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      With one visit to the council of Elementals, my entire world changed. The gods and goddesses spoke to me—told me my fate as The Chosen wasn’t a mistake. They said I need to trust my family and myself, to train and prepare for a battle with the one person who terrifies me more than anything. The coming months may be the most challenging of my life, and I fear I’ll let the gods and goddesses, as well as my new family, down.

      After waking from my strange dream-meeting with the gods, I spend a lot of time convincing Caleb to relent and allow me off his lap to leave the council. The room continues to spin, and my body vibrates with adrenaline. Later, when it wears off, I’ll need to rest. For now, meeting the gods and goddesses of the elements and the blessing as The Chosen gives me more energy than I know what to do with.

      “Are you sure you’re okay, Riley?” Leanne frowns when I sway on my feet.

      If the room would stop swirling, I would be able to walk in a straight line, but other than that, I feel fine. Caleb would likely lose his mind if I said my thoughts out loud, so instead, I reply with a simple nod.

      “Sis, you’ve got to stop these antics,” Jaxon huffs, running his hands through his hair. “If you want to cuddle up with Caleb, I’m sure asking is all you have to do. You don’t need to pass out on us.”

      “Noted,” I say drily.

      Caleb snorts and shakes his head. He leans into me and whispers in my ear, “You can cuddle with me anytime, baby. No asking necessary.” His voice alone causes sparks to shoot up and down my body from my hair to my toes and back. The sensation brings a small whimper from me, and Caleb inhales sharply at the sound but doesn’t say anything.

      He takes my hand, squeezing it gently. We gather by the door of the large room to wait for Dad to address the council. “We’ll be in touch, but for now, Riley needs to rest.” Dad’s tone leaves no room for argument.

      The Elemental Leads and council members, Scarlett, Misty, and Jett, easily agree with him. Even Forrest, the grouchiest of the four council members, reluctantly agrees. “Take care of yourselves and Riley. She’s very special.” Jett’s words bring heat to my cheeks.

      On the one hand, I appreciate them considering me special. On the other hand, I know they only think I matter because I’m marked as The Chosen. If I was simply Riley Storm, a normal seventeen-year-old girl, they wouldn’t blink twice at me.

      Scarlett hands my dad the sad little rock I formed. It was supposed to be a diamond, but when they inspected it earlier, it wasn’t even close. Jaxon and Leanne can help me figure out what I made at some point—they possess the most knowledge on gems with their Earth affinities. Dad leads the way out of the room with the council, making our way down the long hall toward the waiting area and elevators.

      “Let’s get food, then we can go rest for a bit,” Dad suggests to us while taking Leanne’s hand.

      My stomach growls with the mention of food. After all the energy I expelled during the test with the council, I’m hungrier than ever.

      Caleb squeezes my hand gently again, gaining my attention. “What sounds good?”

      “Anything, really. I’m starving,” I admit.

      While he turns to ask Jaxon and Cassie what they want to eat, I peek down at Caleb’s hand around mine, smiling at the comfort it brings. My smile vanishes as I notice something on his forearm that wasn’t there this morning.

      I stop suddenly, pulling Caleb to stop with me. “Is that a tattoo?”

      “Uhhh…” Caleb glances down at his arm and uses his free hand to run a finger over the design. There’s no way he could have gotten a tattoo without me noticing.

      Jaxon and Cassie snicker at him, though I don’t understand why.

      “Caleb?” I ask again, staring at the intricate detail on his arm.

      The design consists of a band with orange and red flames coming out of it. The band itself goes all the way around his left forearm. The twists and turns of the band remind me of Celtic knots, but if you search hard enough, hearts form from the intertwined knots. It’s beautiful and matches him perfectly.

      “Baby girl.” He sighs, running his free hand through his hair. “Let’s stop at the hotel and go through the lengthy process of figuring out what we want to eat. We can explain this more then, okay?”

      With a nod, I allow him to pull me to the lobby. My never-ending list of questions grows, but I force myself to be patient and wait for the explanations when the time is right.

      As we approach the elevator, the high-pitched, squeaky voice of Britt, the receptionist, can be heard. I pull Caleb closer to me without conscious thought, wrap my arms around his waist, and hold him close.

      “You okay?” He glances down at me, curiously.

      “Yeah.” I smile tightly, squeezing him. He returns the smile with a more genuine one and wraps his arm around me, guiding me toward the exit.

      Everything about the receptionist screams threat. For some reason, my instincts tell me to protect Caleb and keep him close. He’s supposed to be mine, no one else should be able to take him away. This morning, when Britt fluttered her eyelashes at Caleb, I kept my mouth shut and pretended to not notice. Now, I think I understand what everyone tried to explain about a strong pull to your soul mate after being Blessed. The simple thought of being away from him makes my stomach twist and my heart burn.

      Before we can step up to the elevator, Britt skips in front of us. “Caleb!” She pouts. “Don’t I get a hug before you go?” She moves closer to Caleb, as if to kiss him, even though I’m almost attached to his side. She angles her body to push herself between us.

      Caleb tenses and takes a step back, pulling me with him. Before I can react, Leanne steps up to us and physically pushes Britt away from Caleb. “You should be ashamed of yourself, Britt.” Leanne’s hands go to her hips as she scolds the girl. “You know better than to try getting between two soul mates! Especially when one of them is so newly Blessed. I will be giving your mother a call about your behavior.”

      Britt pales and opens her mouth to reply. Before she can say anything, Caleb speaks up, “I’m done with your bullshit, Britt. I’m Riley’s soul mate. You’re nothing to me, to either of us. You need to stay away from me, knock off the desperate needy crap, and find someone else to bother.”

      I can’t help my wide grin while Britt turns an ugly shade of purple. She takes a deep breath and flips her hair over her shoulder before stomping off to her desk. “Your loss!”

      Her words make me want to light her underpants on fire. The tips of my fingers warm as I toy with the idea. Caleb must realize where my thoughts go because he rushes us to the elevator before I can do anything to the brat.

      “Take a breath, baby girl.” He kisses the top of my head.

      His voice alone causes my whole body to relax into his embrace. I didn’t realize how tense I became until he holds me close and I melt. His presence continues to calm me on the drive back to the hotel. We remain relatively quiet until we reach the hotel. The adrenaline slowly wears off, and talking feels like a lot of effort.

      We forget the incident with Britt by the time we make it back to the hotel and head to Dad and Leanne’s room because it’s the largest. The living room area is almost twice the size of the one in our room. I vaguely wonder why we need such elaborate suites when we’re only staying for a long weekend, but I don’t comment.

      Before anyone sits, Jaxon speaks up, holding out his cell phone, “Who wants Chinese?  I’m too hungry to argue about where we should go, so I’ll call the place down the road that delivers.”

      Caleb perks up. “They had killer pot stickers last time we were here.”

      Jaxon quickly writes down orders as everyone calls them out, and Caleb ends up ordering my food for me, taking away the pressure of trying to choose. He knows what they offer, and I usually like his choices. Jaxon leaves the room to place the order.

      “I can’t believe what a long day this has been.” Cassie dramatically plops onto the couch. “I mean, the council, the testing, Britt’s dumb ass, the passing out… You sure know how to make things interesting, don’t you, Ri?”

      “Ri?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “Well, everyone else has a nickname for you.” She pouts. “Mark calls you kiddo, Leanne calls you honey, Jaxon calls you sis, and we all know Caleb calls you sugar pumpkin sweetie cakes.”

      I can’t stop the surprised laughter from bursting out. Caleb glares at his sister for a moment before rushing over and sitting down in her lap.

      “Umph! Caleb, get the hell off me,” Cassie grunts, pushing on her brother’s back. “You weigh as much as a truck.”

      “Say you’re sorry,” he demands casually while inspecting his nails like he has all the time in the world.

      “Never!” Cassie yells, hitting his back with every word. “Off! Off! Off! I’ll play dirty, Caleb.”

      Caleb snorts. “You can’t win against me, Cassie.”

      “Wanna bet?” She grins mischievously. I know exactly what she’s about to do because I would do the same thing in her position. “Jaxon, help!”

      It takes a total of three seconds for Jaxon to enter the room and assess the situation. At first, I’m sure he will rush to Cassie’s aid, but he shocks me by grinning and sitting on the other end of the couch. “What did you do this time, sweetheart?”

      “You’re no help,” she growls. “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      “Oh, I am on your side.” He chuckles. “But I also don’t want Caleb to light my hair on fire or some shit. It took me a month to grow my eyebrow back last time.”

      “Is being bald worse than sleeping alone for the next month?” Cassie grits out. “It’ll make for some long nights for you, Jaxon!”

      Next thing I know, Jaxon pulls Caleb off Cassie and into a headlock. “Sorry, bro. A guy’s got needs.”

      “Fuck off, Jax.” Caleb grabs and twists Jaxon’s arm to force him to loosen his grip.

      They spend the next half hour wrestling on the floor, neither one admitting defeat. The first time I watched them goof around like this, I was terrified. Even now, the play fighting makes me uncomfortable, but I push it aside and let them have their fun.

      While the boys get out their energy, Cassie moves over and sits next to me. “Do you think they’ll ever grow up?”

      I shrug, then cringe when Jaxon throws an elbow into Caleb’s side. “They’re going to hurt each other one day.”

      “They haven’t yet,” Dad reminds me. “I’m putting my money on Jaxon this time around.”

      “Please.” Leanne rolls her eyes heavily. “Caleb managed to get out of his grip in less than thirty seconds. Jaxon’s slacking.”

      “Thanks, Mom,” Jaxon growls, tugging on Caleb’s arm around his neck. “Your confidence gives me the warm fuzzies.”

      “They’ll call a draw before anyone wins, anyway,” Cassie says. “They always do.”

      “Then, we work out a point system,” Dad suggests.

      Leanne nods eagerly. “Five points if their opponent drops them to the ground.”

      “One point if they make some sort of sound of pain,” Dad adds. “And a point for each time they make the other one curse.”

      “No.” Leanne shakes her head. “That’s not fair, they curse at everything. We wouldn’t know for sure if it’s because of the fight or because they just cursed.”

      “They both do it enough that the points for it will be fair,” Dad argues.

      When the doorbell rings seconds later, Cassie jumps to her feet to answer the door. At the sound of the doorbell, the guys pause their antics until Cassie walks back into the room with three bags of food.

      “Draw?” Jaxon asks.

      Caleb nods. “Draw.”

      Cassie grins widely. “Told you guys they’d draw.”

      “Quiet, woman,” Jaxon jokes. “I need food, and it’s more important than kicking Caleb’s ass. I can do that anytime.”

      “You fucking wish,” Caleb scoffs.

      “Damn.” Dad pulls out his wallet, hands Leanne a ten-dollar bill, then shakes his head. “If you’d have kept your mouth shut, I’d be ten bucks richer, Montgomery. You had to go and curse.”

      “It’s not cursing,” Caleb argues. “It’s sentence-enhancing.”

      “I call bullshit on that,” Jaxon snickers.

      Cassie rolls her eyes and motions for us to follow her to the dining table. “You guys are hopeless. Let’s talk about tattoos and eat. Riley’s been patient for the information she wants, and I’ve been patient for the food I want.”

      I almost forgot about their promise to explain Caleb’s tattoo to me. My curiosity rushes back while we all settle around the dining table.

      “So, this is just a small thing we never got around to telling you about,” Caleb admits with a sheepish grin. “When an Elemental has been Blessed, they get their mark. Jaxon explained it a while back, but with all of the information we were throwing at you, none of us had the chance to elaborate on it.”

      “Sorry, sis,” Jaxon says. “It slipped my mind with everything else going on. It’s a minor detail in the scheme of things.”

      I wave off his apology. “It’s been kind of crazy lately. I don’t expect you guys to tell me everything in one go, but why didn’t I see it before?”

      “We told you when you’re Blessed, your senses are enhanced.” Caleb pauses, waiting for my nod to confirm I remember. “Sight is one of them. Only a Blessed Elemental can see these marks. They look like tattoos, but they never fade and can never be removed or covered. Fallen are also given a mark, but theirs is on their left palm, and it’s always a crimson circle with two swirls like horns coming out of it and an elongated diamond in the center.”

      Dad continues, drawing my attention away from Caleb. “When you went through the Blessings with the council, did you feel a slight sting anywhere?”

      “Yeah, I did.” I recall the four stinging sensations from earlier today, just before I passed out. “A few, actually.”

      Cassie bounces up and down in her seat, quickly swallowing a bite of rice. “Can we see?”

      I frown. “See what?”

      “The sting is a sign of where your mark was left. If you show us the spots you remember it happening, we can likely see your marks,” Dad explains it to me while I push myself to my feet.

      I remember the one on my ribs first and lift my shirt enough to check the spot that caused me slight discomfort earlier. On my right side, running about two and a half inches long and one inch wide, from my bra line to my waist, is a beautiful seahorse made of multiple shades of blues and swirls, like waves, making up the lines. The intricate detail is perfection, and I fall in love with it immediately.

      Cassie smiles and continues to bounce excitedly. “It’s so perfect. It looks just like waves. Oh, I love it!” she gushes. Her affinity for water makes her partial to this specific mark, but it really is wonderful.

      “Where else, baby?” Caleb’s gaze doesn’t leave the seahorse while he waits for me to show the next mark.

      After thinking for a second, I remember the sting on my ankle, so I take off my shoe and sock. Lifting my pant leg, I’m excited to find a beautiful dandelion on the outside of my right ankle. The dandelion itself rests on the side of my heel, while its seeds blow in the wind, toward the top of my ankle. Upon closer inspection, I notice five tiny birds intertwined in the seeds, with their wings spread as if soaring away in the wind. A sixth bird rests on top of the dandelion.

