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I pitied him, although with that many guards around, he was likely quite dangerous. Who needed thirty security guards to supervise one guy in handcuffs? 

His short brown hair was ruffled by the breeze as he stepped away from the van. My head turned to continue watching him. It was as if I couldn't look away.

The man paused and looked around. His brilliant glowing blue eyes seemed to meet mine across the distance. I couldn't even blink as his gaze held mine. The energy that usually came with my magic rose even though no sound left my lips. It felt like sunlight was running through my veins in a fashion that only happened with the strongest songs.

The trees of a park broke our locked gaze as the bus kept driving. I took a deep breath, suddenly disoriented, and realizing I had forgotten to breathe. My magical energy sank and slowly returned to its dormant state.

It really felt like I’d used my magic, but I had been silent the entire time—and I couldn’t use my magic without my voice. My mind spun, but I couldn’t recall anything like this ever happening before. I glanced around furtively, but didn’t see anything amiss. Most of the passengers were playing on their cell phones and oblivious to the world.

A shiver ran through me. I shouldn’t have been able to determine his eye color at that kind of distance. My eyes went back to the forest, trying to find a gap between the trees so I could see him again, but I had no such luck. 
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Chapter 1




Serena

I grabbed some garden tools and began my morning routine. There was only an hour before I had to leave for work, but I couldn’t resist the chance to work in the garden. 

I knelt in the carefully trimmed grass and pulled weed sprouts from between the flowers. I frowned when I noticed one of the gardenias was damaged. Its flowers were missing, and several branches were twisted and frayed from where they’d been ripped off. 

The elderly man who owned this house wouldn’t have damaged a plant like that—the sprawling gardens were his pride and joy—so it had probably been one of his afternoon guests or an unattended child collecting pretty flowers.

I trimmed off the broken branches and damaged foliage. The delicate plant looked rather straggly by the time I was done. There was no way I could leave it like this. Not when the old man let me live in a shed and use the poolside bathroom rent-free in exchange for maintaining the garden.

After a quick glance at the windows—all the curtains were closed like usual—I focused on the plant and hummed a soft note. My magic stirred with the familiar plant-growing tune, and within three seconds, dozens of new branches grew. Leaves unfurled, and half a dozen new flower buds appeared. Several half-grown ones swelled in size. Two opened and let their fragrance fill the air like a sweet perfume. 

My hum faded now that the plant had fully recovered. Just like magic—presuming such a thing wasn’t only found in fantasy books. I glanced around to make sure the song hadn’t affected anything else. The tune was one I had plenty of practice using, but sometimes strange things happened and I still hadn’t figured out how it worked.

The magical ability had appeared when I was finishing high school and was somehow linked to my singing. Fear of getting caught kept me from practicing much—it wasn’t exactly possible to explain away something like an acorn growing into a tree in less than a minute or someone’s shoelaces tying both shoes together—but despite the strange events, I had done some careful testing.

Humming was the simplest and the easiest to control. Whistling was stronger than a hum, although the notes didn’t always fit what I was trying to do. Singing was extremely strong, but I had no control over any side effects. I couldn’t even sing for fun since the risk of something happening was too great, especially in the city. 

The dirt and leaves between my fingers were relaxing as I circulated through the garden and made sure everything looked its best.

My watch beeped an alarm, and I dusted off my hands as I went into the shed. After changing clothes and putting my brown hair into a tidy ponytail, I grabbed my backpack and headed for the back gate. It was a ten-minute walk to the nearest bus stop, and to my surprise, the bus was actually on time. 

I gazed out the window as the bus reached the freeway. City buildings gave way to a forested park along a ravine. Soon, a tall metal fence came into sight, and my gaze lingered on the shady medical research center that had killed my best friend. Later, we learned that at least twenty other people had already died from the same experimental cancer treatment they’d given her. They hadn’t even warned her.

She had been my only friend. I turned my head away, closing my eyes tightly. It was nearly impossible to make friends when you were homeless, and trying to keep it a secret never ended well. 

At my stop, I got off and made my way down the street, stepping around trash and substances better left unnamed. 

The café owner looked up as I entered. “Serena, you’re early. Good. Grab your apron and get out here. Georgia quit.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I quietly said, hoping to delay the inevitable appearance of her temper.

Six plastic-wrapped sandwiches sat in my empty locker, too old and stale to sell. After sitting in the display fridge for two days, no one here would risk food poisoning. I’d have to use a purification hum before eating them, but I wasn’t about to turn down free food.

I grabbed my serving apron and got to work.


      [image: ]My feet were sore after ten hours. Thankfully, my shift was over, and there were even some tips left in my jar despite the owner helping herself to the coins twice. Supposedly, it was to share with the cook, but I had yet to see her give him anything besides lectures. 

I grabbed my backpack and slipped out before the owner realized I was leaving. As much as I would have loved overtime, the additional hours were always forgotten when we were paid.

While I waited for the bus, I read a poster advertising self-defense classes. It was tempting, but I had taken such classes for a year without success. It was so frustrating. I knew the moves and could use them in front of a mirror just fine. Throw in a practice partner, and everything I had learned disappeared like fog under the desert sun even though I hadn’t panicked.

In my desperation to learn, I had even tried using my magic to no avail. My music seemed unable to enhance my strength or speed. The trainer eventually referred me to someone who specialized in evasion.

I had done better in those classes and learned things like getting my hands out of ropes and escaping from rooms. Outside of the class, I had practiced with magic and had been stunned to discover how easily humming could undo almost any lock in the garden with a bit of trial and error.

Since I couldn’t fight, my best defense was to avoid being caught. That had led me to discovering the protection hum. It didn’t take long for some sort of help to show up, but the form it took was extremely unpredictable.

I had used it a few times when people started following me. Once, the man’s girlfriend had shown up and intercepted my stalker. Another time, a police officer had parked nearby. Sometimes the street lights and traffic perfectly aligned to let me pass but delay those behind me. Two years ago, a flock of pigeons flew over the man right as they came down with a severe case of diarrhea. It was an invaluable tune, but the downside was that I had no idea what would happen.

