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      Zoë Merrick led an unremarkable life until the night she was brutally attacked. She narrowly escapes death, rescued by Adam, an ex-soldier who offers her friendship and shelter. But something isn’t right. A powerful energy is now coursing through her body—one she’s unable to control.

      Justus De Gradi is handsome, arrogant, and not entirely human. After a chance meeting with a young woman who is dumbfounded by her Mage gifts, he offers himself as her mentor. Their world is treacherous, and if she doesn’t master her power, others will.

      Torn between two choices, Zoe can either hide in the human world or embrace her new gifts and live as a Mage. Justus has sworn an oath to guard her life, but can he protect her from the one man who has a right to claim it?
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        — Raymond Lindquist

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      Dying isn’t the hardest thing you’ll ever do—living is. There are many choices that determine the direction of your life, but death only has one outcome. At least, that’s what I used to believe.

      Fate changes with every single decision made: right turn instead of left, yes instead of no, chocolate instead of vanilla, or taking the shortcut.

      I can’t admit to doing anything remarkable on the last day of my life.

      But then, can anyone?

      They say (whoever “they” are) that you should live each day like it’s your last. In my former life, I would have thought that was a true statement. Go out swinging, throw caution to the wind, and break all the rules.

      I’ve learned something far more valuable since I was given a second life, a second chance, and a new beginning—live each day of your life like it is your first.

      I was born Zoë Winter Merrick.

      If names hold meaning, then perhaps my fate was sealed from the beginning. Zoë means life, Winter represents death, and my surname means fame and power.

      Fate is not without a sense of humor after all.

      Merrick was my surname, but not my last name. Rebirth has a funny way of starting things anew.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 1


          

        

        
          
            [image: Chapter image of an infinity symbol using a dragon]
          

        

      

    

    
      A black panther lapped his rough tongue across my cheek. Max wasn’t actually a panther, just a house cat with a massive ego. When the only tongue you’re getting is from your cat… it’s time to get out more.

      “Someone’s hungry,” I observed. “Do you want some tuna?”

      Did I spoil my cat every night with a can of tuna on top of his food? Guilty.

      Max extended his front claws, and I flinched when they poked through my grey shirt. A quick shove to the floor solved that problem.

      Six years ago, when I was between jobs and going through a rough patch, I adopted Max. He was abused and needed special care, as did I. There was a grim chance that Max would be blind, but that didn’t stop the affection I felt for him. He needed me, and in a strange way, I needed him too. When the bandages were removed, it was a miracle—Max could see. But what I didn’t know was that my little panther had what the guys in spiffy white jackets like to call heterochromia. Mismatched eyes are what they really meant to say. I never understood the significance of medical jargon. Call it a bum liver, bad ticker, even the evil little bump—but for god’s sake, make it understandable.

      My friends were put off with that stare—one green eye and one yellow—but I loved him for being unique.

      Eventually, Max grew into a seventeen-pound badass, but he also deserved recognition for his services as an alarm clock and a foot warmer. Not that I needed much foot warming in a southern climate, but his efforts were appreciated.

      The room was eerily silent, the kind of quiet that makes you wonder if the rest of the world existed anymore. The tips of the leaves on my bamboo plant glowed from the light creeping through the wood shutters. My apartment was small, but it surrounded me like a warm security blanket. A stream of rainbows slanted across the coffee table from a crystal hanging on the window, telling me it was late afternoon.

      When the cordless phone went off, I jumped, giving the flashing blue light on the coffee table a nasty scowl.

      “Hello?” I answered, rubbing my eyes.

      “Zoë, girl! Rise and shine,” a female voice giggled.

      “Sunny, friend of my loins, what can I do for you?” I was irritable and needed to shower after spending all day attached to my sofa.

      Sunny was my best friend and partner in crime. I could tell she was in better than usual spirits—the kind that meant I was going to be ass-deep in Saturday-night mischief.

      “Uh, I don’t think I want to be that friendly with your loins. I know you aren’t asleep on that couch because I’m coming by in an hour. My car is finally out of the shop, thank God. That chucklehead robbed me blind after holding it hostage for three weeks. Seriously, Zoë, I’m going to have to sell my firstborn to pay him and I don’t even want kids.”

      I craned my neck and squinted at the clock. Jesus, I slept for five hours. My afternoon nap had turned into a full-on coma.

      “Sunny, I don’t know about tonight. I worked late last night and I’m not the best company at the moment,” I protested.

      Which was true. Sunny was a flirtaholic and after watching a depressing romance movie that day, I was not in the mood to be charming.

      “No four-letter words allowed on a Saturday, not unless they involve acts beneath the sheets.”

      The one thing we never discussed when we went out—or tried not to—was work. Nothing kills an evening like a fifteen-minute recap on how the toner cartridge from the printer exploded on your hand. Those stories were reserved for our phone conversations.

      “Unless you have a man over there—which I’m sure you don’t—I’m coming to get you. And on second thought, if you do have a man over there, then I’m still coming over. Some miracles are worth seeing. I know you’ve heard me say it a million times, but you need to put yourself out there. Brandon was a royal ass, but you deserve someone who can appreciate your finely sharpened wit.”

      “I wouldn’t want to put out anyone’s eye with my wit.” Not wanting to discuss that particular subject, I switched gears. “I take it I’m paying?”

      “That, my dear girl, is the most fabulous part of all. Tonight it’s on the house.”

      “Whose house?”

      “Finnegan’s. Anything we want. That means food and drink, free of charge.”

      “How did you swing that, Sunshine?”

      I dragged my stubborn feet to the floor, praying she had not slipped into the dark and lurid world of prostituting for rib eye.

      “I have my sources. In fact,” she said in a voice edged with secrets, “I want you to meet my source. You met him once before—remember Marco?”

      “Marco…”

      I had to give it some thought. Sunny tried men like flavors of ice cream. I heard a short stubborn sigh on the other line and smiled.

      “At Finnegan’s—he came over and I introduced you. Italian, tall, sexy accent?” She paused in irritation. “Mother of God, you spilled your beer on his lap.”

      “Oh, Marco! Sure, I remember. Just how are his pants these days? I’m assuming you’ve been in them.”

      “Ha ha.”

