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Chapter 1

“Nice day for it” a deep male voice said over the sound of the waves crashing against the white sandy beach. 

“Yep” Ester muttered, crouching down beside her paddle board as she prepared herself for a paddle, not caring to look up in hopes that he would just go away.

“Do you come here often?” the voice asked, obviously trying to grab Ester’s attention.

Sighing deeply, annoyed by the interruption, Ester grabbed her board and paddle before standing up with the intention of walking away. She then turned her head to the direction of the voice to find herself standing by a young man, one that should not exist, not in her world anyway. He had to be at least six-foot-tall, as his strong frame made her look small but that’s not what had her stunned. 

His deep brown eyes pierced into hers, as she almost fell over backwards at just the sight of him. He had to be the most handsome man she had ever laid her eyes on and as a result she found herself dumbly staring up at him. 

Ester felt completely mesmerized by the way his messy chocolate brown hair gently blew in the cool winter breeze, brushing against the masculine features of his face. It was like he had put her under a spell, just by looking at her. 

“So, is that a new board?” he asked, snapping Ester out of her dazed state.

Ester was so taken by him that she had to force herself to nod, her mind was a hazy mess and her body frozen in place. She had just bought the paddle board and had been excited to try it out. All she was waiting for was her cousin to show up for their planned paddle. She had been cursing herself for turning up so early, her eagerness had gotten the better of her and the anticipation had only grown. She had even toyed with the idea of just heading out for a quick paddle while she waited but had forced herself to wait. 

Now she was standing in front of the most attractive man she had ever seen and he was actually looking at her, which was not something she was accustomed to. Not many people paid much attention to her and she liked it that way.

Even though her teen years, she had never been attracted to anyone before, not like this. She had also never been able to understand why other girls gushed over certain boys but now that all made sense. Although, she wasn't about to start falling all over him either, not if she could help it.

“What... I...” Ester stumbled over a couple of words and watched as his smooth lips curled into an amused smile, causing her cheeks to flush red.

Feeling embarrassed and the sudden need to run away and hide, Ester decided the best thing to do in this situation was to just walk away. She had no idea what to do and feared doing something completely foolish, something she would feel embarrassed by for years to come.

Turning toward the beach, Ester felt conflicted, she wanted to stay and talk to him but she felt far too humiliated by her inability to speak normally and her lack of self-control. She had to get away just to clear her mind and cool her heated cheeks, so she began heading toward the water.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable or offend you” he said, as he quickly took a couple of steps to catch up to her.

Stunned by the fact that he had apologized, she froze where she was and stared down at her board, its glossy new finish glistening in the early morning sun. “It’s okay” she mumbled, trying hard not to stumble over her words. “I think I should go.”

“I really am sorry” he apologized again, bending to peek up at her downward turned face. “Let me make it up to you.”

Ester couldn’t stop a smile from forming, the expression on his face made him look goofy and in a way, normal. “No really, it’s okay” Ester said, with a girly giggle and was immediately mortified by her own high-pitched giggle.

Widening her eyes, Ester quickly turned her head to try and hide the heat that was rising in her cheeks again. She couldn’t believe how little control she had over herself, she felt like a small child trying work out a new task for the first time and was failing miserably.

“Can I take you out for a coffee?” he asked, straightening up and regaining the carefree look that seemed so natural on him.

“Oh, I can’t, I’m waiting for someone” Ester sighed, feeling disappointed but amazed by the fact that he even asked her for coffee. No had ever asked her out for coffee, especially not someone that looked like him.

“Sorry, I didn’t know you had a boyfriend” he assumed, with a raised eyebrow in an obvious attempt to obtain more information.

“I didn’t say I was waiting for a boyfriend” Ester corrected, not sure what else to say.

“So, you don’t have a boyfriend then?” he questioned, wanting an answer to his question but he didn't want to be too direct, even though he practically was.

“I didn’t say that either” Ester said, with an amused grin.

“True” he agreed, disappointed with the fact that she wasn’t giving him a direct answer.

“I’d better get going, ummm...” Ester said, stopping when she realized that he hadn’t given her his name but then again, she hadn't asked either.

Smiling at her, he could tell what she was thinking and now knew that he had an element of mystery, something he knew she would think about later. “Perhaps another time” he said, realizing he also didn’t get her name and internally scolded himself for it.

Not waiting for a response, he just turned on his heels and started casually walking along the beach, hoping she didn’t notice how annoyed he was at himself. He then shoved his hands into his pockets, pulling the material of his pants tight across his behind. He knew she was watching him and smiled at the knowledge this.

Just as he had thought, she watched him walk away. His tightened shorts drawing most of her attention and causing her to pull in a shaky breath. She had never felt so drawn to someone before and this confused her.

While his loose shirt was not as revealing as his shorts, it did allow her to see the olive skin of his arms that appeared to glisten in the morning sun. Although, his skin didn't hold her attention as long as it probably should have to at least question it. She was still in disbelief over the fact that he had actually spoken to her.

Ester had to force herself to look away from him, a difficult task considering the view. Her own behavior was confusing her, she had never reacted like this around anyone and her inexperience was starting to scare her, especially since she didn’t feel in control.

As she looked down at her board, she realized the excitement she had felt earlier was gone. It was now replaced by millions butterflies madly racing around her stomach. As a result, she felt the need to do something, anything but she had to wait. However, she knew she wasn't going to find any relief from the butterflies until she was able to busy her mind with something other than him.

While she stood there considering what she was going to do, it occurred to her that he might turn to see her standing right where he had left her. She was now convinced that he would think that she was a liar, especially when she was the one who had told him that she had to go and this did not sit well with her.

Tightening her grip on her board, she let out a bothered sigh before she slowly headed for the water. She figured she could paddle out pass the wave break and wait there for her cousin. At least the distance could hide her while she tried to figure out what was going on and why she had reacted the way she did to the young man. She knew her cousin would scold her for heading out without him but that didn't seem to matter anymore, not when her pride was on the line.

As she navigated her way through the waves, she heard someone calling out. However, the sound of the ocean was too loud and while she tried, she couldn’t quite make out who was yelling or what they were yelling about.

Slowly turning her head, she wondered if the young man had come back and felt her heart leap in her chest at the mere thought. Her breathing had quickly shallowed and her fingers where starting to tingle but it was all for nothing. The sight of her cousin madly paddling toward her, not only calmed her heart but caused her to let out a sigh of relief.

“You couldn’t wait, could you?” Ester's cousin complained, frowning at her as he glided up beside her. “You’re the most impatient person I’ve ever meet.”

“Sorry Cory, you know how excited I was” Ester pouted, knowing the truth was not something she wanted to discuss with him. “I mean look at this board, it’s beautiful.”

“Yeah it’s nice but look at your skin” Cory said, poking her in the arm.

Curiously, Ester looked down at her arm and let out a light gasp. Her skin was sparkling as if she had just dived into a pile of goldend glitter. While this had happened before, it only happened when she became emotional but it had never been so bright. “Oh, it’s my sparkly sun cream” she told him, hoping he would believe her.

