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      Ty was going to die. I would see to it. This was my last day in Egypt, and I still hadn’t bought a single souvenir. In fact, we spent most of spring break on a boat or at the beach. Not that there was anything wrong with the beach. The Red Sea was gorgeous, but I was in freaking Egypt, and we’d spent only one day checking out the pyramids. One. And now Ty was MIA with a note that told me to catch a cab to the market and buy my junk. His word, not mine.

      I flopped onto the very hard mattress. This was so unlike Ty. He rarely left me to my own devices. Certainly not in a foreign country that had scored number one in sexual harassment rates. And pepper spray was illegal.

      Where on earth did he go?

      I shouldn’t be upset that he wanted to go out on his own. It’s bad enough that my twenty-two year-old brother had to take care of me when he should be in college having the time of his life. He became my caretaker when my parents were murdered and we were sent to live with Gran.

      It wasn’t fair to him. I’d tried to tell him I could take care of myself, but he said sixteen was too young. I had Gran, but he said that didn’t count because she couldn’t really take care of me. Maybe he’d have to come up with a different argument when I turned seventeen. Lots of seventeen-year-olds take care of themselves, right?

      I rolled over onto my side. Somehow, living alone with Gran scared me less than being alone in Egypt. Bravery wasn’t my strong suit. Well, I could be brave, but only when I had help. Going out by myself wasn’t something I did. Ever.

      I always had my wing-woman, Nora, with me. Or Kole. Or Penny and Scarlett. I never had to be alone.

      Knowing Ty, he was probably at a business meeting of some kind. He took his job very seriously. As serious as a diving videographer could. Regardless, he had meetings all the stinking time. I snuck into one once. What a snoozer. They talked about figures and percentages. It was altogether too much math for me.

      I opened the curtains and stepped onto the dusty balcony. Below me, cars wove in and out of one another like a school of fish, and the drivers laid on the horns. A lone man in a long gray dress, or galabaya as they call them here, strolled through the chaos. I held my breath for him. He was unsteady on his feet, and the cars brushed by him. He stumbled as a truck piled high with mattresses passed him. He got to the other side and I let out a breath.

      I might head to the market today, but there was no way in hades I was about to cross a street. Part of me loved the craziness of Egypt, but I also longed for the logic and calm of my home in Michigan. Well, most of the time anyway. Logic went out the window during the Coast Guard Festival.

      I watched the man for a little bit longer. His reward on the other side of the street was a cart with hundreds of oranges. He poked and prodded them and finally plucked out one that fit perfectly in his hand. He glanced over to the woman who ran the fruit stand. She was arguing with another man. I had no idea what was being said, but it involved a lot of hand gestures.

      The man who crossed the road tucked the orange into a pocket and waddled on down the street. I smirked. That man had a death wish as the woman who ran the fruit stand was now beating the other man with a reed.

      I strolled back inside and steeled myself. I could go out on my own. Be brave.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t do this. After a death-defying cab ride to Khan el-Khalili, the market, the swarm of people terrified me. I spoke no Arabic and was a lone girl. One of the only ones without my head covered. This was going to be a disaster.

      I imagined what I would do if my BFF Nora were here with me. We’d get back into the cab and go home. Scratch that. Maybe Scarlett. She’d take one look at the group of people and order her driver to haul her to the nearest mall. Maybe not Scarlett. Penny then. Scarlett’s twin. She’d grab my hand and plunge right into the crowd, and she usually had good judgment. She wouldn’t let this intimidate her. Okay, channeling Penny.

      I took two steps forward, falling in with the crowd. So far so good. The cars behind me still honked, and the crowd around me buzzed with various Arabic phrases. Body odor hung heavy in the air, but it disappeared when I hit the spice market, and my fear dissipated.

      The crowd had dispersed some, and the air was rich with spices. I hurried down the alley, excited for the first time since I woke up and discovered Ty was gone.

      I felt like I’d stepped back in time a thousand years. Men and women wore traditional dress, and the spices lay piled into cones on top of large barrels. Colorful lamps hung from the cloth ceilings. Small alleys opened to more small alleys. Every kind of merchandise could be found—from brightly colored cloth to cell phones.

      I drained nearly my entire spending allowance, mostly buying magnets and other trinkets. I had no clue where I was in the market, but I didn’t care. As unsafe as I had felt this morning, I was fine now. I still wished Nora had been with me. She would’ve loved it. I took a few pictures and sent them to her.

      Some boys at the coffee shop catcalled me, but I couldn’t understand a word they said, so it didn’t feel as ominous as it probably should have. Bravery felt good. I should do this more often. As I wandered the shops, I wondered where else I should channel Penny and take the plunge. Maybe I should stand up to my boyfriend more often or do things that prove to Ty I was responsible.

      I ducked into a small shop with ancient trinkets and was drawn to the back to shelves that held hundreds of glass bottles of every shape and size. I crouched down to the bottom shelf to examine what looked like perfume bottles. They might be good for my friends.

      I picked up a pretty green one and held it up to the light. A smoke-like substance swirled within, giving an almost magical appearance. It would be perfect for Nora. I could probably get some for Scarlett and Penny too.

      “How much?” I asked the wizened old shop keeper in a faded blue galabaya.

      “For you, beautiful lady. Five pounds.” Fifty cents? How many were there? I could sell them in our booth back home where Gran and I sold stained glass window ornaments. These bottles were worth far more than fifty cents each.

      I could only find ten bottles total. They were all different colors. My favorite was a midnight blue one with a sparkling fog. It was as if someone bottled the night sky. I wanted to open one, just to see what would happen, but I was afraid the man would get mad at me.

      Loaded down with my purchases, I wove my way through the throngs of people and flagged down a cab.

      I’d done it.

      But I was still going to kill Ty for leaving me alone.
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      I flung open the door and yelled, “I’m home!”

      Not that anyone would respond.

      Gran was mute, and the cats were probably asleep upstairs on my bed. The house greeted me like an old friend—with the colored light reflecting off the stained glass windows and the smells from the kitchen. I dropped my carry-on, flung off my Chucks, and followed the scent of red velvet cake. My favorite.

      I’d only been gone a week, but I expected the house to look different or something. Travel did that to me. Every time I visited a new place, I felt like I came back different, but my surroundings were the same. Black fur still covered the couch and loveseat with the sad blue throw pillows, and the scratched-up coffee table hadn’t moved an inch. With the exception of the cat hair, the tiny room was spotless. Gran probably scrubbed it down the second we left.

      I pushed open the swinging door to the small kitchen. Sitting on the square table with mismatched chairs was a plateful of cupcakes covered in fluffy cream cheese frosting. I didn’t waste any time. I plopped down and shoved one into my mouth. Oh, heaven. I swallowed and licked frosting off my finger.

      The food in Egypt was decent, but their desserts were awful. Though, even if they’d been good, no one could quite match Gran’s cupcakes.

      A thud sounded outside the kitchen door, and Ty stomped in, looking angry. I’d left the luggage to him. He didn’t pull mad off very well. He had one of those model faces with full lips, perfect cheekbones, and a strong jaw, so his angry face usually made most girls swoon. As his sister, it didn’t affect me, but he still looked like he was posing for an Abercrombie ad instead of glaring.

      “Thanks for your help, Liv. Did you haul back bricks from the pyramids?” He shook out his hands.

      “I wish. Here have a cupcake.” I shoved one in his face, hoping to distract him. No one could resist them.

      “Can you tell Granny Bea that you have a new favorite?” Ty asked through a mouthful. “Don’t get me wrong. The red velvet is amazing, but I’d love chocolate sometimes. With peanut butter frosting.”

      Gran liked me more than Ty. It drove him nuts because usually it’s the other way around. Everyone loved Ty with his carefree attitude and quick smile. My BFFs sometimes came over just to talk to him. Well, Scarlett and Penny did. Nora seemed immune to his charms. Ty got irritated when we left the twins with him.

      I shrugged and grabbed another cupcake before retrieving my suitcase and dragging it upstairs. It thumped on each step. If Gran didn’t know we were home before, she did now.

      I might have gone overboard on the souvenirs, but to be fair, I planned on selling at least half of the stuff in our booth at the Glittering Goddess. Most of the items in our booth were my or Gran’s art, but Gran often bought stuff cheap at the flea market and resold it.

      The Glittering Goddess was the best art and craft market in town. All the tourists stopped at it, and locals frequented it as well. I didn’t know what Gran paid for our booth, but we sold a lot.

      Heels clicked on the floor behind me. Gran approached, wearing pearls and a form-fitting beige silk dress. The woman neared eighty and still dressed better than everyone in our tiny town. She looked damn good too. She’d fit in more on the streets of New York than she did here. She liked to stay home most of the time, but I’d never seen her dress less than perfectly. She held her hands out, and I rushed into her arms. She smelled like Gran. Expensive perfume and new clothes.

      Gran was a mystery. After Mom and Dad were murdered, when I was ten, she showed up at the funeral, with a letter in hand for our attorney. We’d never met her before, but she was our maternal grandmother. I always wanted to ask her why Mom never talked about her, but that was a mystery I’d probably never solve.

      She never uttered a word. I knew she was capable of writing things down, but she rarely did. She communicated with gestures sometimes, but mostly she just listened to us.

      At first, I was scared of her. But three days after we came into her home, she led me out to her workshop and taught me how to work with glass. It was the perfect outlet for a grieving ten-year-old, and it wasn’t long before I was spilling all my fears and dreams in that workshop. Gran was the perfect listener.

      She let go of me and stared with her penetrating gaze. For some people that gaze would be terrifying, but to me, that was Gran asking me to tell her about my trip.

      “I missed you. Egypt was incredible. I got good stuff for our booth, so I’ll take it over there later. Right now I’m going to dump my stuff and go see Kole. I promise to tell you everything tomorrow.”

      Gran didn’t respond. She couldn’t, but she narrowed her eyes. She didn’t like Kole.

      That was my fault though. I told her everything. I couldn’t help myself. When we worked in the shop together, my mouth ran. Since she couldn’t speak, there was never any place where she could interrupt or pass judgment, and before I knew what happened, I told her way too much. Like how Kole always pushed me to go further than I was comfortable with when we made out. Or how he was possessive and jealous when I went out with friends or talked to other guys.

      I knew he was an ass sometimes, but he was my ass, and I loved him anyway. My friends were always trying to get me to dump him, but I could never quite bring myself to do it. In spite of his faults, he was loyal and sweet. He was always there for me when I needed him.

      I backed away and sneezed. Spring was here.

      Gran handed me a tissue. I kissed her on the cheek and pushed open the door to my room. She clicked on down the hall. Probably to make sure we didn’t make a mess in her kitchen. Too late.

