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Fresno, California 

At first, there was only darkness. As the light filtered in, she caught images, detected people. Desiree Sullivan saw her daughter’s aura–a beautiful mix of pale blue and light green. In her peripheral vision, she noticed another’s energy. It was almost as if she were inside Myah’s body. As the strange, incoherent images moved before her eyes, a tingling sensation stirred throughout her body. 

Knowing what it meant, Desiree shouted, “No!”  

“Sweetheart, wake up. It’s only a dream.” 

She heard Alec’s low voice from a distance and was torn once again between helping her daughter and returning to her husband. 

“Desiree, can you hear me?” 

The hazy pictures that played out next were far in the future, she could tell, but they were no less disturbing. She saw unknown males circling her child and a witch was involved.

“My baby,” she moaned. 

“Honey, wake up!” His clean, ocean-like male scent pulled her from the terror at hand. 

She jerked from the dream’s clutches and sat upright, panting. Gradually, she became aware of Alec’s warm hand stroking her back, then he moved a few wet strands of dark hair out of her face. 

“How bad was it?” he asked. 

“Pretty bad,” she managed. She’d had these prophetic dreams before, and this time it had been just as intense. It only felt more emotional because she knew the individual in the dream. The unnatural hum of the ivory air conditioner unit near the window as it kicked brought a clearer awareness between the present and the dream world she’d been in. She watched Alec retreat into the bathroom in the tiny motel room in Fresno. The glow from the green vacancy sign of the Plaza Motel on Broadway Street penetrated through the blinds, making her irises burn. The room’s walls were a blech pink color bordering on terra cotta, reminding her of vomit. They could certainly afford better than this, and had, but they needed to keep relocating. 

God, she was tired of moving. She yearned to stay in one place, to be happy again, rather than on the run. She mourned her old life, back in the house on Leisure Hill Drive she’d shared with her family. She missed the day-to-day routine when she carted her daughter to extracurricular activities at school or took a dip in the pool whenever she felt like it. Alec knew she missed that, so he would take her to places where she could still recapture it. They would swim after dark at the beach or a hotel pool, but they had to keep moving to avoid sunlight. 

She also missed writing. She couldn’t do it now. Well, she still wrote sometimes, but those pages were hidden from the world. Often, she took long walks to clear her head. She half-feared she’d go crazy if she didn’t release the pent-up energy. Writing had always been her solace, at least when she realized it was her passion. At one time, her novels were a funnel of knowledge about the Other World, without revealing the truth to the public, creative nonfiction in a way. But after she’d left Baltimore, her clairvoyant skills had been used in many ways, leaving her artistic sense drained. 

Yet, all those were trivialities compared to the major piece of her soul that was missing. Even when she was torn away from her sister and father, as well as her pal Natalie, it didn’t quite compare to losing her only child. 

Fate was a cruel teacher. The chess pieces of her life had shifted in such a way that she was ripped from all she once knew. She never begrudged one moment with Alec, but she ached for Myah so deeply it nearly crippled her at times. Often she wished she were better able to handle the separation. Their psychic connection grew stronger every day though she doubted her daughter knew about it yet. 

Alex returned with a damp white cloth in his hand. Without a word, he sat next to her and applied the cool, soft material to her skin. 

“Mmm,” she moaned as he moved it across the feverish sweat that had broken out over her. 

“You’ll feel better soon.” 

Nodding, her voice was hoarse when she admitted, “It was Myah.”  

Alec’s hand froze in mid-motion. She couldn’t blame him. The revelation had shaken her too. 

“Is she...” 

It was natural to think the worst because of what they were, and everything they’d been through. She touched his other hand where it lay upon the bed. “No, nothing like that. But, she’s in trouble.” 

He cursed. “Do you know what happens?” 

“Not exactly. It’s hard to make sense of everything. As I recall it, I’ll see a clearer picture. For now, I can only say it’s an...Other.” 

He got up and paced. She noticed his fangs had descended, often a reaction to potential danger. Also, vampires who claimed someone as theirs tended to be pretty possessive. 

“Do you think she’ll use her powers, Alec?” 

“I don’t know. She has perfect instincts. Unfortunately, she’s too practical for her own good. Let’s hope her body reacts before her mind prevents it. We’ll still need to check in on her.” 

She allowed his words to sink in. Until now, they’d tried to avoid returning often. It was too risky, for them and their daughter. But her husband was right. They’d both do anything to protect Myah. Even break some rules. “I’m not sure we’ll get there in time,” she said, covering her mouth to hold in a sob. 

“She’s a smart girl, Desiree.” 

“I know. But I’m her mother. I’m supposed to protect her.” 

“You can’t blame yourself.” 

She shook her head. “It’s complicated.” 

He stared at her for a moment. “You know more than you’ve let on. I can tell because you’re blocking me.” He tapped his temple. “Why don’t you trust me with this? She’s mine too.” 

“Oh, Alec. It’s not that. Like I said, it’s all a jumble in my head right now. I do know one thing though.” Fear moved through her then, and it was paralyzing. 

“What?” 

After a bit, she said, “Her destiny is coming faster than either of us ever imagined.” 

His lashes swept down over his dark eyes. As he stood there, he looked as tall and powerful as the night she’d met him. 

A surge of love so strong swept through her. She knew they’d been right about their choices, no matter where they were. “Alec—” 

Turning away, he headed into the bathroom. She blinked, wondering if he was still upset with her. Desiree had her answer when he returned a moment later, kneeling before her legs now dangling over the bedside. 

She couldn’t resist running her fingers through his hair, the black spikes in disarray from slumber. She had never imagined growing old with someone this way, but life was interesting sometimes. Desiree could’ve chosen no other path. 

He placed a kiss on her open hand, then met her gaze. The love, the promise there, was impossible to look away from. In a split-second, his eyes shifted color, to an icy silver. Any difference in shade was a sign of great emotion in their kind. “We’ll leave as soon as possible. I’ll do everything I can to get us to our baby.” 

She nodded, finding it difficult to speak through the pressure of tears crowding her throat. Alec drew her into his arms. 
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October 11, 2042 

Baltimore, Maryland 

Oliver King materialized outside Matsuri, a Japanese restaurant on Charles Street. The Federal Hill district structure was tall with white clapboard siding and a red canopy at the storefront. From the hatched open back door, steam with whiffs of food drifted from within––a blend of poultry, beef, seafood, and rice with a heavy dose of sharp ginger, teriyaki, and soy sauce. He caught the din of voices, commands in their native tongue ringing out. 

He didn’t know the language very well but had an appreciation for martial arts. He knew Judo and Aikido and had been trained by Master Nakamura. Oliver never ate Japanese food, didn’t eat much of any food for the most part as he didn’t want to risk getting sick, but he did like sake. It was hard for a vampire to get drunk, but after several rounds of that stuff, he definitely felt no pain. 

