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This book is dedicated to my patient, long-suffering podcast listeners. This is only the beginning.
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There’s not a single remarkable thing about Sean Winkle, and yet he resisted my magic in the woods, fought off Keela’s compulsion, broke through the wards on our home, and somehow wielded enough magic to step into the pocket world my ancestors created thousands of years ago. Never in the recorded history of my people has a human ever crossed into our world. 
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Sean – Six hours earlier




Last night was darker than most. I spent the vast majority of it out on the deck of the home I’ve lived in my whole life, looking up at a sky so thick with clouds that not even the light of a late August moon could break through. Still, I sat underneath stars I knew were up there and talked to my parents. I told them about how I used the funds from the sale of our house to pay for tuition at Merrymont University, the college they’d be proud of me for getting into because going to Merrymont was always the dream. Mine and theirs. A dream that for the last seven years felt more like an impossibility because the one thing none of us factored into our dream was death. It came for our family, though. First taking my dad, and after a six year battle with cancer, taking my mother from me only eight short months ago.

I park Dad’s old pickup truck in the student lot on the east side of campus where it sticks out among the array of sports cars and highly polished trucks with their lift kits and fancy wheels. Merrymont isn’t Ivy League, but getting accepted here is harder than getting into Harvard. I know because I applied there, too. Their tuition isn’t as steep as Merrymont and Harvard also offers scholarships, but I didn’t want to attend a college simply because my hard work during high school would afford me a free ride. What I wanted was Merrymont. Ever since second grade when Collin MacKenzie wore a blue t-shirt with the college’s logo on it to school. I asked what the three interlocking triangles stood for and the rich little prick told me it stood for a college where dummies and ankle biters with names like Sean Winkle weren’t allowed. I punched him in the mouth hard enough that he swallowed a loose tooth. We’ve been best friends ever since.

I step out of the truck and tug my oversized blue and gray duffle bag from the bed. This is the one thing that I let myself splurge on when I got Merrymont’s acceptance letter. This bag now holds the contents of my entire life, complete with sheets and a blanket my grandmother quilted for her sweet young man when I was thirteen. I sling the strap over my shoulder. After Mom passed away, I began the process of packing up our house. Furniture and clothing went first. I sold some and donated others, and even left a few things for the new owners who were gracious enough to let me stay in the house until this morning. It was hard walking away from the only home I’ve ever known, but when Mom was alive, she used to tell me that she knew in her heart I would make it to Merrymont. That I belonged here. After she died, the only thing I knew was that without either of my parents, our house didn’t feel like home anymore. 

I walk across the parking lot and step onto the lawn of Merrymont University, taking my first big inhale of the future. For as dark as it was last night, today is bright, cloudless, and so warm it feels like the beginning of summer rather than the cusp of fall. I tilt my face into the sun and give my parents a smile. If there’s a way, I know they’re watching me right now, and smiling just as big as I am. We might not have been rich like the MacKenzie family, or any of the other wealthy elite in our small town of Richlands, but between Dad’s job at the car lot and Mom working in the water company’s office, we lived comfortably enough. Better than that, we had no shortage of joy. Right up until Dad was killed in a freak accident at work and it took all of his life insurance and every penny of our savings to battle the cancer Mom was diagnosed with the following year. “I made it,” I whisper to them. “I’m going to make you proud.”

With my face still in the sun, I take a step. A body bounces off my broad chest. I grab for the lanky frame, collecting a handful of the old man’s suit jacket while the rest of him collapses into a puddle of skin and bones in the grass at my feet. I drop the fistful of material so his arm isn’t cockeyed and kneel down beside him. Great way to make a first impression, Sean. There are few reasons for a man his age to be on a college campus and despite this being freshman move-in day, I doubt this is merely someone’s grandfather. “Are you hurt?” I ask the likely professor as I grip his jacket-clad elbow and help him into a sitting position.

He wipes his wrinkly hands over his scratchy black trousers. “If knocking me down will get you to pay attention to your surroundings, then I guess not.”