“I think you put too much on” Cory grumbled, splashing her with his paddle. “You look like a sparkling beacon.”

“I’ll keep your disapproval of the stuff in mind for next time” Ester laughed, trying to hide her own shock. “Now let's get going.”

Dipping her paddle in deep, Ester wondered if the attractive young man had noticed her skin as well. With the mere thought of this, panic began to rise and her mind ran through as many worse case scenarios that she could imagine. The worse she could come up with, was that he was from a government agency. She imagined that he was looking for people displaying unusual differences and would take these people to some secret location for testing. Although, he didn't seem to have noticed her skin and she prayed that this was the case because she didn’t want to end up being someone's experiment.

“Is it really that bad?” Ester quickly asked Cory, who looked quite happy to just silently glide along the water.

“What?” Cory questioned, looking confused.

“My sun cream, is it really that bad?” she asked again, trying to keep the panic from her voice but was obviously failing, judging by the way Cory was looking at her.

“No, it’s fine” he said, shaking his head at her. “What do you care anyway?”

“I don’t want to freak people out”

“I think you've got that base covered either way Ester”

“Says you”

“No, pretty much everyone thinks you’re a freak”

“It runs in the family you know”

“Good thing you’re adopted”

Ester’s jaw fell open, she couldn’t believe he had just used that against her. “Screw you” she growled and tried to pull ahead of him.

“Ester” he called out, picking up his pace to keep up with her. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it that way.”

“That was pretty low Cory” she grumbled, with a frown.

“What can I do to make it up to you?” he asked, looking at her with an apologetic look on his face.

“Can we please just change the subject” Ester growled, narrowing her eyes at the water ahead of her, as if it had offended her.

Ester had always known she was adopted but no one knew anything about her biological parents. She had been dropped off at the hospital her mother worked at one night. The police had investigated it but whoever left her there, left nothing, except a blanket with her name on it.

As she grew, she began to notice differences, things the other children didn’t possess, like her skin and her gold eyes. This caused her to become quite withdrawn in an attempt to hide herself from the ridicule of others. She even tried to hide as many of the differences she could from her parents. She didn’t want to scare them and she certainly didn't want them to place her in an orphanage. Although, she didn’t believe they ever would.

As a consequence, Cory had become her only friend but she figured mostly because he didn’t care and didn’t dig too deep. Not to mention the fact that they were cousins and had spent every family gathering trying to hide from anything embarrassing. This included Ester’s father’s inability to wear anything but his speedos at the beach.

“Okay, so how is your new job going?” Cory asked, in a poor attempt to change the subject but figured it was better than nothing.

“Great, how’s your job going?” Ester questioned, since they had both helped each other find part time jobs.

“Still loving it, although I can’t wait until university is over and we can get real jobs” he answered, rolling his eyes.

“Me too” she agreed, smiling at him. “Not long now though.”

Cory smiled at her, his eyes had always been on the prize at the end of everything he did. His ultimate plan was to finish his degree, get a good job and most importantly move out of his parents’ house. He talked about it every opportunity he got.

“Boy, I can’t wait” he sighed, with a large grin that spread across his face. “Sam won’t be able to touch my stuff anymore and I will be in control of my own life.”

“You’ll miss Sam” Ester laughed, wondering what her life would have been like with siblings.

“Nope, he’s too much of a pain in the neck”

“So, will you miss me?”

“I guess but you’ll come and visit me anyway, won’t you?”

“Of course, someone will have to mess with your stuff” Ester told him, laughing harder.

"Aren't you just hilarious" Cory groaned, with a silly pout.

Ester laughed even harder at him, Cory had always been good at cheering her up and that was something she had always been grateful for. Even as kids he had been there for her, especially after a bad day at school. They both knew, firsthand, how horrible kids could be to each other.

As they paddled around their small part of the ocean, Ester found herself thinking about the young man on the beach more and more. She cursed herself for not getting his name but found it fun to try and guess what it would be. By the time they had made it back to the beach, Ester had given up on his name, there was no point guessing when she wasn’t going to get an answer. She also felt that everything she would come up with just seemed too plain for someone who looked as extraordinary as he did.

By the time they had decided to head back to the beach, they had covered a considerable distance and had worked hard doing something they loved. As they pulled their boards ashore, both of them could feel each of their individual muscles but neither of them would change a thing. To them, it was worth it.

"Well, I'd better get going, mum wants me to take Sam to a movie this afternoon and if I'm late she's going kill me" Cory explained, rubbing his elbow as if embarrassed that he even had to admit going anywhere with his younger brother, Sam.

"No worries, I'll catch up with you later" Ester said, trying to look sympathetic but looked silly instead. "Have fun."

"Don't worry I won't" Cory grumbled before racing up the beach toward his car.

Dropping down onto the sand, Ester sighed loudly and spread her feet out in front of her, the water just clipping her toes as she looked out to sea. She had nothing else planned for the day and decided relaxing might be the best way to spend the rest of her lazy Saturday.

As Ester leaned back against her board, thinking about the attractive young man from earlier, her stomach started to grumble. At that point, she realized how hungry she was and figured that she should head to the café down the road for a something to eat. She also decided that some food might help her take her mind off the young man, someone she was sure she would never see again.

Opening her eyes, Ester immediately gasped in surprise. "Can I help you?" she asked, looking annoyed.

"Ester, I don't know if you remember me but we went to high school together" the bleach blonde girl stated, as she looked down at Ester with a girly smile.

"Yes, I remember you Monica" Ester mumbled, remembering how popular Monica was and was now confused about why she was even talking to her.

"Great" Monica said, dismissing Ester's recognition and looking at her as if no one should forget her, she was just that wonderful. "Well, some of the girls and I are going to get some coffee and we were wondering if you wanted to come?"

"Why?" Ester asked, immediately putting her guard up. Monica had never been nice to her and had certainly never invited her anywhere.

"To catch up on old times, silly" Monica said, in a high-pitched girly voice. 

Stifling a sigh, Ester looked up at Monica before getting to her feet. She was going to get something to eat anyway but warning bells were going crazy in her mind, telling her that it would be a bad idea. Picking up her board, she looked at Monica, searching for something to tell her what Monica was up to but Monica looked as innocent as a puppy.

"Maybe another time" Ester answered politely, not wanting to risk being at the butt end of Monica's jokes.

With a shrug of her shoulders, Monica started to walk toward the beach’s coffee shop. She looked like she didn’t care and Ester watched her go, thankful she had decided to reject Monica's offer.
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The coffee shop was full of people enjoying lunch and chatting amongst themselves. There were no tables left and Ester would not have wanted to use one just for herself at such a busy time anyway. She figured that it would be easier to grab a takeaway lunch and head for a shady tree.

It wouldn’t be the first time she had eaten lunch alone under a tree and she was sure it wouldn’t be the last. In truth, she was happy to avoid the crowds and smiled as she walked away from the café.