The bus arrived, half empty as always, and I sat by the window. My eyes lingered on people smiling and laughing as we passed by. I longed to be that carefree one day, but with my unpredictable magic, that likely wouldn’t happen until I moved out of the city.

I pulled a real estate page out of my pocket and brushed my fingers across the pictures. The tiny cabin was so remote it didn’t even have cell service or electricity. The price was low and almost within my reach.

It was too bad that whistling for money didn’t work. I’d tried so many times. Despite how many songs were about money, music simply had no concept of the idea. 

It could latch onto needs and provide necessities, albeit in unexpected ways. Humming for a place with affordable rent was how I’d found the elderly gentleman searching for a cheap gardener. Last winter, I had whistled softly in hopes of a warm jacket while walking in the rain, and a thick blanket had blown out of the back of a passing truck. 

That odd thing called money just wasn’t in its vocabulary.

How I longed to move to a remote mountainside where I could sing—or at least hum—without people questioning the weird things that happened. Perhaps I could finally relax and just enjoy myself. 

I hummed a few soft notes for hope before silencing the sound. I folded the paper and tucked it into my pocket.

The medical research center came into sight. Roughly thirty security guards surrounded a criminal transport vehicle as a man got out. I doubted he was going into the research center voluntarily.

I pitied him, although with that many guards around, he was likely quite dangerous. Who needed thirty security guards to supervise one guy in handcuffs?

His short brown hair was ruffled by the breeze as he stepped away from the van. My head turned to continue watching him. It was as if I couldn't look away.

The man paused and looked around. His brilliant glowing blue eyes seemed to meet mine across the distance. I couldn't even blink as his gaze held mine. The energy that usually came with my magic rose even though no sound left my lips. It felt like sunlight was running through my veins in a fashion that only happened with the strongest songs.

The trees of a park broke our locked gaze as the bus kept driving. I took a deep breath, suddenly disoriented, and realizing I had forgotten to breathe. My magical energy sank and slowly returned to its dormant state. 

It really felt like I’d used my magic, but I had been silent the entire time—and I couldn’t use my magic without my voice. My mind spun, but I couldn’t recall anything like this ever happening before. I glanced around furtively, but didn’t see anything amiss. Most of the passengers were playing on their cell phones and oblivious to the world.

A shiver ran through me. I shouldn’t have been able to determine his eye color at that kind of distance. My eyes went back to the forest, trying to find a gap between the trees so I could see him again, but I had no such luck. 

I got off the bus, still in a bit of a daze. The walk to the shed was a blur. I couldn’t even remember if I had taken the short cut through the park.

After changing into my gardening clothes, I pulled out the push mower and cut the grass while the blue-eyed man kept intruding into my thoughts. I tried tending the flowers, but even though gardening was my favorite hobby, I just couldn’t focus this evening.

I shook my head and put the tools back in the shed before retreating into my hidden room. My bed—which was actually a pile of old yoga mats and several blankets—took up half the space. There were no windows, but the clouded skylight in the ceiling let in plenty of light. 

I pulled a sandwich out of my backpack. After a brief purification hum, I nibbled on it as I opened an old book on basic house maintenance. My attempt at reading was fruitless—all I could think about was him.

I eventually gave up and went to bed early, only to toss and turn. My dreams were restless as I tried to find the man with the bright blue eyes, glimpsing him briefly, only for him to disappear again.


      [image: ]The next morning, I covered a yawn and struggled to focus on the plants in front of me. Why couldn't I get that man out of my mind? 

I couldn't even get upset over my lost sleep. I was simply too glad to have caught glimpses of his eyes in my dreams. I shook my head. Maybe I was going crazy. Or maybe I was coming down with something. 

On the bus, I felt vaguely obsessed as I waited for the research center to come into view. My gaze scanned the empty entrance, oddly disappointed when I didn’t see the tall man. I gave myself a mental shake for my absurd behavior. It wasn’t as if they’d just let a criminal sit outside a research center for people to gawk at. The facility disappeared from sight, although I couldn’t shake the man from my thoughts. 

The café was busier than usual, and it was hard to keep my mind on my work. I glanced at every tall man who walked in and was disappointed when his eyes didn’t match. Or his hair. Or his build. How had I noticed so much in just a few seconds? I wasn’t sure, but it was driving me to distraction. 

I felt mentally drained and bizarrely restless by the time I was able to pack up my four stale sandwiches and get back on the bus. I made sure to sit by a window that would let me see the research center. If he needed regular treatments, I might catch a glimpse of him again. I knew my newfound obsession was quite unhealthy, but I wasn’t able to do anything about it. 

I peered ahead, but the prisoner transport wasn’t there. Even when the park interrupted my view, I kept trying to look back to where I had last seen the blue-eyed man. I sighed and slumped back against my seat as I watched the trees pass by the window.

Maybe I really was getting sick… Unfortunately, I couldn’t afford to go to a hospital. I wondered if my singing had the ability to heal. I might have to try singing myself better tonight and see if I could snap myself out of whatever this mood was. It definitely wasn’t normal or healthy.

A glimpse of blue made me peer into the forest. Glowing blue eyes locked onto my gaze from deep within the shadows. A clump of trees passed between us and interrupted our staring match.

I craned my neck, trying to see past the leafy branches. When I could finally see, he wasn’t there. My shoulders slumped. Had I imagined it? 

Another hint of blue to the side pulled my attention to a different spot. I spotted him again, so far back in the densely forested park that I caught brief glimpses of him.

I blinked several times when I realized he was running as fast as the bus. How? The bus couldn’t go overly fast due to the speed limit, but he was keeping up. 

And it was definitely him. How many people had glowing blue eyes? There was something else though. It was like there was an invisible force drawing me to him.

And what was he doing in the park when he had been surrounded by guards yesterday?

I lost sight of him as we neared the edge of the park. My eyes scanned the tree line, but he never emerged from the trees. My heart sank when I realized he wasn’t going to appear.

The park disappeared from my sight. It was too far away to walk to, and this bus didn’t stop near here. I’d have to check the bus route maps tomorrow when I got off work.

