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Chapter One
 

 
 

abscond (v.) to sneak away and hide

 
 

Today had to be the second-worst day of my life. The brilliant blue sky filled up the picture window with not one cloud to mar the pristine view. By all accounts, today was going to shape up to be simply beautiful. The promise of the day didn’t fill me with hope, instead I found myself sitting at the breakfast counter in the kitchen sulking. My mother oblivious to my mood or so it seemed, moved about the kitchen liked she really owned the place. She and I knew better. Her culinary skills were limited to breakfast, and today I obliged her in favor of sulking. What I wanted was nothing more than to play sick, hide and not go to school.
 

I closed my eyes, willing myself to find my resolve to make it through the day. But closing my lids only brought a flashback of the dream I’d been having for the last two months.
 

The dream, even the memory of it, wormed its way through my mind. Reliving it, I looked at my arm. Even though only a figment of my imagination, I could feel his fingertips slid up my arm like silk making my heart race and my breathing stop. With my eyes closed, I could sense his breath mingling with my skin like perfume at the base of my neck. I let out a small exhalation of air. My body responded to that touch feverishly more like molten flame. His kiss, although feather light, wasn’t sweet. There was a ferocity that was unbridled. I looked into his summer blue eyes wishing he could read my thoughts. Before I have a chance to speak or hear his voice, the memory shattered with the sound that came from my left.
 

My mother’s voice drew me back to the present. My eyes opened. “Mercy, don’t sulk. It’s going to be a great day. You’ll see,” she said while patting my head. Somehow the gesture only made me feel like a good dog following her will.
 

Things had gone back to semi-normal between us only because I’d stopped asking questions. There wasn’t a point to it. She’d told me, in no uncertain terms, that she’d tell me when the time was right. It didn’t matter anyway because I think I gained some control over the demon that lived inside me.
 

With my fists on my cheeks and my elbows planted on the counter, I met her eyes with the broodiness I felt. I couldn’t stop myself from lashing out. “You’re only saying that because I’ve sworn off boys again.” The petulant tone of my voice was venomous at best.
 

Her face filled with compassion, which only deepened my foul mood. “Mercy, it’s for the best,” she said, trying to placate me. 
 

I rolled my eyes and looked around the kitchen that was still so foreign to me. I missed our old house where I knew just where everything went. This kitchen belonged to Flynn and his dad, David. Well, that was true until this past weekend. The wedding made everything official. I was never again going to live in our tiny little house that had been my home for the past seventeen years.  However, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I’d found a rhythm in this new space. Cooking was my only solace and all that I really had that made me happy these days. So I’d adapted, giving in again because I really had no choice in the matter.
 

I shifted my head slightly when my new roommate walked in. Flynn, the resident bad boy at our school, was pure lust on a stick. I could only be grateful he wasn’t walking around half naked like he normally did. His height had him dipping his head in the refrigerator to look for something. His faux Mohawk styled in that sexy messy hair perfection look galled me. When he stood up again, I saw he wore a navy long-sleeved shirt and dark wash jeans. His sleeves were pushed up to the elbow and he looked like a walking ad of high fashion. Even I had to admit he was gorgeous as always this morning.
 

When the succubus stirred inside me, I sucked in a breath and maybe a little too loudly. Flynn turned his attention back to me before I could hide my expression. He knew he looked good and gave me a sly smile to show that he saw I noticed. When our eyes locked, I turned my head away but not soon enough.
 

Hate was a strong word, but I had truly hated him for being so arrogant. The girls in the school didn’t help either. We were juniors and you’d think they would be used to him now. But no, they stopped, stared, and parted to give him room to walk or rather swagger. And he would just smile lifting his winter blue eyes in that way he did to show his confidence and expectation that all eyes would be on him.
 

Opening my fist, I covered my eyes with my hand. I cringed thinking about how I succumbed to his charms just yesterday. For some reason, I’d gone outside to ask Flynn a question. The memory rushed back like the water he’d been using to wash his new car. Well actually, the mammoth thing was a humongous SUV. He’d totaled yet another car, one which he didn't have that long. That one had been a replacement for a previously wrecked vehicle. And like everything else, he’d been rewarded no matter his actions. This time he earned himself a Hummer H2 despite his careless behavior. It doesn't seem fair, but David had a blind eye when it came to Flynn. To hear David tell his reasons for getting him a new car, he wanted his son protected. I couldn’t help but wonder who was protecting the rest of the population with Flynn behind the wheel.
 

With my eyes closed underneath my hand, I let the events of yesterday afternoon take root in vivid color. It had been a warm pre-spring day, and Flynn was taking advantage. He was washing his car even though it would have been easier to take it to be professionally done. Boys and their cars, I didn’t understand it. When I’d walked outside and saw him, my mind went completely blank. I forgot my question while taking in his appearance.
 

“What’s up?” he’d asked me, looking up from his crouch position with a crooked half grin.
 

“Um,” I said desperately trying to remember what I’d wanted. My eyes were glued to an eight pack of well-defined muscles in his abdomen. How did I know there were eight? Because I counted them. I blinked several times trying to regain my composure. I hated myself for being flustered at his attractiveness. He got enough of that at school. I didn’t want to add to his ego. I tucked my hands in the pockets of my cutoff shorts I’d worn to take advantage of a little sun. Stupidly, I said, “You need some help?”
 

 
 

His grin only widened. The next thing I knew, he stood and had the spray nozzle of the water hose pointed at me like a weapon. At once, my hands were in the air in a gesture for leniency. Almost immediately, my too thin cotton tee-shirt was sopping wet. He laughed. I lunged. We both ended up in the grass tussling over the water hose. We rolled a few times while the water still sprayed us, only making us magnets for grass clippings. Rapidly, they were pressed all over us like green fur. Just when things might have gotten awkward with us rolling on the ground together, I managed to wrench the hose from him. My victory was most likely because he’d been caught up in a fit of laughter at my anger. I pushed away from him, fumbling to my feet. Clicking off the hose, I managed to keep it aimed it at him. I used my free hand to wipe strands of my wet hair from my face.
 

Panic crept over me when something in his eyes changed. The playfulness that had been in the air now seemed to be gone. His stare, almost primal, looked hungry.
 

“Flynn, if you take one more step,” I barked.
 

He cracked a boisterous laugh and said, “What are you going to do?” His voice was low and gruff. His grin was cunning and telling. Frosted blue eyes gleaming like icicles, promising me what could be. And I knew all too well what that was. I’d kissed him on more than one occasion and it wasn’t a hardship. But I was still in love with his best friend, something we both needed to remember even though Luke and I were no longer together.
 

He took a tentative step. “Don’t make me hurt you,” I said, as if that would stop him. My hands shook slightly because I was afraid. Afraid of myself. Afraid if he stepped forward, then he might do something we shouldn’t. Would I have the will to stop him?
 

“What are you going to hurt me with?” he taunted, taking another step forward. His grin said it all. We were cambions which meant we were half human and half demon. He was half incubus, and I was part succubus. But we weren’t created equal. Both his parents were cambions, and my mother was but my dad was human. That meant Flynn like our parents had to survive on the life force of human given through an act of lust, even a kiss. I, on the other hand, didn’t need to feed to survive. For that I was extremely grateful.
 

Fortunately or unfortunately, our only weapons were lust-related. We were possibly the sorriest supernatural being out there, in my opinion. So two months ago, I began taking self-defense classes. I wasn’t sure that I would ever be able to best a full demon, but maybe I could put up a better fight.
 

My hands were now steady as I remembered my training. There were a few key moves from my class I’d learned thus far. Flynn was in my range. I matched his step forward and shot my foot in between his. Then quickly, I swept my foot out to the right and forced his foot from the ground resulting in him losing his balance. He wasn’t expecting it and easily went down. I moved to stand over him to gloat. With my triumphant grin at how effortlessly I'd gained an advantage with that simple move, I replied, “That’s what I’m going to do.” 
 

“Ouch,” he moaned. His pouty look and grimace of pain had me convinced. I guess I’m soft like that. Suddenly, I was on my knees beside him thinking that maybe he’d fallen on a hard patch of ground or rock and really hurt himself.
 

 “Are you ok?” I asked, my tone becoming remorseful.
 

His hand moved from his back where he’d been rubbing and took my hand that held the sprayer. I still kept my finger on the trigger just in case. He looked at me sorrowfully and I, like a dummy fell for it.
 

“Do you have a Band-Aid?” he asked.
 

My eye widened. “Are you bleeding?” I questioned while reaching for his other hand to see if there was blood on his fingers. In doing so, I was bent over his chest crosswise. We weren’t touching except for our hands.
 

When he spoke, I turned my head to meet his eyes. It was then I knew I’d been duped. His devious grin had returned replacing the sullen look he’d been giving me moments before. “No, but I’m sure I skinned something when I fell for you.”
 

I rolled my eyes. I should have known. It only took a minute for my itching finger to trigger a shooting stream of water into his waiting face. At the same time, I scrambled back. But he’d held on, only using one hand to divert the spray of water. He tugged me to him and now I was caught off balance. I landed back across his torso. This time, my body was pressed to his warm one.
 

“You,” I started to say something using a slew of SAT words I’d learned. That would be more effective against him than any four-letter words I could say. I knew whatever I said, his retort would include the nickname “Webster” he’d given me. A string of widely unused words was hanging at the tip of my tongue when someone else’s voice preceded mine.
 

“So what are you two up to?” a voice said from behind me. We froze. I recognized the voice immediately. It carried a hint of Scottish lilt, which was hidden most of the time. Sebastian. I didn’t have to see the tall, dark-haired and dazzling guy behind me to imagine him standing there. Flynn’s arm was across my back. The ground beneath us was wet and muddy. We were a mess of greens and browns stuck together. I clicked off the nozzle before I lifted up my head in an attempt to turn towards Sebastian. My vision was filled with someone but not with him. I couldn’t help but wonder when he’d gotten here. His arrival had been silent.
 

My body tensed. The view of Flynn and I didn’t look good. I could read that much in Luke’s eyes framed by a tousle of golden curls. But he held his tongue as I gazed at his beautiful face. So what could he possibly say? Things between us hadn't changed. Flynn and I had been caught by not one person but by both Luke and Sebastian. Flynn must have turned and saw Luke because he let go of me like my body was made of flames. The flush in my face confirmed the heat that crashed over me was from more than one stimuli. Immediately, I rolled away and sat up as fast as I could manage. Arms came around me from behind and helped me to my feet as I continued to stare at Luke. His gaze captured mine. Even though I wanted badly to turn from him, I found I couldn’t.
 

I saw the regret in his eyes that mirrored my own. I loved him more than I was willing to admit. But we couldn’t be together. I loved him enough to let him go. Luke stepped forward giving Flynn a hand up and the tension between the four of us was thick. You’d think that Luke and Sebastian pulled Flynn and me apart from a fist fight. We all just stood saying nothing. Awkward moments passed while I ponder how not too long ago I could have had my pick of any one of them. They were each stunning in their own way. My eyes were finally able to lift away from Luke, who was no longer looking at me but glowering at the boy behind me. I looked at Flynn, who looked a little sheepish.
 

Sebastian finally did something none of us had yet to do. He broke the tension. He rapidly turned me to him, easily lifted me off my feet tossing me over his shoulder in a show of strength.
 

“What,” I said out of sheer surprise.
 

“We should be off,” using the full force of his natural Scottish accent he hid most of the time. I didn’t have time to speak or look at the two boys who were left behind. Because Sebastian parted time and space and absconded us directly to my bathroom with only a thought. He was a full demon. One of his gifts was to defy physics and go wherever he wanted in seconds.
 

He put me down. I pushed at his chest. Apparently, he wasn’t expecting it because he staggered slightly back into the counter. “Why’d you do that?” I said unperturbed by his expression of confusion.
 He huffed out a laugh. “Lass, you were shivering and it was doing you no good staying," he said flatly. Still, he used that seductive accent.
 

I frowned. I didn’t remember shivering. But, when I looked down at my arm, goose bumps plagued my skin. I looked back into those vacant eyes of his. It only made me shiver more. “You made it look like,” I began.
 

His eyes darkened. “Like something was going on between us,” he finished. He looked at me intently daring me to answer in the affirmative.
 

“Yes,” I said, except my conviction was gone. It seemed unfair to punish him for my own doubts over my choices. Watching my foot making circle patterns on the floor, I muttered more to myself Stupid absconding Scottish demon, under my breath.
 

Abruptly, he stood and crossed the distance between us. Lifting my face to his, he placed his hands on either side of my face. I pressed my hands flat against the wall behind me to steady myself. “Is there something going on between us?” he asked, capturing my attention.
 

I stopped breathing. He was one word away from my unspoken mouth. I was reminded of the day when I had returned to the land of the living. The day Flynn made his intentions quite clear by kissing me. Then Paul left and hadn’t spoken to me since. Luke told me for the first time he loved me only moments before he broke up with me. I’d given Flynn hell. Sebastian, on the other hand, showed up just when I’d sworn off boys, my most vulnerable moment. My heart had been open in ways it shouldn’t have been. He leaned in just like this very moment. But Flynn had come rumbling around the corner and the spell had been broken with Sebastian leaning back just a little. I’d fled the scene. The kiss never happened and here we were again.
 

“Don’t lie Kayla. I can see it in your eyes,” he said. He was the only one to call be that. My name was Mercy McKayla. His name for me coupled with the rich baritone of his voice made my heart unable to resist a flutter.
 

I blinked, afraid that my succubus had taken over.  My eyes would be changed into large black orbs, filling in the entire eye around my irises. No, I still was in control and responding to his nearness. Even still, I didn’t know what to say anyway. He was wickedly handsome and terribly tempting. There were parts of me, specifically the demon who shared my body that wanted him and wanted him bad. And being with him wouldn’t be forbidden.
 

Something crossed his amazing face, like he’d read my thoughts. The emptiness in his eyes remained, reminding me he wasn’t human. He came forward even more, invading my personal space. I thought I just might give in. I’d been a little cold in the air-conditioned house still dripping wet. Now, I radiated heat. My breath began to quicken.
 

“You should get out of those wet clothes,” he said in a whisper, the warmth of his body filling my air space. Eying me up and down first, reminding me how my damp shirt clung to my body, he leaned in impossibly more. Then he was just gone, leaving nothing but warm mist that enveloped me only to quickly dissipate.
 

I blinked away that memory when he, Sebastian, the latest addition to our motley family, entered the kitchen with a huge smile and good mornings all around.
 



Chapter Two
 

 
 

invective (n.) an angry verbal attack
 

 
 

Where Flynn was pure lust, Sebastian was delicious sin. In untypical demon fashion, Sebastian was all smiles this morning. Unable to stop myself, I took in his tall frame in destroyed jeans with a navy zip down sweatshirt over a white shirt. How had I ended up living with two amazing guys I’m not related to? Truthfully, I didn’t know.
 

I really couldn’t fathom how or why the demon ended up living with us. Yes, everyone in the house was part demon. He, on the other hand, who came and sat next to me at the bar area, was a full demon. One who devoured other demons. He was a threat to everyone in the house. The soulless guy sat comfortably with a coffee and a bagel as if he wasn’t death on two legs. It was so surreal. If you didn’t know, you would think he was at least as human as the rest of us.
 

Days after I’d been rescued, David announced to a stunned Flynn and I that Sebastian was going to live with us. I hadn’t even guessed that had been the reason for the closed-door meeting between him, my mom and David. It was all so strange. My mother’s haunted expression had revealed much but not enough when she’d come out. We were told that Sebastian had asked for a place to stay and they’d agreed to it. Maybe she felt indebted to him because he saved my life. It was more than weird that they accepted him so easily. And all of Flynn and my other questions were blown off. I was used to that with my mom. She was good at keeping secrets. She’d kept things about what I was from me for a long time. Even now she held a secret she promised to reveal only in time. But Flynn and David had a very open relationship. Flynn wasn’t used to secrecy and didn’t take it very well. Come to think of it, it was shortly after that Flynn had gotten his new car.
 

Giving Sebastian credit though, he had done nothing to harm me or anyone else. In fact, he’d only really helped me since I met him. He hadn’t even tried to pursue a relationship with me. He’d simply been somewhat of a friend. We weren’t total buddies like Paul and I had been. But for the most part, he’d kept our relationship blissfully uncomplicated. And that had been just what I needed.
 

I hadn’t known I'd been watching Sebastian until out of my peripheral vision until I saw Flynn. Rolling his eyes at me, he apparently caught me in the act. I think he was partly jealous of Sebastian, but maybe even grateful in some ways that the other guy was here. I was certain it bothered him that Sebastian shared his throne as the hottest guy in school. That was just Flynn’s ego there. But Sebastian also took some of the heat from constant girls’ attention away from him. On some level, I think he was happy not to have to deal with all the interest all the time.
 

Stepping out of my thoughts, the sunny and bright kitchen didn’t match my mood. I didn’t see how this day was going to end well for me. My mom was still making small talk for which I’d ignored, for the most part. I’d only given her one-word answers in response to whatever she said. She was probably talking about her upcoming honeymoon trip with David. They would be leaving later today. I wanted to be interested, but I wasn’t. I couldn’t help it. My focus was on the dreaded day that lay ahead of me.
 

What I really wanted was to pretend to be sick, but my mom was a nurse. She would pick up on my lie or delay her honeymoon to take care of me. So I accepted my fate even though I didn’t want to face the day. The thought of what was to come made my stomach churn in unpleasant ways. I forced myself to nibble on a bagel while nodding noncommittal responses to something my mom said when Flynn’s father entered.
 

David, tall, dark-haired and handsome was dressed in a traditional navy blue suit, the kind any CEO in his position would wear. He crossed over to my mom and gave her a kiss. “Good morning, beautiful,” he said.
 

“You too, handsome,” my mom gushed.
 

Flynn and I both turned our heads and simultaneously said Get a Room. A few short months ago, I would have never believed I would be living with Flynn. He was the boy every girl and I mean every girl, including me at some point dreamed of, which is why I hated him desperately for it. No one should be that good looking. And although he was only a junior like me; he’d had any girl at school he set his sights on including senior girls like his last girlfriend. Amanda was not only a senior but a part of the inner elite crowd. The elite were a select group of popular people at our school who were the cream of the crop of the beautiful and rich. The name was also reserved for the reigning seniors. But it didn’t matter with Flynn. He was readily included in that group despite being only a junior.
 

Even now I had to wonder how my life would be different if I hadn’t gone to that party with Maggie a few months back. That was the night I was unceremoniously introduced to Flynn’s charms first hand. The bottle he’d spun landed on me resulting in us kissing. It would be a very cold day in hell when I would play the stupid game of spin the bottle again. But no, it wouldn’t have mattered because my mom and his dad had been secretly dating for a while. The odds were good that I still would be living here.
 

I’d just put down my empty glass when Flynn announced, “Saddle up boys and girls, time to go.” I was certain Flynn was trying to show up the other boy. We weren’t running late. Clearly, Sebastian wasn’t finished eating. He raised his half uneaten bagel to Flynn, but Flynn only shrugged and rattled his keys. Sebastian just sighed and stood up to head for the door.
 

Carefully, I got down from my bar stool. Today should be like most mornings as of late, but it was anything but normal. I’d been seized by the fashion police and hated the outfit I found myself wearing. It just made me look like I was trying too hard. This I could blame on my best friend’s newest BFF, Amber. The stupid short white ruffled shirt I was wearing had a tendency to rise. I wasn’t one for skirts and not because I didn’t like them but for practical purposes, like me bending to get my bag off the ground. I had to be ever so careful not to flash everyone. But more importantly, I felt my slim hips and too thin legs just didn’t look that good in skirts. Now give me a pair of skinny jeans and I looked great. Something about jeans, they were not only comfortable, they were forgiving to my tooth pick legs and less than stellar back side.
 

 Trying to keep up, I followed the guys outside after I gave my hasty goodbye and wished my mom and David a good time on their honeymoon. Swiftly, I headed out the door in the uncomfortable ballet flats I was wearing. I shook my head feeling my feet hit the ground quite differently than in sneakers. Again, I was reminded how this outfit wasn’t my idea. I’d have to talk to Maggie about how much she owed me for this. Their ambush of me yesterday happened before the water incident. We’d met up directly after school in a ‘planning session’. I lost all the battles save for one. I’d drawn the line at not wearing heels of any sort, including wedges. I would have looked ridiculous walking around school wobbling. I reserve heels for two events, homecoming and prom. Both of which I’d dodged the bullet in attending the past two and a half years. And the way things were going, I would miss the prom this year too. The jury was still out on whether or not I would be happy about missing the event.
 

Stepping outside in just a light gray sweater over my bubble gum pink top borrowed from Amber, I was reminded why, although I would have preferred to, I couldn’t wear flip-flops. I huddled into myself against the chill of the morning air. It was still considered winter even though spring hopefully was coming soon. Today was more than a bit brisk. My chucks would have gone a long way, but Maggie convinced me that today was special and therefore, I should be different. She wouldn’t hear any of my excuses. I guess it just was what you did for your best friend.
 

Gathered into myself, I thought about the letterman’s jacket that would have provided all the protection I needed against the frosty air. I still had it in my room. It was the jacket that belonged to my former boyfriend, Luke. He hadn’t asked for it back and I couldn’t bring myself to give it to him yet.
 

Luke had broken up with me about two months ago shortly after my birthday I might add, when he’d heard me express my affections for my former best friend Paul. It was all a big misunderstanding, but ultimately, it was for the best. He was a Nephilim, half human half angel. So, because I am part demon, being together could result in damning his soul. So I’d let him think the worst of me, taking the coward's way, instead of breaking up with him myself.
 

The click of the door locks jolted me to the present. Sebastian opened the door for me. As I got in, I saw Flynn roll his eyes again. I should be the one to roll my eyes. Flynn recently wrecked his nearly brand new sports car that was still in the shop. I wondered what would happen to it once it was fixed. I shook my head at David’s wisdom of having his son being a danger to everyone else on the road with this huge thing. Flynn hadn’t explained what happened in his latest wreck, heck I didn’t know the whole scoop on the previous one either. But then again, I hadn’t really been talking to him enough to find out. Even still, I think this was car number three or four for Flynn. I wasn’t sure I was safe riding to school with him every day.
 

With a turn of the key and the roar of the engine, we were on our way. I still didn’t have a car and Sebastian well he really didn’t need one because he could transport himself anywhere with his mind. Even so, having Sebastian transport himself all around town might freak out the humans. So we rode to school with Flynn every day. I used to ride with Maggie before we moved and I really missed that. However, it hadn’t really made sense for her to do so anymore now that she would have to drive past school to get to me.
 

 
 

As usual, I sat in the back to avoid conversation with either boy. Popping in my ear buds, I switched my iPod on, turned it loud and let my thoughts drift. There were just so many things on my mind. Images of memories long since past crept into my thoughts. This time it was Sebastian and how he seemed to appear exactly whenever I was vulnerable. The moment in my brain that flashed in my mind was on our near kiss. I couldn’t forget how he leaned down to kiss me and how I’d waited for it. I was going to let it happen. I remembered then just what kissing him felt like. He’d come to save me while I was in my capture’s home. Then, I’d kissed him for my survival as he’d passed some of his power to me. Yet I still felt like a cheat to Luke doing it. I never had to explain that transgression because Luke had broken up with me shortly after my rescue. And if Flynn hadn’t rounded the corner that day chasing after me, calling my name, and stopping Sebastian a mere whisper away from my lips, who knew what might have been. 
 

But Flynn had and I’d taken that moment of hesitation from Sebastian and ran away from them. I literally ran around and into the house to my room. Sebastian, of course, if he’d wanted to, could have transported himself into my room with that amazing trick he possessed. Not all demons are equal and can travel through time and space, but Sebastian could. And he hadn’t come to my room. So here we were.
 

Once Flynn parked in the lot, I hopped out of the back seat without a word and headed to school. I was careful to avoid Luke, who was standing not too far away in stone wash jeans with a light gray crew cut sweater with a button down underneath. I looked at my own sweater. Great minds was my thought. He and I kind of matched. Gosh, he looked like he should be in California with his sun kissed skin and blonde head full of curls. Where Flynn represented a dark hipper version of Abercrombie and Flinch, Luke was a poster boy for Hollister. 
 

Feeling Luke’s eyes on me rattled my nerves. On occasion, I’d caught him taking stolen glances at me when he thought I wasn’t looking over the past few months, most recently at the wedding. I flushed thinking how he caught me with Flynn yesterday, only to watch Sebastian carry me off like some barbarian. Automatically, I felt for the chain that held the silver heart Luke had given me for my birthday. Feeling it there, quieted some of the butterflies I felt in my stomach just looking at him. Madly, I still loved him. But I wouldn’t be responsible for his damnation. So again, I would live a lie and pretend indifference about him and any other males in my life. I was almost to the front stairs that led to the school doors when I felt the arm around my waist and stiffened. For a minute, I thought it might be Luke. If it had been, I couldn’t be responsible for what I would have done. However, his touch was unmistakable and it wasn’t him.
 

Looking up and into those blue eyes, I caught the dark hair of Sebastian. I tried to push him away as we walked towards the school. I wasn’t sure what he was trying to prove. He’d given me space the last couple of months only being a friend. I could feel the cool stares from the jealous girls standing nearby in the parking lot. Sebastian was the new and shiny hot guy, a lot of hopeful girls and some guys wanted a piece of.
 

“Stop that,” I said trying to pry his hand off my waist. Swatting at his firm grip on me, I couldn’t help the giggle that escaped my throat because I wasn’t angry. With my tone, I let him know I was serious. And silly me, I didn’t want Luke to see. I didn’t want him to think I’d blindly moved on, even if I knew we couldn’t be together. This wasn’t just one-sided. I knew I wasn’t ready to see him with anyone else either.
 

“Kayla,” Sebastian said crooning his nickname for me. This only reminded me of all the jokes said about my name, including beg for mercy. And I happened to like Kayla as a name far better, but I’d never tell Sebastian that. His voice was rich and full of suggestions. “It’s Valentine’s Day, lass. Love is in the air,” he said into my ear. His mouth next to my ear was way too intimate.
 

Groaning and pulling a bit away from him, I said, “Don’t remind me.” I knew exactly what day it was because my outfit was conceived out of the spirit of the day by those who claimed me as a friend. Speaking of the sadist, both girls saddled up to me and Sebastian. Sensing the ambush, he let me go and in a hasty ‘See ya
later’ he retreated in favor of heading in the direction of some girls who called his name. I had to envy how in less than a week after he started school a few months ago, he’d hit superstardom in popularity. Now two months later into high school life, he probably knew more people than I did and I grew up here.
 

“You wore it,” Maggie said jovially. Her eyes were bright green and twinkled in the daylight. My best friend knew me better than anyone else and knew my reservations.
 

Sighing, I nodded. I had worn it. “Only for you,” I mused while she stood next to Amber with twin grins on their faces. It was obvious they thought I would back out with them not there to dress me. The white mini skirt, which had been Maggie’s birthday gift to me, was paired with a candy heart pink top layered over a white one. I was sure we looked ridiculous, glancing at the other two girls. Maggie wore a different style white skirt with a red top and Amber completed the triplet look varying hers with a top a shade somewhere in between. Maggie and I had never dressed alike because we had been called the M&M sisters all through our years of school because we’d been inseparable. Now some called us M Am M. The Am of course was for Amber. I wanted to hate her for breaking into my relationship with Maggie changing it from a duo to a trio, but it was hard to. She was so freaking nice. Even so, it had been her brain child for us to look like this today. “Hi Amber,” I managed to say with a sincere smile.
 

Hanging with Amber these last months, I’d gotten to know her. She wasn’t like her cheerleading comrades. I’d come to the conclusion that she’d been friends with Nina, Luke’s ex and Amanda, Flynn’s ex simply because she didn’t have options if she wanted to stay popular. Now that Maggie and I seemed to have somewhat broken into that group only through our relationships, with Brent and Luke, we’d become her way out. I couldn’t hate her for that.
 

Stepping into the school’s main hallway, I could see we were not in the minority with the over-the-top Valentine’s Day outfits. There was a sea of pink, red and white and a few others in yellow and purple. Most girls looked like they put a lot of effort into looking their absolute best today. The guys, however, were just admiring the views as girls in short skirts or tight pants walked by.
 

At the first bell, Maggie and I parted ways with Amber. She, being a senior with decent grades, didn’t share any classes with us. After a few bits of conversation and promises to see each other at lunch, we moved on. Maggie’s class was on the way to mine, so I had some precious time with her by myself. The time would be far too short for me to share my boy troubles with her.
 

“Tonight’s the night, huh,” I said to her. Maggie previously told me that she planned to take her relationship with Brent to the next level tonight.
 

I watched her smile fade while we navigated the hallways to our lockers first before heading to class. “I don’t know Eme,” she said sorrowfully. My heart leaped at the thought she might have changed her mind. Maggie had a way of falling in and out of love. I just wasn’t sure if Brent was going to be the one. “He’s been so weird and his temper is off the charts,” she added.
 

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want,” I urged her.
 

We stopped in front of our lockers. I waited for her to speak. It looked like there was more she wanted to say. I leaned one shoulder on the locker to let her know I was giving her my full attention.
 

She shook her head. “He’s got it all planned out,” she added. Her bright green eyes dulled in thought. It was like she was holding something back from me.
 

“Maggs, this isn’t a date your breaking. There are no second chances on this,” I pleaded. She exhaled an extended breath of air. Then she turned to her locker to work on the combination.
 

I moved into her personal space. “Maggs, don’t shut me out. I’m not judging you, you know that. But this is something you can’t take back later,” I said.
 

She stopped twirling the lock. I could tell now that she hadn’t really been putting in her combination. She’d been avoiding my eyes. Turning back to face me, she said, “I do love him.” I nodded not wanting to speak so she could have her say. “And, I was sure,” she added hesitantly.
 

“But,” I interjected.
 

She averted her eyes then returned them to me again. “I don’t know. I do but I don’t,” she finally admitted.
 

I could tell that she wasn’t going to say anymore. So I pulled my final card. “If Brent really loves you, he’ll wait until you’re ready,” I said. Believe me, I wasn’t the poster child for virginity. However, for me, I knew I wouldn’t until it was with the one. I even knew who that one was. So I would probably die a virgin.
 

“Eme, Brent isn’t pressuring me. I’m the one who came up with this bright idea,” she said looking away from me.
 

Feeling a wave of relief, I was happy not to think less of Brent. Now at least I still thought he was a good guy. I didn’t want to lecture her. I figured we could talk more at lunch and in the class we shared, so I let it go. While I waited for her to gather her things, a petite girl with Asian features I’d never seen before passed me and unashamedly took in the full view of me. It gave me the willies, but it didn’t feel like she was interested in me thank goodness. I had enough with my own boy problems to add a stray girl into the mix. Her intake of me seemed more like she was assessing me. I shook off the weird vibe and headed off to class once Maggie was finished.
 

Alone again when I’d parted ways with Maggie, I was left with my own thoughts. I couldn’t help but be reminded that this would be the third year in a row that I was without a boyfriend on Valentine’s Day. In the past, I’d secretly wished that I would receive an anonymous rose from some boy professing his undying love for me. It never came. And I’d long since given up hope on that.
 

Val-A-Grams would be distributed by the clubs that sold them over the course of the day. But as a general rule, if you hadn’t received a rose by lunch, most likely you weren’t getting one. Surprise was the only way to describe my expression when a girl walked up to my seat in class wearing purple wings on her back with a silver foil halo crowning her head and her hand extended to me.
 

“Here,” the girl with the purple wings said. I couldn’t help noticing she wore a bright red top. Her voice was a monotone that clearly conveyed perfectly her lack of inspiration in taking on this task. I was more than certain that she had been roped in at the last minute to hand out these roses. Somehow, I doubted she’d worn the red top with the idea she’d be wearing purple wings. That and her clear lack of enthusiasm clenched that thought.
 

“Thanks,” I said with a small smile showing my appreciation for her plight. I took the bouquets of flowers she pushed at me. Don’t get me wrong, bouquet was a strong word. But it was the only one that came to my confused mind at receiving them. There were four long stem roses, one white, two red and one pink. They had cute little hang tags dangling from each stem. I studied the hang tags in amazement since this was a first for me. The tags were about four inches long with scalloped cut edges. The messages were written on ivory parchment paper glued to the red cardboard.
 

One by one, I read the messages while the teacher, who had much patience for the day, allowed the distractions. Purple winged cupid girl continued to walk around my class handing out the other flowers to girls and a few guys.
 

The tags were clearly written in the same feminine bubbly handwriting. Unmistakably, I was sure that the person or persons who sent the flowers did not write the messages on them. Here were the anonymous roses I’d long since dreamed of. Only now, after I read the messages, I didn’t think I would have a happily ever after.
 

The first tag read ‘Forgive Me’. When thinking about the guys in my life over the past couple of months, I couldn’t be sure who that came from. I read on. The second perplexing tag said ‘You and Me’. That certainly wasn’t a helpful clue either. The third tag read ‘Be Mine’. For a moment, I thought I was sure who had sent that one, but quickly dismissed it. The last said ‘Miss You’. I gave up. I had no idea. It could have been anybody and I certainly wasn’t going to ask them individually if they’d sent me a rose. Most likely my choices were narrowed down to Luke, Paul, Flynn or Sebastian. The only problem was that I didn’t think that they were all sent by the same person. I put them down not really wanting to think about it too much more. I settled into class and began taking notes when the teacher finally took control of the class.
 

After the fourth period bell rung, I trudged out of my class especially not looking forward to this part of the day. Since the whole break up with Luke, I stopped sitting at the senior elite table. It wasn’t as if I couldn’t sit there. But for me, it was too hard to do so. Amber and Maggie continued to sit with the group. And I was totally okay with it. Brent was there and if Maggie sat with me more than likely Brent and his friends, including Luke, would follow. So it was better this way. Surprisingly, though was Sebastian. He could have sat with them. Clearly, he fit in. Nevertheless, he’d sat with me from the first day he came to school after David procured the right documentation to enroll him, at his choice, a junior like Flynn and me. The more that I thought about it, maybe it wasn’t such a surprise. I had to wonder why the guy was here. I didn’t think it was because he was into me like he hinted at yesterday. My mom wouldn’t have agreed to this otherwise. Perhaps he was my protector. Possibly, I was still in danger even though nothing has happened at all lately.
 

Stepping into the lunch room, I was waylaid. Maggie and Amber headed me off at the pass and herded me like a lingering lamb to sit with them at the dreaded elite table after I’d gotten my lunch. I didn’t want to make a fuss because it would have drawn too much attention my way. So I followed like a good dog and sat at the very end of the table. It was then I saw Sebastian across the table from me, sitting next to Flynn.
 

Luke, on the other hand, was sitting further down more in the center of the table still on the opposite side from me. That much I’d surmised on my way over there to sit down. So, he and I weren’t near each other. Based on my position, I could see him if I’d glanced his way. That is how I noticed the new girl that had been checking me out before school sitting next to him. She seemed to be enchanted by him. It clicked. Now it made sense why she’d checked me out. I nearly laughed, but then my heart sank at the thought she might replace me. She was pretty enough. With the wall at my back, I looked away from his direction. I didn’t want to see if his face registered surprise at my being there. And frankly, it was none of my business who he decided to date.
 

Amber sat across from me. We were kindred spirits. She was alone of sorts at the table with her ex and my ex-best friend Paul, who surprisingly made an appearance at lunch today. He sat opposite Flynn. Amber hadn’t been the coward I’d been. She’d continued to take the punishment of being near Paul and not being with him. I knew she still pined after him because she talked about him every day.
 

Soon after I sat down, the sounds of muffled oohs and ahhs came. Flynn's voice rose next. “Are you from Tennessee? Because you're the only ten I see!” I’d turned when I heard his voice and now he glanced at me. Immediately, I took it to mean that he’d noticed me sitting at the table for the first time in months. The guys laughed at his remark. I heard a girl say, “That is so sweet.” But I didn’t look to see who said it. 
 

With movement in my peripheral vision, I caught Brent wrapping an arm around Maggie’s shoulder. He decided to be next and chimed in. “Okay, I got one.” He paused and only had eyes for her. “Damn, if being sexy was a crime, you'd be guilty as charged!” Muffled laughter erupted at the end of his sentence. The way he looked at her made me envious. I could see he really loved her.
 

Maggie gave him her winning smile. “Is that the best you’ve got?” she chided him.
 

He smiled back at her and didn’t take a moment to think. “I was wondering if you had an extra heart, mine seems to have been stolen,” he said, staring directly in her eyes as if she was the only one who existed. From the cadence of the sounds, more oohs and ahhs came from the girls at the table. Maggie rewarded Brent by giving him a quick kiss. She looked around to make sure they hadn’t been caught by any teachers. I looked away because it was painful to see what I couldn’t have especially on a day like today.
 

Jay, not wanting to be outdone, spoke to his long-time girlfriend Kathy. “There isn't a word in the dictionary for how good you look,” he said. I turned in time to see his ginger grin and her beam at him. More laughter came from the group.
 

Flynn, never one to let anyone have anything easy said, “Paul are you in?”
 

Paul looked faintly embarrassed for a second but quickly recovered. Gone was the shy boy, I fell for over two years ago. Now a confident handsome guy took his place. “I’m not sure you can top what I have,” Paul teased.
 

Flynn played along. “Let’s see what you’ve got then.” Paul was egged on by the rest of the table until he finally spoke. I guessed this was some sort of cheesy line contest.
 

“Fine,” he said. He looked at no one in particular, when he spoke. “I was so enchanted by your beauty that I ran into that wall over there. So I am going to need your name and number for insurance purposes.” The guys roared and the girls murmured affirmative comments. I actually liked that one and ventured a glance at him in time to see his line earned him a few back slaps.
 

Flynn didn’t wait. He countered. “Do you have a Band-Aid? I just scraped my knee falling for you.” Spinning into some sort of vortex, I zoned out on the laughter for a moment thinking I heard a version of this yesterday. Had Flynn been feeding me a line? I looked up in time to give Flynn an annoyed glare when I was caught by Luke’s unabashed stare. His face was lit up in a radiant smile. It warmed me all the way to my soul.
 

Luke spoke, as if he were talking to me, “If I had to choose between breathing or loving you, I would say "I love you" with my last breath.” My heart stopped. Time ceased to exist. It was just he and I for that moment in space.
 

Finally, I was able to turn away when I heard Brent say, “Man that was a good one.” I looked up in time to see the new girl giving me her version of a death ray glare. It seemed I’d earned myself a new enemy.
 

Flynn spoke to Luke drawing my attention away from the stupid girl, “Cut the romantic shit and get with the program.” 
 

Before Luke could respond, Brent said, “Maybe you don’t have it in you, Flynn.” 
 

Flynn rolled his eyes and said, “For a moment I thought I had died and gone to heaven. Now I see that I am very much alive, and heaven has been brought to me.”
 

Several gasped; I didn’t have time to be impressed before Paul chimed in again, “I have another.” He paused before adding, “Is there an airport nearby or is that just my heart taking off?” I heard Amber audibly suck in a breath. That grabbed my attention and I looked at her looking at him. So I followed her gaze over to him and found he was looking at me. Pissed, I couldn't believe after avoiding me for months, now he had the nerve to stare at me. 
 

Flynn’s voice had the noise of the lunch room crashing down around me again. “You two are full of shit.” You didn’t have to be a rocket scientist to know he had to be referring to Luke and Paul.
 

Sebastian broke through interrupting Flynn's censure. “The best has yet to come,” he said. I heard a girl say ‘I wonder what he’s going to say to top that?’ Sebastian ignoring that comment said, “If a thousand painters worked for a thousand years, they could not create a work of art as beautiful as you.” I didn’t look at Sebastian even though I thought he was right. That had been the best line I’d heard yet. It was the kind of line that would make a girl fall in love. So I avoided looking at him in favor of my lunch that I had yet to begin to eat. I sincerely didn’t think he would be looking at me. And I didn’t want to know either.
 

I couldn’t be certain, but I thought it was Amanda, who said, “OMG!” I had to agree. I certainly didn’t believe the demon had it in him. Finally, curiosity destined to kill the cat, I towards him in time to catch Flynn’s frown deepen. Sebastian was edging into his territory and he didn’t like it. School’s number-one hottie had been his title since the first day he’d graced these halls.
 

“You assholes. Try this on for size.” Flynn said and glanced at me then back at the table. “You’re like a dictionary; you add meaning to my life.” Another round of oohs and ahhs came from the captivated girls who sat nearby. I don’t think anyone thought Flynn had it in him. I had to give pause. It was an interesting choice of words if I were looking for more in them. Flynn’s nickname for me was Webster.
 

“He never said anything like that to me.” This time I was sure that had been voiced by Amanda.
 

I felt the burning eyes on me. So I looked up. Luke captured my gaze again and said, “If beauty were time, you'd be eternity.” My heart stopped. I was paralyzed to look away from him. In my peripheral vision, I caught the frown on the girl’s face who sat next him. So maybe she hadn’t replaced me after all. More likely, she wanted to.
 

Thankfully, another senior boy who apparently wasn’t dating anyone spoke. And when the words came out of his mouth, I understood why he was girlfriendless. “If you were a booger, I'd pick you first.”
 

A lot of yuck
and
that’s
gross penetrated the table’s atmosphere. A rain of crumbled napkins showered over the boy. Of course, all the guys laughed at him, including Luke, who finally looked away from me. I was never so grateful for such a tactless comment. All too soon the laughter died and in the quiet space of time my nemesis decided to strike.
 

Okay, I’m not a confrontational person by nature. That is why my mom and I’d been at an impasse for a couple of months last year when I needed her to give me certain information about what I was, so I could move forward in my relationship. But everyone has their limits. And today was mine.
 

“So look who’s decided to join us with her roses today,” a voice said from the other end of the table. The word ‘roses’ was spoken as if it was a dirty word. The game of the corniest pickup lines was apparently over. The table got so quiet and others nearby stopped to listen as well. It was expected. With her tone, it was clear she’d wanted to start in on me. I am not sure why Nina hated me. She and Luke had broken up a couple of weeks before Luke and I had gotten together late last year. And we weren’t together anymore, so why did she still have it in for me. Maybe she’d noticed how he’s directed his lines at me. Ugh!
 

I looked up and noticed her for the first time. She sat on the opposite end of the table. She’d cut her hair off. It was now short in the back and layered longer in the front. The style was quite cute with her shiny midnight hair. Nevertheless, today wasn’t a day for compliments. I should have held my tongue, but I didn’t. Maybe it was the stress of being at the table. Maybe it was because I’d hoped to remain in the shadows and not draw attention to myself. 
 

Although it felt longer, it had only been less than a few seconds before I said back, “What is your problem?” I asked. My voice was steady and sure. I looked her straight in her eyes. My eyes held all the confidence I’d gained in the last several months. I didn’t need her or any of the rest of the popular crowd’s approval.
 

 “Did you get those roses by sleeping with every boy at this table?” she asked, using a caustic tone while holding my gaze. Her eyes weren’t friendly and her face held a scowl.
 

Although things were quiet, I could hear murmurs from those around me. They waited with bated breath for an escalation of violence. There was nothing I could say to that. I hadn’t slept with anyone. I was still a virgin, which somehow I doubted she could claim the same. However, I didn’t know that either. Whatever I said would sound too much like how a child would say ‘I know you are but what I’m I’. Even so, I couldn’t help myself. In a calm manner, I stood with my tray in one hand and flowers in the other.
 

Amber tried to put a hand on mine to stop me, whispering something like you don’t have to go. But I didn’t listen. Maggie may have spoken too, but my head had cleared itself free of all the background noise. I said in a normal tone that with the silence around us, I knew she’d clearly hear me, “I didn’t. And your invective against me proves just what a bitch you are and why no guy wants you.” So it wasn’t the best line, but it made my point. She paled for a second. With that, I walked with all my dignity intact. Tossing my uneaten lunch in the trash which had been broiled chicken over a Caesar salad, I exited the lunch room. 
 

In the hallway, I had my next surprise of the day. I’d careened right into Tom, who was headed into the lunch room.
 



Chapter Three
 

 
 

 perspicacity (adj.) shrewdness, perceptiveness
 

 
 

Tom, Brent’s cousin, whom I met over Thanksgiving break last year when Brent ended up in the hospital after a bad bear attack, stood in front of me. I’d seen him maybe twice since then and on every occasion he’d made it quite clear that I was someone he needed to avoid.
 

“Hey trouble, where are you off to?” he asked with a grin.
 

I looked up into his gray eyes before I rolled my own with a slight laugh. “Hey yourself,” I said half heartedly.
 

His happy face changed into one of concern. “You look pissed. What happened?” he asked.
 

“You know me and misfortune,” I said, holding up the roses for him to see with a grimace on my face.
 

 “What are you doing here?” I asked, trying to head off any further questions directed at me. We continued to stand on the outskirts of the cafeteria. I hoped no one would come after me before I got away.
 

“Long story. Where are you headed?” he asked.
 

“Anywhere away from here,” I answered, my eyes traveling to the side exit door.
 

Following my gaze, he asked, “So you want to ride with me to get lunch then?”
 

Tom had made it a point to steer clear of me. So the question was so odd, I frown up at him.
 

“I’ll tell you why I’m here on the way,” he added, to sweeten the deal. I nodded at him thinking he was my best option to get away from things. Plus my curiosity was peaked, wondering why he was at my school in the first place.
 

Off campus lunch was strictly forbidden. But most everyone did it on occasion. And today I was in the mood to break the rules to gain my freedom from the situation in the lunch room. He peered again at the roses in my hand on our way out a side entrance closest to the cafeteria. “What are those for?” he asked.
 

Offhandedly, I said, “Val-O-Grams,” sighing so he could hear my disgust.
 

He grinned. “Who’re they from?” he asked.
 

Rather than answer him, I shrugged.
 

He shook his head then said, “I knew you were trouble.” 
 

“Your perspicacity knows no bounds,” I said haughtily, while rolling my eyes.
 

 
 

We walked up to a car with the familiar intertwined circles that were the Audi symbol centered and the letters TT to the side on the back. It was a sporty looking car in silver. I had to admire it. He popped the locks then opened the door for me. “Where should we eat?” he asked.
 

Ducking into the car, I wasn’t really hungry because Nina had killed my appetite, so I said, “It doesn’t matter.”
 

“Taco Bell fine then?” he inquired.
 

“Sure. I’m surprised since, you know, I’m trouble and all.  Why would you want to be seen with me,” I said smartly, eyeing him with a grin as he closed his door. Free of the cafeteria and all the prying eyes, I was starting not to feel so angry. 
 

He started the car and said, “Trust me, if I hadn’t already heard that you and surfer boy weren’t together anymore, I’d steer clear of you.”
 

“Surfer boy,” I said, “Funny.” I drew out the last word. But inside I laughed because it was true.
 

His comment about my relationship status wasn’t lost on me. I was struck that he’d heard about my breakup. Did that mean I was the topic of conversation all the way back in New York? Boy, that was just wonderful and not in a good way if true.
 

“Why would you stay away from me?” I rebutted. “Clearly, you’re not interested in me. Why does it matter who I’m dating?” I added sweetly, raising my eyebrows at him to give him a hard time. I may have been flirting a bit in how I said it, but at the same time I wasn’t. He’d set himself right up for that question.
 

“You are a trouble magnet and I have enough of that on my own,” he replied.
 

Quick on my feet I said, “You’ve said that like a zillion times before, but that still doesn’t answer my question. Why are you curious about my dating status?” I flashed him my pearly whites. I wasn’t going to make this easy for him.
 

“I don’t know,” he said honestly. His words didn’t come fast and he almost struggled visibly to say them. “There is something about you. Maybe it’s that ‘I need to be rescued’ look you always seem to have. But I’m not interested in dating you no matter how lovely you are.”
 

He thought I was lovely. Nobody’s ever called me lovely. “I can’t believe you said something nice about me for once,” I said triumphantly, glossing over the rest of what he said. I sat back in my seat gratified I’d made him squirm. I did, however, speculate about the damsel in distress look he said I had.
 

“I try,” he said with a chuckle.
 

In the drive-through line, I ended up ordering a soft taco that he paid for. It was only a dollar, so I didn’t let it bother me, he wouldn’t let me pay. “So tell me, why were you in my school?” I asked, with a hand covering my mouth after I took a bite of my taco.
 

He nearly had his burrito almost to his lips when I asked the question. He thought for a moment before dropping his hands back into his lap with the untouched burrito in it. “I moved down here for a while,” he said. Then unceremoniously, he took a huge bite of his food giving me a chance to digest the information.
 

I took another bite thinking he might explain further.  Nothing, before my next bite, I said, “And?” Then I bit into my taco again.
 

Swallowing, he took a long drag on his coke before clearing his throat.  “I thought I could help Brent better if I was here,” he said. “And my parents had to go to Ireland to take care of my sick grandfather for a while.  He’s not doing so well and my mom wanted to spend time with him.  So instead of staying at the house by myself, I thought I could help Brent get through his new reality.  He’s having a tough time with the fact he may not play football again,” he added soberly.  His words clued me in on what may have been going on with Brent and his anger. 
 

Taking another bite, I let the silence fill the car.  There just wasn’t more to say about that topic.  Sooner than later further conversation revealed that Tom was a junior too. I was surprised. I would have pegged him as a senior.  I thought back to last year when I saw him last at Brent’s welcome back bash.  Brent had nearly choked some poor kid to death for touching Maggie on the bottom.  The poor guy had pleaded it was an accident, but Brent wouldn’t listen.  It had taken both Luke and Flynn to pull him off the guy before Tom had swooped in and manhandled the bigger boy.  Surprisingly, Brent had cowed under his scorn.  It seemed odd then and seemed odder now.  There had to be more to who Tom was.
 

 “Hey, wait a minute,” I said when we pulled back into the school parking lot.  “I can’t believe I missed this,” I said pointing to the little figurine of R2D2 from Star Wars tacked to his dashboard.
 

“Yeah, I love that movie,” he said.
 

“Oh my god, I do too,” I said in shock, getting out of the car.  Once we were headed back to the school, I said, “The original trilogy I mean, not the prequel. Although, the last one of the prequels was pretty good.” 
 

He stopped and looked at me for a moment longer. “You look more like a Princess Diaries kind of girl,” he said.
 

I lightly punched him on the shoulder.  “Hey, what’s that suppose to mean,” I said with a scowl. 
 

“Most girls aren’t into science fiction,” he said, arching a brow at me.
 

“I’m not most girls,” I said wryly, wiggling my eyebrows.  There I went again with the flirting.  It was harmless though because neither of us was interested in the other.  I think that’s why it was so easy to do.  Talking to Tom was like how it used to be between Paul and me.
 

“That much I’m sure of,” he said, giving me a wink. Then he paused and narrowed his eyes for a quick moment.  He spoke slow and careful when he asked, “So what are you doing tonight?” 
 

We were halfway to the school from the parking lot when he said it. I turned to eye him suspiciously, but I didn’t stop walking. “I’m doing the un-Valentine’s Day thing,” I said cautiously. 
 

He laughed. “And what’s that,” he said, while trying to suppress his chuckles.
 

“It means ice cream and movies,” I said proudly.  Actually, I wasn’t sure I was going to do that, but it’s what I’d done in the past.
 

“Do you want company?” he asked.  He looked serious.
 

This time I did stop.  I paused on the top step.  We were almost to the front door of the school. He’d taken a few steps before realizing that I wasn’t in step with him. “What?” he asked, turning to look down at me.
 

“You’ve made it clear that you’re not into me, so why would you spend Valentine’s Day with someone you’re not interested in?” I asked, with one eyebrow arched.
 

He held a hand up. “First its un-Valentine’s Day, right?” he asked.  I nodded.   “Second, Brent and Maggie have something planned and have asked, very kindly I might add, that I not be home tonight,” he said, enunciating his words so that we both understood what they were up to.  Brent was pretty well off too.  So his house was not small.  However, my guess was that Maggie didn’t like the idea of someone being in the house at all.
 

I almost forgot my earlier conversation with her.  I needed to find out what she decided.  There was nothing to do about it now though.  The bell would be ringing soon.  The halls would be filled with students long before the warning bell.
 

“Well, I guess you’re stuck with me then. How about we watch Star Wars?” I asked.
 

He laughed again. “That sounds cool. We can go for ice cream after school, unless you have other plans.” He eyed my hand full of roses.  For a minute, I wanted to toss them in the trash.  The burden of not knowing who sent them made me tired of carrying them.  But what if one, if not all was from Luke, I thought. 
 

“No plans. I’ll meet you by your car straight after school,” I said. I hoped not to be seen by gossips if we left right away.
 

Our conversation had me make a classic error in judgment.  We entered the front of the school building. I knew better and should have taken one of the circuitous entrances like the gym or cafeteria, but I wasn’t thinking.  Vice Principal Wright was at the door waiting, tapping her black lace up clad foot.  Her gray suit and nude stockings made her look old and mean.  Her graying hair was pulled back so tight she had no lines on her face other than the frown she bore.
 

“Well, I’m shocked,” she said to us. “You are new,” she said pointing at Tom. “But you missy,” she said pointing at me with beady eyes, “you know better.”
 

“I,” I stammered.  I’d never been caught doing anything wrong before. I had no practice on how to handle it.  I could see in the distance several students leaving the cafeteria early.  They darted down a different hallway to avoid the Vice Principal.  I sighed.  I’d been seen, so rumors would ensue.  I so didn’t want to be on display for anymore to see.
 

Tom was quick on his feet though and helped me where I had failed. “We didn’t go out,” he said. “I walked her to her car to get Brent’s homework.”
 

“When did you get a car?” she asked, focusing her dark eyes on me and I swear she could see the lie.  Even though our school in no way could be considered small, Principal Wright prided herself in knowing each and every one of us.  I don’t think however she remembered my name which is why she called me missy.
 

“He means Flynn’s car,” I said thinking clearer and quicker now hoping to end this soon. I pulled out my key for Flynn’s car from my pocket.  David said I was welcome to drive it, but I hadn’t taken him up on that. But I kept the key so I didn’t have to stand by the car waiting for Flynn every day. 
 

Tom was muttering an explanation that I didn’t quite follow.  Halfway tuning them out, I had been eyeing the hallway knowing more people would be coming out at any moment before the bell signaled lunch was over.  I prayed we could get through this before anyone else saw.  My luck was on a dive southward, however.  I watch in horror as Flynn strode out of the lunchroom followed by Luke, Paul and Sebastian in that very order.  
 

Vice Principal Wright couldn’t have picked worse words to say then. “We don’t allow students to go make-out in their cars at lunch.”  Her words were stern and clear.  Although she hadn’t yelled them, the empty hallway carried her voice all the way to the frozen faces of the guys that were now watching the exchange.  My face was horrified and I made the mistake of looking down at the floor like I was guilty.  
 

Looking up, I was just in time to see Luke’s face sour.  My newest rival walked out at that point and assessing the situation quickly, her face quirked a smile. He abruptly changed directions striding down one of the perpendicular hallways out of sight once she linked her arm in Luke’s.  Tom must have noticed too because he said, “Shit.”  All I could think was that Nina was wasting her efforts on me.  There was someone else she should focus her on.
 

Ms. Wright hearing the curse chided Tom on language.  I looked at Flynn who shook his head with a grimace then went down the same hall following after Luke. Maggie and Amber caught up with Paul and Sebastian catching sight of me.  Maggie narrowed her eyes then began talking to Paul backing him away from the scene.  Amber and Sebastian followed with nothing else better to do.   
 

Finally, after being released with just warnings, thanks to Tom’s smooth words, the bell ending lunch rang. Tom and I headed into the mob of students heading to class.  Before we parted ways, Tom muttered sorry to me.  He’d obviously seen we’d been caught.  It wasn’t his fault.  But all I could do was to nod at him and headed to my locker before class.  Lucky for me, Maggie’s locker next to mine was vacant.  I needed to talk to her, but last I saw her, she was with Paul.  
 

Afternoon classes would drift by in a blur.  I was surprised when Tom turned up in my history class right after lunch.  He’d entered right when the bell rang, so we didn’t get a chance to speak.  Then the teacher called him up after class, so I headed on to my next class without saying one word to him.  It was just as well.  If anything had been said about us, maybe the rumor mill would die down if there were witnesses to us not talking to each other.
 

Second semester had changed classes around.  So I didn’t have the next class with Paul and Maggie.  Instead, I shared last period with them both.  Just when we sat down, before I could talk to her about lunch and her impending date with Brent, my earlier cupid girl showed up with the same glower on her face.  She gave Maggie six pink roses to add to the six red ones I saw her with at lunch.  I gave her a super smile trying to be happy that her relationship was rosy, pun intended.  While Maggie read the single hang tag tied around the bunch, the sour faced girl turned to me and handed me two yellow roses.  
 

This time there wasn’t a mystery as to who had sent me the pretty flowers.  The tag said I’m sorry, your un-Valentine.  The writing was scrawled and I had to assume Tom had written it himself.  Apparently, there were last minute Val-O-Gram sales.  Who knew?  I smiled to myself.  Tom was a nice guy if not a little annoying with the whole ‘I’m not
interested in you’ mantra.  Just then Paul sat down in his usual spot behind me.  Maggie had to ask at that exact moment, “Who are those from?”
 

I didn’t have to see Paul because I heard him shift in his seat. I needed to think before I spoke but I also couldn’t think too long because then they may think I was finding an excuse.  I saw the anticipation on Maggie’s face and it started to slip.  Time was up, I had to answer. And for a second I wondered why I even cared what Paul thought.  To him, we weren’t even friends.  “Tom,” I said flatly. “He is apologizing for getting me in trouble for a big misunderstanding.”  
 

“Eme,” Maggie said with a long sigh.
 

“Maggs, there is nothing going on between me and Tom.  He was just being a friend.  And if you don’t believe me he will proudly tell you he has absolutely no interest in me.”  
 

She frowned.  I didn’t have time to react because the teacher started class.  In a way I was happy because I hadn’t been subtle in my conversation.  In fact, I was hoping to be overheard.  You know the best way to start a rumor that favors you, is to start it yourself. 
 

At the end of class, I high tailed it to the parking lot after a quick bye to Maggie.  I was hoping to find Tom before the whole school saw us leave together to avoid any further rumors.  There was surely already a rumor that I had to have not one but both of the new boys in school.  I knew that because Sebastian sat with me every day at lunch, there would be those who thought we were together too. 
 

Leaving so quickly, I didn’t have a chance to speak to Maggie about her plans tonight.  We did pass several notes back and forth during class.  We couldn’t text each other because our seats were too close to the front.  Pen and paper were much more inconspicuous.  She admitted that she was going forward with her plans for tonight being ‘The’ night.  Brent apparently made elaborate plans that he hadn’t shared with her.  Even with my ‘Are you sure?’ big and bold on the page, she didn’t doubt her decision.  Her only concern was that she worried Brent would ruin it somehow with his new found temper.  
 

Wanting her to know, I’d told her about me spending my un-Valentine’s Day with Tom.  She made it clear she felt like I should get back with Luke.  She’d never made any bones about her favoritism towards him.  She did say that she thought Tom was nice but in her words he was ‘full of shit’ about not being interested.  I didn’t believe that.  In the past few months my admirers had picked up.  Tom just didn’t look at me the way they did.  So I ended the note by saying, ‘He does not.  No worries.  Just a movie.  Call me later’.  
 

As it turned out, Tom was pretty prompt and only a quarter of the student population saw us leaving together.  To cap off my incredible streak of bad luck, those students who were outside to see included Flynn and Luke.  Could my day get any worse?
 

Getting in the car, I tried to pretend I hadn’t seen them and just acted casual.  I texted Flynn while Tom pulled out of the parking lot.  My text said in fewer words but the same meaning that ‘I was getting a ride with my un-Valentine so you don’t need to wait for me’.  I hoped that would squash anything they were thinking.  He certainly would share the text with Luke. At least I thought he would.  Maybe hope is a better word.
 

Once my phone was tucked safely back in my pocket I turned to Tom. “Thanks for the roses,” I said.
 

“Yeah, about that,” he said. “I picked yellow not because they were the last available but more because yellow is a friendship color.”
 

I laughed. “I know.  You’re not interested in me because I’m trouble.  You don’t have to keep reminding me,” I said.
 

“It’s not just you. Any girl,” he added.
 

That gave me pause.  “Are you not into girls at all?” I asked seriously.
 

It was his turn to laugh. “No,” he said. “My life is too complicated for any relationship right now.”
 

I leaned my head back. “Is that your mantra?  You don’t have to keep explaining it to me.”
 

“It’s just that I don’t want to lead you on,” he said.
 

Now it was getting old and maybe I shouldn’t have said what I said because I really didn’t feel this way.  I just wanted to get him back.  “You don’t have to worry.  There are at least three way hotter guys who are interested in me. So if I really wanted to date, I’d choose one of them,” I said and pursed my lips.
 

“Duly noted,” he said.  I couldn’t help but notice that he looked slightly hurt.
 

I sighed to myself.  I shouldn’t have said that. “I’m sorry.  That was mean. You are way cute but I’m not interested,” I said borrowing one of his lines.  
 

That seemed to break the spell.  We laughed and just like that things were back on track. He took me to get ice cream and while we ate we debated about the wisdom of eating ice cream in winter.  The main agreement was that ice cream’s main purpose was to cool you off on a hot summer day. In the end we both loved ice cream but the debate was fun.  I enjoyed hanging out with him.  It was even better than hanging out with Paul because neither of us liked each other in any other way than friends.
 

When we pulled up to what I had to accept as my house now, I asked him to stop at the curb before moving up the long drive. I hopped out leaving the door open and dropped the bundle of flowers in the trash.
 

When I got back in, he asked, “Why’d you do that?” He paused before saying, “I paid for two of those.” His tone was half joking because there was a laugh in his voice.
 

I’d seen the car parked in the driveway.  And there was no way I was going to carry flowers in there when I wasn’t sure who gave them to me.  So I said nothing.
 



Chapter Four
 

 
 

surfeit (n.) an overabundant supply or indulgence; excess
 

 
 

Not wanting to take the risk of Flynn finding the roses and taking the opportunity to humiliate me, I made the decision to trash the flowers.  This because I knew he would read the hang tags out loud in front of God knew who, specifically Luke and embarrass me.
 

“Luke’s here,” I finally said flatly.  Tom nodded and pulled up the drive, parking behind Luke’s white BMW.
 

“If you want to do this another time, I understand,” he said.  Luke and I weren’t together anymore.  He and Flynn were best friends for reasons beyond me. So Luke would be over a lot.  We knew we would see each other and we had.  But never like this.  In this case, there was nothing going on between me and Tom.  So it wasn’t like I was throwing another guy in his face.  So we would all deal.
 

“No, it’s fine,” I said.  Then leering at him I said, “What are you scared?” I added, shaking my knees together mocking him while I looked for my keys.
 

He laughed.  “Of who, golden boy?” he said. I rolled my eyes.  If Tom knew who the golden boy really was, he’d bite his tongue.  He added, “May the force be with me.”
 

I had to giggle at that. “Wait here,” I said. “I’ll be right back.” I left him in the grand entrance, darting upstairs to grab my movie disk for us to watch in the den.  Easily found, I headed back downstairs and frowned when I didn’t see him.  I heard voices from down the hall and followed them.  When I walked into the den, I stopped short.  Tom was standing behind the couch watching Flynn and Luke play Madden.  But once I get closer I saw it was a war game.  Probably Call of Duty.  War.  Figures, I thought. 
 

Flynn and Luke were both hunched over, leaning towards the huge television like they couldn’t see the enormous screen. As they clicked buttons, I walked over to Tom and said softly, “We can watch upstairs or I can leave you with the guys so you can play too,” I said jokingly.
 

I thought I had spoken softly enough that Flynn and Luke wouldn’t have overheard my comment.  But the television went mute and I realized someone paused the game.  Flynn looked at Luke and I froze.  Had that comment sounded like I was flirting?  I think it did, but I hadn’t meant it that way.  It had been my harmless banter with Tom that we’d had all day.  I guess I forgot I was doing it.
 

Luke didn’t turn his head so I couldn’t see his expression.  Flynn looked up at me.  “What were you two planning to watch?” he asked, looking from me to Tom then back to Luke.
 

Clearing my throat I said, “Star Wars, but it's fine.  We can watch it elsewhere.”
 

Luke spoke and his voice was quiet and restrained. “Original or Prequel?” he asked. I hadn’t known that Luke liked the movie.  But a question like that only came from someone who’d really known the trilogy.
 

Tom said while looking the DVD in my hand, “Original of course.”  
 

“You mind if we watch with you?” Luke asked.
 

“No, it’s cool.  It’s not like this is a date or anything.” Tom said.  I closed my eyes and slightly shook my head.  He had to clarify our non-relationship.  Flynn opened his mouth to speak and Luke turned and glared at him. Seeing his profile put a lump in my throat.  
 

“Never mind,” Flynn muttered. “She’ll wait.  Where’s the movie?” he asked, while extending his hand out and looked as though he was not pleased with delaying what I assumed was his date.
 

I handed him the movie and he got up. “Tom you can have my spot on the couch,” Flynn gestured. “I may end up leaving part way through.” He didn’t look back at Luke who might have scolded him with his eyes.  See, it’s that best friend thing that makes you do stuff you don’t want to.  Things were a bit awkward as it was, so I didn’t chide Flynn about his date. I was about to find a seat on the floor when Sebastian popped in.  Not literally this time, he was in the doorway and said, “What movie are we watching,” as he strode into the room.  I froze for a second unsure what to do or where to sit.
 

Double crap, this stuff just doesn’t happen, not even in the movies.  I thought about a television show my mom used to watch called Eight is Enough.  Clearly, I wondered wasn’t four enough, now five.  That television show was about having eight kids.  My mom talked to me about the show when I’d asked when I was much younger about why I didn’t have a brother or sister.  Using the show as an example, she told me her dream had been to have a large family but she was satisfied with just me.  Now I understood her dream may have manifested with the knowledge that large families didn’t happen for cambions when death is probable for the expecting mother.
 

I moved to sit on the floor next to Flynn, where I thought I would be safe, when Luke said, “Are you afraid to sit next to me Mercy?”
 

My stomach did flip flops at the sound of his voice.  I was afraid to meet his eyes.  He was insulted that I would rather sit on the floor then next to him, I could hear it in his tone.
 

With one arm on the sofa and my knees nearly bent, I said, “No.” I pivoted enough and plopped down between him and Tom, oh joy.  Sebastian sat on the floor where I’d been headed. So the seating arrangement went something like this.  Right to left, it was Luke on the couch, then Sebastian’s head because he was on the floor. Then me in the middle of the couch with Flynn’s head near my knee from the floor. Then Tom sat on the other end of the couch.  Flynn pressed play on the remote.  Apparently, he’d put the movie in while we were all getting settled.
 

Once the beginning of the movie began to roll with the words that seem to drift into space, I wanted to do a slippy slide down them to get away from the uncomfortable situation I was in.  Most girls would kill to be the only girl in the room full of guys who may or may not have wanted you.  I didn’t.  But I was certain I had one exception to my possible suitors. That would be the one who continued to tell me just how much he wasn’t into me.
 

I’d hoped that the movie would start with no further conversation.  But it appeared that wasn’t possible with the day I’d been having.  I’d expected this from Flynn, so I wasn’t prepared for what came next.  Sebastian leaned his head back to look up at me and said, “Did you get my rose?”
 

My jaw could have dropped.  I felt just like the day Flynn asked during a truth or dare session at a party if I was a virgin.  My cheeks were flaming red.  The question wasn’t hard but in the company he was asking made any possible answer at this point bad.  You could cut the tension with a steak knife, it was that tough. The theme music that rolled with the words on the screen of the movie didn’t help either.
 

Off the thunderous sounds of trumpets Sebastian added, “It was red.” Then, I was suddenly not in the conversation and may as well not been in the room.
 

“I sent her a red one too,” Flynn said. I had expected Flynn to chime in but not with that.  Absently, he said, “Did you accept, Mercy?” Well that clarified one thing.  I was now sure that Flynn had given me the rose that said ‘Forgive me’.  Then back to Sebastian, Flynn said, “What did you write on the note?” 
 

But before Flynn could answer him, Sebastian added, “Wait, if I gave her one and you gave her one, who gave her the other two? Luke did you send her one?  I saw her with more roses at lunch.”
 

Luke said with one word, “White.”  He said it like his mouth burned from the taste of the word.  That wasn’t good.  But for the life of me I couldn’t remember what had been written on the white rose.
 

Sebastian then said “So who sent the others?”  They all turned to Tom.  
 

He shook his head.  “I did send her two yellow ones but that was to apologize for getting her in trouble and it was after lunch,” he said, holding up his hands as if to not start a fight.
 

