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        Tuscany Superb + Kaiser Wilhelm = Love Triangle

      

      

      

      The flight attendant handed me a napkin, and gave me a fake smile. “What can I get you to drink?”

      Her smile tasted of sour grapes. I didn’t blame her. Flying was dangerous business these days. Most flight attendants were attacked at least once a month, and planes crashed much more frequently than they did twenty years ago. But it was safer than driving down the road.

      Still. I wouldn’t want her job.

      “Can I get an orange juice?”

      She nodded and pointed to the empty seat next to me. “And your friend?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe you can come back later.”

      She handed me my orange juice. “Of course.”

      I sipped at the juice and stared out the window. A sea of clouds spread out as far as the eye could see. Strange to think that just hours ago, I was at Ginny’s wedding.

      The seat jostled, and I turned. Kai leaned forward and gave me a quick kiss. It was warm and sunny. Kai was supposed to be the master destroyer, but this wasn’t destroyer energy. I wanted to ask him about it, but not in public.

      “Would you please tell me where we are going?” I asked.

      He touched my nose. “Surprise.”

      I tried to pout, but he just laughed.

      “You’re no fun,” I said.

      “Aw, come on. I did tell you where we were going. Well, the flight did anyway.”

      “I have no idea where Da Nang is.” We’d done an overnight flight to Hong Kong, but we both slept on that flight. Now, we were on a short flight to Da Nang, wherever that was.

      “It’s far, far away from all of our problems.” He stretched his arms above his head.

      My seat lurched forward, and a woman screamed.

      I spun in my seat. A man with dark hair and flared nostrils had the flight attendant in an embrace. She struggled against him.

      “Do something,” I hissed to Kai.

      Kai stood, but another flight attendant snuck up behind the man and tased him. He went down with a scream, and Kai dropped into his seat.

      “I thought things like that were supposed to get better after my mother was taken out of power,” I said, finally able to utter the words I’d been biting back since Kai whisked me away.

      He dropped his head. “I haven’t learned how to control anything yet.”

      I should’ve asked him why, then, we were running away, but I didn’t want to ruin anything. Here we were together at last. He was shirking his duties, but a small, selfish part of me didn’t care. He was all mine for the moment.

      I wove my fingers through his and leaned my forehead on the window. I had hoped things would be different now, easier somehow, but they weren’t. Life was still hard. People were still doing stupid things, but somehow everything would work out.
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        * * *

      

      I nearly jumped into the infinity pool without changing into my bathing suit. The house itself was large and airy, with a salty breeze blowing through.

      The air was thick with humidity, and that just added to my desire to jump into the water. The beach and sea spread out below.

      “Kai, the view is gorgeous.”

      He stood behind me, wrapped his arms around my waist, and rested his chin on my shoulder.

      “I thought we could use time away. We’ve been through a lot.”

      I tugged him close, his face only inches from mine. “We have. Thank you. How long will we be here?”

      “A few weeks. Then we’ll go back and face reality.”

      A reality where school children still needed armed guards and flight attendants were attacked on a regular basis. A world Kai shouldn’t be escaping.

      I ran into my room, changed into my suit, and jumped into the cool water. I floated on my back, watched the blue sky, and let my eyes drift closed.

      I wanted to forget about everything that had happened in the past couple of months, but it was impossible. Every time I closed my eyes, I felt my mother and Dwayne. I’d drained both of them of their power, and their energy still flowed within my veins. They were both the vilest of destroyers, and every day, their creeping oil-slicked emotions built in my chest. I did my best to keep them at bay, but they came out anyway. I’d told no one of this, not even Alejandro, but it was a fight every moment. I worried about how the other guardians would take it, and I didn’t want anyone to treat me differently.

      Kai snatched my foot, and I squealed. I stood and glared at him, but he just laughed. He drew me close. I reveled in the sweetness of the kiss. It reminded me of everything good that I was fighting for, and when our lips touched, I forgot all about Mother and Dwayne.
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        * * *

      

      For two weeks, Kai and I didn’t leave the house, except to go to the beach. We had a tiny Vietnamese woman come in and cook for us. I basked in Kai’s guardian energy and did my best to control Dwayne and Mother’s energies.

      “Do you want to go out tonight? Maybe check out the town?” Kai asked.

      “Sure. Though that might mean I wear something other than a bathing suit.” I waved my hand down my body.