The bus finally reached my stop half an hour later. With a sigh, I hefted my worn-out backpack and trudged down the empty sidewalk.








  
  
Chapter 2




Darien

I watched the traffic, although I ignored most of it. Only the buses interested me, and I had watched dozens go by. None of them held what I was after. I glanced up, although the sun was hidden by the thick leafy canopy. This was about the right time as yesterday. 

A twig snapped, and I glanced behind me, but it was only a rabbit. I doubted the scientists would be searching this close to where I had escaped. They would assume I’d run for the hills and wouldn’t waste their time looking around here. I had dropped my original clothing along a highway last night to reinforce that theory. My current outfit had been taken from a clothesline. 

I shifted my weight restlessly as I became increasingly agitated with my fruitless wait. I had only caught a glimpse of her before the bus disappeared behind the trees. The desire to go after her had been so strong my strength and speed had increased threefold. I had been much faster and stronger than a human to begin with, so the change surprised even me.

The guards’ specialized electrical weapons could normally bring me to my knees, but this time, they had barely affected me. Thousands of escape attempts over the years had failed, but this spur-of-the-moment flight had succeeded. Because of her. Because I had to find her. 

I hadn’t been able to sleep since. The memory of her face kept appearing whenever I closed my eyes. I had no idea where she was, and it was killing me. I had to find her again, and I wasn’t leaving this forsaken planet until I did.

Even my increased speed hadn’t been sufficient to catch up to the bus fast enough. It had quite a head start and had turned off while out of my sight. Hopefully, she was a regular passenger and would pass this way again. Otherwise, I had no idea where to start looking.

I closed my eyes, and the image of her face in the bus window appeared like a vision. She had been looking at me, and the moment our eyes locked on one another, the bond had stirred. I snorted faintly. Stirred didn’t describe how it had swirled to hurricane strength in mere heartbeats.

The distance should have made it impossible, yet I stood here as evidence. I hadn’t been nearly close enough to get a reading on her, but the bond had recognized her. Somehow. 

Without direct contact, the bond had subsided in her prolonged absence—not truly formed—but it was persistent. To find one’s soulmate was rare, and the two usually needed to be quite close or even touching in order to recognize the bond. 

I had never heard of a Tarulk having a human soulmate before. Then again, most avoided this planet if possible. After being trapped by these scientists for almost thirty years, I could vouch for the wisdom of that plan, but I wasn’t about to leave until I had tried my best to find her.

The deeper hum of a bus engine made me open my eyes. I checked every window as it drove past, but none of the faces were hers. I crossed my arms with a faint growl. My temper had always been fairly short, but it was worse with the strain of not knowing where she was or if she was safe.

Another bus approached, and my eyes raked across the windows impatiently. My breathing stopped. There she was. 

The bond hadn’t stirred since our eyes hadn’t met, but I knew it was her. She was looking back along the road with a sad expression.

I inhaled in surprise when I realized she had been looking at the hellish place they called the research center. Had she been hoping to see me again? Her head turned, and her brown eyes looked straight into mine, plunging right into my soul and rousing the bond yet again. 

I took a step forward, unable to stop myself from getting closer. Her expression turned to one of surprised relief. Could she actually see me in these deep shadows? I thought I had picked a well-hidden spot, but she was looking straight at me.

The bus disappeared behind another cluster of trees, and I snarled as I lost sight of her. There was no way in hell I was losing her again. The bond demanded I follow her, and I was more than ready to oblige.

I raced through the forest, the bond lending me enough speed to keep up with the bus. I kept to the deeper shadows to avoid being spotted, but several times the bond stirred as our eyes met. 

There was no way I’d be able to maintain this pace much longer, and this park didn’t go on forever. With a huff, I put on a burst of speed to get ahead of the bus. I spotted some shrubs that grew right up to the edge of the road, and under the cover of the foliage, I darted through them at the precise moment the bus drove by.

I rolled under the rear of the bus where there was more clearance, scraping my elbows on the pavement as I did so. My hands grabbed onto a metal cross-bar as I pulled myself up, wedging a foot above another support bar to get my legs up. 

Something on the road brushed against the back of my shirt, and I shifted to the side, where there was a gap in the undercarriage. I braced my arms and legs against the jouncing. The heat of the exhaust pipe radiated against me despite the swirling air.

This was possibly one of the worst plans I had ever come up with.

It was definitely one of the most uncomfortable. But it would let me keep up with her without anyone else noticing my crazy speed through the urban areas. 

My arms and legs were already feeling the strain of holding myself up by the time the bus came to its first stop. Two sets of feet clomped off, and I lowered my head just enough to get a glimpse. They weren’t her. I took a deep breath and hoped I could hold on as long as I needed to.

The thought stirred the bond, and it lent me a bit more strength.

Perhaps I’d be able to manage this after all.








  
  
Chapter 3




Serena

I took the shortcut through the small park and slowed as I passed a shallow creek that cheerfully burbled over rocks and stones. It was a soothing sight, although I still couldn’t get the man out of my thoughts, especially after seeing him running alongside the bus. 

Movement in the trees made me glance up. My feet stopped on their own accord as the man with the glowing blue eyes slowly walked through the undergrowth toward me.

For some odd reason, I wasn’t scared. Nervous and shy, yes, but not scared. Which was an astounding feat that defied all logic and common sense considering a stranger with glowing eyes was approaching me on an empty park path. 

His eyes seemed to hold mine, and I had the bizarre urge to go to him. Even as I tried to figure out where that desire had come from, I realized he had passed the last of the shrubs separating us.

Part of my mind was well aware that I should be running for all I was worth and screaming for help, but most of my thoughts were thoroughly preoccupied with the man in front of me.

He had to be close to seven feet tall, and his muscular build reminded me of a football player. The pale blue shirt barely fit him, oddly scuffed and torn in a few spots along his shoulders. His short brown hair was windblown. 

His eyes were a fascinating shade of light blue and somehow glowed. He gazed at me softly, looking almost enthralled. He was close enough now that his masculine scent invaded my nose, somehow inviting and drawing me in.