I wasn’t sure if Luke chimed in or if Tom did but certainly Flynn and Sebastian said in unison, “Paul.” Everyone except me nodded in agreement.
 

My face must have been beet red because I could feel the heat wash all over my face. When everyone turned to face me, I stood.  I admit I was a coward.  I couldn’t take it.  Was I supposed to acknowledge what each person had written in front of an audience?  Instead, I deflected and retreated.  “With a surfeit of boys in the room, I guess I’ll go make popcorn,” I said sweetly.  
 

They glared at me and I step out of the room heading from the fire into the kitchen before I got burned.  I put a popcorn bag I snagged from a cabinet into the microwave and hit the popcorn icon.  Technology is great isn’t it?  The thing could sense when the popping slowed and would turn itself off.
 

Curiosity killed the cat they say.  Not caring, I snuck out the back door and made a dash down the road to the trash can.  Pulling the roses out, I searched for the white one.  I picked out the tag I was looking for.  It read ‘Be Mine’.  
 

In an overwhelming rush of emotions, I pressed the bunch of flowers to my chest.  Then one by one I peeked at the others.  I was sure Flynn sent me the red that said, ‘Forgive me’.  That meant that Sebastian sent me the red that said, ‘You and Me’.  I wasn’t sure what to make of that one.  By process of eliminations, that meant Paul sent me the pink that said, ‘Miss you’.  Crap.  What was I going to do?  Thankfully, everything in the trash had been secured in bags.  I’d laid the flowers on top of the closed bags so technically nothing was wrong with them.  
 

I pulled the white rose out.  I would save the rose by trying to press it in a book.  At least that is how I heard it was done.  Who knew, maybe I might scrapbook it along with my other high school memories.  Since I’d never scrapbooked before, somehow I doubted that would happen.  
 

Even though I really only wanted the one, I took the whole bouquet, including the yellow ones.  I just didn’t want anyone’s feelings to be hurt.  I’m still not sure why though.  Back in the kitchen the bell had gone off.  I hoped they hadn’t heard and wondered where I’d gone.  After washing my hands, I got two bowls and poured half the bag’s contents in each.  Before I headed out, I put the roses in a vase I found and added water.  Carrying the bowls, I went back and sat down just in time for R2D2 to deliver his message.  I gave one bowl to Tom, my guest and the other to Luke.  I made certain our hands didn’t touch.  I was afraid I’d melt like the butter on the popcorn if we did.
 

After fifteen or so minutes Tom and I started to complete the actors’ lines and laughing at odd comments we made to each other that only a true fan could.  When the movie was over, I was hoarse from laughter.  I’d been so caught up; I’d forgotten for that time the awkward situation I’d been in.  Sebastian stood and shook his head at us, “Well, I think now I’ll go and see a horror movie.” He said it so matter-of-factly that I had to chuckle.  He smiled at me.  But before he left he turned to Flynn, “So is the party still on for tomorrow night?” 
 

Our parents were gone on their honeymoon.  Which meant in our world, Flynn would provide this week’s entertainment by hosting a party.  I wasn’t looking forward to it and only planned to show my face for a very short time.
 

Flynn nodded and stood. “Wait up. The girls are waiting. Luke, are you coming?”  Before I could stop myself, I turned to Luke with a questioning look.  He in turn, glared at Flynn. I swiveled to Flynn not wanting to miss their unsaid communication.  Tom turned to me before standing a bit nervously at my side.  Sebastian frowned and completed the all around stares at Flynn.
 

“What,” he said. “They aren’t together. He’s a free agent, just like she is,” Flynn said.
 

I turned to Tom. “Hey, I’ll walk you out,” I said, and surprised myself at the even composed tone that I was able to give.  
 

Tom nodded, “Yeah, sure.” 
 

Luke hadn’t said anything nor had I turned back to look at him.  Flynn was right. Luke was free to do whatever he wanted.
 

At the door, I looked at Tom who shifted nervously from side to side.  It was then I remembered that he was supposed to steer clear of Brent’s house. “You don’t have to go.  I know that you’ve been warned about going home too soon.”
 

We heard voices coming from the den headed out to the hallway. Tom looked at me.  “Walk me to my car,” he said.
 

Not wanting to hear the guys make plans, I complied. Standing by Tom’s driver’s side door with his hands in his pockets, he looked extremely uncomfortable.  It made me feel the same.  I didn’t understand what he could be so nervous to tell me.
 

“So, do you think I could offer you some advice and not get my head bit off,” he finally said.
 

I frowned. “Why would I bite your head off?” I asked.
 

“You girls get so emotional about everything,” he said, shifting on the balls of his feet.
 

My frown deepened. “You know I’m not sure what girls you’ve been hanging out with,” I said. But after the words left my lips I thought about the twins, Adelina and Adriana.  They were Brent’s cousins I’d met at the same time I met Tom.  One of the twins was really sweet.  The evil twin had briefly dated Luke and wanted him back.  She’d even kissed him in front of me which subsequently caused quite a bit of trouble that night.
 

Tom must have seen the realization dawn on my face because he said, “Yeah, you know the one.”
 

I sighed. “Just tell me.”
 

“Okay,” he said. “I think you should cut Luke some slack and get back with him.”
 

My eyes widened. “He is the one who broke up with me,” I said, maybe a bit louder than I should have.  But gratefully no one but Tom heard me.  I wasn’t sure why he felt the need to tell me this.
 

“Maybe, but it’s clear the guy has got it bad for you.  And well, you’ve got it bad for him.”
 

I wanted to yell at him to stay out of my business but that’s what he’d expected.  So instead I calmly said, “Thanks, but I don’t think that’s going to happen.”
 

He exhaled. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen two people so unhappy apart.”
 

The knowing way he looked at me, I was forced to say something else. “You’ve been here like five minutes,” I said.  That wasn’t true because we’d been in school together and the movie was longer than said time.  But I really wasn’t in the mood for advice I couldn’t accept.
 

He gave a soft hiss of a laugh. “Yeah, that’s all the time I needed to see through all that shit.”
 

“I’ll see you later then,” I said dryly, trying to end the conversation.
 

“So party at your house tomorrow,” he said while opening his car door.
 

I leaned on the door prepared to close it for him. “Yeah, well, I don’t plan to be there long. Are you coming?” I asked.
 

“I doubt I have anything else to do,” he said lightly.  He was trying to gain my favor back.
 

I nodded and closed the door behind him.  I walked back up to the house and went inside.  The three guys, that were left standing in the foyer, became quiet.
 

“Don’t stop on my account,” I said and quickly headed upstairs to my room to stew.  I wanted to be mad at Flynn. I wasn’t sure who Flynn was dating.  Whoever she was, she didn’t go to our school.  Therefore if Luke ended up with her friend maybe I wouldn’t have to see him with the girl every day.   
 

I closed my door and didn’t turn on the television.  I planned to head downstairs once I heard the familiar chime from the alarm letting me know the door had been opened.  I sat on my bed wondering what I do now when I saw the bracelet sitting on my night stand next to a pair of keys.  The bracelet reminded me of something important.  Something I had yet to make a decision about.
 

On my birthday I’d received a gift from Paul that I’d been unable to open right away.  When I had, I’d been blow away by it.  Paul probably knew me better than anyone besides Maggie.  He’d made dinner arrangements at a restaurant I’d been dying to go to.  See I’d loved this show called Top Chef. In one of the seasons, it had come down the line between two brothers. One of those brothers owned a restaurant in Fredrick, Maryland which wasn’t too far away.  Paul had gotten us a table where we could see the Chefs at work.  Reservations were made a year in advance.  I knew because once that season’s shows had ended, I’d called to inquire.  Today was the day of our dinner. I’d almost forgotten.  Sometime around last Valentine’s Day, Paul had gotten reservations.  That was something I would need to think about because that was months before Luke and I had gotten together.
 

Dinner was at 8pm.  Paul had made no mention of it today.  But I knew he wouldn’t have.  There was no doubt in my mind he hadn’t forgotten.  It all fell together with the message on the rose that he’d gotten me.  Making my decision, I would need to get ready and find my mom’s car keys.  The thought made my eyes return to the keys on my nightstand.  They weren’t my keys or the keys to the Hummer.  I picked them up and noticed a note.
 

It read, ‘Happy Valentine’s Day.  My dad said to give you the keys to the 370Z once it returned from the shop.  Enjoy!’  Part of me wanted to scowl.  There had been an extra car in the driveway.  But I hadn’t paid much attention to it because I’d been thinking about seeing Luke.  
 

I frowned.  I didn’t want expensive gifts like that from David.  He was great for my mom and they were good together.  She didn’t want him for his money.  In fact, she’d refused to let him trade in her old Jeep Cherokee for a new car.  She wouldn’t be happy with this gift.  And I agreed with her.  But my rational mind told me that these keys meant freedom.  I could go to dinner tonight and I wouldn’t have to ride to school with Flynn anymore even though it would save on gas.
 

Hearing the chime on the alarm, I headed out my door.  I ran smack into Luke.  He hadn’t gone with Flynn. I was visibly relieved. “Where are you running off to?” he asked, moving towards me. 
 

Stammering, I tried to think of something to say. I couldn’t tell him I was going to dinner with Paul.  Paul had been the reason he’d broken up with me in the first place. Stuttering on “I” like a broken record, he cut in and said. “We need to talk,” he said.
 

Oh, boy, the talk. I wasn’t ready for the talk.  He’d said everything and I wasn’t planning on telling him the real reason why I couldn’t be with him.  I knew what his answer would be.  Luke was half angel. I was part demon.  Last December, I’d been made aware that Luke was risking his soul to be with me.  I could damn him to hell if he stayed with me.  Unfortunately for him, that was meant literally.  And I wasn’t going to be the one who did it.  
 

“Luke, there is nothing to say,” I managed to utter with my defenses up.  He was too close.  I could feel his body heat.  I remembered how it felt to touch him.  I remember all too well what it was like to kiss him.  I swallowed trying not to move away out of fear.  He would take it wrong and I wanted him happy.  I just couldn’t be with him.
 

“I love you,” he said so promptly, I wasn’t able to stop him from saying the damning words.  It was only the second time he’d said it.  The first was right before he ended things.  But it didn’t matter.  The words struck me right to my heart.  I felt lifted up only to be pulled down to reality.  
 

There was nothing to stop the tear I felt come.  I was out of sorts.  He reached out his hand to wipe it away.  His touch sent my heart into a frenzy.  It had been two months since he’d touched me last.  “I thought I would give you time to make up your mind about Paul.  You didn’t get together with him.  So I guess I was wrong,” he said.
 

I wanted to explain then but didn’t and couldn’t stop myself from explaining now. “I tried to tell you but you wouldn’t listen. I do love Paul, but more like a brother. I love you,” I said.
 

Those last three words I hadn’t meant to say.  I shouldn’t have said them. I had no right to say them.  He leaned over and god help me I didn’t stop him.  His lips were soft and warm when they brushed over mine in the barest of kisses.  His hand was feather light on my face.  I pulled back just a few inches and bit my lip.
 

  There were things I needed to say as well.  Luke hadn’t told me what he was.  I had to find out through someone else.  In our last few words we shared, he’d said Flynn had talked him out of telling me.  But he was here and this was happing. “Why didn’t you tell me what you were?” I asked. 
 

He looked away then turned his warm ocean blue eyes on me and said, “I should have but Flynn talked me out of it.”
 

This wasn’t a total shock because he’d said it before.  But it still hurt to hear him say it. “Why would you let Flynn decide if we should be together,” I said incredulously.
 

“It’s not that simple,” he said, still holding my hand.
 

But it was that simple. In the beginning I could understand.  We both had no idea that either of us was more than human.  But when he’d figured out just what I was, he should have trusted me enough with his own secrets.  Instead, when I’d been holding back not kissing him out of fear of his life, he’d let me stew in anguish for thinking I could hurt him. “You chose to lie to me,” I said flatly
 

Regret was imbedded in his face. “I’m sorry,” he said, looking down and away.
 

God, his angelic face was too much for me to bear.  I felt the weight of the cross on my back, so I pulled back from him.  I needed to leave before it was too late.
 

“I am too,” I said making a move to step around him.  He still had my hand and he tugged me to him.  He put his arm securely around my waist and his hand turned my face to meet his.  The kiss made stars exploded in the back of my eyelids.  They looked like glittering gold confetti as they rained down in front of my eyes.  I tried to control my breathing.  I knew what would happen if I lost control.  His hand cupped the back of my head with threaded fingers in my hair. I had to speak with our mouths pressed together.
 

“Stop,” I said firmly.
 

“Mercy,” he said and kissed me again.
 

He pressed us against the wall.  It had been so long since I’d been close to anyone like this.  I was not shocked when my demon half began to stir.  The moment I felt it, I pressed my hands which had been dangling at my side against his chest.  With all the resistance I could muster, I shoved him away from me using the leverage from my back against the wall to help me.  He had not expected this and stumbled back.  We both stood in the hallway breathless.
 

“I can’t do this,” I managed to say.
 

He looked at me perplexed.  Obviously he hadn’t expected me to resist.  And if I waited a second longer I might not have been able to. “Why?” he said earnestly.
 

“Sexy Lexi,” I said, staring him straight in his eye.  Stunned, he said nothing in response.
 

“I have to go,” I said hastily. I still had time to make it to dinner.  I hadn’t totally decided until now.  He’d been right.  There were things I had to know and put to rest once and for all.
 

“Where are you going?” he said, looking at me curiously.  He had to be wondering why I was leaving him on Valentine’s night. 
 

 “A previous engagement,” I said.  I smoothed out my clothes and thought remorsefully that I might be hurting his feelings.  But I pushed it aside, his soul was worth a few hurt feelings.  Now, I needed to decide if I had time to change clothes.
 

He just stared at me for a long moment.  I wondered if he’d wished he’d gone with Flynn on the double date.  “Okay,” he said.  Still standing there he looked like there was more he wanted to say.  But he just turned and headed downstairs.  I watched him go and couldn’t help thinking I’d made a big mistake.
 



Chapter Five
 

 
 

toady (n.) one who flatters in the hope of gaining favors
 

 
 

Driving on the highway trying not to break any speeding laws, I thought back to my destroyed birthday dinner a few months ago.  When I’d finally returned back to school, I’d opened my locker surprised by the bright gift bag that was a beacon of light radiating out of my locker.  I’d forgotten Paul’s unopened gift.  It wasn’t until after school that day alone in my room that I finally open it.  Inside was an invitation to dinner in the form of a printout of our reservation.  In addition in the gift bag was a small wrapped box.  Inside it was a silver Pandora charm bracelet.  The single charm that dangled from it was a half of a heart with the words best friends forever inscribed on it.  I’d never worn the bracelet.  It lay lovingly in my jewelry box all this time until I pulled it out this morning.  I’d left it on my nightstand to remind me I had a decision to make.  On the way out the door, I made certain to grab it.  
 

The printout, for our reservations for Table 21 at Volt, sat on the empty seat next to me.  Tonight’s meal would be a twenty one course tasting as the name suggested.  Although I was excited for the meal to come, I couldn’t stop the guilt I felt.  I’d left Luke for Paul. But Luke and I weren’t yet together anymore despite the passion that we still felt for each other.  He left me over his concerns for my feelings for Paul.  It was another reason I had to go. 
 

When I finally arrived at the hostess station, I was five minutes late.  I was reminded of something Paul had written on the reservation.  In his own handwriting, Paul said that he would come.  If I didn’t show he would understand or if I wanted to share this experience with someone else I should show about five minutes late.  My heart was racing.  I hoped he hadn’t left.  If he wasn’t there, I would text him when I was seated.  
 

Once I’d given Paul’s name for the reservation, the hostess led me back to a room with a bird’s eye view of the kitchen.  I was seated at a small table for two facing the Chef and his Sous Chef’s at work.  A single pink rose lay across the table setting.  Paul wasn’t there.  With shaky hands, I reached into the small purse I carried for this occasion and pulled out my phone.  I was about to text when a pair of legs in khakis stepped into my view.  My eyes followed the long line of him up to see that terribly cute face.  My heart leaped.  Paul stood there.  We’d seen each other in school but somehow this was different. My eyes nearly watered for the joy of seeing him.  Did that mean something?  I wasn’t sure yet.
 

“Is this seat taken?” he asked, grinning at me.
 

I shook my head still speechless for a second. “No,” I was able to say.
 

He bent over and gave me a kiss on the cheek.  I thought about the balm David had given me for the protection of others from me.  I hadn’t put it on although it was in my pocket.  
 

“You look beautiful,” he said, taking the seat across from me.  I had taken the time to change into a conservative sweater and skirt for this evening.  But the way he stared at me made me a bit nervous.  I looked around to see a few other guests in this exclusive dining room watching us.  I flushed from minor embarrassment.  It was funny though.  Luke had given me much the same look earlier and I met it with my own heat.  There wasn’t the same fire inside me.
 

“Aren’t you the toady,” I said in response to his flattery.
 

Looking at me with a weird expression, he said, “Toady.  Is that one of your SAT words?”
 

Nodding, we smiled at each other. “Yep, it means you have an agenda with your compliments.” I raised my eyebrows.
 

His smile widened. “That I do.”
 

I thought we might have time to talk but soon after Paul had taken his seat the first course was placed before us. The food, although in small portions, was artfully arranged on the plate. I almost didn’t want to eat it. Parts of me wanted to start taking pictures of every course with my phone so I would remember. And I might have if it wouldn’t have appeared like I was some country bumpkin who’d never enjoyed fine dining.  But truthfully, I hadn’t.  Both Flynn and Luke were loaded but we’d never gone to an upscale restaurant like this. I don’t think it was for any reason other than we stayed close to home and we didn’t live in an area where fine restaurants hung their store fronts.  
 

  I enjoyed every course a little better than the last.  We talked about each item served but left all the heavy words for later.  It was an amazing experience I couldn’t have shared with anyone else.  It had been Paul who’d watched that season’s Top Chef every Wednesday with me.  He’d been the one I’d confided to my dream of coming here.  So it was fitting that he’d be the one to share this with me.  
 

There was just one thing.  I wasn’t sure how I would explain this to Luke if it ever came up.  It certainly wouldn’t help in a reconciliation between us.  But it wasn’t like there could be one anyway.  Damnation was just a bargain I wasn’t willing to make.  However at the same time, I loved him enough to be considerate of his feeling.  So I was here for many reasons besides the lovely meal.  I needed to explore my feeling with Paul that Luke had been so afraid of. Therefore, I had to push Luke far from my thoughts.  Thinking about him always clouded my mind.
 

 Even though it was late on a school night, I let Paul lead me hand in hand down the quaint streets of downtown Fredrick after diner.  We walked until we discovered a small park.  We sat on the swings vacated long ago by the children who no doubt were already in bed. 
 

“Do you want a push,” Paul said, getting up from his seat.  The next thing I knew I was laughing while swinging high in the air.  I felt like a kid again with the wind rushing through my hair. When my swing finally came to a stop, he took my hands and pulled me to him.  
 

“Paul wait,” I said when he leaned down to kiss me. He still held my hand rubbing his thumb across my knuckles.  I stepped back needing to put space between us.  I sat again before I said what I had to say.  He let go of my hand and sat in the swing beside me.  I held the chains lightly at first. “It’s getting late, I should probably go.”
 

He bowed his head in obvious disappointment. “Even though you came, you’re not going to give this a chance, are you?” he asked.
 

I pushed off on the swing a little moving up and back in time with the beating of my heart.  “You’ve ignored me for months.  And you just come tonight expecting-” I didn’t finish.
 

He turned to glance off into the night before returning my gaze.  Nervously he finger combed through his hair.  “I was waiting to see if you and boy wonder would get together,” he said straight faced.
 

Eyes narrowed, I said, “Who’s boy wonder?”
 

“Flynn, who else,” he said. 
 

Eyes wide now with fisted hands at my side, exasperatedly I said, “Flynn?  There is so nothing going on between Flynn and me.”
 

Arching an eyebrow at me, he said, “Say I believe you.  Does Luke know?” Pausing, he answered his own question before I could with a bitter chuckle. “Of course he doesn’t because Flynn lives.”
 

A part of me wanted to ask Paul why he thought Luke would best Flynn, but I didn’t want to encourage this line of discussion. Instead, I averted my eyes and looked off into the darkness. “Have you thought about Amber,” I said.  Turning to look at him I caught the sour look on his face. 
 

Again he broke our eye connection.  So there was something there between him and her still, I thought. “I never loved her,” he said, still looking away when he said it.  Almost as if he wasn’t talking to me. 
 

Stunned, I put my feet on the ground abruptly stopping my forward motion. “She’s great and don’t get me wrong, I wanted to.  Maybe I’m crazy, but she’s not you,” he said.  He turned back at me.  I opened my mouth to speak. He lifted a hand in warning for me to let him finish. “Amber’s beautiful and she’s great, but honestly we have nothing in common. Half the time we make-out because we really have nothing to say to each other.”
 

Now it was my turn to say ‘Wow’, but I said it in my head. “There’s got to be something you both enjoy,” I said.
 

He laughed cynically.  “Yeah, but that only goes so far.”
 

I didn’t ask him to elaborate because I really didn’t want to know.  “Why are you pushing me to be with her?” he asked.  “Is it because you’re getting back with the golden boy?”
 

Why did everyone call him that? “No,” I said defensively. “In fact, I left Luke to come be here with you.”  Sometimes, I should keep my mouth shut.  
 

He beamed. Apparently, that was confirmation enough for him. Then he frowned “You did,” he said, voice taking on the cadence of one not very happy.  He was out of his swing taking steps towards me with that puzzled expression on his face.
 

“Yeah, but I’m not sure what that means,” I said, now holding my hands up letting him know to ease up before he touched me.  We needed to talk not kiss.
 

“It means a lot though.  But what were you doing with him?” he asked, looking at my wrist where his bracelet hung. Unintentionally, I lifted that wrist to feel the familiar puffed heart at my throat. He frowned.  Luke’s necklace lay safe in my fingers and I felt a flutter in my belly.  But now I understood where the frown was coming from.
 

“You still love him,” he said resolutely.
 

Unable to lie to him, I said, “Yes.” 
 

“But you love me too?” he question, like he wasn’t sure.
 

Still answering truthfully, I said, “Yes.” 
 

“How can you love us both?” he asked.
 

“I don’t know,” I said. I mean, was a person’s heart limited to share love with only one person?  I didn’t think so because I also loved my mom and Maggie as well. 
 

“He left you,” he implored.    
 

 “So did you,” I said thinking back to that night when he’d left not letting me explain.
 

“But I’m here now,” he pleaded.
 

Stating the facts, I said, “So was Luke before I came here,” 
 

“But you came to me,” he said, voice cracking on bitterness.
 

I nodded. There was nothing more to say.  We’d already covered this ground.  I moved away with careful, deliberate steps as I crossed back to where he stood just a few feet away.  His eyes widened then dimed in a wait see mode.  Something in his expression reminded me of the past.  It was then I noticed he hadn’t worn his signature baseball hat tonight. 
 

The things I come to learn tonight I did.  I knew I loved Paul once the way he wanted me to love him now. Heck, I was definitely attracted to him.  We’d dated before we became friends. I also knew that my love for him had changed to one more of friendship.  Feeling tired of it all, I went and sat back on the swing.
 

His knees hit the dirt in front of me.  Now I was looking down into his stormy eyes. “I know I’m only human.  But there has to be a way for us to be together.  Your dad was human.”
 

“Paul,” I said.  My voice was full of sincerity.  I had to stop this thing between us.
 

“Hear me out Mercy.  It’s always been you.  I’m sorry it took me so long to see.  But there is no one else but you.  I breathe for you.”
 

As flattering as his words were, something also wasn’t right.  He sounded almost desperate.  “Paul,” I tried again.
 

Still on his knees, he pushed off to his feet raising himself so we would be eye to eye.  In doing so, his hand grazed across my knee.  Such a simple touch had me catapulted in the passenger seat of my body.  When Paul went to kiss me again, I couldn’t stop it.
 

The succubus was in heaven as she began to draw Paul’s life force inside me.
 



Chapter Six
 

 
 

scurrilous (adj.) vulgar, coarse
 

 
 

I would be lying if I didn’t say it was an amazing rush to have Paul’s life force coursing through me.  The demon in me was reveling in the power intake when I slipped in to take control.  Even in control, the addictive feeling of the power high made it a struggle for me to pull away.  Thankfully, we only had lip to lip contact.  Breaking free, Paul pleaded with me to continue as if he was getting something out of it as well.  It was really creepy how lost he looked when I sent him home.  It took me looking at him eye to eye with a stern voice to send him away.  If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought I had some sort of control over him.
 

Walking in the house, I was glad the lights were off.  That was good because Luke’s car was outside.  I’d hoped I wouldn’t run into him after leaving him to go to dinner with Paul.  I turned to close the door as quietly as I could and engaged the alarm.  When I turned back, I jumped.
 

With my hand clutching at my chest, I exhaled the breath I’d held in fear.  Nervously, I let my hand fall to my side.  I just continued to look at him while we both decided to see who would speak first.
 

In his hand was a glass filled with amber liquid.  The other hand carried a bag of chips.  I broke first.  “Midnight snacking?” I asked.  
 

It was a little after midnight.  I’d seen the time on the dash before I’d gotten out of the car. “Yeah,” he said. “Something like that.”
 

Wanting to lighten the mood I said in my best old lady impression, “Young man, don’t you have school tomorrow.” I had a grin on my face before I’d realized the mistake I made that left the door open to his next question.
 

“I could ask the same of you,” he said, in the mild way he had of speaking.
 

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” I said, matching his tone but not answering the question.  I looked away and headed towards the stairs.
 

He had been headed in the same direction and we met at the bottom at the same time. “Mercy,” he said.
 

Before he could say more and complicate things on a devastating level, I said, “Luke, don’t.  I need to go to bed.”  
 

He’d heard the pleading in my voice and his face changed expressing to something like total unhappiness.  The hand he’d gently placed on my arm when he’d balance the chips and drink in one hand fell away.  
 

I couldn’t take his expression and moved up the stairs quickly getting to my room and closing the door.  In the safe confines of my space, my shoulders dipped and sagged.  If he only knew how hard it had been for me not to turn into his arms and tell him how much I missed and needed him.  
 

My hurt changed to anger.  Not at him, but at the life I hadn’t chosen.  Why me?  Why was I born this way?  I pulled off my sweater and tossed it to the floor.  Then I took a hair band from my dresser and pulled my hair on top of my head in a loose ball, so I could wash the little makeup I wore off my face.
 

Before I pulled off my pants, I looked at my floor where my sweater lay in a heap.  That wasn’t like me.  I wasn’t a clean freak, but I didn’t have very many nice things.  So I was used to taking care of my meager belongings.  Was I becoming too comfortable living in Flynn’s house?  I wasn’t rich even though his dad married my mom.  I hadn’t expected anything to change and it hadn’t really.  Okay, so David had given me Flynn’s car that just came out of the shop.  But really, what was he going to do with it.  In my mind, I was just borrowing it.  So I bent over and picked my sweater off the floor.  I wouldn’t treat my things this way.  
 

When the door opened, I turned around with my sweater balled in my hand expecting Luke to be standing there demanding to talk to me.  Instead it was Flynn.  I immediately covered my chest with my clutched sweater barely covering my pink bra.  It was almost like wearing a bikini top, but something about Flynn in my room with me just in my bra didn’t go together.
 

Flynn just eyed my arms before returning his gaze to my face.  I grimaced.  “I’ve seen boobs before,” he said with a low chuckle.
 

“Not mine, you haven’t,” I said with clenched teeth. “Keep your scurrilous words to yourself.  Now get out.”  I wanted to point but that would mean exposing myself.  So I stood there with narrowed eyes.
 

“If you’ve seen one, you’ve seen them all,” he said wryly with raised eyebrows. “And what the hell is scurrilous?”
 

“Well, go find another pair to ogle. I’m sure that’s no problem for you, even at this time of night.  And I’m so certain the girls you date can help you out with the definition of that word,” I added venomously and sarcastically at the same time.
 

“I might just do that.  But first you’re going to tell me where you were,” he said slow and low, all traces of humor gone.
 

I shook my head slightly.  I could feel some of my hair coming free of the band on my head. “That’s none of your business,” I said.  There was no way in hell, I was telling Flynn I was just out with Paul.  He’d surely go tell Luke straight away.  And while it didn’t matter because we weren’t together, I wanted to be the one to tell him if it came to that.
 

“We have school tomorrow and I’ve been waiting up for you?” he said, in a dead cold tone.
 

He couldn’t be serious. “Like you go to bed early,” I said. “Besides you’re not my father and I don’t owe you any explanation.  You don’t tell me where you’re going.”
 

“I’m in charge while they're away,” he said, referring to my mom and his dad.
 

“No way in hell you’re in charge of me,” I said this time shaking my head a little more furiously. My hair tumbled down and in my face, but I could do nothing short of running in the bathroom and that would be too much like hiding.  If I turned around to straighten my hair my reflection in my dresser mirror would give him a good view.  So I stood looking quite silly I’m sure, covering my breast with a mass of hair in my face.  I tried to shake it away with some dignity.
 

While doing so he stepped forward.  When he brushed the tendrils of hair from my face with light fingers, I shivered.  Goose bumps erupted over my skin and there was no way to hide it.
 

“Mercy,” he said.  His voice this time was different.  His hand was now out of my hair and on my shoulder.  
 

“Get out,” I said, in a whisper all the fight let out of me.
 

He put his hand on my chin lifting my face so we were looking directly into each other eyes. “I don’t want to,” he said.
 

“Luke’s down the hall,” I retorted, voice barely audible.  I felt so silly not to be immune to his charms.
 

“He’s not your boyfriend,” he said softly.
 

“No, he’s your best friend,” I said, in a hiss of words. “Isn’t there some kind of code against that?”  Still my voice was soft.  He was too close and there was no need to yell, at least not yet.
 

He let out a bitter laugh, letting go of my chin. “Not when I saw you first.”
 

My eyes widen. “What do you mean?” I struggled to say.
 

“It means exactly what I said.” He looked at me in ways he shouldn’t. “And I meant what I said, Webster. You know, that you’re important to me.”
 

I was about to speak when something stopped me.
 

“Mercy,” a questioning voice said somewhere behind Flynn.  But there was only one other person in the house beside Flynn and I that I knew of, that was Luke.
 

Flynn looked me in the eye like he was telling me something.  Then he turned and silently left the room. Luke barely stepped aside to let Flynn out.  Our eyes were locked again.  This couldn’t keep happening.  My arms were tired of the position they held.  I was tired of fighting everything I was feeling.  I dropped my hands.  But I knew, unlike Flynn, Luke’s eyes would remain on mine.  I turned away and leaned on my dresser.  Dropping my head letting my hair cascade down to hide my expression I stayed like that only a second before I heard the click of my door.  I didn’t have to look up to know Luke was gone.
 



Chapter Seven
 

 
 

acquiesce
(v.)
to agree without protesting

 
 

I woke launching myself up in a sitting position on my bed.  It was still dark.  The dream had begun much the same as it had every night, but ended very differently.  In the dream, Luke’s hand on my arm didn’t end gently, but fierce with a fire that I put in his eyes.  In my dream, I’d damned him.
 

The fire that blazed in his dream eyes took me back to the night of my mom’s wedding to David this past weekend.  I lay back on my bed letting visions of the memory fill my mind.  There weren’t many guests on my mom’s side beside me, Maggie, Paul and a few of her friends from work.  Most of the guests were David’s friends and business contacts.  Neither, my mom or David had any extended family to speak about.  The one group I shouldn’t have been surprised by the invite was Luke and his mom which I wasn’t really.  They’d been long time family friends of Flynn and David.  Who I didn’t expect was Luke’s father and new stepmother.
 

I closed my eyes willing myself back to sleep.  But I couldn’t help remembering what happened that Saturday evening.  Flynn was David’s best man and I was my mom’s maid of honor. The wedding was simple that way.  I wore a peach dress that shimmered towards pink.  I think my mom called it salmon colored which seemed fitting.  It was a strapless straight dress that ended slightly above the knee.  It was as simple and uncomplicated as the wedding.  It belted at the waist with a ribbon in the same color.  My hair was pulled artfully back with a waterfall of curls hanging loose in the back and for good measure a few fell framing my face.  This was all thanks to a trip to the salon as a part of the wedding festivities, at least my mom thought so.
 

The wedding was beautifully short.  But the reception wasn’t.  Initially, I’d sat at the head table with the rest of the wedding party that totaled four.  There weren’t that many around my age, so the ones there gathered at one table of twelve scooting chairs around to accommodate everyone.  I’d wished Maggie could have sat with me and kept me company but she was with her plus one, Brent.  
 

Luke’s demeanor showed him to be completely miserable for a long time while looking mournfully at his mother and scornfully at his father.  I didn’t understand Luke’s father or his presence at the wedding.  I’d never met the man, but when he greeted my mom and David, no one introduced us.  I had been standing there, near enough for my mom to have called me over.  But she didn’t.  His father was somewhat scary, so I didn’t press the issue.
 

The grief of misery on Luke’s face tore at my heart.   I wanted to talk to him, but it wasn’t my place anymore.  So I stayed away.  I tried talking myself into a place where we could be friends, so I could go to him.  But realistically, I was afraid that he’d push me away.  I wasn’t sure I could handle the rejection.  
 

After numerous toasts, including Flynn’s, I said as few words as I could.  Then it was time for the first dance.  When the newlyweds got on the dance floor, I have to admit the love I saw between them nearly brought me to tears.  I was so happy for my mom, but terribly sad for myself.  Flynn’s words came tumbling back.  He had said to me, ‘You of all people know better than anyone else that love is not possible for you and me’.  And he was right.  When he came and sat next to me to wipe my tears away and hand me a napkin, I let him.  
 

I turned to him, searching his eyes right before the master of ceremonies voice boomed through the microphone.  ‘Now will the Maid of Honor and Best Man’ please join Mr. and Mrs. McCallister on the dance floor.”  All eyes turned to us.  Flynn’s hand was on mine with his other hand wiping another stray tear from my face.  We broke apart like we’d done something wrong which I was sure only made us look guilty.  I flashed an innocent smile and nodded to Flynn.  We stood and I let him guide me to the floor.  
 

He placed one hand on my waist the other on my shoulder.  We kept a respectful two inches apart and glided while ‘At Last’ played instrumentally by the live band in the background.
 

“Are you embarrassed?” Flynn asked.
 

I shook my head and tried not to gaze in his eyes.  It would only make the situation more awkward.  But I had nowhere to look, afraid I might meet Luke’s eyes.  So I stared intently at the white rose pinned on Flynn’s impeccable tux.  It was the first time I’d seen him in one and he looked amazing.  But that was to be expected.
 

“Are you worried what Luke is going to think,” Flynn said still in a hushed tone.
 

I didn’t answer because I was.  Flynn whispered ‘Shit’ under his breath. I did look up at him then, not sure why he’d said that.
 

“You still want him?” he asked accusingly.
 

I bit my lower lip and glanced away this time.  There he was.  His eyes were like blue flames on mine.  Flynn spun me around as if he knew and was trying to break my eye contact with Luke.  But I was grateful anyway.
 

When others came up to dance to, I hadn’t realized the song had changed.  My thoughts had been a tangled mess.  I tried to let go of Flynn to leave the dance floor, but he gripped my waist and pulled me closer.
 

“No, you don’t,” he said. “This may be my only chance ever to dance with you.” 
 

Flynn had made his intentions clear that long ago day, but I never thought he would put on a show in front of his best friend. 
 

“I’m sure there will be other opportunities,” I said, still moving to the song following Flynn’s lead.
 

“Not when you two get back together,” he responded inclining his head in Luke’s direction.
 

“He is your best friend,” I said. “Wouldn’t you want us back together?” I threw in his face.
 

“I told you before, you two are no good together,” he said, before giving me a little twirl.  So the boy had moves along with his good looks.
 

He pulled me back close to him and I looked in his eyes. “And I told you there was no chance in hell for you and me or me and Luke for that matter,” I said.
 

He simply grinned and dipped me.  When he stood me straight again he said, “We’ll see.”
 

It was then that Luke tapped Flynn on the shoulder.  He didn’t have to speak.  Surprised, I thought, Flynn acquiesced as he dropped his hands from me.  He nodded at Luke and walked away.  But not before he cast his eyes at me willing a message I understood from our conversation only moments before.  He thought I should make sure Luke understood things were over.  But Luke and I hadn’t spoken in months.  Two months to be exact.  He gave no indication that he’d wanted us to get back together.  There had been stolen glances between us, but nothing more. Luke looked amazing in the suit he wore.  It had to have been tailored to fit him.
 

Luke’s familiar hands warm and safe embraced my lower waist.  My arms encircled his neck not sure of what else to do.  He looked me straight in the eye, giving me all his attention.  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you in a dress,” he said.  And he was right.  He hadn’t.  “You look stunning,” he said.  His smile caressed me in ways I’d missed.
 

“Thanks, you look good yourself,” I said before looking down and away from his topical gaze.
 

His hand came to my neck and fingered the necklace he gave me, that rested there.  The inscription on the heart charm read ‘My heart belongs to you’. He didn’t say anything.  He just put his hand back on my waist.  When he muttered something I looked up, but he didn’t repeat himself.  I didn’t press the issue.  So we danced, like it was old times.  I could allow myself this time with him.  But how I ached for him to lean in and kiss me.  
 

Time seemed to stand still but then someone else came and cut in.  Sebastian met Luke’s stare of incredulity with a mocking expression of his own.  But in the end, Luke let me go and I could have screamed at Sebastian for taking that dance from me. 
 

“You looked like you were in need of rescuing,” he said, using his Scottish accent on me.  He knew I was pissed and thought his overseas charms would make up for it.
 

“I was fine,” I said.
 

“I thought the two of you were done,” he replied.
 

Sebastian was light on his feet and was by far the best dancer of my other partners this evening, but it still didn’t matter.  He flashed me a wicked smile that tugged on my succubus bringing her free.  I felt her swimming to the surface at his call.
 

“Don’t,” I said weakly.
 

“Too late,” he whispered and leaned down to my ear.  “She’s here already.”
 

That’s when his hand dipped lower on my waist.  He wasn’t overt with his action, but his hand was firmly on my butt.  I felt my head lean up and match his sinful grin with one of my demon’s doing.  I moved into action but without control, I wasn’t sure who had seen.  I easily slipped my demon skin regaining control, feeling the power crackle over me.  I pushed him back and he moved only a few inches but it was enough for me to get away.  Sebastian just laughed as I stepped off the dance floor to return to my seat.
 

When I got there and sat down, I noticed just how full the dance floor was.  I was alone, but I caught sight of Paul dancing with a girl with short dark hair.  She’d come with some big shot that David knew.  She was cute and I’d felt a little resentment.  But I shook it off. 
 

That’s when I saw Luke and Flynn dancing with two girls also daughter’s of David’s friends or business acquaintances.  When I saw Luke laugh, I mean, open mouth laugh at something the girl said. My chest tightened. I couldn’t breathe.  I clutched at my heart wondering if I was having a heart attack.
 

“Hey,” a voice said.  The person studiously sat next to me. “Are you okay?”
 

I looked up.  The face that greeted me was pleasant and carried a genuine concern.  I tried to breathe, but I couldn’t.  
 

“Look, just take in a deep breath. Bend your head down between your knees and breathe,” the very male voice said, taking the seat next to me.  When I just glared at him, he added, “Trust me, my dad’s a doctor.”
 

I nodded starting to feel woozy. Leaning down while he took my hands extending them over my head, I tried to take in a deep breath.  Briefly, I was conscious of my strapless dress, but I thought none of that would matter if I passed out.  After a few deep breaths, I wasn’t feeling as light headed.  I sat up slowly and adjusted my dress.  I tried to stand and the doctor’s son held me when a wave of dizziness swept over me.  Once I felt steady, I rounded the corner to lean against a wall out of view of the dance floor.  The nameless guy followed after me.  But thankfully, Maggie came rushing over mere seconds behind him.  Her satin green dress made whisper music as she moved.  She eyed the guy suspiciously. “Are you okay?” she asked, with utter concern.
 

“Maggs,” I said in a near sob. She took me in a fierce hug.  I hugged her back ferociously.  Amazingly, I held back the tears like a champ.
 

“What’s wrong?” she asked.  Looking over Maggie’s shoulder I saw that the guy still stood there with his hands in his pocket looking unsure of what to do.
 

“Luke,” I managed to say.
 

“Oh, sweetie,” she said, with all of the understanding of a best friend.  “That girl is nothing compared to you.”  I couldn’t help thinking how she was just what I needed.  She knew a lot without me explaining, if she only knew the rest of it.
 

“Guy troubles,” the overly helpful male said.  Maggie and I both turned on him. Our fierce glares had him pleading with his hands for us to back down.  “I don’t mean to interrupt girl time but if there’s some guy breaking your heart maybe I can help.”
 

I frowned not liking a stranger cutting into my personal crisis.  Maggie narrowed her eyes. “What do you have in mind,” she asked him conspiratorially. 
 

“Yeah, my name is Kevin by the way,” he said extending out his hand.  I tucked my arms around me like I was cold.  But Maggie met his hand with hers and gave it a quick shake.  
 

 “You’ve already done enough,” she said straight faced.  “Unless you have a plan, you should go.”
 

“Based on how upset she is,” he said, pointing at me. “The guy,” he stressed, “must be out there with another girl.”
 

“Yeah,” Maggie said scornfully, letting him know he’d only stated the obvious and to get on with it.
 

“I’ll take her on the dance floor and she only has to look like she’s having a good time,” he said.
 

“She has a name,” Maggie said.
 

I rolled my eyes.  Not wanting to, but it was the polite thing to do. I extended my hand.  He had helped me.  I introduced myself. “I’m Mercy,” I said, waiting for the joke that sure was to come.
 

“Fitting,” he said, taking my hand. I let that comment slide because it wasn’t a bad joke.  “Nice to meet you,” he said, releasing my hand.
 

He was tall and looked college age.  He was sort of cute with blonde hair that lay beyond his ears nearly to his shoulder.  His features were sharp and angler. “You want to dance?” he asked, while quirking up an eyebrow.  He extended his hand again as if he was certain that I wouldn’t reject his offer.
 

Maggie urged me on. “Go show him there are other guys out there that want you,” she said, knowing I understood the ‘him’ to mean Luke.  She tilted her head towards the dance floor.
 

Brent came around the corner into the little hallway.  It was starting to get crowded.  In one hand he held a glass of what appeared to be coke, in another he held a flask.  He looked at all of us one by one before saying, “Hey, what up?”
 

For a moment, I thought I just might grab the flask from his hand and down whatever contents I found there.  But I remembered all too well what happened the only time I got drunk.  My lips had been way too loose.  And I’d confessed things that should have been kept secret.  So I grabbed Brent’s coke feeling parched.  I downed it instead.  I should have asked first.  The drink had been doctored already.  The burn of the contents still stung in my throat.  But it was too late to be mad.  I had made the worst mistake.  The contents warmed in my belly.  
 

“Wow,” Brent said.  “Take it easy, Webster.” I rolled my eyes at the nickname Flynn had given me.  But a quick smile crossed my face thinking about how I’d earned it.  Flynn was the kind of guy words rolled off of.  So, I decided long ago to confuse him by using my extensive list of SAT words, I’d been studying in anticipation of the upcoming test, on him.  He never knew what hit him.  So now, I was affectionately called Merriam Webster by him.
 

“Let’s go,” I said to Kevin, ignoring Brent’s comment.  Kevin took my arm and I followed him to the dance floor. 
 

“What’s going on,” I heard Brent say to Maggie in the background as we left.
 

I didn’t turn around because I was confident my best friend would keep my confidence. “Luke,” she said.  I closed my eyes for a long second.  Maggie and I would have words later.  Most girls assume that guys didn’t gossip.  But they do.  They talk just as much as girls, except they don’t analyze every detail like we do.  Luke would know before the night was over that I was bothered by him being with someone else, great.
 

By the time Kevin and I made it through the paired couples, we spent an awkward few moments trying to figure out where to place each other’s hands.  His hands ended on my waist and mine ended on his shoulders.
 

Too soon the song ended for our half made plan to take effect.  That’s when I caught sight of the girl leading Luke by the hand away from the dance floor.  He smiled at her giggling face not even noticing me on his way by.  In his defense, he was turned in a completely different direction.  Certain words, none of which were flattering to describe the girl, flew across my brain.  My mouth was a thin straight line watching her with highlighted blond hair that didn’t look natural, trying to lead my boyfriend away.  But wait, he wasn’t my boyfriend anymore.
 

Ready to give up the game, my face brightened when my best friend stepped up and stopped Luke.  I couldn’t hear what she said, but I saw the blond bomber’s face tighten in frustration.  Luke said something to the girl and she nodded in resignation.  Then my very best friend in the whole wide world took Luke by the hand and brought him back to the dance floor.  A smile bubbled in my chest.  That’s what best friends were for. And just like that, her breaking my confidence to Brent was forgiven.  Brent only shrugged, put his drink on a nearby table and tucked his flask in his suit jacket.  He held a hand out to the girl now looking frustrated by being thwarted.  Everyone was back on the dance floor.
 

Maggie was nothing if not persistent.  She moved to the music while slowly guiding Luke to the point where we were nearly side by side.  One thing Maggie wasn’t, was subtle.
 

A moment later, Maggie tapped my shoulder.  “Eme, switch partners with me,” she directed.
 

I wasn’t expecting this and was sure my puzzled expression matched Luke’s.  But Kevin, after Maggie’s stern look, dropped his hands and moved away.  He left Luke and me with no choice but to end up together.
 

“Was I set up?” Luke asked me.
 

I looked into his eyes trying to see if he looked put out.  I couldn’t read his expression, but I didn’t think so.  “I didn’t put her up to this if you’re asking,” I said.
 

His summer blue eyes were warm on me. “At least I get to dance with you again, you’ve been avoiding me all night,” he said.
 

Wanting to let out a sorrowful laugh, I said, “I didn’t think you would have time to notice.” I hate the bitter sound that came from my voice.
 

He laughed.  He’d figured me out.  “Are you talking about Lexi?” he asked, trying to stifle his grin.
 

I was getting angry.  How dare he mock my feelings?  I stopped dancing.  With no other option, he stood still too.  As I glanced around looking for my escape, I saw Maggie was already back to dancing with Brent.  That girl was good.  The girl named Lexi and Kevin were now paired up.
 

Letting my hands fall to my sides, I tried to step away. “Mercy, wait,” Luke said his facial expression now a ball of worry.  But it was too late for that.  He held onto my arm.
 

Kevin and Lexi must have been watching us, because moments later they were standing next to us.   Lexi looked at Luke with her big brown eyes.  I wanted to smack her.
 

“Mercy,” Kevin said. “Ready for that drink?”
 

I nodded and let Kevin lead me away from a perplexed looking Luke.  I didn’t turn back because I wasn’t sure that I could handle it if Luke grinned at Lexi again.  A return to the small hallway, I fell back against the wall with a thud.
 

“So, what’s the story?” he asked, looking down on me.  He was tall.  Maybe a little taller than Luke, I thought.
 

I shook my head not wanting to speak.  “Ok, wait here for a second,” he said.
 

I leaned my head back closing my eyes wondering how things had gotten so complicated.  Luke could do whatever he wanted and so could I.  Why couldn’t I just let things go?
 

“Who’s the guy?” a voice said, at my side.  My head snapped to the right to have Sebastian fill my vision.  He like the rest of the guys looked amazing all dressed up.
 

“Kevin,” I said, not in the mood for a quick retort.  I didn’t want to spar with him.
 

“Why do you bother Mercy?” he asked.
 

I exhaled a deep breath. “Bother with what?” I asked dejectedly.
 

“With golden boy,” he said. “He’s obviously moved on from you.”
 

I closed my eyes again trying to fight back the sting that statement brought to my eyes.  “Luke is free to do what he wants,” I said, trying to sound indifferent.  But when I opened my eyes, I could tell he didn’t buy it.
 

“Yeah, with Sexy Lexi,” he said, ending on a chuckle.
 

His words confused me.  “Who?” I asked certain I hadn’t heard him correctly.
 

“Sexy Lexi,” he replied. “At least that’s what Flynn calls her.”
 

Great, Luke was going to leave with a girl called Sexy Lexi.  A name christened for her by Flynn.  At least in my case, Webster, was a close approximation to some aspect of my life.  I could only imagine how Lexi earned hers.  “Good for him,” I said, lying the best I could to cover my dismay.
 

He chuckled.  “You don’t lie well, at least not this time.”
 

“Sebastian,” I began, my wariness coming through on that one word and ended on a sigh.
 

Kevin came back holding two glasses.  He handed one to me then extended his hand to Sebastian. “I’m Kevin,” he said.
 

Sebastian just looked at his hand for a second.  Ignoring the proffered hand, he looked at my guarded expression.  “Yeah,” he said looking at me but talking to him.  Snubbing Kevin, he got into my personal space forcing me to retreat further against the wall.  He whispered in my ear. “I don’t like this guy,” he said.
 

I brought my hands up but Sebastian was quicker.  He took my wrist.  My face must have shown panic because Kevin stepped over. “Hey, I don’t think she wants you to grab her that way.”
 

Sebastian didn’t turn to look at the guy, but his eyes flared to life turning from midday blue to midnight blue.  I felt power leap off him I’d never felt before.  Fear covered me.  I pulled back at my wrist.  His eyed stayed steady on me.  All humanity was lost in his eyes and expression.  I truly saw the demon that lived inside him. “Don’t,” I whispered sure that his otherworldly hearing would pick up anything I said.
 

He leaned in against me.  His body so close to mine, I felt every muscle. “Fine,” he said in a growl and pushed away from the wall and me.  He stalked off.  When he did, I relaxed.  I was afraid of what he might do for the first time since I met him.
 

Kevin looked at me with an odd fascination. “You okay?” he asked.
 

I nodded and brought the drink he’d given me to my mouth.  I tasted the familiar burn.  The first drink hadn’t done much of anything.  But two, I wasn’t so sure.  If my mom caught me, I would be in so much trouble.  “You want to get out of here?” I asked.  
 

He looked confounded. “Isn’t this your mom’s wedding?” I nodded.  But I couldn’t be here any longer.
 

“I just need to get out of here for a little while,” I said.  
 

Kevin downed his drink then took my glass from my hand.  He walked back out into the reception hall and deposited our empty glasses before returning.  He held out his hand and I took it.  He led me out the exit door and into the night.
 

The blast of chilly air reminded me I didn’t have a coat.  The feeling was very much déjà vu.  It was a night like this with me coatless that had Luke giving me his letterman’s jacket.  I pushed the thought away and followed Kevin to a dark SUV of some sort.  He popped the locks on the car.  I shivered reminding me of another night running off with some guy I didn’t know.  This wasn’t a good idea.   I was making poor choices because of my emotions.
 

“Where to?” he asked.
 

I stood there holding my arms trying to think of a way out of this. “Maybe we should just hang out here,” I said while my teeth beginning to chatter.
 

He shrugged out of his jacket and handed it to me.  I didn’t protest.  If he wanted to be chivalrous who was I to complain?
 

“Thanks,” I said putting the oversized coat on.  It smelled like cologne.  I wasn’t familiar with the scent, though, just that is was very strong.
 

“Hey, I think I have some beer in the back.  I was headed to my buddies later,” he said.  He moved without getting a response from me.  He headed to the back of his truck and opened it.  He was shifting through something searching for his beer while I stood wondering what I was doing.
 

I wasn’t a drinker.  And honestly drinking to get away from your problems is never a good idea.  I wasn’t yet sure what I do if he came up with a bottle.  So far, the two drinks I had hadn’t resulted in me getting out of control.  
 

He came back with a bottle opening it with a key ring.  Who the heck has that? I thought.  But I guess he did.  I took the bottle for no other reason than he offered it.  I was better than this.  I should be better than this.  But in the end, I turned the bottle up to my mouth and I took a long pull of the bitter liquid.  I would never understand why people found this drink so refreshing.
 

We stood in the night with nothing to say.  Nervously, we both kept drinking the beer as an excuse for the silence.  Kevin was cute in all, but he couldn’t even find words to strike up a conversation.  Not wanting to stand in the deafening silence, I finally said, “So your father’s a doctor?” It was more of a statement than a question.
 

“Yeah, he’s a surgeon at the hospital where your mom works,” he said.
 

So he knew my mom.  That could only mean one thing. “What college do you go to?” I asked.
 

“I’m in my first year at John Hopkins,” he said.  “But I have a confession.”
 

My eyebrows arched.  I couldn’t imagine what he would need to confess to me.
 

“I remember you from school last year.”
 

Outside, no longer forced to watch my ex be happy without me, I was able to see that Kevin looked vaguely familiar. “I thought you were cute, but was too chicken to ask you out. You always had this look of ‘stay away from me’ on your face,” he said.
 

Part of what he said sounded so much like a line.  But there was enough truth especially about my stay away look.  At least Maggie had warned me about it.  ‘Eme, no guy’s ever going to ask you out with that look on your face,’ she used to say.  But that is exactly what I’d been hoping for back then with my no dating policy.
 

“You don’t seem like the kind of guy afraid of anything,” I quipped, quirking a smile.
 

“I’m not, except when it comes to girls like you,” he said shyly. “But I can make up for lost time.”
 

I gave him a sexy laugh and smile.  The beer and whatever else I’d drunk tonight was beginning to loosen my mood. “Really,” I said staring him in the eye.  
 

“Really,” he said raising his eyebrows in response to me.  He moved like an expert and soon his lips were on mine.  The sensation was instant.  The rush was amazing.  It took me far too long to realize what was happening.  My succubus was out.  The flood of energy that washed over me was intoxicating more so than the alcohol I’d consumed.  
 

He didn’t even notice.  His long arms extended so his fingered tips grazed the sides of my dress past my hips.  He fingered the material pulling it up inch by inch.  My sluggish brain, slow on the uptake finally registered that I needed to put a stop to this.  I tried in vain to slip into my demon skin to regain control, but it just rolled off me like water.  All of this happened internally with Kevin not the wiser.
 

I heard the back door bang open and several footsteps along with that noise.
 

“Who’s that with Kevin,” I heard a girl say.
 

“Damn, I think that’s your sister,” a different girl said.
 

“She’s got the right idea,” the previous girl said. “Let’s go Luke.”
 

Fury bound me to my demon side.  I finally had control.  I was grateful when I opened my eyes that Kevin’s were still closed.  If not, he may have seen my demon eyes.  That wasn’t a worry any longer though, because I was in control.  His fingertips still raised the hem of my dress higher.  He seemed oblivious to our audience.  His life force continued to pour into me.  The power consumption was addictive.  
 

“Wait,” a girl said.
 

I heard the patter of feet moving away and one set coming near.  I didn’t have time to pull away before we were forcefully separated.
 

“What the hell, man,” Kevin said looking a little worse for wear.  As irritated as I was for Flynn’s interruption, I was also glad that he stopped me from myself.  I’d enjoyed a little too much taking the life force away from Kevin.  It was quite the rush.
 

“That’s my sister,” Flynn said.  
 

Kevin blinked a few times but seemed to regain composure.  He exhaled a breath. “She’s no more your sister than she’s mine.”
 

Flynn’s jaw tightened.  “Whatever,” Flynn said. “She’s off limits to you.”
 

“I think that’s her call,” Kevin said.  Their eyes turned to me.  I wasn’t quick enough because Flynn answered for me.
 

“She’s with my best friend,” Flynn said.  I looked at him coolly.  I could handle this and he didn’t need to lie.  Luke was not with me.  He was with that damn Sexy Lexi my mind shouted.  That name would stick with me forever in my nightmares, I was sure.
 

“If you’re talking about Luke, he seems quite occupied by Lexi and we all know about Lexi,” Kevin said giving Flynn a knowing look.
 

I didn’t know about Lexi.  What the hell was up with her? Oh, I was certain I could guess but my brain would most likely bring up too many bad images.
 

“I can take care of myself Flynn,” I finally said.  Flynn narrowed his eyes at me.  
 

“Yeah, Flynn.  I think we have this under control,” Kevin said.
 

Flynn stared at me a moment longer.  In the background I heard the chirping sound a car makes when the door is opened and the key is in the ignition.  I couldn’t see the car, but I could hear the voice. “Come on Luke, don’t be shy,” the girl said whose hair I’d like to yank out by her bleach blond roots.
 

“You better get going before you miss your ride,” I said scornfully.  I shouldn’t be rude to Flynn, but  my feelings were hurt and he’d been the easy target.
 

He frowned but moved away into the darkness.  Kevin didn’t waste time before attacking me with his mouth.  “God, you are so hot,” he said tearing away from my lips before pouncing on me again.  No longer was he the easy going guy ready to stand for my honor.  He stood now ready to take it.
 

I was so not.  Something in the way he said it turned me off completely. “Stop,” I breathed taking a step back.
 

“Hey, we can get in the car if you’re cold,” he said seriously.
 

I blinked.  “No, really, I just,” I started to say.
 

His persistent hand found my butt which apparently was irresistible because he wasn’t the first to find that target tonight.  I thought about Sebastian. “Your body is rocking,” he said with a hiss.
 

My hand tried to move his hand away, but he mistook my movement as more of an invitation.  His other hand came to my back side pulling at my skirt again.  Thinking, I weighed my options in the space of a second.  I could easily knee him in the groin.  I could probably take him down too.  But then I’d caused a scene at my mom’s wedding.  I could upset a client of David’s by breaking his son cojones.  None of these options were good ones.
 

“Take your hand off my ass,” I said, hoping diplomacy would work.
 

He didn’t listen.  Instead he assaulted my mouth again with a sloppy drunken kiss.  I tried to pry his hands away.  When that didn’t work, I opened my hand to form a V and thrust my hand up towards his Adam’s apple.  When I connected with his throat, his hands moved from my backside to grasp at his neck.  He was bent over making an awful retching sound sure to draw attention if anyone was out here.  Part of me wanted to feel sorry for him, the other part, the demon side wanted to grin.  He’d asked for it.
 

He recovered soon enough while I stood there to make sure I hadn’t caused any permanent damage.  I made a move to walk away once I knew he’d be fine, but Kevin had other plans.  He yanked on my arm.
 

“Let it go, Kevin,” I said referring to his pride.  When he made no movement, I raised my voice and said, “Let me go.”
 

“Why?” was all he could muster out.  He swallowed hard. His voice was still raspy from my blow.  I knew he wanted to say more, but I didn’t have time.
 

“If you don’t let me go,” I threatened.  My voice held an edge of danger I’d never heard before.
 

He stepped in front of me.  I didn’t think.  I used a move that was probably older than time.  I raised my knee and hit a home run.  Kevin went down.
 

It took a moment for my mind to process what happened.  Flynn came around the corner.
 

“Mercy, you ok,” Flynn said to me.  Kevin was pooled in a heap on the ground.  I was pulling off his jacket when Luke came a little too late.  Luke looked at Kevin as I dropped the jacket on him.  Then he watched me push my dress back down.  His face grew angry.  Blue fire burst into flames in his eyes.  I wasn’t sure what he was about to do.  
 

“Mercy already took care of it,” Flynn said to Luke.
 

“He doesn’t look apologetic if you asked me,” Luke said.
 

Kevin looked at the both of them holding his jaw.  Slowly, he got to his feet.  “Hey, wait,” Kevin said holding one hand on his family jewels and the other near his throat.  “Luke man, I’m not going to fight you over a piece of ass,” he said.
 

Luke took a step forward and Kevin was down on the ground again.  This time there was a trickle of blood from his mouth.  “Don’t talk about my girlfriend like that,” Luke said.  My eyes widened for a quick second.  He still thought of me as his girlfriend.  My heart did a little samba.
 

“Girlfriend,” Kevin croaked not knowing when to keep his mouth shut. “You were with Lexi,” he protested.  His words made my heart falter.  He was right.  If Luke wanted me back what was he doing with her?
 

“Doesn’t matter,” Luke growled. “Stay away from her.”
 

Kevin looked at me.  I looked away.  I wasn’t about to say anything in his defense.  My feet got in motion.  Luke came over to me. “Wait,” he said.
 

I stopped and turned to face him.  Any buzz I may have had from the alcohol was gone.   I think the effects wore off once my demon side took over.  “Thanks for that,” I said tilting my head over in the direction where Kevin was. “But you should get back to Lexi,” I said frostily.  I turned, walked away and back in through the door I’d exited earlier.
 

Opening my eyes from the memory, it was still night.  The wedding was still a painful reminder.  Luke hadn’t come back for me.  In fact, he hadn’t come back at all, neither had Flynn or the girls that were with them.  I spent the rest of the evening entertaining at the kids' table.  Maggie tried to console me, but I’d told her to keep her date company.  Maggie unable to keep a secret had run to Paul and spilled the story to him.
 

He didn’t come over either.  But when he finally caught my eye, he’d given me a sympathetic smile.  He kept the remaining girl, the one who’d been fascinated with him, company the rest of the night.  But unlike Luke, his face wasn’t filled with joy.  I just avoided their table telling jokes and silly stories to the kids.
 

The alarm clock buzzed jolting me.  Today was going to be complicated.  I just wasn’t sure what Paul would expect from me after last night.
 



Chapter Eight
 

 
 

somnolent (adj.) sleepy, drowsy
 

 
 

Exhausted couldn’t express how I felt after a sleepless night.  My SAT word of the day somnolent was fitting. The end of the school day wouldn’t come soon enough.  Thank God it’s Friday, I thought bitterly walking out of the lunch line with my limp slice of pizza.  In slow motion, I watched as Maggie and Amber ambushed me yet again.  Annoyed, I hoped this wasn’t becoming a habit that I would need to break.  They corralled me in the direction in the far corner of the lunch room opposite the elite table.
 

“We need a favor,” Maggie said. I narrowed my eyes at her. That word ‘we’ used to mean she and I, but she meant her and Amber.  I tried to keep the pleasant look on my face.  I missed it just being the two of us.  We hadn’t hung out alone together that much lately.  She had to split her time between Brent and us. Amber lived closer to her than I did.  Now they rode to school together.  I really tried not to be jealous about that.  Amber nodded at Maggie in silent communication. I wondered what was going on and clearly I was the last to know.  My tired brain hadn’t kicked in yet, so I was at a total loss for the conversation to come.
 

“Amber took a test because she was late,” Maggie blurted out.
 

My brain was slow on the uptake.  I narrowed my eyes confused.  “So why would she have to take a test for being late. I thought you just got detention for that?”
 

Maggie shook her head and for the first time I saw the pained look on Amber’s pretty face.  Even somber she was a really pretty girl and I understood just what Paul saw in her.
 

“She missed her period,” Maggie said leaning into me with a whisper of words.
 

Still I was completely not getting this. Later, I would blame my ignorance on lack of sleep. “So she wasn’t late, she skipped a class and they made her take a test?” I asked quizzically.
 

Maggie put her hands to her head in exasperation. Amber scooted over to me and whispered in my ear, “My period is late, “she said slowly. 
 

It took Amber to say it just that way for me to understand.  Maybe because things like this didn’t happen at our school.  Or at least I’d never heard of it.  So I just wasn’t thinking in those terms.  
 

Wide eyed, I looked at both of them as the dawn of realization cleared my foggy brain.  That kind of late and test and period, I thought. Geez, what was a person to say.  Thankfully, I didn’t have to speak because Maggie broke down the master plan.
 

That plan unluckily centered on me.  As I made the journey towards the table I’d avoided for weeks until yesterday’s debacle, I wondered why I had agreed to this.  This wasn’t right.  This wasn’t my problem.  But the best friend rule had come up and I didn’t know when Amber became a part of my circle of best friends.  Paul and Maggie had been my best friends.  Amber had been my best friend Paul’s girlfriend.  In fact if anyone could claim the best friend rule, it should have been Paul.  The rules of best friends meant you would do anything for that person.  I loved Paul and I’d thought to make him happy I should have been with him.  That was one of the reasons I’d gone last night. 
 

Maybe if I’d told the pair of conspirators that I’d been with Paul last night doing a tongue dance, I wouldn’t be in the position I was in now.  But then, I would be friendless. So I’d kept my mouth shut on that bit of information and found myself walking the walk of shame back to the elite table.  I would have to confess my sins to Maggie and Amber soon.  The truth was bound to come to light.  It always did.
 

Each step brought memories back to the look on Paul’s face when he’d seen Flynn kiss me.  It had been one of defeat.  But Paul fled and I had been unable to explain until last night that actually Flynn kissed me and I hadn’t kissed him back.  Honestly, I wasn’t sure Luke knew this or maybe they might not be best friends.  God, everything was such a mess.  
 

But I wouldn’t hurt Luke anymore than I had to, so I would take that secret to the grave and somehow I didn’t think Flynn would tell.  But in the end, I couldn’t be with Paul.  I still didn’t think he really wanted me other than for no one else to have me. I’d been pining after him long after I nearly killed him with my succubus kiss.  He’d survived and accepted me despite my demon half and I’d loved him for it.  
 

That love wasn’t enough though.  My love for Luke was far different and all encompassing.  I’d felt that last night when the lack of fireworks clued me in.  It had been nice to be in Paul’s arms, but he wasn’t Luke.  Words just couldn’t explain how my heart did flip flops when I looked at Luke which is why I had avoided him.  But now I was to go to the table where he sat at with Flynn and Paul.  Then I had to get Paul to come somewhere private where I would give him the good news he was to be a father.  I wanted to slap him for it.  I wished the two musketeers had mentioned this yesterday and I wouldn’t have gone to dinner.  But first I would have to survive not making any eye contact with Luke.
 

The primary hurdle was to endure the long walk to the table.  There were hidden dangers in that walk.  I was wearing yet another mini skirt and ballet flat instead of my usual jeans and chucks. If I slipped and fell I would go up in the air and down hard and most likely expose the family jewels hidden only by a swatch of cloth they sold as underwear.  I wasn’t afraid of the shoes making me fall but rather anything messy my peers spilled from their trays as they walked.  I held a lunch tray and couldn’t see where I stepped. 
 

As I neared the table, Paul, who was facing me, looked up from where he sat in front of Luke and Flynn.  Paul didn’t always eat lunch with us.  He’d stopped when he and Amber started dating and even though they were currently broken up for the umpteenth time, I hadn’t seen him around much.  Who knew where he went, but with this debacle I could only imagine what he’d been doing.  He did say he and Amber only had one thing in common.
 

I saw the movement and closed my eyes before I thought better of it.  I reopened them to find something on the ceiling that was entertaining.  But that couldn’t work because I might run into someone and that would be just as disastrous.  I bet I looked silly because it would have been obvious that I was avoiding their stare.  But when I looked back both Luke and Flynn were turned with their backs to me again.  I exhaled a long breath and moved to the end of the table to walk around so I could whisper to Paul.  Nina and Amanda were at the table too along with Brent, Jay, and Kathy.  I faintly wondered then why Maggie wasn’t sitting with Brent.  I hadn’t even bothered to ask her what happened last night.  Crap, but they’d roped me in and I’d just forgotten.  If I made it through this little excursion, I would pull her aside straight away.
 

My eyes found a friendly face in Jay.  Okay, so Flynn was considered the hottest guy in school with Sebastian nearly dethroning him.  I still gave Flynn the edge, but I would never tell him. His ego was big enough.  But truthfully Jay was probably the best looking guy in school by far.  But he was so far off limits I just didn’t consider him along with the rest of the school population.  He was a blond beauty that rivaled actors like Alex Pettyfer.  Kathy, his girlfriend, was no slouch either. The best way to describe Kathy was a Megan Fox look alike with dark hair and that was all that needed to be said.
 

I was so avoiding Luke’s gaze I inadvertently stared at Jay. “Hey,” he said with a voice that dipped in honey. 
 

“Hey Jay,” I said. Then I quickly looked at Kathy. “Hey, Kathy,” I added.  Her frown which was probably because of my apparent ogle at her boyfriend turned to a slight smile.  My faux pas reddened my cheeks before I turned to meet Paul’s gaze when I reached him.  The table’s occupants quieted to a dull roar.  I knew everyone wondered just what I was up to.
 

I leaned down not realizing at that instant just what a view I was giving Flynn and Luke and any other guy glancing my way until Paul turned and his eyes never meeting mine.  I sighed and sat down next to him.  Turned backwards on the bench, my back was to Luke. “I need to talk to you,” I said softly to Paul.
 

Maybe it was because I had briefly flashed him, but Paul looked befuddled and nodded a little too vigorously.  I stood leading the way to the outside door without waiting for him to follow.  The courtyard was void of my classmates because it was really too cold to be out here.  But this was our best chance to have privacy without people assuming the worst about what we were about to do.  However, before I’d cleared the elite table I’d made the mistake trying to be careful of my step and glanced at Flynn.  He smirked and when I rolled my eyes away they fell upon Luke next.  He looked at me with an unreadable expression.  One thing was for sure he wasn’t smiling.  He looked almost sad.  I looked away.  I hadn’t wanted to see that.  It broke my heart.
 

