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I turned eighteen today. Yippee.

The most exciting news of the day was, as of this afternoon, I would be living in an apartment with my best friend Angela. I was pretty much moved in and had been staying there since I graduated from high school last week, but technically, my name couldn’t be put on the lease until today.

I hurriedly showered and hopped out of the tub with a little more exuberance than was necessary, did a slippery dance on the heels of my feet, and steadied myself with a hand clenching the sink ledge and a sigh of relief. A broken back or neck I so did not need. Not on my eighteenth birthday. Pssshh.

With a towel over my body and another confining my rebellious hair, I did a little run and slid on my feet from the bathroom to the hallway, grinning as I caught myself against the tan-colored wall. Okay, so I understood that I was asking for trouble, what with barely remaining on my feet a mere minute ago, but I liked to be reckless. Sort of—okay, not really.

The apartment was compact with the largest area being the living room, which was a mismatch of chairs and a red couch—parts of Angela and me intermeshing to make a circus out of our living spaces. With my love of all things coffee, and Angela’s obsession with caramel, it even smelled like a combination of us with the similarly scented candles. It was wacky and perfect.

In the tiny bedroom full of boxes, and where most of the surfaces were covered with clothes, I dressed in red shorts, a yellow and white diagonally striped shirt, and tan slip-on shoes. I ran a large-toothed comb through my tangled curls, thinking about giving up halfway through and leaving the mass of hair a mound of snarls around my head. But since I wasn’t a quitter, I persevered, getting myself into some semblance of order.

Twenty minutes later, with a powdered doughnut dangling from my lips, and car keys in one hand and my sparkly pink purse in the other, I was out the door and on my way to work.

Not one to usually observe the earth’s majestic beauty with an appreciative eye, I was unaware of the leafy trees blowing in the slight breeze, or of how dazzling was the sun, other than to my sensitive eyes I quickly covered with dark sunglasses. I was on a mission to make money, and that mission did not include paying attention to my surroundings. There would be plenty of time for that when I was old and had nowhere to go.

Platteville, Wisconsin was a college town with a population in the eleven thousands. It was a nice city with history and class to it, and a low crime rate. It also had a one way street I’d driven down the wrong way a couple times. And lots of college kids—which I had yet to decide whether or not I wanted to be.

I knew I wanted to have a career of some kind, at some point, but I really had no hobbies, no desire to be anything cool or noteworthy. I was a mediocre person, I supposed. My one goal was to not hate my job, and I knew I couldn’t work at a thrift store my whole life. Well, I could, but I didn’t want to. Today, my birthday, was not the day to figure it out, because, well, nothing good ever came from my birthdays.

On my sixth birthday I broke out in hives.

On my tenth birthday my pet rabbit died.

On my fourteenth birthday I chipped a front tooth.

On my sixteenth birthday I was dumped by my boyfriend.

Me and birthdays—we didn’t really get along.

Driving along in my usual unobservant way, I didn’t see the person until I almost hit him with my car. With a cry of surprise on my lips, I reflexively hit the brakes, spinning gravel beneath the tires. The car jerked to a stop, causing my head to bang on the steering wheel. The car horn tooted in surprise, as if to belatedly announce the danger before me.

I looked up, rubbing the sore spot on my forehead, and glared through my now crooked sunglasses at the man standing in my parking space. It took me months of timing my arrival just right to get that parking spot, and now some imposing dude thought he could stand there and make it his. He didn’t even have a car. As my eyes took in the image before me, my annoyance slowly turned to unease.

With hair the color of midnight, it was way creepy that his eyes were as well. The kind of midnight without stars, or the moon. Total darkness. His features were slim and angular, but nonetheless, striking. The man was covered in black from his shirt to his boots, the only color variation to his gothic appearance was the white of his skin. His head was cocked as he studied me with a calculating look on his face. That look said he knew me, knew all my deepest and darkest thoughts, and had plans for that data.

I knew I wasn’t anything extraordinary to look at with my red curly hair, freckles, brown eyes, and otherwise average features, but the way he looked at me suggested he saw much more. Like he knew I had badness to me, and he wanted to exploit it. It was unnerving. Also, it was inaccurate, because I was pretty much a marshmallow on the inside.

With my gaze captured by his, I felt cold, frightened. I was frozen in place and it was a horrible feeling—knowing I should try to escape but unable. Plus, I don’t know, I didn’t really feel like doing anything. Sitting here seemed like a good idea. Alarms sounded in my head, told me to run and run fast, but since I wasn’t a runner, and also presently numb, I remained seated.