      My room was exactly as I left it. Clothes all over the bed and Chucks scattered on the floor. Just before we left, Ty told me I was only allowed two pair. Two! And last minute as well. I couldn’t make a decision that fast. I took my black Chucks and the ones I painted just for Egypt—pyramids and palm trees. I wanted to take my red, blue, and gold pairs as well, but Ty sat in my room and watched me pack. I tried tossing shoes at him, but he just threw them back. I had a bruise to prove it too.

      I left my suitcase by the door and sat down at my vanity.

      “Hey, Mom and Dad,” I said and gave the necklace that hung from the mirror a kiss. It’s all I had left of them. I pulled out a few tickets from my adventures and slid them onto the mirror. They fit right in with the temple tickets from Thailand, the zoo tickets from Australia, and the volcano tickets from Hawaii—all diving locations where Ty had to work. He took me along once a year. It wasn’t enough. Someday I planned to travel the entire world.

      At the top of the mirror was the last family picture we ever took. I was ten. Now I looked just like my mom, with the same long black hair, pale skin, and bright blue eyes. Everyone told my mom she had gorgeous eyes. I get the same thing. Though most of the time it’s “Wow, you have such pretty eyes. You should wear makeup. They’d look amazing.” Except I knew they wouldn’t. I’d tried a little in middle school, but I looked just as plain with makeup as I did without, so I didn’t even bother. Besides, who freaking has time for that? Mom did. She looked perfect every day. Then a crazy woman decided she wanted to be Mom’s best friend and tried to be her. She got plastic surgery and everything, so she looked just like Mom by the time she murdered her. When Mom thought things were getting weird, she cut her off, and the crazy lady broke into the house and killed Mom and Dad.

      Ty had been sleeping over at a friend’s house. The woman broke into our home in middle of the night and slit their throats while they were sleeping. I didn’t even know they were dead until I bounced onto their bed the next morning and found them lifeless.

      I didn’t feel terror from the blood or their deaths. That came later. The first thing I felt was the fear of being alone. I didn’t know what to do. I ran out to the street screaming and covered in blood. It was early, maybe six on a Sunday. No one was out. I felt like my world had ended and I was utterly alone. Eventually, a neighbor found me and called the police. It probably wasn’t more than a few minutes, but it felt like forever.

      Ever since that day, I can’t stand being alone. I’ve got to be with people. People are safe. Even when they’re not.

      A head nudged my foot, and Rio hopped into my lap. She loved me more than New York and London, though all three slept with me. That’s why when Gran wanted to redo my bedroom last year, I insisted on a black comforter. Black fur covered our entire house.

      The city said we’re only allowed three cats, and Ty wouldn’t let me break the law. Spring was here though, and that meant kitten season was coming. If I hid one in my room, Ty wouldn’t even have to know.

      What to name him? I looked at the map on my wall that had the cities I wanted to visit. Tokyo. That would be his name. Oh, this was bad. Ty didn’t stand a chance. Somehow Tokyo would become a part of our family. I’d see to it.

      Ty went to cities like that sometimes, but he didn’t take me. Mostly because they were shorter businessy trips. Someday, I planned to sneak along with him to New York. So far, I’d been unsuccessful.

      I popped open my suitcase and pulled out my jeans and t-shirts and the two pitiful pairs of Chucks. Then I examined my wares.

      My favorite find was the tiny glass bottles. Some were skinny, some fat, and I even found a couple square ones. Each had a glass stopper and some sort of liquid or gas swirling around. They were magical to watch. I’d bring gifts along when my friends and I got together later.

      I slipped on my flowered low tops and ran back downstairs, missing a step and nearly falling down the last three. My knee slammed into the wall. I rubbed it and hobbled to the door.

      “I’m going out,” I yelled just before shutting the door, limping only a little bit. The air here was cooler than Cairo, but spring was on its way. No more coats and snow. At least I hoped no more snow. At the end of my street, I changed my mind. I could see Kole later. I really wanted to see Nora. We rarely got time to hang out sans the twins, and I really missed her.

      We lived in Grand Haven, Michigan, less than three miles from Lake Michigan, which meant that in April, snow could still happen. Considering that the tulips and hyacinths were starting to bloom, I was optimistic that winter was over. The air smelled clean and green. Even the birds were chirping, and bees buzzed around the flowers. Usually, I wasn’t this cheerful, but the euphoria from my vacation still lingered.

      I strolled down the street and admired the trees starting to sprout yellow-green leaves. Everything felt new. When I left a week ago, the grass was still brown.

      The houses on my street were tiny two-bedroom craftsman homes built in the fifties. Most people put dormers on them in the seventies and eighties, so two-bedroom homes became four. I loved our cozy little house with its dormers.

      Nora lived two streets over. Her house was newer, maybe built in the eighties, but not any bigger. It certainly didn’t have the charm our home had. Though that might be because of Gran. Half our windows were colored glass with flowers or birds. She kept our home nice.

      Nora would be surprised to see me this early. We were supposed to have a six-hour layover in Chicago, but Ty managed to get us on an earlier flight. I felt a little guilty. I should surprise Kole instead, but Nora would be better company than he would be. The plan was to meet everyone at Scarlett and Penny’s place at eight tonight so I could tell them about my trip and distribute gifts. Now I had all afternoon to hang with Nora.

      Kole and I had been together almost two years. Most of the time, Kole was easy. He didn’t mind that I never wore a skirt or when I’d rather stay home and watch a movie instead of going to a party. Though he preferred staying in as well. He called it our make-out time. At the moment, I didn’t really want make-out time.

      I walked right into her house. Her parents were never home, and I didn’t remember the last time one of us knocked. All the lights were off, giving the house a spooky feel. When Nora was home alone, she never came out of her room. I raced up the stairs.

      I cracked the door open and poked my head in.

      At first, I didn’t understand what I saw. Stuffy air hung heavy in the room. The wooden doorway scratched at my hands as I gripped it. Nora was on her bed, but she wasn’t alone. Kole lay next to her, his lips on hers. His hands gripped her hair, and she clutched at the belt loop of his black skinny jeans.

      Anger burned in my stomach. After everything I’d put up with from him. All the possessiveness and jealousy. All the times I just wanted to snuggle and he wanted more. All the times I nearly broke up with him, but didn’t. He told me he loved me. How could he do this?

      I cleared my throat.

      Nora jerked her head, her long blonde braid whipping Kole in the face. Her face paled when she saw me. My vision blurred with anger or tears, I couldn’t tell which.

      “Liv. What are you doing home?” she asked, blinking those hazel eyes at me. Kole hadn’t moved, his hand still pressed against her back. Rage slowly built in my chest. The urge to scream came, but I couldn’t. That would be brave and out of character.

      I raced down the stairs like a coward, blinking back tears. My throat closed, and I wondered if it was possible to be allergic to betrayal. If I ended up in the hospital like I had when I ate shellfish in Thailand, it would serve them right.

      At least I’d kept it together in her room.

      Kole and Nora.

      Kissing.

      Maybe they’d even had sex. Oh gosh, I was going to puke. Anger and hurt swirled together in my chest. Anger at Kole. Hurt by Nora. In some ways, I always kind of expected something like this from him, but Nora was my very best friend. How could she do this to me?

      I hit the cool spring air, swallowing my sick, and headed toward the beach. It was an hour walk. I couldn’t go home and risk Ty asking me a million questions. For the first time in years, I wanted to be alone.

      I barely cleared Nora’s yard when Kole called from behind.

      “Liv, wait. Please.”

      I didn’t.

      He caught me anyway. Damn long legs.

      I shrugged off his hand but looked up at him. I wanted him to see what he’d done. The tears he caused. His dishwater blonde hair hung in his eyes. I wanted to tear it all off his head. Hatred like I’d never known clouded my brain.

      “What?” I asked, wiping away the tears. I searched his face for remorse, but I found none.

      “I’m really sorry. Nora and I were practicing, and I missed you. Things got out of hand.” His gray eyes pleaded with me. He was not getting away with acting sad. Those eyes were not sincere.

      My rage boiled over. “Out of hand?” I shrieked. “I was gone for one week. One. You couldn’t keep it in your pants that long?”

      Nora caught up to us still stunning with her inch-long lashes and pouty lips. I used to admire her flawless beauty. Now I hated it.

      “We didn’t have sex,” she said.

      I threw my hands in the air. “Oh, so that’s supposed to make it better? You didn’t have sex. Sure, you can kiss my boyfriend all you want.”

      Kole reached out and stroked my cheek, his eyes boring into mine. “It’s not a big deal. We just kissed and only once, I swear.”

      Nora wouldn’t meet my eyes. I took two steps back from him.

      “Nope. That’s a lie. We’re through.” Then I looked right at Nora. “And Nora. We’re no longer friends. For the record, he’s not worth it.” Her betrayal hurt worse than his. She was supposed to my best friend.

      I turned and ran. They didn’t bother following. I knew I’d come home from Egypt a changed person, but I had no idea that meant I’d be single and down one BFF.

      I should’ve stayed there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          LIV

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      London woke me up the next morning, trying to suffocate me. He’s the one I think really hates me. He always sleeps right next to my head, and this wasn’t the first time he’d tried to curl up on my face. He yowled an angry tune when I pushed him off the bed. New York lay next to my feet, and Rio was on my stomach. At least they were still loyal. It was hard to even know who to trust anymore.

      Sleep crusted my eyes from tears, and an empty ice cream tub perched on top of the books on my nightstand. I half-expected to see Ty asleep next to me, but he must’ve gone to bed too after I cried myself to sleep.

      Red velvet crumbs dotted my blanket. Gran was going to kill me. I didn’t see her when I got home. Of course Ty came in and spent most of the evening telling me all the creative ways in which he was going to kill Kole. He brought in the tray of cupcakes and the ice cream. Best brother ever. Then he made me a playlist with at least fifty songs about revenge.

      My heart still hurt, but at least I had him. He was proof there were good guys out there. Kole was one of the crappy ones. I knew that before, but he’d been comfortable and there. I’d find a better one. But maybe not until after I graduated. Just because I didn’t have a boyfriend didn’t mean I was alone. I had Ty and Gran. Scarlett and Penny too, but their mom kept them so busy that it was difficult to see them more than a few hours a week outside of school.

      A few tears leaked out. Kole and I had planned on moving to New York when we graduated. He was going to find a band to play drums for, and I was going to open an art studio somewhere other than a sleepy tourist town. I’d just have to do it on my own. Maybe I’d apply to art school. I wasn’t really planning on going to college, but the future was different now.

      Maybe different wasn’t so bad. Change was good. Maybe I could travel and not feel guilty. Kole didn’t want to travel.

      I clutched at my sheets. I’d given Kole everything. My love. My v-card. My heart. I couldn’t take any of that back. Yeah, I was done with boys for a while. I searched for my phone. I’d turned it off because I didn’t want to hear from either Kole or Nora.