      “So why the reintroduction?” Sunny was never evasive; this was a girl who could talk nonstop about her trip to the nail salon in bleeding-ear detail.

      “No time. Get ready because I’ll be there in an hour. Put a hustle in it!”

      To be honest, I had no qualms about slumming it on my sofa for the evening, but Sunny would give me no choice in the matter. That girl was always on the prowl for men. I didn’t get the kind of attention she did, nor did I want it after my last relationship with Brandon.

      The ex.

      The one I tried to push away like a terrible nightmare.

      After I turned twenty-nine, Sunny’s personal goal was to make sure that I had a good time. I loved her to the moon for it. I could tell her anything—she was the vault that held all my secrets. Plus no one else could make me laugh so hard I would spit my drink out. I felt more comfortable with Sunny than anyone else in my life—especially my mother, who was about as affectionate as a Brillo Pad.

      Sunny approached life with a reckless abandon that I adored. The truth is, she and Max were all I had in the world.

      “Hold down the fort, panther boy.”

      Max glanced over his shoulder indifferently and proceeded to polish the windowpane with his tongue.
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        * * *

      

      Fifty-six minutes later, I stepped off the curb as Sunny’s bright red mustang prowled around the corner. A glittery disco ball swung from the rearview mirror as she flung her arm out in a pageant wave. That girl was a walking cliché without a clue.

      “Hey, Sunshine,” I greeted her, slipping into the passenger seat. As I buckled my seat belt, I was blasted by the air conditioner that sent strands of coppery hair all over the place. I smoothed the ends and frowned; all that time wasted on straightening and gloss cream.

      “I hope this is something you won in a radio contest and not one of the perks for dating a waiter.”

      Sunny’s eyes flashed at me as she blew past a stop sign.

      “Owner. Not waiter.”

      “Ah, moving up the food chain, are we? Nice.” I shocked her with a snap of static electricity.

      “Cut it out!” she squeaked.

      My friend gave a brilliant performance at hiding her amusement, but failed miserably. It was one of my few quirks. I could build up a static charge that was unparalleled. So naturally, I used it to my absolute advantage. It kept Max off the dining table and Sunny in check.

      I felt the hostility behind those icy blue eyes and guilt crept up on me… until I became distracted by the glitter shadow on her lower lids.

      “You know you’re a freak of nature, Zoë.

      “But you love me, admit it.”

      “Can you please move out of BFE? These half-hour drives are killing me.” A topic she launched into almost every conversation in her futile attempts to get me to move in with her.

      The girl lived downtown where the crime was as high as her rent (and her neighbor, for that matter). Personally, I preferred to live as far away from prostitution and drunks as possible. I guess everyone has their thing.

      The city invested in a public rail system after job expansion increased to accommodate the commuters. I loved the rail and rode it daily; after a while, you start wondering why you need a car.

      Forty minutes and two obscene gestures later, we arrived at Finnegan’s.

      They had a huge bar that curved around two walls, and it was filling up fast. Mosaic candleholders brightened the tables, and if I had a big enough purse, I might be tempted to take one home. A busy game room was nestled behind closed doors, but we never went in there. Sunny insisted a quality man would never be found lingering over a musty pool table. Winding stairs spilled into the dining room on the lower level—showy with its bright colors and metal art sculptures on the walls. The food was delicious, even if it was served on triangular plates.

      “Follow me to the bar,” she called out over her shoulder.

      Sunny floated across the room with the finesse of a cat and I followed her trail of perfume to a high table. She slid into the tall wooden chair, crossing her sun-kissed legs as predatory eyes watched her from all angles. The formfitting black skirt and sparkling blue eyes were a deadly combination. Sunny had the kind of hair most girls would kill for—thick, wavy, honey-blond and styled fashionably above her shoulders. She could have been a model, but instead, she was just adorable.

      I, on the other hand, didn’t spend much time with primping. I was a few inches shorter than her five-foot-eight stature, but in heels, no one noticed. She was always trying to drag me to the gym to tone up, but I liked my soft figure. I was slim, but by no means perfect. My hair was like a chameleon—sometimes brown and other times a rich auburn. Overall, I may have been considered average, but I had a confident swing in my step that got noticed.

      Touching the footrest with my heels, I studied my slim khakis and plain shirt. I was grossly overdressed for a Saturday—every woman in that bar wore nothing less than sex appeal.

      After the waitress took our order, Sunny dropped her sparkly red clutch on the table. I admired her new manicure of silver nails with diamond flecks on the corners as I rubbed my thumb over my own chipped polish.

      “I’ve been keeping a secret,” she said, grinning like a fox.

      “This should be good.” I gave a casual smile so as not to reveal my curiosity.

      “Marco and I have been dating for almost two months now and it’s gotten… exclusive.” She lifted her plucked brows, anticipating my reaction. “He’s loaded, but that isn’t why I’m with him, Zoë—contrary to my past liaisons.” She snorted.

      “Exclusive,” I said, tasting the word and all it implied. “This means you aren’t dating anyone else, just him?”

      Sunny was a boat on the sea that never wanted to be anchored. Never once did she lead her lovers on; I was always astounded at her candor when she told them her expectations up front.

      “You’re serious?”

      “As a heart attack. I never keep secrets from you, but I didn’t want to jinx it since I didn’t know where it was going. Trust me, I’m just as shocked as you are. But I really like him; he’s nothing like the guys I usually go for. He’s sophisticated. And he stands up to me… doesn’t just do whatever I say.”

      Sunny beamed.

      I curled my fingers around the bottle that appeared in front of me. “So you finally decided to date a real man who has a pair?”

      The guys she dated were beautifully packaged, but men of substance they were not. Most of them followed her around with puppy-dog eyes and a neutered expression.

      “Don’t give me your sass. You just wish you had snatched him up first because he’s delish.”

      She stirred the cherry in her vodka drink and pulled it out by the stem. It lingered on her bottom lip, glossing it up while her eyes scanned the room. When her tongue swept out and circled around the stem, I released a lengthy sigh.

      “You’re telling me that you are in a serious relationship with one man, yet here you sit, molesting a cherry in public. Really, Sunshine? You do realize that’s an open invitation for every guy here. What would Marco say if he found you seducing other men?”

      Her teeth bit down and those blue eyes narrowed. Sunny was so easy to bait. She flicked the stem at me in silent retaliation.