I wanted to look away, tried to look away, and couldn’t. His death eyes held me entranced. Something in me was drawn to him, the dark power that was him appealed to me on some level I couldn’t understand. What was going on? He scared me and yet I wanted to be closer to him, like that time I saw Yogi the Bear at Jellystone when I was seven.

The roof above my head dented in like a cow decided to jump on top of my car, the sound of metal crunching and shrieking enough to break the trance from which I seemed to be the victim. I dragged my gaze from the blacked-eyed man, my eyes shooting up to the roof of my car in disbelief. I was shaking and hot and cold at the same time, my pulse telling me I didn’t need to run to get a workout—I simply needed to be terrified. Did a cow really just somehow land on my car? Was there a tornado going on that I was not privy to know about?

The passenger door shuddered, groaned, and flung open. I shrank against the seat and stared unblinking as an unendingly tall and muscular body clothed in blue jeans and a white tee shirt crouched beside my car. The man looked at me like this was completely normal. I wanted to ask how many car doors a day he felt the need to tamper with, but a warm scent wafted through my nostrils and gave me a thrill that rendered me speechless, and annoyingly docile. I mean, if I could be annoyed. Which I would be...after the buzz wore off.

“Hello, sunshine.”

The face was angelic, and eyes as boundless and blue as the sky were aimed at me. His hair was chestnut brown and kept longer on top than the sides and bottom. With his strikingly prominent cheekbones and perfectly bowed lips, he was male flawlessness. Beautiful, but masculine. The chin that graced the face was square and strong. He was too pretty to be real, and yet, I didn’t think I was dreaming.

I had no idea what he said to me. The only thing that registered was the deep rumble of his melodic voice. I blinked at him. “What?”

“We need to go.”

“What?” I said again. I was nothing if not articulate.

“You and me, sunshine.” He smiled with amusement, and his whole face lit up like a star. He glowed with that smile. “We need to go.”

“Yeah, okay, sure, you can go. You should totally do that. I, on the other hand, should not. But thank you for thinking of me.” I waved him away, hoping the insanity clearly running through his brain wasn’t harmful to others, and most importantly, me. “Thanks for stopping by.”

He didn’t leave.

“This is the part where you go away,” I told him with a pointed look over his shoulder toward the direction I wanted him to head.

“Time is not on our side, as much as I wish it were otherwise. We must go. Now.”

“Who are you and what are you talking about?” I was having a hard time grasping what he was trying to tell me with him smelling and looking so good. It wasn’t fair.

“Did you not notice the creepy-looking man in black? He’ll be back.”

“I noticed you,” I answered sweetly, hoping he caught the insinuation. If so, he was playing cool. My eyes darted to the empty place where the disturbing man in black stood moments ago. I frowned. Where’d he go?

I turned my attention back to the equally strange man kneeling beside my car. “I need to go to work, so, whatever you two wackos are trying to pull, it’s time to give it a rest. I have mace, and a bad attitude.” The mace was in the glove compartment next to him, but he didn’t need to know that.

Some of the warmth faded from his eyes when I continued to wait for him to disappear the same way he appeared, preferably without damaging my car again. I looked up at the ceiling. It was pushed in at certain spots like edgy, sharp rock.

“What did you do to my roof anyway?” I’d only recently paid off the car.

“I had to get your attention. It was the first thing that came to mind when I Shifted.”

“Shifted?”

He smiled. “I need you to come with me. It is not a request.”

No, what I needed was to go, to leave, to run away. Escape. My eyes darted around, looking for help, a witness, something.  The man watched me, looking completely sane, which was doubly unnerving. Crazy people didn’t know they were crazy.

“I am not a DJ; I do not take requests,” I told him, trying to look apologetic about it. I probably didn’t pull it off. “Sorry.”

I kept my eyes on him as I felt behind me for the door handle. I clasped the cool metal in my hand and shoved, falling out onto the hard blacktop. I tripped over my feet and lurched forward, aiming my body for the plain brown building called Thrifty’s. My sunglasses fell off my face, but I couldn’t worry about them now. My boss or a coworker should show up any minute. I only had to evade the car-smashing lunatic until then.

My shoes pounded on the pavement as my eyes searched the surrounding streets and places of business, looking for any signs of life. Buildings of various colors and shapes were nearby, but people? Of course not. Unbelievable. It was around eight in the morning on a Tuesday and no one was around. I was lucky like that.