I walked out the cafeteria doors and a blast of cold air hit my face turning my cheeks pink with chill.  Goose bumps began to erupt all over my body.  A part of me wanted to turn back into the warmth of the cafeteria.  But this was the only place where we would find true privacy in full view of the school population. Hence no rumors could be started about a calm conversation between us or at least I hoped. 
 

Sitting at the first table I got to, I put my tray down thinking my fingers would most likely be numb after this.  But I bit into my sandwich before it was too cold to eat while Paul finally made his way to me.  My sandwich was a turkey sub with melted cheese.  I didn’t think I would be able to enjoy this for long.  Paul straddled the picnic table in front of me wide eyed in anticipation of whatever it was I needed to say.  I made him stew and wait while I tried to enjoy some of my lunch.  After a few more bites, I’d decided what I was going to say. First I would try not to be angry.  But I didn’t think that would last long.  I was amazingly pissed.  I swallowed and shifted in my seat dismayed for being forced into this situation, disheartened that Paul had been careless, disenfranchised that I was the bearer of the news.  “Amber’s pregnant,” I said thrusting the words at him and waited for his reaction.
 

His near gleam faded to all gloom.  I wasn’t certain what he’d been so happy about.  Last night I’d left things open.  I didn’t want to tell him I didn’t think it would work after he’d gone through so much trouble for my birthday gift.  And kissing him had been nice.  So I’d told him I wasn’t ready to be with anyone just yet.  He’d asked me about Luke and I told him that I doubted we’d get back together.  But our fate was sealed now.  He was most likely going to be a father and I wouldn’t stand in the way.
 

“What?” he said dumbfounded.  My eyes refocused on his.  I’d been staring into space with my own introspection. 
 

His word however registered.  I felt my anger rise.  Why were boys stupid?  Why was my Paul so stupid?  “You and Amber had unprotected sex and she thinks she may be pregnant,” I said crisply.  
 

He looked up and down as if he’d lost something before he turned back to me with his mouth agape. “Shit,” he said hissing.  His hand was in his hair pushing it back with the force of his understanding.
 

That word was exactly what I wanted to say when I’d been told.  There was more I wanted to say but didn’t.  Instead, I stuck to the facts not wanting to complicate matters.  My confused feelings for him were no longer important.  “Look, she wants you to take her to the clinic to do a blood test to be sure,” I said.
 

He opened his mouth to speak but I shut it with my next words. “Please don’t say the stupid words like is she sure or is it mine,” I said.  My voice was cold and may have added frost to the fog of breath that escaped my mouth while I spoke. I wasn’t really hungry anymore.  I looked down at my sandwich.  It now looked like the brick it was.  The fire of nervousness left my body since the deed was done.  I shivered against the low temperatures because my coat was in my locker.
 

Paul moved closer to me to share body heat.  When he put his arms around me and leaned his head against the side of mine, I let him.  Once upon a time we’d been best friends.  That was our comfort zone.  So I gave him my friendship back.  Even though I should berate him, he needed understanding too.  He wasn’t the first teenage guy to make this age old mistake. 
 

He took my hands and rubbed them in between his. “When,” he asked.
 

That was an easy question and one I wasn’t terribly mad at him for. “You need to talk to her,” I said sharply.  I guess all my irritation hadn’t left me yet.
 

“Then why isn’t she telling me?” he asked in annoyance.
 

Quickly, I said, “Maybe because you avoid her like you did me.”
 

“You know I hate confrontation,” he said in a confrontational tone.  I almost laughed at that one.
 

Not thinking I said, “That’s just the coward in you.”
 

“That’s not fair,” he said.
 

He was not getting out of this easily. “You were sleeping with her and you broke up with her. What kind of guy are you?” I asked.
 

“Lots of people have sex, Mercy,” he said. “You don’t stay with someone because of that.”
 

“Apparently, I didn’t get that memo. I was under the impression that was something you did when you loved someone.  I didn’t think you were Flynn’s protégé.”
 

“What about you and Luke?” he said accusingly.  
 

“Huh,” I said, sure I hadn’t heard him correctly.
 

He let go of me but looked me in the eye. “You and Luke weren’t together?”
 

“Luke and I didn’t have sex.  But if we had, we wouldn’t have been that stupid about it,” I said.
 

I stood up.  “Merce,” he said. But I picked up my tray and headed for the door.  Good thing I was angry.  It made my next words easy.
 

At the door, Luke came through.  His haunted expression was focused solely on me. “Can I talk to you?” he asked.
 

“No, not really.” 
 

I walked into the warmth of the lunch room and threw the contents of my tray in the trash and placed the tray on the designated area on top.  I walked swiftly over to the table where Maggie and a red eyed Amber sat.  I told them it was done giving them the condensed version.
 

“How is he taking it?” Amber said choking on a sob.  I was still pissed so her tears didn’t affect me much.
 

“Like any boy,” I said and quickly walked away.  Maggie was hugging Amber and I left in search of the farthest girl’s bathroom so I could be alone.  I felt like I might throw up with my queasy stomach.  Between baby news and the brief exchange between Luke and me, I had been affected more than expected.  I wasn’t sure how I would survive the rest of the school year based on the way I felt now.
 



Chapter Nine
 

 
 

reprehensible (adj.) deserving rebuke
 

 
 

Grateful for my new wheels and the freedom it afforded me, I went to Maggie’s house after school.  Amber was with us, of course.  They were in planning mode for the party at my house tomorrow.  It was a school honor tradition in our small community that whoever parents were out of town, had to throw the party. With my mom and Flynn’s dad on their honeymoon, we were the host.  I was along for the ride.  But that wasn’t why I was at Maggie’s.  Really, I wanted to hang out with her.  She hadn’t had much time for me lately.  So today I came along hoping since Amber was going to have to leave early, I’d have time to myself with my best friend.
 

“Have we decided?” Amber asked smiling grandly.  She was way too chipper for a girl who’d just left school after telling her ex-boyfriend she might be pregnant.  I gave a faint tentative smile and nodded in agreement.
 

“It’s settled then,” Maggie said in a bright cheerful tone.  I nodded again not wanting to speak lest my lack luster opinion about the short skirts and revealing tops we suppose wear to the party would show through.
 

Amber stopped folding the clothes we’d pulled from Maggie’s closet and her own bag.  I just folded feeling bad I had nothing to contribute.  My only saving grace was they were ok with that. “So Mercy, who were the roses from yesterday?” Amber asked me.  I froze.  Tentatively, I looked at her and met her curious eyes.  Her smile wasn’t as broad anymore.  Could she read my thoughts?
 

Maggie stopped folding clothes when I didn’t immediately answer.  I bit my lower lip and sucked in a deep breath for the partial lie to come. “I’m not sure.  They were anonymous,” I said looking away.  I started to fold again in earnest.  
 

“Must have been from Luke,” Amber said nervously.  She gave a little giggle at the end of her statement that made it blatantly obvious she didn’t believe that statement to be true.
 

“He does want to get back with you,” Maggie said pointedly.  She was standing next to Amber, so Amber didn’t see the look she gave me that let me know we would be talking about this later.
 

Instead of answering Amber, I diverted her.  “I saw you had roses too,” I chided, raising an eyebrow and forcing the curve of my smile upward.  Amber had received several roses.  But it was to be expected.  She was gorgeous and had a lot of guys who were interested in her.
 

When she didn’t speak, Maggie and I both turned to her.  She looked like she was turning green.  She moved so fast, heading out of Maggie’s bedroom door in a rush.  When we heard another door close down the hall, we both knew she’d gone to the bathroom.
 

Maggie’s frown turned towards me. “What did I say?” I asked immediately on the defensive side.
 

Maggie rolled her eyes. Then, in a whisper, she said, “We will talk about this later.”
 

She and I were going to talk, but it was Maggie who had questions she needed to answer.  I needed to know what happened last night with her and Brent.
 

Maggie left out the door and I heard her say ‘Are you ok, sweetie?’ in her usual charming tone.  I collapsed on the bed with my palms pressed to my forehead.  If Amber ever found out about me and Paul last night, she would so hate me.
 

Heck, I hated myself at this very moment.  I’d gone out on that date with Paul last night and Amber hadn’t entered my mind until the end.  What did that say about me?  She wasn’t my best friend, but she’d been nothing but nice to me.  Oh, I could rationalize that I had him first.  But really, we’d only shared a couple of weeks together nearly two years ago.  She and Paul had been together much longer than that.  
 

I was hanging up the last bit of Maggie’s clothes when they both came back in.  Amber’s phone sounded.  Her bright pink phone had been the only one lying on the bed where the sound was coming from.  We all turned to look at it as if it might blow up at any moment.  A picture of Paul flashed with his phone number beneath.  She looked at the phone with astonishment.  We all began to eye each other wondering if she was going to answer.  Three, then four, five, and then the screen went dark. 
 

Maggie always knowing what to say puts a hand on Amber’s back. “It’s going to be ok,” she said in a soothing tone.
 

Amber burst into tears and I didn’t know what to do.  If I consoled her, was I being a hypocrite?  Amber’s phone broke into song again.  We all looked back down at the bed.  This time a picture of a girl faintly resembling Amber showed on the screen. 
 

“That’s my ride, Keri will be mad if I keep her waiting,” she said.  She wiped the tears from her eyes.  Finally, I stood and crossed over to her.  I drew her in a silent hug not saying anything.  I did feel bad that she was hurting.  Now I just needed to find a way to tell her the truth.  But now was not the time.  She had too many other things to think about.  The things we’d been avoiding speaking of all afternoon.
 

After Amber grabbed her bag and headed for the door, I waited while Maggie walked her out.  A scowl was etched in her face when she finally came back in the room.
 

“Spill,” she said, that one word came out like spit fire from her lips.
 

Although I felt at fault, I also felt angry at Maggie for not having trust in me. “Look,” I said. “I didn’t ask for this.  But you think I’m reprehensible, don’t you?”
 

Tongue in her cheek, Maggie sat.  “Reprehensible.  Couldn’t you just use a normal word?  Lucky for you I actually know that one,” she said with a soft laugh.  Serious now, her features softened and she looked up at me while I stood.  “I can’t judge until you tell me the story.” 
 

Seeing the wariness in her eyes, I sat next to her.  I put my hands in my lap and took a calming breath.  A colossal amount of words escaped me as I explained everything that happened yesterday, including the impromptu movie night.  My mouth was dry once all the words spilled from my lips.
 

Maggie tilted back to lay on the bed covering her eyes with her hands.  Feeling the same sense of dread, I followed suit.
 

Rubbing at her eyes, she at last spoke. I waited for her condemnation of my actions. “I don’t know where to begin,” she said.  “I have to laugh at the whole movie night fiasco.”
 

“Yeah, that was pretty freaking hilarious,” I said dryly.
 

“Then, I want to yell at you for your date with Paul, but I would be lying if I didn’t see that coming,” she said.
 

“What does that mean?” I asked slightly offended.  
 

She turned to meet my eyes. I didn’t see the disapproval I thought I’d see.  “Gosh, Eme, you and Paul have been playing this friend dance for two years now.  Even Luke saw it.  Isn’t that why he dumped you?” she said brutally.
 

I turned away, closing my eyes not speaking.  I deserved what she said and more.  If only I could explain the whole truth, she would see my predicament.  This had to stop.  I had to tell her before the weekend was over.  But I needed Sebastian for that.  I think his little disappearing act would help her come to terms with a fantastical story about angels and demons, who were real by the way.  
 

Not defending myself, I said, “Maggs, I had to know.” 
 

“Well, what did you decide,” she said.
 

Telling her the truth, I said, “That I still love Luke.” 
 

“Whew,” she said on an exhalation of breath. 
 

Then I continued. “That doesn’t mean my feelings for Paul have disappeared,” I said.  Her face change and before she could speak, I continued. “I love him too.”
 

Holding up a finger, I stopped her before she was able to interject. “I can’t help that.  But what we have evolved over time at least for me.  It’s just more brotherly than it is boyfriend like.”
 

“What are you going to do about Luke?” she asked.
 

I sat up leaving Maggie still lying on the bed. “What is there to do?  He’s the one that broke up with me,” I said defensively, not knowing why I was angry all of a sudden. .  
 

Her voice was soothing like it had been with Amber earlier when she said, “It’s obvious he wants you back.”
 

Knowing that didn’t help because I couldn’t act on it.  And it was killing me. “Sending me a rose anonymously it’s exactly trying to get back with me,” I murmured, hearing the lie in my words.
 

“Eme,” she said harshly trying to get my attention. “He’s all broken up about it.”
 

She gave me a look that told me not to question the obvious.  I opened my mouth to refute when she cut in.  Her words were like a plea I should heed.  “He rains on everyone’s parade. He mopes around and well you haven’t been to the last couple of parties where he got trashed.”
 

As much as I didn’t mean it, the more I said it may make the inevitable easier to swallow.  “He should find someone else then.  Maybe Nina?” I said.  I really didn’t want him with Nina but who else was I going to say.
 

“No, no girl wants a guy that’s clearly not over another girl.  That’s asking for heartache,” she said.  But she did sound like she was totally convinced of her words.  I figured that we both knew Nina would have him back anyway she could get him, not to mention Adelina.
 

I sighed. “He deserves to be happy,” I replied.
 

Then she blew out a breath. “He deserves you and you are just as miserable as he is,” she pleaded.  Her words made me wonder if she was pushing me at Luke to ensure Amber’s clear path to Paul.  But that thought died with her next words.
 

“Look,” she said. The way she’d said it had me turning to face her. “I wasn’t going to tell you this, but that new girl, Kristen, is trying to get him bad.” 
 

 I blinked a couple of times to try to figure out who she was referring to. “Kristen,” I said, still mystified.
 

“She’s in our French class,” she said.  Now, I remember the pretty petite Asian girl that sat across from us.  The girl who’d eyed me at my locker then again at the lunch table yesterday.  She had a name.
 

“Yeah, I remember,” I said rubbing at my eyes still tired from the previous sleepless night.
 

Maggie took no time in jumping in with details.  She sat up so she could look me in the eye.  “So you know that party you didn’t go to last week before the wedding.” she said, not really asking a question.
 

“Maggs, I don’t want to know,” I said vehemently. And I didn’t.  The last thing I want to do was hear about Luke flirting or kissing or whatever with some other girl.
 

“Luke was moping around as usual,” Maggie said not listening to me and prepared to have her say. I held up a hand in protest, but she kept going. “Kristen came sauntering up and pulled him to the dance floor.  She pressed herself to him like she was Velcro.  I’m sorry. I lost sight of him after that.”
 

And I knew just how she’d lost him.  Her vision was probably darkened while she hunted up treasure down Brent’s throat.  I pushed back the anger.  Maggie hadn’t done anything wrong.  “Maggs, Luke can date who he wants. We aren’t together,” I said.
 

“You have to get him back before he moves on,” she said, pleading with me.  Some evil part of me again wondered if her concern was with me and Luke or Amber and Paul. Once more I pushed those dark thoughts away.
 

Standing up, I was still angry and afraid I might say something I would regret.  I walked over to her window and looked out.
 

“Eme, look, I don’t know what’s going on with you,” she said. “I thought we were best friends, but I have a feeling there is more to this story you are hiding from me.  You are starting to act just like you did when you and Paul decided to just be friends.”
 

She was right. I wasn’t being a good friend.  We were alone, so I should be able to tell her the truth.  Would she believe me?  I turned back from the setting sun, burning off the last of the daylight.  Kids were still peddling their bikes on the street.  Sometimes, I wished I could go back to those carefree days when my mom and I were still on good terms.  A time when Maggie and I had big dreams and no one came between them.  What I saw in her big green eyes was so much concern.  I had to turn the tides.
 

Squaring my jaw, I leaned against the window frame. There was one way to end this conversation. “What happened with you and Brent last night?” I asked.
 

Her eyes seemed to lose focus.  Although they still held my gaze, I knew she was no longer looking at me.  Finally she shifted away. “Nothing,” she said flatly.
 

Immediately, I was glad she’d turned away.  She didn’t see me visibly relax with that knowledge blowing out an inaudible gust of air.
 

Clearly there was something she needed to get off her chest.  I let her talk. “I was ready to go through with it,” she began. “But in the middle of dinner, I got a call from Doug.”
 

Now it was my turn gape.  I looked up before I closed my mouth and shook my head side to side. That was a disaster.  Doug was Maggie’s ex-boyfriend.  The easiest way to describe him was a dark shaggy haired skater boy with deep dimples and a super cute smile.  He was the guy she seriously dated before Brent.  She had claimed to love him oh, so much, until she up and broke it off for no apparent reason other than she was bored. Maggie was the kind of girl who got attention from guys all the time.  I personally thought Doug paid her a little too much attention, giving in to her every request.  There he lost his appeal in her eyes.  He’d been so hurt by the break up.  In fact, I didn’t think he even had a steady girlfriend since.  I knew he’d taken some girl to Homecoming, but that relationship didn’t last long.
 

Not being very good at hiding my emotions from my facial expression, she saw I was reserving comment. “What?” she asked. For a second I felt vindicated now that the tables were turned on her.
 

“How did Brent react?” I inquired.
 

She stood and began animatedly flaying her arms around as she spoke. “He actually blew up at me. Like it was my fault,” she blurted out. “He’s in my bloody AP Chem class, I can’t help that the teacher paired us up for a project.”
 

“When did this happen?” I said with a hint of the hurt I felt because she hadn’t bothered to tell me.  But I wasn’t one to speak about that.
 

“Yesterday,” she said. “I had no idea Doug would call me on Valentine’s night to discuss the project. I mean he knows I’m dating Brent.”
 

Calmer now that I knew Maggie hadn’t been holding back on me I said, “Well isn’t that the point. Of course he knew.”
 

She stopped pacing about and still her hands. “What am I going to do?” she asked. “We got in a huge fight over it and I ended up leaving.”
 

“You didn’t go to Doug, did you?’ I asked keeping the commendation out of my tone because I knew how that felt.
 

“Of course not,” she said with scorn on her face that I would dare think such a thing.
 

Neither one of us wanted to talk anymore how messed up our lives were.  We looked at each other and in unison said, “Ice Cream.”  We nodded and headed downstairs.  For once, we were sort of in the same place, relationship limbo.
 

We shared a half gallon of ice cream and opted to watch a movie.  Maggie chose a romantic comedy.  It may not have been what we needed right then, but I’d let her pick.  She forever had to watch science fiction and horror movies because Paul and I always outvoted her.   Riding on good vibes after laughing hysterically watching Confession of a Shopaholic movie, I headed home. 
 

Before I left though, Maggie asked me about what was going on with Tom, Sebastian, and Flynn.  I rethought my answer while I drove home.  Tom, I was so sure about.  He was definitely not interested in me.  Sebastian was a little trickier.  Just why was he here.  What were his motives?  And that rose with You and Me on the hang tag?  He’d just been my friend for the last two months.  Why was he at it now?  I told her under no uncertain terms that there was nothing between us.  She’d given me her signature look.  I hadn’t backed down.  There could never be a Flynn and me.  One more thing I hadn’t told Maggie about.  There was the kiss we shared and his declaration. But he was Luke’s best friend.  So there would never be a Flynn and I, at least not for the foreseeable future.  Not only would I not damn Luke, I would not destroy his friendship with Flynn either.  Especially since Flynn only wanted me because I didn’t want him.  He wasn’t used to being rejected, I told myself.
 

It was late when I got back, although I should have been prepared for it.  I was nervous at seeing Luke’s car in the drive. 
 



Chapter Ten
 

 
 

cogent (adj.) intellectually convincing
 

 
 

There were many voices coming from the basement when I walked in the house.  Curiosity had me descending the stairs to see if Flynn decided to throw an impromptu party.  There had been another car in the driveway, I didn’t recognize.  
 

At the bottom of the stairs, I froze.  Flynn sat on the couch with Adriana press so close to him you’d think they were super glued together.  Luke sat on the love seat with Adelina’s adoring face looking up at him in her seat on the floor pressed against his legs.  Then there was Tom with some girl I didn’t recognize.
 

“Are we going to play or what?” Adelina asked.
 

Flynn looked at her.  “Sebastian’s going to find an empty bottle,” he said.  They were going to play spin the bottle.  I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.
 

She nodded. Adriana leaned over to Flynn and began kissing at the nap of his neck.  He smiled and gave her a rueful grin.
 

Adelina’s hand began to rub at Luke’s leg.  That was enough for me.  I was about to make a quick retreat.  I took one a step up.
 

“Mercy,” Sebastian said coming down the stairs.  I didn’t have to turn back to know all eyes were on me.  “Are you going to play?” he asked, holding the empty bottle of liquor.  His voice was a bit too chipper.  I wondered if our resident demon was a little drunk.  “We’re short a player,” he said, grinning at me when we stood toe to toe.
 

There was no need to bother with a response.  My words would give me away.  Instead, I shook my head and made my way past him up to the main level.
 

I had to get out of there.  Seeing Adelina with Luke turned my stomach and there was nothing I could do about it.  And there was no way I was going to let her see how uncomfortable I was with her being there.  Not able to confine myself to my room, I headed out the back door into the late night air.  It was well past midnight and all was silent.  I sat on the deck chair leaning into it, like it was a lounge chair.  I propped my feet up until I finally placed them on the table with my feet crossed at the end.  The air was frigid but it was the wakeup call of fresh air that I needed.
 

How was I ever supposed to get through the school year if I had to watch Luke be with someone else?  The door cracked behind me and I knew someone was now outside with me.  I made no move to turn.  Keeping my eyes closed, I hope whoever it was would see I really wasn’t in the mood to talk.
 

When he sat on the table next to my feet in front of me, I opened my eyes.  I would have never guessed he would be the one to come out seeing how cozy he’d been.  We stayed for a minute, assessing each other.
 

“Why are you here?” I asked dryly.  Maybe I could have been less bitchy, but my patience had run out for the night.  I was tired and didn’t want to play any games.  I had too much to think about.
 

“To see you,” he said straight face.  His mood seemed much like mine.
 

“You don’t owe me anything,” I said.  Tipping my head back, I broke our eye connection.  I closed my eyes blocking out all external stimuli.
 

“Mercy,” he said, this time with more emotion.
 

I opened my eyes but made no move to look at him directly, opting to look at the stars that brilliantly lit up the sky. “Yes,” I finally answered, letting the word linger out of my mouth.
 

He moved swiftly and with purpose.  Covering my mouth with his, he kissed me.  His hand rested on my shoulder and I did nothing to stop him.  Heck, I kissed him back placing my hand on his arm.  I let him explore my mouth like it was the first time.  All the while I didn’t breathe.
 

“So that’s where you went,” a voice said.
 

Luke didn’t make a move to stop on Flynn’s account.  He kissed me a few moments more before he pulled away.  I looked in time to see the stern look Luke gave Flynn letting him know he didn’t approve of being interrupted.
 

Luke held a hand out to me.  Feeling like I couldn’t make Luke look bad, I took his hand and let him lead me away to the pool.  Everything was dark for a moment before the lights under the water kicked on.  I jumped because I wasn’t expecting it.  Luke chuckled.  It made me grateful he wasn’t pissed at Flynn like I thought he was.
 

“Where were we?” he said, leaning down while he held my chin.
 

The sudden feeling of weightlessness clued me in at first.  We were airborne.  In a huge splash down, I sank to the bottom of the pool.  Unfortunately, my mouth had been wide open in surprise.  So I drank a huge mouthful of pool water on my way down.  I kicked off the bottom and made my ascent to the top.  The next thing I gulped was great gasping amounts of air as I scissored my feet keeping me floating.  I pushed my wet hair back from my face and saw Luke do the same minutes before Flynn cannon balled it right between us sending a wave of water in our face.
 

When he surfaced, I immediately pushed my hand slapping a wall of water at him. “You are such an ass,” I yelled.
 

Flynn just laughed at me.  Luke took the opportunity to duck under the water when I spoke.  Next thing I knew Flynn was immediately pulled under with the same surprised expression my face must have had held moments before, mouth agape and all.  Then I found myself giggling.
 

Luke surfaced slyly behind me so quietly I didn’t notice he was there until his arms encircled my waist.  Flynn surfaced again gagging and choking and Luke laughed whole heartedly and I joined him.  Once Flynn collected himself, he smiled gingerly and laughed too.  My grin faded when the twins made their way outside and to the pool.
 

“What’s going on guys?” Adriana said to everyone yet she was staring at Flynn.  
 

Flynn’s wicked smile crossed his lips as he eyed her up and down.  “Why don’t you come in?  The water’s warm,” he said.  
 

The water was warm despite the cool temperature.  Since living here, I hadn’t taken a swim.  If I’d known the pool was heated, I might have.  Adelina just looked at me with hateful eyes.  I couldn’t understand how she could become so fixated on Luke if they only had a few dates.  There just had to be more to that story.  I began to wonder if he’d slept with her.  The subject hadn’t come up, but I was more than certain Luke was no virgin like me.
 

Flynn swam away from us and over to the edge of the pool where Adriana was.  “Hey, can you give me a hand?” he asked her.
 

I saw that one a mile away.  But apparently she didn’t.  She held out her hand and just like us she found herself in the pool.  Adelina let out a snicker.  Her face softened and she actually looked attractive for a moment.  I wanted to tell her that frowning all the time didn’t make her look good, but I doubted she’d take my advice.
 

Soon, the rest of the group was outside.  Sebastian and Tom just shook their heads.  The other girl I didn’t know stood slightly behind the two boys.  She looked a little bit older and she wore an expression that said she was totally bored.  She had short strawberry blond hair that was styled in short waves to her neck.  She wore a sleeveless top and jeans that would need to be peeled off her.  She was quite pretty.
 

When Sebastian and Tom both moved forward towards Adelina, I turned my focus back to Flynn.  He was giving them a look.  Adriana twisting her long wet hair as Flynn kissed at her neck.  Looking up at her twin she said, “Don’t be a bitch, the water’s warm.  Come in.” 
 

Luke’s hand pushed my hair across my back and over my shoulder.  His touch sent goose bumps down my spine reminding me of my recurring dream.  “I missed you,” he murmured in my ear just when Adelina spoke, so I didn’t really hear what she said.  But I saw her gesture her hand down either side as if to say her precious white shorts and blue top were too cool to get wet.  
 

It was then that Tom and Sebastian made their move.  But I have to give it to Adelina.  She wasn’t stupid.  When they put their hands on her arms, her hands shot out to grab their wrist and all three came crashing into the pool.  I closed my eyes a bit to wait out the rain of water that came with the splash. Then, I watched the strange girl sit in a lounge chair and begin to type on her phone.  She acted like she didn’t want to be here and no one even acknowledged her.
 

Luke circled around me blocking my view of everyone.  Gently, he moved me backwards until I was pressed against the wall on the short side of the pool.  “It seems I can’t ever be alone with you these days no matter how hard I try,” he said.
 

If he only knew where I’d been yesterday, I doubt we’d be having this conversation.  But we weren’t together despite the coziness.  I owed him no explanation I tried to tell myself, feeling guilty.  Taking a minute, I didn’t know what to say other than something like ‘we shouldn’t be alone’ or ‘we can’t be together’, his expression changed.  I was biting my lip trying to think of a response.  “I guess it wasn’t meant to be,” I said before pausing. “But then again you’ve had Lexi and Adelina to keep you company,” I said, with a frown of disapproval.  His kiss and attention were all nice, but I couldn’t ignore the girls that were circling him like vultures.  I should have mentioned Kristen, but I hadn’t seen him really with her yet.
 

Looking away from him, I really didn’t want to get into this conversation.  I met Sebastian’s gaze over Luke’s shoulder.  He held Adelina close.  In fact, she was squirming a bit but not in a way that would suggest she wanted to leave.  His stare burned into mine and a felt a kind of heat from it I hadn’t felt since our almost kiss.  When he winked at me, I turned back to Luke.
 

“They mean nothing to me.  I want you. Can’t you see that,” Luke said his body so close to me.
 

His lips touch my ear ever so lightly.  I tried to put my hands between us to back him away, but he caught them.  “You said you loved me too,” he murmured in my ear.
 

“Stop,” I finally said.  He moved his head back but kept my hands in his. “Even if I believed you, I won’t damn you,” I confessed.  Not meaning to, but I felt I had no choice but to just say it.  He was crumbling my resolve and I could feel the succubus inside me stir.
 

He frowned.  His face showed his confusion. “What?” he questioned.
 

“I know now that if you’re with me, a half demon, your soul will be damned,” I said speaking softly so our conversation wouldn’t be overheard.  It wasn’t ideal to do this here, but it was too late.
 

He let out a half laugh. “You can’t be serious,” he said.
 

Now I was getting a bit upset.  Was he really laughing at me for doing the right thing?  I didn’t trust my words, so I nodded.  I needed to be true to my conviction about this. 
 

“Mercy, you can’t corrupt me.  I was already tainted long before I met you,” he said.  I narrowed my eyes.  He shook his head before continuing.  “I broke all the rules long ago.  I drink, curse, and have sex; I’m probably already damned.  I’m sure the council is just waiting to find a reason to punish me if it wasn’t for my father,” he said.
 

Stunned, I didn’t know what to say.  Well, for one thing, he’d confirmed he wasn’t a virgin.  Oh joy, was I the last virgin standing?  I assumed maybe that was true among those in my current company.  But more important was that he’d confessed I wasn’t a burden on his soul. Could I trust his statement?  He looked sincere.  Was I a fool for not talking to him first?  But he was the one who broke up with me.  Feeling foolish, I resorted to my only defense.  “Your cogent words don’t matter anyway, you are the one that broke up with me,” I said trying again in vain to break free of his grasp.
 

Unable to, I looked again over his shoulder at the other people in the pool.  Sebastian and Adelina were on one side of the pool and Flynn and Adriana were on the other making out.  We formed a sort of triangle if you connected us like dots.  Tom was near Sebastian, but not too close, talking to the girl in the chair.  So I guess he’d come with her.  I couldn’t hear him but she was firmly shaking her head with eyes wide.  I assumed she was telling him there was no way she was getting in.  He raised his hands in exasperating and ducked under the water swimming toward the opposite end of the pool from me.
 

When I focused back on Luke, he’d been staring out into the darkness.  He looked back at me and said, “I was wrong.  I should have trusted you.”  He paused then added, “It’s been two months and you and Paul haven’t gotten together.”
 

“Luke,” I began.  Suddenly the need to be honest and come clean possessed my soul.  I needed to tell him.  
 

“It doesn’t matter,” he said.  “What matters now is that you and I are together.”
 

“I need to tell you something,” I insisted.  He was leaning in to kiss me again. “Wait.”
 

He moved back, his face is serious. I said, “It’s about Paul and me.”
 

“I don’t need to know,” he said shaking his head slightly wet curls sending droplets of water.
 

“But you do,” I protested. 
 

One hand was resting on the side of the pool, holding us up.  The other was still securing my hands.  “You’ve already told me that you don’t love him they way you love me,” he said confidently.
 

“Well,” I started.
 

“Are you together with him?” he asked.
 

“No, but…” I said.
 

“Then, nothing else matters,” he said.  He kissed me not giving me any chance to speak.  He let go of my hands and I swore I saw the universe full of stars behind my closed eyelids.  He had that effect on me.  When I felt weak, he broke our kiss. “Tell me you’ll take me back,” he said while giving me his signature airbrush kiss.
 

“What happened between you and Lexi?” I asked.  I should even be considering taking him back, but I had to know.  They hadn’t come back to the wedding.
 

Too quickly, he said, “Nothing I swear.”
 

Wanting to believe him, I said, “Why is Adelina here?”
 

For a moment he looked at me like I should know the answer.  When I continued to wait, he relented. “It’s Flynn’s house.  He invited Adriana.  She brought her sister.  I didn’t ask her to come.”
 

“But you are here about to play spin the bottle,” I said as more of a statement than a question.
 

Again I got that ‘Mercy you are crazy’ look. “I was here waiting for you.  I wasn’t going to play.  I’d told them that.”
 

Remembering just how Adelina cuddled up to him, I gave him that yeah right look.  “Mercy, you think I would play some game where you could come home and see me kissing some other girl when I’m trying to get you back.”
 

He did look utterly sincere and he wasn’t a liar by nature.  I had to trust him.  My acquiesce must have shown through.  Gently, he pressed his lips to mine and I was lost again.
 

Totally out of control with Luke’s presence so near, succubus saw her way in and took control.  Until I could slip into the mist of her skin I watch her snake her fingers though his hair and pull him closer like we were one.  I fumbled a bit because the sensations were intense.  His hand was on my hip pinning me to the wall.  His other hand was still on the wall holding us above water.  
 

It didn’t matter really that my demon had control because she had no effect on other supernatural beings.  But I didn’t like her having power over me.  Nuzzling my neck, he didn’t see the change in my eyes.  Managing quickly, soon it and I were one.  Without thought, I had her knowledge and experience.  I understood the finer arts of seduction all of a sudden.  It wasn’t like a manual, but somehow instincts kicked in.  Just a slight twist of my hips and Luke groaned against my mouth.  The power I could wield against mankind was alluring.
 

Breaking our kiss I said, “Maybe we should go inside and change.”  He looked at my wet top plastered to my skin.
 

He nodded.  “Wait here and I’ll go get you a towel,” he said.  Then he moved to the side of me and hoisted himself up and out of the water.  His arm muscles flexed and looked so impressive.  I nearly swooned.  Keeping one hand on the ledge, I turned back to the pool to people watch.  Flynn’s hair lay uncharacteristically flat.  But like he sensed me watching, a free hand came up and ruffled at it a bit so it stood messily up again.  Then I saw it wasn’t his hand but Adriana’s that had done the deed.
 

Shaking my hand I looked to my left at Sebastian.  I’d never seen him make-out with another girl.  But there he was kissing the enemy.  I bit down on my jealously at that. I didn’t like the girl and didn’t want anyone else to.  Turning, I was just in time to see the strange girl still typing on her phone when Tom surfaced in front of me.
 

“Hey, trouble,” he said.
 

I rolled my eyes. “So who’s the girl?” I asked.
 

“No one,” he said his tone sounding frustrated.
 

“I didn’t know you had a girlfriend,” I teased sending a small splash of water towards him.  “I thought you didn’t have time for girls.”
 

He wiped at his eyes before he said, “She’s not my girlfriend.  She’s just a girl, alright.”
 

“Okay,” I said chuckling under my breath.  I could tell he wanted me to leave it alone and I shouldn’t bug him about it.  But who was I kidding.  He was forever teasing me about being trouble, so I would give into that name.  “I don’t know though, she isn’t looking very pleased by your proximity to me.”
 

He whipped around so quickly you’d think he’d get whiplash. I laughed when he turned his narrowed eyes back to me.  “Oops, I lied,” I laughed.  “But obviously she’s not just any girl,” I said.
 

He was looking at me with a strange intensity like he was judging me in a way. “She’s,” he started but his gaze trailed upwards.  I swiveled my head to see Luke had returned and he looked none too pleased.  
 

“I’ll see you later,” Tom said and then leaned back to do a backstroke away from me.
 

Luke held out a hand to me.  I reached up with one hand on the side of the pool for leverage.  He lifted me out of the pool like I weighted nothing.  I could tell he was not happy about Tom talking to me.  So I put a hand on his biceps.  “My, my, what strong arms you have Mr. Bishop,” I crooned, trying to allay his jealousy.
 

His mouth crocked up and my demon that’d left when Tom showed up showed signs of life again.  “The better to hold you with,” he retorted with a smile.  He held out the towel and I folded myself into it.  In his arms, I noticed his clothes weren’t wet.  He’d changed.
 

“Are you guys leaving us?” a voice said, just as we’d begun to walk away.  
 

“It seems like you got things covered here,” Luke said turning only his head back to answer Flynn.  I didn’t turn back, but I did see Tom getting out of the pool in my peripheral vision.   He walked over to a table near the girl he’d started to tell me about and picked up a towel.  Luke apparently brought out enough towels for everyone, but I wouldn’t have expected anything less from him.
 

When we entered the house, I started to shiver even though it was warmer in here than outside.  “Here you go,” Luke said, scooping me up.  Cradling me in his arms, he moved more quickly taking two steps at a time as we ascended the stairs.  I was amazed by his show of strength.  Something he’d obviously hidden from me while he played human.
 

I was still giggling when he put me down in my room.  We stood there looking at each other unsupervised like so many times before, but there was something different tonight.  I bit my lower lip when I let the towel slide to the floor.  We were just a few steps apart within reaching distance.  He swallowed audibly.  My hands came to my top first fumbling with the tiny buttons.  He started to turn around. “Don’t,” I said, unsure of what I was about to do.
 

He turned back and looked deep in my eyes.  I saw the summer sky in his and wondered what he saw in mine.  But I knew that this was what I wanted.  It had crystallized for me in this moment that he could be the only one for this task.  When my shirt hit the floor, his eyes had never left mine not even for a moment.  So I kept my gaze on his when my hands reached for the back of my skirt and the sound of the zipper going down was deafening.  I wiggled a little and finally the wet thing yielded to gravity falling to the floor.  Neither of us moved and I gave him extra points for never once allowing his gaze to slide south.  In a way I wanted to be offended, but something in his eyes said he was fighting all his urges to keep looking at me in my eyes.   
 

When I stepped towards him, he didn’t move.  So I lifted on my toes with my bare feet, my shoes were somewhere on the bottom of the pool.  Flynn would be replacing them, so I didn’t care.  I leaned up and kissed him.  He surrendered to me and kissed me back, but this time it was more chaste.  Taking hold of my wrist, he kept me from wrapping myself around him like a wet tee-shirt.  He pulled back still holding my hands and began to kneel at my feet.  A wave of heat followed down the line of my body as he did.  I didn’t know what to expect but when he stood and wrapped the towel around my damp body that hadn’t been what I expected.  The towel now covered my black bra and panties which for a weird reason I was grateful matched.  
 

I grasped the towel closed and questioned him only with my eyes.  We’d yet to speak, but clearly I’d offered myself to him in a way I hadn’t to any other.  And it appeared he was rejecting me.
 

Feeling a bit silly, I made my way to turn away from him.  But he stopped me.  He pulled me close cradling my head to his chest. “God, you have to know I want you,” he said.
 

I pulled back. “Yet, it’s clear you don’t,” I countered, sounding more pissed than I’d wanted.
 

“I do,” he said. “It’s just-”
 

“It’s just that you admitted to me today that you’d been with other girls, yet you won’t be with me,” I said.
 

He took a step towards me and pride had me taking a step back. “Those other girls didn’t mean to me what you do,” he said.
 

“So what are you a humanitarian, protecting the innocent?” I chided, sounding bitter.
 

He nodded and simply said, “Something like that.”
 

I huff out a laugh.  “Funny coming from you, who moments before said I couldn’t damn you.  What if I don’t want to be saved,” I said.
 

“Time is endless,” he pleaded taking a few more steps towards me.  I looked back making sure I wouldn’t trip when I moved away backwards.
 

I pursed my lips. “No, it’s not,” I said firmly thinking about how easily life could end from beings just like myself.
 

“You’re right,” he said. “But you haven’t even agreed to be my girlfriend again.”
 

It was then I stopped.  I hadn’t but weren’t my actions clear. Luke trapped me in his arms and kissed me again.  Lost was reason when we were together.  
 

His touch was like a slow burn running deep inside my soul.  His kiss was like honey, thick and sweet.  He pulled back and led me towards a door.  He opened it. “Mercy, go take a shower.  I think I’ll have a cold one myself.  When you’re ready, let me know what you decide,” he said. 
 

And then with what seemed like a great effort, he backed up from me eventually turning away and walking out my door.  I stood there stunned wondering now if I should take a cold shower too.      
 



Chapter Eleven
 

 
 

diffident (adj.) shy, quiet, modest
 

 
 

Bathed in sunlight, I woke.  Luke was there with his arms around me like old times.  Because my mom and Flynn’s dad were out of town, he’d stayed the night.  At some point, he’d come back to my room.  We’d ended up talking and catching up on our lives.  Apparently, he’d still been aware of my every move.  He watched me at softball practice and commented on my swing.  So he’d seen a practice or two.  The one thing I didn’t do was tell him about Paul.  I hadn’t given him an answer either about us being back together.  It felt like we were without me saying the words.  And somewhere deep inside me, I still felt despite his assurances I could somehow be a danger to his soul.
 

“Morning,” he said pressing a kiss to the side of my head.  I’d missed the feeling of being close to him and didn’t want to move.
 

“Morning,” I responded and squeezed at his arms around me.
 

“Get dressed,” he said.
 

Groaning, I asked, “Why?” 
 

“Because I want to take you to breakfast,” he told me, with the warmth I felt being close to him.
 

I turned to face him. “I can cook you something,” I said.  Cooking was not a bother for me.  In fact, I really enjoyed it.
 

“No,” he said, a little too quickly.  I eyed him like he’d kept something from me. He rebounded quickly. “No, I enjoy your cooking immensely, trust me.  But I want you alone and I also don’t want you to cook for everybody,” he said.
 

“I don’t mind,” I said, giving him a million watt smile.
 

“Adelina is probably here,” he said, quirking one eye.
 

Frowning, I answered quickly with a pained smile, “So, where are you taking me?”  There was no way I was cooking for her unless I wanted homicide added to my list of troubles.  He probably knew that too, that’s why he’d said it.
 

He laughed.  He’d left me so I could get ready.  I met him downstairs while the house was still quiet.  Part of me pondered if the wonder twins had stayed here last night.  If so, where were they sleeping?  I was sure Luke had a clue, but I opted not to ask.  Sometimes, what you don’t know won’t hurt you.
 

Eventually, we ended up at I-Hop of all places after he offered to take me to a fancy restaurant in Bethesda.  I declined and opted for this.  I wanted to have a relaxed meal not worry whether I was using the right fork or not.  After we were seated at a small booth he said, “Why are you grinning like a kid in a candy store.”
 

Looking at him with my chin in my palm and my arm resting on the table, I said, “I don’t know.  It’s been ages since I’ve been here.”
 

He tilted his head, “How long?”
 

Taking in a deep breath unable to contain how happy I was feeling, I said, “I donno. Maybe since I was a little kid.”
 

“What was the last thing you remember ordering?” he asked, leaning in closer to me daring me almost.
 

I licked my lips remembering. “I think it was one of the smiley face pancakes,” I said.
 

He grinned.  “You should order it,” he said.
 

I nodded. “I should, shouldn’t I?” I agreed.
 

Our waitress walked up. “Are you ready to order,” the woman asked.  She looked to be in her early twenties and she faced to talk to Luke, but I didn’t let it phase me.  Being around the elite boys, I just got used to the gaga look girls would give them, especially Flynn.
 

He nodded in my direction. “Are you?” he asked.
 

“Sure,” I said.  I wasn’t going to let the scorn the woman’s face held rain on my good mood.  Things were looking up in my life.   “I’ll have the smiley face pancake,” I said wistfully.
 

The waitress frowned.  “That’s from the kids menu,” she said.
 

Luke interjected before I could respond, “Yes, my sister here is twelve,” he said, smiling brightly at the woman and gave her a wink.  Her frown changed and her expression softened.  She didn’t say anything for a moment and I wondered if she was trying to figure him out.
 

“And what will you have?” she asked him, a little warily like she was certain we were being cheap and the tip wouldn’t be good.  Because I may look young, but twelve I thought not, at least I hoped not.
 

Straight faced he said, “A Rooty Tooty Fresh and Fruity with apples.” His expression was light and his eyes fixed on hers.  Unable to contain it, I giggled like a school girl.
 

Not missing a beat she said, “Drinks?” 
 

“Orange juice,” I said, trying to reign in the laughter from hearing Luke place that order.
 

She only turned to frown at me again.  I think she thought I was laughing at her.
 

“Excuse my sister,” Luke said giving me a condemning look. “She’s at that age,” he chided.
 

I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped my throat then.  He remained smiling without laughing.  
 

The waitress nodded and her stringy brown hair moved for the first time. “And you?” she asked him.
 

“The same,” he said and she finally left us.  I gently kicked him under the table.  He succumbed to chuckling.
 

It just kept coming.  “Your sister,” I said between giggles.
 

He rested his hands on top of mine in the small two-seater booth we were in.  “You don’t want to be my sister?” he mused, wiggling his eyebrows at me.
 

I lifted my legs onto the seat and leaned over the table and gave him a kiss no sister could.  Pulling back and settling myself back in my seat, I saw the disapproving faces of a family of four next to us.  Oops, I bit my lip. I was embarrassed by my behavior in front of an audience, but there was nothing to do about it now.  I looked back at Luke and said, “I don’t think you want me as your diffident little sister.”
 

He was still recovering and I felt a bit of pride. “No and you aren’t acting shy,” he stuttered a bit.  “But you may not get your smiley face pancakes now,” he teased.
 

Ultimately, I did and we ate while we played tick tack toe on the kids menu the waitress brought me.  I used the green crayon and Luke the red.  It had been so long for the two of us to be together this way.  I enjoyed the light banter we had.  I was almost sad when it was time to leave.
 

He paid and left a hefty tip for the woman and he also paid the check for the family next to us to make up for our behavior.  He was so terribly thoughtful that way.  I was certain that the children of the family were maybe two and four years of age and weren’t going to be scarred for life by my kiss to Luke.  It wasn’t like I’d given him a lap dance.  But I had leaned over the table, so it maybe was a bit extreme.  I kept my thoughts to myself letting it go.  
 

Then Luke started to drive us home or so I thought.  When he went south on interstate 270, I had to ask, “Where are we going?” 
 

He glanced over at me.  “I’d planned this for Valentine’s night, but you left so abruptly.  However, I was able to change it around for today,” he said.
 

“What?” I asked curiously.
 

“You’ll see,” he said.
 

So I sat back and enjoyed the tunes and the ride.  When nearly an hour later he parallel parked on Pennsylvania Avenue, I was more puzzled but he refused to give me any more details.  He paid at the meter booth and put the receipt in his window.  Taking my hand, he led me down the streets of Washington, DC.  The weather was gently warm for late winter.  I still wore a jacket, but it wasn’t zipped up.  The mystery deepened when he made me stand alone while he went over to what appeared to be a ticket window and spoke to someone.  A few moments later, he waved me over.  A rattling of keys and we were ushered through a gate.  The place was surrounded by trees, so I had no idea when we walked in, what he had in store.
 

Upon entering, there my gaze was met with a large empty ice skating rink.  Extra emphasis on empty.  I had a suspicion that it wouldn’t normally be so.
 

The guy asked us our shoe sizes and walked away once we’d given it to him.  The man wasn’t very tall or light on his feet.  He clumped away in his all green uniform and reminding me of a troll for some reason.
 

“Happy Belated Valentine’s Day,” Luke said.  Valentine’s Day seemed like light years past at this very moment.  I was speechless.  Doe eyed, I just looked at him dumbstruck.  The guy came back and handed two pairs of skates to Luke before I could speak.
 

“Thank you, but,” I said nearly speechless.
 

“Your expression is thanks enough,” he said taking my hand in his.  We sat on a bench and began to change our shoes.  
 

“When did you do this?  How did you know?” I asked trailing off.  How did he know he would get me to change my mind today?
 

“Hope and a little prayer,” he said. “I called and left a message confirming after I left you to shower last night.”
 

No one had ever done anything like this for me.  Although he was only my second boyfriend ever, I felt so special that tears pricked in the corner of my eyes.  Quickly, I blinked them back so they wouldn’t fall.
 

“You said you knew how to skate,” he said, recanting one of our many endless overnight conversations before we broke up.
 

“Yes,” I replied.  It had been some time but I hoped it was like riding a bike something ultimately you couldn’t forget.  
 

Both of us, not totally sure of ourselves held each other as we made our way to the perfect sheet of ice that glistened in the winter sun.  Until our feet scraped against its surface, the ice had been a clean slate of untouched frozen water that waited for only us.  For me, this was a gift and experience I was sure I’d treasure forever.
 

We were a bit clumsy at first. “Thought you could skate Bishop,” I teased him calling him by his last name.
 

“Why Miss Moore, are you prepared to offer a bet as to who will go down first,” he said, winking at me.
 

“I think I’d be ready to make that bet,” I said placing my index finger of my free hand to my lips.  My other hand still clasped in his.  “What will you wager?” I asked.
 

He eyed me thoughtfully, “What is it you would like?” he countered.
 

I titillated, “Oh, Mr. Bishop, there are many things I want. What about you?”
 

He eyed me thoroughly. “Miss Moore, I think you know exactly what I want,” he said.
 

But before we could settle on a wager, we went down together.  We hadn’t been paying attention to what we were doing and we both ended up flat on our backs.  We laughed and laughed.  It didn’t matter how long we lay there, because we weren’t bothering anyone else.  He ended up kissing me on the ice and our heat kept me warm from the freezing ice at my back.  
 

Too soon we were skating again finding a rhythm from past times on the ice.  I remembered how to skate backwards at some point and was proud not to have fallen after that one and only time.  Being with him here alone was amazing.  I noticed that the Evergreen trees that lined the rink were strung with lights.  I imagined that if he’d brought me here at night like he planned, the place would have been enchanting.  But that thought didn’t take away from what we had at this moment.  There was no place I would have rather been than here with him and no one else.
 

When we finally left after our allotted time, there was a line outside of patrons waiting for the rink to open to the public.  I felt absolutely extraordinary in having that time private with him.  Still, he wasn’t done.  We walked, instead of to his car to the mall which is the area around all the national museums downtown.  I’m not sure why it’s called the mall because there are no shops.  But that however was the name.  We walked from the Washington Monument to the Lincoln Memorial.   Because it was still winter the place wasn’t packed.  There weren’t many visitors.  We sat on the steps in front of the massive statue of Lincoln.
 

“You know,” he said, looking into my eyes. “Lincoln was right.”
 

Moving, I tucked my coat around me because the air was growing chillier.  I hadn’t paid much attention to the weather channel but I thought it was suppose to get warmer as the day progressed.  But I was certain when I spoke and mist escaped my mouth, it was getting colder. “What?” I asked.
 

“We’re all free,” he said, pointing back at Lincoln’s statue. “I know that isn’t what he said and maybe I should quote Martin Luther King, but we’re all free to make our own choices no matter what we are born into.”
 

His words had me thinking.  I sat looking out in the wave pool in front of us.  There were struggles people made all over the world for freedom, even now, some still weren’t.  I’d felt like a slave to my succubus demon.  I’d spent too long not living except in fear of it.  I’d let Luke leave me because I was sure I’d damn him.  But ultimately that had to be his choice.  Was he referring to what I was and that I was free not to be evil like the demon that resided in me?
 

“You’re shivering,” he said leaning over and cuddling me. “We should go.”  We walked back to the car with a picturesque scene unfolding while light snow floating down, melting once in contact with the ground.
 

It was only early afternoon when we arrived back at the house.  He only walked me to my door. “You’re not coming in?” I asked not ready for him to go.
 

“I have a few things I need to do,” he said, looking like he didn’t want to leave me either.
 

Sadly, I said, “I had an amazing time.”  I had a need to let him know just how special this day had been for me.  Feeling for the chain around my neck, his eyes followed.
 

“Will you always wear it?” he asked, referring to the necklace he’d given me for my birthday that had an inscription on the back that read ‘My heart belongs to you’.
 

I nodded. “I’ve never taken it off,” I said honestly.
 

He bent down and kissed me fiercely.  I had to lean on the door to recover when he backed off.  “I’ll see you later,” he said.
 

Nodding again, I felt strangely like a bobble head.  But I think that was more to the fact he’d kissed me senseless and I was lightheaded from it.
 

I stared after the boy that stole my heart for the second time.  Although I had a connection to Paul and I couldn’t deny it, Luke was the one.  I also felt a connection to Flynn and Sebastian and I should hate myself for it.  The long and short of it was, my connection to Luke was electric and not anything like what I felt for the others.  It was also true that I loved Luke.  Our love was still new and could change.  It could grow or it could die and that was reality.  Only time would tell, but in my heart, he felt like he could be my forever.   
 



Chapter Twelve
 

 
 

obsequious (adj.) excessively compliant or submissive
 

 
 

My head was in a whirlwind while Maggie and Amber moved about my room.  Clothes, hair products, and makeup covered every available space. The clutter was more disturbing than it should be.  Maybe it was my nerves.  The party had started and we had yet to make an appearance.  Paul, Flynn and Sebastian were all downstairs.  Even though Flynn knew, this would come as a shock to Paul and maybe Sebastian that Luke and I were back together.
 

“Why do you look sad?  It’s time to celebrate,” Amber said to me with a radiant smile.  I hid any reaction I might have had and plastered a fake smile to my face.  I understood her happiness. I was no longer a threat to a relationship between her and Paul.  
 

Continuing my fake smile, I said, “I’m just tired.”  But truthfully, I was feeling grouchy and maybe a bit too obsequious.  With Amber around I found myself again in a skirt.  I missed my skinny jeans.  Maggie wore a printed chiffon tiered skirt with banded lace waist paired with a pale blue tank.  Amber wore a white tiered mini skirt black skinny belt and yellow tank.  They’d brought me a rose color rosette bubble mini skirt I wore with a black tank top.  I felt like a walking rose bush.
 

Twirling in the mirror, Amber appraised the summer outfit she was wearing.  It wasn’t yet spring, but here we were in thin strap tanks and skirts with flip flops on our feet.  Maggie spiral curled my hair and I said nothing. I knew when I was beat.  “You know, I always knew you two would get back together,” Amber continued while surveying her perfection in the mirror.
 

Amber, gifted and skilled in all things makeup, had done my face.  She had a way about making it look like you wore nothing.  It was natural looking.  That’s why I had given into her skilled hands.  I felt bad I had nothing to contribute.  My skills are culinary.  I would have to make them a meal sometime soon.
 

Maggie walked out of the bathroom with her fiery red hair tamed by the flat iron to a silky smooth style she rarely wore, but when she did all heads would turn.  She saw my face and years of friendship had her understanding my mood with no words said.  “Amber you look amazing,” Maggie said deflecting the conversation.
 

“Do you think he’ll notice?” Amber said.
 

Maggie gave me a look that said I needed to fix this.  I wasn’t sure what I could do to sway Paul’s mind.  I had already tried to push him into her arms before.  Now he’d confessed he never loved her.  What more could I do.  Maybe tell her the truth and bring her heartache.  I don’t think so. “How could he not?” Maggie said to her.  
 

They were huddled together in front of the dresser mirror admiring themselves.  The boys would definitely notice them when they entered a room.  I silently envied their beauty.  I wondered how a girl as beautiful as Amber could be hung up on one boy, when she could have her pick of them.
 

Suddenly I found my voice. “Amber,” I said. They both turned to me.  Maggie’s smile dipped a bit in worry at what I was going to say.  She had nothing to worry about.  I would not be revealing any secrets.  My pause had Amber’s grin fading too.  I cleared my throat determined to say what needed to be said. “If Paul doesn’t realize just how wonderful you are, he’s a fool.”
 

Her face showed the force smile. I pushed on. “You could have your pick of guys. Paul has been a dear friend, but you deserve better.” She looked away and I wondered if the shine in her eyes would produce tears.  I hadn’t wanted to make her cry.  I just wanted her to realize her value.
 

Maggie, super-uber comforter, hugged Amber with the one arm that had been around her back and gripped her shoulder.  “She’s right Am,” Maggie said.  Whatever else Maggie said was lost on me for a second.  The ugly truth of jealousy flared at Maggie’s use of an endearment for her new BFF.  Somehow, I thought I was losing my best friend.
 

“Eme,” Maggie said.  
 

I looked up and saw that she’d been speaking to me.  “Huh,” I muttered.
 

“Are you ready?” she asked.  Amber’s face had perked back up.  Maggie had a way with words and now I wished I hadn’t blanked.  What had she said to turn my pep talk from Amber’s near tears to near glee in such a short time?
 

Dolled up and not ready to go, I smiled up at them. “You guys go ahead. I’ll be down in a minute.”  Forcing my smile a little higher, they nodded.  
 

Walking across the room to the door, Maggie looked back.  “Don’t be long, Eme,” she said.
 

I nodded and they were gone.  I only had one regret.  I wasn’t able to get Maggie alone without it looking like I was excluding Amber.  So I didn’t know if anything had happened between Maggie and Brent.  However, I assumed that the news would have been too big for Maggie not to have told me.  My assumption had to be that the deed hadn’t been done.
 

Glumly, I looked at the destruction of my room.  Needing a plan on how to handle tonight, I began to sort through the clothes that had been left.  Creating piles of Amber’s and Maggie’s, I folded clothes taking my time.  Yes, I was avoiding the party.  In no time, I was nearly done.  The mess had only looked worse than it really was.
 

The clothes neatly lay on my dresser in two piles when a knock came at my door.  “Come in,” I said walking out of my bathroom after tiding up in there as well.  I looked up and into the eyes of my California boyfriend.
 

His gentle smile and the way he looked at me like I was the whole world stopped my breath.  “Luke,” I exhaled.
 

Stepping into my room he closed the door as quietly as he’d entered.  “You are the most beautiful girl here tonight,” he said.
 

I managed a grin as my cheeks reddened.  I looked away for a second not able to take such a compliment.  When I returned my gaze back to him, his face held a slight frown.  Nervousness had me asking, “What’s wrong?”
 

“I was just wondering how many heads I’m going to knock around tonight,” he said, looking strangely serious.
 

Blushing again, I surveyed the dress I wore.  I was a little bustier than both of my friends.  The top of the dress did nothing to minimize my assets.  But at the same time, it wasn’t slutty looking either. “Why would you be fighting anyone tonight?” I asked quizzically.
 

He snorted a laugh.  “Because someone is going to stare too long and I don’t share,” he mused.
 

It was a compliment of sorts.  But I wasn’t sure what to do or say.  I wasn’t used to the way he looked at me right now.  He had a need on his face I hadn’t seen before.  He didn’t move or try to kiss me.  My face must have revealed my puzzlement because he said, “We should probably get to the party.”
 

“Do we have to go?” I asked.  I really wasn’t ready to face the music.
 

He sucked in an audible breath. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for us to stay here,” he said.
 

I tilted my head and asked the question with my eyes.  He smiled and his eyes roamed over me in ways he’d never done before.  He’d always been the perfect gentleman. “I lack the control I need to be alone with you right now,” he said, with his voice sounding tight.
 

Quite pleased that I affected him that way, I walked to him and wrapped my arms around his neck. I tilted my head back to meet his eyes.  On auto pilot, the flirtatious side of me escaped with the ease of a practiced practitioner.  “Maybe I want you to lose control,” I heard myself say.
 

His eyes were trained on my mouth and he licked his lips. “If I didn’t know any better, I would say you were trying to tempt me,” he said.
 

Standing on my toes with my eyes closed, I pressed my lips to his.  He kissed me back but it was chaste.  My arms fell from his neck and glided down his arms.  When my hands reached his wrist, I guided his arms around me.  “Is it working?” I teased some more.
 

He groaned in protest. “Mercy, we should go.”  But he didn’t sound convinced of his own words.  I laughed while wrapping my arms around his neck once again.  Taking a step back, he was forced to take a stumbling step forward or let me go.  He moved with me.  When the back of my knees brushed against the edge of the bed, I was determined to pull him back on the bed.  But he held on, not letting me fall back.
 

“Mercy,” he raggedly said.  He took a moment to compose himself.  “Mercy, let me see your eyes.”
 

That sentence let me know something was wrong.  As if I just woke from a dream, I realized I wasn’t in control.  The signs were all there, but I’d just given myself over with no resistance.  “Mercy,” he said. “Open your eyes.”
 

I felt the demon open my eyes that would look like pools of black ink.  His hand stroked down my hair to cup the base of my neck.  He leaned in and placed a kiss on my forehead. “Come back to me Mercy,” he insisted, breathing on the top of my head.  She didn’t put up much of a fight.  For a second I had to wonder if we had become one. 
 

Finding myself, I dropped into the demon skin like falling from a cliff top.  I spread my hands to take back the animation in my body.  But not soon enough before the she-devil gripped him tighter pressing my flesh into his body.  He tensed but held me firm letting me fight my own demon.
 

Leaning my head back and allowing my hands to fall, I looked into his awaiting eyes with my own, now back in my control.  He pressed a gentle kiss against my lips and took my hand.  Embarrassment for my own lack of control had me mute and following him as he led me downstairs and away from temptation and into the lion’s den of a party in full swing.
 

We walked down the stairs to the main level.  Then we descended another staircase around the corner to the basement level where the party filled with teenage carnal lust had already begun without us. The main level had been void of occupants, as expected, since the house just wasn’t set up for a party the way the rooms were portioned.  The basement was an open walk out.  And as planned, I saw people entering from the back.
 

Sebastian was the DJ for our party.  A girl whom I vaguely remembered as being a senior last year stood near him dancing a bit and talking to another girl who stood in front of the DJ stand.  The other girl who was a current senior had a grin the size a child held when looking at Santa.  She had to realize how obvious she was being.  And maybe that was the point. I’d learned how to control my emotions around guys I’d liked.  Maybe I’d indulged in staring occasionally.  But I’d never been caught grinning so hard that no one would escape that look, or had I?  I could tell that the college girl was interested but she was handling it better than the girl from my school.
 

Spotting the gang, Luke pulled me along.  The place was crowded.  I suspected Flynn hadn’t invited the whole school, but the wall to wall press of people might suggest otherwise.  There were several couples that must have been still celebrating Valentine’s Day with the look of love on their faces.  But I knew that as the night grew even more people would come.  Entertainment wasn’t prevalent in our town.  Most can’t resist a good party especially when there is free food and drinks.  
 

I looked at the buffet table that lined the wall.  It was filled with half eaten plates of food I’d assembled.  Flynn had tried to talk me out of preparing snacks for what he labeled as “ungrateful hoards” that would come tonight.  Although I disagreed, I knew alcohol would be present tonight.  Food would be important to fill their bellies so that drink wouldn’t be as important.  Chips and empty plates filled the empty spaces on the table.  I shook my head wondering why people couldn’t manage to toss their trash in the bin I provided on either end of the table.  I tried to move in that direction to straighten up, but Luke’s grip on me tightened as he moved me closer to our friends.
 

We walked over to the sofas were Maggie, Brent, Jay, Kathy, Paul, Amber, Flynn and a girl I didn’t recognize sat. So Flynn’s mystery girl made an appearance.  I’d wondered for weeks who he’d been seeing.  So she must be it.  I’d thought after last night, it may have been Adriana.  But after surveying the place, the twins were nowhere in sight. 
 

This girl definitely didn’t go to our school although she did look slightly familiar.  Her caramel colored skin was radiant against the coolness of the gray shirt she wore.  Her hair was filled with spiral curls of brown and blonde highlights, uncomfortably reminding me of my own hair.  Briskly, I finger comb through my own hair hopefully creating waves instead of curls.  I could only hope it worked as we reached the group.  My eyes were still appraising the girl when it finally clicked into place who she was.  Her hazel green eyes had me remembering Chris’ sister’s name, Tamera.  Flynn’s arm was around her shoulder, and I breathed thinking they had to be just friends, right?
 

All eyes were on Luke and my hands when I tore my eyes away from her and to the rest of the group.  As we drew ever closer, I saw Tom was sitting with his back to us and a girl I couldn’t recall her name but I think she was a senior sat next to him. 
 

Flynn said, “Damn.” 
 

Paul said, “Shit.”
 

I looked puzzled as Luke held his hand out still holding my hand in acknowledgement of our reconciliation.  Jay who was close gave Luke and upward head nod as if to say he approved.  I flushed feeling the weight of the stares upon us.  Flynn pulled something out as Paul dug in his pocket. Soon money was exchanging hands. I looked up at Luke’s smiling face.  He crushed the money in his hand then shoved it into his back pocket.
 

“What’s going on?” I said looking back at the group.
 

Tom leaned over and handed Luke some money and said, “Yesterday when you went to make popcorn, Sebastian threw a bet out and we baited Luke into it.”
 

I turned to Luke and punched him but not too hard with my free hand. “You bet on me?” I asked shocked.
 

“I didn’t make the bet. I just couldn’t stop it,” he said. He cocked his head to one side.  “When you can’t beat them, join them.” I was about to say something when he pulled me to him and crushed his lips to mine.  I kissed him back.  Of course it was over far too soon when they all started yelling cat calls at us.  Oh, Luke and I were going to talk about the bet later.  Before we broke the kiss, I snuck my hand in his back pocket and pulled the money out.  I slipped it down the front of my shirt and into my bra.  
 

“I’ll get it back later,” he leered at me when he spoke.
 

Flynn said to Luke, “I’ll be happy to get it now if you want me to.” The guys in the group all started slapping hands in agreement and I rolled my eyes.
 

“Not unless you want to remain having the use of your hands,” Luke answered, with a bit of a growl in his voice.
 

A few other male jabs were traded for pride and ego.  I wasn’t listening.  Instead, I was looking around to see the mess that was starting to accumulate.
 

We made a round over to the DJ booth so apparently Luke could collect from Sebastian who looked pissed about losing.  A girl who graduated last year was standing near started to check out Luke.  I wanted to deck her all of a sudden.  I wasn’t sure where the violence in me came from but it was there.  I breathed a little trying to suppress that urge.
 

Luke, who looked amused like he knew what I was thinking, took me to dance.  He knew I liked to.  But I had a feeling he wanted to be close to me in a protected environment.  So we danced.  Determination in me, I tried my best to tempt him into leaving the party early with my dance moves. Pressed against him with the hordes of people around us, I knew I’d been successful.  But he still wasn’t giving in.  Even so, the hurt and pain I’d been feeling for over a month died away.  Despite lingering doubts it was Luke whom I wanted. 
 

I kept an eye out on Flynn and Tamera.  They were plastered together like everyone else, dirty dancing.  So it was more than friends between them I thought as my eyes narrowed.  You could never tell with Flynn but he had all eyes for her except the occasional time I caught his wicked glance like he was goading me and having a great time.  Parts of me wanted to be jealous but that was silly.  I had who I wanted, so I swallowed that down and tried to ignore him.
 

After many, many songs, a little tired and a little sweaty, I made my way over to the buffet table while Luke talked to his friends.  I was parched.  I poured myself a cup of coke from the two liter bottle in my hand.  The bottle emptied completely in my cup not filling up more than half way.  Empty bottles were strewn about the table even though I had placed two large garbage bins on either side of the table.  Pigs, I thought.  After refreshing myself with a cold drink, I started to tidy up as Maggie made her way over to me.
 

“Eme,” she said a bit loudly tilting her head towards the dance floor. I followed her line of vision and caught sight of Luke talking to Kristen. 
 

I nodded at Maggie opting not to speak.  I would have to yell over the pounding music for her to hear me anyway.  I turned back to tidying up the table.  I was not going to be that girl.  I was going to trust Luke, I told myself.  
 

“Eme,” she protested getting closer to me so I would hear her.  But I’d heard her the first time.  Looking at her, I knew she’d been drinking.  Her eyes were at half mast and a little glassy.
 

“Maggs,” I said exasperatedly.
 

“That’s Kristen,” she said as if that was supposed to mean something to me.  She’d mouthed the words in an outrageous way so I could read her lips if I didn’t hear her.
 

I stopped what I was doing and turned to give her my full attention after tosses an empty bottle in the recycle bin I’d set up. “Okay, what do you want me to do about it,” I said sounding more patient than I felt.
 

“That’s the girl that’s trying to steal your boyfriend,” she said looking at me with her piercing green eyes.  She kept over gesturing her words like I was deaf. She was definitely drunk. The music was loud but I’d heard her.  She seemed to be trying to make a point that she thought I should get.
 

Wanting to hug her for caring about me, I smiled instead. “Maggs, if Luke cheats on me at a party at my house, then she can have him,” I said.  Truthfully, I trusted Luke.  Even still, I saw no reason to go all violent because he talked to a girl.
 

She looked at me like I’d missed the whole point. “It’s not him I’m worried about,” she said.
 

Finally I gave in and hugged her.  In her ear, I said, “I love you Maggs.  I’m glad you’re looking out for me.  But I’m going to pass on this one.  Now if she decides to try something in my presence, I promise not to be passive.  And don’t drink anymore.  I think you’ve had enough.”
 

I let her out of my embrace.  As she walked away after giving me a half smile and a nod, I looked over at Luke.  Despite what I’d said, my paranoia was reaching a new level at Maggie’s concern.  Luke was still talking to Kristen but a moment later he looked over at me.  Our eyes met like he could feel me looking.  He winked at me and I smiled.  I went back to cleaning up before heading upstairs to grab more alternatives to alcohol drinks.  
 