      “Flirting,” she corrected in her usual bright tone. “I have to say that he’s very yummy in bed, too. Well, we’ve only had sex twice. He’s got this kinky thing about not touching me with his hands, but dang… he touches me with everything else. It’s so damn sexy.” She paused. “He even asks about you.”

      I came close to sucking my drink down the wrong pipe.

      “Me?” I was nonplussed, given I only met the man once and it was brief.

      “Sure, I’ve told him all about you.”

      “Lovely, so glad to amuse. Did you tell him all of the embarrassing stories or just the highlights?”

      “That’s why I like him, Zoë. He’s interested in what’s important to me, and you are one of those things.”

      

      Several hours later, Marco texted Sunny with a “sorry I can’t make it, something came up” message that kept her eyes glued to the phone all night. While she acted nonchalant about it, I could see an ugly layer of pissed off brewing below the surface.

      In the middle of her story about the mechanic who screwed her out of $2400.00, the tiny hairs on my arms stood on end. Just like before, a terrible feeling moved through me like a swarm of bees. A quick scan around the room revealed nothing out of the ordinary. Still, I had the distinct feeling I was being watched.

      I was distracted by a floating tray of nachos that settled on a table to our left. I crinkled my nose in disgust at all the finger-licking and double-dipping between the three men who had made obvious efforts to gawk at Sunny’s gazelle legs.

      “Zoë, did you hear me? Are you feeling okay? You look pale.”

      “I always look pale. I’m part Irish, remember?”

      She smiled and twirled her hair between two fingers. “What’s the other part?”

      “Tired.” I thinned my lips, hating to be the one to ruin the party. “It’s time for me to head out. I promise that I’ll have dinner with you and Marco another time. I need to meet the man who might put my best friend in a wedding gown.”

      Her wide eyes protested, and I gave her a teasing wink. Sunny was not the marrying kind, thanks to her screwed-up parents.

      “I’m so glad you came, Zoë girl. We need to do this more often. All my other girlfriends are a snore,” she said, waving a hand.

      Sunny bounced out of her chair with a radiant grin and threw an arm around me, making sure that I knew how much I was loved.

      Just then, one of guys at the nacho table wolf whistled, causing a few other patrons to turn in our direction. When I felt Sunny’s hand slide down to my ass, I laughed out loud.

      “Are you trying to torture them?”

      “No,” she said with a subtle purr in her voice. “I’m just giving them something to dream about later, no harm in that.” When her neck curved in their direction, I shoved her off.

      Suddenly a shiver skated across my skin. My stomach knotted as if I had swallowed a nightmare and it was growing within me—prowling and trying to claw its way out. I needed to get out of here.

      “Hey, what’s wrong? Are you okay?” Sunny touched my arm with concern and the corners of her mouth turned down.

      “I’m fine; I slept too much earlier and now I just feel… off.”

      She looked concerned and brushed a hand through my hair in a motherly fashion. “Let’s get you home.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunny’s car roared into the train station with an attitude. The drive to my apartment was too far, so I didn’t see the point in wearing her out playing cab driver. Besides, it was pretty obvious she had undisclosed intentions of dropping in on Marco. I pitied the bastard; if he was really up to no good, then hell hath no fury like what he was about to receive.

      I stepped out of the car and signaled her to roll down the window as I cupped my elbows. “Call me when you get home so I know you’re safe.”

      “Will do, Zoë dahling,” she said in her snobby accent. “Stay away from the weirdos on the train!”

      I nibbled on that thought with a smile. At night, there was almost nobody on the train except a few late-shift hospital workers.

      “Hey, I am the weirdo on the train.”

      “You got that right!”

      The car eased away. “Next Friday let’s do this again, but no pants allowed. Skirts only. Love you, sis!”

      Sunny—always the fashion bully.

      I lost track of time during the short ride home thinking about her new… boyfriend? I guess that was the word. I just hoped he was a good guy.

      When the train reached my stop, I leapt off and began my walk home, listening to the click of my heels on the uneven pavement. 15th Street was filled with small shops—now closed—where I spent my Sundays shopping and eating.

      I passed the last streetlamp on the right, facing a dark, open field. Just on the other side, I could make out the subtle glow of my apartment lights, and it was the only feasible shortcut. It took twice as long to take the road, which did a complete U-turn and it was three times as scary. The creek was shadowed with trees, and living things scurried from beneath the bridge. No thanks—not a fan of getting eaten by shadow monsters.

      The one risk was that summer rain often brought colonies of fire ants. They could turn an otherwise innocent stretch of land into a minefield, unleashing an assault like never imagined. It was a hard lesson learned when I first moved in and decided to grab a sandwich in my flip-flops. Since then, I always brought an extra pair of sneakers if I went anywhere.

      I also kept a bottle of Calamine in the medicine cabinet.

      Taking my time, I walked across the fragrant field of wildflowers. I loved the heady scent in the evening.

      Not that I could see a damn thing.

      My hair twisted about my face when a sudden gust of wind came up from behind.

      At least, I thought it was wind.

      A blanket of darkness circled around, tilting me off balance so that I landed flat on my back. The wind was knocked out of me like I had taken a fist to my lungs and I grunted like an animal.

      Staring up at the stars, it took a moment to get over the initial shock of the fall.

      Except, those weren’t stars.

      Brilliant green eyes, lit by more than the moonlight, stared watchfully at me. They were jewels whose colors shifted from the glowing embers behind them. My body stung with an electrical charge that intensified the more the dark-haired man leaned in, but I was too stunned to do anything… to say anything. Fear overwhelmed me and felt as palpable as a million dull spikes pressing against my skin.

      “Hello, little girl.”

      His voice was thick, accented, and colossal in power. A short-bearded cheek brushed against mine, and I recoiled. Too close.

      Cruel fingers squeezed my arms forcefully until my hands were pinned over my head. His eager palm pressed against mine.

      “So glad we can finally be acquainted. You must lie very still so we can get this over with. The last one died in the process, and this requires careful timing.”

      When I was ten, I put a 9-volt battery to my tongue on a dare. Needless to say, after I felt the surprising sting of pain on my tongue, it didn’t last more than two seconds. It doesn’t mean it was the last time I ever did it—strange how you challenge yourself with pain tolerance. The sharp metal flavor was as close to that sensation as I could describe.

