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A new heart should mean new life, instead it’s a living nightmare.

 

Mishca Richardson’s life is at an all-time high after her heart transplant. With new boyfriend, Ryder, she has the perfect summer romance. Even the nightmares plaguing her sleep since her operation can’t dull her new dream world.

 

Yet, life starts to unravel when Mishca develops superhuman abilities. She does her best to hide them so as not to end up a science experiment in a lab, but she can’t ignore the strange instant attraction she experiences when she meets her university professor, Colin Read.

 

Torn between love and obsession, Mishca must unite her divided heart and decide between the two men. But when the truth about her weird powers comes to light, she’ll have a lot more to worry about than romance.

 

BUY NOW!


To Mum, 

Thanks for raising me in a home that encouraged 

creativity and embraced weirdness. 

- Sharon


PROLOGUE

RYDER

A LOT OF PEOPLE THINK I dreamed it—and yes, I have dreamed about it a lot—but I know it happened. It was real. I can still remember it. Clearly. Too clearly. The day my mother gave me up. It is etched in my brain.  

Mist hovers in the air around us, and as Mum rushes through the city night, bits cling to our clothes, dampening us both. She holds me close to her. So close that I am snuggled into her silk dress. Each hurried step jostles me. She smells like strawberries and freshly cut grass mingled together.

For some reason I cannot explain, the night sky, lit by streetlights, feels foreign to me. The cool air seeps through the bundle of blankets. I fidget, longing for the warmth of home. Someone speaks to Mum, but I miss the words before we head inside a house.

Normally I feel safe in my mother’s arms, but today fear rolls off her and infects me. We are in a strange place, in a room that is not mine. Outside, turmoil reigns. Footsteps thud and raised voices call out in protest. Mum places me into a crib so that I face a slowly spinning mobile embellished with stars and set against a stark white ceiling. 

I reach for her. She has soft skin with a peaches-and-cream complexion and long thin blond hair that falls onto my face as she leans forward to whisper to me.

“My darling child,” her lips are like pink rose petals in the morning dew, “it is time for you to go and join your new family. They can give you what I cannot, shelter and protection. But you must change to be accepted with them. Do not be like me. Be like them and you will be safe.”

Two crystal tears roll down from each of her blue eyes, sliding over her cheeks and falling onto my face.  

The door to the room opens. “We have to go,” a male voice says. “There was…a problem.”

She kisses me and then leaves me. The emptiness of the room consumes me. I cry like I had never cried before, and it feels like I will never stop being filled with sorrow. 

I remember nothing else until the normal memories that one gets as they grow come to me. Snippets and fragments of my developmental years only. 

I know I never saw her again after that night. But that is all I have ever wanted. For so long, I was losing faith that I would find my mum.

Until now. 


Chapter 1 

MISHCA

MY HANDS GRIP THE steering wheel so tight my knuckles resemble mini snow-capped mountains. I could drive under the truck 200 meters ahead in the opposite lane and end it all. It would be easy. Accelerate, yank the wheel, and then nothingness. The scenario plays through my mind so vividly I actual wince. 

Suck it up, soldier. This pity party is over.

I shake my head as though that will make the intrusive thoughts dissipate. The best thing might be to think of nothing at all. Dwelling on the fact that people want to kill my sisters, remembering how I stuffed everything with Ryder, thinking about Isobel and how I’m her incarnate, picturing Colin. Ah crap, now I’m on Colin.

I want to travel back in time and bitch-slap past-me for ever believing that Imogene’s love for Colin was my own. Part of me is furious with my original for passing on her insanely passionate feelings for my former university professor. The other part of me is furious with Colin for not realizing that I was his soul mate’s duplicate. Being a clone sucks ass. 

 I distract my chaotic mind with loud music and focus on the road. The further I drive, the more the houses decrease and the trees increase. I slow down as a mailbox shaped like a shell appears ahead, sitting in front of a driveway hedged by masses of giant gums. I turn in and continue down the path surrounded by shadows and trees.  The sunlight throws a glare through my windshield as the car comes into the clearing. A large two-story home made of wood with a large veranda sits nestled in the middle. 