Pain, he thought. His life had been filled with it. He’d lived like a monk for nearly one hundred and eighty years, and for the last twenty-five, he’d avoided most attachments. If he got too close, people could get hurt or die. He’d begun to think he was cursed, and it was better if he avoided humans apart from unavoidable instances or when he needed to feed. He wasn’t like some monsters he’d seen, set on destroying life for sustenance. He and his longtime friend Hank, who was of a different species, had once hunted them. Even shapeshifters could become evil if their beastly impulses weren’t reined in. They didn’t necessarily need to feed on humans, but they could certainly lose their humanity amidst the change. This was why Oliver never let his bloodlust go for long. Vampires were animals, and it didn’t take much to push them past the breaking point. 

Oliver was on the hunt tonight, but his hunger wasn’t strong yet. It was merely in the background, more like a mosquito you wanted to bat away. Restaurants were the perfect feeding ground. After dinner, people were either relaxed from a meal or imbibing alcohol. Often, he could find someone, preferably a female who’d left by herself, and he’d follow her. Confirming she was away from the public eye, he’d erase his mark after it was all done. It was fairly painless, and her memories were removed like it had never happened. Thank God there were no major side effects for humans when it came to brief feedings or their kind would’ve been discovered long ago. That wasn’t to say there weren’t Others who bent the rules, however. 

That was where he and his buddy Hank Arnold had come in the picture. Using psychic information they’d received from Hank’s source–a witch–the violators were located and handled. They’d become a kind of secret police for the Others. But then, his friend had been mated and retired once his wife was pregnant, which Oliver completely understood. Ever since then Oliver had been immersed in his art, but rather aimless in some ways, visiting cities all over the world. He frequently returned to Baltimore though. 

He’d had two lives as far as he was concerned. One, when he’d been birthed as a human and raised in a fairly normal environment with a loving family. His second life began as soon as he came to, bloodied and awakened from death on a battlefield at Antietam. These two lives were inherently separate to him because they were so different. 

A remnant he’d kept from his past was his name. Once from a strong family background, the King surname had meant something. It still did. He’d gone to great lengths to keep it, even forged documents and had certain supernaturals hack databases, and alter records so that it only appeared he descended from the King’s, was not the original. Of course, he wasn’t the first, was he? That honor had gone to his great-grandfather. Part English, part Viking. His ancestors had come to America to start over, to a place where mixed blood wouldn’t mean much when everyone worked to survive off the land. 

His own father, though hardly a sharper, had wagered and won a plantation home, Maplewood, in a game of ‘bluff’, or poker. He was an honorable man, though, and after they’d moved in, he’d freed the black men and women living there. The servants they’d hired afterward were paid fair wages, and if anyone chose to stay, his father never turned them away. His family knew what it was like to be automatically judged for being different. It was all trivial now, the idea of mixed blood, especially after what happened later on. 

Though tragedy had claimed his parents, his sister Lucy survived, marrying well. She’d had many children, nieces and nephews he’d never known. In the end, old age had taken her, and he’d only discovered it because he returned sometimes to his hometown to prove to himself she still lived. The man she’d married, William Mason, had managed to get control over the family property, and he could only hope Maplewood remained with Lucy’s kin. His kin, he supposed. He recalled the beautiful, sprawling property, a white Antebellum estate with black shutters and lush fields. A mysterious fog that rolled in during nightfall. He remembered attending church with his folks every Sunday morning. He’d lived a good life in his hometown. Of course, that was before everything changed so drastically. 

After they were gone, he even visited Pastor Richards for advice. But, the man hadn’t known he’d died on the battlefield. It didn’t take too long before Oliver’s faith had diminished. Losing one’s family and becoming a creature not far removed from a demon of hell could do that to a man. 

It was so damned sad that he started traveling to ease the ache left by his family’s absence. He’d visited Baltimore with his father once, and he’d loved it. It was why he was here now. He was quite fond of the city. He loved stopping at the Inner Harbor, watching the bright lights play over the water as the sky went from wavering shades of dark blue to black. Close to dawn, it would turn a beautiful violet hue, which was right when his instincts fired, urging him to find shelter. He never tested these particular impulses, but he did miss the sun. He considered Baltimore his home even though he’d never been raised there. Not too long after the riots, new politicians were appointed and the city was rebuilt to its former glory. But that didn’t keep bad things from happening now and then. 

Truthfully, something more had brought him back this time. A dream of sorts. In a series of random, yet hazy images, he’d discerned the location and it all pointed to Baltimore. Riverside Park was involved somehow as was a large brick, Georgian house with a healthy nod toward the historic era while offering modern amenities. He’d woken up startled, not from the pictures, but from the vague impression of a woman with long, dark hair and an incredible scene he’d never forget. The dream drifted away, though, and most of its details were gone. He wished he knew more, but in all likelihood it probably meant nothing. Well, almost nothing. Though he wasn’t so deluded that he thought he’d developed visions as the witch Mirela had. 

Oliver didn’t dream. Ever. He closed his eyes around sunrise and kept them as such until sundown, his body effectively shutting down. Though he could certainly function at any time of the day and had before, he craved sleep just like any human. More often than not, he found shelter anywhere he could, whether it was a motel or a warehouse or an abandoned shack. He knew he could pay for better accommodations, but anywhere away from sunlight’s threat was preferable. Often he thought it would be nice to have a home, a place to find comfort like he’d had with his family before he’d fallen in battle in 1862. But, it didn’t matter. 

He knew all races, all species including the Others, were about one thing only, and it was simple. Survival was all that mattered. And just now, his blood instincts demanded he appease the call. The dull hum in his veins was about subsistence. 

Oliver rounded the restaurant slowly, lurking at the building’s edge. He heard the cacophony of voices as people spilled out of the structure toward the dark parking lot. Clips of traditional Japanese music, complete with various yet high-pitched lutes, came from the front door as it closed behind them. 

It was then that he sensed it. With his heightened hearing, he detected a gentle pounding heartbeat and the rush of fluid through someone’s veins. His whole body tingled with an awareness he hadn’t felt in a long time. He scented blood, a sweet smell unlike any other, nectar he couldn’t help but crave. This was strong, so enticing he could almost taste it. He heard a soft, feminine tone over the cool autumn breeze just as his fangs began to drop. He tried to will back the urge just in case he caught the attention of a passerby. 

“It was nice meeting you, Greg.” 

He closed his eyes briefly, moved by an indefinable force. Perhaps her soft voice? 

“Of course. Maybe we could go out again sometime?” 

There was a brief silence and he wondered if the man was kissing her. For some reason, the idea made him want to do something drastic like rip into the bastard’s jugular vein. Oliver blinked. He didn’t even know the woman and he was jealous? He chalked it up to bloodlust, and despite an inner voice warning him away, he moved closer. 