      Energy buzzed in my fingertips and a feathery bluish light drifted between our hands like delicate cobwebs. A scream was surfacing from my lungs, but before it escaped, I snapped my head forward and struck him in the face.

      There was a crack and as soon as I felt the pain, a stream of warm blood poured all over my neck from his broken nose. Tears welled, but I refused to let them free. That clever little idea came courtesy of countless action films, but something they never went into detail about was that a headbutt hurts on both ends.

      Lesson learned.

      He roared so loud that I stiffened like a dog about to be spanked for shitting on the rug.

      “Get off of me! Let me go, get off!” Words that meant nothing to an attacker.

      “You worthless female whore, I will not make this as easy on you as the rest,” he promised. His hands fell over my eyes, and in a flash of pain, I was temporarily blinded.

      My hand sought the one place I knew I could gain the advantage. I wasn’t going to be the only one who saw blinding light, so I reached down and twisted his balls with a punishing grip.

      That was enough to make him jump back, so I flipped over like a coin and ran aimlessly in the dark.

      I managed twelve long strides before slamming into a wall, which not only immobilized me but also wrapped itself around me like a midnight tornado.

      I sat straight down, slipping through his grasp and onto my knees. Salty sweat tickled my brow and within seconds, he fell on top of my back and locked his arms around my neck in a vise-like grip. I clawed at his steel arm, but he didn’t loosen his hold by even a fraction. There was no more air.

      This was the moment that every mortal feared.

      “Let’s finish this,” he said.

      Nausea erupted as slick blood poured from his nose and smeared across my face. “We can play games later.”

      When his grip tightened to an excruciating degree, tiny flashes twinkled in my view. Seconds before I lost consciousness, he pushed me back down and pulled my arms over my head once more. I had never felt so helpless, so afraid… so pissed off as I lay there gasping for air.

      “Mmm, I enjoy this part,” he muttered, pressing his body against mine. “Going to give you a little extra for the trouble you’ve caused.”

      A current flowed between our hands and crawled through me like a living thing. The thick metallic taste of adrenaline was heavy on my tongue and I writhed beneath him—my bare heels dug in the dirt.

      “Let me go! What are you doing to me?”

      He ran his tongue over his bottom teeth. “Marinating.”

      Life was flowing away. I was no longer able to speak, to move, and it felt as if there was no me or him, no grass below, no summer breeze.

      I was becoming reacquainted with the universe as if we had been separated at birth. Death was imminent, and my soul knew it.

      “Not quite, little girl,” I heard from my detached state of mind. “It’s the giving that makes the taking so much sweeter. And I have perfected the taking to the nth degree.”

      Motion sickness overtook me and all I could do was look into that bastard’s eyes—those green, glowing eyes that looked like traffic signals.

      “I can taste your fear. Want to know what it tastes like?” His tongue ran across my cheek and my body revolted; I jerked my head as far away from him as I could get. I didn’t want to look at him anymore, so I squeezed my eyes shut, blocking out that hardened face and midnight hair.

      “Delicious.”

      I barely listened, but he kept going. “Humans are such ignorant things. All that struggling will only make it harder on you. Had you complied, you would have been put under like the rest. But now I think I should give you an extra something for the trouble. Call it a tip.”

      I snapped out of my trance, focusing on the gleam of a knife held just inches away. Something dark and frightening dripped off the edge of the blade.

      Blood. My blood.

      The dark-haired man straddled me and observed with detached curiosity.

      My hands went to the source of pain on my neck and my life poured out in a frantic, pulsing rhythm. I gasped, pressing my palms tightly against the gaping wound. The jugular was severed, and I knew what that meant.

      In the last fleeting moment of my life, I did not have enough time to make peace with it. A fire burned within me, not ready to be extinguished—especially not while being watched by a man who wiped his blade on the sleeve of his shirt without a hint of remorse.

      God and the devil took a vacation that night, leaving me alone with the shadow of death. My eyes widened in a last attempt to hold me to the waking world. The universe silenced, and I felt a million light years of elegance shining on me. A tear spilled out; one that held the entire contents of my life as the last heartbeat stilled my mortal remains.

      My body quaked to an explosion that became the very last sound I heard. I prayed for rain; I wanted to feel it one last time. Instead, all I felt was the world slipping away.

      That was the last thing I remembered when I died.
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      “Pull over. I haven’t eaten since five and I’m craving a monster burger like a motherfucker. Don’t give me your look.”

      “We’re not supposed to. You know we could get written up,” a voice replied, seasoned with age and cigars.

      “Fuckin’ A, it’s not like she’s got someplace to be.” I heard a tongue click. “Live a little.”

      “Fine, but you’re paying, and I want extra fries.”

      Brakes in need of repair squealed as the vehicle rolled to a stop. Two doors slammed, and I waited until the voices grew distant.

      Darkness enveloped me; I was covered in some kind of smooth plastic. Straps secured me in three places and my fingers explored the material. A bag?

      Before I went into full-blown panic, I pulled my right arm up near my face to feel for a way out. It was hot and stuffy, and while I was never claustrophobic before, it was a sensation that was rearing its ugly head. Two words came to mind when I pieced together the last few hours: body bag.

      That’s when the ugly head of Medusa reared and something raw and primal took over. Using my teeth, fingers, and a shitload of determination, I tore my way free.

      I sat up so fast that I almost fainted. White cabinets, a long bench, medical equipment—I was inside of an ambulance. Sickness rolled in my stomach and tightened like a hard fist.

      I shuffled out of the bag and stumbled to the rear door so I could look out of the dirty glass window.

      There wasn’t a single car in the parking lot except a beat-up VW. Straight ahead, two men stood in line at the counter of a twenty-four-hour burger joint. The older one with the gunmetal-grey hair and potbelly arched his stiff back.

      These weren’t familiar surroundings, and I wasn’t planning on hanging around in the back of an ambulance to ask questions. Drawing in a deep breath, I lifted the handle, and the door swung wide. The second my bare feet touched the ground, all the tension sprang out like a released coil, and everything that tethered me to the world dissipated.