Doing more physical activity than I had in years was torturous, and my lungs burned with protestation. I pumped my arms and ran like it meant something. A glance behind me showed the guy was gone. A satisfied grin touched my lips. He must have realized he was no match for Taryn Smith. When I faced forward again, a shriek left me.

He was in front of me, looking imposing with his legs spread apart and arms crossed over an impressive chest. If I asked to touch a muscle to test its firmness, would that be wrong?

“We don’t have time for this,” he informed me.

Oh my gremlins, what was wrong with people today? Had everyone taken a spastic pill and forgotten to mention it to me?

I spun around and charged for my car only to come to a stop in slow motion.

He was leaning against the hood of it, one eyebrow lifted. “Done yet?”

I tried to swallow, but my throat was too dry. Chest heaving with my two minutes of overexertion, I gasped, “How? I mean...what? What...are...you?”

He sighed, as though trying to explain something very simple to someone very slow. “You just need to be worrying about getting out of here right now. That Goth poser is called Shah, and he wants you. I’m around to make sure that doesn’t happen. Now...let’s go.”

I was posed in ‘ready to flee’ mode—legs apart, body slightly leaning forward, arms out. If I had a set of pistols, it could also be called ‘showdown’ mode. “No way. I don’t know you. I’m not going anywhere with you.”

The man’s eyes flashed, reminding me of an angry god with his too-perfect looks. “Are you sure that’s the way you want it?”

“Is that a trick question? Because it sounds like a trick question.” Unease clenched my stomach. What did that mean? What was he going to do to me?

I didn’t have a chance to figure it out before he was directly in front of me, gazing down at me like I’d been a naughty child and needed punishment. If he offered to spank me, I would so say no. Definitely a no to that. Yep. No spanking for me, no, sir.

“Get. In. The. Car.”

“No.” Breaths left me in little panicky bursts. Strangely enough, this was the first time someone had ever attempted to kidnap me. I decided I really didn’t like it.

The wind picked up to blow my hair around my face. I brushed it aside just as he reached for me. The thought of his hands on me sent chills up and down my back in a completely unlikable, undesirable way. Completely.

I backpedaled toward the car, raising my hands. “Relax. I’m going.”

Eyes on him, I veered to the left, trying to run sideways. Bad idea. I spun on loose gravel, flailed my arms in the air in a really inelegant way, and to make the whole ordeal absolutely mortifying, he had to grab me so I didn’t end up on my face. Caught by the man I was trying to dodge. I rolled my eyes. It figured.

His arms were around me with his face close to mine. Humor glinted in his eyes as he looked down at me. “Not the most graceful one, are you?”

“I meant to do that,” I lied with a hot face.

The man’s lips twitched. “Of course you did. Now, no more playing. We must go. I will explain everything to you in time, but right now, you have to trust me. If you want to live, you’ll listen to me.”

I pushed at him, trying not to dwell on the nice definition of his chest, or how I wanted to pet it, and he released me. “Really? ‘Trust me’? ‘You’ll listen to me if you want to live’? Did you get that from a movie? This has to be a joke. Someone’s playing a prank on me for my birthday, right?”

The guy just looked at me.

“This cannot be happening,” I told the sky.

“This is happening, Taryn.”

I swallowed, the skin of my neck prickling. “How do you know my name? Who are you?”

“Whoever you need me to be,” was his strangely seductive response.

“Who talks like that?”

The man continued to watch me.

This was not cool, not cool at all. He was crazy, he had to be. Why do the hot ones have to be so messed up?

We reached the car.

“Get in. Passenger side,” he told me.

So I did. I was obliging like that.

I eyed my purse, innocently perched between the seats, and glanced at him. Was there a challenge in his eyes? “Oh, look, that weird guy is back.”

As I lunged for my purse, my intent was to get my cell phone to call the police. He was quicker. I should have known he would be. The man held my purse against his chest, looking comical because, well, he was so very manly and the sparkly pink purse was so very not.

I made another grab for my purse and he moved his hand out of my reach. I scowled. “Give me my purse.”

“You don’t listen very well, do you?”

“That was never a question.”

He studied me, head slightly tilted. “I’ll give you back your purse on one condition.”

“You’re crazy.”

The man sighed and appeared to be counting to ten. He looked at me. “Consider this. Who scares you more? Me? Or the other guy?”

“Hmm. That’s a toss-up.” The guy with the black eyes was way scarier than him. He had black eyes.