      Nora.

      I tried not to think about her. Losing Kole was one thing. I could grieve our relationship, and sure, it hurt, but it wasn’t overwhelming. The second I thought about Nora, I felt like I was going to suffocate.

      She was something entirely different, and I couldn’t even begin to comprehend what that meant. Nora and I joked that we were soul mates. Two halves of one whole. We’d been friends since I moved in six years ago after my parents died. She’d taken me under her wing—a scared ten year old girl transplanted from Chicago. Without her even realizing it, she helped make my world brighter. I didn’t even tell her about them until nearly a year later. She’d been so great about just going with it when I got suddenly weepy or something. She never pried.

      The betrayal was too much. Kole may have crushed my heart, but she shattered it. I had to focus on Kole. He, I could heal from. Nora’s pain was easier to shut out altogether.

      My phone sat on my vanity, and I scrambled to grab it, the cats scattering. I turned it on and waited for the thousands of notifications. Mostly from apps like YouTube and Instagram. I popped a piece of cinnamon gum to wash out the dryness that comes after a night of tears. The flavor flooded my mouth, and I realized I was starving. The tray that held the cupcakes was sitting on the floor. Empty. Damn.

      The phone twittered on. Twenty-two messages.

      All from Scarlett and Penny.

      Not a single message from either Kole or Nora.

      Wow. So much for remorse. It was like they didn’t even care that they hurt me. How could Nora do this to me?

      Another message came in from Scarlett while I tried to read the others. Girl. You’re dead. You have to be if you aren’t responding. We’re coming over and Penny is going to work her magic and revive you. Or just figure out who killed you so we can gut them.

      I sent her a message last night telling her I was tired and didn’t want to come over, but I didn’t tell her about Kole and Nora. Scarlett wasn’t one to threaten and not follow through. I had maybe twenty minutes before she showed up. If Ty was in the living room or kitchen, it’d buy me another ten minutes, maybe longer, because both Scarlett and Penny would want to get their Ty fix, and who I was to deny them that? I definitely had time for a shower.

      I jumped up and crushed a box under my feet. Crap. It was a Guia La Bruna box. Gran.

      I opened the lid and found three new underwear sets. One pale blue, one mint green, and one black. Gran had been buying me expensive bras since my twelfth birthday when I whined to her that I was the only girl in sixth grade who wasn’t wearing a bra. Not that I needed one. Heck. I barely needed one now, something I lamented over quite often.

      I hadn’t a clue how she knew what size, but they always fit perfectly. I almost croaked two years ago when I finally broke down and googled Guia La Bruna. Some of their bras cost more than the entirety of my wardrobe. I supposed she bought me the underwear because I wouldn’t wear any of the other expensive clothes she left in my room. She stopped trying when she realized I never wore anything but t-shirts and jeans.

      I took out the black set and headed to the shower. I stopped at my vanity and opened the box with the bottles I brought back from Egypt. I needed to pick ones for my friends. I took out a skinny purple one for Penny and a squat blue one with an intricate design for Scarlett.

      I wanted to keep one for myself. Which one to choose?

      In the back of the box, nestled deep in the padding, was a clear bottle with swirling black smoke. It was the only one that I could tell had colored smoke. The others might have colors but it was hard to see. I slid the bottle back into the box. Maybe not that one. There was something sinister about it. It almost felt oily in my hand.

      The midnight blue one drew me in. I loved the color and the dreamlike quality it had. This was supposed to be for Nora. I pulled out the tiny glass stopper and tipped the bottle into my left hand. Nothing came out. I peered in the tiny opening. There was something definitely in there, but it wasn’t leaving the bottle. It smelled like a hookah bar.

      My phone chirped again, reminding me I only had a few minutes. I sat the bottle down and escaped into my bathroom. Say what you want about this tiny house, but a bathroom in my room was heaven sent. Whoever designed the upstairs knew what they were doing.

      I stepped into the shower and let the steamy water run over me. I really wanted it to wash away my anger and hurt, but that settled in my heart. Part of me wondered if I trashed Kole’s truck or threw a rock through Nora’s window, if I would feel better. That’s what some people did, right? Not me though. Too often I just swallowed my anger and moved on. I didn’t know how to move on from this though. Again, if it was just Kole, I’d be fine. Nora would’ve spent the night and planned revenge. But it was her.

      I’d never been so angry, and I didn’t know what I should or shouldn’t do. I wasn’t a screamer. I didn’t know what to do and I doubted this would go away.

      I dried off and slipped on my new bra and underwear. The bra fit perfectly and was edged with lace, but not itchy. The underwear barely covered my backside, but was still classy. Kole would’ve liked it.

      I clenched my fists. Kole was never going to see it. I wrapped a towel around my hair and stomped out to my closet. I grabbed a t-shirt Penny bought me last year that said “Kiss This” and dug around the pile of clothes on the floor for my skinny jeans.

      The hookah bar smell still lingered, but much stronger. A light breeze blew across my back. That was odd. I spun around, fully expecting to see Scarlett and Penny.

      I froze.

      Standing in front of me was the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen. And I’d seen a lot. All of Ty’s diving buddies were gorgeous, and I frequently appreciated them from afar. The man in front of me was exotic. His shaggy black hair fell into his dark eyes with lashes even Nora would envy. A five o’clock shadow covered his jaw. He looked like a rock god.

      My mouth dropped open. Then I remembered I was standing there in nothing but a bra and underwear. I ripped the towel off my head and attempted to cover myself.

      “I’m not wearing any clothes,” I said stupidly.

      He grinned, showing adorable dimples. Then he tugged at the hem of his linen shirt and pulled it over his head, holding it out for me.

      He had ripped abs and defined pecs, but had loose fitting pants that hung low on his hips. His feet were bare. I tore my eyes away from his abs that begged to be touched, took the shirt, and pulled it over my head. It smelled like the streets of Egypt.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, slinking into my closet. He stood too near the door for me to run out of the room. It wasn’t unusual to have strangers in our house. Ty had friends from all over the world who came to stay, but usually he gave me a heads up.

      The man didn’t answer, just cocked his head and creased his eyebrows like he was confused or something.

      Hot or not, he was in my room, and I was half-naked. His eyes smoldered at me even in their confusion.

      I grabbed a shoe and threw it at him. He ducked.

      “You’re in the wrong room. Ty’s room is down the hall.”

      He blinked at me and didn’t move. Maybe he didn’t speak English or something.

      “Get out!” I yelled.

      “As you wish,” he replied in an almost sing-song voice and disappeared.

      I blinked. Boy he moved fast. I ran to the door and looked down the hallway. He was gone.

      I slammed my door and leaned against it, my breath coming in rapid bursts. My heart raced, but I couldn’t tell if it was fear or desire. That perfect chest. It was all I could do not to reach out a hand and touch him.

      He clearly did not belong in my room, but the way he looked at me. With those eyes. Part of me wanted to get dressed and interrogate Ty about him, but then mortification set in. He saw me in nothing but my underwear.

      I couldn’t face him without blushing.

      Nope. I’d stay in my room and ask Ty about him later.

      Then I’d just have to make sure I wasn’t home every time he came over. I couldn’t face him ever again.
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      When I left the girl’s chambers, I sent myself to the closest Jinn. I had no idea how much time had passed since Bast had last yanked me out and tortured me. If I hadn’t seen that the girl was obviously not Bast, I wouldn’t have realized that I was actually free. I had a mistress again.

      I shoved my hands in my pockets. I was missing my book. Curse Bast. She stripped me of as much as she could. Though the elixir was still there. I’d have to find a way to get rid of it. Clever of Bast to make sure I still had it. Take away the book that allowed me some semblance of freedom and replace it with slavery.

      Time didn’t pass inside the vessel. It could’ve been fifteen minutes or dozens of pharaohs. Based on my surroundings, I figured I was closer to many regimes rising and falling. Surely Bast couldn’t have kept me locked up that long.

      No camels wandered the streets. Instead of colorful tents, large sturdy structures rose up around me, but they didn’t look like the stone palaces or pyramids. I studied one. Its shape was unlike anything I’d ever seen.

      The ground around me was green and soft instead of brown and firm, and trees were everywhere.

      A frigid breeze blew across my chest, and I immediately regretted my decision to give my shirt to the girl. There were a thousand ways I could have granted that wish, but I was so disoriented from being locked up that I simply did the first thing that came to mind. I wasn’t so easily rattled, but Bast had been torturing me, and so I was weak. Or at least I should’ve been. Maybe more time had passed than I thought. A Jinn’s energy typically regenerates over time, and I didn’t feel particularly weak.

      The girl. The taste of life force from granting those two small wishes sated my thirst like water to a man lost in the desert. It’d been so long. I wanted to go back and demand more, grant her every desire. But something was different, and I needed to understand where and when I was instead of drinking from her well.

      The ground beneath my feet was harder than anything I’d felt before. It jarred my body when I appeared. I knelt down and brushed my fingers along the gray surface. It was rough, but would probably withstand even the largest of chariots. How odd. Either I’d crossed the ocean and found a new world, or time had sped past while I was locked up.

      Something whooshed past me, and I spun around. Carts were racing by on the road with no horses, going faster than was humanly possible. Even though I started to shiver, I couldn’t help but stand and watch them—in awe.

      They were brightly colored with large black wheels. Most were bigger than any carriage I’d ever seen, but a few only had two wheels with a person perched on the back like a camel.

      I’d never been trapped in my vessel for more than a few years, and things typically didn’t change that much, but every once in a while something changed that surprised me. As soon as I figured things out, I would get my hands on one of those horseless carts if only to feel the speed. It must be exhilarating.

      I turned my back to the road and approached the house of whatever Jinn lived here. It was larger and different than most homes I’d seen, though it wasn’t a palace by any means.

      I pounded on the door and waited. A plump woman with light brown hair answered. Her skin was pale like the girl’s. She wore a small shirt and short pants. When I was last out, she would be considered indecent. Though, she didn’t hold herself like she was trying to seduce me. Her demeanor was relaxed and casual. I rubbed at my eyes. I felt like a sheep who accidentally wandered into the lion’s den. Nothing was familiar, and I felt vaguely threatened, but I couldn’t figure out why.

      She looked me up and down and then yelled, “Ali, one of your kind is here.” Then she turned back to me. “Unless you’re my date… Ali knows I like them older though.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t have any dates.” Those would taste good right about now.

      She giggled and eyed my chest. Footsteps pounded down the hall.

      “Gabriel?” It was Ali. I knew him, but we weren’t close. He was a little too vicious for my taste. I had no problems taking the life of my mistress, but I always tried to keep it fairly humane. A few Jinn delighted in bloody hunts, Ali among them.

      His face split into a wide grin, and he embraced me. “Where have you been?”

