panels too for when they need to run things. I was even thinking about a windmill but the work that needs to go into it is insane.”

      Shane whistles. “This is impressive.”

      “I convinced my dad he needed a place off the grid when I knew shit was going downhill. He had the money to do it. They stocked food and water and batteries and everything. They still have shit downstairs that's stored.”

      We look around at the massive lodge, admiring the effort and ability rich people have to survive, even the apocalypse.

      When the humans all go to bed, the angels stay up, sitting in the chairs in the dark. We watch the sunrise in silent contemplation.
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          The Christmas miracle

        

      

    

    
      She goes into labor Christmas morning. There are no gifts. My dad instead asked us all to write one nice thing about each person in the room.

      I am mid compliment to Giselle when Alise grabs her belly, heaving her breath.

      My mom jumps up, leaning into Alise and talking her through the contraction.

      I almost laugh at the date but I can’t.

      Blake helps her to the room they have designated the birthing room. She paces, sweating and crying and breathing heavily. It is in that moment I see my sister’s strength is so much more than I ever gave her credit for.

      She is strong, and for the first time I see it. She bears down, groaning and breathing.

      Blake stays with her the entire time, holding her hand and speaking calmly. I expected her to shout and cry and tell him what a bastard he is. I expected shallow behavior. But she is strong and quiet. She takes every moment drug-free, grunting and suffering. She doesn't complain or cry. The tears slip from her eyes when the pain gets bad, but she doesn't make a sound beyond the odd heaving breath or grunt.

      My palms are sweating. My stomach is a mess. My entire body is on fire with fear and nerves. I can’t even imagine how Blake is coping, or my father, now that he knows the truth.

      Shane and Giselle stay out in the main room with Blake’s parents and my father. But Blake, my mother, and I are all here with her.

      “I need to push.” She squats, pressing like she is weight lifting. A vein pops in her neck, pulsating with her rapid heart. She finishes the squeeze with a moan. Within seconds she is pushing again. Blake kneels with her. I almost gag, realizing I could never have been a doctor.

      But he could have. He doesn’t even notice when the water breaks. I heave, holding back every possible noise I could make.

      “I feel the head, baby. Push again.” Blake’s voice gives me hope. Alise is still alert and strong. She doesn't look like she’ll drop dead any second. She looks like a warrior, and I have never had more respect for her. She digs her fingers into her thighs, bearing down with a scream. A little dark head pops between her legs. Blake’s face is sheer joy and bliss. “Her head’s out. Her head’s out. Stop pushing. Let me move her shoulders a little.”

      Alise reaches down between her legs, crying when her fingers meet the dark-haired angel. The joy on her face brings tears to my eyes. My mother is sobbing, clutching her, muttering sweet encouragements to Alise.

      “Okay, push one more time, baby,” Blake encourages excitedly.

      Alise sniffles, takes a breath, and pushes with ferocity. She seethes a type of rage as she passes the whole baby between her lady parts. She comes out, slippery and tiny. She doesn’t look special. She doesn't look unique. She doesn't look any different than any other perfect baby girl. She’s pink and red and has some weird white stuff on her. She screams. Blake wraps her in a blanket, cleaning her off. He passes the baby to my mom and cuts the cord.

      I turn my head away quickly, focusing on the tiny angel that has joined our family. Her black eyes focus on mine. I swear to God, she knows me. I reach for her as Blake puts Alise on the cot they have ready in here. She lies back, holding her trembling arms out. Mom puts the tiny baby on her chest. While the baby is screaming and shaking, Alise is laughing and smiling.

      Alise is alive. I’m exhausted, regardless of having done nothing. My heart is racing and my mouth is sour and yet still dry.

      I don't even know how to respond to the baby, beyond loving her. But I know how to respond to my sister still being alive. I join Blake at her side, crying and kissing her shoulders.

      She is so beautiful and I swear to God she is a miracle.

      We snuggle and cry and as the room fills with the other people, we all praise Alise on her job well done. The four grandparents are smitten, instantly. Blake acts as though he has never been more in love.

      And Alise has never looked healthier or more vibrant.

      We stay for two days, cooing and kissing and worshipping at her tiny feet. They call her Terra Grace, in hopes that she will bring grace and peace to the Earth.

      Blake is forcing me out the door as I kiss her tiny little feet once more. “Aunty loves you!” I wave and walk out the front door.

      Shane sighs a massive burst of relief at the steps as Blake closes the door on us. “Oh my God, that was intense.”

      Giselle gives him a look. “We are never doing that.”

      He agrees, “Never.”

      We walk to the woods where our ‘helicopter’ is picking us up. We wink to Shane’s when we’re out of sight. Dorian’s eyes are massive. “WELL?”

      “She’s fine. She never died. She never hemorrhaged. It was textbook.”

      He sighs. Ari comes rushing to us, hugging me. “Was the baby cute?”

      “Adorable. She’s got tons of dark hair and black eyes. I imagine she looks the way you did as a baby.”

      Marcus nods. “That's the best news we’ve had in days.”

      I step back. “Why? What’s happened?”

      Dorian’s dark eyes are filled with something I would classify as not good. “Sam has an army.”

      “What? He only became the—oh, Lillith. Of course. She’s been making this army since the dawn of time, right?”

      Dorian scoffs. “Literally that long.”

      “Shit.”

      Ben rolls his eyes. “We’re screwed. This army is like us times a million.”

      “Great.” Shane slumps into a chair. Giselle lands on top of him. “What can we do against it? Can we kill them?”

      Dorian answers, “I imagine we can kill them but not before they ruin everything in the world.” He glances at me. “I’m glad your sister is okay, but we need Blake back.”

      “I know. He’s coming tonight. The whole no cell phones thing is not working out so awesome.”

      Oliver chuckles. “Even I miss my cell phone.”

      Lorelei shakes her head. “We need to focus on the army. We need to cripple her and weaken them. Hellfire is a great way. I can cast it, so that's one thing in our favor.”

      “She can cast it back and cripple the few of us that are on our side.”

      Lorelei gives Shane a dirty look. “We might not die from hellfire.”

      “We might be horribly injured for a time though.”

      She retorts, “We heal.”

      “Where is Sam?” I ask. Gwen and Shulster come strolling in as the sun sets behind us.

      “He’s in Europe. Last time I saw him, he was in Spain. His army is in France.” Gwen yawns and mumbles.

      The joy of my sister surviving the birth is diminished by the fact Lillith is so prepared and we are still bumbling our way through everything.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Guard duty

        

      

    

    
      His lips trail along my neck. I’ve given up swatting at him. He doesn't listen. Our lips meet in a crash. His tongue invades, caressing against mine as he tears a large portion of my shirt from me. I groan, “Dorian, there are like eight shirts left in the friggin’ world. Can you stop tearing them?”

      He shakes his head, kissing along my neck. “No, love. I’ll learn to sew if I have to, just so I can tear them off.”

      “You’re an idiot,” I mutter as I shiver from the cool breeze in the air. “But I would like to see you sew something.”

      “Like you can sew.”

      I cock my head, giving attitude, “I can totally sew.” It’s a lie and he knows it immediately.

      He kisses me again but I push him back. “We’re on guard duty.”

      He scoffs, turning his face toward the farmhouse in the mist. “That nonsense there is hardly worth guarding. And they haven’t moved in a week.”

      “That you know of.”

      “I can tell. Now lie back and let me show you how much I love you.”

      A bitter laugh trickles from me. “Not after that line. You lie back and give yourself a hand.”

      He winks us to a castle on a hilltop.

      We wink suddenly to a garden with butterflies like I have never seen.

      Then I get a flash of the Great Wall of China.

      And finally, he takes me to an emerald lake that looks refreshing. It makes me want to swim. He winks us back to the hillside where we had been before. “Okay, I showed you some of my favorite places in the world. Now, take your pants off or they get ripped too.”

      I roll my eyes. “A date involves dinner or a show.”

      “You’re nearly naked, everyone else got a show.” He sighs, pouting in a way that makes me smile. He’s sexy, funny, and annoying simultaneously. He winks away, and I look back down at the estate with the men moving around constantly. He returns in a moment with Ben and Oliver. “They agreed to take our shift.”

      I scowl, covering my chest, but am winked to the hillside where the emerald lake is. He tosses a bag of chips at me. “Been hiding these for a while.” He waggles his eyebrows at me. I can’t fight laughing, even if I wish I could. I toss the chips back at him. “You suck and I’m not a ‘have alone time in nature’ kind of girl. That deer is watching us.”

      “Fine,” he groans and winks and we are in our bed at Shane’s. He places the chips under the bed quickly before lying next to me on his side and batting his long thick lashes at me. “So, what do you want to talk about?”

      I snort, shoving him. “You are so weird.”

      “I was raised in Heaven which I think can make a fella a bit off. God is a strict father—”

      I lean in, kissing him and cutting off whatever other drivel he is about to yammer at me. The kiss is soft for a moment. It’s like a time-out. This is the one part of the world we can control.

      His arms encompass me, dragging me closer. “You smell of smoke. When was the last time you took a proper bath?” He lingers in my neck.

      We wink and land in a pool of freezing water. A scream rips from my mouth as the cold water hits everywhere, shocking me. “WHAT THE HELL, DORIAN?”

      He dunks under the water, smirking his shitty, cocky evil grin. “My darling, we needed a shower and there is no plumbing anywhere.” He tosses soap at me. I catch it with a scowl.

      He starts swimming around the pool toward the small waterfall at the far side of it.

      I swim to the shore and wash everything—everything. And contemplate who I can possibly ever talk to about this moment. No one. No one can ever know. It will have to fester and rot inside me.

      He swims to where I am. “You are the one girl I have waited thousands of years for. The one girl I never imagined in all my life I would find. And the one girl I would die for again tomorrow if I had to.” He shoots me one of his cheesy winks, completely ruining the speech.

      He turns and dives back into the pool of water. I can’t even stop myself from smiling.

      I leave the soap on the shore and climb back in, finding it less shocking this time, and rinse. It takes several washes before I feel clean again.

      I swim out to where he is and wrap my legs around his waist. “You’re a weird guy.”

      He nods. “I know.” He flashes a grin. “It’s lucky I have a girl like you to help me work through it.”

      He kisses me and for ten seconds the world is perfect, his being kind of a jerk and all.
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            Chapter 1

          

          Time

        

      

    

    
      Aimee

      The flash of light blinds me but it vanishes as quickly as it came. Lorelei winces in pain as she casts hellfire, bursting it from her again and sucking it back in.

      It illuminates the forest around us. Glaring heat and light begin and end abruptly.

      Gwen and Shulster share a simultaneous side-glance in my direction.

      I assume it’s a sign that this must end—they’re concerned but want me to be the bad guy. For some reason, I get stuck with this hat a lot. Waiting for a quiet second, I clear my throat, hoping to catch Lorelei’s attention. “Hey, uhm maybe we could take a break on the hellfire flashes?”

      “What?” she asks, without turning.

      “Maybe stop for a bit. You look exhausted.” I try to make it about my concern for her and not me telling her what to do. She technically has way more authority in Lorri’s posse than I do.

      “What?” she asks again, spinning. “What do you mean?”

      “The constant hellfire, it’s too much. Maybe take a break and get some rest.” I flash my eyes at Gwen for backup.

      “Yeah, Lorelei. You’ve been doing this all day, releasing it and sucking it in. It’s going to wear you out. And it’s creepy.”

      It’s something that can kill almost anyone, maybe not me, but the wounds would be devastatingly painful. Shulster and Gwen would for sure die. Badly.

      “You should eat,” I throw in for good measure.

      “I am hungry.” She rubs her belly, glaring at us. It isn’t anger or annoyance; I gather that by looking at her. It’s desperation. She’s reaching a frightening place with us all. We’ve been bad about helping. Lillith’s spell had us as useful as teats on a hog, as Lorelei so lovingly put it a few times. And now we’re all blundering about, watching an army in France that we can’t even begin to fight. Not because we can’t kill a bunch of vampires and succubi, but because Sam can kill all of us easier than we can him. “I just hate that Sam can cast magic and hellfire, and he’s one of y’all with the whole not dying thing. I don’t know how we’re gonna defeat him. I assume it’ll be hellfire. I wanna be ready.”

      “Yeah, but you also need to be rested and fed.” Gwen stands from the bench at the back of Shane’s yard. “Let’s go get something to snack on.”

      By snack she means blood. It still makes me wrinkle my nose to see them eat. Marcus especially. His dissatisfaction is noisy and pathetic. He used to be a strong man, and now he’s reduced to a whiny baby. He eats from a bag, equivalent to death in his eyes. Only it’s noisier for the rest of us. It involves a lot of moaning and complaining combined with deep sighs of unfulfilled hunger, something a bag cannot cure.

      “See ya inside.” Lorelei gives me a wave and stalks across the dry grass.

      Our bubble, the haven inside the area of land protected by the old shaman’s spell, isn’t like it was. It isn’t lush and strong. It’s weakened some as the balance on Earth is thrown off.

      Everything has weakened, except Sam.

      I watched him all morning, stunned by the strength and size of his army. As the world gets darker, Sam and his animals get stronger.

      We aren’t like that, especially the fae with us. Lorelei’s vampire ways are probably the only thing saving her from dying off.

      I wink to the other bubble she made, sighing when I see the house and enjoying the little bit of bliss Lorelei can create.

      I’m alone awhile, twisting grass and watching them moving around inside through the windows, before he shows up. Dorian’s eyes catch mine, sharing something, but I’m not sure what it is and then it’s gone.

      “Hi.”

      It could have been anything.

      Fear.

      Silent wishes.

      Regret.

      “Hey.”

      He stares again, still wrestling with something but not saying it.

      “What are you thinking about?” I ask. Cutting to the chase has become a thing for us all. Not just because time has become unreliable, but also because there’s a chance we won’t remember to have the conversation we’re contemplating. We don't retain everything anymore. Too many conversations center on recalling what someone was about to say or needed to remember. I catch myself wondering what I was about to say.

      It takes him a second to answer, but when he does I understand everything. “After.”

      It’s the most important word we have. Uncertainty and a desperate lack of authority or guidelines have made the word “after” a bit of a fantasy for us all. Will there be an after? Will we be stuck here? Will we go to Heaven? Will we just cease to exist, no longer necessary? Will we have each other?

      It’s an odd spot to be, answerless and yet left with empty expectations. We were given a task, we were trained for this moment, but we were never actually given a full layout of what the real expectation was, or the aftereffect.

      After.

      Just save the world. Don’t worry about the after.

      “What do you want it to be?” We play this game a lot, he and I.

      “Well, love . . .” He pauses and grins. It starts out cheeky, suggesting he might offer up a fake answer, one I will blush at. But then his eyes get that same look, the one I’m doubtful I want the answer to. It’s there and gone in a flash, back to cheeky. “I imagine a soft bed and a small house and a lot of privacy.” He chuckles, not meeting my gaze as he renders the fake answer, “Plumbing. I want plumbing again. You’ve never really lived without it before so this is probably an inconvenience so far, but imagine it from my perspective. I’ve spent lifetimes without it already. I did my time. It’s just cruel to have to go back. I miss plumbing. Real plumbing, not Lorelei’s glamour either.”

      “I miss restaurants.” I’ll play this game until there’s nothing but us and a dusty field. I’ll force myself to remember what it once was to live and taste and experience all of life’s pleasures. How it felt to lavish ourselves in laziness and how we took life for granted. How we wasted all our chances at happiness.

      “Texting.” He flashes his eyes at me, purposely. “Sexting.”

      “Uhhhh, we never sexted, Dorian.” I cock an eyebrow, afraid to ask.

      “Right.” He chuckles. “But we might have.” He tries to recover. It’s a sad attempt. “Ice cream. I miss cold, smooth ice cream.” He smacks his lips and widens his eyes. “Wineries. One day you and I will be a pair of stars, watching down on this Earth rebuilding itself, and I will still miss the taste of good wine and hard cheese.”

      “You’re so weird.” I can’t help but laugh at him. I don't want to think about being trapped in the sky, forced to watch and not live. I don't have any desire to be a star. I’m unsure if that’s optional or just something that happens to things like us.

      “Weird is all we have left, love.”

      “Maybe, but if you could whisper one thing to God, and have him hear it and grant your wish, what would it be?” I have to ask. It’s a real, true question and not the game, but I need to know.

      “A do over. I would want a do over. A second chance at all this, maybe minus the Roses Academy and the missions and the magic and Adam and Lillith and all that nonsense. Just you, a girl, and me, a guy, and maybe if he’s feeling generous, it could be simple and easy this time. Start as something small, like a crush or an accidental meeting.”

      “I like accidental meeting.” I want to play this game too. I like this game, even though we’ve never played it before.

      “Yes, perhaps I could have saved you in a regular human way. Not angelic, just manly.” His accent makes the word “manly” sound soft, but I like it.

      “And then we could go for a milkshake, and you would make fun of me for being a vegetarian until I forced you to tell me about your dark past, doing reckless human things.” I chuckle.

      “No. I wouldn't have a dark past. I would have conflicts that were so easily solved if just expressed, but I wouldn't express them. I would bottle them up like a regular boy, and you would have to guess at them and love the complexity of my mysteriousness.”

      “Obviously, it would make your strong silence seem attributed to horrors lurking in the shadows.”

      “Yes.” It’s his turn to laugh. “Awful parents and maybe a substance-abuse problem in the family. Something huge to humans that feels like a weight crushing them into the ground.”

      “Right, not a real problem in comparison to the end of the world and the antichrist.”

      “No.” He sighs wearily. “No antichrist. Just a dad who drinks too much and maybe a little sister who died in his care, and I have lingering guilt over the fact that I, a seven-year-old boy never saved her.” He rolls his eyes.

      “That’s a pretty big tragedy.” He clearly doesn’t understand what he is mocking, never having been human.

      “I saw that one once. Tragic situation. The boy wasted a whole life because a selfish man let a small kid die.”

      “That can be scarring. Look at Shane.” I raise my eyebrows. “His family is—” I pause, losing the humor. “Was, was a mess. Tragic. He had all kinds of drama. The life where my mom died, I did too.”

      “I know. I watched you.” His lip twitches into something of a smile. It’s distant, not a smile for this moment, one for a lifetime ago. In a different world where we were happy and life was much less insane. “In all honesty, if I could just be a simple boy with a simple life ahead of me, it would be enough. Just you and me.” He sighs. “I love you, Aimee.” His words become a hoarse whisper, “And if this is all we get, before we die, then it will be enough.”

      “Me too.” Tears threaten me but I hold them back.

      “What of them?” He clears his throat and glances at the house we’re watching, always watching, changing the subject to my family, “They can’t stay forever.”

      “I know. Just a little longer, I think.”

      “You going to see them?” he asks.

      “Yeah. I should. Before I can’t anymore.”

      “Okay.” He leans in, brushing his soft lips against mine. “Then I’ll see you at Shane’s.” He kisses a second time. I close my eyes and linger there, smelling the rich air he creates. He’s one of a kind. The air changes and he’s gone. I’m alone again, watching the house.

      I’ve spent too much time watching my family in this last season. The last season of us. Of humanity. Of life. Not life on Earth, just human life. We’re dying off. We’re becoming extinct. Something we’ve done to ourselves, unfortunately, starting with Lillith and her need for power.

      The world is on fire.

      It’s killing everyone with this last season. A never-ending season of drought and fire. Or rather seven years of burning. I’m not sure how long it’s been, but I doubt it’s seven years. The mess in this short amount of time makes me think nothing would last the seven years. There are a few people left, even now.

      We kill anyone the fire misses. They’re suffering and starving and being eaten by the monsters lurking in the shadows.

      The monsters we don’t bother to kill anymore. There’s no point. They breed like rabbits, reproducing with a bite or a spell.

      No one will survive this. No one.

      The world might live on once humanity is gone, but we must be removed first, starting with Lillith.

      After that, it might fix itself, repairing the damage done by sin and civilization.

      One season.

      That's what we have left.

      I've lost track of the number of years I've been alive—we relived so many of them. But in the limited time I have spent on this planet, I have never paid as much attention to a season as this. I've never known a season to last this long. It’s been months, too many months, of fire and heat and dust.

      I don't know when the end of the world started. Time, that tricky mistress, has wrapped us in her finger, claiming us as hers. She has lured with delights and distractions, working with Lillith against us. I measure against Ari’s swelling belly, although I suspect she has been pregnant far longer than the usual nine months, and I’m not sure she’s near ready to have the baby.

      All I know now is that the end is near.

      The signs have come and started.

      The antichrist has been named.

      The warfare has happened.

      The famine has long passed.

      The demonic army is ready for battle, almost like a scene from The Lord of the Rings. A river of beasts, villains, and hate. They stretch as far as the eye can see, all bent on destroying the last of us so they may live out their centuries in the mess they've made. They’re like a dragon who burns everything to live in the ashes.

      Yes, the world is on fire.

      A fire started with sin.

      A fire we became part of, the moment Lorri took what remained of our humanity.

      Sitting across the meadow from the house, I watch the people inside when I can. It isn’t something relaxing or peaceful. It’s stressful. I panic a little more each day as I realize there is nowhere for them to go. There is no life left to live. There is this bubble and that is all. Dorian’s right, they can’t live here forever.

      They’re going to die, even though everything I have done from the very beginning has been to keep them alive. And now, even worse, there’s a baby. A niece. A child I wanted to believe was a savior. I saw it in Blake’s eyes once too, a glimmer of hope that a Christmas baby might mean something.

      And Terra is a stunning baby who has stolen what’s left of my heart. I too thought for a moment that maybe she was a miracle, a Jesus baby. A child who would save us from what we have done to this planet. But she’s not. She’s a regular Nephilim, as regular as they can be.

      The idea that there might be a savior has faded with the masses who have died.

      Lillith’s evil has tipped the balance. She has taken the beautiful and turned it into horror. She’s won. She has made her hell on Earth and ruined God’s work.

      Our job is to wipe her and her minions clean, leaving this place as if we were never here. The job sounds easier than it is. Lillith has cheated, taking Sam and making him evil.

      We are all there is. A last stand, a meager group of redeemers—angels to fight the fire. We aren’t supposed to save the people, just the planet. This was never a rescue mission. It was always a salvage.

      We just didn't know that, not for certain.

      I’m unsure how to feel about it now that I’ve realized what our purpose is. I’m conflicted. I want my family to be safe and happy and alive, but not here. There’s nothing left to live for. And I’m becoming something that doesn't fit with them anymore. I’m lost sometimes, detached and distracted. I sort of understand how Dorian and Lorri lived hundreds of lifetimes without getting bored. It blended. It blends now. The time is fluid and you can’t pin down the moments. It would pass quickly. But the idea of so much time is daunting.

      I measure against the Earth, the changes that have happened. Time has passed because there is nothing left. It takes time to ruin a whole world. I don’t know how much time. Not that it matters anymore.

      And all I have left is sitting in the house, across the meadow, eating whatever Blake and I have managed to scavenge for them or whatever they have grown. They’re not oblivious to the state of things, but they are hiding. Surviving in this bubble Lorelei made.

      Being here makes all our losses worse. Seeing what’s left of our family makes me miss everyone else. I say their names like I used to say Dorian’s. Soft whispers I hope ride the winds to Heaven and are received.

      Lydia.

      Annabelle.

      Lorri.

      Aleksander.

      Hanna.

      Sam.

      Brandon.

      Landry.

      Everyone.

      Sam.

      There are too many now. The list is long.

      And without them it feels like we are too few.

      We are.

      The world is on fire and we don't have enough of us to stamp it out.

      But we don't have to stamp out the fire, just cut the head off the snake. We must end the evil and send the last of the humans to their maker.

      I pick a dry piece of grass and twist it in my fingers, almost laughing at myself.

      When this started, I was scared we wouldn't have enough time or manpower to fix everything.

      Now I’m scared that time is all we will have. We’ll remain, stuck on Earth and forced to endure the never-ending time, watching days and years become one.

      Being alone here, just us redeemers—I’m scared of that, although I have Dorian. Maybe a lifetime of Dorian.

      All the humans will move on, the humans and Sam.

      Everyone will escape this hell, even Lillith, the one who made it.

      But whoever lives through the last battle will remain, alone and surrounded by filth.

      Ash.

      Debris.

      The dragons left to roll around in the ashes.

      Maybe we will be here long enough to watch the wind blow it away, erasing mankind and all its stuff.

      Long enough to watch the forests reclaim the world and the oceans replenish themselves once they’re rid of the garbage.

      Long enough that one day we might see people walk the Earth again.

      I don't relish the thought of this.

      Even if I have Dorian, it’s not a fate I want. I want his do over. I want to try again, try to be normal. I want plumbing. I want the world to be the way it was, only better.

      “Are you doing the whole bleak outlook thing again?” A familiar voice breaks my hopelessness.

      “I am.” I have to grin, despite it all.

      Blake knows me better than anyone, even better than Dorian. He understands my vision, though I’ve never told him what I see. We know each other well enough to see the same thing. We think the same.

      “I can almost hear you overthinking everything. There’s no point in overthinking, Aimes.” He plants himself next to me, shuddering. “It’s shitty leaving the bubble at Shane’s and coming here. The in-between has become terrible.”

      “I know. The moment I enter one of Lorelei’s little havens, the hate in the world washes off all the stains I have covered myself in. But it’s the same as hanging up your coat; everything you’ve taken off is waiting for you just outside the bubble.”

      “Yup. You leave the bubble and it attaches again, like a rain-soaked coat, weighing you down.” He stares at the house. “I have a question and I need an honest answer.” His words are slick with dread. I know the question he’s going to ask. I don't want him to. It’s the same sentiment Dorian just gave me. We are all considering the end, but I don't want to, not yet. I’m not ready.

      “Wait a little longer,” I whisper back.

      “For what? Demons to come? For a horde to find them? What am I waiting for?” Blake’s voice cracks. “Sam knows where they are.”

      “Lorelei’s bubble will keep them safe until we have to do it.” I can’t turn to him and see the despair in his eyes. I can’t. Not that I need to. It’s in me too, poking me with what-ifs.

      “What if—”

      “No,” I interrupt his question. “Don't what-if. Just wait a little longer. Please”—I turn, taking in the entirety of his pain—“we can take turns watching the house. Shifts.”

      “We can’t spare people, Aimes. We have a mission, and we need to fulfill it before this gets worse. And any day now we’re going to go for Sam and the army and kill him, and then what? What if we go to Heaven and Alise and everyone stays here, in the mess, because we didn’t do it soon enough?” His nickname for me, the one everyone now uses, brings a smile to my lips. Familiarity is almost food in this word. Famine doesn’t apply to just physical hunger. Famine means a lack of everything. We’re starving for love, support, kindness, happiness, peace—everything. Nourishment is more than just eating. It’s everything. “We’re all losing hope, watching Sam with his huge army. We need to end this, all of it.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m going to do it. I’ll gently send them all to Heaven, separately. They won’t even know it’s happening. Delicate and comforting is better than terror and being victimized.” He shudders again. “I saw a horde of vampires kill a group of people last week. I was with Luke, and we waited for them to be mid feast before we killed them. We had to—there were so many, we couldn’t risk Sam being there and killing one of us. I can’t let our family go that way.” His words sound garbled as though mixed with vomit and fear.

      “Okay.” Tears block anything else from slipping from my throat. “I’ll help.”

      “Tonight.” Blake meets my gaze, confirming the appointment.

      “Tonight. When they go to bed.”

      “We spend one last evening with them.” For a second his eyes suggest he wants me to stop him, to talk him out of it. It’s there and then it’s gone. “And then, when this is over, if we don’t go to Heaven, you send me there to be with them. Promise.”

      “I promise.” I know the hardship of making this decision, for us both.

      My entire purpose in this world, in this never-ending fight, has been to keep them safe. This is the final step in that journey. A final step I never wanted to make. But love is keeping those who are important to you safe. Yes, it’s keeping them alive when you can, but it’s also sending them to Heaven peacefully when you must.

      That is the place we have reached.

      A fork in the road.

      It’s either continue on and risk the possibility that Lorelei dies, ending her bubble. Or risk one of our family members leaving the bubble and bringing death down on everyone. There’s also the likelihood that Sam will come. He knows what I would do for these people. He knows what their torment and death would do to me. Killing them would be a smart move on his part.

      Or we take the other path and send them off kindly, gently. In a way they won’t even know it’s happening. And we remain to suffer with the loss, alone.

      Blake is right.

      This is the better way.

      “You ready?” He sighs, sounding defeated already.

      “Yeah.” I take his hand and wink us both into the house.

      It’s different now. The clean little cottage it was is cluttered. Everything is manual. The fact they have lights and water is magic; the rest of their life is hard. Like pioneers, they live off the land.

      My mom is in the kitchen cleaning dishes. She’s tired, exhaustion is all over her face. She’s constantly tired now. She’s weary as if the state of the world she cannot see is sucking out what’s left of her through those eyes, those windows to the soul. The bags under them and the thinness of her face make me sad, but it’s the expression in those eyes that confirms we are making the right choice.

      She forces her lips up at the sides when she greets us, “Hello.” She feigns joy in seeing me. I think she’s indifferent now. No longer a mom but a hostage of my desire to keep them here, for me.

      My selfishness knows no bounds.

      “Hi, Mrs. James,” Blake imparts and walks away, going to find my sister.

      “Hi, Mom.” I offer a hug but take something else away, something more. It’s her smell. I’ll need it later. The smell of her got me through dark times before, and I suspect it will again.

      There’s a tremble in our grip, the desperate way we cling to each other. Touches speak for us now, saying all the things we won’t. Or can’t.

      “Where’s Dad?”

      “Out back, checking on the irrigation. The heat has made the watering a full-time job. The well’s having trouble keeping up.” She nods her head to the garden door.

      “I’ll go see if I can give him a hand.” I kiss her cheek, lingering for too long before leaving.

      The heat of the day is intense. It’s been this way for too long. We’ve noticed that since the temperature change began, there are less people to send off. They’re not lasting in the desert-like conditions. I barely assume I can last in it. Ari really is the only one enjoying it, even pregnant. She relishes the dry warmth that roasts the flesh off everyone. She sleeps most of the day now, windows open and heat pouring in. It’s like a sauna. I can hardly bear to be in her room. In fact, I don’t recall the last time I was in her room. I need to remember to see her when I get back.

      Outside, the well that also runs on magic is silent. No more generators or power supplies. Lorelei has the house running along like it’s a scene from The Sword in the Stone. My father loves it, but still toils away in the garden. Even her magic isn’t enough to keep everything alive or all the work easy.

      His face is weathered; time spent worrying in the sun and eating less to make sure there’s enough for everyone else. It’s thinned him out in every way. There’s more and less of him.

      “Hi, Dad,” I bid weakly.

      “Hey, kiddo.” He still sounds like him, determined to make this work. “What brings you by?”

      “Nothing. Just wanted to hang out.”

      He pauses mid dig, his fingers gripping the small shovel. “Hang out?” He says it like he doesn't understand the words and then lifts his gaze, flinching as if he’s reading my mind. “Have things gotten worse?”

      “What? No,” I lie.

      “You’re a bad liar, Aimes. Always were.” He puts the shovel down and dusts off his hands. “Tell me the truth. Is something wrong?”

      “Yeah.” I sigh.

      “What kind of worse?”

      “The bad kind. You know how this whole religious scripture thing works, right?”

      “I do.” He never believed, but he does now.

      “The antichrist is actually Sam.” The words taste like ash.

      “Sam?” His eyes widen in disbelief. “Your Sam?”

      “Yeah. He knows roughly where you are. He can’t come into Lorelei’s bubble, technically, but he knows how important you are.” I leave it there, not needing to say more.

      “How much time?”

      “None. Anything longer would be a gamble,” I whisper weakly, hating how I lose my strength with them.

      “None.” He folds his arms and stares at the ground. “None? I suppose being here until now is more than I ever thought we’d have. When the cities fell and the power went down and we came here, I knew things were bad, but I had faith this would end.”

      “It’s ending, just not the way we want.”

      “This is the end?” His lip trembles a little. “Then I’m grateful for the time I’ve had. All this has been extra . . .” He lifts his gaze, meeting mine and killing the last of the hold I have on my emotions. “You’ve managed to create this little Garden of Eden for us, protecting us from whatever it is that's out there. You bought us time, more than anyone else got, I suspect.”

      “It’s not enough. I wish I could do more.” I blink a tear down my cheeks.

      “But it has to be enough and you have to let us go. We can’t stay here like this, living this half life.” Tears flood his eyes as well. “Is this the last supper then?”

      I nod. I can’t speak.

      “Okay.” He smiles causing the tears in his eyes to overspill and trail down his cheeks. “Then I better get the good shit out.”

      “Good shit?” I chuckle which results in my tears overflowing as well.

      “I’ve been saving some things. I knew it was only a matter of time before this little haven ended.”

      His words play on my mind. Garden of Eden. Haven. Thoughts creep about in my head. There might be one we can save. There’s something I never even thought about.

      “I’ll be back in a minute.” I wink out, no longer pretending I can’t. Something I’ve done in front of him a few times.

      There’s one person I need. One person who can answer the question burning in my brain.
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      Lorelei narrows her gaze from the chair in the sunroom, contemplating what I’ve just asked of her. “I don't know, Aimee. Sounds like a long shot. If she’s a regular Nephilim she don’t have magic. I don't wanna say yes and get your hopes up. Can I see her before I answer this?” Her twangy Southern accent always makes me smile.

      “Yeah. I’ll take you now.” I hold a hand out. Marcus opens his mouth to say something, but I lift a hand and cut him off, “You can’t come.”

      “Aimee, darling, why do you always assume the worst of me? I love last suppers. I’ve had many a last supper with the common folk.” He climbs up off the couch and saunters over, charming me with those eyes.

      “You mean you had many a commoner for a last supper,” I add drolly.

      “Semantics.”

      “Marcus, your actions speak louder than your compulsion. This is my family we’re talking about.”

      “Yes, I’m aware.” He rolls his eyes. “The saintly James family. How dull.” He strolls past me into the kitchen.

      I don't have time to be drawn into a Marcus Dragomir drama.

      “Oh, don't pitch a fit, Marcus. I’ll be back in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.” Lorelei waves and holds out her hand. I wink before he complains about how we’re leaving him to fend for himself, as if he’s some stay-at-home dad cooking a four-course meal for the kids.

      We land back in the greenhouse in front of my dad. He nods a greeting. “Lorelei.” The winking doesn’t shock him anymore. Not since the house first began to run on magic. In fact, I think he likes it all.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. James, sir. How ya holding up?”

      “Better than I ever deserved.” He winks at me.

      “I know that feeling. How y’all managing with the heat? It’s hotter than a two-dollar pistol out here.”

      “We manage all right, thanks to you.” He chuckles at the weird Southernism she lends.

      “Be right back.” Gripping her hand, I jerk her toward the house. “I’m gonna introduce her to the baby.”