Ester had just made herself comfortable under a tree, when she suddenly felt a cold liquid running down her face and back. Thinking that a bird had let loose on her, she gently touched her fingertips to the liquid and looked at her hand to see that it was a brown, quite fluid liquid. It was not something that would have come from a bird at all.

Confused she looked around to see Monica smirking at her and that's when she saw the coffee cup in Monica’s hand and quickly realized what the brown liquid was. "Are we not good enough for you Ester?" Monica spat bitterly but with an edge of amusement.

"What the hell" Ester yelled, more pissed off then embarrassed but was glad it was iced coffee and not hot coffee. "What's your problem?"

"You tell me, you're the one with the problem, freak" Monica mocked, pleased with herself, while two of her friends stood beside her, laughing.

"What did I ever do to you?" Ester screamed, as she picked up her hot coffee and quickly scrambled to her feet.

"What are you going to do about it?" Monica laughed, knowing that Ester had never fought back and she was sure Ester wasn't about to start.

Ester's fingers tighten around the cup, she wanted to knock Monica off her feet but drenching her in coffee would have to do. She knew she didn't have the strength to fight anyone and she lacked the experience to even know where to start.

As she lifted her hand with every intention of throwing the hot liquid in Monica’s face, she felt a hand grab onto her arm, forcing her to stop and lower the cup. "Don't do it" she heard a deep masculine voice whisper in her ear.

The rush of the situation and the sound of his voice caused her heart to start slamming into her rib cage. While the sound of his voice was captivating, the look on Monica's face told her that he was of interest to her. Monica’s eyes had quickly lit up and she was beginning to form a damsel in destress appearance, it was something that Monica had used many times before.

Holding back a sigh, Ester slowly turned her head to see the handsome young man she had met earlier standing mere inches from her. Almost immediately, her heart sped up immensely and her mind numbed, just at the sight of him. She wasn't sure if his presence was going to help, especially when she could barely breath around him.

“Thanks, I don't know what I would have done if you hadn't have come along" Monica gushed as sweetly as possible. "How could I ever repay you?"

"Shut up bitch" he growled at Monica, with distaste in his eyes. "You are such scum."

Monica's eyes widened, she looked lost for words and confused. "Who the hell do you think you are, talking to Monica like that?" one of Monica's friends yelled at him. "She's done nothing wrong."

"Don't play innocent with me, I saw the whole thing" he roared at her, his entire body tensing with anger. "You're lucky I don't call the cops."

With the young man's harsh words played over in her mind, Monica's jaw dropped and was so stunned that one of her friends had to pull her away. Her friend obviously understood that if they didn't leave, they were going to be in a lot more trouble than they could handle. 

With his jaw clenched and eyes narrowed, the young man watched as the three troublemakers walked away. He hated people like that and couldn't understand why anyone would do such a thing.

"Are you okay?" he asked Ester, inspecting her for any physical injuries.

Looking up into his eyes, Ester felt herself being quickly drawn into their depths and was sure that if she wasn't careful, she could become lost in them forever. It seemed that all that had just happened was lost in the past and she was now just floating in the warmth of his eyes. "Thanks" she breathed, unable to look away.

"Why did she do this?" he asked, running his finger gently up her cheek, collecting a trail of coffee as he went. 

"I don't know, she's always been like that" Ester answered, trying to figure out why Monica would do such a thing, especially since she hadn't seen her in years. Perhaps she was one of those people who found their lives difficult after school, especially since they no longer belonged to a popular group or received the benefits they once did.

Forcing herself to look away, Ester put her coffee down and headed for the water. At least she could easily clean up, unlike her school days where she would have to clean up in the bathroom, with nothing but water and toilet paper. 

As she walked toward the water, she could hear him follow her, his footfalls crunching into the sand behind her. She felt a comfort in having him near her but she also felt ashamed of her appearance and what had happened. She knew her appearance had never been desirable and in a way she was okay with that but she did wish that she at least looked presentable in his presence.

After washing herself off in the waves, Ester turned to see him standing just above the waterline, waiting for her. As she looked up at him, she felt her whole body react to the sight of him and wondered why someone so beautiful would help someone like her. 

"Are you okay?" he asked looking concerned, as she came to stand before him. 

"I'm fine, thanks" she answered, still feeling emotional about what had happened but she didn't want to bother him with that. 

"She will get what's coming" he said in a stern voice, as a flash of anger presented in his eyes. "Now please, let me take you to lunch."

As she looked up into his eyes, she could tell that he wasn’t going to take no for an answer. The look made her mouth dry and no matter how much she tried, she couldn't find the words to answer him. Instead she just nodded, after all it was the least she could do since he did just help her out of a bad situation. Although, she felt that she was the one that should be taking him to lunch, not the other way around.

The moment she nodded, his face softened, as if he had been waiting for her to reject his offer. With relief in his eyes, he reached out and wrapped his arm around hers before leading her back toward the tree she had been sitting under. 

Looking down at his arm wrapped around hers, Ester had to hold back a smile. She couldn't believe how good his warm skin felt pressed against hers and wished he would never let go. 

Once they reached the tree, he let her arm go and grabbing her food and belongings before she could get a chance. He then quickly raced over to a nearby bin and disposed of the food, ensuring that she couldn’t suggest staying. 

As they crossed the road, Ester looked up to see close to every girl in sight staring at the nameless man beside her. Because of this, she started to feel self-conscious about her situation and as a result she felt out of place with him. Who was she to be with this kind, beautiful man? He was the heroic prince from every fairytale her mother had read to her as a child and she was no princess.

"Don't worry, you look beautiful" he whispered, noticing how uncomfortable she had suddenly become.

Immediately her cheeks heated up, she knew that he could walk into the coffee shop and pick any girl he wanted but there he was telling her she looked beautiful. With the exception of her parents, she had never been told she looked beautiful and it wasn’t how she would describe herself. She figured that he was just being kind and forced herself to smile up at him.

There was no doubt in his mind that no one could have walked away from what Monica had done to Ester unaffected, not even he could. He could tell that she was trying to hide her emotions and while she was doing a good job, he didn’t think she should have to. In fact, it saddened him to think that she had obviously conditioned herself to handle such situations.

As they reached the path outside the coffee shop, Ester expected that they would just go in for a coffee but instead he redirected her to head along the path, away from the café. She looked at him curiously, she was nervous about going into the coffee shop and more than likely seeing Monica again but not knowing where he was taking her made her even more nervous.

Glancing at her, he noticed how concerned she looked and figured he needed to say something to ease her apprehensions. “I’m not really in the mood for dealing with that girl again, so I thought I’d take you to a different café” he told her, his voice soft and soothing. “Are you okay with that?”

While she did feel some relief, not seeing Monica again did seem like a good idea but she knew nothing about him, she didn’t even know his name. There was no way for her to tell if he was dangerous or not and because of this, she felt conflicted. She wanted to know more about him and deep down, she wanted to be seen with him, not that she would ever admit to such a shallow thing. 