The couple stood on the sidewalk outside the restaurant, and they were virtually alone. He couldn’t see the woman clearly, and though she was just a shadow, his gaze raked over the outline of her curves displayed through her dress. He felt like a randy teenager. His hands cranked into claws at each side, and he fought to stay in one place and keep his fangs from dropping down in public. He’d rather avoid an employee or customer seeing him. That was a mess he didn’t need. He glanced back at the couple. This was madness, he thought, and still, he strained to hear anything at all, even though his advanced hearing had never failed him. 

“Um...perhaps,” she finally answered, which in female terms was a definite ‘no, buddy, unless you seriously turn things around’, but this Greg guy might not know that. 

“I’ll walk you to your car.” 

“No, it’s all right. I can get there on my own.” 

Bingo, he thought, as he sensed his introduction in a big way. 

“Well, good night.” 

“Night.” 

The man was indistinguishable as well, but he turned stiffly and went to his car. Oliver only knew this because he followed the bastard with his gaze the whole way. When the beige Honda sped off, he heard a quiet chuckle and swung his head back toward her. The woman had turned and the lamplight above shone down on her, affording him an excellent view. 

He hissed as he saw her petite, curvaceous frame and the long, dark brown, almost black waves spilling down her back. Her features appeared exotic with a golden tone to her skin, prevalent against the simple pale blue pleated dress and straw-colored sandals she wore. He wished he could see her eyes. She was incredibly beautiful, and he wanted to paint her delicate form. The only thing that made her more appealing was the scent drifting over, a combination of fine female with a hint of jasmine and an unidentifiable aroma. It was sweet like he’d thought but rare. As his instincts fired, he knew she was different, definitely human but something a little more...Other. He couldn’t quite place it. 

Oliver wasn’t often surprised. But with this female, he sensed a new discovery had just fallen into his lap. A mystery worth exploring. Her speech was more polished than he expected, though her accent carried a hint of Mid-Atlantic, it didn’t have the heavy pronunciation that he had noticed in Southern Baltimore. 

He heard the low laugh again. Clearly, it was a private joke, and he grinned as her white teeth flashed in the lamplight. 

“I’ll walk you to your car...oh, sure, let me pull one out of my hat.” 

He suppressed a laugh to avoid her noticing him, but sprang to attention when she walked across the parking lot, then toward the sidewalk that ran along the main road. Hell, he thought. She really meant to hoof it all the way home. He scowled. A gentleman would have driven her there, but she obviously hadn’t thought to tell her date she didn’t have a car. Not that she’d appeared so interested in the guy. Maybe she’d taken a cab here instead? 

It wasn’t until he headed in her direction that something else caught his attention. Yanking a talon from his left thigh, a small droplet of blood appeared and he realized what it had cost him to try to control his animalistic urges around the female. His fingernails then resumed their usual appearance. 

Come on, this is your chance. Take her, his instincts screamed. 

It seemed a shame to do that to such a perfect woman. He tracked her anyway, surprised at how fast she was. He’d never noticed any humans who could do the same. Again, he wondered what she was. More questions plagued his mind. Did she know she was different? Did she know she was a witch, a succubus, a...hell, he didn’t know, but his mind swam through the possibilities, unable to come up with an appropriate answer. He’d tracked enough Others to know their scents but was unable to identify hers. A random thought came to him then. 

What if she really didn’t know? Shouldn’t someone tell her? 

She had to know, he reasoned. Most Others couldn’t go through life without discovering their powers as they were glaringly obvious. So, she must know. His fangs ached for release inside his mouth. Clearly, her blood was potent, as it had brought his hunger out in full force. Among other things, he thought, glancing down at the erection, pushing at the front of his jeans. He hadn’t responded to a woman like that in a long time. It was definitely a problem, but so was she. His bloodlust would have to wait, and the other he could ignore. Maybe, he thought, sensing this desire was different than he’d encountered before. But, who she was...he needed to know that before he even considered acting on any attraction. 

He should follow her more than once. If he planned to feed from this woman, he had to be careful. With powers she might be unpredictable, but experience had taught him to be prepared for anything. He had a strange feeling he should do the same with her. 

He tailed as close behind her as he could to avoid arousing suspicion. Digging into his pocket, he sought the cool metal there. His lucky coin. 

He would need all the luck he could get with this target. 
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Chapter Two
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Myah Sullivan sensed it from afar, perhaps a distant noise in the room. She blinked awake and sat up, eyes adjusting to the darkness. Rain pattered against the windows, thunder rumbling low with its customary threat. 

Her heart raced with panic, the knowledge of an invisible presence. She wasn’t the type who was usually affected by storms. She’d gone to bed early tonight, a persistent exhaustion pervading her. Still, she sensed something was wrong now. Eyes skimming the room in anticipation of danger, she listened for a noise beyond, in the apartment building or outside. Still, she couldn’t hear any disturbance save for her own heartbeat. It was unclear what had roused her. An odd prickle moved across her nape. 

From out of nowhere, a dark figure materialized at the foot of the bed. For a moment, it grasped the iron rail with black claws. At least, she thought they were. The shadow was tall and through the darkness, she could detect a pale gaze. 

Impossible. 

She shut her eyes tight, sure it was her imagination screwing with her head. Or at least a dream’s remnants. When she opened them once more, the figure was gone. Like it had never been. 

Her breath whooshed out in a relieved half-laugh. “Been hitting the vodka again, Myah?” 

A masculine chuckle nearby made her body freeze. 

She gasped, scrambling back against the headboard. Scanning the room, she couldn’t see the intruder. “Wha...who are you? What do you want?” 

Duh, Myah. What else could a man want if he broke into her apartment? Money or use of her body, willing or unwilling. 

Then she saw him again, the dark figure closer, standing beside the bed. 

She opened her mouth to scream, but was tackled across the mattress. Before her mind could track the motion, a hand clamped over her lips. He’d moved so fast. Terror propelled her movements and she bucked, trying to throw him off. Only it was impossible. He was too strong, and a corner of her mind informed her it wasn’t just because he was a man. 

“Shh. Relax, darling. Don’t scream. I won’t harm you.” 

Yeah, right. Let me take your word on that one. 

I swear I won’t hurt you, a low, masculine tone echoed in her brain. 

Even in the darkness, his eyes seemed to burn into hers. “I mean it, you know. I can’t hurt you.” Though her chest rose and fell beneath him with panicked breaths as he pinned her, she heard his grave vow. “If I move my hand away, do you promise you won’t yell?” 

Maybe, but I won’t promise not to bite. 

Her teeth ached, and she dismissed it as the fact that his hand was fastened across her mouth. She managed a tight nod in reply. 