      “I’m not sure.” His behavior baffled me. The Ali I knew was aloof and distant. Before now, I’d never even seen him smile. Not that we had had many interactions, but the kingdom of the Jinn was small, and we all knew one another.

      “Come in.” He stepped back and allowed me to enter. Nothing in the home made sense. At least the outside somewhat resembled a house. I recognized nothing inside.

      “How much time has passed?” I asked, needing something to make sense.

      “You mean since you and Samir went missing?”

      “Yes.”

      “About three thousand years.”

      My knees went weak, and I gripped the doorway. “Three…three thousand?” I’d expected it to be long. Maybe fifty or a hundred. But three thousand? That was tens of thousands of lifetimes. How many pharaohs had risen and fallen? Whole wars would’ve been fought.

      Ali shoved his hands in his pockets. “Sure thing. Have you been locked up that whole time?” His mistress stood by, her eyes darting back and forth between us.

      “Most of it. Where are we?”

      “Across the sea my friend, America.”

      I’d never heard of such a place. “America?” The word felt odd and foreign on my tongue.

      Ali chuckled and slapped me on the back. “There will be plenty of time for a geography lesson later. Turns out the world is not flat. Come, let’s get you something to eat, and we can catch up.”
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      By the time I finished dressing, the embarrassment had worn off. Now I was just curious. I ran a brush through my thick hair and pulled it into a ponytail. Then I grabbed the shirt and flew downstairs. I wanted to know who he was and what he was doing in my house. Also, I had to return his shirt.

      Ty sat in the kitchen, nursing a cup of coffee. Even in that simple act, he looked majestic. No wonder my friends were in love.

      I’d never really been interested in any of his friends before. Mostly because I always had Kole, but now I had to know more about the guy that showed up in my room. Maybe he was exactly what I needed to take my mind off of Kole. Not that I would do anything about it, but a crush never hurt anyone.

      “Where’s your friend?” I asked cautiously.

      “What friend?” he asked, not taking his eyes away from his phone.

      “I don’t know his name. Tall. Dark. Gorgeous.” I didn’t mention how he made my heart flutter.

      Ty chuckled and glanced up. “Haven’t found one of those for you yet. Sorry. I’ll get right on that. Maybe I can find someone to walk you to school tomorrow and make Kole jealous.”

      “No, I didn’t mean that. I thought you had company.” I held the shirt behind my back. I didn’t want Ty asking me where I got it, because at this point I had no good explanation. It obviously wasn’t my imagination. I had the shirt as proof. But what would Ty do if he thought some strange guy was just in my room? Cops would be called, and a manhunt would ensue. I didn’t want to deal with it. I’d had enough of cops to last a lifetime.

      The front door opened. “Ooooooliiiiivia,” Scarlett called.

      Ty’s eyes widened. “Thanks for telling me they were coming over.”

      “Sorry,” I said with a flutter of my eyelashes and went to greet my true friends. Ones that would never, ever make out with my boyfriend. Brother maybe, but not my boyfriend.

      Scarlett and Penny were halfway up the stairs to my room by the time I made it to the front door. They were dressed almost normally today, in t-shirts and jeans.

      Scarlett and Penny never wore an outfit twice. Each year they had a theme and dove headfirst into the fandom. They were batshit crazy, but they were my best friends, and I loved them for it.

      They only wore normal clothes in the summer, where they basically ran around in bikini tops, cut offs, and flip-flops. But then so did I. Summer was the only good thing about Grand Haven.

      In a normal school, they’d be outcasts, nerds, but they were some of the few kids who lived directly on the beach, and they threw amazing parties, so they were inexplicably popular. Though for the most part they stuck close only to me and Nora. Well, now, only me.

      I knew when they turned around, their t-shirts would have something to do with Harry Potter, their current obsession.

      I followed them into to my room. Scarlett dropped her backpack and spun around, hands on her hips. Sure enough, she wore a Hufflepuff shirt. Penny flung herself on my bed, scattering the cats.

      “You better have a good excuse for ditching us last night,” Scarlett demanded.

      “Yeah, I do.”

      I looked at Penny. She was easier to talk to about this stuff than Scarlett, but her eyes were on the empty ice cream tub. Then she met my gaze. “What happened?”

      “Kole…”

      Scarlett clapped her hands. “Did you finally dump the scumbag?”

      I exhaled. “I guess. He and Nora…” I let my words trail off. I couldn’t say the words out loud.

      Penny sat straight up. “He and Nora what?”

      I twisted my hands. “They’re a thing now, I think.”

      Penny narrowed her eyes. “That bitch.”

      Scarlett’s face softened, and she squeezed my hand. “Tell us everything.”

      By the time I finished the story, Scarlett was ready to set fire to his house, and Penny promised she could obliterate him on social media. They also swore they would never speak to Nora again.

      Before they left, I was pretty sure I had them convinced to not do anything too drastic, but it was Scarlett and Penny, so anything was possible. I appreciated their loyalty.

      I traipsed out to the workshop, needing something to keep my mind off what happened with Kole and Nora. I flicked on the light and inhaled. The smell of solder and flux hit me. I tripped over the threshold and caught myself on a table. This was why, in spite of Ty holding school records and a room for trophies, I never tried out for a single sports team. Art was my thing.

      Lots of window pieces hung along the walls. Mostly Gran’s stuff. She liked birds, so brightly colored finches and cardinals filled the windows.

      The shop was the one place I felt safe. Even in my own room I still worried. After all, my parents were murdered in their own bed. But no one ever got killed in their art shop. Plus, when I was here and absorbed in my work, I thought of nothing else. It was just me.

      I grabbed a few pieces of butcher paper and three sharpies. I wanted to create some pieces that reminded me of Egypt. I began sketching out a sunset over the desert.

      The door opened, and I looked over my shoulder.

      “Hey, Gran.”

      She gave me a wide smile and held the door open for London. All three of the cats were mine, but they liked Gran more. Gran had on her work clothes, which were just as immaculate as her pant suits, but allowed her free movement. Her outfit was entirely black.

      She sat across from me and pulled over a light box that had a half-finished blue jay window on it.

      Gran and I could easily work in silence, but I wanted to tell her about my trip. I needed to get out my words. While I cut out my pattern, I gave her a minute-by-minute recap of the things we did in Egypt, down to the moment I got home.

      Then the words just spilled out about Kole and Nora. I told her how I yelled at Kole and Nora on the front lawn, and Gran gripped her glass cutter a little tighter.

      “Ty was good to me when I came home, and we ate all of your cupcakes. Oh, that reminds me. Can you make chocolate with peanut butter frosting next time?”

      Gran nodded, her jaw tight. It felt good to dump the whole story without someone expressing sympathy or promising vengeance. Though from the look on Gran’s face, vengeance was on her mind.

      I forged on, knowing there was no stopping my mouth now. “Nora’s prettier than me anyway, and she and Kole are in the same band. Maybe I wasn’t good enough for him.” The glass in Gran’s hand shattered. I jumped off my chair and raced for her, but she wasn’t cut. She gripped my shoulders and looked me deep in the eyes, pleading with me.

      I’m sure if she could speak, she’d have a lot of words. She wrapped me in a hug and just held me. I know she didn’t agree with me, but it was hard not to feel inadequate next to Nora. She was perfect.
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      Heaven could not have concocted a more exquisite food.

      “What is this?” I asked through a mouthful.

      Ali chuckled. “Pizza.”

      Melissa eyed me thoughtfully. “Oooh, watching you try new foods is going to be fun. I bet you’ll appreciate my cooking more than Ali.” She swatted him on the shoulder.

      “I appreciate it,” Ali argued.

      I listened to them bicker as I devoured my food. Everything tasted stronger and better than it had last time I was out. I had been locked up for three thousand years, and so maybe I didn’t remember what food tasted like.

      Ali seemed very different than I remembered, and I’d never treated a mistress the way he did Melissa. They were almost friends with a strong bond.

      “What changed?” I asked, seeking to understand.

      Ali cocked his head. “In the world or with Jinn?”

      “With you.”

      “Mel happened. I’ve been with her for eight years.”

      I gasped and aspirated my pizza. I coughed, and Melissa beat on my back. “I thought genies were tougher than this,” she said with a giggle.

      Ali gave her a grin. “We are. Gabe’s just been out of the loop for a while.”

      I listened for the trill in her voice that indicated she was a goddess, but she was 100% human. What spell did she cast on him that denied him life force for eight years? She must be a witch. I had heard of them, but never met one. They weren’t common in Egypt. The longest I’d ever kept a mistress alive was six months.

      “Have the rules changed?” I asked.

      “No, not really. We have a little more freedom. With no Djinn we basically do what we want as long as we avoid the goddesses.”

      We avoided the goddesses before, but the way he said it made it seem like there was something more to this. “What’s changed with the goddesses?”

      “Not much. They trap us, and we are locked up for a few years. But everyone always comes back. Except you. Who got you?”

      “Bast.” The Djinn elixir was still in my pocket, but until I understood more of what was going on, I would not reveal that to Ali. He didn’t need to know of the torture Bast inflicted, because then he’d know there was more to my story than just getting trapped by the goddesses. We were caught all the time. Torture was something else altogether.

      Ali whistled. “Tough luck. No one has seen her for nearly as long as you and Samir have been missing. You should know, most Jinn are crying for your blood.”

      “Why?”

      “You were the last one seen with Samir, and they blame you for his disappearance.”

      “Do you?” I asked. Samir was well loved by most Jinn. If they thought I betrayed him, they’d make my life a living hell. We couldn’t die, but there were ways to make us wish we were dead.

      “I don’t really care one way or another. Where is your mistress?”

      I still wasn’t entirely sure I could trust him, but at least he wasn’t an enemy.

      “I don’t know. She took one look at me and commanded me to leave.”

      Ali chuckled. “Mel, we might need to move so we can be close to Gabe’s mistress. He’s been out of the game for too long. We’ll need to help him.”

      Melissa leaned back in her chair. “I’m ready for a change anyway. I’m going to shower. You boys have fun catching up.” She stood up and squeezed Ali’s shoulder. She looked as if she wanted to do the same to me, but resisted.

      I wanted to ask more about their relationship. I’d never seen a mistress so at ease with her Jinn before. There was an affection between them that was unusual even among humans.

      “Does she know you’ll kill her someday?” I asked after she left the room.

      “Yes, she knows. She also knows that I fight against the urge every day, and she trusts me. We should get you up to speed before your mistress summons you again. A lot has changed.”

      Ali pulled out a narrow silver box and opened it up. The top of the box lit up.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “A computer. It’s like a book, but you can find anything you want on here. Videos are the best—they are like live plays. But here, I’ll show you a few things and then let you just play. There are some good YouTube channels, which will catch you up on history and new inventions. Netflix is good as well. Keep in mind that most of the things on Netflix are stories, so not real.”