      “Wow!” Dad murmurs. “It’s perfect for you, kiddo.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” I blush under his praise.

      Continuing on without being asked, I go to the spot between my shoulder blades. “I’ll need a mirror to see this one,” I tell no one in particular.

      We file into the bedroom of the suite, which boasts a large full-length mirror hanging on the wall. Lowering my jacket to my elbows, I pull my hair out of the way and turn my back to the mirror. “Cassie, can you move my shirt?”

      She pulls down the back of my shirt to reveal my shoulder blades. In the spot directly between my shoulder blades rests a beautiful, life-like sunflower. An adorable little ladybug sits on one of the bright yellow petals. The ladybug looks too real, I find myself reaching back to touch it.

      “That’s crazy.” Jaxon gasps, poking at the tattoo. “It looks so real, and look at the ladybug. It’s so tiny, just like you. Look, Mom.”

      “I see it, Jaxon,” Leanne assures him with a goofy grin. “It’s beautiful.”

      Their excitement and acceptance of the marks means more to me than they’ll ever understand. They symbolize my new beginning in their world, and my family likes them. I drop my head to hide my growing grin.

      “Do you have any more?” Caleb frowns.

      At first, I don’t understand where his worry stems from, but I quickly realize I haven’t found my mark for Fire, yet. It takes a moment to remember I felt the last stinging sensation on my forearm before I passed out. I remove my jacket completely and search my arm, gasping in shock when I find the mark on my forearm in the exact same spot as Caleb’s.

      A smaller version of Caleb’s band, with the Celtic knots forming hearts wraps around my arm from one side of a bright red rose to the other. The rose rests in the center as the focal point.

      “Perfect.” Caleb runs his thumb across the flaming rose. “Just like you.” He holds his marked arm up to mine. “Now, we match.”

      “It appears we all match her in some way,” Mark says with a confused smile.

      Everyone agrees with my dad, but I don’t understand. “What do you mean, we all match?”

      “Let’s finish cleaning up, and we’ll show you,” Dad promises, giving me a quick hug before leading us to the dining room.

      Patience has never been an issue for me. Lately, though, it seems like all I’ve been doing is waiting for people to tell me more about what I am and the new world I supposedly belong in. My patience is dwindling quickly.
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      After we clean our dinner mess, we congregate around the living room area, and my dad finally dives into the explanation of our matching marks.

      “All soul mates’ marks match in subtle ways. It’s hard to tell what might match your future soul mate, but when you meet them and see theirs, it all makes sense.” Dad stands and rolls his pant leg on his right leg up. “This is mine.” On the outside of his right calf is a beautiful eagle made up of intricate gray swirls, like gusts of wind. I notice my mark for Air is in a similar spot.

      “And this is mine,” Leanne adds with a grin.

      She turns around and lifts her hair off her neck, her tank top making the mark easily seen. A beautiful, yet tiny hummingbird hovers over some cherry blossoms on the base of her neck.

      Comparing their marks, I notice the similarities quickly. Both have birds and the cherry blossoms on Leanne’s are intertwined by swirls identical to the swirls that make up the eagle on Dad’s mark. “They’re beautiful,” I breathe as I study their marks. “I love them.”

      Dad lifts his chin in Jaxon’s direction. “Show her yours, son. Cassie, show her yours after Jaxon. Let’s see if she can pick out the similarities.”

      Jaxon stands silently and pulls his shirt off. Cassie lets out a wolf whistle and giggles when Jaxon winks her way. He turns around to face Cassie, and on his left shoulder, I find a beautiful water color tree in different shades of green surrounded by water in various blues. It registers quickly that my mark for Earth is located similarly to Jaxon’s and Leanne’s. Her mark is at the base of her neck, and his is on his left shoulder. Mine is located between my shoulder blades. It’s almost like mine was placed between theirs.

      “Check this sucker out!” Cassie shouts, jumping to her feet and lifting her shirt.

      Her water mark is on the left side of her ribs, the same place as mine. Cassie’s mark is larger than I expected. A picture of a water lily floating in a small spot of water is made up of blue and green water colors.

      “Do you see it?” Jaxon asks.

      I nod. “They’re both water colors, blues and greens,” I reply while looking from Jaxon’s mark to Cassie’s and back again. “Yours has Water in it and Cassie’s has the flower in it for Earth. They’re bright and bold like the both of you.”

      “They’re all very similar in placement to yours,” Dad muses. “I wonder if that means something.”

      I’m glad I’m not the only one who noticed the locations. I wish I could ask the gods and goddesses if they chose the placements. Being the god of wind, Niyol would decide the wind mark, I would think. The same would be true for Hakan and fire, Binda with water, and Mikaia with air. They would be the only ones who could tell us for sure if it was coincidental or not.

      The thought of the gods and goddesses reminds me I’m supposed to tell everyone what happened when I met with them after the Blessing. I jump up from next to Caleb and spin around to be sure I face everyone.

      “Baby girl?” Confusion colors Caleb’s tone.

      “I have to tell you guys something,” I admit, taking a deep breath. “It happened earlier today, but I couldn’t tell you then because I was told not to.”

      Everyone exchanges worried glances. “What do you mean, someone told you not to tell us?” Caleb asks anxiously. “What happened? Who told you not to tell us?”

      “Erm… Well,” I start quietly, wringing my hands in front of me. “Hakan, Binda, Niyol, and Mikaia.”

      Cassie snorts, clearly in disbelief. “Cute, Ri. What really happened?”

      “The council did all four blessings,” I explain quickly to prove I’m not kidding around. “Everything got really fuzzy, and I guess I passed out. Next thing I knew, I was waking up on the floor of this white room. It was strange and completely empty. Then, I met the gods and goddesses. They’re really nice, actually. Did you know Hakan and Binda are soul mates? So are Niyol and Mikaia, I guess. I didn’t know.”

      No one speaks for several beats. Caleb finally scrunches his brow together and stands in front of me. “Did you hit your head today, baby?”

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” My gut twists, hurt he assumes I would make something like this up.

      “Sis.” Jaxon sighs. “No one has ever seen or heard from the gods and goddesses before. The council is the closest connection we have, and even they’ve never had actual contact with them. It isn’t an easy thing to believe.”

      “But I talked to them,” I insist, fighting the urge to stomp my foot like a toddler. “They had some things to say, and I was told to tell you all.”

      Jaxon turns to Cassie with a deep frown. “Maybe she did hit her head during her test or when she fell after the Blessing.”

      “I didn’t hit my head,” I mumble, my cheeks burning. They think I’ve gone crazy, but I know it was real.

      “Kiddo, that’s not possible,” Dad repeats with a small shake of his head. “We can’t just meet up with the gods and goddesses for a chat.”

      “But, it’s—” I try once more, only to be shot down again.

      “It was probably a dream when you passed out, honey,” Leanne adds. “It’s been a really stressful day.”

      Defeated, I nod and drop my head. They don’t believe me, and I won’t embarrass myself further trying to convince them. Their lack of faith hurts more than I’ll admit aloud.

      “Baby,” Caleb says quietly. “It isn’t that we don’t believe you…”

      “Yes, it is, Caleb,” I whisper. “It’s okay. I guess it isn’t that important.”

      “Baby girl,” he tries again, taking my hands in his.

      The idea of being around them when they don’t trust me to tell them the truth makes my chest squeeze. I need to get away and be alone for a while. The whole day was a lot to take in emotionally and physically. Hopefully, by morning, I won’t be as emotional, and I won’t need to fight to hold in the tears like I do right now.

      “Actually,” I clear my throat and let go of Caleb’s hands once more. The small move causes my chest to squeeze painfully, but I need space before I break down. “I think I’m going to shower and get some sleep, if that’s okay. I’ll see you all in the morning. Good night.”

      Before anyone can say a word, I leave the room and head back to mine and Caleb’s suite. I don’t bother waiting to check if Caleb or anyone else follows me, I simply grab my pajamas and head to the bathroom. After undressing and inspecting my marks again, I hop into the shower.

      It’s been a while since I let myself really cry and let everything out. At a young age, I was taught tears equaled weakness and crying made everything worse. I can’t hold it in a lot of times, but I do my best. I don’t want anyone to consider me weak, even though I am.

      Now, hidden in the shower and alone, I allow my emotions to overflow. I sit on the floor of the shower and hold my legs to my chest, resting my forehead on my knees. The last few weeks, especially today, have been hectic, and I desperately needed this time to myself. Most of my life was spent alone, so constantly needing to be available to everyone and on my best behavior exhausts me.

      The gods and goddesses told me I need to trust my family without doubt and without exception. Doesn’t trust need to go both ways, though? I know I can’t honestly say I trust them all, and it won’t happen overnight. To an extent, I do, especially Caleb. Still, I can’t say there’s not a lingering drop of doubt in the back of my mind, wondering when he’ll grow tired of me and tell me he’s done. The day will come; I’m sure of it.

      It’ll take hard work on my part to stop waiting for my father and Jaxon to snap and become the type of men I’m used to. It won’t be easy to truly believe Leanne cares about me and doesn’t hold resentment toward me for invading her home and her family. Even with Cassie, I wonder if she truly wants to hang around with me or if she feels obligated.

      The trust needs to go both ways between everyone else and me. They may not trust me completely yet, and I can understand why—we’ve only known each other for a few short months. Still, I need them to know what I was told. How can I make them believe me, though? I know I wasn’t dreaming; I spoke to the gods and goddesses. They told me to warn my family and to trust them. Should I go against what I was told and keep the conversation and information to myself? The tears flow faster and harder as I mull over my dilemma.

      I wish I could talk to someone else about everything that’s happening. Besides the fact I have no one to talk to who would believe me, I was told to keep the information between me and my family only. I toy briefly with the idea of knocking myself out again to meet up with Niyol, Mikaia, Hakan, and Binda and ask them what to do. After one brief meeting with them, I know with my whole being they would help me and listen to my problems.

      It would be silly to go to such extreme measures to try, though. Instead, I resign myself to keeping the meeting a secret for now. With a quick shake of my body to clear my thoughts, I do my best to pull myself together. I’ll figure out everything on my own, I’m used to doing things alone. I stand up and turn off the now freezing water, wondering how long I sat in here. I was so lost in my head I didn’t even notice the water change temperatures.

      I dress quickly to warm my body and dry my hair. After brushing my teeth and cleaning up my mess, I head out to the bedroom. The first thing my eye catches is Caleb passed out on the bed, fully clothed. It appears like he waited for me to come out but got too tired and fell asleep. Even though I’m still upset with him for not believing me, I decide to help him. He can’t be comfortable in his clothes, and if he stays asleep, he’ll need to be comfortable. It takes a few long minutes for me to untie and pull his shoes, then socks off his feet. I manage to pull his belt loose and take his phone and wallet from his pockets. The rest of his clothes wouldn’t be easily removed, so I leave them on and cover him up. Hopefully, it’ll be enough for him to sleep well.

      Even though I want Caleb comfortable, I can’t bring myself to sleep next to him. I need more time to think and figure out what my plan is now that I’m doing this alone. After ensuring he’s set for the night, I pull an extra blanket from the wardrobe and make myself a bed on the couch. The day dragged on forever, so exhaustion sets in quickly, allowing me to drift off in minutes.
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        * * *

      

      I know I’m dreaming again. I open my eyes to a pitch-black room with Samael’s voice taunting me from all corners.

      “Riley,” he whispers in a sing-song voice. “Come play.”

      “Riley! You know you can’t win!”

      “Riley, don’t get used to your new family and that boy you think cares about you.”

      He sounds closer this time. “They will die soon, and I will make sure you watch.”

      “Riley…”

      “Riley, please wake up!” Caleb’s voice breaks through my nightmare, and I realize I’m crying and screaming. “Open your eyes, baby girl!”

      Caleb shakes me, and my eyes pop open as the last of the nightmare disappears. In that moment, my frustration with Caleb from earlier disappears, and I throw my arms around his neck, sobbing against his shoulder. I can be upset with him again later; right now, I need him.

      “Please d-d-don’t leave m-m-me,” I whisper over and over again. Samael said he was going to kill my family, including Caleb. I couldn’t survive it if Samael got to them. Samael may be right about Caleb not caring for me as much as I wish he does, but he can’t leave me—none of them can. I wouldn’t survive on my own.

      “Baby, shhh, it’s okay.” He holds me close and rocks me gently in his lap. “I’m here, I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Harsh gusts of wind hit us, and I wonder why Caleb would open a window in the middle of the night. A quick search around the room shows them all closed.

      Caleb notices my confusion. He pushes my hair out of my face and kisses my forehead. “It’s you, baby. You’re causing the wind.” He picks me up and takes me over to the bed, sitting down with me in his arms.

      As soon as he explains it to me, I realize he’s right. My mind is still somewhat foggy and focused on Samael. All of my instincts scream to do whatever I can do get myself and Caleb away from the threat. “S-S-Samael said he would k-k-kill you all,” I cry. “Please d-d-don’t let him. I can’t—”

      “Baby girl,” Caleb interrupts me, placing his hands on either side of my face, turning me to give me no choice but to stare into his eyes. “I am not going anywhere. None of us are. Samael is an idiot if he thinks he can hurt us. We’ll all be fine, including you. Please calm down, your tears break my heart.”

