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    Prologue




    Candra thought it was a coincidence, at first, that they were going the same way.




    She noticed the woman right away, because she looked like a supermodel: statuesque and beautiful, moving so gracefully she could have been floating on a cushion of air. The woman’s hair was flame red—not carrot red or strawberry blond—flame red, scarlet with a touch of gold and dancing around her face as if it were alive. It was early evening, and the September weather hadn’t turned the air cool, yet the woman was clad completely in black leather, looking like she was on her way to a nightclub. It occurred to Candra that she could have been; they were in Acheron, after all, and the city never sleeps.




    Candra turned another corner. The woman was still behind her, and she knew then it was no coincidence. The fact that the woman didn’t outwardly seem to care if Candra knew worried her even more.




    Candra thought she had lost her when she ducked into a multi-story parking garage and made her way to one of the upper floors to double check. There was a spot where a car had hit the wall and the concrete had caved and been replaced by steel bars. Not a good advertisement for the owner’s concern about structural integrity, she thought to herself. There was no sign of the woman on the bustling street below. All Candra could see were people going about their business amid the gleaming mirrored skyscrapers and the older gothic buildings that formed the city.




    Finally, she began to relax. Being followed was strange, but then, strange things happened to people every day, and Candra couldn’t think of any reason why she would be worth following. She took a deep breath of the stale air, laced thickly with the scent of car fumes and gas, before she caught a glimpse of her reflection in the mirrored window directly opposite her. With her heart pounding in her chest, she took another long, deep breath and turned slowly, bringing her face to face with Flame-hair.


  




  

    Chapter One




    “She’s going into shock.”




    “I am not,” Candra insisted, swatting her stepmother’s hand away yet again. “Can’t you do something with her? Throw her out, sedate her or something?” she asked the nurse who was checking a drip leaking clear fluid into her arm.




    The nurse smiled indulgently, presuming wrongly that Candra was joking, and then went to the end of the bed to mark something on a chart.




    “At least some gas and air,” Candra pleaded.




    The nurse pursed her lips and sighed. “Ms. Ember, are you sure you wouldn’t be more comfortable waiting in the visitors’ room?”




    “I’m fine right here, thanks,” Brie answered, barely able to contain the break in her voice.




    Candra pushed her head back against the pillow and rolled her eyes. When Brie took her hand again, Candra didn’t try to pull away. The words lost cause floated through her mind.




    “Ear plugs?” she muttered in desperation, and heard the nurse muffle a giggle as she left.




    “Candra Ember, how can you be so hurtful after what I’ve been through?”




    Candra glared at her stepmother incredulously. Brie’s big brown eyes looked huge and anxious, traced with jagged crisscross lines of red.




    “I’m the one lying here with tubes and monitors everywhere,” Candra pointed out. “I’m the one with my butt on display every time they move me for another one of the tests you keep insisting on.”




    “I know, sweetheart, but you fell five stories.”




    “I didn’t fall—” Candra started, and then thought better of it. She knew Brie wasn’t interested in the woman at the parking garage—she had already said as much. “When can I go home?”




    Brie had started stroking her arm again. “Soon, sweetheart, soon.”




    Candra glanced around the double hospital room, which Brie had managed to get her all to herself, and across the empty bed, over to the window. It was a bright, clear day outside, and Candra thought about sitting and reading in any number of the parks dotted around the city, or sitting on the small balcony outside her bedroom with her iPhone, listening to music and studying. It was Brie who had insisted she stay on in Acheron another year to study at Saint Francis College after graduation. Candra wanted to go away to school, but since even staying a year meant she would be barely nineteen going to university, she agreed. Next year, she promised herself, leaning back and closing her eyes, resigning herself to the comforting strokes on her skin.




    Within seconds, streaks of gold glinted across the back of her eyelids. She hadn’t been able to erase the image of him from her mind since she had seen him standing across the street while the paramedics were getting ready to cart her off to hospital. It had taken her all of the previous night and most of the morning, but finally she could place him—she knew where she had seen him before. Candra blinked and opened her eyes to see Brie looking down intently to where her fingers caressed Candra’s skin.




    When Candra closed her eyes again the image of him was still there, this time arguing with a girl who was maybe a year or two older than her.




    To Candra, they looked out of place in the small crowd that had gathered to see what the fuss was about, and too pretty to be anything other than a dream. The girl tugged nervously on his arm, trying to move him away with her, but the boy was steadfast, and even as his lips moved in conversation with the girl, he never once took his eyes off Candra.




    She felt her eyes roll around a little in her head; there was something sharp in her arm. The paramedics had given her something to help her relax despite her protests that she was fine and just needed to go home. Candra wondered if maybe they gave her something because of her protests. She wasn’t sure about anything anymore, not when he was staring at her in that way, as if she was the sun and it was the last day he would ever watch a sunrise.




    Somewhere in the distance, a siren wailed, and the paramedic strapped her down gently. She knew she must have been out of it, high. She couldn’t come up with any other explanation for what she saw through the open door of the ambulance.




    A giant hand reached out from behind the boy and brushed the girl away from him. She was hopping up and down in obvious frustration and being held away by the cream-colored hand. Candra gulped, her mouth was arid. Yeah, I am high, all right, she thought to herself and probably about to pass out; her eyelids were so heavy it was a battle to keep them open.




    Then Candra saw another hand reach out behind the boy at his other shoulder. She was sure she couldn’t believe her own eyes; the hands were far too big and the fingers too long, twice as long as he was tall, and they stretched out from his back.




    “Not possible,” she whispered to herself over and over. “Not possible, not possible.” The boy had wings.




    Before the door closed, she watched his wings pulling in; they creased in on themselves behind his back, disappeared in a cloud of golden mist, and suddenly he was just a boy again. The girl by his side, who had been fluttering her own tawny wings and held away from him by his, tugged on his arm again. This time he conceded with a bow to the girl, a simple lowering of his head to give her permission to lead him away.




    Candra turned her attention to the roof of the ambulance, still murmuring to herself about the impossibility of what she had just witnessed. The last thing she heard before she passed out was the paramedics talking to each other.




    “Do you think she’s really one of them? She doesn’t look much like a Neph.”