Killing the ignition on Mum’s car with a gentle flick of my wrist, I sit still for a moment. Betsy is too conspicuous for me to be driving around now. The soldier side of me has a red alert meltdown whenever I contemplate driving my hot pink car. My fists clench and unclench, leaving fingernail crescent marks in my palms. The frustrated sister part of me wants to grab the wheel, shake it, and shout. Explaining that to Mum is the only thing that stops me. 

No putting this off any longer. Go in there and get your best friend back. Grovel if necessary.

Despite the urge to avoid any potential conflict and flee, I force myself from the car and make my way to the front door. My hand lifts to knock as the door swings open. Nerissa’s brother Dorian has the back of his head to me while he yells up the hallway, “Mum, do you need me to bring anything back from the shops?”

A faint “no” floats back to us. My feet and mouth refuse to move. Dorian crashes into me as he dashes through the door.

“Omph.” We fall in a pile; unfortunately, he lands on top. His large frame crushes me. His blue eyes are cloudy grey today. 

“Mishca?” He jumps off me and then offers a hand up. “Are you okay?”

I brush at my clothes. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“That’s not what I mean.” His stare pierces me. The overprotective vibe I got from him that night when we all went to the Bowl has disappeared, and I’m left wondering why. “You’ve been through some heavy stuff this year. Are you okay?”

My stomach swirls with anxiety like there’s a mini black hole wanting to suck me inside. How could she tell him I’m a clone? I know Dorian and Nerissa are close, but this isn’t her secret to tell. 

Inside, the hard-arse me and the shit-scared me battle for control. The soldier wins. “As best as could be expected.”

I can’t bring myself to verbalize the reality aloud.

Dorian gives me a half smile. “Well, it totally wasn’t cool for that Colin dude to treat you like that.”  I flinch at the name of my original’s soul mate, and my almost-lover. Then, a weight on my shoulders lightens. He doesn’t know what I am. He glances up the hallway.

“Nerissa will be so happy to see you. She’s missed you so much.” So I’ve somehow managed to pass the are-you-good-enough-to-be-friends-with-my-sister test, despite the wall I put up in my mini-melt down. He sticks his head inside and yells, “Hey, nerd-burger! Mishca’s here.”

The thumping of feet follows his words. How can someone so light make so much noise? A squeal escapes Nerissa when she sees me. She’s on me in a couple of strides. I hug her back, but let go at her wince. 

“Let’s go out the back.” She clutches my hand and drags me down the hall and through the house, only letting me go once we’re outside. When we’ve settled under the pergola beside their large lagoon, Nerissa stares at me, the pain in her eyes. “I’ve missed you.”

She could’ve said much worse.

“I know.” I turn away. I can’t keep my gaze on her without my heart wanting to shatter into a million pieces.

“How’s everything going?” 

I flex my fingers.  “Better. I know I’m the worst,” I pause and have to force the words to release from their captivity, “person in the world for ignoring your calls and messages straight after. And for going AWOL. I couldn’t face you…or anyone. I needed some time.”

“It’s okay.” The sincerity in her eyes compounds my guilt. 

“Mom and Dad were the hardest. I’m still so scared they’re going to find out.” I run a hand through my hair. “How could they want me if they know the truth?”

She squeezes my hand. “Give them a little more credit than that. Do you think they’d be scared off by how you were born?” 

Created, I correct her silently. An image of that night and the lab full of half-made humans flashes through my mind. I never inspected them close enough to see if they were more versions of Imogene and Finlay’s day or new test subjects altogether. 

“Everybody’s got something about them, some secret that they never want to see the light of day.”

“Oh yeah?” I challenge. “What’s yours?”

 “You know mine,” Nerissa replies, looking to her left. 

“Right, how goes the wedding plans?”