      Samael’s threat continues to ring loud in my mind, but I nod and curl into him. As my tears slow, so does the wind in the room. Caleb waits until the gusts finally die down to scoot me off his lap and stand to remove his jeans and shirt. He stops briefly and searches around the room, rubbing the back of his head in confusion.

      “Did you take my shoes off?” He raises an eyebrow.

      I shrug and drop my eyes to the floor. “I didn’t want you to be too uncomfortable.”

      “I thought you were mad at me?” He lies down next to me and pulls me back to his side.

      “Not so much mad as upset,” I mumble, though not convincingly. “But I didn’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

      He lets out a deep sigh and adjusts our position so my head rests on his chest. “I love you, baby.” He kisses the top of my head. “Go to sleep, we’ll talk in the morning, okay?”

      I nod against him and press myself closer to his side, drifting back to sleep to the sound of his steady breathing.

      What feels like moments later, I open my eyes to a familiar room. It isn’t the hotel room, though. Instead, I’m back in the endless, stark white room, and Binda, Hakan, Mikaia, and Niyol stand right in front of me. They look quite upset but, luckily, not toward me. Their hard stares focus on something behind me. I spin around to find what has them irate. My jaw hits the floor when I come face to face Dad, Leanne, Jaxon, Cassie, and Caleb standing with wide eyes and dropped jaws.

      “I believe we have some things to talk about,” Hakan growls.

      “Oh boy,” Leanne whispers while I turn back to face the gods and their goddess mates.
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      My gaze bounces between my family’s shocked expressions and the angry gods and goddesses in front of us. The shock shows different for each of them, though. Jaxon’s skeptical and suspicious, while Cassie appears confused. My dad’s attention bounces back and forth between each of the gods and goddesses. He turns to me a few times with guilt hidden in his eyes. Leanne stands like a contrite child who got caught with her hand in the cookie jar. Her cheeks glow bright red, and she won’t look at anyone. Caleb is the only one with a completely blank expression. He isn’t giving away his thoughts at all, and it’s unnerving.

      No one utters a word for what seems like hours, and I’m at a loss for words. I want to know why we’re all here, but I’m sure as heck not going to be the one to speak up first. The gods and their goddess mates don’t appear mad at me yet, and I want to keep the attention off me.

      “So,” Hakan finally speaks, his voice hard and loud. “You decided, even though Riley is The Chosen, she cannot be trusted to tell the truth? You dare question her, or us, for that matter?”

      Dad and Leanne stare wide-eyed at Hakan. Leanne turns a bit green, and I wonder if she may throw up.

      “How do we know this isn’t just some dream or one of the Fallen messing with our minds? Maybe they passed our defenses,” Jaxon asks suspiciously.

      Regret flashes in his eyes the second the words leave his mouth. He turns white as a sheet and swallows hard. I would too if Hakan fixed his deadly glare on me as harshly as he does Jaxon.

      “Do you dare question your gods and goddesses, boy?” Hakan roars.

      The volume hurts my ears, and I bring my hands to cover them until he stops yelling.

      “Perhaps we should show him this is no dream-gripping or mind-bending trick,” Niyol suggests, his voice deathly calm. I want to ask what kind of mind-tricks the Fallen are capable of but, now, doesn’t appear to be the best time.

      Without further prompting, a small spark leaps from Hakan’s fingertip and lands on Jaxon’s bare foot. He yelps in surprise and hops around on his other foot while holding the hurt one. The sight would be comical if I wasn’t worried about him.

      “You know you cannot feel physical effects from mind-bending or dream-gripping. Have you ever felt physical pain like that in a dream, Jaxon?” Niyol demands, his voice still steady and quiet.

      “Shit,” Jaxon curses. “No, sorry! I believe you.”

      “Very well,” Hakan growls and turns to Cassie. “Miss Montgomery, are you skeptical of us as well?”

      Cassie shakes her head so fast I worry she may strain her neck. “No, sir!”

      “Good, then we must get down to business.” Binda’s voice is soothing, like the sounds of the ocean, and it suits her. “Riley is The Chosen, you have all figured that out already. What you don’t know is that she will be responsible for taking down Samael. He is leading the Fallen, assembling an army. He wants her by any means necessary. He will try to bring her to the Fallen side and use her power against the Elementals. If she refuses him, he will want her dead. He will do anything and everything he can to get to her one way or another.”

      “It will be Riley’s job to learn to fight,” Mikaia adds. “She needs to be ready. You all must help her, or she will fail. It will take hard work and dedication. It will take a lot of time, but she must still care for herself. She is very bright and learns quickly. We don’t anticipate her having any troubles mastering the skills needed to further her control over the elements if she simply believes in herself and her abilities.”

      “This is bullshit,” Caleb hollers. It’s the first thing he’s said, and I’m pretty sure it’s the wrong thing to say. “Pick someone else, you can’t have her!”

      “Caleb?” His outburst stuns me.

      “No.” He shakes his head emphatically. “This isn’t going to happen, Riley. I just found you, and they want to take you away. They can pick someone else to be The Chosen.”

      He turns back to Hakan and Niyol. “She’s been through absolute hell her entire life. She knew nothing about our world until less than a month ago. Why are you doing this to her? Just find someone else, I’ll take her home and take care of her. She can’t deal with all of this!”

      To say I’m surprised watching Caleb yell and curse at our gods would be an understatement. I’m completely frozen and speechless. I watch Hakan, and he’s about to erupt like a volcano. Niyol is the embodiment of the calm before the storm. I ready myself to step in if they try to hurt Caleb. Though I know I won’t be much help, but I don’t want them to do anything to him.

      “We completely understand, Caleb,” Binda speaks smoothly.

      “What?” Hakan turns to his mate, less than amused.

      “How would you feel if I had been through what Riley has been through?” she asks him quietly.

      “That has nothing to do with her now,” Niyol growls.

      “It most certainly does,” Mikaia chides softly. “Dear, I have some memories of you being quite overprotective of me, and my past was not like Riley’s. Caleb has just found his soulmate, and we are here to tell him there is a chance he could lose her. What would you do if it was me, and someone told you there was a chance you would lose me?”

      Niyol and Hakan remain completely silent for a few moments, simply staring at the loves of their lives. I hold my breath and try to get a read on the emotions of the angry gods in front of us. Finally, after what feels like an eternity, Hakan lets out a loud, dramatic sigh.

      “We understand,” he tells Caleb calmly. “You should have let me finish my explanation of what’s to come before your outburst, though. But we understand your anxieties.”

      Caleb folds his arms stubbornly, showing he’s still upset and unwilling to relent. I step up to him and hug him from the side. He looks down at me, and his eyes soften a bit. He unfolds his arms to wrap one around me.

      “You are her family.” Mikaia turns our attention back to them. “You all are. You will be responsible for her training. Teach her how to perfect her control. Teach her how to fight back when someone tries to hurt her. Keep her safe, support her, and be by her side for what’s to come. You will need to be patient with her. Listen to her, understand she does not come from the same background as the rest of you. Trust her!”

      “This is all we can tell you now,” Binda admits quietly. “If you do not communicate with each other, you will fail. Please, listen to each other, and to us. You all have a long and emotional journey ahead. It is important you have each other every step of the way.”

      With that, the four of them turn and walk away. The room fades to black, and before I know it, my eyes open to find Caleb blinking down at me with a frown. I shut my eyes tight again. I get the feeling this will be yet another long and stressful day.

      At first, I think Caleb is upset with me for what happened, until I feel a gentle kiss placed on my forehead, then the tip of my nose, and finally my lips. “I have to ask,” he starts, pausing to place another kiss on my lips. “Did that really just happen?”

      I hesitate. “Did what happen?”

      Caleb falters and frowns. “I had a dream we all met with the gods and goddesses.”

      “Oh,” I sigh. “That really happened.”

      He’s quiet for a long time, and I worry he’s angry with me. “I really expected Hakan to be taller,” he muses.

      I peek up at Caleb and can’t help but giggle at his unexpectedly cheeky grin. “Time to get up, baby. We’ll need to talk about all of this with everyone later, but I think I need a lot of coffee first.”

      I wish I had the nerve to ask him to try to wake me up with more kisses. Instead, I roll out of bed and drag myself to the closet for some clothes, wondering what the day will bring.
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      While we ready ourselves for the day, neither of us talk about what happened during the night or yesterday. I can tell Caleb is still trying to sort through what was said, and I don’t want to push him. It’s also a lot for me to process. I only hope Caleb comes around soon. There’s no changing what’s to come; we can only prepare and do what we were told.

      Caleb suggests heading over to my dad and Leanne’s room so we can figure out our plans. I agree and go grab my shoes and socks.

      “Baby,” Caleb’s voice directly behind me surprises me as I slip on my shoes. I swing around and pause at how close he is. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” He grins.

      “Huh?” I’m a bit distracted by his nearness and almost forget he startled me. “Oh, it’s fine.”

      He smiles knowingly and kisses my forehead. “As much as I would like to keep you to myself, your brother just texted me. He has a surprise for you today.”

      “A surprise?” My slight disappointment at not spending the whole day lounging around with Caleb vanishes at the mention of a surprise. “What kind of surprise?”

      He chuckles and takes my hand. “The surprise kind, baby girl.”

      I grab my bag, and we head down to the front of the hotel. Jaxon, Cassie, Dad, and Leanne already made it down to wait for their car from the valet.

      “Jaxon and Cassie are riding with you guys this time. Is that okay?” Dad gives me a slightly guilty smile. I can tell he feels bad about what happened yesterday, but I’m too excited about my surprise to think about it. I can’t remember ever having a good surprise before, so I hope Jaxon’s is a good one. The thought of a terrible surprise awaiting me crosses my mind, but I refuse to allow it to stick.

      I nod and smile, his shoulders relaxing a bit as I do. After the valet brings the cars around and we pile in, I turn to face the back seat and grill Jaxon about where we’re going. His only reply is “somewhere fun.”

      “Can I have a hint?” I pout when he won’t give in.

      Jaxon scoffs. “Not a chance.”

      “Jax, maybe we could give her a little hint?” Caleb mutters, watching me pout out of the corner of his eye.

      “Don’t even think about it, Montgomery,” Jaxon growls. “It’s a ten-minute drive, she can wait.”

      With a playful huff, I turn around and plop back down in my seat. I’m secretly happy about it staying a surprise. It’s thrilling to wait and wonder where we might be headed.

      The ten-minute drive may as well take ten hours, but we finally pull into a large parking lot. I can’t sit still in my seat. Caleb laughs at my exuberance as he parks. While walking up to the entrance, I let out a squeal when I finally see the sign for the Sacramento Zoo.

      “The zoo? You’re taking me to the zoo?” I beam up at my brother. “Thank you, Jaxon. I always wanted to go to the zoo.”

      “I’m glad you’re so excited.” He laughs and gives me a side hug. “I figured you probably never went to one as a kid, and it’s a fun place to go, especially for us.”

      I smile wide and skip to Caleb, who heads for the entrance. Dad and Leanne go ahead of us to buy the tickets. Jaxon laughs again as he and Cassie catch up with us.

      “Come on, sis, let’s go walk with the animals, talk with the animals, grunt and squeak and squawk with the animals.” He snickers at his own joke.

      “Jax, did you take your meds this morning?” Cassie jokes.

      “Nope!” he shouts with a goofy grin.

      “Oh boy,” Cassie mutters, trying to hide her amusement behind an eye roll.

      “What can we see first?” I bounce on my heels. “Do they have lions or tigers?”

      “Or bears? Oh my!” Leanne chimes in as we catch up to them.

      “I think the reptiles are over here, let’s go there first.” Dad leads us to the right.

      We spend the next half hour with all different types of lizards and reptiles. My favorite are the turtles. They’re adorable, and Cassie and I name them all.

      “These four can be Raphael, Donatello, Leonardo, and Michelangelo,” Cassie insists.

      I quirk a brow at her. “Why?”

      “I’ll show you later,” she promises, sauntering off to find Jaxon by the snakes.

      “I know who they are,” I mumble to myself, though Caleb hears me.

      He takes my hands and leads me to the next section in the exhibit. “You’ve seen that show?”

      “Show?” I frown. “There’s a show about Renaissance painters? Is it a documentary?”

      Caleb smirks. “Not quite, baby. Remind me to show you tonight.”

      I let the subject go and continue to watch the little lizards and frogs around the humid room. My attention goes back to the turtles several times, and Caleb threatens to get them all for me if we didn’t move along. As tempting as his offer is, I don’t want turtles as pets. The idea of a pet always intrigued me, but I wouldn’t know the first thing about caring for a turtle. At least, with dogs and cats, the caretaking is relatively straightforward.

      My least favorite part of the reptile exhibit is the giant spiders in glass cages. They’re creepy and ugly. I stay behind Caleb in case they break free somehow. For some reason, he finds it funny. He can laugh all he wants. A year ago, people with abilities to control elements would be funny to me. Now, it’s my real life. I won’t take chances with mutant, glass-breaking, hairy spiders attacking me.

      “Can we move to the next exhibit?” I ask, finally unable to look at the eight-legged beasts any longer.

      Cassie readily agrees with me. She hooks her arm with mine, and we rush to the next exhibit. We end up in the Australian Outback exhibit with the kangaroos, emus, and something called a kookaburra.

      “I wish I could have a kangaroo.” I sigh. “They’re adorable animals.”

      Caleb laughs. “I’m not sure we’d have a place to keep it.”

      He may be onto something with his logic. They’re likely better off in a big space. The backyard may be large, but it isn’t a zoo or the Australian outback.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” Jaxon singsongs to Cassie when we make our way to the koalas. “Would you like for me to get you a drop bear?”