He seemed a bit dazed as he continued to stare into my eyes. I knew the feeling. My mind wasn’t properly processing the situation either. His eyes were far more captivating than the brook I had previously been admiring.

Slowly, he lifted his hand to my face. I couldn’t muster up the willpower to step back, as if the mere thought of pulling away was painful. When his palm gently cupped my cheek, I inhaled in shock as the contact created tingles and warm sparks. 

My magic rose from its dormant state and flowed like light through my blood, so strong I was surprised my veins didn’t glow. Distracted by my magic and the sensations, I leaned into his touch without realizing what I was doing.

A soft smile graced his face at that action. I blushed but couldn’t bring myself to pull away. His thumb gently brushed along my cheek, leaving goosebumps in its wake as we gazed into each other’s eyes. 

I wasn’t sure how long we stood like that, so enchanted by the other’s presence that rational thought was a mere fantasy.

When he finally spoke, his voice was practically a whisper, “I’m so glad I found you. I wasn’t sure if you would be on that bus again. What’s your name?”

His voice sent faint shivers down my spine, although not with fear. It was some other emotion I couldn’t identify. One I wouldn’t mind feeling again.

I ducked my head shyly, although my eyes never left his face as I tried to form a coherent response. “Serena. Uh, what’s your name?”

His face softened as he smiled. “Darien.”

I wasn’t always good with names, but I knew I’d never forget his. Or his eyes. Or his scent. This should have been ten stages past awkward, but it wasn’t. His hands slowly left my face, and my skin felt cold without his touch. 

After a glance around, he asked, “Would you mind sitting on the bench with me and talking?”

I nodded, the entranced sensation slowly wearing off and allowing me to think halfway clearly. Taking my hand, he guided me to a nearby bench, and I sat beside him. He rubbed his thumb over the back of my hand. The tingling and sparks caused by his touch were distracting—strangely nice, but distracting.

His eyes weren’t glowing as strongly now, and neither of us seemed to know what to say. Considering I had seen him surrounded by guards yesterday, almost any question might touch on a potentially sensitive topic. 

He tucked a loose strand of my hair behind my ears, the faint brush of his fingertips against my ear sending electricity through my veins. 

“Thank you for taking the time to sit with me,” he said, looking like he was struggling to find words. “And, uh, I’m sorry if I acted weird. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever see you again.”

My old friend would have called him a hopeless romantic, but he seemed too serious for such a label. He was nothing like the players that occasionally visited the cafe. Creases around his mouth suggested that he frowned far more than he smiled, although I hadn’t seen him frown yet. 

My magic slowly settled, making it easier to concentrate, although I still wasn’t entirely sure what to say. I was far too aware that my clothes were a bit on the ragged side. I tried to ignore the ketchup stain on my pants and how my deodorant was wearing off.

“That’s okay. I was hoping to see you again too.” The words felt almost cringey as they left my mouth, but a relieved smile graced his face.

We fell silent as a woman walked her dog past us. 

I murmured, “I’m surprised she didn’t stare at your eyes.”

He glanced at me in confusion. “Why’s that?”

I blinked at the question. Did he not know? “Your eyes glow.”

“They do?”

“Yes.” I dug into my backpack for a small hand mirror and passed it to him. 

He flipped it open and examined his reflection. “Are they glowing right now?”

I nodded in confusion. “Yes.” 

He looked at his expression a moment longer before passing the mirror back, obviously not seeing any glow. I put it in my backpack, feeling embarrassed since neither he nor the lady had seen it. 

“Are you currently seeing someone? Do you have any family?”

The topic change caught me off-guard, and I shrugged. “No boyfriend, and no real family. My parents and brother died in a car accident when I was twelve. I have a few cousins, but they don’t talk to me. You?” 

He gently wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “I’m sorry. I have a brother, but I also lost my parents when I was young. They were caught in a volcanic eruption.”

The sadness in his voice made me lean against him to lend comfort. “I’m sorry.”

I knew such a loss would never entirely disappear. He leaned his head to the side and rested his cheek on my hair. Even though he was a stranger, it felt so right. 

He eventually lifted his head. “Thank you. You have no idea how much your presence comforts me.”

Actually, I did have an inkling. I couldn’t remember being this relaxed with anyone since my friend died. 

“Ummm… Are you seeing anyone?” I fervently hoped he was single.

“No, although I’d like to get to know you better, if you don’t mind.”

“I’d like that,” I murmured, my cheeks heating.

Our discussion ranged to other subjects with surprising ease. Most questions were about me, such as my favorite foods and where I worked. He told me of the mountain sunsets in his hometown and fishing along the coast with a friend.

My stomach rumbled, reminding me that I was late feeding it. I flushed at the gurgling.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize how much time passed,” he said. “Why don’t we go to your place, and I can cook something for you?”

A small thread of fear ran through me. The instant he found out I lived in a shed, he’d leave, and I didn’t want him to disappear. He tilted his head as he noticed my sudden reluctance. 

I hesitated before ducking my head. “It’s kind of embarrassing...”

He was silent for a moment as he chose his next words. “I would like to hang out with you longer, but I don’t want to push you out of your comfort zone. I won’t do anything you’re not comfortable with.” He hesitated, winced, then asked, “Would you prefer to meet here after you finish work tomorrow?”

The words lanced through me. My hand tightened around his involuntarily at the thought of him leaving, even if I’d see him tomorrow. That was much too far away.

“No—” I cut myself off, not sure what to say. “It’s, uh, not the best accommodations.”

“I don’t mind. If you want, I’ll tell you about why you saw so many guards around me.”

Something deep down was convinced I could trust him. Besides, if he had meant me harm, we had been on a nearly deserted pathway for several hours already. And I still wanted to spend more time with him.

“Okay. Forewarned though, I was saving to buy a small cabin, and this was the cheapest rent I could find.” 

He looked intrigued as he stood up and gently pulled me to my feet. “Which cabin?”

“A small one somewhere in the middle of the mountain wilderness,” I replied

We started walking hand-in-hand as he asked, “Not scared of the wildlife?”