I bristle. I already feel bad for knocking him down and it wasn’t entirely my fault. He wasn’t paying attention to his surroundings either. Plus, I’m a little over six feet tall and this man is at least that, so I’m surprised neither of us saw the other. “Sorry,” I offer him my hand and help him regain his feet, trying to get a good look at who is underneath the wide-brimmed hat that’s keeping his face shrouded. All I can tell is that his face is long and punctuated by a broad chin. Judging by the fact that he’s dressed like it’s winter instead of an unseasonably warm day, I assume he’s fairly old. “Are you a professor here?”

His head dips, blocking even the shadow of his face from my view. “Of a sort.”

I swallow. He’s an adjunct professor then, and I really hope he isn’t the instructor in one of my classes. “What do you teach? Maybe I’ll get another chance to apologize to you in class.”

He chuckles, the sound strong and virile, not as weak as he appears. “East of the sun, west of the moon, my boy. When you seek The Third, you must go east of the sun, west of the moon.”

I readjust my bag, hoping this man didn’t hit his head when he fell. “Um, okay. Is there someplace I can help you get to?”

He laughs again, ambling away. I go after him but claws dig into my head. I swat at the bird, missing it completely as the raven dives toward the ground in front of me, banking off to the right and flying away. I watch as it climbs higher with each beat of its shiny wings, heading toward the student center. 

I run my fingers through my thick mop of sand-colored hair. I’ve got that natural bedhead look that the ladies seem to like. It’s short enough not to be out of control and yet long enough to encourage women to run their fingers through it. Once I figured out they like that sort of thing—and muscles—I dedicated myself to the latter and let the former work its magic. Not to be a player but because I was the poor kid in my neighborhood. With the absence of money, I gave myself other redeeming qualities. A necessity in circles where people as handsome and wealthy as Collin were the norm. I don’t usually get birds mistaking me for their nest, though. In my twenty-two years of life, this is the first time a bird has ever tried to land on my head.

I muss my hair again, making sure the bird didn’t leave any gifts behind while turning back to check on the old man. He’s gone. I crane my neck to look between the rows of cars. I don’t see him and as tall as he is, I should be able to. I guess he’s inside one of the vehicles now and with any luck, he isn’t the driver. With a second shot of that luck, maybe he won’t be one of my professors. Merrymont is a small school but not so small that I can’t avoid bumping into the whacky professor again. All I need to do is heed his advice and pay attention to everything around me. I’ve worked too hard to get here to blow it. Especially on my first day.

I stroll toward the student center, keeping one eye on where I’m going while also taking the time to scan the nearby buildings with their blue flags hanging proudly from the eaves. Each one is embossed with a gray letter M that’s set overtop an interlocking trilogy of triangles. All over campus, the patios and greenspace are laid out in that same interlocking triangle shape. The aerial photographs I’ve seen online are stunning. “Sean!” My name rings out above the din of freshman arrival day. Straight ahead of me, Collin is strolling down the spacious left branch of the patio in front of the student center, arms open wide as if he’s Christ himself come to greet me. If Collin took his shaggy brown hair out of the ponytail tied at the nape of his neck, he and his ruddy, sunbaked complexion would probably even look the part. “My man, you finally made it!”

I set my course to intercept his, throwing a quick glance around at the benches spread here and there, some tucked into the landscaped center of the triangle. Part of the beauty of this campus is the way nature and stone weave together, the decorative landscaping as much a usable part of campus as the buildings. There are trees with thick branches that have been trained and trimmed into shapes that allow them to be used as chairs or tables and students are doing just that. Every part of campus is being utilized in some way, including the thigh-high stone walls rising up to encase the patio. 

I watch the reactions of the quartet of girls perched in the grassy area just beyond the wall Collin is currently walking past. One of them has long red hair in a braid that falls to her waist. Of all the people glaring at Collin, her eye assault is the worst. I get it. He’s loud and intrusive, and more than one person has had to duck to keep from getting whacked by his outstretched hands. All without so much as an acknowledgment from the offending Collin. People have a right to be grumbling insults, and the redhead has a right to glare at him any way she likes, but oddly, what I appreciate most about Collin is that he's always been true to his prickish nature. That’s because he isn’t being a jerk on purpose. Most of the time, he has no idea he’s being a donkey’s rear. Collin’s behavior is a product of how he was raised. Once I met the rest of his family, I immediately understood that. Collin is the nice MacKenzie, based on a rating system that’s only applicable within his family. Outside of it, he’s exactly what he is right now, a selfish prick who doesn’t really care if he accidentally slaps a girl in the face. In his mind, it would be her fault because she didn’t move out of his way. I reach him and bring him in for a hug, one hand clapping against his while the other stretches around him. “I know you’re happy to see me but you don’t have to whack anyone upside the head to show it.”