      “She’s lovely.” He smiles at Lorelei and goes back to work.

      I drag her to the makeshift nursery where my sister sleeps and Blake sits holding the baby. His eyes widen when he sees me. “Not yet.”

      “No.” I turn back to Lorelei. “Well?”

      “Aimee, are you sure?” Lorelei asks softly.

      “Yeah.” I ignore Blake's annoyed stare.

      “I don't know what she is, but even from here I can tell she’s more than Nephilim. She’s like the children.” She steps closer, her voice lowering, “May I hold her?”

      “What’s going on?” Blake growls.

      “Trust me.” I plead with my eyes.

      He presses his lips tight as though he might say no, but he reluctantly passes his tiny daughter to Lorelei.

      “Oh my.” She takes a deep inhale like she’s smelling perfume. “Yes. She’s very special. She’s part witch, angel, and human.”

      “Witch?” I give Blake a dubious scowl. “Is your mom a—?”

      “Not a chance. Maybe yours. Or a grandma we’re unaware of.” He says it flatly, obviously implying it’s my mom.

      “Wait.” Lorelei pauses, tilting her head. “Aleks’ weird daddy came after your momma, before. I was there. He came to your town.” Lorelei turns to me, still smelling the baby. “In some twisted version of the past, didn't he kill her?”

      “Yeah.” I pause and then gasp. “Of course. That’s why he was in town. That's who he was looking for. He smelled a witch. Those are his favorite. Like O. My mom must have something she doesn't know about.” My skin crawls with shivers. “That's how he found me on the beach. That's why he attacked me too.” The realization makes me wonder what else is going on with our parents and why us, in all of this.

      “I can’t say for sure, but I suspect she’d be welcome in the garden.” Lorelei smiles softly at the baby. “So, would your momma and sister, if they have the magic too.”

      My heart stops. “But my dad?”

      Lorelei’s eyes lose their hope. “No. Aimee. I’m sorry. The garden needs magic, bringing more witches will always be allowed. Regular folks have to go to God. The fae are real sticklers. Which I don’t get. The fae can go to Heaven, but regular folks can’t go to the garden without special invitation.”

      “My parents are not on that list then.” Blake winces, his eyes never leaving Terra’s sleeping face.

      “I’m sorry, Blake.”

      “It’s okay, Lorelei. You've done so much for them already.” There’s no bright side to this, not even for Blake. “At least some of us will survive this.”

      “She’ll get the chance to grow up. That’s better than anything else this old world has to offer. And no child should go to Heaven before she has had a chance to live.”

      “But if Alise and Terra go into the garden—?” He lowers his voice.

      “You won’t see them again, and if you do it’ll be ages from now,” she answers, aware of exactly what he’s thinking. “You angels can’t go in there. You have to be invited in by the fae, and I wouldn’t bet on them trusting the fallen again.” She swallows hard. “I’m so sorry.” She hands the baby back to him. “I’ll go now and ensure they'll let her pass.”

      “Okay.” He blinks and releases a single tear down his cheek. His fingers nervously push up glasses that aren’t there.

      Heartbroken, I grab Lorelei’s hand and wink to the place I know she wants to go. It’s the entrance to the garden. I don't see what she sees. I don't see lush woods or gardens or beauty. It’s hot and dusty and the wind is cruel. The garden has become less and less available to us. Even the small measure of witch I apparently have in me doesn't sense the surrounding magic.

      Lorelei vanishes, not speaking.

      I lower my gaze and wait. Knowing my mother, sister, and Terra will be saved doesn't seem to weigh equally to the fact my father will not. His death will hurt more this way. He’ll be alone there, in Heaven.

      When Lorelei comes back, she pops out of the air with an expression on her face that makes me uncomfortable. She swallows hard and nods. “They can come. Not your father or Blake’s family. Just your momma and the baby.”

      “Alise?”

      She twitches her head back and forth.

      “You can’t expect my sister to leave her brand-new baby.”

      “Too far removed from the magic. Your momma has magic, your sister doesn't. Not enough. It saved her life in birthing Blake’s baby, but that’s all. Your momma can claim the magic and save herself and the baby.”

      It’s the worst news. “How the hell do I tell Blake? How do I even broach that subject with him?”

      “The baby would be saved,” she suggests weakly, knowing this is not much of a bright side. “There’s another option—”

      “What?” I’m at the end of my last string of hope.

      “If your momma could claim her magic, your sister could—”

      “Jesus. That’s the other option? Alise kills our mom, takes her magic, and goes with the baby?” I can’t believe this is her other option.

      My nostrils flare as she lifts her hands slowly. “Calm down.”

      “I can’t calm down! Alise has to kill Mom or leave her baby? Imagine if this were—” I stopped myself just short of saying the very thing Lorelei once had to do, maybe even more than once. “Fine. I’ll go tell Blake what the plan is.”

      “Y’all need my help. Your momma won’t know how to claim her magic.” She takes my hand as I wink.

      The moment we’re back in the bedroom, Blake narrows his gaze at me. “What?”

      “It’s complex.” I bite my lip and contemplate how to say this. “Essentially, Alise isn’t witch enough.”

      “No!” He stands, saying it too loud. Alise stirs but falls back to sleep as we lower our voices. “You can’t send Terra away without her mom or her dad.”

      “My mom can go.” I sigh, dissatisfied with my own answer.

      “Or, Alise here could kill her momma after she claims her magic and go in her place.” Lorelei tries to say it like it’s a bit of good news.

      “Jesus.” He pales. “She can’t do that either. It’s Alise. She’s all talk.”

      “It’s one or the other.” I say it, sounding as defeated as I am.

      “Of course it is.” He slumps back into the seat, holding his baby tighter to his chest and closing his eyes. “Can you ask your dad what we should do?” he mutters, not looking at me. “I don’t feel right making this decision.”

      “Yeah.” I don't want to, but Blake’s right. My dad is probably the only one who can help us with this.

      I wink to the greenhouse, sighing when I see him harvesting tomatoes. He’s so peaceful here, so blissfully unaware that the horrible conversation we had earlier is about to get much worse. “Dad.” I can’t force myself to say anything else.

      “Aimes?” He speaks before he lifts his eyes to mine. The instant scowl when he sees my face suggests he’s no longer unaware. “What?”

      “I have a dilemma.”

      “And you want my opinion?” He sounds dubious.

      “I do.” I pause and then let the worst words fall from my lips like a waterfall made of razors and broken glass.

      I don't hear myself speaking, but I watch the words, each one burning into my father’s ears. His eyes widen, gloss over, narrow, and ultimately lower. “A witch?” He gulps and nods. “That makes some sense.” He leans against the bench next to him and contemplates for a moment. It seems like an eternity passes before he finally speaks, “She would want to save Alise. She wouldn't want to go there and leave her daughter to die.”

      “You’ll be together.” I offer it up, some second-class version of an uplifting end.

      “Together?”

      “Heaven. It’s real. I’ve been. You’ll be together. You’ll remember each other and be happy. I promise.” Tears stream my cheeks. “You’ll remember us.”

      His eyes tighten with stress and the finality of this conversation. “And you will be here with Blake. And Alise will be in the garden with Terra. And we will all be apart for eternity?” His grasp of the strange circumstances he finds himself in has become quite attuned. He’s liberal, and yet somehow prepared for bizarre and hopeless or occult and exotic.

      “But none of us will be alone. Not entirely.”

      “Then it’s the best we can do. The rest is in God’s hands.” My scientific father is a man I have spent a lifetime misunderstanding.

      When I get back to the nursery Lorelei isn’t there. Blake’s eyes are red and watery.

      “Lorelei thinks your mom might have been part of the Northeast covens. She’s going to need one of us to take your mom to Maine so she can claim her magic. Then we have dinner and Alise will do it when Lorelei puts your mom to sleep. She won’t even know it’s happening. It’s still a gentle death.”

      “Okay.” I bite my lip, conflicted and yet certain of the right path. “My dad thinks my mom would want to save Alise so she could go to the garden with Terra.”

      “Of course she would. Any parent would die for their kids.” More tears trickle down his cheeks as he stares at the softly sleeping baby.

      “I’m so sorry, Blake. It’s so rushed, not at all how I imagined this playing out.”

      “Me too, Aimes. Me too.”

      I leave him to the quiet of his slumbering family and go find Lorelei.

      She’s in the kitchen with my mother who’s motionless and staring at the wall. Lorelei’s hands move in the air and her lips mumble something faintly, something I can’t make out. “Can you take us to the North Atlantic, Rhode Island maybe?” she says after a moment. “After she claims the magic we’ll come back here. I’ll fix it so she can’t remember anything.”

      “Yeah.” The pier is in my mind. I take my mother’s hand and then Lorelei’s. “Will she be different after this?”

      “No. I’ll block her magic so she can’t feel a thing. It likely isn’t much magic, just an insignificant bloodline that’s receded over time.”

      I wink us to the spot I’m imagining. It’s different now. The pier’s broken and rocking with the waves that seem rougher than last time I was here. The ocean’s higher maybe.

      “That rocky point.” Lorelei lifts a finger to direct me to an outcropping of rocks. Smoke and ash and garbage are everywhere. My mother remains frozen, missing the sight of the disgusting place before us.

      I wink again, stirring the smelly, heavy air. The stench and disease of the beach makes me sick to my stomach.

      I don't know how to fix this world, just kill things. I hope the killing is enough.

      Lorelei moves to the edge of the rocks. My mom copies everything she does. If she takes a step, Mom does too. If Lorelei lifts her hands, Mom mimics it.

      They stand together, appearing opposite and yet the same, faces into the wind and hair blowing behind them. They hold hands as Mom says everything Lorelei says, casting into the windy sea breeze.

      The clouds darken and the skies rumble. Lightning strikes the waves below us. Lorelei stands back, letting go of Mom who stays where she is, hands out and ready to receive. Lorelei glances back at me as my mom continues to chant. “Find me someone to sacrifice.”

      “Sacrifice?”

      “Ain’t nothing free, Aimee.” She winks and turns back to Mom.

      I wink to a spot in the North, a village I found a couple of weeks ago. It’s remote and filled with people who don't speak English, but they understand it. The town hasn't changed, except to lose snow and ice since the heat started. The people are different than us, simple and quiet. They have nothing and appear to need very little.

      I wink to a house where a woman and man sleep in one room and a small child in the other.

      I’m the ghost in the darkness, the monster creeping in the shadows. It’s not the worst role I’ve ever played. I send the wife and child to Heaven with a gentle kiss. As the man rolls away from his wife’s dead body, I grab him and wink to the beach. He screams as he’s awakened by the worst feeling he’s had. It’s about to be trumped by something much worse.

      He just doesn't know it.

      He’s bent over and retching when my mom grabs him, stabbing a knife into his chest. Her eyes are filled with passion and yet completely blank.

      His crimson blood runs down her hands and his chest as the waves get rougher and the seawater climbs the bank and rocks. The clear liquid is on a path, right for her. It slithers, shining silver like her eyes as it reaches her feet and slides up her legs.

      The man falls from the cliff into the water below as the sea claims him and my mother. She tilts her head back, screaming into the swirling clouds as lightning strikes around us.

      Lorelei turns toward me. “Y’all are some scary witches.” Her eyes are wide, scared.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Her coven was dark. I don’t know how much control I’ll have over it. This ain’t no insignificant bloodline, Aimes. This is something fierce.” The water falls away and my mother drops into a heap on the grass and rock. Lorelei casts a sleeping spell on her.

      I wink us to the house, unsure what Lorelei meant by that. I place my mom into bed, wishing I could spend my last day with her differently.

      “I don’t think we should wake her, not with the magic being evil and all.” Lorelei whispers, “Sam’s gonna sense this evil. He’s gonna locate her. We just brought him another ally. Maybe we should get her to the garden now. Sorry, Aimee.”

      “Oh, come on! I can’t even with any of this anymore! Why can’t we just get a goddamned break?” I drop to my knees and hold my mother’s cold hand. She feels evil now. The smell of her is different. “So Alise won’t be able to take this magic?”

      “She will. The garden will clean the sins of man off a witch. The garden and fae would have forgiven Lillith if she just asked. She could still be forgiven.”

      “But the rest of us aren’t to be trusted?” I cock an eyebrow.

      “Let’s not get into the things that don't make a lick of sense in this world. Get Alise and the baby, now. Tell Blake to either send his parents off right away or bring them, unless he wants Sam to do it for him. Lord knows that would make Sam happier than a pig in shit.”

      I hurry to the nursery, swallowing hard when I see him.

      “Why do you always look like this when you come in the room?”

      “Because bad news is raining down on us every day.”

      “What is it this time?” He sighs.

      “Alise has to claim the magic immediately and be on her way with Terra.”

      “What! What about dinner?”

      “No time. My mom’s magic is bad. She’s a bad witch now. Sam will sense her and want her to join his side.”

      “For God’s sake!” He jumps up, waking the baby. He passes her to me, almost dumping her in my arms. I get lost for a moment in her eyes, wishing I could be there to see them change. I know they’ll be like Alise’s, liquid silver. They’re gray and dull now like mine, but she’s still so small. They’ll change nevertheless, like her. She’ll grow up in a magical garden filled with love and life, away from this hell.

      I have to keep telling myself the only thing that matters is she’s going to live.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Goodbye, my loves

        

      

    

    
      My dad leans forward, losing his stomach on the sand. I rub his back, wishing I could say he’ll get used to it. But he won’t. He doesn’t have the time.

      He won’t see me again after this moment.

      He shudders and gives me a look. “The last supper turned out sort of opposite of my plans.”

      “Sorry, Dad.”

      Alise’s sobs fill the desert as she clutches Blake, trembling.

      My mom is still, like a puppet waiting for Lorelei to make her move.

      Dad stands upright and wraps himself around me, taking a deep inhale of my head as his grip speaks the words we don't. His fingers bite in, shaking and clinging.

      “I’m sorry, Dad.” I say it again. I say it too much. I say it all the time.

      But it’s the only truth I have. I’m always sorry.

      “It’s okay, kiddo.” He hugs me and lies, “This isn’t your fault. None of this is your fault.” He pulls back, his stare fixed to mine. “You be strong. Be the strong, smart girl I know you are and you’ll find your way to us again.”

      “Okay,” I lie. I can’t do any of that.

      “You can’t make me do this.” Alise’s eyes turn to mine, filled with fury. I’m going to miss that look. “This is all your fault.”

      “You have to save Terra.” Blake turns her around. “You have to save our daughter.” He’s sobbing as hard as she is, maybe harder, but he’s still Blake. He’s still rational.

      “No. I don’t wanna leave you,” Alise cries harder, burying her face in his chest.

      “It’s time. Before she draws a crowd with the shrieking.” Dad nods, patting me once more before taking Terra from Lorelei. He kisses the baby’s cheeks once more. “Grampy will be watching you. I promise that.” He lies again but this time he doesn't know it’s a lie, and I don't tell him.

      I let him believe he’ll see us.

      Blake hugs his parents who silently sob as well. He has to drag Alise with him because she won’t let go.

      It’s weird for me to watch as his mom and dad are both so emotional. They’re detached and calm most of the time.

      But the end of the line is the end of the line, and even they can’t buy their way out of this one.

      Something shifts in the air. Something smells of incense and misdeeds.

      “We have to hurry,” Lorelei shouts as the wind picks up.

      “It’s so beautiful,” my mom whispers once, staring at the dusty desert. She sees something I don't.

      I hug her, hating that this last embrace is wooden and stolen from us. She doesn’t even smell the same. “I love you, Mom.”

      A single tear slips from her silver eye. It’s a response from deep inside her, one the magic can’t suppress.

      “I love you, Dad.” I hug him again and kiss the baby once more.

      Lorelei grabs Alise, dragging her to my mother and forcing a dagger into her hands. “Speak what I speak!” she shouts at Alise. It’s a spell being cast on Alise more than anything. Alise’s tears stop. Words flow from her mouth the same as Lorelei’s do, casting the spell. The dagger flashes and drives into my mother’s chest, making my father flinch. He squeezes his eyes shut and holds the baby in his arms as I hold him. We all tense at the same moment.

      Mom exhales loudly, gazing back at my father. “See you there, my love.” She blinks and falls face-first into the sand.

      He wheezes his exhale, continuing to hug me tightly.

      Alise screams, lifting her face into the air, and flashes back to me. “You!” A sneer crosses her face, one I haven’t seen before. Evil Alise is beautiful and terrifying. “You did this!” Her hands rise but a bright light fills the sky behind her.

      It blinds me until I hear his voice, “It’s time.”

      I blink and see Henry reaching for the baby. My father kisses Terra and passes her to Blake. He jumps at his chance to hold his daughter once more. I don’t know what he whispers to her. I can’t imagine what it could be. What do you tell your infant daughter as you say goodbye, possibly forever?

      Never has my chest burned the way it is when he hands her over to Henry. Alise is frozen, just as my mother was. When Blake kisses her and whispers, “I will see you again,” she misses it.

      My father and I rush her, hugging and sobbing until there’s only the two of us in the embrace.

      They’re there one minute and gone the next, leaving us on our knees, a puddle of pity and grief.

      I lift my father’s face to mine, trembling and shaking my head. “I don't know if I will ever see you again, but I love you.”

      “I know, kid. I love you too,” he manages to get out before I kiss his lips softly, taking away the life inside him. He’s tense and trembling one moment and then limp and falling the next. He lands close to my mom, as if reaching for her.

      I have never understood or appreciated my parents’ love for each other. I think I took it for granted before this moment and now I will never see it again.

      Blake’s a mess. He can’t send his parents. He can’t move. But the smell in the air is growing stronger. Sam is coming.

      So I do it. I make my way to them, shaking and sobbing. “Goodbye, sir,” I whisper to his father.

      “Take care of Blake,” his father speaks gently, not nearly as confused as he should be.

      “I will,” I mutter as I place a soft kiss on his father’s mouth. He dies gently, just as Blake wanted.

      His mother hugs me tightly. “Thank you, Aimee.” She doesn’t know what she’s saying. It’s my fault Blake is the way he is. It’s my fault things have turned out this way. I kiss her tenderly and let her go to Heaven to be with her husband.

      The three of us stand, crippled by grief and a desperate sort of despair. The kind you don't recover from.

      My loss is greater than any I have tasted before and it doesn’t even touch Blake’s.

      But unlike the girl I once was, this grief and pain don’t turn to sadness. They become something I can’t describe, something awful and fearsome.

      It’s rage and a need for vengeance.

      It’s fuel.

      It’s hate.

      It scares me so I whisper the one thing I can think of that might help, “Dorian.”

      He’s here, adding more incense to the fire, just in time. He doesn't speak. He grabs us all, winking us away as a dust storm of riders, something wicked and foreboding, arrives. In the last flash, I see Sam’s wicked smile.

      And then I’m at Shane’s.

      I collapse into a heap on the dry grass and cry.

      There is nothing else to be done.

      There are no words or actions to change anything that just happened. I cry with Dorian holding me and Blake falling on me.

      For a moment, I’m glad my dad can’t see me.

      This isn’t the last thing I want him to experience.
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          Backstabbing in Latin

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry, dude.” Giselle offers her best attempt at feeling something. She hugs and closes her eyes. It’s real but too calm. If she were regular Giselle she’d be sobbing and having a diva fit. I miss that, a little. The dramatics would be justified. But we’re all closed off, just a bit. All of us but Blake. He’s a mess.

      “At least Terra and Alise are safe,” I cite weakly, more for myself than anyone.

      “I can’t believe they lasted as long as they did.” Dorian provides his smug take on things, “The world is a cesspool of manure, and yet Lorelei was still able to pop up tiny paradises here, there, and everywhere. We should get her to make us one on an island somewhere and just hide there.” He winks, joking. Maybe half joking.

      “I think we need to start figuring out our plan to kill Sam.” I hate saying it aloud. I hate that Sam is the one. I hate everything. I want to pretend this journey isn’t weighing me down, but it is. The wet raincoat Blake spoke of is drowning me.

      “It’s simple, dear Aimee. We find poor Sam and one of you kills him.” Marcus laughs, sounding slightly madder every day. “Then we all negotiate our own terms with the old man upstairs. I fancy a nice cozy retreat somewhere, to spend eternity.” His eyes dart to Lorelei who looks worse for wear these last months. “With her and none of the bloody rest of you.”

      “Sounds perfect,” Dorian mumbles.

      Oliver saunters into the kitchen, eating a chocolate bar. “What’s got you lot so down?”

      “They sent their family to Heaven and the garden,” Giselle divulges plainly.

      “Lucky. I wish I could go home. I certainly wouldn’t be sniveling over them being freed.” He sneers, mocking my pain. It has me off the barstool and winking behind him before I really think through my plan. I spin him, slap the candy out of his hand, and plant my lips on his.

      The reaction is irrational. I realize it but I can’t stop.

      “Thank you, Aimee—” He laughs once in my mouth before he falls to a pile of feathers on the ground.

      “Aimee!” Dorian shouts, shoving me away from the pile. My hands lift to my lips as the shock of what I’ve done hits.

      “What are you doing?” Shane screams at me. “Stop killing the goddamned help, Aimes!”

      “Aimee!” Lorelei snaps out of her little daydream.

      My head twitches back and forth, but I have no words to offer, no excuses to muster. I don’t know what I just did or why.

      Everyone bursts into screams and confusion. I drop to my knees, lifting a black feather and staring at it.

      “I can’t believe you would be this reckless!” Dorian screams, but I can’t feel the effects of his words on me.

      “Jesus, Aimes!” Even Giselle is almost upset.

      A knock interrupts us.

      The feathers flutter along the floor as the front door opens and a man I have never seen before enters the house. He’s visibly confused as we all are for a heartbeat.

      “Anthony! Brother!” Dorian rushes him, wrapping himself around the man I assume is Anthony the angel. “What the bloody hell—?”

      “Betrayers,” the man mutters softly. His voice and appearance are not what I expected. He’s got tawny hair and tanned skin, like Aleks. He isn’t at all like Sam, which makes a lot of sense since Sam wasn’t his son. But I did imagine him like Sam. Dark hair and eyes and an intense look to him.

      But he doesn’t have that.

      “We betrayed her, we failed. We must fix it. Each of us owes a debt. I am here to fulfill mine it would seem.” He comes off as meek and humble. I can almost smell the kindness on him. It’s refreshing.

      Dorian hugs him, gripping him in a way I haven’t seen him do with the others. He and Oliver always had a sort of disdain for one another. He and Lorri were like brother and sister, fighting with each other and yet defending one another to the death. And he and Jonathan were mortal enemies. But by the trembling grasp Dorian has on him, Anthony is clearly someone he has truly missed.

      “I can’t believe you’re back!” Dorian lets go and pats him on the back. “Everyone, this is Anthony.” He holds a finger up to Giselle. “Giselle, Shane, Lorelei, Marcus you will remember, and this is Aimee.” He almost snarls my name.

      “Hello, everyone. Marcus, how are you?” Anthony speaks politely but the smile is missing from his face.

      “Spectacular. Obviously living the dream, mate.” Marcus doesn't budge.

      “Obviously.” Anthony musters something resembling a courteous smile. “Is this all of you?” His eyes grow worried.

      “No, there’s Blake, Lucas and Ben, and my daughter, Ari.”

      “Daughter?” Anthony’s eyes narrow. “You have a daughter?” He might as well have said “et tu, Brute?”

      “I do.” Dorian flinches so slightly I almost miss it.

      “Interesting,” Anthony smirks, still sporting the metaphorical blade in his back.

      “You’re the one Lorri—”

      “Anyway, he’s back,” Dorian cuts Lorelei off. “Aimee, try not to send him home before we’re done. God knows, we may get Jonathan next.”

      “You’re the wendigo.” I swallow hard, slightly scared of what that monster looks like. I did Google it, back when the computers worked. It’s horrifying in the legends.

      “Yes.” He cringes regrettably.

      “Well, I’ll take him to Sam so he can witness for himself what we’re dealing with. Why don't you lot try to come up with a strategy.” Dorian winks and they’re gone.

      Shane gives me a look. “Seriously, stop.”

      “I know.” I nod. “I don't know what happened.”

      “First Hanna and now this. You can’t keep sending people to Heaven. We don't have the luxury of dying.” He grabs Giselle by the hand. “It’s our turn to walk the grounds.” He scowls at me and pulls her from the house.

      I slump and glance back at Lorelei. The worried stare she gives me doesn't make me feel better. I wink and flash to Ari’s room. I forgot I needed to check on her.

      She’s sleeping with Lucas at her side. He lifts a finger and nods his head at the door. I wink out to the hall where he joins me a second later.

      “How is she?”

      “I think she’s due. She’s been sleeping off and on, moaning a lot in her sleep. She’s getting weaker, almost like the baby is taking all the strength she has.” He hasn’t really calmed down about her dying even though she’s an immortal. The rules are that only immortals can kill immortals. The baby is an immortal, and in the past babies like it have killed their mothers. No one ever cared because the mothers were usually sheep, meant for breeding. But Ari’s different. I’m pretty sure she’ll be fine, but he’s a stress case.

      “What can we do?”

      “I’m not sure. We need someone who’s done this before to show us how to birth these babies. None of us knows what to do.” He pleads with his eyes, but I’m stumped on how to fix this.

      “Should I go see Lorri, in Heaven?” I've been thinking about doing this a lot. I have a genuine lack of direction as far as the whole Sam thing goes. And it seems we all talk about formulating a plan, but no one ever gets around to doing it.

      “Yeah!” Luke’s eyes widen. “Lorri might have some answers. You don't mind?”

      “No. I need to see her anyway.” I gaze back at the door. “Did you go and free Ari’s uncle? We think it’s time. Blake and I sent our families.”

      “Yeah, I did it a while ago. Ari’s uncle and a few others that were hiding with him are gone. I knew it was time when the wolves all left. All fae have fled to the garden. We don't have anyone left here.”

      “Okay.” I pause. “The wolves get to go to the garden?” I can’t help but sound bitter. I am. “Janine, the giant home-wrecker, gets to go to the garden?”

      “Yeah, they’re fae.”

      “You could go there?” I glance back at the door again. “And take the baby.”

      “I could if I’m able to get myself back into my wolf form. They won’t let me in like this, wings and all. The fae hate angels.” Lucas sees where I’m going with it. “I can try to bring the wolf out. I've felt it a few times. The wolfishness. Woke up in the woods, covered with blood and such.” His eyes are intense, always.

      “I know. Keep trying to go wolf. The baby would be safe there. One less thing for Sam to use against us.”

      “And Ari?” He scowls, the intensity increasing. He will never leave her behind, not for a baby, not even his own. Wolves are crazy about their mates. Mates are more important than kids.

      “I think you’d have to leave the baby there to be cared for by the wolves.” I swallow hard, scared of his reaction. “And then come back out here to be with Ari.”

      “If she lives through this.” He sighs. “At least the baby would be with family.” He nods, completely comfortable with leaving his child, to be with Ari. It’s not a trait Ari will appreciate.

      “When the baby’s born, she won’t want to let her go.”

      “I know,” Lucas whispers. “I’m aware of that. But like you said, Aimes, one less thing for Sam to use against us. Ari has to see that. We aren’t here for the shits and giggles anymore. This isn’t a world where a baby should be, even a magical one who could possibly survive in it.”

      “Agreed.” I nod. “I’ll go see Lorelei about Lorri.”

      “I’ll stay with Ari. If she goes into labor I’ll get Lorelei to take us to the garden.”

      “Okay.” I wink away, back to the kitchen. Lorelei gives me a look, reading my mind.

      Lorelei sighs and nods, not saying a thing. She strolls into the sunroom, knowing I’ll follow. I offer my hand and wait for her to mark me again.

      As she does it, she shakes her head. “This might not be the best time for this. Even if we don't know what else to do.”

      “You sense it too, don't you? The lack of direction. I have fury and revenge waiting to be unleashed, but it’s got no direction.”

      “I do. It’s as if there’s a key missing, a piece of the puzzle we don’t have yet so we can’t act.” Her fingers leave a greenish trail on my hand, the smoke or magical dust lingering for a second. I lie back on the sofa, the one I sat on so long ago, watching my peers drink and party. It’s always weird for me to think back on that. One version of a life I lived, a life I survived. It shaped me, though it never happened. My mother’s death changed me, even if she only died yesterday.

      Was it yesterday?

      Shit.

      My brain’s a mess. My memory’s a puddle, an inseparable mass.

      I exhale slowly, having the sensation of falling upward.

      I fall and I wake and I’m here.

      I sigh as the sensation of peace and silence hits me. The world isn’t noisy anymore, not since it ended. But this place is quiet in a way that steals your thoughts. It’s a vacuum.

      I blink and I’m in the pillars. I’m sleeping already, although I rarely sleep anymore. I close my eyes and relive everything, like watching TV back in the day. I play songs as flashes of my life—my lives—fill me. This place brings perspective you can’t get on Earth.

      It’s magic.

      I stroll along the pillars for a moment, almost wishing I could just hear his voice. Smoke trails along the ground like a snake, exactly as in Lorri’s vision that she made me walk.

      But he doesn't come for me.

      I have to whisper, “Lorri,” so anyone will come at all.

      “Are you dead?” Her bitter voice brings a grin to my lips as I spin, sighing when I see her.

      “No.”

      “I saw Olly. That was nice of you to grant his wish.” She folds her arms across her chest, waiting for an explanation.

      But I’m confused. “He wanted to come back?”

      “Ophelia.” She says it like Alise would have said duhhhhhh.

      “He was hoping one of us would—?”

      “Obviously, Aimee. Is that why you’re here?”

      “No.” I scowl, annoyed that I played into Oliver’s little plan to be a chickenshit. “Ari’s about to have the baby, and we don't know what to do.”

      “Right. Of course. Dorian must be a mess.” Her eyes narrow. “I don’t know how I can help. I’ve never seen one of these situations play out. A redeemer-fae-Nephilim mix could be lethal, even to someone like Ari. And yet, she might just be indestructible enough.”

      “It’s a gamble.”

      “Everything is.” A grin toys with her lips. “There’s someone in the garden who might be able to help.”

      “Who?” I hope she isn’t going to say Henry. He really doesn't love us enough to care if Ari lives.

      “A witch named Anna. She has green eyes, so bright you can’t miss them. She’s Lillith’s best friend.”

      “I thought she died making the guards on O’s house.”

      “Oh, so did I. But she didn’t.”

      “Why would she help us?” I actually laugh the question.

      “She always believed Lillith was a prisoner, a victim of Jonathan and Adam. When she realized what was going on and that the world was ending, she fled for the garden before I could kill her. The Asian Roses hunted her for years, convinced the hateful witch was still alive. She’s where the Chinese myth about magical green eyes comes from. When we finally found her, it was too late. The fae forgave her, allowing her to bring her magic back to the garden.”

      “The fae aren’t fickle about who they let in.” I roll my eyes. “Even my sister’s there now.”

      “Your mom.” Lorri smiles wide. “I always wondered when you would finally figure that out—why you were such a desirable mess for the magical creatures of the world. Surely you didn’t think that was your special blend of awkward charm and lack of filter.” She chuckles.

      “Pots and kettles, Lorri.”

      “Why do you think we get on so well, Aimes?” Her eyes dance with sarcasm. “I assume the magic was claimed by your mother, and your sister killed her to take the baby to the garden as well?”

      “You knew?” I practically can’t believe she didn't tell me, but it’s Lorri. Cryptic is her favorite personality trait to use. That and bitchy.

      “Of course I knew. Anyway, find Anna and force her to help you.”

      “Okay.” I hate what else I have to say, but I need her wisdom, although she only ever answers halfway. “We have another problem. We don't know what to do. We keep saying we need a plan, but no one formulates one. We still can’t seem to focus. We’ve broken Lillith’s spell on the angels, but we continue to struggle to come up with a way to kill Sam.”

      “Then you’re missing something. Maybe you need the fae. Ask Henry for help. I can’t tell you what to do. You have to answer this on your own.”

      “Great.” I bite my lip, wishing there was a lot more to that answer.

      “I will say, there’s got to be a reason the garden is letting everyone back in. There’s something to that, Aimee. Don't overlook the power of Mother Earth. Don't overlook the fae. They’re not on our side, but they’re not against us either. If you can find a way to make our plan fit theirs, they’ll help. Don't screw this up.” She waves and I’m gasping for air on the couch.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          The witch queen

        

      

    

    
      Lorelei’s expression hardens. “The green-eyed witch? I recall her. Ophelia’s guardian.” She pulls her hand from my head where she’s gleaned my memories.

      “Will Henry help you?”

      “I think so. I think you should come with me.” She offers me her hand. I don't even stand up from the sofa, I wink and we’re at the garden. It's the last place my family all left me. My father’s and mother’s bodies are gone now, buried on a hilltop overlooking the Nærøyfjord. They’re buried in the place I bury everything I love. I took Blake’s parents there too. Pretty soon I’ll have a full graveyard going on.

      At the garden gates, the heat and dust of the desert hit hard but Lorelei doesn't let go of my hand this time. She holds tight, forcing me to walk forward.

      “This doesn’t feel right.” My skin seems ready to burst from my body. My wings do. Everything is tight like I’m in space or being crushed with pressure.

      “The garden isn’t going to let me in.” I gasp my breath as she drags me forward.

      “Henry, I need her to see. She must come in. Make an allowance, this one time!” Lorelei shouts but the pressure doesn’t stop. My eyesight wavers as if everything around me speeds up vibrationally. “Henry, please!” she pleads.

      I pull back, certain this is how I die, but she drags me on.

      A whistle joins the pressure, piercing my ears and scrambling my brain.

      I scream, lifting my hands to my head as she drags me forward by the elbow.

      I’m just about to wink when it flashes, bright white and then green.

      We pass through a green haze and it hits, the end of the wind and dust.

      The desert is gone and the green lush landscape in front of me drowns me in humidity and sweet air. I take a knee, gulping my breaths. Nothing has hurt that much in a long time.

      My fingers dig into the dewy grass, noting the flowers everywhere. They’re identical to the ones that grew where Lydia and Annabelle died. I pluck one and place it on my tongue, closing my eyes and noting the flavor is the same.

      “You not welcome here!” Henry’s harsh voice rings in my head.

      “I know.” I don't need to speak to argue my case. I don't want to argue it, but I have to. “I need the green-eyed witch, Anna.”

      “No!”

      “A baby is about to be born with some of the strongest magic in the world. I need Anna to birth the baby. She can bring it here afterward. You can have it.” The words are cold and hard. I hate myself for speaking them. Ari is my best friend in the whole world and to keep her alive, I’ll trade her baby—the very thing she wants more than anything in the world. “I’ll give you the baby.”

      “No baby.” He hovers over me. Lorelei’s not here. I’m alone with him in a garden, but I suspect I haven’t completely been allowed inside. This is a halfway point for things like me. Things missing the magic necessary to survive here. The fae made special allowances for Lorelei’s family, but they’re Henry’s family too. I’m nothing to him. Nothing but trouble.