    “I don’t know, she looks pretty normal to me, but Sebastian sure seems to think so.”




    Candra’s eyes flashed open. The needle in her arm stung when her arm jerked and somewhere nearby an alarm was beeping.




    “It’s okay, honey, and calm down—it was just a dream,” Brie said, pressing down lightly on her arms. Candra presumed it was to stop her from tugging out her line, since that was what she seemed to be doing.




    After a few deep breaths, she realized it wasn’t an alarm sounding at all, it was the heart monitor attached to her finger with a clip, and it was beating erratically, but slowing as she calmed. Brie wiped her fingers gently across Candra’s brow, and without thinking Candra brushed her hand away.




    “I’m fine, stop it.” There was no conviction in her tone.




    One of the doctors circling for the last twenty-four hours came into the room holding a manila folder in one hand and clicking a pen in the other. He nodded an acknowledgment to Brie, who moved aside to let him check the monitor.




    “It was just a dream,” Candra preempted before he could comment.




    “To be expected, you’ve had a shock.” He smiled kindly. “I think we can take this off now.”




    To her relief, he switched off the monitor, removed the clip attached to her finger, and gently unhooked the oxygen tube from around her ears. The needle pinched under her skin for an instant when he pulled it out, then it was over. She was convinced she didn’t need any of that stuff in the first place anyway, but conceded she probably was lucky to be alive considering she fell head first from the fifth floor of a parking garage and didn’t have so much as a scratch on her. No amount of tests could explain it or the suspicion Candra was harboring that Brie knew more than she was letting on.




    “How is she?” Brie asked anxiously.




    “Fine, just fine,” he replied calmly; everything about him was calming. This doctor was around more often than any of the others and carried an air of authority that somehow didn’t match his boyish face and too long blond hair curling in fine tendrils around the front of his ears.




    Candra blinked when he directed his smile to her again. She was staring. Her cheeks flushed, and she was relieved when he turned his attention away from her and toward Brie.




    “We’ve run every test we have, and she’s fine, better than fine, in fact. She’s very healthy.” He looked back to Candra. “You’re the luckiest person I’ve met in almost forever.”




    To her, it seemed an odd comment coming from someone who didn’t look much past twenty-five.




    “I think we can let you go now. I’ll send a nurse in shortly,” he said.




    “At last.”




    The doctor grinned again, and in that moment, Candra was glad to be free of the monitor. Her heart thudded one hard beat when she could have sworn she saw a gold glint in his eyes. He nodded to Brie again, but there was something bizarrely formal about the gesture; it was more of a bow than a nod. Just like the boy with the—




    Candra pushed the thought from her mind as ridiculous; people didn’t just go around bowing to other people…people didn’t have wings.




    When he turned back to her, the gold was gone; he looked like any of the other tired and overworked medical personnel she had seen since she was admitted.




    When he left, she barely had time to flex her recently freed fingers before Brie was back by her side clutching her hand again. Candra noted that some of the anxiety that had been etched on Brie’s face was gone at last, and a bit of color was returning to her cheeks. She looked better for it—her coal black hair was too dark to carry off the pale and interesting look. With her full pink pout and high cheekbones, she was more suited to look like a fairy-tale princess.




    “See, I told you I was fine,” she assured Brie, trying to keep the “I told you so” out of her voice. “Why don’t you go and take a break now? You must be exhausted.”




    “I’ll wait until you’re safe at home to rest.”




    “At least go and get some coffee or something. I could use some myself.”




    Brie paused to consider. Sometimes Candra was convinced she could actually see on her face the decisions forming in Brie’s mind.




    “All right then, I won’t be long,” Brie said, before leaning in to kiss Candra’s forehead quickly, something she hadn’t done in a long time.




    After Candra’s father, Payne, died in a traffic accident, she had been left in the care of his young bride, even though Brie wasn’t much more than a child herself at the time. Candra thought they did okay together. She had a good life, and she didn’t want for anything. They had a nice home and enough money. Brie worked hard as an art dealer, and Candra did well in school. Candra knew Brie didn’t deserve the attitude she had been giving her over the last few hours. She knew it was only because Brie loved her that she hovered. It had always been like that whenever Candra was hurt, almost like Brie was counting the seconds until she healed.




    Alone at last, Candra laid her head back against the pillows propping her up and closed her eyes. Except it felt to her more like she blinked or maybe fell asleep, because there couldn’t have been more than seconds between the swish of the curtain as Brie closed it around her and the screech of the metal rail when it was dragged back again. Candra opened her eyes expecting Brie with the promised coffee, but it was him.




    It was the guy from the parking garage, the one dressed all in black who appeared in her dream with gold-tipped, white wings opened out wide behind him. It was the same guy who had been standing under street lights, sitting on park benches, and waiting outside school every day. The strangest feeling flooded Candra’s body, because as sure as she was it was him all those times, it was as if she could never truly remember before now. Her mind overflowed with two memories: in the first, he was there, and in the second, he wasn’t.




    “What do you want?” she demanded, eyeing the door over his shoulder and ready to bolt from the room.




    He smiled smugly, his fingers still lightly holding the blue curtain. His expression was a world away from the pained one she remembered the last time he looked at her.




    “Hmm, I expected a warmer greeting,” he said, pulling the curtain back the remainder of the way. He walked purposefully to the window sill and sat down sideways, raising one booted foot to rest his elbow casually on his knee.




    Candra watched him gazing out across the city in a protracted silence, not sure what reaction she should be having to this almost-stranger. Looking away wasn’t an option. He was beautiful in a masculine way. His features were angular yet still fine, and he had the long, lean body of an athlete, broad shoulders and back that tapered to narrow hips. The fabric of his long-sleeved T-shirt hugged the shape of his sculpted upper arms. His ruffled hair was the color of sand on a Caribbean beach, reflecting golden strands where the sun streamed in through the window.




    Finally, he turned and cocked an eyebrow over one of his brown eyes, as if challenging her to say something.




    “Why have you been following me?”




    “You think I’ve been following you?” His voice was sure and rang of surprise, but hardly answered the question.