      “Got it.”

      I should be shocked by new technology, but I saw things change over thousands of years. Jinn adapted quickly to new situations and were incredibly fast learners.

      “What about changes with the Jinn?”

      He pulled out a book and handed it to me. “Where’s yours?”

      “I’m not sure.” Probably somewhere in Bast’s library. Every Jinn carried a book that updated as things changed. It helped because we never knew how much time passed when we were locked in our vessels. Sometimes rules changed or evolved. I felt lost without my book.

      The elixir felt heavy in my pocket. I needed to rid myself of it. Then I could move on and maybe forget the nightmare Bast put me through. That elixir was dangerous. If I took it, I’d be bound to Bast and her sisters. If another Jinn found me with it, I’d be an outcast.

      “You can use mine for now, but we should see about creating you a new one. Let me show you your room, and you can catch up. I’ll take you out after dinner and show you around.”

      Ali set the computer and book on the desk. I sat on the bed and sank down. “When did beds become soft?”

      Ali chuckled. “Only about fifty years ago. This is truly a miraculous time. Enjoy it.”

      He left the room, and the door clicked shut. I picked up the book first. What had changed with the Jinn?

      The first page was the same as always. No changes to the basics.

      
        	Every Jinn is bound to his mistress or master and must do as she or he commands.

        	Any command beginning with the words “I wish” must be granted.

        	Jinn may grant implied wishes, but they must be spoken out loud.

        	Energy for granting the wish comes from the mistress herself and transfers to the Jinn.

        	When the mistress makes a death wish, the Jinn must return to the vessel until a new mistress is found.

        	If the vessel is opened by another before a death wish is made, the Jinn is transferred to the new mistress, and he cannot take the life force of his previous mistress.

      

      

      I flipped through a few pages, but it was all much of the same. I stopped at the death wishes page, but figured I didn’t need a refresher on those. There were three ways in which I could take the life of my mistress and steal her life force. She could wish to save the life of another, take the life of another, or give herself to me in bed. Sometimes other wishes could cause a death, but those were the guaranteed death wishes and would give me what I needed to survive. Even now, my soul longed for that sweet force.

      I did need to catch up with the world, but first, I wanted to rid myself of my burden. I pulled on a shirt that was on top of the dresser and jogged back downstairs and found Ali sprawled out on a couch.

      “Is there a river nearby?” If we were still in Egypt, I’d throw the elixir into the Nile.

      Ali shook his head. “But the lake is close.”

      “How do I get there?”

      “I’m not sure you should be going out quite yet. You might get lost.”

      “I need to get out. I won’t get lost.”

      Ali explained how to get to the lake, and I took off in a jog. I enjoyed running. It was almost as good as flying.

      The lake was only a few miles away, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say it was the sea. I was alone on the soft sand. I took the elixir out of my pocket and stared at it.

      This had been the cost of making sure Samir would be locked up forever. Bast wanted another Djinn. It came with nearly unlimited power, but also bound me to Bast and her sisters. I would have to do everything they asked of me—including murdering my Jinn brothers.

      I promised her that I would take the elixir if she took care of Samir. I lied. Unfortunately, I couldn’t get away after she trapped Samir. In spite of the torture Bast inflicted on me, I refused to drink the elixir.

      I weighed the bottle in my hands and stared out into the depths of the lake. The bottle was heavier than a rock. It would sink to the bottom.

      Becoming Djinn definitely came with its perks. A Djinn would control all the other Jinn, did magic without a mistress, and took life force from any girl he wanted. But to be beholden to a goddess wasn’t a price any of us were willing to pay.

      I jerked my arm back and flung it out into the lake. It flew a good hundred feet before I saw the splash. My chest immediately felt lighter. I was in a new world with new things. Bast was probably still on the other side of the world, and the elixir was gone.

      I felt almost free. I enjoyed the jog back much more. Ali was no longer in the main room of the house, and so I made my way back to my room and cracked my door open.

      Sitting on my dresser, glittering like a purple gemstone, was the elixir.

      Gods. I should’ve known it wouldn’t be that easy. I opened a dresser drawer and shoved it behind all the clothes. At some point I’d figure out how to rid myself of it, but for now, the silver computer called to me. I wanted to watch those moving stories. I opened it up and navigated to YouTube and watched a few videos on history. A lot had definitely changed. This kind of research was way more fun than reading things in books.

      After a while, I switched to Netflix and clicked on a show called Gossip Girl. It looked more realistic than a few of the other stories. I settled in and didn’t emerge from my room for five days.

      Every day, the elixir appeared on the top of the dresser and every day I buried it again.
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      Monday morning dawned cold and cloudy. One look in the mirror and I nearly crawled back under the covers with London. My eyes were puffy and red. Today, I had to face all those kids at school who didn’t know Kole and I broke up.

      Did people know? I’d stayed off of Facebook, so I didn’t know if anyone found out. Scarlett and Penny wouldn’t say anything, but if Kole and Nora posted something, then my messenger was probably blowing up.

      I really should check it before I leave. Sure, and see pictures of them being all cozy. No thank you.

      I gripped the bathroom counter. They would regret this. Kole would rue the day he let me go. I stormed out to my closet.

      For the first time in my life I wanted to dress to kill. I flung open the door and then frowned. I owned zero skirts, let alone a killer mini. I nearly texted Scarlett, but then I might end up dressed like some Harry Potter nerd. That wasn’t the effect I was going for. They were good for hair and makeup, but fashion advice wouldn’t help me in this situation.

      No, I wanted to make Kole drool.

      I thought about going to Gran, but she’d only had old ladies clothes. Really nice old lady clothes, but nothing sexy. I found my tightest pair of skinny jeans and then thumbed through my t-shirts. Most of the shirts were pretty modest, but during my middle school years, I experimented a little. I found a plain black t-shirt that had a deep v. Then I dug out my one and only push up bra.

      I sent Scarlett a quick text.

      Need help. Meet me at school thirty min early? Bring your makeup and straightener.

      Her response came almost immediately. Oooooo. Of course. Purpose?

      Make Kole regret leaving me.

      Gotcha. See you soon.

      I stared down at my phone. Zero messages. This was either really good or really bad. People at school didn’t know about Kole and Nora. No one would pester me, but as soon as word got out, I’d be swarmed by gossip seekers. Being the center of attention was not something I enjoyed.

      In some ways, I knew it was inevitable, so I might as well do it my way. I didn’t bother looking in the mirror before I left for fear of backing out. I zipped up my hoodie, grabbed my umbrella, and raced to school.

      Usually Ty walked me, but he left early in the morning for Denver.

      I met Scarlett in the third floor bathroom even though it smelled like puke, and sat up on the counter, facing away from the mirror. Mondays were always subtle days for the twins. They were dressed identically in Hogwarts t-shirts and jeans. If not for Scarlett’s blue hair, I wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between them. They both had bright green eyes. The only hint that they were anything but Korean. They had their Irish father to thank for that.

      Scarlett did my makeup while Penny worked on my hair. My phone buzzed while they poked and prodded me. Safe on the ground. See you Wednesday. Ty knew I worried while he traveled, and so he always sent me a message letting me know he was okay.

      “Done,” Scarlett declared.

      I hopped off the counter, unzipped my hoodie, and shrugged it off. Scarlett’s mouth dropped open.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen your cleavage before.”

      Penny scoffed. “I’m jealous. I didn’t even know you had cleavage. Seriously girl. You need to play up your boobs more often.” She pushed at her own tiny breasts. We all used to joke that Nora got enough boobs for all of us.

      I turned around. The girl looking back at me was a stranger. She had stick straight hair, full lips, and bedroom eyes.

      The first bell rang, and I tried to ignore how cold I was. I slipped into English seconds before Kole walked in. He took a quick glance at me, but crossed the room and planted a kiss on Nora’s lips before sitting next to her.

      Every head in the room turned to me. Now I wish I hadn’t dressed so conspicuously. I wanted to melt into my seat.

      “What happened?” Lissy Frank hissed in my ear. Of course, the biggest gossip in the school would be sitting right next to me.

      “What does it look like?” I mumbled. Thankfully the teacher walked in, and Lissy couldn’t interrogate me anymore.

      I ran out of the room the second the bell rang. I had left my hoodie with Scarlett, or I would have it on by now. She had classes on the other side of school though, and I wouldn’t see her until lunch. I stopped by my locker and jerked out my American History book.

      Levi Stroud stepped in front of me. “I heard you were an easy lay. I’m not busy tonight if you’re free.”

      I froze with shock. My mind went blank. How did one possibly respond to something like that? I cleared my throat. “Sorry. Not interested.”

      “Aw, don’t be like that. Kole said you were lonely. Plus your boobs are begging to fall out of that shirt. I can catch them.” He held his hands out in front of him and wiggled his fingers. I crossed my arms over my chest, and my face flushed.

      I shoved past him and muttered. “Kole’s got a big mouth.”

      Levi yelled after me. “Word on the street is, you do too.”

      I walked right into that one. Levi was an ass and always said things like this to girls, but I’d avoided that kind of harassment because of Kole. Levi was careful to do it out of earshot of teachers, so he got away with it.

      Lots of eyeballs followed me during American History but no one said anything. I escaped into the bathroom after that and scrubbed off the makeup and pulled my hair back into a ponytail. This was such a bad idea. The door opened, and I hoped it was Penny, but Nora glared at me.

      “Newsflash. Kole doesn’t like sluts.”

      My stomach twisted into knots, and I sneered at her. “Then what is he doing with you?”

      She slathered on lip gloss. “You know, that only works if it’s true. Kole’s with me because I’m more of challenge. You were too easy.”

      She disappeared into a stall. Her words stung. Was it true? Did Kole dump me because I was no longer a challenge for him? What an ass.

      I rushed out of the bathroom and right into Penny. She could see the hurt on my face and hugged me. “You’re going to get through this. Promise.”

      I nodded into her shoulder. “I know.” I pulled away from her, trying to hide my humiliation.

      “Here,” she said, handing me my hoodie. “Scarlett said you might need this. You gonna be okay?”

      I shook my head.

      I’d been so confident this morning. Kole and Nora were definitely winning this one. He didn’t regret dumping me at all.
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      School sucked. It sucked normally, but over the next week I positively hated it. Nora was in two of my classes and Kole in one. Neither looked at me or tried to talk to me. I spent my lunch hour in Mrs. Lemon’s art room painting or sculpting. Neither was my favorite medium, but it was all the school had. I arrived at school late every day and left the second the bell rang.

      Scarlett said Nora tried to talk to her, but she refused. Then Penny called her a boyfriend-stealing bitch. So unless Nora was with Kole, she was alone. Part of me felt sorry for her, but the pain was too real to forgive her.