“What’s the condition?” I mumbled when he didn’t deign to respond to my amazing comeback.

“You don’t call the police unless I do something...murder-ish. Deal?” He started to give back the purse, then retracted his hand. “And I’ll know if you do.”

“If you do something murder-ish, chances are I won’t be able to get to my phone in time anyway,” I pointed out.

“I’ll give you a one minute lead.”

My mouth dropped open.

“I’m kidding.”

“Yeah, sure. I knew that,” I said breathlessly.

He placed the purse in my hand and I clutched it to my midsection. “Also, you should know, if you don’t go with me now, he’ll come back, and you’ll have no one to protect you. You could be here, at your home, anywhere, and he’ll be able to find you.”

“And you’re protecting me?”

“I live to serve,” was his derisive reply.

I didn’t know if it was my smartest decision, but I figured I really didn’t have any other option but to listen to him. It wasn’t like I could kick him out of my car. I didn’t think boulders could move him if he didn’t want to be moved. Plus the whole ‘he’ll come back’ spiel didn’t exactly give me a warm, fuzzy feeling. But I couldn’t allow him to take me without feeling the wrath of my snarky nature. If I was going to die, I would die insulting him. A small consolation, but whatever.

“Why do you act like it matters to you what I think or want? You have my car, you’ve proven I can’t escape you, so why even bother with the formalities?”

“I won’t do this against your will.”

“But you are.”

“I’m being persuasive.” Half of his mouth quirked.

I swallowed.

This is, by far, one of the dumbest things you’ve ever done, Taryn.

Shut up, I told my smarter self I hardly ever listened to.

“Taryn?”

“Okay.” I blew out a noisy breath. “Whatever. But if you’re some psycho, I’m really going to be upset.”

What are you doing? the sane, rational part of me screamed.

The other less logical part answered: I don’t know. Leave me alone.

The man had the car moving before I could say ‘Skittles’. He took a sharp right and I braced myself with a hand against the dash. “Don’t ever say his name. His name on your lips beckons him to you. You’re like a living, breathing honing device for him. It would be bad for you to say his name. Very, very bad,” he added cryptically.

I was scared to look at the speedometer, sure we were going way over the speed limit. Where were the cops when you needed them? “Right. Sure. Whose name?”

“The guy I just rescued you from.”

“I have no idea who you’re talking about, and how can I say someone’s name if I don’t even know their name? And I don’t know if rescued would be my word of choice. More like abducted.”

“You came willingly enough, and I did tell you his name.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“Yes. I did.”

“No—”

Even with only his profile facing me, I could see when his eyes flashed and his lips went into a thin line. “You need to stop arguing with me.”

“Okay, okay.” But I had to add, just to clarify, “But if you did say his name, either I wasn’t listening, what with you manhandling me, or I forgot.”

He growled.

“Are you sure you’re not trapped in some delusional world you created from watching too many sci-fi movies?”

The man ignored that.

I sighed and crossed my arms. “Fine. Tell me the creepy guy’s name I don’t remember and therefore would never say, at least not on purpose, and hopefully I don’t say it now that I know it.”

“Shah.”

I snorted. “I so would have never said that name in a million years, not even by accident. You should have just never told me. And how come I can’t say his name but you just did?”

“I can say his name because I’m not you. You and Shah are connected. You’re the key to giving him eternal life. You’re priceless to him, Taryn.”

Connected? Right. And eternal life? Again, right. I thought about laughing, but after taking a look at his face, I decided against it. I’d just enjoy the ride and see where it led me. It wasn’t like I had anything better to do. Well, there was work, but...eh.

If he turned out to be a psycho, at least he was a good-looking one, and I’d have something pretty to gaze upon while he had his way with me. That thought brought to mind the spanking, and the petting, and...I needed to stop thinking.

I stared out the window, for the first time that day taking in the startling blue skies and puffy white clouds.

It seemed the birthday curse continued.
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I didn’t know for how long we drove.

Or rather, mystery man drove, and I divided my time inwardly fretting, fighting an urge to laugh, and falling into an exhausted sleep. Thinking really drained me if I let it, especially when I was worrying over the fate of my life, and wondering how I could have done something so stupid as to let some weird, but insanely handsome, guy abduct me and my car.

Apparently, I was one of those people who gave others’ looks too much focus. Weird.