“Most animals actually go out of their way to avoid people. Roughly only three people a year are killed by bears in North America, whereas ninety are struck by lightning,” I said, remembering some details from a wilderness guide. With a grin, I added, “So I plan to carry bear bells, bear spray, and avoid tall trees in a lightning storm.”

He burst out laughing, and I marveled at the sound of it. With a chuckle, he shook his head. “How about I handle the bears, and we sit inside by a warm fire during lightning storms?”

Having seen him keep up with a bus, I was pretty sure his boast about taking on a bear was legitimate. “Sounds good to me, although I wouldn’t mind watching a few good lightning storms from under a porch overhang.”

“I’m sure we can manage that,” he said with a smile that I had a hard time looking away from.

We followed the path through the growing shadows. The sun was close to setting, so it was no wonder my stomach wanted food.

I nodded at the back gate of the garden, and Darien pushed it open. I glanced at the house, but like every evening, the curtains were all closed on this side. 

I opened the shed, and he seemed confused when he saw the neat rows of tools hanging on the walls. Still worried he’d leave, I released his hand to go twist the hook. The door slid sideways, revealing the tiny room. 

To my immense relief, he didn’t frown. He closed the shed door behind himself and came closer, leaning past me to see inside. “This is kind of neat. I wouldn’t have guessed this room was there.”

I shrugged, still somewhat self-conscious. “Most people would have taken one look and left as fast as they could.”

He snorted faintly. “Then they were fools. It’s cleaner and tidier than many places I’ve stayed.”

My stomach grumbled again. “Uh, there aren’t any places to eat near here, but I have some café sandwiches if you don’t mind bread that’s a bit dry.”

“That sounds good.” He wandered in and sat down on an old rug as he leaned against the wall. 

I sat beside him and pulled four sandwiches and a couple baggies of veggies out of my backpack. I pretended to examine the sandwiches as I hummed for a few seconds to purify any bacteria. 

When the magic had run its course, I said, “There’s ham and cheese or some funky turkey thing that’s quite popular.”

“Either one is fine with me.”

I passed him one of each. He unwrapped the plastic wrap and took a bite. “This is good.”

My own mouth was too full to reply, so I nodded. I picked out a carrot stick and nibbled on it.

Darien started speaking slowly. “I am…different. You saw my speed. I’m also stronger than normal people. Any injury heals swiftly. Those guards weren’t there because I had broken any laws, but because they were holding me captive while trying to figure out how I healed so fast or if they could somehow give others strength like mine. What do you know about that research center?”

I made a face. My friend’s death had been blamed on kidney failure, not the drugs. “The little I know isn’t flattering. Some of their experimental drugs kill more people than they admit.” 

“So you have no difficulty believing they would hold someone against their will for the name of science?” he quietly asked.

I shook my head. “Not that facility. They let volunteers keep taking their experimental drugs even after they learned a certain drug would kill them. I lost my best friend to that place.”

My throat tightened with grief. I missed her so badly. It had been a long time since I had a close friend or anyone I could really confide in.

An arm slid around my waist as Darien pulled me onto his lap and wrapped his arms around me in a comforting fashion. I stiffened in surprise before relaxing and leaning against him. I could feel that weird energy between us again, like we were two magnets being drawn together. Strangely enough, I was completely comfortable in his presence, as if I had known him for years.

We sat like that for some time in silence. It was soothing and peaceful.

I turned sideways so I could see his face. “I suspect they didn’t let you leave willingly.”

His blue eyes gazed into mine. “You are correct. They’ll be trying to find me, so it isn’t wise for me to remain in this city for more than a few days. Would you possibly be willing to come with me when I leave?”

On the surface, the question should have been insane. Going with a stranger I had only met today? Yet, at the same time, I couldn’t stand the thought of never seeing him again. What had gotten into me? Even as I questioned my own judgment, I nodded slowly. I wanted to go with him. 

His eyes closed in relief as he lowered his forehead to touch mine. “Thank you.”

“Where do you plan on going?”

He lifted his head. “I was thinking the village where I grew up. They have abilities like mine, and the scientists will never find us there.”

A small community where everyone had hidden abilities likely wouldn’t be welcoming of outsiders. “Will they object to me coming with you?”

A frown appeared—the first one I’d seen—creasing well-worn lines near his lips. “More than a few will probably mutter and grumble.”

“If it’s just words, I’ll manage,” I reassured him. Hopefully they weren’t the kind to throw hot soup or sandwiches like some irate customers. 

To my shock, a growl rumbled through his chest. “If they don’t keep a civil tongue in their head, they’ll be dealing with me.” This was the first hint of temper I’d seen from Darien. He wasn’t angry at me, but apparently his temper was a bit on the volatile side. 

Even if his neighbors said mean things behind my back, I’d still be nice to them. They’d either realize I wasn’t a threat to their secrets or they’d ignore me. I knew what it was like to have secrets. Perhaps my own strange abilities might even fit in. Living there would probably be nicer than enduring the café owner’s lectures every day.

“I’m looking forward to seeing the mountains,” I murmured. 

He twirled a strand of my hair around his fingers. “I hope you don’t mind giving up your dream of that cabin.”

I shrugged. “It was just a place I could afford, and we’re going to the mountains.” 

The more I thought about it, the better it sounded. In fact, I was actually getting kind of excited. Perhaps this was the best time to leave my dead-end job and have a fresh start. 

The piece of hair Darien was twirling paused as he frowned at the wall, tilting his head slightly as if listening hard. I waited in growing confusion, unable to hear anything. 

He growled and stood up, carefully setting me on my feet. The tension in his muscles was at odds with the gentleness of his hands. I shifted uneasily, unsure what was bothering him. 

His eyes were once again glowing strongly. “I can hear their communication radios. They know we’re in here and are closing in.”

I stiffened, knowing he was referring to the research center guards. “How? Almost no one knows I stay here.”

“They must have been watching from afar.”

“There’s nowhere to hide in the garden. I can run, but otherwise I’m kind of helpless,” I admitted reluctantly. “My self-defense trainers gave up on me. I couldn’t even master the basics, regardless of how hard I tried.” 