      Cassie narrows her eyes and punches him in the arm, stomping away muttering about jackass boys. He follows her, apologizing through his laughter.

      I want to ask about the drop bear thing, but some odd murmurs catch my attention. During the day, I’ve heard odd sounds, almost like conversation. Every time I notice them, I search the area but never find the culprits. The tones are hushed and out of place. The speech is in a language I’ve never heard before, yet I can make out some of the louder words and understand them. Chalking it up to my imagination, I push the strange conversation from my mind and enjoy the rest of the outback.

      After the Australian outback, we stop at the Asian exhibit. We watch the pandas, snow leopards, orangutans, different types of birds, and tigers. The tigers have little cubs, and I love to watch the mommy tigers take care of their babies.

      “Look how good she is with them,” I whisper, worried I’ll startle the cubs. “The little guys start to fight, and she just calmly breaks them up. They’re all such a happy little family.”

      “They are.” Caleb pulls me into his side and kisses my hair. “They’re very happy.”

      Reluctantly, we move on and make our way to the Americas exhibit. There, we see jaguars, sloths, and otters, which I fall in love with. They sleep floating on their backs, holding hands, and I’m convinced no animal could be cuter than they are. I wish we could stay and watch them all day. But Caleb promises we will get to see lions if we move on, so I follow him.

      As we pass the monkeys and chimps, the odd whispered language grabs my attention again, and I can’t ignore the strange voices anymore.

      “Cassie?” I ask while everyone else is distracted by the monkeys.

      Her gaze remains fixed on the animals, but she acknowledges me. “Hmm?”

      “I was just curious if you hear that?” I whisper, not wanting people to think I’m crazy.

      “What?” She turns away from the animals to focus on me.

      “Well…” I bite my lip, looking around to be sure no one is paying attention to us. “I heard some weird talking. It’s not in English, but I think I understood it. At least, I could make out some words, and I think someone was talking about picking bugs out of their hair.” I cover my hair subtly, worried there may be something there.

      “What?” Cassie screams, drawing the attention of the entire room.

      Heat rushes to my face, and I cover my cheeks with my hands. She puts both of her hands on her hair and frantically searches around the room in a panic.

      “Nothing, never mind,” I mutter.

      “Oh, nice try,” Cassie hisses, her volume significantly lower. “What in the world are you talking about?”

      “What’s going on?” Dad takes in my bright red face and Cassie’s utter confusion.

      “Riley said she heard a strange conversation,” Cassie whispers. “About bugs in some hair.”

      “Ohh,” Leanne and Jaxon mutter at the same time.

      “It’s fine, Cassie. She just heard the chimps,” Jaxon whispers. “Part of her affinity for Earth.”

      “T-t-talking? They were…?”

      “It’s okay, Riley,” Leanne insists. “It’s normal. You learn to kind of ignore it unless you need to use it. It isn’t actually talking like a cartoon. You can just understand them the way others of their species can. Right now, they’re grooming each other.”

      Jaxon tilts his head to the side. “It usually takes years of studying and practice to understand their ways of communication. I’m surprised you could make out as much as you did.”

      “This just gets weirder and weirder.” I shake my head.

      Caleb laughs and leads me out of the monkey exhibit. We move onto the African Safari section of the zoo. Cassie and I catch each other scratching our hair throughout the day. The idea of bugs makes us both squeamish.

      While we move from animal to animal, I find myself focusing on their language and ways of communication. Each one is different, but I understand them all.

      We finish our zoo tour with the bats, zebras, giraffes, and lions. The whole park is filled with amazing animals and listening to them communicate—after I realize what I was hearing—is pretty amazing. Jaxon and Leanne promise to help me learn to block out non-human communication. I don’t want to accidentally answer an animal, though it isn’t likely with the language difference and the way they communicate being more primal. I’d rather be safe than sorry.

      Before leaving the zoo, Caleb insists we stop at the gift shop. “You’re supposed to stop here when you come to these places. You look at all the random crap and beg your parents to buy you everything. At least, that’s what you do as a kid.”

      “But I’m not a kid anymore,” I remind him.

      He winks at me. “Trust me, I know. Still, you have to at least look around.”

      “Sure, I don’t mind. It seems like a fun, little shop,” I admit with a shrug.

      We end up at searching through everything they offer. My favorite treasures become the stuffed animals. “Cassie, they have your artistic turtles.”

      Cassie lifts her brows. “They have my what?”

      I nod toward the stuffed turtles. “The turtles you named.”

      She snorts and picks up one of the stuffed turtles. “He’s pretty cute. He looks like a Donatello.”

      She hands him to me and moves on. I can’t help but fall a bit in love with the turtle and his friends, the otter, kangaroo, monkey, and tiger. For a second, I consider purchasing one of them, but a quick check of the price tag has me choking on air. I can’t bring myself to ask if I might be able to get one. Before we leave the gift shop, I ensure they’re all lined up together and ready to be taken home by someone.

      Cassie loops her arm in mine, and we stroll to the car together. Jaxon and Caleb lag behind us, having stopped at the bathroom on the way out. “Did you have fun, Ri?”

      “It was amazing.” I sigh happily. “I would love to come back again one day.”

      “We can come anytime you want, kiddo,” Dad promises. “Now, who wants food?”

      We raise our hands at once, and Dad chuckles. “Let’s stop at the diner on the corner.”

      The whole way to the diner, I can’t keep the goofy grin off my face. This was one of the best experiences of my life. It made me forget all about the turmoil from yesterday. Eventually, we’ll need to talk about what happened, though, I think. No one brought up the subject while we were at the zoo, and for that, I’m grateful. We simply got to enjoy our time there without issue or stress.
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      The drive to the diner goes quickly, and since it’s between lunch and dinner time, the restaurant is quiet. The waiter promptly seats us, taking our drink orders before disappearing and allowing us to search over the menu.

      “So, did you enjoy the zoo?” Jaxon asks, his gaze hopeful.

      “It was amazing,” I gush. “I’ve always wanted to go to the zoo, and after the day we had yesterday, that was the perfect way to relax and have fun. Thank you, Jaxon. It was really kind of you.”

      “Anytime, sis.” He grins, his cheeks turning a light shade of pink.

      “You’re all pink.” Cassie snickers and pokes his bright cheek as he glares her way, promising retribution.

      The waiter shows up, ending their playful moment. He hands out drinks, then takes our orders before rushing off again. While we wait, we chat about our favorite parts of the day.

      “The animal communication thing was strange,” I admit. “I’m not sure I’ll ever get used to that.”

      “You will,” Leanne promises. “Eventually.”

      Caleb rubs my back. “This will all take time. It’s not something that’ll be normal to you overnight. There’s so much to learn still. We can’t and shouldn’t teach you all at once, either. We’ll try to focus on the most important and useful aspects first.”

      I nod, knowing he’s right. “It’s strange to basically understand a language I’ve never heard in my life. That’s the best way I can describe it, anyway.”

      “That’s exactly how we describe it to others without Earth affinities.” Jaxon quiets his tone as the waiter approaches with our food.

      His presence brings our conversation to an end, and we wait silently for him to pass out our meals. As soon as he finishes, I watch with amusement as Caleb, Jaxon, and Cassie inhale their food faster than ever. I silently question them. They avoid my gaze, and I’m not sure if it would be rude to bring it up.

      “We have to head to the store before we go back to the hotel, baby,” Caleb tells me as the three of them stand. “Stay here and eat, I’ll see you in an hour or so, okay?”

      He leaves before I can comprehend what’s happening. It confuses me the way the three of them run out of the diner without a real explanation. I know they’re not about to go do anything bad, but the way they didn’t explain it more feels off.

      “Was that odd to you guys?” I look at Dad and Leanne.

      “Nope,” they say in unison.

      Their answer doesn’t make the situation any less strange, but I let it go and finish my food. Dad and Leanne order dessert, but I decide against it. The burger and fries I ordered filled me up enough.

      “Actually, we wanted to talk to you, kiddo,” Dad tells me between bites. He glances at Leanne briefly and she nods.

      Nerves flare in my chest. “Did I do something wrong?”

      Leanne pats my hand and smiles reassuringly. “No, we just need to talk to you about school.”

      “We know you had a hard year, but we need to get you finished with school.” Dad’s tone leaves no room for argument, but there’s a problem with their plan.

      “But, actually, I don’t—” I start, but they interrupt me.

      “Kiddo, I know you don’t want to go, but it’s important.” Dad’s tone becomes harder. “You can’t just drop out of high school. We let you have as much time to adjust as possible, but you can’t put it off forever.”

      “But I don’t—” I try again.

      “Honey, we get it,” Leanne interrupts me this time. “You can’t just stop going to school, though. We’re very strict about that. We don’t know how you did in school before, but we expect you to get As and Bs. We’ll help you if needed. You probably need to catch up quite a bit, but we will help you out, maybe we can even hire a tutor.”

      I grow frustrated with them. They won’t let me get a word in edgewise, and it reminds me of my old home. My thoughts and opinions didn’t matter to anyone. Weren’t they just told they should listen to me? “I’m not—”

      “Riley,” Dad barks, frustrated and a bit angry. “You are going to school, and that’s final. We’ll enroll you when we get back. School starts in about a week. That gives you plenty of time to get ready. Do I make myself clear?”

      My dad has never been upset with me before, and my heart aches. His words ring through my mind over and over, “Do I make myself clear?” My father’s voice morphs into one I’ve tried my best to forget.

      “You don’t have friends, you little shit. You will never have friends. Do I make myself clear?”

      “If you ever try to steal food again, it’ll be the last thing you do. Do I make myself clear?”

      “I don’t give a fuck if you can’t help the nightmares. If your screaming wakes us again, I’ll give you something to scream about. Do I make myself clear?”

      When Samael said those words, I knew what he wanted to hear, and I knew to say it, then shut up and try to make myself invisible. My father must be truly mad to say the same thing. Hopefully, he only wants to hear the same words Samael did, then he’ll leave me be.

      My head drops forward, and I clasp my hands in my lap. “Y-y-yes, sir,” I whisper.

      I don’t want him to take his sudden anger out on me, and I’ll do whatever I can to keep that from happening. It makes me wonder if he’s more upset about the school conversation or about the meeting with the gods and goddesses from last night. He may blame me for the trouble they all got into. Technically, the gods and goddesses never would have scolded them if not for me.

      “Riley?” Leanne sounds confused, but I’m not sure why, unless my response to my father was wrong.

      I swallow hard, holding my hands tightly in hopes of hiding the shaking. “Yes, m-m-ma’am?” I keep eyes down. I don’t want her mad either.

      “Hey, Riley,” my dad whispers, leaning across the table and extending his hand toward me. I flinch back and squeeze my eye closed, hoping he doesn’t hit hard. Samael never hit me in public—he’d never allow witnesses.

      Nothing happens, though, so I open my eyes again and wait.

      I hear my dad let out a loud sigh. “Let’s go.”

      He quickly pays for lunch and leads the way to the car. I silently follow and get in, wondering if he’s waiting for us to get back to the hotel before he lets loose. The silence on the way back is heavy and oppressive. My mind wanders to what I could have possibly done to set my father off. The only thing that comes to mind is the events of yesterday and last night. Maybe he and Leanne were simply waiting until we were alone to release their anger over what had happened. It could be the reason Caleb, Jaxon, and Cassie took off so fast. Dad may have told them to leave the three of us alone for a while, so he and Leanne could deal with me.

      The ride to the hotel drags on, but I don’t mind. I wish it would last longer, so I can avoid whatever waits. All too soon I find myself in Dad and Leanne’s suite, though. Leanne murmurs for me to sit on the couch, and I do so without a word. My eyes track the pattern of the floor, wondering if the staff will question the red stains on the light beige carpeting. From experience, I know there are plenty of ways to get blood out of carpet. I wonder if I should try it before we leave or if I’ll even be able to.

      While I wait for them, Dad and Leanne go to their room. I hear them whispering, but I can’t understand what’s being said. They remain in their room for a while, and eventually, I hear the front door open. I don’t dare look up at who came in. Dad and Leanne obviously haven’t decided on my punishment yet, and if I anger them more, it’ll only be worse.

      “Lucy! I’m home!” Cassie calls, walking up to me and standing in front of me. “Lucy? Are you sleeping?”

      I hesitate, wondering if I should answer her. In the end, I decide ignoring her would be worse and shake my head slightly to show I’m awake.

      “Baby girl?” Caleb calls, full of anxiety.

      “Riley’s upset,” Dad explains, coming back into the living room with Leanne. “We had the talk about school with her, and she got very upset with us. She won’t talk to us or look at us now.”

      Jaxon sighs in frustration. “Sis, you have to go to school. It isn’t an option.”

      “Baby, I’m sorry, but they’re right.” Caleb effectively kicks me in the stomach with his words. He sided with them, without question. “School is too important. Getting upset with them won’t help the situation.”

      “Y-y-yes, sir,” I whisper, making sure to acknowledge him, so he doesn’t grow angry with me, too. The last thing I want to do is make the situation worse. Just acknowledge them and try to become invisible. I repeat the mantra over and over in my mind, a calming technique I used when I was in trouble with my mother and Samael.

      “Riley, stop acting like a bratty kid. It’s not okay,” Jaxon scolds sharply.

      I don’t mean to, but I flinch at his words. I don’t know what behavior he considers childish, so I’m not sure how to stop.

      “I’m s-s-sorry,” I stutter, trying to figure out what they want from me. The fear causes my body to shake harder, and I can no longer control it. I told them I would go to school. What more do they want from me?