The intruder eased his hand off her. With legs split open beneath him, his hard weight registered. His scent was unusual, like an orange and spices, and when his solid form urged up against her, she shook her head. Deep inside her was a strange quiver. In fact, her entire body was tingling like some internal warning system. She knew no matter what happened tonight, she might not escape this alive. 

“I really won’t hurt you, Myah Sullivan.” 

“I can’t be sure of that,” she rasped. “Perhaps you’ll murder me and no one will ever know.” 

She saw the shadow as his head shook. “I cannot harm you. You have my vow and the pain it causes me to even imagine it.” His voice was deep, yet it had an achy pitch, and she couldn’t help wanting to believe him. 

Stop it, she scolded herself. There was no way to know what he intended. 

Myah wet her suddenly dry lips. Keep him talking and don’t piss him off. That was the smarter move here. “H-how do you know me?” 

He shrugged and his mouth caressed her cheek. 

Had he been stalking her for a while? Her breaths sped up – a combination of what he was doing to her as well as the thought that he’d planned this for a reason other than theft. When his lips brushed her throat and the cold air he released through his nose whispered over her ear, she wanted to moan. His tongue traced the soft depression beneath her lobe, then his lips traveled the curve of her neck. Her body warmed. Mouth agape, it took a second to recognize she wasn’t repulsed. Far from it. Little by little, she realized her fight-or-flight response had turned to desire. 

He still held her immobile though. As she resisted, kicking out at him, he slipped into the softness between her hips. A bulge that shouldn’t have been there, pressing into her again. Instead of incapacitating her wrists on the mattress, he held her hands in his. She clutched his larger ones in return and had no idea why she experienced such a response to him. Suddenly, she was willing, felt urgent. 

“You want me,” she stated. Why it’d spilled from her mouth, she had no idea. It wasn’t like she had any intention of encouraging him, his impressive erection aside. 

His laugh was self-derisive. “But that’s not why I came.” He used his teeth to scrape against her neck gently. 

Myah shuddered with a foreign anticipation. “Please,” she whispered. Her entire body grew increasingly warm beneath his ministrations. What on earth was happening? She should be fighting back, or at least bide her time until she could locate a weapon. But the flashlight inside her bedside table wouldn’t hurt him. Besides, it wasn’t like she could reach it with him holding her down. Damn it. 

The man groaned when he inhaled hard, his face in her neck. The sensation tickled her skin. Welcome warmth moved through her body. As he nuzzled her, her eyes automatically closed, head tilting in response as if to supply him better access. Part of her, the sensible half, stiffened in horror. No! What was she thinking, letting him do God knew what to her? “Pl-please,” she found herself saying once more. 

“Please, what? Please stop or would you like me to continue?” 

Her brain seemed to stall out. “I...ah, I don’t know.” 

He chuckled. “It appears we’re in the same strange mess.” 

She couldn’t manage a reply. 

He lifted his head to stare down at her. “I’m going to ask you an important question, Myah. Will you answer me?” 

She nodded, returning to her conversational plan. That was best. Probably for both of them if her reaction to him was any indication. “If I can.” 

“Fair enough. Do you know what you are, Myah? Who you are?” 

“I don’t understand. You know my full name.” 

“But do you know what are you? A part of you, somewhere inside, knows you’re different from everyone else. I smell it on you.” 

She frowned, tempted to ask what he smelled exactly, other than her perfume. She was meticulous about bathing. Gazing up at him, she felt she was on the precipice of comprehension, something monumental. But his words were foreign. They didn’t make any sense to her addled brain. Especially when combined with the fact that she understood she wanted him closer, much closer. But, she wasn’t sure what he wanted from her. Hell, maybe the guy was crazy. 

Just the truth, Myah. I want the truth. You can trust me with it, I vow it now. On my honor, I won’t tell another soul. 

There, that odd voice was in her mind once more, as well as a cool impression across her forehead. As she realized she wanted to submit to him, Myah shook her head, fighting the sensation. Oh God, maybe she was insane too. 

“Who are you really, female?” 

She kicked up her chin in defiance. “What? I am me.” 

A devastating smile crossed his face, teeth flashing, perhaps only viewed because of the sliver of moonlight cutting into the room. Also, his hair was light, silvery. Pale and spiky. Maybe it was white or blond, she couldn’t tell. But damn, he didn’t look old enough to have white hair. 

“No, Myah. What you are. Where you came from. Your kind. Other.” 

“Other?” she echoed the strange word. 

“What are you, Myah? You aren’t human.” 

Her breath caught. Half of her wanted to believe him. Deep inside, she’d always felt different, disconnected from the world. A freak in a sea of normal. 

But reality set in and a laugh escaped her before she could contain it. Despite the danger she faced and the consequences of the potential insult, Myah was only built to tell the truth. “You’re crazy. Of course, I’m human. What else would I be?” 

He moved quickly once more, this time rolling to bring her fully atop him. Still, she had no power to draw away. His arousal urged against her blue nightgown, pressing into areas no man had known in a long time. A fiery sensation moved through her. Her body opened for him. She melted, couldn’t help the moan that escaped her mouth. Inside, she yearned to know his kiss, his touch. Her skin was traitorous, moving to the rhythm of a song only he played. It made no sense. Still, rain drummed on outside, thunder in the distance, and the intimacy in the room grew exponentially. She knew she was on the razor’s edge of giving into whatever this thing was between them. 

“Tell me, Myah. Now. What are you? Who are you?”  

“Just...Myah,” she replied hoarsely. “I’m a normal woman, an...an accountant.”  

“Tell me! What kind of Other?” he demanded after a moment. “What about your parents? Who...what were they?” 

She jumped, shivering. Though his words were direct, she wasn’t scared of him anymore. That coolness drifted across her mind again. She fought it, tried to push back, clenching her jaw. The past was the past, and no one but her had any business there. “Just normal people, like me. Nothing more.” 

“I sincerely doubt that. And there’s nothing just normal about you.” 

“I...I don’t know what you want me to say. I’m only me. No one else. I can’t apologize for that.” 

He shook his head, muttering a curse. His chest grew with his expelled breath, then released. “I’d never expect you to.” 

The movement drew her closer so her mouth was right above his. She could almost taste his warm breath as he stared at her. Her tongue darted out to wet her dry lips, and he groaned. 

The need inside her was undeniable. It was she who lowered her mouth to his. Myah didn’t have much experience with the opposite sex, but with this man, she wanted to learn. He groaned and tightened his arms around her back. Tongues dancing, she got a real taste and whimpered, tangled her fingers in the soft, short spikes of his hair. He was perfect, dark, unlike anything she’d ever sampled and yet she craved more of him. So much more. The kiss was a wondrous exploration of diving and retreating. Though she’d initiated it, he took command and she followed eagerly. 

When he drew back, he cupped her cheek. Both breathed heavily, only a small space between their bodies. “I need you, Myah. I do. But this is more important right now.” 

“What?” she whispered, unable to understand this pull between them. 