      I spent my evenings in the workshop with Gran. Our booth at the Glittering Goddess nearly overflowed with stock between my fervent work and the stuff I brought back from Egypt.

      Sunday morning dawned bright, and I groaned. I didn’t want to go back to school on Monday. Maybe I could drop out. Who needed a diploma anyway?

      My phone buzzed.

      Going shopping. You’re coming.

      Nice of Scarlett to ask. Though she never did.

      Nope. I think I’m going to spend time in my studio with Gran. Egypt still inspired my work, and I was overflowing with ideas.

      You did that yesterday. You have to get out. You can’t hide forever. Shopping.

      I hate shopping.

      I’ll buy you shoes.

      I chewed on the edge of my nail. I’d been eyeing a new pair of high tops. Normally, I wouldn’t allow someone to buy anything for me, but Scarlett and Penny were loaded. More than anyone had a right to be. The shoes were bribery for me to follow them around various dressing rooms. They could go by themselves, but Penny said I had an eye for color no one else did. It was reflected in my glasswork. Color was everything. I didn’t often equate it with clothes, mostly because I didn’t care.

      They got off cheap by only buying me one pair. That torture was worth at least two or three.

      Maybe Scarlett was right. I needed to get out and not stress about possibly running into Nora and Kole. I wrinkled my nose. Just thinking of the two of them together tied my stomach into knots. They were nauseating enough at school. Who knew what they’d do when they weren’t under the watchful eyes of our devoted teachers.

      I slid out of bed, resulting in a chorus of meows, and flung open my curtains. The sunlight on my face made me feel better.

      Movement in the yard below caught my attention. Three people were on the deck next door drinking coffee. No one had lived in that house for a year. Ty said it was because the owners wanted too much for it, but I hadn’t noticed the For Sale sign come down. Not that I noticed anything this past week.

      The guy sitting to the right of the woman turned his face, and I froze. It was the guy who showed up in my room. I’d begun to think I’d imagined him, but I couldn’t deny it because I also totally slept in his shirt every night. The smell reminded me of Egypt.

      He was gorgeous.

      What was he doing in Grand Haven? He belonged in L.A. or Dubai. Not here. Why had he been in my room? My mind drifted back to that moment. Man, those abs. If I ever got near them again, I might not be able to resist touching them.

      I let my curtain fall back down and sent Scarlett another text.

      Change of plans. Get your asses over here. I’ll make breakfast.

      Shopping.

      Nope. Snooping. Make sure Penny brings Hermione.

      Penny changed the name of her laptop every year. Last year it was Cheshire, this year it became Hermione. Penny was a computer whiz. Last year she hacked into the FBI servers and nearly got arrested. I’d never seen her so scared before. She actually went two whole days without turning her computer on.

      Ooooh. We’re finally going to dig up info on Kole and humiliate him! Sounds like a plan. We’ll be there in ten.

      I let her think that. She’d been begging all week to do something awful to Kole. Sure, I was angry, but retaliation never made anyone happy. It wasn’t in my nature. Plus, I tried to make him jealous and that totally backfired. I’d hate to see how I’d fail if I tried to do something to him. Not taking any chances.

      I threw on a pair of shorts and rushed down the stairs. Ty sat at the table nursing a cup of coffee.

      “When did we get new neighbors?” I asked.

      He brushed his hair out of his eyes. He needed a haircut. “What neighbors?”

      “The house next door. When did they move in?”

      He shrugged. “I’ve seen a few people around the last couple of days, but didn’t think much of it. Why?”

      I shook my head and pulled eggs and cheese out of the fridge. Scarlett and Penny loved my omelets.

      “You expecting company?” Ty asked with a nod to the eggs.

      “Yeah, Scarlett and Penny.”

      He frowned. “I’ll be in my room.”

      “Aww, come on. You know you love them.”

      He stood up and hovered over me as I cracked the eggs, the yokes bright against the black pan. The smell of sizzling butter filled the air. “They’ve stopped by every day this week. If I hear one more Harry Potter conspiracy theory, I’m gonna hurl.”

      I laughed. “Sure, but you have to admit, Harry Potter is way better than Alice in Wonderland.”

      He curled his lip, leaned against the counter, and crossed his arms. Spring had just started, and he wore shorts, a threadbare t-shirt, and no shoes. I shouldn’t be surprised even though I was freezing. He wore shorts in the dead of winter.

      “Ah, Alice wasn’t so bad. The year before when Scarlett and Penny did all the anime stuff, it was horrible. I never knew who was going to show up. Do they have any ideas for next year?”

      “Don’t ask if you see them. They’re currently fighting about it. Penny wants to do Disney, and Scarlett wants to do Kpop. Personally, I’m with Penny.”

      Ty scratched his nose. “Maybe they should just stick with Harry Potter.”

      I feigned horror. “And do the same fandom two years in a row? How dare you even suggest such a thing?”

      He ruffled my hair, raised his coffee cup to me, and escaped before the twins arrived.

      I had the first omelet just about done when Scarlett came into the room speaking rapid Korean on the phone.

      “She sounds angry,” I said and handed the first plate to Penny, nearly burning my fingers on the bottom.

      “She is. Mum wants her to take Saturday piano lessons.”

      My mouth dropped open. “That’s flipping messed up. She already has lessons every weekday.”

      Penny lowered her voice. “Don’t tell her, but I hope she does.”

      “Why?”

      She dropped her voice and leaned closer to me. “Because then she won’t have as much time to study. That valedictorian spot is mine.”

      “You wish,” Scarlett yelled.

      Penny and I spun around. Scarlett stood there with her hands on her hips. Today her hair was forest green. She had a collection of wigs, and her hair changed daily sometimes.

      They both wore super short uniform skirts, button down white shirts with push up bras. Obviously they thought if it worked for me, it’d work for them. I wanted to remind them how spectacularly that failed.

      Today, they were rocking the Slytherin colors. Usually they didn’t dress quite so sexy.

      “Where’s your brother?” Scarlett asked, twirling her hair and blinking her bright green eyes.

      Of course. Ty.

      “Working, I think.”

      Scarlett’s face fell, and I handed her a plate with a bright yellow omelet, and grabbed my own, joining the girls at the table.

      Scarlett put her hand over mine. “I’m so glad you’ve agreed to dish up the dirt on Kole. He is going to rue the day he dumped you for that skank.”

      “This isn’t about Kole.” I chewed on the edge of my nail, not sure how to tell them without sounding like a crazy girl.

      Penny pulled my hand away from my mouth. “Your nails are never going to look good if you keep doing that. Where’s your gum?”

      “Upstairs. I’ve got to eat.”

      Scarlett glared at Penny. “You’re distracting her. What do you need Hermione for?”

      I scratched my eyebrow and explained about the guy in my room. I left out the part that I was only wearing underwear and that I wore his shirt at night. In fact, I didn’t even mention the shirt.

      “And he just ran away?” Scarlett asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “So he’s a friend of Ty’s?”

      “No. Apparently, he moved in next door.”

      “Shut up!” Scarlett yelled and stood up, her chair nearly falling over. “We’re going upstairs right now to spy.”

      I shoveled the rest of my omelet in my mouth and followed them upstairs. By the time I reached my room, Penny was already on my bed with Hermione up and running, and Scarlett was at the window with binoculars in hand. Penny’s music blared. It was loud and bouncy. I had no idea what the lyrics were though because they were all in Korean.

      “Holy hotness,” Scarlett muttered.

      “Right?” I stood behind her and watched the two guys tossing the football in the backyard.

      “Can we move in with you? Between them and your brother, you’ve got more hotness in these two houses than the rest of Michigan combined.”

      I settled at Penny’s feet and pet Rio, who purred under my hand. London was already curled up next to Penny, and New York perched on my nightstand as if he was going to pounce on Scarlett at any moment.

      Penny’s face screwed up in concentration as she banged away on her laptop. Suddenly, her face paled, and she slammed her computer shut.

      “What?” I asked.

      She shook her head, her straight black hair swinging.

      Scarlett put down the binoculars. “Pen, you okay?”

      “Yep, I’m fine. Sorry. Give me another minute.” She slowly opened her computer, hit several more keys. “Found ‘em.”

      “And?” I asked. I knew better than to try to look. Penny was incredibly protective of the computer screen. If she wanted to show a picture or something, she’d flip it around.

      “Melissa Wright bought the house last week.” Penny squinted at the screen. “Looks like she has two sons, Ali and Gabe Wright.”

      “Which one is which?” Scarlett asked.

      “Gabe is darker and taller. Ali has short hair.”

      I joined Scarlett by the window. She handed me the binoculars. “The one in my room was Gabe.”

      Scarlett took back the binoculars. “Then I call dibs on Ali.”

      “No. Ali is mine,” Penny said. She left the computer on the bed and wrestled the binoculars from Scarlett. She watched them for a moment. “You know what’s weird. Ali is all over social media, but Gabe doesn’t have a single account.”

      As if he heard his name, Gabe turned his head and looked right in my window.

      “Duck,” I yelled, dropping to the ground and pulling the girls with me. We all looked at each other for a long moment, and then we busted up laughing.

      “Maybe we should just go introduce ourselves,” Scarlett said, scrambling back up.

      “No way,” Both Penny and I said. How mortifying would that be? “Hi, you wandered into my room last week when I was half-naked. I’m Liv.” No, thanks.

      “Fine, then we’re going shopping. But first, I’m going to say hi to Ty.” Scarlett pushed up her boobs and traipsed out of the room. Penny rushed to the door and slammed it shut.

      “Can you keep a secret?” she whispered, her eyes wide.

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      “I know Ali.”

      “What? How?”

      “I go to Scarlett’s piano lessons sometimes and study. He lives next door. Or I guess lived.”

      “And?” I asked. Scarlett and Penny enjoyed teasing Ty, but they were pretty focused on school. Neither had ever dated anyone.

      “And he’s smoking hot.”

      “Pen, you’re acting weird. Have you ever talked to him?”

      Her blush said it all. Holy crap. I thought I knew her.

      “Spill.”

      She looked at the door. “Scarlett will be back soon. I’ll tell you later. But I never saw Gabe before. This is weird.”

      “There are a lot of explanations for that. I want to hear about you and Ali.” As far as I knew, Penny had never even kissed a boy. She was friendly and nice to most girls, but she clammed up when guys talked to her. Scarlett was far more likely to have a secret boyfriend.

      She grabbed the binoculars and watched them. I waited for her to start talking, but she didn’t say a word.

      “Penny. I’m waiting for the scoop.”

      “I’m not dishing.”

      “I’ll tell Scarlett.”

      She spun and glared at me. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      I wouldn’t. But I needed to threaten something.

      Unfortunately the door flung open.