“That’s probably best” Ester said with a weak smile, as she threw caution to the wind. She had no idea if she would ever get a chance to get to know someone like him again.

With a widened smile, his step quickened and his griped on her arm tightened. From what he knew of her, he knew that it was only be a matter of time before she lost her nerve again and perhaps suggest they meet another time. If he let her go, he was sure he would never see her again and was going to do everything he could to stop that from happening.

As they walked along, she watched the shops turn into houses but the beach continued on the other side of the road. She had no idea where he was taking her because she did not recall seeing another coffee shop in the area. In fact, she frequented this particular beach and she knew there were no more cafés at that end of the beach.

Convincing herself that he was just going to get something from his car or take the path to the next beach, Ester started to enjoy the walk, until he suddenly stopped. She looked around to see they were standing in the street with a house on one side and cars parked on the other side. Most people had either gone to lunch or gone inside to wait out the hottest part of the day, leaving the streets bare.

Watching him pull a set of keys out of his pocket, she convinced herself that if he had intended on hurting her, he would have done it already. She even told herself that there was no way that someone like him would hurt anyone, he was just too kind. 

Smiling at her, he pressed a button on what appeared to be a car key and the lights flashed on a black sports car parked alongside the road. He had not taken his eyes off her and could tell that she was beginning to feel uneasy again.

“Is your car locked?” he asked and waited for her to nod. “Good, let’s get going then.”

Widening her eyes at him, Ester drew in a deep breath and began to ask herself what she was doing. All the work she had done to convince herself that everything was going to be okay seemed to be quickly unraveling and she wasn’t sure what to do about it. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked, looking at the alarm in her eyes.

“I... I don’t even know your name” she murmured, frozen to the path. She was trying to find any excuse to avoid going any further with him but she knew that was a weak excuse. 

“Ayden, my name is Ayden” he answered, smiling broadly at her. “You haven’t told me your name either.”

“Ester” she whispered, not sure what to do with herself now.

“Well glad to meet you Ester” he said, happy to finally know her name. “So will the beautiful Ester be joining me for lunch?” He was taking a risk he wasn’t sure he should have taken but hoped to ease her concerns.

“I’m not sure who you’re referring to but I’d be happy to join you” she replied, feeling uncomfortable with his complement but now felt obligated to join him because of it. 

“You surprise me” he said, as he opened the passenger door for her. 

“Why?” she asked, as he wrapped his arm around her back to help her into the car, his warm touch causing her skin to react to him.

Smiling at her, he chose not to answer her question and instead he closed the door before walking around the car to sit behind the steering wheel. He then secured his seatbelt before glancing over to see that she had done the same.

The car started with a deep roar that vibrated through both of them. In Ayden’s opinion, it was his favourite part of driving his car and as he placed it into gear, he tried to hide his boyish smile.

Once he pulled out of his parking space, Ayden quickly composed himself as he navigated the narrow street and away from the beach, toward the city. He was actually impressed with the fact that Ester had hopped into his car because he was sure that she wasn’t going to.

While Ayden concentrated on driving, Ester took in the different features of the car, it was the most luxurious car she had ever been in. In comparison, her car was a pile of junk and would now feel embarrassed if he ever saw it.

Ester knew that it was a risk to get into his car but this didn't worry her nearly as much as the sight of her sparkling skin. She hadn't noticed it until she had started to relax in the comfortable passenger seat and attempted to hide it, without success.

Panic rose quickly, as she questioned how she could explain the unnatural shine of her skin. She hadn't applied any sun cream and she was no longer wet, so she couldn’t use either of those excuses. She then quickly grabbed her bag and started looking for anything to cover her bare skin but found nothing, just a bottle of water and a packet of gum. 

"Stop the car" Ester whispered, her panic evident in her facial expression. 

"Why, what's wrong?" Ayden asked, glancing at her curiously. 

"I need to be somewhere" she lied, trying to think of something quickly. 

Raising his eyebrows, he looked over at her again and quickly looked her over. "What's the real reason?" he asked, knowing that she was lying. 

"I told you I have to be somewhere" she told him, trying to hide her panic.

"And where would that somewhere be?" he asked, knowing that she was either going to lie or tell him that it was none of his business.

Ester looked out the window for inspiration but her mind was blank and her body froze. "Ummm" was all that came out of her mouth and her emotional state only made her skin brighten. 

"Ester, what's wrong?" he sighed, as he overtook another car.

"Nothing, nothing's wrong" she breathed, wishing he would just stop the car before her skin became brighter.

"Then just relax" he instructed, as he put his arm around her shoulders, so his hand rested on the back of her neck, causing her to stiffen.

Not taking his eyes off the road, he started to massage her neck. He was gentle at first but he then deepened his movements as he worked his way back up her neck. 

As he pushed his fingers into the muscles of her neck, Ester sat frozen in place, fear working its way around her body. She had no idea why he would start massaging her, especially when it wasn't even relaxing her. In fact, it was not only uncomfortable, it was also painful but she had no idea how to tell him that she wanted him to stop.

Without warning, Ayden suddenly stopped and put his hand back on the wheel, the grin on his lips widening as he had obviously achieved what he had set out to do. Shifting in his seat, he made himself more comfortable and picked up the pace. 

Confused by Ayden's behavior, Ester moved her body as close to the door as she could, without looking obvious. She wanted to get out even more now but wasn't sure how to bring up the topic again, especially since he hadn't stopped the last time she had asked. 

Staring out the window, Ester tried to think of ways to ask him to let her out but every single excuse seemed petty and she knew he would see through them. Her only way out was to wait for a red light and make a run for it but even that seemed extreme. 

As they drove along the freeway, the city view became larger and the residential areas started to become more frequent and larger. The mountains in the background hugged the city with a lush rainforest that stretching as far as the eye could see. To Ester, it really was one of the most beautiful places on the planet and she knew she was lucky to have grown up in such an environment.

It was when Ayden turned into one of residential areas and started heading toward the mountains, that Ester's mind started going crazy. Where was he going and were there any cafés or more importantly, bus stops in the area? The only way to calm herself down, was to tell herself that there were cafés in most residential areas and that there certainly should be bus stops to take her back to her car at the beach. 

As he came to a set of red lights, he quickly looked over at her and noticed her hand on the seatbelt buckle. She looked like she was getting ready to get out at the first opportunity she got and he knew he had to stop her. 

Sighing deeply, he reached his hand over and slid his hand under hers. He then gently picked it up and held against his leg. 

Shocked, she looked at their hands with widened eyes and fear in her heart. She could feel his warmth radiating through his shorts, warming her cold hand but his warmth did not stop the chill running down her spin. 

"I just need to get something before head out for a bite to eat" Ayden murmured casually, as he watched the road ahead. 

"You can let me out here" Ester whispered with a shaky voice, hoping she had the strength to pull her hand out of his.