    Candra scowled. The longer she studied him the more she was sure she wasn’t imagining that she had seen him on several occasions previously. She could feel her heart beating in her stomach where frustration was building. Her memories of him were clearing, becoming more substantial, but it was still like trying to grope through a fog. “I’ve seen you, at my home, at school. I know you’ve been following me. Don’t lie to me.”




    “I’m not lying.” Again his answer was hard to doubt…but not impossible.




    He picked a piece of dust she couldn’t see from his black jeans and turned with a resigned groan, placing both of his feet on the floor. “So you remember me?”




    Candra jumped. She wasn’t normally a nervous person, but something about the way his eyes scrutinized her was unnerving. It was almost like he wasn’t looking at her at all, more like he was looking into her. She took a deep breath, determined not to show her discomfort. Don’t be afraid, a voice she recognized whispered in her head. “Of course I remember you. I’ve just said so, haven’t I?”




    He laughed so loud that she flinched again. “You did, didn’t you? Wonderful.”




    Candra didn’t understand his private joke and was about to say so when he abruptly stopped. His expression became stony, and his eyes tightened—in fact, his whole body tightened. He suddenly looked inches taller. She followed his line of sight to see what he was seeing. Brie was standing at the door with a coffee cup in each hand. Her expression mirrored his exactly. The girl Candra had seen by the boy’s side in her dream appeared around the doorway.




    “Look who I found.” She beamed, slipping her arm through Brie’s.




    The girl was shorter than Brie by about two inches, Candra guessed. Her thick, golden blond hair hung over her shoulders with streaks of light pink slicing through it. It swished like a curtain across her pretty face when she looked up to Brie and back to the boy.




    “Say something, someone,” she urged. Her eyebrows came together in a grimace.




    “You,” Brie murmured at the boy in accusation.




    He stood defiant, his brown eyes narrowed to slits. “It’s good to see you, Ambriel.”




    Ambriel? Candra couldn’t recall Brie ever being called by that name.




    The girl released Brie as she stepped into the room and closed the door gently while Brie placed the cups on the tray at the end of the bed. One of the cups teetered on edge for a brief moment before she managed to settle it with her shaking hand, all the while never taking her wide eyes from the boy. He remained frozen.




    A breathing work of art: beautiful. Candra gulped, swallowing that thought, and blushed. The heat rose high in her cheeks, and she was grateful no one was paying any attention to her.




    Brie took a few tentative steps closer to him, leaving them eye to eye—the same eyes.




    Crazy, ridiculous, completely impossible, Candra reasoned. Brie had no other family, they only had each other. It was like some creepy movie stand-off between the bad guy and the hero, waiting to see who would draw their weapon first, and it sent the strangest vibration through her because the bad guy had been following her for weeks, or maybe even months.




    “You healed her,” Brie said.




    “Yes,” he replied, even though it wasn’t a question.




    “You could have killed her, you kno,” Brie suddenly raged, making Candra jump for the third time in the last few minutes. “You know a curleax won’t work on—”




    He cut her off with a wave of his hand, dismissing the statement. “If I didn’t try, she would have died anyway.”




    Candra was about to interject and demand to know what they were they talking about. The other girl moved quietly to the bed beside her and leaned her head close.




    “I actually expected this to go better. I don’t know why, considering how stubborn they both are.”




    Candra’s eyes darted to her while at the same time her head leaned away, and the girl smiled at her like she was some kind of conspirator in all this.




    “Who exactly are you?” Candra deadpanned with narrowed eyes, feeling her frustration about to bubble over.




    The girl responded by twitching her eyebrows, which hardly answered the question. They weren’t exactly forthcoming, these strangers. The girl’s smile widened, making Candra want to look away and not look away at the same time. Just like with the boy.




    “How long?” Brie asked with a shaking voice.




    “Six months, give or take.”




    Candra was sure she detected a break in the boy’s voice, but she couldn’t quite manage to tear her eyes away from the girl to see his expression.




    “And you never came to me? You never said anything?”




    “The way you did?” he retorted coldly. “It was what you wanted. Free will. My objections were secondary.”




    Finally, the girl pulled her gaze away from Candra, and just like that, she was able to look away, trying to ignore that her heart was beating way too fast. Candra couldn’t follow the conversation, but she was certain Brie knew the boy. She wondered if he was an old boyfriend maybe, but quickly discounted it because he had to be at least ten years younger than Brie, if not more. Brie had been with Candra’s father twelve years ago, and she hadn’t had any boyfriends since then, at least to Candra’s knowledge. The girl was leaning on the tray at the end of the bed now, watching them with her face cupped in her dainty hands. She looked like she was regretting not bringing popcorn for the show.




    “I did it for Payne…and his wife,” Brie offered, as some kind of explanation.




    Candra raged silently in her head at Brie for explaining anything to this guy.




    “And their child,” he added, one eyebrow rose sharply, and Brie flinched, as if she had been struck. “They broke the law!”




    Candra bristled. No way was she going to allow anyone to accuse her father and mother of breaking the law—especially some random guy who looked like he’d just gotten out of reform school, all shaggy blond hair and tight-jawed. She didn’t even realize she was pushing herself off the bed until she felt the girl’s hand holding her back down gently.




    “Wait,” the girl murmured.




    “They were in love,” Brie said. Her fists were clenched by her side, making Candra wince as she imagined Brie’s nails digging into the soft flesh of her palms. “So you knew when you used the stone?”




    “It made sense. Why else would you fall? I knew it had to have something to do with Payne.”




    “Did you do this to her?”




    Candra felt the intense need to remind them that she was still there, but the girl’s hand was still on her shoulder, and despite the bad feeling she got from the boy, there was nothing bad from the girl. Candra didn’t feel any need to be wary of her, at all.




    “No, of course not. How could you even think such a thing? I would never…you know that.” He was offended, obviously; his tough façade was beginning to falter.




    Brie looked down. “Draven.” She shivered when she said the word.




    “I’m not the only one who found you.”




    Brie’s eyes lifted to him again; they were softer, worried. Candra couldn’t take a breath as Brie took the final step that closed the gap between them and fell into his embrace, burying her head in his chest. He, in turn, wrapped his arms around her and stroked the length of her hair with his hand.