      He chuckled. “I’m sure you could get away with it. This is a tourist town after all.”

      I dragged myself out of the lounge I’d napped on. “Let me change.”

      Kai and I strolled hand in hand down the small alley the Vietnamese called a street. Restaurants with names I could not read lined both sides. We ate food I’d never seen before, and I couldn’t pronounce the names, but it was delicious.

      After dinner, we walked through town. Things didn’t seem as dark here as they had in Vegas, and the colors and lights mesmerized me. Maybe the violence that plagued us before was getting better after all.

      We stopped to look at sarongs, and I picked out a pretty blue one. Kai went inside to pay, and a scream came from the alley to my left. I rushed for it. I should’ve waited for Kai, but I’d heard too many screams in my life to ignore them anymore.

      I smelled sulfur, and bile filled my mouth. Bombs exploded in my ears. I clutched to the bricks, but trudged on anyway. Three men stood over a boy. They were taller than most of the Vietnamese, but still carried the same features. None wore shirts. The tallest man’s tattooed muscles tensed as he caught the boy across the temple with his fist. The boy flew backwards, hitting his head on the bricks. Another man took a knife out of his boot and descended on the boy.

      A hand gripped my elbow, and I jumped. I stared at Kai, but he was looking at the men, not me.

      “Stop them,” I hissed. “They’re destroyers. Aren’t you supposed to be in charge of them?”

      He nodded somberly.

      “Stay here,” he said.

      He didn’t have to tell me twice.

      “Hey,” he called out, but the men didn’t even turn. One knelt down and placed the tip of the knife on the boy’s nose. He whimpered and scrambled away, but he hit the wall.

      “Stop,” Kai yelled. He grabbed the tattooed man’s shoulder. The man growled and turned around.

      “I said stop,” Kai said. He stood tall and confident. I would’ve listened to him.

      The man clenched his jaw and popped his knuckles. He was shorter than Kai, but somehow still menacing. He shouted words in Vietnamese at Kai, but I didn’t understand them and doubted Kai did either. I glanced at the boy. The man with the knife scooted closer to him and dropped the knife to his throat.

      Just leave. I pleaded in my mind. Kai should be able to take care of them.

      Kai shoved the man. “Get out of here.”

      The man in front of the boy stood and raced out of the alley, and the other two followed. I let out a breath. He did it. I flew after the boy. His eyes were wide with terror.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      Tears streamed down his dirty face. He disappeared down the street without a word. I thought about trying to stop him, but he probably wouldn’t understand the words.

      Kai never moved from his spot, his jaw tight and his fists clenched.

      I touched his forearm. “Hey, you okay?”

      He shook his head. “We should get back.”

      He didn’t say a word on our way to the house. This shouldn’t have happened. Kai should’ve been able to control them.

      “You wanna swim?” I asked him. Not that I really wanted to, but we both needed a distraction.

      “No.” His shoulders slumped.

      “You want to talk about it?”

      He sank down into a chair. “I can’t control them. Things are still just as bad as when your mom was in charge, if not worse.”

      “But they did listen.”

      “It took too long. If I can’t control three destroyers from a distance of five feet, how am I supposed to control the whole lot of them?”

      “Kai, it’s only been a few weeks. Give it time. Things aren’t going to change overnight.” Actually they should’ve, but I didn’t want him to think I didn’t believe in him.

      “But that’s my job, isn’t it? If I don’t do it, someone else is going to take over, and they won’t have the same goals as I do. Your mom might have given them a lot of freedom, but she was still absolutely in charge.”

      He had a huge burden placed on him, and it was as if he were trying to do it all on his own.

      “Don’t you have a council like Puck?”

      “Yes.” He pressed his lips together.

      “Maybe you should ask for their help.”

      “I was just hoping for more time with you without worrying about this destroyer business, but I don’t think that’s going to happen. We should probably head back.”

      “Where will we go?”

      “I don’t know yet. I need to make some phone calls. Before I came to the wedding, I traveled around quite a bit hand selecting my council. Destroyers I could trust. No one else knows I’m the master. Anyone who saw me stab your mother is on the council or dead.”

      “Who do they think it is?”

      “Your dad.”

      I flinched. Every time I thought of him, I worried he was going to jump out and attack me. “Why?”