He chuckles, his bright white teeth sparkling in the sunlight. “I might have gotten a little too close to a few cheeks but I can’t help myself, this is college. You finally made it!” He clamps his palms over my shoulders and shakes me. “I’ve waited three years for you to get here. Now I get to show you around and I already have a party lined up for tonight.”

My chuckle matches his and I’m sure my smile is just as big. I’ve been so overwhelmed with emotion today that I’m not sure if what I’m feeling is better expressed by getting on my knees in gratitude or climbing onto the rooftop and shouting. “Trust me, I’m as excited about me finally being here as you are. Before I party with you, though, I need to get checked into my dorm.”

He gives me a shove. “Dude, no. I let you stand on that crap about morals and not taking money from me to pay your tuition, so this is now our last shot at living the college experience together. You’re not staying in the dorms. You’re staying with me at the fraternity house. Since I’m the one sponsoring you, you’re basically already in anyway.”

My jaw works. I do want to join Sigma Beta Λύκος but the other pledges will be younger and unfortunately for me, this is Collin’s senior year. Growing up, the plan was for us to join together, me knowing I could only get in because of Collin’s family pull. Sigma Beta Λύκος consists mainly of legacies and from what I understand, most of them are related to the MacKenzies in some way. Outside of those legacies, the only other pledges allowed in are boys coming from families with wealth or titles, preferably both. I don’t come from that kind of stock and once Collin is gone, I’m sure at least some of the others will be hellbent on reminding me. “I already paid for a private room in the dorms. Besides, you told me your house is full this year.”

He raises a brow at me. “Yeah, there’s not an extra room, which is why you’re bunking with me. I already put a cot in there for you and I already told everyone that when I’m gone next year, you keep my room. It’s the best one in the house. We have a private bathroom and even a little sitting area, which is where I put your cot.”

A bird squawks off to my left and I begin scanning the trees for the sneaky raven. “Classes start in two days. Let me get settled into the dorm and then I’ll go check out what kind of makeshift bed you’re trying to talk me into sleeping on.” I drop my eyes and glare at him the way the redhead was earlier. “Unless you want to sleep on the cot and let me have the bed?”

He staggers away from me dramatically. “I sleep in a king for a reason. Sometimes more than one of them, so that dorm you paid for might come in handy after all.”

I can’t help but laugh. “That’s what I thought. You love me like a brother until I cramp your style.”

He snorts. “Nothing cramps my style, and I lined up some ladies for you, too. They’re all coming to the party I’m hosting for you tonight and I told them to wear something sexy for my man. But not too sexy, because I know you like ’em sweet.” He leans toward me. “If you decide to get it on with any of them, I’ll let you have my bed for the night.”

I open my eyes wide. “One night? How generous.” He laughs but that blasted bird is squawking again and this time I spot the raven sitting on the top of the student center. It dives off the side, swoops low between the buildings, and disappears behind a row of meticulously trimmed pine trees. The random girls Collin is talking about are sure to be hot because he wouldn’t have spoken to them otherwise, but the prospect of meeting any of them isn’t why my heart is currently trying to escape my chest. My body is suddenly overheating because of the dark-haired girl sitting on the end of the wall. The sculpted white spruce are providing a striking backdrop for hair as black as the raven’s wings. It’s wavy and thick, the ends softly tickling over her shoulders as she looks down at the phone in her hand. I can’t even see her whole face and yet every fiber of my being is yelling that it’s her. The one. My forever.