    “Oh, Sebastian, I’ve missed you so much,” Brie cried.




    “Shush,” he hushed her. “I will never allow anything to hurt you, little sister.”




    “Little sister?” Candra mumbled in surprise, and swiveled her head to the girl who was now beaming an almost blinding smile in their direction. So bright, Candra could have sworn she saw a golden mist roll and flutter over her back and disappear.




    “Oh, goody,” the girl gushed. “Ambriel is coming home. Gabe will be pleased.”


  




  

    Chapter Two




    “Is he still there?”




    “Yeah.”




    Candra bit the inside of her lip, fighting the urge to turn around. Her friend, Ivy, peeked over her shoulder to where Sebastian was trailing them. “He is so hot,” she observed, far too enthusiastically for Candra’s liking.




    Her eyes widened, horrified. “Ivy!”




    Ivy simply adjusted her book bag on her shoulder and looked again. “What? He’s not my uncle, and even if he was—”




    Candra cut her off with a glare, thinking it was bad enough he was following them for the twenty minute walk to the college they attended, without her best friend lusting after him. She snuck a really quick glance.




    Sebastian, who was walking fifteen yards behind, keeping pace with them, winked, and Candra felt her stomach twist into a tight ball, convinced he intended to give her an ulcer. She glowered at him in frustration and turned away when his lips began to widen into a grin.




    He was dressed differently today, not so much a juvenile delinquent, wearing a plain white T-shirt and faded jeans, which were frayed at the bottom where they met his sneakers, and appearing just like any young guy—appearing being the operative word.




    Candra wasn’t exactly sure what Sebastian was, but she knew he wasn’t a normal guy. He was Brie’s brother, and that much was firmly established but it also meant whatever Sebastian was, Brie was too, and Candra wasn’t ready to face that yet.




    “Walk faster. We’re almost there,” she insisted. She could see the number of students in the blue uniform of Saint Francis College increasing in front of them.




    Ivy increased her speed a little, but it couldn’t exactly be considered rushing. She didn’t seem in any hurry to get away from Sebastian.




    “So you said it was some kind of family argument?”




    Candra nodded. The steps of the college entrance weren’t far.




    “I thought Brie had no family.” Ivy was pulling her black hair into a knot—black, this week anyway. Ivy hadn’t found a hair color she could stick to for more than a month in the last year.




    “I didn’t know she did. Apparently my dad was the problem; they didn’t approve of him, so she cut herself off.”




    For Candra, that was enough reason not to trust Sebastian or Lofi, the girl in the hospital. But it was hard to not trust the girl with the open expression and playful nature.




    For the last few days, it had been Lofi that kept Candra company while Brie’d been working away from home. Candra hadn’t been allowed back to college. “You need to rest,” she’d been told. “A lucky escape,” she’d been told. She didn’t agree and still didn’t believe what happened was an accident. Her memory was still sketchy, but she definitely remembered the woman.
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    They hadn’t exactly come face to face in the parking garage since Candra’s eyes were level with the woman’s more-on-display-than-necessary breasts. Candra never considered herself short—five four was average—but the woman was statuesque, and grinning at her with bright red lips.




    “I’m sorry,” Candra forced out, feeling a chill on the back of her neck.




    There wasn’t anyone else around. Candra wondered what were the chances in a city the size of Acheron that they would end up in the same level of the same parking garage? When she attempted to step past, Flame-hair moved to block her way.




    “Are you ill, child? You look pale.”




    The woman didn’t look much past twenty.




    “I’m…I’m…I just…I need to go.” Candra mentally kicked herself for stuttering. She attempted to step past again, and again found Flame-hair in her direct route.




    Her stomach lurched. There was something not right about the way the woman’s hair swished when she moved—it was too slow. Her long locks of hair were like flames caught up in some hi-tech movie effect, moving in a time completely at odds to everything around them. For a brief second, Candra saw something gold flicker in her brown eyes, almost like a cat’s.




    “I’m sorry…I seem to have frightened you. I simply came to get my car and saw you standing here looking out. You look rather pale.” She gestured to a Porsche nearby that Candra was sure wasn’t there a few minutes ago. Its red, shiny paintwork suited the woman perfectly: the kind of car that purred instead of revved, almost an extension of the woman herself.




    “Can I offer you a ride somewhere?” Flame-hair continued with a voice so cool it seemed to seep through Candra’s skin and into her bones, turning them to jelly.




    “No, thank you, I’m good. I’d better be going.”




    “Very wise. Never accept a ride from a stranger.” Flame-hair scrutinized Candra’s face curiously, a languid smile on her lips. “I’m Ananchel. See, there now, we’re not strangers anymore.”




    Candra’s instinct was to offer a smile in return to show she wasn’t intimidated. The muscles in her face seemed to be having different ideas, refusing to co-operate in even the most basic of friendly gestures. It was as if her whole body had gone soft, and it took every ounce of strength she possessed just to say, “Thank you. I’m fine.”




    Flame-hair shrugged. “Okay, another time, then.” With one last appraising glance, she turned to walk away. “I’m sure we’ll meet again, Candra.”




    Candra turned from her and gasped out the breath she had been holding. The sound of Ananchel’s heels tapping rhythmically on concrete with each step halted abruptly.




    “Hey, how did you know my—” Candra started to turn and demand an answer.




    Her words broke off before she could finish, and the ground under her feet felt like it turned liquid, making her head swim. Tingles flooded her body, reaching into every nerve-ending, making her want to cry out, but the only sound that escaped was a low moan. Deep inside, a fire began to smolder as if a million gentle fingers were tracing lines under her skin, gently massaging up her spine and concentrating every sense on the growing tightening in the pit of her stomach.




    All the time, Ananchel stood by casually watching. Candra’s eyes rolled a little, and her body swayed. She was terrified and yet couldn’t bring herself to want the feeling to end. Her heart pounded through every vein, and the muscles in her stomach tightened further.