      I ran so fast that it felt as if someone was chasing me. My throat ached for water, my lips were cracked, and I struggled for air with each leap I took. Each time I stepped on a rock or stick, I winced but kept going.

      I’m not sure what kept me moving—fear, anger, or an absence of clarity?

      The woods thinned out and my feet hit hard pavement, still warm from the afternoon sun. I was fast approaching a figure up ahead. A man with a slow and steady gait, but no trench coat, so I knew it wasn’t the man who attacked me.

      I shot right past him like a streak of lightning.

      “Hey!” the voice called out from behind.

      I cut across an open field when I heard his quickened footsteps from behind. My knees finally buckled, and I collapsed on the dry, brittle grass.

      Who was he, and why did he do this? I drove my hands into the ground, so pissed off at myself for not having fought him hard enough. I let out a primal scream, but that didn’t make me feel any better. Something else was wrong.

      The energy within me was reversing itself like a black hole, and I wrapped my arms tightly around my body. It wanted to leave… it wanted to escape. It was fire burning in my veins, life throbbing at my fingertips, and power. I felt it just as sure as I felt a tiny ant crawling on my ankle. That man did something to me—changed me.

      The footsteps slid right up behind me.

      “Are you all right? You shouldn’t be out in this part of the woods. Are you lost?” an out-of-breath voice questioned.

      “Stay away.” My voice cracked.

      But he didn’t. The demanding tone softened. “I won’t hurt you; do you need help? Look, I don’t have a phone, but my house is up the road.”

      My knuckles must have been white from the tight little fists I made as I turned to face him.

      “Je-sus Christ,” he exhaled.

      A beam of light from a flashlight stung my eyes, and I flinched.

      “Take that off of me,” I croaked. With each hard breath, my throat burned, so I tried to swallow.

      His arm dropped, and the light bounced off the grass, illuminating the man from bottom to top. He was tall and dressed in black, but I felt no threat from him. He wasn’t a cop either, like I initially thought by his questioning. His dark hair was as lovely as those big brown eyes—serious eyes—that were frozen on me. While I saw his mouth moving, the words were drowned out by a steady hum in my head. Stars burned my shoulders as the world became a disappearing speck of light.

      “You need help, you need a doctor,” he started but never finished.

      The flashlight tumbled to the ground as he surged forward to collect me in his arms when my body gave out.

      I looked at him with fading eyes. “Just leave me here. I don’t need you; I don’t need anyone.”

      “I’m not leaving you.” He glowered. “Who did this to you?”

      He asked because I was covered in blood.

      “I don’t know.”

      Images spiraled out of control and my head lost gravity. The last words that fell from my lips were “You need a shave.”
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        * * *

      

      Adam was about fifteen minutes from hitting the front door and turning in for the night. But those fifteen minutes changed his life.

      He pulled out his pocket flashlight and looked at his watch—just a couple hours left before dawn. Occasionally when he got a little lonely, he paid a visit to Nina. She was single, independent and always willing to let Adam into her bed. Not one of those girls who wanted him to stay the night either. They worked out a quiet arrangement and neither one of them had ever mentioned taking it any further than the bedroom, or the kitchen counter for that matter. Adam wasn’t a complete bastard, but Nina wasn’t the girl he saw himself settling with.

      A rock tumbled into the darkness and he slapped a mosquito on his arm. It took only seconds to realize that someone was coming up fast and hard behind him. Twisting his back, he saw a woman running as if she were a gale-force wind.

      At least, he thought it was a woman. The figure was cloaked in blood with torn scraps of clothing fluttering behind her. But what made him uneasy as she flew right by him was the panic in those eyes. He looked on, but saw no one chasing her.

      Before he knew it, that fierce compulsion to protect overtook him and his legs were pumping right behind her and closing in fast.

      She stumbled in the grass and even from behind he could almost smell death and fear on her—a scent he knew too well. Nothing ever happened in this small town, that’s why Adam came here—to get away from all that. Except for a few local kids shooting off fireworks and setting the grass on fire, it was a quiet place to live.

      Adam stared at the young woman in his arms just after she fell unconscious, now able to see the full extent of her condition. Her shirt was cut open all the way down the front, blood was smeared across her neck, and her hair was matted with it.

      He knelt to the ground and gently put her down, cradling her neck so that he could scan her body for injuries with the flashlight. A quick check revealed a steady, strong pulse—not typical for someone who lost a large quantity of blood.

      His brow furrowed when he brushed her hair aside. Blood everywhere, but no cuts or puncture wounds. Was this the face of a killer or a victim?

      She moaned. Adam went still as he looked at her face again.

      A lovely face. His pulse raced.

      Light freckles were splashed over her cheekbones, and her lips had a pronounced Cupid’s bow. She wasn’t the kind of beauty splashed all over fashion magazines, but the kind of girl who could have made a man blush with a compliment because if she said it… she would mean it.

      Intelligence carved her features, not at all dolled up with jewelry and expensive makeup.

      Poor girl, what kind of sick motherfucker would do something like this? But then, Adam had seen everything.

      I should call the cops, he thought.

      He glanced over his shoulder; if someone was after her then they weren’t safe out here. He couldn’t shake the imploring look in her eyes before she fainted, the ones that searched for meaning.

      Adam wiped his brow with his bicep and knelt on one knee. This wasn’t the kind of attention he wanted to draw to himself, not the kind of trouble he needed. She would be better off if he called the cops and left her here.

      He scratched his chin and watched her face—worried brows pinched together and left a tiny little line in the center.

      She looked scared.

      That triggered something hardwired and primal in him—he needed to protect her. Didn’t know who she was, where she came from, or what kind of trouble she was in.

      Adam pulled the fragile body into his arms, into his life, and walked into the unknown.

      Fuck it.
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      There are few things in life that are worth waking up to: sex, the dark spices of freshly brewed coffee, and bacon.

      Sex didn’t wake me up.

      I smacked my lips, rousing from my sleep with an eager stretch. The bacon smelled delicious and I couldn’t wait. I was starving.

      Maybe it was the feel of the mattress, or the one hundred thread count on those sheets that tipped me off, but at some point in that dreamy state, I jolted awake. The sheets were battleship grey, but not my sheets.

      Not my bed.