      “Look for yourself. You want this baby.” I offer my hand.

      He steps forward, placing one of his huge hands on my head, stealing all my thoughts and memories. He cringes, shaking his head. “That is not possible.” His voice aloud is booming and his accent is worse.

      “And yet here we are,” I add weakly.

      “I will do this, but you do something for me.”

      “Okay,” I agree, scared of the cost. There’s always cost.

      “The witch queen must kill antichrist. The witch queen must bring antichrist magic, evil and all, to garden. Witch queen will be evil and hateful and try to kill you, but you must bring her here. Garden need all magic back. Only one to kill antichrist must be witch queen. Only she powerful enough. But you must help her do it. Then I help you.” Henry’s broken English is good enough to understand exactly how this is going to work, but I ask anyway.

      “Will she die?” I don't ask who it is. I already know that much.

      His eyes fill with emotion as he nods once. We might have nothing else in common, but we both love Lorelei. The fact we’re discussing her death makes us both emotional.

      “How does she do it?” I whisper.

      “Use Nephilim-fae children to lure antichrist. The children are key to his humanity. He will do anything for them.” He snaps his fingers and a veil is lifted, showing me a group of people. I recognize all of them except for the green-eyed woman standing next to Lorelei.

      Henry’s gone and the children rush me. I drop to my knees, hugging them all hard. Danny and Sarah smile the widest. I sigh, taking in the feel of them surrounding me. It’s like home in my heart. The kids are symbolic of and linked to everyone we have lost.

      Henry’s voice whispers in my mind. I save her baby and you bring her here when I tell you. That is cost. You bring me the mother when time.

      I have no idea what he means but I nod once, deciding it will make sense at some point.

      When we’re in a group I wink home. Everyone gasps, sensing the intense difference in our surroundings.

      I notice the heaviness of it. I taste the sin lingering, like someone cooked something greasy and the smell is ripe in the air.

      “Danny!” Marcus’ eyes light up. He rushes the kid and the two of them embrace. It’s weird for me. No one likes Marcus the way Danny does.

      Lorelei rolls her eyes and shakes her head before turning to the green-eyed witch. “Anna, this is everyone. Everyone, this is Anna.”

      “Anna was the witch who put the guard on Ophelia’s house. She apparently died while doing it, and yet here she is.” I narrow my gaze on Anna as Gwen and Shane wave. Ben and Giselle smile both confused, obviously.

      Marcus doesn't care. He and Danny are pulling up the video game controls and Danny is shrieking about glamour being able to run the TVs and consoles.

      Sarah clings to me, holding my hand. She goes invisible, but I sense her there. The other kids are clearly unimpressed.

      Dawn is clearly unimpressed. “Why are we back here in this dump?”

      “I actually missed you kid.” I have to laugh. She’s a breath of fresh perspective.

      Anne, the other snarly Nephilim, folds her arms. “It smells here. And no Annabelle. Who does the cooking?”

      “I can cook,” Shane replies weakly, fighting a grin.

      The girls glare.

      “Can you and Giselle keep them company?” I ask softly.

      “Sure.” Giselle smiles sweetly. I pass her Sarah’s trembling and invisible hand. “What?”

      “Sarah.” I nod at my hand.

      “Oh.” She laughs as she reaches, surprised by the clammy warmth of the little hand. “Hi, Sarah.”

      “Hi,” the little voice mutters from nowhere.

      “Anna, we need to talk.” I provide my hand to the green-eyed witch.

      Her lip twitches like she might disagree, but she doesn't. She takes my hand. I wink us to the hallway outside Ari’s bedroom. “The girl in here is my best friend in the whole world. Her dad is an archangel named Dorian.”

      Her green eyes widen at that.

      “You know him?”

      She nods once.

      “So, you understand the level of intensity we all feel about her living through the childbirth?” Her eyes answer for her. “And you understand where the baby has to go after this?”

      “The garden?” She scowls. “You’d give this magic over to them?”

      “Of course. Magic belongs in the garden. And if it’s left out here, Sam will come for it. We don't want that.”

      “You are a strange angel, Aimee. You don't want the power for yourself?”

      “Of course not.” I scoff. “What the hell would I do with it?”

      “Rule. You’re a witch too. You can carry and claim magic, just as easily as anyone else.” Her eyes sparkle and I see bringing her out of the garden was a mistake.

      “Yeah well, I’m not one of those power-hungry people. And killing babies to take their magic isn’t really my thing.”

      “That's why you’re in charge. Lorri was a smart girl. She knew to give power to the person who wanted it the least.”

      Sensing her mocking us, I have a terrible hunch as to how this might turn out. I lean in, ensuring she understands the entirety of my meaning. “I think Lorri picked me because I have the absolute worst case of ‘I don't give a shit’ she ever saw.” I smirk back. “You know what happens when you spend several lives reliving the same garbage and losing everyone you ever cared about multiple times?”

      Her eyes widen as the smug grin washes from her, but she doesn't bother answering the rhetorical question.

       “You get to a place where you’ll kill just about everyone and not give it a second thought. I don't care about you. I don't give half a shit about whether we live or die. I’ll cleanse everyone and send them to Heaven, staying here by myself if I have to. I don't care about people anymore. Humanity’s lost and the Earth is screwed. I’m not here to fix that. What I do care about is Lillith’s magic making it back to the damned garden where it was stolen from. I’m realizing now that the fae forgiving her for everything and letting her back in and constantly protecting her was more about getting the pieces of magic she stole back, and not about her at all. They care less about her than I do about you. They just want their magic back. And I’m going to give it all to them. Including you.”

      She flinches and lifts a finger. “I’m not going back.”

      “We’ll see about that, sugar.” Lorelei pops up behind her, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Now, get in there and see about that baby. One wrong move outta you, and I’m gonna feed you to Marcus. He hasn’t had witch in a while.” Her eyes flash with something that scares even me.

      Anna sighs and opens the door slowly. Lucas jumps up, snarling as though he’s still a wolf.

      “She’s with us,” I mutter.

      His eyes narrow but he steps aside, letting her get to the pregnant and sleeping Ari.

      Gwen comes strolling down the hall, offering a slight wave. “How’s things?”

      “We’re just dandy,” Lorelei groans. “Ari’s about to calve God knows what. I’m full up on going in and out of the garden. Every time I go in and come back out, I feel like something Grandmamma Holt dragged out from under her porch. And Aimee went to see Lorri and she had nothing for us. I’m about out of patience and options. And now we’re letting traitors into the bubble.” Her eyes dart at Anna.

      Gwen grins at me. “And how are you?”

      “Worried.” I too eyeball the doorway where Anna has gone in to see Ari.

      “Can I talk to you?” She forces her smile to stay on her lips.

      “Yeah.” I glance at Lorelei. “That witch even contemplates something—anything sinister—let Luke eat her. Wolf is a worse way to die, in comparison to a crying vampire.” I say it just loud enough for Anna to hear.

      “We might have to let them share her,” Lorelei groans.

      I wink Gwen and me to the Nærøyfjord. Privacy is a must with witches around. Keeping Henry’s words to myself has been brutal. I wanted to tell Lorelei the moment he told me, but I didn’t. I don’t know how.

      “We have a problem,” Gwen blurts.

      “What?”

      “We found something a while back about the witch queen—”

      “I know.” I sigh, relieved I can tell someone. “Henry just told me. It’s Lorelei.”

      “I figured.” She slumps. “What can we do?”

      “Nothing. We have to convince her to kill Sam, take the magic, and then lure her to the garden somehow.” I swallow hard. “I don’t know what happens then.”

      “They take back the magic,” she whispers. “I know that much. The witch queen is the only person strong enough to kill the antichrist. Must be a witch, a child of Lillith, blah, blah, blah. I think that when the magic goes to the garden, she has to be sacrificed there, giving it all back. Typical magic, nothing is free.”

      “Of course. I kind of wish we were back to the drawing board on plans. This one stinks.”

      “Big time.” She blinks a tear from one eye. “I never imagined how this would end, but I guess her dying in the garden makes almost as much sense as Anna still being alive. Anna is the witch who supposedly died making the guards to protect Ophelia. Remember that?”

      “Oh yeah, I know.” I nod. “How did she live through that?”

      “I don’t know.” Gwen wipes her eyes, smearing a bit of makeup. I almost smile at the fact she still wears it. “But it makes me nervous; all this time she’s been hiding out, not helping, and she didn’t die protecting O like everyone thought she did.”

      “You’re right. I got a dodgy feeling off her. She’s obsessed with power. Maybe we should kill her, let Lorelei take the magic from her.”

      Gwen nods. “Yeah. Let’s plot that. The moment the babe’s born, we end her.” Gwen gives me a look. “There was something else I wanted to ask.”

      “Shoot.”

      “When it’s time, can you make sure I go peacefully?” She pauses, her eyes welling again. “I have a fear of death I’ve never had to face before.”

      “Of course.” I can’t believe this is the place we’ve reached, planning the deaths of everyone. Everyone but us redeemers.

      “Thanks, Aimes. You’re a real friend.” She hugs me, her fingers biting in a bit. “Now let’s come up with something of a story to convince Lorelei that she’s the one who has to kill Sam.”

      I wink us back to the house, but to the yard, not the hallway.

      Dorian saunters out the back of the house, scowling. “Where were you two?”

      “Having a go at a couple of possible plans.” Gwen squeezes me discreetly and saunters off, leaving Dorian and me alone on the back grass.

      “Plans?” He lifts a dark eyebrow.

      “Plans.” I swallow hard. “I went to see Lorri.”

      “Dream walking?” He steps back, visibly uncomfortable.

      “Yeah. She said I had to go to Henry and ask him for help and there is a reason the garden is trying to reclaim the magic. She told me we need to figure out a way to make the fae help us.”

      “Easier said than done.” He sighs.

      “Right, except Lorelei and I went to see Henry.”

      “Okay.” He appears prepared for the bad news.

      “He says the witch queen has to kill the antichrist, taking the magic. Then she has to be lured back to the garden.”

      “She?”

      “She,” I confirm.

      “Lorelei?” He lowers his voice.

      “Yeah. And Gwen said the queen has to be sacrificed in the garden so all the magic will find its way back to the Earth.”

      “Sacrificed?” He gulps. “Marcus is never going to let that happen.”

      “Right,” I confirm again.

      “So that’s the plan?” His eyes widen resembling two black pools.

      “That’s it.”

      “Wow.” He glances at the house nervously. “Anthony being back isn’t so bad then.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Wendigos are intense. He has limited control over himself on a good day.” He comes closer, taking my hand in his. “How long until we have to act on this plan?” His eyes are filled with sudden mischievousness.

      “Not long.”

      “So just long enough?” He cracks a grin, pulling me into his arms. His lips hover over mine. “I need you, Aimee James.”

      “Okay,” I cut to the chase. There’s no point in making him woo me. We don’t have time for wooing anymore. It’s the one thing our relationship has really missed out on.

      He winks us to the house my family was just kept at. I can smell them in the air around me. It kills the feelings of romance. He doesn’t notice when he presses my back into the wall behind me and lowers his lips to meet mine. He doesn’t sense my distraction as his hands roam my back, lifting and toying with the hem of my shirt. Every brush of his skin against mine stirs passions, but every inhale of my mom and dad blocks the sexy feelings.

      “Wait.” I tilt my head to the side, letting him engulf my neck. “Not here.”

      “But it’s clean and intact, and Sam can’t interrupt easily,” he whispers along my nape, giving me the shivers.

      “No. I can’t.” I push him back. “Not here. I can still smell them in the air.”

      His lips and cheeks twitch like he’s battling with complaining or arguing, but he doesn’t. He sighs and winks us to another spot. I grin, taking in the castle tapestries and smelling the dankness of old stone walls. “Better?”

      “Depends. Where are we?”

      “Tower of London.” He grins.

      “Weird choice.” I turn, a little more interested in seeing the structure I had on my list but had yet to cross off. “Every time I wanted to come here we got busy. I haven’t seen it yet.”

      “You haven’t been here before?” His dark eyes burn with unspent passion. “I’ll give you the tour of what remains standing later.” He pulls me close again, resuming where he left off, trailing kisses along my jawline. “Stop thinking about the historical aspects and kiss me.”

      “I can’t. Didn’t Anne Boleyn get her last church service here before she was beheaded?” My eyes wander.

      “Bloody hell, Aimee.” He grabs my hand and drags me down a hallway. “Ten-minute tour and then we find a bed in this old dump.”

      I can’t help but laugh at that.
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          The end of love

        

      

    

    
      The Tower of London is in remarkable shape. I don't even know how it’s still standing, untouched. The ten-minute tour turned into a two-hour tour. Dorian obviously had loads of firsthand information about the old castle. He’s been here as a guest many times over the years.

      Now, lying in the bed that was intended to demonstrate beds in medieval times, I close my eyes and snuggle into Dorian. I wonder if in all the rest of the world there is a single couple like us, lying in a bed and savoring the last moments they might have.

      This won’t be our last moment, just the world’s.

      But once Sam’s gone, I don't know what the landscape of our future will look like. If we will find a place to sleep like this, or if his destruction will bring another great fire, burning off the last of the humans. The ones hiding. Surely there must be some left.

      “Try sleeping, Aimee. Your contemplating all of eternity will eventually drive one of us crazy,” he mutters into the dark.

      “Shut up.” I know which of us he means.

      “That’s the point I’m making. Can you silence your busy mind? It’s so loud I can’t sleep.” He sounds droll, even here and now in this moment.

      His inability to panic and be emotional is amusing and frustrating. Dorian’s been around for so long, seen so many things, that nothing gets him worked up. Except me.

      That's the amusing bit.

      “Seriously, stop smiling and babbling on in your head. Go to sleep.”

      “No.” I worm my way up into his embrace, placing my head on his chest. “What do you think will happen when Sam dies?”

      He pauses for a moment. “I don't know. God’s forgiving in a lot of ways. Oliver and I going to Heaven is a prime example of that. So maybe, we go home. Maybe we’re granted one last chance.” His face turns to mine, his eyes glowing like lit obsidian, reflecting the minimal light coming in the window from the moon. “And if not, you and I do what Marcus said. We find somewhere private and live out eternities, together.”

      “Eternity is a long time, Dorian.”

      “You won’t get bored.” He grins, making me chuckle.

      “You might.” It's a fear I have.

      “Let’s worry about young Sam for now. He’s at the top of our list. Then we can discuss the mundane details like how boring it will be spending eternity ravishing you.”

      I’m certain that sentence is followed by an eye roll, but with his head back I can’t see it.

      “What are we going to do about Sam?”

      “I don’t know. Bloody hell. It’s the middle of the night and this is the first time we’ve been alone in a building for months. Can we worry about it tomorrow?”

      “Fine.” I sigh.

      He pulls closer, kissing the top of my head. I sleep this way and wake this way.

      When I open my eyes, it’s light out and Dorian is staring at me.

      I cringe, covering my mouth so I don’t breathe on him. “Hey.”

      “Morning.” He grins.

      “What are we doing about Sam?” I grin back.

      “Aimee, if you value your life, you’ll rethink how you wake up in the morning. I prefer something a little more physical and less communicative.”

      “Dorian, this is serious. I understand in all your years of craziness, it’s just another whack at fighting the bad guy and plot to save the world. But this time we need to be exact. It’s Sam and he can kill us, exactly as we can kill him.”

      “We have Lorelei. She’s better than Lorri.” He lifts a finger in my face. “But I never said that.”

      “She is pretty awesome.” I gulp.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Did I mention she has to die.”

      “I know.” He winces. “We’ll send her into battle and have Henry retrieve her then?”

      “I don’t know. Henry said he wouldn’t help until she had the power. We need a plan, but we also need a part two where Lorelei is taken care of.”

      “Right, that is problematic.”

      “And Henry loves her. He won’t hurt her. Not intentionally. He likely will do it nicely.”

      “And like I said last night, Marcus won’t let this happen. We also have to fight him.” He nods. “I say we tell her. Lorelei knows this needs to end. She doesn’t care if she sacrifices herself. She’s more dedicated than anyone else.”

      “You think she’ll die for this?”

      “We all will die for this, Aimee. In some way, we will die for this. In a lot of ways, we have already.” His eyes do the serious thing again, the one that always scares me just a little. I don’t like to accept that Dorian is a villain, but it’s there, the same way it is for Marcus. They’re villains. There’s no denying it. Blake calls them chaotic good, but they’re still villains.

      Blake.

      I need to find Blake and see if he’s all right.

      My brain is a jumbled mess.

      Ari.

      “How long have we been gone?” I climb out of the bed, struggling against his grip.

      “Not long enough.”

      “We need to check on Ari. She could give birth any moment. And Blake. I have to make sure he’s okay.”

      “Aimee,” he pauses, “Blake won’t ever be okay. No man recovers from that level of loss—angel or not.”

      “Right. I didn’t mean okay. I meant like not suicidal.”

      “I wouldn’t count him out.” He gets up reluctantly, pulling on his clothes. I have to pause and watch. Seeing Dorian dressed is magnificent but naked is something else, something better. His body has an unassuming level of hotness you don’t expect. Not from an English guy. He drinks too much wine to be this perfect. But he’s an angel, so of course he’s got that molded-by-God look to him.

      I swallow hard as he buttons his dress shirt. He still wears dress shirts. It’s funny.

      “Keep giving me that look and we aren’t leaving.” He doesn’t meet my gaze when he says it, he just knows I’m watching him.

      A smile slips across my lips and I wink before he can, before he can convince me to stay.

      Winking away with a smile on my lips won’t ever happen again. I don't know that now but it’s the truth. Upon leaving that happy moment, everything turns upside down.

      It starts when I get to the house and hurry into Ari’s room. Lucas is passed out on the bed next to her and Ben’s on the chair, watching them. The green-eyed witch isn’t there.

      “Where’s Anna?”

      Ben shrugs. “She and Lorelei left. She said the baby wasn’t coming yet.” He yawns and nods at the door. “You wanna keep watch?”

      “No. I need to find Blake.”

      He cringes at the mention of Blake’s name.

      “What?” I almost don’t want to ask.

      “He’s a mess. He’s in the woods out back. It’s cruel making him stay here with his family gone.”

      “Where should he go? Should I accidentally kill him too? Who’ll be left to fight if everyone gets off easy and leaves us?” The question comes out harsh before I register being annoyed.

      “I don’t know but there’s nothing easy about any of this, even for the ones who leave.” Ben stands, staring down on me. “Where can any of us go? It’s cruel that we’re all here, waiting to kill Sam so we can free the world from evil, but where are we gonna go, Aimes?” He asks it like this is my fault somehow.

      “I don’t know, Ben!” I try to stand up taller but there’s no point. The guy’s a beast.

      “Aimee?” Ari speaks softly, instantly lowering my rage level. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I grab Ben by the hand. “Nothing, go back to sleep.” I wink us to the grass and shove him lightly. “You woke her up.”

      “You woke her up.” He tries to sound like he’s joking but he can’t. His voice cracks and he covers his face. “I don’t want this. I don’t want to be stuck here. I don’t want to be trapped for the rest of the world’s life, watching it all come back to life. Or even worse, die off slowly.”

      I pull him into me, cradling his head and fighting my own tears. “I guess it makes sense Lorri waited until the very last second to make something like us.”

      “Why us? Why not the Roses in Asia or Europe or Africa? Why us?” Ben lifts his face. His emerald eyes burn with hatred.

      “I don’t know. I want to say she liked us the best, but this fate sort of suggests she didn’t.”

      “We were the screw-ups I bet.” He nods. “I suspected that all along. I met the Roses in Japan; they were organized and calm and smart. Way smarter than us. They fought like a team, completely cool and disciplined.”

      “Well, that explains it. The English Roses were refined and educated. They were savvy and intelligent. I never met the Africans, but I suspect we were the sweat hogs. The class clowns. The ones she didn’t attach to the same way she did the others.”

      “You’re both wrong.” Lorelei walks from the backyard with Marcus behind her. “Lorri chose you for the most important role in the history of the world because y’all are the ones who cared the most. You honestly love one another with all your hearts. She never chose the English because we never clicked the way y’all did. We never opened up to each other. We also never had an Ari, messing with the time and forcing everyone to relive everything. I was the only one who relived her gifts.”

      “What about the Asian Roses?” Ben asks.

      “Too smart. Too detached from the humans they served. Same as us Europeans. I don’t know why she didn’t choose the Africans. I suspect it was something along those lines.” Her twang makes the word “Africans” sound funny. “She loved you the best—this group, the best.” She glances back at Marcus. “Except you. She never liked you much.”

      “The feeling was mutual.” Marcus yawns.

      “Have you seen Blake?” I change the subject.

      “He’s in the forest, sitting on a stump, looking like his dog just died. I don’t know if he’s gonna rally, Aimes.” Lorelei lowers her voice.

      “I know. I don’t know what to do about him.” I almost choke on the words as I speak them, “Ari asked me once to do something if anything ever happened to her, and I’m thinking maybe—” I purposely think aloud so she can catch my drift without me having to say the rest.

      “Give me a minute,” Lorelei answers, reading my mind. Her level of comfort with the idea is spooky, but I can’t try to talk her out of it. He’s a mess. Of course he is. “You wanna come?”

      “Yup.” I walk with her to the forest, the one I once entered while trying to catch a madman. A soft smile crosses my lips as I recall being sure Shane’s house was haunted. If I only knew then what I know now.

      As we get into the woods, near where I hid as Mr. Mac hunted me down, I see Blake’s back. He’s shaking like a leaf in the wind, still attached to the tree but being pulled, coerced to leave it behind.

      He doesn’t hear us, or ignores us. When we get to him his hands remain covering his face. Hesitantly, I lift my fingers to his back, brushing them along gently. “Hey.” I don’t know what else to say.

      “Go away.” He isn’t cruel when he speaks, he’s done. He sounds defeated.

      I glance back at Lorelei, removing my hand as she closes her eyes and whispers something. She touches his back with the tip of her finger and pauses.

      His shaking and sobs stop. His entire body is motionless for a moment before he goes rigid and turns, blinking confusedly. His puffy red eyes contradict the blank stare in them. “Aimes? What’s going on?”

      “Hey.” I try to sound casual, but I think it comes out as startled. “We just came to see if you’re hungry.”

      “No.” He scoffs.

      “Oh.” I am an idiot. Lorelei thinks it too. She gives me a look that confirms her thoughts on the matter. “Yeah, me either. I crave things sometimes. Like cereal and cold milk.” I wish I could stop talking.

      “You okay, Aimes?” He cocks an eyebrow, answering the status of my mental stability with a frown.

      “Yeah. I mean, I’m gonna go back to the house. You wanna come?”

      “We were just about to discuss our plan for killing Sam.” Lorelei offers something plausible.

      “Sure.” He gets up and turns, visibly muddled. “Why are we out here? I don't even remember coming here.”

      “It was my idea,” I lie, badly.

      “Why?”

      “Uhhh, I wanted to show you and Lorelei where Mr. Mac tried to kill me that day. In that other life.” It’s officially the worst lie I’ve ever told. “It’s right there. That tree is where I hid.”

      “Random.” He chuckles and stalks off, leading us out of the forest. Lorelei gives me a serious “what the hell” with her eyes.

      I mouth “I don’t know” but offer nothing else.

      When we get back to the house, everyone winces seeing Blake. Lorelei shakes her head, blowing something into the wind, making an indoor breeze.

      Everyone’s eyes blank as they lose a section of their memories.

      Only I remember my sister the way she actually was, the way she and Blake actually were.

      Lorelei has removed Blake’s baby from everyone’s minds and altered what they recall of Alise. The hole in Blake is gone, filled in with mud. He and everyone else will recall her as the pain in the ass Alise was, but not that she and Blake ever dated.

      “Aimee has something to tell everyone, about the plan.” Lorelei nods at me discreetly as we head into the kitchen.

      The house feels full again, with kids, witches, vampires, angels, redeemers, and all eyes turn to me. I swallow hard, contemplating how to say everything without saying it all and without Lorelei reading my thoughts.

      Her eyes narrow as I think about the things I’m keeping from her. I shake my head softly, hoping she understands I can’t tell her right now.

      “When I went to see Lorri she told me that maybe we needed the fae.” My gaze darts to Ben and then the green eyes of Anna. “The fae are part of this fight. I’ve noticed the garden wants all the magic back. It’s letting witches and fae through its gates, even if they are bad.”

      “It’s building its strength again?” Marcus narrows his gaze.

      “Yeah.” I nod as his eyes dart to Lorelei.

      “Well, I don't think we should trust the fae. They’re shifty and they never care about the rest of us. It’s all for them. We need to worry about us.” Marcus sniffs.

      “We can’t. I spoke to Henry. He knows about this, he knows they have to help us. They’ll do anything to return the magic Lillith stole. They want it back. Someone needs to kill Sam, take his magic, and bring it to the garden.”

      Anna’s eyes widen. “I’ll do it.”

      “Not you,” I warn. “I think it should be Lorelei. We trust her.”

      Lorelei’s eyes widen too, but not in the good way. She sees this for what it is. She’s reading my thoughts and I’m letting them all out now. She’s too connected to me. She knows she has to be sacrificed to give the magic back, something Anna isn’t thinking about. “It should be me.” Lorelei gulps. “I have the strength of the Blackwater witches in me. I can control it.” She’s lying but I understand. I suspect she and I are the only ones who do.

      “We need an army.” I press my lips together. “We need to fight the army Sam has. All of us will need to overpower Sam together. His combination of redeemer mixed with Lillith’s magic is too much for any one of us to defeat him. If we don't have an army to fight his minions, we’ll lose against him. The minions will distract us while Sam picks us off.”

      “Agreed.” Lorelei stares at me, trying to tell me something, but I don't know what. “I’ll go back to the garden and ask for help. If we need an army, Henry has one. The wolves and some of the others should fight with us.”

      “I think you should go back to Heaven and ask Lorri to ask God for help,” Marcus interrupts snidely. “There’s no way he can expect us to defeat a massive army, just the handful of us and whatever wolves Henry allows. There’s no counting on the fae.” He spat the word “fae.”

      “Right, but there’s also no way she can get an audience with him. It doesn't work like that,” Dorian cut in, taking a step toward me. “Lorri’s good and his favorite, but she’s still just an angel. We can’t count on that. The fae army is a better bet.”

      “Or you could go see Lorri, maybe use your leverage with her to get a meeting with God.” Marcus flashes his eyes at Dorian.

      “I was just thinking the same thing, even if God won’t care to see me.” Dorian lifts a dark eyebrow.

      “Maybe not, but you know him better than she does. She’s a scientist for God’s sake.” Marcus laughs, I think at me. It’s weird since he’s a scientist too.

      “So are you, and yet here you are, live from a Grimm brothers’ story. A scientist with fangs and all.” He rolls his eyes.

      “Wanna see them?” Marcus growls, not enjoying being mocked. He’s still not great at taking what he dishes.

      “Please, let’s have a display of your prowess. You haven’t gotten off the couch except to snack in a year, and you cry every time you eat. Are you going to refill my slushy for me, Brother? Make me some nachos? Crack a beer? Your new skill set isn’t exactly terrifying!”

      Marcus’ face flushes, hinting he might rage but he laughs, making me jump. I’m not the only one.

      Dorian laughs too.

      I’m lost.

      “Anyway, I’ll go see Henry.” Lorelei sighs, not sounding excited about the trip. She grabs Dorian’s hand, doing the spell faster than she’s ever done it on me. “Go lie down and sleep. You’ll wake in Heaven.” She groans and saunters off with Gwen and Anna following her.

      Dorian’s eyes don't meet mine. Mine are filled with the words “don't go,” but I don't utter them. I watch him walk from the room, leaving me on Earth again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          Broken hearts

        

      

    

    
      “Is he awake yet?” Marcus asks from the couch where he and Danny are still playing Assassin’s Creed.

      “I don't know.” I turn and stroll into the sunroom, confused by the lack of Dorian. “He must be, but he isn’t here. He left—” I pause, seeing the clothes on the sofa. My throat tightens as I realize they’re the clothes Dorian wore when he went into the sleep. I rush forward but everything around me slows down. “DORIAN!” I shout, grabbing the clothes. The scent of him wafts into the air as I ruffle them, frantic to find him in there.

      “Aimee?” Marcus rushes in, shoving me to the side. He lifts the clothes, throwing them back down. He turns, also panicked, searching the area for a naked Dorian. Our eyes bounce from walls and windows, but ultimately, we both turn back to the sofa.

      I slump onto the pile of clothing, shaking my head. “He’s gone.”

      “Impossible!” Marcus mutters, going to the window. “Lorelei!” he screams into the ceiling. She flashes into the room, doing her weird witchy traveling.

      “What?” She gets it out before she discovers it—the answer floating in the air around us. “No!” She leaps forward, grabbing his clothes. Her eyes shoot upward and then close. “Oh shit!”

      I close my eyes too as tears leak from them. “I never got to say goodbye.” He’s left me again. Only this time there’s no feather or fond memories to keep me company, just the image of his haunting eyes as he left the room to go to Heaven and see Lorri.

      “He must have known,” Lorelei whispers. “He must have known and that was why he sounded so weird about it.” She speaks my thoughts aloud.

      “People don’t vanish, Lorelei. He must be here somewhere. I bloody smell him here, in the air, don’t I?” Marcus barks.

      I cover my face and breathe in the clothes, taking the last of the scent with me. It’ll be gone soon enough.

      The thought brings back a memory. I get up quickly, hurrying to the kitchen with his shirt in hand. I grab a zippy bag and stuff the shirt inside, seal it up, and hold it tight.

      Blake gapes at me from the jar of peanut butter he’s eating with a spoon.

      I blink and flood my cheeks with lines of tears. I can’t explain my need to smell this like a serial killer. I can’t explain my broken heart. Blake’s is too, he just doesn’t know it.

      With my bag in hand, I wink to Ari’s room to check on her. I can’t tell her, she’s too vulnerable. Lucas gives me a soft wave from where he lies on the bed next to her.

      “How is she?”

      “Same, weird. Feverish and twitchy and sleeping nonstop.”

      “Is this normal for Nephilim?”

      “I have no idea. It’s not normal for wolves.” He shrugs.

      “Where’s Anna?”

      “Lying down. She said she’s tired, this world drains her.” He rolls his eyes.

      I would laugh, but I can’t. I can’t do anything but grip the bag and nod. “Okay.” I leave him there like that.

      I wink to the Great Wall and the lake and all the places he showed me. I end my tour in London, at the Tower. I wink to the bedroom and lie back on the bed, the one we left ruffled.

      Lying back, I clutch the bag to my chest and stare at the ceiling. The bed isn’t so comfy and it isn’t the sort of place I would normally sleep, but it reminds me of him. I unzip the bag and sniff, letting my nose dig into the zipper even more. I take large drinks of him, breathing him in. The desire to heave and sob is there, but I can’t. My numbness kills it. All I want is to cry and feel sorry for myself.

      And I can’t.

      “I was wondering if you would come back.” The voice is soothing for one heartbeat, before I pop open my eyes, lifting my gaze to see Sam in the doorway. “Where is he?”

      “Who?” I should wink, I know that, but I don’t. I’m stuck stunned. Sam’s face is so altered, so evil. His eyes are cold and his smile is smug but in a way that rips my already broken heart.

      “Don’t play games, Aimes. Dorian—where is he?”

      “I don’t know,” I whisper back, truthfully.

      “He left you?”

      “I guess so.” I hate that we are here in this moment.

      “You going to wink away, little angel? Tell them all you saw me?”

      I nod my response.

      “Good. Tell them I’m waiting and I’m ready, whenever they are,” he beams.

      “Can’t you fight her?” I ask the one question I've been curious about since this started.

      “No.” He laughs and it’s a sound I've never heard before. This is not my Sam. “Why would I want to? I've got the better deal here, Aimes. You Roses are screwed. The darkness feeds me, brings me to life. I look out the window and see the beauty in the chaos.” He turns and glances out the old-fashioned window at the Tower grounds before us. “You see pain and death and char and it sucks the life out of you. I see art and payback and vengeance. Sweet vengeance.”

      “But what about who you were?”

      “I’m still me. We’ve been in the same room for five minutes and you’re not dead, are you? Some part of me wants to kill you, she wants me to. But I won’t. Not yet.” He grins wide. “I think once you understand where sh—I’m coming from, you might change sides. You might join me. You and Ari. Where is she? Is she all right? Has she had the baby yet?”

      “Have you been doing drugs?” I mock him, like it’s regular old Sam and me.

      “Yes!” He says it excitedly. “That's what I’m saying. This world is better. It’s ours. Screw humanity and God and the whole sin bullshit! We have freewill, use it! Do drugs, have sex, be fun. Fight the urge to be boring old Aimee.” He walks to me slowly, sitting on the end of the bed. “We’re stuck here. Forever. Why the hell should we live by his rules? He doesn't give a shit about us. He’s left us here. Lorri made us these ridiculous redeemers and then left, went home. And we can’t ever go home, Aimes. And why would we want to? It’s boring up there too. All that quiet time and perspective. Who needs it? Not me. Not you.” He sounds like a used car salesman; he’s clearly drunk the Kool-Aid. He leans in, reaching for me, pausing when I flinch. “You don't need this. You don't need to be this. You can choose whatever life you want.”

      “You burned all the good shit, Sam. There’s nowhere to go.”

      “No, I didn't. There are still lots of beautiful places. We can go there, together. Go and get Ari and be a family again.”

      I nod, terrified of him and yet somehow hopeful that Sam might come back. His dark eyes are cold and his voice is strained, but he has to be in there somewhere. “Okay.” I think it’s the most convincing lie I've ever told. The way he smiles right before I wink is true; it’s Sam.

      As I land on the grass at Shane’s I realize I’m glad I don’t have to be the one to kill him. He’s still in there.

      Clutching the baggie of my boyfriend’s clothes, I walk up the grass, noticing my hands are shaking.

      “AIMEE!”

      I spin, horrified. Sam is standing near me at the edge of the forest.

      “I’ll see you again soon.” He whispers.

      He’s on land protected by the old shaman’s magic.

      Smoke rises from his shoe, but he takes another step, not seeming in pain at all. Smoke surrounds him, but the point that he can come inside the bubble is proven before he winks away.

      “Was that Sam?”

      I whip around, shocked to see Lorri standing on the grass. It takes a full inhale before I respond, “Yeah.” I cringe, grasping what’s happened. “If you’re here—”

      “I’m sorry. Dorian made a deal.” Her eyes are filled with something, pity maybe. “All of us for him.”

      “What?” I clutch the shirt tighter. “All of you?”

      She turns back to the house as Lydia strolls out onto the deck with Annabelle behind her. I gasp and break into a run, sprinting, not winking. I run up the stairs, maybe needing the minute it takes me to get to them.