    The tightness spread through every part of her body as her breathing escalated, making her toes curl inside her shoes. Her head fell backward a little. She was totally unable to fight against the sensations rocketing through her body, and everything was growing darker by the second until she eventually shut her eyes against it. Suddenly the smoldering burst into a fire that threatened to consume her whole, and she cried out before her knees went weak, the fire now seeping outward from the center of her body in slow pulsing waves. Candra stumbled awkwardly, falling forward and tumbling into blackness while Ananchel turned to walk away, her stilettos clicking on the concrete floor.
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    “Are you listening to me?”




    “Huh? Yeah,” Candra mumbled, feeling heat rise in her cheeks at the memory.




    Ivy scowled watching her closely. “Oh yeah? Then what was I saying?”




    “Something about your latest hot guy,” Candra offered with an embarrassed grimace.




    Ivy mashed her lips together in a flat line, letting Candra know she had guessed wrong. “Close, but no cigar. It was something about your hot guy.”




    “My…” Candra’s eyes automatically found Sebastian, who had come to a stop and was leaning casually against a lamppost across the street, his ankles crossed and a smug expression firmly in place.




    “He is not mine,” Candra finished sternly.




    “Good. You won’t mind if I take a shot then.”




    “What?” Candra gasped, appalled.




    Ivy’s lips slowly spread into a mischievous grin, and then she laughed. “I knew it.”




    Candra was about to protest, vigorously, that she didn’t want Ivy near Sebastian because she didn’t trust him, when a familiar figure stopped them in their tracks.




    Ananchel was clad in full leather again, looking every bit as strikingly beautiful as Candra remembered. Blood rushed to her cheeks, and ice spread swiftly up her spine, making her suck in a fast breath. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end when Ananchel grinned at her as if they were old friends.




    “You,” Candra growled in accusation and shoved a reluctant Ivy behind her.




    “Now, now. I hope you are not still upset about our last meeting.”




    “Candra, what the hell?” Ivy started fighting to move, but Candra’s arm was holding her fast, using her own body as a shield to protect Ivy from whatever messed-up power Ananchel seemed to process.




    Flame-hair was dangerous; Candra knew it. She glanced over to where Sebastian was standing by the post, his expression a mixture of incredulity and rage.




    Sebastian’s entire body seemed to vibrate. His foot moved forward as if he was ready to launch himself across the street. But he didn’t. He froze, and his taut lips mumbled something Candra couldn’t make out. The fingers of his left hand turned in before his knuckles hit the side of his leg hard. To Candra, it appeared he was putting a great deal of effort into not interfering in the scene before him. She couldn’t figure out why he didn’t want to help them.




    “Sebastian?” Candra mouthed soundlessly. Her distrust of him disintegrated—not completely, but enough that trusting Sebastian was still better than making polite conversation with a woman she was sure had tried to dispatch her a few days earlier.




    To Candra’s astonishment, Sebastian didn’t make a move, not so much as a twitch in their defense. She felt her face fall in disbelief and pushed back a step, forcing Ivy to stay behind her. Her estimation of Sebastian took a further nose dive in that moment. Over Ananchel’s shoulder, Candra could see Father Patrick at the door of the school, coming out to usher stray students inside.




    “Come now, Candra, I thought you and I could be friends,” Ananchel purred.




    Candra turned beseechingly to Sebastian, but he was gone.




    “Who in hell are you?” Ivy demanded.




    “In hell?” Ananchel echoed in a puzzled tone. “What a strange question, little one.”




    Father Patrick finally turned his attention to them. Candra supposed he was still too far away to see her dismayed expression but near enough he would hear her scream. She opened her mouth, but much to her horror, nothing came out. Instead, a rush of pleasure washed over her, making her legs give way. Unable to support her own body, she dropped.




    Or at least she would have if Ivy wasn’t quick enough to catch her.




    “That is not a good idea,” Lofi warned, seemingly stepping out from nowhere to block Ananchel from them.




    As fast as the wave of pleasure knocked Candra over, it receded, leaving her weakened and disorientated. Clutching her stomach, she leaned heavily against Ivy for support.




    “Lofi!” Ananchel greeted her, flicking her long hair over her shoulder. It was mesmerizing, shimmering and moving like roaring flames around her face.




    “You shouldn’t be here,” Lofi warned her. “She’s ours.”




    Lofi’s back was to Candra, and the first thing Candra noticed about her was the pink tinge was gone from Lofi’s hair. Ananchel looked around her to Candra, who was trying to straighten herself.




    “Oh, I think we both know that can’t be true. Still Sebastian’s little guard dog, I see.” Ananchel’s saccharine smile verged on innocuous, making her appear even more dangerous. A sheep in wolf’s clothing.




    Candra stumbled back another step, taking a deep painful breath and keeping Ivy locked beside her. Her lungs felt as if somebody had tried to pull them out through her nose. Sebastian was nowhere in sight, most of the students had gone inside, and Father Patrick was beginning to stare.




    “Please, Ananchel,” Lofi started condescendingly. “Don’t insult me. You know your parlor tricks don’t work on me.”




    Ananchel sighed. “Oh, well, never mind.” Her eyes flickered to Candra again, black as coal now.




    Candra couldn’t swear that it wasn’t just a trick of her imagination. She gulped.




    “We shall have to finish our chat another time, Candra. I detest lapdogs snapping at my ankles.”




    “Woof,” Lofi responded sarcastically.




    Ivy chuckled, and for a fraction of a second, Ananchel’s cool exterior dropped—she was positively enraged.




    “Later, pup,” she snapped.




    “Hmm, if I’m a pup, I guess that would make you a bitch, wouldn’t it?” Lofi bit back with a smirk.




    “I shall enjoy getting to know you,” Ananchel purred toward Candra and ran her tongue lazily across her top lip. “Make sure to send my love to Sebastian,” she added to Lofi before she sashayed away, her hips gracefully snaking side to side.




    They watched her retreat and disappear around the corner. The sea of blue uniforms had shrunk to a slow trickle, and Father Patrick looked like he was debating making his way over. Lofi blew out a gust of air from her pursed lips before turning around.




    “Are you both okay?”




    Candra glanced over her shoulder to see Ivy nod, her mouth slack, clearly confounded about what had just transpired.




    “Okay? Now you have to tell me what’s going on,” Candra demanded strongly.