It was one thing for me to dodge creepy men on a busy street in broad daylight, but it was an entirely different thing to run from trained professionals at dusk. If they got their hands on me, I was toast.

His arms tightened around my shoulders as his eyebrows furrowed in thought. “If I carry you while running, they’ll likely open fire and you might get hit.” His jaw clenched as he exhaled gustily in irritation. “The best option is for me to distract them while you run.”

I was instantly worried. “What if you get hurt?” I hadn’t known him for long, but I didn’t think I could bear to see him injured, or worse, dead. My heart sped up at the mere thought.

His eyes returned to my face, and they softened. “It isn’t that easy to hurt me, and they don’t want me dead, so they’ll be hindered. But I need you to get away from here, then I can make my escape.”

I reluctantly nodded, knowing I wouldn’t be able to change his mind. “There’s a campground just west of the city, near the river. I’ll wait there for you.”

His expression was unreadable as he gently brushed his fingers along my cheek. “I’ll clear a path toward the trees. Wait here thirty seconds before running.”

He walked to the shed door and glanced back at me one last time before shoving the door open and running across the yard. My body felt cold now as I watched him leave. I had been in almost constant contact with him all evening. 

The sound of gunfire made me jump and take a step back. They were shooting at him! My heart raced as a roar echoed through the dusk. Squeezing my eyes shut, I hummed for his safety, trying to follow the rise and fall that felt right while also trying to keep count. 

…twenty-eight, twenty-nine, thirty.

I took a deep breath and raced outside, hoping no one would shoot at me. It wasn’t possible to hum properly while running fast, and whistling was far too likely to grab unwanted attention, so I zig-zagged around the numerous flowers to make it harder for a shooter to aim at me.

Something whizzed past my arm, and adrenaline sent my heart flying. The growing dusk made it hard to see the decorative fence, and the shadowy forest loomed behind it.

I jumped over a log that I didn’t recall seeing this morning, only to realize mid-jump that it was actually a man whose neck was twisted at an unnatural angle. My stomach churned, and I stumbled as my feet hit the ground.

Had Darien killed him? He said he would clear the way, but surely it wasn’t necessary to kill people... More gunfire snapped me out of my shock. 

I had to reach the safety of the forest, not stand here! 

It took several steps to regain my momentum. Pain flared in the back of my leg, making me yelp and stumble. My hand flew to my calf and closed around a cold object that I yanked free. A chill ran down my spine when I saw the tranquilizer tube in my hand. 

I threw it to the side and kept running. I tried a low whistle to counteract the drug, but the jarring strides and hard breathing made it impossible to maintain a proper rhythm.

A large boulder stood beside the fence, and I clambered onto it and dropped down on the other side of the tall metal bars. My head was beginning to feel muzzy, and my feet were stumbling far more often than the loose branches and long grass could account for. I wasn’t going to be able to go much further. 

I angled my path to a nearby hiding spot, trying to keep my feet moving when every muscle grew more and more sluggish. My head swayed as I scanned the shadowy trees and finally spotted the gnarled oak. I clumsily clambered up the branches, my mind so hazy that I almost fell a few times.

I pulled myself into a spot where several branches forked out to create a large hollow. My forehead rested against the rough bark in relief. I’d made it. 

A whirring noise made me look up. My vision was starting to swim, but through a break in the leaves, I spotted a drone hovering directly overhead as if it had been following me.

In one last desperate attempt, I whistled a piercing note while concentrating on the drone. I heard a small crack before the drone dropped out of the sky and ricocheted off numerous branches as it fell to the ground below.

My head dropped down, too heavy to hold up. Darkness claimed me.








  
  
Chapter 4




Darien

Fury rolled through me as another guard shot at me. The small caliber rounds struck my chest and legs like angry wasps. Blood trickled down my skin from past bullets, but the bond—supercharged by my attempts to protect Serena—had already healed those wounds. 

With a snarl, I charged the fool and snapped his neck. I had promised Serena I’d create a distraction. Killing anyone who fired at me should be sufficient. Over twenty lay dead, and they still kept trying to attack me instead of retreating.

The electrical weapons that used to take me down were no worse than a mild electric shock now. I could have easily outrun and evaded them, but I wanted to hold their attention and give Serena more time to escape.

Serena... The bond twisted my heart. We had been separated much too soon. The soulbond had fully formed when we touched, but it had barely started settling before these troublemakers showed up. Had we been back home, everyone would have given us several days to allow the bond to settle. This wasn’t how it was supposed to happen.

Being parted from her enraged me. I would kill any who dared to interfere with the bond. Unfortunately for these men, trying to separate us was the biggest mistake they could ever make. The bond itself was a driving force that demanded to be reunited with Serena, and I was in full agreement with it.

The idiots kept trying to surround me. Didn’t they realize their attempts weren’t working? I snorted in derision at their foolish persistence.

A voice called out, “Give up, Darien.” 

I snarled at the voice of Dr. Halbert, the repulsive man in charge of the research in the lab. That was one person I’d actually like to kill.

Even as I spun around and spotted him behind several rows of soldiers, he held up an iPad. “Surely you don’t want any harm to come to this lovely lady now, would you?”

The image on the screen sent ice down my spine and fire through my veins at the same time. Serena was lying halfway curled up on a blanket in the back of a vehicle. Her hair was swirled around her head, and her eyes were closed. Her clothing was evidence that it wasn’t an older picture.

My vision went red, and my muscles trembled in my fury as I shouted, “What did you do to her?”

Dr. Halbert sounded far too smug. “Just a tranquilizer. She’ll wake up soon enough.” His voice took on a convincing tone. “If you come with us peacefully, she can even stay in your room. I’m sure she would feel much better if she woke up with you beside her than alone in a strange place. She’s almost at the lab already, so you don’t have long to make up your mind.”

My muscles vibrated. They had her. The savages had caught her. It had been bad enough for me in that place, and I had been strong enough to prevent them from doing much. I refused to think about what they’d do to her in that hellhole.

There was no way I was going to leave her there. However, in order to get her out, I had to go in, and the easiest way to do that was to let them take me back. 