      “My girl,” Lydia whispers, pulling me into her arms. I inhale her, becoming a mess in her arms. She’s softer than I remember, but she smells exactly the same. “My sweet girl.” She kisses the top of my head, shaking as she holds me so tight. Another person wraps around me, smelling like jasmine and warmth. “Our sweet girl,” Annabelle’s soft Southern drawl whispers in my ear. She’s real. Her skin is warmer than mine, comforting me how she always intended to.

      I grip them both, trembling.

      “Aimee, you okay?” Another voice joins us. I lift my gaze, sobbing harder at the striking blue eyes of a guy I didn't know I needed as much as I do.

       “No,” I sob, wiping my face and hating that I’m crying again. I slip from Lydia and Annabelle to clutch Aleks. He still smells like cookies and happiness.

      His body surrounding mine is a comfort I need.

      “Hey, Aimes.” I peek past Aleks to find O and Oliver. We hug, all of us. It’s like a family reunion, only under the worst circumstances. I gained them all and lost the one thing I needed to make this eternity bearable.

      “Pretty sure we can all hug this shit out later. I need answers now. Was that Sam?” Lorri spins me around. Her ferocity didn't fade in Heaven.

      “Yeah.”

      “Was he just walking on the blessed land?”

      “He was.”

      Her eyes dip to the shirt in the bag. “Jesus, Aimes. Time to woman up.” She snatches the shirt and tosses it on the table behind me. “Now where the hell are we as far as a plan goes?”

      My eyes drift back to Hanna standing next to Aleks, her arm linked in his. “Well, I think the plan just changed.”

      Lorri’s eyes follow mine and her wicked grin joins the party. “Ah yes. Good idea.”

      Hanna winces. “I guess that makes me the bait.”

      “No.” Aleks shakes his head.

      “Stop. Old relationships and alliances and grudges are done. I don’t give a good goddamned what any of you wants.” Lorri sighs. “We don't expect to stay here, you big moron. Every one of us will die in this, we know that. Earth isn’t our final destination. We’re all going home at the end of this, if I have any say in the matter. We focus on the big stuff, finishing this goddamned war with every single asset we have in play!”

      It’s my turn to sigh and wrap myself around Lorri. “I missed you.”

      “Yeah, well you can put one of my shirts in a baggie later. I’ll save you a good sweaty one. Weirdo.” She sounds mean, but she half hugs me before shoving me off and stalking inside, her boots clicking away on the floor.

      “You okay?” Shane raises his eyebrows.

      “No. And yes. She’s right. We need to focus on this. If Sam is strong enough to come on the sacred land, we need to act fast. He’s getting stronger.”

      “Cursed, Aimes. Remember, we called it cursed land.” He winks and Aleks and I laugh. Too hard.

      The whole thing is a mess but at least we’re mostly all together again.
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      Hanna gives me a hard look. I don't think we’ll ever be friends but I force a smile. “You ready?”

      She shakes her head. “No. This sucks.”

      “Yup. But we both know he’s going to come for you.”

      “Part of me wants to kill him, just to free him from Lillith’s vile clutches. She made him believe he loved me. She used love to ruin him. She broke him on purpose.” Her voice wavers at the end. “If anyone deserved this fate, it was never Sam. He was so good.”

      “I think that was the point.” I nod. “He was so good that breaking him ruined something pure. Like killing a unicorn.” I try to say it in my best Hagrid impression, but she doesn’t get it. Or my impression was miserable.

      “I want her dead, final and gone. Not even a lingering of her left on this planet.”

      “We need Lorelei to be the one, Hanna. I’m sorry it won’t be you.” I mean it.

      “Me too,” she offers quietly.

      “Hey, y’all ready?” Lorelei enters the room as if hearing her name. “We gotta leave. I’ve started making the new blessed land. It should draw him in. The kids are all ready to go.”

      Our plan isn’t amazing. It isn’t even close. But it should work, that's the sad part. Lorelei is making a new place for us to live, only it’s fake. The burst of magic being used has a tiny trickle of bad magic in it, something Sam should pick up on. When he gets there, he won’t be able to come in, but he’ll see Hanna and the kids. He’ll focus his energy there while we slaughter his army. We can kill them a lot faster if he isn’t there with them.

      The trap should be set after that. Should. Hopefully. Dear God, please let this work. Those are key words in our plan.

      “The fae who agreed to fight will meet us in France. Henry is opening a portal for them to walk right out into the battlefield.” Lorelei bites her lip for a second before finally sighing. “The army’s moved to Paris. The fight won’t be simple if Sam’s around. The area is congested, and with all the underground areas there and a few humans still alive, it might be messy.”

      “I’m great with messy.” I roll my eyes. “It’s all we ever get.” I glance at Hanna once more. “Good luck.”

      She nods, not needing to speak to me any more than this.

      In the kitchen, Lydia hands me a cookie. “Here, have a cookie.”

      It tastes like a thousand memories. Most of them have Sam in them.

      Annabelle sighs. “That poor boy has lived a half life.”

      “Yup. Hopefully Heaven is better for him.”

      “If—”

      “Yes, let’s hope that,” Lydia cuts Annabelle off with a sharp glare.

      I don't need to be a mind reader to know they think that because Sam’s dad was a demon summoned to get Lillith pregnant, he won’t be allowed into Heaven. I’m sure that’s what Sam’s thinking too.

      “See you guys on the flipside.” I wave, not wanting to continue this discussion. Lydia, Annabelle, and Anna are staying with the kids, Hanna, and Lorelei. The magic might be enough, if we’re lucky, to keep them all safe.

      The rest of us meet on the back lawn overlooking the gray ocean.

      Lorri’s eyes flash to mine. “Everyone ready?”

      “I think so.”

      Me, Oliver, Lorri, Ophelia, Gwen, Shulster, Marcus, Ben, Shane, Giselle, Aleks, Anthony, Brandon, Blake, and the remaining Roses left over from the other divisions all stand on the grass in a group. We are nowhere near enough. We could use Lucas, but he refuses to leave Ari. Unsure what the hell she’s carrying, Lorri felt that was a fair request. They’ll be the only ones who stay here at this house while all the witchy people go to the new haven, trying to lure Sam there and hold him.

      “We’re going to the Eiffel Tower. It’s knocked over and broken but I checked; when I visualize it, I flash to a spot that's got great coverage. The army is just to the north. Everyone ready?”

      We all nod. We don't look ready but this is it. We have to be.

      “Okay. Stay with your teams. No one goes solo.” Lorri’s eyes land on mine.

      Blake nudges me. He’s still a nudger. Even more so since he doesn't recall any of the pain of my sister and their baby leaving.

      “Let’s go,” Lorri says.

      We link hands and wink. My heart begins to race the moment we land.

      She wasn't kidding.

      The Tower is knocked over, bent and destroyed. It’s a tragedy. The beautiful city is on fire, like everything else. The smoke is heavy and thick, lying low along the riverbanks and city. The sun has just set, and I suspect the nightlife here is about to start.

      Blake and I stay close together. He and I are teamed up. His eyes meet mine as we head to the north as we planned, winking twenty feet at a time. Nothing stirs. I pause next to a smashed-out coffee shop, listening.

      “How sure are we they came here?” I ask softly.

      Blake shakes his head. “I never scouted with her.”

      “Let’s go up and look.” It’s risky but at this point, slithering through the city, half a block at a time, is pointless. There’s too much at stake and now we’re all separated. I jump as my wings rip from my back, flapping and lifting me. I wink to the highest point I can see, a cloud in the sky. Hovering there, I gasp. The city is a shell, there’s nothing here. But to the north, far to the north where the Seine loops, I see fresh fires and the movement of a massive horde. I wink back to Blake. “To the north all right. They’re up the Seine, leaving the city. Way up there.”

      I wink us both back up to the cloud, holding us up with my wings, before winking us to the first person I see. We land, both swinging as men grab at us.

      My wings lower defensively, hitting with me. They fight like my arms, knocking a vampire back as he tries to bite me. He’s new, he has no clue what I am. He fights ravenously, resembling a starved newborn.

      Blake’s got three on him. I rip the head off the one in my hands and grab two of the guys on Blake, smashing them into one another. Blake pulls the head off one guy as I tear heads off and toss bodies.

      Throngs of them attack, coming out of buildings and alleyways, snarling and ripping at each other to get to us.

      “Oh shit!” Blake shouts as a swarm attacks him and he uses his wings to fight.

      I lose him in the crowd as I’m jumped and pulled down. Someone tugs at my wing, chomping down on it. I scream but I let the bites overwhelm me. My blood works as deadly as my kiss. Hands dig in as a dozen sets of teeth pierce my skin, ready to drain me.

      The first set of teeth withdraws from my leg as a gurgled scream tears from a woman’s lips. The horde overpowers me, tearing into me. I heal as quickly as they bite but they don't. They die from drinking my dark blood.

      I jump, pushing them off as more come. I reach back to pull a sword from my back. The wind hits, warm and fresh, as several Roses land next to me. Lorri scowls at my torn clothes. “Why are you always half naked?”

      “Bad luck,” I offer.

      “I haven’t gotten to use these in a long time.” Lorri pulls her swords, grinning. “Time for some heads to roll.”

      “Dude,” Shane groans at her cheesy pun.

      We move in winks and slashes, beheading everyone who comes within reach.

      Movement to the right causes me to spin but the wolf grinning back at me makes me lower my sword.

      The black wolf lowers, ready to pounce as I turn, fighting against the unending wave of violence.

      We don't bother using our ability to suck souls. Vampires die easily with their heads removed.

      The fight lasts forever, or what seems like forever.

      Lorri tosses a burning piece of wood onto the pile of bodies we’ve made.

      They light too easily, combustible as dry tinder.

      We round another corner and come upon the most terrifying thing I've ever seen. I assume it’s Anthony. He’s pale and massive with long hands and fingers with huge talons at the end. Horns and spikes protrude from his back. As he creeps along the corner, his legs resembling an animal’s hooves, he’s overcome by them. They jump, attacking. Watching him fight is beyond scary. There isn’t a monster in the world like Anthony.

      He fights them with his talons, slicing off heads and ripping off limbs.

      He screams as one bites down on him and black blood oozes from his leg. The vampire dies, frothing and writhing on the ground.

      Anthony howls like an animal which brings the fae to him. Wolves and bears and mountain lions fill the streets, fighting with Anthony.

      I take a step back, completely disturbed.

      “Yup.” Lorri nods, agreeing with the horrified look on my face, and leads us through a small alley, avoiding Anthony and his fae army. They fight with him, like animals in a pack.

      We find our own huge pocket of them to fight.

      We kill and burn until the sun comes up.

      I don't know if we’ve made much of a dent, but the moment the sun rises, the streets are silent, except for the sound of crackling wood.

      We wink back to Shane’s to find everyone else there. In the kitchen, an exhausted-looking Lorelei sighs, shaking her head. “He didn't come. He came here instead which makes no sense. I finished the bubble; the haven is complete. The kids and Hanna being there was wasted. How’d you do?”

      “We killed tens of thousands of them, but I see why Lillith joined ranks with Jonathan. His creatures reproduce the fastest and fight the most efficiently, even though they hadn’t been trained. Sam had never told them not to bite us. They didn't know what Roses were.” Marcus slumps onto the couch.

      “Yeah, exactly. Very strange that the army wouldn't know anything. Just made to create chaos.” Lorri sits across from Marcus, earning a grimace from Blake.

      “Why don't we all clean up before we start sitting down on my mom’s sofas.” Blake points at the bloody pants she’s wearing.

      Lorri lifts her hand up, flashing her middle finger, and then winks away.

      Marcus ignores all of it and carries on, “If Sam didn't fight with his army, didn't train his army, and didn't try to get into the new bubble Lorelei made, what is his plan? Why come here?”

      Lydia folds her arms over her chest. “I’m worried. He let us kill them, never fought with them. Never taught them to fight. They’re a distraction. But what else does he want?”

      “I don’t know. Can we figure it out later? I need some sleep.” I’m almost asleep standing.

      “Yeah.” Ben yawns and nods. “Me too.” He grabs my hand and drags me down the hall to the bathroom. He closes the door and scowls. His sleepiness was an act apparently. He looks fine now, worried but awake. “What if he’s thinking Ari’s baby is something he wants? She has magic, right?”

      “What?”

      “Think about it—he came here and tested his ability to take the shaman’s blessing on. He has a diversion army that doesn't do shit. He was in the room with you and didn't kill you. Asked you to join him and to bring Ari. What if that baby is something?”

      I step back, leaning against the wall. “Shit. I never even thought of that. He wanted to know where Dorian was too.”

      “He knows Dorian would do anything for Ari.”

      “What could the baby be? I assumed it would be like Terra Grace, a Nephilim.”

      “I don't know. I know fae have our own prophecies. We should get Lorelei to go and talk to Henry and make sure this isn’t something. Some baby prophecy.”

      “Isn’t there a savior who comes and ends the revelations?” I haven’t paid as much attention to the Bible as I should have.

      “I’m a wolf, Aimes. How the hell should I know what’s in the Bible?”

      “We should tell Lorri.” I reach for the door but Ben puts a hand up and stops me.

      “We need to be careful. We can’t go stressing Luke and Ari out. He’ll flip and she’s like Sleeping Beauty up there. She acts like she might be under a spell. When was the last time you saw her eat or drink anything?”

      My lips part to speak, but I don't know the answer to the question. In fact, I think someone asked me this question recently and I can’t remember who.

      “Exactly. I don't know if she is eating or if someone has her frozen.”

      “Oh shit. Is that why she’s sleeping so much?”

      “I don't know, Aimes, but the only person capable of that is—”

      “Lorelei or Anna.”

      “And Ari was sleeping a lot before Anna came.” Ben’s eyes dart to the door.

      “Is it possible?—no. Not Lorelei. It has to be something else. She wouldn't. And now that Lorri’s back, no.”

      “We can’t be sure. Don't say anything to anyone except maybe Lydia. See if she and Annabelle can figure it out quietly, without stressing Luke or ruining our chances of catching who’s doing this.”

      “Okay.”

      Ben slumps and wraps himself around me, taking deep inhales as though to relax. “This whole situation’s so screwed up. Like how did we not notice until now that she hasn't been eating?”

      “I think we did. I think we forgot we did,” I whisper into his shoulder.

      “Wanna take a shower first or me first?” He’s worried; he didn't even ask if I wanted to shower with him,

      “You go first. I’m gonna go check on Ari.”

      “Take Lydia.” He pulls back, opening the door for me.

      “Okay.” I saunter to the kitchen, earning a scowl from Giselle who clearly saw Ben and me go into the bathroom together. I shake my head at whatever it is she’s thinking. I focus on my thoughts so Lorelei doesn't see them. I concentrate on algebra and do a math problem in my head, darting my eyes to Lydia. “Wanna go check on Ari with me?”

      “Of course.” She smiles sweetly, making my heart rate speed up. I missed Lydia. I take her hand in mine and wink, not even considering the fact she isn’t used to it anymore. She heaves and glares. “No. We can use the stairs from now on.”

      “Sorry. Can you use magic and see if you can pick up on something being wrong with this room, like someone trying to keep Ari here and sleeping?”

      “I suppose.” She drops my hand and enters the room without knocking. She gasps as she enters.

      “What is it?”

      “You’re right, something’s wrong.” She reaches for Lucas, touching his forehead. “Wink him outside.”

      I grab him and wink him to the grass.

      He pants for his breath, startled and confused. “What happened?”

      “You were asleep but like dead asleep.”

      “What?” He growls and glances up at the window where Ari is. “Why are we outside? Where’s Ari?”

      “With Lydia.”

      “What? What are you saying?” He grabs my arms, shaking me.

      “Lydia’s with Ari. She’s in the room. She’s safe.”

      “I can’t leave her, Aimes.” He winks us back to the room.

      Lydia is on the bed next to Ari, sitting and rubbing her stomach.

      “Don't touch her.” Luke tries to rush forward but Lydia lifts a hand, blocking him with magic. Annabelle enters the room, grasping Lucas by the arm. She blows something in his ear, dropping him to the ground in a heap.

      “What are you doing?” I panic.

      “Ari’s been spelled. He can’t stay in here with her. Someone has spelled this room.” Lydia stands, staring at Annabelle. They do their witchy-talk thing where they don't say anything aloud.

      Annabelle glances at me. “It’s not Anna or Lorelei. They don't have this kind of magic. It’s pure. There’s no humanity in it.”

      “Henry?”

      Lydia nods. “I think so. Has he been here?”

      “Not in ages.”

      Her eyes dart to mine. “But the land is protected by an old shaman.” Her eyes leave mine and focus on Annabelle’s again.

      “Of course.” Annabelle sighs.

      “What?” I shout.

      “It’s not Henry. It’s the fae protecting Ari.”

      “Why?” My stomach tightens.

      “The baby is fae. Lucas is fae. They’re claiming it. They’ve slowed down time so much that the baby won’t be born until they mean for it to be.”

      “Are you joking?” I shout at Lydia.

      “No. She will be under this spell until it’s time, protected and frozen. It might be why the time is so strange here; you can’t tell what’s really happening, you don't recall everything or know how long it’s been since you did something. I sense it, I’m lost a little. And you all seem very lost.”

      “Yeah, this is gonna be a problem until they take the spell off.” Annabelle nods along, like this is just how it is.

      “What if the baby dies or they starve to death?” I can’t be the only one thinking it.

      They both laugh, giving me a slap on the arm. “Baby girl, that spell has Ari frozen. Even if she wakes for a second every now and then, the time she has spent in this room to her and her body is hours. At most.”

      “It’s probably been a year though.”

      “Years,” Lydia agrees, still smiling. “It’s been years. Time isn’t passing for Ari. It’s hardly passing for you all. The spell is washing out into the rest of the house.”

      “I’ll go make us all some tea and see if Lorelei can figure out how long this has been going on. Lorri’s gonna want exact timelines.” Annabelle sighs and leaves us.

      Lydia sits again, glancing down at Lucas. “And that poor boy, he’s been coming and going from this. He must be half crazy from it.”

      “He doesn’t leave her much. They sleep a lot.”

      “And you never noticed it?”

      “Not till now.” I can’t believe we didn't properly notice.

      Lorelei enters the room as I turn to leave. “She’s spelled?” Her face is pale as she reads Lydia’s mind.

      “She is.” Lydia’s eyes narrow. “You never noticed either?”

      “No. I did. I thought it was the baby. I noticed she doesn't eat or wake often, and she doesn't need anything. The baby hasn't grown in a while. Her stomach is the same size it’s been for”—a perplexed look crosses her face—“since I don't know how long.”

      “The spell is in this room, but it’s drifting and affecting the rest of the house. It’s messing with time. Years have passed and to you all it’s been months at the most.”

      “The baby must be special for the fae to care this much. I went to Henry and asked him if the baby could come to the garden, and he said he would allow it. He acted as though he was doing me a favor.”

      Lorelei’s words jolt to life a memory in my mind. “Henry was stunned when I showed him my memory of the baby. He said ‘impossible’ and then he told me he would help us under the condition that I bring the mother of the baby when it’s time.”

      “Dear God.” Lydia lifts a hand to her mouth.

      Lorelei’s eyes widen. “No.”

      “What?” I hate witch talk.

      “Ari’s carrying the savior. The fae magic is keeping her in this spell, not Henry. The child will be born the moment the world is balanced again, and she will usher in the time of the fae and rule the fae. There’s a—”

      “Prophecy,” I interrupt with a dread-filled voice. “Shit.” I wink to the bathroom where Ben is standing naked, shaving. He jumps and cuts his cheek, sending black blood down his face. “Jesus, Aimes. Knock!”

      “There’s a baby prophecy. Lydia says the baby is being protected by the fae. Ari’s spelled to stay in her Sleeping Beauty curse until the Earth’s conflict is over and then the baby will be the new fae ruler during the time of the fae on Earth.”

      His eyes widen and he drops the razor, leaving his face half shaved. “Oh my God. Why didn’t I think of it. Of course.”

      “You knew this prophecy?”

      “Everyone knows this prophecy. She’s born and becomes the queen of the fae. We learned about this when I was a kid. The time of man would end and the time of the fae would come. We joked about it, sort of wishing for it. All the humans would leave, and we’d have the world to ourselves, and we could have their shit.”

      “Well, you’re about to get your wish and be the uncle to the new queen.”

      “Shit,” he whispers and sits on the edge of the tub, still very naked.

      “Bro.” I hand him a towel to cover himself.

      “Luke’s gonna freak.”

      “Yeah, he’s already sort of freaked.” I wince.

      “Let me get dressed and then we’ll figure this out.”

      “I’ll be in Ari’s time-warp room.” I wink back.

      Lucas sits on the bed eating a cookie, staring at the floor. I assume he’s just heard the same story Ben did.

      His eyes meet mine, pleading with me for something, but I don't know what.

      I don't know how to help in this moment.
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          The bad-luck lottery

        

      

    

    
      “You have got to be friggin’ kidding me!” Lorri stomps back and forth across the kitchen. Blake steps back, moving out of her way as he grabs a drink. “You kids have been the biggest nightmare I've ever dealt with. You make Jonathan and Lillith look like a goddamned cakewalk!” Her rage-filled eyes drift to Lucas who has been forbidden to stay in Ari’s room, at all. “You honestly couldn't keep it in your pants after the last fiasco?”

      He swallows whatever his response is. I suspect he contemplated arguing with her for half a second and then chose life.

      “So, who wants to wager Sam knows all about the legendary baby and plans on stealing her?” Lorri scans our faces.

      I nod, biting my lip to hold back my words.

      “Guess the bait just switched.” Lorri glowers at Lucas again.

      “Lorri, come on. You can’t use a pregnant woman as bait.” Lucas jumps up. His skin shivers like it used to when he was a wolf.

      “I can and I bloody well will!” She steps into his face, daring him to make a move.

      “This is bullshit!”

      “The world is worth everyone, Lucas. Everyone. No one is worth more than this mission. I will kill every single friggin’ one of you to make this end. Don't think I won’t. I have never been on your team, you’ve always been on mine.” Her skin ripples too.

      “Okay, everyone, take a moment.” Lydia steps into the middle of the room. “This isn’t the worst plan.” Her eyes soften as they hit Luke. “It’s simple, actually, and Ari won’t be in any danger. We’ll cast glamour, making it appear Ari is being watched by a single person—Hanna. He’ll think he can overpower her, but we’ll all be here, hiding. We have the new haven set up. We’ll create the illusion that everyone’s there with glamour. We’ll leave the kids and Ari here with Hanna and make it seem like everyone else is at the new haven getting it ready for the kids to come there. It’ll be the most tempting pot he can imagine.”

      “And when he steps into the trap?” I ask, not sure how we’ll overpower Sam with all his magic and everything else.

      “I have a plan.” Lydia grins, her eyes doing that old-lady sparkle thing as she glances at Lorri.

      Whatever it is, I’m scared.

      Their plans always end in death, for everyone.

      They’re the ultimate balls-to-the-walls extremists.

      “Okay, we’ll break into teams and get this going. Each witch can project a set number of us. I wish we had more witches.” She glances at O.

      “I don't have magic, but I might be able to get some.” Ophelia shrugs.

      “You left magic in that tree, didn't you?” Lorelei narrows her gaze. “Grandmamma Holt and I both felt it there. It was the tree Lillith was using to run a spell.”

      Ophelia nods. “If I go there, I can probably get the magic back. Unless you guys took it.”

      “No, we used the tree to break a spell, but we didn't take the magic. The tree held something old in it. Grandmamma Holt could harness it, but not take it.”

      “I’ll take her.” Oliver grabs O’s hand in his.

      “You know the way?” Lorri scowls.

      “I do.” He renders up a tiny mischievous smirk. “I showed her the tree.” He winks before an explanation is offered.

      Lorri growls. “I don't like that.”

      “The tree’s an old source of magic. Her soul’s linked to it. A type of magic I ain’t never seen before,” Lorelei explains. “I suspect he used it to harness her to the Earth, in case something went wrong.”

      “I really don't like that.” Lorri folds her arms. “But we can worry about whatever Oliver’s done later. Let’s focus on the trap. No one speak of it after you’re given instructions, in case Sam’s lingering about. Just do as you’re told. Aimee, you go and get Sam to come for Hanna and the kids.” She’s gone a second later.

      Lorelei nods at me and walks down the hall to the bathroom. I follow her as everyone starts figuring out groups and the details of the plan.

      When I get to the bathroom, she closes the door. “What’s your plan for Marcus, once I’m sacrificed?” Her eyes are wide, scared.

      “I don't know. I was gonna kill him, I guess.” The conversation with his girlfriend feels wrong.

      “Maybe we should kill him first.” She whispers it so silently I barely hear it. “He won’t go lightly once he realizes I’m about to die.”

      “I know. I already thought about the fact he’s going to fight it—try to save you.”

      “I don't know what to tell ya. I don't even know how something like him dies. It’s fae magic, not normal vampirism.”

      “Right.” I nod. “I’ll try giving him the kiss of death.”

      “He ain’t gonna let something like you kiss him. He’s smarter than any of us. We need a firm plan.”

      “Well, we could always just tell him that he can come to the garden with you.”

      “Lie?” She blinks, contemplating. “Maybe. Okay.” She doesn't sound convinced. “Why would Henry let him in?”

      “What if he thinks it’s a loophole and he’s getting in by mistake? Like he’s scamming the system?”

      “That works, actually. What loophole?”

      It takes me a second before the lightbulb clicks on. “What if because he’s cursed by the fae, like a werewolf, he can get in there? Like all fae magic can enter the garden?”

      “Genius.” She hugs me. “That he will buy. But we have to talk about it like it doesn't apply to him, and he has to be the one to come to that conclusion on his own. If he even suspects there are breadcrumbs being left for him, he’ll figure it out. He’s not like Sam. He sets the traps.”

      “I know.” I hug her back. “And you and I never had this conversation.” I step back and wink to the Tower of London.

      The room has been destroyed. Sam has been here and destroyed it. Maybe to make it harder for me to see my memories. Wanting to ruin the world for me just as it’s been ruined for him.

      “I got angry.”

      I spin to find him in the window. “I see that.”

      “I was hoping you’d come back again.”

      “Why? You want to kill me, Sam?”

      “Of course not.” He scoffs. “I fight her urges, Aimes. She isn’t in control the way you think she is. You and Ari and Ben and Luke are my family.”

      “And Hanna and the kids, Lydia, and Annabelle—are they nothing to you now?”

      “They’re dead. You think I don't know Lorelei is using glamour to lure me to the house so you guys can catch me?” He laughs bitterly, getting up from the broken windowsill.

      “You think it’s glamour?” I crack a smug grin.

      “It is!” he snaps.

      “Oh, Sam.” I chuckle and take a step back, nodding. “Okay. You believe the bullshit Lillith spins and I’ll be a liar who wants you dead. ‘Cause that makes more sense than everyone coming back to help you. It makes more sense than God loving you and caring for you. It makes more sense than Hanna coming back because she hates how things ended. You’re right. Lillith’s right, it’s glamour and no one loves you. No one cares if you’re destroying yourself. And Dorian didn’t trade his life to save yours.” I lift a middle finger. “Try being worthy of the sacrifices we’re all making.” I wink home before he can rage or catch me. I stalk up the grass to the back door, certain he’s followed and is watching me.

      Aleks comes out onto the deck, offering a strange look. “You ready to go to the new place?” He’s a better actor than I am.

      “Sure. I didn’t even try to convince, Sam. He won’t believe me, it’s no use. He thinks we all hate him and that Hanna would never come back for him.” My words sound wooden. I suck but it’s all I’ve got.

      “All we can do is hope he’ll come to his senses and see that we’re all here for him.” He takes my hand in his and winks us. We go to the new place but enter a witch portal that pops us back in a closet of Shane’s house. Sarah is using her shield to make us all invisible. We stay at the house, sitting silently in the bedroom where Hanna and Ari are. Ari’s still asleep and Hanna’s pretending to do a crossword, like she’s on her watch. Sarah’s shield isn’t working on Ari’s room, just the rest of the house, revealing Hanna and Ari for Sam.

      Ophelia flashes back into the house, looking very different. Her spark is back but there’s something else. She’s lit up, like fire radiates from inside her. She must have gotten some of the tree’s magic too.

      She goes into the room where Hanna and Ari are, seeming to check on them and leaves like she’s doing watches. She goes back to a bedroom and pretends to pack bags for the big move. Lorelei is obviously using magic to project movements and actions to O, and using their annoying witch talk.

      Annabelle is the only witch at the new haven. She’s the one creating the show of us all working and prepping our new home.

      Lydia and Lorelei are with us, hiding.

      We spend a long time this way, I don't know how long. Not with time’s twisted fingers and all . . .

      Just as I start to become sleepy, a sound I don't recall hearing in a long time blasts through the house. My eyes pop open, meeting Aleks’ alarmed gaze.

      “What was that?” I ask.

      “I don't know,” he whispers back. “Sounded like a goat.”

      “It did. But why would there be a goat?”

      The sound happens again. I jump up, waiting for Lorelei or Lydia’s words to sound in my head.

      But no one speaks.

      “That was a goat,” I whisper. Aleks nods but we don’t move.

      Aleks and I stay hidden in the bedroom across the hall from Ari’s. I peek out the door but see nothing.

      No one moves or speaks.

      I slip from the room, completely defying orders of staying put. Aleks grabs my arm, dragging me back. I lift a finger to my lips and nod at the bedroom door that’s closed now.

      He shakes his head.

      The sound bursts from the room again just as Lydia screams in my mind. NOW!

      Aleks moves faster than I do, ripping me into Ari’s bedroom as he flings back the door. A goat sits on the bed, tied to one of the posts. Ari and Hanna are gone.

      I wink the same time Aleks does and we end up in the kitchen. I try to let go of him, but he winks again and we’re in the yard.

      The yard is chaos.

      Hanna fights and winks in and out with Sam, both screaming hateful things at each other, disappearing and reappearing.

      Ari’s on the grass, clutching her belly, shrieking.

      I wink to Ari, grab her, and wink to the secret beach, then to Aleks’ empty grave, and then to the one place no one else in the world knows about. The one place I never imagined I would go back to. It’s the harbor in Portland on the Willamette River, the one I crawled up out of a long time ago.

      I wink to the shabby alley where I lived and glance up at the apartment building. I wink to the top floor, taking in the view of the debris-filled river and charred city. I realize it’s a hotel, not an apartment, but the room is huge, more like a condo than anything. The glasses are still wrapped in plastic and the bed’s fresh and clean. I place Ari on the bed, wiping sweat from her forehead. “You okay?”

      “No. Aimes. Something’s wrong.” She clutches her stomach and groans.

      “Shit.” I touch the swollen belly and feel it tightening. She’s about to have the baby. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Don't leave me!” she cries, but I wink back to the house. I grab Lucas who’s screaming her name and running out the back door. I wink him to her by taking the same trip as before, stopping at several places to create a distraction for Sam, in case he gets my scent.

      I drop Luke and wink back to Shane’s, searching for Anna.

      The witches, O, Lydia, Annabelle, Lorelei, Sarah, and Anna have Sam surrounded. He’s still fighting Hanna but something’s different.

      She’s different.

      Her skin ripples. She screams and reaches around behind her, ripping off one of her wings as her body shivers and changes. She grows in size, tearing her clothes and skin a bit.

      “Oh shit,” Lorri mutters as a one-winged and bleeding Hanna grabs Sam, pinning him to the ground and then winking with him. She laughs that crazed laugh as he tries to wink, but she winks him back, slamming him into the dirt again.

      I wink to Anna, grabbing her and winking. I take a separate route this time, stopping by the Tower of London, the lake Dorian and I bathed in, the Great Wall, and the pier where my mother claimed her magic, before I stop at the hotel, leaving Anna in the middle of the room. “Kill her if she doesn’t help or if she even glances at the baby the wrong way,” I point at her and shout at Luke as I wink back.

      When I land, Danny and Marcus are running toward the house with lightning following them.

      O is in the middle of the lawn, bringing fire from the sky and wind in the form of a cyclone. She appears possessed as she uses her hands and magic to create a storm around Sam. Lorelei casts hellfire, hitting Hanna the monster and Sam. Both are burning but continue to fight. The storm cell surrounding them must be preventing them from winking. Sam fires back, trying to take the storm down, but the witches join O and are too much together so the walls of the storm just stretch under the added pressure.

      Near the cyclone, Hanna takes a hit to the back. Sam screams as he does it, and she takes a knee with black blood heaving from her lips.

      She shrinks back to normal size with her lone wing covering her naked body on the grass. Sam shrieks again, mirroring Aleks perfectly. Both of them are screaming on opposite sides of the wall of air, debris, and flames.

      Fire shoots from the sky as Sam lifts his arms, shrieking louder.

      A fire droplet lands near me, sizzling down into the earth.

      “I hate witches,” I mutter and make my way to where Ben dodges the fire pellets. “Ari’s safe. She’s with Luke.” I say it softly, even though the loud noises all around us drown me out.

      “She’s safe?” His eyes dart to mine, flashing from me to the cyclone and the witches. “Take me to her.”

      “No. We need to stop this first.” I can’t tell him the baby is being born. I can’t risk Sam hearing it.

      Across the yard, a screaming Aleks runs at the cyclone, getting lifted into it and dragged off. He disappears and reappears in the storm, stuck there. Through the walls, I see Sam is still stuck inside, flashing magic and fighting the witches but it’s no use. The storm bounces the magic back at him.

      Oliver winks to me and yells, “We have to get inside that cyclone and pin him. It has to be you. Anthony and I will die against him. None of the witches are strong enough to weaken him. Lorri has a plan.” He winks Ben and I across the yard as a huge ball of hellfire lands where we were.

      Lorri flashes to us, shouting at me, “The moment we get inside that cyclone, you wink him to the bedroom. The witches and the kids will meet you there and use the magic in the room to freeze him and you, mid suck.”

      “That's risky.” I swallow hard, watching the cyclone.

      “Giselle and Shane are with the kids, keeping them safe. I think Marcus went there too. We’ll all meet in the room. Ari’s gone, right?” She ignores my comment.

      “Ari’s with Luke and Anna in a safe place. I’m the only one who knows where.” I force myself not to think of the location.

      “Then it’s time.” Lorri turns to Oliver. “You ready?”

      He nods once and glances at me. “Send her home to me the moment this is over.”

      “Okay.” I don't know what he means, but before I can ask, he runs at the wall, flinging himself into it the way Aleks did. He grabs Aleks in the cyclone. Lorri nods, watching them and then winks. She catches them, bursting her way into the cyclone.

      I have no idea what’s going on for half a second and then I see it. The three of them are holding hands and riding the cyclone sideways, making a hole. They pass by again, revealing a tiny hole.

      A tiny hole I must run and flash through. That’s their plan?

      Blake does the same thing, running at the cyclone and getting caught, joining the efforts of making a spot for me to get through.