“Faster than I’d like.” She recrosses her legs and taps her fingers against her thigh in a silent beat. 

A small warning flares up at the back of my mind. “Do you love Dylan, or are you with him for your parents?”

She doesn’t reply straight away. Mishca, how could you bring that up? You’re such a schmuck.  

“Yeah, I love the big lout. I guess we’re lucky that it’s not a situation where we’re strangers when it’s our time to tie the knot.”

“So that’s it?” I ask, scrunching my brows. “You’ve got an arranged marriage? I thought there might have been something else. Something more…serious.”

Her eyes won’t meet mine again. This time she glances to her right, shaking her head. “Yeah, that’s my big secret.” She scratches her nose and tries to smile, but only her lips move. I know for certain Nerissa is lying to me. I don’t interrogate her, despite the urge. She embraces me. “I don’t care about any of that stuff with you. You have to believe me.” 

“I know that now. I’m sorry I didn’t give you more credit.” I give her an extra squeeze, careful not to be too hard. 

Her words and body language run through my thoughts. She’s not lying about being betrothed to Dylan. Her movements betrayed her nervousness. Looking to her left means she was recalling something real and telling me the truth. But when she replied that her arranged marriage was her big secret she looked to her right, scratched her nose, and reinforced my question. Hold up, I’m a human lie detector too? 

“I’m glad you’ve been in contact with Ryder. He was so worried. You know he called me a zillion times.” 

I almost flinch. It hadn’t crossed my mind that the two of them would be in contact. Of course they’d talk to each other. Who wouldn’t after what happened? And they both care about you.

“We pulled a Nancy Drew on the files yesterday,” I say, keen to change the topic.

Nerissa’s eyes widen. “And?”

I fill her in.

“That’s horrible,” she exclaims. “They’re just going to kill those three girls?”

“Not if we can get to them first.” Now it’s my turn to strum my fingers nervously. “Are you up for a road trip?”

She claps her hands. “Where to?”

“Mackay, Airlie Beach, and Townsville.”

“I could definitely think of worse places to go. When?”

I want to demand now, but instead I go with, “ASAP. We can’t be certain, but Connor found an itinerary that hits all three spots at the beginning of next week. Even though it indicates they’re not scheduled to be eliminated until next year.”

“Dylan would probably have to come. Are you cool with that?” she asks. I go rigid at the thought of another person knowing my secret. She must have noticed as she then blurts out, “I haven’t told him your secret, and I won’t. All being well, we won’t have to either.”

The tension disintegrates from my body. “That’s all good. I’ve already asked Ryder. That’ll balance things and not raise suspicion from my parents.”

“Good. Let’s do some research.” She clutches my hand and tugs me towards the house. “We need to check flights and somewhere to stay. I agree, the sooner the better. Next week would be great. I won’t be too far into the uni term for it to matter.”

We lapse into silence as we slip in the back door. Nerissa’s parents sit at the kitchen table, coffee cups in front of them. They give us a little wave as we pass. Nerissa wiggles her fingers at them as though she’s taking her best friend to her room for a gossip session instead of planning to save a group of girl’s from a crazy man. I can’t believe my luck that she came into my life when she did.  

Nerissa grabs her laptop and gets in her zone, making lists and preparing our itinerary. I lay on her bed and prop my head on my hand, making suggestions where I can. She definitely wants to help and everything else she’s said is genuine. A heavy weight rests on my heart that she doesn’t trust me enough to tell me what’s really going on, especially with what she knows about me. I want to confront her, but won’t jeopardize the mission to save my sisters…or our friendship. After about half an hour the boredom of planning overtakes me and my eyelids get heavy. My blinks get longer until my eyes don’t reopen and I rack out.

Ryder? Ryder where are you?  Fog against black. Nerissa? Anybody? Mist and darkness surround me.  I stumble forward. Please don’t leave me, I’m sorry. My hands reach into the black, groping for anything. But there is nothing. 