      The décor gave off a very masculine feeling with its light grey walls—empty of decorative items except for a single photograph of two children standing in front of a cabin in the snow. The sun bled into the room, leaving a heavy veil of light across the bed.

      I touched the long white T-shirt I was wearing that smelled like sunshine. Where the hell was I?

      Pulling myself out of the bed, I went into the adjacent bathroom and felt for the light switch. When it flipped on—I couldn’t believe it.

      I didn’t recognize my own reflection. Inky hair spilled past my broad shoulders; green eyes the color of polished glass swallowed me up with their gaze.

      So there I stood, for I couldn’t count how many minutes—staring, waiting—as if by some magical spell I would reappear or wake up.

      But nothing happened.

      I don’t know how long a person can hold their breath, but I couldn’t remember in that moment ever taking one. Sure enough, the hair was real—smooth and silky like a newborn. Was it possible I was dead and this was the afterlife? Maybe when I was running down that road I was a ghost escaping from my body.

      Yet, how could I be a ghost? I could touch things, feel things, I even slipped on a red baseball cap I found on a hook by the wall and tucked in my hair. Ghosts can’t wear baseball caps.

      Can they?

      I continued staring at my eyes, waving my hand as if I would catch the figure in the mirror as an imposter. They were vibrant and intoxicating… yet strangely familiar.

      “You’re awake.”

      I jumped and gripped the sink with my left hand.

      A male figure framed the door, flushed in the cheek. He was strikingly handsome; a strong, charismatic face lurked behind some of the unshaven stubble that shadowed the lines of his square jaw. His dark brown hair was a thick and luscious length, the kind you wanted to curl your fingers in. A heavy brow lowered with concern over his earthy brown eyes. I never saw a man who looked equally boyish and stern.

      I looked down the length of his weathered jeans to his bare feet and his posture relaxed with a near hint of a smile.

      Grabbing a pair of scissors, I held them out defensively. “Who are you?”

      “Adam,” he politely replied.

      I was three seconds from going batshit after catching my reflection again.

      “You don’t have anything to be afraid of.”

      It was the kind of thing you would idly say to someone. But it was the way he said it—the conviction in his tone told me that his words were a fact that no one should doubt.

      “Take all the time you need. I have food ready when you’re hungry. This is my home and I brought you here, remember?”

      “How come I’m not at a hospital?”

      It was a stupid question because there was no trace of a wound on my neck.

      “If you want me to take you, I will.” He closed the door without another word and left me to spend more quality time questioning my sanity.

      The sound of my hands brushing along my arms caught the attention of the man standing in the kitchen by the sink. He shut the water off and turned around, wiping his large hands on a tiny white dishtowel.

      “Sit. I’ll bring you a plate of food.”

      He gestured to the oval table surrounded by flimsy chairs with metal legs. It reminded me of something I saw in an Ikea magazine once. The chairs were curiously small for a man of his size and stature. I wrapped my fingers around the back of one as I watched him set down a plate of sausages and toast.

      “How long have I been here?”

      “Three days.”

      “What? That can’t be,” I whispered in disbelief.

      A heavy finger wagged at my chair as he went back to pull something from the fridge. “Maybe you need to sit down and eat first.”

      I eased into the chair, looking around at the small home. The kitchen was closed off with a row of cabinets that served as a divider between rooms. I faced the sink and stove, the fridge was farther to my left.

      His approach was slow and calculated as he leaned forward to set a cold glass of juice on the table before taking the chair across from me. Our proximity was closer than I cared for, so I scooted back. The sausages captivated my attention, taunting me to take a bite, and he reached out, nudging them forward.

      “Take all you want.”

      “I bet you say that to all the girls,” I mumbled.

      One sausage was devoured in roughly five ravenous chews and one giant swallow. He leaned forward on the table with his fingers laced together loosely and his head tilted. I didn’t feel threatened by his demeanor, but I was still on edge. While he took me in and fed me, I still knew nothing about this man named Adam. Our eyes met, and he lowered his gaze to allow me privacy to eat. But I could see a smile play across his features as he considered what I said.

      After three swallows of juice and another two sausage patties, I eased off when my stomach did a somersault. It was delicious going down, but I didn’t want it to come back up for an encore.

      “How did I get clean?”

      He bit the inside of his cheek. “I waited a day, but you didn’t wake up; it wasn’t right to leave you like that.” He ruffled his fingers through his hair with a look of embarrassment before his eyes hardened. “Who were you running from?”

      Before I could think of what to say, he continued with the interrogation.

      “Whose blood was it?”

      I touched my unscarred neck. “What do you mean whose was it?” I didn’t like the accusation, or the fact I couldn’t appropriately explain how it was mine and yet I had no injuries. “Why don’t we start with introductions before inquisitions? I’m Zoë Merrick.”

      “Adam Razor.”

      “I’ve been here the whole time?”

      Adam scratched his chin and looked like he was considering whether or not it was a good idea. “I carried you here.”

      Which as it happens was a fifteen-minute walk. I didn’t say anything about it, but that’s a long walk to have to carry someone in your arms.

      “I assumed you slept because you were in shock. I didn’t find any injuries, so I didn’t call a doctor.”

      Adam waited three days for me to wake up. On the second day he washed off the blood when something peculiar caught his eye. Adam described waves of movement beneath my skin and to the touch it burned, so he rushed to get a wet cloth from the bathroom. He admitted that he was very close to taking me to the hospital, and I didn’t blame him. But after hearing the full story, I was relieved he hadn’t or else I might be in some government lab in Virginia being studied like a science monkey.

      Adam had stepped out of the room for no more than twenty seconds. When he returned, my hair had changed from fire to coal. Over the course of twenty-four hours, he observed my body undergoing a gradual transformation.

      Now of course, this was a little game of share and tell. Adam gave information in hopes that I would shed some light on where I came from and what happened. Honestly? How the hell do you explain to someone you were murdered and yet you aren’t dead? I couldn’t even explain it to myself. So instead, I said nothing. Adam was no idiot and while he wanted the full story, he saw my unease at discussing it, so he didn’t press. I went into the living room and sat down on the leather sofa.

      “Do you want to call anyone?”

      “Who?” I frowned. “My voice isn’t even the same.” I pushed up a brow in thought before tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “You don’t decorate much,” I observed.