I try to look away but my eyes won’t let me. Try to remind myself that there’s no such thing as love at first sight while fighting the urge to propose to this girl whose name I don’t even know. Desire is building inside of me with each beat of my heart, and I don’t need a college degree to know the reaction my body is having to this girl is unnatural. I have no choice but to go to her, and without Collin at my side because the jealous demon inside of me who I didn’t know existed until this moment is chanting a murderous song. It will kill him if he touches her. 
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Over the last four years, every step I’ve taken has been in contradiction to all of the childhood plans Collin and I made. I could have started at Merrymont the year after high school the same way he did but while his family spends money as if it grows on every tree in their hundred-acre estate, I’ve never taken money from them. My parents worked too hard, sacrificing all they could in order to make sure I was in the best school district and had nice clothes to wear. Taking a handout from Collin to pay my tuition would have felt like I was slapping them in the face. Now that I’ve spotted my future wife, I’m even more certain that I made the right choice. My late arrival at Merrymont might have ruined our childhood plans but had I come sooner, I might have missed her somehow. As bizarre as my physical reaction is, for the first time in a long time, I feel whole again. 

“I’ll see you in half an hour,” I tell Collin, forcing my eyes to his so he doesn’t see what I’ve just had the pleasure of beholding. I’ve never had a problem with competition but my dark-haired maiden is already drawing more than only my attention, and the fire in my veins grows worse whenever I think about one of the other males here getting to her before I do. If Collin is that male, there’s an above-average possibility that he’ll end up managing to insult her while simultaneously hitting on her. I’ve seen it happen too many times, and the absurd part of me that’s already in love with her will then be forced to unleash the violence pulsing at the tips of all my nerve endings. “Get out of here, Col. I’m going to dump my duffle in my dorm and then I’ll come over to your place.”

He studies me, knowing me well enough to notice something is up. “You just got here. I’ll come with you.”

I give him a little shove. “I snagged a private room but I still have to use the communal restroom, so it’s probably going to suck enough that if you fix up my cot, I might be persuaded to live there with you. On the nights when neither of us has company.”

He points at me. “I like it. And since tonight is all about you, I’m going to go pack a bag because it looks like I’m living the dorm experience tonight!”

I watch him trot away while doing a final check of my hair, dragging a hand through it to reassure myself there are no nasty little gifts tucked into the locks. I don’t need bird droppings in my hair when I approach this girl. I’m already going to have a hard enough time keeping the intensity of what I’m feeling from showing. I’ve been told that my green eyes are potent, and not always in the best of ways. I guess sometimes I look a little too aware, like I’m a predator intent on fixing my prey with an eerily intense stare. Thankfully I’ve only had a few females get creeped out by me. The rest of the time they seem to like that when I look at them, it’s with the passionate awareness of a hunter. Even when that passionate awareness is unintended. 

I walk toward my current prey, scanning the features of the girl perched on the wall a hundred feet in front of me. She’s stunning. It’s as if the world fed a computer the exact details of what they thought was beautiful and out came this girl, an impeccable rendition of timeless beauty with pale skin, wide eyes, high cheekbones, and the most perfectly formed crimson lips. I can already see myself kissing those lips while running my fingers down the nape of her long, elegant neck. Keep it together, Sean, I scold myself as I close in on her. My dark gray t-shirt is already sticking to my back and with how hot it is out here, coupled with how hot she is, it won’t be long before my pits look like I took a hose to them. As gross as she’ll probably find that, I’m staying my course. I don’t want to hear her voice, I need to hear it. Everything inside of me is screaming that she’s going to sound as good as she looks, and that I’m going to need to know her ring size.

As if agreeing with my internal assessment, my left hand begins to burn, heating from the knuckle of my ring finger and outward, as if I’ve just pressed the back of my hand onto a hot stove. I ball it into a fist and look for a bee sting but the skin is flawless. I shake out the offending hand and pick up my pace. There’s no time to worry about reckless birds and bee stings. All I want is to scoop this beautiful woman into my arms and hold her in the place she belongs. Right against my heart.

If she’s noticed any of the males whose radar she’s pinged, she isn’t giving them any attention. She looks bored and wholly uninterested in everything around her. That’s good. If she so much as gave one of them a polite smile they’d probably misconstrue it as flirting and that would be all the encouragement they’d need. Instead of sitting around staring at her, they’d suddenly find themselves confident enough to approach her. I’ve never shared in their particular kind of lack of ego because while it can be humiliating when a woman shoots you down, never speaking up gets you exactly nowhere. I’d rather be assertive and forced to lick a wound than sit idly by never knowing if a girl might be interested in me. Especially this girl. My future wife. The one who’ll probably tell me to get lost if I don’t keep my newfound temper in check. 