“Forget Ryder. He’ll leave you, abandon you. Just like Colin and your mother.” The voice snakes through my mind, hurting my head.

Confusion gnaws at me. Mum has never left. I clutch handfuls of hair as I curl into a ball, praying the voice will go away. The dreams feel worse when he is in them. 

“Not her. Not the one pretending to be your mother. Your real mother.” I recoil at his invasion of my inner thoughts. “You prayers won’t save you. Give in now and come to me.”

“No!” I run away from the voice, stumbling as I go. Then, the man with the long brown hair materializes before me.

“Run if you like, Mishca. I will always be able to catch you,” he sniggers. “Always.”

I wake with a shudder. Drool trickles from the corner of my mouth. I wipe it off with the back of my hand. The dreams no longer get to me now. I know they’re just some propaganda programming. I won’t let them beat me. I focus on the details of the man’s face—he has to be Wirth—but the memory eludes me. It’s all a blur. 

“Are you okay?” Nerissa asks. 

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I attempt to smooth down my messy curls. “Are you sure your parents will be okay with this? I know they’re over protective and all that.”

Nerissa nods. “I’m going to pitch it as a birthday treat. They know Dylan will protect me.” She grins wickedly, so unlike the angelic face that’s her default setting. “I know Dylan will do about anything I ask.”

“Even a north Queensland road trip?”

“Yep. But we’ll only have to do a little bit of driving. We can fly direct to Mackay at the end of the week, drive to Townsville with a stop off at Airlie on the way, and then catch another direct flight home.” Her typing is almost hypnotic as she lays out the plan. “We’ve got to hire a car for the drive and find a place to stay. Caravan parks seem to be the cheapest if we book a cabin or villa. But we’ll need to leave booking the flight back until we’re in Townsville since we have no idea how long it will take.”

My dream flashes back through my mind. Icy fear fingers walk up my spine. What if my sisters are in immediate danger? “Let’s go now, tonight. Just pack a car and go.” My voice rises with each word. “We have to go now.”

“Mishca,” Nerissa says in a soothing tone, like she’s talking to a crazy person. “We have a plan, an itinerary now. The wheels are in motion. If we race off with no idea of what we’re actually doing, we could end up in trouble. And it’ll raise suspicion from our families if we disappear tonight. We need this to be a believable holiday.”

I inhale, willing my emotions to dial down. Pushing away the images of different dead and bleeding versions of me, I find a little Zen.

“So we’re really going to do this,” I ask, keeping the tremor that wants to overtake my voice at bay.

“As long as your parents aren’t going to be an issue.” Nerissa knows how over protective they can be, just like hers. “How are you going to tackle them?”

“I’m going to talk to them. I’m hoping they’ll be in a receptive mood.” 

“Sounds like a plan. Well, part of a plan.” She wrings her hands together. “Have you really thought this through? I mean I will totally be there for you. But I think there’s some other things to consider.”

The frustration and anger I’ve been bottling up since discovering I’m a clone threaten to boil over. I grit my teeth. “Like what?” The words are harsh.

“Like what are you going to tell your sisters when you rock up on their doorstep? And what are you going to do after that?” Nerissa sounds apologetic. 

A horrible stone of despair rolls around my guts. I push it away. My hands find the pillow and I grip it tight like it will protect me from her doubt. 

I can make it okay. I can rescue them.

“Even if you can convince them that they aren’t safe, how are you going to protect all three of them?” Her probing question stabs at me. “Are we going to collect clones and end up with four of you together on a road trip, or on a plane together? Are you going to hide them at your place and tell your parents you all are quadruplets?”

The sound of ripping fabric is accompanied by bits of poly-fill floating in the air. 

‘You don’t understand,” I yell. “I have to rescue them. I’m the only one who can.” I stare at the decimated pillow in my hand, ashamed at my outburst. She only wants to help. 

“You’re probably right. I’m just trying to help you think this through.” She places a cool hand on my arm, sending small goosebumps rippling across my skin. 