“You truly don’t know what you are, do you?” 

She had the feeling he tried to read her mind through her eyes. “Say it,” she whispered, once again unbalanced on the precipice, the one thing which would open up a new world to her. She yearned to understand the part of him he hoped to see from her. What was it, and why was she drawn to him? “Tell me,” she demanded, echoing his words from before as she gripped the lapels of a fine black silk shirt he wore. Its coolness penetrated her fingertips. What an odd fabric for a thief to wear. 

“Who are you?” she asked in a hoarse tone, oddly desperate to know. 

He shook his head after a moment. “I’ve done this all wrong. Forgive me.”  

Then abruptly she was alone in the bed but sensed him still in the room. “Don’t leave me...” 

“It’s better this way. I promise I’ll fix everything soon.” 

Such regret sounded in his deep voice, as well as a mysterious tone she couldn’t place. 

Sleep well, Myah. 

Just like that, the lights in her brain went off. 

Sometime later, she stirred, lashes lifting. Blinking away the mental cobwebs, she inspected her environment. Slices of moonlight danced across the walls, the shadows in the corners more sinister than they’d ever been. An instinct within informed her to search further, for signs of a predator. An impulse told her to hunt. She leaned up on one arm, knew her imagination was playing tricks with her as she sought a presence. Myah thought she caught a strong, spicy scent in the air. Releasing a sigh, her free hand brushed over her temple where an ache had formed. 

She gazed around once more. 

The room was unchanged. Dark, empty. It was just the same Myah in the same apartment as before. There was no compelling stranger with her. A desolate ache swept through her, causing her chest to tighten. She had the oddest desire to cry and worked to blink the mood away. 

Myah took a deep breath. It was a strange dream. If anyone had, in fact, been here before, she would’ve known. The bizarre emptiness continued to build inside her. 

She had dated, sure, but never found anyone equal, who remotely understood her. Perhaps that’s all this was. Loneliness somehow manifested in dream form. Still, his scent, a hard body against her, the small glimpses of his appearance were so real. Stored within her forever, she feared. If she weren’t a practical girl, she might’ve called him her dream lover. His words were unusual. What had he been asking? 

What are you, Myah?  

Such a strange question. The conversation’s details faded, however, as if her subconscious had filed it away as unsafe material. 

What an odd dream, she thought, then rolled over to fall back asleep. 

*** 
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Oliver cursed as he materialized outside the brick façade of Myah Sullivan’s building, Harbor Hill Apartments. He detected the scent of barbecued beef on the crisp breeze from a nearby unit. Twenty One Pilots’ Stressed Out, an older tune, drifted from a window. The storm had lessened, and he felt the occasional drop of rain in the air. Pacing, he kicked at the wet pavement with his black patterned Giuseppe Zanotti sneakers. 

Oh, yes, he’d done his homework. Even in his profession, it paid to do your due diligence. He’d picked up additional skills as a Hunter in the past, and that certainly aided him in his search. He’d discovered all he could about the woman, at least what records revealed. Except, it didn’t explain what made her so special. She seemed utterly normal at first glance. But then, Others knew how to blend in. 

And yet, she wasn’t ordinary at all. No one he’d met had looked that way, pulled him in. He hadn’t anticipated the extreme desire he’d feel as he got so close to her. What he’d experienced in the parking lot of the Japanese restaurant was nothing compared to the hunger he’d felt in such proximity to her. He certainly hadn’t expected the regret that came from trying to rough her up. His plan had been to slake his bloodlust first, ask questions later. But as he inhaled, he’d smelled a hint of Other on her once again. Oliver knew the information he sought was imperative. 

Sweeping a hand through his cropped blond hair, he knew it’d been a mistake, what he’d done. Even his interrogation tactics had failed him. He shouldn’t have confronted her. He certainly should’ve avoided taking liberties. He’d breathed her unique scent in further, kissed her skin. Kissed her. Of course, she’d made the first move, hadn’t she? She’d shocked him, but he didn’t fault his response to her either. He was just a male who hadn’t explored the magnificence of a female in so long. It was that simple. 

Right? 

But no, she affected him differently than the women he’d been around. 

A weakness he couldn’t afford. Exposure was at the top of every Other’s list of worries. She could very well destroy him in her ignorance. 

Not that she was. This one was smart. With her instincts, she’d detected him right away. And he’d felt her pushing back slightly against his psychic command. But, the girl lacked a vital part of herself, the knowledge of who and what she was. She thought she was only human. Normal. 

He shook his head. If it were so easy, he’d have moved in on the first night he’d seen her. It wasn’t. Dangers lurked around every corner for any woman, but they increased tenfold with an Other. There was a reason they’d found special ways to jail violators of the code. Some animals never knew when to quit. And this female, she was unique. She’d be ripe for the taking, ruined before he even had a chance to save her. She needed to know who she was so he could return her to her kind. She’d be properly trained and know the risks of living in the human world. She would be better protected. 

Oliver thought about the way he’d been close to her, how he’d had to beat back certain urges so he could gain the truth from her. The gentleman in him was fighting against his Other nature, to take her in every way possible. He feared it might be a losing battle. 

For now, he’d keep an eye on her. And ensure a certain appendage was as far away from her perfect body as possible.
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Chapter Three



[image: ]




The dream came as it always did, first in an impression of colors–a blend of pale blue and green. She noticed a man who stood before her, cupping her cheek. His features were blurred, but the desire and affection in his blue eyes was hard to dismiss. In the dream, she wanted him too. 

The vista changed and she saw a woman who wore a long dress in a clearing. From her hands came orbs of blue light and she shot them toward two men. Who was the lady? 

She observed herself from afar. This time it was her–she fought alongside the same man as before. They were a...united front. 

When she suddenly came to a river of blood, she watched in horror as her teeth transformed into something terrible. 

Myah shot up from bed with a gasp. Her skin was drenched in sweat from fear, and the blue silken sheets didn’t help to warm her body. Breaths labored, she fought to gain control of them and wondered why the dream kept recurring. She supposed she could attribute it to stress, but she did yoga just for that reason, to relieve it. She’d never had trouble with mood swings, people even thought she was too calm at times. 

The dream was troubling. It was straight out of her mother’s books. Myah wasn’t prone to letting her imagination get away with her. She couldn’t recall a similar movie or anything that would encourage her subconscious to fill in those gory details. She also didn’t believe in vampires or wizards or any other creatures in the fantasy realm. Tolkien, Rowling, and Meyer were author names she’d avoided for a reason. 

Closing her eyes, she was assaulted by images from the dream, mainly the stream of red. Blood, she thought. 

For some odd reason, her teeth ached and she rubbed at her jaw. Perhaps she needed to visit a dentist. And recently, she’d found herself salivating over the offerings at the meat department in the grocery store. Raw meats appealed to her when she’d been disgusted with them before. The bloodier, the better. 