      “Someday, Liv, I’m going to marry your brother, and we will forever play this game where I go into his office, and he tells me to get out.”
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      On Monday morning, I waited outside for Ali and loosened my tie. This style looked good on the computer, but it wasn’t very comfortable. I undid the top button and rolled up my sleeves. The air was heavy and damp. It seeped into everything. The street was foggy, and not even the house on the end of the street could be seen.

      Dew hung in small droplets on every leaf. If the sun was out, they would sparkle, but the sun hid behind the wall of fog. Already I missed the dry heat of the desert.

      This was the first time I’d ever left the Middle East. Bast kept me trapped in that vessel nearly three thousand years. I wouldn’t make that mistake again. My days of trusting goddesses were over. Not that I particularly trusted them before, but her torture ensured that if I ever discovered how to kill a goddess, I’d take it.

      Bast would be the first to go.

      A car drove by, and I flinched. The noise here was invasive, never ending. Perhaps I’d become used to it, but even the music was grating and loud. My fingers itched to pick up my oud. Ali said they still have ouds in this time period, but they were a little different and called guitars. Whatever they were, I wanted one.

      Ali stepped out in a t-shirt and loose shorts. Even though I’d only been out of that bottle for a week, I knew his style was casual and lazy. I spent the better part of my days learning all the new technologies and absorbing everything there was to know about American society. It was foreign and unique but not impossible to understand. Even their language was fairly simplistic.

      “Dude, are you sure you want to wear that? You’ll stick out.” Ali flicked a button on my vest.

      “I want to impress my mistress. Based on what I observed, these clothes will do better than yours.”

      Ali laughed and clapped me on the back. “Girls like us no matter what we wear. Trust me.”

      Ali was proof a lot could change in three thousand years. There were times I’d seen him covered in blood and grinning over it. Now he was no more threatening than a puppy. Eight years with Melissa still baffled me. I didn’t understand how he did it. Our life force dwindled without physically taking theirs. The death wishes kept us alive.

      I could live forever in my vessel and be fine, but I could not exist outside of it without drawing on the life of my mistress. Every wish I granted gave me more and more strength and also increased my desire for more life force. It was impossible to sate.

      Liv stepped out of her front door but did not look our way. Ali showed me all the information we could find on her online. The internet was a magnificent thing. Usually I had to spend a few weeks getting to know my mistress, but I already knew everything I needed to about Liv. She loved her brother, was obsessed with Converse shoes, and liked cats. I’d have her life in a week, maybe less.

      A thrill ran up my spine. Three thousand years was a long time to wait. I was famished, and my soul needed hers. The craving was almost overwhelming. I’d had a taste with her first two wishes. It was tiny, just a small flash, but it left me longing for more. All I needed to do was create a situation where she’d make a life wish. Perhaps for her grandmother’s life. Or her brother’s. A car accident would do the trick. She’d do anything to keep the others alive. That wish would be too much, and her life would be mine.

      “There she is. We should go,” I said, anxious to start the process.

      “Wait just a minute. We don’t want to make her think we’re following her.”

      “But we are following her.” The fog was still thick. If we hung back too far, we’d lose her. I inhaled the damp air. Something floral scented floated over from a bush.

      “We want to make it look coincidental. Just a few seconds is all.”

      We waited a few more moments and then followed behind her as she walked to school.

      Ali nudged me. “You remember your story?”

      “You doubt me?” I straightened my vest.

      Ali cocked his head. “Call out.”

      “Hello,” I called, and Liv stopped, but she didn’t turn around. I hurried to catch up with her.

      The scent of cinnamon hit me first. It was the same as the smell in her bedroom. I swallowed, knowing I couldn’t afford any distractions. My mind often drifted to that moment in her bedroom. She was an exquisite creature.

      She looked up at me with wide, beautiful blue eyes.

      “I’m Gabe,” I said and held out my hand as it was the appropriate greeting of the day. She stared at it for a second and continued walking without a response.

      I jogged after her. Ali warned me that she might be angry about the other day. Once I caught up, I tried again.

      “I’m sorry about your room. I’m afraid my family decided to move the same weekend that I had my wisdom teeth pulled out. I was confused and wandered into the wrong house by mistake. I hope I didn’t scare you.”

      Her jaw moved, but she didn’t say anything. She clutched at her bag and watched the ground.

      “What’s your name?” I asked even though I already knew. She couldn’t find out I investigated her private life.

      She exhaled. “Liv. I’m sorry. I’m being rude. It’s just…I’m a little embarrassed.” Her skin flushed red.

      “You mean, because you were undressed.”

      Her eyebrows creased. “Yeah.” She walked a few more steps and finally looked over at me. “Where are you from?”

      “We moved from Holland.”

      “This late in the year? It’s only thirty minutes away. What school are you transferring from anyway?”

      Ali caught up with us. “West Ottawa,” he said. “Does your brother go to school here as well?”

      “No. He’s already graduated. He normally takes me to school, but he’s in San Francisco this week.”

      “Guess we get to walk you this week then,” I said and gave her an encouraging smile.

      She nodded, and the school came into view. “It was nice meeting you, Gabe. I’ll see you around.”

      She sped up and left Ali and I standing on the corner. At least she hadn’t argued when I suggested we escort her to school.

      “You struck out. Girls today aren’t quite as easy as those from several hundred years ago,” Ali said.

      I wasn’t so sure he was right. She was nervous, but her eyes told a different story. She liked me. I wanted her close, to make a wish so I could feel the thrill of her life force. People now weren’t as cautious with their words. Perhaps before she knew what I was, she’d accidentally make a wish that was too big.

      People bustled about around us, laughing and chatting. It was so different from what I knew. Even Ali was different.

      “Why do you no longer lust for the life force?”

      Ali rubbed the back of his neck. “You wouldn’t understand. Let’s get registered for school. Be prepared for the most boring eight hours of your life.”
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      The next week was pure torture. If they paid me to avoid people, I’d be a millionaire. Kole and Nora were easy. They were so caught up in themselves. They didn’t really notice me. Which was a good thing. I didn’t want to talk to them.

      Gabe was another story. Every time I turned around, he was in my line of sight. I was drawn to him, but then again, I was embarrassed around him.

      Not only that, but I was also trying to stay away from Penny and Scarlett because they were altogether too perky, but Penny cornered me just before lunch.

      “You’re eating with us today.”

      I groaned. “Nope. The art room calls my name.”

      “Scarlett will slit my throat if I don’t come back with you, and you know she will.”

      Penny might not be exaggerating. After unsuccessfully dawdling at my locker, I followed her down the hall and entered the lunchroom. It smelled like wet feet and wilted salads. Bleh. I should’ve gone to the art room. This was the first time I’d come since Kole and I broke up.

      I took two steps back, and Penny grabbed my hand.

      “You cannot hide forever.” She was talking about Kole and Nora, but today I was hiding from Gabe. He was in line, chatting with Ali.

      He was gorgeous, and I couldn’t form coherent words around him. If he hadn’t thought I was an idiot before, he certainly did now. I was so stupid. I didn’t have to bring up the fact that he’d seen me practically naked, but I did, and now he was probably thinking about it.

      Nope, I would never speak to him again. It was sweet of him to apologize, but having him around just put me on edge.

      Maybe I just knew that if I let myself get comfortable, he’d crush my heart harder than Kole did. Because while I’d probably recover from Kole, someone like Gabe would haunt me forever, though I didn’t know why. There was something enchanting about him.

      Penny dragged me to our normal table and forced me to sit. I looked up and found myself the next table over from Kole. His back was to me, but I still didn’t want to watch him. I couldn’t stop staring though. I loved the way his hair curled and fell just before his collar. This was really the first time I’d looked at him since we broke up. I missed him.

      Nora approached, her blonde braid swinging back and forth. He smiled up at her, and she dropped a kiss on his lips. Rage boiled in my stomach. I stood up and made my way over to the other side of the table so I didn’t look at them.

      “What’s up?” Penny asked, then she looked behind me. “Oh, sorry.”

      I shrugged and plopped down. “I hope she chokes on his spit.”

      A pinch flashed across my forehead, and Penny laughed.

      “What?” I asked, rubbing at my face. I had only just taken a bite of my sandwich. Did I get mayo on it already?

      “Look,” she said, pointing behind me.

      I turned as Nora coughed up a storm, and Kole looked on concerned. Nora’s makeup ran, and now she looked like a raccoon.

      “Ha. That didn’t take long,” I said. There really was a god. While I wasn’t going to actively seek revenge, I would probably gloat at either of their misfortunes. Perhaps I should wish for a few more.

      Penny snorted. “Was he that bad?”

      “The worst. Sometimes we’d have to stop kissing so he could swallow. It was disgusting really. Why was I dating him anyway?”

      “I asked myself that very question many times in that last couple of years. Oh, did you hear the news?” Penny asked, digging into her salad.

      “Nope. I’ve been too busy nursing my broken heart and avoiding sex gods.”

      “A girl was found dead this morning in the parking lot of the Glittering Goddess.”

      I dropped my sandwich. “What?”

      “Yep. Some college girl. Crazy huh? When’s the last time we had a murder, huh? Never?”

      I shivered. I’d just been over there last night collecting the cash we’d earned that week. Those bottles nearly sold out. It almost made me want to take mine over there and sell it, but I loved it too much. “Was she murdered?”

      “Don’t know. There were no weapons used, so maybe she was diabetic or something and just passed out.”

      I would never go near the Glittering Goddess after dark.

      Scarlett paraded into the room and sat with a flourish. I hadn’t noticed their outfits when I saw Penny because my thoughts were on Gabe, but today they donned floor length robes. I was surprised it’d taken them this long to wear them.

      Scarlett flicked her hair. “Not our best costume. I look like a cow.”

      Penny rolled her eyes. “We cannot do a whole year of Harry Potter clothes and not wear robes at least once.”

      “Oh well, next year, when we do Kpop, we’ll look hot every day.”

      Penny’s jaw tightened. “We are not doing Kpop. It’s not even a true fandom.”

      Scarlett scoffed. “You speak blasphemous words.”

      I ignored them and did a quick check of the lunchroom to make sure I didn’t have to run from the overly friendly Gabe. He was sitting several tables away with his back to me.

      He dressed so much better than most of the other boys. Definitely preppy, but in a good way. Geesh. I should not be thinking about his clothes. I’d keep a close eye on him and bail when necessary. Not that I minded keeping an eye on him.

      Ali sat across from him. He seemed to be having a conversation with Gabe, but Ali wasn’t looking at him. He was staring toward us.

      “Penny,” I hissed.

      “What?” She turned to me with exasperation.

      “Ali’s staring at you.”