I take a deep breath. “Honestly, Nerissa, there’s too many variables to tell where this is going to go. None of them may believe me, and then I’ll be powerless to save them. But at least they will have been warned.”

She smiles at me, a sad smile of pity. Her gaze weighs on me, compounding the heavy stone of bleakness that sits in my belly. We sit in silence for a few moments until she reaches over to her drawer and grips a present the size of a shoebox. It’s wrapped in blue paper with penguins on it. 

“Here. It was meant to be for your birthday, but I was hoping it would show you that we’re still good—no matter what.”

“You didn’t have to.” The douche-iness of my outburst brings on the shame. “I haven’t even gotten you anything yet and your birthday is,” I count in my head, “Thursday!” 

My sad-sackness has really impacted on my usually effective present shopping. I tear at the paper to reveal a pair of gorgeous blue sapphire earrings. I slip them in, clipping each one in place.

“That’s okay. What kind of best friend would I be if I got angry at you for forgetting with everything that’s going on?” 

“You still think of me as your best friend?” I ask cautiously.

She beams at me, her whole face lighting up, and looks me in the eye. “Of course.”

Truth! I hug her, forgetting to be gentle. 

“Ouch, Mishca!”

“Whoops. Sorry.”

Nerissa bites her lip and glances at me. “Do you really think you can save them?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. But I have to try.”


Chapter 2

RYDER

“HEY.” EVERY PART OF ME lights up as Mishca answers the door, apple and fruit knife in hand. She is a mismatch in her black sequined dress, but somehow sexy. I have to remind myself we are only friends…for now. 

“Come on in, I’m nearly ready.” 

I follow her into the kitchen, listening to the sharp crunch as the knife bites into the apple. Her munching fills the empty space between us. She is right there, within reach, but romantically I am back at square one and dare not touch her without a signal it is okay. No matter how much I want to. 

She leans casually against the bench and slices into the last piece of apple to remove the seeds, staring peculiarly at the fruit knife. Smelly Belly, her Himalayan Persian cat, rubs against my legs on her way to Mishca. The furball flops onto her back at Mishca’s feet, exposing her feline underbelly in a demanding way. Mishca absentmindedly obliges, rubbing her foot over the fluffy tummy. 

Oh to be that cat.

“Ryder!” Mrs. Richardson pops her head around the corner. “I thought I heard you. Could you help me for a moment? I need to move something and Tom’s at a meeting.”

“I could, Mrs. Richardson, but would I?”

Mishca groans. Okay, that is getting old. Mrs. Richardson does not seem to notice and beckons me to follow.  

We make our way down to the garage. “So what do you need me to move?”

“Nothing.” Mrs. Richardson purses her lips and taps her chin. I brace myself for the onslaught of parental protectiveness. “Ryder, I’m really worried about Mishca.  She hardly eats. She doesn’t seem to sleep. The other day I caught her with my sleeping pills—”

“Well, if she is not sleeping.” 

Mrs. Richardson rolls her eyes. “Please keep a close watch on her.” I nod and turn to walk away when she catches my wrist. “And Ryder, if you ever hurt her I will personally cut your balls off and feed them to you on a platter.” 

That is an image that I really do not need.

I nod, pad back upstairs, and pause at the kitchen doorway to watch Mishca as she gazes intently at her hands. She is so beautiful, but so sad. The fruit knife blade glints in the light as she raises it to her wrist and pulls it across the skin.

“Mishca! No!” I race to her side and seize her arm to compress the wound.  No blood oozes between my fingers or appears anywhere in sight. I stare into her confused brown eyes until she crumbles into my chest, sobbing.

“I’m so sorry.” The knife clatters on the tiled floor. 

“Shhh, hush now.” I stroke her hair gently. “It is going to be fine.”

“I-I wished I had n-never b-been m-made.”

I pull from our embrace, but still hold onto Mishca’s shoulders. “Do not ever say that.”