She didn’t eat meat. She was a pescetarian. She could handle milk and cheese, some grains, and many vegetables, but no meat. Even as a young adult, she hadn’t had a taste for meat. Plus, you couldn’t live in Maryland without being a crab lover. 

Myah had never been sick before, had rarely ever been to the doctor except for the occasional checkup, a fact she’d always found quite odd. She’d been told her immune system was extraordinary, her health excellent. What she saw as an oddity was probably a blessing in disguise. 

Gazing around the room, she sensed items were out of place, but couldn’t pinpoint the reason. Everything still looked right. The walls housed the customary shade of ivory found in most two-bedroom apartments. For a splash of color, she’d added specialty accents like abstract artwork and a pretty blue glazed pottery vase in the shape of a conch shell. Thank God, the unit actually included a washer and dryer. Going to the laundromat every week would be a major pain, considering she walked to most of her destinations. 

After a moment, something caught her attention. Strange, but there was a hint of spices and orange in the air, like someone recently lit the perfect candle. Where was it coming from? Maybe one of her neighbors’ places? She guessed it didn’t matter. 

The bright digits on her alarm clock made her wince when she glanced over with a curse. She’d always had an uncanny ability to tell the time of day without a watch, and mostly she didn’t even need an alarm clock because she woke up five minutes before it even beeped. Today was no different. She shut the alarm off well before it launched, then headed to the shower to get ready for work. 

Padding around her kitchen later, she had the strangest sensation she’d missed something again. Then she finally noticed it. An antique coin was positioned atop her small kitchen table. Frowning, she went to inspect it. Where had it come from? Myah had an impeccable memory usually, but she couldn’t place it at all. When she swept her thumb across the surface, it wasn’t cold as she’d anticipated, but warm like coins were when they’d been touched for a time. How strange. 

She looked closer. Most of its designs had been worn down, but she detected a distinctive shape and a year printed at the bottom–1862. Her brows rose. What was a Civil War era coin doing in her home? When a reasonable explanation didn’t come, she shrugged, tossed the money into the air briefly, and pocketed it. 

At work, in her office at Pricewaterhouse Coopers, or more affectionately known as PWC, she did some research online, looking at Civil War coins and discovered a website which sold antiques matching the one she’d found. It was also printed with the year 1862 but was a bronze color with the form of a woman on the front. The coin was called a Seated Liberty Quarter. She still couldn’t figure out how she’d come into possession of it but supposed it didn’t matter. The realistic part inside said she should find out if this was worth anything and try to sell it. Yet, a foreign, almost sentimental emotion came over her, urging her to preserve history in some manner. 

She wrapped the coin in a handkerchief. Maybe it would be her lucky coin, though she didn’t believe in that crap at all. 

A week passed and Myah still hadn’t figured out the mystery of the historical coin in her apartment. If currency hadn’t changed so much in the past twenty some years, she might not have thought it so odd. Coins and bills were rarely used now, though they were never turned away. There were microchips embedded beneath a person’s skin, installed after the opening of their first bank account. Scanners would detect the money source, as all creditors were compiled into one financial profile, then the specific amount of funds were deducted as purchases were made. Much had changed, but even when she was a preteen, her parents still used cash and refused to be implanted with the chips. Her father claimed that such advancements could be abused. Mama agreed, and they both discouraged her from having it done. Myah had always chalked it up to paranoia. 

Still, antique Civil War coins were obviously a thing of the past. How the coin had ended up in her kitchen was enough to cramp her brain. She couldn’t remember seeing it before, or randomly picking it up anywhere. Myah was usually detail-oriented, but in this case, she just couldn’t recall the coin before the morning she’d found it. If she didn’t know any better, she might’ve thought someone had broken into her place and left it behind as a calling card. Which was simply crazy. Even if that was possible, nothing had been stolen. Her apartment was intact. 

Paranoia wasn’t a familiar trait. In fact, she’d noticed a sensation a few evenings last week of being watched. Her neck tingled and when she turned to look, she could almost sense a presence in the shadows. But, that was pretty crazy as well. Perhaps she’d inherited her mother’s imagination. 

Myah smiled at the thought, walked into the spare room designated as her office, stepping on the plastic tarp set down for the job at hand. She picked up a black handled paintbrush, dipped it in the paint and spread it across the wall. Perfect. She might choose modern, minimalist accents for her apartment, but Mama had taught her about color. 

This particular hue was called Celebration Blue. She’d been attracted to it because of the strange dream she’d been having lately. This bright blue paint was the same color as the fireball she’d seen the mysterious woman throw. After a while, it seemed like the best color for her new office design. When she was finished painting and the wall dried, she’d do a sponging technique with a different blue shade to draw out the facets of the orb she remembered. Unfortunately, if she ever moved, she’d have to whitewash the whole surface. It was handy she’d left a window open, despite the chilly air, as the strong solvent smell of the paint was overwhelming. 

With her free hand, she dug out her phone and found her playlist. As Monster by Paramore fired up and the moody rock lyrics fed her soul, she got to work. 

*** 
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It was an hour before dawn. Oliver stood over the human– or half-human–as she slept, her long dark waves spread over the pillow in a fanlike fashion. It took everything in him to avoid touching her, to discover how soft those locks were. The up and down motion of her chest, plus her soft breaths, calmed him in some strange way. 

He’d tailed her for a week since he’d last encountered her. He wasn’t sure if she sensed him or not, but with her Other instincts, it was likely she would detect something. Still, she hadn’t reacted, the woman either had the normal life she’d claimed, or she was excellent at hiding it. Nice job, a decent apartment, but a pretty solitary life besides the occasional casual dates, like the one she’d had with Greg. Once he’d followed her to a small two-story gray house with red shutters on Orkney Road. She’d hugged an older man, perhaps her grandfather. A blonde woman with an excitable personality welcomed Myah with affection. They seemed like a happy, normal family. 

But Just Myah wasn’t typical or boring. She was an Other...a fascinating creature wrapped in mystery. 

Soon he’d confront her, tell her. His previous attempt had backfired. He recalled the female kissing him. And he’d kissed her back. Shouldn’t have but did. Big mistake. He had to maintain a professional distance with Myah. It was in their best interests to do so. Already he sensed an unusual attachment as well as a strong connection with her, and he couldn’t afford to give in to the weakness. Her intoxicating presence would torment him, but to let her go on without the truth, deprived of knowing who she was, was a crime. 

It appeared it was up to him to teach her. Back in his glory days, he’d spent time training classes of miscreants how to avoid abusing their powers. He’d taught them the ways of the Others. He was ready to do the same for Myah Sullivan, no matter what species she was. Leaving her ill-informed seemed wrong. 

Suddenly, the half-human frowned, moaning and turned toward him in her sleep. She tossed, apparently restless. “Why...who are you? I can’t remember your name...” 