      “Yikes,” I mutter to Ben. “If this doesn’t work, I’ll find a way to get you Ari’s location.” Before he can respond I take off running, hoping I’m timing this right.

      As the gap comes into sight, I wink and flash into Sam who blasts me. His face contorts in rage. “You lied!”

      “No, Sam. I didn’t.” I wink before he can blast me with lightning. “We’re here to help you.”

      “Liar!” he screams, launching himself into me as I wink. We wink, flashing and fighting. His skin burns mine as he seeps hellfire from his fingertips into my arms.

      The pain is unbearable but I manage to scream, “Sam, I love you! You’re my brother! I love you. Please, see that.”

      “You said Hanna came back for me!” He flings me toward the cyclone wall. I wink before I get sucked in too. The wind screams around me as I land on the grass again.

      “She did. They all came back for you. Even the kids left the garden for you. We love you.” I plead with my eyes but prepare to wink again. “We all want to help you be free of her. Lillith doesn’t love you. She never did. She’s twisting you, Sam. She’s making you evil, for her own end. She knew Lorri would make us indestructible. She knew she would have a super soldier. You’re just part of her plan.” I wink as he blasts me with hellfire. “But you’re part of my family,” I mutter as I land behind him.

      He spins, pointing like he might shoot but he pauses. “You lied to me.”

      “I didn’t. I swear I didn’t. We are all here for you. All of us.”

      “No, she lies!” He speaks like he’s trying to convince himself and grips his head as if struggling with what he’s saying to himself. I take the second to scream at Lorri, “NOW!” I wink behind him, spinning him, and planting my lips on his. I wink to the bedroom as the barrier comes down.

      They wink to me, all the witches and the kids. We all enter the bedroom in a state of slow motion. Sam’s mouth parts to scream, but he moves so slowly, he doesn’t even have the inhale yet when hot magic surrounds us. The witches have intensified the time spell.

      “Ssssaaaaaaammmmm!” Sarah shrieks in slow motion.

      His eyes dart to the kids, his breath is halted. His eyes focus and I swear he’s himself for a second.

      I step back, pausing the kiss of death as Sam smiles. “Sarah, you’re okay. Dawn. Anne. Danny. You guys are all here.”

      “We love you, Sam,” Danny shouts, his eyes glistening with tears.

      Lorelei flashes behind Sam with Lorri. He’s distracted by the kids the moment Lorelei’s hands grab either side of his head. He freezes as she says something in their weird witch language.

      His eyes gloss over for an instant. It takes me a bit to realize the other witches are working with her, holding him. Somehow, they’re able to move fast, unlike us.

      A glint of steel hits the light coming in the window as she whispers in his ear.

      I try to move to him but the wink is slow, it drags out and lags as she jerks forward, his eyes widening as slowly as my wink. He parts his lips to scream as I arrive in front of him. It’s the slowest wink I’ve ever done. His glassy black eyes meet mine, clear and peaceful for a second before they fill with agony.

      I step closer, my breath hitching in my throat as I lift my hands to his cheeks. “Sam,” I whisper.

      “Aimes.” He chokes on my name as more blood oozes from his perfect lips. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      “No.” I grab his face, supporting him as he stumbles forward. “No. It wasn’t you. I know it wasn’t. You’re good, Sam. You’re good.” I hold him to me, hating the single tear slipping down his cheek and the way his mouth trembles. He’s dying and yet not. The burns on his body from the hellfire match mine.

      “Send me home, Aimes,” he pleads.

      “No, you’ll be fine in a minute. Wait for the healing.” We’re both talking fast but the words come out slowly, like we’re in water.

      “No. I don’t want to. I’m tired.” He twitches his head. “Sen—send me home.” His eyes dart behind me. “You guys be good.” He heaves in pain, and his fingers grip to my shirt as I sob silently. The kids rush us, clenching him.

      “Sam!”

      “Sam, don’t go!”

      “Aimes.” His voice is thick.

      “Okay.” I press my mouth to his. The taste of his black blood mixing in my mouth reminds me of my start, so many years ago. “I love you, Sam,” I mutter against him as I kiss once, softly, and then suck. It’s the worst taste in the world, sending love to die. As he drops to a pile of feathers on the floor, I drop too, covering each one. I can’t let go of one. I scoop them into me, sobbing into them.

      I gag as his loss overwhelms me.

      The dark truth of his being Lillith’s henchman fades as the feathers lose the warmth of him.

      “Aimee.” Lydia grips my shoulder, falling to the floor with me. She takes one of the feathers, holding it tight in her hands. She lifts it to her lips and kisses it. “Sam.” Tears flood her face as she nods, as if telling herself or me or everyone that this is how it had to be. I knew it would; I told myself it would. And yet I’m dying from the pain of it.

      The kids start grabbing me and the feathers. They huddle and hug, embracing me and what is left of our Sam.

      We sit and cry until eventually I’m alone.

      Gathering up all the feathers, I wink outside with them in my hands, freeing them into the wind, just how Sam would want to be.

      The feathers drift on the breeze to where Aleks is, across the yard and sobbing over Hanna’s burned and battered body. He lifts her up and clutches her to his chest. Her soft breaths have signs of a death rattle. When he lifts his face, I cringe. He’s burned and beaten too. The hellfire burns take longer to heal. I’m covered in wounds also, but I can’t feel them. The hole in my chest is too big.

      “Aimes, what happened? Is Ari okay?”

      “Yeah, Sam’s gone.”

      He nods. “I think I felt it.”

      “Hanna needs to come inside.” I nod at her, a bit shocked at how bad she looks. Brandon Green is dead on the grass next to a pile of feathers I assume is Oliver.

      “No, it won’t matter. She’s dying.” Aleks sobs harder.

      “She can’t die. She’ll heal.”

      “She won’t ever heal from ripping her wing off. She won’t ever heal from the damage done. She’ll live, for what? What’s the point of staying here?” His tone shifts and I understand what he’s asking. “Please?”

      I don’t answer. I don’t have anything to say. I’ve lost a lot of respect for him. He and Hanna and their desperation to be together, even at the cost of us. I storm to where he is, kissing her burnt and bloody lips and then his, sending them both away, the same as last time.

      I back away from the feathers fluttering everywhere.

      “Soul mates, huh?” Ben mutters from behind me.

      “Yeah.” I turn, cringing when I see him. He’s no better than Hanna was. He’s naked and burned everywhere. His black blood coats his lips, one of his wings is badly singed, and the other one is gone. “Oh my God.” I rush him, holding him up. “Why are you naked?”

      “I phased.” He says it like he’s confused. “I think I was a wolf with wings.” He scoffs.

      “You did?” If he did it, so can Lucas. He can take the baby.

      “Yeah. Where’s Ari?” He coughs some black blood onto his lips. I wink him to the hotel, pushing him into the bathroom to get a towel on at least.

      Ari is still lying on the bed, moaning a little.

      Lucas gives me a sharp look. “What happened?”

      “Sam’s gone. So are Hanna and Aleks. Brandon and Oliver are gone too.” There’s no emotion in my words. I want there to be, but I haven’t got it. I’m numb.

      “Anthony’s dead too. He was dead as a wendigo and then poofed into a pile of feathers. Creepy.” Ben shudders, slumping onto the bed.

      “If Sam’s dead—”

      “Lorelei has his magic.”

      “It’ll corrupt her.” Anna’s head turns sharply. “You have to get her to the garden. Her magic will be tainted. Lillith’s magic is evil.”

      “I know.” I walk to Ari, running my hands over her tensed arms. “How’s it going?”

      “Nothing much new. I just have a baby trying to kill me, and I’m hungry in a way I didn’t know I could be. And that bitch won’t give me food.” Her deathly stare lands on Anna. “So, all in all, everything is freaking awesome, Aimes. How’s it going with you?” she snarls.

      “She doesn’t mean it,” Lucas mutters.

      “She could end up getting sick,” Anna defends herself.

      “You get no sympathy. You’ve been sleeping for the last few years.” I wink at her.

      “Screw you!” Ari laughs and cries at the same time, clutching herself.

      I cry too, dropping to my knees and hugging her. The feeling of her tense body touching mine makes me realize how much pain I’m in.

      “You smell like barbecue.” She buries her face in my hair.

      “Don’t get too hungry for it. It’s not the kind of barbecue you’d want to eat.”

      “Don’t assume things, Aimes,” Luke offers dryly.

      I close my eyes and drift for a moment, needing the instant to try to grieve.
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      “Where is she?” Lorelei asks softly, her eyes flashing a little something extra.

      “Hidden,” I say and glance at Lorri. “We need to get the magic to the garden.”

      Lorri nods. “I know. You ready?” she asks Lorelei.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.” She smiles and I realize her accent isn’t as strong.

      “Ready for what?” Marcus strolls into the room, drinking a cup of blood.

      “Time to take the magic to the garden,” Lorri says as if she’s being careful.

      “How does that all work, love?” His eyes don’t leave Lorelei’s.

      “They kill me,” she replies flatly.

      “No.” Marcus shakes his head. He’s gone a second later. So is Lorelei.

      “What the—?” Lorri looks around. Her shoulders sag. “Did that just happen?”

      “Shit.” I turn to the kitchen, not seeing Lydia or Annabelle. When I spin, Sarah isn’t with the other kids. “The witches?”

      “What?” Lorri barks.

      “Where are they all?” I don’t know what’s been going on here. I was with Ari until she fell asleep.

      Blake shrugs. “I haven’t seen them since the big fight.” His cheeks are charred and so is one hand. Only Shane and Giselle were spared from the hellfire. They were with the kids.

      “I’ll go check Marcus’ house. You find the witches.” Lorri points at me and vanishes.

      “You check the yard, I’ll check upstairs,” I say to Blake before I hurry from room to room, searching for everyone. I meet Blake back in the kitchen. “Anything?”

      “Nothing.”

      I grab his hand and wink to Lydia’s old house, gasping. Down at the water’s edge, behind the burned-down house, I see a shirt. I wink us to the water, stepping back when I see who it belongs to.

      Lydia and Annabelle are floating on the water, holding Sarah. There’s a puddle of feathers on the shore that I can only assume belong to O.

      All of them are dead, blue.

      Each has a bloody wound on them where Lorelei no doubt stabbed the knife into their bodies and stole their magic.

      “Oh shit,” Blake whispers.

      “She took all the magic.” I hurry into the water, dragging Lydia, Annabelle, and Sarah to shore. Blake grabs their hands and drags them out.

      I wrap myself around Lydia’s body, praying for just one more miracle.

      But none comes.

      Blake lifts me off her, winking us back to the house.

      Lorri meets us in the kitchen. Her face pales. “What is it?”

      “They’re all dead. Lydia, Annabelle, O, Sarah, and Olly.”

      “Lorelei stole back the magic.” Her eyes widen. “Lillith is corrupting the witch queen already?”

      “I guess so.”

      “We’re screwed.” She sighs. “Who’s left?”

      “Shane, me, Giselle, Danny, Dawn, Anne, Gwen, Shulster, Ben, Luke, Ari, Anna, Blake, and you. Anthony, Oliver, and Brandon died in the cyclone and Hanna was beyond repair. Aleks left with her.”

      She sighs. “Marcus and Lorelei can’t stand against us. She isn’t stronger than we are. There’s no way. Not stronger than you.”

      “Are they at Marcus’?”

      “No. But Anna should be able to sense them. Magic finds magic. Where is she?”

      “Oh shit. She’s with Ari. Lorelei will be able to find them,” Blake says flatly.

      Lorri’s eyes widen as I grab her hand and wink us to the hotel.

      The room’s empty. I close my eyes and scream. I lean back, screaming as loudly as I can.

      Lorri winks her and I back to Shane’s. I’m still screaming when I land. She does something I don’t expect. She hugs me, squeezing tightly. My screams turn to sobs as I lose my mind.

      “Luke?” she mutters, spinning me around to see Ari holding her belly, Lucas, and Ben in the kitchen. “Where’s Anna?”

      “Lorelei,” he snarls. “We need to get Ari somewhere safe.”

      “You made it!” I leap at Ari, smothering her.

      “Yeah, Luke winked us out as Lorelei got there. It was nuts. She didn’t even try to take me, just grabbed Anna and left,” Ari manages to say through my arms.

      “Was Marcus with her?” Lorri asks.

      “No.” Ari winces, gripping her belly. “I think this baby’s coming soon though.”

      “We can’t stay here. She knows where we are.” Lucas’ eyes are filled with panic.

      “She won’t risk coming here with us all together.” Shane gives Lorri a look. “Will she?”

      “I don't know. She’d be foolish to. She might be magical, but she isn’t one of you guys.”

      Gwen comes into the room with Shulster. Her eyes dart to mine and then Lorri’s. “You can’t think she’d join forces with Lillith, even if her magic is evil. Lorelei’s the strongest witch in the world, even stronger than Lillith. She’ll resist.”

      Lorri folds her arms across her chest. “I agree. I think she’s out collecting the magic as a knee-jerk reaction to the evil filling her, but she’ll come to her senses in the end. It’s not like this sort of evil hasn't tempted her before.”

      “She killed Lydia, Annabelle, and Sarah who was a kid. She killed O. She’s not coming here to willingly hand over the magic or head for the garden and die for the Earth. She’s going to kill us all and we need to be prepared.” Blake sounds a little erratic but he’s right.

      “I agree with Blake. This is too risky to hope for the best. We need to prepare for the worst.” I nod. Lucas nods with me.

      “Ya don't know Lorelei the way I do.” Gwen’s eyes are fierce and her Scottish accent is thicker.

      “No, you don't,” Lorri agrees again. “Lorelei is the best person I’ve ever met. She would die for everyone. She has done so many times. She sacrifices herself, always, for the greater good.”

      “Can we at least plan for the worst?” Shane asks. “Like finding a different place to hide out while Ari has the baby?”

      “Of course, we aren’t insane,” Lorri growls. “Obviously, we need to contemplate some places Lorelei wouldn't know about.”

      “My childhood home.” Gwen says it as if it tastes of ash. “She wouldn't go there.”

      “Ahhhhhh, yes.” Lorri’s voice lowers, “Get everyone together, we leave in a minute.”

      When everyone is in the kitchen, we wink to an old castle surrounded by greenery. It’s beautiful and horrifying all at once.

      It’s drafty and cold, and I see why Lorelei wouldn't come here.

      Gwen sighs viewing the great room. “Home sweet home.”

      A woman with dark hair appears to us. I cringe but Blake jumps when she speaks, “Gwenny, lass, whaur ya doin’ here?”

      “Ma, I came back to hide. Lorelei’s gone radge with evil magic. She’s a ganner, we think.” Gwen’s accent thickens again.

      “Keep the heid, love. We donna need ta attract anything. Been quiet here since yer father left. Peaceful.”

      “Can ya keep a look out?”

      “Aye.” She smiles and vanishes.

      “Haunted castle, that’s why Lorelei wouldn't come here,” Blake adds quietly.

      “Right, well my ma won’t harm anyone.” Her accent goes back to normal, less intense.

      Ari doubles over, groaning.

      “We gotta get her down below. If any of the witches are still here, they’ll know what to do.” Gwen offers me a hand. “I’ll drag ya there right quick and then you wink her.”

      I groan but let her take my hand, zipping us through the castle at vampire speed. It’s much worse than just winking. When we get to a dank cellar that looks like it’s been burned out a couple of times, I wink back to the group. “Lift her up and I’ll wink down.”

      Lucas grabs Ari, holding her close to him as she moans. I wink them to the dank, stale basement.

      “A cellar?” Ari groans again. “No stables available?”

      I laugh, I can’t help it. Lucas shoots me daggers. “Nothing about this is funny, Aimes.”

      “Lighten up, Luke.” I roll my eyes. “We aren’t going to get anywhere freaking out. This baby’s coming, whether we like it or not. Lorelei’s gone evil and there’s nothing we can do about it. We’re in a dank, spooky old haunted castle and there is no changing that, not until this baby comes.” I rub his arm, not patronizingly but comforting him with a small squeeze, one that says I understand why he’s freaking out. I’m playing it down for Ari who might die in the next few hours, and then we’ll have the most important fae ever born to contend with. We need to get her to the garden, a place none of us can go.

      It’s a mess, as always.

      “Dinna speak ill of her, Lorelei. Whatever yer feelings.” Gwen’s mom appears out of nowhere and whispers, her eyes darting around the brick walls. “She freed ‘em, gave them their dignity back in death.”

      “What?”

      “The witches,” she utters again.

      “Huh?”

      “The witch queen.” She winks at me, disappearing into the shadows.

      “Yeah, Ma’s right. Don't say anything against Lorelei. They might not help us if they think you disrespected her.” Gwen sighs.

      “I wouldn't anyway.” I scowl at Gwen. “I think you misunderstand my feelings for her. I have more respect for Lorelei than anyone. I just don't underestimate Lillith. Not now. Not after everything else.”

      “I know.” Gwen nods. “But I can’t underestimate Lorelei. Not after what I’ve seen her do.”

      “Will they help us?” Luke’s eyes meet mine.

      “Even if they don't, we can figure this out. We’re smart.” I smile, trying to calm him down. Now I just need someone to calm me down.

      “Witches, I am begging on behalf of Lorelei who helped you so long ago, if any of you are here, haunting the old place, can you help us?” Gwen asks the air. “Please. We have a girl with a magical baby in her. We need help to birth it. Our witch nurse has died. Please help us.”

      Ghostly women begin to fill the cell. Their faces represent hundreds of years’ worth of killings and slaughter. I’ve heard stories of Gwen’s family. I know what happened here, in this very cell.

      As the ghosts begin to whisper and inspect, one of them catches my eye. She narrows her gaze. “Death eater. Ya canna be here.”

      I nod, stepping out, ignoring the pleading stare coming off Lucas.

      It’s not like I would be much help against the ghosts or the baby.
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      We sit in the hall, listening. It’s like the medieval version of a waiting room in a baby hospital.

      We have no idea what’s going on in there but it doesn’t sound good. Ari screams, Gwen and the ghosts mutter soothing words, Lucas growls, and Ari screams again.

      Out in the hall, Lorri paces, clicking on the stone floor like always. Blake sits with Shane, blank faced and bored.

      Ben is sweating and pacing, competing with Lorri for steps taken. Shulster is clearly uncomfortable. I don't really know him and I know Ari doesn't at all. He’s an English Rose, remarkably one of the few good vampires left.

      The kids are upstairs with Giselle. She refused to listen to the screaming. I wish I’d gone upstairs with her.

      A sharp cry comes from the room. It’s louder than the others have been. I wince, giving Lorri a look. She shakes her head, not telling me that it was nothing, but rather that she has no idea either.

      The screams come again, making all of us visibly uncomfortable.

      Blake shudders. “I can’t do this. I can’t listen to this.” He winks and is gone.

      “Me either,” Lorri agrees.

      Within seconds Shulster and I are the only people in the hallway. He offers a smile. “Not my first time listening to someone give birth.”

      “Oh really?” I guess we’re officially going to have small talk during the end of the world as the savior is being born in a shitty old castle in Scotland.

      “Yeah, when I was human, my wife gave birth to three kids. Before the black death.” He has an English accent I’ve never noticed before. I don't know that I've ever heard him speak.

      “Is that how they all died?” I can’t believe this moment is happening.

      “Yeah.” He says it so calmly, it suits the situation we’re in. “One of the kids came down with it first. He died within a week. Then my wife. They died before the other two got it. I thought we were in the clear. I moved to the country, running from it as it swept through London. About a year later, my other two got it and I thought it was how I would die as well. But I didn't. Immune, apparently.” He chuckles. “I went a bit crazy after that. Met Jonathan in some disgusting blood tavern in France. I went there to die. I’d heard of these monsters that could kill you peacefully. Turns out I’m a bit of a chicken when it comes to killing myself. When I told Jonathan my story he turned me, instead of killing me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too. I really wanted to be with them again.” He chuckles. “Maybe now I will be. I've worked very hard at not being what I was made to be. I can’t imagine God will turn me away.”

      “I know that feeling.” We have a moment of true understanding before another piercing scream hits. “This is my second birth. My sister gave birth. It wasn't like this. She had no trouble.”

      “She’s suffering. I don't know why. She’s immortal, seems like it would be easier. And yet here we are, her screaming and everyone hiding upstairs.” He laughs again.

      “Yeah.” And then the awkward silence happens.

      She isn’t screaming and the witches aren’t whispering and Lucas isn’t growling. It’s just Shulster and I sitting in the dank hallway.

      Water drips somewhere behind me, emphasizing the awkwardness.

      I fidget with my fingers and contemplate leaving, but I don’t want to bail on Ari or Luke.

      We remain this way through several more screams before Lucas comes out. His eyes are wide and his face is white. “They’re going to cut her open.”

      “What?”

      “The baby’s stuck, sideways or something.” He shudders.

      “Oh, uh, okay. Can I help at all?”

      He nods, leaping from the room and shoving me in. He closes the door.

      I lean my back against it, scared and confused and regretting the offer that has me in the room and him hiding. I know he isn’t the giant baby he’s acting like. He can’t watch his mate get cut open, I understand it. But I also don't want to watch.

      “Well, dinna stand there, get more water!” one of the ghostly witches shouts at me.

      I leap into action, grabbing water from the pot boiling on the small fire in the corner. I bring the hot water to the ghost.

      “Not hot, ya daft ass. She needs to drink!”

      I hurry back, looking everywhere for the cold water.

      Gwen sighs and grabs a glass of water from a weird spout on the wall. I wouldn't have known it was a tap, had she not. She hands it to Ari who’s beet red and covered in sweat. She sips with shaking hands and fluttering eyes.

      Gwen hurries back to the writhing stomach. It looks like Aliens, the movie. I’m close to gagging but rush over to hold Ari’s hand and focus my eyes away as Gwen sighs, picking up a scalpel.

      “Ready?” she asks softly.

      “Do it, Gwen. Save my baby,” Ari moans. Her trembling fingers dig into mine as she screams. That's how I know Gwen is cutting.

      Ari screams louder, losing her voice and rage after several screams. She squeezes me, not losing any of her strength.

      “She’s healing so fast,” Gwen mutters.

      I turn, seeing the hole sealing itself up as Gwen cuts. I almost gag, so grateful the world has ended and I didn't make the colossal mistake of becoming a doctor.

      “Cut a hole, not a line. The skin canna seal so fast,” her mother suggests.

      “Right,” Gwen whispers. She doesn't sound very excited either.

      Ari grips me, bearing down with her hand and not moving as Gwen cuts a massive hole in her stomach. The sound that comes from Ari is one I have never heard before. Her wings burst, lifting her body off the bed. She screams into the ceiling as one of her old portals opens in front of us, like she might push someone. Her wings turn to feathers and she collapses onto them.

      I don't know what to do besides let her nearly rip my fingers off. I have to assume my fingers will grow back.

      Lucas comes bursting into the room as Gwen takes the top off Ari, like one would a pumpkin. He leaps, bursting into a wolf midair. I let go of Ari, winking to Gwen and taking the full force of the wolf. I wink him to the woods he grew up in.

      He growls and attacks. I don't fight, I let him claw and bite me, tossing me aside.

      After a moment, the frenzy leaves him, but he doesn't change back. He pauses, losing his aggression, and takes a small step toward me. I flinch, noticing the burning of my wounds for the first time since we left the room.

      I nod at him. “I’m okay.” I’m not. I’m breathless and in agony, but it’s nothing compared to Ari. He slumps, his breath bursting from him. He makes sounds like maybe he’s crying. I don't know. I reach for him, my hand covered in black blood. “It’s okay. I know.” My voice cracks.

      He staggers to me, seeming more like a man but he’s fully a wolf. He nuzzles into me, whining. I run my fingers into his fur, something he normally hates. “It’s okay. I know.” I wink us back to the castle, landing in the expansive great room where everyone else is.

      Lorri’s eyes widen but when she sees the black blood coating his muzzle she knows.

      “Keep him here.” I glance at Ben. “Don't let him come downstairs.”

      Ben nods but swallows hard. “Is she—?”

      “I don't know. Just stay upstairs.” I wink back to the room, still covered in blood and healing from the wounds. I take my place again at Ari’s side. Her eyes are wide now, filled with tears. “He’s fine.” I try to reassure her.

      She pants her breath as Gwen reaches into her body. The stomach skin stretches and ripples as Gwen maneuvers herself inside Ari’s stomach. She makes a strange face and then lifts her hands from the bloody hole, holding a sack. It’s a baby still in the placenta. Ari gasps as her stomach deflates and the skin begins to heal and seal itself up with the cord still sticking out.

      A scream, one not from this room, blasts into the air behind us. I wink out, startled by Shulster’s face stuck in a horrified position and staring at me. His body is across the room and dark blood coats the brick wall.

      “I can’t believe y’all came here.” Lorelei clicks over to me, sounding like Lorri with her walk. “I imagine it was Gwen’s idea.”

      “Mine,” I lie.

      “Aimee, just give me the baby and y’all can be left in peace. I got no intentions of harming anyone. I just need that little baby.” She grins in a way that tells me Lillith is completely in control.

      She continues talking but a voice I would know anywhere whispers in my mind. Bring me baby and mother. It’s Henry. He’s ready for us.

      “Where’s Marcus?” I ignore her demand. Trying to come up with a plan.

      “His tired ass couldn't keep up with me.” She winks. “I left him somewhere safe.”

      I can’t even imagine where that is. “No. The baby was stillborn and Ari’s devastated.”

      Lorelei’s eyes widen. “Stillborn?”

      It’s the best lie I’ve ever told. I don't know how I came up with it so quickly.

      “I wanna see.” She doesn't believe me. I wouldn't believe it either.

      “Fine.” I offer my hand.

      She stares at it like it’s a poisonous apple.

      “You can’t walk through the door. It’s been barricaded. You have to wink in and out.” My stomach tightens and all I pray for is that the baby doesn't cry. I have one shot at this.

      Hesitantly, Lorelei takes my hand and I wink us to the garden gates. I see the garden this time when we land.

      Lorelei screams and shoves me, blasting me with hellfire. It burns my back, but I wink behind her and pin her to the ground. She bursts into flames, scorching me. My skin burns as she rolls us across the ground, sending hellfire flames all over my body.

      I want to let go, my hands are burnt to the bones, but I don't. I hold tight and scream as loudly as I can, “HENRY!”

      She tosses me across the garden but I wink to her. She hits me with wind as I wink again. She starts a cyclone similar to the one Ophelia made, sucking me up into it. One of my wings breaks in the force of the wind. I cry out as it beats the hell out of me.

      As I whirl around, Lorelei turns, not seeing what I see. A beast of a man is there, only he isn’t just a man. He changes, standing on his feet that become hind legs. The dark hair on his head spreads across his body and he grows to double his size. His nose becomes a snout and his fingers claws. He roars in her face, startling her.

      He swipes at her, knocking her to the side.

      Henry is a massive bear. I had no idea.

      She shudders but gets up, walking to him. She offers her hand and he offers a paw, as if the swipe to the face knocked some sense into her.

      Before he knows it, she lights him up. His mistake in trusting costs him a lot of fur. She tries to do the witch travel thing, but he snatches her with a fiery paw. He leaps, moving with skill and speed, pinning her to the ground and thundering in her face. She turns her head as he bears down on her.

      His jaw closes on her throat, shooting black blood across the grass. The cyclone ends immediately, dropping me to the ground. My broken wing throbs as the other one pulls in, covering me.

      Lorelei’s eyes are fiery for a second as she reaches for me. I crawl along the grass, dragging my wing and as bleeding and wounded as she is, if not more so. I reach for her, letting our fingers touch. “Thank you,” she whispers, struggling to breathe and speak. “Save him, Aimes. Save my love.” She uses the last of her strength to speak and then the fire in her eyes is gone. The bear jerks the bite once more, ensuring she’s dead.

      He stands up, roaring into the sky as the magic fills him. He turns and lumbers into the garden. He makes it to where he once stopped me from going any farther and collapses.

      He rolls onto his side, transforming into a man again.

      His body lifts from where he’s lying as steam shoots from him, like the magic in him is seeping back into the garden.

      I try to get up but my arms flop. My skin and clothes are gone. My body is burnt to the point that it doesn't hurt anymore. I think I’m dying. I force my eyes open and try to wink but I can’t. The light from the sun hits my face, blinding me. When it clears, Lorelei is there giving me a smile. She looks normal again, only she’s a ghost. I see the garden through her. Lydia, Annabelle, Sarah, and Ophelia are with her. They all smile when they see me, but I can’t move or speak. Ophelia and Lorelei take each other’s hand and fade, waving at me.

      Lydia drops to her knees. “My girl, my beautiful girl. You did it.” Her words linger in the air as I black out.
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      “Tell me where she is!” someone screams and something slams me in the face.

      My eyes pop open as Marcus swings at me again. I wink to the field behind him. “Marcus, stop!” I gasp for air as pain registers everywhere. “I’ll take you to her, calm down.”

      “She’s okay?” His jaw drops and as my eyes clear I see exactly what sort of rough shape he’s in. His eyes are swollen and red and he’s a mess. So much for our plan to lie to him. Everything happened so quickly, Lorelei and I forgot.

      “She’s fine.” I don't mention she’s dead and when I clean him out, he’ll be in Heaven with her. I just don't know if I’m powerful enough to clean him out. I’m evidently still a death eater—Gwen’s mom saw me as that and Luke has shifted into a wolf. But I might not be strong enough to remove all the old curses from something like Marcus, although I can try. “We need to go see Ari first, make sure she’s okay. Then I’ll take you to her.”

      He parts his lips but doesn't argue. I suspect he thinks Lorelei will be with the baby. He doesn’t know the half of it.

      I wink to him, grab him, and wink to the castle. The screaming baby makes both of us jump as we land.

      Marcus gives me a snarl. “Isn’t she here?”

      “No.” I let go of him in the great room and wink to the cellar. Lucas is wearing a blanket as a skirt and holding his baby against his naked chest.

      Ari is smiling and a little paler but alive, thank God.

      “You’re okay!” I hurry to her, wrapping my arms around her. She feels squishier than before, but her baby belly is all healed.

      “I’m fine. Did you feel it?”

      “What?” I pull back, confused.

      “The earthquake? Everything shook for a minute. Luna wasn't breathing. Gwen got her out of the placenta and she wasn't breathing. And then this earthquake happened, and she just started to scream. It was crazy. She’s been crying ever since.” Ari says it like it isn’t annoying her that her baby is screaming her face off.

      “Good for the wee bean to clear her lungs,” Gwen’s mom says to me as if she’s reading my mind. Her words echo in my head, just the way Lorelei’s and Lydia’s would. You killed Lorelei?

      I nod once, not answering aloud.

      The magic is in the garden? she asks in my head again.

      I nod once more.

      Lydia said to tell ya that in order to free them all, ya must do the one thing she said never to do: hold hands with Ari. She says it’ll reset things. She winks at me and fades again.

      I glance at Ari’s hand and wonder about that. It was the first thing Lydia ever said to Ari and me: not to hold hands, she didn’t know what something like her and something like me would do. I guess that was another lie. Another truth we weren’t ready for. Typical Roses Academy nonsense.

      Lorri bursts into the room, giving me a questioning stare.

      “It’s done.” I assume what she’s asking.

      “Done, done?”

      “Yeah.” I sigh, glancing at the baby. “Mostly.”

      Her eyes follow mine to the sobbing infant. She knows what I mean. “Okay.”

      “What’s that mean, Aimes?” Ari asks.

      I glance back at Ari. “There’s something we have to do, something to fix things.”

      “So, we’re doing this then?” Luke asks me, his eyes barely tearing from his baby. “It’s really over?”

      “It’s over.” Lorri nods. “And now we go home. We’ll see each other in no time.” Her brow furrows with the lie she’s telling Lucas. She knows she won’t see him again. He and the baby are going somewhere else.

      “It’s been an honor then.” Lucas walks to her, holding the baby to the side and hugging Lorri. She squeezes harder than I thought she would.

      “The honor was all mine, kid.” She takes a long draw off him. “Be good to her.” Her eyes dart to the baby who she kisses once.

      I’ve seen it all; Lorri kissing babies and getting teary-eyed must be one of the signs from the Bible that the end of days is over.

      “And I’ll see ya up there.” She grins at Ari.

      “You will. We’ll all be there.” Ari clearly doesn't get what’s happening. She doesn't see that her baby won’t ever leave Earth.

      Lorri hugs Gwen, whispering something to her. Gwen nods and grins. Lorri turns back to me and shrugs. “I guess I’ll go first, Aimes.” Lorri smiles, her eyes glistening. “The time of the angels is over. I sense it. There’s a song in the air, calling me home.” She steps forward. Her, I can kiss home, so I take her face gently in mine. “Tell everyone else I’ll see them up there.”

      “Okay.” My heart is breaking again. There’s something she isn’t thinking about, something that maybe never crossed her mind. But I’m stuck playing it over and over in my head. “Say bye to him for me,” I whisper and kiss before she can speak. She falls to the floor for a second time, becoming nothing more than feathers.

      A tear leaves my eye as I glance at Gwen. “You wanna go next?”

      “If ya dinna mind.” She comes to me, letting me take her face in my hands. “I’m glad your baby is all right, Ari. Goodbye, Lucas.”

      “She’s beautiful, thank you again, Gwen,” Ari beams.

      I delicately place a kiss on her lips, sending Gwen off. The level of her curse is nothing. I take all the evil, all the misdeeds away, sending her home.

      “Thank you, death eater,” her mother whispers in the air without reappearing.

      I hold my hand out to Ari. “We got some things to do, something we owe Lorelei. I don't want to have to explain, but just trust me, when I say now, you grab my hand and force your old magic out, okay? Make a push portal.”

      “All right. If we have to.” Ari nods. She knows her wings are gone and her old magic of pushing is back.

      Lucas takes my other hand and we wink to the great room.

      “I've been patient.” Marcus points at me. “You take me to her. Now!”

      “Okay.” I reach for him, holding out my hand. As he comes to me, I shout, “NOW!”

      Ari grabs my other hand and pushes through me, hard and fast. I suck from Marcus, the way I used to, using Ari’s energy to make it happen. My body goes rigid as a wave of energy shoots up my arm. His hand melds into mine and whatever is going out of Ari and me and into him, shoots out his mouth. It comes out as light as bright as the sun, joining his scream. It goes on long enough for me to notice the rainbow in the mist leaving him. When it ends, he drops to the floor, his hands wrinkling and his face sucking in. I grab him before he’s gone and kiss him away, sucking the human life from him. He collapses and falls back into ash.

      “What the hell was that?” Ben asks softly. Everyone else is silent.

      “Time to go. We’re done. I've sent Gwen and Lorri off. Lorelei, Lydia, Sarah, and Annabelle are all gone. The time of the angels is over. It’s time to be with our families again, in Heaven.”

      “I thought we couldn't all go to Heaven?” Blake frowns.