I rub at my jaw, glad I’ve never had to shave much because I didn’t bother with it this morning, back when I was a normal human instead of this lust-crazed lunatic. Five feet away from her, I open my watering mouth. Any closer and I might as well get down on one knee because I’m already dying to taste those lips, and one of my rules has always been that I don’t kiss on a first date. Collin says that makes me a prude but that’s only because I never told him about kissing Bonnie Potter when I was ten. She lived a street away from me that year and I used to cut through the woods to her house. One day, she asked me to kiss her. I liked her, so I did. Right after, she asked me what I thought about her kissing skills, announcing that she’d been practicing on the frogs that lived in the little pond in front of her house. After that day, I went four whole years without kissing anyone else and I checked my mouth for warts nearly every day of that four years. 

“Hi, I’m—” 

The love of my life jumps from her spot on the wall and strolls away from me, her long jean-clad legs making short work of putting distance between us. I have to admit, she looks good from this angle too. Even her thin, delicate arms are sexy as they swing at her sides. The black tank top she’s wearing crosses her back with slinky straps that allow me to admire a whole lot of her creamy skin. While I don’t mind the angle, I do mind the distance. I don’t want to admire her from afar. I want to get up close and personal with every glorious inch of her.

I take off after her, groaning as she disappears around the corner of the student center before I have a chance to catch up. I was hoping she was going inside. If I knew she wasn’t, I would have jogged and caught up with her before she veered off the patio because now I look like some kind of weirdo stalker following her down an alley. At least it isn’t dark. This day is bright and my future is clear. It’s twenty yards ahead of me and moving with the sleek prowess of a panther. Now all I have to do is figure out when to run up to her, and what to say when I get there. Marry me feels right but despite my current situation, I’m not actually a moron.  

I’ve studied the map of this campus for years. That was part of my wishful thinking even during the times when it felt like I’d never make it here, so I know every inch of this campus and even what lies beyond. The sidewalk we’re on curves down between the student center and the library, dead-ending into a staff parking lot that’s surrounded by a decorative nine-foot wall separating the lot from rows of off-campus apartments. Between the wall and the apartments is a small patch of trees. My dark-haired beauty looks to be my age so I’m guessing she isn’t staff. She must live in the apartments. Which means I shouldn’t keep following her. I should run back to my truck, drive over there, and camp out near the path that leads through the patch of trees until I see her again. If she’s a student here, she’ll eventually head back to campus and it will be slightly less creepy of me to happen to step out of my truck as she’s walking by than for me to keep following those very tight jeans of hers into a dark and wooded area.

I hesitate, hanging back as she leaves the sidewalk and begins to cross the staff parking lot. My hand begins to itch, that burning sensation from earlier following the itch as it climbs up my arm. I take a step and both the itching and the burning begin to subside. I glance down at my hand to be sure I didn’t somehow get into a nest of fire ants but there’s nothing on my hand. No marks. No stings. Nothing. I shake it out and look back to where my girl is now closing in on the edge of the wall at the far side of the lot. I don’t have the bandwidth to process whether or not the burning in my hand is a medical issue. I might be having a heart attack but the only thing my brain is concerned with is the distance between me and the love of my life.

I cross the parking lot, following her exact path down the length of wall to where a footpath cuts behind it and through the trees. I duck around the corner of the wall the same as she did and slow myself down to a snail’s pace while allowing my eyes to adjust to the dim light. I can see the path but it’s darker back here than I expected. Not the best environment to approach a woman in. I should probably hang back and wait to speak to her until we’re through the woods and back out into the sun on the other side. For all she knows, I live in the apartments too. While I won’t lie about living over there if she asks, I won’t offer up the information either. After we get to know each other and she sees that I’m not a creep, I’ll confess to stalking her today.