"Ester, I promise I'm not going to hurt you" he told her, his voice soft and calm. "I just need to pick something up. Please just calm down."

As the car rolled to a complete stop, Ester reached across her body as quickly as she could, in an attempt to reach the buckle. However, Ayden seemed ready and grabbed onto the buckle, letting her other hand go in the process. As he gripped onto the buckle, the belt around her body pulled tight, making it more snug across her chest. 

"Why won't you let me out?" Ester asked, with tears burning the back of her throat. 

Quickly glancing at her, Ayden sighed and started to move the car forward in anticipation of the green light. She looked frightened, like a small puppy who had just been confronted by a large, angry dog. 

Once he reached the stop line, he then planted his foot hard against the accelerator and let go of her buckle so he could change gears. His actions forcing her back into the plush cushion of the seat, effectively stopping her from jumping out of the car. 

As he reached the desired speed, he reached back over and grabbed her hand again. It was obvious he didn't want to let her go by the way he didn't slow down and change gears for corners or roundabouts. In fact, his grip on her hand only tightened as he navigated the residential streets.

Ayden’s dangerous driving had her clinging onto the arm rest and squeezing his hand in absolute fear. She inwardly cursed herself for being so stupid, getting into a car with a stranger was complete madness. 

By the time he let her hand go, they were high enough on the side of the mountain to see the city and the ocean beyond it. The view was spectacular and the houses were grand enough for such a magnificent sight but Ester didn't care about the view or the houses, she just wanted to get out.

Pulling up a driveway to a luxury home, Ester watched as the garage door slid up, allowing her to see into the large empty space before them. He then slowly drove in and grabbed her buckle, ensuring she couldn't leave the car before the garage door completely closed. 

Once the garage door was closed, the only light was a dim light above the car. Ester was sure that this would be a perfect place for him to kill her. The neighbors were far enough away that they couldn't hear her scream and there were no windows for prying eyes, it was perfect. 

The thought of her own death had her frozen with fear, allowing him to unbuckle her belt before swiftly exited the car without a fuss. She had no idea what to expect and wished she could do something, anything except just sit there and wait for her perceived, impending doom.

Before she knew it, he was standing beside her, holding the door open for her with his hand outstretched. "Come" he said in a soft, yet authoritative tone, startling her. 

All she could do was shake her head in refusal. If he was going to kill her, then he was going to have to do it in his nice little sports car. 

"Come on" he groaned, with a sigh as he bent toward her and slid his arms around her. He then easily lifted her out of the car and flung her body over his shoulder, winding her in the process. 

Ester gasped in disbelief, she hadn't considered the fact that he would pick her up and was frozen with shock for a few moments before she found her voice again. She then screamed for him to put her down as he climbed a flight of stairs. All he did was laugh at her, making her feel even more desperate.

The dimly lit stairwell opened into a bright airy living area, with timber floors and floor to ceiling windows that opened out to a large deck. It was obvious that the living area was built to take advantage of the beautiful views. The open kitchen sat to one side, giving the lounge room the best views. 

The moment he stepped out of the stairwell, Ayden quickly crossed the room and dropped Ester onto a large leather couch. While he had been laughing at her, he wasn't sure how much more he could take of her kicking and screaming.

"If you're going to kill me, then just get it over with" Ester spat, as she looked up at his towering frame. 

"Like I said, I have no intention of hurting you Ester" Ayden groaned, wishing she would just calm down.

Letting out a laboured sigh, he stood in front of the couch looking at her for a moment before turning his attention toward the kitchen. He then tentatively took a step away from the couch and paused to see how she would react.

Afraid to move, she watched as he walked away, which confused her. It then occurred to her that perhaps she was overreacting. He hadn't hurt her, in fact he was the kindest person she had meet in a long time. 

The only thing he had done wrong was to not allow her to get out of his car but when she thought about, it really wasn't that bad. Anything could have happened to her on the street and the thought made her cheeks heat up. 

Sitting up, Ester put her head in her hands. She couldn’t believe the mess she was in, he had every right to run for the hills. What had her baffled the most, was that he was so attractive and sweet, that he could choose any girl, so why was he wasting his time with someone as plain as her?

Without warning, Ayden’s bare feet came into view as she stared at the floor. “I’m sorry if I hurt you” Ester whispered, hoping she hadn’t pissed him off too much.

“I’ll get over it” Ayden softly murmured, bending over to look at her face.

Concern and confusion was evident in her eyes but his silly grin, was too much for her and she couldn’t stop her lips from curling up into a small smile. He was again showing just how kind he was and it made her feel horrible about how she had reacted.

“Why are you being so kind to me?” Ester asked, the question that had been weighing heavily on her mind. Although, what he wanted from her also played on her mind but she wasn't sure pissing him off was a good idea and held onto that question.

“Come with me” he said, straightening up and holding out his hand.

Raising her head to look up at him, Ester noticed that his eyes were soft and his body relaxed. He looked warm and friendly, as if she was looking at an old friend and not a shred of aggression was evident like she suspected there would be. 

As she reached up to take his hand, she noticed a small black bag in his other hand. While she glanced at it curiously, she didn’t dare question it. If it contained the weapon he planned on killing her with, then so be it, there wasn't much she could do now anyway. 

Closing his hand around hers, she looked up at her at arm and noticed her skin was brightly sparkling in the afternoon sunlight. Gasping, she tried to pull her arm away but his grip was too tight and he easily pulled her to her feet. 

Glancing at her arm, he took in the golden shine of her skin before looking up at her panicked face. “It’s okay, I know” he murmured and began to lead her across the living room and into a hall before she had the opportunity to respond. 

Stopping in front of a white door, Ayden quickly turned to smile at her before opening the door to reveal a large main bathroom. Ester’s confusion was evident by the look on her face but she curiously followed him in anyway, not that she really had a choice.

Once in the bathroom, Ayden maneuvered Ester so that she was standing in front of a mirror covering a large portion of the wall above a large sink. Ayden then positioned himself so he was standing so close behind her, that she could feel the heat radiating off his perfect physique. 

Leaning in, Ayden placed both hands on either side of her abdomen, the small bag dangling by a strap in one of his hands and noticed her curiously watching him in the mirror. “Ester look in the mirror and tell me what you see?” he instructed, his eyes giving nothing away.

Frowning, Ester had no idea what he was expecting her to say and his question just seemed odd. “Ummm, you standing behind me in your bathroom” she mumbled, not sure if that was the answer he was looking for.

Smiling at her, he wrapped one arm up under her shoulder and rested his hand on the back of her neck. Her frown deepened as he pressed his body against her back, pinning her to the bench. He then brushed her long light brown hair off to one side and opened up the little black bag. 

Alarmed by her inability to move, Ester pushed back against him to try and free herself but he only pushed forward harder. She was already afraid of what he might do but as she looked down to see what was in the bag, her eyes widened and fear raced through her veins like an out of control freight train. 