Sensing the chaos in her mind, he soothed her with low words and touched her forehead until she stilled. As he did, jasmine blessed the air, as well as another sweet yet unusual scent. Similar to the fields of lavender he’d found in Provence during his travels. Perhaps her shampoo?  

Her panicked breaths returned to a normal pattern. Baffled, he continued to observe her. His presence was a torment to her too. 

Shaking his head, he teleported out of her apartment. Encountering his seedy motel room’s terrace, he let himself in, then closed the sliding door and shut the curtains to block out any sign of light for the approaching day. Stripping his clothes, he eased into the bed’s silken sheets. Oddly enough, the sensation reminded him a bit of her skin. Soft, pleasantly scented. Yes, the half-human’s. Myah Sullivan. 

Damn...why couldn’t the sheets feel like sandpaper instead? 

Muttering an imprecation, he turned over and punched the pillow. Oliver wasn’t sure what to do with her yet, other than teach her about her species. He wasn’t certain he could dismiss the strong urges he felt toward her. Even now, he was haunted by memories, images from when she’d kissed him, the time he’d explored her skin with his lips. Absorbed her unique fragrance into his lungs. He recalled the delectable taste of her mouth with stunning clarity. He was almost sure someone like her couldn’t be real. But she was real, and quite ignorant about who and what she was. 

The half-human was a distraction he did not need, and a temptation that seemed unavoidable. He must be cursed after all.
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Chapter Four
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Myah entered her apartment complex with a feeling of unease. She had walked from Pratt Street to her place on Warren Avenue, and she’d had a strange sensation all the way home. Several times, she’d sensed she was being followed, but when she checked no one was there. One always had to be careful in the city. Dropping her satchel just inside the door, she headed toward the kitchen, where she took stock of things. A curse left her mouth when she discovered there was little left to eat in the pantry or the fridge. Clearly, she’d have to go out again. 

Deciding to keep it simple, she left her purse behind, opting for just a wallet and keys. She left the building once more at a swift pace, with the intent of going to Harris Teeter Grocery then back home. At least it gave her an excuse to take the scenic route, jogging across Fort Avenue, Jackson and Randall by way of Riverside Park. It was a detour, but she could head for a straight shot on Covington and go around the backside of her apartment complex. As long as her shopping bags weren’t too heavy, she’d be fine. 

Her Aunt Jenny had insisted she get a car, but she hated to destroy the environment, was more content with walking. She had a hybrid vehicle to appease her aunt, yet she rarely used it. She was pescetarian, always careful to recycle, and avidly supported causes she believed in. 

Her life, however, was practical, planned. She was a CPA for a firm less than twenty minutes away from where she lived. Her position fit her well. Whenever she dated, she chose safe, intelligent men. If the passion was lacking, she just told herself it wasn’t important in the long run. 

Sex wasn’t everything. To her, it wasn’t that great and she often wondered why people waxed poetic about a fact of life which was so bland. Not that she didn’t want to feel something phenomenal, it just wasn’t in the cards. Besides, she was positive porn was more than ninety percent acting and barely ten percent authentic. Myah usually cut her dates off after a few times out and didn’t let anything move past a chaste kiss or accidental grope. She didn’t mind going out with someone now and then but it tended to get awkward at the end, however, when she’d concluded they had little in common. It was just as well. There wasn’t really room in her life for anyone permanent. 

Aunt Jenny told her once that she should be careful because her features would tempt men, and she didn’t want Myah to attract the wrong type. Little did she know her niece wouldn’t have much interest in the opposite sex. Myah was built just like her mother with dark, wavy hair and a short, curvy frame. The only difference in their appearances was Myah’s eyes, which were dark brown, almost black under certain lights, inherited from her father. Her mother, Desiree Sullivan, had beautiful ice blue eyes and her features always appeared as a cross between Polynesian and Native American. No one knew where her looks had come from because her mother was adopted. She supposed Mama never wanted to look into the details of her birth parents. 

Myah’s own parents had died in a car accident when she was twelve, and after that, she’d lived with her grandfather. She was equally raised by Aunt Jenny, who’d often visited with her children, Myah’s two cousins, Amy and Steven. She knew they all loved her, but it never kept her from mourning her parents. She’d heard grief caused people to eventually forget what their loved ones looked like, but in her case, she wore the reminder on her face every day. 

She still remembered them so well, especially the last day as she got on the school bus. She’d found it odd that Mama hadn’t come to the door that morning to see her off, as was her habit, but she hadn’t thought much of it until later when the principal had fetched her from class and told her the news. She just wished she would have known beforehand in some way and could’ve said a proper farewell. 

Sometimes she missed that big house out on Leisure Hill Drive. On her eighteenth birthday, she’d found out she actually owned it and had the power to live there or sell it off. It had never seemed right to do either so she’d just avoided it, half-fearing the memories that might come. Certain facets of the house made it different from other homes. Other than the size, large metal shutters slid down over the windows during the day. 

Her father had been extremely allergic to sunlight so if she wanted to be with him, she saw him at home or in town at night. The medical condition was strange but grew natural after a while. Her mother did her best to compensate for those deficiencies. 

What she’d kept from the estate other than family pictures were a couple of books her mother had published under the name Shiree Desmond. The world had lost a talented writer. To this day, fans continued to pour over her novels. Mama had written paranormal romance or fantasy. Her fascination with the macabre and other worlds always seemed strange to Myah. To each his own, she supposed. But, her writing had never interfered with motherhood. If Myah needed her, Desiree was always available. 

Of course, it was the same with Daddy. He was more attentive than most fathers she’d witnessed at school events. And he totally understood her interest in math as he had an affinity with numbers too. Her father, Alec Sullivan, had been a major private investor, and despite his medical condition, he’d funded hundreds of ventures across the U.S., a huge accomplishment for someone his age. God, she missed them both. Myah closed her eyes briefly and gripped the silver heart-shaped locket she’d stuffed with diminutive versions of their pictures. 

A car whipped past her, and brought her back to the present, the exhaust crowding her lungs. Ambling down the sidewalk, she coughed. The street lamps illuminated the dark walkway. Even if that wasn’t the case, Myah had always been able to see adequately in dim lighting. Catlike, Aunt Jenny called her. She was careful to avoid dents and knobby growths in the concrete. Stars blanketed the night sky, lending a palliative effect. The city skyline was beautiful. Neon lights painted each edifice, and she longed for a way to recreate it. But she wasn’t an artist, had never been a creative individual like her mother. She certainly didn’t count the stick figures she drew as art. 

Once Myah neared Riverside Park, she had a strange urge to go inside. It would be unwise, she thought, but an odd instinct pushed her forward. A prickling sensation moved over her neck, spreading through her body, almost like a chill. She was overcome by a foreboding presence. It was as if the location carried some significance from a past life and it wasn’t all positive. Not that she believed in such things. Still, she couldn’t prevent the shiver which moved through her body. Myah hugged her arms around herself and entered the park. She took each path with a brisk walk. 