I heft my weighty duffle onto my opposite shoulder and wind along the trail that’s barely wide enough for two people to walk side by side. A thick layer of thorny underbrush flanks the path, and above me the canopy is so full it’s nearly impenetrable. I imagine this is the kind of place that makes a solo female uncomfortable. All the more reason to force my feet to keep this slow, steady pace. If I let my heart lead, I’ll take off running to catch up with her and if she’s not already scared, me running up to her will do the trick. I’m not exactly a small guy. In addition to my hulking frame, I also failed to even bother calling out to her before she disappeared behind the wall. I just skulked along behind her, shamefully checking out every thread of those curve-hugging jeans. I feel a physical connection to her, though, a deeply rooted love I never thought possible. Which is probably the kind of thing all lunatic stalkers convince themselves they’re feeling. You’re going to Hell for this, Sean. I scold myself for the second time today, and yet still pick up my feet and continue on my quest. I’ll confess to Collin later and have him knock one of my teeth out. He’s a jerk, but there are lines even he won’t cross, and stalking is most definitely one of them.

I allow myself to shift up a gear in speed, walking at what I hope is still a nonthreatening pace as I watch the trail ahead of me. Despite her dark hair and shirt, I should at the very least be able to see her silhouette. If she’s picked up on the fact that a creeper is behind her, she could be running right now. I should be able to hear that, though. It’s unlikely that she’d choose to hide in the thorn bushes but if she did fling herself into the underbrush and I happen to see her, I’ll have to keep walking and move past her because trying to convince her that I’m not a psychopath by scooping her up and carrying her out of the woods while professing my undying love is probably going to land me in jail. 

I wipe at the sweat beading on my brow. It’s very likely that I’ve botched this relationship before it ever got past introductions. A thought that causes rejection to pulse through my already burning veins. I have no right to feel this way. I have no right to any of the things I’m feeling, but logically knowing that is doing nothing to quell the inferno building in my chest. I want to stop my pursuit but I physically can’t. I need her. For reasons that go beyond mere attraction. I’m not some horrible monster who thinks her beauty gives him a right to treat her like an object. She’s a person with her own set of feelings and I’ll respect her every wish. Right after I have a chance to plead my case to her because so help me, I can’t live without her. 

Leaves rustle on the path up ahead of me and I pick up the pace. A bird squawks from somewhere nearby but I don’t look to see if it’s the raven again because my dark-haired beauty is straight ahead and she’s not alone. There’s another silhouette in front of hers. She reaches for it and my feet plant themselves into the soft dirt of the path. A guy with shoulder-length hair so blonde it’s nearly white dips his head down to hers, his shiny strands of hair mixing in stark contrast against her dark ones as they kiss. Her hands curl against his alabaster skin. She moves her body against his and his hands smooth down her sides to rest low on her hips. Flames whip wildly inside my chest, growing hotter as she pushes him backward, their mouths still attached as she shoves him against a tree and feeds her hands up under his shirt. That should be mine. Her touch. Her kiss. Mine. Kill him.

I suck in a gasp of air, the noise in my head growing loud and painful until every crevice inside of my skull is a raging inferno of jealousy. Possessiveness bleeds into my limbs, telling them to claim her. To kill him. The guy who is pressed against her lips, one of his hands cradling the back of her head as he holds her in place against his mouth and deepens their kiss. For as beautiful as she is, he’s just as striking. His skin is as pale as hers, and everything about him seems to glow. From his handsomely chiseled features right down to his purple-painted fingernails. They make a good match and the thing clawing from my depths has only one command. Kill him.

My mouth goes dry, my whole body feeling like it’s going to burst into flame. I need to get out of here, yet all I can do is watch them, unable to look away even though I know I’m only seconds away from following the raging beast’s commands. As if he knows what’s happening to me, the guy’s pale eyes snap to mine. They aren’t afraid, though. They’re amused. He slides the hand on her hip down lower, running it slowly over her bottom and hoisting it up to fill his palm with a cup of her backside. My fists clench and my teeth grind. He might be enjoying himself now, but we’ll see how he feels when I’m holding his decapitated head in my hand. 
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I unglue myself from the path, so consumed with my need to end the life of the boy touching what’s mine that I nearly miss the sound of footsteps pounding over the ground behind me. I focus on the sound, using the presence of other humans to calm the murderous rage inside of me. The wrath still aches to break loose but the footsteps are enough of a distraction to force my foolish attention away from the lovers. I turn and look behind me. Three figures come into view, dashing all hope of me escaping these woods without getting blood on my hands. Their arrival might keep me out of prison but it’s going to put me in the hospital. Which is what I get for being a creep. A beatdown by some of the largest men I’ve ever seen. The one in front is at least six inches taller than me, and like the other two, he’s not wrapped in muscle the way I am, he’s made of it. 