It took me longer than I expected to make my way upstairs to the kitchen.  I found myself picking up empty bottles, cans, and other trash along the way.  When I opened the refrigerator, I noticed all the bottles of soda I’d stashed to keep cold were gone.  Making my way to the pantry, I opened the door when someone spoke scaring the living ‘bejeezus’ out of me.
 

“Mercy,” the voice said.  I knew who it was, but that didn’t stop my head whipping around.  We were alone.  Flynn and I had planned this party out to keep it contained in the basement.  Everything was downstairs, so people really didn’t have a reason to roam upstairs.  We had let everyone know to enter the party through the basement with a note on the front door.
 

My hair swung with the force of my head movement.  A few strands were caught in my mouth once my hair settled back.  Before I could push it away, Flynn did it for me.  But his hand cupped my cheek after he pushed my hair behind my ear.
 

Flinching away, I walked further into the pantry trying to brush off the flutter in my stomach at his touch.  That shouldn’t happen.  I struck out at him to malign whatever I could possibly be feeling. “Flynn, you’re such as ass for scaring me like that,” I said begrudgingly.
 

I had to bend down to the floor to gather some bottles we’d bought earlier.  I wanted to put a few more in the refrigerator and take some more downstairs.  When he didn’t speak, I said, “Well, it’s a good thing you’re here.  You can help me carry a few of these.”  The pantry was a walk in and I was at the back wall.  When I stood, I did it as I was turning holding three two liters.  He was right there in front of me.  He had pulled the door to the pantry shut.
 

Normally, I try not to curse, but Shit.  This can’t be good.  With two bottles in one arm and one bottle in my hand, I said softly, “Flynn.” 
 

“Why,” he said standing at the door.  His hands were behind his back and I had to wonder if he was holding the doorknob.
 

Swallowing at nothing because my mouth was now dry, I said, “Why what?”  Trying to keep my face passive, I made no move in retreat or forward.  He could misinterpret anything I did.
 

His hands fell to his sides and I knew he was about to come towards me.  He hadn’t yet, but something in his posture said so. “Why did you get back with him?”
 

“Luke,” I said as if there was any other possible choice.  He nodded. “Flynn, you saw us together last night,” I said feeling irate all of a sudden.
 

“I thought you two were just fooling around for old time's sake.  I thought both of you understood the consequences of you being together.”
 

My hand that held the soda bottle flew up to point towards his chest. “You know what? We are not having this conversation.  If anyone sees us come out of here, Luke is going to get the wrong idea if it spreads around.”
 

He moved forward to the point where my outstretched hand was jammed into his chest.  I dropped my hand.  Maybe I shouldn’t have but I didn’t want to touch him.  Not here and not like this.  I could hear the soda jostling around.  Whoever opened this bottle was going to get an eye full.
 

The tension between us was broken when we heard yelling somewhere outside the door.  He turned and opened the door, moving through it swiftly.  I put the bottle of soda down and followed at his heels.  As I passed the open door of the pantry, I noticed someone there. 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 

 
 

torpid (adj.) lethargic, dormant, lacking motion
 

 
 

Double crap.  It was Kristen.  What was she doing up here?  How much had she heard?  But now wasn’t the time.  I kept up with Flynn until we ended up in the foyer.  Under the bright lights of the chandelier a tall boy stood over the limp body of another boy.
 

“Where is she?” the tall skinny boy said, looking at Flynn like he knew him.
 

Then I remembered.  He was one of the shifter guys from the lake.  Yes, Tamera’s boyfriend. For the life of me I couldn’t remember his name.  Then I hadn’t been sure if they were together, but Tamera being here solidified it for me.
 

Flynn moved forward. I moved to check on the boy on the floor.  “She doesn’t want to see you, Mike” he said, with danger if he pursued this further.  Flynn said the boy’s name like it was it was a threat in itself.
 

Flynn took a step forward and Mike said, “I will snap her neck before you make it to me.”  It would be later before I realized I was the “her” Mike was referring to.  Flynn stopped Mike from leaning down to grab me.
 

My eyes widened.  We were part demon but we were nowhere near lethal.   Shifters on the other hand could take any animal form from what I understood.  I thought we were outnumbered even though there was only one of him.
 

The boy’s hand move but Flynn was faster.  He had the taller boy in a headlock in the blink of an eye.  I could hardly believe it and stifled clapping my hands over my mouth in awe of his agility.  It had me thinking back to me taking Flynn down with my swipe of the foot the other day.  Had he let me get the best of him? “Mike, I said she doesn’t want to talk to you.”
 

“She’s my mate,” Mike bellowed.  The music from the basement was way too loud for anyone to have heard us.  For a moment I remembered that Luke had been talking to Kristen.  Then I remembered the girl was up here with us. I turned for a second to see if she was still here and she was.  She had a look of wonder and I’d hoped that Flynn’s show of strength might have her attentions planted on him and not my boyfriend.
 

“Take it up with Chris,” Flynn said.  Mike was on his knees while Flynn continued to manhandle him.
 

Turning back when Flynn spoke, I saw Mike’s hand began to change.  I cried out but it was too late.  He’d swiped at Flynn arm with a half animal hand with long claws.  Blood welled up on Flynn’s arm.  Flynn flung the boy to the wall near me and the boy sank to the floor.  I began to move to check out Flynn’s wound and soon realized we underestimated the shifter.
 

All too soon, I was the one in the choke hold.  I saw Flynn’s despair at his mistake.  His eyes pleaded with me for forgiveness, if that’s how I should interpret the softness I saw in his expression.  Then his face hardened and turned upwards towards my capture.  I didn’t hear Kristen move, but I saw Flynn shake his head no to her.  Had she seen the claw?  Man, as it became harder to breath, I had to focus on the now.  It didn’t seem important if she was made aware of supernatural events as I gasp for air.
 

“Let her go,” Flynn demanded.
 

I couldn’t see the Mike’s expression with my back pressed to his chest.  Even still, I was too busy trying to keep my fingers between his arm and my neck.  My air was slowly cutting off.  “Go get my mate and you can have yours,” he roared.
 

Flynn’s eyes shifted to where I assume Kristen stood.  I think I understood what he was trying to do.  But Kristen was new and didn’t know Tamera.  Even if she wasn’t new, I’m not sure most of the people here wouldn’t know who she was.  She wasn’t from around here.
 

Flynn’s shoulders fell a bit when he realized this.  I could tell he didn’t want to leave me alone with Mike but he had no other choice.  So Flynn moved around the body of the boy on the floor without even a second glance.  Mike shifted me as he flattened himself against the wall.  The guy turned as Flynn moved to always keep him in sight.  Kristen moved to the floor where the boy was.  I was glad someone checked on that guy.  
 

“He’s breathing,” she said to no one in particular.
 

“Good,” Mike barked. “Go make sure lover boy brings my girl back.”
 

Kristen’s eyes shifted to me.  For a moment I thought the girl had my well being at heart.  But when she slyly gave me a half titled up wicked grin, I knew she’d hoped the worst for me.  I couldn’t believe this girl.  What did she think that she could get Luke’s number at my funeral?
 

Once she was gone I decided to no longer remain torpid although I might use it to my advantage.  If Flynn had that speed and show of strength, did I possess it as well?  My little self defensive training kicked in and I pulled back to elbow him.  I hit his side and he laughed.  He laughed at me and tightened his grip against my windpipe.  I was starting to gag.  He dragged me to the door he opened it one-handed.  We were outside before I knew it.  The angle I was at, it was hard to use my legs.  So I decided to try something else.  Dead weight.  I let my body go limp so gravity could pull me out of his arms.  But that was stupid.  He was a shifter and obviously strong.  He shifted my weight and instead darkness began to engulf my vision.
 

Immediately, I shifted my feet to help support my weight to give me some breathing room.  “You know if he doesn’t come, maybe I’ll take you instead,” Mike spat.
 

Shivering, it was his words not the cold air outside that made me do so.  It was dark and no one was out.  He could easily take me somewhere.  I couldn’t pass out.  I focused my control on my breathing and wished to hell I’d had more training.  And damn my mom for not giving me more information.  But this wasn’t her fault, I tried to tell myself as I slowed my breathing.  If I panicked I would surely pass out.
 

“Michael,” a loud voice said from near the door.  Mike had moved us on the lawn halfway between the house and the street by the time Tamara had surfaced.
 

I opened my eyes to dimly see her with the light all around her.  She looked fierce.  Flynn came rushing to stand by her putting out an arm when Luke rushed through the door.
 

“Let her go, Michael,” Tamara yelled.
 

“Or I’ll kick your ass,” Flynn added for good measure.
 

“We’ll trade my mate for yours,” Mike demanded.
 

Luke pushed past the arm Flynn held out to stop him.  “She’s not his mate, she’s mine,” he said, while continuing his walk to me.
 

“I’ll tell you like I told him.  Come any closer and I’ll rip her head off before you could reach me,” Mike said, with utter confidence.
 

I, on the other hand was starting to see stars.  I was only able to get tiny breaths in and it was starting to affect me.  Luke stopped.  He turned back as Tom, Brent, Maggie, Kristen and Sebastian all poured through the door.
 

Glancing at all of them, it was Sebastian whose expression caught my attention.  As the darkness began to overtake me, I heard someone say ‘Who the hell are they?’
 

Recognizing Luke’s voice, he said, “Sebastian, humans.”
 

Then the most unusual thing I’d heard was “On it,” from Sebastian.  Since when did Sebastian take orders from Luke?
 

Sebastian’s voice crooned out “Kristen, you want to go back to the party and forget everything that’s happened.”  I’ve seen vampire television shows and what Sebastian was doing was sounded strangely like compulsion.  But Sebastian wasn’t a vampire.
 

“Brent,” Flynn said.  Although I could no longer see, I wasn’t sure if that was because I’d black out or if my eyes were closed.  But I assumed that Flynn was sending Brent, Tom and Maggie inside.  But he had no compulsion.  Did he?
 

Maggie’s voice sounded and I couldn’t make out what she said.  But I was sure it was Brent talking to her.  Not sure of the passage of time, I felt Luke near.  A strangled noise came from my captor.
 

“No,” a girl’s voice yelled.  It must be Tamara.  I guess the girl decided where her loyalties lay.
 

“Let her go or I’ll break your spine,” Luke threatened.
 

Then another body was near me. “Let me do the honors golden boy.  We wouldn’t want to stain your soul with death.”
 

My eyes flutter open when the hold around my neck loosened a little. I saw that Sebastian’s arm had gone through Mike’s chest.  His arm faded out of existence near the other boy’s skin.  “I can squeeze your heart and make you beg for death,” Sebastian said with a stony calm that frightened even me.
 

Mike was not wholly compliant.  His arm tightened around my neck so hard before it slipped away, I lost consciousness as I fell towards the earth.
 

Time passage wasn’t a concern when my eyes fluttered open.  I could hear screams, howls, and fighting in the distance. “Mercy, are you ok?” Luke asked.
 

I coughed before I was able to speak.  “Look, don’t talk.  I’m going to give you some of my power because I need to help the others.  I don’t want to leave you unprotected.”  
 

His eyes stared at mine like he needed confirmation that I understood.  So I nodded.  He bent down and kissed me.  It should have seemed strange in a life or death battle.  But I’m a succubus that can absorb energy or powers from others through a kiss.  I felt the rush of power slide into me and I began to feel immediately better but not enough to move yet.  When he pulled away, I nodded again letting him know I was fine.  Then he was gone.
 

I lay on the ground in a short skirt no less with the battle all around me.  Although my rosebush skirt was planted in the ground, I needed to get up and moving to see what the heck was going on.  Rolling my head to one side, I watched movement too fast yet for my oxygen deprived brain to process.  I turned to my other side to meet the eyes of a wolf.  I knew those eyes.  Tamera.
 

She growled at me like this was my fault. What happened while I was out?  I had no chance.  If I made a movement, her jaws could clamp onto my vulnerable neck.  I held my hands up in the universal symbol of peace.  My brain still foggy, didn’t know what to do with the gift Luke had given me.  Last time he’d gifted me his power, I’d used the angel light.  That only affected demons.  Although shifters were scary, I didn’t think they were considered demons.  And even if they were, I don’t think I hated Tamera enough to send her to hell.  I wasn’t sure I hated anyone that much.
 

A prickle of sensation touched at my brain while the wolf held me on the ground in a prison of sorts.  I couldn’t be sure but it felt like my succubus demon wanted out.  But what could she do.  She was a lust demon and I was not going to make-out with a girl let alone one in wolf form to gain the upper hand.  The tingle continued though.  I felt my eyes going black as she forced her way to the surface.  Confused, I had no choice but to give up control.  My demon had always cowered in the face of conflict.  Why the change.
 

Once she held the reins to my body, the wolf seemed to look as confused as I was for a second.  It turned its head left and right as if looking for me.  Could it not see me?  My arm shot up and crushed at an apparent vulnerable spot underneath it gruff.  It yelped and another wolf appeared.  This one stared at me as my demon held the other at bay.  My arm flung the wolf to the side and my body suddenly agile and loose rolled like a cat and up on my legs bent in a fighting stance, my short shirt forgotten.  The wolf leaped not waiting a second for me to take stock of the situation.  
 

My body braced for the impact and grappling for what was to come next, but instead Sebastian materialized in front of me and tossed the incoming wolf to the ground with a hard thud.
 

To say my demon was not pleased is an understatement.  The thing wanted to play.  “I had it under control,” the demon said through my mouth.  Shock overcame me for a second.  It wasn’t often she was vocal.
 

  Sebastian looked at me with amusement at first.  Then, he must have noticed my demon had the reigns.  It would be hard to mistake with my eyes being large pools of black.  A cry from behind had him turn then disappear.  My face turned taking the carnage in from an upright position.  My body stood and was about to move forward when like dominos the fighting ended all around me.  The shifters seem to retreat.  Luke came rushing to my side.  
 

“Are you,” he began.  But he too noticed that I was no longer in control.  He wrapped me in his embrace.  I’d caught the blood spatter on him that now would be on me.  
 

Sebastian materialized again behind Luke.  Flynn ran up and stood behind them.  Sebastian smiled at my demon.  I could tell the sly look was not for me.  Flynn’s eyes widened.
 

“Sebastian, humans,” Luke commanded.  Sebastian didn’t even hesitate. He dissipated and reappeared several feet to the left of me near a human who had unwittingly come across the minor war that happened on the front lawn.
 

“Flynn, make sure no one else leaves the party just yet,” Luke warned.
 

Flynn looked at me again and when a smile formed on my face without my control, he smiled back before leaving.
 

I stared through my eyes like a periscope.  The broken bodies that lay on the ground would be too obvious to the neighbors.  I wondered what we would do for clean up.
 

Luke didn’t say anything.  He just held me.  Interestingly, the lust demon didn’t wrap herself around him like I thought she might.  Instead, she slowly relinquished control over to me.  Maybe she and I were coming to an unspoken truce.
 

For some reason, we ended up going back to the party after Luke explained to me what happened.  Mike hadn’t come alone.  He’d brought back up and a fight broke out on the lawn.  No one died and we won was the gist of it.  Mike and his band of followers tucked tail and ran.  Tamera ended up siding with Mike and also left.  Flynn didn’t appear torn up about it.  So I guessed nothing serious was going on between them.
 

For the party to be over, we had to get everyone to leave.  And that took more than yelling “everybody leave.”  Luke dusted me off and I’d cleaned off the dirt and blood on him that based on his lack of wounds hadn’t come from him. Everyone else in the fight must have cleaned up too, because we all looked pretty normal sitting around waiting for the party to end. Honestly, I think Flynn was determined not to let the few spoil things for the many.
 

The group of us were pretty sloshed when the party ended.  The humans were oblivious to the fight that had taken place earlier thanks to Sebastian and a great party.  Only Amber and I hadn’t been drinking.  I was surprised by Maggie and added drinking to my list of things we needed to talk about.  It appears that Brent was a bad influence.  By this time Amber was sitting in Paul’s lap and looked extremely pleased.  He on the other hand looked absolutely drunk.    
 

Luke, who also had a few too many drinks, pulled on my arm for us to go.  Behind the closed door of my room he kissed me with urgency.  I made my move.  I pulled the rest of the money out of his pocket before breaking our kiss.  “I can’t believe you bet on me,” I said. “Was this all an act for the bet?”
 

He snatched the money out of my hand.  With nimble fingers, he slipped them in my shirt and bra before I could speak, pulling the other money out. “I didn’t ask for the bet. I don’t need the money. You can keep it,” he said not sounding the least bit drunk.  His words were a bit harsh. He pulled out another wad of money from his front pocket and flung it on the bed. “I wasn’t playing to win, I just want you,” he said.
 

He paced away from me with his hands in his hair. Feeling foolish for not trusting him even a little bit, I put my hands around his waist and pressed my cheek to his back. I could tell by his anger that he meant it.  It hadn’t been an act.  Clearly, I knew he wasn’t broke and didn’t need the money.
 

“I’m sorry, but I had to ask,” I said.
 

He pulled my hands free and spun me around. I pulled him back towards the bed and I fell backwards on it as he towered over me still standing.  He sat on the bed before lying back next to me.  With an arm behind his head, we both stared silently at the ceiling.
 

With the room so quiet, we heard when the music came to an end downstairs.
 

“I guess the party’s over,” I said.
 

He huffed a little laugh. “Yeah, Flynn’s going to have to call a cleaning crew,” he said.
 

I laughed too. “Yeah, because I am not cleaning after you guys,” I said.
 

“You believe me about the bet right?” he said, sounding serious now.
 

“Yeah,” I said maybe a little too quickly.
 

He turned his head, but I didn’t meet his eyes. “I don’t want any misunderstandings between us like last time,” he added. 
 

I nodded still not looking in his eyes.
 

“You don’t believe me do you?” he asked.
 

“It’s not that,” I began. “God knows you don’t need the cash.  I guess I’m curious how you were so sure I would take you back.”
 

From the corner of my eye, I could see that he’d turned to face the ceiling again. “I wasn’t,” he replied. “It was that same faith and hope that had us ice skating this morning.  I couldn’t let your admires think they had a chance, could I?”
 

“Admirers?” I questioned.
 

His hand found mine and he entwined our fingers before speaking. “You and I both know who I’m speaking about.”
 

I didn’t speak.  Could he be talking about each of the guys that had given me a rose?  More worrisome, did he know of Flynn’s intentions? He gave my hand a little squeeze.  “But now they know,” he stated.
 

Taking my hand, he pulled me back into a standing position.  “Come, I want to show you something,” he said.
 

Curious, I complied.  When he stepped up on my window seat and pulled me to stand next to him, my stomach dropped.  He opened the window and I felt way too close to the edge.  Normally with my feet planted on the ground, looking out the window wasn’t a problem.  But standing on the seat with the window wide open, my fear of heights kicked in.
 

“What are you doing?” I asked clutching at his arm.
 

He looked down at me with a quirky little smile on his face. “Are you scared?” he asked.
 

I nodded pressing my face in his chest clutching him ever so tighter.  I heard the rumble of laughter in his chest and said, “It’s not funny.”
 

His hand took my chin and lifted my face so we were eye to eye. “I would never let anything happen to you,” he breathed.  I nodded because I believed him.
 

He didn’t give me time to wonder and what he was about to do, he simply stepped out and pulled me with him.  My mind could not comprehend what happened.  He twirled me out the window and back in his arms, never letting go of my hand.  A flourish and a dip and the knowledge that we were dancing mid air struck, has me open my mouth to scream.  But his mouth was there to capture the noise.
 

Snaking a firm arm around my waist, he said, “Don’t be afraid.”
 

It didn’t matter that I was part demon, I was raised human with human instincts. “How?” I managed to say.
 

Twirling me again as my eye grew wider, he didn’t answer me.  Hesitantly, I looked down at the air wondering how it was solid against our feet.  Finally, a small cry escaped my throat.  I tucked myself against his body again with my eyes shut tight.  I heard the rumble in his chest.  He was laughing at me again.
 

When I felt the uneven ground underneath my feet, I opened my eyes again. He had brought us down.  But we weren’t as close to the house as I’d expected.  We were closer to the pool.  The lights in the basement were out and I had to wonder how Flynn had now gotten everyone to leave so quickly.  But that question was for later.
 

“So you can fly?” I asked staring into his gorgeous blue eyes.  He chuckled again.  “Why are you laughing at me?” I asked halfway angry he was mocking me.
 

“It’s just a wonder how little you know,” he said, trying to hold back more laugher.
 

“Really,” I said sarcastically.  Now I was getting mad.   “I mean, you know I know nothing.”
 

Trying to tug away, he pulled me tight against him and nuzzled my hair.  Giving into the warmth of him, I wrapped my arms around him.  He knelt to the ground and pulled me to sit with my back against his chest.
 

“We don’t fly Mercy,” he said sounding more serious this time.  I relaxed against him believing he was going to give me answers to questions I hadn’t thought about until now.
 

“So what do you call that little demonstration?” I asked.  But before he could answer I threw another question at him. “Do you have wings? Can I see them?”
 

Sighing so loud, it was almost as if he was wielding patience to a small child with a gazillion questions.  Is that how I sounded?
 

“It’s all hard to explain,” he began.
 

“Try me,” I said, looking out at the calm water of the pool. “Do you have wings or not?”
 

“Not really,” he said.
 

“What does that mean?” I asked.
 

He stood and pulled his shirt off.  “We don’t have wings, but” he began.  
 

“So why are you taking off your shirt?”
 

“Mercy, humans have been conditioned over the years to assume we have wings.  The human mind can’t accept something it can’t explain.  So if I show you, you will see what your mind wants you to see.”
 

His skin seemed to glow in the moonlight.  His chest muscles all defined.  When he cleared his throat my eyes raised from his abs and all the defined muscles of it, back to his amusing face. “I took off my shirt because it will make the visual confusing with it on.  I didn’t mean to mesmerize you,” he added teasingly.  I smiled back because I had been mesmerized.
 

“Okay, let’s see then,” I said, eyes a little brighter.
 

My heart stopped when wings of pure golden sunlight appeared at his back.  I had no breath to speak for a few moments.  They radiated through the darkness making me think of heaven while I gazed upon him.  Suddenly, I truly didn’t feel worthy of him.
 

“If they aren’t wings what am I seeing? What are they?” I asked, in awe of the vision before me.
 

“They are not what they appear,” he said.  I stood on my feet and began to move towards him.  “I have,” he stopped speaking when I reached him and held my hand out.  “All of my kind has a connection to the one who created us all.”  There was a long pause where I didn’t breathe.  “This connection allows us to perform minor miracles.”
 

Not touching him yet, I waited for him to give me confirmation it would be okay to do so. “Like walking on air?” I asked, still waiting for his ok.
 

He nodded and my hand brushed over something I can’t describe.  It wasn’t a feathery touch I expected.  It was like energy that vibrated the air.
 

His hand reached out to caress my face and it brushed against my hair. “Yeah, or like walking on water,” he said.  And the unspoken reference was there.  I wasn’t religious but I’d heard the story sometime in my childhood. “Or like healing,” he said.
 

Turning my eyes away from whatever I was seeing, I looked at him.  Dropping my hand, the world around us seemed to fade.  He became my focal point. “You can heal people?” I asked.
 

The way he looked at me, I could tell he was pondering his next words.  Lucky for him, he spoke, otherwise I was about to accuse him of holding back on me again.
 

“I healed your ankle at the lake house,” he said, holding my gaze.  I guess he wondered what I was going to say next.
 

In answer I turned around.  “I guess I’m the stupid one then,” I muttered, because I had been.  The signs had been all there, Luke coming in with his angel light.  His warm hand on my ankle and then it felt better.  Boy was I foolish.
 

“You’re not stupid,” he said.
 

“Gullible then,” I retorted.
 

“Neither,” he said. “It was a crazy night with Bernadette trying to kill you. Sebastian trying to take you from me.”  His voice had grown deeper with menace. “I was hoping with all the distractions you wouldn’t notice.”
 

He was right.  It had been crazy.  I hadn’t known much about full demons or shifters then.  So many things happened at the lake house.  When I turned back, the wings were gone.  It was just him and I in the darkness again.  “What else can you do?” I asked.
 

“I don’t know,” he said trying to sound humble.  “We have more strength than your average human, we can move quicker, the angel light,” he said drifting off.
 

“Anything else,” I asked.  I wasn’t going to let this go.  I was tired of being in the dark about everything.
 

Hesitating, he said, “My father was once an archangel.”
 

Yeah, I’d figured his father was the angel in the family.  But nothing prepared me to know he was an archangel.  I didn’t have to be religious to know that was a big deal.
 

Luke reached for my hand and entwined our fingers.  It almost felt like he was trying to ensure himself I wouldn’t run.
 

“He fell because he was in love with my mother,” he said.  “He’d known what he was giving up to be with her, but now he resents her.”
 

His grip around me held firm.  I couldn’t move to turn to face him.  That is what I wanted to do at this very moment.  Luke’s dad fell in love and fell from grace.  Luke’s love for me could cause him damnation.  Just when I was about to press that point he spoke.
 

“It wasn’t my mother’s fault for his decision.  I hate him for what he’s done to her.  That will never happen between you and me,” he said, with sheer determination.
 

“How do you know?” I asked, silently because really I didn’t want him to let me go.
 

“Because I accept all the decisions I make and their consequences,” he said. He moved forward with his words.  “And because there is nothing I haven’t already done that wouldn’t lead me to damnation on my own.”
 

I wasn’t mollified by his words.  He wasn’t finished.  “My father seeks to use me in some grand plan of his.” He looked away, but not at anything in particular.  “I’ve been doing my best to make sure I wouldn’t be worthy of him to use long before I met you.”
 

Well if that statement didn’t make me leery of our relationship, I don’t know what would. “So you decided to add to your list of crimes by dating a succubus,” I said, with bitterness.
 

“No,” he said vehemently. The disgusted look on his face almost had me convinced.  “I didn’t even know what you were when I pursued you.”
 

“Well, I guess it didn’t hurt when you found out,” I added sullenly. “Now I know why your father hates me.”
 

“My father is an asshole,” he said.  “And you are better than all of us, me, my dad, Flynn, Sebastian. You are what is good and you’re good for me.” There was pleading in his tone as he bent towards me.
 

Wanting to believe him, wasn’t enough.  I had a more important question to ask. “Why do you like me?” I questioned.  
 

Okay, it wasn’t just out of lack of confidence I asked.  I asked because I still wondered why I was worth the risk to him.
 

Feeling the gentle pull, he tugged him into his embrace.  He kissed the top of my head before pulling back just enough to look in my eyes.  “There are so many things I love about you,” he said with utter sincerity. “Besides the obvious beauty you are, you are the most amazing girl I’ve ever met.  Your intelligence is highly attractive.  I love your independence and quiet resolve to do what needs to be done.  Your innocence shows in this little dimple,” he said touching a spot close to my mouth. “When you are truly happy, that dimple pops out.”
 

Unable to help it, I smiled.  His face warmed and his thumb brushed over the spot where he said I had a dimple.  “There it is,” he whispered right before he kissed me.
 

The heavens exploded behind my closed eyes.  That sensation of flying in space zooming past stars filled my closed eyed vision.  When he pulled back, the light went away and I felt lost.
 

Confused by everything he said, I suddenly felt a little reckless.  All my life, I’d been the good little girl.  And what had that gotten me.  I had Luke, but what if I made a mistake like with Paul.  Would I lose him again?  All this time he was bubble wrapping me up like I was too fragile I’d break.  Maybe it was time to do something he didn’t expect.
 

Moving fast I peeled off my top and bottoms, left in a bra and panties I saw his eyes roam every inch of me for the very first time.  His look was predatory.  Something in me on a primal level smiled.  
 

“Mercy,” he said barely audible.
 

I grinned at him and turned.  I ran.  I hopped.  I dived into the heated pool.  When I reached the bottom, I held there as all the sound of the outside world were lost in this place of peace.  The only sound was the water settling back from my explosive entrance.
 

When my lungs began to burn, I still didn’t surface.  Just when I was about to exhale my final breath of air before I’d make a decision to surface or pass out, a mass hit the water.  I felt the tug and didn’t fight it.  Breaking the surface of the water my lungs screamed with satisfaction from oxygen.
 

“What are you doing?” he asked me.  His eyes were narrowed and he looked quite perturbed.
 

Darkly, I looked up at him. “I don’t know.”
 

His eyes softened on me. Quietly, while the water rippled all around us. I noticed that I wasn’t moving my legs to keep afloat yet here I was.  He must be using his power to keep us steady, I thought. “You don’t have to take your clothes off for me to want you,” he said.
 

Shame colored my cheeks, so I turned away from his gaze.  “Did you have sex with Lexi?” I asked.  The question just popped out my mouth.  But I turned back to look at his face.  His expression was frozen with questioning. I wasn’t quite done yet. “Nina or Adelina?”
 

He closed his eyes briefly. “Lexi is a lost soul,” he said.
 

“That isn’t an answer,” I said.
 

“I know,” he said defensively. “I…, I showed her attention but not the kind she wanted.”
 

“And what does that mean?”
 

“It means I let her know that her value wasn’t in her pants. It means I let her feel beautiful because she is.  It means I hope she will see from my kindness that not all guys think the only thing she can offer is when she is on her knees or horizontal,” he said stoically. 
 

A part of me wanted to say that was the angel in him speaking.  But I knew if he was only human, he would still be that same.  And even though I heard what he said, I focused on one thing.  “You think she’s beautiful?”  She was very pretty, even I had to admit that.
 

“Yeah, but I think your beauty surpasses hers.”  The warmth his eyes had lacked earlier filled in as he held my gaze, I had no choice but to accept the truth in his words.  “Plus, you were with that guy avoiding me all night.  Then when you need help, it was Flynn who was there for you.”
 

“I,” I started to say.
 

“And don’t think I don’t see the way he looks at you, the way he’s been trying to block our relationship from the beginning. I’m the fool,” he said.  
 

Acrimony filled his face now.  This was something I didn’t want.  I did not want to be the cause of their friendship ending.
 

“There’s nothing going on between us,” I said.
 

Warmth gone, his stare was cold and maybe a little frosty.  The glacier blue reminded me of Flynn’s eyes and my heart sank.  I didn’t want that heat to be gone.
 

“Flynn and I are barely friends,” I said.
 

He laughed but it wasn’t friendly.  “When I saw the two of you on the ground staring at each other after playing in the water the other day, the look on his face was less than friendly.”
 

Feebly, I said, “We weren’t a couple.”
 

He nodded. “I know that’s why I can’t be mad.  But if he doesn’t back off and stop poaching we won’t be friends.  I don’t share.”
 

“You have,” I said referring to how they’d played numerous games of spin the bottle and who knows what else with previous girlfriends.
 

His face tightened. “Not you I don’t.”
 

There was a noise from the back of the house.  Luke reached a finger to cover my lips.  Flynn walked down to the pool and turned towards our abandoned clothing.  I hadn’t even noticed Luke wasn’t wearing his jeans.  It must have been his bare chest that distracted me.  My head began to dip to see when he made a slight movement to shake his head.  Flynn turned back and looked at the spot we were at.  I moved my eyes to see that the water was not moving.  I held as still as I could.
 

“Luke, Mercy, I know you’re out here,” he said walking towards our clothes. “Luke you can turn that invisibility shit off.”
 

So that explained why he looked right through us.  We were invisible.  Luke had a cache of abilities.
 

“Well, let’s see how you do without these,” Flynn said scooping our clothes up and holding them out like a prize.  He turned back to the pool but then he headed back inside the house with our stuff.  
 

When the door closed, I exhaled.  “What are we going to do now?” I asked.
 

Luke’s smile returned and we ascended into the air.  Not over my fear of heights, I kept my eyes on him.  “Can anyone see us?” I asked.  He shook his head. “Good,” I said.  Next thing I knew we were laughing back in my room.
 

Turning, I saw myself in the mirror.  I was reminded that I wasn’t wearing any clothes other than my bra and panties.  I turned back to Luke and saw his boxer briefs for the first time.
 

“Go get dressed,” he said pointing to my bathroom.
 

But I didn’t listen.  Boldly, I walked over to him. “Why are you always trying to save me?”
 

He searched my eyes like he couldn’t believe what I was saying. “We have forever.  There is no need to rush anything. This isn’t something you should take lightly,” he said.
 

When my words to Maggie were flung in my face by my hot boyfriend, for the second time tonight I felt stupid.  Why was I being stupid?
 

“You’ll be leaving to go to college soon,” I said when something in me broke. I felt the hot tears seer down my face. 
 

Leaning in, he gave me his famous airbrush kiss letting his lips press against my cheek before his mouth was close to my ear.  “Is that what this is about?” he whispered.
 

Nodding, I gave a feeble, “Yes, and I want you to be the one.”  No, I wasn’t sure I was ready this exact moment, but I knew deep down inside when I was ready I wanted it to be him and nobody else.
 

“I’m not leaving tomorrow,” he said softly.  “We have time.”
 

Feeling a bit stupid that’s he’s turned me down again, I nodded. I turn from him and walked to my bathroom closing the door as silently as possible.  Tears welled in my eyes for being irrational.  He didn’t want me, my subconscious tried to tell me.  Even though I knew better than that, the reality was that rejection stung.
 

After getting myself together, I’d come out of the room to Luke.  He sat on the bed.  I curled in his arms still ready for a whole lot more.  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 

 
 

McKayla
 

 
 

Finally she’d gone to sleep, a really really deep sleep.  Her boyfriend’s arms were warm and darn it to Lucifer if the angel wasn’t one sexy piece of male hotness.  I wasn’t stupid enough to think he’d be happy to see me.  He’d send me away and it had been far too long since I had a turn up at bat.
 

Moving slowly, I made my way from his warm embrace without waking him.  Twisting and rolling my neck, I checked that everything was working. I looked down at the ensemble she has us wearing and find it’s her signature look of a white tank and her sweat pants.  Today she was wearing the light blue ones.
 

Opening the door to her room, I closed it carefully to make as little noise as possible.  Stopping, I listened and only heard television noises coming from down the hall.  So maybe he wasn’t asleep.  I didn’t bother to waste time, I sashayed my way down the hall.
 

The knob turned easily.  The room was dark but I had no trouble seeing him lying on the bed.  His eyes are closed, but I knew he knew I was here.
 

At his feet, I made my assent.  Creeping up on all four, I crawled the entire length of his body. I reached my hand to caress his beautiful face.  His hands captured mine and I found myself on the bottom beneath a pile of covers and sheets he’d been underneath moments before. He moved fast wearing nothing but loose fitting bottoms.  His well toned chest hovered over me.  Trapped, I longed to reach out and touch him.  
 

“Rat,” I purred.
 

“Don’t call me that,” he said, sounding less than pleased that I’m here.  My feelings were bruised because now I know what he gives her is not for me. What a fool I’d been. Not sure how long I had control, I should have taken my chances with Flynn.
 

“Bastian,” I said, trying again using all the allure my demon possesses to let him know my intent. “I know you are a demon badass, but I see how you look at me.”
 

Holding my breath, I waited for his response.  If he rejects me, I’ll head across the hall.
 

Inclining my head, he didn’t move away.  Our mouths meet.  This was where things could all go wrong. He held the power to steal my life away with his will alone.  But believe me, it felt really good.  His hand threaded through my hair to grip the base of my neck hard.  Pulling me closer, I met his ferocity with my own. 
 

Something changed and he rolled away from me.  Matching his move, I straddled his lap.  With an unheard beat that chimed in only my head, I moved my hips.  His hands gripped me, but only to hold me still.  His eyes had long since gone to black to match my own.
 

“What’s wrong?” I said matching the heat that crawled over my skin.
 

His hands tightened as I wiggled as much as I possibly could in his steel grip. “What do you hope to accomplish McKayla?”
 

At first I’m annoyed he didn’t use his pet name for her, but then I liked that he is distinguishing us.  “You’re wasting time,” I said.  Pulling the tank top off leaving me in a black bra, I leaned over to capture his mouth with mine again. “I tire of this virginal existence.  I’m a succubus for Lucifer’s sake.  And I choose you to liberate me from this godly state.”
 

“How does Kayla feel about this?” he asked.
 

“Kayla is out cold.  Do you know how long I’ve waited for a moment when she finally let go?  I mean I’m the demon but she’s the dominant in this situation.  She’s a lot stronger than I thought she was.  And she has her own power, but the stupid girl has no idea.”
 

“Why don’t you help her?” he asked.
 

Laughing out loud, “Yeah, and give her all the knowledge and power to rule me forever. I don’t think so.”
 

Talking isn’t something I planned, so I move to kiss him again. He indulges me with another before a word spilled out of his mouth killing the mood. “Stop.”
 

Sitting up, I looked at him with disgust.  “You like her don’t you?” I challenge.  When he doesn’t speak, I moved swiftly off him before my pride makes me do something to piss him off which won’t be good because I’m no match for his power.
 

Once I was within a step of the door, speaking over my shoulder, I said, “I don’t know why I bothered.  Mr. Hottie across the hall would have no scruples about coupling with me.”
 

When I turn my head towards the door, my heart stopped.  I’d forgotten he could move like that.  His eyes were dark pools of nothingness that warmed the fire in me. Apparently, the way to his heart was jealousy.
 

“He doesn’t deserve you,” he said, before he’d capture my face in my hands pressing a hot kiss to my lips.  The only thing I missed from that was the rush of life force.  But I’d known when I came in here, that wasn’t on the menu tonight.  Once his kiss was like super glue to my mouth, his hand traveled south and wrapped around my hips lifting me from the floor.  The falling sensation to the soft mattress below made my stomach sink sending a thrill through me.  He had one of my legs still in his hand the other was on the bed as he lowered himself to my lips for another kiss.
 

The knock barely preceded the door opening. “Hey,” the voice said. “What the fuck?”
 

Bastian dropped my leg before turning giving me a clear view of Flynn. “Mercy!” Flynn exclaimed.
 

 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 

 
 

adumbrate (v.) to sketch out in a vague way
 

 
 

Taking a moment, I tried to assess my current situation.  Waking to consciousness in Sebastian’s room with him holding one of my legs and Flynn gawking over his shoulder at me was more than disconcerting.  Shocking was a better word.  I scrambled away to the far side of the bed.
 

“What just happened?” I asked even those based on everything, I could adumbrate what it appeared to be going on.  But I had to be mistaken.
 

Flynn’s stare became confused and Sebastian turned to look at me with an expression that read he felt sorry for me.
 

“What is going on?” I asked again sharply.
 

Flynn completely entered the room and closed the door behind him.  “Yeah, what the hell is going on?”
 

Focusing on Sebastian, we glared at him. “McKayla came to my room and paid me a visit.”
 

“I’m McKayla,” I said earnestly, until realization hit me like a speeding bullet. Understanding how I might have gotten into this situation made me ill.  If my demon could take total control over me without me knowing, I was in deep trouble. “But I don’t remember any of it.” My voice had gone all soft and distant trying to remember any of it.
 

Sebastian exhaled like his patience was gone with all of this. “She waited for your resistance to be low so she could take total control.”
 

This news wasn’t good.  My demon didn’t have my best interest at heart.  I looked at Sebastian’s bare chest then finally I look down to realize I wasn’t wearing a shirt.  Double crap.  When my eyes met theirs again, they just sat there looking at me.  If I expected them to have a chivalrous bone in either of their bodies, I was totally wrong.  “My shirt?”
 

Sebastian pointed to the bed, but they stood there gawking at me.  My eyes narrowed.  Sebastian said, “I’ve seen breast before.  Yours aren’t that special.”  His eyes however haven’t left my body.
 

Flynn then said, “I have to disagree with you there bro.” With his tongue in his cheek and his arms folded over his chest, he didn’t have any shame.
 

“I was trying to make her feel better,” Sebastian added.
 

Flamingly furious, I reached for my shirt and turned my back to them.  They’d seen the show, but I still had my pride.
 

When I turned back around, Flynn was already at the door.  “I think I need a drink.”
 

Sebastian followed after him. “Me too.”
 

Not ready to face Luke yet after this fiasco, I followed after them.
 

“What I am I going to do?” I asked them while we stood in the kitchen.
 

Watching Sebastian he shrugged.  I rolled my eyes.  Turning to Flynn, he conveniently ducked his head into the refrigerator before I could get his attention.
 

Feeling much like a fire breathing dragon with steam about to spew from my mouth, I whirled on Sebastian.  “Were you going to let her have her way?”
 

Flynn all of a sudden had something to say and peeked around the door he held open. “Yeah, it sure looked that way.”
 

Sebastian focused on Flynn and said, “When I turned her down, McKayla was sure she would meet no resistance from you.”  Flynn looked away.  What the hell?  Would he have taken advantage of me? 
 

“I wasn’t leaning over her with one of her legs in my hands,” Flynn protested.
 

Guffawing, Sebastian said, “I was trying to keep her from heading to your room.”
 

Matching Sebastian with snorts of his own, Flynn said, “Sure.”
 

“Look McCallister, does your best friend know exactly what you and his girl were doing in the woods at the lake house?” 
 

Flynn was still rummaging in the refrigerator and said, “And what exactly was that?”
 

The door to the refrigerator closed and Sebastian answered, “I caught the two of you red handed making out against a tree.”
 

In the silence, I was about to protest his statement when I realized that all eyes were looking behind me.  Closing my eyes, I didn’t want to face Luke and the hurt that would be on his face.  So much for misunderstandings.  There were so many reasons why that incident Sebastian mentioned happened.  But the truth was, I hadn’t told Luke about it and neither did Flynn.  So we were guilty at least for withholding the truth from him.
 

Slowly, I began to turn.  I caught Luke’s expression. Luke’s face lacked any emotion.  He looked at me.  Then he looked at Flynn and I saw years of friendship seeping away.  He didn’t speak and neither did we.  Apologies didn’t seem like enough.  I could never blame Luke for what happened next.
 

A glow began to emanate underneath Luke’s skin.  Unable to move, Sebastian, not paralyzed by the truth, grabbed me pulling me down behind the counters.  Flynn dove for cover next to us as well when a light brighter than the effects of the sun on earth filled the kitchen.  When the light died, we all took a moment to wait before Flynn peaked out.  When he did, the front door slammed.
 

Scrambling to his feet, Flynn moved fast.  I wanted to crumple to the floor, but I needed to go to Luke and explain. Moving to get to my own feet, Flynn was out the door before I could stumble forward.  Just when I thought I regained my feet, Sebastian caught my arm.
 

“Let him go,” he said.  “If you truly cared about him, you never would have taken him back.”
 

Ignoring certain wisdom in his words, I tore out of the kitchen hoping it wasn’t too late.  I headed out the front door leaving it open as I ran through.  Flynn’s hands were covering his face before he raked them back and through his hair. “Fuck,” he growled. 
 

I looked in his grief stricken eyes and knew I was too late.  I fell to my knees in a heap feeling all the fight in me drain away.  Flynn came to my side sitting next to me on the ground.  He took me in his arms as nonexistent tears that would have fallen if I wasn’t too stunned to understand just what happened.
 

He stroked my hair and choking sobs rocked my chest without spilling one drop of moisture.  “He’ll be back,” he said. “He forgives, that's what’s so great about him.”
 

Shaking my head, I said, “Not this time.” Closing my eyes, I wished I knew how to pray.  I was sure the good one would have mercy on me even if I could find the words. How could this have happened? I’d just gotten him back.  But maybe Sebastian was right.  I was tempting fate no matter what Luke said.  He was the light and I the dark.  I should let him truly shine and be free of my corrupting darkness.
 

Flynn’s phone buzzed.  He fished it out of the pocket of the sweat pants he wore.  His face frowned at the display.  I didn’t see a name only a number but he seemed to recognize it.  “Give me a minute,” he said and scooted to his feet.  He stepped further into the driveway away from me.  Dazed, I stood not knowing what to do.  Then I saw the car that’d been gifted to me.  I turned to the house, and dashed upstairs.  I knew what action I could take.  Surely, Luke was headed home.  I would just drive over there and he’d have no choice but to deal with me, that or call the cops.  Not caring, I would take my chances.
 

Upstairs, I was reminded of Luke’s missing presence by the rumpled covers on my bed.  Part of me wanted nothing more but to scream and yell in my pillows and the injustice of it all.  I scooped up my new keys, wallet and phone.  That is when I noticed a flash letting me know I had a missed call.  
 

 
 

 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 

 
 

fortitude (n.) strength, guts
 

 
 

Setting my wallet and keys down on my nightstand, I fiddled with the touch screen display of my phone.  After a few swipes and presses, I realized I had a missed call from Tom about twenty minutes ago.  Had the phone woken Luke or was it our loud conversation downstairs?  I guess it didn’t matter because everything was now out in the open.
 

Needing fortitude,
I picked up my wallet and keys again and set off.  When I reached the car, I noticed that Flynn’s beast of a car was gone.  The only car left in the drive was the one I was currently using.  I turned around in three hundred sixty degree circle not sure what I was looking for, but decided Sebastian was nowhere to be found.
 

I’d only taken two steps forward when my phone buzzed.  I shoved my wallet and keys in the pocket of my velour jacket that matched my favor sweat pants and looked at my phone display.
 

“Tom, what’s up? It’s three in the morning,” I said.
 

I heard a huge sigh of relief. “Mercy, I finally got you. I was about to come over,” he said.
 

What would he need to call me for at this hour, I thought? “What’s up?”
 

“Look, I need you at the hospital right now,” he said.
 

Panic gripped me. “What?” I asked.  My face contorted in confusion.
 

“Maggie’s in the hospital,” he said solemnly.
 

If not for the need for more information, I might have dropped the phone.  But I sprung into action darting to my car. “What’s wrong?” I asked.
 

“Just get here. There is no way to explain over the phone,” he said.
 

Now I felt the tears spilling onto my cheeks. “Is she ok?” I asked my voice hitching on a sob.
 

“Yeah, for now. Just get here soon,” he said, his voice sounding shaky.
 

“I’m on my way,” I replied and we hung up.
 

My hands shook the entire time it took to drive over to the hospital.  Tom had been cryptic at best and I couldn’t imagine what had happened to Maggie.  She was more than a friend; in fact I would consider her my sister.  I didn’t have siblings and she had older brothers.  We had become what each other had dreamed of, sisters.  
 

My heart had yet to overcome the loss of Luke.  I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to Maggie. Maggster, Maggpie, was my heart.  It would stop beating if I lost her forever.
 

Pulling into the first parking spot I found, I didn’t bother to look for something closer.  I could run and find out what the heck was going on sooner than searching for a closer spot.  The air was brisk.   My run to the front doors of the hospital causes the chill burnt off into a heat that nearly had me sweating.
 

Tom was leaning against the walls nearest the automatic sliding glass doors.  I barely pulled to a stop when I stepped in front of him.
 

“Maggs,” I huffed out in a frosty breath that filled the space between us in that hazy smoke.
 

“I need to explain first,” he said, his hands held up to stop any further conversation.
 

Shaking my head, I said, “I need to know if she is ok.”
 

He gave a barely perceptive nod before replying, “Maggie will be fine.”
 

A long stream of vapor exhaled from my lungs as my posture drooped. “And,” I pressed trying to get him to divulge more information to me.  Something in his eyes warned me the news he was about to deliver wasn’t good.
 

He looked away. The movement suggested he was not particularly fond about revealing the information he was about to share.  His eyes glanced my way again only to fall at his feet.
 

“Look, spit it out.  I need to go see Maggie,” I barked in frustration.
 

Shifting his eye that held an undercurrent of anger I took a step back in fear.  Something didn’t look quite right in his gaze any longer and I didn’t feel particularly safe.
 

He cleared his throat and looked away again.  My own anger was building with his delay tactic but something inside me warned me to wait.  “Maggie is going to need you more than ever now.”
 

His words threw a bucket of ice down my already cooling back.  I’d left without a jacket other than the light velour one that matched my pants.  The heat from my quick run was evaporating fast.  My overactive brain ran through a list of horrors that Maggie might need me from such as being paralyzed, loss of limb, blindness, and other crazy notions.  None of these impairments were the end of life, but an adjustment period would be needed.  What he said next however wasn’t in my vaguest imagination.
 

“Maggie was attacked by a warg,” Tom muttered.
 

Eyes narrowed, I wasn’t sure I heard him correctly.  “Warg?” I questioned.
 

He nodded. “It’s kind of a long story,” he said.
 

Not really feeling like listening to a story, I said. “Look, give me the condensed version.  I really want to go check on her.”
 

Catching my eye again, he focused on me.  “You need to hear it all because you’re going to have to explain it to her.”
 

My eyes went from slits to saucers. I think I had enough of being the bearer of bad news. I’d done my share with Paul.  I didn’t want the responsibility of giving my best friend in the whole world information she didn’t want to learn.  He hadn’t yet told me what a ‘warg’ was.  But I knew it wasn’t good and somehow it meant bad things for Maggie.
 

Tom finally opened up and began to tell me a tale that began with Brent.  Once he did, I found it hard to believe that the story actually began where he started.  But time was of the essence.  I would grill him more, later. Apparently, Brent had been bitten by a warg in the Hamptons back long ago when I was at the lake house with Flynn last Thanksgiving.  No one really knew what bit him, although Tom had suspected.  With Brent’s injuries healing at an accelerated rate, he guessed what really happened.  Brent’s show of aggression also led Tom in determining that Brent was no longer a part of the human population.  This is where it dawned on me what Tom was about to reveal.
 

“So Brent is a shifter,” I said, in a defeated tone.  My mind was working back to Maggie and how I was now going to be able to tell her exactly what I was, because she too would no longer be human.  
 

“No,” Tom said. I turned back to him confused.  I mean it all added up.  “No, shifters are born.  Weres are turned.  Brent is a werewolf.”
 

Okay, maybe now wasn’t the time but my brain was no longer operating rationally. Hysterically, I let loose a string of chuckles that turn into full blown laughter.   When a tear began to stream down my face, Tom pulled me into a hug.  The laughs started to die away as my hurt and pain took over. “Look, it’s not a done deal.  Maggie’s family has to have the recessive genes of weres for her to be effected.”
 

I pulled back to stare into his face. “What do you mean?” I asked, still choking on sobs.
 

“I mean, someone in their family history there has to be a shifter.  That’s the only way for her to change,” he said, searching my face for understanding.
 

Grabbing the cuff of my jacket, I pulled it over my hand to wipe the tears from my eyes. “When will we know?  Can she be tested?” I spewed out.
 

“Not to sound like a bad movie, but we will know when the full moon hits,” he said.
 

Staring at him, I waited for the punch line to this bad joke. “You’re kidding me, right?”
 

He shook his head no.  “Unfortunately, we can’t ask the hospital to run a DNA test for a were gene.”
 

My brain finally kicked into gear. “So how did this happen.”
 

His hand which he’d been nervously moving about dropped to his sides. “That’s the thing.”
 

Oh crap, was my first thought.  Things were only going to get worse in the story. “When Maggie left the party, she left with Doug,” he began.
 

Closing my eyes, I let loose a string of silence curses.  Everything clicked into place like a puzzle.  It hadn’t occurred to me Brent’s part in this whole story.  “After the party was over, Brent took off.”  He looked away again.  I could see now Tom was feeling responsible for this whole event.  Tom had to be a were or a shifter too, and how?  I was sure that was the case, so I didn’t interrupt.
 

“Once I realized he was gone, I knew where he’d gone,” he said.  His eyes reached mine.  His expression was one of pain. “I got there too late.  But based on what I saw, Maggie and Doug had been outside talking.  Brent must have gotten the wrong idea and went all ape on them.”  I thought a rabid dog was a better choice of words, but thought better of correcting him.
 

“Brent did this to her?” I asked.
 

His eye flicked down but returned to meet mine again. “Yes and Doug too.”
 

“Doug is here as well?”
 

“Yes,” he said.
 

“Brent,” I asked through clenched teeth.
 

Looking away again, he said, “I made him stay home.”
 

Giving him an approving nod, I knew there was a whole lot more to this story.  But I’d heard enough for now. “Does Maggie even have a clue?” I asked.  I needed to know what I was walking into.
 

He nodded. “I tried to tell her but she wasn’t listening to me.  That’s why I’m relying on you.”
 

I nodded. He handed me a sticker that read visitor.  I could have asked more, but I was anxious to check on Maggie and Doug’s status.  “Are you going to be here?” I asked.  He nodded again.  “Okay, I’ll see you when I get back.”
 

“Hey,” he said grabbing my arm. “She is on the fourth floor,” he says rattling off the room number. “Just head to the elevator like you know where you’re going.  Normal visiting hours are over.”
 

Now it was my turn to nod.  I moved through the doors with no hesitation.  My mom worked here, so I was very familiar with the place.  I even knew a bunch of nurses, so if I was caught hopefully I would encounter someone who knew me or my mom.
 

Luckily at this hour, the guards face was buried in a book.  The administrator at the front desk appeared to be playing a computer game as her finger moved and clicked with a smile on her face.  I made it inside an open elevator with no trouble.  The ride to the fourth floor was wrought with what I was going to say to my best friend.  I didn’t feel knowledgeable enough about weres to answer her questions.  What I thought may help is for her to know she wouldn’t be alone in the non-human department.  Then again, Maggie might decide to be pissed at me for withholding that information from her.
 

Stepping off the elevator, the bell chimed announcing its stop in my ear.  I moved down the hall watching the numbers fly by.  By my estimation, her room was only two doors before the nurses’ station. If any of them looked up, they would notice my approach.  But as luck was on my side for once, the station looked empty.  I picked up the pace hoping to make it to Maggie’s room unscathed.
 

Turning the handle, I walked in on Maggie’s mom with a nurse.  Crap, I knew I was about to be sent home.  Fate however had other intentions.  This time they benefited me. I was enveloped into a warm hug that was Maggie’s mom.  Her puffy eyes and red nose were hidden in the crook of my neck as we held on to each other. 
 

“Mercy,” she said in a tearful sob.  “I’m so glad you came.”
 

“I wouldn’t be anywhere else,” I cried back into her mass of brown curls.
 

“Excuse me,” the nurse said. “I’m sorry but normal visiting hours are over.”
 

Maggie’s mom pulled back and gave the nurse that look all moms give their child when they’d said something bad. “Look, I know you can make an exception. Mercy is practically my daughter.  She’s Maggie’s sister for god sake.  If anyone can get her to open up about what has happened it would be her.”
 

“I’m sorry, but rules are rules,” the nurse said like she’s seen and heard all the sob stories a hundred times.  I was certain she had. 
 

“Look, I’m going to find my husband.  Let her stay with Maggie until I get back.  I won’t be able to leave unless I know someone is with her,” Maggie’s mom begged.
 

The nurse flicked a glance at me and then back at the weeping mother. “Fine, but don’t be long.”
 

The nurse left and Maggie’s mom looked at me.  In a whisper she said. “Maggie won’t talk to me. She’s clammed up after that boy, Tom, left. Please talk to her.”  She looked back at the bed and it appeared to me Maggie was sleeping.  I’m sure that the nurse would have said something like she needs her rest.  But I nodded. She gave me another tight hug before she left me alone with Maggie.
 



Chapter Seventeen
 

 
 

hapless (adj.) unlucky
 

 
 

Maggie wasn’t asleep as she had appeared.  No longer pretending with just the two of us, her eyes were wide open.  Staring down at her face, I could see the agony in them.  Although I knew her secret, I didn’t want to push her to tell me.  
 

How do I begin?  “Maggs, do you want to tell me what happened,” I asked gently.
 

I watched her eyes close tight like she was ashamed.  She shook her head in a frantic no.  I stepped away from her bed to pull a chair over.  I reached for her hand to give her some comfort.  Somehow I knew it was time to reveal my secret.  This was probably the only way to make her know that I would understand anything that she would think sounded incredibly crazy.
 

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you,” she said feebly. 
 

“Maggs,” I said.  She turned to face me while a single tear streaked down her face.  “You can tell me anything.”  Gosh, I felt like such a hypocrite.  Will she forgive my silence for the past two years?
 

Crystal clear sea green eyes stared at me for several long moments before she spoke. “How could you believe when I don’t even believe it myself?” she questioned.
 

Truth time, I thought to myself. “Maggs, there is something I should tell you.”  I began from that first kiss with Paul.  Her eyes popped wide.  It all seemed like so long ago. She made a small gasp when I get to the part of him nearly dying from my lethal kiss. I push forward onto his acceptance of me.  I don’t bother with explaining the sting of rejection I still felt that he had only accepted me as a friend and nothing more.  This wasn’t about me.  Jumping ahead, I get to the senior party where everything will make sense to her.  I saw realization cross her brow.  She was putting everything together.  I continue on giving the barest of highlights to what Flynn, Luke, and Sebastian are.  There will be more time to spill all the details later.  Again, this is about Maggie and not me.  So, I ended the story glossing over that my dad was a psychopath killer in life and in death.  And for the finale, I told her about Paul seeing something he shouldn’t have, Luke breaking up with me and Flynn’s confession.  I don’t bother with telling her about the almost kiss with Sebastian.  It’s pointless to what I’m trying to accomplish now. I want her to know what I am, so she will tell me the details about what happened with Brent.
 

“So, you’ve only known the last two years you were part demon?” she asked.
 

Doing the only thing I could, I nodded. “You, a virgin, are a sex demon who lures men to their death.”
 

I wasn’t quite sure if she’s being serious because her tone is flat.  “Not really a part of my mission statement,” I drawled.
 

“But that’s what your kind does,” she retorted.  I can feel my mood changing because I don’t like how she’s separated me from the human race.  Trying to remember this is her time and trauma, I nodded again in assent.  
 

Taking a few shallow breaths, I said, “I’m only half succubus, and our only duty in life is to live and survive like the rest of the human race.  We don’t have an evil purpose.”  My tone is a bit sharp, so I close my eyes taking in more air to calm myself.
 

Being as perceptive as she is, she says, “You don’t really know much about what you are, do you?”
 

“It’s complicated,” I said, trying to move things back to being about her and not me.
 

“Why is your mother being a bitch and not telling you?” she barks.  Turning, I focused on the closed door hoping no one can hear our conversation.  Honestly, I was hiding my reaction from her.  I wondered how she had not known I’d been keeping things from her all along if she could put everything together so easily.
 

Opening my mouth, I quickly shut it because she had more to say.  “And knowing you, you didn’t fight to get answers.  You sat back and didn’t date anyone for two years.  I knew something was completely off.  But I thought maybe Eme’s into girls.  Heaven knows I would support you wholeheartedly, but I thought you’d tell me when you were ready.”  She wasn’t really looking at me when she spoke.  She was staring at the ceiling as if she was talking to herself.
 

My head snaps to attention, my eyes narrow at her.  I feel like breathing fire when my brain processes that the fact that in her shoes I may have thought the same.  “I’m not into girls,” I said flatly.
 

“Well, duh!” she said dramatically.  And I get the feeling that she’s angry at me and I can’t blame her.  “At least I understand the googley eyes you and Paul give each other when you think no one is looking.  I mean I can’t blame the guy.  He’s still into you.  Amber is so going to freak over this.”  She’s focused back on some spot on the ceiling.  I find myself staring up to see what is so damn interesting.
 

“You can’t tell her,” I said sharply, at the hint that she might spill to the girl.
 

Her eyes come back to meet mine.  She has words for me she isn’t quite sure she’s ready to say.  I know her too well.  “Like isn’t that obvious.  I just mean the part about her being like a rebound girl.”
 

Rebound girl, I think not. “Amber isn’t the first girl Paul’s dated since me,” I said.
 

“No,” she quickly said. “She is the latest in a list of girls that will never measure up to you.”
 

Rolling my eyes, I wonder how to get this conversation back on track but I find I have to rebuke what she’s just said.  “Paul and I didn’t date that long,” I begin.
 

“Whatever Eme, you guys have been the best of friends since then.  How could you not fall for someone you get along with so well especially since you guys started off dating first?”
 

Saying nothing, I look away because there is truth in her words I don’t want to admit.  My life is far too complicated for that.  Paul and I would only be friends.  It’s way too late for anything more.
 

“Maggs, let’s forget my hapless life and let’s talk about you,” I said, sounding a bit whiny. 
 

“Hapless?” she asked. “I can’t wait for you to take the damn SAT test.”
 

“Unlucky,” I responded. “And you and me both.” 
 

She lets out a laugh that doesn’t mean that anything was the least bit funny. “Yes, hapless you, the sex goddess, with a harem of hot guys following you like puppy dogs.  I, on the other hand have the great honor of looking forward to turning into a giant fur ball once a month.”  Her words are sharp and definitely sarcastic.  
 

What do I say to that?  I squeeze her hand in reassurance knowing it’s not enough. “There’s no guarantee that’s going to happen,” I said.  My words are strong, but my heart grows weak.  I hope against hope that she will not change.
 

She’s back to focusing on a point on the ceiling. “I’m Irish.  Why couldn’t I be a cute fairy like Tinker Bell?  I look great in green,” she says.  Tears stream from her eyes as she covers her mouth and I feel completely inadequate to help her through this.
 

“Maggs, you won’t go through this alone. I’ll be there for you,” I said.  Still she hasn’t yet told me the story.  It’s a story I need to hear and tell Tom so he can better help her.  I’m almost certain Maggie’s mom wants me to get the story from her as well.  But it’s a given that I will have to heavily edit it for her.
 

Turning again, she is facing me and I know she is about to tell me something that will unburden her.  “You know what the worst part about this whole thing?” she asked.  I shake my head no.  I don’t want to say anything that might stop her from speaking.  “I gave Brent my heart and my virginity,” she mocks.  I am so stunned, my mouth is agape.  “And he take’s my humanity.”  Her sobs become nearly violent now.  I stand to lean over the bed to give her a hug.   Desperately, I want to ask about when the whole sex thing happened, but I know the time isn’t right for those details.
 

I just hold her for a long while until her sobs finally subside. Rubbing my hands over my face, I frantically try to think of something to say.  “What happened?” I finally settle on.
 

Wiping at her eyes, she looks away and I’m thinking that I’m about to hear the story.  “I’m not sure of everything.  Things are a little fuzzy,” she said.  “But I remember at the party going upstairs with Brent because something was happening.  But then once we got outside, he’s like yelling at me to go back in the house. I’m pissed because I don’t like the way he’s talking to me.  He goes from super sweet to angry man in a flash.  But then Sebastian comes over.”  Her words drift off and I’m certain she’s trying hard to remember something Sebastian has made her forget.  I wonder if I should tell her, but her story isn’t over yet.
 

“Something he says calms me down and I just go in the house,” she said to the air.  She is searching for the why’s of everything I’m sure, but I say nothing.  “I’m downstairs playing hostess you know, keeping everyone in the house.”  She stops again but I don’t interrupt.  I plan to tell her the truth but first I want to hear what she has to say before she gets truly pissed off.  “Then it’s time for everyone to leave because the party’s over,” she said absently.  “I think I had too much to drink.  And there’s Doug.  He offers to drive Amber and me home.  And I’m like why not.  Brent’s being a jerk.”
 

Covering my eyes, I thought, Maggie knew she’d played a dangerous game.  She’d hoped for jealousy I’m sure, but she got more than she bargained for.
 

When I release my hand from my face and look in her eye again, I see the sadness in them.  Almost as if she was waiting for me to acknowledge her in some way, she continues. “Doug and I were just talking while sitting on his car in front of my house.  Nothing was going on,” she said, like she was trying to convince me when I knew she was trying to convince herself. Again I keep silent.  I don’t want to judge her.  She has enough to deal with.
 

“Then this truck with his bright lights on, pulls up behind Doug’s.  I’m shielding my eyes because it’s bright you know, but they are higher than a car, so I know it’s a truck.  I didn’t recognize the thing. I still don’t know whose car Brent was driving, but he was suddenly there in front of us.  Doug stood and put himself in front of me, like he was protecting me from Brent.  And I’m like trying to get in between them.  Words were said and Doug’s like defending my honor.  And you know what?” she asked.
 

“No, what?” I said.  My voice came out a little froggy because I’d hadn’t spoken in several minutes and I’d been holding my breath almost since she began speaking.
 

“Doug is slightly taller than Brent,” she said. “I’m not sure when that happened.”  
 

I, on the other hand, wondered why that was an important detail.  She sounded as if she were proud of Doug.  This is the boy she dumped after he confessed his love for her.  That was her usual M.O., but not with Brent.  But then again, had he said those magic words?  I make a mental note to ask along with a barrage of other questions I needed answers to.
 

“He looked so fierce,” she said. “Anyway, Brent’s like ‘Stay away from my girlfriend’ all caveman like.  Then Doug is like ‘Maybe she doesn’t want to be around you when you’re being an asshole’.  Then Brent’s like ‘Fuck you man, get the hell out of here.  And Doug is like ‘I’m not leaving her with you looking like you might hit her or something’. Then Brent’s like ‘The only person I’m going to hit is you’.”
 

Maggie’s face is all screwy as she imitates Brent.  She makes him sound all ‘I am man hear me roar,” while she make Doug sound completely sane and in control.  I couldn’t help but think that Brent had already lost her to Doug.  But I continue to say nothing.
 

Her face changes again and I’m alerted that we’ve come to the part of the story that will explain why she is here in the hospital.  
 

Steadying myself, I don’t look away from the sudden fear in her eyes as she relives her horror.  “His eyes, his eyes, Eme, they changed.  I knew something was wrong and I leaped in front of Doug.  His hand was no longer human, Eme.  It was longer, covered in hair with claws.  He meant to swipe at Doug but I moved in the way.  As I was pushed to the ground, he didn’t come to my aid.  Not at first at least.  I fell on my back, so I saw it all.  His wolf hand or whatever gripped Doug’s shirt, lifted him off the ground as hair began to sprout all over his face.  Car wheels squealed, I couldn’t see but Tom must have shown up too late.  Brent bit into Doug’s shoulder.  Then he tossed him to the ground.   I shuffled over to Doug and he wasn’t moving.”
 

She ended there and remained quiet. There was more to the story, but I’d gotten the gist of it.
 

“It’s not your fault,” I said.  A part of me believed that she had in fact started the events that unfolded.  But I couldn’t blame her.  This was all on Brent.  He’s the one that let his anger get out of control and possibly ruined two lives.
 

With a squeaky voice, one filled with heavy emotion, she asked, “Is Doug ok?”
 

I didn’t have that answer. “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “But I’ll go find out.”
 

Moving to leave, Maggie held onto my hand.  I settled back in my seat understanding she wasn’t yet ready for me to go.  Maybe she was afraid that the news about Doug wouldn’t be good, but I didn’t ask.  Maggie was right about something.  Sometimes maybe I kept my mouth closed when something important needed to be said or my point needed to be made.  But was that really wrong?  I wasn’t much for quarreling.  We sat in silence.  Time passed without meaning.  The room was still dark and there was nothing to give meaning to the passage of time.
 

When she spoke, I nearly jumped out of my skin.  We’d been silent for so long, having it broken suddenly made my heart skip a beat.  “I have to think there are more supernatural beings out there, even in our school,” she began.  “I’m mean you and Flynn, cambions, Luke, a half angel for god sakes, Sebastian, Luke’s rival in every way being full demon.  Gosh who else in are school do you think?” she asked.
 

I took this time at a little humor hoping to lighten the mood.  “Well, if you ask me, I think Nina is a she-devil” I said with a little chuckle.
 

Maggie actually laughed.  The sound was so nice to hear.  “I wouldn’t doubt that,” she replied. 
 

Feeling like I may be on a roll after getting her to laugh once, I asked, “What about Mr. and Mrs. Perfect?” 
 

Not missing a beat, Maggie answered, “Who Jay and Kathy?”
 

Nodding, I laughed and said.  “It’s totally improbable for two of the most beautiful people I’ve ever seen to date, never breaking up once, since middle school.  It’s just not cosmically possible.”
 

Giggling, Maggie added, “Yeah, isn’t it creepy how they are always together?”
 

Nodding again, I laughed but truthfully, I had speculated that something was going on with the pair.  It was way weird, but Flynn, Sebastian, and Flynn hadn’t let on once that something was inhuman about those two.  I was sure they would know.
 

Time stretched on before a nurse came in and made me leave.  I had to wonder what Maggie’s mom said to them to have allowed me to stay for so long after hours.  Following the instruction of that same nurse, I headed down the hall to the waiting room where I found Maggie’s parents speaking to Doug’s parents, about what, I could only guess.  Doug’s parents had their backs to me, so I wasn’t sure.   I saw Tom sitting in the corner with his eyes closed.  I headed over and sat next to him.
 

As soon as I hit the seat, Tom’s eyes popped open. “So,” he said.  And I filled him in at least the parts about Maggie, Brent and Doug.  
 

“How is Doug by the way?” I asked.
 

“He’ll survive,” Tom said.   Pulling out my phone, I texted Maggie the good news.  I pushed my phone back in my pocket.  “You should go home,” Tom added.
 