I decided he probably escaped from a mental institution, and it was most likely just a coincidence he’d shown up right after the other guy, Shiloh, or whatever his name was, did. But what had been that whole vanishing thing he’d done? And landing on my car, seemingly, from the sky. That would be pretty tricky to pull off. Like, ever.

What was I going to tell my boss? I would surely be fired for not showing up for work, and then especially for not even calling in. My days at Thrifty’s were over, I was positive. Not that I’d particularly loved my job, but a job was a job, and I couldn’t pay bills without money, and there wouldn’t be any money if I didn’t work. Angela was going to be so worried about me and would probably yell at me for twenty-four hours straight when I got back.

If you ever get back.

“What are you thinking?”

I jumped, his harmonious voice startling me out of my bleary reverie. “Oh, you know, stuff. If I’m going to have a job when I get back. If I get back. What I’ll have for supper tonight. The likelihood of whether or not you’re going to kill me.” I gave a casual shrug of one shoulder.

“We don’t have that much farther to go,” he said, reaching down to play with the radio.

We didn’t have much farther to go until what? Until he killed me? I swallowed thickly.

‘SOS’ by ABBA flowed through the speakers, and I went motionless when he started to sing along. Not because he knew and obviously liked ABBA, but because his singing was lovely. It sounded like every amazing sound was captured within his baritone to blend with aweing harmony. I unconsciously leaned closer, and his enchanting voice washed over me. It was magical, dizzying in its splendor.

“You have a beautiful voice,” I murmured, and then wished I could find my restraint I’d somehow lost while in his presence. What was wrong with me? I didn’t say things like that.

The man flashed his pearly whites my way. He had a great smile.

I bit my lip. Don’t say it.

“We’re going to be spending a lot of time together,” he randomly announced.

“That doesn’t really make me feel better,” I told him.

“What would make you feel better? Would you like to tell me about yourself?”

“Not really. I would rather hear about you.” Like, what your plans are for me.

“I know you would.”

“You’re pretty evasive.”

“It’s a gift. One of many.”

Man, was everything with him an insinuation?

“Do you have any idea what you are?” he asked.

“Really? Pretty sure I’m an eighteen-year-old chick. How about you? Do you have any idea what you are? Where you are...who you are...”

He shot me a curious look and took a left turn much faster than was necessary onto a country road. It seemed like he had no destination in mind, and was simply driving to waste gas.

“You keep speaking in bad B movie lingo,” I told him. “I can’t take you seriously when you do that.”

“Are you always this difficult?”

“Why don’t you tell me? Since you apparently know so much about me. Like, what I am,” I said, lowering my voice theatrically.

He turned his head and studied me, the corners of his mouth lifting. My eyes widened, and I grabbed for the steering wheel as the car swerved.

“Whoops,” he said, turning his gaze once more to the road.

I let out a sigh, my heartrate slowly returning to a more acceptable beat.

“I think witnessing your driving skills has been scarier than anything else today,” I muttered.

The stranger laughed and shivers went down my back, but not in a spine-chilling, creepy-crawly way. Oh, no, it was in another equally disturbing one.

***
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I TURNED TO GAZE OUT my window, watching as day transformed to night in a swirl of pinks and grays. Trees and houses flashed by, civilization becoming sparser as we journeyed. I sat there, clutching my purse like it was a life preserver, and worried over what my friend Angela was thinking. I knew my parents wouldn’t be concerned because, well, they never worried about me.

Angela, on the other hand, did. Maybe she thought I was in hiding because of what day it was, what with today being a proper continuation of the longstanding reign of Worst Birthdays Ever, but more likely she was scared something bad had happened to me. I glanced at the guy out of the corner of my eye. Maybe it would.

“I have to pee,” I announced, on the verge of having an accident, and therefore, not caring how blunt I sounded. I’d held it in for as long as I could.

A few hours ago we’d stopped at a gas station so I could get something to eat and drink, refuel, and use the restroom. Turned out the forty-six ounce soda I’d gotten hadn’t been such a good idea. If we didn’t stop somewhere, and soon, it was not going to be pleasant. For him, at least. I’d be feeling much better.

The man didn’t respond.

“Maybe you could pull over? At this point I’m not very picky.” I gazed at the straightness of his nose as I impatiently waited for an answer. “A shrub would do. A ditch. The middle of the road. Anywhere, really.”

He glanced at me. “Ten more minutes.”

“Until I pee? More like three.”

The brown-haired man ignored me.