      “We should all take a breather,” Leanne suggests finally. “Let’s talk about this later.”

      No one gives me permission to move from the couch, so I remain seated.

      “Baby, do you want to go rest in our room?” Caleb’s question takes me by surprise.

      If I say yes, I’m doing so without permission. Part of me wants to go with him and forget the last few hours ever happened. Really, I wish I could simply be alone for a while. When I do the wrong thing and get in trouble, I’m used to being left alone afterward. I’ve never been asked what I want before, and I don’t know what to do.

      “Riley?” Caleb waits for an answer I don’t have.

      Even with my eyes on the ground, I can feel everyone watching me, waiting for me to respond. My chest tightens and breathing becomes difficult. My mind works overtime in an attempt to come up with some kind of answer. My fight or flight instincts kick in, and though I know running will only lead to more problems, I can’t stop myself from jumping to my feet and rushing for the door. My movements are too fast for anyone to react before I manage to pull the door open and race down the hall. I hear multiple voices shouting for me to stop, but the shouts only spur me on, my feet pounding faster down the hallway.

      The door to the stairway resides next to the elevators at the end of the hall and around the corner. I manage to turn the corner before anyone comes close to catching up with me. I press the button for the elevator, and the door to one of them opens immediately. I reach in, pressing all the buttons. I don’t get on, though. Instead, I push open the door to the stairs as quickly as possible. The elevator door closes at the same time as the stairway door. I press my back against the wall and hold my breath. I listen silently as everyone runs up to the elevators, shouting for me to stop. From my position in the stairwell, I can see them, but they can’t see me.

      “She’s stopping at every floor!” Caleb presses the button to the elevator over and over. “We need to split up to find her. Jaxon, go all the way up. Leanne, check the room she and I are in. Mark, go to the lobby. Cassie, search the other floors. I’ll check the front of the hotel and make sure she doesn’t go outside.”

      The building shakes, and to anyone else, it would seem like a small earthquake. I know it’s because of my fear, though. I feel my connection to the Earth surge forth. The fear of what may happen if they find me causes me to lose my control over it, and the Earth shakes the building.

      “Maybe we should let her calm down,” Cassie suggests, glancing around at the shaking building. “She seems really upset.”

      “You want her to go fuck knows where, without anyone knowing where she went, with no way to contact her? All while Samael is after her?” Caleb asks incredulously.

      “No, we’ll find her, and we’ll bring her back here,” Dad growls as he hops onto the open elevator. “Go with Caleb’s plan, now.”

      My father, Leanne, and Caleb take the same elevator down while Jaxon hops on his own to go up. Cassie remains behind, stepping to the side and out of my line of sight. I don’t dare lean around to try to find her for fear of getting caught. Instead, I focus on pulling in steady, deep breaths to calm my racing heart.

      Just when my heart rate slows, and the Earth stops shaking, the door to the stairwell swings open. I gasp in surprise and turn to run. Cassie grabs my arm and pulls me to a stop before I can make it more than two steps.

      “Riley, stop,” Cassie demands softly when I cry out and try to duck away from her. She uses her light grip on my arm to pull me closer, enveloping me in a hug. “Calm down, please. Everything’s going to be okay. Just breathe.”

      For a few long minutes, I stand stunned while she continues to hug and promise me everything will be all right. Finally, I can’t hold onto my emotions any longer, and they pour out like a flood. I wrap my arms around her and hug her back, sobbing into her shoulder.

      I try to tell her through my tears that I didn’t mean to do anything wrong, but my voice shakes. I stutter too much for the words to come out correctly. “I-I-I’m s-s-sorry.” My stutter mainly stems from not knowing what to say and the fear of saying the wrong thing, but crying makes it worse. I only hope she understands me.

      “Come on, Ri.” Cassie pulls back from the hug and takes my hand in hers. “We’re going somewhere to talk. Leanne’s checking your room, so let’s go to mine.”

      She doesn’t wait for me to agree; she simply pulls me along with her, out of the stairwell and into the elevator. We ride in silence to her floor, then make our way to the room she and Jaxon share. She flips the top lock, ensuring no one can enter even with a key. Before saying a word, she grabs two waters from the mini fridge and gestures for me to sit on the freshly made bed with her.

      She sits next to me and hands me one water. “Okay, explain.”

      I blink at her in confusion, unsure what she wants. She doesn’t yell, her hands aren’t balled into fists, and her tone is calm and even. I don’t understand what’s happening, and she picks up on it.

      “What happened when Jaxon, Caleb, and I left the diner? Don’t leave any details out,” she urges.

      I repeat to her what my father and Leanne told me at lunch. It takes a while because as hard as I try to simply speak to Cassie, I can’t stop the fear of what might happen if my dad and Leanne don’t want me to repeat the conversation. My voice shakes, and my words come out muddled. Finally, I’m able to get the whole story out, and Cassie waits silently for more.

      “What did you say to them?” she finally asks when she realizes I have nothing else to offer.

      I shake my head, silently telling her I didn’t say anything to them.

      “Did you reply at all?” She frowns deeply. “Did they ask you to explain?”

      Again, I shake my head. “I t-t-tried. They d-d-didn’t w-w-want to h-h-hear it.”

      “So, you were trying to tell them you don’t want to go to school, and they wouldn’t listen? Is that what has you upset?” she asks.

      “N-n-no, I don’t m-m-mind school,” I mutter, then give myself a heavy shake, hoping it eases my stutter. “I graduated a y-y-year early, though. I a-a-already have my d-d-diploma.”

      For a moment, she sits motionless and silent, then grits out, “Is that what you were trying to tell Mark and Leanne?”

      I simply nod, exhausted from the whole ordeal. The day started out wonderfully, but I ruined it by upsetting everyone, again.

      “Unbelievable!” She stands and paces around the room.

      Her abruptness startles me, and I jump back on the bed.

      She notices the move and pauses her pacing to study me. “You’re afraid of them, aren’t you?”

      There’s no way to deny her question. I’m terrified of what my father will do when he finds me. Caleb and Jaxon weren’t happy, either. Even Leanne appeared upset with me. There’s no telling what they might decide to do. My father made himself clear, and I still managed to make a mess of the situation.

      You are going to school, that’s final. Do I make myself clear?

      He’ll be murderous when he finds me again. That’s how Samael always was. It’s the reason running was a bad idea. If I simply stayed and dealt with his wrath, it wouldn’t be nearly as terrible as when I would try to run. Somehow, he always found me, no matter where I went or how much I tried to keep myself hidden.

      I’ll always find you, sugar. Do I make myself clear?

      My vision blurs as more tears fall. “I-I-I’m s-s-sorry,” I whisper aloud, unsure if I mean it for Cassie, my father, or Samael. Maybe, it’s for all three.

      Cassie sits back down on the bed and wraps one arm around me. As she does, she uses her other hand to pull her phone out of her pocket and press a few buttons. She hits the call button, then speaker, and the phone rings twice.

      “Did you find her, sweetheart?” Jaxon sounds out of breath.

      “Where are you?” Cassie asks. Her tone remains neutral, but her eyes shoot daggers at the phone.

      “I checked the top floors, and she’s not there. Mom and I just met with Dad and Caleb downstairs.”

      “Good.” Cassie still glares at the phone. “Put me on speaker.”

      After a pause, the sound echoes a bit, and it’s clear he put Cassie on speaker for everyone to hear.

      Caleb speaks into the phone before Cassie can say anything, “Did you find her? Where is she? Where are you?”

      Cassie remains quiet for a long stretch before she explodes. “How dare you!”

      I yelp in surprise but quickly cover my mouth.

      “What the hell?” Jaxon jumps in nervously. “Cassie, what’s going on?”

      “Shut up, Jaxon,” she demands, getting her wish as he goes silent.

      “Mark, what did Riley say when you told her she was going to school?” she spits with venom.

      “Uh…” He pauses as if trying to remember.

      “Hmm.” She nods as if she expected his answer. “Leanne, what was her argument? You know, the reason you guys snapped at her.”

      “Well…” Leanne mutters.

      “She didn’t have one!” Cassie screams so loud I cover my ears and still hear her clearly. “Not one of you idiots knows what she had to say about school, because not one of you bothered to ask her. You just demanded she listen to what you wanted, what you thought was best. She was ignored her entire fucking life, and you four decided she didn’t deserve to be heard. We were told to listen to her, but I guess that doesn’t matter, does it? We shouldn’t have even needed to be told. She listens to us, yet we can’t let her speak her mind for once?”

      “Cassie, you know how important—” my dad starts, his tone hardening.

      Cassie shuts him down quickly. “She already graduated, you assholes.”

      Complete silence greets us from the other end. I simply sit in shock, waiting for someone to come through the door and murder me for telling Cassie about the conversation and for running away.

      “I didn’t know,” Caleb breathes.

      “Of course, you didn’t know. You thought she was acting like ‘a bratty kid’ as Jaxon put it,” Cassie growls. “She’s terrified of you guys, of all of us.”

      I can tell she’s trying to tone her voice down, though just barely.

      “You snapped at her, Mark, simply because she wanted to explain something to you. Of course, she’s going to assume you’re angry and want to hurt her. She didn’t even get the opportunity to say a single thing to any of you and none of you cared. You four are seriously unbelievable, especially after the visit we got last night. How could you?”

      “Cassie,” Jaxon pleads. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

      “Don’t you sweetheart me, Jaxon!” she yells. “I don’t want to hear it, and I’m really not the one you should be saying sorry to. You can all stay the hell away from her for a while. Find another place to sleep tonight, Caleb. We’ll be in your room, and you’re not welcome. I hope you all have a wonderful night thinking about how badly you all screwed up, again.”

      With that, she ends the call, tosses her phone onto the bed behind her, and turns to me. “We’re having a girls’ night, Ri. No idiots allowed.”
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      I sit in shock, my wide eyes on Cassie as she hops off the bed and putters around the room. She gathers her bathroom items and throws them into her suitcase before she zips it shut. “Let’s head to your room. You’ll probably be more comfortable there.”

      Still in a daze, I follow Cassie to my room without a word. Once inside, she strolls into the living area and scoops up the remote. She glances around, her gaze stopping on me, and she arches a brow in question. She waves me over to the couch, patting the cushion next to her. I slowly make my way to her and lower myself.

      “Th-th-they’re going t-t-to be f-f-furious,” I whisper, finally coming back to reality.

      Her phone rings loudly in her pocket, and I jump as if it might attack. Cassie huffs while she pulls her phone from her pocket. She glances at the screen for a second, then presses the red decline button.

      “First off, they’re not going to be mad. They’re probably already trying to think of ways to apologize to you. Second, who cares if they are pissed? They’ll get over it. They were wrong to treat you the way they did. They know it, I know it, and you know it. Now, they can sit and stew for a while.”

      I bite my lip, considering my options. I could ignore them, stay with Cassie tonight, and deal with the consequences in the morning. She thinks they’re not upset with me, but I know anger when I see and hear it. My father was irate with me.

      Every fiber of my being screams at me to fix things with him, beg for his forgiveness and accept his reprimand, whatever it may be. “M-m-maybe I sh-should t-t-talk to them?”

      “Not a chance.” Cassie snorts and shakes her head. “Ri, you need to stand up for yourself. You can’t let people—especially your family—walk all over you and treat you like you don’t matter. Your thoughts, your feelings, and your opinions matter just as much as theirs.”

      “I d-d-don’t want to u-u-upset anyone.” I drop my head in shame. “I’m s-s-sorry.” Cassie may be disappointed with me now, too, and I’m not sure how to fix it.

      “Stop it!” Cassie’s harsh tone causes my head to snap up. “It’s okay to upset people, Riley. People get mad, they disagree, argue, and yell. It’s normal for any relationship. Mothers and daughters. Husbands and wives. Brothers and sisters. Best friends. It’s okay to be mad and disagree with someone. It’s okay to tell them they need to shut up and listen to you when you have something to say. It’s never okay to allow someone to hurt you or belittle you for any reason. That’s abuse, Ri, and it’s not okay.”

      Her rationalization leaves me speechless. Cassie takes my hand and hugs me to her side. “If you told me you hated my favorite shirt, I’d completely disagree with you and give you a hundred reasons why you’re wrong. But I would never stop loving you, and I would never hurt you, physically or emotionally.”

      “R-r-really?” I sniff, swiping at the sudden onslaught of tears.

      Cassie chuckles and squeezes me. “Yes, really.” She rests her head on my shoulder and pulls in a few deep breaths. “It’s the same with all of us, Ri. I’m pissed as hell at Jaxon right now for how he treated you and what he said to you without a single question as to what you were thinking. I’m just as angry with Mark, Leanne, and my stupid brother. But that doesn’t mean I don’t love them anymore. Jaxon knows I’m mad, he knows I want to put itching powder in his socks for his stupidity, but he also knows I love him more than anything in this world, and I’d never hurt him, no matter how mad I am.”

      “Wh-what if m-m-my father h-h-hates me?” Fear echoes in my hushed question. “He’s the o-o-only family I h-h-have. If he h-h-hates me, I have n-n-no place else t-t-to go.”

      “He doesn’t hate you.” She lifts her head from my shoulder. “He would never hate you, no matter what you did. But he also isn’t the only family you have, Ri.”

      “H-h-he isn’t?” According to social services, I had no other relatives available to take me in until I turn eighteen. With my mother dead, if my father decides he doesn’t want me, I have no other option but to go to foster care for the next four months.