I was beat.  So I didn’t put up a fight.  They weren’t going to let me see Maggie anytime soon.  So when I saw Maggie’s parents’ conversation break up with Doug’s parents, I said goodbye to Tom.  He was planning to hang around.  I could see guilt written all over his face.  I wondered how he explained himself to Maggie’s and Doug’s parents.  But since he was still here, I assumed they’d bought whatever story he’d told them.  I could only imagine Doug and Maggie had back him up on whatever story he’d told their parents.  But I’d sort that all up later in the morning.  I wanted to head home and get a nap before I would return again later.
 

Giving hugs and support, I was surprised Maggie’s parents didn’t ask what she and I spoke of.  I was sure it was an oversight.  They looked as ragged as I felt.
 

“Liam is headed home.  When Maggie gets out, you should come over.  I’m sure Liam would be happy to see you.”  Maggie’s mom says to me as I’m leaving.  Liam is one of Maggie’s older brothers and I find the statement odd.  It’s not like I hung out with her brothers whenever I was over there.  I mean maybe when we were really little, but nothing in the last several years.  We’d joked with one another, sure.  But I was too tired.  I’m sure I was reading more into the statement than necessary.  I shook off the weirdness and headed home.
 

Looking at my phone before I drove off, I noticed, I had no calls or text from anyone, most importantly nothing from Luke.
 






Chapter Eighteen
 

 
 

dilatory (adj.) tending to delay, causing delay

 
 

The darkness abounded squashing all happiness from my heart.  It seemed like gloom would be with me forever extending the night, never allowing a new day to dawn.  Time loomed over me like a lead weight.  Too much of it had passed with no communication from Luke.  I was beginning to believe Flynn was wrong.  Luke wasn’t going to forgive me this time.  My heart sank when I didn’t see his familiar car in the driveway.  He hadn’t returned any of my calls.  So, before I made my way home, I’d driven by his house.  His car hadn’t been there either.  I’d made the wrong assumption that I would find his car at my house.  Weirdly, Flynn’s car was also gone.  Where was everybody?
 

My keys jangled in my hands as I turned the locks on the door.  I walked in, closing the door behind me only to be assaulted by an unhappy Sebastian the moment I turned from locking the door.
 

“Sheeze,” I said.  “What are you trying to do? Kill me, death by fright?” 
 

I started to push past him not in the mood for a lecture based on his facial expression.  Hell, he and Flynn needed to stop acting like they were my father.  I didn’t get far before he stopped me.  He didn’t lay a hand on me.  Rather he materialized in front of me, blocking my path.
 

His face was raw with anger.  I’d never seen him truly angry before.  So, I was stunned by the unfamiliar scowl on his face.
 

“What’s your problem?” I asked, not wanting to play games.  I was drained and in a need of a shower.
 

“Where were you tonight?” he said, sounding like he was close to a boiling point.
 

“Oh God,” I said, rolling my eyes. I side stepped him making my way up to my bedroom.  
 

He started to speak.  But when the sound began from his voice, I countered. “Look, I’m exhausted and not in the mood to argue with you. I’m going to take a shower.  You can talk to me when I get out.”  My voice was weary with the weight of the guilt I felt.  Maggie might just be a werewolf.  How the hell was I suppose to handle that.
 

Pushing open my bedroom door, I kicked it closed with my foot.  No need to bother with the locks. Sebastian could get in either way.  I stripped leaving a trail of clothes to my bathroom door.  I just didn’t care.  
 

I was fed up with my life and needed to make changes.  I just wasn’t yet sure of the best course of action.  But this little harem of guys, Maggie dubbed them, that clustered around me couldn’t continue.  It was too much trouble. 
 

The feeling of the warm water only made me want to sleep and forget everything that had gone wrong in the past twelve hours.  I would face things head on.  But I needed a clear head.  I needed to rest so I could think straight.  Maggie was my priority, but there was nothing more I could do for her until the next full moon.  If she needed to talk, I would be there for her.  
 

My next priority was to find Luke.  I needed to explain.  He needed to understand that I’d tried to tell him about Paul.  That everything that happened between Flynn and I was just a response to him teaching me what no one else could.  I needed to tell him that I loved him.  How could I not love him?  He wasn’t perfect.  But he had been the one to be there for me every time, never pushing me into anything I wasn’t ready for including our first kiss.
 

Stepping out of the shower careful not to slip because I wasn’t feeling one hundred percent, I pulled the towel off the rack.  It hung in my hands in front of me when Sebastian appeared before me.
 

I let out a yelp.  I couldn’t help it.  Pressing the towel to my naked front, I felt ever so exposed.  Water dripped down my wet back side.  I’d washed my hair which lay in a wet tangled heap on my head.
 

Not looking to the right, where a mirror would give him a profile of my exposed backside, I said, “Get the F out of here.”
 

I wasn’t sure why I edited myself but I was tired, not really thinking clearly without getting much sleep in the last twenty four hours.
 

“Flynn’s in trouble,” Sebastian said.  His stare and facial expression were void of any emotion.  But it was those words that made me forget just how naked I was.  “I gave you time to shower.”
 

Stammering, I said, “This is a bad dream right?”
 

My mind was suddenly on alert waiting for his response. “No, he’s gone and done something unwise,” he said.  His tone masked any feelings.  Everything about him was cold.
 

“Where is he?” I demanded.  He hadn’t said he didn’t know where Flynn was.  This couldn’t be happening.  Luke was pissed. Maggie’s hurt.  Now Flynn was missing.
 

He bit his lip and let his gaze fall over me in his first show of any emotion.  Too bad that emotion wasn’t what I needed right now.
 

“Dammit, Rat,” I said, furious that he was holding back.  His eyes narrowed at my use of his nickname.  I didn’t care, that had been the first name he’d given me when we met.  He’d acted like he was proud of it. “Tell me where Flynn is,” I postulated.
 

His eyes devoid of any humanity darkened. “Paimon,” he stated like it was a death sentence.
 

“What the hell is that?” I cried in growing frustration.
 

He chuckled without smiling. “If you only knew,” he said.
 

I wanted to push my hair from my face, but I needed a hand for that.  If I tried to adjust the towel, I might flash more than I wanted.  My arms were growing heavy and I needed him to get on with it, so he could get out. “I’m getting cold,” I finally said letting my exhaustion seep into my tone.
 

“Paimon is a school for delinquents,” he said, not betraying any feelings on the matter.
 

Now it was my turn to laugh. “Okay, are you joking? Flynn’s a lot of things but he’s no delinquent.” 
 

Sebastian no longer amused said, “That’s a cover for humans.  It’s really a school for demons.”
 

Still chuckling but it was slowly dying in my throat, I asked, “Seriously, you’re kidding, right?”
 

He just stared at me as the last chuckle caught in my throat. “What are they teaching there?   Teaching demons on the best way to gather human souls?” I said, sure he would dispute my statement.
 

He didn’t answer. Goose bumps erupted over my body and I shivered. “What the hell is he doing there?” I spit out.
 

“He went because Bernadette asked him to come.”
 

“Why would he do that?” I asked, my frustration no longer aimed at him. “She’s crazy.”  She helped me once before but she’d also tried to kill me over Sebastian.
 

“I know,” he said. “I tried to warn him.  But the flesh can make you weak,” he added taking another lingering gaze over the towel I pressed closer to my front.  
 

“When are we leaving?” I asked because that was the only response.  We had to go get him.  If Flynn was safe there, Sebastian wouldn’t have come into my bathroom.  Whatever was going on, it wasn’t good.
 

“As soon as you get dressed,” he said appraising me yet again.
 

His eyes grew heavy with a need that was stirring the demon inside me.  His roving eyes burned heat into my system.  Somehow, I prayed he didn’t have x-ray vision. The hunger of the thing that shared my existence was growing closer to the surface. 
 

“Leave,” I said firmly.  I needed him to go now.  “I’ll be ready in a few minutes.
 

“Fine,” he said. “Nice ass by the way.”  He glanced at the mirror before dissipating in front of my eyes.  Great he’s seen my bare bottom and my breast in nothing but a bra.    
 

Turning my head, I appraised the room to make sure he wasn’t behind me before I began to dry off to get ready to go to this Paimon place. 
 

Trudging down the stairs, Sebastian’s back was to me.  His hands were clasped there as if he were deep in thought.  As soon as my foot hit the bottom, he turned in a smooth motion and appraised me. “Give me your keys,” he commanded.
 

I stopped not expecting those words. “For what?” I asked. “I can lock up.”
 

He pursed his lips like I should understand his unspoken words.  “I’ll drive us,” he said.
 

I’d imagined this trip a little differently.  I gestured with my hand, pointing then spreading them wide when I said, “Aren’t you just going to blink us there?” I questioned, not sure of the appropriate term.
 

“Normally, yes,” he began. “But I don’t know what were walking into.  I might not have the enough power to get all of us back.”
 

I remembered his words from his first rescue attempt of me a few months ago.  He’d said that he would need to charge up when he moved people through time.  Like us, he needed life force but unlike us, other demons were his prey.  I still didn’t understand him. He was capable of ending the life of a demon.  Bernadette had called him out from killing a demon friend of hers.  So why did it matter to him now?
 

However, there were more important things to ask at this moment. “Will we get there in time by car?” 
 

Sebastian nodded before he spoke. “It’s only a couple of hours drive from here.  I don’t think they will harm him right away.”
 

Something inside twisted into a ball.  The thought of something happening to Flynn tore at my heart.  “How can you be sure?” I asked.
 

“You’re wasting time.  We should go,” he said flatly with his hand outstretched.  
 

I walked over to him then dug into my pocket.  I pulled out the keys and dropped them into his hand.  He’d never driven in front of me, but I assumed he must know how.  Why else would he ask?
 

It didn’t take long before we were on the road.  He turned on the radio but kept the volume low.  “Where is this Paimon place?” I asked.
 

He didn’t turn to look at me while I watch his perfect features grimaced.  “It doesn’t matter,” he said.
 

“Yes it does,” I argued.  “I need to know where I’m going.”
 

He sighed.  “It’s in West Virginia.”
 

There were more questions I wanted to ask.  But I needed to think it through.  It wasn’t like he’d been a flood gate of information up to this point.  So I started slow.
 

“How’d you find out he was in trouble?” I asked.
 

He didn’t answer right away.  Instead he focused on the road.  I didn’t press at first.  We had a couple of hours in these close confines.  I was definitely on an emotional roller coaster that had gone off the tracks.  How can this all be happening to me?  Just when I thought I would get some rest, I was on a mission to save Flynn.  What the hell?  And why am I needed.  Believe me I want to help, I’m just still didn’t understand why the heck Sebastian couldn’t just go pop in and get Flynn himself.
 

“He called,” he said simply.
 

I wanted to scream at him.  If he thought to use a dilatory tactic on me, he was mistaken.  He had to know I wouldn’t be satisfied with that response.  Instead, I took a cleansing breath and asked, “What did he say?”
 

When he answered right away, I figured this approach was working. “He said he was going to be gone for a few days.  When I asked him where he was?  He told me he was with Bernadette at her school.”
 

There had to be more, I thought to myself.  “Why is that bad?” I inquired keeping my tone even and level.
 

“Bernadette is crazy,” he said.
 

“Like that’s a news flash,” I replied, thinking about her attempts on our lives.  She had been trying to kill us over Sebastian.
 

“Yeah, well, from what I knew he’d broken it off with her.  At least that’s what he told me,” he admitted.
 

He never turned.  He kept his eyes on the road.  I wondered if there was more than he was letting on.  “She didn’t take it so well when you moved on,” I said.
 

“Exactly, so why would she call him to drive to her in the middle of the night.”
 

My emotions were building and I couldn’t help but blurt out, “Why didn’t you just go on your own to get him. Why do you need me to go to?”  My tone was not pleasant.  Fear was a hot pain in my stomach.
 

Finally he turned to me and gave me a pointed stare.  “He’ll listen to you,” he said.
 

I rolled my eyes.   I was so not in the mood for this conversation.  In fact I wasn’t going to play into this.  “Not any more than he will listen to you.”
 

“He left because of you and Luke.”
 

“What?” I hissed.  My huffed out response might have been because I felt guilty for possibly breaking up their friendship.
 

“It doesn’t make sense otherwise.  He feels guilty about his feelings for you.”
 

I turned back and leaned back in my seat.  This whole night was a disaster.  “Since when did you become Doctor Phil,” I said, folding my arms across my chest.
 

“I just know,” he said simply.  Ideas swirled around my head.  It was quite possible Sebastian could read minds.  I wouldn’t put it past his abilities.  However, I hoped that wasn’t true.  The invasion of my private musing wasn’t something I’d be happy to know about.
 

My mouth however wasn’t currently on the same page as my brain as I blurted out, “None of this would have happened if you hadn’t said those things.” This was my argument.  “But still that doesn’t answer why you just didn’t go alone.”
 

“It has to be you to convince him to come back,” he said.
 

I thought about that statement for a moment.  Not seeing the truth in that, I wondered if maybe he and Flynn had bonded more than I was aware of.  “Why do you even care?” I asked flippantly. 
 

He huffed out a breath. “I wish I knew,” he said with sincerity.  
 

The time had come.  I needed to know.  So I just asked, but I was certain he would dodge the question. “Why are you living in our house?”
 

He tensed.  He hadn’t expected that.  When he didn’t answer, I asked another question. “It’s really weird how you just showed up in my life and now you’re living with me,” I said.
 

Angling my body with my back against the window, I waited and watched.  I let him know I wasn’t backing down.
 

With deliberate slowness he said, “I’m here for you.”  I was chilled to the core with the icy calm of his voice.
 

When he returned his gaze back to the road, I let all this information sink into my system.  Slowly, I angled my body back facing forward, my arms no longer folded in anger, but rather hugging my body tight.
 

It wasn’t as though it wasn’t obvious that he was somehow here for me.  I just didn’t expect for it to be wholly about me.  What made me special?  The way he’d answered, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.
 

“You know things are spiraling way out of control,” I blurted out.  Fatigue had loosened my tongue.
 

He gave a half chuckle. “What, lover boy hasn’t taken you back?”
 

My anger hit a fever pitch.  One I’d like to blame for all the bad that has come tonight.  Additionally, dawn was approaching.  The sky was changing from utter blackness to a midnight blue.  The sun would be up and I hadn’t had any sleep yet.
 

The diatribe that came from my mouth was more than even I expected. “Let’s see, Paul might be a father. Maggie might be a werewolf and Brent is one.  Oh, then there’s Doug and Maggie creating a twisted love triangle. And Flynn’s little soirée ended in a bloody battle on the front lawn. He leaves me with all this mess and gets himself into trouble.  And yes, my boyfriend found out I kissed his best friend and I’m thinking ‘What the Hell?’” I slammed my fist on the car door after raising my hands in surrender.  Leaning forward as far as my seat belt would allow, I buried my face in my hands.
 

Turning on the charm, he said in his native brogue, “Sorry to hear that, lass.”
 

Fury was the undercurrent that rode my emotions. “And what the hell is up with you and your accent.  Can’t you just pick a persona and stick to it.”
 

He laughed which only heighten my wrath. “I told you that you America girls can’t resist an accent.”
 

I rolled my eyes. I don’t think he saw though because he didn’t comment. “Well, why are you using it on me?”  My voice was thick with sarcasm.
 

“I sent you the rose, I’m pretty sure you get the idea,” he said.  The rolling of his r’s was sexy if I wasn’t so angry, I might be blinded by it.
 

“Look, I’m not stupid enough to believe that you wormed your way into living in our house just to “get” with me,” I said rolling my eyes again for good measure. “You and I know there is much more to it.  Besides, my mom wouldn’t agree to that.  So why don’t you start by telling me what you told them.”
 

“Ah, Kayla the demon has come to play,” he said.  
 

Thinking rolling my eyes again might just get them stuck, I refrained. “No, it’s me Mercy and I have none for anyone tonight,” I barked, playing off my own name for once.
 

He laughed again as if any of this was funny.  If I thought I would have a chance at killing him, I might have tried. “You need protecting. And I’m the best one for the job.”
 

“And what do I need protecting from,” I said, in a barely controlled rage.  “I mean really wasn’t that obvious I would ask.”
 

He sighed and finally I believe he took me seriously. “Not really, I mean you kind of just let things go,” he said.
 

Right he was. But no more. “Well, you know what. I’m tired of being passive.  In fact, I’m tired of all this shit,” I cursed.
 

“Wow,” he said. “I don’t think I ever heard you curse before, lass.”
 

“Well, you’ll be hearing a lot more if you don’t get to the point,” I demanded.
 

He shifted in his seat like he was uncomfortable. “Look, there are things I can’t tell you,” he began.
 

I shook my head. “This is such bullshit.  I’m tired of everyone telling me that.”
 

“I can’t,” he said.
 

“You won’t” I countered. “You just like my mother.” The words spewed out of my mouth poisoned.
 

“She’s only doing what she can,” he said.
 

My eyes got big. “Since when are you on her side?”
 

“Kayla, I’m on your side. There are things if said out loud will be heard no matter where they are said.  These things can’t be spoken without penalty,” he added.
 

Quick wit on my side, I said. “Well, write it down then.”
 

He titled his head back enough so it lay on the headrest. “Kayla, I’m not your enemy.”
 

“And you know my next line. You’re not acting like my friend either,” I said.  I felt the anger begin to recede.  He wasn’t going to tell me and I was just going to accept it like he said.  I was so pathetic right now.
 

“You have to trust me,” he said.
 

Leaning my head on the window and closing my eyes, I said, “Why should I?”
 

He exhaled a breath like he was just as tired and frustrated as I was. “If I could tell you, I would. I’ve never done anything like the rest of your guys to betray your trust,” he said.
 

Guys, I wanted to say but kept it to myself for the moment. There were some aspects of truth to his statement.  He’d saved my life more than once.  “There’s Paul,” I said from somewhere deep in my understanding. 
 

Chucking once again, “I’ll say this. Paul out of all of us probably loves you the most.”  I sat up in my seat. “Yes, see Kayla.  I will tell you the truth even if it’s not in my favor.”
 

“Paul’s not in love with me.  He’s just used to having me all to himself,” I said absently.  My mind drifted back to Paul being a father.  How was I going to handle that one?
 

He shook his head slightly before he spoke. “No, Kayla.  You don’t understand.  You know where the boy’s been spending his lunch hours?”
 

With Amber I though automatically, but in truth, they’d been broken up and he had still disappeared frequently from lunch.  I hadn’t heard he’d been dating anyone. “I see your mind working and ‘taking a roll in the hay’ as you humans say wasn’t part of it,” he said.  Now it was my turn to laugh. No one used that phrase anyone, but I didn’t mention that. “He’s been reading up on his options of how not to be a human anymore,” he said.
 

My head turned so slowly to stare at Sebastian, he had time to speak before I could think of a response. “Yes, he thinks he’d have a better shot at you if he wasn’t human.”
 

“You’re joking right?” I said.  This couldn’t’ be true.  I put my palm on my forehead trying to wrap my mind around this revelation as if I didn’t have enough to worry about.  “Paul isn’t that stupid.  Heck, I’m not that much of a prize.” I said, thinking out loud.
 

“You, lass are far more than you see of yourself,” he said.
 

“Huh,” I exclaimed. “Even if that were true, I’m not worth his humanity.”
 

“I can’t say. I’m not human.  But you have to realize your value if all of us are patiently waiting for you to make up your mind,” he said, like his words were rational.
 

“All of you,” I said, like the meaning was preposterous. “First of all, my mind is made up.”
 

This time I caught him rolling his eyes. “Who do you mean, golden boy?”
 

I hated that everyone called him that like it was a bad thing. “Yes, he’s my golden boy,” I said defensively.
 

Looking out as the skies brightened, I noticed we had made it to the highway.  “Yeah, and he’s going to be the damned boy if you two don’t break it off and soon.”
 

If I weren’t still somewhat pissed, I might have agreed with what he said. “Look, Luke said it was fine.  So why doesn’t everybody just stay out of our relationship.”
 

That’s when his expression that still held those vibrant vacant blue eyes changed to pity.  He didn’t have to say the next words because I already knew what he was going to say. “And really, you believe him?” he asked, without the piteous expression reaching the tone of his voice.  His voice was soft with the lilt that made me feel like I could trust him.
 

He was right. Somewhere deep down inside, I knew that Luke wasn’t being wholly honest with me.  But I wanted to be with him so badly, I accepted his words.  Trying to justify my decision, I accepted his right to make his own.  But really was that who I was?  Could I live with myself if his soul was tarnish because of me?  
 

“It doesn’t matter anyway because he’s left me,” I said softly.  Biting back tears, I opted for silence.  My heart broke because Luke was hurting.
 

He sucked in a breath drawing my attention back to him. “Yeah, the bleeding heart will be back.”
 

“Not this time,” I said, only releasing air once I’d spoken out loud the last word.
 

“You ought to hope he doesn’t,” he said.
 

He sounded so much like Flynn I could feel the old anger at that night kindle inside me. “You sound like Flynn now,” I blustered.
 

“Ah, Flynn,” he said.  Something about the way he said it was like he was happy to change the subject.  I had the feeling he didn’t want to deal with my tears.  Did Sebastian have more human emotions than I’d calculated? “You and he were preordained.”
 

My eyebrows rose. I wasn’t sure how much truth I could handle in one night. “What does that mean?” I asked.
 

“You’re succubus, he’s incubus,” he said in a mock caveman voice.
 

“No, no, no,” I said while my head shook side to side. “Don’t give me that interspecies talk.”
 

He turned towards me away from the road yet the car remained steady. There was no traffic to speak of this Sunday morning. “It’s the truth Kayla and I have yet to lie to you.”
 

“Omission of the truth is lying,” I countered.
 

“For my words to you,” he said turning back to watch the road ahead, “All of them have been true.”
 

“Fine,” I said sharply. “Explain.” 
 

“Okay, it’s like natural for the two of you to be attracted to each other.  It’s nature at work here.”
 

Smiling because he was wrong on this point, I said, “Flynn doesn’t want me.  I’m just a challenge for him.”
 

His words were quick and I wasn’t sure how to answer them. “And you?  I see how the two of you look at each other.  And truthfully, I think it’s more than your similar species that attracts Flynn.  If Amanda was a cambion, I don’t think he’d want her anymore than what he wants from her now.”
 

“So what now, you want me to be with Flynn?” I asked.
 

He thought for a moment. “Kayla, I’m just being honest with you.  I want you to trust me.”
 

I wanted to believe him but fear that maybe he was right about my feeling for Flynn had my cheeks flamed in embarrassment. “I love Luke,” I said.  “Look, this conversation is stupid. Paul just wants me because he doesn’t want anyone else to have me.  Flynn wants to conquer the only girl who says no, you have some other reason you won’t tell me but it’s certainly not to date me.  The only one who really cares is Luke,” I bellowed.  My words had begun softly and ended in a loud crescendo.
 

Apparently my words had stung him in some way.  His hold on the wheel suggested he was holding back his own angry words. “Say what you want about the others, but you’re wrong about me.”
 

Fatigue clouded my rational mind.  If I was rested, I might not have gone on.  Sebastian could crush me in a thought I was sure.  He was helping me to help Flynn.  Why was I purposefully trying to piss him off?  Maybe because I wanted answers and I didn’t give a rat’s butt whose feelings were hurt in the process. “Really, then why are you interested in me?” I asked.  Funny, I’d asked the same of Luke earlier in the day.  I was just curious enough to watch Sebastian to see if I could spot a lie.
 

He didn’t answer right away.  So I assumed his response would be long and well thought out by the time he spoke.  Little did I know. “You’re different,” he said simply.  Several giggles left my mouth to show just how surprised and how overused that statement was. “Why are you laughing?” he asked.
 

I didn’t have to think to respond. “Everyone is different,” I said. “That’s what makes each individual unique.  I was sure someone of your type could have come up with something better than that.”
 

“It’s the truth and I haven’t lied to you yet,” he said venomously.
 

My mouth clamped shut.  It was a good thing I did because for once I believed the words he said without hesitation.  Something in the way he said it, had rage as an undercurrent. “When I first met you, I thought you’d be a silly little girl.  The way you got drunk so easily.  But there’s more to you.  It’s different than most girls even demon ones.  You don’t have any ulterior motive in the things you do.  You speak from the heart be damned what anyone thinks.  You care about everyone around you including me. And the biggest thing of all is the fact that you are a lust demon yet you remain virginal.  It shows true strength of character and conviction.”
 

When his monologue was over, I was speechless. But as time ticked on, I found my voice.  “Why is everyone surprised or in awe of my innocence?” I asked.  Luke had mentioned it too.     
 

“You’re a succubus,” he stated like I should understand.
 

Finally, I rolled my eyes again.  So maybe it was becoming a habit. “Yeah, and,” I said. “Like that’s a big hint.”
 

He sighed. “Come on. You know what you are,” he said.
 

“Yes, but I don’t know much about what that means,” I added.
 

Then I saw it.  The dawn of understanding crossed over his profile.  “Your mother?”
 

I nodded and said “Yes,” at the same time.
 

“Okay, daughter of Lilith, let me bring you up to speed.  I can’t believe you didn’t look up the information yourself.  I mean the web is full of it,” he said.
 

“Yeah, like I’m able to decide what is true or false just because of my species.  And yes, I did a search.  But it was fruitless. Besides, who is Lilith? I’m the daughter of Julie,” I said flippantly.
 

He laughed and maybe for the first time in our long drive and conversation, things got a little relaxed. “I’m surprised you didn’t find a reference to Lilith in your research.  Anyway, Lilith was supposedly the first wife of Adam.”
 

“Supposedly,” I interrupted. “If she’s related to succubus then she’s a demon.  Wouldn’t you know for sure your history?”
 

“Ha-ha,” he said. “But you must remember our nature is evil.  Truth is buried in lies and nothing is gospel. And yeah, pun indented.”
 

“Fine,” I conceded. “Tell me more about Lilith.”
 

“Lilith wasn’t a good wife for Adam.  She chose to use her feminine wilds on archangels.  Her punishment for her crimes was to be cast out as a lust demon.  She is the first,” he said. “She made more of her kind through a pack with the devil himself so to speak.  The first of her kind reproduced with humans over time which created your species, the cambions.  But after the compact to move the war from earth to realms outside, demons were no longer able to reproduce.  Thus you cambions seek each other out.  With the problem that the mother will not survive the birth, it leaves your species numbers in the low, low hundreds.  But nature draws you together, because cambions are not able to reproduce with humans.”
 

There might as well been a ringing bell over my head because I understood what it meant what he just said. “So,” I began.
 

“So how are you here?” he finished.  Nodding, I waited. “You have to wonder on one hand, but then again.”
 

“My father was a sociopathic psycho-serial killer,” I finished for him this time.
 

Glancing my way, he said. “Well, there’s that.  But he was still human because he died.”
 

That was true but there was more. “But someone let him out for revenge.  Doesn’t that mean he’d sold his soul or something to the devil, thereby making me possible?”
 

He ran a hand through his hair.  “Honestly Kayla, I don’t know.  But something had to be different.”
 

Great, my life was truly crap.  He drove in silence for a long while.  One thing was for sure, mommy dearest had some explaining to do.
 

The silence was thick.  He’d saved my life on a number of occasions.  I wanted to believe that whatever he sought from me wouldn’t result in my harm.  I bit my lip, and closed my eyes.  I had so much to worry about.  Maggie may no longer be human.  Brent may have changed her, changed Doug.  Luke wasn’t answering his phone.  Was he finished with dealing with me and all the chaos my life was?  Flynn, what to do for him?  He’d made his feelings clear.  But Flynn was resilient.  I truly didn’t think whatever he thought he felt was real.  I was just the girl that had turned him down.  That was a first.  His ego would only allow him to pursue and conquer me.  Now somehow, I may be the cause of breaking up an old friendship.  It didn’t sit well with me.  I need to fix everything.  I needed to make sure Maggie wasn’t a shifter.  But that was one problem, I wouldn’t be able to solve.
 

Time stretched on just like the miles.  No longer on a busy highway, we were on a long stretch of road with nothing but barren land on either side.  Ahead were mountains.  The sun rose high in the sky but the chill in the air made it clear it was still winter.  We were the only car on the road.
 

When the noise came from the back seat, I turned expecting that a book or bag may have fallen to the floor.  What I should have realized was there was nothing back there.  The car was empty. We hadn’t packed for this trip.  What I didn’t expect was a red eyed phantom to be staring back at me.  I let out a very frightened girly, ear-piercing scream.  And I wouldn’t apologize for it.
 

Sebastian slammed on the brakes giving a half turn seeing what I saw.  I’d pulled as far away as I could from the back seat with the seat belt still restraining me, trying to put distance between me and whatever was in the back.
 

The ghostly projection snarled a toothy grin.  I surveyed it, thinking of my options.  The fact that I could see through it calmed me some.  If it had no substance, then maybe it couldn’t hurt me either.
 

When the car came to an abrupt halt, I was sent forward with the momentum.  Then I was pulled back by my seat belt restraints.  Sebastian turned to me.  “Stay in the car,” he bellowed, an instant before he hopped out of the car.  I turned my head wondering why he was leaving me alone when I noticed the phantom had disappeared.  
 

I turned back to watch Sebastian make his way to the front of the car.  I noticed he’d stopped us in the middle of the road not bothering to pull over to the shoulder.
 

Then I saw the beastly thing several feet in front of the car.  It was huge and black as night with beady red eyes.  It seemed so out of place in the daylight.  It snarled and bared its fangs taking its appearance from a giant dog to a beast from that of nightmares, globs of spittle dripping from its mouth.  Sebastian steps didn’t falter.  But he was a demon of course.  I, on the other hand thought it was wise to stay where I was.  
 

I heard the clopping noise a half a second before a rider on a huge horse materialized in a path aimed directly at us.  Sebastian lifted his hands.  But before I could see what would happen next, I was wrenched out of the car by my hair.  The action so sudden, I had no time to counter the attack.  I landed on my back on the warm asphalt of the road.  I was tugged by my hair. Sharp needle pricks of pain settled in my scalp.
 

Looking up, I saw that my attacker was the corporal version of the thing that had been in the back seat.  I had seconds to come up with a plan.  Although my self-defense lessons wouldn’t save me from a demon, maybe it might surprise him long enough for me to get away.
 

My spine steeled even though it felt like he was going to rip every hair out of my head.  I didn’t struggle, saving my strength for the battle to come.  I didn’t even scream.  Sebastian had enough on his hands.  If this thing tried to part time like Sebastian then I would scream to let Sebastian know.  But now, I wanted the demon to think me weak and underestimate me.  Fear tried to overcome me, but I pushed it back.  I could do this.
 

My back raw with scrapes from the road felt better when I was pulled onto the grass.  The thing stopped and turned.  It released my hair and bent down with his hand aimed for my neck.
 

Turning, I grabbed its leg and pulling with all my might.  As it started to go down, I pulled my legs towards me only to kick out, helping it on its way down.  Startled, it fell and I scrambled to my feet.  I did the dummy thing and I ran with no real place to go.  There was nothing but the car and I headed away from that.  So I wasn’t surprised when my arm was taken in its clutches.  It’s fist connecting with my face.  I went down hard.  That’s when a cry of pain escaped my throat.  I was a goner for sure.
 

Even with the sun above and my eyes barely open, I saw the bright stream of light coming from somewhere out of my sight.  My first thought was Luke.  He’d come to save me.  Gratefully, I closed my eyes, knowing this nightmare would be over soon.
 

Covering my face, I expect relief.  I didn’t hear any more noises, so I assumed Luke’s angel light had banished the demon back to hell where it belonged.  The footsteps were muted against the grass and coming straight for me.
 

My face hurt and I’d have a shiner for sure.  I didn’t remove my hands not wanting Luke to see the bruising on my face.
 

“You’re safe,” a familiar voice said. “I’ll be right back.”
 

The voice wasn’t right though.  It wasn’t the voice I’d hoped it to be.  My brain couldn’t reconcile who I’d heard and why that person would be here on an empty road.
 

Alone, all the sounds around me came into focus.  My head still hurt but I heard the unmistakable sound of a pained noise in the form of a yelp that had to be the demon dog.  Then I heard a curse and nothing.  I tried to move but my body ached.  When another noise sounded close, I opened my eyes preparing to mount an attack.  But Sebastian’s face contorted with concern, appeared right above mine.
 

“Are you ok?” he asked.  His eyes contradicted his worried features.  They were the same beautiful empty eyes that I’d always seen, but now they terrified me.  I couldn’t say for sure why, I just knew somewhere inside me that I should be afraid.
 

“Hey demon boy, move aside,” the voice said.  When he did, I saw Nina push Sebastian away from me.  She too had a concerned expression on her face.  When she moved to place her hands on my face, I swatted them away.  “I’m ok,” I sputtered. “I was doing fine.  I would have had him.” Even to me the words seemed hollow.
 

Nina mouth flattened into a thin line. “Look, I don’t like this more than you do, but Luke would kill me.”  She placed her hands on my face and I felt a warm sensation cascade outward.  Was she healing me?  I remembered back at the lake house the night Luke had conveniently shown up.  I’d twisted my ankle.  He’d placed his hands on me in a similar fashion.  I’d just assumed that his warm touch was body heat.  But no, he’d healed me.
 

“Better,” she said.  I nodded not wanting to speak.  I didn’t like this girl and she didn’t like me.
 

“We need to get out of here,” Sebastian said. “Others may come and things will only get worse.”
 

He stood and Nina stood too, getting in his face.  All of a sudden it was as if I wasn’t there.  Nobody helped me up as they began talking amongst themselves.
 

“You’re not taking her to Poison,” she said.  Paimon, I thought not poison.  But then I guess she was trying to be insulting.  Nina and I weren’t friends.  I just didn’t know her well enough.  I didn’t know why she was here.
 

“Who the hell are you?” he said.  That didn’t seem right.  He knew Nina.  Why would he say that?  “She wants to go.”
 

“Yeah, what coercion method did you use to get her to go along,” she accused.
 

“I don’t have time for this,” Sebastian said.
 

“I’m not going to let you take her,” she said.
 

“You and what army,” he countered.
 

She didn’t speak for a second. “I’ll send you back,” she said.  And I knew what she meant.
 

“You’re not strong or fast enough. Don’t make me hurt you angel girl,” he promised.
 

And there it was.  Nina was an angel.  I’ll be damned.
 

I pushed up on my elbows.  “Nina, I have to go get Flynn,” I said.  
 

Her eyes grew wide. “What in the hell is he doing there?” she asked. 
 

“We can talk about this later. There isn’t enough time now,” I said.
 

She looked at Sebastian and he nodded at her.  “Fine, I ride with you guys and we can discuss this.”
 

Finally, they helped me to my feet.  I pushed them away when they tried to carry me to the car.  My ego was bruised enough and I needed to prove to myself that I could make it own my own.  So I’d been dragged, punched and thrown to the ground.  It could have been a lot worse.
 

Once the car was on its way I turned to Nina who was folded in the back seat.  Her black hair shined in the sunlight.  “Why are you here?” I asked her.
 

I don’t think anyone would have expected the next words out of her mouth. “I’m your guardian angel.”
 



Chapter Nineteen
 

 
 

surreptitious (adj.) stealthy
 

 
 

Nina could have hit me with a two by four and I would have been less surprised.  “You’re my what?” I blustered.
 

“Well, actually Luke was assigned to you.  He’s my mentor.  But when the two of you got together, he unofficially turned the assignment over to me.”
 

I blinked.  I couldn’t speak.  Words had never failed me until this moment.  I’d learned a lot over the past half year, and nothing shocked me more.  Luke was my guardian angel.  Why hadn’t he told me?  He’d given me over to the care of his ex-girlfriend who hated me.  What the heck was he thinking?
 

All I managed to say was, “You don’t even like me.”
 

“It’s my job, Mercy. I don’t have to like you,” she said flatly.
 

Ok, my mind might have been confused with the punch to the head because my next response was, “I don’t even know what I ever did to you.”
 

“We would have gotten back together if it weren’t for you,” she stated.  There it was.  I knew it, but now it was out in the open.  I didn’t bother to tell her that Luke never loved her.  It didn’t seem the right time seeing as she’d saved my life.
 

“That’s on Luke, not me,” I said. “Don’t blame me because he broke up with you.”
 

She turned away from my gaze.  I turned back around in my seat watching the mountains get closer.  “How long?” I asked.  My question was for Sebastian, but I never turned towards him when I said it.
 

“Not long,” he said.
 

“Mercy, this is a bad idea.  I won’t be able to protect you in there,” she said.
 

I didn’t like that she assumed I needed her protection.  It didn’t matter what happened out on the road.  She couldn’t say for sure that I couldn’t have saved myself.  “I have to go and save Flynn.”
 

She bristled.  “What about Luke?” she retorted sharply.
 

I didn’t like what she was suggesting.  But I also wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of knowing that he and I weren’t on the best of terms right now.  “I’m sure he would agree that helping his best friend is the right course of action.”
 

Sebastian smirked and made a noise as if that was funny.  I turned to spear him with my pointed stare.  “Luke is in trouble too.  Don’t you even care about that?” she said.
 

Did he tell her what was going on in our relationship?  Bile leaped to my throat with that thought. “If Luke needed my help, he would have told me,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt.
 

She let out a sour laugh.  “He can’t call you.  They have him detained until the ruling on his case,” she said.
 

I felt my heart stop.  Somehow I knew she wasn’t talking about a court hearing about drinking and driving.  If it was a human court case, he would be entitled to a call, not that he would call me.  “What are you talking about?” I managed to say, wedging myself between the seats so I could look her in the eye when she spoke.
 

She pushed her short hair behind her ears before her eyes met mine again in a fierce stare.  “So you don’t know do you?”
 

I shook my head.  “What kind of trouble is he in?  Can I help him?  What can I do?”  I didn’t know how to choose between Luke and Flynn, but I first needed to understand who was in mortal danger.
 

 She continued, “There is nothing you can do. His judgment will be in three days.  You can’t get to him. It’s against the rules for me to take you to him.  And really, he’s in trouble because of you.  He gave up his post watching over you to me without authorization.  No one would have found out if not for you finding yourself in that trouble last year.  Now they know that the two of you are an item,” she said full of accusation.
 

I opened my mouth to dispute her claim.  But she beat me to the punch. “The council is going to clip his wings,” she spewed.
 

“What,” I got out.  “Luke said you all don’t have wings.”
 

“Yeah, it’s a figure of speech.  But besides that, his father is pissed. So I’d advise you to stay away from him. He’s already headed to talk to your mother,” she added, looking smug.
 

“I don’t understand,” I said.
 

“Of course you don’t,” she mimicked, like I was a whiny child. “Let me break it down for you.  Luke was a prodigy.  He was the one to break down the walls between angels and nephilim.  His father saw him as the one to help reinstate the Fallen.  But you, demon girl, came along and destroyed everything for all of us.”
 

“But,” I said, feeling like nothing more than boulders of my life’s wall crashing around me. “He said that he was already damned because he drinks and has sex and stuff.”  Then it hit me. I was almost going to ask her if she and Luke slept together when I caught myself.  Maybe realization dawned on my face because she smiled at me in smug satisfaction. “I don’t want to know,” I stated.
 

Something else crossed my mind though.  If he wasn’t supposed to sleep with anyone, she wasn’t either.  I looked back up into her eyes from the spot on the floor I’d been staring. But she beat me to it again like she could read my mind. “Sex is frowned upon, but we’re still part human.  What’s damning is sleeping with the other team,” she said, with utter coolness.
 

“I didn’t ask to be part demon,” I said, taking a stand.  “It’s not fair that you condemn me for a choice I didn’t have.”
 

Her face shifted letting me know that she didn’t believe one word I said. “You walk around school with the boys circling you like vultures.  You used that demon inside you to lure them and Luke to you.”
 

“That’s not true,” I complained. 
 

“Let’s count them off.  You managed to get Luke to step away from his duties.  You’ve broken up Paul and Amber,” she said.  My eyes widened.  Is that what everyone was saying?  “And him, he’s changed the rules of the game.  You got him to fight against a tracker and a hell hound.  The shit is going to hit the fan.  And you don’t need to be anywhere near Poison.”
 

“Paimon,” Sebastian said. 
 

I turned to him.  My terror from looking into those empty eyes melted away. “You protected me from your kind.  What kind of trouble will you be in?” I asked softly.
 

He just shrugged. “Yeah, see what I’m talking about,” Nina crooned from the back seat. “They’re all going gaga over you.  You aren’t that pretty.”  I should have been upset by her words.  But I was grateful she hadn’t mentioned Flynn. So maybe no one had noticed his interest in me.  I was probably right.  It was just his ego that had him saying those things to me.
 

I was shocked when Sebastian chimed in.  He seemed comfortable with Nina and me hashing this out on our own. “Mercy isn’t just pretty.  She’s beautiful and by far outshines your angel light.  You ought to wake up and realize why Luke left you for her.  She’s more of an angel than you are.  Your envious heart and jealous nature conflict with what you call yourself.”
 

Nina looked ill with his words.  I was embarrassed for her so I turned to face forward again.  I may not have liked her, but I didn’t want her to feel bad, for what reason I didn’t know.  
 

It was darker here where we pulled over on the side of the steep road.  We were on the mountain somewhere near the top.  The trees were choking out the light.
 

Needing to ask again, I said, “Nina, if I can help Luke out of this trouble I’ve caused him, I need you to help me.”
 

She looked at me with her arms folded, “Don’t you think you’ve done enough.”
 

“I won’t let them destroy him because of me,” I say.
 

“Look, he should be fine.”  I wasn’t mollified by her words.  She hadn’t said his life was in danger, so I had to assume damnation would be his worst fate.  “If you are going to do this,” she said pointing into the woods, “I can’t go with you, Mercy,” Nina said.  She almost sounded unhappy about that. “They have wards that will alert them to my presence.  But I can still sense you”
 

Nodding, I wasn’t sure about any of this. I really didn’t understand what she meant.  And I didn’t want to ask any more questions.  It felt like nothing was going right.  I would go get Flynn out of this demon school and find my way to Luke.  He couldn’t be damned, he just couldn’t, I tried to tell myself.  
 

Nina still looked a little defeated.  I knew that Sebastian’s words had stung and maybe she’d known that I wasn’t to blame for her failed relationship with Luke.  Somehow hearing it said from some else no matter how skewed, made her face the truth.
 

“Sorry, I wasn’t there sooner.  I just assumed Luke would answer the call. But when he didn’t I got word of what happened and hustled to you as fast as I could.”
 

I nodded again.  I wanted to say that despite it all she’d gotten to me rather quickly.  But I kept my mouth shut.  Sebastian pocketed my car keys and took my hand.  He didn’t say anything to her and neither did I.  We left her leaning on the car as we walked off into the dense mass of trees.
 

My thoughts were a jumbled mess and I didn’t pull away from Sebastian holding my hand.  I assumed he had to have physical contact with me in order to do that thing he did.  I was only trying to piece everything together.
 

He stopped, bringing my thoughts back to the present.  I looked ahead where the trees parted to a clearing.  Ahead was a sprawling building that reminded me of a college campus.  
 

The expanse of the sprawling lawn was a wonder in the mountain.  The building had at least four stories above ground.  Yet despite how tall it was, the trees hid this place well.  The building was all brick and appeared reddish in the dim light.  Few windows were lit, and all seemed relatively quiet.  But it didn’t feel so.
 

Sebastian tugged me closer.  “I’m going to take us in now.  Just go along with whatever I say and try not to speak.  I’m not sure what we are going to encounter, so just go with the flow.”
 

His close proximity now brought the stirring of my beast within.  I rolled my eyes in disgust that I couldn’t control my stupid demon.
 

He wrapped his arms around me and gazed into my eyes.  I didn’t think any of this was necessary but I ignored it hoping not to encourage him or the succubus.  Maybe it was nervousness, but my brain popped a SAT word in my mind.  Surreptitious.  And crap if that wasn’t our mission.  I kept the word in my head this time.  Maybe it was normalcy I craved.  SAT words kept me grounded in the human world as I stepped into a demonic one.
 

When he rolled in his lower lip and leaned into to me, all SAT words were forgotten.  I stood mesmerized by his attention.  Captivated was the expression on my face when he parted space to step us into this place Nina called Poison.
 

Still in his arms, I turned my head trying to get my bearings.  The place where we stood was immense.  The ceiling was far above and I assumed it was at least a couple stories high.  There were clusters of leather chairs grouped together.  The dark paneling of the wall spoke of history.  Sebastian just released his hands from my waist in favor of taking my hand when three figures appeared before us.  
 

They didn’t pop into existence like Sebastian.  Rather it was like their movements were so fast, my eyes weren’t able to see.
 

The three stunning figures gave me a once over before returning their focus back to Sebastian.  There were two guys and one girl.  The guy in the middle was a little too good looking.  His hair was a muddy brown but it was the kind of mud that made you want to jump in with both feet.  It had no style but the every which way it stood out worked for him.  He wore all black.  A tee-shirt that was a bit tighter than I was used to seeing on a guy, but his muscle definition was clear despite the color absorbing shirt he wore.  His black jeans just added to the look.  
 

The girl draped on his arm had a possessive look in her eye that gave no other interpretation. The other guy was leaning into the middle guy as well.  He was pretty and that was the best way to describe him because his features were quite delicate.  I couldn’t be sure which the lucky guy in the middle was with. 
 

I turned to look up at Sebastian.  He released my hands and turned to face the three.  Moving his arm once again around me, mimicked that possession thing that I felt.  We were the only five in the place.  No one else was here.
 

Shifting my view back to the only other girl, I felt her eyes on me.  She looked like a warrior princess in what looked like black leather shorts and a red top that dipped way too low.  Her long black hair flowed over her shoulders in sleek black waves.  Her ruby red lips quirked in a smile when she saw me checking her out.
 

But it was the leader in the middle my eyes were drawn back to.  It wasn’t just his good looks.  It was the expression on his face.  Love or maybe longing and it wasn’t directed at me.  
 

“Rat,” he said.  That one word was enough and somehow I knew.
 

“Rune,” Sebastian replied with a coldness I felt.  This Rune guy was in love or even lust with Sebastian.  I didn’t know what to do with that information.
 



Chapter Twenty
 

 
 

mendacious (adj.) having a lying, false character
 

 
 

The pretty guy on Rune’s side finally spoke. “So you’re back,” he said in a very evident not so nice tone.
 

“Colby,” Sebastian said, in the same cold way not responding to his comment.
 

“You haven’t changed, I see,” Colby said.  His voice was slightly higher pitched than I would have expected.  It wasn’t quite girly though.  But his physical features looked as though they were sculpted from the finest china yet he was still masculine.  It was disconcerting because with his added prettiness everything about him was at odds.  He looked at Sebastian with a predatory gaze and I wasn’t sure if he thought Sebastian was competition or a prize.
 

Sebastian eyed the guy and said, “You either.”
 

Colby turned his attention to me. “I see you have another tasty treat. Did you bring her to share?” Colby asked, as if I was nothing and had no say in the matter.  I stiffened and Sebastian held my hand tight reminding me he wanted me to remain quiet.
 

“I don’t share,” Sebastian said in warning. 
 

The girl on Rune’s right just smiled.  She still held on to him for dear life.  The air surrounding us felt off.  On the surface it appeared like the girl was Rune’s girlfriend.  I mean he hadn’t pushed her away.  But he looked at Sebastian like there was unfinished business between the two of them.  Colby on the other hand, I just wasn’t sure.  He looked like he just liked to play games.  I thought it best for me to steer clear of him.
 

“Long time,” the girl rasped, finally speaking up.  Her voice was sensual full of open invitations when she spoke.  Even I noticed just how alluring those words sounded coming from her mouth.
 

Now I was really confused.  It was obvious that although they appeared human, they weren’t.   For a frightening moment, I had to wonder how many demons walked among us.  Funny, I honestly didn’t feel a part of this group.  Maybe I was a demon, but I was human too.  
 

Sebastian actually managed a wicked half grin. “Too long,” he stated.  I could sense history between the two.
 

Rune turned to each of his two companions.  Without speaking they seemed to understand his meaning.  They nodded to him and then at us and like that, they sped away as if they were on fast forward.  It was down to the three of us.
 

“Sebastian,” Rune said using his name.  
 

It wasn’t until this moment that I notice Sebastian had reverted to his native lilt.  “Stop. I dunnot want you. I told you before. Nothing’s changed.”  Longing, that’s what I’d heard in Rune’s tone.  Sebastian just confirmed it.
 

“But,” Rune said.  He too had an accent.  I couldn’t place it because he hadn’t yet spoken enough me to figure out.
 

“Your feelings are misplaced,” Sebastian said.
 

“They haven’t gone away,” Rune said.  My head began to bounce back in forth between the two.  I felt like the sunshine yellow ball against the forest green court because I sure in heck on God’s green earth wasn’t sure what was going on. 
 

“You’re confusing love with friendship,” Sebastian retorted.
 

“No, I haven’t,” Rune responded. “Is that why you went away?”  Rune shifted on his feet.  It looked like he wanted to come closer but was warring with himself about his decision.  I started to place Rune’s accent.  It was subtle and kind of English sounding but not.
 

“You know why I left,” Sebastian said.
 

“Because of her,” Rune said.  I thought he was talking about me, so my head snapped up to look at Sebastian.
 

“I had to complete my task,” Sebastian said.
 

Rune’s attention returned to me.  I expected jealousy in his eyes.  But instead I just saw wonder.  It was clear then he was trying to determine who I was to Sebastian.
 

“And her?” Rune asked, eyes sharp.
 

“She’s with me,” Sebastian said answering quickly and without thought.
 

“Ah,” a resounding voice that came from above.  We all looked up to the balcony above.  A woman dressed conservatively looking much like she was in charge stood with two people flanking either side of her.  What was it with these demons and congregating in threes?  The other two looked a lot younger and I had to wonder if they were students.  They were dressed all in black letting her tan colored shirt paired with a wine color jacket stand out where the normally muted colors wouldn’t have.  Her light brown hair was partially pulled up leaving the rest to hang loose around her shoulders.  She didn’t look young, but old wasn’t what I thought either.  “So he returns.  Is this the prize we’ve all so longed for?”
 

Now it was my turn to squeeze Sebastian’s hand.  I was connecting the dots between what this woman said and what Rune mentioned.  Sebastian had a task to get a girl and possibly bring her here.  Oh, what a fool I felt.  I’d walked right into a trap.  I had no idea why I would be so special but it fit.  I bet Flynn wasn’t even here.
 

“No Mistress,” Sebastian replied with a slight bow of his head as if to acknowledge her dominance.
 

There really wasn’t a good way to describe what happened next.  The woman was suddenly in front of us.  It wasn’t like how Sebastian popped in and out.  Except, this woman seemed to project herself in front of us leaving a trail of her silhouette in her wake.  It was as if a snapshot of her every movement lit up along her path.  At the same time, Sebastian’s hand moved to gasp my elbow and I felt myself hurled backwards as my demon half was pulled forth. 
 

 “Ah, her eyes,” the Mistress said. “What is she?”
 

It seemed strange to me that this woman or whatever she was wouldn’t know exactly what I was.  But then again, I wasn’t at all sure how demons recognized each other.  I, certainly, only saw human type beings standing before me.  If we’d been in any other place, I would have never guessed they were anything else than the flesh I saw.
 

Sebastian was smooth with his reply.  “She’s a witch, Mistress. I came across the lass and thought she’d be a perfect candidate for your pilot program into the dark arts.”
 

Delight brightened the eyes of demon in front of me.  She was slightly taller than me but shorter than Sebastian.  Up close I could see her skin was flawless.  “Interesting,” she crooned and the word sounded more wicked than I thought possible. “Aren’t you a bit off task?” she asked.
 

“The family has gone on vacation and it would seem odd if I showed up,” Sebastian said, never once wavering, showing me just how skilled he was in the art of lying.
 

Her eyes finally left my face giving me the relief to breathe.  She’d been studying me like she was waiting for me to do something that would give me away.  But my demon was smooth and rock steady.  I felt a glimmer of a grin curved my lips.
 

“I have never claimed to understand the tasks that are given to you as I’m kept out of the loop.  But hear me when I say, I will not be summoned by your failure.  I’m still ultimately responsible for you while you are topside,” she said, with a venomous purr.
 

She took a step back from us which gave her the opportunity to look at Sebastian without craning her neck.  It was a power play for sure.  But for me, I wasn’t quite sure of what to make of everything.  Sebastian hadn’t given me up and although it could be another girl he was after, I highly doubted it.
 

With a flick of her wrist, Rune stepped over to her.  He had moved slightly to the side when she’d made her appearance next to us. “Rune, take her around,” she began. “And what is your name?” she asked me.
 

“Kayla,” Sebastian answered for me.  I was grateful because I was more certain than ever I would have stammered a response.  And I didn’t know what if anything my demon might have said.  She didn’t often speak through me. “Her name is Kayla.”
 

She gave him a look that chided him for overstepping his bounds but Sebastian didn’t give in.  He looked at her with a stare that said she was in charge, but only kind of.  So many questions swirled around me.  “Yes, Rune, show Kayla the place while classes are still going on.”
 

“Yes, Mistress Talya,” Rune said. The boy reached for me but Sebastian pulled me closer.  I felt the demon stir inside of me relishing being close to him.  
 

With a pointed finger Mistress Talya commanded. “Sebastian, I expect you in my office,” she said.  I got the feeling she meant now.  She left in the same fashion to which she came.  A trail of light flashing in her wake disappearing as fast as it flashed.
 

This Talya hadn’t gone back to the spot she came from.  She disappeared down a corridor off to the right.  I looked up to see if the two guards or whatever they were, were still around.  But they were gone too.  It was back to the three of us.
 

Sebastian twisted me in his hold so I was facing him.  He released my elbow and I hadn’t realized until then he’d still held it.  He stared deeply into the portholes of my eyes and I felt sucked right back into myself.  It was disconcerting to know what control he had over me.  Slamming back into the driver’s seat of my own body, I was confused as to whether or not I could trust him despite appearing to be a mendacious being.  But at the same time, I was sure he hadn’t planned to show me this little demonstration on how he could control me if he wanted to.  So what was he up to?
 

“Stay with Rune.  He won’t let anything happen to you.  I will be back soon and we will get what we came for and leave this place.”
 

I opened my mouth to speak, but Sebastian had other plans.  He kissed me.  Taken aback I didn’t move. In fact I froze in place.  When the words came from him yet his mouth still kissed me like there was no tomorrow, I found that he had other secrets he’d held from me. 
 

Trust me Kayla.  We will find Flynn. I need you to do something for me in the meantime.  Use your skillful other half and convince Rune he doesn’t want me. He was speaking in my head. 
 

Sebastian disengaged our one-sided kiss. My back had been to Rune.  He wouldn’t have been aware that the kiss was a shock to me.  I also realize that unlike our one and only other kiss, he hadn’t gifted me any of his power.  He was probably trying to conserve power for a possible escape.  I could only hope that this misguided half feeling of trust I still held for him wouldn’t be foolish.
 

Sebastian nodded at Rune. “Take care of my girl and I’ll be back.”  Then Sebastian blinked out of our existence and I reluctantly turned to face a boy I would now have to place my faith in.
 

Rune smiled at me in a way that showed he was just as uncomfortable as I was.  I had no idea what Sebastian expected me to do about Rune.  I certainly wasn’t one to try to convince people of who they should love.  My love life was a mess as it was.  
 

Rune held out a hand and I just looked at it as I held myself instead.  “My name is Rune if you hadn’t guessed.  And you are Kayla.”
 

Nodding, I slowly let my right hand leave the comfort of my own body.  It seemed he was doing the customary human thing with his greeting and I would be a poor example of my mother’s upbringing if I didn’t shake his hand.
 

“Yes, I’m Kayla.” I said and took his proffered hand.  It was warm and inviting.  I shook it with one pump of my hand and tried to let go.  But he didn’t.  He raised my fingers to his lips and with a slight bow, kissed my hand.  
 

“It is my pleasure to meet you,” he answered.  His eyes continued to appraise me.  If I hadn’t seen the display between him and Sebastian, I might have mistaken his actions as flirting.  But it had been made very clear to me in a shocking way that his interest was with the boy playing my boyfriend, at the moment.
 

Totally off balance with Sebastian’s kiss and Rune not letting go of my hand, I stumbled a bit when Rune tugged me forward in the same direction as the Mistress had gone.  We walked a bit through the great room before entering the hallway that lead who knew where.  I noticed a staircase on the left hidden from the view of the great room that must have led to the upstairs balcony and possible another hallway.  But we didn’t go that way.  We walked past with a view of the interior courtyard that from what I could see was enclosed on all sides.  I was also able to make out another corridor or building that stretched parallel to this one on my left.  It appeared this multilevel building was in the shape of a rectangle with an open area in the middle.  The sun didn’t shine through the windows.  In fact, this hallway was covered in shadows.  I felt drawn to the light like it was my safety.  But Rune still held my hand firmly, kept me at his side away from the windows.  
 

All was incredibly quiet for a school with classes going on.  It was also very strange because today was Sunday.  I wouldn’t think classes would be held.  I guess I was being stupid for thinking like a human.  I had no idea what the customs would be for a demon school.
 

When he reached the end of the hall we ascended a stairway.  I was deep in confusion that I didn’t realize until now that Rune wasn’t being much of a guide.  He hadn’t once pointed anything out to me.  We walked in utter silence.  The hallway up here was just as empty as the other one we just left.  This place was huge and I had no idea where everyone was.  It was like a ghost town.  Maybe there were other buildings.  The markings and posters on the doors we passed however made it look like a dorm area.  But it was way too quiet for that.
 

When Rune stopped, my eyes had been focused everywhere but what was in front of me.  I ran right into the back of him but without too much force because we hadn’t been walking very fast.  He let go of my hand and flashed me a quick smile.  I would be blind not to admit just how cute he was but cute boys were none of my concern.  I needed to find Flynn and get the heck out of here.  
 

The door he opened led into a small room.  Upon closer inspection, it must have been his dorm room.  Inside and to the right was a twin sized bed perched high with drawers underneath.  To the left was a wall that ended with a desk to the left of a small window.  The window was covered with short thick drapes that left the room shrouded in darkness. Rune closed the door behind us.  Before I could protest, he flicked on an overhead light.
 

“Sit,” Rune commanded.  For once I was in the mood to argue.  I didn’t feel entirely safe.  It wasn’t Rune who made me uncomfortable.  It was this place and the fact the Mistress made reference to me, I was certain of it.  He had been told to show me around but we were in his room.  Something wasn’t right.
 

With arms folded, I said, “Somehow I doubt Mistress Talya meant that your room was the highlight of my tour of this place.”
 

He laughed.  Boy did I hate being laughed at.  I wasn’t some silly girl. “This is exactly what she wanted,” he said.  “Sebastian may have brought you here, but she doesn’t know you at all.  You are to wait here until after they have spoken.  So you might as well get comfortable.”
 

I didn’t acquiesce. I stepped back to the wall to lean on it with my arms crossed.  The frown on my face felt appropriate and I would stay that way no matter what.  It probably wasn’t going to be helpful in Sebastian’s plan for me to convince Rune of whatever.  But I didn’t care.  I should call out to Nina and hope she heard me.  I should have her whisk me away and contact David about his son.  Thinking all of that, I did nothing but stare.  
 

Rune shrugged and pulled out his desk chair and sat.  His long legs stretched out as he leaned back with his arms folded behind his head.  He looked a little too cocky and it reminded me of Flynn.  He hadn’t seemed like that earlier but it was all in his stance.
 

“Why don’t we pass the time and you tell me about yourself?” he inquired.
 

I was in a mood, one that was mingled with fear and stubbornness.  I didn’t know where it came from at least the stubbornness, but I was going to go with the flow.  “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on between you and Sebastian?” I asked, like I was really his girlfriend.
 

His smile faltered a bit and I felt victorious to crack his overconfident demeanor. When he looked away, I almost felt sorry for him.  Boy was this guy throwing out mixed messages.  Was he nice or arrogant?  
 

 Finally he turned his gaze back to me and all the smugness was gone.  “How long have you two been a couple?” 
 

“I asked first,” I said, feeling like I had control of this conversation.  He’d backed down too quickly.  It was clearer now more than ever that the arrogance hadn’t been his true nature.  He had been playing a role he wasn’t good at.
 

His eyes cast down.  “Nothing,” he answered in a near whisper.  “There is absolutely nothing going on between us.”
 

Okay, now I felt like a total bitch.  I’d been playing a role here too.  I let my hands fall but I didn’t move from the wall. “Am I a prisoner here?” I questioned.  I needed to get back on track.  Flynn was my priority, so I needed to work the conversation around.
 

He looked up shocked I was sure by my sudden switch of topics. “No,” he said.
 

Pushing off the wall, I moved towards the door.  I needed to get out of here then.  My time was being wasted and I felt the longer I stayed here, surely I would be found out for who I really was.
 

In a lightning move, without the amazing light show Mistress Talya displayed, Rune was standing in front of the door impeding my path. “You’re not necessarily a prisoner, but it wouldn’t bode well for either of us if you were to leave here.  Sebastian will be here soon.  Please wait.”
 

He’d made it clear without expressly saying it that he would be punished if I was to be found lurking the halls.  I backed away knowing I hadn’t the first clue to finding Flynn.  It wasn’t like I could knock on doors.  Who or what would be behind them?  Did I honestly think there would be demons that would want to help me?  It seemed wrong to think they were all bad.  But something told me in this situation a little more caution was in order.
 

“Fine, then tell me, what kind of demon are you?” I asked.  If I was stuck in the room with this guy, I might as well know what I was dealing with.
 

Relaxing his pose again, he looked away.  Gosh, I’d really missed it.  He was ashamed.  The downcast eyes and looking away gave away his shame.  What demon possessed such emotions?  Sebastian’s eyes never gave anything away when they stared vacantly back at me.  This guy’s eyes, hunter green, held too much emotion.  
 

“Well,” I pressed for an answer.  When his eyes snapped back to me, I realized the bitchy tone to my voice hadn’t left.  But I couldn’t be sorry for it.  I was the one in a strange place with a stranger who wouldn’t let me leave.
 

“Vampire,” he said and cocked a self-satisfied grin that exposed his fangs.  Stumbling back into the wall, I was shocked by the truth of their existence.  Boy the tables had turned.  His eyes narrowed on mine.  “What kind of witch are you?  You look at me as if you were surprised we even existed.”
 

Holy Moly, I’d made my first mistake and may have broken cover.  I had to think quickly. “Um, that’s why Sebastian brought me.  I don’t know much and he saw potential in me.” Okay, I think that sounded good and was mostly the truth without saying much.
 

He nodded.  Letting out a silent breath, I’d hoped he’d bought it.  A flash later with me pressed against the wall and a hand around my neck, I realized just how wrong I was.  “Your blood betrays you.”  He pulled back and I wanted to shove him away.  He was in my personal space and it was just freaking me out more.
 

“Betrays what?” I gasp. I could only hope that my fear would keep the succubus at bay.  He was male and breathing and she didn’t have a conscious.
 

He let go of my neck. Sucking in air, he folded his arms over his chest. His demeanor was again one that held command.  I started to wonder if demons could be bi-polar.  “Your blood raced long before I came close to you.  What is your real name and why did Sebastian really bring you here?”
 

My brain was swirling with thoughts of what to say and what not to say. Was he some sort of guard?  I mean he and his little crew had been the first on the scene.  Was he playing me in some twisted good cop bad cop by showing some vulnerability?  I just didn’t know.  So it was best to stick closer to the truth.
 

“My name is Kayla and I’m here for my brother,” I said, surprisingly steady.  Taking a full step away from me, I felt relief.
 

“Has he been brought to the stables?” he asked, as if I should know what that meant.  Reading the expression of absolute ignorance I felt on my face, he added. “Has he been brought by the human authorities to our little school for delinquents?”
 

Horror filled my mind.  I’d forgotten Sebastian mentioned that.  Why was this demon school pretending to be a school for wayward youths?  What did they do with the humans?
 

“Is he a full demon then, little half-breed?” he asked.  Double crap, did he know I was not the witch Sebastian portrayed me to be?
 

Standing there like a doe in headlights, I couldn’t think of anything to say.  I wasn’t used to this kind of suspicion.  “Look, Sebastian is helping me out because my step-brother came here to hook up with a girl.  Our parents will be pissed if they come home and he’s not there.  He’s in enough trouble as it is.”
 

Again, bits of the truth were thrown together.  I hoped it sounded good because I was really going to kill Flynn for putting me in this danger when I got my hands on him.
 

His smile grew pensive.  “Why would Sebastian lie?” he said thoughtfully. “Are you really Sebastian’s girlfriend or was that a ruse to get me to think it so?”
 

“You sound like you’re jealous,” I spit out. “Now what do you know about my brother?” I asked.
 

Anger flared in his eyes. “You first,” he said.
 

Apparently, we were not going to get anywhere unless this topic was discussed.  So I would give him what he wanted and hoped he would reciprocate.  “It’s complicated,” I said.
 

“Yeah,” he said. “You’ve still told me nothing.”
 

“You know,” I started, trying to figure something to say. “He’s a bit of a mystery.” He nodded in agreement. “I’m not sure I can trust him.  Now it’s your turn to admit what’s going on between the two of you.”
 

Ignoring my question, he said, “If your brother is the shining new toy the girls have been fawning over, I may have an idea where he is.”
 

I found myself moving towards him.  “Please tell me,” I said.  A flutter of hope passed through me.  Where had that come from?  My heart had lifted when I felt like I would find Flynn.  I shook my head trying to clear the confusion over my concern.  Of course I was worried.  He was my friend as odd as that sounded.  We had become friends despite his betrayal.  I would be lost if something bad happened to him.  That line of thought only brought my other friends predicaments closer to the forefront.  There was nothing I could do for any of them at the moment.  Fate would be their jailer or rescuer.  Luke.  Luke’s fate also hung in the balance, but I had no idea how I could help him.  Flynn was the only one I could conceivably help at the moment.
 

He wasn’t moved by my request no matter how sweetly it had left my lips.  “Our movements would be too conspicuous at the present time.  We have to wait for class to begin at nightfall,” he said.
 

Narrowing my eyes, I said, “But I thought classes were going on now?”  I questioned because that is what the Mistress had stated.
 

“Human classes,” he said. “Right now, everyone else is resting.  We would be caught roaming the halls and it would be reported.  Then the Mistress would start asking questions you aren’t ready to answer, like what you really are.”
 

I turned away and headed for the window.  Wanting to look out I stood on my tiptoe and reached for the heavy drapes.  I didn’t hear his movement only felt his hand as he wrenched me from the window and tossed me to his bed.  My head hit the wall with a loud thump and before I could cry out in pain and a resounding thump echoed from the other side of the wall.
 

Turning to him, he lifted a finger over his lips.  “Sorry, Dep,” he cried out speaking to the occupant of the next room.
 

Then turning his attention back to me, he said, “It is evident you know nothing about our world.”
 

The jig was up so to speak so I nodded in agreement. “Well, let me give you a hint.  Don’t open the drapes during sunrise in a vampire’s room.”
 

Curiosity took over at this point.  Despite the noise, my head didn’t hurt that bad.  So I pushed on to learn what I could.  There were many things I should be asking, but how often do you find yourself trapped in a room with a vampire. “So it’s true, you can’t walk in the daylight?”  He nodded. “But you feel warm not cold like a stiff,” I commented.
 

He chuckled still standing in front of the bed looking down at me.  I moved to sit with a little more dignity.  “Explain,” I said. “I mean we have time to pass.”
 

“I could be resting,” he said looking at me and the bed.  I didn’t quite understand his meaning.  Did he really mean sleep?  I mean, he was into Sebastian not me.
 

“Honestly, I doubt I could sleep,” I said.
 

He nodded. After a long sigh, he sank back into the desk chair that had moved further in the room when he tossed me so easily on the bed.  “Vampires aren’t dead.  A misconception passed through the ages.  We’re not luminous in the sunlight either.  We burn.  Wouldn’t the human population be extinct if we could walk the earth at any time of day?  Humans wouldn’t have a chance, even half breeds like you.” 
 

My tongue let loose as if I harbored no control over it.  “Do you survive on blood?”
 

“Yes.  But don’t worry your pretty head, that’s what the stables are for.”
 

“Stables?” I asked. 
 

He exhaled a short clipped breath. “It’s where the little human delinquents are housed and where people like me get human to feed on.  Mostly vampires, because we don’t have any incubi here.  We only have Sophia.”
 

Humans are treated like cattle or sheep.  And what had he meant about people like him? And was Sophie a succubus? If so, how did that make me feel? A part of me wanted to seek her out thinking she may have the answers I desperately needed.
 