I toss my duffle to the ground beside me. The flash of amusement in the eyes of the guy behind me now makes better sense. He wasn’t simply enjoying the fact that he had a jealous audience, he was proud of himself for procuring the perfect bait. His girlfriend is crack to idiots like me and now that I’ve played into their game and allowed myself to be lured into this trap by a beautiful girl, he and his friends are going to rob me. From the angry looks on the faces of the three men marching toward me, they’re going to make it hurt, too.

I flex my fingers. When I signed the final paperwork on the sale of my family’s home, I left the lawyer’s office and went directly to the bank. This semester’s tuition was wired straight to Merrymont and the rest went into a savings account where I’ll get a meager interest payment while that money sits around also waiting to be sent to Merrymont, the all-inclusive school where absolutely everything is included in the price of tuition. Even snacks, drinks, and all the meals you want in any of the three twenty-four-hour campus restaurants. Meaning I had no need to bring much cash with me. Not that I even have much left over after squirreling away the tuition. Me not being the typical rich kid at a college like this is sure to disappoint these thieves. The same as me fighting back will. But if they want the hundred dollars worth of tens in my wallet, they’ll have to take it from me.

I step just off the path so that my back is flanked by the underbrush. I doubt lover boy is going to put his manicured hands into this fight, but just in case he’s planning to hit me from behind, I’m not going to make it easy for him. I face the more immediate threats and brace for impact as the three newcomers continue their menacing march toward me. They look to be my age but they aren’t frat boys and they’re certainly not here to mess around. They’re moving with purpose and covering ground with the kind of precision you don’t get from doing keg stands or mugging college students. These aren’t petty thieves. The air around them is practically vibrating with power. The kind of power that drives fear to settle into your bones. 

I track the movements of the one in front since he’s going to reach me first. His blonde hair is longer than that of the white-haired guy, flowing past his shoulders as if he should be shirtless and on the cover of a romance novel. In a beauty contest, he’d tie for second with the guy behind him. They’re nearly identical, except the second one has his long blonde hair tied up in a ponytail, the sides of his head shaved. He’s also closer to my height and sporting a face that’s slightly less angry than that of his larger ticked-off twin.

They get closer and I cast a glance at the third man. He’s as tall as the first but other than being a solid mountain of muscle, he’s opposite in every other way. Short dark hair, dark complexion, and five-day-old stubble covering his hard-set jaw. The face he’s wearing isn’t angry, it’s pure rage. My gut sinks. I’ll go down fighting today but unless these guys show me mercy, I won’t be walking out of here. I might be lucky to be left alive.

I resist the urge to turn my head, my eyes desperate for one last look at the girl who is the beginning of my end. As much as I want that final glance, I can’t give these brutes more of an advantage than they already have. I keep my eyes on them, every muscle in my body tense. The first one gets within striking distance but I don’t move. I will fight back but not until one of them makes the first move. “Keela.” The sound rumbles from his barrel chest, his focus not on me but burning through the couple behind me. I take a step forward and the whole world grows dim, the noise in my head quieting into an unsettling silence while each beat of my heart is slower than the last. Everything is still. Frozen in place. Everything except for the men. The first one blows past me and I try to block him but my movements are sluggish, as if I’m encased in wet cement. I flick my eyes to the second man and for the briefest of moments, his ice-blue gaze rakes over me. Then he’s gone, following in the footsteps of his twin and leaving the third man to pass through my listless line of sight. This one is wound as tight as I am, his massive biceps threatening to rip through the fabric of his shirt. My arms aren’t as big as his and even at my size, it’s hard to find shirts with enough bicep room. Not something I should be worrying about right now. If every man here loses a shirt due to an overflexed muscle, that still won’t be the worst thing that happened today.
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