Letting them close to me wasn’t easy. Direct skin contact from other races was painful for my kind. Even among other Tarulk, contact was uncomfortable and barely tolerated, nor were those who chose their partners immune from that.

Only soulmates were exempt from the discomfort of physical contact. Further proof of what Serena was to me.

This bunch knew I hated being touched, and I had broken many arms to reinforce that fact. They didn’t know about soulmates, so who knew what theory they would come up with after seeing me with Serena. With a restrained growl, I reluctantly stood out of my crouch and let my arms hang passively at my sides.

One of the guards cautiously approached with a thick pair of steel wrist manacles. I hid a smirk; those restraints might have held me in the past, but my new strength was a force to be reckoned with. This piece of metal wouldn’t stand a chance once I decided I wanted it off.

The guard was smart enough to wear gloves, so I let him put the cuffs on without protest. A prisoner transport van stopped on the nearby road, although the guards stood back and let me walk into the fortified holding area on my own. 

The reinforced door was barred and locked behind me.








  
  
Chapter 5




Serena

My thoughts were slow and fragmented as I stirred. My arms seemed awfully heavy. I opened my eyes and blinked slowly at the white ceiling. The shed didn’t have a white ceiling... 

My memories flooded back. I tried to sit up in sudden alarm, but my body didn’t respond properly, and I halfway rolled onto my side and lay there as my breathing sped up in anxiety. Where was Darien? Where was I? What had happened? 

The small room was plain and white. White ceiling, white walls, white linoleum, white sheets, even the doorknob was white. I wasn’t sure what decorator they had found, but they should have requested a refund.

I needed to get out of here and reach that campground in case Darien was waiting for me. The mere thought of him made my chest ache at his absence.

I tried to sit up again and succeeded, although I was swaying. Mindful of the small camera on the ceiling, I looked around in fake confusion, as if I didn’t know where I was. I was still in my clothing, so that was a good sign. I must not have been out too long, although my throat was dry.

A glass of water had been left on a bedside table. There was a chance they had drugged it, but my purification hum would fix that. One time, I had hummed a bottle of muddy water pure and taken it to a free testing center. The results had come back clean. 

My legs were too shaky to stand, so I slid along the edge of the bed while quietly humming. As I picked up the glass, I felt the magic rise, peak, and fall as the humming song ran its course. I sipped the pure-tasting water. 

I slowly drained the glass and set it down. I felt much more alert now, although I was somewhat tired, so it was likely still night time. There wasn’t a clock or window to give me any hints. 

I glanced down at my shoes and noticed a thick metal band around my ankle. With a frown, I lifted my ankle onto my other knee as I examined it. It was quite bulky, and I didn’t see an obvious way to take it off. I suspected it was some sort of tracking device in case I escaped. 

A faint click from the door made me sit up straighter, letting my foot fall to the floor.

A man wearing a white lab coat came in. “Ah, Serena, you’re awake. How are you feeling?”

Hearing my name immediately put me on edge. They must have taken my purse and ID from the shed. I blinked slowly, uneasy in the stranger’s presence. “I’m feeling well, thank you. Ummm... What happened? I don’t remember coming here... Where are we?”

“Someone found you in the forest and thought you might have been mugged. We’re keeping you in the hospital overnight in case of a concussion,” he replied, seeming a bit too friendly for a doctor with a confused patient. “What do you remember?”

This was a test, and a rather subtle one. If I didn’t mention Darien, they’d know I was onto their ruse. Besides, this gave me a good excuse to ask about him.

“I was talking with a friendly stranger, and he suddenly got mad and took off. There was shouting and gunfire, so I ran into the forest to hide, but it kind of goes dark after that.”

The man scribbled on his clipboard. “Do you recall what made him mad?”

I frowned as if in confusion. “He said he heard a radio. I don’t understand why it bothered him though. There was a road nearby, and lots of cars drive by with their windows down.”

I knew Darien meant the guards’ communication radios, but I wanted to pretend I didn’t know that. The man nodded as he made notes, not seeming surprised. Either he believed my story or he knew Darien had heard their radios even while inside the shed.

“What do you think of Darien?” 

The use of his name confirmed I was in the research center, which wasn’t a good thing. I tilted my head as if thinking. I wasn’t about to blurt out the first words that came to mind. They’d lock me in a nice padded room if I started throwing out things like wonderful, kind, and breathtaking. “He was polite and courteous. Much like many of the customers in the café where I work.”

The doctor’s pen paused while he gave me a disbelieving look, as if he wasn’t sure we were talking about the same person. “He didn’t seem upset?”

I shook my head. “No, not until the last minute. Is he okay?”

The doctor nodded absently as his pen resumed writing. “Yes, they found him. He has some medical complications that require him to stay here indefinitely. A few people mentioned they saw you two holding hands, which is quite remarkable since Darien detests direct contact. He injured many nurses and doctors who accidentally touched him.”

My heart sank. They must have caught him—and I wasn’t sure how to help him.

The doctor looked at me. “You’re the first person he hasn’t reacted negatively to. Would you be willing to help as a caretaker? We would be willing to pay, of course, and it would be much more than a waitress would make.”

I frowned. Was bribery the best he could manage? He couldn’t even put a caring spin on helping someone? The last sentence was also kind of an insult...

“I could come visit him occasionally if it helps, but not as a job.”

“I don’t think you understand. He won’t even talk to anyone else, let alone listen to them. There are a lot of medical tests he needs, but he’s too strong for us to force him into them. He held your hand and spoke with you for hours. You could probably convince him to cooperate.”

Goosebumps trailed down my arms. They must have watched us for a long time... “Sorry, but I doubt I could make him do something he doesn’t want to. I can visit him in the evenings if you like, but I have a job, and speaking of that, I really should get going.”

He dropped all traces of his friendly act as he informed me, “You don’t have a choice. You aren’t leaving.”

I gaped at him. “What? You can’t just lock me in here. That’s illegal!”

He smirked. “Only if you get caught, and I highly doubt anyone is going to miss a homeless person with no immediate family.”

My jaw dropped in shock even as the jibe twisted painfully. Without waiting for a reply, he turned and left the room.