I sighed, crossed my arms, and stared into the darkness of night. At some point hours ago, we’d left Wisconsin and entered Iowa. The stars were covered by a blanket of swirling gray clouds that promised stormy weather. I’d never been afraid of the dark before, but something about this night had an ominous quality to it, and I was glad for his company, whoever he was. The guy next to me didn’t seem frightening with the big, black world outside the car. Which seemed backward, but whatever.

“What was your name again? I forgot.” I gave my best facial performance at innocence. A lot of good it did me. He didn’t even look my way.

“Your air of mystery is getting old.” I flinched as ‘So What’ by P!nk blared from the speakers, halting any further conversation. I crossed my arms and mumbled, “That wasn’t obvious.”

His low chuckle gave me that funny feeling again, like a million shivers going up and down my back.

“We’re here.”

I gasped when the car swerved haphazardly back and forth across the road as he took the turn too sharply. The nameless man hit the brakes and the car screeched to a stop. I sat there, heart racing. Worried I’d peed myself.

“You are a terrible driver,” I informed him once I was convinced I hadn’t had an accident.

“We all can’t be perfect at everything. I save that for the more important things.” He wiggled his eyebrows up and down.

I stared at him, mouth open.

“Come on, sunshine.” He got out of the vehicle with the skill and ease of someone born naturally graceful. Unlike me.

I quickly extricated myself from the seatbelt and car. “I am in no way even comparable to sunshine. Is the nickname ironic? Is that it? You’re pretending it’s an endearment but it’s really an insult? Because I can think one up for you, smelly man.” Wow. That was an amazingly stupid comeback. I briefly closed my eyes and shook my head.

“Don’t forget your purse,” his voice mocked along the chilly night air.

I stopped, glared at his impressive back, and did an about-face to the car. I snatched up my purse and trotted behind him, the hand holding the purse clutched against my side, because obviously that made me have to pee less.

He opened the door of a small, rundown building and stopped so suddenly I collided with his back. I couldn’t resist inhaling his sweet scent. He smelled like he’d bathed in blue skies and meadows. The man glanced over his shoulder at me and gave me a probing look, but almost immediately turned his attention back to the house, which left me to wallow in my self-disgust alone.

He is not around for your sniffing enjoyment.

“Stay here,” he commanded.

Like I had a choice. No longer able to stand still, I hopped from one foot to the other and tried to think of anything but the need to relieve myself. Whips, chains, decapitation, rope, amputation, bullets—all the happy stuff I should be thinking about.

He entered the darkened structure and returned after what seemed like hours, but was, in actuality, a few short minutes.

“You can enter.” The blue-eyed man flipped a light switch and the room was immediately aglow. “The bathroom is on the right.”

I shoved him out of the way in my haste to reach the toilet.

Certain doom deflected, I did a quick perusal of the bathroom as I washed my hands. It had the necessities: a sink, shower, and a toilet. Not finding a towel of any kind, I wiped my hands on my shorts. Not even a window was in the blue-walled room, and there were no decorations to give the room character. Not that a bathroom needed all that. It merely needed to properly function.

I stared at the closed door, wondering if it was really such a good idea to open it. Maybe a terrible fate awaited me on the other side. I sat down on the toilet seat and looked at my short fingernails I never bothered to paint. I wondered how long I would be allowed to remain in the bathroom before he ended up in it with me, because, obviously, he couldn’t stand to be apart from me.

A floorboard creaked on the other side of the door, and light shifted as I spied movement close by. He was lurking. Great, my kidnapper was a lurker. With a sigh, I tucked a curl behind my ear and opened the door.

The man stood in the middle of the room, arms crossed, his attention on me the instant I was visible. His eyes honed in on my face, one eyebrow lifted. His face should have been on a modeling ad. For...anything, really, even diapers for the elderly. He could sell those. He could sell me anything. Want a candy bar of cancer? Sure! Sign me up! My eyes traveled down his sculpted chest and legs. He was too good-looking to be deranged. Maybe he was harmlessly cracked in the head? I could handle that.

I shifted my focus to the room. There was a well-used brown couch with a matching recliner in what I gathered was the living room. I didn’t see a television or any other form of entertainment. No bloody handprints on the walls, no vicious-looking weapons set out to view. The room was sparsely furnished, but clean. As far as possible evil habitats went, it was disappointing.

A few feet behind the furniture was a counter with a line of cupboards above it and a sink. An off-white refrigerator stood next to that, and there was an avocado green stove along the wall. I wanted to ask how one lived without a microwave, but I refrained. A small table with two mismatched chairs took up whatever space was left.