Mishca struggles from my grasp and takes a few steps away. “I can’t do it anyway. I can’t even bring myself to cut hard enough to break the skin. I couldn’t bring myself to take Mum’s sleeping pills either. I’m too scared. I don’t want to go to hell. I just want to evaporate.”

I pick the knife off the floor and place it on the side of the sink. “It will be okay. You will see. You need to give it some time.” My hand reaches for her again, even though it feels like an invasion of space. The tension in her body seems to fall to the floor as she lets me hug her. Some warmth stirs inside me and I wish I could hold her forever. Then, I remember Colin and I resist the urge to clench my fists. 

“I want it to be how it was before—when I used to be normal; when I was just me, not a…” Mishca rests her forehead against my chest, “a freak.” 

“You do remember I am the one that glows and levitates?” I tap her lightly on the shoulder. Mishca nods, amusement tugging at the side of her mouth. “If anyone is freakish here, it is me. I go blue. We may be different, but we can be different together.” I gulp at the sound of the truth. I miss being with her so much. “I do not think we are alone in this world. People may seem normal on the outside, but beneath the surface…” I trail off as the memory of me comparing her to a deep river invades my mind. Back when we were together.

She stays quiet as if contemplating my words.

“Really nothing has changed except your knowledge on the situation, and your perception of yourself. You have always been,” I pause slightly before uttering the word she hates, “a clone. You were for more than eighteen years of your life without any negative impact—”

Mishca pushes away from me and raises an eyebrow.

I correct my error. “With minimal impact on your life.” 

Both eyebrows go up. 

Yes, her heart defect was due to her original’s health problem, but she was missing the point. 

She does not seem to notice my lack of words. “I need a minute.” 

I fold my arms, tucking my hands securely under my biceps, and resisting the impulse to envelop her in my arms. After a moment I ask, “Do you want to stay in tonight?”

“No, I think a good night out will help me get back to normality. Besides, we need to meet up with the others and finish our strategizing and maybe I can do a patrol and some recon.”

“Are you sure?” I am tempted to argue against her plan, but do not want to put her back in a downward spiral.

She nods, but bites her bottom lip. “My sisters need me. I have to be strong until Friday at least. I think I will be okay once I’m on the mission.” 

I stiffen at her choice of words. Even her vocabulary is going military.  

Abruptly she says, “Do you think maybe your mum is British? That could be the go with your lack of contractions?” 

Mishca often goes off on tangents, but this one catches me by surprise. “My what?”

“Lack of contractions, come on grammar nerd.”  Mishca punches me lightly in the arm.

“Oh. That. I do not. Um, I do not know.  I mean I don’t know.” My tongue wants to rebel, resisting the word. She has made fun of me for my speech before, but it always catches me off guard. “I have not noticed it with my parents. They are, they’re British too. Let us–I mean let’s check next time we are there.” It almost hurt to let those words pass my lips. But I should make an effort to stop sounding so proper. 

Mishca laughs. “It’s not that big of a deal. It’s one of your quirks that I love so much.” 

She said love. I want to kiss her so badly right now. “Come on, we’d better get going.  Nerissa will be wondering where we are.”

***

Last time I was at the Bowl, Mishca had been with Colin. I flinch at the memory. It had almost killed me that night to see her with him. But tonight, the world is as it should be, well almost. It would be better if Mishca’s hand was entwined in mine.

We shift through the mass of gyrating bodies and head towards our private booth. In the middle crowd Sophitia’s green mane flies around as she moves to the music. A smile creeps across my face. I have always had a connection to Sophitia, not in a romantic way, but more like kin. We clicked as buddies from the day we met.

Nerissa waves at us as we move towards her group. They could all pass for Swedish backpackers with their various shades of blond hair. Apparently, their families are tight, and Mishca confided in me that they are all betrothed to each other. Kind of odd, but to each to their own. Dougie and Nixie are the only ones not coupling up, apparently still on a break. At least that makes things a little less awkward for Mishca and me not being third wheels.