      “I found a loophole,” I lie and offer my hand to Blake and grab his face, touching his cheek. “Say hi to your mom and dad.” I kiss him before he can argue and send him off, reducing his body to nothing more than feathers. I wish I could have sent him to see my sister, but this isn’t my decision. I don't get to choose for people. That’s up to the fae, and they've already denied him.

      I want to cry as he goes, but I don't. If I lose my nerve I won’t finish what I am intended to do. What I was made for all along.

      I hold out my hand to Shane. He scowls. “Really? It’s over? Finally?”

      “Everyone else is dead. There are no humans left. The time of the fae is upon us. We aren’t welcome here anymore.”

      He glances at Giselle. “I guess I’ll see you guys in Heaven then.”

      Giselle beams, “Is it like one of those dreams where you think what you’re wearing and then you have a different outfit on?”

      Shane laughs. “I don't know. We’ll have to find out.”

      “Oh my God, I hope so. I’m gonna be bummed if we have to wear white all the time.”

      “You look great in white.” Shane hugs her and kisses the side of her head.

      He hugs Ari, Luke, and Ben and kisses the baby. He says goodbye to the kids who are left and then comes back to me. I hug him tight, hoping my fingers don't tremble too much. I don't want them to reveal anything.

      “See you up there, Aimes,” he beams.

      “Yup.” I kiss him lightly, taking the small curse placed upon him by Marcus and the big one from Lorri. He falls to the ground, becoming the typical puddle of feathers.

      Giselle jumps me, hugging hard. “As soon as we’re in Heaven, we have a coffee date and a spa day and we hang, like before.”

      “Sounds like a plan. See ya there.”

      “Okay.” She kisses me, almost sucking my life. I have to be fast and send her off.

      There’s no way I want her to be the last one here, stuck with no one to send her back.

      When it’s just me and the fae, I hold a hand out. “We need to make a quick stop by the garden.”

      “What? Why?” Ari gives me a scowl.

      “Henry, he wants to see us off,” I lie. Lucas flinches but he lets the lie sit.

      We wink as a group to the gates. They’re open for me now, something I find strange. I wonder if I’ll be able to stay like everyone else here. At least I’ll have my sister and the baby and Ari and the boys. I won’t be alone.

      Henry walks to me, now a spirit. His eyes twinkle and his energy is different, soft and warm. Aimee, you saved us. You did it. Thank you. He speaks to my mind. What can I do for you? In return.

      “Henry, here is the mother and baby,” I say aloud. In my head I whisper, please let her stay. As the favor you owe me, let her stay with her baby and the wolves.

      She is no longer angel? He furrows his heavy brow.

      “No,” I speak aloud once again. “She’s Nephilim, like them.” I nod at the kids. “She’s special but no wings.”

      Deal. But she does one more thing for me first. He nods, his eyes lighting up as he speaks loudly for everyone to hear, “Can she push? I felt someone push. I felt Marcus become pure.”

      “I can,” Ari answers, appearing a bit lost on where this question came from. “Aimee and I saved Marcus.”

      “You may stay in the garden with your child if you do this one thing.”

      “What one thing?” Ari glances at me nervously.

      “I don't know.” I shake my head, nervous too.

      “Come.” He offers a hand. Ari follows him.

      Lucas and Ben stay with her but I turn to the kids. “Go find my sister and the baby. She’ll take care of you. Tell her I said she has to.”

      Anne leaps into my arms, she and Dawn. Danny slowly trudges over, wrapping himself around us all.

      I kiss the tops of their heads. “Don't worry, you’ll be fine here. There is no one else to fear. The magic in this garden is pure. No more humans to mess it up.”

      “Except your sister,” Danny mutters.

      “Right, so you have to keep an eye on her.”

      They wipe their eyes and wave as they head off into the meadow toward a road I never noticed before.

      I wink and catch up to the group. Henry glances back. “Don't do that here. It’s not done.”

      “Sorry.” I wince.

      “Yeah, Aimee.” Ben nudges me, wrapping an arm around my shoulders. “You excited it’s over?” He grins.

      “Yeah.” I nod. “I feel like I could sleep for the rest of my life. I’m beat.”

      “Me too.” He yawns.

      We walk through the magical garden, which really just looks like lush farmland, until we come upon a small lake. There’s a cabin on the far side and nothing else for miles. Just farmland.

      “You two go to that cabin and fix him, you push him.” Henry points but doesn't move.

      Ari glances at me nervously.

      “Okay.” I nod and begin to walk. Lucas takes a step but Henry shakes his head. “No. Just them.”

      Ari and I stroll across the field, along the lake to the run-down cabin. The skies change as we get closer. The blue becomes dark and the clouds are no longer fluffy and white. Lightning and thunder hit in the distance and the trees become more like something from Snow White’s enchanted forest.

      “Well, this turned shitty quick,” Ari mutters, glancing back at Lucas. At her baby.

      “Yeah. I have to tell you something.” I cringe up at the sky and wonder if my news is the reason for the storm.

      “What?”

      “Whatever happens, agree to Henry’s terms.” I give her a side look. “Your baby will be the fae queen one day. She won’t leave the garden. She’ll rule these people.”

      “What!” She stops walking and turns back. I grab her arm and drag her along.

      “You can’t control it. The fact he’s going to let you, a regular Nephilim, stay in the garden is a miracle. You can stay with your baby. Otherwise, you have to go to Heaven and Luke stays here with the baby and Ben.”

      “How long have you known this?” Her dark eyes burn me.

      “A while,” I confess, hating that this will be the last time I see her and I have to confess a betrayal.

      “Dude.” She sounds hurt.

      “I know.” I stop short, grabbing her and hugging her. “I didn't want to stress you out. I didn't even know how to tell you. The reason the baby didn't come for years and the fae froze you was that they couldn't risk her being born yet. They needed the magic back in the garden first. I think they paused everything to make sure that happened. They love her and will protect her. She is the new queen. You’ll be safe. And when she’s old enough to speak for you, she will protect you.”

      Ari pulls back as her eyes begin to water. “The queen?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Shit.”

      “I know.” I hug her again.

      “Well, she’ll keep you safe too,” Ari mutters and wipes her eyes as we begin to walk.

      I don't say anything. My nerve is at the end and I am losing it. I’m not ready for the fact I’ll be out there in the ash, alone. I traded my last chance in order to protect her, a fact Ari would disapprove of.

      When we get to the tiny cabin it’s fully raining and storming and the small lake is choppy like an ocean. I knock, scared of what will answer.

      Ari glances at me as no one comes to the door or stirs inside.

      I knock again. My knuckles burn from rapping in the cold wind and rain.

      I hug myself as I get soaked in the freezing downpour.

      A shadow passes by the window and then a figure appears, staring at us through the pane. It’s an old man. He scowls and opens the door. “What?”

      “Who are you?” Ari asks. She doesn't love to push regular people, and she usually likes to know something before she does it.

      “Go away!” He starts to close the door. I reach in, grabbing his hand and then hers. She seizes his other arm and pushes.

      The rain freezes. Droplets hover in the air around me.

      The wind is stuck, mid blow, drifting my hair across my face.

      Her portal opens, sending sparkles into the air around us. All my arm hair stands on end, even though it’s wet.

      The light becomes a picture.

      A handsome young man—naked young man—is in a forest. He’s talking to a young woman. She twirls her dark hair and leans in to kiss him. His eyes widen as their lips touch. He grabs her arms, holding her tight in the kiss. She pushes him away but he’s bigger than she is. He’s stronger. As he takes her to the ground. As she screams I recognize her. It’s Lillith.

      My insides tighten as the picture changes. The young man pushes her back as her lips reach his. He shakes his head and extends a hand, taking hers in his and kissing the back of it. He smiles and leads her down the path to show her a tree he thinks is special.

      She returns the smile, innocent still.

      He vanishes and the rain that’s frozen around us becomes hard like diamonds. They hover in the air until Ari touches one and they all drop at our feet, sparkling.

      “Holy shit.” I gasp as my breath comes back. “You just pushed Adam.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          Goodbye is the worst part

        

      

    

    
      An earthquake hits as the wave of darkness and evil is lifted. In the garden, we see the veil rise.

      “This is just like the other earthquake,” Ari shouts as we grip each other and stagger back to the group.

      “What was that?” Ben asks, looking startled. Lucas does too but Luna is sleeping like a lamb, finally.

      “I don’t know.” I glance at Henry who is here and human again.

      “Reset, more important to my people than fae time. Thank you, death eater. You save world. Again,” Henry beams.

       “So, we just reset everything and now it’s like none of that happened, but the world still happened and people still happened, and now everything is the way God intended?”

      Henry nods. “Fae here, hidden and happy. Humans out there, no angels or demons. Just balance.”

      The diamond in my pocket, my souvenir is still there. It didn't change, even though, technically, Adam never lived in that little cabin. The little cabin is gone.

      Ari hugs Lucas and kisses her sweet baby. “Is she still the queen?” Ari asks nervous of the answer.

      “She queen. She rule one day. Not today.” Henry laughs implying something in this is amusing.

      Ben cocks an eyebrow and nods at me. “Who’s ready for a nap?”

      “I take you to house after we show death eater back to gate.” He’s still laughing.

      “No, Aimee’s staying.” Ari’s voice loses the softness.

      “I can’t.” I gulp, shooting a look at Henry and hoping he can still read minds. I don’t want Ari to know I sacrificed my staying here to ensure she could.

      “But you sent everyone else back. There isn’t anyone else out there.” Ben tilts his head. “Stay here with us.”

      “She’s a death eater. She can’t. There’s no one to cure her. And no one to send her to Heaven. We broke the curses Lorri placed on us; we can’t redeem Aimee,” Lucas finally speaks. All along he saw and knew, and the look in his eyes of heartbreak and devastation has been for me. All along, it was for me.

      “No!” Ari blinks a tear. “No, Aimes.”

      I blink tears too, finally letting my secret out of the bag. It's been exhausting carrying it. “I’ll always be there. Just on the other side.”

      “Gate seals,” Henry says.

      Ben doesn't speak. He leaps at me, dragging me in roughly and kissing my head. “I’ll come out with you.”

      That hurts even more. I sob into him, finally able to speak past the wrench in my throat, “You can’t. You’ll never see your family again.” Through the blinding tears and heaving sobs I manage to kiss his cheek. “I love you.”

      His eyes flood. “No. You have to stay. Please. There’s someone here who can help you. I know there is.”

      Lucas drags me from Ben’s arms, smothering me in him. “I know you saved her, Aimes. I know you did.” He shakes and trembles with the emotions rocking him. He takes a couple of deep breaths in my hair and kisses the side of my soaked face. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” I nod. “Take care of them, my sister too.”

      “I will. I always will.” I know he understands what I mean.

      Ari hands the baby to Lucas and wipes her eyes. “I will find you. I will find a way to get you here. I will save you.” She loses it at the end, sobbing and attacking me.

      “Don’t. Don’t come looking for me. Stay here, in the garden, and keep your baby safe. And help my sister, please.” I hug her so tight I swear I’ll break her.

      “If you ever see my dad again, tell him I love him.” She sobs into my neck.

      “I will. I swear I will.” I cry harder. I can’t breathe and my entire body hurts from the tension of each sob I don't let out.

      Henry’s eyes don't share anything resembling remorse for me. He truly doesn't give half a shit whether I spend the rest of my life alone, watching the world go by.

      “Aimee?”

      I turn to see Alise holding a beautiful little girl. She’s much too old to be Terra but the silver eyes give it away.

      “Alise!” I run to her, taking her and the toddler in my arms. She smells like magic and peace and flowers. She looks brighter than I imagined she would. They both do.

      “Where’s Blake?” Her eyes search behind us all.

      “He’s gone.” I want to lie but the words fall out.

      “Gone!” Her eyes dazzle like the diamond in my pocket. “How?”

      I have so many lies I want to tell her, but I haven’t got the time. I’m out of time, completely. “Sent peacefully in the end. We won. It’s over. He’s in Heaven with his mom and dad and our parents.” There is no comfort in this, but it’s the truth and what she deserves.

      “Why didn't he come here?” She sounds like regular Alise again, and I can’t help but sigh.

      “Because he can’t.” I hug her once more. “Things like me and Blake aren’t welcome here, Alise. We can’t stay here. The garden is for the fae and the magical. Blake wanted to come to you, he did. He loves you, he always will.” I hope it’s enough.

      “But you’re here now! If you’re here he can come too.” She’s pissed off. I didn't know if emotion should be shown in the garden, beyond what Lillith did. But Alise is a great example of the balance on earth, even here.

      “I’m only being given this moment to say goodbye because we saved the fae, and the humans.”

      “Where are you going?” She starts to cry, shoving me.

      “Back into the world. I have to leave, Alise. I’m sorry. I really wish I could stay.” I force a smile and then glance at Terra. “She’s beautiful.”

      “I know.” Alise pouts.

      “You won’t even know I’m not here. You’ll be so busy being a mom.” I hug her and my little niece once more. “Take care of each other,” I whisper to her. “Take care of each other and remember we all love you so much.”

      “Don’t leave me,” Alise sobs.

      “I am so sorry.” I stagger back, freeing myself from them. My chest aches as I give each of their sobbing faces a last glance.

      “Time to go.”

      “I know.” I nod at Henry. “I’m going. You don't have to show me the way out. I can get to the gate.” I turn to Lucas, Ari, and Ben, and then my sister, smiling at them all. “I’ll love you all forever.” I wave and glance once more at the baby and then my niece. “Keep those girls safe and take care of yourselves.” I wink before I suffer through another second of it.

      I can’t prolong the pain of watching them all so heartbroken.

      I wink to the castle in Scotland, wondering if anyone is left. The castle is in ruin, burned and trashed and becoming a pile of rubble. It’s so changed, I wouldn’t recognize it if I hadn’t winked.

      The entire area looks different.

      My insides tighten as I realize the changes are from Lillith and Adam. The whole world is different now.

      I wink again and again, but I find no trace of us.

      Marcus’ neighborhood is a suburb. There is no castle.

      Lydia’s is the same, an older area but lined with houses and no trees. Lydia’s house is not there.

      I wink to the Nærøyfjord where I find the graves of Aleksander and his wife and kids. His father and mother are there too. I slump on the hillside, burned, beaten, dirty, half healed, and dying inside and stare out at the majesty of the world.

      It’s not burned.

      It’s not damaged.

      It’s not dark.

      I’m the only proof that there was ever anything wrong.

      I’m a relic. Part of a world that doesn't exist anymore.

      The fae stayed in the garden, never leaving, never bringing their magic into our world.

      The world now has no magic in it, except me and I’m a mess. I’m covered in healed flakes of skin, old burns that are still healing, and dried blood.

      Not all of me is burned and battered and broken. Some of me is grateful everyone else is with someone they love.

      I wink home to my house but there isn’t anyone home. The clothes in the closets aren’t ours. The furniture is strange. I slip through the house, not finding a single thing that’s mine.

      I grab some clothes from one of the teenaged girls’ rooms and take a quick shower. It might not be my house but it feels like it is.

      The hot shower is bliss.

      It’s different than the glamour plumbing. This gets into your skin and bones and soothes you. Glamour plumbing never gets this hot, or soothing.

      It makes me smile as I recall Dorian bitching about fake plumbing. I slide down the shower wall, letting the hot water soak me.

      “Dorian,” I whisper as I hug my knees into my chest and lower my face.

      The water rains down on my back, taking the last of the scabs from me.

      I’ve healed from the burns and the bites and the wounds, on the outside. My insides won’t ever be the same. I’m aching like I might die from the broken heart, only I won’t. No matter how bad it is, I won’t die. Nothing will kill me.

      I am alone.

      The water tries to soothe, but it can’t. It can only clean.

      When the water stops being so hot, I climb out.

      The clothes don't fit; the girl is smaller than I am. But they’re clean and I appear half normal again, even if it’s a bit on the tight side of things.

      I steal a pair of knee-high boots and slip on a jacket.

      The thought that the dark-brown boots will hide blood spatter is a joke now.

      There’s nothing for me to kill.

      I have no purpose.

      I wink to Shane’s, home away from home, cringing at the dilapidated mess. Whoever owns it now has let it become run-down. It doesn't have the gardens his mom spent so much time on.

      The world is the same, trucks driving by and people walking, listening with headphones, and staring at cell phones. But it isn’t the same. I sense the difference, the loss of magic in the air.

      I wink to the harbor and view our little town. It’s the same, maybe a touch more neglected.

      When I enter the library, I tighten everywhere, seeing the librarian, Mary. She lifts her face, smiling faintly. “Hi there.” She loses her smile, narrowing her gaze and then shaking her head. For a second, I almost think she knows me, but she doesn’t.

      I don't exist here.

      I wondered if I might, if my parents still had me, and I existed on some level. 

      “Hi.” I smile back and walk to the computer.

      “You need a library card to make it work,” she adds before ducking into an aisle of books.

      “Shit,” I whisper and wink to Blake’s house. My fingers are crossed that somehow, on some level, his parents still own the house and maybe they still travel too much.

      The house is built the same. The furniture and décor are quite similar, but not the same. The basement where Blake’s bedroom was, isn’t though. There is no teenaged son. No gaming room. No man cave. Instead, it’s a workout room with a huge dance or yoga studio.

      I search room by room, eventually coming upon one that could be his, only there are girls’ clothes. I sigh and slump onto the bed, lifting the laptop from the bedside table.

      I pop it open, gasping at the sight of my sister.

      I peer around the room again, scrutinizing this time. Clothes on the floor, makeup strewn about the vanity, closet filled with shoes and clothes and other crap. It’s chaos and yet the walls are filled with maps and science posters and funny Einstein jokes.

      “What the hell?” I click the message icon on the laptop, swallowing hard when I see her messages include Shane, Giselle, Jaime, Angela, and everyone else she was friends with.

      Alise is the same in the pictures on the laptop, the same and different. Her clothes could be mine but the friends aren’t. She’s not dressed slutty, but her messy room shows she’s still a pig. I toss the laptop to the side and jump up, stripping down to nothing, and grab clean clothes from the hangers, sniffing each item as I pull it on. Boyfriend-cut jeans that sit on my hips like they were made for me, a tank top that fits like a glove, and a sweater I think I even had before.

      I gulp and eye the posters again. They’re similar to the ones I had.

      “What the shit?” I hurry to the laptop once more, checking documents and clouds for homework. I drop the computer to the floor when I see a paper I know I wrote once. It doesn't sound identical to mine, but it’s close. Too close.

      Her emails have acceptance letters to Stanford, Yale, and Harvard. Her correspondence suggests she’s considering MIT.

      I gag a bit seeing her name on the letters.

      Hurrying from the room, barefoot and terrified, I search for signs of me, but there’s nothing. Upstairs the living room and kitchen are different, not as fancy as Blake’s house and there’s no pool. Not even a hot tub.

      The backyard has holes, suggesting there might be a dog, and a deck with lawn furniture made from old wood that resembles driftwood.

      The pictures on the shelves are of the three of them. Dad has more hair and Mom seems younger. Alise is the same, only nicer looking.

      “I don't exist.” I heave my breath.

      I run around searching offices and bedrooms until I find a craft room with a shelf of photo albums.

      Flipping through the old baby ones I come to the page I’m searching for.

      “Rest in peace, our sweet angel Aimee.” A lump forms in my throat as I see the tiny baby picture. It’s not me. It can’t be. The infant is gray and its eyes are closed. It’s dead. So obviously dead.

      My brain does laps as I close the book. If I died in birth, wouldn't I have ceased to exist in this realm? In this world wouldn't I have vanished, like on Back to the Future? Wouldn't I have faded away, drifted from memory?

      I put the book back and get up, rubbing my hands over my eyes for a second. I need answers and there isn’t anyone else left.

      I’m it.

      I’m all the magic in the world.

      I hurry to the office and pull out the chair to start Googling.

      God is still God.

      Lillith is Adam’s wife. Eve never existed. Church believes in men and women being equal. No Jesus, no rebirth, no dying for man’s sins.

      Instead the church is peaceful. No religious wars.

      Sin exists in balance with good. Where you find darkness, you find light, and all that is still huge.

      Revelation is a band, not a possibility.

      This world is the same and yet so different. Wars over land or money still exist. Terror is still a thing. We didn't cure them from being human, but we stopped one massive part of the problem. There have been four female presidents. The current president is some lady I've never heard of. World War One and Two happened but 9/11 didn't.

      ISIS isn’t a thing but the KKK is.

      So many things are different and the same. Technological advances seem like they’re further along but kids in Africa are still starving.

      My fingers ache from typing so fast and searching out the glaring differences.

      There are no angels in the Bible. There is no Holy Trinity and the branches of Christianity don't splinter the same.

      And I died as a tiny baby. A twin who didn't survive.

      The pictures of my parents on the computer make my heart ache.

      “Ari,” I whisper and wink to the desert, but her uncle isn’t there. The diner isn’t either. I wink to Wolfville but the wolves aren’t there.

      I wink to Ophelia’s house and find Abby alone. She’s studying at a desk in her room, reading. I wink to the hallway, peeking in the door. She looks the same and different too, less happy maybe. Abby was always happy.

      I wink to the bayou but Momma Holt’s cabin isn’t there. When I wink to Lorelei’s parents’ old house it’s beautiful. It never became run-down, but I can’t tell if her family ever lived here.

      The fae are the difference.

      There has never been a breach in the garden. Lillith fell in love with Adam. She didn't go with the stag. She and Adam left the garden on their own and lived a life together. Humanity has no fairy tales or Grimm brothers or fantasies based loosely on real events. Just stories made up for fun, and I would bet the stories are different.

      I don't know what to say or do or where to go.

      I’m like a doppelgänger who shouldn't exist. A mistake.

      And my soul is in Heaven.

      No wonder I haven’t gone home like everyone else. I am soulless.

      I wink to the Nærøyfjord and lie next to Aleks’ grave. This is an Aleks who never met me. The sun has set here and the air is chilly but it’s refreshing too. The air in the other world was warm and stale and ripe with disgusting odors.

      This world is cleaner. Less magical but cleaner.

      On my back on the grass, I stare up at the sky as the fading light turns to a midnight-blue. Stars come to life one at a time, switching on.

      “Dorian,” I whisper. He’s up there. He’s never become an angel and never needed to fall, so he’s a star, staring down on me. If he recalls me at all.

      My heart lies and tells me he remembers me. He does and he’s staring down as I am staring up. We are part of the same sky, part of the same universe. Two beings sharing a moment that is indescribable to anyone else. Not only would they not know what an angel is, they would never understand what a death-eating redeemer is.

      I close my eyes and let the cool breeze and the sounds of nature lull me, certain he’s watching me. His gaze is the blanket of comfort I need to sleep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Trying to mac on me

        

      

    

    
      Watching my family from the woods behind the house and from rooms they don't know I’m in is lonelier than I thought it might be.

      Giselle and Alise are studying in the office upstairs, giggling over something on their phones and talking about some guy they met at the mall last week in Seattle.

      They get along better than they did before. It isn’t fake. Giselle is still sort of Giselle, but she doesn't do the ridiculous act anymore with Alise.

      “Alise,” Dad calls her from the kitchen. I wink to the woods and watch as she comes bounding into the front room and takes a plate of food from his hands. She kisses his cheek and goes back to Giselle.

      A dark-haired guy comes down the driveway, slouching and fidgeting. He pushes his glasses up, nervously. I crack a grin when I see him. He clears his throat and tries to stand up straighter as he knocks. My dad answers with a grin. “Blake, my boy. How are you?” He steps aside and lets him in.

      “Good, Mr. James. Just came to see if Alise was still wanting help with some of her homework before the party.”

      “Of course. They’re in the office studying for finals. Go on in.”

      Party?

      I wink to Alise’s bedroom and check her laptop conversations, seeing one from Shane inviting her to the end-of-year party. I glance at the date and it dawns on me this is the same time, same week I got poisoned.

      The party is tonight.

      It’s 2012 again.

      I wink back to Shane’s, certain it isn’t his house but it is. He’s outside fixing up a beater of a truck, not the one he had before. I wink to the backyard and check before winking inside.

      Creeping along in the silent house, I hurry into his mom’s room. The clothes and mess belong to his sister, evident by the pictures of her and her boyfriend. The mom isn’t here. Her stuff is gone, all but the pictures of the three of them: Shane, his mom, and his sister. His father hasn't been in the pictures since he was about ten.

      An urn sits on the mantel. I cross the floor quietly, wincing when I see his mom’s name. She died two years ago, hence the state of the house and yard.

      Poor Shane.

      No wonder he’s such a mess.

      Seeing the party prep in the kitchen, I can’t help but cringe at the lemons. He’s going to make lemonade again.

      Shane is having the party again.

      Shane is making lemonade again.

      Is everything the same?

      Not sure if it will be the same or not, I wink to the forest behind Mr. Mac’s. He’s on the back deck, talking loudly on a cell phone, arguing. I wink to the front door and open it. My stomach tenses.

      His shadow passes by the sliding glass door in the dining room and his voice booms. It’s weird to see him in the flesh, the man who stalked me and tried to kill me.

      I slip down the hall to the bedrooms, checking each one. They’re empty of chemicals and creepy pictures or poems. It’s a bachelor pad, decorated with lame books, crappy mismatched furniture, and a lot of shoes blocking the front door.

      When I get back into the hall to go downstairs, I realize he’s no longer speaking. I freeze and wait for him to make noise, but he doesn't.

      I slip into the bathroom, ignoring my rapidly beating heart, and peek out the window. He’s not on the back deck.

      My insides tighten more, joining the hairs on my arms in raising the alarms.

      The floor creaks in the kitchen. I hold my breath and squeeze behind the door in the hope that he doesn't see me.

      The floor creaks again, closer.

      I shudder from nerves as he draws near, his breath and the smell of him—maybe his evil—hit my nostrils.

      I don't know what I am anymore, if I kiss or pull or if I have to kill him with my bare hands.

      The floor creaks closer. I turn to the hinges of the door, jumping when I see his eye in the crack.

      “Alise?” He sounds confused, angry and confused.

      “Hi, Mr. Mac.” I stumble back, letting the door swing open wide.

      “Why are you in my house?” He enters the doorway, filling it up. He’s bigger this time, or maybe I’m just more afraid. He makes me feel so weak again. “And what did you do to your hair?” He wrinkles his nose, losing some of the anger. “Is this a prank?”

      “Yeah. I was dared to come in and—uhm, steal a—shirt.” I have nothing. It’s not my worst lie, but it might be my second worst.

      “Why?” He leans against the doorframe, losing all his anger and grinning at me. He makes my stomach twinge in all the bad ways. My tummy magic is going crazy.

      “One of my friends—dared me to.” I have nothing. It’s awful.

      “Did they really or did you want to come here on your own?” He steps closer. His creepy vibe is off the charts now. “Do you have a little crush?” He reaches for me, brushing my hair out of my face.

      I’m sure we can both hear my heart beating a mile a minute.

      “‘Cause I have a confession.” He lifts one eyebrow and leers with his skinny lips. “I have a little crush on you too.”

      “No.” I step back, hitting the wall.

      “I think there was no dare and you came here to spy on me. And that’s okay. I won’t tell anyone that you did. I don't have to call the cops. We can work something out.”

      I grab his face, planting the biggest kiss on his lips and sucking hard. His hands dig into my back and lower, lifting me by the butt into his grip. I try to pull with my hands but nothing happens. No sparks.

      I have no ability. I can’t kill him.

      Not like this anyway.

      He takes all my movements the wrong way, trying to push me down to the floor. I shove him back and wink us to the Nærøyfjord, to the peak I always stare at. His hands grab at mine, pinning them behind my back as he tries to lower me to the ground. He pauses when the fresh air hits us, lifting his gaze and letting go of me. “What the hell?”

      “Screw you.” I shove him hard.

      His eyes widen as his feet slip and he loses his balance. He windmills his arms as he fully loses his footing and falls back. His eyes stay on mine as he falls, screaming until I lose sight of him and the scream stops.

      I wink back to his house, breathless and still scared. I run down into the basement, horrified when I find everything.

      The chemicals, the pictures, the poems. They’re all here. Jaime, Giselle, and Alise remain his top targets, but he’s included others, girls I never knew well.

      Amongst the pictures he took while spying there are more, shots he could only have taken if the girl was drugged and in this basement. I turn to the right, seeing where the photos were taken and gag.

      Panicking, I wink back to my parents’ house. I accidentally go to the one they lived in before, in my world. I lift the phone and call the police.

      “Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?”

      “I need the police at 473 Elm Street. I just woke up and someone has done something terrible to me. I was in the basement, tied up. Please hurry before he comes back.” I hang up the phone and hope that’s enough to get them there.

      I feel dirty and disgusting, wiping my mouth where I kissed him. I need another shower but this isn’t my house.

      I wink back to Shane’s and watch him from the woods as he fixes his truck.

      He still has that boy-next-door look to him. The one I once fell in love with.

      He seems kind of sad though. Obviously, his father’s absence and his mother’s death have hit him hard.

      I wonder if maybe the reason I’m here is to fix the things from the rift we all caused when we gave the magic back to the garden and reset everything.

      There can’t be any other reason. I can’t send people to Heaven, I just proved that.

      I don't have magical powers except winking and probably not aging. I focus and pop my wings out, tearing the shirt I’m wearing and hitting the desk behind me, knocking over some pictures. “Those are still there. That doesn't make sense.” I sigh.

      None of this makes much sense.

      Ari isn’t real. Luke, Ben, and Brandon Green aren’t either. Lorelei probably wasn't born. Ophelia definitely wasn't. Neither Tristan nor Phillip exists. All the angels are stars still, I imagine.

      Hanna hasn’t been born, and even if she was, I guarantee we still wouldn't get along.

      Aleks has been dead for hundreds of years. As have Gwen and Shulster.

      Lydia and Annabelle were probably not born, and if they were, they've been dead for ages. As has Marcus.

      But these guys are here and maybe they need some help.

      My eyes lower to the ring on my finger, the one that shouldn't exist but it does. I was once the hand of God, and maybe he still needs me.

      Shane is sad and lonely.

      Alise isn’t together with Blake.

      Giselle hasn't hooked up with Shane.

      Mr. Mac was up to his usual tricks.

      I might not have much of a future this way, in this world, but at least I can ensure they do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Match maker, match maker, make me a match . . .

        

      

    

    
      As the party starts and everyone enters Shane’s house, jovial and drinking, I wink to the police station. Everyone is still busy with Mr. Mac’s house and the one guard is pretty much taking a nap. The office is closed so no one is at the desks. I leave a note on the desk I once sat at, trying to pick out a photo of my attacker.

      “Be sure to ask Shane Bagley if he is interested in the police force. He’s a for sure candidate,” I mutter as I write. “Also ask Giselle Boulanger. They would both make excellent police officers and are the high school’s recommendation.”

      I stare at the note and nod, certain this is the right thing to do.

      Something about the way his desk is organized and the smell of his chair makes me recall a job I did with Ari. I furrow my brow and wink to the orphanage.

      The office I’m in makes my stomach tighten the way Mr. Mac’s house did. No one is at the desk, but it’s organized similarly and smells familiar.

      There are crosses hung and shelves of books, different Bibles from over the ages.

      Hating the hollow sound of my feet on the floorboards as I creep to the door Ari once showed me, I mutter a small prayer as I turn the handle. I open it long enough to determine Father Michael is still in play. Sin is still a thing.

      I shudder and close the door, not sure how to do this. I don't have skills anymore. My eyes catch the letter opener on his desk and I nod to myself. I do have some skills.

      Sitting at his desk, I put my boots up and wait.

      It’s a while before footsteps come down the hall, stomping. “Excuse me, can I help you?” he snarls. The images he invokes in my mind make me sick, but I do my best to keep a straight face.

      “You can.” I stand and stroll to the door I shouldn’t know about. His eyes dart from me to it and back to me.

      “You can’t go in there. This is the lord’s house and no one may—”

      “Shut up.” I turn the handle and open the door, revealing the inner sanctum of a monster.

      “That door’s always kept locked, you’ve trespassed. I’m calling the authorities.” He grabs for the phone.

      “Good. You can tell them what you do to the little kids in this room.” I point at the door.

      “How dare you!” He stiffens his back. I wink behind him, grabbing the letter opener from the desk and stabbing it into his jugular.

      “God isn’t happy with how you’ve behaved. He sends his regards,” I whisper and walk over to the door to open it. Then I drag his body, making a large blood smear on the floor, and leave him in the entrance to the room he created.

      I wink away as he bleeds out on the floor.

      When I land in the backyard of the house I used to call home, I glance upward. “I hope that wasn't too much. Using your name and all.”

      He doesn't answer back so I decide to go inside.

      The lights are still off so I wink in and take another shower.

      The blood leaves my hands and pools around the drain, swirling and making designs. It almost seems normal to be washing blood off, like I’m me again.

      When I’m clean, I wink to Alise’s room, in my towel. I leave my dirty clothes on the floor and steal some new ones. Having a twin has its advantages. Having a messy twin is even better. She doesn’t even notice the dirty clothes I leave on the floor.

      I pull my hair into a bun and slip on a hoodie, pulling up the hood before I wink to Shane’s. I hide in the woods, watching the party.

      Blake is on the deck, staring out at the backyard. It’s dark but in the muted light I would know his posture anywhere. I can tell by the way he’s standing he’s upset or thinking or procrastinating something. I suspect I know what.

      I wink to a spot on the deck behind him and stroll over to lean against the railing. I don't glance over, I don't want the light to hit my face.

      “You’re Blake, right?” I ask, trying not to speak loud enough for him to recognize my voice.

      “Yeah, who are you?” He turns to me so I angle away a little.

      “One of Alise’s friends. I just wanted you to know she likes you. You should ask her out.” I turn and walk back to the house.

      “What? Is that you, Giselle?”

      I enter the house and slip into the crowd, keeping my head low and my eyes on the floor. I make my way to the stairs and climb them, sitting in the same spot I was the moment I died and watched Aleks save me.

      The house is loud. The music is pumping over the people and craziness of too many drunk teenagers.

      The sound is the same as last time.

      I can only take so much of it before I wink to Giselle’s bedroom. It’s disgusting. I need a shower just from walking in here. I take the creepy poems she has on the floor and stuff them in my pocket. They were right next to her grad dress. She didn't buy the same one as last time. That makes me smile. She has her own dress, not something I wore already. Something I nearly died in.

      A sound halts my snooping.

      I turn, hearing her parents fighting. Someone pounds the wall next to the room. I jump and wink to the door, peeking out the crack into the hall. Her dad has her mom against the wall and is shouting at her. She shoves him and storms to her room. I duck back inside as they pass. The sound of her slamming the door bursts through the house.

      Minutes later she throws the door open and leaves.

      He screams at her the entire way to the car. I watch out the window as he shouts at the car as she drives away.

      If this is how it was the last time, no wonder they never noticed Giselle was dying in the hospital.