The only door, other than the one to outside, was to the bathroom I’d just vacated. There was no bedroom. No bed.

“So,” I said, hands on hips. “What do you plan to do with me?”

Something sparked in his eyes and his lips curved. His eyes traveled the length of me with keen interest darkening the blue depths. The look practically told me to undress, and my fingers lifted to the hem of my shirt before I was aware. I clasped my hands together to keep them from doing something else I wasn’t entirely in support of.

My face flushed, and I cleared my throat around the thickness of it. “That’s not what I meant.”

“What I plan to do with you—” he said, moving to a window and pulling the beige curtain back to look outside. “—is keep you safe.”

I opened my purse and dug through loose change, Chap Stick, papers, and other purse paraphernalia, in search of my phone. It sounded like an orchestra of girlish mayhem. “Keep me safe from who exactly?” I gave up the hunt, my upper lip curled in disgruntlement.

“Looking for this?” The turquoise phone was barely noticeable in his large hand.

“Give me that.” I dove for it and suddenly there was air where he had been a second before. I stumbled to a stop, eyebrows lifted in consternation. What was that? What the heck just happened? He disappeared. Again.

“Here.”

I spun around and tried to catch the phone soaring through the air, but I was clumsy, and of course, I didn’t catch it. It clacked to the wood floor at my feet. I stared at it, slowly raised my head, and took a deep breath. He was across the room, by the table. In other words, not where he should be.

“How did you do that?” I whispered, feeling kind of sick.

“Same as before. I Shifted. I told you I would know if you were planning on using your phone. You said you wouldn’t.” He looked disappointed in me, like I’d let him down. I almost felt bad about it.

“I said I wouldn’t call the police. I need to call my friend Angela. She’s probably concerned about me. It’s my birthday and she always plans something silly for me. We do this every year. There’s no reason I wouldn’t be around, unless something was wrong. She’ll worry. Please. I have to let her know I’m okay.”

My throat tightened. Angela was my oldest, dearest, and only, friend, and she was most likely harassing the Platteville police department even now, demanding they put out a search warrant for me. It hadn’t been long enough to be considered a missing person, but I knew that wouldn’t stop her. Fiercely protective, she’d go mad without knowing I’m okay. She was like the surrogate family in place of my less attentive real one.

He watched me, his eyes seeing more than I wanted. “Call her. Tell her you are fine, and that is all.”

“Thank you.”

He inclined his head.

I picked up the cellular phone with fingers that shook.

“You have nothing to fear from me.”

I paused, looking into eyes that gleamed like gems.

“If I had wanted to hurt you, I would have by now.”

Was that supposed to be reassuring? I stared into his mesmerizing eyes, trying to figure out if he spoke the truth. I finally nodded. I would have to take his word. It wasn’t like I really had a choice.

I made the phone call, told some pathetic lie about a distant relative I hadn’t known existed surprising me for my birthday and taking me on a mini-vacation, something that would never happen, ever, and turned off my phone on Angela’s doubtful questions. She was one smart cookie and if I said too much, she would know something was up—more than she already suspected.

The odd man and I watched one another, neither of us speaking. My thoughts were conflicted. Obviously whoever, whatever, stood before me intended to do something with me. I just didn’t know what. And that whole disappearing act? My brain couldn’t move past that. Maybe he was a magician.

“What is Shifting and how are you able to do it?” I asked, my voice slightly unsteady.

He vanished and reappeared at my side. My eyes tried to follow him, but it made my head hurt, and the woozy feeling in my stomach intensified as he appeared by the door, and then by the table once more. There was no sound, no wavering of his body or anything. He was there, then he wasn’t.

I sat down in the recliner before my legs gave out. “What are you?”

The room was moving, or he was moving; I couldn’t tell which anymore. I closed my eyes against the pounding inside my head. When I opened them, he knelt beside me. I tensed, my fingertips digging into the fabric of my shorts.

His lips pressed together, the serious expression on his face somehow transforming it to even greater beauty. “Do not fear me, Taryn. I would never hurt you.”

The stranger’s eyes were solemn as his intoxicating scent encompassed me. I felt lightheaded, tired, and extremely relaxed. My headache faded, along with the sick sensation. And I believed his words. He would never hurt me, some foggy part of my brain assured me.

“What...is your name?” My words slurred and I shook my head, trying to clear it. Had he drugged me somehow? I tried to think back to the beverage I got at the gas station and if he’d been alone with it at any time to be able to tamper with it, but all I could see were multiple visions of the man’s face before me. Such a nice face. Pretty face.