      Outside of a chair, which Adam sat in on my right, the only other things in the room were a television, coffee table, and a bag of birdseed in the adjacent sunroom.

      “You know what I think? That you’re avoiding the topic.”

      I straightened my back and peered at him through my lashes.

      “Do you live alone?” I asked, ignoring his statement.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “How long have you been out here? It’s kind of… country.” My eyes focused on the woods only a few feet from outside of the windows.

      “Two years. And there’s nothing wrong with country.”

      I snapped my head around. By the looks of things, I would have thought he moved in a few months ago. Talk about the basic necessities.

      “I don’t need much. Do you want me to drive you home?” His eyes narrowed a fraction, waiting for my answer.

      I couldn’t go home. He might be there. Whoever he was. I didn’t have my keys and I couldn’t even go to Sunny for help because she would think I was some crazy lunatic pretending to be her friend.

      A friend she thought was missing or dead. I scratched my wrist nervously and bit my lip.

      Adam disappeared into the bedroom for a few seconds before returning. “I’m afraid that’s all I’ve got that’ll fit.” A pair of sweats landed on my lap and Adam ran a distracted finger over the top of the leather chair. “What I’ll do is go pick up a few things for you and you’ll stay with me. I can’t have you wandering around in my trousers; people will talk.”

      I smiled with gratitude at his humor.

      “You would do that?”

      “I’ll be back,” he said, twirling a set of keys in his fingers as he went toward the door. I didn’t feel like going on a shopping spree, but I also didn’t feel like being left alone.

      “Wait, I’ll go too!”

      I shot up out of my seat and rushed forward when my legs wobbled. Adam cleared five feet of space between us in a heartbeat as he reached out and caught my fall. When I stood upright and backed away from him, something didn’t make sense. My legs felt strange and clumsy.

      “How tall are you?”

      “What?” Adam’s face crinkled.

      “How tall are you?” I repeated.

      “Six foot two.”

      “Can’t be,” I whispered to myself. I remembered in the field how much taller than me he seemed; I might have measured up to his shoulders.

      Adam stood motionless as I moved closer; our bodies were just fingertips apart. A smile crept across my face as I leaned forward and bumped his chin with my nose.

      “You need a shave.” I smiled. I moved in closer to be sure of the height, sliding the edge of my foot against his.

      There’s no way I’d measure up against a guy over six feet tall. I just couldn’t believe something like this was possible; wouldn’t my bones hurt from growing? On the upside, I didn’t need to worry about wearing heels anymore. My eyes centered on his parted mouth and I wondered what my transformation looked like.

      His hand slipped around my waist, barely touching—but it was there.

      Adam’s breath grazed my cheek with an unsteady rhythm. Our bodies didn’t touch, but it was as if I could feel his energy in the unmistakable friction of heat that was swelling between us. I became dizzy from it. His fingers brushed through that soft, short brown hair that had a slight wave, and he blew out a breath, stepping back.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Okay, so we got our first awkward moment out of the way.” To say the least.

      “I’m not so sure that was our first.” His fingers worked at tucking his shirt into his jeans and I noticed that men shouldn’t look that good in something so casual.

      “It seems like it’s not just my looks, but I’m also taller than I was before.”

      His gaze dropped to the pile of sweats on the floor. “Get dressed if you want to go.” He turned around and I slid my legs one at a time into the sweats, pulling the string tight.

      I snorted as I grabbed the sides of the pants, pulling them wide.

      “I’ve got a pair of Bermuda shorts in there somewhere, if you’d rather.” His beguiling eyebrows rose as he peered over his shoulder.

      “I think these will strip enough dignity from me, don’t you think?”

      “Spandex?”

      “Okay, this conversation is officially straying into the ‘things I really don’t want to know about Adam’ territory.”

      Adam’s grin was broad and handsome with a subtle tilt of the chin, and I felt a prick of heat flush my cheeks. Adam didn’t smile with teeth; he gave a sexy pressed-lip smile that crinkled his eyes in a provocative and yet charming way.

      I walked past him toward the door. “Let’s go, Razor.”

      “Adam,” he corrected.

      Adam may have had smoldering good looks, but he gave me the impression he was normally a very serious guy. Too serious, if you ask me.

      “I’m calling you Razor.”

      “Why’s that?” I heard the sound of his hand rubbing against the back of his neck before I noticed he was doing it.

      “You’re sharp, you can figure it out.” He groaned at my pun and despite how bad it was I delighted in every bit of it. I needed a moment to feel normal again.
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        * * *

      

      We bobbled down the dark road in Adam’s beat-up Land Rover, circa 1980, that looked like it had been driven straight to Egypt and back—without a car wash, at that. Strange noises rattled from the engine whenever the car rolled to a stop.

      “Are you sure there’s not a squirrel in there?”

      “I might say the same about your hair,” he teased in the dark interior. My smile faded as I touched my tangled strands and his hand fell across my shoulder.

      “Sorry, I can be a mean bastard.”

      After a minute, he cleared his throat and turned into the parking lot. “I only use the car for long trips; otherwise I foot it out here. Everything a man needs is within walking distance and I prefer the exercise.”

      The engine shut off and a tapping noise from beneath the hood filled the silence.

      “You see? Her heart still beats for only me.”

      I smiled and shifted my gaze out the window. Just as my fingertips touched the handle of the door, something in the darkness just beyond the parking lot moved. The hairs on my arms rose, and it felt like waves of electricity were caressing me. I had never felt anything quite like it before. But just as quick as I felt it, the feeling suddenly disappeared.

      “Something’s wrong,” Adam noticed. Not a question, but a statement.

      “No, I just got a chill.”

      Adam shifted in my direction with his left hand pressed against the dash. “Bullshit. Tell me what’s wrong.” His eyes flicked out toward the bus stop. “Did you see something?”

      Shaking my head, I pushed him back and relaxed my voice. “I changed my mind about going inside. I just wanted to… well I didn’t want to be left alone in your house. I’m not fit to be seen in public. All I need is a toothbrush and⁠—”

      “I’m on it. Keep the doors locked.”

      Before I could finish, he was breezing through the automatic doors.