      I wink home and lie back in the bed in the spare room, savoring the scent of my parents’ house. I want nothing like I do the ability to run upstairs and hug my mom and dad. Even if it’s just one more time.

      I fall asleep this way, with the door locked and lights off.

      The house is so large they don't come down here.

      They don't notice someone else living with them.

      My mom never comes downstairs, except to do yoga and my dad is always in his office working or in the field.

      In the morning when I wake up, I wink downtown to the pay phone by the pier and phone Giselle and Shane, using the numbers for them I stole from Alise.

      “Hello?” Giselle groans. She sounds hungover, but at least she isn’t dying from liver and kidney failure.

      “Hi, Giselle. This is one of the recruiters for the police force, and I was hoping to talk to you. We have been taking recommendations for the force from high schools.”

      “Police?” She sounds as uninterested as she can.

      “Yes.” I roll my eyes. “We’re hoping you would be interested. The schooling is available right after high school and a lot of kids find it intriguing to leave home and get into a working career straight away. It’s coed and we have a lot of attractive males, all of whom will have good jobs at the end of this training. And you will get far away from your crappy home town.” I sound like a pimp, but I know it’s the only thing she might go for, besides what I’m about to say. “And I was told you would look amazing in the uniform.” I hate myself.

      “Oh my God, you’re right. I would look amazing in it. I never thought about being a police officer before. Is there a chance I could work in the city?”

      “Yes, loads.” Everything I am saying is a lie. I have no clue about being a cop. I should have paid more attention when Shane was doing it. “Someone will be in contact with you. I hope this is something that interests you. It’s way better than going to school for like ever and having to live in dorms and be poor.” I smile at myself. “Bye now.” I hang up and phone Shane, blocking my number for him because he’s actually smart.

      “Hello?” He doesn't sound much better.

      “Hi. Mr. Bagley, please.”

      “This is him.” He yawns.

      “I’m a recruiter for the police force, and I was hoping you’d have a minute.”

      “Recruiter?” He sounds baffled.

      “Yes, we are just following up with some of the recommendations we received from high schools. We were hoping you would be interested in getting a great career right out of high school and leaving your small town behind. You in for some adventure?”

      “I don’t know, it’s like ten in the morning.”

      “Okay, well you think about that and we’ll be in touch. Bye now.” I hang up and hope that’s enough.

      Alise is going to a good school. Obviously, Blake is as well.

      Or is he?

      That worries me. His parents don't have the best house in town. Mine do. Or so it appears. I go back to my place and sneak into Alise’s room. She isn’t home, of course. She and Giselle probably slept at Giselle’s house. I look up Blake’s family on her computer, stunned to discover his parents have both died in a helicopter crash a year ago, leaving Blake behind.

      The article doesn't say anything else, but when I open the locator app in their chat on her iPad, his location isn’t far.

      I wink to the street where it is, scowling when I see the old shitty house.

      I wink to the side yard and peek in a window. The house is gross.

      There’s no way it’s his. I sneak along the back, peering in the windows.

      “You’re not her, but you look just like her.” His voice rings out from behind me.

      I pause, sighing and not sure how to fix this. My recklessness is left over from the days when vampires and Dorian would fix my mistakes.

      “I’m a cousin,” I lie, turning around.

      Blake looks different. He’s paler than normal and less confident. He’s less all-round. “Why are you here?”

      “I wanted to see where the guy Alise likes lives.”

      “I asked her out last night. She told me she was really sorry, but she didn't feel the same. Thanks for that.” He cocks a dark eyebrow over his broken glasses.

      “Why do you live here?”

      “Because.”

      “Because why?” I try to sound nice and not impatient like how I am.

      “My parents are dead.” He says it like I’m the idiot for not knowing that.”

      “I know. But why do you have to stay here?”

      “I have to live with the closest family relative until my eighteenth birthday. Why do you care?”

      “I’m sorry about your parents.”

      “Why?” He sounds angry. I think he might be, maybe not at me but just life in general.

      “Because I knew them.” I regret that one.

      “From where?”

      “My parents.” This is getting bad.

      “Did you tell me Alise likes me as a prank? You think it's funny to prank losers?” He takes a step toward me.

      “No.” I hold my hands up. “I honestly thought she did. I know you like—” I pause. Shit.

      His eyes widen. “What?”

      “Nothing. I just thought I heard you liked her and assumed she felt the same.”

      “And you thought you might meddle in my life?”

      “Yeah.” I have nothing else.

      “Well don't. And stay away from me. Get out of my aunt’s yard!” He points at the driveway beside him.

      I walk by him, giving him a wide berth. He sighs and slumps, going back to the front door as I leave. When I clear the hedge, I wink to my place, to the closet in case my mom figures me out.

      Everything I just did suddenly feels wrong.

      If God gave humans freewill, he wouldn’t send someone like me to mess with that.

      I’ve completely screwed up, again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Loss of love

        

      

    

    
      Years pass.

      How many, I don’t know.

      Time is a tricky mistress.

      My sister is married to some guy she met at college, at Stanford. She never ended up at MIT. They have a kid and it’s uneventful. Her life is uneventful. It’s the life I always wanted. I can’t hate her for having it. The way I see it, finally after so long, she is living for us both. She is a little of me and a little of her. She and our parents are close, way closer than they were when I was around. I never realized how much she needed more from them. My not being there to take some of the limelight and attention meant she got it all. I realize it now, they’re all better off without me. It stings but the satisfaction of seeing them all happy is worth more than my own.

      Blake got hired by NASA after completing robotics software engineering at MIT. He’s married to his job and possibly still a virgin. But again, he’s happy. He found himself in his work and likeminded people. He has goals, his parents’ inheritance, and a cat named Chuck. When I sit outside his apartment sometimes, staring in the window, I smile when he sniffs the cat. He’s so strange.

      Giselle never became a police officer. She is married to a rich man and has two boys and they’re completely bad. She’s a terrible mom and having an affair. Giselle needs me. She is the only one who, after all this time, needs an honest friend. She and Alise barely speak, catching up on Facebook when one knows more gossip than the other. It makes me sad to see her so wrapped up in material things.

      My parents sold the house when Alise moved to the city and now live on a boat. They travel and explore and spend all their time with each other. I’ve learned more about love from them since I became this than I ever did when I was their daughter. They’re not the best grandparents, but they love life and being a good example must count for something.

      Shane is exactly where Ophelia saw him all those years ago. He’s married to a girl from our home town, one I don’t know. She’s younger than us by a couple of years. She was in a car accident, and he was the police officer on scene. They have a girl and a boy, and Shane is as happy as Shane gets.

      I go home a lot, to my old house. I lie in the backyard and stare at the sky, talking to Dorian.

      The house has sold three times in the last ten years, haunted they say.

      It is haunted, by me.

      Haunting has always been my thing.

      I go to the garden a lot, to where the gates are. I see the gates, the spot where it starts. It’s a forest, a mirage in the middle of the desert. I get a glimpse and then it’s gone.

      I tell myself that Ari, Luke, Ben, old Alise, Luna, and Terra are there. I tell myself their life is peaceful and beautiful.

      I have to. The alternative, the one where they don’t even exist because the fae never came out of the garden, isn’t something I want to imagine. A world without Ari is a world I can’t live in.

      I spend my time reading, learning languages, traveling and seeing the world. I volunteer, never too often at the same place, and I try to find someone like me. Someone who is immortal.

      The old religions have nothing.

      The ancient cities no longer hold mysteries and whispers.

      The ghost stories are just that, stories.

      I wink to Alise’s house, staying out in the woods and watching like the creeper I am.

      She and her daughter are in the backyard, gazing through an old telescope. It’s vaguely familiar, like the one I had once.

      We don’t look alike anymore, she and I. Alise has aged, she’s thirty-seven. She’s got small wrinkles and wisdom in her eyes. Maybe the appearance of wisdom. She still makes crazy choices and her room is still a pigsty. Her husband does the cooking and more cleaning than she does. But she’s a wonderful mom.

      My eyes well every time I come here and watch her living her life.

      It’s a view I take in regularly.

      When she goes to bed, I wink to the Nærøyfjord and lie back, next to Aleks. I sigh and stare up at the stars.

      “Dorian,” I whisper. “I miss you.”

      The stars twinkle and I tell myself he’s there. He’s watching me. He never left me. In my mind, it’s like some old ancient Greek curse, something the gods did to punish someone. I’m down here, stuck. And he’s up there, stuck. And forever we will see each other but never touch or talk, just watch.

      “I think I’m going to go to Australia. I heard there are these caves with some wicked stalactites and stalagmites. I haven’t ever gone into the earth, just over it. So, I thought why not?” I speak to him like he’s right here. “I’m not excited about the bugs and spiders. Last time I went to Australia I saw a snake eat a kangaroo.” I shudder.

      A shooting star crosses the sky at that moment. I smile back, assuming so many things about the response.

      I close my eyes and sleep this way most clear nights.

      It’s like we’re together. Sometimes I think I dream we are. I wake up disappointed that he’s left already, like I expect him to come back in with coffee and a smirk.

      Times passes, people age, everyone moves on in their lives.

      Everyone but me.

      Sometimes I cry, frustrated with the loneliness of this. Most of the time I pretend not to notice how upset I am.

      Time blends. It’s fluid and only the people make me notice its changes. My father and mother are old. My sister’s kid has a kid. Giselle’s son is married and her other son has a baby. Shane’s wife dies of cancer.

      They don’t know it but I’m there.

      When he cries on the back steps, sobbing to no one because even God has left us at this point, I am there. When his heart breaks and he hugs his kids, I am there. I sneak into Shane’s room at night, hugging him in his sleep so he doesn’t feel so alone.

      When my mother dies, I do the same for my father.

      I am there.

      I never leave them.

      When my sister’s family loses a grandchild, I am there.

      Their lives are full of everything, the good and the bad, making mine full too.

      They have love and loss and happiness and pain. They’re the magic in the world—people. They start so shallow and single-minded, not realizing what they have until something threatens it, love being the most important thing they have. But once the threat has passed, they appreciate it.

      When my father gets sick, I sense it before I see him—a crack in my chest. I find him and stay by his side in the hospital.

      He opens an eye one night when I’m watching him, turning his head and smiling. “Aimee?”

      “Dad?” I lift my head, answering before I think.

      “You here to take me home?” he asks so peacefully.

      “Yeah,” I lie. I’ve gotten so much better at it.

      “Is your mother waiting for me?”

      “She is.” I get up and take his weathered old hand in mine, tearing up as the warmth of human touch melts into me. No one has intentionally touched me in so long.

      I forgot how it felt.

      I squeeze his hand back, savoring the feeling of having someone.

      “I thought you’d be a little girl maybe, still young.”

      “I’ll always be your little girl.”

      Tears well in his eyes. “My little girl. I have never felt hurt the way I did when you died. I never got over that. I think it made me a better dad for your sister. I gave her all the love I wanted to give you. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” I lift his hand and kiss the back of it. His is covered in age spots. I don’t know how old he is but if I had to guess, I’d say ninety. “I’m glad she had a good life. I’m glad you all did.” I’m there, holding his hand when he dies. I kiss his cheek and sense the spirit, the warmth in him, leave. I whisper, “Tell Mom I love her.”

      Slowly, as time fades, I lose my anger at God.

      I lose my obsession with seeing the world and learning.

      I lose my interest in humans as the ones I love die.

      I say goodbye to everyone who was ever important to me and I wait some more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Redemption

        

      

    

    
      It’s a cold day. I don’t know the year but the world doesn’t look the same. There’s more snow in the Nærøyfjord than ever before. I come and clean the graves off, ensuring our families always have clear headstones. I made new ones for them a while back. My entire family is here also, buried overlooking the Nærøyfjord. Shane and Blake and Giselle are too. I didn’t bring their families. They’re all dead, so what do they care where they’re buried? I’m the only one who sees them, ever.

      A stick crunches behind me, drawing my eyes back. I don’t fear things, not in a long time. Death would be a welcome friend.

      But it isn’t death lingering in the woods near me. It’s a huge white stag. His fur glistens with the snow falling on him. He isn’t afraid of me. He walks straight for me, his dark eyes meeting mine with bravery.

      I smile as though I am greeting an old friend. Nature and I have never been friends, except for some wolves but even they never wanted to be petted.

      This stag does though. He comes right to my reaching fingers and brushes his cold nose.

      Steam fills the air around my hand as he snorts and moves his head in little jerks.

      I pat him softly, slightly scratching his nose, and then reach back and brush the snow off him.

      He doesn’t move.

      His fur is so pure white, I can’t tell when all the snow is off him. He’s softer than I thought a deer would be. Silky even.

      We stay like this for several moments before he lifts his head. His eyes meet mine. The look he gives me speaks to me, but I can’t understand the language.

      He rears up and throws back his head.

      I hold my hands in the air, not sure where this is going. I glance around, searching for what has startled him.

      As I turn, a sharp pain hits my side. I gag as the pain gets worse.

      I glance down to see where the stag’s horn has gone right through my chest from the back. Black blood drips down the front of me.

      “Asshole,” I mutter as the blood drips onto the graves of my family.

      He stabs a bit farther, making a grunt rip from my lips, and then he pulls back hard, causing me to fall to my knees. I hold a hand to the hole in my chest, bleeding onto the snow.

      The contrast of black blood and white snow is intense. The stag walks slowly to the front of me, lowering his face again like I might pet him after he’s stabbed me. I reach for him, trying to hold myself up, when he lowers his head and rushes at me again, running me through. His head hits my stomach as his horns go all the way through me.

      All the air in my body spews out in a gasp as I grip him, feeling the blood pouring from me and onto him. He pulls back sharply, again leaving me to fall.

      As I sit back on my knees, coughing the blood into my mouth again, red speckles dot his face. He comes closer, his eyes still piercing mine.

      I realize the red dots are my blood. I lift a blackened hand to my mouth and cough onto the inky liquid, speckling it red.

      “You’re killing me,” I whisper as I fall forward onto the snow.

      It’s cold, colder than I’ve ever felt.

      I’m lying on top of my mother’s and father’s graves, bleeding out, when I hear the stag walk away. My vision blurs and everything gets brighter, like the whiteness of the snow intensifies.

      I squint against it, hearing only the sound of my rattled breath.

      My body is dying.

      I’m scared maybe of where I’ll go after this, but not scared to die. I’ve never been readier than I am.

      I close my eyes but the light stays with me, blinding me behind the lids.

      “Aimee,” a voice whispers.

      “Mom?” I whisper back, the snow moving with my lips.

      “Aimee, wake up. You’re running out of time.” She says something I swear I’ve heard her say before. I blink and the white of the blinding light comes to a head, getting brighter before it fades.

      I’m facedown in the snow, still in the Nærøyfjord, but I’m not.

      The feeling is different. I blink and I’m in the pillar hallway I was in before, when I came to see Lorri.

      I stand up, noting the softness of the concrete. It’s even kind of warm. It doesn’t feel like concrete at all.

      “Aimee,” a voice calls me again.

      “Mom?” I spin, searching for her.

      Smoke drifts along the ground, slithering to me. “Aimee.”

      The voice isn’t my mom’s. It’s not a woman’s or a man’s. It’s somewhere in the middle.

      “God?” I have a terrible notion that I’m dreaming.

      “No, dumb ass.”

      I spin to find the sardonic grin of Lorri. The smoke slithers past me and her, out into the light of the entrance to the building we’re standing in.

      “Lorri!” I jump into her arms. I sigh and then sob. Everything releases all at once. Decades spent alone.

      “You made it,” she whispers into my neck. “Finally.”

      I can’t speak. I don’t know what to say. I just sob until I can’t cry anymore. I continue clinging to her well past that point, terrified to let go. Scared this is a dream and I’m going to wake up alone and cold, overlooking the most beautiful valley in the world.

      When I finally get it together, we walk. I cling to her, certain I will make her come with me if I get banished or if God figures out I shouldn’t be here.

      “Where is he?” I ask her as we stroll in a garden I suspect she thought up.

      “Who?” She’s seriously playing after all this time?

      “It’s been hundreds of years. I don’t want to play games. Where is Dorian?”

      The expression on her face slices me like the stag’s horns did. “He chose the life of a star. He sacrificed himself, I told you. When he came here to get an audience with our creator, he got one. He chose to sacrifice himself so we could all go back and help.”

      “He’s still a star?” My voice cracks. “Can I see him?”

      “No.” She furrows her brow, trying to be firm, but her eyes are filled with remorse. “He is there and you are here. That’s it.”

      “Where is here, exactly?”

      “Home. It’s whatever you think of. If you want someone, a soul, you think of them and they appear. You want a setting, you think it and it comes to life. You can have whatever you want.” She sounds like she’s trying to sell it to me.

      “Is the garden safe? Is Ari still there?”

      “I don’t know. I assume it is. But I don’t know.” Lorri’s expression softens. “I’m sorry, Aimes, I miss him too.” She slings an arm over my shoulder. “There are some people who want to see you though.”

      “Okay.” I sigh.

      She covers my eyes and when she takes her hands down there’s a crowd in front of my face, one I didn’t expect to see. It’s everyone.

      My friends. My family. The Roses Academy. I rush them, getting sucked up in a whirlwind of affection.

      They remember me.

      They see me past all the magic and bullshit.

      They kiss and hug and I tell myself it has to be enough.

      It has to be.

      Even if a large part of us is missing.

      After everyone hugs me and tears are wiped away, the group goes quiet. I turn, seeing the pinched face Lorri’s making and follow her gaze to where the Roses part, allowing someone to walk through.

      I blink slowly a couple of times, certain I’m not seeing what I think I am. He grins and I break into a run, leaping into his arms. “Sam!”

      He smothers me in kisses and hugs, cracking my back even with the intensity. “You’re here.”

      We cling to one another, both trembling.

      “You’re here,” he repeats himself.

      “So are you.” I pull back, shaking my head. “But how?”

      “You and Ari. You saved me. You cleaned out the old demon. God knew I was polluted from Lillith, not of my own doing.”

      “Tell me she isn’t here.”

      “I haven’t seen her. Or Ari. I heard her and Luke and Ben are still in the garden.” He sighs. “I can’t believe you finally made it. How did it happen?”

      “We realized what went wrong with our plan when we got here,” Aleks offers.

      “Someone had to stay behind.” I say it like it was nothing, but there is madness in me that Heaven might not cure. And Dorian not being here isn’t helping with that.

      “I thought maybe you went to the garden with your sister and the baby.” Aleks sounds saddened by it all.

      “You sacrificed yourself for everyone.” Hanna’s eyes water.

      “You died saving us all,” I reply back. “We all played a part in this.” My eyes dart to Anthony. “Even you. I’m glad you’re back to being a man again though.”

      “Me too.” He cracks a smile but it doesn’t last. “I’m sorry about Dorian.”

      “Me too.” I know how much they loved each other. Dorian never told me, but he didn’t have to.

      Blake slings an arm around my shoulders. “You were there for me, you tried to help me.” His eyes flash on Alise for a second. “I see it now. I remember Terra and Alise, the other Alise. Were they okay when you left them?”

      “They were great. Alise has all the kids and Ari and Ben and Luke. They’re happy.” I didn't know it for sure, but I believed it.

      “Aimes, your whole life was spent watching us and being there for us. And no one was there for you.” Giselle says the second smartest thing I’ve ever heard her say.

      “Someone had to do it. I’m glad it was me.”

      “God only gives us what we can handle, so he must have some serious faith in you.” My dad smiles and hugs me once more.

      “I wish he had a little less.” I laugh it off but there is truth in that. I don’t know if I will ever be the same again.

      We stay together as a group for a while before everyone splinters off, going to their respective havens.

      Lorri shows me how to make a haven of my own.

      I use my mind and create the bedroom from the Tower of London. It has a view of the lake where we bathed and a garden like the one at Marcus’.

      There’s wine racks filled with wine I will never drink and cigars I will never smoke. His clothes are hung, and I can almost reproduce the smell of him in his side of the closet.

      The house is a cottage and the world feels small. Sometimes too small.

      There is no loneliness here. I think of someone and they appear. I don’t know if it’s real, but when I think of Dorian he doesn’t come. He never comes.

      I have a painting of him over my fireplace, but that’s as close as I get to having him.

      I sleep at night, when I think it’s night, and I dream of him. My heart aches when I wake, certain I won’t ever get over it. Sometimes I wake crying. But I do get over it. I think of someone and they come or I go to them. I distract myself.

      It’s easier here than it was on Earth.

      But the hole in my heart is always there, lurking around a corner, waiting to attack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          Time, that tricky mistress

        

      

    

    
      “Time is fluid. Life is unending, always moving and taking on new shapes. I never imagined we would die and just end.” My father gives me a little smile. “But I didn't think this was how it would end. All the while not ending at all.” He chuckles at the irony.

      “No.” I sigh. “Me either. It never ends. We change, but we continue to exist.”

      “What was the Earth like in the end?” Dad’s eyes are filled with curiosity. They sparkle like they used to before . . . just before.

      “Cold.” I reach for the memories but they’re not clear. Time has taken them from me, altered them slightly. “There was snow and people had moved south of the equator. It snowed a lot in the north.” A memory flits back in. “I was in Central Park, alone. Just me and the ravens. I think they were waiting for me to die so they could eat me.” Or waiting for me to kill someone, but I don't say that aloud to my dad. “It was snowing, and I don't think I've ever felt so alone.”

      His sparkle fades and his eyes lose their curiosity. “How long were you there?”

      “I don't know. I didn't see other people very often. There was no measurement of time.” I smile again. “Not that the measurements are real anyway. Time can’t be controlled. She’s an illusion we clung to as people.”

      “I still do,” he agrees.

      “I think I lost the time, the control, the organization that people strive to achieve. I sat unmoving for a long time and watched everything fade away. It changed.”

      “Was the world ending?”

      “No.” I am certain of this answer, more so than any of the others, even my memories. “It wasn't. It was just shifting into something different. Bringing about a new era. The people were adapting, I think.”

      “It’s what we do best. Always have.”

      “Still a Darwinian?” I laugh at him and myself.

      “Always will be.” He lifts his teacup and drinks. I can’t help but wonder how much of this is fake, how much of it is going on in my mind.

      We chat and laugh as if nothing has changed and this is a normal visit between a father and daughter.

      “Do you still have your wings?” he asks as he grabs his coat to leave because it was something he always did. He always put on a coat. Typical West Coaster.

      “I don't know.” I smile. “I haven’t tried to use them.”

      “I liked your wings. They suited you.” He smiles and hugs me before leaving. He fades as he walks through my garden, vanishing.

      I step out into the garden, enjoying its warmth. I concentrate on the emotions I haven’t used in a long time, trying to burst the wings out. Nothing happens.

      Glancing up at the sky, I change it to night so I might see him. I climb into the hammock I have off to the side of the cottage to focus on the star I decided long ago was Dorian. “Hey.” I smile and the star twinkles. Here, the star twinkles every time I speak. I tell myself it isn’t me doing it. It’s him. He’s real and I can see him. “I find if I don't outright think of things I struggle to find them. But I say your name so much, my memories of you are always there. I was thinking, the other day, about how we met. How you scared me so badly. How it felt the first time we kissed. I hated you.” I laugh, sensing heat on my cheeks and my heart quickening.

      The star twinkles a few times as if he’s laughing with me. But he wouldn't. Dorian wouldn't laugh at that. He would offer some shitty remark, making fun of the awful kiss and me.

      “Then I was thinking about how Lorelei said you watched me. You knew me way before I ever knew you. It must have been so hard to see Aleks come to life again around me, knowing you liked me too, but if you ended up with me, he would wither again. That was a noble thing you did, letting him be happy instead of you.” I wrinkle my nose a bit. “And then I was thinking, how all this is your fault. If you’d just come and met me and been a nice guy and acted like a normal human being, we would have dated. I never would have dated Shane or Aleks, and I wouldn't have wasted years struggling to be with someone I was never going to fully love.” The last part comes out harsher than I intend it to.

      The star stays bright, not twinkling or fading even.

      “And I know none of it was Aleks’ fault. My mom being a little witchy made me like you guys with the whole irresistible thing. But it’s still annoying that I have years of relationships that never fit right because you decided to be self-sacrificing that one time.” My chest tightens. “And now all I have are the little memories, the few moments, and an eternity to dwell.” I blink and realize tears are leaving my eyes, making the star seem brighter than it is. “And sometimes I think this is actually hell and all the bad things I’ve done have earned me this fate.”

      “Then we’re in hell together, love,” the star answers back. It’s him and not some eerie Heaven whisper—a full, loud-sounding Dorian voice.

      “You can answer back?” I sit up, swaying the hammock. “All this time you could answer back and you didn't?” I start to cry harder. “You let me think you couldn't see me or I was alone or I had made your star up?”

      “I couldn't see you. But I can now.” His voice cracks and I realize it’s not coming from the sky. I turn, falling off the hammock and landing on my butt when I see the dark figure. His eyes glisten in the moonlight as he takes a step toward me.

      “Are you real?” I don't move, in case this is something I’ve made up.

      “I bloody well better be.” He takes another step.

      I jump up, holding my breath and waiting for him to fade. But he doesn't. He walks closer, filling the air around me with that scent, the incense and sin he always smells like.

      “Aimee.” He says my name so softly it has to ride the breeze I made up to get to me.

      “Dorian?” I ask, so scared of what this might possibly be.

      “It’s me, love.” He rushes me, scooping me into his arms. I let my fingers dig in too hard, grip too much. I squeeze until it hurts everywhere.

      I can’t let go because if I do he’ll be gone and I’ll die all over again. This time from a broken heart.

      “Aimee,” he whispers into my hair, kissing my neck.

      I pull back, confused and expecting him to turn into someone else. “How?”

      “I’d like to think it was my winning personality that eventually won him over.” He chuckles dryly.

      “Are you here now, for good?”

      “I’m here right now so let’s not waste it.” He places me on the ground again, brushing my hair from my face. I push my cheek into his warm hand and let him cradle me. “I missed you.” He cups my other cheek and lifts my face.

      I close my eyes, scared to see someone else kissing me. Scared he might not be the one here or this is my imagination. But I don't care. I need this kiss.

      My lips tingle with the warmth of him as he draws nearer, lowering to me and brushing a desperately delicate caress on my mouth. I savor the smallness of the great moment, fingers urgently gripping and bodies pressed against each other violently, but maintaining the delicacy of the kiss.

      After a moment, maybe spent with both of us checking the validity of the other person, our kiss speeds up. I still don't open my eyes. I see with my mouth that will never forget the touch of his. I taste with my tongue sliding against his, remembering the way it has always been. I inhale, almost feeding off the scent of him. The one that has always gotten me drunk with anticipation and stimulation. Hands tear at clothes as we stagger blindly into the cottage, him sweeping me across the room to the bed, the one identical to the bed in the Tower of London, feel and all.

      “Bloody hell, Aimes. What is this shit?” he asks as he lays me back. “You honestly couldn't create a better bed than this?” He snaps his fingers and it becomes a massive king-sized bed with candles all around it.

      I can’t help but laugh. Maybe he doesn't remember the bed the way I do. The way I always will. He didn't have to go back to it and try to relive every caress and moment the way I did. The way I still do. Time can’t take my memories of him away. She can’t have these ones. They belong to my soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Rebirth

        

      

    

    
      Lying in his arms, relaxing for the first time in what seems like years but is likely millenniums, I glance up.

      “Go to sleep. I’ll be here when you wake up, I promise. I can’t do the whole you watching me sleep thing with your loud mind wandering off on a tangent.” He kisses my forehead and holds me tighter. He might sound cocky and shitty, but I know he’s as excited as I am. His words never match his actions.

      “I love you,” I whisper and kiss his chest.

      “I know.” He kisses again, staying and inhaling me.

      “Ari loves you too. She asked me to tell you that.” I miss her. I wish she and Luke and Ben could have come to Heaven, but I know the garden is even better. It’s real.

      “Thank you.”

      We sleep, I don't know how I do because I’m terrified that when I wake he’ll be gone.

      But he isn’t.

      I wake up and he’s there, still holding me. Only he’s watching me. His eyes are obsidian pools filled with bad things. Not the usual bad things, where we end up doing the things he’s thinking about. This is something else. It’s dread.

      “What?” I scowl, scared of where this will go.

      “I came to see you because I have a deal for you.”

      “A deal?”

      “It was the only way.” He swallows a lump in his throat and I get nervous. “I made a deal to go back. I can choose my time.”

      “Back where?” I’m lost.

      “To Earth. Back into the dimension we once lived.”

      “Back?” I sit up as a cold shiver comes over me. “You want to go back?” I’m horrified. The idea of being back on Earth makes me shake with nerves and probably some kind of trauma.

      “Not want, Aimee.” His eyes narrow and he gets that shitty look on his face, the one where I know we’re going to have an argument.

      “You’re being forced back? By who?”

      “I made a deal.” His eyes widen. “And I was hoping it might be something you’d be interested in.”

      “A deal?” My whole body is pins and needles.

      “Do you remember when you asked me about after?” He sits up, staring into my gaze so deeply I get lost in his. His dark eyes become a movie as I relive the moment, seeing it played out by us.

      “Yeah.”

      “I said a small house and us alone and a few other things that aren’t important. But the one thing I really wanted was a second chance. A do over.”

      “I remember.” The words “do over” burn inside me. It was the thing I wished for more than anything in the world. I was alone, half crazed, and wishing for second chances with first love.

      “I think we can have that.” His voice becomes a whisper, like this is a secret. “You and me, a do over.”

      “You and me?” I speak like I’m under his spell, I am. I always was.

      “There’s a catch.”

      “There always is.” My brow furrows and my throat goes dry.

      “We won’t be with each other. It’s a new start, but we could be anywhere. We could be anyone. We won’t be as we are now. I might be the girl and you the guy. Or a gay couple.” He chuckles but it’s not light like he’s playing it up to be.

      “What if we don't find each other?”

      “I will always find you. Always.” He tries to do the snake charmer thing on me.

      “But what if we don't? Is that a gamble?”

      He loses all the confidence he had a second before. “Of course. There’s always a risk. Freewill and all.”

      “Why can’t we stay here?” I cling to him, suddenly desperate again.

      “Because that's not an option for me. I have to go and live a life, shed my immortality and be reborn as a human. It's the only way back up here. I made a deal. I traded my angelic status to be a star again. I traded it so you would have all the help you needed.”

      “But a human life is nothing. It’s a blink of the eye and then you’re back here. You could go and come back and to me days would have passed.” I don't want to go. I don't want to say that to him, but it’s true. I’m scared of being stuck there again.

      “I understand.” He forces a smile across his lips, but he doesn't say everything. He leaves something out. My fear of going back lasts a second, the entire second his gaze tells me a story. Then I’m confused.

      “Are you sacrificing yourself for me?” I stare into his eyes, searching for the truth.

      “No.” He lies so well I almost miss it.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Nothing.” He breaks my stare but I see it.

      “Tell me!” I snap.

      “We might lose the connection. The reason we all have each other up here is the connection. The six degrees of separation on Earth is more like two up here. Your group of people, your friends and family and enemies, are who are connected to you. Heaven is infinite, layered over many dimensions. We’re together because we connected our souls, on Earth. And now it is that way here, in Heaven.”

      “I would lose my family and friends if I go with you?” But I would lose him if he went without me.

      “You might. You will be born again, a human. A fresh start.”

      “But what if we go there together, and I lose my friends and family here, and you and I never find each other down there? We’ll both be lost.” This brings back all the fears I had when I was alone on Earth.

      “I will find you.” He grips the side of my face and speaks to my soul with his, our eyes opening the windows to them and meeting in the stare. I believe him. “It’s our do over. We’ve earned it. Trust me. I will find you.”

      “I know we’ve earned it. I just don't want to forget loving you.”

      “Aimee, I never would have agreed to this if I thought it wouldn't work. I would have stayed a star, watching you lie on Aleks’ grave and yammer on about whatever the hell you did in a day. Like I didn't see you doing it. Do you have any idea how annoying it is watching someone learn to sew and then have them tell you all about it?” He laughs at me, almost never with me.

      “You did see me!” I wrap my arms around him again, hanging on for dear life. I can’t let go. I can’t lose him again. “I knew you were watching,” I whisper into his hair.

      “Always. I will always find a way to be with you. Trust in me.” He kisses the side of my head and pulls me back. “Come with me and do this and believe that we are more than soul mates. We are meant to be together for all eternity, and neither time, the stars, nor dimensions can separate us.”

      “Okay.” I can’t believe the words leaving my lips, but he’s convincing. And deep down, under the trauma from it all, I am brave. “What do we do?”

      “Hang on.” He kisses me once more, pressing into me like he’s trying to bring me with him when he fades.

      But he doesn't.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          Immortal beloved

        

      

    

    
      I wait, confused and stricken, but I don't fade.

      He’s gone for what feels like an eternity, even if I know it’s not. His scent lingers in the air. “Dorian?” I ask, glancing around my cottage. It’s still filled with the bed that didn't fit when he added it. “Dorian?”

      “Aimee?”

      I spin to find Lorri at the door. “Where is he?”

      “Who?”

      “Dorian!” I rush past her, shoving her out of the way and checking the garden.

      “He’s been reborn. I came to tell you.” She has a confused expression. “Did he come to say goodbye?” she asks like she might laugh.

      “He came and asked me to come with him.” My heart is beating so hard I barely get my breath.

      “Cheeky bastard. Of course, he found a way around the rules. Always does, doesn't he?” She smirks, like we should be laughing and joking, but I’m panicking.

      “How do I find him?”

      “Go to the pillars, the place where you entered Heaven. The gates, so to speak. Ask to be reborn.” She says it like I should know this. “You should know, there’s no guarantee—”

      “I know.” I meet her gaze. “But I believe in him.”

      “You should.” She grins. “I have never met anyone like him. If anyone can be born again and get exactly what they want out of life with no memory of what that is, it’s Dorian.”

      “I have to go.” I think we both hear the desperation in my tone.

      “I know you do. I’ll tell everyone you’re well. And we’ll see if we see you again.” She’s softer for a moment, a whole one. She takes me into her arms, hugging me tightly. “I always knew it would be you. You would save me.” She feels like a mother, holding me and kissing the side of my face. I close my eyes, shivering from the warmth of her and then it’s gone.

      I’m standing alone in the pillar hallway, the gate.

      The smoke creeps along the ground, whispering things to me. I ignore it and look up—I assume it’s up, where he is. Or she is. Or they are. I swallow hard and muster the bravery I had when I looked into his eyes. “Please, send me back to the same place you sent my Dorian. Let me be reborn so I can find him again. Please.”

      The whispers get louder as if trying to block me out. I close my eyes, squeezing tears from them. “Please,” I repeat. The whispers become muffled words, louder and louder still. It takes me a second to get the courage to speak up again, “Please, I am begging you. I will trade my immortality to find him once more. I would do anything. To love him again.”

      The muffled words become so loud they drown out everything but my heartbeat. I part my lips to speak but warmth chokes me. I open my eyes to darkness, a pool of darkness.