      “Because everyone thought it was him to begin with. Only the council knows who the true master is. Control is all done by the mind. They obey because they have to, not because they want to. Your mother only had a couple on her council. Your father and Mr. Yerdin. Even now, I risk my own council murdering me for power, but I’ve promised them control and power if they allow me to do my job.”

      “Do they know that you were once a guardian?”

      “That was never a secret. But they also know who my father is. Most of the men I’ve gathered were on his council. Three of my father’s council are dead, but the rest are still around.”

      “So maybe you’ll run it from L.A., like your dad.”

      “Maybe.”

      I hoped so. That way I’d be close to Vegas, and I could see Ginny from time to time. Maybe even Puck. My heart clenched. No, I couldn’t do that. For one thing, having Kai’s girlfriend running around with a guardian would look highly suspicious, and for another, he was Puck, the master guardian. Kai wouldn’t like that.

      But I missed Puck. I loved Kai, but he was so serious all the time. Puck was easier. In a way I loved him too. Maybe I chose wrong.

      No.

      Kai saved me from hell. He loved me, and I loved him.

      “Listen, I’m going to make a couple of phone calls. Why don’t you go swim, and I’ll join you as soon as I’m finished. Chances are we’ll leave in the morning.”

      He disappeared into the spare bedroom, and I changed into one of my suits. I slipped into the pool and stared out over the ocean. I’d miss this feeling for sure. The salty air and the white sands. Maybe Kai and I could find a beach house in L.A.

      Mother stirred, filling my soul with doubt and darkness. I squeezed my eyes and pushed her away, and focused on the energy coming off the waves. After several breaths, she was gone.

      I needed to do something about her and Dwayne, but didn’t know what. Obviously no one realized that when the master destroyer died, their energy or angel soul literally went into the new one. It wasn’t just a transfer of the title. I should probably tell Kai, but he had so much to worry about already, and I didn’t want to add to it. Alejandro would be a better resource, but I didn’t know if it would be safe for me to contact him. Besides, he and Ginny were probably still on their honeymoon.

      The water splashed behind me. Kai’s face lit up as he swam for me. He slid his hands across my stomach and pressed his warm body against mine. He rested his chin on my shoulder.

      “We leave in the morning.”

      “Good. Your council is going to help you?”

      “Yeah. A couple of them. I’m not telling most of them that I’m in trouble. I don’t want to appear weak. I know that they are compelled to listen to me, but they don’t.”

      “I get that. So, anyway, where are going? Back to L.A.?”

      “No, I’m sorry.”

      I turned around so I was facing him. “Then where are we going?”

      “We’re going to Arkansas. We’ll stay at your old house.” He gave me an apprehensive look.

      The blood in my veins froze. There was no way I heard him right. “What? No.”

      “We have to. Everyone thinks he’s the master. It will be much easier to learn how to do this from there.”

      I wiggled out of his arms. “I can’t go back there. I can’t believe you’d want to do that to me.”

      He sighed and rubbed the back of his neck. “I know that’s not your favorite place, but we have no choice. We’re talking about a world that has fallen apart because of your mother. I have to do everything in my power to fix it.”

      I folded my arms across my tightening chest. “I will not go back there. You can figure it out from L.A. just as easily as Arkansas.”

      He ran a hand through his hair and bit the inside of his cheek. “No. I can’t.”

      “I will not go back there. That is my worst nightmare. You could find another way, but you are choosing not to. I can’t believe you’d do this to me.”

      I scooted away from him. He didn’t love me. If he did, he’d know I couldn’t go back there.

      “To you? I’m not doing anything to you. I can’t believe you’d be so selfish to sabotage the whole world because you won’t return to one house. This is important. I’m having trouble figuring out how to be the master destroyer, and I know if I go back there, it will be easier.”

      I felt as if he’d slapped me. He’d taken no consideration of my feelings whatsoever. I couldn’t go to the house that held so many horrible memories. “I will not go back. Book me a flight to Vegas.”

      I raced into the house and locked myself in the bathroom. I stripped off my suit and stood in the shower, hoping the hot water would wash away my tears. Mother swam to the surface, and I let her. I needed to be reminded why I couldn’t ever go back there.

      I stayed under the water until it ran cold, and then I pushed Mother away.

      Tonight, I would sleep alone.

      Tomorrow I’d be with Puck.
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        The different colors of roses always fascinated me. Especially flowers that would change color as they bloomed. One of my favorites is the Fighting Temeraire. It starts as a bright orange bud but then blooms yellow, with only the tips of the petals retaining the orange color.