The bag contained a sharp looking metallic object sitting on a soft, cushioned lining. It looked like nothing she had seen before and her heart started to slam against her rib cage as he carefully picked it up. It didn't matter that she didn't know what it was, if he was going to kill her with it, the result would be the same no matter what he used. 

Forcing her head down with the palm of his hand, Ayden ran his finger along the base of her neck before stopping in the exact same place he had stopped massaging her neck in the car. “This is probably going to hurt” he whispered and felt the grip she had on his arm tighten as fear ripped through her. 

Was this how she was going to die?
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Ester could feel the coolness of the metallic object against her skin. “Keep still” Ayden warned before pushing the sharp end of the object into her neck.

Clenching her teeth in an attempt to stay still and quiet, Ester’s grip on Ayden’s arm tightened further. She had no idea what he was doing and didn’t like it one bit. “Stop” she screamed, as pain and fear consumed her. 

Concentrating on what he was doing, Ayden just let her cries of pain fill the room. While he knew what he was doing, he did not have much experience doing it. 

Tears blurred her vision and ran down her hot cheeks, as she felt her legs weakening. If he didn’t have such a firm grip on her, she knew she would be on the floor weeping like a small child. 

The pain intensified, as did her screams before it dulled into a light throb. Ayden then loosened his grip on her neck and placed the metallic object on the bench in front of her. It was covered in a thick golden liquid and as she stared at it, he placed another small, strange object beside it. The smaller object was about the size and shape of a grain of rice, something that could be easily hidden.

Shaking uncontrollably, she watched as he turned the tap on and washed both objects. She had never seen anything quite like either object and began to wonder what they did.

“Well I guess this would do the job” Ayden mumbled to himself, holding up the small object to get a better look.

“What is it?” Ester asked, looking at it inquisitively as she tried to hold herself together.

“Look up and tell me what you see now” Ayden whispered, turning his attention back toward her.

Confused, Ester looked at him and tried to figure out why he would think anything would have changed but she turned and looked up anyway. Almost immediately her jaw fell open, he still looked the same but somehow she did not.

Even though she knew the person staring back at her did not look like her, she knew it was. Her eyes and skin were now a bright golden colour and her hair shone in the dim light, the gold continuing down the length of her hair. What shocked her the most was the fact that she didn't look plain anymore, she actually looked beautiful.

Just to verify that it actually was her, she gently touched the tips of her fingers to her cheek and ran them across the surface of her skin. Nothing felt different but yet everything was.

“I told you, you were beautiful” Ayden said, watching her reaction closely. 

“How?” Ester breathed, not sure if she could believe her own eyes.

“They hid you well” he answered, holding up the newest object.

“What?” she uttered in disbelief, glancing at him. “I don't understand.”

“I can't explain it to you right now but I promise I will” he told her, looking her over with recognition in his eyes. “You look so much like your mother.”

“What? My... my... mother... what do you mean?” she gasped, as she stumbled over her words. She was immediately overwhelmed with questions, like did he know who her biological mother was? Was her mother alive and why was she hidden, and from whom? 

As she stood there with every imaginable question racing through her mind, she stared at her unfamiliar face. She couldn't help but wonder what her mother was like and what features they shared. She even started questioning what her father might have looked like and if there was much of him in her appearance as well.

“Come” Ayden instructed, grabbing her hand and leading her back out into the living area.

Still stunned by what was happening, Ester blindly followed him. Her mind was a mess and the questions just kept coming. She wanted to how he knew about such a small object and if that was why he had approached her on the beach.

“Are you from the government?” Ester asked panicked.

“No” Ayden answered, looking preoccupied as he headed into the kitchen.

“Then how did you know?” she questioned, frowning at him. She did not believe him, he had to be from the government, there was no other reasonable explanation. How else could anyone know that she wasn’t from Earth when she didn’t know herself.

Smiling at her, he pulled a watch from one of the kitchen cupboards and placed it in the palm of his hand. He then began to play with the screen for a moment before stopping to look at her with the same smile on his lips.

"You and I, we're not that different" Ayden said, looking into her full eyes. 

"Are you the same?" Ester asked, knowing this would make sense. 

"Not the same but similar” he corrected, widening his smile. “The genetic difference is minimal.”

Ayden then looked down at his watch and pressed one of the buttons on the side. Right before Ester's eyes Ayden changed. His light brown hair now had a silver tinge and his skin shimmered in the light, just like hers except his was silver. His eyes shone with silver, leaving no trace of the brown he had moments earlier and somehow he was even more beautiful. 

"I know you have a growing list of questions Ester and I promise I'll try and answer them but right now I need to make a call" Ayden said, watching her examine him as closely as she could without getting too close. "Please help yourself to whatever you want."

Looking down at her, he softened his face before leaning in and gently kiss her on the forehead. He had given her so much to think about and showing her his own differences, told her that she wasn't alone. He then casually wandered out onto the veranda and pulled out a device that he began to talk into. 

Still stunned, Ester touched her fingers to her head where he had kissed her. Was this a common practice where he was from, perhaps like how the Europeans kiss each other's cheeks? This only added to the increasing number of questions she had, leaving her frustrated with the lack of answers.

Ester watched him for couple of minutes before turning to look for something to eat. She was hungry when she had arrived at the coffee shop and now that her nerves had calmed, she was starving. 

Besides a couple pieces of fruit, some eggs and some milk, the fridge was empty. The cupboards were no better, with only a few items stored in one of the many cupboards. This made Ester question if Ayden ate at all. 

After giving up on something worthy of lunch, Ester grabbed a piece of fruit and relaxed on the couch. The plush cushions made her realize how warn out she was, it had been an emotionally draining day but she knew she wouldn't be able to completely relax or sleep, the questions flowing through her mind were too distracting. 

Once she finished her fruit, Ester got up and glanced outside to see Ayden still talking on his device. She wanted to know what he was talking about but he had obviously gone outside for privacy, so she went to back to the bathroom.

As she studied the unfamiliar reflection in front of her, she wondered where she was from and why her parents had hidden her. Was she in danger and if so, was she still in danger or had they forgotten about her? She also wondered if everyone looked like her where she was from or were they different like Ayden?

Touching her fingers to her cheek, she ran her finger over her soft skin and let out a sigh. She wasn’t use to looking at such a beautiful reflection and she knew it would take some time to get use to it. Although, even she had to admit that it was easier to take then if she had been turned into a hideous monster. 

The iris of her eyes lightly sparkled in the dim light and her skin glimmered. She knew she was looking at herself but couldn’t believe how different she now looked. It was somehow like some kind of twisted fairytale.

“This just can’t be” Ester whispered to herself, running her fingers through her now golden hair.

“It’s going to take time but you’ll get used to it” Ayden said softly from behind her.

Gasping, Ester covered her mouth with her hand and looked up at him in the mirror, she had been so focused on herself that she didn’t notice him. She now felt embarrassed by the fact that she had just been caught talking to herself and wished she had been paying more attention. 