Run! 

The voice was deep, masculine, and she didn’t understand where it had come from, was almost sure it had originated in her own mind. But she sensed the danger too. Part of her wanted to flee–common sense even urged her to–but a big portion needed to ascertain what was wrong. Still, it was impossible to determine how far inside she’d gone. The lamps overhead were few and far between, and without the light of day, she couldn’t pinpoint the placement of the picnic tables she visited during her lunch breaks. 

She froze when a hard object pressed into her back. Had she ventured off the main path somehow? 

“Give me your purse,” a voice demanded, then she felt another shove of metal, which had to be a handgun. 

“I don’t have one,” she returned. 

“Then the wallet. Hand it over. Anything you have.” 

The request was easy enough. She dug into her skirt pocket and produced the wallet over her shoulder. She briefly argued with herself about turning around. If she could identify her mugger, she could report it to the cops. Yet, maybe anonymity would save her life. If she couldn’t see the man, he wouldn’t view her as a threat. 

“What else do you have? A watch? A phone?” 

She relinquished those as well. 

“Get flat on the ground on your belly.” 

She obeyed, her nerves firing with terror. She was a reasonable woman, but this made her uneasy. Of course, a gun would make anyone jumpy. The muzzle pressed to her back briefly as he searched her suit’s pockets. Her apartment keys jangled when he did so. The whiff of a foul odor twisted her stomach in knots. Her eyes shut tight. Valuables were all he wanted, she reminded herself, and tried to stay calm. Her life was more important than any assets she might have on her person. Those could be replaced, she couldn’t. 

“Someone dressed like you should have more,” he growled, jolting her as he gripped her shoulders roughly. “What about jewelry?” He briefly inspected her simple locket and uttered a vile curse. “Worthless!” Then he grabbed her arm and rolled her so that she was facing him. When she looked up, most of his features were shadowed, but she noticed he licked his lips. “Niiice.” 

She trembled in earnest now. No, please no, she thought. Not that. 

“Take off your clothes.” 

“Wh...what?” 

“You heard me.” 

“Please,” she murmured. “You don’t have to do this. Just go with what you have. I won’t tell anyone. I’ll say I lost my wallet.” 

His gaze was eerie as it swept across her. Even though she still wore her black pin-striped business jacket and skirt, she felt naked. He raised the gun a little higher. “I won’t ask twice. Your life or your clothes, lady.” 

Her hands drifted to the buttons on her jacket. She shook so badly she could barely get them undone. When she finally got the suit jacket off, her nipples hardened beneath her shirt, but not from cold or arousal. Tremors snaked over her body incessantly, fear climbing so far up her throat she thought she might choke on it. “Please. Stop,” she managed in a hoarse whisper. “You don’t have to do this. You can still walk away.” 

“Move faster or I’ll change my mind about keeping those clothes intact. I have no problem with ripping them off you.” 

She worked at the button, then her skirt’s zipper, shimmying the fabric off her hips. Clad in only her pale blue camisole and matching panties, her fingers wouldn’t move anymore. 

He was licking his lips again. “That’s it, baby. Take it off.” 

Jesus Christ, he acted like this was cheap porn, not rape. She didn’t want to die, but wouldn’t submit to her attacker either. “I can’t.” 

“You will.” He crouched down and she winced as he shoved the gun against her temple. “Move it.” The rancid blend of sweat and animal lust came off him in waves, and she gagged in revulsion. 

Oh, God. She was as good as dead now. She thought of her parents in the hereafter and realized she didn’t want them to see her die like this. 

She assembled the strength she had to muster the courage necessary to fight back. You will pay for your crimes, bastard, she thought. Go to hell. I hope you watch all you’ve ever done play like a movie in your head. I want you to burn with it. 

The gun dropped to the ground instantly, her attacker lifted his hands to his head and screamed. Suddenly, he moved his hands in a panicked fashion down his body as if checking for wounds. “God, no, make it stop!” he shouted. 

Startled, she watched and prayed while he descended into madness. It was so strange... 

Damn it, she couldn’t just stand here. What if he decided he was through being crazy?  

On shaky legs, she stood up and ran in the opposite direction. Then she doubled back and grabbed her clothes. Still, he kept screaming, and she wondered what he saw in his mind. It didn’t matter. The police could figure out what was wrong with him later. 

Myah stumbled away, unsure where she was heading. But escape was more important. 

When she thought she’d gone far enough, she stopped and slowly put her clothes back on. She wished she had a phone to report the attack, but she’d left everything with her mugger-rapist. Yet, what if he found her? What was she supposed to do? She couldn’t go back. 

“I will.” 

Her head jerked up and she shrieked as a dark figure stood before her. 

His voice was deep, low, soothing. “Shh. I’m not going to harm you, I promise.” 

When he stepped forward into the cut of moonlight, she found a tall blond-haired man with pale skin and sky-blue eyes. For some reason, she thought he looked a lot like the man she’d been dreaming about recently. The dream where she’d kissed a mysterious stranger. 

Impossible. 

He lifted his hands in supplication. “I won’t hurt you,” he repeated. His voice was almost hypnotic. 

Myah was still shivering when her knees gave out. She fell back on her rump in a rather unladylike fashion, tumbling over to the side. She’d never been this clumsy, but her limbs wouldn’t cooperate. 

He caught her arm when she rolled. “Are you all right?” 

A reply never passed her lips, even though she tried. She was positive she was in shock. There was no other explanation. She thought she could trust him, however, he wasn’t the other man, the one who’d tried to assault her. When he’d gotten closer to her, she’d noticed her attacker had brown hair and indistinguishable eyes. The drastic difference between the two men helped to ease her. 

“I’ll go get your things,” the male before her said. “Stay here.” 

Like she could force her legs to move at this point. She settled for sitting with her arms drawn around her knees below her skirt. Linking her hands, she shuddered. Her pride was in tatters. 

Myah watched as her rescuer sped off. Her mind worked slowly, and she couldn’t figure out why he was so fast. He was back in no time, handing over her wallet. He wouldn’t have known about the watch or phone. Not that it mattered. They were replaceable like her clothes. How stupid of her to go back for them. It would’ve been way too risky. Had she asked him to fetch her wallet? She couldn’t remember, but maybe she’d been talking to herself. It was such a strange night... 

The man frowned. “You know, he’s still screaming. What are you? A witch?” 

Because his words were foreign and images of the attack flashed through her mind, she burst into tears, sobs tearing through her body. 

A pleasant-smelling cologne drifted in her nose as he drew her to stand against him. “Shh, ...it’s all right. You’re okay. You’re safe now.” 
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