“Your brother,” he said quirking up an eyebrow. “Has caused quite the stir around here.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen the females so riled up except when Sebastian is around.”
 

Gosh, what a buzz kill.  The information was intoxicating but once I knew that Flynn was the hottest guy on campus even here, I wanted to gag.  Man it was so annoying.  The last thing I needed was a demon girl fawning all over him as if his ego wasn’t big enough.   Adding to it, Sebastian was the man around here.  I had to wonder amongst all the perfection I’d seen thus far, what made Flynn and Sebastian the cream of the crop.  I felt like a shaggy dog.  I could only imagine that the population of demons here would also be stunners.  Wouldn’t they need to be in order to appeal to their prey? “Yeah, that sounds like Flynn,” I admitted.
 

“Flynn’s his name.  You two don’t look alike,” he said.
 

I nodded. “I did say he was my step-brother.”
 

“You did indeed.”  His eyes formed slits while he contemplated.  I grew overly concerned that the danger that lurked around me was growing. “What I don’t understand is why Sebastian would bring you here only to lie about who you were.  Why would he risk being re-trained for you?  He knew I would find out that you weren’t what he claimed you to be.  Vampires and Shifters have sensitive noses.  Yet here you are?”
 

I may have had a death wish because I made my way to the edge of the bed.  My fight or flight response kicked in.  Self preservation wasn’t a concern when I opened my mouth. “Why does it concern you what Sebastian and I are doing?”
 

He stood and met me at the edge of the bed.  My neck craned up to stare at his intense eyes. “Because I love him.”
 

His words were strong.  He didn’t seem to care if anyone around heard. “And?” I said matching his tone.
 

“He’s risking a lot by bringing you here and I want to know why?” he growled.
 

The sight of his elongated fangs had me faltering back on the bed cowering to the wall.  A hiss escaped his mouth as he stalked me.  Fear flooded every cell of my body.  I hadn’t thought he would react in such a way.  Sebastian said I was safe with him.
 

Swiftly, he was off the bed and against the wall.  It took me a moment to process that he hadn’t gotten there by his own will.  Sebastian had the taller guy pressed flat by his grip on the guy's neck.  I had the strangest thought on whether or not Rune need to breath.  But we hadn’t gotten to that in our conversation.
 

“If I ever catch you with even the slightest finger on her, I will rip your fangs out and use them to sever you from your balls. Got it?” Sebastian promised.
 

That was a visual I didn’t need.  Rune nodded and Sebastian released him.  Sebastian never took his eyes from the guy until he was firmly pressed in the desk chair he’d only moments before occupied.
 

Then casually, as if nothing had occurred Sebastian tilted his head in my direction. “Are you okay, Kayla?”
 

I nodded but said “Yes” ever so faintly.
 

“Why did you bring her here?” Rune said, speaking up almost defiantly. The frost that came from Sebastian’s icy stare before it focused on Rune chilled even my bones.
 

“It is of none of your concern,” Sebastian said.  “The lass belongs to me and that is all you need to know.”
 

The glacier that formed between them certainly confirmed that Rune’s love was unrequited. I almost felt sorry for the guy.
 

“I know she’s not who you claim her to be and I know about Flynn,” Rune confessed.
 

Sebastian’s glare came around my way again. “I” was all I managed to regurgitate before Sebastian spoke again.
 

“Where is he?” Sebastian barked.
 

“First tell me what’s going on.  Is she really worth it?” Rune asked.
 

Okay, I was offended but at the same time I heard the love that surrounded his words.  Rune was desperately in love with Sebastian.
 

“Don’t you get it?  We can only be friends.  There is nothing more I can offer you.  You are mistaking our friendship for more.  You’ve never even dated a guy before, you’ve told me this yourself.  In fact, your words were that you were somewhat of a homophobe in your human life.”
 

I followed the conversation with my line of sight. “Things change,” Rune said sheepishly.
 

“Nothing has changed.  Your vampire instincts are confusing you.”
 

Rune stared up with determination and certainty.  “That was two years ago and nothing has changed for me.”
 

My head snapped up to see just how Sebastian was going to do to respond.  This was better than reality television.  “Nothing has changed for me either. So you should move on,” Sebastian said. “Give Colby or Anna a try, if you haven’t already. Both would kill for some of your attention.”
 

Ignoring his comment, Rune stood and the tension level in the room hit a fever pitch.  “I wouldn’t have hurt her.  I just wanted to know why you were risking everything for her,” Rune said, then looked at me. “I’m sorry.”  Then he walked out the room.
 



Chapter Twenty One
 

 
 

McKayla
 

 
 

Sebastian left her without any answers.  He claimed he had to go find Rune and make sure the guy didn’t break our cover.  He also needed to get Flynn’s location out of him.  He told her to lock the door behind his departure and get some rest.  
 

But her body defied her mind. She’d been up for over twenty four hours.  Laying on Rune’s bed to process all that had happened was all it had taken.  Only for a minute, I heard her inner musing.  She promised herself she wouldn’t completely nod off.  
 

Too bad for her.  It took a little while, but it felt good to be in control again.  Her recurring wet dream of her boyfriend entertained me while I waited.  I had to admit the girl had imagination in full color.  Warring with her dream was her total lack of faith in him, thinking he was probably regretting the day he met her.  
 

Her dream was so familiar I could act out the part myself beginning with his touch. Now that the dream had faded and she sank into that deep sleep, I flooded her body with my essence before opening my eyes.
 

Lifting to my elbows, I was shocked to see that tasty morsel was back in his room.  I flash him a smile.
 

“Hey, you’re up.  Look, I’m really sorry about earlier,” Rune said.
 

Sitting all the way up, I give him my come hither eyes. “It’s fine.  I understand what you’re going through.”
 

He stares at me and I think I might have hooked him with my bait. His hand reluctantly comes up as if he might point to something, then he stops. “Your eyes.”
 

My grin widens. “You like.  It does that when I get really pissed.”
 

Confused he said, “Why are you upset?”
 

“Because that bastard doesn’t deserve you or me?” I said. “And you know why?”  He shakes his head. “Because he told me to come here and seduce you.”
 

Ah, yes.  As his brows furrow, I watched as anger crept up into his very pores. “But you know what?” I asked.
 

Shaking his head again, I know I have him. “We can get him back by doing the very thing he wants us to do.”
 

Finding his voice he said, “Kayla, I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”
 

“Were you always only attracted to boys?” I asked him.
 

That boyish charm of his had him hesitantly looking down before meeting my eyes. “No, he was the first.” Then he added, “And the only.”
 

Sliding my legs to the side of the bed, I stood and made my way over to him. His legs are slightly apart, and I used the space to make my way closer to him.  Holding back a little to make him think I’m a bit nervous, I hesitantly sit in his lap to meet his stare head on.  
 

“Kayla, I don’t think…” he began.
 

“Don’t think, do,” I said before I place my mouth on his.  His lips are innocent and needy.  Apparently he was desperate for a little affection.  Adding hurt to his personal torment made him respond so easily to me.  And it felt good to use my charms.  I too felt repressed and locked away.  He opened his mouth to speak I think because his hand had gone to my shoulders.  I think he might have pushed me away.  But he was open now and I took advantage.
 

 Mercy had no idea what we could do.  She thought that power had to be given to us.  But she was more different from her mother than she thought.  We could take.  With a little tug, I couldn’t help but feast on the vampire.  We couldn’t kill, but we could take.  It was like a cannon explosion igniting all my synapses. 
 



Chapter Twenty Two
 

 
 

propensity (n.) an inclination, preference
 

 
 

My mind was edging on consciousness when the rush of power exploded inside me.  I knew this feeling.  The synapses in my brain were firing warnings.  I was draining someone of power.  But this didn’t have that human life force feel, not that I had a lot of experience to tell the difference. This was more like the push of power Sebastian had given me that time to save my life against my father. 
 

My eyes opened but not of my volition.  I wasn’t in control.  I fought against the incoming power to slip into my demon skin when my succubus spoke.  With the blinding light and a rush of power, I didn’t know what she said.  I tried to focus on my task when I felt a breath on my neck lifting me back to a familiar point in my recurring dream.  The warm kiss of his mouth mingled with my desire.  I wasn’t prepared for the sharp stinging pain.
 

I was hurled back in control.  But I wasn’t alone.  Somehow, my demon and I were one and I although I didn’t remember completing the merging.  Realizing what was happening, I pushed Rune off me and his fangs ripped at my skin.  He hit the floor and jumped to his feet like nothing happened.  He moved too darn fast.  He bit his thumb and moved to me in a flash of light.  He pressed his bleeding finger to my bleeding neck and it felt better just like that. 
 

 I moved to sit on the bed putting distance between us.
 

“Your eyes,” he said.  And I knew just what he was talking about.  My eyes had changed from the large pools of black back to my normal human eyes.
 

“Yeah, they have a propensity to change to black at the dandiest times,” I said with a fake laugh.
 

He turned and walked at a human pace towards the small window looking out like a lost puppy.  I found myself saying, “Sorry.”  When he didn’t turn back or acknowledge my asking for forgiveness, I continued on.  “I’m so sorry.  I had no right to try to…” I struggled for the right words.  Somehow my succubus had followed through on Sebastian request.  “I mean, I just want you to know I respect your decision to be who you are.  I would never intentionally try to persuade you otherwise.”  What was I saying?  He kissed me in my sleep.  But then again with my demon in control, I had no idea what else I’d done without my knowledge and it scared me more than I cared to admit.
 

He looked like he hadn’t heard a word I said and it made me feel ten times worse.  “I would never try to invalidate or disrespect who you are.  Everyone has a right to their choice and their feelings.  I hope you will forgive me,” I said softly.  Still he looked out at the drapes like he had x-ray vision or something.  I folded my legs to my chest, hugging myself.  I felt the demon inside me recede.  Coward, I thought inwardly at her departure.  
 

When his words came out like a mutter, I lifted my head from my knees ensuring I heard him right. “I’m the one’s that’s sorry,” he’d said.  “I shouldn’t have bitten you,” he said absently.  It would have been comical coming from a boy no less, but the hurt and anguish on his face kept the laugh stifled in my chest.
 

“I’m sure it was because…” I started to say, but stopped before the word succubus left my lips.
 

He turned from the window and stared at me.  In his eyes, I saw regret. “I never thought I would be attracted to anyone else.  He was the only one I wanted.  Then you came on to me and I lost control,” he said.  
 

What the hell had the demon done this time?  I surveyed myself.  Thankfully, I was still dressed. “Like I said, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”
 

“No, it’s good. You opened my eyes.  I feel like maybe you set me free from the prison I’ve kept myself in.”
 

Maybe it wasn’t the best choice of words, but sometimes I spoke before thinking. “There weren’t any other guys you were interested in?” I questioned.
 

He shook his head no.  “Colby?” I asked, because he was pretty spectacular to look at.
 

“He wanted to, but,” he started to say.
 

I didn’t wait for him to finish. “Anna?” I had to know how he felt about girls.  This because separating the dream from reality, he had been into the kiss with me.
 

He shook his head again. “I haven’t been attracted to anyone since I turned…” his words died off as he stared at me.  I’d felt just how happy he was to kiss me and I wanted to groan.  He was not attracted to me I tried to tell myself.  It was the succubus who wheedled her charms and roped him in.
 

“You,” he said.  This word was said stronger than the others that preceded it in the sentence. I had a feeling this isn’t exactly where he had been headed before with his words.  “What are you?”
 

“A witch,” I said, but even I didn’t believe the lie that left my tongue. 
 

It only took a moment until understanding dawned on his face.  He pointed at me in an accusatory manner.  I wasn’t sure what to do and scooted back on his bed until I felt the wall behind me.  My heart stopped.  I didn’t breathe.  I didn’t move.  I just stared at him waiting for him to finish.  I needed to understand just what he meant by his words.  “I need to get you out of here.  I truly didn’t believe it.  But you’re the one Sebastian was hunting.” he said.
 

Of course, the door opened and in walked the devil himself.  Rune froze mirroring my confusion as to what to do next.  Sebastian was taking in Rune’s deer in the headlights look and turned towards me.  His eyes followed the line of my neck to what must be blood on my shirt.  I didn’t see the movement until Sebastian stood still. It was a repeat from earlier. His hand was gripping Rune’s neck and had the guy pinned to the wall with dangling feet.
 

“What did you do to her?” Sebastian bellowed in an inhuman voice.  “I told you not to lay a finger on her. What didn’t you understand?”
 

I jumped off the high bed and moved towards them. “Sebastian wait, don’t.  I asked him to,” I lie but tried to beg.  The succubus had lured him into whatever happened between us.  Parts of me were truly grateful I had no clue what happened.
 

He let Rune go and the other guy slumped to the floor clawing at his neck.  I didn’t know if vampires had a need to breathe.  But my eyes trailed down to the fallen guys, and I could see a nasty red hand print around his throat.  Whatever Sebastian had done, it had obviously hurt.
 

Sebastian stepped towards me and I found myself stepping back in retreat.  When he noticed my obvious fear, his vacant eyes narrowed.  He came to a halt one foot in front of me when my back met the door.  With my hands pressed behind me, I found the doorknob.  I didn’t bother to turn it to make a run for it.  Sebastian could simply materialize wherever I went.
 

“What were you thinking?” he chided.
 

With no other defense, I said. “I was doing what you asked.”
 

Rune still looked pained. I wasn’t sure he’d heard that part.  I could see the mark on his neck beginning to fade.
 

Tongue in cheek, he nodded at me and turned back to Rune.  He went over and helped the other guy to his feet.  He turned to me leaving his back to Rune with no fear of retaliation. “Flynn is moving about and I don’t have a clear lead on where he is.”   He turned back to Rune.  “What do you know?”
 

Rune looked at me and when I didn’t say or do anything, he nodded at Sebastian.  I wasn’t sure he could speak yet based on the way Sebastian had crushed his neck.  “Fine, you and I will go hunting for him.” That word hunt sent chills through me.  “I go up and you take the floors down,” Sebastian finished.
 

“You stay here,” Sebastian ordered.  Fearing how my voice may sound if I spoke, I offered him an affirmative nod as well.
 

Sebastian actually opened the door when I moved over to the side of the wall to give him room to exit.  With the door blocking Sebastian from seeing me, Rune turned and gave me a look.  Without really knowing him, I couldn’t really interpret the look.  I only had his last words which had been ‘I need to get you out of here.’
 



Chapter Twenty Three
 

 

 

quixotic (adj.) idealistic, impractical, impulsive and often rashly unpredictable

 
 

The door closed and I was alone again.  There was no way I was sleeping this time, so I stood leaning on the wall trying to figure out how I could have been so wrong about Sebastian.  Had this been a ploy all along?  And why was he hunting me?  I was no one.  No one important that was.
 

Despite it all, my bladder made its importance to known to me.  Slowly, I opened the door to Rune’s room.  I peeked out like a thief in the night. Looking both ways like I was about to cross a busy street, I stepped into the hall leaving a book propped to keep the door open.  I’d checked to make sure it was unlocked, but with my luck there might be some sort of auto-locking mechanism.  It was so eerie how quiet everything was.  It was almost unnatural.  But then again, I was in a demon school.  There was nothing natural about that.
 

Once I was out in the open and vulnerable, I started to wonder if demons had the same bodily functions as humans.  I was part human but I had no idea about demon physiology.  Sebastian ate.  I knew he took showers because he would come out of his room sometimes smelling soapy clean with damp hair.  But I had no idea if he used the bathroom for anything else.  Okay, I was weirded out by that thought.  But I was sure they would have showers.  Where there were showers, there should be toilets.  Otherwise, I’d have to improvise.  
 

My luck was improving because only a few doors down I found a door marked with the familiar female icon.  I pushed my way through and there were in fact stalls.  I made my way over doing the tippy toe dance.  I really needed to go bad and my time had just run out.  
 

Relief was swift and a pleasant expression filled me until the door opened and giggles filled the room.  Frozen, I hoped whoever it was wouldn’t notice my presence. I heard banging and quiet laughter as a stall further down banged shut.  The place was so quiet, I heard the faint unmistakable sound of a zipper.
 

Rolling my eyes, I knew I couldn’t hide away in the stall forever.  I thought my best bet was to beat whoever it was out of the bathroom.  I flushed the toilet and high tailed it to the sink quickly.  Thoroughly wash my hands, I looked at the bank of stalls before I left.   I notice two sets of feet and one set of knees on the floor.  I rolled my eyes again.  I was so not interested in being a witness to whatever was going on behind that first stall.  I had no desire of the embarrassment I would suffer if I had to face the two people who obviously didn’t care about my presence.  I’d almost made it to the door when I heard a zip and the stall door pushing open. 
 

The petite blond girl stumbled out of the stall like she was drunk.  Wiping at her face she barely even glanced in my direction on her way to the sink.  But what caught my eye before I could get away was a familiar face and messy but sexy hair.  Flynn.
 

I heard him mutter a curse before calling after me.  I’d fled.  I’d dashed away from the boy I’d come to rescue.  What a fool, I’d been.  He’d looked about as much in danger as I, a lone lamb in a den of lions.  Could I trust anyone?  I felt nauseated when I crashed through Rune’s door feeling the sting of tears in my eyes.  Why did it hurt so much to see that?  He and I were nothing.  We were like oil and water, but I doubled over in pain falling on knees to the floor.  
 

The door opened behind me and I didn’t bother to look.  I didn’t want to see in his eyes.  I felt him come towards me and I began to crawl away towards the window. “Mercy,” he said.
 

“Leave me alone,” I said in slow and deliberate words.  I didn’t care.  I wanted to run and leave both him and Sebastian.  I needed to find Rune.  He may be my only chance at escape.
 

But I wasn’t moving that fast and Flynn’s arms easily pulled me back to the point I was sitting on his lap my back to his chest.  He nuzzled my neck and whispered my name in my ear. “Mercy.”
 

Pulling away, I turned to face him.  I landed on my butt, with my legs outstretched in front of me like parallel lines.  When he crawled his away over to me straddling my legs without touching me, I leaned back with my arms steadying me doing the best I could to keep away from him.
 

He was there all too soon with his hands in my hair, cupping the back of my neck drawing me to him.  I resisted, at least I thought I did.  When his lips reached mine, my heart nearly melted until I remembered the vision of moments before.  Added to that, I remembered the hurt and pain in Luke’s eyes at my betrayal.  I pushed at Flynn’s chest with all the force I had and struck gold.  The power Rune had inadvertently gifted me allowed me to fling him across the room to the door.  Stunned at the force I exerted, he stared at me.  I looked at my hands in surprise.  But I saw nothing but my hands.  I found my voice though. “Don’t you ever try that again,” I roared.
 

Flynn never one to back down edged his way towards me.  I stood and moved far too fast to the window that I paused to understand what was happening.  Was it the power exchange or the bite that made me move like a vampire?  Had he turned me?
 

“I didn’t ask you to come, so why are you here?” he said and anger clearly laced his words.  
 

I didn’t turn back to look at him.  He wasn’t going to turn this around to make me out to be the bad guy.  “Well, if you weren’t a horny bastard, I wouldn’t be here,” I spat.
 

He let loose a strangled laugh.  “Horny is our nature.  Get used to it.”
 

Not liking the fact that he’d included me in his bad behavior, I spun on my heels to face him.  “You quixotic licentious bastard.  You and I are not the same.”
 

“Oh Webster, I’m not hundred percent sure of what you said, but we are alike,” he said stalking towards me.  It wasn’t like this room was huge so in a few more steps he would be on me.  But I held my ground. “We are two sides of the same coin.  I tried to let you go, but here you are, always tempting me.”
 

My eyebrows shot up.  “I was dragged here kicking and screaming,” I said lying, but it sounded good. “Sebastian said I had to be the one to convince you to come home.”
 

“Maybe I don’t want to come home.  Maybe I’m tired of seeing you prance around the house in your tight pants, shaking your ass in front of me like I’m not supposed to notice.”
 

My eyes widen impossible further. “You talk about prancing around.  What about you and your shirtless walks around the house, flexing your muscles like you are Mr. Incredible.”
 

“I am incredible and it’s about time you noticed.”
 

I turned away from him because what we were saying to each other was totally silly and my anger was about to end in laughter.  I had to get in control.
 

But he was suddenly there all around me.  Now I found myself looking into his eyes and I had no idea how I’d turned. “I left to give you and Luke sometime to work things out.  He is my best friend and you are now my sister, I guess.”  He said sister like it was a dirty word. “But you’re not with Luke, you’re here for me.”
 

His mouth crushed to mine and I pooled in his arms.  For something that felt so right, I knew with all my heart it was so wrong.
 

Ducking down to the ground, I moved from his embrace with a movement a vampire might to possess.
 

“Why are you here then?” he asked, sounding annoyed.
 

“For your information, Luke is missing.  Nina said he’s been taken by the council,” I replied not answering his question.  I wanted to change the focus.  
 

His fist hit the wall and made a resounding thud.  “Fuck,” he said. A grumbling noise came from the next room. 
 

I agreed with the sentiment but I didn’t give voice to it.  Instead I yelled out, “Sorry Dep” remembering what Rune said earlier.  Flynn narrowed his eyes at me but soon forgot what I’d just done.
 

 “Look, you need to go.  I can’t be around you.  I can’t help Luke either, so just leave.” He didn’t sound mad.  He sounded resolute. 
 

“But,” I said.
 

“Can’t you take a hint?  I Do Not Want You Here!” he roared, without raising his voice.
 

A knock at the door came and Flynn turned and stepped back.  I moved with grace and speed to open it.  I needed air because my eyes were burning with unshed tears.  If I hadn’t been overwhelmed with all that had happened to me, I may have reacted in time.  But the punch connected with my nose and I saw stars.  And not the good ones I saw when I kissed Luke.
 

Flat on my bottom again, I looked up to see the pretty petite blond glowering down at me.  I stood and moved forward letting my new found power and limited self-defense training take over.  It was my turn and my fist drove home.  The power of the punch had the girl slamming into the wall that lay directly outside Rune’s room.  I descended on her, releasing all my fury and rage from what I’d seen and learned in the last hour.  My hand held a fist full of her hair while my other hand pulled back to prepare to pummel her again.
 

Arms around my waist pulled me back, but I didn’t let go of her hair.  She screamed in fury, swinging her arms every which way blinded by the hair I wasn’t holding.  I lifted my knee and heard the satisfying crack.  Her body went limp and I had only a moment of regret before a fire ball danced only an inch from my face.  I turned to see a furious Bernadette staring down at me with another ball of fire glowing in her other hand.
 

“Duck,” I heard Flynn say before he pulled me down with him to the ground.  At this point voices began to fill the halls. Once a place of solace and tranquility soon became filled with voices and other noises I couldn’t make out through my blood haze. I lay next to the girl I’d been fighting with moments before.  I wave of relief coursed over me when I saw her breathing.
 

But the real threat was still there. “You bitch,” Bernadette cried.
 

I heard the whiz of air as another fire ball zoomed by me too close for comfort.  “Wait,” I said. “I’m not going to fight over Flynn,” I yelled towards the demon turning my head briefly to catch the hurt in Flynn’s eyes.  Well, that was too damn bad because it was true.  I’d been sucked into the other fight working off my rage over my predicament.  But that had passed and reality had set in.
 

“You can’t have them all,” she wailed.  With surety, I knew she was talking about both Flynn and Sebastian. “I ought to go kill your pretty little boyfriend and that stupid little redheaded bitch.”  That brought me to my feet.  She was talking about Luke and Maggie.  Luke could handle himself and plus he wasn’t around for her to even try anything.  But she’d crossed the line threatening my best friend.
 

I stood with the grace and ease of a panther.  I felt the power crackle inside me.  My eyes burned black with frightening ferocity.  It was all there inside me, the succubus and the vampire power.  I faced the demon with utter determination.  Her eyes widened in surprise but only for a second.  She had her game face on and I was ready.
 

But before I could act on what felt like a merging, an acceptance of what I was, more powerful arms were around me.  This time, they weren’t Flynn’s.  I watched in sheer surprise when Bernadette’s head was pulled back, arms secured and neck bared by none other than Anna.  Her fangs were extended and I could barely hear her tell the girl not to move.
 

It was then I knew the arms that held me belonged to Rune.  Sounds came crashing in as the rage that course through me moments before receded into the background.
 

There were many faces in the halls now.  Sebastian materialized in between Bernadette and I.  He took in the situation and barked orders that had everyone scrambling. “Back to your rooms or class,” he shouted.  I wasn’t exactly sure of his status.  But it wasn’t long before it was just Bernadette, Anna, Flynn, Rune, the blonde girl still out on the floor, Sebastian and me left in the hallway.
 

“You bastard,” Bernadette wailed.
 

He turned his focus from me to her.  He didn’t speak, but Anna released the other girl.  Bernadette moved with haste towards Sebastian who did the same with equal intent.  He crushed his mouth to hers and pushed her against the wall.
 

Immediately, I thought ‘what the heck’.  But I saw the girl going limp and I knew that wasn’t a passionate embrace.  He was going to kill her.  Sebastian was like Flynn but his power was directed at demons.  I pushed at the hands gripping my waist.  Rune must have been stunned too, not yet realizing what was going on because he let me go.  I stumbled towards Sebastian.  “Don’t,” I cried.
 

For the moment he listened.  He broke their kiss.  She seemed dazed and not able to put up any sort of a fight when he plunged his fist into her chest.  He murmured, “Don’t move or I’ll pull your heart out.”
 

I looked at what he’d done, but saw no blood.  Part of his arm had dematerialized.  What I couldn’t see wasn’t in this place or time.  If he allowed his hand to re-materialize, I was certain of her demise.   “Sebastian, please don’t kill her,” I begged.  I wasn’t sure why I was coming to her defense.  But it didn’t seem right for her to die because she loved him.  Odd thoughts crossed my brain.  He and Flynn were kindred spirits.  I understood why they got along so well.  
 

“She put you in danger.  This was all her plan,” he said.
 

Again I was confused.  Did that mean he wasn’t hunting me?  Somehow I didn’t think so.  “It doesn’t matter.  I don’t want her to die on my behalf.”
 

He removed his hand from her chest and the girl fell to the floor.  He took a step towards me when Talya projected her form in the middle of the remnants of battle.
 



Chapter Twenty Four
 

 
 

recalcitrant (adj.) defiant, unapologetic

 

Talya moved towards Sebastian. He didn’t move his hand. She appraised him and all of us one by one.  I followed her eyes as she looked at the girl lying at my feet. 
 

“What is the meaning behind all of this?” she asked, no one in particular with hands spread wide.
 

Bernadette who was looking a little worse for wear with a hand on her chest said, “Do you know who she-.” But that sentence was never to be finished when Sebastian sealed his mouth over hers and stole her life.
 

Talya’s light flashed towards Sebastian as Berndette’s empty shell fell to the ground.  Talya’s arm was outstretched in the familiar move Sebastian had done twice already.  But Sebastian caught it as if she was nothing.
 

“Get them out of here!” Sebastian yelled.  Anna and Rune seemed to spring into action.  I was in utter fascination watching Talya turn completely into flame.  She looked like an animated ball of fire.  Against the raging orange and yellow flame was a shocking blazing blue arm.  It was attached to Sebastian.  He was even more powerful than I thought.
 

“You forget your place, Talya.  Or have you forgotten who my father is,” Sebastian said with cool detachment.  I was in awe of the sights before me.  It wasn’t until I was lifted off my feet did my eyes turn away.  Before I even thought possible we were out into the night running down the expansive lawn, leaving the school behind.
 

But when I thought we were in the clear utter chaos broke loose.  Colby was there with a smile that promised he was looking forward to the fight to come. Dropped to my feet, I could only hope I still had a little of the vampire power left in me.  I watched as Rune, Anna and Flynn began to fight.  Trying to decide who to help, I was tugged backwards by someone who had my hair.
 

In an accidental move with my feet kicking out, my momentum had me back flipping in the air.  My foot connected with my attackers face before I landed on my feet.  With the demon temporarily incapacitated, I spent a moment too long appreciating my handy work.  Not used to battling, I’d let my guard down and something got the best of me.  
 

Another fist connected with my sore jaw.  I ducked then rolled hoping to avoid another blow.  I tried to see which way another attack would come, but at the moment everyone was engaged.  I kept low to the ground this time not only using my sight but listening for sounds of approaching predators. It was hard to discern with violence all around me, but surely a vampire hearing was as good as their sense of smell.  And currently I was riding a vampire high of power.  
 

I made my move when a demon attempted to double team Anna. I owed her.  She’d helped me with Bernadette.  
 

My fist landed with a force unknown to mankind. The demon rocketed out of the picture.  I tried to find Flynn but there were bodies everywhere.  We were really out numbered.  That worried me.  Rune and Anna were vampires.  But Flynn was just half incubi.  Our power didn’t rest in brute force.  I knew he could handle himself ordinarily, but we were way out classed here.  The only reason I was still in the game was because I had stolen power from Rune.
 

When my vision fell onto a bloody Flynn who was giving all he had, I moved like the wind to him.  But a blur of movement got there first and moved on casting down demon after demon until the battle ended.  We all stood circling about assessing each other.  That was when I noticed that our savior was Sebastian.
 

“Rune, Anna,” Sebastian said. “Talya is no more. I’ve had a report sent, that shows Bernadette caused a problem which resulted in their demise.  No one else knows anything.  I will handle clean up here.  You guys go back and confirm the story.”
 

They left moving quickly, not giving me time to thank them.  I was only able to make out their forms as they headed back to the school.  Sebastian moved across each of the fallen laying a hand on their chest with his eyes cast upward.  Each time he did so, something in each one lifted and settled into him like a fine mist.  
 

Once whatever it was, left the body the flesh turned to dust.  It was so odd how each of the dead looked so human.  I had no idea what kind of demons we’d been fighting. In mere minutes it was just us.  Only a little disturbance showed in the grass.  Somehow I doubted anyone would come out here to inspect.  The lawns were too perfect.  Their pristine condition suggested that no one actually spent any time out here at least in front of the school except maybe a grounds keeper.
 

Sebastian stood and Flynn inched towards me.  Sebastian’s eyes were filled with the orange balls of flame Talya’s body was made of.  Along with that, his jaw was clamped tight.  You could see the ridges of control take over his face.  The light burned out and left Sebastian’s eyes the cool blue they normally were, I sighed. When Flynn’s arms rested on my sides, my first thought was that all had been forgiven.    But with a slight shove, Flynn propelled me forward and into Sebastian’s arms.
 

“I’m staying,” Flynn said.   
 

I felt like a worn ball being tossed in a game of keep away.  Sebastian held me though and said. “You can’t.”
 

Flynn huffed. “The hell I can’t.  You aren’t my keeper.” I couldn’t stop myself from thinking a
recalcitrant Flynn is not something we needed. Damn SAT words crept in my mind like lice.  I couldn’t get rid of them no matter my trouble.
 

“You risked Kayla’s life,” Sebastian said.  I craned my neck from Sebastian’s chest.  I wanted to see Flynn’s reaction.  But he just stood there as if he may not care about my life.  “You also will be in danger because of your knowledge of her as well,” Sebastian added.
 

Flynn’s self preservation kicked in.  “Fine,” Flynn said.
 

He didn’t look happy and I was left wondering who I had left.  Luke wasn’t speaking to me and I wasn’t sure I’d even see him again.  Flynn was also through with me.  I felt like crap, like maybe my life was just messing everyone else’s up.  Would Maggie be a possible werewolf if I weren’t around?  Would Paul have continued to date Amber and knocked her up if I’d never crossed his path.  I was a cancer of sorts and wondered if everybody would be better off if I was the one to disappear.
 

To say that the car ride home was awkward was an understatement.  Once we crossed the invisible boundary that secured the school, Nina came running up.
 

“Are you ok?” she said to me.  It was so strange with her being nice to me.  
 

I pushed away from her discomfited embrace.  If she needed reassurance, I couldn’t give it to her. “I’m fine,” I said.
 

“I felt your struggles and I was so worried you’d been hurt,” she said.  Her face actually looked concerned.
 

“If you were so worried, why didn’t you come save her,” barked Flynn.  My head whipped over to look at him.  But he looked away from me and walked on by to the car.   For the barest of moments, I just thought that maybe.  However, his protective comment most likely was a result of him being upset at having to leave with me.
 

When Flynn got in the driver’s seat of the car, no one said anything.  His demeanor suggested that he should be given a wide birth.  I stopped, unsure where to sit.  Sebastian’s hand touched the small of my back and gently moved me forward.  Nina looked like a deer with a rifle pointed at her.  We moved past her still form and continued to the car.
 

Sebastian whispered in my ear before he opened the door for me.  “Let him be.  He’ll get over it.”
 

His words only reminded me of Flynn and the few times he was there for me when Luke got pissed.  It did nothing to calm my nerves. 
 

Sitting in the back behind Flynn and next to Nina was how we drove home.  Sebastian filled in Nina with what went down and Flynn and I stayed silent.  We made a stop for food and someone ordered something for me which was passed my way.  I felt so numb.  Everything was just so wrong and out of control.  I wanted to ask Sebastian about why he was hunting me or maybe why he was protecting me.  But I knew he wouldn’t answer.  He wouldn’t reveal himself.  I had a better shot if I asked him alone.  I needed to know if demons would be coming after him now too.  Why was I so freaking special?
 

Not soon enough, I began to recognize my surroundings. I knew we would be home soon.  Maybe like an hour at most.  Turning to Nina, I said, “I need to know how to save Luke.”  I heard the pleading in my voice.  Flynn must have heard to because he turned off the radio.
 

“Yeah, angel girl.  I need to save my best friend.”
 

Sebastian kept his face neutral and faced forward.  It was obvious he knew something.  With his impressive display at the school, he was much more than we all thought.  He had the answer.
 

“I told you.  I can’t tell you.  It’s against the rules.  And even if I did put my wings on the line for you, you couldn’t get to him,” she confessed.
 

“Bullshit, Nina,” I spat.  “If love him just as much as I do, your wings would be on the line for him.”  I was agitated.  I needed to do something good.  There was no way I could sit at home and wait to find out if Luke was okay.
 

Heads turned at my display of cursing.  I didn’t often do it, saving it for the right moments.  “I told you,” she said again.
 

“Whatever,” I said cutting her off.  I twisted in my seat to lean my head on the window and look out at the landscape.  My plan now would be to corner Sebastian once we got home.  He had answers.  Hell, I was certain he could answer every one of my questions including ones about myself.
 

Nothing could have surprised me more than when Sebastian said, “There may be a way.”
 

That got Flynn’s attention.  He pulled over to the shoulder of the highway.  We all stared at Sebastian.  Nina’s eyes were as big as saucers, but she said nothing.  “I can’t take you to him even though I’m pretty sure I know where he is,” Sebastian began.
 

“But,” I said.
 

“It’s kind of like the reason why Luke couldn’t save you from hell even though he wanted, but I could,” Sebastian said. “But, there are those not of this world or its rules.  Those who live among us almost like aliens.”
 

Now my eyes widened. “There are aliens,” I said.
 

Sebastian laughed.  “That’s not what I meant.  There are creatures who don’t obey the laws of heaven or hell.  They have their own set of rules and generally stay out of the business of either side.”
 

No one spoke.  Time seemed to stand still waiting for his next words.  I didn’t dare breath for fear he would clam up.  “The fae or the elves could take you to them if you were able to convince them to do so.”
 

Fae or fairies, was he serious.  Elves like the Keebler kind.  I mean I like their cookies, but was he for real.  I have to remind myself that I’m not quite human.  There are other creatures that walk among humans including myself.  But I’d grown up believing I was human, so it always took me by surprise to learn that certain fairytale creatures were real.
 

“Sebastian, you really shouldn’t,” Nina began.
 

“Shut up, Nina.  She should know.  You don’t want her to save him because you can’t,” Sebastian said.  How could I not trust Sebastian?  Despite what I learned, he’d always supported me and took care of me.  This only confirmed it.
 

“So where do I find one,” I announced, suddenly feeling that things could get better.
 



Chapter Twenty Five
 

 
 

reprove (v.) to scold, rebuke
 

 
 

It shouldn’t have been a shock really when the names left Sebastian’s lips.  I had suspected something was up with those two for a while now.  Nobody could be so inhumanly perfect.
 

“Jay and Kathy,” Sebastian said.  Nina’s eyes grew wide like he’d spoken a curse.  Flynn didn’t look at all surprised either.  But I was still shaken that by the news.
 

“Is our school filled with supernatural beings?” I asked.
 

Nobody turned towards me. All eyes remained on Sebastian as if he was the key to all the knowledge in the universe.  His eyes however were focused solely on me as if I was the only one in the car.  “Kayla, your little human mind couldn’t imagine what walks amongst you and the rest of the world.”
 

Shuddering, I held a breath for a moment as my mind wrapped around his words.  We were not alone, I thought.  It sounded like something from a science fiction movie even said only in my head.  My emotions all over the place in a whirlwind were easily shifted.  And something in me snapped at the tone of his words.  It felt like he was mocking me like I was stupid and inconsequential. The words shot out of me like rainforest downpour. “I may be naive, but I don’t lead people on like you do with Rune.  And you sit there knowing you are hunting me like a fox and I’m a sheep.  You can stop it with the games and just tell me what you want from me,” I yelled filling the car with my rage.
 

Sebastian was so focused on me, he didn’t notice when Flynn lunged at him from the driver’s seat.  Flynn had him by the throat as Nina gasped.  Some guardian she turned out to be. Before Flynn’s fist could connect with the guy's face, he did the disappearing act.  All too soon, he appeared practically in my lap seconds before he faded us out of existence.
 

When my feet hit solid ground, I didn’t bother to check my surroundings.  I pushed Sebastian off me. He’d been holding me in order to transport me.  Vampire power still must course through my veins because he stumbled back a few steps.
 

“How dare you?” I bellowed.  I noticed a few houses by this point but I could have cared less if anyone heard me.  I was on auto rage mode.  “You stay the hell away from me.”  I stared him down like I had a change in hell at beating him.  Pushing a wayward strand of hair behind my ear, I waited for the lies that were surely coming.
 

He stood his ground and the ice that froze in his eyes didn’t bother me in the least.  “I don’t have time for your little tirade.”
 

“You need to either get away from me or tell me what the hell is going on!” I shouted.
 

“Why can’t you go back to being the docile little human you used to be?”
 

I laughed.  But it wasn’t a good one.  It was filled with the lethal fury that rolled off me in waves. “That girl died,” I roared.  “Now it’s me you have to deal with.”  It was a promise I was willing to keep and one with my vampire power I thought I could make good on.
 

“Your wake up call is poorly timed,” he said in a deadly calm.  “You need to clean up your messes.”
 

“Messes,” I barked while I enhanced my anger with disdain.
 

 He nodded.  Still his gaze never left mine. “Luke,” he warned.  “And Paul,” he added while pointing to the house we stood in front of.
 

My guilt had me clamming up.  I felt somehow responsible for Luke’s situation.
 

“I didn’t force Paul to sleep with Amber and get her pregnant,” I said.
 

It was his turn to laugh.  “You know absolutely nothing don’t you.”
 

“That’s an understatement if I ever heard one. You certainly haven’t taken the time to enlighten me about things,” I declared.
 

Moving forward, he closed the distance between us. “Let me tell you lass,” he began, laying the Scottish accent on thick. “Your kiss can be deadly.  It also can be addictive.”
 

Addictive.  I thought about Luke and Flynn. “No, it doesn’t work on supernaturals,” he said, looking in my eyes and possibly reading my thoughts.  “And thank the living stars you’re still a virgin or we may have piles of dead bodies in this town.”
 

Okay, I didn’t like that he implied that if I wasn’t a virgin, I’d be a slut. Continuing, he said, “Unlike a full succubus, you don’t wield your power to claim the souls of man.  But all the same, your beauty is alluring and your kiss keeps them wanting.”
 

I wasn’t sure how I kept standing.  This was the kind of information my dear mother hadn’t shared with me.  At the same time, my knees felt weak thinking what I was capable of or worse yet, what I’d done to Paul.
 

“At sunset, that human boyfriend of yours -” he said.
 

“He’s not my boyfriend,” I interjected.
 

He laughed wickedly. “Well, it’s easier to say boyfriend, lass, than to try to keep all their names straight.”
 

I lunged, “You bastard.” He easily caught my hands despite my extra power and held me at bay.
 

“We can argue over semantics at some other time. The light is leaving the sky and Paul will complete the circle.  At which time, he will have either failed or succeed at containing a demon.  Neither prospect is good.  If the demon is loose, it will kill anything in its path if it chooses.  Worse, Paul will succeed and his limited knowledge at bargaining with a demon will have dire consequence on more than just himself.”
 

My fighting stance relaxed.  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “What does he want from the demon?” I asked.
 

He let loose my hands.  I guess he figured I was no longer a danger. “You, of course.  He wants to find a way to be with you because he knows you will never chose him if he’s human.”
 

Remembering the conversation we’d had previously in the car, I still couldn’t accept this. “That’s just stupid. My kiss did all that?” I asked.
 

He nodded. “His feelings for you only enhanced the pull you have over him.  If he didn’t already love you, I doubt he would go to this extreme without at least going further than first base.”
 

I felt ill and not even from the creepy factor that Sebastian was well versed in my non-sex life.  “What do I do?”
 

“Stop him.  You may be the only one he will listen to.”
 

That sounded all too familiar.  Hadn’t he just said that to me about Flynn?
 

“Go,” he commanded and then sound rushed around me with Sebastian’s mist quickly leaving this earth.  Apparently, we’d been in some kind of bubble. I should have noticed that in this quiet neighborhood, no one had come out to investigate the shouting.
 

Heading for Paul’s front door on shaking legs, I managed to ring the doorbell.  The weight of all my problems finally caught up with me.  I collapsed on the porch into heaving sobs.  I didn’t know how I would fix all the problems.  I thought Paul understood.  I was sure him seeing me with Luke again would be conformation enough where things stood between us.
 

Hands on my shoulder brought me out of my misery. I hadn’t heard the door open.  Paul’s mother’s words finally penetrated. “Mercy, dear, what’s wrong?”
 

How could I possibly answer that question?  I’m sorry your son wants to end his human life to be with me.  That would go over well after they locked me in a padded cell waiting for my mom to get back from her honeymoon.  I heard her shout back into the house calling Paul to the front door.  His running footsteps did nothing to stop my tears.  I didn’t know what to say, but I was certain how things would end and they wouldn’t be good.
 

Paul was surprisingly strong.  He scooped me up in his arms muttering to his mother he would handle it and she didn’t have to call my mom.  He carried me up the stairs and to his room.  When he sat me on the soft cover on his bed, he pried my hands that covered my face.
 

Opening my eyes, I was able to see the pentagram on the floor.  That visual was enough to dry my tears and open my mouth. “What the hell are you doing?” I cried wiping my face with the back of my arm.
 

Hurt was the first expression that crossed his face.  But that was quickly replaced by a flash of anger displayed in the narrowing of his eyes.  I jumped to my feet gesturing wildly at the pentagram on the floor.  The white chalk outline stood out stark against the deep chocolate of his hardwood floors.
 

This wasn’t the first time I’d been in his room.  But everything pushed back to leave a large part of the floor empty for this abomination disturbed me. “How could you be so stupid?” I yelled, not caring if anyone in the house heard.  
 

His face quickly morphed back to hurt.  “Stupid, how about you being so stupid you can’t see what you have right in front of your face,” he spat.
 

Closing my mouth was the easiest of options.  There wasn’t room for arguments.  I needed to end this tragedy before it began.  Swallowing nothing but empty words, I couldn’t make myself say them to make him feel better.  I moved around him about to kneel to break the circle with my hands.  But I never made it.  His arms encircled my waist and spun me around to face him. “Why him, I loved you first?” he asked.
 

His blue gray eyes filled with storms that soon looked as though they would spill a downpour of sorrow I couldn’t heal.  “It’s too late,” I barely whispered.
 

“This can fix the reasons we can’t be together,” he said taking one hand from my waist to sweep towards the circle that enclosed a five pointed star.
 

“Have you lost your mind,” I reproved more calmly that I thought possible.  “You think becoming inhuman is going to make me want you more?” I asked.
 

He let me go then but didn’t move from in front of me. “I felt the way you kissed me Valentine’s night.”
 

That had been his doing.  I was caught up in the rush from his life force.  Quickly, I looked away from him feeling guilty.  “You’re going to be a father now.  You’ll be the one to reprove your child from doing stupid things.  Don’t be this stupid.” I said softly, using my first line of defense.
 

Shame was all over his face when I turned to meet is stare.  “So this is why you went back to him,” he said matching my quiet tone.  
 

I couldn’t hide behind that.  It may be true that he was going to be a father but that wasn’t the real reason even though it was a compelling one.  “No, that’s not the real reason,” I spoke carefully.  The sun was dipping preciously close to the horizon. “It was always him.”
 

“Then why did you bother to come that night,” he said, temper filling his voice making it rise again.          
 

Unable to meet the contempt in his gaze, I looked away. “I needed to know,” I said honestly.  He’d been my best friend what seemed like eons ago.  I’d never lied to him and I would start now.  “Look, when I loved you, you didn’t love me enough to overcome what I am.  So how dare you look at me this way,” I said anger filling me again.  “I don’t have time for this,” I said and bent down to break the circle.
 

A wave of energy burst out the circle.  I had just enough time to look out the darkened window to realize I’d wasted my time and it was really too late to stop this.  Nearly falling flat on my face, Paul pulled me back up against his chest.  
 

Not sure what I expect to see, it certainly wasn’t what stood in the center of the pentagram.  A tall woman of supermodel beauty leered at us, oddly dressed like a business woman in a pinstripe suit.  Her jacket hung open to reveal a crisp white shirt unbuttoned enough to showcase her ample cleavage.  She wore killer heels on her feet.  Her highlighted brunette hair was full and hung loose around her shoulders. I couldn’t see Paul, and he hadn’t spoken.  I had to assume he was gawking at the sight in front of us as well.  She oozed sex.  
 

“Human,” she purred. “What is it you desire?”
 

It wasn’t hard to image what she implied.  She began to morph. “Is this what fills your dreams?” Her clothing changed.  She was dressed in a bra and underwear with wings on her back.  Her hair was blowing in the wind that didn’t exist.  She looked like she was a runway model for Victoria’s Secret. “No,” she said slightly moving her head left to right.  “How about this?”  Her total appearance changed this time into someone who looked a lot like Katy Perry with black hair, flawless features and skin.  Paul still said nothing but his grip on me tightened.  The demon’s runway show turned into more like a slide show.  Her entire being changed into another stunning woman equally as beautiful as the last until we were left with a string of images.  Was she pulling these images from Paul’s thoughts?  That seemed to be the only logical conclusion.  Despite knowing the possibility that she was delving into Paul’s fantasies, I was unprepared for what I saw next.  The figure that stood before us now was more beautiful than I’d ever seen in the mirror.  I looked at myself thinking the demon had added something extra to my appearance she’d taken on.  Because there was no way I was that pretty. 
 

“Daughter of Lilith, it is,” she said with a hiss as if her tongue was forked like a snake.   “You desire one of us.”  My eyes must have bugged out.  
 

“Don’t look so alarmed young cambion,” she said, her focus shifting to me.
 

No longer able to stay silent, I stumbled out the words, “How do you know what I am?”
 

Her chuckle was light and airy.  “Young succubus, we sense our own kind,” she said.
 

“But,” I stammered.
 

“No, half-breed, you would be able to with proper training.  I do see though that your allure is strong.  You have this one right where you want him,” she said.
 

“I,” I spit out.  I hadn’t tried to allure him with anything.
 

“Well, well, well,” she said. “You know not the power you have, do you?”
 

Unable to speak, I shook my head no.  She could help me.  She could answer my questions.  She could give me the knowledge I desperately needed.
 

“Yes,” she said dragging out the word as if she read my thoughts.  “Yes, just say the word and I can give you all that you desire.”
 

Out of nowhere a booming voice rocked me out from under what felt like a spell.  He spoke in a voice filled with strength and courage I didn’t think I’d ever heard before. “Eisheth Nata Igrat Mahlat Zenunim.” Comprehension cleared my mind to accept it was Paul who was speaking.  Whatever he said must have bound the demon because her alluring demeanor was gone.   Her eyes darkened into something inhuman.  Something in her stare shot goose bumps all over me.
 

“Human,” she spat.  “How dare you use my name?”
 

Paul shifted.  From the feel of him, he stood taller.  “It is I who has summoned you here.  It is I to whom you will obey.”  Where did all this strength and resolve come from?
 

She let out a hiss and her form shifted back to the first face she’d appeared to us in.  But she was no longer wearing a suit.  In fact, she wore nothing but a python that curled itself around her body.  If she thought that was sexy, I would be glad to burst her bubble.  I happened to know that Paul was freaked by snakes.  He didn’t scream like a girl or anything but he didn’t like them one bit.  A flash of us walking a long time ago with him freezing because a tiny garden snake was in our path filled me.  I remember him shuddering at the sight.  I wasn’t too fond of snakes either, but I remember pulling him to skirt around the thing to continue our walk.  It wasn’t longer than a ruler and as thin as a pencil.  But the snake on the demon was much bigger.
 

If I thought he would clam up, I was dead wrong. “You cannot seduce me with your beauty demon,” he said.
 

She morphed into me again.  Unfortunately, she was still naked.  It wasn’t my body but it was close enough I felt familiar heat in my cheeks.  “I can give you what you want.  She can be yours.”
 

Not bothering to wait for his response, I swirled around to face him. “Don’t do this,” I begged.
 

Tearing his gaze from fake naked me, he locked his eyes on mine.  There was so much emotion and need in his face.  “I can ease your need for her,” the demon said using a siren like voice to tempt him.
 

His hand came up and cupped my face.  His touch was soft and caring. “Can you love me?” he asked.  I closed my eyes and tilted my head down.  What had I done to him?  His desire for me eclipsed anything I thought possible. 
 

“Paul,” I said, half whispering. “You know that I love you, just not the way you want me to.”
 

“If he hadn’t come along everything would be different,” he said.
 

Tilting my head back up, I stared directly at him. “You’re right.  If he hadn’t come along, I’d still just be your friend, hoping for something more.”
 

A wave a power hit the circle, I whirled back around.  The demon was at the edge of the circle. “You can’t hold me forever.  Then it will be your turn to be held captive.”  The way she said the words with a gleam in her eye warned me our time was up.
 

“Send her back Paul before it’s too late,” I said, with growing impatience.
 

The way he stood all tense like he was daring her to do something frightened me more than the succubus did. “She still owes me,” he said.
 

“Please,” I begged again.
 

“So, it’s him.  You’re never going to love me, are you?”
 

Rolling my lip to bite it, I put my hand on my necklace.  His eyes followed my hand to my throat.  He took my wrist then grabbed the other.  Taking my necklace from my hand, he said, “It was nothing for him to buy that for you, him and all his money.  But I saved up to buy you that bracelet you can’t bother yourself to wear it.” He dropped my hand.  I felt inches tall.  When he was standing to my side but facing the demon he cocked his head towards me and growled, “You should go.”
 

“Paul,” I cried out as he let me go and moved away from me. 
 

Saying nothing to me or the demon, he’d somehow communicated with her because of her next words.  “As you wish,” she said.  She didn’t look at all happy, more like a disgruntled employee.
 

“Go, Mercy,” he said.  I turned to see the demon was gone.  He was standing by the window looking out into the night.  I had a chance to see the piles of books stacked on his desk and floor.  They weren’t average looking books either.  I only had a moment longer to look. “Please go, Mercy.”
 

His words were firm and they vibrated through me like he yelled them even though he hadn’t.  Tears welled up in my eyes.  Whatever his request to the demon, it hadn’t been to change my feelings towards him.  He still looked like himself, so maybe he hadn’t asked to be changed.  Not knowing what else to do, I backed away and walked out the door.
 

Waving was the best thing I could do when I passed his mother on the way out the house.  She wore a worried expression.  I was worried too, but he wasn’t going to talk to me.  As soon as I was out of the house, I would call Sebastian to watch over him.  Somehow, he’d been keeping tabs on him.  I’d failed.  At least that is the way it felt.
 

Tears rolled down my cheeks once I cleared the house.  I fumbled with my phone trying to see through blurred vision.  Wiping my eyes, I managed to get to my contacts page.  When I dialed Sebastian, the phone went to voicemail.  Before I could make another call, my phone rang.  I jumped nearly out of my skin.  Luckily the sidewalk was empty.  I was walking with not a care as to where I was headed.  My plan was to have Sebastian pick me up by whatever means and take me home.
 

“Maggs,” I said, exasperatedly.  I missed her and felt like a bad friend.  It’s only been a little over a day since I saw her last, but she was going through something.  I should be there for her.
 

“Eme,” she cried sounding as if she were standing next to me.  I turned around just to be sure. “Can you come over?” she asked.
 

“You’re at home?” I asked back.  Then immediately, I realized that I should know that.  Best friends know where there other half is.  “I’m sorry I haven’t called.”
 

“Can you come over?” she reiterated.
 

“Sure, I’ll be there in a few,” I said.  
 

After I hung up I called Sebastian again.  Why didn’t he answer?  I left him a voicemail giving him the condensed version which was that I hadn’t been able to stop the demon.  And the fact that I didn’t know what Paul asked of it.  
 

I could call out to Sebastian in my head.  He always seemed to respond when I was in trouble.  But what was done was done.  Paul wasn’t in immediate danger.  I was headed to Maggie’s.  Sebastian will see that I called and check his messages, hopefully.
 

Pocketing my phone, I began the brisk walk to Maggie’s house.  She didn’t live too far from Paul.  It was only like a ten minute walk or so.  I could only hope that nothing dire had occurred with her.  I wasn’t sure how much more I could handle.
 



Chapter Twenty Six
 

 
 

scathing (adj.) sharp, critical, hurtful
 

 
 

Reaching Maggie’s house, with trepidation, I reluctantly knocked on the door.  Things had gone from bad to worse, to colossal screw up.  I just felt things were continuing in the same direction, downhill.  When the door opened and a tall lumbering handsome guy with dusty red hair stood in front of me, I froze in shock.
 

“Mercy,” Maggie’s brother Liam said, taking me in a fierce hug.
 

Breathless and caught off guard, I said, “Liam, I heard you were back in town.” 
 

He let me go and gave me a once over. “You’ve grown all up on me,” he said. 
 

Slapping at his shoulder half heartedly, I said, “Oh, my god, I just saw you over Christmas break.”
 

He laughed.  “Maggie’s upstairs in her room.”
 

I nodded and headed up the stairs with more pep than I felt.  Plastering a smile on my face, I shoved open Maggie’s bedroom door bracing myself.  “Hey kiddo, what’s up?”
 

When she turned to me, she stood and we met halfway.  Her eyes were bloodshot.  Her pale face flushed.  She’d been crying.  “Eme, where have you been?”
 

I didn’t want to take over the conversation from the things that were going on with her, but I blurted out an extremely short recap of the events that transpired since we’d last spoken to answer her question. “But this isn’t about me,” I said. “I want to know about you, Maggs.  How are you feeling?”  Okay so it was kind of a dumb question, but I didn’t know what else to say.
 

“It sucks,” she said flatly, wiping at her nose. “But I’d much rather talk about you and get my mind off things.”
 

“Why?” I said reluctantly, not really wanting to go there. “I basically already told you the whole story though.”
 

“Eme, come on. What happened with Luke?” she asked.
 

Sighing, I sat on her bed and she followed suit.  I balled my hands into fist.  Maggie had a tendency to put me in my place. I knew after I told her the whole story she would berate me.  But I went ahead and told her about things that happened in more detail. “Well, he overheard Sebastian say that Flynn and I had been kissing in the woods,” I said at the ending the whole story.
 

“Jesus, Mercy,” she said.  I on the other hand cringed at hearing my name coupled with the son of God.  Wasn’t that blasphemy? “And you haven’t heard from him since?”
 

“No,” I said simply. “But like I said, he’s in trouble.  I need to find a way to get to him?”  
 

Maggie was quick, like I knew she would be. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. I mean, Nina said that you couldn’t go there.  What if they like punish you or something?”
 

I looked nervously at the ceiling then back at my hands.  She was right.  I had no idea what I was doing. “You may be right. But I can’t let him get in trouble because of me.”
 

Burying my face in my hands, I tried not to cry.  I was here for Maggie not the other way around. Placing her hands on my shoulders in a half hug, it was her turn to sigh.  “I guess we both have our cross to bear.”
 

“But what about you,” I said trying to turn this conversation around.  I let go of my face and looked at her. “Have you talked to Tom?” I asked.
 

“Yeah, actually,” she began.  Tom explained to her that because she lived could mean one of two things.  Either Brent’s blood hadn’t transferred to her or she in fact had some recessive shifter genes somewhere in her blood line.  But if the latter were true, it didn’t mean she would shift.  It could be that not enough DNA was transferred to activate the recessive gene or nothing was ever transferred.  But without genetic testing it would not be possible to know for sure before the next full moon.
 

Maggie began to tear up. “I just don’t know what I’d do if I have to be all furry,” she said.
 

“Have you talked to Brent?” I asked.
 

The tears fell harder now. “Yes,” she said.  “Briefly.  I said something like How could you?  He only kept apologizing and telling me how much he loved me.”
 

“I hope you gave it to him with scathing words.” I said, before I asked, “Do you still love him?”
 

She gave me her version of the Duh look.  “Of course I do.  You can’t get over that so easily.  You know that better than anyone,” she said, looking at me.  Yeah, I didn’t get over Luke and look where that got him.  “But I told him we were done in the most scathing way,” she said mocking me.  But then seriously she said, “I mean I can’t be with him now.  He’s so caveman like, telling me things like I’m his mate.  MATE?  I mean really Eme, I’m too young to promise myself to someone for life.”
 

“Is that what Tom said it meant to be someone’s mate?” I asked.  Unlike me, I was sure Maggie would have called Tom right away to give him an ear full and find out what the heck it meant to be someone’s mate.
 

Bobbing her head, she said, “Yeah, and he said that while I’m still human I can’t be Brent’s mate.  And I told him it didn’t matter either way.  I mean honestly, this isn’t the dark ages.  I’m not anyone’s property.”
 

“How’s Doug?” I asked trying to move the conversation away from Brent.  I wanted to kill him for what he may have done to her.  But wasn’t he as much as a victim?  It didn’t matter though.  He had no right to condemn others to his same fate.
 

Guilt marked her expression. “He’s still in the hospital.  Tom’s been talking to him and I guess he’s taking it okay.  He barely spoke to me.  But Tom assures me that Doug knows I had no knowledge of what Brent was.  I guess he’s just as shell shocked as I am.”
 

Holding her, I let her cry for a long while.  Later, heading home, I walked for a while before I finally made my next call.
 

 
 



Chapter Twenty Seven
 

 
 

temerity (n.) audacity, recklessness
 

 
 

“What,” a curt voice said on the other end of the phone.
 

“Flynn, I…” I started to say but was cut off.
 

“Look, are you in trouble, otherwise I have to go.”
 

His words were clipped and abrupt.  He had never been so cold to me before. “I’m not in trouble like that, but I need your help,” I proceeded to say.  Our diminished friendship had nothing to do with the task at hand.  “Can you pick me up?” I asked. 
 

Bracing myself for the worst, sounding like he spoke through clenched teeth, he said, “Fine, where are you?”
 

I explained where I was and waited.  Sebastian hadn’t called and I couldn’t wait.  Even thinking his name hadn’t brought him to me.  It’s was getting late and we had school tomorrow, but there was no way I was going.  My mom and David would be back in less than a week.  I would just have to deal with my mom about skipping school then.  Up until now, I’d been a really good student.  So my absence would be noticed, but at the same time my explanation should be accepted.
 

Fifteen minutes later, Flynn SUV came lumbering down the road as I sat on the curb.  I could have gone back in and waited inside Maggie’s house.  But she was sleeping and I wasn’t good company for her brother or any of her family at the moment.
 

Standing up, I wiped the seat of my pants before opening his car door.  He was so meticulous about his car, the last thing I wanted to do was to bring grime into it.  He didn’t even look at me as I slid into the passenger side.  His hair was wet but still very much spiky on the top.  I couldn’t find it in myself to hate him for his good looks today.  I faced forward but he didn’t drive off.
 

“So what’s the favor?” he asked.  His voice remained stony like his demeanor. 
 

I started to wonder if he would kick me out of his car if he didn’t like my response. It seemed like I was failing all my friends.  Needing to do some good, I said, “I need you to take me to see Jay and Kathy,” I said.  Staring straight forward I didn’t think if he wasn’t going to look at me.  Giving as good as I got, I didn’t look at him.
 

“Look,” he said and I felt the heat of his gaze.  But the wimp I was, I didn’t meet his stare. “This isn’t a good idea.  If Nina thinks we should leave it be, then maybe we should.”
 

Emotions threaten to take over my tenuously calm demeanor at the idea he was giving up so easily. I turned to face him with my next words. “You don’t have to do anything.  But they are your friends and not mine.  I just need you there so I can speak to them,” I said beginning to seethe. 
 

“You don’t need me to talk to them.  You’ve been hanging out with all of us for a while now,” he retorted with a snort.  
 

Okay, technically he may be right.  But I couldn’t do this alone.  He knew them better than I did and I’d hope he’d help me to persuade them to help us.  I guess I was wrong. “Can you take me there or not?” I asked.
 

He didn’t answer me with words.  But when the engine fired up, I figured he decided to at least give me a ride.  “Why did Sebastian bring you here?” he asked.  Some of the hard edge to his tone was gone.  
 

“He didn’t,” I answered.  Figuring someone else needed to know what was happening with Paul, I said. “He took me to Paul.”  His look was a border of confusion and anger.  With Sebastian missing in action, I went ahead and filled him in on the detail of what happened.
 

“Jesus,” he said as we pulled up to Jay’s house.  That word shocked me for a second time today.  Flynn’s normal response to something like this was a four or five letter word, but never a name.  He swiped a hand through his hair before returning it back to the wheel.   Parking the car, he added, “What the hell?” he added.  And that was the response I expected.
 

Looking over at the familiar house from Jay’s party which seems like a million years ago, I said, “Yeah, my thoughts exactly.” Breathing I paused.  “You should, my temerity has caused Paul to hate me now too.  So I guess he can join the club. The We Hate Stupid Mercy club,” I said bitterly.
 

I was reaching for the door handle when Flynn’s hand touched my shoulder.  Flinching at his touch, I rushed to open it. “Don’t,” I said. “I don’t need your pity.”  Hopping out of the car, I slammed the door shut.  It was night and all was peaceful in the neighborhood.  I heard Flynn’s car door and headed up the walk to the sprawling mini mansion all the elite seemed to live in. 
 

Flynn stealthy movements went unheard.  He was in front of me before I could make a dash for it.  “I don’t hate you Mercy. Your SAT words are annoying, but temerity,” he said stifling a laugh.  “I caught that one on my phone app today.  You aren’t reckless,” he said staring me down holding me by my shoulders.  Pulling me in for an embrace, he added, “I can’t speak for Paul, but I doubt he hates you.  And you and I both know Luke has a bleeding heart for you.  He will forgive you.”
 

All of my emotions from everything that had happened so far with all my friends came crashing over me.  But I gritted my teeth and held it in like mad.  Honestly, I didn’t know what I was doing or how I could help Paul, Luke or even Maggie.  All I managed to do in “saving” Flynn was make him hate me no matter what he claimed.  The only thing I knew was that I couldn’t sit back and wait for things to transpire anymore.
 

Flynn pulled me into his comforting embrace.  A place I’d been many times.  It was also a place I thought I’d lost. That’s when the tears poured out. “Ididntmeanforanyofittoturnoutthisway,” I sputtered in his shirt.
 

Holding me tight, I thought I felt emotions inside him as well.  Nonetheless, I didn’t have any illusions that things were fixed between us.  I needed exactly this.  As my tears continued, I also mourned the loss of his friendship.  “I don’t hate you Mercy, but it’s best for everyone that I stay away from you,” he said gently.
 

I tilted my head up to look at him. “Wecantbefriends?” I asked still stringing my words together as I tried to stanch my sobs.
 

He looked at me as if I should know that my question was insane.  “We were friends and you see how that turned out.  Fuck if Luke will ever forgive me.”
 

Something in his eyes or facial expression pleaded with me to understand.  But there was also something else there and we both felt it.  Like too positively charge magnets, we separated quickly and awkwardly.  Wiping my face with my shirt, I turned towards the house and saw Jay framing the doorway.
 

“Well it’s about time you two got together,” Jay said with a grin.  His voice was not particularly loud but it carried considering the distance between him and us.  
 

Gritting my teeth, I said, “We are not together.” Then I turned to look at Flynn who stood there saying nothing.
 

Jay actually looked bemused for a moment, then said, “So where is Luke?”
 

Moving in his direction, I figured that Flynn wasn’t going to help me with this task.  “That’s why I’m here,” I said nearing Jay who stood like a golden statue of sculpted perfection.  Getting closer to him, I realized just how unnatural his flawlessness was.  
 

Jay dropped his arm from the door frame and Kathy stepped over to stand next to him. “Oh, we have company,” she said.  It really was quite odd for her to be saying such a thing.  She didn’t live there, did she?
 

Once I was within touching distance from them, I felt a hand at the small of my back.  Flynn stood next to me.  He was close enough for me to smell the hint of cologne he wore.  Busy crying before, I hadn’t noticed it.  He hadn’t put on a lot.  Just enough so that if you were really close you’d get a whiff of that spicy but sweet smell.  
 

Although I was unnerved with his hand on my back, I kept my expression neutral.  If he was here, maybe he would support me.   
 

“Yes, I was telling Jay that I came here to ask a favor,” I said to Kathy.
 

“Don’t stand out there then,” Kathy said.  Her statement sounded way too old and more like the lady of the house.  It was bizarre but I had to remember they weren’t who I’d thought them to be.
 

Ushering us in, we walked into the house and over to the formal living room.  The house looked much different from the night of the fateful party.  The furniture now was tastefully arranged to fit the space instead of pushed against the walls out of the way.  I caught a glimpse of the hallway that led to the room where I had my first kiss with Flynn.  With his hand still on me, I felt a little shiver at the memory.
 

Not wanting to sit next to Flynn at the moment, I sat in the one of the two single chairs in the room.  It was much more comfortable than one might expect given how dainty it looked.  Flynn sat in the other.  Directly across from us, Jay and Kathy say like two halves of a whole.
 

Kathy looked up adoringly at Jay before saying, “I have a feeling that our cover is blown.”  Jay nodded in agreement.
 

“I guess our stay will end,” Jay said to her before I could get one word in edgewise.
 

Kathy turned to me. “You have to know that our being here is merely for observation.  We mean no one any harm.”
 

This wasn’t going exactly the way I hoped and I really felt like time was of the essence but it would be rude to ignore her statement. “We are not here to hassle you or tell anyone.”
 

They visibly relaxed. “That’s good, but we’ve been here too long anyway,” Jay said.
 

Kathy looked at him. “I’d hoped we get the whole experience with graduation and maybe a year or two in college,” she said to him.  Then she turned her warm expression to me. “We are like historians.  This has been such a treat to be here.  To have the high school experience is highly recommended.”
 

Blinking, I wasn’t sure what to say to all of this.  Personally, I didn’t care what they did here as long as they didn’t hurt anyone.  And as far as I could tell, they hadn’t.  “Honestly, you can stay here.  That really isn’t the reason for our visit.”
 

Looking away from me, they both turned to look at Flynn.  So I said, “Please, I have a request.”
 

They turned and their double stare was intimidating.  The perfectly flawless faces they had, looked impossibly unreal. No human would have such a face.  How had we all missed it?  No blemishes, pimples or freckles marred their faces.  There wasn’t a shiny hair out of place. I found myself blurting, “Is this your true form?”
 

They both smiled before looking at the other. “Yes, our form is human like and closely resembles what you see, “Kathy said.
 

“But there are subtle differences that you would see if we let you,” Jay finished up.
 

It was really scary, those two, but now was not the time to explore elfin history.  I had a request.  I needed to focus. “So about Luke,” I began.
 

“Ah, yes, the lovely Luke,” Kathy said with a purr. I looked at Jay, but he made no sign that the sexy way she’d spoken had bothered him in the least.  “Has he finally met the end he has so desperately sought?” she asked.
 

When I closed my mouth, I realized that my jaw had dropped.  Literally, I was unable to speak.  I didn’t know what to say.  I should have known by the weird way I’d caught them observing people last year at Brent’s coming home party that they would pick up on things.  But she was being so blunt and throwing me off the careful plea I had in my head, I didn’t have anywhere to go with my words.
 

Flynn voice came out of nowhere, but I was happy he was taking over. “I think,” he started to say.  But he was cut off.
 