      

      

      

      Puck met me at the airport and gave me a big hug. “You okay?”

      I stared at my hands and shook my head.

      “We’ll go to Alejandro’s. He and Ginny are still gone.”

      I let out a breath. “Okay. Thanks.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “What’s there to talk about? I’m done with him.”

      Puck threaded his fingers through mine and tugged me out of the airport. “I kinda hoped you’d just say that you realized you made a big mistake and wanted me instead.” He grinned to show he was joking, but I knew he was half-serious.

      I rested my head on his shoulder. “I will admit that thought did occur to me a time or two. You’re… I don’t know… easier than Kai. He’s so serious all the time. But I don’t really want to think about any of that now. I just need to let my heart heal and figure out exactly what I want. I think my decision to run away with Kai was rather hasty.”

      “Fair enough.”

      He popped open the trunk to his car and shoved my suitcase in. He opened the door for me and watched for a moment, lingering. I was certain he wanted to say something but didn’t.

      We drove in silence for a few minutes. The familiar landscape was relaxing.

      “I do have a question for you, though,” Puck said.

      “Sure.”

      “Do you want to train to be a guardian?”

      I twisted in my seat. “For real?”

      “Yeah.”

      Finally. Something useful.

      “Heck yes. Can we start today? That would be a good distraction.”

      He chuckled. “You got it.”

      We pulled up in front of Alejandro’s house, and it was like I’d never been away. This was home. Puck hauled my suitcase to one of the spare rooms. He pointed out his room down the hall and explained that he stayed here sometimes. I put my stuff away and collapsed onto the bed. He leaned against the doorway.

      “Come on. No time like the present.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked, hauling myself out of bed.

      “The greenhouse.”

      “Oooh, you do know how to impress a girl.”

      He laughed. “It’s the easiest place to start.”

      Sadly, he didn’t take me to the roses. Instead we stopped at the tomato plants. I loved the smell of the vegetable garden.

      He took one of the small plants and snapped it in half. “I already know you can revive roses. You did that when I was playing destroyer, but can you heal wounds? The process is a little different. All guardians can revive plants, but only a few can actually heal wounds, and if they can, that transfers to humans.”

      “I’m not sure. How is it done?”

      “You need to access your energy and use what makes sense to you. I’m not a healer, but every guardian uses a different combination of things.”

      I thought for a moment. I wasn’t sure what healing meant to me. My first thought was Kai. He healed my back when my father beat me. I thought of the smell of new growth and the sounds of the breeze in the trees. Then I clasped my hand around the branch. Nothing happened.

      Puck chuckled. “Guess you are like me.”

      “Meaning?”

      “No healing. It’s okay. I have a feeling you can do a lot of other things.”

      Yeah, like suck the power out of other guardians and destroyers. I wondered if Puck knew I could do that. Obviously Kai knew I could do it, but I didn’t think he understood that the energy stayed with me. Mother stirred. It was funny how it was usually her and not Dwayne. Though maybe that was because I kept his creepy power buried deep. I didn’t want it coming out. Not that I wanted Mother’s coming out, but she was just more forceful.

      Puck studied the plant, then glanced at me. “Anyway, we’ll work on shields today.”

      “But I can already do a shield.”

      “I know. But that was all on instinct. Today I want to teach you how build multiple layered shields. You need to understand the ins and outs so you can always protect yourself.”

      Let the guardian training begin.
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        * * *

      

      Puck creased his eyebrows as he rolled out the dough. We were making homemade fettuccine noodles. He was normally so happy while cooking, so this was odd.

      “What’s the matter?” I grabbed butter out of the fridge for the sauce.

      “You’re a natural.”

      “At cooking? I don’t think so. You might have to redo the sauce.”

      “No, I mean at the guardian stuff.”

      “Really?”

      “Naomi, come on. I didn’t teach you how to layer your shields. You did it all yourself. It makes me wonder how many shields you really have up. I can’t even tell you are a shade right now.”

      “Maybe I don’t even know.” I didn’t want to tell him that I buried two destroyers deep within me. I understood far more than he suspected, and I couldn’t let on that I did, or he’d be suspicious.

      I melted the butter and poured in the cream. “What can we do tomorrow? I’m excited to learn something new.” I decided to ignore his comment on my naturalness.