    Lofi’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing.




    Candra’s stomach twisted into what was beginning to feel like yet another tight knot. “I’m serious. I want to…what are you wearing?”




    Lofi spun as gracefully as a ballerina, modeling the Saint Francis uniform she was proudly sporting. “Do you like it? I wasn’t sure about the color on me, but I think it works.”




    Father Patrick was almost within speaking distance.




    “No, I don’t like it,” Candra replied curtly. “And what’s it doing on you?”




    Candra was still body blocking Ivy, who stood on her toes to look over Candra’s shoulder. “I’m Ivy, by the way.”




    Lofi smiled widely and curtsied, holding the edges of her skirt. “Lofi. It’s my first day.”




    Candra suspected Lofi exaggerated the movement just because she knew it would rile her.




    “I guess you like the uniform then,” Ivy commented with a teasing smirk.




    “For what? School? You can’t be serious.” Candra was aghast, thinking this whole thing was slowing turning into a nightmare and she was being stalked from all angles.




    “Are you planning to join us today, ladies?” Father Patrick asked sternly. As soon as Lofi turned her attention to him, his light blue eyes sparkled. Father Patrick’s eyes never sparkled. He was the hardest of all the priests and nuns teaching at Saint Francis. After working in foreign mission during his early life, he had no time for what he blatantly referred to as cosseted students attending private college. “Ah, you must be Lofial Duarte,” he stated rather than asked.




    Lofi’s lips spread to a shy grin as she swayed side to side, still holding onto her skirt. Candra compared it to a six-year-old putting on a display of politeness for an elder, or a newly acquired stalker enjoying getting under her skin. “Yes, Father, I was on my way in when I met my friend, Candra.”




    Candra shot daggers in her direction only to be nudged by Ivy, who had clearly already been won over.




    “Lofial…an unusual name.”




    “Yes, Father.”




    He studied her appraisingly. “Let’s hope you live up to it.”




    Lofial? Where have I heard that name before? Candra asked herself.




    “Okay, ladies, don’t dawdle. And Candra, since you already know each other, maybe you could show Lofial around today.”




    “What?” Candra muttered.




    “We both will,” Ivy added, linking her arm through Candra’s and then Lofi’s.




    “Yes, well…” Father Patrick didn’t need to finish saying what he was thinking about leaving Lofi in Ivy’s hands. Ivy and Candra both knew it had to do with her ungrounded reputation as a bad girl; Ivy was as innocent as new snow.




    Her family didn’t have as much money as most of the kids attending Saint Francis, but they wanted the best for Ivy. Candra and Ivy had become friends during their first day of school. A couple of kids that thought of themselves as “mean girls” had stolen Ivy’s crayons, and she’d been crying. Candra had seen what happened and had stomped right over there, snatched the crayons, and told the girls that if they wanted Ivy, they’d have to go through her first. They hadn’t liked someone standing up to them, but she hadn’t been afraid. She’d given Ivy back her crayons and taken the seat beside her. They’d been best friends ever since then.




    Ivy nudged Candra, bringing her back to the present, and they walked toward school with Father Patrick close behind.




    Candra grunted under her breath toward Lofi, who was practically skipping toward the door. “This is stupid. What are you doing?” Her voice was a pitch higher than normal because of the situation. “You must be what twenty-two, twenty-three? You’re too old to be a student here.”




    Lofi stopped skipping immediately, and her expression shifted toward wounded. “There are thirty-year-olds playing students in the movies these days, and you don’t think I pass for eighteen?”




    Candra’s eyebrows came together in a scowl. The sadness on Lofi’s face seemed wrong somehow, as if it were unnatural to her, and Candra groaned, reluctantly giving in.




    They passed through the door, back into a sea of blue, and made their way to the lockers, where Father Patrick left them, continuing down the hall. Lofi opened the locker next to Candra’s.




    “I’m not even going to ask.” She rolled her eyes and thought about the mousey little thing that previously owned that locker.




    Lofi beamed a smile. “That’s the attitude.”




    Once they had gotten out their books—which little to Candra’s surprise, Lofi already seemed to have mysteriously available to her—Candra reached over and closed Lofi’s locker door. “Just one question: why are you really here?”




    Lofi hesitated, biting the inside of her cheek. “It’s all girls here.”




    Candra scrutinized her guarded expression, but she didn’t appear to be giving anything away. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”




    “Sebastian asked me to. He’s worried for you.”




    Candra nodded slowly; there was no way she was going to believe that. “Right…so worried he ran when trouble showed up.”




    The bell chimed, signaling the time they had to move toward their first lecture. Candra started to move toward the hall, but a hand with a cast iron grip locked around her upper arm, stopping her. Her head spun to see Lofi looking unusually serious and up close, no more than three inches from her face. Lofi’s eyes flashed with gold sparks when she blinked. She was beautiful and fierce, a real force to be reckoned with.




    “Don’t be so harsh on him, Candra,” she began gravely. Her voice was barely above a whisper. “You know what Ananchel is capable of, except she didn’t hold back with Sebastian the way she did with you. It really messed with his head.”




    Candra gulped, and her cheeks flamed a burning red. Her throat constricted, cutting off every word she could think to say. The tingles, the fingers brushing tantalizingly under her skin, the euphoria so sweet she passed out…that was holding back? She couldn’t help wondering what Ananchel had done to Sebastian.




    “Oh,” Candra groaned, realizing it was probably more a case of done with rather than done to.




    “You have no concept of how far Sebastian has gone to keep you safe, or how far he is willing to go. Ananchel would have taken him down just for kicks. He couldn’t help you; that doesn’t mean he didn’t want to.”




    Ivy bounced up behind them, and Lofi released Candra, seeming herself again, although Candra was still a little stunned. Smiling brightly, Lofi fell into step with them to their first lecture together.




    “This will be such a novelty. It’s been an age since I’ve been to school,” Lofi gushed.
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    Lofi stayed glued to Candra’s side all morning, despite never offering her a satisfactory explanation for being there, and protested that school was “so much fun” whenever Ivy or Candra complained about a lecture or even homework.




    “That’s going too far,” Candra scolded her during lunch. “You can’t possibly like homework.”