      I didn’t know Adam, but I liked the feeling that he wanted to protect me. I never had siblings and always wished that I had an older brother. I wanted someone to look after me and approve of my boyfriends, beating them up if they were jerks. I used to hear Sunny roll her eyes when she spoke of the car trips she took with her brother, Kane. How he would pinch her relentlessly until she’d cry out and then she would get the spanking. She called childhood “survival of the fittest.” Sunny would say I was lucky that I didn’t have to grow up with a sibling.

      But was I? I didn’t feel lucky. I wanted to have someone I could always count on to look out for me. Maybe if I did, I wouldn’t have gotten in so much trouble with Brandon. I only had my mom, and she wasn’t the most loving woman. Sometimes I wondered if she just feared losing me and being left all alone.

      Ten minutes later, Adam reappeared with bags in tow. I couldn’t help but notice the odd way in which he looked around the parking lot, as if he were constantly on patrol.

      “Here,” he said, handing me a smaller bag.

      My hands pulled the edges apart to reveal a large chocolate bar in colorful wrapping.

      “Oh… you didn’t have to.”

      The key slid in the ignition, but he paused before turning it. “You don’t like chocolate?”

      I loved chocolate—but his thoughtfulness caught me off guard. “Thanks. I promise I’m going to pay you back for everything.”

      “The only payment I’ll accept are answers. Let me know when you’re ready to close out that tab.”

      I bit my lip and remained quiet for the trip back. I wasn’t ready to give answers and Adam felt that he was owed them. Maybe he was right.

      He had bought a couple of T-shirts, shorts, tank tops, razors, and other odds and ends that I needed. But the price of truth was high. That truth could get me wrapped up in a snug straightjacket.

      I claimed the sofa, tossing the bags beside me and crossing my ankles. I felt pitiful, like a lost dog.

      Adam eased into his armchair with a bottle of Heineken. “So, what’s your plan?”

      He lifted the bottle and took a long sip as my eyes watched the slow movement of his Adam’s apple. The light reflected on the green bottle, imitating the hue of my new eye color. Adam’s lips hovered on the mouth of the bottle as he noticed me noticing him. A tongue swept across and licked them, snapping me out of my haze.

      “I’ve thought about it and I don’t have a clue what to do.”

      His finger tapped on the bottle as he wedged it between his thighs. “Is there anyone you could call, someone you trust who would believe you?”

      “I don’t even believe me.”

      “You need money. Without access to your apartment or family, what do you think you can do?”

      “Why don’t I just strip for a living, I bet I could wrap these legs around one of those poles pretty good. I doubt they’d ask for my Social Security number.”

      “Is that what you want to do, prostitute yourself?” he snapped. I looked up and there was no humor in his face, but a fire lit behind those eyes.

      “Kidding, only kidding. I can’t go back to my life anymore. I can’t risk talking about what happened because they’d lock me up in the funny farm.”

      “I don’t think you need to worry about that,” he said. “You have to be funny in order to get in.” He took another swig, and I realized that Adam had a funny bone after all.

      “I just wish I could see Max again.”

      “Max?” Adam’s thumbnail scraped the glass bottle as he shifted in his seat. There was an edge in his tone, and a muscle in his jaw ticked. “Your boyfriend?”

      “I don’t have a boyfriend.” Nodding at his bottle I asked, “Can I get one of those?”

      Perhaps there was none left or he was too tired to get up, so he leaned forward and handed me his.

      I took a swig, hoping to drown some of the depression that was settling in my bones. How do you start from square fucking one? Another swallow sent an army of happy bubbles sailing down my throat and I felt miles better.

      Relaxed.

      “Zoë?”

      “What? Sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

      Adam rose to his feet, hiking up his jeans a little. I admired his arms as his fingers locked over his head. It wasn’t until they were on display that I could appreciate how beautifully toned they were. And he lived out here alone? It just didn’t make sense. Adam had the kind of body and seductive casualness about him that was extremely attractive. Guys like him I’d met before, and they were always married. I tried to put my finger on what it was—he didn’t have model beauty—but it was charisma. Yeah, that’s the word.

      “You want to go to bed?”

      I blinked and my heart did a quick ricochet.

      Adam chuckled in a deep voice and dropped his arms as if he knew where my mind went. “Christ, Zoë, that’s not what I meant. It’s too late for planning; we’ll talk about visiting your apartment another night. Until we have some answers, you need to lay low. Tell me, who is after you?”

      I looked away sheepishly because not telling felt very close to lying. I didn’t like to lie.

      “I won’t be able to help you until I know the truth of it.”

      Adam had no intention of letting me crash here for a couple of days. He wasn’t even inviting me to stay longer… he was planning on it.

      I set the beer on the table and curled up on my side, tucking my arms beneath my head.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Adam’s voice boomed.

      Being it was the first time I ever heard him raise his voice that way, I was startled. He intimidated me in a way that propelled me right to my feet as I ran toward the back door.

      “Whoa,” he said, holding his arms wide and moving in my direction. “Hey now, I didn’t mean to yell, I’m not… shit, you know I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Still didn’t leave me with warm fuzzies, even if I knew I could trust him. He corralled me in against the door and stroked my arms softly. I was shocked by his sudden affection and froze. When I didn’t meet his glance, he lifted my chin with his knuckle.

      When he spoke, there was poison on his tongue. “I don’t like men who hurt women.” His fingers weaved through my hair, cradling my head. “What I meant was that I’m not letting you sleep on the sofa.” Emphasis on “sofa,” as if it was a dirty word.

      “I don’t care; I’m fine with it.” I gulped, swallowing down that last bit of panic that was doing a crazy dance on my nerves.

      He snapped his fingers and pointed at the bedroom. “You bed, me sofa.” That simple phrase snapped the tension in the room and put me at ease. The smile helped, too.

      “Nice to know you’re not entirely a caveman,” I said, staring at his bare feet.

      “I’m not that prehistoric.”

      “Fred Flintstone called and he wants his car back.”

      I meant to be funny, but it occurred to me I was being rude. Adam broke the awkward moment when he burst out laughing, and it was a rich, deep, and enjoyable laugh that had me smiling again.

      “Don’t encourage me,” I said, pushing on his chest. “I know I haven’t gone about this the right way, but thanks—for everything.” My words were weighted and sincere.

      Adam scratched the back of his neck, looking as if the gratitude embarrassed him.

      “Let’s call it a night.”
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