      “Maybe sensing power in shades, guardians, and destroyers. Again, I think it will be easy for you, and it will be good to perfect it. You’ll be on my council before you know it.”

      The sauce wasn’t coming to a boil, so I left it and leaned on the island. “What if I don’t want to be on the council?”

      “Why not?” Puck sliced the noodles thin.

      “I don’t know. I think it would be fun to work through the ranks. Be a minor guardian for a while. Then maybe a major guardian. Go through the work like all the others.”

      “But you’re special.”

      “Why?”

      He brushed the hair out of my eyes. “Because you’re a girl. We need to keep you a secret. If you are on the council, then only the council guardians will know what you are.”

      “Why?” I jerked away. I didn’t want to be a secret.

      “Women have never served openly in the guardians.”

      “Sounds like a good place to start.”

      “Ah, shit,” he said, racing past me.

      Cream and butter were flowing over the pan, going everywhere.

      Puck turned off the burner. “Oops,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Well, you can’t be perfect at everything.”

      We cleaned up the mess, and Puck made another sauce. We took our food out on the patio and were quiet for a few moments.

      “I don’t want to be a secret,” I finally said.

      Puck swallowed a bite of noodles. “I’m sorry, Naomi, but this isn’t negotiable. I can’t just suddenly change all the rules. You’re going to have to be a secret, or I can’t train you.”

      “This isn’t fair,” I mumbled and dug into my food. Neither one of us said anything else for the rest of the meal. I didn’t know why I couldn’t just be a guardian. I didn’t want to hide who I was. After dinner, things got awkward. It was like we didn’t even know what to do with each other.

      I wasn’t sure what I wanted from him. I definitely was attracted to him, but my heart still longed for Kai. Except I wanted the Kai I remembered, not the one who forced me to return to a place I hated.

      “Do you want to go swimming?” Puck asked.

      “No. I’m kinda tired. Maybe we can just watch a movie or something.” Swimming reminded me too much of Kai. That was all we did in Vietnam. Plus, I was still irritated with Puck.

      “What kind of movie do you want?”

      “Something funny,” I said. Nothing serious or romantic. I needed time to process everything.

      He plopped onto the couch, and I stood there, unsure if I should sit next to him or on the other side.

      “Grab a blanket.” He pointed to a basket on the other side of the couch filled with quilts. I pulled one out and tentatively sat next to him. He spread the blanket over the both of us and tugged me close to him. He was warm and smelled like cookies. He was safe. I cuddled into his side, and before the movie even started, I fell asleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I spent the next two weeks learning all things guardians. Puck taught me how to protect myself from destroyers, but he focused on showing me how to identify guardians, destroyers, and shades. Sometimes the difference in their energy was subtle, but it didn’t take me long to figure it out. Hand to hand combat was fun, and most of the time we used unsuspecting humans to see who is stronger. The last one we did, I tried to get someone to buy a stuffed giraffe for their kid, and Puck went for the dolphin. I won.

      Puck bought me cotton candy, and we strolled out of Circus Circus. The sickly sweet pink strands stuck to my fingers.

      “That was fun,” I said. “But it’s probably different than with destroyers, huh?”

      “Yeah, it’s way different than trying to get someone to go home instead of jump off a cliff.” He unlocked the car doors.

      I cringed. “Has that ever happened to you?”

      “Just once. I won.”

      I let out a breath. “Wow. That sounds awful.”

      “Yeah. Things were so predictable for so long, but, recently, the fights have been more personal. It’s almost as if the destroyers don’t care about their primary job anymore. They use humans for their energy, but then do everything they can to take us out.” Puck opened my car door and then slipped into the driver’s seat.

      “Why do we even let them exist? Why not just get rid of them altogether?” I asked.

      “Are you suggesting we kill them all?” He clenched his jaw.

      “No! That’s not what I meant. But I just don’t understand why we simply try to manage them instead of trying to get rid of them somehow.”

      “If you knew your love would never break your heart, how would you treat that person?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I do. You’d take advantage. When there is no risk of being hurt or of losing someone, you have no reason to work to keep that person. Having both guardians and destroyers maintains balance. It allows for us to have both bad and good things in our lives. If we eradicate all the bad, we’ll never appreciate the good.”

      This was a side of Puck I’d never seen before. I finally understood the position he was in. He was the leader of group of angels who had to maintain balance. The whole thing was fascinating.