    The cafeteria was crowded with students huddled and chattering at small round tables and eating from the self-service buffet.




    “Why not? I get to read, write reports, and figure out puzzles. What’s not to love?”




    “Puzzles?” Ivy asked, bemused, while pushing cubes of cucumber around her plate. Her eyes flickered up and glanced at Lofi, whose eyes never strayed far from Candra.




    Candra knew Ivy was watching Lofi watch her and was still trying to figure out what was going on. Candra couldn’t help with an explanation; Lofi was as evasive as Sebastian and Brie had been over the last few days. Any questions about why they were here or what was going on were met with questions about school, music, books—anything to distract from the original subject.




    “Calculus,” Candra offered Ivy, looking up again from the newspaper where she was reading about the escalating rate of muggings in the city.




    Ivy switched her attention to her smoothie, sucking it up with a slurping noise that made the uptown girls glower in her direction. She ignored them completely and stared down at Lofi with raised eyebrows. “Candra’s right. You’re going too far now. No one likes calculus.”




    “I do,” Lofi countered, curiously examining one of the lumpy French fries from her lunch by holding it in front of her face between two fingers and prodding it with her fork.




    “You are seriously out there.” Ivy laughed humorlessly.




    Lofi dropped the fry and lifted her face to Ivy. “Thanks.” She flashed her usual full grin, taking Ivy’s comment as a compliment.




    Candra laughed at Ivy’s mystified expression, thinking maybe it wouldn’t be so bad having Lofi around after all. At the very least it would be amusing.
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    The rest of the day passed quickly. Lofi wasn’t challenged by any of the subjects they covered—at least as far as Candra could see—only curious. She raised her hand more than anyone else to ask questions, and a couple of times to correct the lecturer.




    “You’d think she’s never been to school before,” Ivy observed quietly to Candra before she left them at her usual corner to go home.




    Lofi addressed Candra’s concern before she even had a chance to verbalize it. “She’ll be fine. There will be someone looking out for Ivy. Ananchel won’t get anywhere near her.” Then, to her utter surprise, Lofi turned away to cross the street. “And I haven’t been to school in a while, not for a long while actually.”




    “Hey, where are you going?” Candra called after her.




    Lofi passed a group of four young men hanging out outside a comic book store and muttering among themselves. One of them winked, acting all cocky until she winked back making him back down, looking downright shy. She had an odd effect on men, Candra observed without any real surprise.




    “Day shift is over. The evening shift has arrived,” Lofi answered happily.




    “Evening shift?” Candra echoed to herself, watching Lofi practically dancing away.




    Candra didn’t know if she was supposed to go somewhere. Or was she supposed to wait? There wasn’t much around: the avenue she was on was mainly older residential. The only business on the tree-lined street was from the comic book store, the small coffee shop, and a doctor’s office with a loudly squeaking sign hung outside, directing patients into the basement of one of the tall houses.




    Despite it being one of the nicer areas, she wasn’t about to stand around and end up a victim of one of the muggers she had been reading about earlier. Or even worse, what if Ananchel showed up again? At least with a mugger she could fight back. She turned around, deciding to head for home, and crashed straight into Sebastian’s very solid chest.




    “Hello.”




    Candra was knocked so breathless it was a struggle to manage a muted “hi.”




    Sebastian’s eyes lowered, and she followed his line of sight to his chest where her hands were pressed against his white T-shirt, her fingers slightly bent. She could feel heat of his skin radiate through the thin fabric and penetrate her fingertips. Still, it took a couple of seconds before she could move. Sebastian had that effect on females, much like the effect Lofi had had on the guys a few moments ago.




    “Sorry.” She cringed when he had to wrap his long fingers around one of her hands and then the other to remove them from his body. “I didn’t see you.”




    “You’re not very observant, are you?” he quipped dryly.




    Candra flinched away from the touch of his bare skin on hers and the tingles it made erupt in the pit of her stomach. “I’m plenty observant. Thanks.”




    Sebastian let out an exasperated sigh. “Hmm, yeah, whatever. It wasn’t a conversation starter.” He took her bag from her shoulder without asking and added it to his with one hand. In the other he carried a faded brown leather jacket clamped between his fingers. He didn’t tell Candra to follow him or even check to see if she was still with him when he walked away; he seemed to simply presume she would be, and she was.




    “Where’s Brie?”




    “A meeting,” he replied without looking at her.




    “A meeting?”




    “A meeting,” he repeated.




    “With who?” Candra had to take some quick steps to keep up with his long strides. She wanted to see his face when he answered.




    “An old friend,” he said, taking her by the elbow to cross the street, looking up and down for traffic before guiding her the way a grown up would do with a child or an old person.




    Candra stared up at the vein standing out from the lightly golden skin on his neck as they crossed. She supposed tension or anxiety caused it and surmised from it that something was bothering him. Her eyes tightened. “You don’t have meetings with friends. You have lunch dates, dinner dates…coffee.”




    His lips pressed together in a hard line, and his shoulders tightened. The muscle in his jaw flexed. “Do you really need to go on?”




    “I could,” Candra snapped defiantly.




    “I’m sure.”




    “What is it about me that you don’t like?”




    They had come to the gates of the small park she always cut through to get home from college.




    “What makes you think I don’t like you?” Sebastian didn’t as much as glance at her sideways when he spoke. “Or that I think one way or the other about you at all?”




    “Call it women’s intuition,” Candra said dryly.




    “Women’s intuition?” He snickered. “You’re not exactly what I’d call a woman, little girl.”




    Candra bit her tongue, choosing to ignore the bait. There weren’t many people around the park; it was mainly used as a shortcut through a city block. There weren’t even any trees inside its boundary fence, just a few bushes, one of the many angel monuments scattered across the city. The nearest one to them had its hands clasped in prayer and looked to the sky as if it was waiting for something. A narrow pathway wound through the grass and past a collection of boulders that didn’t look like they belonged there. They could have been some trendy form of modern art, except they had been there so long some of the stone had been worn smooth from people sitting on them.