Without warning, Ayden closed the distance between them and wrapped his arms around her, as if he was her lover. This was again a new experience for her, no one except her family had ever shown her any type of affection, not that she had given any either. She had no idea what to do and awkwardly placed her hands on the counter in front of her. 

“Why did my parents send me here?” Ester asked, not sure if he was going to answer her but she needed to know and she had to say something.

“They did it to protect you” he answered softly, noticing how uncomfortable she was.

“What from?” she asked, as he released her.

“Why don’t you take a shower and I’ll organise something better than a banana for you to eat” he instructed, smiling at her. He could see that the implications of what was going on had not even crossed her mind and was hoping to at least give her something to eat before it all sunk in. He then kissed her on the head before leaving her to take a shower, hoping that his affection would lessen the anger she was going to feel toward him.

Staring at the closed door for a moment, dazed by what had just happened, Ester pulled in a deep breath before turning and climbing into the shower. She had never felt the way he made her feel and she wondered if he felt the same for her. Was his heart pounding uncontrollably whenever they were close, or was it just her? 

Sheepishly, Ester walked out into the living area with nothing but a large white towel wrapped around her. She had thought about getting back into her dirty clothes but felt that would have defeated the purpose of having the shower in the first place, especially since they were salty from the ocean.

“You can use some of my clothes until I can organise something better for you to wear” Ayden offered, with a grin on his face as he looked her over.

“Thanks” Ester murmured, holding the towel around her tightly.

Quickly covering the distance between them, Ayden took her by her free hand and led her into a large master bedroom he then let her go and disappeared into a walk-in closet in search of something that would fit her.

While she waited for him, Ester looked around the warmly coloured room. There was a king-sized bed against the inside wall facing a view of the forest and two tables on either side. A plush cream coloured rug sat at the end of the bed partially covering the timber floor and a couch by one of the windows, the forest was the obviously the focus of the room. 

The room seemed welcoming but something inside her told her not to get comfortable. She liked Ayden but they had only just met and she still had more questions than answers, answers she needed.

After a couple of minutes, Ayden returned with a tee-shirt and a pair of shorts. She knew that there wouldn’t be any underwear but the absence of it still made her feel awkward. She even toyed with the idea of wearing her used underwear but she again felt that it would defeat the purpose of her shower. 

“I’ll be in the living room, take your time” Ayden said, dropping the clothes on the edge of the bed.

“Thanks” Ester whispered, feeling uneasy about standing in the bedroom of the most attractive man she had ever met.

“No worries” he said, as he left her standing in his bedroom, alone.

Once she had dressed, Ester took a moment to take a better look around. She found nothing personal in the room, not that she was expecting to but she was hoping to at least find a picture of his family or something similar.

Disappointed Ester slowly made her way back to the living room. She found Ayden on the couch with a book and quietly sat down beside him.

“I’m sorry I don’t have anything better for you to wear” Ayden apologized, as he put the book down.

“It's okay I can change when I get home” Ester said, trying to sneak a look at what book he had been reading.

“Ester, I’m sorry but you can’t go home, not looking like that” Ayden informed her, looking at her sympathetically. He didn't want to tell her yet but he knew that this was coming and he felt that there was no point in delaying it any longer.

The fact that she couldn't go home, hit her hard. She had not considered what the implications of her change would be but she knew that if she stepped a foot outside, she might actually end up at some government facility. 

“What am I going to do now?” she breathed, as her heart sank.

Reaching into his pocket, Ayden pulled out what appeared to be a watch and held it out. "Here, put this on" he said, offering it to her. 

Sighing, she looked at the watch skeptically and wondered how it was going to help. She then tentatively took it from him and put it on. There was nothing ordinary about what was happening to her and she figured it couldn't hurt to put a watch on. 

"It will take about a day to calibrate to your genetic makeup but once it does you can go outside again" Ayden told her, watching her frown at the device. "It won't make you look like you did before, so your earth parents won't recognize you but you'll look more human."

"So I can't go home” Ester breathed, realizing that she could never go back to the life she was living or receive the love her parents had given again. 

"No, I'm sorry"

"Why didn't you tell me this before you took my life away?"

"Because I didn't think you would have done it and you deserve to know who you really are"

"Don't I deserve the opportunity to at least choose for myself" Ester murmured, with tears welling up in her eyes. 

"I know it's hard for you to understand but I think it's best this way" Ayden said softly, as he reached out and gently stroked the back of his finger down her cheek. “Your chip was failing anyway.”

Feeling overwhelmed with everything that was going on, Ester didn't know what to think. She couldn't tell if he was lying or not and in many ways, she wished she had never left the beach. 

All she had was his warm touch to comfort her but even that could not ease the lost feeling that had filled her heart. She was so overcome with emotion, that all she could do was let her tears roll down her warm cheeks. 

"Don't worry I'll look after you" Ayden whispered, shifting himself closer so he could wrap his arms around her. 

"But we barely know each other" Ester pointed out, with tears streaming down her face. "What are my parents going to think when I don't come home?"

"Ester, everything is going to be all right" Ayden said soothingly. "You don't belong here anyway."

The magnitude of his words did not sink in, Ester felt far too emotional over the loss of her parents that she was far from being able to think straight. The only sane thing she could do was let Ayden comfort her and even that didn't make sense. 

Ester stayed in Ayden's arms crying for some time, she cried for the loss of her loved ones, the loss of life as she knew it and for the loss of the future she thought she had. It wasn't until she heard a door close that she straightened up. 

Looking around the room to see if someone new was there, Ester lightly frowned at that fact that she saw nothing, not even a window blowing about in the wind. Although, Ayden didn't seem alarmed, he just shifted to a more comfortable position and rubbed Ester's back with the palm of his hand. While this confused her, she figured that she was probably hearing things and shifted into a more comfortable position.

As she was just starting to relax again, convinced that the noise must have been her imagination, a handsome young man suddenly emerged from the stairwell. Without looking at them, the young man walked into the kitchen and put down some packages, it was at that point the room started to fill with the smell of food. 

"You should go and clean up" Ayden whispered, grabbing her attention, as she hadn't taken her eyes off the new stranger. 

Ester nodded at him and slowly got up before making her way across the living room toward the bathroom. She knew she was a mess but she couldn't find it in herself to care. She wanted to know who the new stranger was and hoped that Ayden would say his name as she slowly walked away. 

In Ester’s opinion, the young man was quite handsome but in comparison to Ayden, he seemed plan. Somehow he didn't have that extra something Ayden had and she couldn't seem to work out why. The young man could catch the eye of many woman but he didn't make Ester’s heart flutter the way Ayden did, she was just curious about who he might be.

Just as she was about to lose sight of him, the stranger turned and nearly dropped the items in his hands, as he gasped at the sight of Ester. His wide eyes then quickly darted to Ayden, who was making his way toward her. The stranger was quick to regain his composure and returned to unpacking his packages. 

Whether it was out of habit or curiosity, Ester glanced over at Ayden to see him glaring harshly at the stranger. His entire body was tense and even with her limited knowledge of him, she knew that there was a deep seeded anger within him, an anger she didn't want aimed at her.