      “Hey, you wanna go out tonight?” He kept his eyes on the road.

      “What? Like a date?”

      “Yeah, I guess.” He took a breath and hesitated. “But if you aren’t ready, I get it. I mean, not that you’ll ever be ready. I don’t know.” He ran a hand through his bright blue hair, and I took his hand into mine.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready or not. My feelings are all mixed up.”

      “I don’t want to lose you to Kai again.” He met my eyes, and I saw the torment behind them.

      I bit my lip. “Kai is complicated. I mean, he rescued me from a horrible situation. Loved me when I didn’t know how to be loved. But Kai doesn’t treat me the way you do. He doesn’t understand that I can be hurt. He sees me as incredibly strong.”

      “You are.”

      “But he doesn’t see that I don’t want to be put in dangerous situations all the time. He lets me fight my own battles, but I don’t know...” I swallowed, not sure how to express things I’d never managed to put to words before. “He puts the mission ahead of those he loves, and I don’t know if I can love someone like that.”

      “You already do,” Puck said in a clipped voice.

      “In a way, yes, but I saw this side of him, and in spite of popular belief, love does not conquer all.”

      Puck cocked his head. “You’ve become skeptical.”

      “Yeah, I guess. Maybe I’ve always been this way. Love is something I don’t fully understand. My parents made it hard for me to even know where to look.”

      Puck went quiet after that, and I stared at the houses as we drove up to Alejandro’s. Puck stopped me in the doorway. “So... date?”

      “Sure. Where are you taking me?”

      “A show. On the strip. Go change. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      “What should I wear?” I asked.

      “A skirt, but nothing too dressy.”

      I went upstairs and stared at my closet, butterflies floating in my stomach. I appreciated that Puck had held me at a distance until now. He let me figure things out on my own. Now I was hoping things would go back to normal. I missed kissing Puck.

      I found a white eyelet skirt that flared out mid-thigh and paired it with a sleeveless black blouse and strappy sandals. I put on some light makeup and raced downstairs.

      Puck stood there wearing a red button down and gray shorts. He looked so handsome. Part of me wanted to regret going with Kai after the wedding, but I had to know. And now I did. I would never be tempted by Kai again.

      Puck opened the door, and a pretty red convertible sat there.

      “That’s not your car,” I said.

      “Alejandro lets me drive his cars when he’s out of town.”

      He opened the door for me, and I slid into the smooth leather seat. “Ooh, nice.”

      “That’s a Maserati for you.”

      I had no idea what that was. I’d gotten pretty good with fashion, but I didn’t speak cars yet.

      We drove to the strip and went to an improv comedy show. I laughed a lot. After that we ate dinner and slowly made our way to the Venetian. We held hands and talked a lot, but there was nothing pushing us to be more affectionate. I loved the simpleness of it.

      “Want gelato?” Puck asked.

      “Duh. Of course. I want vanilla.” I gave him a goofy grin.

      We got our gelato, found a tiny bench, and people watched while we ate.

      “I’ve never had hazelnut before. Is it good?” I asked.

      He held his spoon to my lips. “Here, try.”

      I took the bite, and the sweet flavor rolled around on my tongue, but I liked vanilla better. My eyes met his, and tension between us suddenly spiked.

      “Like?” He scooted a little closer to me.

      I nodded. “Can I try yours?” he asked.

      I scooped a little out and held it out for him. Just before he took the bite, I shoved the tiny spoon into my own mouth. I wiggled my eyebrows at him.

      “Oh, you are not getting away with that,” he said with a grin.

      He dipped his head and planted his cold mouth on mine, immediately teasing my lips with his tongue. I let him in and pushed into the kiss. I’d been waiting for this and missed it terribly. He tasted of hazelnut and vanilla cookies, with a hint of dark chocolate.

      He pulled away. “I still have no idea what your gelato tastes like.”

      I laughed. “What? That kiss wasn’t good enough?”

      He leaned forward again. “No. I need another one.”
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        * * *

      

      When we got home, light spilled out of all the windows on the front of the house.

      “We didn’t leave the lights on, did we?” I asked.

      Puck cautiously approached the house. “I don’t think so, come on.”

      He held tight to my hand and cracked the door open.

      “Hello,” he called.

      “In the kitchen,” Alejandro replied. Puck’s shoulders dropped, and we hurried to the kitchen. Ginny stood next to Alejandro, glowing with love and recent sun.