Kathy cocked her head to the side looking at Flynn like he was a science experiment. “You would make a more suitable mate for Mercy.”
 

Seeing him shut his agape mouth, I understood his feeling all too well. Trying to remain in control if ever I had it, I blustered. “But that isn’t the reason why we are here.”
 

Jay was the first to speak this time. “Isn’t it?” he asked.
 

Kathy jutted in to say, “You want to save the golden boy from himself. But as I mention we are observers.  We are not to interfere.”
 

Seeing an opening, I pounced. “I’m not asking you too. I just need a way to the other side,” I said.
 

Turning to each other, they didn’t speak.  Silent conversation passed between them.
 

“We cannot,” Jay said. 
 

“It is not our place,” Kathy said.
 

“But,” I interjected.
 

“I see your need to help the chosen one. Your love is evident for him.  But think wisely for you two cannot have a future together,” Kathy said.
 

“The light,” Jay began and looked at me firmly as if determine what to say next.  But I knew I was the dark. “And the gray,” he said. “Cannot be together as one.”
 

As soon as Jay finished, my eyes automatically went to Kathy. The two of them had been tossing the conversation back in forth like it was a reflex. “Flynn would be so much better and he already has eyes for you.”
 

Even though I wanted to see Flynn’s expression, I kept looking at the pair who were breaking my heart, not by their prophecy of my doomed relationship, but because they weren’t going to help me.  Pleading with my folded hands and my eyes beginning to fill with silent tears I refuse to let fall. I’d cried far too much today, I said, “This isn’t about my relationship with Luke.  This is about saving him for all the wrong I’ve caused him.”
 

Their faces appraised me longer than I thought necessary without speaking or answering my plea.  Finally, just when I was tensing under their scrutiny, they looked at each other and let more silent conversation pass between them.  When they turned back to me, Jay said. “We cannot answer your request.  We will speak to Lady Amavara.”
 

Kathy added, “She will consider your request and you will hear from us once she’s made up her mind.”
 

“But time is running out,” I begged.
 

Jay looked at me with cold eyes. “There are three days Luke has and you will have your answer before that time is up.” 
 

Closing my gaping mouth again, I wanted to ask how they knew.  But they stood and Flynn came over to me.  It was all too weird.  They weren’t the laughing teenagers I’d hung out with.  They almost seemed more like parents.  I had many questions, but Flynn helped me to my feet.  It was clear question and answer time was over.  I needed to do serious research about what else was out there that I didn’t know about.  Initially, when I was searching the internet about succubi early on, it was hard to determine what was good or bad information.  Like a bulb over my head snapped on, Luke’s father’s library came to mind.  I hadn’t known Luke wasn’t human then.  But now that I did know, I needed to tap into that source if Luke ever forgave me.  I couldn’t accept the idea of his not surviving this trial or whatever ordeal he was in for.
 

At the door, I turned from Flynn’s guiding hand, not understanding why he was being all touchy feely especially after telling me he wanted nothing more from me.  Looking at Kathy and Jay, I said, “Your secret is safe with me.”  It was true.  I didn’t want to be the cause of them leaving.
 

“Yeah, you guys don’t have to go,” Flynn added.  His voice sounding rough at first because he hadn’t spoken much, he cleared it.
 

Jay stood in the doorway again after we stepped out into the night.  He looked resigned and I knew it might be the last time I ever saw him.
 

“All things come to an end,” Jay said.
 

Flynn bustled me forward like we had something to fear.
 

In the car, while he was buckling up, I said, “Why did you rush us out of there?”
 

He looked at me and frankly I was tired of that look everyone was giving me today. I wasn’t stupid. “Didn’t you feel it?  Something wasn’t right.  They sounded all parental.  It seriously gave me the creeps.”
 

He was right, but I didn’t say it. What was I going to do until they got back to me? 
 

When we pulled up to the house, I got out not paying attention to my surroundings.  I mean it was home.  One step forward and I was looking into the livid eyes of Mike.  For a second, I had to wonder why no one used the garage to park.  On reflex, my training snapped into focus.  Reaching for me, I pivoted on my toes then led with my fist with a punch to his gut.  His half crazed eyes reflected he hadn’t expected that.  Heck, neither did I.  When his arm shot up, I ducked back and down low.  Flynn was there with a crunching fist to his nose.  Blood rained down on me as I sent my forearm crashing into his knees.  He fell like dead weight to the pavement.
 

“What the hell, Mike?” Flynn barked.  
 

Mike was holding his gushing nose that was bleeding heavily.  Eyes that looked like they wanted to take a nap, lazily focused on Flynn.  Boy, he sure packed a punch.  
 

Mike however was definitely seeing stars.  “Tamera,” he said in one word.
 

Flynn having no sympathy said, “I didn’t make your crazy rules for open relationships.  You need to handle that shit with her, not here with me.”
 

“That’s not the only reason why I’m here,” Mike grunted out.  When he shifted like he was going to get up, I stepped forward placing my foot between his open legs.  It was enough, that the guy put his free hand on his family jewels.
 

“Look, I’m supposed to tell you guys Chris wants the new shifters presented to him like custom has it.”
 

Flynn’s eyes went to slits.  “Do I look like a shifter?” he paused, as if he was going to wait for the guy to answer.  But instead his hand went up to circle his face to make a point. “No, I didn’t think so. I’m too fucking pretty for that.  So tell Chris next time, if he wants my help to call and not send his dog.” Flynn stepped back, so I did too.  I guess we were letting him go.  “And by the way, send Tamera my best.” He winked and blew a kiss at the guy.  
 

Mike looked like he wanted to fight again but thought better of it.  We watched as the guy fled into the woods.  Do shifters drive, I thought in passing.  It seemed like a long way to travel, but when I heard the howl, I didn’t need to guess.
 

If I thought that somehow us kicking ass together would soften Flynn’s bad feelings towards me, I was oh so wrong.  He headed into the house and didn’t even hold the door for me.  I was left outside speechless.  But as I neared the door, it opened and he held it for me only after rolling his eyes.  “Get your ass in the house.  I have better things to do than to worry about you.”
 

Trying to bite back a smile thinking there may be hope yet, he turned and headed upstairs.  “I have a date, so try not to get yourself in trouble.”
 

My imagination took a vacation so I wouldn’t wonder what his date was going to be like.  Instead, exhaustion took over.  A shower, clean clothes and a half of a muffin later, I was dead to the world. The dream caught me like it always did.  
 

His all too familiar touch caressed my arm.  In my dream, I called out to him. Luke. Instead of just a hand or a finger, he fully appeared to me, sitting with legs folded to his chest.  He lifted his face from his hands to look in my direction.  Bright light flooded everything. It was like he sat in a ball of it.  His wings.  He didn’t have wings, right?  Fluttering a glowing white, I accepted the images my brain conjured.
 

Mercy, he said in a whisper.  His face casts an expression of pure amazement.  He couldn’t be looking at me with the tenderness that showed in his face.  I didn’t deserve it even in my dreams.
 

Unable to stop myself I reach out to him. Luke.  I love you. Even if it was only a dream, it felt so important for me to say it.
 

“Mercy.”
 

 
 



Chapter Twenty Eight
 

 
 

timorous (adj.) timid, fearful
 

 
 

Knocking woke me up from the dream I wanted to stay in.  Things were still good there.  Hiding my head in my covers, I try to ignore the sound until the knocking became pounding.  Then the door opened.
 

“Mercy,” the voice said, sounding much like my dream.
 

Pushing stray hair that has escaped my pony tail holder from my face, I looked up to see Flynn standing in my doorway.  Shifting, I caught the time on my alarm clock.  It read seven a.m.
 

“Mercy, you’re not ready.  We’re going to be late,” he said frostily.  So much for me thinking we’d overcome what drove us apart.
 

“I can drive myself,” I said.  There was no way I was going to school today.  But I wasn’t going to tell him that.  I didn’t answer to him. 
 

Face expressionless, he began, “Look.”  Changing his mind about something, he said, “Whatever, I just need to make sure you get up.”
 

I laid my head back down not really looking for a fight.  Confrontation just wasn’t my thing and I really didn’t feel up to it today. “I can take care of myself. You can go.”
 

“Fine, just get your ass up and to school,” he said and closed the door behind him.
 

Turning, I buried my face in the pillow and willed myself back to sleep not caring much if my demon half took over.  Maggie texted me last night saying she wasn’t going to school today.  Luke wasn’t going to be there.  I was too worried about him and everything else to go.  I would just be sitting like a zombie anyway.  Plus, it had been really crazy the last several days.  My body still craved sleep.  Easily, I slipped back into a dreamless existence.  
 

It felt like I’d only just faded to black for a moment when a voice called out, “Mercy.” And for the second time today, I’d been woken up by the sound of my name.
 

Wiping sleep from my face, I looked up into vacant expressionless eyes.  “Sebastian,” I said on a croak.  
 

His hand touched my arm. “I was looking for you.  You weren’t at school and neither was anyone else.”
 

Frowning, I narrowed my eyes. “No one is at school?” I puzzled.
 

“I mean, you, Flynn, Maggie, Jay, Kathy, Brent, Tom, Paul and well of course Luke,” he said quickly. “I was worried about you.”  Worried about me, I didn’t think so.  Not after our fight last night and him ignoring my phone call.
 

Rolling onto my side, more of my hair spilled over my face.  He reached out and brushed the tendrils of my hair back from my face with such care. My hair had a mind of its own and fell forward again.  Pushing on my elbow, I sat halfway up and pushed my hair behind my ear.  
 

Recognizing this look, I couldn’t believe it.  Now was so not the time for this.  He looked at me the same way Paul and Luke looked at me.  This is so not what I needed right now.  My heart belonged to someone else.  
 

Finding something to do in the silence between us, I pull my pony tail free.  My hair tumbled around my shoulders like it was happy to be free of the binding.  Starting to gather it up to pull it back, Sebastian inched closer.  He pivoted and took my hands.  Pulling them to my sides, he said. “Don’t.”
 

Letting my hands free, he did the one thing I didn’t desire.  He threaded his fingers in my hair and pulled me to him.  Frozen with indecision, he moved his mouth on mine.  Feeling vulnerable, I did nothing to encourage or discourage him.  Sebastian was a death eater.  He could steal my life right this moment. 
 

Afraid to speak in order not to give him any opening, I finally pulled away enough to say, “Please.”  But the word came far too late, I was jerked back into the passenger seat.  My demon wanted this and I could feel it.
 

My hands moved to match his.  Gripping his head, she opened for him to deepen the kiss.  His hands left my hair moving south.  Jumping from my perch, I fought with my demon for control and so far I was losing.
 

Heat rushed over my body as it responded to his touch defiantly against my wishes.  My hands were snaking down his arms matching his touch for touch.  Desperately, I willed the mist to form and stay solid, so I could slip into it and become one with my enemy.
 

Not paying attention, I had no idea what made Sebastian pull free from me at first. “McKayla,” he breathed.
 

My body leaned in towards him. Panic crept over me.  I wasn’t making any headway for control.  My demon was much stronger than she had let on before.  So I watched while I fought.
 

He moved fast and away, raking a hand through his thick black waves.  My demon looked squarely into his eyes, chin up. “Let Kayla back,” he said.
 

“If I let her back, she’ll make you leave,” my demon purred.  Fluidly, she stood and backed him up to the wall.  “She doesn’t want you.  She only wants him.”
 

Her hand went to his chest and slid south.  “Don’t be a fool,” she said and pressed my mouth to his along with all of me.
 

This wasn’t good.  Frantically, I worked to gain control over my body because this was so not happening.  I’d made enough mistakes for a lifetime.  My resolve greater than the beast that stirred within me, took the reins back.
 

Once done, I moved us to step back.  His hand was still on the small of my back holding me in place. “Rat,” I said sternly.
 

His eyes flashed with alarm. Dropping his arm, he let me go.  Stumbling back, I found the bed with my hands and sat.
 

Quietly but clearly, he said, “I’m sorry.”
 

“Why,” I said before looking over to the wall where he still leaned.  “All this time, you’ve acted like nothing but my friend.  Why me and not Rune?”
 

In his eyes, there was a flash like lightning.  As unreal as it seemed, it reminded how not human he really was.  “I told you before there was nothing between Rune and I.”
 

“But why not?” I asked.  “There is no shame in being gay.”
 

A burst of unexpected harsh laugher escaped him. “Gay is a human term, Kayla.  There is no such thing as being gay in the demon world.  You pleasure yourself as you see fit.  There are no rules, no boxes to put people in, or shame for how you feel.  You humans are such hypocrites.”  His words were harsh but not terribly cruel.
 

Shifting uncomfortably, I stayed silent. “As for you lass, I didn’t expect to want you,” he spoke. “You were an assignment nothing more.  Your fragility in your human shell wasn’t something I expected to find remotely interesting.  You’ve been to the school.  Demons are physically attractive to play on the shallowness of our prey.  So your beauty didn’t affect me.”
 

A mist of frost seemed to form around words that had shape in the air between us.  As much as I wanted to look away from him at his half compliment, I needed to watch his face as he spoke.  Although I truly thought I could trust him, so much yet had been revealed. 
 

“When I met you,” he continued.  He looked off as if he could mentally visualize it all happening.  “I couldn’t believe a succubus even a half one could be so…”  The word hung in the air while his hands moved to find the words his mouth didn’t.  Turning to me he said the word directly looking in my eyes. “Pure.”
 

Pure could mean so many things.  But none of them seemed to connect with me.  I’d done so many things wrong.  It felt like my actions were the catalyst for all the bad that had happened.
 

“Sebastian,” I said, ready to tell him the truth.  And the truth was there was a part of me that was attracted to him.  That part was my demon half and as much as I liked to dismiss her, she was somehow a part of me.  I wasn’t going to allow that to change anything.  Not as long as I was in the driver seat.  I needed him to respect my decision and not take advantage.  
 

He pushed away from the wall and began a languorous walk towards me.  “Kayla, you have to admit, I’m the one that has stood by you this whole time.  Luke left you.  Flynn left you.  Paul left you.  I waited and now it seems like a good time.”
 

My mouth opened a second before my bedroom door did.
 

“Why the hell aren’t you at school,” Flynn bellowed.
 

Startled, I frowned.  In that moment, Flynn turned to see Sebastian and narrowed his eyes.  “Why is it I keep catching the two of you together?” he asked.
 

My brain did a quick unfreeze when I remembered that Sebastian said none of us were in school. “You have a lot of nerve.  Why weren’t you in school today?”
 

“I was taking care of biz,” he said.
 

Huffing out a half laugh, I knew exactly what “biz” he was referring to.  And this was one of the main reasons why if Luke had never been in the picture, Flynn and I couldn’t be together.  I was so not into sharing.
 

“So was I,” I said and looked towards Sebastian.  Maybe it was wrong of me to be so petty.  But in that moment, I couldn’t help what I was thinking.
 

“Flynn,” a voice came from somewhere out in the hall.
 

I twisted my head to look back at Flynn who was scowling at Sebastian. “Who is that?” I asked none too nicely.
 

Flynn found my eyes and said, “Kristen.  She’s here to do homework.”
 

“I just bet,” I said sarcastically. “Was she your biz earlier today?”
 

“None-,” Flynn said.  Clearly, he was about to say none of your business.  I just rolled my eyes.
 

Sebastian cut him off. “No, Amanda was,” he said, looking at Flynn.
 

“Flynn,” Kristen called out again and her voice was getting closer.
 

“Both of you, get out,” I barked.
 

They looked at me and I pointed at the door.  Flynn excited and Sebastian did his disappearing act.  I was left alone.  I’d forgotten to talk to Sebastian about Paul, too many things to think about.  This demon thing was getting to me.  I couldn’t share my body with something that had no care for everything I’ve valued and waited for.  At the same time, I couldn’t stay awake twenty four hours a day.  My timorous sleep wasn’t stopping her either.  I’d been awake when Sebastian came and that hadn’t stopped her.  Yet I scared me to think that if she somehow took over again without my knowledge, would I wake no longer a virgin?
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 



Chapter Twenty Nine
 

 
 

ennui (n.) boredom, weariness

 
 

As much as I didn’t want to, I went to school the next day.  The idea of school almost seemed ridiculous with everything I now knew.  However, school was normal and that is what I needed.   Maggie was there but Jay and Kathy were no shows, figures.  Flynn was back to his King of the School routine with girls fawning all over him.  I tried to ignore it but it seemed like it was worse than ever. I couldn’t believe the shamelessness of some girls.  I mean really, throwing yourself at a guy was not a way to his heart.  It was however, a way for him to get into your pants.
 

“What’s the matter Eme,” Maggie said.
 

Feeling jaded with life, I said, “Nothing more than usual.”
 

“When do you think Jay will contact you?” she asked.  I’d clued her into everything vowing not to keep secrets from her anymore.
 

Sighing, I said, “Not quickly enough.”  I so desperately wanted to leave this school.  But I was eternally grateful to David for the car.  At least I didn’t have to ride with Flynn.
 

We were sitting at the elite lunch table today.  Brent wasn’t in school and automatically without thinking we’d gravitated there.  Realizing my mistake, I tried to choke down my burger as I gagged at the freshman girl who was damn near sitting in Flynn’s lap.  I didn’t know her, but she had to be a freshman to do something so totally idiotic.  
 

Deafly, I heard her murmur something to Flynn.  Her breathless high-pitched voice was lost to my hearing.  But I heard Flynn all too clearly. “Ask Mercy, she’ll tell you.”
 

My eyes darted to his while mentally I threw icicle darts at him. The bubbly girl who was making me lose my appetite said, “So is his car really comfortable to lie down in.”
 

I choked and spit food in my hand.  Maggie’s hand clapped my back. “You ok?” she asked, oblivious to the conversation.  She’d been talking to Amber whom, I was supposed to be listening to.  This time flames leaped from my eyes while flame leaped from my eyes headed to Flynn. Keeping my eyes on him, not giving the girl any of my time, I said, “I Wouldn’t Know!” My voice wasn’t loud but my meaning was clear.  Flynn just laughed at me and turned his focus back to the girl.  He whispered something in her ear and she giggled.  She stood and bobbed her head up and down in agreement to whatever he’d whispered.  When she turned he patted her bottom making her giggle more.  She strode happily over to her table where her friends had been watching.
 

Most of my burger I had been able to swallow before this happened.  So I turned to Maggie and said, “I’m going to the bathroom.” She acknowledged me and I left the table without even looking back him.  So what he’d done had worked.  He’d gotten to me.  I wasn’t going to give him any more satisfaction.  Tomorrow, I would be sitting at my table again.
 

The day had been brutal.  It felt like every teacher piled on the assignments to ensure all of us had no social life.  One bright spot was that I had my own car which I was sitting in pissed when I realized that I left my history book in my locker.  I really didn’t feel like making the trek back into the school.  Maggie just left a few minutes before.  The parking lot was thinning out.  Softball practice had been cancelled.  The coach was out with the flu along with the assistant coach.  Nobody was up to self practice, so I sat with my head on the steering wheel trying to talk myself into going back in the school.  Thinking about how behind I was already with my missed school days, I got out of the car and headed back in.
 

The halls were clear and it was just so odd to see them that way when not twenty minutes before these halls had been packed.  My chucks barely made any noise on the tiled floor.  It was my noiseless footfalls that had me turning the corner and getting an eye full.  Flynn had some petite brunette pressed firmly to the bank of lockers not far from mine. 
 

He was so thoroughly kissing her, neither of them noticed me.  Pivoting, I was about to make my escape but I decided my chance at college was more important than his groping hands at her waist.  Holding my chin up, I walked to my locker and recognized the girl.  Well, I should know her.  It was her locker they were pressed against.  I saw the girl every day.   She was cute, but no Amanda.  I was certain Flynn was making her year.  She and I weren’t friends. Heck, I couldn’t remember her name for the life of me.  
 

Spinning the dial on my locker, they hadn’t come up for air to even notice my presence.  I tried telling myself that was the reason why I was annoyed.  Once my locker was open a folded note with my name scrawled across the front greeted me.  My locker was pretty neat because I liked things in order.  Needing to leave, I pocketed the note and grabbed what I came for.  With my book in my hand, my locker made a thwack when I closed it a little too hard.
 

Now they broke apart.  Glad I was no longer facing them I allowed the tiny bit of satisfaction show on my face.  Reaching the corner Flynn called out, “Mercy.”
 

Stopping in my tracks, I was pissed with myself that I hadn’t kept going.  Just barely turning as I nearly hugged the corner waiting for retreat I saw the sly grin on his face. “I won’t be home for dinner, so don’t wait up.”  
 

Okay, I wanted to curse him, spew out ten-letter words that would baffle him, or give him the finger, but I did none of it.  I just walked off.  Even though I heard them laughing, I made my way out the building just as casually as I’d come in.
 

I ended up in my car but not heading for home.  The intimacy I’d witness had brought jealously out of me, but not for Flynn, I told myself.  I was missing Luke like crazy.  So when the in dash car navigation system signaled that I’d reached my destination, I found a parking spot.  It was close to the end of the day.   So, most people were leaving the city, not coming in.  My parallel parking skills were put to the test getting into the spot I found.  Thankfully, my lack of driving up to this point didn’t hinder my abilities.
 

Parked, I walked slowly to my destination.  My memory filled my senses with the last time I’d been here.  The water was a shimmer of darkness that crept in from the retreating light of the sun.  The temperature was dropping.  Wrapping my arms around myself, the coldness that crept deep inside was more than just the outdoors. It was that I wasn’t sure if I’d ever get to see him again and have a chance to apologize for all the wrong I’d done.  Sitting on the steps in front of the great man, I remember Luke’s word about choices.  
 

With my legs wrapped up in my arms, staring out onto the majesty that is the “Mall” in downtown DC, I lay my head and watched the tiny ripples in the water of the reflecting pool. With my head down on my knees, I remembered the note.  Pulling it out, I looked at the neat handwriting of my name and didn’t recognize the writing.  Unfolding it, it read, ‘I know what you are, you demon whore.’  The creep factor rolled up my spine.  Crumpling the note, I fisted it in my hand as I look around nervously as if the writer had followed me here.  
 

Stupid, I berated myself remembering the demon and shifter attacks recently.  Yet like the silly little girl I was acting like, I’d gone off without letting anyone know where I was.  Checking over my shoulder, it didn’t appear that anyone was following me.  The note hadn’t threatened me, so I didn’t run to my car, but I moved with purpose.  
 

Would demons attack me out in the open in front of other humans?  The thought had my hand shaking while trying to get the key in the ignition of my car.  Fear had me jostling the keys even more when a knock came at my window.  I looked over to see who it was instead of starting the car and gunning it towards home.  There stood a pleasant face looking guy who eyed me warily.  He motioned with his hand in a way that suggested that I should roll down the window.  Foolishly, I did.
 

“Can we have your spot?” he asked, while pointing to a car that was paused in the main lane.  His eyes were a deep green.  I studied them for a second.  Instinct took over then, I lean in and so did he.  I learned something important in that moment.  The rush of power was like a wave of relief I’d waited so long for.  My mouth was an inch away from his.  We did not touch, yet power flowed into me.  His eyes looked lost.  And I was lost in the thrill of his life force coursing through me.  My succubus awakened.  She let me know that if our connection was sealed, the rush would be even more amazing.  My hand cleared my window to snake behind his head.  
 

The sound of blaring horns shook me from the need to feed that had caught me so off guard and overwhelmed me.  I pulled back.  Thankfully, our mouths never met.  “You should go,” I warned.
 

He nodded and stepped back right into the line of traffic.  “Wait,” I yelled. “Get back in your car and forget this,” I commanded, with a little prompting from my demon.  Even though I had no idea if it would work, my demon seemed to send signals to my brain that it would.  I was seriously freaked.  Once the guy was safely at the passenger door of the car he’d been riding in, I pulled out of there like my life depended on it.
 

On the ride home, one message replayed in my mind.  Did Flynn know that he could get what he needed without physical contact?  Something in me answered yes.  If so, then he’d opted to ignore that option.
 

When I pulled up to the house, Flynn was outside leaning on his car doing something with his phone.  Parked, I head to the house and pointedly ignored him on the way.  He stopped me short. “I’ve been trying to reach you.  Jay called.  We have less than a half an hour to get there or you will lose your shot.”
 

Hustling me into the car, he said. “I called you a bunch of times.”
 

Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I said, “I guess I forgot to charge it.  It’s dead.”
 

He nodded.  Peeling out, we were on our way.  I had no idea where we were going.  It didn’t matter though.  I had so many things on my mind I needed to reconcile.  The elves may not grant me my request.  But if they did, would Luke even want to see me.
 

 Dead silence filled the space we shared.  The cool glass of the window soothed my troubled mind while I leaned against it.  Jerking, I reacted when Flynn finally spoke. “You should charge your phone.  My charger is in the glove compartment.”
 

Saying nothing, I complied and pulled it out.  The coiled thing sprang free. Since we had the same phone, I just plugged it in and rested my head back on the window.  Restlessness crept up on me gripping me tight.  I had questions.  We were alone, so now was a good time as any to ask.  Sitting up in my seat, I turned to catch his profile.  Oh, how I wished things were different.  Wishing away that fated day of our kiss would mean that I wouldn’t have my encounter with Luke.  As much as I regretted the situation Luke was in because of me, deep down I felt like a better person for have knowing him.
 

Flynn’s profile showed his jaw was tight.  White knuckle fingers held onto the steering wheel.  As much as I wanted to ask about the transfer of power without physical contact, I said, “Flynn, if you don’t want to be near me, why didn’t you have Sebastian bring me?”  My words were soft and careful.  For once, he wasn’t playing his head banging music in the car.  We had literally been riding in silence.
 

“He’s my best friend Mercy, I owe him,” his said, gritting his teeth like it pained him to talk to me.
 

Turning away, I held my emotions in check.  His words stung. He hadn’t refuted that he didn’t want to be around me.  He was an egotistical pig at times, but on some level, we had become friends.  I’d liked his playfulness and the sweet guy he tried to hide under his bad boy behavior.  No, I didn’t like the position he’d put me in after I’d been taken and ended up in hell.  But I’d forgiven him for that.  I couldn’t blame him for being honest yet now it felt like he blamed me.  And it all just seemed unfair.
 

Not wanting to beat a dead horse, I didn’t ask anymore about his not wanting to be around me.  “Is it possible to “feed” without physical contact?” I asked.  There, at least I’d gotten that question out.  
 

Angling his head towards me, he narrowed his eyes. “Yes,” he paused. “Why do you ask?”
 

Looking away was my best option.  Did I really want to get into what happened to me?  So I retorted with a question of my own. “So, then why don’t you do things that way?”
 

Taking a long moment he closed his eyes. I feared he wasn’t going to open them. I watched the road despairingly.  Running his hand through his hair in a nervous gesture, I turned to see him fidget. At least his eyes were open.  “Look, it’s just easier, quicker, and it’s better,” he said quickly.
 

Feeling snarky, and speaking before thinking, I said, “I bet.”  My words were dripping with sarcasm.  I could tell he got the dig and just for a moment, I felt bad for saying it.
 

He however quickly rebounded. “You wish you knew.”
 

“Not in your lifetime,” I said with a snarl.  But I couldn’t help the smile tugged at my lips. “You make me feel nothing but ennui.”  I grinned thinking I’d won the battle of words.
 

“Only in your dreams,” he answered turning and giving me a wink.  I couldn’t believe he knew that one.
 

Shaking my head, I said, “You’re such a dick.”
 

One of his hands moved from the steering wheel and before I could look away it fisted in his lap. “Now is not a good time to talk about my needs.”
 

“You are so gross,” I said making it a point to keep my eyes face forward and on the road ahead.
 

“Don’t knock it if you haven’t tried it,” he answered.  Biting back a smile, I tried my best not to laugh.  He groaned, “Don’t bite your lip.”
 

Now I did turn, but his eyes were on the road again.  Mirroring him, I kept my face forwarded.  Feeling my lips were dry, I moistened them but didn’t speak.  I wasn’t in the mood for his crude comments.  “God, Mercy, don’t lick your lips.”
 

Agape, I was filing through a list of things I could say, but he beat me to the punch. Cursing, he said, “That’s not working either.”
 

Rolling my eyes and sighing, I breathed “What do you want me to do?”
 

He tilted his head back a little keeping only one hand on the steering wheel gripping it for dear life.  “Don’t speak.”
 

But of course I didn’t listen.  Something I would regret later.  With a questioning look, I asked, “What did I do to you?”
 

My seat belt tightened because the car veered to the side and came to an abrupt stop.  The force of the car stopping sent me forward with the seat belt restraining me.  But my body never returned to the seat back.  In a blur of movements, I found myself sitting in Flynn’s lap.  Somehow, he undid my seat belt and moved me to him at a speed of which I’d never known he could do.
 

One of his hands was on my hip, the other was threaded in my hair bring our foreheads together.  Speaking like he was straining to compose himself, he said, “This is what’s wrong with me.”
 

There was no doubt of what he was referring to.  I cursed my chosen outfit today of a tee and yoga pants.  It almost felt as though there was no barrier between us.  But I wouldn’t give voice to his lewdness.  What I needed to do was to get out of his lap.  His hand moved from my hair and now both hands held my hips in a vice grip. “Wiggling is not helping,” he whispered to me with his eyes closed.
 

Pivoting my upper body to face him, I glared at his closed eyes.  “Well, let me go then,” I said pointedly highlighting each word. 
 

“Now your boobs are in my face,” he whispered.  It was my turn to grit my teeth against the plethora of four-letter curses I so wanted to say.
 

Turning quickly, he still held my lower half in place. “Look, Mercy my control is on the edge.  If you don’t stop moving I’m going to know what color your bra and panties are before you can say my name.”
 

Shock was replaced with something else when he opened his eyes. I flinched back as far as I could which only included the top half of my body until it met the steering wheel.  Which meant, I didn’t move much.  For the first time, I saw something inhuman in them.  His glacier blue eyes were back glowing.  Muttering to himself more than me, he said, “How Luke’s ever manage to sleep in the same bed and you remain a virgin-.” He shook his head.
 

“That’s because he is a gentleman,” I spat, through with this little game of his.
 

He laughed but his grip had yet to loosen. “Yeah, that’s right Luke is candy hearts, love sonnets, and roses.  I’m edible body lotion and lost panties,” he said disgustedly. 
 

Somehow through all of this, I managed to feel sorry for him.  “Flynn,” I uttered.
 

“God, Mercy, stop saying my name like that,” he said. “Let me explain something to you.”  Keeping my mouth shut, I waited.  “Even though you may think Incubi and Succubi are the same, we’re not.  We,” he said referring to incubi, “are built to fulfill our prey’s desires.”
 

Indignantly, I said, “I don’t want you.”
 

Thankfully, he closed his eyes, killing the beacon of light that radiated from them.  “Mercy,” he said.  And I wondered how many times he was going to say my name.  “Have you ever heard the saying your lips may say no?”
 

I rolled my eyes.  When I focused on him, he was looking at me again.  “Well, there is truth in that.  At least for us incubi.” He added, “My senses don’t lie.  You are giving me the green light.”  He paused again. “If I didn’t know the difference in how you look at us, me with lust but him with love, you would be flat on your back.”
 

How was I sending signals?  I so did not want to lose my virginity to Flynn of all people.  Adding to his list of conquests wasn’t in my list of goals.  Then it hit me like I just popped a V8, “Are you low on power?  Do you need some power like last time?”
 

He shook his head miserably.  “I got enough of that.”  He paused. “Look, Jay’s call kind of interrupted...” he began.  He didn’t have to spell it out for me to know what he was talking about.  He’d been with some nameless girl probably getting it on.  “Anyway, I had to send her away to find you.  But it’s not in our nature to not see things through to the end.” 
 

Silence took over.  I didn’t know what to say because I couldn’t offer him that.  “Here is what we are going to do,” he began.  “I’m going to move my hands.  You hold on to the steering wheel and move off me.  Don’t touch me in the process.  Then you need to get out of the car.  I would, but I can’t trust myself at the moment.”
 

I shook my head in agreement like a bobble head.  Silently, I saw him compose himself with great effort.  Counting but not voicing the words on three, he moved his fisted hands to either side of himself.  Not wanting to press my luck, using the steering wheel for leverage, I lifted myself about an inch off his lap.  I tucked my outstretched legs and launched myself over to the passenger seat.  Landing on my stomach, I heard the distinctive click of a seat belt popping free.  Swiveling, I turned on my back.  Leaning towards me, Flynn’s glowing blue eyes had a pin prick of red in the center.
 

“Your ass was in my face.   You need to get out of the car, now,” he said seriously.
 

Reaching with my right hand, I fumbled for the latch that would open the door.  Too late, he was on me.  His head buried in my hair next to my neck.  “God, you feel good,” he said.
 

When the car righted itself, I realized that he hadn’t attacked me.  Something was attacking us, careening into the car, tilting it on its side forcing him on me. “Flynn,” I said scared all of a sudden.
 

“No, this is good,” he said. “I can use this diversion to let you go.”
 

Whatever it was, hit the car again. I couldn’t see a thing because he had me pinned to the seat. “When I get off you, you run like hell up that hill and go save our boy.”
 

“I can’t leave you,” I cried.
 

“You can,” he said. The thing rammed the car again.  He groaned my guess against the friction the car movement caused between us. “Mercy, you will be late and lose this chance.”
 

Shaking my head, “I won’t leave you to die.”
 

He laughed. “Mercy, I’m a demon.  If you ever feed, you’d know just what power you have.”
 

I shook my head again. Pleading with me, he said, “You have to.  If I lose control after killing this thing, you won’t be safe with me either.”  Kissing my forehead, he added, “Please, I owe him everything.”
 

Giving in, not knowing what else to do and feeling torn, I agreed.  With that he was off me pushing the driver side door open with a groan that said the metal was severely damaged.
 

The last thing I heard him say was, “My father is going to be fucking pissed I ruined another car.”
 



Chapter Thirty
 

 
 

dexterity
(n.) – skill, agility, cleverness.
 

 
 

Running felt easy with the rush of human power that still coursed through me.  But it wasn’t the physical part of the running that was bothering me. What bothered me was the running away leaving Flynn in unknown danger.  Looking up the hill that appeared mountainous from where I stood, I saw my future.  Looking back over my shoulder with my hair trailing behind me, I saw the present.  The future was unknown.  I really had no idea what trouble Luke was in.  However, the present was clear.  Flynn could be in mortal danger.  Could I live with myself if something fatal happened to him?  
 

My steps faltered as I tried to stumble to a stop.  In my head, I screamed for Sebastian wondering where the hell he was when I needed him.  Turning forward, I stopped. “Kayla,” came the voice I’d longed to hear.
 

“Sebastian,” I said. 
 

He looked me over.  “You’re going to be late rabbit.  Let me get you there faster.”
 

A deep guttural growl had us both turning to look.  Three hounds that resembled the ones we encountered on our trip to Paimon appeared in our path. “Mercy, go make your appointment,” Sebastian said in a way too casual voice.
 

“Flynn,” I said just loud enough for it to be heard over the continual growling.
 

Sebastian’s eyes never left the hounds that were stalking up towards us snarling along the way.  Their red eyes focus on us.  If not for that, their darkness would have blended into the shadows in the forested hill we stood on.  “I’ll take care of this and go help Flynn. Don’t worry.”
 

Not wasting time, I found myself running again dodging trees and fallen limbs.  The wind was like a comfort waking my numb senses.  This was the right thing to do.  Sebastian could handle himself. I’d seen it with my own eyes.  And if I thought about it more, I would know that Flynn had battled with the wolves and came out unscathed.  He was right. I hadn’t given him credit for his strength and dexterity.  I had no choice but to focus on the positive.  They would be fine.
 

Ahead there was a clearing.  Slowing just a little, I felt a little pop when I crossed the tree line into it.  The clearing which looked empty before, now was filled with things that couldn’t be real.  Far off in the background, there was a dock with a boat that looked more like a pirate ship and than any modern day boat I’ve seen. More puzzling, I frowned wondering how a boat could be on top of a large hill.  With all I knew and had witnessed, it shouldn’t be crazy.  Heck, Paimon had been cloaked.  These elves were not of our world.  Maybe like Luke’s wings, what I was seeing was how my mind coped with what I saw.
 

Inside the bubble, that was the clearing, the sky was somehow brighter.  Instead of a midnight blue the sky was a shade brighter.  It was the color the sky gets right before complete darkness.  Also inside the bubble, stood three figures.  Two of them I recognized, well sort of.   Jay and Kathy’s cloaks of humanity had been shed.  Still attractive, their skin appeared almost translucent.  Moonlight seemed to radiate from their very pores.  The glow was subtle but it was amazing to see.  Catching me staring, they bent their heads at me in greeting.  Not knowing what to do, I tilted my head down in reply.  
 

The other figure with the same radiant skin and long hair fell in waves, caught my attention.  Tucked behind one pointed ear, a lock of hair hung forward nearly to her waist.  She wasn’t tall or even built like a muscle bound warrior princess, but power emitted off of her in waves. 
 

“Child, you bring with you all that we wish to avoid,” said the woman whose power was evident just standing in her presence.  This must be Lady Amavara that Jay and Kathy had spoke of.  Was she not going to help me?  Had I left Flynn and Sebastian to fight on their own only to be rejected?
 

“Kneel,” she said in such a commanding tone, I fell to my knee without thought.  It was as if she willed my compliance. 
 

Lifting a hand stretched out in front of her with her palm out, power shuttered past me.  Looking over my shoulder, I saw the glowing red eyes of the beast that had followed me here.  If it was here, what did that mean for Sebastian and Flynn?  Panic was welling up inside me.
 

“Demon, you are not welcome here,” she said.  For a second I thought she was talking about me.  She stretched her other arm behind her.  A human size oval door of light appeared behind her.  “Child, it seems we will have to continue our conversation at another time. Hurry, I cannot hold this open forever.”
 

Looking at her from my crouched position, I turned to look at the light that beamed from the open doorway.  Could I just leave Flynn and Sebastian?  Berating myself, I wouldn’t get past that hell hound?  I had less of a chance on my own than they did.
 

“Conflict is written within you.  But you must go now.  Stand and hurry.”
 

Again, my body moved at her command.  I would have to ponder whether I decided if I submitted to her demand or if she’d somehow controlled my movement.  The decision was made.  I was going to save Luke and pray if anyone was listening, that Sebastian and Flynn would be fine.
 

Almost to the doorway, Lady Amavara spoke halting my steps.  Turning, I saw her body was still rigid holding the hound at bay.  Jay and Kathy were on a pier walking to the impossible ship on top of a mountain.  But her words had me looking at her again. “It is in your heart that this journey you seek is out of love and not meant to harm.  Remember, that.  Because when I call on you and I will, it will be with the same spirit in which you seek your quest.  I also expect no hesitation as I have not hesitated with you.”
 

Giving my head a quick shake in agreement, I moved further thinking about all the things people said about dying and walking into the light.  Lady Amavara however wasn’t done. “You are lucky you came to us and not the fae.  They would have had you bound in servitude for a lifetime for this request.”  Shuttering, I stepped past and into the light.
 



Chapter Thirty One
 

 
 

diaphanous (adj.) light, airy, transparent
 

 
 

Golden light surrounded me like I’d stepped on the surface of the sun.  There was nothing but light as far as I could see. No buildings, no walls, no structures of any kind.  I turned around and the doorway I’d stepped through was gone.  Behind me held more of the same.  I waited there a second for armed guards or heavenly soldiers to descend on me.  But nothing.  In my heart, I knew this wasn’t heaven.  There weren’t pearly gates, despite that, the demon inside me knew.  This was somewhere in-between.  
 

With no way out, I took uncertain steps forward.  One, then two and soon I was moving until a barrier stopped me dead when I walked head into it.  More interesting was that as I leaned against what I at first couldn’t see, it became solid.  Stepping back, it disappeared.  Raising a finger, I prodded what I thought was a wall in front of me.  The image of something solid rippled and obscured my view until I pulled my finger away.
 

Renewed, I decided that I would let this barrier guide me hopefully somewhere.  With a trailing finger out to my side, I walked in the direction I faced with no better options.  Having no sound, I longed to call out to test if there would be an echo.  But common sense told me that I might alert someone of my presence if they didn’t already know I was here.  So I kept that bubble of sounds that I so desperately wanted to send into the vacuum of silence, inside.  Nothing, not even my rubber soled chucks made a noise.  With only light surrounding me, I mused that could be walking upside down for all I knew.
 

Flynn’s urging me to leave and his quote to take care of our boy, fills my mind with guilt for leaving him.  Was his life worth any less than Luke’s?  How was I supposed to make the right decision?  I cared for them both.  Differently maybe, but I would see no harm to either of them.  Sebastian’s face fills my mind.  And I wonder how a hell hound had gotten past him.  Starting to feel the press of guilt for my transgressions, I flashed in my memory back to being in hell.  There the guilt and sorrow had nearly suffocated me into choking sobs.  This feeling was similar, but the weight wasn’t pressed on my chest like lead.  Instead, I wondered at all my choices recently.  What was different here is I felt the need to seek absolution which in all honesty is what I’d wanted.  What I craved was for all the mistakes that I’d made and pain I caused others to be forgiven.
 

Time held no meaning and without a watch, I had no idea how much time had passed.  I walked in a wilderness of light.  A dessert absent any color save the ones I wore on my body in the form of clothes.  My mind continued to name and tick off all the wrongs I thought I’d done. I conjured all the possible things that cause Maggie’s fate ending in me and was on to Paul.  His summoning demons had all been about me.  My musings stopped when I heard something.  Pausing, I waited to see if my mind had made up the noise.  But faintly it was there.
 

Picking up my pace, I move boldly forward with more urgency.  Still, I saw nothing but light.  The sound was getting closer.  Almost to a light run, my heart beat hard in my chest.  I was beginning to think I wasn’t lost forever.
 

“With the charges read against you, how say you,” the voice boomed although it was still faint in my ears.  Stuttering steps slowed my stride.  The words led me to believe I’d come across Luke’s council meeting.
 

“I plead guilty.”  The voice that spoke was unmistakable.  Luke. A gasp escaped me.  To hear it reminded me that I had sought to keep my presence cloaked.  Covering my mouth, I looked around and saw nothing.  Hearing him but not seeing him was so cruel.  Moving, I hoped I would find a way to see.  My index finger still trailing the “wall” I pressed forward.
 

“Guardian, say you not defend yourself?” the voice of the man in charge, I suspected.
 

With no visual, all I had to go on were the sounds of the voices.  Luke’s didn’t sound distressed.  So I hoped he was well. “Tobias,” he said.
 

With words that cut Luke’s off, the man said, “You will call me magistrate here.”
 

“Yes, magistrate,” Luke answered.  His voice seemed resigned and quickening my pace, I didn’t want him to give up hope.
 

A tapping sound preceded the magistrate’s voice, “So like that, you will give up everything you worked for.”
 

“Yes.” The single word Luke said had me opening my mouth.  But I closed it not yet ready with a plan as to what I could do. I couldn’t afford to be stopped before I had at least saw him.  Nothing more but vast diaphanous empty space enveloped my vision except for my finger trailing on the wall.
 

“I would think with a father such as yours, a power not bestowed on any other, that you would have more care in your actions.” I heard no response from Luke. “You used to consume alcohol in large quantities and smoke those vile things human call cigarettes.  You were able to kick those habits.” Still no response. “Yet, you crossed the line by carrying on with one of your charges.  That cannot be forgiven.”
 

“I know,” Luke said with conviction.
 

“Like father like son,” the magistrate spouted.
 

Luke’s voice brimmed with more feeling than I’d heard up to this point lashed out. “I’m nothing like him.”
 

The harsh laugh seemed out of place, but words soon followed. “Your father fell from grace for your mother.  And here his son sits in the same position.  Not only does he fall in love with someone in his charge, she is a demon no less.”
 

“Being a demon doesn’t make her evil.  Isn’t what we are taught that it’s not the circumstances that a person is born in that makes them evil.  It is their actions.”  Luke’s words are sharp and I fear for him. At the same time I was proud and happy he defended me.  I had no idea what was happening, other than the words that floated in the dead space with me.
 

“What if I told you that shortly after you left that world, she ran to save your incubus friend?”
 

Stopping, my heart raced in my chest.  After all that he heard that night, I was certain that this news would crush him.  “So, I would expect no less of her,” he said, surprising me.
 

“Would you still give up your position and not defend yourself if I told you they were together?”
 

A long silence.  I didn’t breathe for waiting to hear what he was going to say.  “Nothing would change.  If I can’t be with her, he is the one I would trust her being with the most.”
 

Grabbing my chest, I wondered if I’d heard him correctly. “Despite what you learned that night you would still wait for her,” the magistrate said in what sounded like disgust.
 

“Yes,” Luke breathed.
 

Shuffling of paper occurred. “Waiting for Mercy.  That’s so odd because you kneel before me, waiting for my mercy.”  Another pause.  “How can you still trust them?”
 

“Is this really necessary, Tobias?” Luke asked.
 

“Magistrate,” the voice boomed.  Luke didn’t voice a response.  A tapping sound preceded the magistrates’ next words. “I just don’t understand.”
 

Luke spoke, “You’ve never loved before.”
 

Moving my feet again, something told me things were coming to a head.  I needed to get in there before Luke made the biggest mistake of his life.
 

“Guardian, I am curious.  If you were a pure angel, I could understand your acceptance.  But you are human too.  Your anger was apparent that evening, yet now you seem fine with everything.”
 

Luke cleared his throat. “With nothing but time, I’ve been able to reflect.” A pause, then he said, “I saw the truth in their eyes.”
 

“Like apologies for being caught,” the magistrate said cutting in.  Now I was angry.  Who was this angel to suggest that we weren’t worthy of Luke’s forgiveness?
 

“No, regret for their actions,” Luke said.   My finger trailed behind me as my body moved faster now.  I needed to get to him.
 

More tapping, more shuffling. “What would you do if you knew she was here?” the magistrate said.  Suddenly, I could see.  I could see beyond the wall that my finger touched.  I dropped my hand so that my view wouldn’t be obstructed.
 

 Luke was on one bent knee dressed in all white.  His wings were radiant behind him.  Wings.  No, Luke said they didn’t have wings.  Sluggishly, I remembered again what Luke said.  This is how my mind interpreted what I was seeing.  He was looking up at the guy on the small round podium. The magistrate stood in a white sheaf of fabric that fell all the way to the floor.  “How could she be here?” Luke asked clearly confused.  
 

I put a hand out to the wall trying to find a way in, when the magistrate turned his gaze to me.  He knew I was here. “Yes, how could she be here indeed?”
 

Anxiously, I moved with haste, but not quite running.  I could see everything to the left of me except the wall unless I touched it.  I hadn’t found a doorway yet.  
 

“Well, as entertaining as this was, you offer no defense. I must rule against you.”  There was a gasp, and for a second I saw stadium seating behind Luke.  That quickly faded away as the magistrate raised his hand.  The view dissolved so quickly, I didn’t see who was sitting watching the proceedings.  “Luke Bishop, son of Jonah, your services as a guardian are no longer required.”
 

A man in white robe and pants appeared carrying what looked like a sword on steroids.  The wide arced blade was scary.  Now I began to run still seeking a hole in the wall.  The executioner took position to the side of Luke facing me.  
 

With the blade raised, I finally found an opening.  Charging into the room time seemed to slow.  Crying out the proffered “No,” didn’t stop the blade as it fell.  Using what was left in my reserves I pushed my speed forward watching the blade inch ever closer to Luke.  It wasn’t until I was within arm’s reach of the guy with my hand outstretched pushing with all my might, did I realize that it wasn’t Luke’s neck the guy was aiming for.  Luke’s wide eyes stared at me like I wasn’t real.  The blade however sliced down on one tendon of what I saw was a wing.  They were cutting his connection with God not trying to kill him. Falling to my knees, I wrapped myself around Luke and held him.  It was a long moment before he put his arms around me.
 

“Are you really here?” he asked me.
 

The executioner or whatever he was, moved forward.  But he stopped for some reason.  Over Luke’s shoulder, I could see blood welling up at the sight of the wound.  My only thought was to soothe and protect him when I placed my hand on the wound.  What happened next will haunt me until my last breath.
 

Luke gasped out and I watched as my touch caused his beautiful wings turn to ash.  Not literally, but they seemed to wither and lose most of their brightness.  In fact, Luke’s skin normally a lovely sun kissed tan color, dimmed.  
 

The magistrate said words I would also replay. “It is done.”  He picked up the paper from the podium and turned.  But as he departed more of his words carried back to us. “We will pray for those things to come.  We will pray for your greatness.”
 

Then everything and everyone was gone.  
 

“You are here,” Luke reiterated.
 

Stunned at the implications of what I’d done, I simply nodded and said. “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry.”
 

Cupping my face, he looked at me like he still didn’t believe I was there. Pulling back, my face twisted on the verge of tears I added, “I love you.”  It didn’t seem to be enough for what I’d done.
 

“I know,” he whispered back. “We have to leave before they change their minds and not let us go so easily.”
 

He was the strong one now.  Standing, he pulled me to my feet and we took off into the bright landscape.  He apparently saw something I didn’t because he moved as if we were averting objects in our path.  We ran for a while before I finally asked, “What are you looking for?”
 

Turning he said, “The right doorway.” I nodded and continued to run blind.  It wasn’t long before we stepped through an opening that only appeared when we neared it.  Walking through, I was disoriented until we crept through the trees and breached the landscape to reveal Luke’s backyard.
 

He stopped.  When I looked at him, he was once again dressed in the clothes I’d last seen him in.  Long gone was the white garb he’d been wearing that resembled a toga.  “How did you manage to get to me?”
 

Before speaking, I thought of the elves, then my mind trailed back to Sebastian and Flynn.  Reaching for my phone, I realized I’d left it in Flynn’s car.  “Oh my god,” which almost seemed poignant, “Flynn and Sebastian,” I cried out with wide eyes.
 

“What about them,” Luke said.
 

“I left them fighting demons to get to you,” I said. “Can I use your phone?” I asked.
 

Sheepishly he said, “It’s broken.”  Did he break it after what he overheard?  Before I could ask or suggest we use his house phone he added, “Look, I’ll just drive you home.”
 



Chapter Thirty Two
 

 
 

forestall (v.) to prevent, thwart, delay
 

 
 

Relief folded me when Luke pulled his car to a stop behind Flynn’s battered vehicle.  Even though he turned his engine off, he made no move to exit the car.  
 

“You go ahead, I’ll meet you out back,” he said.
 

As much as I wanted to kiss him and hope that things were okay between us, I slowly got out of the car.  Entering the house, I didn’t call out to Flynn.  I listened, thinking noise would steer me to where he was in the house.  But I heard nothing.  Heading upstairs, I went to his room.  I knocked but no answer came.  I called his name, but still nothing.  Taking the doorknob in my hand, I soon found out his door was locked.  At least he was home.
 

With my mind eased that Flynn was alive, I headed back outside.  I found Luke leaning up against the wall in the back of the house deep in the shadows.  The moonlight gave him back some of the glow he’d lost on my behalf.  Standing close to him, he towered over me.  Craning my neck, I tried to capture his attention.  But he was somewhere else looking into the tree line that bordered the property.
 

“Luke,” I whispered trying to bring him back to me.  
 

Working, he shifted his head to meet my eyes. “Yeah,” he said, his voice quiet and clear.
 

Taking a deep breath, I said again. “I’m sorry.”
 

Hands on my waist, he pulled me close and held me.  I rested my head on his chest and listened to his heart beat.  Tears that I’d held at bay fell in a cascading stream.  I’d damned him yet he hadn’t condemned me.  With my arms wrapped around him, I wept and he kept me close.  For the longest time we said nothing.  Holding me tighter, he spoke out of the blue. “Tell me, do you love him?”
 

My apology could have been all encompassing. But really, I’d meant it about the damnation.  I hadn’t even thought about what had transpired the last time I saw him.  But I was sorry for that too. Pulling out of his embrace, I felt cold.  But I needed to see his eyes.  We needed distance for this conversation.
 

With nothing else to do with my hands, I shoved them into the pockets of my jeans. “No, I don’t love him,” I said.  And that was the truth.  He didn’t look away and he didn’t speak.  It was clear he was waiting on me. So I forged ahead.  “The kissing wasn’t supposed to happen.  At the time, I didn’t know you weren’t human.  He was trying to help me keep the succubus at bay,” I said quickly.  Defending Flynn was important, more so because I didn’t want to be the cause of the end of their friendship.
 

“He knew though,” he spat.  He was stating the obvious and we both knew it.
 

“Yes, but he couldn’t tell me.  Trust me, he didn’t mean to kiss me,” I said.  I saw in his eyes the mistake I’d made with my words.
 

Tongue in cheek, he asked, “And you did?”
 

“No,” I said. “No, I didn’t mean to kiss him. Luke, please, I didn’t tell you because it meant nothing.  It just seemed at the time like there were more important things to worry about.”
 

“What else haven’t you told me?” he asked.  God, his words cut deep.  A space of time ago, we were in a lover’s embrace.  Now we were on the verge of a nasty argument.
 

Taking slow deep breaths, I calmed myself.  He had every right to be angry.  I on the other hand didn’t.  “Nothing about the past,” I said.
 

“So you haven’t kissed Sebastian?” he asked.
 

Rubbing at my eyes, I confessed. I told him about Sebastian’s gallant rescue and the kiss that transferred part of his power to me.  I added in the kiss with Bernadette to show that this was all very clinical.  His eyes had turned to slits but opened some when I got to the part with Bernadette.
 

Flatly, he asked. “Anyone else?”
 

For a moment, I didn’t get his meaning.  But then it was clear.  I decided I’d make a full confession.  So I told him about the Valentine’s Day date with Paul.  “We weren’t together then,” I tacked on at the end looking for some defense of my actions.
 

He huffed and said, “So you left me to go to him that night.”  
 

I wasn’t certain it was a question he was asking but I answered anyway. “I needed to be sure and I tried to tell you about that.  But you didn’t want to know.”
 

“You love him,” he mumbled.
 

Forcing myself not to look away from the pain in his eyes, I said. “Yes, but not the way I love you.”
 

“How can you be sure?” he questioned.
 

Not wasting time, I explained. “I thought I loved him for a long time but when you came into my life I realized my love for him was that of friendship.  He confused me for a while and maybe I thought I owed him.  But when I see him, I feel warmth, caring, and hope that nothing bad will ever happen to him.  There has never been that spark of dynamite I feel when I’m near you.”
 

 Optimism sprang to life in his face. But it dimmed. “What about Flynn?” he asked.  But he didn’t give me a chance to answer.  “There is something you need to know.”
 

Cutting him off, I didn’t want to travel down this road.  Flynn needed Luke as much as I did.  Their friendship was important. “There is something between us, I admitted.  But it’s not what you think. Sebastian says it has something to do with us being cambions.”
 

“What does that mean?” 
 

“It means its biology and nothing more.  Flynn doesn’t want me and I don’t want him. It’s you who I want,” I said closing the distance between us.
 

“What about Sebastian?”
 

Okay, that halted me.  “There is something else I should tell you,” I said.  His face fell a little in anticipation. “It’s not what you think,” I hedged.  Then I went into the story about my demon and the night he left.  I told him all about ending up in Sebastian’s room.  But continued on all the way to the moment he found us.  “And now I’m almost afraid to go to sleep,” I said.  “She’s on a mission to end my virginity.”
 

Ignoring my final statements, he latched onto a different part of my story.  “So, some part of you wants him,” his words were cold like the air surrounding us.
 

Blinking, I desperately held back the tears that were forming in my eyes.  I wouldn’t use that as a defense against him.  Answering to my long list of crimes was punishment for all the pain I’d put in his face. “Maybe, but I have no control of that part of me.  I don’t want him anymore than Flynn or Paul for that matter.”
 

Exhaling several breaths that almost sounded like chuckles, he said, “That’s not encouraging.”
 

Giving up hope, I said, “I’m so sorry,” I turned. “I don’t deserve you and I should have stayed away like I promised myself.  If l had, none of this sorted mess would have happened.”
 

In the wake of my words, I began to walk towards the side of the house to go to my room.  He caught my arm and spun me to face him. “This isn’t easy,” he said tightly. “Knowing you want them yet saying you love me.”
 

Resting my hand on his that still gripped my arm, he let me go.  One backward step and I said, “I don’t blame you.  I can’t help what I am.  And maybe Flynn is right.  We shouldn’t be together.”
 

Moving fast he lifted me off my feet and swiveled to press me against the cool brick of the house wall.  He crushed his lips to mine and feverishly kissed me.  With my arms pinned to my sides, I could do nothing but accept or reject what he offered.  I kissed him back.  We both gasped for air when he finally placed me on my feet.  “This is so fucked up.  But there is no way in hell I can let you go.  I fucking love you.”  It was odd to hear the F word come from Luke’s mouth.
 

Staring into the summer blue eyes, I’d fallen in love with, I said, “I f’ing love you too.”
 

He kissed me again wrapping his arms around me. 
 

Clapping came from a short distance away, but Luke took his time disengaging from me. Separated, I brushed my hands down my clothes to brush the invisible wrinkles away.  “I guess the two of you kissed and made nice.” The words were laced with disgust.
 

“Flynn,” I said desperately looking over at him.  A part of me wanted to run and hug him making sure he was real.  But that same part knew that things were tenuous between Luke and I.  I didn’t think hugging Flynn was a way to patch things up between us.
 

“No, I’ve got this,” Luke said. “Go upstairs and get something to wear for tomorrow.  We aren’t staying here tonight.  I don’t trust...” He let the words drift off.  Understanding that he didn’t trust my demon, I searched his eyes before he looked at Flynn.
 

Moving forward they met somewhere in the middle.  Keeping quiet, I stayed because I just didn’t know what they were going to do.  Someone needed to be here to referee.
 

 “Look man,” Flynn said.
 

But Luke didn’t have words on his mind.  He struck like the lethal weapon he was.  His fist connected with Flynn squarely in the jaw.  Flynn lifted off his feet and slammed onto the ground.  Holding his face he muttered a curse.  I gasped at the same time.  Luke turned to look at me with eyes filled with storms not yet complete.  Saying nothing, I knew he wanted me to go.
 

“I deserve that Luke,” Flynn confessed. Rubbing at what must ache on his face he added, “I think you fucking broke my jaw.”
 

Luke looked back.  I breathed. I didn’t think I could do while he had been looking at me.  There was something dark in his eyes.  I’d never seen before and it gave me pause.
 

“You’re right, you deserved it,” Luke hissed.  Interestingly, Luke held a hand out to Flynn.  Clasping his hand, he pulled him to his feet in a smooth movement.
 

Steady on his feet, Flynn looked at me.  Regret crossed his expression just a moment before he said, “I told you long ago, bros before hoes.”
 

Luke’s arm shot out as his hand caught Flynn around his neck.  Then he proceeded to lift Flynn off of his feet. 
 

“Fuck, Luke, I didn’t mean any offense.  It’s just a saying.  Mercy’s not a ho,” Flynn replied on a choking breath.
 

Dumbstruck, I stood there.  Flynn wasn’t fighting back.  I knew he was no slouch. He could defend himself if he wanted to.  So I didn’t intercede, not yet at least.  I figured Flynn felt much like me.  That we both deserved Luke’s anger.  
 

“I know all too well.  If you think I didn’t notice how you felt, you are a bigger fool than I was.” Luke let go and Flynn stumbled to his feet but didn’t fall. “Keep your feelings and mouth off Mercy.”
 

Luke turned from his former friend. “Consider us even,” he said over his shoulder to a stunned Flynn.  When he reached me, he snaked an arm around my waist.  His hand moved to my ass in a show of possessiveness and said loud enough so Flynn could hear. “This is my piece of ass, don’t forget it next time.”  Stunned, little things were adding up about what Luke was doing that was so unlike him.  I had an uneasy feeling.
 

“Wait,” I said before Luke could take me away.  I turned back to Flynn.  I pulled the crumpled note out of my pocket. I held it up.  Luke took it from me and smoothed it out to read it.  Flynn came forward.  Luke read it then handed it to Flynn.
 

I watched Flynn’s expression darken before he handed the note back to me. “At least it’s not an outright threat.”
 

“Who could this be from and what do they want?” I asked the both of them.
 

Luke took my hand and said, “Time will tell, but I won’t risk it.  Don’t be alone, ever.”
 

Pulling me close again, my mouth opened in surprise when we lifted in the air up to my open bedroom window which we’d been standing under two stories down.  Grabbing my backpack off my floor, I spilled the contents on my bed and began shoving clothes half heartedly into it.
 

“Don’t forget those cute little pink sweats you like to wear,” Luke said.  I turned to meet his stare which was all predatory.  I moved ahead not sure what else to do.  In my head, I kept telling myself there was nothing wrong with him.  His behavior was mostly justified.  Finishing with my backpack, I slung it over my shoulder and headed to my door.  
 

~
 

When we arrived at his house, we ended up in the kitchen.  He’d made himself a sandwich and I watch with utter fascination as he began to devour it.
 

“Did you want some?” he finally asked.
 

I shook my head.  It was late and the last thing on my mind was food.  Instead, I was trying to define the change I was sensing in him.  He continued to forge on until he’d decimated the towering thing that had been piled high with meat and cheese.
 

“I haven’t eaten for days.  I didn’t need to on the other side.  I guess it caught up with me once I crossed back over,” he said, as if he needed to explain his behavior to me.
 

Shrugging, I said, “It’s okay.”
 

A tiny thing bounced into the room and over to Luke.  It was his very petite mother who could pass for a teenager. “Luke, you made it back,” she said cradling his face in her hands while she had to stand on her tippy toes to reach him.  Giving him a fierce hug, I could see all her love and devotion for her only son.
 

“Mom, it’s okay,” he said, giving her a half hug.  She pulled back never taking her eyes off of him.  He was looking at me.  
 

Her eyes followed his and fell upon me.  It wasn’t a hateful stare.  But it was clear she knew that I was part of the reason for his being called away.  Casting my eyes downward and shifting on my feet, I wished desperately to be anywhere but here. “Mercy, how nice it is to see you again,” she said with what appeared to be a forced smile.
 

Looking up, not wanting to be rude, I said, “Nice to see you too.”  Still shifting on my feet, I clasped my hands in a knotted fist caving under the pressure of his mother’s stare.
 

“Well, it’s really late,” she said.  Her meaning was clear.  She wanted me to leave.
 

“Mom, Mercy’s staying here tonight,” Luke said. His tone was clipped, barely respectful.
 

Clearing her throat, she gave a nervous laugh.  “Your mother is okay with this,” she said, looking at me while I continued to fidget.  I wanted to bolt and run.  I was never good at facing down authority.  I’d been taught that adults should be respected always which is why it was so hard for me to fight with my mother about all the things I should know.
 

“My…” I began but Luke cut me off. I flashed my eyes to his seconds before his gaze turned icy and focused on his mother.
 

“She’s either staying here or WE go back to her house,” he said as if he was the one in charge.
 

She, too, cowered at his stare.  Stepping back, she said, “Fine, but you two have school tomorrow.”
 

He laughed and there was nothing funny about it. “School? I just came back from the other side and you’re worried about school.” he said, looking at her like she’d gone bonkers. “Sure, Mom,” he paused.  “We’ll go to school tomorrow.”  His voice was patronizing.
 

Biting my lip, I watched with horrific fascination.  Luke was not the guy that was here a couple of days ago.  That guy wouldn’t have been so rude.  I felt the pit of my stomach erupt. I’d done this to him.  It had to be the taint that I’d cast on him that was somehow affecting his behavior.
 

“I guess I’ll go call your father,” she said turning to head out of the room.  Her expression showed defeat and looked deeply saddened. Her eyes found mine and in them I saw condemnation. She knew I was the cause of this.
 

Barking out another harsh laugh, he snarled, “Don’t call him.”  She turned back to her son with a questioning gaze. “You don’t owe him anything.  Stop being a doormat and letting him walk all over you.”
 

This was a train wreck on a collision course for disaster.  The rage that was coming off him was not from this moment of what she’d said.  This was pent up from years of hurt.  His mother’s face fell.  But he was not done decimating her.  “He treats you like shit and you sit there and take it.  He hurt you and you still let him rule you.”
 

Fat tears hung heavy in her eyes.  Again, I wanted to run and leave this.  I shouldn’t be here.  This was none of my business.  But more importantly, I wanted to run and hug her.  But how could I.  She had to know that I was the one that caused this in him. Time for action on my part was upon me.  It was too late to forestall this.  But no longer would I be the doormat and sit back and let things happen around me. “Luke,” I said sharply.  Twisting he turned that frosty stare on me. Now that I had his attention, I wasn’t sure what to say. “She means well,” I said, holding his gaze.  Words weren’t my friend tonight.  There was just too much weirdness going on.
 

Slowly, he faced his mother again and his expression softened.  Just as slowly, he walked towards her.  She now stood steps away from the door ready to scurry away much as I had moments ago.  Taking her in a hug again, he said softly in words I barely heard, “You need to stop waiting.  Move on with your life, he has.  He’s never coming back.  Not for you.  He’s married someone else.  You need to find someone who will treat you better.”  Kissing her forehead, he let her go.  Looking into her tear streaked face, he gave her a tight smile and wiped her tears.  “I love you mom.”
 

Giving him a brief smile, she finally fled the room. When he looked back at me, I couldn’t answer the plea in his stare.  
 



Chapter Thirty Three
 

 
 

interminable (adj.) without possibility of end
 

 
 

Upstairs, I stood just inside the door with trepidation.  When the door clicked shut, I nearly jumped.  We hadn’t spoken any words.  I just followed him upstairs.  Feeling lost, I didn’t know what to say to him.  Cowardly, I couldn’t say the words that needed to be said like ‘Something in you has changed’.  Whatever he now was, I was the cause.  The Luke that had once been was no longer.  His summer tan wasn’t the only thing that had dimmed in the aftermath that was my damnation.
 

Feeling his hand on my shoulder, he drew my backpack off.  Letting it fall to the floor, he took my hand.  If not for his hand on my chin and tilting my head up, I wouldn’t have looked at him. “Cinderella,” he sighed. With questioning eyes, I couldn’t speak the words that left me downstairs.  “Without you, the magic would all disappear and I would turn into a pumpkin.”
 

I turned away and let my gaze fall to the floor. “I’m no Cinderella.  I’m the ugly stepsister.  I stole all your magic.”
 

He bent down to force me to look at him.  All of the ugliness that I’d witness was gone.  My knight in shining armor was back.  “If not for you, would I still be able to do this?”  With only his hand in mine, we lifted off the ground. Even though no music played, he spun me and moved to unheard notes, until I heard the beating of his heart.  We ended with a dip.  Slowly we descended back to earth or rather the carpeted floor of his room.  There was no stopping the grin that erupted on my face.
 

Gliding his hand up my back, he guided me to a standing position.  “Mercy, I would have no powers at all if you hadn’t intervened.  It was your love that saved me.  You don’t know how I longed and waited for you.”
 

Pulling me toward the far side of the room he said, “I need a shower.”
 

If not for his pulling me, I would have stopped short.  I wasn’t quite ready for things to move further between us.  I’d been sure the whole way back from the other side.  But his Dr. Jekyll routine had me second guessing my decision.
 

Inside the bathroom, his hands framed my face.  Pulling away, he breathed, “You can go first.”  He flashed me a smile that reminded me of the kind and gentle guy he’d been.  Leaving me alone, he closed the bathroom door behind him.
 

A part of me wanted to lock the door.  But what would that say? That I no longer trusted the guy who had basically stopped our relationship from moving further despite my pleas all along?  So slowly I took off my clothes and tried not to shiver because a part of me kept expecting him to walk in at any moment.
 

It wasn’t until I was done and turning off the water that I totally relaxed until I realized I had no change of clothes with me in the bathroom.  I dried my hair the best I could and longed for a ponytail holder.  Looking in the mirror with my damp hair falling in waves like curls over my shoulder and down my back, I felt exposed even with the towel wrapped around me.  I could handle this, I thought to myself taking deep breaths.
 

Opening the door, Luke was standing right outside the door.  Shock must have been on my face.  “Are you okay?” he questioned.  I bit my lip and nodded. “I felt your pain in there,” he confessed.  “That’s a part of the whole guardian thing.  When you have strong emotions, I’m in tune with them.”
 

Yes, that, I’d almost forgotten.  “Why didn’t you tell me you were my guardian?” I managed to say.  Really, I had no right to ask because I was the queen of secrets myself.  But there was no stopping the words. 
 

Now it was his turn to look guilty. “We aren’t allowed and I gave it up to be with you,” he said honestly.  “Look, you’re shivering.  I’m going to take a shower and then we can talk.”
 