Quickly turning, Ester scurried into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. She didn't want to get herself into trouble by hanging around, especially after everything that had happened, she just couldn't handle it. 

Looking up into the mirror, she let out a groan before turning the tap on. Her tears had stained her cheeks and her hair was a mess from leaning against Ayden's chest. She was a mess but it wasn't just her appearance. Her mind couldn't keep up with her changing situation and her heart seemed confused about whether or not she was happy with the discovery of her hidden secret.

As she stood there cleaning herself up, she couldn't help but question why Ayden had looked at the stranger so harshly. Had the stranger done something wrong prior to her arrival? If that was the case, what could have been so bad?

Taking a few deep breaths to clear her mind and to calm her breathing, Ester finished fixing herself up before heading back to the living room. Ayden was now standing by one of the kitchen benches fiddling with some type of device. Even though he appeared to be concentrating, he looked happier, which in turn, calmed her racing heart.

Not sure what to do with herself, she slowly walked toward him. Her cautious movements were not meant to disturb him but he noticed anyway and looked at her with a gentle smile. 

"Do you feel better?" Ayden asked softly, wrapping his hand around the device. 

"Yes, thank you" Ester replied, feeling a bit more self conscious then she had before. She knew how terrible she looked and wasn't sure how he felt about it. 

"I'm glad" he said, walking toward her, the device now hidden in his hand. "Ester, I know you've had a rough day but I just need to do one more thing before we eat."

"And what would that be?" she asked, worried about what he was going to do. 

"I'm just going to run a test on you, okay" he explained, taking her by the hand and leading her to the couch. 

"What do you mean?" she asked alarmed but she followed him anyway. 

"Come on sit down" he ordered, sitting her on the couch. Because of her fear, her movements were automatic and he found it easy to control her. 

Kneeling down in front of her, Ayden warmly smiled at her before carefully pushed the hem of her pants up. He then looked up into her eyes and saw nothing but fear, not that he could blame her. "I'm sorry, but this is going to hurt" he apologized to Ester before looking up at the stranger, now standing behind her and nodding.

All Ester managed to do, was open her mouth but not a word came out. Instead the stranger’s arms wrapped around her and he pinned her to the couch. She had intended to ask what was going on but nothing that started like this, ever ended well. 

The stranger’s breath was warm on her neck and his grip was tight but this was far from comforting. She knew that the stranger was not going to hurt her but that didn’t stop the panic from rising in her heart. She had already been told that whatever was going to happen, it was going to hurt and she didn’t want to hurt anymore. 

"Please don't" she pleaded, knowing it wasn't going to help but it felt good to try. 

Instead of looking at her, Ayden pulled a large syringe and needle from the device he had been holding and drew in a deep breath. He then grabbed her knee and held it tight, restricting her movements before quickly pushing the needle into her thigh. 

Gasping at the unpleasant feeling of the needle being pushed into her leg, she stared at Ayden, wishing he would look at her. She hoped that maybe his eyes would give something away, anything to tell her what was going on but he was too focused on the task at hand. 

The concentration on his face only intensified as he held the needle in place. He then carefully shifted his thumb before pressing a button on the top of the needle. It wasn't until his thumb reached the stopping point of the button when a pulse of pain ripped through Ester’s body, causing her to cry out in pain. 

The longer the pain lasted, the more Ester cried out and the more she struggled to break free, desperate for the pain to stop. Although the pain dulled her senses, she could still feel both men tighten their grip every time she tried to move and wished she could just wake up from her strange dream. 

As her vision started to blur and her cries dulled, the painful procedure started to ease and slowly stop. While this was a relief, the procedure had weakened her entire body and all she could do was melt into the couch, despite the fact that she was no longer being held down.

Panting, Ester watched as Ayden carefully pulled the needle out and handed the entire device up to the stranger. The stranger then began to do something to the device but Ester only glanced at him. She wanted answers and looked to Ayden for them. 

"What did you do to me?" Ester panted, staring into his silver eyes as he rose to his feet. 

"Are you okay?" Ayden asked, ignoring her question. 

"No, I'm not" she growled at him, frowning deeply. "What did you just do to me and who is he?"

"Ester, please calm down" Ayden said, placing his hand on her arm. 

"Don't touch me" she yelled jumping up, the soreness in her leg causing her to wince but she wanted to show him her strength, even if she didn't have any. "And don't tell me to calm down."

Quickly grabbing her hand, Ayden made sure that she couldn't run away and positioned himself so that she had to look at him, even with her head lowered. "Ester, that is Ithamar and what I just did was test your genetic makeup for any damage that the chip might have caused and to ensure you are who we think you are" Ayden explained calmly, as he gently stroked the back of her hand with his thumb. "I told you that I will look after you and I intend to do just that."

Shocked by the new information, Ester let Ayden wrap his arms around her but it was a lot to take in and it was becoming increasingly difficult to process. "Why couldn't you have told me that before you stabbed me with a needle?" she asked, her voice barely audible. 

"I didn't want you to run away" Ayden answered, tightening his hold on her.  

"Do you plan on stabbing me again?" she asked, looking up at him. 

"No, I think that will do" he answered, smiling down at her. "Now let's eat."

With a slight nod of her head, Ester waited for him to release her before she followed him out onto the veranda. The cool air was refreshing and as she pulled in a deep breath, Ayden pulled a chair out for her. She then flashed him a smile that she didn’t think he deserved before taking a seat and making herself comfortable, despite the fact that her entire body still hurt. 

As Ayden made himself comfortable in the chair beside Ester, she let out a sigh and allowed her body to sink further into the chair. She then looked over at the mountains and noticed the sky was lit up with warm colours as the sun was starting to make its way below the horizon. 

“I should call my parents and at least let them know that I’m okay” Ester whispered, concerned her parents would be worried.

“Ithamar will take care of that” Ayden said, without hesitation. “He has also taken care of your car.”

“Oh” was all Ester could get out, concerned that she wasn’t even going to get to hear her parents voices again. 

As she let out a laboured breath, her head dropped and her heart sank. She was still on an emotional roller coaster and all she wanted to do was go home and curl up in her own bed. She even prayed that she would wake up in the morning and find that it had all been a dream.

“I know this is hard for you” Ayden said sympathetically and although he had said that to her before, it still made her feel a little better about her situation.

Reaching over, Ayden took her hand in his and gently kissed the back. He had barely lifted his head when Ithamar came out and placed some food in front of them. Ithamar then stood back and waited for Ayden’s attention. 

“Did you get the results?” Ayden asked Ithamar, without looking at him.

“Yes” Ithamar answered, still waiting for Ayden to look at him but he didn't.

“And”

“It is her”

“Thank you Ithamar”

Curiously, Ester stared at Ayden and listened for the sound of the door closing behind Ithamar, as he went back into the house. “What was that about?” she asked, not sure what Ithamar meant by ‘it is her’.
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