      “You’re back,” I said and gave her a hug. She held me longer than normal.

      “I thought you ran off with Kai.”

      “I did, but now I’m back.”

      Alejandro looked at me funny, but didn’t say anything.

      “Did you guys enjoy your honeymoon,” Puck asked.

      “So much. You want to see pictures?” Ginny asked.

      Not really. I wanted to hide in a room and kiss Puck, but that would have to wait.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I found Alejandro hiding out in the greenhouse.

      “What are you doing out here?” I asked.

      “I missed my plants. Tell me what happened with Kai.”

      I told him my story. It was hard to talk about. Vietnam was so wonderful, and it ended so badly. “Now, Puck’s been training me on all things guardian.”

      Alejandro pursed his lips. “And what does he hope to achieve?”

      “He wants me on his council.”

      Alejandro rubbed his forehead and frowned. “They are never going to accept you.”

      I stood tall. “They are going to have to.”

      “In the last two hundred years, there have been only two female guardians, one of which was your grandmother. Both of them are dead now, and most guardians didn’t know they ever existed.”

      “It’s a new world.”

      Alejandro scratched his chin. “I’ll talk to him about it. We’ll figure out something. Since he’s already training you, would you like to learn how to give energy to the plants?”

      “Sure. Why do you do that?”

      “They offer protection, and when your energy is low, you can take it back if you don’t have another good source. You’ve noticed that all my plants feel like me.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t understand how until now.”

      “I’ll show you how to do it with the roses. You’ve spent more time with them than I have recently.”

      He picked up a pot with a small Sunsprite, and he pointed to the Peace rose for me. We brought both pots to the table in the middle.

      “You have a lot of excess energy today, I can tell. You’ve been kissing Puck, huh?”

      I blushed. “Yeah.”

      “Then this should be easy. Find your energy core. Most people find it in their abdomen, but others store it near their hearts or in their head.”

      I closed my eyes and found my energy glowing bright in my stomach.

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Now, imagine pulling away just a sliver of it. Not much, just a little.”

      I saw the bright ball of energy and tugged a wisp of it. “Done.”

      “Do it one more time.”

      Now I had two tiny balls of light floating above the big one.

      “Got it.”

      “Now, dig your hands into the dirt around your flower.”

      The dirt was cool on my fingers, and energy flowed off the Peace rose. It tasted a little of Alejandro, but every rose had an energy of its own.

      “Take that energy that you broke off,” he continued, “and let it flow out of your hands and into the dirt.”

      I imagined the balls floating and flowing down the veins in my arms and out through my hands. My hands warmed as the energy escaped.

      My eyes flashed open. “That was amazing.”

      Alejandro studied the one bloom on the plant that nearly doubled in size. “That’s different.” He opened and closed his mouth, then pursed his lips.

      “Can I do it again?” I asked, now giddy. This was incredible. The things I could do with my plants now.

      “Sure. Hang on.” He grabbed a pot with a tiny stem and not much else. I didn’t even know what kind of rose it was.

      “Try with this one.”

      I closed my eyes and did it again, but I put more energy into this one than the last one.

      The smell hit me before I even opened my eyes. A bright pink bloom had exploded out of the top of the stem.

      “It’s a Kazanlik,” I said.

      “You’re unbelievably powerful,” he said with awe in his voice.

      “See, those council guardians won’t have a choice but to accept me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three
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        There are some parts of my childhood I didn’t want to forget after Father went crazy. I made sure I had a section of my garden for those memories. The pale pink Fisherman’s Cot and the magenta Fisherman’s Friend always surprised me because I expected them to smell like fish instead of the overwhelming old rose smell. I planted a Picnic rose in between them. Sometimes, while tending them, I could almost forget who my father had become.

      

      

      

      I woke before his lips met mine, but pretended to still be asleep. I couldn’t quite get enough of his kisses, and he knew it. Puck kissed my forehead first, then feathered his kisses down my cheekbone and skipped my lips completely. He brought his lips to my ear and breathed into it for a few seconds before talking. I shivered.

      “I know you’re awake.”

      I shook my head, and he laughed quietly. We’d moved to the beach house in Santa Barbara a couple of weeks after Alejandro and Ginny got back to give the newlyweds their privacy. I hated having to get out of bed at the beach house. With my windows open I could hear the waves that always lulled me into an amazing sleep that I couldn’t get enough of.
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