I tried to touch his bladed cheekbone, but my hand was heavy, and uncooperative, and I instead jabbed his jaw. A hand, hot and dry, enclosed mine. I looked into crystalline eyes and felt like I was falling. The hint of a smile touched his lips, and his eyes shone with unknown heat.

His voice was velvet as he said, “My name is Creed. I am a Manang. I was sent to Earth by the Higher Council to protect you. And now, you must rest. Tomorrow will be here soon enough.”

My head dropped forward; my eyelids were too heavy to keep open. I tried to get up, but my limbs felt like lead. I wanted to sleep. Sleep sounded divine. I stopped fighting the pull of slumber and instead let it cocoon me like a warm blanket of safety and contentedness.

“Happy Birthday, Taryn,” was said softly as I lost consciousness.

***
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I WOKE UP WITH A CRICK in my neck, but otherwise I couldn’t recall having such deep, refreshing, uninterrupted sleep. It took me a minute to remember where I was, and once I did, I bolted from the couch to my feet, still blinking the sleep from my eyes. I stared at the piece of furniture, wondering how I’d gotten to it. Glancing at my feet, I also wondered at what point he removed my shoes. I didn’t remember much about last night after sitting down on the recliner, but I did recall a name.

Creed.

I couldn’t feel him. I rubbed my arms at a chill that wasn’t around me, but in me. I felt colder in the emptiness of the room. Creed’s presence took over everything in his vicinity, and that awareness was missing. The cabin was devoid of anyone but me. It was absurd to feel a little lost without him here, but I did. Other than my imaginary friend growing up who made me feel safe, and Angela, I was used to being alone, but that didn’t mean I liked it.

I eyed the front door as I wondered why I wasn’t making a run for it, and then I wondered why I was thinking it instead of doing it.

“Good morning.”

I whirled around so fast long strands of hair smacked my lips and stuck there until I swiped them away with a hand. Creed wore a blue shirt the same shade as his eyes, dark jeans, and black boots. His scent hit me and I took a step back. There was something in his cologne, something that made me want to strip his clothes from his body and lick his skin, all while snuggling close to him like a kitten. While smiling. Stupidly. That was some cologne. I wondered where he got it from, and if it was legal.

“Where’d you go?” I put a hand to my ratty nest of hair. Thick, curly, long hair was not pleasing to gaze upon first thing in the morning. I was suddenly self-conscious of my unkempt appearance, especially with his perfection in front of me.

“I got you some stuff.” He held up multiple shopping bags in one hand, and in the other he held a small white bag and a steaming cup of what I could only assume was coffee.

I melted. “You got me coffee? And doughnuts?” Awe was in my voice and I started for him, hands outstretched for the goodies. No way could he be a bad person.

He got me coffee.

“And clothes,” he added.

I went straight for the smaller bag, opening it and closing my eyes in ecstasy at the smell of the sugary delectableness within.

“Thank you,” I said solemnly with a hand over my heart. This had to be close to the nicest thing anyone had ever done for me. I mean, it was up there, for sure. “I won’t forget this.”

I removed the coffee lid and inhaled its strong aroma. Mindless of Creed, I went to the lumpy couch and settled in to enjoy my food and drink. Sun shone in through a slit in the curtain and it haloed my breakfast, singing a silent song of celebration. It too apparently loved coffee and doughnuts.

“I guessed your size.” He set the bags by my feet. “I also got you necessary toiletries.” Creed paused as I shoved half a chocolate frosted long john in my mouth.

“What’s a magnag, magpie, mayday thingy?” I slurped some coffee, not even caring that it burned my lips. It was so good. So good. I moaned with total abandon at the smooth flavor of it.

He shot me a look from where he stood beside the door.

I polished off the last doughnut, licking caramel frosting from my lips. “You know, whatever you claim to be.”

For the merest instant, a shadow of annoyance crossed his features. “I don’t claim to be anything I am not. There are many things you don’t know.”

“Of course there are. Nothing else would make sense out of this completely normal arrangement.” I folded my hands in my lap and tried to look fascinated. “Explain away.”

Creed’s teeth gritted together and I cocked my head, no longer faking my intrigue. He was a complex being. No one word could define him or his personality. It was always changing, like a kaleidoscope. He was light; he was dark. He joked, and he angered.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING . AUTH OR

Life of Taryn





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png
-

-

-

7O





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