    Candra took a deep breath, hoping she wasn’t starting a conversation she couldn’t take back. She wanted answers so badly she could taste them, but at the same time, somewhere in the back of her mind, she considered the possibility Sebastian could tell her things she didn’t want to know.




    “In the hospital, I thought you were dangerous. I thought you were there to hurt me, but it wasn’t like that at all, was it?”




    It took a moment for her to notice Sebastian wasn’t beside her anymore. She turned around to see he had stopped dead about five steps behind. He was doing that thing again, where he made her feel he wasn’t looking at her, but rather he was looking through her, as if he could look into her mind and dig out whatever she was thinking. It was unnerving the way his brown eyes darkened intensely. She felt exposed, and she had to fight an urge to cross her arms over her chest, except she refused to give him the satisfaction of knowing he could affect her. Unfortunately, she couldn’t shake the feeling he already knew.




    He didn’t answer. He wasn’t even moving apart from his impossibly long eyelashes fluttering when he blinked.




    “I make you uncomfortable, don’t I? That’s why you don’t like me,” she suggested in a hushed voice.




    Still he said nothing. An old couple walking past on the pathway had to step around them to get by. The woman glared at both of them in turn, clearly disgruntled by their lack of manners. Candra mused over what they must look like to outsiders: her in her Saint Francis uniform and him looking moody and modelesque, like he’d just stepped off a movie screen and into real life.




    Finally she approached him, bringing herself so close she was looking up to his face. He was taller up close, at least a head over her, so she couldn’t meet his eyes when he looked straight ahead of him, but she tried.




    “Tell me who I am,” she demanded.




    Sebastian looked down to her then, gold and amber flickered in his eyes blazing like a hot coal fire. Candra could see her own reflection in the deep blackness of his pupils and knew she had asked the right question.




    “We didn’t fool you for a second, did we?” Sebastian kept his fiery gaze on her.




    Candra guessed he was about to inadvertently spill the beans on everything. All she had to do was play along.




    “No, you didn’t,” she stated coolly.




    They were so close now she could feel the heat rising from his body. Her heart sped until it was galloping along, and her temperature shot up, mingling with his heat between them. A small muscle twitched at the side of his mouth, and his hand came up to rest on her shoulder. She couldn’t breathe. Even through the cotton of her school shirt, Sebastian’s touch burned her skin.




    Then he did something Candra didn’t expect—not in a million years. Candra couldn’t move. Sebastian was going to kiss her, and she was amazed to realize she wanted him to. All of a sudden her blood was like acid burning through her entire body, and her head felt clouded. She was putty under his hands. It wasn’t like she had a choice; she had to kiss him. Her lips parted in anticipation, her head tilted back, and without conscious decision, her eyes closed.




    Behind her eyelids, fireworks exploded, white fireworks. They could have been anywhere; she didn’t care. It was as if time slowed down. Sebastian’s breath was hot as it brushed the side of her face, and he smelled delicious, like cool, fresh mint mingled with musk and salt.




    She didn’t know how it happened. A few moments ago she couldn’t stand him, now she couldn’t think of one thing in the world she wanted more than to feel his lips moving against hers.




    Sebastian slid his hand slowly and intently up Candra’s neck, absorbing the shiver of her skin through his fingertips and leaving a trail of goose bumps over her flesh. His other hand brushed hair from her face, and his lips parted close to her ear. Candra let out a quiet gasp.




    “Nice try,” he whispered.




    “W-What?” Candra stammered.




    She opened her eyes. Sebastian had pulled away from her and everything was just like it was before. They were standing on the pathway in the small park. A woman was casting them a disapproving look over her shoulder as she exited the park with her husband, and the only heat Candra felt was coming from the sun. The one thing that was the same was her heart; it was still thundering like a racehorse.




    A furious heat burned up her neck and over her cheeks. Sebastian smirked in a patronizing way, patiently waiting for her to regain her senses while the blood in her face smoldered beneath her skin.




    He did that on purpose. Why? Was it just to embarrass me or prove he could? The questions she knew she would ask rushed through her mind. Asking Sebastian why he didn’t kiss her would be akin to admitting she wanted him to…and she didn’t.




    Tears prickled her eyes, and she looked away briefly, blinking and refusing to allow them to spill over.




    “Nice try,” he repeated. “I know you’re guessing.”




    Candra desperately wanted to scream or hit him, or both. Her fists clenched by her side.




    “Even though the answer is perfectly obvious,” he added with a wink.




    “What? So you’re saying I’m stupid now?” Candra raged.




    Sebastian’s smile slipped. “Absolutely not. You simply have to look harder. I can’t tell you because I promised Ambriel I wouldn’t until she is ready, and you can’t see because your mind doesn’t want to accept the truth yet.”




    “What kind of mumbo jumbo crap is that?” Candra spun on her heels and headed to a large mound of rock nearby. His last words confirmed two things to her: Brie knew exactly what was going on, and if Sebastian had to promise not to tell her, it was because he wanted to. She sat down heavily and regretted it right away when a shard of loose rock scratched her lower back deeply, making her wince painfully.




    Sebastian walked toward her slowly, rubbing his hand roughly on the back of his neck, trying to ease a knot there. The muscles flexed and tensed in his arm with each stroke.




    “What are you doing now?” he asked impatiently.




    “I’m sitting down, and I don’t intend to move until you give me some answers.”


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Sebastian grimaced, watching her small face scrunch up into a hard scowl as he got nearer, and he almost laughed when it dawned on him that she didn’t even know she was doing it, making faces at him out here in the broad daylight. He understood she didn’t know who he really was or about the monster he was capable of becoming. Thanks to the promise he had made to Ambriel, he couldn’t warn her. Although Sebastian knew he was just as stubborn as Ambriel and it wouldn’t take long for him to come up with something to get around his vow. Or at least part way around it—there was some information he had no intention of sharing. After all, he was protecting her, protecting both of them as far as he could since he found them. Not that he wasn’t looking all along, but Ambriel was meticulous in her usage of the blessing Payne gave her to keep the kid away from all of them.



OEBPS/Images/section_break2_fmt2.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/Omnific_logo_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/section_break2_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/section_break2_fmt3.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/Ember-_ebook_cover_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/section_break2_fmt1.jpeg