      “No, he isn’t,” she repeats. “You have me, Jaxon, Leanne, and Caleb. We’re your family, too. I can’t speak for all of us, but I’m pretty sure they’d agree with me on this. I’ll never leave or shun you for speaking your mind and having your own thoughts and opinions.”

      Cassie goes quiet, allowing me to process her promise. She said she can’t speak for the others, but maybe she’s right. Maybe they wouldn’t leave me, either. At least for the moment, I believe Cassie wouldn’t throw me to the side even if I upset her. Only time will tell if she’s right about the others, though. The whole ordeal proves the gods and goddesses were right about trust taking time and a lot of effort. Even if they don’t kill me for tonight, it’ll take a long time for me to think the way Cassie does.

      I have to wonder if the way Leanne and my dad reacted at lunch, and even Jaxon and Caleb later on, was because of a lack of trust in me. They might not trust me to follow all the rules and do the right thing yet. It’s only fair they have some ambivalence about me when I have plenty with them. I know I’d never intentionally upset them or break a rule, but they don’t know that for sure yet. Just as their actions will either prove or disprove Cassie’s thoughts, mine will prove or disprove my own.

      It isn’t long before Cassie can’t sit still anymore. She flutters around the room, searching for the room service menu. It doesn’t take her more than five minutes, and she’s on the phone placing an order for just about every kind of junk food and dessert they have. Every time she adds an item, my eyes grow wider. She watches me with a mischievous grin the whole time.

      “Please be sure to charge it to the room,” she adds before she hangs up.

      My jaw drops to the floor. “Isn’t that D-D-Dad’s card?”

      “Yes.” She chuckles. “He’s buying us dinner tonight.”

      “I think he’s b-b-buying the whole h-h-hotel dinner,” I mutter under my breath. When we first checked in, Dad told us to order food if we were hungry. I don’t think he meant order the entire menu, though.

      After she sits back down on the couch, Cassie watches me thoughtfully, her index finger on her chin. “You’re calming down, I think.”

      Her change in subject throws me. “Huh?”

      “Your stutter is easing up,” she points out, bringing heat to my cheeks. “Don’t be embarrassed, Ri, it’s part of who you are. I love who you are, no matter what. But, since you’ve had time to calm your fears from earlier, you’re able to talk to me easier. It’s just an observation.”

      “It’s s-s-something that happens when I’m n-n-nervous.” I duck my head to hide my bright cheeks. “S-S-Samael hated it. H-h-he told me I sound l-l-like an idiot, and if I c-c-couldn’t talk right, then I shouldn’t t-t-talk at all.”

      “This Samael prick needs a serious lesson in manners,” she growls. “I’d like to teach him that lesson. Maybe we can throw him into a pool and put a lid over it. We could try to find some piranhas or sharks to add, too. I’m sure he’d love to go for a swim.”

      She giggles when she catches the shock on my face. “I’m only kind of kidding, Ri. We need to get rid of him so he doesn’t hurt you, but I don’t think anyone will let me buy sharks to do it. Anyway, enough about him, let’s get in our pajamas and watch something fun.”

      Cassie thought ahead and brought a pair of her pajamas. While she changes, I take a quick shower and dress in one of Caleb’s shirts. Even though he upset me, I miss him fiercely. The smell of him still lingers on his shirt, which comforts me.

      When I finish dressing, I follow the sounds of the television into the living room and find Cassie cross-legged on the couch with a coffee table full of food in front of her. All different types of snacks and sweets take up every inch of the table.

      She spots me frozen in awe and grins. “Room service is amazing, don’t you think? This is going to be awesome! Lucky for us, Caleb and Jaxon weren’t hanging around outside the door when they delivered. I half-expected them to be, honestly. Jaxon probably would have tried to convince me to let him in with his sex-pertise. That man is insatiable.” She pauses, then shrugs and giggles. “Then again, so am I.”

      My face heats up about a thousand degrees, and my eyes widen. “Sexper— what?”

      “You know, his expertise on sex?” She raises a brow.

      “Um.” I look away. Of course, I understand what she means by expertise on sex, but her candidness isn’t something I’m used to. “O-o-okay then.”

      She ignores my embarrassment and pats the couch cushion next to her. “Come eat junk food with me, we’re going to watch chick-flicks all night and stuff ourselves until we can’t move.”

      While shuffling over to the couch, I can’t stop the giggles that escape at her enthusiasm. She digs through the food-filled table until she finds the remote, then grabs a plate with cheesecake on it, and scrolls through the movie selections. When she reaches a movie where a man and a woman are standing in an elevator, she stops. “Oh! I read these books, but I never saw the movies. It looks like it’s close to the beginning. Want to watch it?”

      I shrug and nod, unsure what type of movie it is, but glad Cassie said we would watch a chick-flick instead of a horror movie. I don’t do well with horror. Two seconds into the movie, before I can even pick my treat from the vast selection on the table, the male actor says, “Fuck the paperwork,” and starts kissing the female actress. I blush fifty shades of red and turn away, as I do with all intimate scenes in movies.

      Before I turn back to the screen, the words of the actor register, and I pause. Why would they need paperwork to kiss? I know it isn’t really a law, so the purpose of it in the movie piques my interest.

      “Why do they need p-p-paperwork to kiss?” The question pours out before I can stop it.

      Cassie blinks at me a few times. It looks like she’s trying really hard not to laugh. “Riley, please tell me you’re joking.”

      I simply shake my head, wishing I could pull the question back and pretend I never thought of it. We never had a television when I was growing up because of the cost, and my mother monitored the books I read. Most of the movies I’ve been introduced to lately have been comedies. Whatever book-turned-movie this is, I’ve never heard of it before, but it must be popular.

      “Ri.” Cassie brings my attention back to her. “You’re telling me you’ve never heard of Fifty Shades?”

      My brow scrunches in confusion. “F-f-fifty shades?”

      “Oh, boy.” She pauses the TV and turns her body toward me. “Okay, I should have realized you wouldn’t know this one yet. Let me explain this movie to you before we watch it.”

      I nod and listen intently as she explains what the books—and movies—are about. My jaw lowers with every word spoken until it drops to the floor completely.

      “So, that’s what the paperwork is for.” She shrugs as if it’s no big deal. “I’ll lend you the books so you can read them. I’m sure Caleb would love that,” she murmurs under her breath, but I hear her anyway.

      “I don’t know about r-r-reading that.” I settle back onto the couch and pick up a chocolate bar. “I don’t want to learn that stuff from a book.”

      “Learn? Do you know anything about sex?” Concern laces her tone.

      “I know the m-m-mechanics,” I admit quietly. “I wasn’t allowed to go to s-s-sex-ed classes in school. My mother didn’t want me to talk to b-b-boys or know anything about them. I did overhear some of the kids talking about how things w-w-work after they took the class, though. So, I know that p-p-part.”

      “Okay, then maybe we shouldn’t start off with Christian,” she states.

      “Who?”

      “Maybe we should start you off watching Look Who’s Talking instead,” she muses, more to herself than to me, I think.

      “What’s that one about?” I ask a little skeptical. If it’s as in-depth as the first one, I may want to skip it.

      “Never mind, we’re going to watch Pitch Perfect. That’s a safe movie.” She chuckles and switches to a different movie. “I’ll answer your sex questions as they come up, though. Just come to me if you don’t understand something, and I’ll explain it. It is pretty easy once you get the hang of it.” She laughs at her own joke and my blush.

      For the next few hours, we watch a group of girls sing their hearts out, and Cassie convinces me to open up about some of my questions. Mostly, I want to know about the butterflies, and the way Caleb’s eyes darken all the time. She promises it’s all normal, and I relax with the knowledge I’m not crazy or broken.

      “Maybe we should get you on the pill,” Cassie suggests midway through the movie. She glances at me when I turn her way. “If you want to, I mean… Don’t feel pressured, Ri. It’s only a suggestion.”

      “I’m not having…” I pause, unable to finish the sentence. “We aren’t doing that, Cassie.”

      She snorts. “I know, you made that clear earlier. But one day you will, or I assume you will, and you don’t want to worry about birth control after the act. It’s just an idea, though. If you want to, I’ll take you to the doctor or even Leanne would take you. If not, then pretend I never said anything.”

      I mull over her suggestion silently for a while. It would make sense to take precautions now rather than when it’s too late. I don’t plan to have sex any time soon, but I know things happen. The kids at school constantly talked about random hook-ups they had and how it just happened. I don’t want to be in that kind of situation. My pull toward Caleb grows daily, and since the Blessing, it physically hurts to be away from him. I can only imagine how deep my feelings for him will grow over the next few weeks. Leanne said newly Blessed soul mates are much more sensitive with each other.

      “Can we go see the doctor when we get back, but without Dad and Leanne knowing?” I whisper, almost too low for even myself to hear.

      Cassie freezes for a second beside me, then collects herself and shrugs nonchalantly. “Yeah, sure. I’ll make you an appointment. Leanne and Mark wouldn’t freak out on you for this, though. I get not wanting to talk to your dad about it, and if you really don’t want Leanne to know, I’ll respect that, but consider telling her. It would be one more female for you to talk to if you need to.”

      I appreciate her not making a big deal about it. She’s the first person I’ve ever talked to about these types of things, and it’s awkward for me. I trust Cassie with this, though, and I’m glad she brought it up. It saves me the stress of wondering if she’ll willingly talk about it with me. I know I’m not ready to open up this much to Leanne, though, but maybe one day.
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      Near the end of our movie, there’s a knock at the door. Cassie runs to answer it before I even stand up. When I catch up to her, she has the door open while she grins like the Cheshire cat.

      “What’s going on?” I lean around the door only to watch the person who knocked walk away. Cassie turns toward me with a giant bouquet of lilies in her hands, already in an elegant purple vase. “Who are those from?”

      She shrugs and kicks the door closed with her foot. We shuffle into the kitchenette where she sets the full vase down on the counter, then plucks a card sticking out of the top. “Let’s find out.”

      Cassie angles the card my way as she scans it, allowing me to read it along with her. I giggle, and Cassie grins at the contents of the card.

      Sweetheart,

      I’m a dumb ass, but you still love me. I’m really sorry for being an idiot. Don’t hate me forever, Caleb doesn’t cuddle as good as you do. Forgive me?

      Love you more,

      Jaxon

      P.S. I’ll make it up to Riley, I swear.

      “That’s really sweet, Cassie,” I tell her while she scans the card again.

      She nods and sighs happily. “I know. He can be an idiot, but he’s my idiot.”

      Before I’m able to respond, another knock on the door draws our attention. Cassie hurries to answer it, hooting with laughter after she swings the door open. “Ri, it’s for you.”

      She pulls the door open wider, allowing me to see two large bouquets of flowers blocking the face of the person holding them. “Miss, would you mind helping me a bit?” the man carrying them asks of Cassie. She quickly grabs the deep red rose bouquet, and I hurry over to take the blue rose bouquet. The man thanks us for our help and scurries off.

      Cassie and I set the new flowers next to hers. She finds the card in the red roses, and I dig around for one in the blue bouquet. “These don’t have a card,” I mutter with a frown.

      “They’re from Caleb.” Cassie smirks and hands me the card she found in the red roses, resting her chin on my shoulder in order to read it, too.

      Baby girl,

      Words can’t express how sorry I am for not giving you a chance to explain yourself. I should have known you wouldn’t have objected unless you had a good reason. Please forgive me for being a jerk and not thinking before speaking. I love you so much and hate that I hurt you. Let me make it up to you?

      Forever,

      Caleb

      P.S. Jaxon’s an idiot, I’m an amazing cuddler…

      “Maybe they aren’t completely hopeless.” Cassie shrugs after she reads over Caleb’s message. She inhales the fresh scent of her lilies and sighs. “At least Jaxon remembered my favorite flowers.”

      “I’ve never gotten flowers before.” I softly stroke the petals on the red roses. “They’re so pretty.”

      “I wonder why he sent two different colors like that,” Cassie muses. “Maybe they have special meanings?”

      “I’m not an expert on flowers,” I admit with a shrug. “I don’t know what they’re supposed to mean. The red ones match the rose on my Fire mark, though.”

      Cassie scans the room, stopping when she finds her phone on the couch. She scoops it up and taps at it. “Well, I know red roses mean love. The blue, I’m not sure about, except they’re really rare. I’m looking it up now.”

      She scrolls through her phone for a few seconds, then draws her brows together in confusion. “It says blue roses are a symbol of the impossible and unattainable.”

      My frown matches Cassie’s as we consider their meaning. It’s an odd message for Caleb to send if it’s what he meant to do. Then again, the odds of him sending them as a message are slim. It’s more likely he thought I would like the colors or couldn’t choose between the two and decided to send both.

      “Anyway, it was sweet of them to send these to us,” Cassie says, brushing off the meaning of the roses.

      Cassie doesn’t seem to think the roses and their meanings are anything to think twice about, but something doesn’t feel right to me. It was kind of Caleb to send me so many beautiful flowers, but his choices bother me. I don’t understand why. The red roses are perfect from him, but the blue is out of character.

      “Speaking of the guys,” she chirps, distracting me from my thoughts. “They’ve been blowing up my phone with texts and calls. It was on silent while we watched our movie, so I didn’t even notice.”

      “Is everything okay?” Worry grips me. What if something happened and they needed to get in touch with us?

      Cassie snorts. “Of course. They just want to talk to you and make things right. Mark texted and called a few times, too. However, he’s older and smarter, so he knows to just leave us be for a while.”