He headed into the bathroom.  Once I heard the shower running, I got dressed.  I put on the pink Juicy sweat pants he liked.  I even put on a bra before my tank top.  Normally, I didn’t sleep wearing a bra, but it felt necessary.  Looking in his mirror, I still felt exposed in my tank top.  So I pulled open a few of his drawers until I found his tee shirts and shrugged into one.
 

I cocked an ear when I swore I heard him singing.  He was singing in the shower.  Finding myself pressed against the door, I shuffled away when the water cut off.  I looked at his bed but opted for the sofa in front of the television.  Pulling an afghan that was hanging over the side over me, I turned on the television.  Just then the door opened and I made the mistake of looking back at him.
 

He stood wearing nothing but the towel that was draped low on his hips.  The demon stirred inside me.  Suddenly, I was swallowing fear of being alone with him here in this room with no one to interrupt us.  Why was I nervous?
 

Looking away, I focused on the television.  The sound was off and I was looking for the mute button to undo it when I heard the towel fall onto the carpet.  It should not have made a sound, but when it hit the ground, it was like thunder during a summer rain storm.  The noise seemed to reverberate throughout the room.  Forcing myself to breath, I didn’t look from the infomercial that filled the screen. Time seemed to be interminable.
 

Only after I heard a drawer open and close did I close my eyes in silent thanks.  Feeling terribly awkward, I said nothing keeping my eyes straight.  I couldn’t explain my feelings.  I mean isn’t this what I wanted.  Yes, he was acting strange but the why of it all would be stating the obvious.  I’d damned him, and it was affecting him.  Saying so may only make him realize that I wasn’t worth all that he’d given up.  
 

Dressed, he parked himself next to me on the sofa in nothing but basketball shorts.  His blond curls were still damp like my hair.  “Want to watch Star Wars?” he asked, grinning at me.
 

I had to smile remembering the horrid afternoon watching the movie with all of them.  “No, not really.  I think I’ve lost the thrill for that movie for a while.”
 

Flashing me a smile, he said, “How about the latest Saw movie?  I know how much you like horror movies.”  
 

Things felt settled again with his words.  The only pressure I’d felt before was my own.  Being alone with him and little chance of any interruptions, he still hadn’t expected a thing. “Sounds cool,” I said. 
 

On his side of the couch, he reached out an arm to me coaxing me closer.  I crawled over and leaned against his chest.  He tucked his arm around me pulling me even closer.  While lying on his chest, I watched as he made selections through the cable on-screen options to bring the horror flick to life.  Warmth in his arms relaxed me further making it so that I soon found myself drifting off to sleep.
 



Chapter Thirty Four
 

 
 

McKayla
 

 
 

A wry grin crept across my face.  The girl was mercifully asleep.  A soft chuckle escaped my mouth at my own little joke.  
 

Pressed against the hard body, I listened to his heart beating in my ear. I snaked my hand down from its perch high on his chest and down into his lap.  He stirred.  Pay dirt.  I had to be careful.  He would not be happy to see me.  But if I played my cards right, he may never know.
 

I had to be quick and keep my eyes closed as though that were natural.  Lifting my hand, I threaded my fingers in his hair and pulled his head down to meet my hungry mouth.
 

Closing my eyes only after I spied him sleeping, he didn’t fight me and responded quite nicely. He kissed me back matching my own need.  Wanting to move things further, I had to be cautious and not make a move that might give me away.  I moved slowly to sit his lap to have better access to his mouth.  He groaned and I couldn’t help the feeling of triumph I felt.  Maybe I should have made my move on her boyfriend all along.  It was a win/win for all of us.  She couldn’t hate me for making our first time with the boy she so loved.
 

His hand was still patiently on my back. I was getting annoyed he wasn’t making the moves I longed for. This boy was not inexperienced.  Why he was playing choir boy with Mercy?  It was driving me insane. I had all but convinced the girl that losing her virginity was a viable option.  And he was thwarting my every opportunity.  Sebastian wasn’t going to do the deed.  And Flynn wasn’t here.  But I was beginning to believe that Paul might be the only one to do it.
 

Okay, so here was where all the seduction I possessed would pay off.  I was going to speak to him.  He knew her though, so I had to be careful and not say too much.  Pulling back and biting my lip, that had inadvertently worked with Flynn on their last car ride, so I tried it now.  Keeping my eyes downcast, I waited a beat, then said, “Luke.”
 

I let his name linger before I pressed kisses to his neck, and moved up to his ear. “Please,” I said as sweetly as I could muster.   
 

Wiggling a little, shifting myself further in his lap, he choked a few words. “Are you sure?”
 

Nodding, he still did nothing. So I leaned closer to his ear and whispered the words trying to sound a bit unsure like Mercy would sound. “Yes.”
 

His fingers brushed against the skin at my waist as they tucked under my shirt. Seeming unsure, his hands didn’t move with the speed I would think how most boys would react if given the green light.  Patience they say is a virtue and I had none.  But if I moved too soon or seemed too eager, I’d give myself away.  I bit my lip again fighting back a groan of protest for his slowness.
 

Before I could say something that would give me away, I snaked an arm behind my back and popped the clasp on my bra.  Doing nothing else, I hoped it would give a little encouragement to the angel to stop hesitating.
 

Boy, I was good.  All too soon, he peeled the first layer of Mercy’s defense off in the form of his shirt that she wore.  Only one more article of clothing stood in the way of most of my flesh being revealed.  The bra undone would pose no problem to shed quickly afterwards.
 

Not as gentle, he pulled my mouth back to his.  Moments later, panting, he pulled back.  He was trying to meet my eyes, but that was not an option. Breathing in deep was a cover for me closing my eyes. I shed the final layer of clothing and pressed myself to him. Kissing him again, I was able to keep my eyes closed.  We were skin to skin since he wasn’t wearing a shirt.  I was fifty percent there.
 

With his arms tightly around me, we were one.  Setting my mouth free, he said, “We should wait.”
 

And here is where I made my mistake.  “Stop being such a girl already,” I said.
 

He stilled. Man, my cover was blown. His hands let go of me.  I could feel the burn of his eyes on me even though mine were closed. “Open your eyes,” he said.  His voice was as chilly as my skin was now that we weren’t touching.
 

Biting my lip once more because I knew I was caught at my attempted seduction.  I let my eyes drift open, first looking down unable to meet the heat of his stare.  And unfortunately, it wasn’t the heat of passion but more like the heat of anger.
 

The jig was up.  I met his stare with grit of my own. He lifted me off his lap and gently put me down next to him.  The gentleness was all for her.  That much I knew.  I saw the contempt in his eyes.  There was no way I was leaving this room in control of her body.  So I’d lost another chance. Part of me wanted to wake the girl up and let her take control.  I could push my thoughts to her as I’d been doing subtlety and she may get us to where I wanted us to be.  
 

“Leave,” he growled.
 

Okay, I expected this.  I wasn’t backing down however. “You act like this is possession and you can cast me out,” I said matching his scorn. 
 

“Maybe I’ll send you to hell where you belong,” he said with utter resolve to make it so.
 

I laughed and angled myself on the couch with my chin up and boobs out.  “I’d like to see you try.  Your girlfriend would go right along with me.”
 

This boy had balls of steal because he didn’t ogle all my bared flesh.  Gosh, that was annoying.  She and I had great assets.
 

“You and her aren’t like the rest.  You two are separate.  So with you in control, I might just be sending you and freeing her.”
 

Goose bumps popped over my naked flesh.  I wondered if that was true.  He couldn’t know that or he would have done that very thing long ago. Smiling I said, “You don’t scare me. I doubt you’d risk it.”
 

His eyes dropped to slits and a wicked smile crossed his face.  This was a look I was unfamiliar with.  Mercy was right.  Something wasn’t the same with this boy.  “You don’t know what I’d risk,” he spat.
 

Fear ran through me. He was serious. “If you won’t do it, I’ll find someone else.  Perhaps Paul.  He is human.  I could latch on to his mind and get him to overlook my eyes.” 
 

Okay, maybe provoking him wasn’t the best idea.  His hands balled into fists and I thought for a second he might hit me.
 

“If you try to give yourself to anyone without Mercy’s permission, I will send you to hell and meet you there,” he promised.
 

Taunting him because I could, I said with a sneer, “Then you better start acting like a man and not a boy and take what’s being offered you before it’s offered to another.”
 

His hand shot up around my throat and his eyes went from bright blue to midnight. Gasping for air, I couldn’t believe he’d hurt us.  Holding his forearm, it didn’t appear he was going to release me.  Closing my eyes I drifted back.  I would let the girl see the horror she’d made before we met our end.
 

 
 

~
 

MERCY
 

 
 

Gripping the arm, I clung to the fringes of consciousness even though I’d only just awoken.  Popping my eyes open, I had to see my assailant.  I had no strength left to fight back.  But I had to know who was ending my life.
 

The last of my breath caught when I saw who it was.  My heart ached even more with the knowledge. “Luke,” I managed to choke out.
 

His eyes flashed and you’d think it was the first time he’d seen me.  Immediately, he let his grip go.  My hands clasped at where his hand had been before like somehow that would help air reach my lungs.  Choking and coughing, Luke was muttering apologizes while I tried to get my breath back.
 

Tears in my eyes from the coughing spell, he wiped at them still apologizing.  Looking down unable to meet his gaze, I saw I wore no top.  Head snapping up, fear flooded me the same time realization came.  She had been here.  My demon had evidently provoked him in some way. Covering myself with my hands, still taking in great gulps of air, he reached to the floor and handed me my tank top I’d been wearing earlier.  Averting his eyes, he gave me privacy that didn’t seem necessary at this point.  He’d seen the goods.  His actions only reminded me of the gentle caring guy he was.  But somehow it contrasted with the new one who’d resorted to violence, against even me.
 

Covered, he turned to me and buried his face against my heart. “I’m so sorry, Mercy.”
 

Not knowing what else to do, I held him and soothed him even though I was in need of consoling.  “It’s okay,” I said.  Was it?  But then again, I’d done this to him.  This was all my fault.
 



Chapter Thirty Five
 

 
 

expiate (v.) to make amends for, atone
 

 
 

Pockets of golden sunlight streamed through Luke’s windows waking me from the most restful sleep I’ve had in too many days to count.  Warm arms held me close and my heart exploded from how incredibly loved I felt.  After days of disappointing so many people on so many levels, just to know that someone cared breathed life into my withering heart.  It beat in time with the boy whose breath caressed my shoulder.  Then slowly, his finger glided up my arm in a touch so familiar, I could have guided it by memory as it traces my arm.  My dream made real.
 

“Good morning Cinderella or is it Sleepy Beauty,” he said softly as he continued to trace patterns down my arm.
 

A burst of giggles escaped me and I turned in his arms to face him.  Whispering in his ear, I said, “What do you know about fairy tales?”
 

Against my ear, he said, “That they do come true,” he said. “My little cousin swears by them.”
 

“Oh, does she?” I asked.
 

“She told me after we had a tea party.  And she promised that the tiara I wore was perfect.”  He laughed and I did too.
 

“We’re late,” I said.
 

“You sure you want to go to school?” he asked, pulling me close.  Next thing I knew he was tickling me and I was laughing.  
 

“Mercy,” he said, using the double meaning of my name.
 

“Fine,” I laughed breathlessly.  
 

Luke was teaching me how to play Madden when a doorbell sound came from the wall.  Playing hooky was turning out to be a lot of fun.  Even though I’d done enough of it lately, I wasn’t much for skipping school.   But Luke had been very convincing.  Hell, I’d broken so many rules lately, it didn’t seem like such a big deal to add one more.
 

Getting up, he walked over to a small panel on his wall I hadn’t really paid much attention to before.  He appeared to be looking at a screen but from my vantage point, I couldn’t see what he saw.
 

Pressing a button, he spoke into the panel. “What do you want Flynn?” he asked dryly.  I had a moment to mourn the passing of their friendship.
 

A voice that was slightly crackly sounded through the silent room with Madden on pause.  “Maggie was looking for Mercy.  She begged me to drive her over here,” Flynn said.
 

Maggie.  I got up from the couch and looked for my jeans.  My phone.  I didn’t have it.  That’s right, I’d left it charging in Flynn’s car.  Funny, I hadn’t thought about SAT words in a while.
 

“You have a key.  Why didn’t you just come in?” Luke asked matter-of-factly.
 

Turning to look at him, I wished things were still good between them still.  “I wasn’t sure what I might be walking in on, so I thought I’d ring the bell first.”
 

“Come up,” Luke said, pushing a button and then walked away.  
 

Standing, I looked at my half dressed boyfriend. “Maybe you should put a shirt on,” I said with a grin.
 

Smiling at me he walked over to his bureau. He pulled out a shirt and a sweatshirt.  After closing the door, he tossed me the sweatshirt.  Amazingly I caught it.  “What’s this for?” I asked.
 

“As much as I like the view of you in that tank top, I’d rather not have to poke Flynn’s eyes out for checking you out,” he said.  I chuckled but he didn’t.  Crap, he was serious.
 

I pulled the sweatshirt over my tank not wanting the two friends to fight, least of which over me.  A knock at the door preceded Flynn and Maggie’s entrance. I was pulling my hair out of the Georgetown hoodie Luke had given me when Flynn busted in not bothering to wait for us to answer.  Maggie was on his heels.
 

Dramatically, Maggie ran over to me and gave me the biggest hug.  Stumbling a little, I hugged her back.  I’d missed her. “I’ve been calling you.  You had me worried.”
 

Breaking from the hug, I said, “I left my phone in Flynn’s car.”  I peeked over at him.  He pulled something from his pocket and tossed it to me.  After a fumbling grab, I actually caught it.  Two for two.  “Thanks,” I said to him.  He nodded.
 

Maggie walked over to the couch and sat making herself at home.  I went over and sat next to her.  “So, like no one is at school,” she began.  And I already knew not to interrupt her. “Jay and Kathy aren’t there, Paul isn’t either, Sebastian is MIA, you and Luke -” she said and looked at both of us in turn conspiratorially.  
 

“What about Brent?” I asked hoping the topic of what Luke and I could have been up to wouldn’t come up.  
 

Rolling her eyes, she muttered, “He’s there?”
 

“What’s up between you two?” Luke asked.  I was surprised by his question.
 

She focused a cold stare on him.  “Like that wouldn’t be obvious, angel boy.  And what’s up with that.  I was wondering why I always felt the need to confess my sins to you,” she said.  Luke looked up and sighed heavily. Maggie continued.  “I always thought it was because your dad was a preacher.  That’s weird isn’t it?  Your dad, the angel, a preacher.  Is that what they do here on earth?”  I wanted to stop Maggie for being so nosy, but frankly I was curious too.
 

Luke half rolled his eyes and his lips thinned.   Sighing again like he got asked these very questions all the time, he said. “My dad’s a Fallen angel,” heavy emphasis on Fallen.  “And no, angels don’t come to earth to be priests, preachers or any of the like.”
 

“Then why is your dad?” she asked, with no remorse about making him answer a personal question.  He shifted uncomfortably in the seat he’d taken beside me, leaving Flynn alone in the chair.
 

“Probably trying to get back in good graces,” Luke muttered.
 

Flynn cut in.  “Hey Red, why don’t you tell us why you had to come see your friend?”
 

“Best Friend, duh, I haven’t seen or talk to her in a while.  I needed to see for myself she was okay,” Maggie blurted out. “And why Red, that’s so predictable?  She get’s Webster?” she said, angling a thumb at me.  “Why can’t I be Cinderella?” she whined.
 

Luke pulled my back against his chest, tucked my hair away from my face and kissed me on the cheek. “Mercy’s Cinderella?”
 

Flynn cut in and we all returned our attention to him. “No, I think you’re little red riding hood.”
 

Maggie matched his banter and said, “Can you be a little more original?”
 

“Why, it’s little red who met the big bad wolf?” Flynn announced.
 

Luke started laughing and I couldn’t help but to laugh with him.  It was funny.  She picked up a controller and flung it at Flynn who ducked but didn’t quite move far enough as the object bounced off his shoulder.  He was laughing hard.
 

“Well, Mr. Hunchback of Notre Dame,” Maggie said, hurling the insult at Flynn.
 

Sitting up in his seat, he held his chest, “Maggie, I’m so hurt.”
 

“It’s fitting though, your name is infamous like his and people constantly stare at you,” she said venomously.
 

Luke’s chuckles rumbled in his chest against my back.  I tried to suppress my laughter so that I wouldn’t be the focus of their jabs.  But Flynn decided Maggie was not the weakest link and turned on me. “Look Snow White, both of you know I’m Prince Charming,” he said.
 

I wasn’t going to think about what he implied about that Snow White comment.  He couldn’t mean I was the fairest of them all.  So instead, I shot back. “That would imply you had a Sleeping Beauty, but we both know that your kiss doesn’t wake the Princess.”  Immediately, I regretted what I said as the room got quiet.  But instead of stopping, I continued. “You’re more like the Beast of Belle.”
 

Flynn trying to recover, said, “My ego is suffering with the two of you suggesting that I’m not hot.”
 

“Flynn your ego is too big for either of us to bruise,” I said. “I meant that you hide behind a gruff exterior.”
 

He just looked at me.  Maybe I should have kept my mouth shut.  I was glad I couldn’t see Luke’s face.  
 

Ever thankful to Maggie, she spoke breaking the awkward silence. “Again, I say so unfair.  Flynn, so you’re an incubus, a sex god of sorts.”
 

Flashing her a smile, Flynn said, “Wouldn’t you like to know?”
 

“Ewe, no thank you,” Maggie said. “I don’t know where you’ve been.”
 

Laughter broke out again. 
 

“The better to teach you, Red,” Flynn said playing off his little red riding hood reference to gain some ground.
 

“Ha, Ha,” Maggie said as we tried to muffle our laughter. “Angel boy and sex demons, why couldn’t I be a fairy like tinker bell?  I so look good in green,” she said.  I’d already heard this argument.
 

Thinking back to what the elves said, I answered, “From what the elves say, you wouldn’t want to be fae, Maggs.”
 

“Elves,” Maggie said wide eyed. 
 

Oh, I hadn’t told her about that.  Filling her in, I went into the story about Jay and Kathy and going to find Luke.  I didn’t mention that I’d damned him.  It just wasn’t the time and I didn’t want to cry again.
 

“Again, I say no fair.  Being an elf or even fae trumps getting all furry once a month,” Maggie said.
 

“But Maggs,” I said cutting in. “Tom said that you all aren’t tied to the moon.”
 

She looked at me then said, “Not later, but initially yes.  And really it’s not as if I don’t have other problems once a month.  Why do I need to add to that?”
 

“Okay, now I’m grossed out,” Flynn said.
 

“Me too,” Luke concurred. 
 

We all laughed and ended up playing Madden, me and Luke against Flynn and Maggie.  But really Maggie and I weren’t playing except to run our guys in the wrong direction and cause the boys to take the controllers from us.  It was good to see Luke and Flynn playing together.  It gave me hope that their friendship could be repaired.  When the time came for Maggie to go, Luke handed me his keys. 
 

“Go ahead and use my car to drive her dome.  I need to talk to Flynn.” Luke said.
 

Fear must have shot in my eyes, but Flynn nodded.  “We need to have boy talk,” he said mocking us using a feminine type voice.  Rolling my eyes, I shot Luke a look I hoped said, ‘don’t kill him’ before I leaned over and kissed him.  Thinking it would be quick, I tried to pull away.  Luke snaked a hand into my hair and pulled me back.
 

“Okay you two, get a room.” Maggie said.  I could imagine her facial expression while she stood behind me.
 

When Luke finally let me go, good and thoroughly kissed, he said   “This is my room.”
 

Chuckling, I started to head out thinking how Flynn and I still had a lot to expiate for.  Maggie said, “You should stay for dinner, Liam has been asking about you non stop.”
 

Pausing, I looked over at Luke guiltily. But I spoke to Maggie, “Come on, Liam isn’t worried about me.”  I sincerely hope not. 
 

“No silly, he’s not worried about you. You’re like his other little sister and he said you looked so sad the other day when you came over.”
 

Still looking over at Luke, I saw him relax and made my way out the door.  I didn’t want him thinking about other guys being interested in me as I left him alone with Flynn.
 

Maggie still in the room said, “See ya Luke, b-bye Flynn.”
 

I added. “See you guys later.”
 

Maggie wasn’t done though. “And Flynn you really surprised me with your fairytale knowledge.”  Looking back at her, I watched her grin which suggested she might be flirting with him.  
 

Astonished, I almost missed his response.  His voice was flat and resigned to what he said next. “What I do know is that they don’t come true.”  
 

At that the door closed behind us.
 



Chapter Thirty Six
 

 
 

dilatory (adj.) tending to delay, causing delay
 

 
 

Looking at my phone for my word of the day, I realized that I had not missed trying to use some word I may never use again in a sentence.  Maybe I was just being dilatory about my studies.  There I go again.  My brain was conditioned and I couldn’t keep the stupid words from my thoughts.  I nearly uninstalled the application.  The SAT test seemed so unimportant now.  Really, what life was I going to have?  Would I ever be able to control what lived inside me?  Would going to college put others unintentionally at risk as she saw it as a huge feeding ground?  I may not even have my friends nearby to understand and stop the demon from doing something with some random guy.  But deleting the application felt like I was giving up.
 

“You know we could take one more day,” Luke said.
 

Sighing, I said, “I’ve already missed too much.”  I’m glad I didn’t see his face, I felt him tense next to me.  Undoubtedly, he was thinking about all that happened while he was gone. “I’ll go get ready.”  Shifting out of his embrace, I slipped out of the bed to get dressed for the day. 
 

On the ride to school, I reflected on more embarrassing moments staying at his house the last two nights.  There had been my forgetfulness to bring a tooth brush, he offered me his.  When I gave him a look like that was just ewe, he laughed and told me, ‘You swap spit with me all the time and you have a problem sharing my toothbrush?’  In the end, he found me an unused one, still in the package.  We’d laughed and things were just so good.
 

Best of all, he made me breakfast each day.  Cooking was my thing, but he insisted.  And today we were very late because of it.  The time was ten minutes into third period when we arrived.  Maggie texted me repeatedly to make sure I was coming. A stern lecture about the virtues of being on time to class and what felt like a week’s load of assignments from two teachers is what I got by coming at all.  Heading into lunch, I was sure Maggie would see my guilt.  I still hadn’t told her about what I’d done to Luke.  Keeping secrets from her wasn’t my goal, not wanting to see her disappointment and disapproval of me was.
 

Threading her arm through mine the moment I exited the lunch line with my food, Maggie was her jovial self.  “Where have you been?” she asked, enunciating each word as if it was the last.
 

Flushing, I gave a little smile.  Her eyes narrowed. “Mercy,” she said.  It wasn’t often she called me by my given name, so I paused.  I think she thought Luke and I had taken the next step in our relationship.
 

Thankfully, Amber had perfect timing.  She caught up with us.  “Where are you guys going to sit?”  Maggie placed her tongue in her cheek. “Have you told her yet?” Amber inquired.
 

Maggie at last moved her burning gaze from me. “No, not yet.”  She looked back at me with wide eyes and in a quiet tone said, “Amber’s not pregnant.”
 

Exhaling, relief washed over me, but I recovered enough to say to Amber, “Are you ok?”
 

Giving me a tense smile, she nodded.  “Have you told Paul?” I asked.  She shook her head no.  Puzzled, I was about to ask why but Maggie spoke first.  
 

“Alright, everyone is looking.  Let’s go sit down.”  It felt so strange to be back for good at the elite table.  Brent was at the table, but it didn’t seem to phase Maggie.   Before sitting, I glanced back to my old table making sure Sebastian wasn’t waiting for me.  But he wasn’t there.  The brief sunshine I’d felt began to cloud over.  After sitting next to Luke, I pulled my phone out.  I didn’t have any messages from him.  Where was he?
 

Luke leaned over and kissed my cheek, “Cinderella.”  My cheeks warmed and a feel good smile covered my face. Maggie sat next to me and pointedly ignored Brent.
 

“Mercy, I don’t think we’ve met,” the voice was from my latest nemesis, Kristen.  
 

Looking at her across the table, I shifted my gaze.  Flynn was sitting next to her.  His face held no expression.  “I don’t think we have,” I said, leaving it at that.  Okay, so maybe that was mean, but she and I both knew she wanted my boyfriend.  And I wasn’t in the mood to play nice.
 

She laughed off my non-pleasantries. “Luke, you’re back.”
 

Taking Luke’s hand in mine, I just looked at her. Luke said, “I am.”  Although, I didn’t see it, I could hear the smile on his face in only those two words.  That and the way he tightened his hand in mine.
 

Kristen’s eye’s looked down at our intertwined fingers.  Her face contorted in a grimace. 
 

Maggie, my biggest champion spat, “Jealous much.” 
 

Kristen’s perfectly snarky expression darkened. “Not of you.” Kristen replied.  Her hateful look took in both of us.  She acted like we were beneath her. Things got ugly pretty quickly.
 

My little fire dragon, Maggie, was not one to back down. “I hope Flynn chews you up and spits you out like the rest of the members of his fan club.”  Her words gave me pause.  Was there really something going on between Kristen and Flynn?
 

Cringing, I looked first at Flynn who looked ready to intervene.  Then I checked the table, but conversation hadn’t yet stopped.  Amanda didn’t hear that remark.
 

Going toe to toe, Kristen fired back. “If I wanted to be with somebody, I could have been with your boyfriend last night.”
 

Maggie turned to Brent as we all did.  Red was now a popular color because like me he sported bright red cheeks.  The flame in my face was dwindling as the heat was no longer on me.
 

My best friend stood in a huff and exited the table. Brent stood but I moved and reached over the table where he sat next to Flynn and placed my hand on his.  “Let her go.” It was now my turn to defend.
 

But Brent did something stupid.  He growled at me.  I mean literally growled at me. Luke was standing then shifting to get in Brent’s face. “Don’t do something stupid.”
 

Flynn was on his feet and the cafeteria was now silent.  With all the testosterone flaring, you could hear a pin drop.  Tom leapt to his feet and made his way over to our end of the table.  I had a moment to wonder who he’d been sitting next to.
 

Brent snatched his hand away from mine. “I didn’t mean anything by it,” he said looking from me to Luke.  
 

Luke snarled back, “Don’t ever do it again.”
 

Flynn had his hand up to brace Luke from climbing over the table.  Tom had Brent away and moving out of the lunch room before we all sat.  
 

Turning to Luke, I said, “I should go find Maggie.” 
 

He nodded before pulling me over for a quick kiss.  Flushing, I left my lunch hoping I might come back and started heading to go find Maggie.
 

“Really, I didn’t mean anything by it.” I heard the Kristen girl say to someone.  Wanting to pummel her, I quickened my steps towards Maggie’s exit.  She was more important.  I would deal with Kristen later, I promised myself.
 

I found Maggie in the far bathroom not used very often by students. It’s a favorite place to go for anyone looking for privacy and the first place I checked.  She was looking in the mirror adjusting her make-up as if nothing happened.
 

“Maggs, are you okay?” I asked.
 

Turning to me in the middle of putting on eyeliner, she said, “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 

Hanging my head a little, I said, “I almost lost my virginity last night with Luke.  And if Kristen had suggested to me that she and almost slept together, I would be devastated.”
 

She looked excited and sad at the same time.  But the excited face won. “Eme, wow, almost?”
 

It wasn’t exactly what I expected her to say, but given the circumstances I couldn’t ask for more.  She hugged me.  Squeezing me tight she said, “You would have made a good choice.”  But her voice broke then and I found myself holding her.  She cried and I let her.  She was going through so much.  Tom and I were most likely her only outlets.
 

“Maggs, I don’t think for a minute Brent did anything with that girl.  She’s a just a total bitch,” I promised.
 

Choking back a sob, Maggie said, “Bitch huh, it’s almost funny to hear you curse.”
 

Half laughing trying to lighten the mood, I said, “You know I’m here for you.  Why don’t we skip softball practice and just hang out?”
 

She nodded, and when the lunch bell rang, I said nothing and let her have her tears.  What was one more missed class?  Soon, I was going to have to determine the path that I was on.  However, what I really wanted was to settle an outstanding debt with Kristen.
 



Chapter Thirty Seven
 

 
 

selcouth
(adj.) strange; uncommon
 

 
 

When the final school bell rang, I rushed through the exit near the cafeteria. I hurried through the quad doors to take a short cut to the field.  I hadn’t had a chance to tell Luke I was going to hang out with Maggie after school.  I tried texting him, but he hadn’t replied.  Assuming, he was already headed to baseball practice, I moved in that direction.
 

Beginning my mad dash to the field, a hand caught mine.  Yanking me to a stop, I spun to look into Flynn’s eyes.  “Hey, I’ve been looking for you.”
 

A little too quickly and sharply, I said, “Why?”
 

Cascading emotions colored his face.  Hurt and anger being the two I recognized easily.  A small piece of me felt bad but he’d started this. 
 

“I’m worried about Luke.  He doesn’t seem like himself,” he admitted.
 

Hadn’t I felt the same way?  But admitting it would mean acknowledging my guilt. “Yes, he seems a little different.”
 

Trying to walk away, I was reminded that he still held my hand.  It was disturbing that holding his hand was so natural that I’d missed he hadn’t let go.
 

“Mercy,” he protested. “We need to do something.”
 

“We,” I replied. “We have nothing to do with each other according to you.  You said we can’t be friends.  You’re hot and cold is going to have me catching pneumonia.”
 

His anger flared I could see it written across his brow. “Hot and cold? Me? You were the one at the lake house saying ‘Flynn, why don’t you find me pretty?  Why don’t you like me? Why won’t you kiss me?’” he retorted in what I considered a bad impression of me.  “I tell you how I feel and you go all postal on me.  He is my best friend and I shouldn’t have feelings for his girlfriend.  What the hell do you expect from me?”
 

Yanking my hand free, I balled them into fists at my side.  “I don’t expect anything anymore.  Whatever is going on between us can’t be.” I used my fingers to point at him them me as I spoke.
 

“And what is between us?” he interjected, waving his hands wide.
 

Grinding my teeth, I said and maybe shouted, “Biology, according to Sebastian.  Just that.  We are two of kind.  That’s it, nothing more.”
 

He nodded in acceptance. “So you talk to Sebastian about you and me.”
 

“Yeah, he is the only one giving me answers,” I spat.
 

“Did you give him that wide eyed innocent look of yours to get what you wanted?” he asked, with a look of disgust on his face.
 

I gave him a knowing look before I said, “Well, you don’t have to worry about my innocence anymore.”
 

So maybe suggesting to Flynn that I’d lost my virginity wasn’t a good idea.  I could see that I’d cut him deep.  His anger faltered.  My mean streak was accomplished.  Really though, I did it for me.  “You want to know what’s wrong with Luke.  It’s me.  I damned him.  His soul is forever tainted.  I can’t and I won’t be the cause of any more hurt to him.” My lip quivered as my voice broke.  
 

With that, I left him in stunned silence.  Even though I put distance between us, I heard him mutter a curse.
 

Rushing up to the baseball diamond, Luke was there in sweats and a long sleeved tee, ball in hand.  He jogged over to me.  Putting his hand in my hair, caressing my cheek, I could almost forget what Flynn said about him being different. “Hey you,” he said with a grin.
 

Finding a smile, I gave it to him.  “I’m not going to practice,” I said.  “Maggie and I are going to hang out.”
 

“Do you want me to pick you up at her house?” he asked.
 

Nodding I said, “But call me first and make sure that’s where we ended up.”
 

Tugging me to him, he kissed me in an unforgettable way. His kiss wasn’t the tentative thing it used to be.  It was more.  The need behind it couldn’t be mistaken.  I had a feeling that Luke wouldn’t be the one to stop us from taking bigger steps in our relationship anymore. Things had definitely changed.
 

A sound that was obviously someone clearing their throat pulled us apart.  I expected to see Flynn or the coach but it was Kristen.  She was gazing at him.  Giving him a guiltless look I knew to be false. Pulling me to his side with his arm around my waist, I flashed her a satisfactory smile.
 

“What’s up?” Luke asked pleasantly.
 

“Um, like I said before, I have your assignments.  I thought maybe you could come over and pick them up,” she asked, not really acknowledging my presence.
 

Luke smoothly said, “You can give them to Flynn and he’ll get them to me.”  He was on to her game.  Flynn and he weren’t on the best terms, yet he suggested him as a go between.
 

She smoothed her straight black hair, sweeping it behind her shoulder. “Well, there are some instructions that may be better if I explained them directly to you.”
 

“Okay,” he said.  My smile dipped.  There was no way he was falling for her crap. 
 

Her grin widened and I wanted to shove my fist in it. “I can text you my address,” she added.
 

He looked at me, then turned back to her. “I have to get back to practice.  Why don’t you give Mercy your address because I’ll stop by after picking her up?”  He missed her frown because he dipped to whisper in my ear. “You’re so cute when you’re jealous.”  Then he kissed me again before heading back to practice.
 

It used to be I wouldn’t have faced this girl.  That part of me was long gone.  “I don’t know what your game is. But Luke isn’t buying it and neither am I.  And Flynn isn’t that gullible either, so you must be very good for him to put up with you.”
 

“Unlike you, I don’t know what Flynn is like in that manner. My virginity is clear.  I’m not a tramp whore like you being passed around friends.”  A flicker of recognition sparked in me at her words.  Was she the one who had put the note in my locker?  I wouldn’t put it past her.  And she’d seemed all to calm with the supernatural stuff.  
 

This wasn’t my best moment. The flash of anger Luke felt must be contagious, because my fist was out and planted in her mouth before I even thought about it.  So many times, I’d dreamed of doing this to Nina, somehow I resisted.  But this girl bugged me.
 

She stumbled and if not for the uneven ground we stood on, she might have stayed on her feet.  Feeling no remorse, I walked past her.  I heard laughter I assumed was from other players on the team but I didn’t look back.  If Luke gave me a wary look, I would be hurt.  So I just kept walking to the parking lot.  I passed Flynn who was headed to practice now and by the look on his face, he’d witness my show of strength.
 

Maggie had been impressed with me standing up to Kristen.  Like the best friend she was, she praised me and asked if Flynn had gotten a video of it we could post on Facebook.  Of course, I didn’t know what Flynn had done, because I didn’t hang around to see.  We chatted about my showdown in detail on the way to her house.
 

When Luke eventually picked me up, I expected him to mention the Kristen thing.  But surprisingly he didn’t.   My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out and froze at the text message that was there. “We’re home.”  The other text message listed was from my other word of the day I’d registered to receive text messages from.  Selcouth.  This definition seemed totally poignant.
 



Chapter Thirty Eight
 

 
 

hackneyed (adj.) unoriginal, trite
 

 
 

The moment had come.  I wasn’t properly prepared for the showdown that was about to occur.  Luke drove me home.  Mom and David were already there.  Walking into the house, I wasn’t sure what to expect.  But everything was quiet inside.  
 

“I can go home and come back later,” Luke said.
 

Looking over at him, I said, “No, I need you here. Are you hungry?” I asked.  Feeling nervous, making food was the first thing to come to my mind.  Walking into the den, he nodded at me.  He got me.  He knew I needed to cook to calm my nerves.  So I left him with the television and game console figuring he wouldn’t be bored. What I’d really hoped for is that Flynn would come down and they would hang like old times.  Neither had spoken about what their talk had been about the day I’d taken Maggie home from Luke’s and left Flynn there.  Seeing Flynn alive and well the next day, I’d left it alone for now.
 

Walking into the kitchen, I headed for the refrigerator to assess what there was to cook.  Flynn and I hadn’t been home much while they’d been out of town and we had ordered out when we had been.  But mom knew me well.  I was the cook, but she bought the groceries.  She was good at knowing what I would need for certain dishes.  The refrigerator was stocked.
 

Steak was on my menu today.  It was relatively easy and a crowd pleaser.  I found potatoes in the pantry and brought that out to roast them.  Paired with a simple salad with sliced fruit and nuts, and voila, we have a meal.  Gathering what I needed, I got to work on my simple meal plan.  Turning on my ipod in the ihome, the silence was filled with my latest playlist.
 

Not too long, David walked in. “Hey you, it’s good to be home.  I see you’re going to whip us up a home cooked meal.  I’m looking forward to it.”  He came around and gave me a hug with a kiss on my cheek.  Unable to stop it, I smiled.  David was a great guy and the anger that bubbled in me was reserved for my mom, not him.
 

“Mercy,” a voice said. Looking up, I nearly sliced into my finger instead of the potato.
 

“Mom,” I said tightly.  “You look good.” And she did.  Australia had agreed with them.  They both looked tanned and happy.  Too bad I couldn’t say the same.  Her tan just reminded me of Luke, who had lost his ever present glow.  Maybe it wasn’t her fault directly what I’d done to Luke.  But she’d kept so much from me that I made mistakes I might not have if I’d been informed.  And I was tired of sitting back and waiting for her to give me the answers I needed.
 

David not being a stupid guy readied himself to leave after giving my mom a kiss on the cheek as she sat down at the bar counter.  Maybe he already knew some of the things that had happened because he and Flynn had an open relationship.  Leaning over to me, he said, “Don’t be hard on her.” Giving him a tight smile, he left us.
 

Trying to be the dutiful daughter I asked a mundane question first. “How was your trip?”
 

“Good,” she said.  And that was it.  She was expecting a fight, so why not.
 

Bracing myself, I chopped and watch as each of the baby potatoes fell in half under my knife.  “Well, my time has been less than stellar.  Let’s see if I can summarize for you. Maggie might be a werewolf, Paul is calling up demons, Flynn ran off to Paimon, Sebastian and I almost got killed by hell spawn, Luke had a trial where I went and damned him.”  Finishing, I looked up to see my mom pale and stunned. “Yes, and I blame you,” I said straight to her face.
 

“Mercy, how is this my fault?” she retorted, a little too quickly. 
 

Holding my chin with the hand that held the knife, I angle my face skyward and said, “Hmm, let me see.  Maybe because I don’t know what I’m capable of and I’m messing up all over the place.”
 

She got up out of her chair and headed to the refrigerator. “I told you not to date.”
 

With the knife still in my hand I pointed at her. “And like that’s really the answer?  I’m surprised you didn’t send me to a convent when I was little.”
 

“I thought about it,” she replied, like that was a viable option.
 

Stunned, I looked at her. “You can’t be serious. Who are you and what happened to my mother?” I asked.  We had been so close and now she was like a mystery to me. 
 

Turning she looked at me with angry eyes. “I’m asking myself what happened to my daughter.”
 

“Your daughter wanted a life,” I said.  It was a little weird to talk about myself in third person but there you have it.
 

Popping the top on a can of soda, she said, “And you had to choose to date an angel.  Flynn would have been a better choice.”  
 

My eyes popped out of my head the same time my jaw dropped.  I couldn’t believe what she just said. With my mouth agape, she continued. “Do you know what a situation you put us in by dating Jonah’s son.”
 

“Uh, no,” I began sarcastically.  “Because I’ve never met the man and I’m not sure what he means to you, us, our family,” I complained. “Maybe if you told me more about what I was and what the rules were, I could make better decisions.” Not that I agreed with her about the Flynn thing. “I mean I’ve had enough of you hiding stuff from me.”
 

“Mercy, maybe I haven’t told you because I’m not sure what you are,” she shouted.
 

That made me stop and think.  Softly, I said, “How can you not know what I am?”
 

She bit her lower lip as it began to tremble.  Part of me wanted to feel sorry for her, but another part of me felt sorry for me.
 

“Mercy, it’s complicated,” was her answer.
 

Shaking my head, I said, “Time for excuses is over.”
 

“I know,” she said. “I never meant to get pregnant.” 
 

Pausing for the second time, I looked at my potatoes like they had more eyes than they did.  No one should ever hear that they were unwanted.  If I looked in her eyes at this moment, I just might cry.
 

“I love you, and you need to understand that cambions and humans don’t breed.  Like succubus and incubus can’t breed.  Pure demons can only breed with humans but not with each other.  We, cambions on the other hand, can only breed with each other not humans.”  Swallowing, she paused.  But I still didn’t meet her eyes.  “So when your father came along, I had no idea that I could get pregnant.”  It all seemed weird since Camions were the result of pure demon incubi and succubi mating with humans.
 

Now I did look at her. “What was he then?” I asked, making reference to my human father.
 

“Human,” she said way too fast. “You need to understand the whole of it.  A succubus demon is charged with getting human souls.  There aren’t many left here on earth after the treaty in the war that removed angel and demon war from our realm.  But half breeds still exist.  Cambions aren’t responsible for collecting human souls, instead we are cursed with the thirst of the human life force.  When you didn’t have the need to feed Mercy, I assumed that you were just human.  So I told you nothing hoping you could live a human existence.”
 

“What about Paul, why didn’t you tell me then?” I asked thinking back to the almost lethal kiss between us.  I wasn’t sure interrupting her when she was being forthright was the best choice, but there it was.
 

She looked down and said, “I made a mistake Mercy.  I should have told you more.”
 

“Can we compel people?  Can we take what we need without physical contact?  Are we somehow addictive to other humans?” I asked in a rush.  She was talking and I needed to capitalize on it.
 

“Like succubi, we are physically attractive to humans.  We can compel them during the act of taking.  The human you take from will be more attached.  It is worse if that human already has an attraction to you.  It’s magnified.”
 

“Paul,” I whispered.
 

She nodded. “Yes, Paul.  You guys remained friends Mercy, I never guessed you would affect him like that.   I really have no idea to what extent you are similar or different than me.”
 

Moving, I grabbed a bowl.  Dumping the potatoes in, I lightly seasoned them.  Spreading them on a cookie sheet, I prepared to roast them. “Great, I’m not a normal anything,” I muttered more to myself.  “What else should I know?  What is your secret because there has to be more?”
 

“Mercy,” she said.  I looked and saw the pleading in her eyes. 
 

Shaking my head again, “You can’t keep this to yourself.  What are you hiding from me?”
 

A tear spilled from her eye but I wasn’t giving in yet.  There would be hugs later after I knew all of it.  She opened her mouth to speak, but no sound came out.  Her eyes got huge and I followed her line of sight as I was putting the potatoes in the oven.
 

There in the kitchen stood a man with a grin on his face.  He wiggled his fingers and I looked over at my mother and her mouth was shut. “Now, Julie, no breaking the rules.”
 

I wanted to scream. But with all that happened in my life this was comical.  This man’s sudden appearance was almost laughable.  He wore a deep plum colored suit with leather gloves in his hand.  He didn’t look threatening but I could feel the power wafting off him.  He wasn’t bad on the eyes either despite the color of his suit.  His hair was molded like he’d been wearing a hat.  It reminded me of Paul.  Paul.  Where had Paul been? I hadn’t seen or heard from him in a while.  But whether we were in danger, trumped me feeling bad about not following up on him and the missing Sebastian.
 

“Ah, Mercy McKayla,” he breathed. “It’s good that we finally meet.  But you really should have remained the docile little girl.  Tsk, Tsk, you are crossing a dangerous line.  One I really can’t let Julie cross.” 
 

Reaching for my knife, I grabbed at empty space.  Somehow I knew that a knife wouldn’t be effective against whatever it was that was in my kitchen.  It had just popped in and held my mother still with a wave of his fingers, but a girl had to try.
 

“Ah, Mercy, you are cute. But it’s not good to play with knives.”
 

Instinctively, I was about to cry out for help.  I mean I wouldn’t just sit here and be slaughtered or whatever this man had in store for me.  But another figure appeared in the room. Jonah.
 

“Belial,” Jonah said.
 

“Jonah,” Belial answered.
 

“Why are you here?” Jonah said.  I was star stuck with Luke’s father standing near me.  He was taller than his son and just as imposing close up.
 

Waving a hand that held leather gloves, “Your charge was about to break her covenant.”
 

Jonah looked at my mother then his gaze fell on me. His stare was lethal and I shrunk back into myself despite wanting to stand strong.  He knew what I’d done to his son.  And I had no excuse.  “Belial, she is not yours to command,” he said flatly, as his gaze turned back to the other man.  His words may have seemed like they were meant to help me.  But his stare had been clear.  It was duty not anything more that made him speak in my defense.
 

“Really,” he said. “Even you know that I was left to oversee the operations over the earthly realm in addition to other duties.  You haven’t forgotten, have you?”
 

“That may be true, but Julie has chosen a different path,” Jonah said. “Mercy too.” He didn’t bother to look at me and there was no way I was going to contradict that statement.
 

“Maybe my son can help with that.” My head snapped back to the stranger in our midst. My heart filled with dread waiting for him to speak the name. “Rabhartach. Adhamhnan. Teimhnean.” R-A-T.  The names rolled off his tongue in a familiar Scottish brogue. 
 

Sebastian appeared next to him saying the words that would forever change our relationship, “Yes, father.”
 

The betrayal that filled me didn’t spark anger as it should have.  This was the guy that had saved my life so many times.  Instead, what filled me was sadness. “Call her to you,” Belial commanded.
 

With sure steps, Sebastian made his way directly in front of me.  In those stone cold eyes of his, I thought I saw regret.  But it was gone quicker than my clouded mind could be sure of.  When he stood before me, he leaned down pushing my hair behind my ear.  He whispered so softly, I wasn’t sure if I had really heard his words.  Or if I’d hoped to hear them. “Forgive me.”
 

Then with three witnesses, he trailed tiny kisses along my jaw whispering that name I’d begun to loathe. “McKayla. McKayla,” he said softly after each kiss while his hand slide down my arm and cupped my elbow.  
 

Feeling the demon inside me swim to the surface wasn’t like being slammed out of the driver’s seat it usually was.  Gradually and surely, she took hold ever so gently this time.  It almost felt like she languished in the fact that she would be taking over indefinitely.  A scream bubbled in my throat but I was no longer in charge when I released it.
 

Cast aside, I could only watch as Sebastian made his way to kiss me.  Questions crossed my mind wondering if this would be my last breath.  Had it come to this?  Had Sebastian only saved me to kill me now with his demon eater side?  Just when his mouth seemed to cover mine, my body was yanked back.  
 

Strong arms encircled my waist holding my body from the reaching Sebastian.  I didn’t have to see him to know Luke had saved me.  Sebastian looked at me with pity before turning back to his father.  My succubus turned to see that Flynn was also in the room.  And to my horror, she blew him a kiss.  I might forgive Flynn later if I ever regained control.  He didn’t look happy about the situation and tried real hard to suppress a smile.  He won when Belial spoke again.
 

“Release her Guardian, you have no claim here,” Belial spoke, trying to command Luke.
 

Luke laughed, “You hold no dominion here demon.”
 

Belial barely looked phased by Luke’s words.  My succubus didn’t fight Luke’s hold to my delight.  I didn’t understand it.  Luke leaned down and spoke into the opposite ear that Sebastian had whispered in a few moments ago.  “Cinderella, come back to me.”
 

Caught up in everything that was happening, I began to act.  I could take over the situation instead of being a spectator.  Jumping down into the mist that could cover my skin like a wet suit, I proceeded to try to step into the demon skin.
 

“Jonah, control your son,” Belial said.  I looked up from what I was doing to see through the tunnel vision of the demon, second in command to the devil himself.  He looked away from Jonah and into what I knew was the black orbs of my eyes and smiled.
 

Unable to turn my head, I didn’t see the look that Jonah must have given his son.  I only heard the admonishment tone of his voice. “Luke let her go.”
 

“No,” Luke hissed.  His word was strong and firm and I was grateful he wouldn’t give me up so easily.
 

My demon at this point was focused dead ahead on Sebastian and his father.  So their reaction was the only thing I could glimpse as I worked harder to try to regain control over my body.  Sebastian stood still as stone with no emotion on his face at all.  He appeared robot like.  He’d moved back just a half step to the side and behind his father.  But he continued to stare at me.  If I was in control, I would have shivered from the coldness of his gaze.  Belial however appeared amused by this whole thing.  I wanted to know what he knew.  Did he know I would lose this battle to my demon nature and that I was destined to be on his side?
 

“Luke, if you really think she loves you as much as you seem to care for her, then trust her to make the right decision,” Jonah said.  His words weren’t compassionate.  They were spoken in challenge.
 

Just at that moment, David walked in.  He stood just in front of my vision when he appeared to hit a brick wall.  As he stepped back in what appeared to be against his will, I saw Belial’s hand up controlling David like a puppet.  It reminded me of my father.  Had Belial released my father from his hellish prison to wreak havoc in my life?
 

“David, David. Always late.  Julie could have died because you are so weak.  You are a poor excuse for an incubus.”
 

“Fuck you,” Flynn who finally decided to say something. “My father is more of a man than you’ll ever be.”  I couldn’t see Flynn but I knew him well enough to know he was bracing himself for a fight.  I wondered if Belial would be moved by Flynn’s reference to the term man.
 

Belial laughed. “You on the other hand, are a magnificent creature.” I saw Belial’s eye rove over Flynn in a way that made no mistake of his meaning.  Sebastian was certainly right about demons having no preference to sexuality like we humans did because Belial had looked at my mother in the same manner. “You would make an excellent minion.”
 

“You will not touch my son,” David said in a show of strength. 
 

Belial’s hand came up and waved in an arched motion. “Enough.” I knew that he’d silenced them in much the same fashion as he had my mom.  I was so busy observing what happened, that I wasn’t forcing myself to assume control of the demon.  I need to to roll the mist over me like a second skin.  “Guardian, show a little faith in your lover and see if she chooses wisely.”
 

Feeling the brush of Luke’s cheek against my face like a distant breeze, I knew he was going to surrender me to the demon. “Come back to me,” he said before his arms fell away.  The demon McKayla stood unmoving for a second.
 

“Call her boy,” Belial said.
 

Sebastian movements appeared robotic as he raised a hand out to me and said, “McKayla.”
 

My demon didn’t hesitate and I realized my mistake as I made quick work of losing the battle of wills over who could control this physical body.  Her sure steps faltered as I wrestled with my legs.  If I couldn’t take over everything, maybe piecemeal would work.  Able to make my legs stop, I worked on my head trying to turn back to Luke.  I got as far as turning to see Flynn.  He looked worried.  He was not zipped quiet like his father, though.  David looked like he was trying to scream through the wall that held him.  Rippling in his neck looked like he was being choked.  This I realized was how Belial had kept Flynn quiet.  Could he not control him?  That was a question for another day when I felt my demon would compromise.  She would not go to Luke, but she would allow me to go to Flynn.
 

As much as I wanted to go to Luke, in the short time I felt I had for a decision, I knew that wasn’t an option.  Belial couldn’t be allowed to win.  If I went to Sebastian even though I was still on the fence as to whether or not I could trust him, I knew I would lose something.  So I had no choice.  Turning together we went into the arms that came outstretch and encased me.  Burying my head in his chest, I squeezed my eyes shut and the demon let me.  I couldn’t see the betrayal that must be on Luke’s face.
 

“You can go now,” Flynn said. “You and your demon spawn.”
 

Keeping my eyes shut, I said nothing.  Only listened.  The wicked sound that left the demon was like a rumble of thunder. “Well now, that was interesting. But I must say, something I shouldn’t have discounted.  I just want to make one thing clear Julie my love.  One word….  You know the rest.”
 

“Come Luke, we have much to discuss,” Jonah said.  “Let’s go.” Jonah’s words were final.   Knowing Luke, he was putting up a silent fight at leaving.  Too soon, I felt the house begin to empty.
 

My mother said nothing and David hadn’t yet moved beside us.  I should have opened my eyes, but I just couldn’t see what irreparable damage I’d done to my relationship with this move.  Would it matter to him that I did it to save our future?  Would he see it more for saving my own ass than his feelings?  I could only hope he would forgive and understand.
 

The front door chimed and the soft click of the door closing let me know that Luke had left with his father.  Movement to the side of me meant that David was free from his invisible prison. 
 

“Are you okay?” Flynn asked looking down at me as he released me from his embrace.  Were we friends again?
 

I nodded and realized with Sebastian leaving I’d won the battle over my body.  Tears pooled in my eyes and I stepped further away from Flynn.  He looked at me with sad eyes, but I couldn’t take his comfort right now.  My mom thought we should be together.  My succubus was okay with Flynn as a choice.  Belial even suggested that he should have seen it.  But what did I think?  I didn’t seem to matter to anyone that I’d given myself wholeheartedly to Luke.  And it didn’t seem to matter that I didn’t ever want to hurt him again, because I most certainly had just now.
 

On weak knees, I fled the kitchen.  I didn’t even turn back when the bell went off letting me know my roasted potatoes were most likely ready to leave the oven.  Cooking was the furthest thing from my mind.  I raced to my room wishing it was the room I’d grown up in.  Missing the sunny yellow walls that had lifted my mood whenever I saw them over the years, hurt me deeply.  Wishing for the blissful ignorance that had once been my existence, I buried myself in the pillows on my bed.  It was only a dream to hope I could be but a mere human.  Unfortunately, that thought was becoming repetitive.  What was that word? Hackneyed. 
 



Chapter Thirty Nine
 

 
 

tangential (adj.) incidental, peripheral, divergent
 

 
 

I wasn’t sure of how much time had passed.  I did know that I’d cried enough not to have any tears left. Self pity felt like it would consume me.
 

A soft knock came at the door before it opened.  The bed dipped ever so slightly before a hand swept the wet streaked hair from my face. “Mercy, I’m so sorry baby,” came a tender voice I’d yearned to hear a long time ago.  But she was too late for soft kisses and loving touches.
 

“Mom, you can go,” I said with a voice that didn’t sound like my own.  It was filled with sorrow of things long since lost and sobs not too far off.
 

She rubbed at my back while I lay in a heap on my stomach.  My face felt like lead against the mattress.  A pillow that I’d missed when throwing myself across the bed,  touched the top of my head.  “Please, you see now why I couldn’t tell you.”
 

“No, actually I don’t,” I said. Understanding didn’t take everything away. “There was so much you could have shared with me that you didn’t.  Now everything is a total mess. I may have lost Luke forever.”
 

Stroking my hair after she moved the pillow, she said, “I know you don’t want to hear this but maybe that is for the best.”
 

Straining my head, I turned enough to give her my best death glare.  No, I didn’t want her dead, but I wanted her to understand how much that advice was unwanted. “Leave now,” I said.
 

“Mercy, but-” she began.
 

Yelling, I shouted, “Get Out!”
 

She stumbled to her feet, most likely just as shocked as I was at my rude outburst.  But I wasn’t taking it back.  Giving me a sympathetic look, she left.  Turning my face, I found I still had some water left in my body as the tear began anew.
 

But all too soon I was not alone again. “Mercy.”  Flynn held something out to me.  When I finally saw it, I took my phone. I guess I left it in the kitchen.  “It’s been vibrating,” he said.  Afraid the call wasn’t from Luke, I didn’t look at the display. “My dad is finishing up dinner.”  That was good, because I didn’t have to worry about the food I’d left.
 

Taking steps back, he was headed away.  “Wait,” I said.
 

Meeting his stormy eyes, I asked, “Do you know what I am?”
 

Never once did his eyes stray.  Hands at his side, he answered, “Does it really matter?  You are Mercy to me.”
 

Sitting up on the bed with my legs hanging off the side, emotions crushed into me for the second time.  Swiping at stray hairs from my face, I couldn’t deny the connection I felt to him. “What are we going to do?” I asked.  I didn’t think I needed to elaborate.
 

The pain and betrayal I felt within myself for whatever was connecting him to me was reflected in his eyes. “The right thing.”
 

I didn’t get to respond, because he extricated himself from my room. My life was in more turmoil.  The more answers I had, the more questions that popped up.  There was no mistaking my mom couldn’t offer me any more help at least with this secret that loomed over me.  Knowing that she couldn’t tell me because her life depended on it, only made my curiosity grow.  Somehow I had to find out what it all meant.  Did this have anything to do with the demons that may or may not be after me?  Was my hunter, Sebastian, also truly my protector? 
 

There was Maggie too.  In a short time, we would know her fate.  I had to be there for her.  Her family was clueless about the supernatural blood that may run through their veins.  She had no support system except for me and Tom because Brent was out.  Doug would need support too.  As important as finding out my secret, I had to help my best friend through this problem.  I haven’t known forever what I was or  what I was capable of.  Not knowing a few more weeks wouldn’t hurt as long as no one tried to kill me.
 

Looking down at the phone in my shaking hand, I reached for what I needed and ran out of my room.
 

Flynn looked stunned when I passed him in my dash to make it outside.  He had been right about one thing.  I needed to do the right thing.
 

Throwing open the front door, I launched myself at a waiting Luke who stood by his car.  A look of uncertainty held his face until I buried mine in his neck.  “I love you.  I’m sorry.”  It was the truth. I was headed over to his house, his being here only shorten my trip.
 

When Luke didn’t respond, I turned in his arms.  There in the doorway stood Flynn.  He apparently was concerned with my frantic state of running and followed me.  Things weren’t ever going to get better for me.  I started thinking Flynn had been right to leave, not that I wanted him to go.  But us being in the same house wasn’t fair to either of us, not to mention Luke.
 

Unable to read the expression on Flynn face, I watched him step back inside and close the door.  Something in my heart broke.  It seemed so unfair that no matter what I did, I was hurting someone and myself in the process.
 

 
 



Chapter Forty
 

 
 

taciturn (adj.) not inclined to talk
 

 
 

Forced to go to school, I parked in the first spot I found.  Luke didn’t stay with me last night.  Tired and listless from lack of sleep because I was afraid my succubus would try to make the moves on Flynn, I walked with my head hung low.  I did however call Paul’s house last night and not his cell.  His mother informed me that he’d been sick the last few days.  Feeling better that he was safe at home, at the same time, I was wondered about Sebastian.  He hadn’t shown up.  I wasn’t sure he’d still be welcomed by me or anyone else in the house.  Although, I was sure my mom had known exactly whose son he’d been all along.  That was probably why they’d allowed him to stay. 
 

Despite it all, I couldn’t hate Sebastian.  Even with his father around, he’d done nothing to hurt me. Of course I feared the worst.  I feared he was being punished for not winning me over.  Worst yet, I hoped he wasn’t being retrained.  Would an empty evil vessel with Sebastian’s body show up to kill me? 
 

  Things went back to what appeared to be normal.  Maggie and I even went to softball practice.   With Maggie still under doctor’s orders not to drive because of her injury and medication, I became her designated driver. It felt good to give back.  Maggie had always been the one to drive me.  I even gave Amber a ride home too.  
 

At practice Maggie was relegated to team manager, helping the coach.  She said she didn’t mind.  Wanting to hang out with all of us was a strong motive.  I couldn’t blame her.  The full moon would be coming all too soon.  Cheering us on the sidelines, it was easy to forget all my troubles during those hours.
 

When I got home, I watch Luke’s car come into view as I pulled into the driveway. He was standing outside talking to Sebastian.
 

My breath caught.  I thought I might hyperventilate.  In front of Luke’s car, Flynn got out of his SUV and helped Kristen out.  The lecherous bitch.  I hadn’t had time to ask her about the note.  IT didn’t seem important seen I so easily took her out with one punch.  She wasn’t a danger to me.  He ushered her to the front door and inside the house before returning to have a few words with the other guys.  I hadn’t yet moved.  Not knowing what to do, I sat there dumbstruck that Luke and Flynn were casually talking to Sebastian like old friends.  
 

I thought they assumed he’d betrayed me.  He was a hunter who had been hunting me.  He was the son of the second in command of hell.  Seeing him now, I doubted myself.  Was he just using me?  Had he only gained my trust for whatever nefarious reason his father wanted?  He was also a demon eater who could be a threat to me and mine.  How could Luke be talking to him?
 

We knew nothing about the demons that had been chasing us.  Was it Sebastian or me they were after?  Things certainly had been quiet since he hadn’t been around.  Luke, Flynn and our parents all knew about the battles we’d faced.  They were supposed to be looking into it.  However I was sure Sebastian had all the answers we sought. And of course he’d been conveniently gone since the night with the elves except for the night with his dad.
 

Flynn turned back to me and nodded like he understood why I had yet to exit the vehicle. But he went inside to entertain Kristin, I guess.  The rational side of my brain kicked in.  Sebastian could pop in anywhere and take me at any point.  He needed to explain himself.  Anger boiled in me now.  I hopped out of the car and charged at Sebastian.  With my hand in movement to slap him, he caught it.  Luke took my other arm and gently pulled forcing Sebastian to let go or play tug of war.
 

Pleadingly, I looked at Luke.  “Let me talk to her,” Luke said.
 

Not turning to look, somehow, I felt Sebastian had dematerialized away.
 

“What the hell?” I begged.
 

Luke’s stern stare preceded his words. “We need him,” he said defiantly.
 

“What?” I asked, again confused that he was consorting with the enemy.
 

Somehow reading my mind, he said, “He’s not the enemy and I trust him.”  His words sounded just as final as his father’s had the other day.  Where was my calm boyfriend?  The guy that invaded his body was my creation showing his face at odd times like my demon.
 

Still, my ever trusting and forgiving Luke was not right on this one.  I could feel it. “Luke, I can’t.”
 

His hand came up to stroke at the side of my face. “Then trust in me,” he said rationally. 
 

Biting my lip, I did trust him.  But how could I tell him he had a habit of forgiving everyone without bringing up my own transgressions. “I trust you,” I whispered.
 

Pulling me into him, he gave me a mind blowing kiss that had me seeing not just stars but the planets revolve around the sun.  Star bursts of supernovas filled the back of my closed eyelids.  Something in his kiss sent warning bells through me.
 

“I have to leave for a while,” he said, once we disengaged from each other.  His face was soft and kind again back to himself.
 

Stepping back from him I eyed him warily. “Why?”  It seemed my eloquence was overflowing with all the SAT words I had on tap, I thought sarcastically.  I mentally chided myself for my one word side of the conversation.  There was so much I needed to say to him and it felt like my time was up.
 

Shifting his gaze and not looking at me, he said, “He thinks he knows who’s been after you.  And he knows someone who may be able to help me.”  Guilt made the bile in my stomach churn.
 

“Of course,” I said.  There really wasn’t another good response.  I owed him my trust.  He deserved to have the stain on his soul that I put there removed.  What could I say about him knowing who was after me?  He had to know because he himself was after me.  I kept that all to myself.  If he could somehow help reverse what I’d done to Luke, that was most important.
 

“And he thinks he knows a way to help Paul,” he added. 
 

Choking on my next word, I managed to say, “Paul.”
 

Sadness filled his eyes like his next words were bound to cut me deep. “Paul is in some sort of trance or coma.  Sebastian found him non-responsive but very much alive earlier.”
 

“What,” the strangled word left my throat.
 

When my knees went limp, Luke was there to catch me. “He’s alive Mercy.  Sebastian seems to think he’s been bespelled.”  The demon.  My guilt at not going to check on him other than the phone call expanded.  
 

There it was. I had no doubt that Luke had more concern for me and maybe even Paul than for himself.  That was just the kind of guy he was.  But I’m sure that Sebastian had tipped the scales in convincing him to go along with whatever plan he had with that little nugget about helping him with his damnation.
 

“Your dad?” I asked, wondering what his father thought about this field trip.  I was still full of phrases of love and encouragement I couldn’t utter.  Along with not telling him he shouldn’t do this.  All of those words were stuck in my throat. What kind of person would I be if I told him to give up on correcting the little matter of damnation that I’d placed on him?
 

Searching my eyes, he finally gave me the truth. “He doesn’t know.”
 

Nodding, I turned because tears threatened to spill.  Closing my eyes, I held back all I wanted to say.  If I said more, he’d know I didn’t trust his judgment of Sebastian.  Sebastian, the boy who saved my life.  The guy that claimed he wanted to be with me.  Was this his plan to take Luke out of the picture?  If I mentioned this, would I bring up unspoken topics?  Could we be sure he was the powerful Guardian he used to be all because I’d been in his life?  
 

He pulled me back to his chest and I listened to his heart beat.  What would I do if I lost him?  Would vengeance against Sebastian be mine?  Before he got in his car to leave, he left me with swollen lips from his kiss and promises that he’d return soon.  I waved as he drove away.  I’d stopped myself from asking him why he was driving because I knew the answer. We had no idea the extent of his abilities anymore.  He could levitate, but for all long?  So I said nothing being taciturn.  Instead with a heavy heart I walked inside the house.
 

 
 



Chapter Forty One
 

 
 

turpitude (n.) depravity, moral corruption
 

 
 

Closing the door behind me when I entered the house seemed like the hardest thing I’d done yet.  The look of loss on Luke’s face would haunt me evermore.  Because I knew I was the one that had put that look there.  For now, my plan was to grab a snack and head over to Paul’s house.  I had to check on him myself.
 

With my head hung low, I didn’t see what was unfolding in the foyer until it had already begun.  Kristen was standing with her arm held up with what looked like a hatchet in her hand.  In slow motion, I saw Flynn with his hands up.  His lips were moving.  But I couldn’t hear the words because my thudding heartbeat muted all sound.
 

Unable to stop it, I couldn’t help the cry that escaped my lips.  She was on the other side of the large black round table that was in the middle of the foyer.  My feet began to move to get to her.  “NO!” I screamed.
 

“You stupid bitch,” Kristen said. “You poison everything you touch.  Luke deserves so much better than a demon whore like you.”  There was no more doubt she’d written the note.
 

Although she hadn’t touched me, I felt slammed through my heart by her words because I agreed with her.  The tears that had threatened to fall earlier spilled like fat drops of rain onto the marble floor.  “You’re right.  My turpitude will be his downfall.” I said very softly.  I needed to defuse this situation.  If her anger was directed at me, then maybe Flynn wouldn’t be her target anymore.  I didn’t want him to be hurt because of me.  There was already enough of that.  
 

She turned her total focus to me.  I kept my eyes on her hoping Flynn could get out of the line of fire.  “I came here hoping to team up with the chosen one, but there you were sucking all the goodness out of him.  He is blinded by your demon beauty that is only skin deep.  You and his traitorous best friend cheating behind his back the whole time.  Everyone sees how you two look at each other.  And now he’s paying the ultimate price.  I’ve had enough.  If Luke won’t save himself, I as a demon hunter will.  It is my pleasure and job to kill you both.”
 

Flynn had been edging up to her heroically, I saw all too late.  It was all a really bad dream.  One minute he was standing and the next he was on the floor with a hatchet in the middle of his chest.  With grace from what I guessed to be years of training, she moved to finish the job.
 

For the second time, I screamed a violent “NO,” while hurling myself across the polished black table sending a priceless vase crashing to the ground.  I catapulted myself in her direction.  But Sebastian materialized in front of her with his hand gripped around her neck.  She gasped for breath, but I only spared a second to watch.  Had I called out to Sebastian in my head?  If so, he’d listen and come.  In the next moment, I was on the floor next to Flynn whose wheezing breath escaped with bloody bubbles. 
 

He seemed to be saying something.  Tears were pouring down my face.  I heard a body hitting the floor and I didn’t bother turning to see what was sure to be that Kristen was no more.  I couldn’t’ be bothered to care even though maybe I should.  
 

“Call 911… Luke,” I shouted.  But the thought of Luke’s possible diminished power and abilities had me thinking he may not have enough power to save him. “Nina,” I added in choking sob.  This wasn’t happening.  Flynn’s breathing was labored at best and was slowing.  He’d been leaning on his elbows.  All strength leaving him, he crashed to the floor before I had time to reposition myself to cradle his head in my lap.
 

The spring day with us tussling over the water hose crossed my vision for a second before my blurred vision clear enough to see.  He was still trying to say something.  Not sure if he had something to add that may help save his life, I moved closer.  But his words were jumbled and incoherent. 
 

Leaning over him, I said, “Don’t speak,” I said.  I looked at the deadly weapon that could end his precious life protruding perilously close to where his heart should be and knew better than to remove it.  The blood that leaked through was coming but fast but not pouring out of him at this point.  I knew that would all change if the hatchet was removed. 
 

He continued to try to say something.  I leaned closer dragging my hair to the side so it wouldn’t spill in his face. Each beat of my heart was slow in coming as I processed every detail.  Was I trying to remember everything that we’d said to each other?  Was I wishing things were different?  So many emotions were swirling in the oppressive moments, they clouded the room.  I knew one thing. I didn’t know how I could live without him.
 

I moved ever closer to him relying on Sebastian to get help.  Flynn’s whispered words didn’t match the panic in his eyes. “I love you,” he managed to say.
 

My tears, racing down my face, dripped onto his.  I placed my hands on his cheeks and used my thumbs to wipe away the mess.  I didn’t take any more time.  Cupping his face in my hands, I pressed my lips to his.  Startled, they weren’t as warm as I remembered.  Although, it may have looked like a kiss for those who might have seen it, my reasons were far greater. Willing my succubus to the forefront, I tried to do something I hadn’t done before.  I tried to pour power and my human life force into him. He just couldn’t die. Falling apart on the inside, murmuring in my head I said, ‘I will try to fix you.’
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