Nerine and Dorian scoot over to let Mischa and I squeeze into the booth.  Warm hellos come from all around. I notice the empty glasses and offer to buy a round. “What is everyone having?”

“Anything but absinthe,” the group choruses and the girls giggle. I feel out of the loop on that joke. I glance at Mishca to make sure she is okay. When she grins at me, I reciprocate and then head to the bar to order a couple of jugs. Sophitia’s friend Coen is at the bar in a heated discussion with a young man.

 “They are all accounted for, are they not?” Coen spits at the dark-haired young man. “I met him through Sophitia. How about you ask her, Adair?”

I met Coen through Sophitia! Are they talking about me? Adair turns to leave, causing his eyes to meet mine. His blue eyes narrow as he inspects me, then he stalks off. A strange aura came from him, almost like heat. I know I have felt something like that before, but cannot place where. Coen shrugs, a large grin plastered across his face that seems to stretch his mouth unnaturally. I get the distinct impression that I will not get a straight answer if I ask what that was about, so I decide not to bother.

I return to the tables with a pitcher of some cocktail the girl behind the bar recommended as well as a pitcher of beer. Mishca whispers to Nerissa and appears much more like her old self. Maybe she was right; maybe this is what she needs. 

 Applause erupts as I get closer—apparently the girl behind the bar gave me good advice. The girls all take a deep drink after calling, “Cheers” and clinking glasses. Mishca sips hers delicately, seeming very much like she is still getting used to the concept that she can now drink alcohol. Eventually, she leaves her glass on the table, only half consumed.

“Let’s dance!” Mishca cries as a new song blares from the speakers and fills the club with a pulsating beat. Her cool hand slips into mine as she tugs me from my seat. I give no protest. Being close to her without having her as mine is painful, but not as bad as watching her in the arms of another. We weave through the mash of flailing arms until we find a small space on the dance floor where we can move. 

I love watching Mishca dance. She closes her eyes and brings her hands above her head as though she is basking in the melodic sounds—if you can call this type of music melodic. She sways in time to the beat, unaware of my gaze fixed on her. Her smooth caramel skin glistens in the strobe lights and her hair spirals as she moves. 

My hands itch to touch her hips, but I leave the gap between us. Involuntarily, I glance over at the dark corner where we made out early in our relationship, the night of her show-and-tell striptease. My mouth twitches.

It does not take long for sweat to trickle down our necks. Mishca’s brown eyes stare at me as intently as mine had earlier. My heart skips a beat and then pulses with the bass. She clutches at my arms and pulls me closer, locking our hips together as we move to the music. It takes all my self-control not to taste her lips. 

The first time I kissed her was here on this dance floor. We moved to the beat as one, like we are now. Maybe she is thinking the same thing too. Maybe we can start things up again. The way she gazes at me, like she is kindling waiting for a lit match to touch her, waiting to be ignited. It burns me up inside. 

Mishca leans in, her breath hot on my ear. “I need to go to the loo.” I laugh inwardly, not the romantic interlude I was hoping for. I nod and withdraw from the dance floor with her, holding her hand until the last possible moment as she retreats to the ladies.

I push through the throng of revellers towards our booth and then stop in my tracks. Dread ripples over me. Something evil is here. A guy shoulders into me and forces me to take a step back.  He turns, glaring with dark eyes behind long brown hair. A heat emanates from him that causes my eyebrows to pinch together in concentration. A knot tightens in my stomach.

“Hey–” As I reach for him to demand an explanation, he shimmers and glides from my grasp. 

“Another time, boy.” With that, he disappears into the crowd. I glance around, frantically wondering why I can feel his presence as I had Adair’s. Yet Adair’s was nowhere near as potent as this guy’s. It dawns on me that I have felt them both before—at Mishca’s! Last year when I was dropping her home, I sensed them near her house. It creeped me out then, just as it has now. 
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