      My gaze turns to the cell phone in her hand. “Should we call them? They did say they’re sorry. I’m sure I overreacted, anyway. I should probably apologize to them for everything.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Cassie growls. “You’re not going to feel guilty for how you felt or feel. They were in the wrong, not you. It’s fine to forgive them, but we’re still having our girls’ night. They can deal with it.”

      “I miss Caleb.” I slink over to the bed and drop down heavily. “It hasn’t been more than a few hours, and all I want to do is find him and beg him to forgive me.”

      Cassie finds a spot to sit next to me, wrapping her arms around me. “First off, that impossibly deep pull you feel to him is your bond. It’s new, and your instincts tell you to stay with him for every second of every day. As far as wanting to apologize, you didn’t do anything wrong, Ri. You can’t beg forgiveness just because you have feelings and they were hurt.”

      I rest my head on Cassie’s shoulder and fight back the tears. My emotions seem to be all over the place tonight. “It’s hard to fight that instinct. I’m not used to having the freedom to be upset about things. I feel the need to make it right somehow.”

      “It’ll get easier,” she promises, squeezing me tight. “The more you fight the urge to apologize for being yourself, the more natural it’ll feel.” She lets out a long, dramatic breath. “If you want to go to Caleb, then go. I won’t be upset about it. I miss Jaxon, too, and I know how hard it is those first few months, especially when the bond isn’t fully complete. Just don’t go to him out of guilt or for forgiveness. You’re worth more than that.”

      While Cassie appears sincere in her promise, she won’t be upset with me, I can’t bring myself to ditch our girls’ night. My heart aches for Caleb, and my mind screams to find him and ensure he doesn’t hate me. The flowers show he’s not mad, but to see him in person and hear him say the words would be more real for me. My need for reassurance will have to wait for tomorrow, though. Tonight is about Cassie and me, and I won’t ruin our time together.

      “Want to curl my hair?” I ask after a long stretch of silence. My question is my way of letting her know I’m staying. If Cassie could tie me to a chair and play with my hair all day, every day, she’d be a happy camper.

      My offer perks her up significantly. “Hell, yes!”

      Cassie jumps up and rushes to the bathroom, presumably to ready her supplies. I should have known she’d never leave her room and stay the night in mine without bringing everything needed to do her hair.

      It’ll be a long while before we go to bed. I only hope I have hair left after she’s done with it.
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      Cassie played with my hair for far too long before we finally called it a night. Hours have passed, yet I haven’t been able to sleep a wink. Without Caleb next to me, I can’t seem to relax. With his arms around me, I’m safe, and I sleep better because the bad dreams stay away. Without him, I’m destined to stare at the ceiling and wish I had a watch to check the time. I managed to fall into an exhausted sleep last night with him a few feet away, but being in separate rooms makes it impossible.

      I’ve tried to stay still to avoid waking Cassie, but my efforts prove pointless when she rolls toward me and sighs heavily. I glance her way to find her as wide awake as me.

      “I can’t even sleep without the doofus,” she growls. “This is crap!”

      “Yeah, I can’t sleep either,” I mumble.

      Her expression turns thoughtful, then she startles me by sitting up suddenly.

      “I have an idea,” she exclaims. “Let’s prank the boys.”

      I blink at her, waiting for more. She doesn’t elaborate, though. “Why?”

      She shrugs. “Because, though you may forgive them, we can still seek revenge on your behalf.”

      “But I don’t want revenge,” I mutter.

      Cassie scoffs and rolls her eyes. “That’s not the point. It’s the perfect excuse to mess with them, and they can’t even get us back for it because they deserve it.”

      Her logic sounds flawed to me, but my curiosity is piqued. “What sort of prank are you thinking?”

      “Follow me.” She giggles and jumps out of bed. She rummages around in her suitcase for a few seconds before finding whatever she was hunting for. She sticks the object in the pocket of her pajama pants before I can see what it is.

      With a sigh, I roll out of bed, pull on a pair of sweats, then follow Cassie as she bolts out of the room. She skips happily down the halls until we make it about three doors away from her room. She slows her pace and walks on her tiptoes the last few feet until we stand in front of the door. She puts her finger to her mouth in a shush gesture, and I can’t help but roll my eyes. Does she really think I’m about to yell and give myself up?

      We enter the room, and Cassie creeps over to the bed where the guys are both in a fitful sleep. I wonder if Caleb’s sleep issues are the same as mine tonight. Maybe he’s having a hard time sleeping without me, too.

      While I watch Caleb toss and turn, Cassie places something between the guys and backs away. When she reaches me, I reluctantly pull my eyes from Caleb and seek out the object she set between them.

      “What is that?” I whisper, tempted to move closer and inspect it.

      She giggles quietly. “Handcuffs.”

      “Cassie!” I hiss. “Take them off, they’ll kill us.”

      She easily brushes off my concern for our lives. “No, they won’t. We’re teaching them a lesson.”

      Another, not as important, thought occurs to me, and I can’t resist asking, “Why do you have handcuffs?”

      She grins, pulling out her phone. “They’re for…recreational purposes.”

      Before I can ask her what she means, she starts snapping pictures of the guys handcuffed together in bed. This may get ugly when they wake up.

      Cassie lowers her phone and gasps. My heart stops, wondering if she noticed one of them wake.

      “Wait here, I just got another idea.” She takes off out the door before I can so much as blink.

      As much as I want to turn tail and run, I don’t dare move a muscle in case they wake up. Cassie stays away for about five minutes before she rushes back holding an alarm clock. It becomes clear nothing good can come of her newest idea.

      “Here, plug this in over there, and hide it under the bed.” She hands me the alarm. “Set it for four-fifteen a.m.”

      I don’t bother arguing with her. Instead, I go to Caleb’s side of the bed and quietly set the alarm. Cassie snatches Caleb’s phone from the charger, placing it on the dresser instead and setting another alarm for four-thirty a.m. She uses Jaxon’s phone to set a third alarm for five a.m., hiding it on the bathroom counter. The final alarm, the clock sitting on Jaxon’s nightstand, she sets for four-forty-five a.m.

      Cassie finishes the alarms and grabs something from under the bed. I realize quickly it’s Jaxon’s laptop and worry what she has up her sleeve now. She pulls up the webcam, streams it to her phone, then sets it up on the other side of the room, so it points to the bed but the guys can’t see it. She turns and motions for me to follow her to the door.

      We’re nearly home free when she gets a mischievous glint in her eyes and runs back into the bedroom. When she makes her way back to me, she giggles as she holds a pile of pants. The girl must have a death wish, but rather than telling her to put their pants back, I follow her from the room. There is no reasoning with her when she has an idea in her head. We make it back to my room at five minutes to four.

      Cassie positions herself on the bed, enlarging the screen on her phone to watch the guys. Minutes later, Cassie’s phone vibrates with a text message, interrupting the camera. She glances at it, then hands it off to me without a word.

      I frown down at the screen, shocked to see it’s Leanne asking for me.

      Leanne: Hey Cassie. Can you pass a message along to Riley for me, please? Ask her if she and I can talk when she’s up.

      Cassie: This is Riley. Cassie and I are awake in my room.

      Leanne: On my way now!

      I hadn’t planned on her rushing over here. My nerves flare, and I show Cassie the texts. She jumps up and unlocks the door, pulling it open and flipping the lock to prevent it from closing on its own. She twirls around and saunters back to the bed, dropping beside me once again. “She’s coming to apologize, Ri. Don’t be worried.”

      My eyes widen. “How did you know I was worried?”

      “Because you look like you’re about to cry and run away,” she tells me while not taking her eyes from the screen as she takes her phone back. “It’ll be okay, I promise. She’s not mad at you.”

      It would be nice to have a bit more time to prepare myself for whatever happens with Leanne, but I don’t have time to worry further. The hotel door is pushed open, and Leanne calls for us, “Riley? Cassie? You girls here?”

      “In here!” Cassie yells back.

      Leanne walks in to find us sitting on the bed with the phone once again set up in front of us. Her steps falter, and her eyes jump back and forth between the two of us. “What’s going on?”

      “Pranks,” Cassie states but doesn’t elaborate.

      Apparently, Leanne doesn’t need any elaboration because she simply nods and joins us by sitting on the edge of the bed. A glance at the clock reveals we have five minutes left before the first alarm goes off. I turn my attention back to Leanne and watch her, wide eyed and readying myself for whatever she has to say.

      “Riley, I want to say how sorry I am about yesterday… and the day before.” Leanne blows out a long breath and runs her hands over her ponytail to smooth it. “I’m so used to Jaxon and his cheeky ways, sometimes I forget you’re completely different. I shouldn’t have doubted you either time.”

      “R-r-really?” Even with Cassie’s assurance Leanne was coming to apologize, it still shocks me to hear it out loud.

      Leanne nods and takes my hand in hers. “Yeah, really. I promise I’ll do my best to remember you’re not Jaxon and the normal teenage snark isn’t something I have to worry about with you.”

      “Th-th-thank you.” Her apology sounds genuine, and she isn’t upset with me. I allow the worry to fade away and smile gently at her. My heart stops squeezing in my chest, and I can take a breath.

      “Honey.” She sighs. “I’ve always thought highly of you. You’re such a strong girl. But you’re only seventeen, and before we met you, I prepared myself for another teenager. You’re far from an average teenager, though. You’re more responsible than people twice your age and sometimes I forget that. So, do you forgive me for being so simpleminded?”

      “You aren’t s-s-simpleminded, Leanne.” I grin, relaxing further. “You’re the c-c-closest thing I’ve ever had to the m-m-mom I always wanted. I was s-s-scared I ruined that by u-u-upsetting you.”

      “Oh, honey.” She sniffles, pulling me in for a tight hug. The sudden move startles me and I stiffen at first. She doesn’t release me right away, though, and I’m able to relax into the hug and take comfort in her. “You didn’t upset me at all, and even if you had, I’d never walk away from you. You’re part of my family, Riley. You always will be.”

      She pulls back and looks up at the ceiling, trying to keep the tears shining in her eyes from falling. I didn’t mean to make her cry, I just wanted her to know how much she means to me, but her tears nearly trigger my own.

      “Okay,” Cassie mutters. “You two are too mushy. We only have one minute, so shush. I want to hear this.”

      Leanne snickers at Cassie as we all settle in and turn toward the screen. Both of us manage to stop the tears and focus on the show.

      “Revenge is going to be sweet.” Cassie grins wickedly.

      I worry my bottom lip. “I hope the guys don’t kill us for this.”

      We all quiet down and watch the phone as Cassie turns up the volume. One minute later, the first alarm goes off and both guys jump up to shut it off. When they try to pull their hands away, they realize something holds them down and discover the handcuffs.

      “What the fuck?” Jaxon yells as Caleb drags him out of the bed searching for the alarm. “Handcuffed, again? Is she fucking serious?”

      Caleb finds the alarm under the bed and shuts it off. He unplugs it as an afterthought.

      “I know she set more alarms on that thing, I’m not dealing with that shit.” He plops back down on the bed.

      “Dude!” Jaxon jerks on his handcuffed arm. “Handcuffs!”

      “I don’t give two shits right now, Jax,” Caleb gripes. “I’m tired, I’ve had to sleep next to your ugly ass all night, I slept like hell, and I’m over it. We’ll deal with this in the morning. Go to sleep.”

      “Whatever.” Jaxon lies back down while muttering under his breath. “You’re ugly.”

      “You’re a cover stealing asshat,” Caleb growls. “I need Riley and her cute little ass cuddled against me while I sleep. And before you ask, you aren’t getting anywhere near me with your ass, or anything else for that matter. Now go the fuck to sleep.”

      “Grouchy, ungrateful jackass.” Jaxon closes his eyes.

      “Cassie, you said you had those cuffs for recreational use. What does that mean?” I ask while we wait for the next alarm. “And why did Jaxon say they’d been handcuffed again?”

      Leanne turns bright red and chokes on air, trying not to laugh. “Cassie!”

      Cassie simply grins wide. “I’ll explain it to you one day, Grasshopper.” She pats the top of my head then turns back to the computer. Between Leanne’s reaction and my knowledge of Cassie’s antics, I decide it may be best if I remain in the dark about this particular subject.

      At exactly four-thirty, the second alarm goes off, scaring the heck out of Caleb and Jaxon. Caleb growls a few curse words while he literally drags Jaxon over to the dresser, barely in view of the camera. He turns the alarm off, then as an afterthought, drops it into the top drawer of the dresser and shuts it.

      Without a word, he drops back in the bed and closes his eyes. Jaxon lies beside him, wide awake, with a slight smirk on his face.

      “He figured it out.” Cassie smirks. “He knows me so well.”

      “Why isn’t he searching for the other clock if he figured it out?” I ask, not taking my eyes from the screen. I don’t want to anger the guys, but the whole situation is sort of comical and entertaining.

      She shrugs. “He wants to mess with Caleb.”

      The three of us sit silently until the next alarm goes off at four-forty-five. Jaxon doesn’t hesitate to reach over and turn it off. I watch as he scans the room with his eyes. He stops when he spots the laptop hiding in the corner and winks at it.

      “Unplug the fucking thing.” Caleb throws a pillow over his face.

      “Why bother?” Jaxon tries to hide his amusement.

      Caleb doesn’t answer. Instead, he remains silent as he attempts to drift back to sleep. When the final alarm goes off, I start to worry about his anger.

      “Son of a bitch!” Caleb gets up and pulls a laughing Jaxon from the bed and in the direction of the bathroom. “This is bullshit, let’s go wake her up now.”

      “I doubt she’s sleeping.” Jaxon smiles widely at the laptop when they come back into the camera’s view. Caleb notices and shakes his head while pointing to the camera, or more likely pointing at us. I think it means we’re caught.