      “What?” she asked and whipped her head around. He gave her a wide grin when she met his eyes, and she turned bright red. I’d never seen Penny embarrassed before. Even that time in seventh grade when she puked in the middle of her current events speech. She found a trash can and then carried on like nothing happened.

      “Oooh, Penny has an admirer,” I said, eager to see how bad this was. Now that I thought about it, maybe Gabe talking to me had nothing to do with me. Maybe he was trying to help Ali score Penny. Everyone knew the best way to get a girl was to go through her BFFs. Penny still hadn’t dished on how well she knew him. Obviously, it was more than just her admiring him from afar.

      “So not fair,” Scarlett said crossing her arms. “We look exactly the same.”

      “Except your hair is red.”

      “Duh, it’s more exciting.”

      “It is not. It just makes you look like a clown,” Penny said, checking herself out in a compact.

      Scarlett’s mouth dropped open. “How dare you.”

      For two of the smartest girls in the school, they could be so immature sometimes. Usually it was easy to ignore them. Nora and I would change the subject or just do our own thing.

      My heart hurt. I missed my best friend. Sometimes we’d mock their argument and see how long it took them to notice. I imagined Nora trying to tell me how gorgeous my hair was, and in turn would angrily tell her that hers was better.

      Someone stepped up next to me. Penny and Scarlett stopped arguing, and I jerked my head up.

      “What?” I asked.

      Nora slid into the seat next to me. “Can we talk?”

      I snorted. Yeah, right. Nora should know better than to talk to me after what she did.

      I stood quickly and shrugged on my bag. “I don’t think so.”

      She looked up at me, her eyes pleading. “Please.”

      “No,” I said and raced from the lunchroom.

      I could feel eyes on me, and so at the last minute I turned my head to see who was staring, and my eyes met Gabe’s.

      His penetrating gaze made me wonder how much he knew about me. He didn’t know me, but by the way he looked at me, it was as if he could see deep into my soul.

      Part of me liked it, and part of me was terrified of the possibilities.

      Gabe might be the end of me.
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      Liv proved more difficult to get close to than I’d planned. She was incredibly complex. Three thousand years ago, women were driven by only a few things—love, family, or money. I couldn’t figure out what Liv wanted. Or any of the other girls for that matter. I thought by speaking with the girls in school, I would be able to understand Liv better, but it simply made me more confused.

      Their driving force seemed to be entirely on the surface—simple approval from others. But that was too easy. I couldn’t believe approval was the most important thing for anyone. There had to be more to it. Gaining approval from others wouldn’t give me what I needed. It was hardly a death wish for anyone.

      Liv could possibly give up her life force merely by accident. When Liv wished for that girl to choke on her boyfriend’s spit, I could’ve killed her, but I didn’t. I wasn’t ready for Liv to give me her full life force yet. I needed to get my vessel in the hands of another woman first, or I’d be stuck in there for who knows how many years again.

      Liv wouldn’t be that hard to kill when the time came, but getting her to trust me so I could get my hands on my vessel, that was a challenge. She had to give it to me. I couldn’t just take it.

      It’d only been a day since I’d tried getting close to her, so I shouldn’t be impatient, but I wasn’t used to being this confused.

      I walked into the kitchen, and Melissa turned her head. She was short and built like an Egyptian matron, but younger and with a beautiful face. She looked as if she were in her early thirties. She had curly brown hair and small dark eyes. A smile never left her lips. I liked her. It was rare for me to have humans treat me civilly if they knew what I was.

      “You look good in blue. How was your first day at school?” she asked.

      I straightened my tie and smoothed my vest. “It was nice. Thank you.” I sat down at the worn wooden table and inhaled the heavenly scents. Spicy and sweet. Food made vast improvements over the years.

      She sat a plate in front of me, and I studied it. It didn’t look very appetizing, but it smelled mouthwatering.

      “What is this?” I asked, poking at it.

      Melissa let out a laugh. “Oh, this is fun. My mom’s biscuit and gravy recipe and homemade cinnamon rolls. Go on, try them.”

      She stared at me as I took a bite. Oh heaven. I closed my eyes and let out a moan. Maybe this was why Ali kept her around.

      “Good morning, dear,” Melissa said as Ali walked into the room.

      “Oh, my favorite. Thanks, Mel.” He attacked his food with a vengeance.

      “I need eggs,” she said.

      “Done,” Ali replied.

      Melissa brought her hand to her chest and gasped. For most women, small wishes stole their breath for only a moment. Bigger wishes took more, sometimes causing them to pass out. Melissa must have gotten good at knowing exactly what to do, so she didn’t wish for something too big.

      “How are you still alive?” I asked, genuinely wanting to understand their dynamics. This idea that we could have something other than what I’d always known fascinated me. Perhaps I’d try a longer relationship sometime. First, I needed to replenish myself. Three thousand years with no life force was too long.

      She gave Ali a little grin. “Ali explained the rules to me. I know what to wish for and how often. I do it enough that it keeps Ali happy and me alive.”

      I turned to Ali, who was still stuffing his face. “Don’t you crave more?”

      He put his fork down. “No, I don’t. When I met Melissa, I was looking for something long term. I had to kill someone I loved very much, and I needed a break. Ironically, I feel more fulfilled with the way Melissa and I do things than I ever have before. Maybe not as strong, but well enough.”

      I didn’t buy it. The rush that came from absorbing a life force was beyond any other feeling or sensation on Earth. The euphoria made the vessel worth it.

      “Does your girl know what you are yet?” Melissa asked.

      Ali chuckled. “She won’t even talk to him. For the record, most Jinn and mistresses aren’t like you and I.”

      Melissa scooted her chair closer to me. “I know. I haven’t spent time with any of the other Jinn before. This is fascinating.”

      Ali’s face grew sober. “Mel, you know he’s going to kill her.”

      She creased her eyebrows and dropped her voice. “I didn’t think about that part. He doesn’t have to.”

      I felt a pang of guilt. I didn’t want to disappoint Melissa. What the hell? When did I care what any human thought of me? Never.

      “But I will,” I said. She had to know the truth. If she accepted that, maybe she wouldn’t hate me when it was over.

      “How?” she asked in a small voice, looking at her fingernails.

      “Probably by killing someone she wants dead. She seems to hold onto a lot of anger. For most girls though, it’s either saving someone they love or sex.”

      She jerked her head up. “Sex?”

      “Ali never explained this to you?” I waved my fork between the two of them.

      Melissa shook her head. “He told me I can’t wish to save someone’s life or end it. He never mentioned this. I wish for sex all the time. It’s never killed me.”

      Ali laughed. “That’s because it’s never been with me. I didn’t think you needed to be so informed.”

      She gasped and brought her hand to her mouth. “Of course it’s never been with you. You’re a baby.”

      “I’m thousands of years older than you.”

      “Semantics. You look like a baby.” She took my and Ali’s plates away.

      I looked back and forth between them. “You can’t be much older than thirty, and Ali hardly looks like a baby.”

      Melissa cackled. “I’m fifty-three. Those wishes come in handy. But it doesn’t matter. I first met Ali as one of my students. I could never think of him as anything more than a teenager even if I did like pretty young things. Which I don’t. I like my men sophisticated and old-fashioned.”

      Ali studied her for a moment. “Why do you keep wishing for men to sleep with you anyway? Those wishes are pointless. They’d sleep with you without you needing to ask. The men you want already desire you.”

      She shrugged. “It makes it easier. Besides, lots of small wishes keep you filled. What about those girlfriends you’ve had? Don’t tell me you’ve never slept with them.”

      “It only kills the girls if they are our mistresses. If they don’t control our vessel, it’s just normal,” I said.

      Melissa nodded. “You still don’t have to kill her.”

      I shook my head. Humans didn’t understand. We had to kill. Melissa might think Ali would never do that to her, but eventually he would cave. The craving was too strong.
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        * * *

      

      Over the next week, Liv wouldn’t even talk to me, in spite of my efforts. She was obviously avoiding me. Perhaps I should simply kill her and take my chances with the vessel getting into the hands of someone else.

      After what happened with Bast, I didn’t want to take risk anything. Three thousand years was way too long.

      On Tuesday after school, I followed Liv into a room full of musical instruments. She sat on a piano bench with her friend Scarlett, who had bright red hair and wore a dress that looked like it’d been made from an ancient map. There were a lot of other kids in the room, so it didn’t look like I was following her.

      Scarlett’s fingers flew across the piano, filling the room with an enchanting melody. Music was sometimes more magical than the wishes we granted. I missed it.

      My gaze settled on the guitars. I hadn’t yet tried to play the instrument. I wandered over and picked one up. It felt different from my oud, but still familiar. A small pick sat on a speaker. It wasn’t shaped quite right, but it would work.

      The strings vibrated under my fingers, and I strummed. Then, I played an old Arabic folk song. It didn’t sound exactly the same, but it still flooded me with memories from home.

      “You’re good,” a voice said.

      I jerked my head up. Kole stood over me. Liv scowled every time he was near, but I still hadn’t figured out why. If anyone was going to die by wish, it would be him. I let my eyes wander to where she sat. Sure enough, her whole body was taut.

      “Thank you,” I said, listening to Liv. Her words were the most important thing. I could carry on a conversation and do other things while still making sure she was taken care of. I needed her to make a wish.

      “Can you play anything modern?” Kole asked, his face eager.

      “Like what?” I asked.

      “Something classic. Maybe Van Halen or Queen.”

      “I’m not sure. I’m decent by ear. Play me something, and I should be able to play it back.”

      Kole took out his phone and played a fast-paced song. I had him play it three times, and then I copied it.

      His mouth dropped open. “No effing way. You want to be in our band? We’re looking for a lead. The job is yours.”

      “I think I’ll pass. Thank you for the offer.” I had to focus on Liv and the things she wanted. If I suddenly befriended this guy who she didn’t like, she might not ever allow me to get close.

      Kole’s face fell, and he pulled up a chair next to me.

      “No, really. We could use you.”

      I heard Liv’s voice off in the distance.

      “I’d kill for a Coke right now. Why’d they have to take out all those machines?” She laid her head on Scarlett’s shoulder.

      Finally.

      “I’m sorry. I’m really not interested,” I said.

      I set down the guitar and approached Liv, leaving behind a very disappointed Kole.

      I could grant this wish in several ways. Given the number of people in the room, I would need to be discreet. These backpacks were good for that. I stopped next to the piano and took off my backpack. I unzipped it. She glowered at me. I pulled out a Coke and handed it to her. Her face softened.

      “I heard you needed this more than me.”

      She took it and winced. A small wish like that wouldn’t take much breath from her, but it could still be uncomfortable. A thrill buzzed through my body, but not from the life force she gave me. No, there was something in me that reacted when she looked my way. This had not happened for a very long time. Interesting.

      She would not be dying from wishing someone dead or even saving the life of a loved one.

      She would die loving me.
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