The door closed with a click as I jumped to my feet. “Hey! Let me out of here!”

I rattled the doorknob and gave the door a half-hearted kick. It didn’t even make a sound. It was designed to contain strong adults, so someone like me wasn’t going anywhere by normal means.

Just in case the camera had a microphone, I exclaimed, “What the hell is going on? What kind of place kidnaps people? Shoot, he never even told me where I am!” My comments might give me some wiggle room if they thought I was unaware of their dark secrets.

The man had confirmed Darien was here, although I truly wished he had gotten away. I paced around the room, which was about the size of the shed, but there weren’t even any pictures, let alone anything else that might help me escape. Four walls, a door, a bedside table, and a bed. All in pristine white. 

It was the epitome of boredom. 

I tried the doorknob again before flopping onto the bed and staring at the ceiling. Should I wait and see if I could convince them to release me? Or should I try to use my magic and risk them discovering it?

The doctor had already said I wasn’t leaving, so he wasn’t about to change his mind. That meant I’d have to escape. Could my strange and rather limited magic help with something like this? I chewed on my lip as I wrestled with the camera’s presence. Would they make the connection between one of their captives singing and any potentially unusual events that might occur? 

The more I considered it, the less likely it seemed. With luck, they’d think I was bored or trying to comfort myself.

So…what should I sing for?

I could undo locks, but there were surely guards around, so that wasn’t going to be enough to get me out of here. A hum to avoid notice wouldn’t make me invisible. A protection hum might work, but any staff working down here knew what was going on and wouldn’t help me.

My usual tricks wouldn’t work. 

Frowning, I evaluated the situation. I was trapped here against my will and lacked the strength to get out. Darien was also being held hostage—again. Both of us needed to get out of here, and from what I heard, even his great strength was insufficient to escape this place. 

Regardless of how I racked my brain, I couldn’t think of any potential escape plan. It seemed impossible. With most of my songs, the more specific I was, the less likely the spell would work. The more general themes fared better, but the results were often unpredictable.

I considered that angle. “Help” was a rather general theme, and it was vague enough it might actually work. There was only one way to find out.

Sitting up, I shuffled back against the wall and pulled my knees against my chest like I was trying to comfort myself. That would give me some cover. My first tentative notes were a low hum while I concentrated on the details of our situation and hoped the music would see an option I didn’t. 

I felt the song catch, and my magic rose. I wasn’t sure how fast or effective this song would be. This wasn’t a busy street with dozens of escape routes. Unless the spell was something like the purification hum, I often had no idea if it actually worked. Like a song stuck in my head, the tunes just kept going until they ended on their own or I got distracted. Especially the more powerful ones.

I tried to hum the notes that felt right, and quickly realized a hum wasn’t going to be enough. My voice shifted into soft whistling with clear notes that rose and fell in eerie tones. I let the song direct itself as I kept my mind focused on the fact that Darien and I needed to get out of here alive.

Whoever said music had a mind of its own was right.

Before I knew it, my whistling had gotten louder and modulated into soft singing. Although calling it singing was misleading. There were no words, only various notes that wove into patterns I couldn’t quite comprehend.

I missed Darien. My heart pined for the man I had only briefly met. 

I could almost imagine the magnet-like attraction I’d felt when he’d found me by the bus stop. The pull seemed to strengthen as the song continued. I looked at the wall absently, but it was just a wall. He wasn’t there—and that hurt.

The pull and longing increased, and I resisted the urge to pace. Pacing wouldn’t get me out of here. In fact, I didn’t know of anything that would. It would take a small miracle to pull this off.

Clear notes continued to leave my lips, the pitch shifting up and down in a wordless song. The joy of singing was shadowed. I had finally found something I loved just as much as singing, and he was absent. My heart longed for his touch with its odd sparks and heat. I missed the comfort that his mere presence gave.

My song grew louder and more complex, fully roused at this point. This task might be more than my magic was capable of in a place ruled by greed and power. The sheer scope of the problem stood like an insurmountable wall between me and Darien.

I kept pouring my heart into my song, and it kept trying to find a solution. No song of mine had ever become this complex. In the past, mere hums usually brought help within a couple of minutes, and I had been voicing a full-blown song for almost fifteen minutes now.

The magic danced like light through my veins, so strong I was surprised it wasn’t visible. It seemed to vibrate the very air around me, and my ears felt like they were ringing. My head ached, but not nearly as much as my heart hurt from Darien’s absence.

The song built and added another complex chord. Something deep down told me a song of this strength and complexity shouldn’t ever be voiced. I ignored the internal warning. I needed help. Darien needed help. We needed to get out of here. I continued to sing whatever the song dictated, fueling it with my magic and energy.

I rubbed my hand over my heart; it was hurting worse now. All I wanted to do was find Darien and get out of here. The magnet-like pull was even stronger, but it was useless. I had no way to get to him on my own. Sure, I could probably undo any lock in this place, but I was defenseless, and I knew it. My self-defense trainers knew it. Darien knew it.

The magic grew stronger, and the song seemed to build to a peak. I braced myself since I had no idea what was going to happen. A final stretched-out note left my lips and dropped to a mere whisper as the song wrapped itself up on its own accord. 

Breathing hard, I cautiously looked around the small room. My ears rang in the echoing silence, and my magic faded until I couldn’t sense any trace of it.

Nothing had happened. 

My shoulders slumped in defeat. Even my strongest song hadn’t been enough. I had known there wasn’t much help to be had in this place, but it was a bitter pill to swallow.

Exhaustion swept in. Most magic didn’t take much energy, but this song had pretty much kicked my feet out from under me. I lay back on the bed and rubbed my hand above my heart again. It ached from the strong emotions and magic that had run through me. My eyes closed as sleep whisked me away.

The dream made no sense. An image of a heart appeared, then a shield and two swords moved in front to guard it. As they faded out, Darien’s face came into view. I kept calling out and trying to reach him, but he seemed so far away. It looked like he was trying to reach out to me too.

I woke in a cold sweat and took several deep breaths to calm myself. I pulled the blanket over me as I curled up and drifted into a dreamless sleep.
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