      I can’t get air and I can’t see. Everything is blurry and dark, and I don't need to breathe. I’m okay just holding my breath in.

      In the distance, I see a light. It’s so far off I can’t get a clear visual. After a moment, I recognize it. It’s green and blue and standing alone, floating. It’s the Earth.

      I’ve given up my humanity and become a star.

      God’s betrayed me, left me to watch over the Earth. Only, unlike Dorian, I can’t focus in enough to see him.

      I wonder if this is the price Dorian has paid to get a second chance. He went to Earth and I had to come here. I wish for an instant I hadn’t believed it, but then I realize I had so many years to live, to enjoy. Dorian is getting his first human experience, something everyone should have. And it isn’t as if he did this to me on purpose.

      There’s no way he knew we would have to trade places. Not that it matters; I said I would do anything for him. Anything must mean even being a star. And he was once a star for me. For him I would be anything. Now I am a star who would lose everything to see him again.

      And I have.

      The Earth doesn't get clearer.

      The view doesn't improve.

      I cannot see the other stars. I am alone, drifting. It’s like being left behind on the Earth, living in the snow again. It’s lonely.

      But I have him to imagine, down there on the ground. He’s a cute little boy with an English accent and a curiosity for the stars. He stares up at them at night, not sure why he’s drawn, but he is.

      And though it seems like I am the last star, the last person to ever watch over the Earth, I am never alone. I have given up my immortal life. I have lost my immortal Heaven. But I will always have my immortal beloved. He is in my soul and I am his. And no matter what, I am never going to be alone. I know he is watching me. I know he wishes for me as much as I wish for him.

      Maybe this was how he saw me learning to sew. He didn’t see it as much as he just knew I would. He knew me so well he guessed correctly that I would go to Aleks’ grave. That I would talk to him. That I would learn to sew. That I would travel the world, seeing everything. And because he’d already traveled the world, he knew what I would see.

      And now I am alone, guessing how he is spending his time.

      I see why the Greeks believed banishing someone to the stars was a type of punishment.

      I just wish I knew what I did to deserve this.

      Even the whispers and muffled voices leave me. Everyone leaves me. Everyone but Dorian and the sun and the moon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Losing me

        

      

    

    
      It’s closer.

      The Earth is closer, or I’m closer. Or maybe my eyesight is getting better.

      I see the cities and the lakes. I pick out places I've been and some places I didn't realize I missed. Or maybe I’d just forgotten.

      The Earth is so much larger now, but the other stars are still hidden from me.

      Or I am truly the last one.

      The lights of Earth don't shine the way I thought they would. It’s not the way I imagined it, like from a satellite. I don't even see satellites, although I know I should.

      I sit alone, marveling at how small the cities are and how little we have actually built on this planet.

      We.

      Humans.

      Dorian. I say his name in my mind. I can’t speak here. I’m light, no mouth.

      A million images play in my mind as I contemplate him down there, looking up at me.

      Every time I get closer, I get excited. I’m going to see him again.

      He’s everything.

      He’s all I recall from before this, before I was a star.

      I remember being a girl. I remember the way he touched me and the way our mouths met. I remember the sensation of his strong arms and the excitement he made in my stomach. I liked his hand. They were nice hands. I feel the way my fingers slipped into them, the way they gripped me.

      I felt safe then.

      I feel safe now, but not the same. I’m safe here, alone in the universe. But not held. Not squeezed. There’s no one touching me. No one for me to touch. But I remember touch. I remember the sensation of hugging someone and unloading everything in the embrace.

      The sun and moon have become my companions. We watch over the Earth together.

      Dorian.

      We watch over Dorian together.

      Is he looking up as I’m looking down?

      I believe he is.

      I know he is.

      Me and the sun and moon, and maybe the stars I can’t see, watch over them all. The Earth moves, spinning so slowly it takes forever to do a full circle.

      I lose myself in the landscape and the lack of noise.

      I forget, but I don't remember what I’m forgetting.

      I don't remember what remembering is.

      There is me, the sun, the moon, and Dorian. But I don't remember what Dorian is. It’s a name. Another star maybe.

      Dorian.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          The last star

        

      

    

    
      The lights are brighter.

      My light is brighter.

      I shine, hoping they see it, the ones below.

      Me and the sun and the moon shine for them.

      We give them light, I think we give them hope. I see it sometimes when they stare up.

      Their faces change, losing whatever is troubling them. Some of them glance up more than others.

      “Daughter.” A sound whispers in the silence. “Daughter.”

      I scan the Earth below and check the sun and moon, but no one is here.

      “It’s time,” the sound whispers a little louder.

      I don't know whom the whisper is speaking to. I don’t know what the whisper is speaking of.

      “It’s time.” As the last sentence is whispered, the world goes dark and then bright. The light becomes so intense and hot that I lose all sight. Air rushes past me, air filled with screams. Maybe they’re mine. I haven’t heard myself scream before, just people below.

      “You’re the last star, the last one,” the whisper speaks again. It’s in the air rushing past me.

      It’s the last thing I hear before the bright light and whooshing sound drown out everything else.

      It goes dark and I go dark too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Evan Baker

        

      

    

    
      “Where ya going to, Evan?” Molly comes rushing upon me from the porch, hugging tightly to my waist. “Did ya tell Ma you were heading off? It’s a school night.” She goes limp and drags like a weight, purposely forcing me to carry her.

      “Did you see the light hit that tree?” I point at the far side of the field where something bright is burning. “I think someone threw a firework at it.”

      “Ma said not to wander. Too dark. Not sure why she’s so afraid of the dark.” Her obsidian eyes that match mine perfectly, fill with cheekiness.

      “Tell her I went to check the herd. Something’s burning over yonder. You get back in the house, missy!” I shove my little sister toward the yard as I grab a shovel from where it’s leaning on the fence and carry it with me. It’s no gun, but it’ll knock the sense out of anyone burning the far field.

      “Evan!” Molly calls me back, but I ignore her, engrossed in the small fire. Eventually, I can’t hear her calling me. The field is silent as I cross, using the shovel as a walking stick. Not a cricket or an owl to be heard from. The light of the fire dims as the tree falls over.

      When I get closer, the crackle of the wood masks any other sounds. It might be what’s keeping the forest creatures hushed too.

      I grip the shovel, all of a sudden certain the bandits of my childhood are lurking in the forest and this is a trap. A single tree burned to the roots at the far side of the field is a bit odd.

      I slow my pace, confused about what knocked the tree over. Something must have hit it with force and ripped it out of the ground. I don't know any fireworks that can do that.

      As odd as the ripped-out and burning tree is, the sight next to it is incomprehensible.

      A pale stag, stark white as snow and as large as a bull moose, lies next to the hole where the tree’s root ball ripped from. He groans and moans, writhing in pain. The tree landed on him. His horns are bigger than any I've ever seen, but I drop the shovel and hurry down into the hole. In the moonlight I wince, seeing the branch stabbing into his chest. It’s obviously missed his heart, but by the sound of him, it’s hit a lung.

      I lower to my knees, place a hand on his head, running my palm up between his eyes, and try to soothe him. It doesn't work. His eyes dart about as he struggles to get up, and they fill with panic as I reach into my pocket. I can’t believe I have to do this, but it’s cruel to let him suffer. I flip open the knife, forcing myself to look into his pleading eyes as I stab right at the spot, the one we use on the sheep.

      He tenses and so do I. We freeze, both victims of this moment. I pull the blade out as his blood pours onto my hands, staining my pants and boots with dark liquid. I've never seen an animal with such dark blood. Even the moonlight can’t make a hint of red in it.

      I stroke his head once more, noting the softness of his fur.

      He’s beautiful.

      He was beautiful.

      I close the knife as a crackle lifts my gaze. “Who’s there?” I call out, scared of the answer.

      No one answers, which is almost worse. I stand on shaking legs and scan the forest. I wish I had my phone, or at least a flashlight.

      The moon ducks behind a cloud, darkening the field so only the small amount of glowing red embers of the tree remain bright.

      I can’t see anything.

      “Is someone there?” I fear I know the answer to this question. “I have a knife.” I regret saying it. If it’s someone who didn't want to kill me, they do now. I climb out of the hole backwards, keeping my eyes on where the noise came from. I grab the shovel, safer with it. “This is private property. Leave and I won’t call the authorities.”

      Not that the police won’t find out. My dad gets off shift in an hour, and he won’t be pleased when he sees this. Being the local inspector he’s going to make a big deal about it.

      Just as I’m about to turn around and go home, the moon comes back from behind the clouds and shines a light on the tree. Something pale is visible from behind a bush. I sigh, thinking it must be the doe to the stag that's dead. But the light of the moon grows brighter, as if putting a spotlight on the bush.

      “Oh shit.” I drop the shovel and run.

      The pale creature isn’t a doe. It’s a girl. She’s stark white in the moonlight with grayish-white hair. She’s completely naked, unharmed by the look of her, and stunning.

      I pull my sweater off, covering her with it. “Pardon me.” I offer a slight nudge, hoping to wake her. “Uh, excuse me.”

      She doesn't stir. I don't know what to do, but I can’t leave her here. I wish again for my cell phone as I lift her off the ground, awkwardly trying to keep her covered.

      She stirs and moans, leaning into me. “Dorian,” she whispers.

      “That sounds about right.” I roll my eyes. He’s probably some handsome rich guy who doesn't deserve this girl. Halfway across the field my mom comes running over with a flashlight, shouting the way mothers do.

      “Evan, what the bloody hell is that?”

      “A girl, Ma. She was down by the tree. There’s a stag too.” I sound barking mad.

      “A stag and a naked girl?” She pauses, tilting her head.

      “Not like that. Something hit the tree and knocked it on the stag. The girl was behind a bush. I’m not certain how it’s related, but I don't think—” I wince and look at the girl. “Jesus, I hope it’s not related. Girls and stags are too much for me.”

      “And me.” She sighs and shines the light on the girl. She has a red welt on her head. “Looks like someone’s given her a good smack. We better get her inside and call your father.” She gives me a look.

      “You think someone was—with her—” I turn back to where the tree fell. “And then something hit the tree and it fell on the stag, all randomly? Like three bits of bad luck in one spot?”

      “You get her to the guest room and I’ll ring your father.” She sounds perturbed, like this is a giant inconvenience, the way mothers do.

      I hug the girl tighter to me as Molly comes barreling down the field. “What ya got, Evan?”

      “Mind yourself and get inside!” Ma shouts, turning Molly around. “You keep this to yourself. We don't need the whole village discussing this poor girl’s misfortune.” She steers Molly into the kitchen when we get to the house. I climb the stairs and take a sharp right in the hall and head for the guest bed. I lay the girl down and cover her with a blanket. Her forehead is swelling like someone smacked her hard. It’s discolored with redness and a hint of bruising. I sit in the chair next to the bed and stare.

      I know it’s rude but I can’t stop myself.

      She’s the most perfect girl I’ve ever met.

      She’s flawless, apart from the bruise. And even it is paled in comparison to her beauty.

      Uncomfortable with the feelings I have for an unconscious girl, I stand and turn my back, hating that my eyes aren’t on her.

      “Dorian.” She stirs, saying that name again. She reaches.

      I jump to her side, offering my hand. “It’s okay. Are you all right?” I stoke her cornsilk hair from her face, noting the feelings I have when I touch her.

      Her long dark lashes flutter for a moment before she gets her eyes open. I gaze into them, lost. Lights flash like stars and galaxies live in her stare, lasting for a second and then they’re gone, revealing gray eyes. They’re cold and warm at the same time.

      “Where am I?” She scowls, trying to turn her head but becoming visibly uncomfortable with moving. She sounds like an American.

      “You’re near Leeds. You’ve hit your head quite badly. We found you in our field.”

      “Dorian.” She reaches for my face, brushing her hand against my cheek.

      “Sorry. Evan. Evan Baker. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” I sound like a knob. “What’s your name?”

      “Star.” She frowns when she says it.

      A naked American girl named Star. The village is never going to let this one go. Maybe she was with the bloody stag . . .

      “I think my name is Star.” She doesn't seem certain. She looks like a Jessica or a Meghan. She has that blonde ponytail and fresh-air quality to her. Wholesome and good. And yet named Star and naked with a dying stag. “Your name’s Evan?” She sounds unsure about my name too. So much so that I become unsure.

      “It is.” God, I wish it were Dorian. I wish she were my girl.

      “You look like someone I knew once.” She doesn't sound convinced of anything that leaves her perfect lips.

      “I hope it's someone you liked.” I smile, trying to charm her.

      “I don't know.” She shakes her head and lies back, closing her eyes. I miss them already.

      “Can I get you something? A doctor, some water, a painkiller perhaps for the headache?”

      “No.” She snuggles into the blankets. I don't know who she is, or where she came from, but I have a terribly wonderful hunch that my life will never be the same.

      “I’ll let you get some rest then.” I stand but she grabs my hand without looking. “No. Stay. Please.” She squeezes and I wonder if she feels the same way I do. Every time we touch it’s too much.

      “Okay.” I stay, sitting awkwardly with my hands wrapped around hers.

      “Is she all right then?” Ma comes in, holding the phone to her ear. “Was she talking?”

      “Yeah, she’s okay I think. She doesn't recall anything useful.”

      “Poor thing. She’s likely got a bit of memory loss from the head wound. We’ll take her in. The doctor will need to see her.”

      “Okay.”

      “You should leave the room, Evan. She’s got no clothes on, for God’s sake.”

      “She’s asked me to stay.” I cock an eyebrow, hoping she doesn't embarrass me.

      “Fine.” She rolls her eyes and heads back to the kitchen.

      We hold hands, her sleeping and me daydreaming about all the lights in her eyes.

      The longer I stare, the more certain I am that I know this girl. I don't recall her from a moment in my life, but I’m convinced it’s from some other time. A dream I had. A life I lived already. A different dimension. A movie I saw. The last one is the most likely.

      “Can you tell me a story? I think I had a bad dream,” she mutters softly.

      “What kind of story would you like to hear?” I don't know many.

      “A fairy tale.” She smiles, opening her eyes. The lights shine in them again for an instant.

      “Which one?”

      “I don’t know. Make one up. A fairy tale about magic and good versus evil—oh and love. There’s always love in fairy tales. A princess and a prince get married usually. Tell me one like that.” She laughs as she says it like a lightbulb has come on for her. She isn’t a little kid but the request is odd.

      “I’m not really the fairy-tale type. Can you name one and I’ll see if I know it?” The only one I can think of is Cinderella, and I don’t want to say that out loud, or tell it. The version I know has the singing mice. Not manly to speak of singing mice.

      “I like—” She pauses and offers me a furrowed brow instead of an explanation. “I don’t know. I can’t think of one.”

      “You don’t have one special one?”

      “No.” She sounds clearer and yet is making less sense. “I don’t think so.” She gets lost again. “There’s a fog in my head making my brain go really slow.”

      “Why don’t you try to tell me a story and maybe it’ll thin the fog.” I crack a grin, just wanting to hear her speak.

      “Okay,” she beams. “Once upon a time—” She stops again. “I seriously can’t recall one.” She smiles wide.

      “Well, maybe we can find one we like together.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Everything is right in the world, and I have no idea why.

      The pale girl with the bruised forehead and gray eyes has me captivated.

      There’s a knock at the front door, but we don’t turn around. We barely notice when the room fills with people—medics, my father, and other police. I can’t stop staring into her eyes or holding her hand. Even when they wrap her in blankets and help her to the ambulance, her hand doesn’t let go of mine.

      Her fingers grip, even trembling a little as she answers their questions with confusion.

      I ride in the back with her, listening to the medics charting her as we drive to the shitty little hospital where she will no doubt get food poisoning.

      When the doctor examines her, I stand at the end of the bed, waiting for the curtain to open, hating the wall between us.

      “There’s not a thing wrong with you, Miss Star, apart from that knock on the noggin. You’ll rally, I suppose. A good night’s rest ought to bring ya round and likely help the memory return. If ya need anything be sure to press the red button there. Someone will be round shortly.” Dr. Keith leaves the room, offering me a nod on the way out.

      I pull back the curtain and sit on the end of the bed.

      She looks better, more rested and less stressed. My sweater over her nightgown has my hands sweating and my heart racing.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      “It’s not whether you can ask, but if I can answer.” Her lips curl into that smile.

      “How old are you?” She doesn’t look a day over sixteen.

      “I don’t know. What year is it?”

      I nearly laugh but force the answer from my lips, “It’s 2012.”

      “And, where are we?”

      “Near Leeds, in England.”

      “Oh.” She says it like she knows what that means. I suspect it’s because she’s been told that a couple of times. “Can you explain how you found me again?”

      “Well, I was out putting my telescope away, and I saw a light hit a tree. The tree burst into flames, across the field. I hurried over and found a stag, a huge white stag. The tree had stabbed him in the chest, and he wasn’t going to make it. I helped him along. Then I saw you. You were behind a bush nearby, unconscious. I carried you back to my house.”

      “The stag died?” Her eyes widen.

      “Did you know him?” It’s a weird question, but she’s a weird girl.

      “No. I don’t think I did. I just wish I’d seen that, a great white stag. He sounds magnificent.”

      “He was. Big as the moose I saw in Canada on vacation once. A place called Jasper. Huge moose and elk. Bigger than a horse.”

      “Sounds like the start to a fairy tale, the girl and the stag.” Her eyes twinkle as she speaks.

      “I guess it does.” I laugh.

      “Maybe we won’t find a fairy tale we like. Maybe we’ll make our own.”

      My heart leaps. “Real ones are generally better than the made-up ones.” My cheeks are on fire, but I try to joke past it.

      “I bet all the made-up ones are real. I bet they have a story behind them.” She glances down at the bed, also blushing. “I bet they start with a girl being saved by a boy. And he’s handsome and sweet, and she can’t help but fall in love with him.”

      Words escape me but I nod along, like a knob.

      “I bet that’s how the love happens. Someone saves someone else, setting a series of events in motion that lead to the true love ending.”

      “I did save you,” I offer weakly.

      “And you are handsome.” She says it as awkwardly as I did.

      I get up, moving closer, sitting at the edge of the bed. I reach up, brushing her pale hair from her cheek. “And you are beautiful.” I stare at her lips as I lean in, closing my eyes at the last second.

      When our mouths touch, I swear I’ve lived this moment before. Her mouth and mine are meant to be. She and I are meant to be. I know it.

      When I pull back, I swear her eyes show me the stars again.

      “Thank you for saving me,” she whispers.

      “Anytime, love.” I hope I have a lifetime of this.

      I suspect I will.

      The stars in her eyes reflect what I see when I touch her.

      “Anytime.” I kiss her once more, not certain I will ever get enough of her but excited for a future of trying to have just enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The End
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            Crimson Cove Vol. One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Once upon a time, in a crappy little town ruled by deceit and treachery, there were six girls—six princesses. Each one more spoilt and entitled than the next.

        For over two decades they dominated the seaside land with parties and indulgences galore.

        Unbeknownst to them, they each represented something—a season of my life.

        But it isn’t my turn to talk.

        As much as the story is mine, this isn’t my version of it.

        This is theirs.

        But don’t worry, I will be heard.

        No matter what.

      

        

      
        Anonymous

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Pretty Girls Die First

          

          Mission Impossible

        

      

    

    
      August 3rd

      Lindsey

      The red maple trees lining the streets always made me feel like I was home, no matter which part of town I was in. They were our calling card and namesake, Crimson Cove. A cove of red maples.

      The East Coast had maples everywhere, but only Crimson Cove had the red ones exclusively. We were famous for the drive into town along the shores from Stamford, Connecticut. We were the small cove just between Stamford and Darien, a red splotch on any aerial map. It was small with only 18,733 people and even that number was dependent upon who you asked. I know my father didn't count the laborers or the service workers as residents of our town. Even if their families had lived here longer than ours.

      I leaned my head out the window, wondering what kind of treasures I would find in Vincent’s bedroom today.

      Maybe I should feel guilty for snooping in people’s things but I didn’t, and Vincent’s room was my favorite.

      I considered it boot camp-style training for being an investigative journalist. There was nothing like the real thing to teach you how to do it, and I was in the perfect place to learn. There was no town with secrets as good as ours, or scandals that ran as deep in all of the United States, including Hawaii.

      Andrew, my partner in grime, gave me a look from the driver’s seat of our work truck as he drove down the highway. “Lindsey, earth to Lindsey!”

      A scowl crept along my face as I stared at him, realizing he was talking. “Did you say something?”

      “A few somethings. You wanna grab lunch first or after Vince’s house?” He chuckled.

      I sighed and turned to look out the window at the downtown core passing by me. “Whatever. I don't care. What are you in the mood for?”

      “Well, to be honest, I really want some sushi.”

      I turned back and laughed with him. “We don't have time to stop for sushi. We still have the country club to do.”

      He nodded as he offered up his adorable dark stare. “I know, but I was thinking maybe we could be too long at sushi and Vince’s house and the other team could do the clubhouse.”

      “I like where you’re going with this.” Neither of us said it, but we both were ashamed of the fact we worked for my father. It was so far beneath us we didn't really know how to protest it. Andrew had been hired on because of a drunk driving incident two months ago. I had been forced into it with a “learn some work ethics” spiel from my father, most likely spurned on when I rolled my eyes and told him I planned to be a journalist and didn't need his money.

      Andrew’s dad had insisted he work for my dad to learn what happens when you behave like a commoner—you get to work like one. My dad wanted me to see how bad it was being poor.

      It sucked that we had both landed ourselves here, working for the summer for the first time ever. But we tried to make the best of it by slacking off and doing the bare minimum. Every house belonged to someone we knew, and usually they felt sorry for us. So we swam and ate and napped, a lot. A lot more than my dad knew about.

      The part that pissed me off the most was that my father had never done any physical work at his own company, not a day in his life. He had never gotten his hands dirty before, whereas mine were covered with dirt marks and cuts.

      “So which first, sushi or Vince’s house?”

      “Vince’s,” I answered him, certain I could clean up there before we went to eat. The dirt under my nails and the bruises and scrapes on my arms weren’t going to come clean, but at least I could get the majority of the mess I was scrubbed off. And I did plan on heading inside to snoop, just a little.

      Andrew Henning wasn't a big talker. He wasn't a big anything, except pothead. He was a huge pothead. We didn't have that in common. Being a fan of control made pot low on my list of things I enjoyed. But Andrew clearly didn't mind being constantly in space.

      As we pulled up to the largest house in the cove I growled inwardly. I had known Vincent Banks my entire life, and I wasn't big on him either. His father was easily the richest man any of us knew, and therefore a friend of my father’s, to whom the importance of wealth and breeding outweighed every other aspect of a person’s character.

      Vincent’s mother had left when he was eight. She remarried some European dude and never came back. He visited her in the South of France every summer, usually around this time.

      I crossed my fingers, hoping he was in France and not at the house to torment me the way he always did. He liked to pretend he found me attractive and teased me about us hooking up. I was a safe person to bug; his girlfriend was one of my best friends and she was better looking than me by a lot.

      At first I had found it funny that he always hit on me, even if deep down I knew a guy like him would never be interested in a girl like me. Girls like me dated political science nerds or accountants. He was exciting and crazy and careless. But after a few years it got annoying, like the joke had ridden its course and I was done.

      In our group of girls in Crimson Cove, Rachel had me voted the least likely to ever get laid, which was fine with me. I didn't want some drunken teenaged boy conning me with insincere compliments and a bevy of drugs and alcohol, just so he could ply my pants away from me.

      I shuddered, imagining it. It wasn't hard to either—all my friends had lost their virginity that way. My actual best friend Lainey and I were the only virgins left and everyone knew it. She was worse off than I was. I could at least look like I fit in, but she always struggled. If she wasn't pushing her glasses up on her nose, she was squinting because her mom had taken her glasses away. Her mom was the socialite of all socialites. Her getting Lainey as a daughter proved God had a sense of humor.

      Andrew pulled up to the massive gate that made everyone else’s gates seem paltry in comparison, sort of like the Banks’ family fortune. “Good afternoon, Master Henning. Master Banks is not home at the moment. Would you like to come in and wait for him?” the guard asked over the camera. “I am expecting him shortly.”

      I winced. Vincent would be home shortly?

      Andrew shook his head. “We are here with Crimson Cove Landscaping, Barry. I’m working for Mark Bueller this summer.”

      “Excellent.” He buzzed us in.

      “So excellent,” Andrew muttered.

      We both rolled our eyes, probably in perfect sync.

      “You wanna do the gardens and I’ll mow?”

      I shrugged. “Sure.” The gardens were the worst job but mowing was harder work. You had to check the oil in the mower and drive around in the hot sun and empty the clippings. The gardens just hurt the neck and back from bending over. But it was the better job for my true passion—creeping in people’s shit and sniffing out their secrets.

      I hopped out of the truck and strolled to the gardener’s greenhouse where the tools were for the weeding and clipping. Since it was done every week, the work never got to be anything beyond a few moments in every garden. It was the fact that there were over a hundred gardens. I grabbed the shears and the mini rake and threw them into the cart, pushing it out into the hot sun. I dragged my tee shirt off and walked around in my strapless bikini top. It was the only way to avoid the weird tan lines I had started to get. They infuriated Louisa, my stepmonster.

      After I had finished most of the gardens, I headed for the ones just outside Mr. Banks’ office. He wasn't there or he was being silent, maybe reading. I stood, peering in the window and sighing when I realized he clearly wasn’t there. I slipped around the side of the office, lifting my phone from my pocket and using my thumbprint to unlock it—the only option I used, rather than having a password. I sent a text to Vincent: You almost home?

      He responded right away: No. Do you need me to be home?

      I rolled my eyes. No.

      He sent his usual torment: Have dinner with me tonight and we can talk about all the places I was instead of home, and you can tell me why you fight this so hard.

      I grimaced and texted another one-word answer: Gross.

      He sent a winky face and I entered the office. The house was silent when I crept past the desk, walking like I had a reason to be there. I would say I had to use the bathroom or needed a drink. Mr. Banks knew me well enough that he wouldn’t care. And the house was so large I could live there and he might never notice me.

      His office was a series of sealed and locked chests, drawers, and cupboards. He never left anything unlocked. It was a waste of time trying to snoop in there; I’d learned that the hard way.

      He was a closed off man with a closed off office who was never really home much. I might have felt sorry for Vincent if he wasn't such a pervert.

      I slipped past the door and into the hallway where I made my way to the stairs. I hurried up them, knowing I was heading so deep within their house that I wouldn’t be able to explain why I was there if I got caught.

      My heart raced and my breath hitched as I crept up the stairs, making no noise. The rush of being in someone else’s house, touching their things, and seeing their secrets got me high. I never needed drugs or alcohol or petty theft. I needed to see things no one else knew about.

      It was wrong and I knew it, but I compared myself to the staff. It was no different than having a maid or butler.

      When I got to the top of the stairs, I knew where I was headed. It was the room I had been nearly busted in last time. I had managed to escape down another hallway before the maid found me snooping.

      With excited hands and a racing heart, I turned the knob, cracking the door and listening for a single stirring.

      The large suite was empty so I stepped in and closed the door behind me, resting my back against it and sighing.

      The room was beautiful but tidy in a weird way, like no one lived here amongst the white furniture and white walls. I knew Vincent slept here; all the living was done in the parlor downstairs or the games room, just like at my house.

      Out his window, the royal-blue sea swelled in the cove, complementing the stark room and adding some balance.

      I clicked the lock and crossed the hardwood floor to the computer and sat in Vincent’s white armchair. I was about to run the computer in safe mode when I smiled.

      I couldn’t help but shake my head, seeing that he had his password on auto save so I could just log in as him. His password was a sad four digits—no doubt a date. It was probably something lame like the moment he lost his virginity. If I had to guess, I would say he was likely about eleven years old when it happened, and it was definitely to an older woman.

      He was depraved and obsessed with sex. My mother’s voice in my head reminded me he was also a seventeen-year-old boy so it fit him well.

      Andrew driving past the window on the mower below made me recall when Vincent had slept with his mom. Andrew had laughed it off when he found out, thinking it was nasty but still funny. Maybe having a dead mother made me a bit sensitive, but I wouldn't have laughed if Vincent had seduced my mom. I might have stabbed him in the eye and then the balls. Or vice versa. But maybe that was an overreaction. I did seem to overreact when he was around.

      Although Andrew’s mom wasn't exactly a pillar or virtue like my mother had been.

      I looked back at the computer, scanning the emails but was disappointed at the lack of awesomeness in there. It was mostly stuff his dad might have forced on him like response letters from the Yale Club in New York welcoming him as a legacy.

      In my heart of hearts I didn't see him as the sort of guy who wrote any of the letters in the outbox. They were all polite and professional, and he hadn’t even added innuendos or obscene jokes as colorful flavor.

      Not in those ones. The ones he generally sent me were fairly dirty. I opened an email he had sent me a week before, and nodded at the repellent humor and filthy images. I had laughed when I opened it the first time but only a little, and I was offended, even if I didn't look it.

      Okay, not offended but aware that a joke of that nature was inappropriate to send to a girl you weren’t dating. Or just any girl in general.

      I scrolled a little lower, about to give up when I saw it: an email from a girl named Sasha. We went to school with her but had never hung out together. For lack of a better term, she was a giant ho.

      Her father had landed himself in hot water with insider trading and was doing five hard years at the cushiest of prisons—a place my dad called Club Fed. Its real name was the Otisville Corrections Facility. Her mother hadn’t divorced him, but she was actively seeking a replacement. And as far as I was concerned, Sasha was actively seeking her future Mr. S. Daddy by hitting up every rich guy in the cove.

      I clicked on the email, sitting back with my jaw on the floor when I saw the nasty photos and dirty requests being made on her part. “Asshole,” I whispered.

      I deleted it, noting he hadn’t even opened it yet. Sage, his girlfriend, would thank me later for that. I searched Sasha’s name in his account, wrinkling my nose when I saw there were plenty of emails he had opened. It had been going on for weeks.

      “Gross.” I closed the email app and walked away from the computer to check out the other things in his large suite. His walls were bare; not even artwork graced them. But on the wall opposite his bed, he had a large white case of shiny silver and gold football trophies. He was the running back for the Crimson Cove Cruisers. Not because he wanted it, but because he was told he would be.

      I ran my finger over the glass case, streaking it with a wide smudge. It gave me a sick amount of pleasure to do it. Everything about him was always immaculate, especially the way his room was. I knew the smudge would torment him.

      I bit my lip and turned around, narrowing my gaze on his extra large king-sized bed. A wrinkle crossed my nose as my lips lifted into a sneer.

      It was akin to walking into Hugh Hefner’s house and seeing the den of sin he called a bedroom.

      Certainly that was the iconic symbol Vincent strived to pattern his life after and imagined himself most similar to.

      Well, maybe not on all levels. He did have impeccable manners and was always dressed like he was meeting someone of importance. Even his casual clothes were overly dressy. He suited Sage in that respect perfectly. They looked like a couple from a Hugo ad.

      When I got to the bed, I sat but I didn't look down, for fear I would catch a glimpse of something unholy that one only bought at a filthy shop on the bad side of town. I hoped that was the only thing I caught. The thought made me stand and shudder as I bent forward to look in the drawers instead of sitting. God only knew if crabs could jump that high.

      One couldn't be too sure with a guy like Vincent.

      I rifled through his drawers, noting how tidy they were. A sign of a very sick individual. In my drawers you could lose a hand. You could hardly walk in my room most mornings, until Lori got there. Then it was eerily clean.

      The bottom drawer seemed shallower than the top one. I pushed them both in and paused, seeing that from the front of the bedside table they were the same size. I opened the bottom one again and pushed on the wooden base. It pressed down like it was connected to a spring and then lifted.

      A slow grin crossed my lips as I slipped my fingers in the sides and pulled the bottom out with the few items still sitting perfectly on the board.

      Below was a gold mine of things I desperately wanted to unsee the moment I saw them.

      Naked Polaroids of girls I recognized either from TV or school, lubes, condoms, two burner phones, and one gold key. I slipped the key into my pocket and picked up the phones. I turned them both on and sent myself a text from each, and then deleted the text I’d sent and turned them back off. I put them back and checked the numbers on my cell phone. I didn't know either number.

      I reached in and dragged my hand over the Polaroids, scanning the photos of the young women flashing their goods for the camera. I pulled back, my stomach tightening as the pictures got less like selfies and more like creepy H&M ads. The girls seemed despondent and sad, like someone had taken the photos against their will. And Polaroids were not like pictures sent with texts. You were most likely there when the photo was taken.

      Nauseated and disturbed, I put the board back and closed the drawers, knowing I had been inside for far too long and those were a sign from God telling me I needed to stop snooping in people’s houses.

      I slipped my phone back in my pocket and headed downstairs, trying to find my usual sense of fulfillment and excitement about the fact I had a key to something I would have to solve.

      But the images I couldn't surpass flooded my mind.

      “Linds!”

      I jumped when I got to the office and heard Andrew calling me. I closed the door to Mr. Banks’ office and hurried in the opposite direction of Andrew’s voice. I curled up on a bench in the backyard, facing the ocean, and closed my eyes.

      “Lindsey. Where are you?”

      I fought seeing those images again as Andrew came around the corner. “Are you shitting me, dude? You fell asleep? Come on, I want my sushi.” He shoved me lightly on the shoulder.

      Ignoring him as if I was waking from a real sleep, I waited a few moments and stayed perfectly still. But then he went silent. Cracking one eye, I jumped, screaming, “Ahhhhndrew!”

      He was sitting on the ground, staring right at me. I sat up as he laughed. “I got you so bad.”

      “You did.” I blinked and breathed. “What do you want?”

      “Sushi.”

      I nodded. “Okay.” Leaving the Banks residence did sound quite good actually.

      “Did you even finish?” He shook his head.

      “Nope. But no one will even know. Let’s go.” I got up and grabbed the gardening supplies, trying to still my rapidly beating heart and twisting stomach.

      The key felt like it was burning a hole in my pocket. I couldn't stop thinking about what it might unlock and where the pictures had come from. If I knew one thing about Vincent, it was that he didn't need pictures of sad girls. He had every girl we knew throwing herself at him.

      So why would he have them?

      I had considered his house to be like all the others in Crimson Cove—a trial run for my future days when I would be a reckless journalist in the field—but that notion was gone.

      I had a firm sense that my days as a local snoop were over. If Vincent had taken those pictures or had any part in them, he wasn't who I thought he was.

      A desire to solve the mystery roamed about inside my mind, offering explanations that it was some kind of role-play or he had found them. I realized I wouldn't rest until I knew where they had come from. It bothered me that Vincent had them, but it bothered me more that he might have been the one pointing the camera. I always thought he was a playboy, but I never imagined it went to this level of depravity. He was a harmless annoyance I could shoo away, not a psychopath I had to fear.

      Or so I had thought.
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