      “They sure work well together in those cuffs,” I muse, watching them move easily around the room.

      “Not their first rodeo.” Cassie grins. “They should know better.”

      Caleb stomps to Jaxon’s suitcase on the floor by the bed and searches through it for something. After a while of throwing items out of the suitcase, he gives up. He simply stands and stares at Jaxon in silence for a long moment before they both burst into hysterical laughter.

      “She. Stole. Our. Pants.” Jaxon gasps through his laughter. “What the fuck?”

      Jaxon walks to his laptop, stands in our line of sight, and wiggles his butt at us. I cover my eyes and shake my head.

      “He may have pajama pants on, but that’s still gross.” I laugh.

      “Let’s go.” Caleb huffs, heading for the door in nothing but his boxers and dragging Jaxon behind him.

      “Dude, can’t I put a shirt on at least?” Jaxon asks, trying to keep up.

      “How, genius? We’re handcuffed.” He scoops up his wallet from the dresser on his way. He’s sure to have his copy of our room key in that wallet, which will give him and Jaxon access to the room, and us.

      When we hear the door to their room open, then close, I turn to Cassie. “Should we hide?”

      “I’m running.” Leanne giggles and rushes for the door.

      “Traitor!” Cassie yells after her while jumping off the bed. She grabs my hand and pulls me up. “I like your plan. Let’s hide.”

      She drags me to the closet, and we close ourselves inside, waiting for the guys. It isn’t more than a few minutes later that the door to the suite swings open, and we hear Caleb and Jaxon talking.

      “I can’t believe the staff actually asked if this was foreplay gone wrong,” Jaxon mutters as the front door to the suite slams closed. “Do we look like a damn couple to you?”

      “Jaxon, shut the hell up,” Caleb snarls. Their voices grow closer as he talks. “Where are they?”

      “I’m way too awesome to date you, anyway,” Jaxon grumbles. “I’m a damn catch.”

      Caleb snorts. “You’re a dumb ass. Now, shut it.”

      Part of me is terrified that Caleb and Jaxon are going to be truly angry with me and Cassie. The other part can’t believe how fun it was to pull a prank on someone. It’s a toss-up whether the fear of their anger wins out over the excitement of it all. Either way, I hold my breath in hopes of keeping our location a secret. Cassie isn’t as quiet as I am. She chuckles out loud, and the guys’ footsteps stop.

      “Did you hear that?” Caleb asks.

      “Yeah, sounded like a little minx laughing,” Jaxon says, a smile behind his voice.

      A second later the closet doors fly open, causing Cassie and I to scream. I freeze in place, unsure what to do next. Cassie pushes Jaxon playfully out of her way and races out of the closet. “Riley did it all,” she calls over her shoulder. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “Cassie, get your ass back here!” Jaxon hollers. “You’re in big trouble!”

      His threat would worry me if not for the huge smile on his face. He winks at me and turns to chase Cassie. Caleb reluctantly stumbles along behind him.

      With the attention on Cassie, I slide out of the closet and sneak around the corner. Jaxon corners Cassie by the front door.

      “Now, woman,” Jaxon demands, shaking the handcuffs in Cassie’s face.

      “You never let me have any fun,” she whines, but reluctantly pulls the key from her pajama pocket to free Jaxon and Caleb. “You deserved this, though.”

      Jaxon pounces on her the second he’s free. I gasp in surprise, ready to help Cassie if Jaxon hurts her. She doesn’t need me, though. She squeals as Jaxon slings her over his shoulder and pulls open the door.

      “Wait,” Cassie yells through her laughter, pushing herself up with her hands against Jaxon’s back. “I need to grab my clothes and your pants.”

      “I don’t need pants for my plans of revenge on you, sweetheart.” Jaxon swats her bottom. He scoops her phone off the bed and stomps toward the door. “Just a smart-ass little minx and a set of cuffs.”

      “What are we waiting for? Go,” Cassie whoops.

      Once I’m confident Cassie won’t be in real trouble with Jaxon, I turn my attention to Caleb. He takes a step toward me, and my body locks into place, my eyes growing wide wondering what his next move will be. He slowly continues his steps until he stands in front of me. I gaze up at him, unable to move or breathe.

      “You helped Cassie, didn’t you?” His tone doesn’t tell me if he’s angry or not. His hands remain loose at his sides, and his shoulders aren’t tense, which gives me the courage to answer him.

      I slowly nod, swallowing hard.

      He takes a slow, deep breath. “Are you still angry with me?”

      His question catches me off guard. He can’t possibly think I’m the one who’s angry, could he? Wouldn’t it be the other way around? I helped Cassie set the alarms and didn’t stop her from stealing their pants.

      “I’m sorry, baby.” He takes my hand in his. “I fucked-up, big time. I should have asked you what was going on instead of assuming Mark and Leanne had it right. Please don’t be mad at me. I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”

      Understanding finally dawns on me. He’s talking about yesterday. “I’m n-n-not mad,” I assure him, though he doesn’t appear to believe me.

      His brow draws together. “You’re nervous with me again.”

      It’s not a question, but he’s right. I don’t know what to say or do with him. At the very least, he should be yelling at me, telling me I was an idiot for running away, scolding me for not listening when they called for me to stop. It throws me off-kilter to have him apologize to me.

      My talk with Cassie earlier plays through my mind. She said I needed to stand up for myself. She promised I wouldn’t upset anyone. I don’t know if she’s right or not, but now would be a good time to test her theory. If he’s already planning to hurt me, then nothing I say will make a difference.

      “I’m not m-m-mad,” I repeat, then I pull my hands from his and wrap them around my body to hold myself together. “I’m h-h-hurt.”

      “The last thing in the world I ever want to do is hurt you, baby.” He starts to reach for me but stops himself. “What can I do to make it up to you? How can I prove to you I’m sorry?”

      I bite my bottom lip and contemplate. He deserves my honesty, and I deserve the chance to be honest with him. “I know you’re s-s-sorry. It’s just n-n-not an instant fix. Earlier, I needed you. D-D-Dad scared me, and I thought I could c-c-count on you to help me. I t-t-trusted you, but you didn’t t-t-trust me. You sided against me w-w-without a second thought. How can I give you my t-t-trust if you can’t do the same? It’s something I have to f-f-feel from you.”

      Caleb nods slowly. “It’ll take time for that, won’t it?”

      I shrug. “P-p-probably.”

      “Okay, I can give you time if you give me a few things in return.” He pauses and steps toward me. “First, I need you to understand I’m still a guy, and I’m going to fuck-up… a lot. It’s in my DNA. I’ll do my best to be perfect for you, but it won’t always happen. So, just don’t hate me if I screw shit up again.”

      “I’ll try to r-r-remember that,” I promise.

      Caleb takes my hands in his again. “I also need you,” he says quietly. “I need you with me all the time. I need to be able to hold you and talk to you and see you. Don’t run from me, baby. Please, don’t run away from me again.”

      I hang my head and swallow hard. “I-I-It’s instinct. It’s h-h-hard to fight my i-i-instincts.”

      “I get that.” He puts his finger under my chin and pulls my head up, our eyes meeting. “I will never hurt you, Riley. Not physically, anyway. I might do idiotic shit, and I might say stupid crap. Those things may hurt your feelings, but I’ll never intentionally hurt you in any way. I love you, and I want you happy all the time. Hurting you doesn’t make you happy.”

      With nothing to say in response, I take a deep breath and desperately try to even out my voice. “What else do you n-n-need from me?”

      “I need you to let me hold you right now, because if I don’t, I might lose my damn mind.” He squeezes my hands gently, waiting for me give him permission.

      Rather than answering, I wrap my arms around his waist and squeeze him tightly. He folds me into his embrace, resting his lips on the top of my head. Finally, safe in Caleb’s arms, I allow relief to crash down on me. Tears stream down my cheeks and refuse to stop.

      “Hey.” Caleb pulls away, dropping his head to search my face. “What is it, baby girl?”

      “I couldn’t sleep without y-y-you,” I admit with a wobbly chin. “I m-m-missed you, and I was scared you w-w-would hate me. I wanted to a-a-apologize to you for being upset and b-b-beg your forgiveness.”

      Caleb pulls me back into his chest, one hand on my back and the other on the back of my head to keep me tight against his body. “You won’t apologize for being upset, baby. That’s not anything to be sorry for. You were right to be hurt. But I will admit, I missed you like hell. It killed me to be away from you, even for a few hours.”

      “R-r-really?” I sniffle.

      He sighs and leads us over to the bed. Before sitting down, he lifts me up, and I have to wrap my legs around his hips to help him hold me up. I watch him with wide eyes as he lowers us to the bed, me straddling his lap while he holds me tight. “You became my whole world the minute I caught you on those stairs. The feelings I have for you only grow every single day, and now that you’ve been through the Blessing, it physically hurts to be apart from you. It’ll be a while before we can be apart for more than an hour or two without the urge to run back to each other.”

      “S-s-so, that’s normal?” I snuggle into his chest. Cassie told me it was, but it’s good to hear it isn’t one-sided. “I’m n-n-not crazy?”

      Caleb chuckles, lying back and pulling me with him so I lay on his chest. “You’re most definitely not crazy.”

      “I missed you,” I admit quietly.

      He freezes for a second, and I look up at him, raising a brow. “You didn’t stutter.”

      My cheeks darken, and I bury my head in his chest. “I second-guess my words when I’m n-n-nervous. I don’t n-n-need to second-guess that, though.”

      “I’m glad you let me come back,” Caleb murmurs. “Jaxon is a shitty cuddler compared to you.”

      I giggle, curling up closer to him. “Thank y-y-you for the flowers, they’re all so pretty.”

      “I love you, Riley. I would be lost without you.” He breathes out as I start to drift off to sleep.

      Cassie said revenge is sweet, but I think being right where I am now is much sweeter.
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      “Riley?” I vaguely hear my name being called, but sleep tugs at me, refusing to let me go easily. “Kiddo, wake up.”

      Something warm touches my arm, and I jerk away, my eyes cracking open. My dad stands beside the bed, wide awake and dressed for the day. At first, I worry something bad happened, but the events of yesterday rush back to me before I can ask what’s wrong. I scramble to a sitting position on the bed, wide-eyed and ready for whatever my father has planned.

      He frowns at me and takes a small step away. “I just came to talk to you. Do you think you can sneak away from Caleb for a few minutes? I don’t want to wake him.”

      Caleb snorts. “Don’t bother. You know I’m awake, Mark.”

      He rolls out of bed and stretches. I subtly watch his body move, savoring the way his muscles bunch and flex as he stretches. As much as I wish I could stare at him all morning, I don’t want to get caught—especially with my father in the room. Instead, I drop my eyes to the bedspread and wait.

      “You two can talk. I need to shower, anyway.” Caleb yawns, glancing my way while he shuffles to his suitcase.

      The air leaves my lungs in a whoosh. Dread sets in, anticipation about what will happen once Caleb leaves the room. He may or may not already know what my dad has in mind, but I don’t. I’m not sure I want to know.

      When his eyes land on me again, Caleb freezes halfway through putting a pair of sweatpants on, his brow drawing together. “Baby?”

      If Caleb leaves me alone, no one will be around to help me if things take a turn for the worst. My dad’s demeanor gives nothing away as to what he may be thinking or planning. Every bone in my body screams at me to run from my current predicament, but I promised Caleb last night I’d try to stop running. It isn’t an easy thing to do, but with the promise fresh in my mind, I can’t let him down.

      “Hey.” Caleb appears next to me. He kneels on the bed and leans over to gently place his hand on my cheek. “Talk to me. What’s running through your mind right now?”

      My gaze darts from Caleb to my father and back again.

      “S-s-stay,” I whisper to Caleb.

      I worried what Leanne, Jaxon, Cassie, and Caleb thought of me after I upset my dad. But the trepidation I held over them is minuscule compared to my terror of my father. Last time I saw him, he was livid with me. Leanne and Caleb claim they understand and aren’t angry, but my father made it clear how he felt yesterday.

      Do I make myself clear?

      My dad curses under his breath, and even though it’s nearly silent, I scoot closer to Caleb. Dad’s gaze lands on the floor, and his forehead scrunches. I don’t know what frame of mind he’s in, and it causes anxiety to bubble up in my chest. He could be angry, frustrated, confused, or planning my death. Without seeing his eyes, I can’t read him, and it puts every single one of my nerves on edge.

      Caleb wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me closer to him, my back to his front. He rests his chin on my shoulder and pushes my hair away from my ear. He whispers quietly to me, too low for my father to hear, “You’re safe, Riley. Not only because I’ll never let anything happen to you, but because Mark would never hurt you. He’s not angry, and even if he was, he wouldn’t hurt you.”

      “S-s-stay, please?” I beg him again.

      Caleb nods against my shoulder. “Always.” He rests his lips against my neck and inhales deeply. He slowly lets his breath out, then lifts his head. “Mark, do you mind talking while I’m here, too?”

      My dad’s head rises, and he watches me with Caleb for a long moment before nodding. “Whatever makes you comfortable, Riley.”

      He takes a seat at the end of the bed and watches me silently for a while.

      Waiting makes me nervous, and I fidget with the hem of my shirt. Finally, Dad takes a deep breath and dives in. “Riley, I messed up. I let you down more than once over these past few days, and I was wrong. It isn’t that I meant to hurt you or upset you, but things are a lot crazier now than I ever expected they would be when I got the call saying I have a teenage daughter I knew nothing about.”

      I murmur a quiet apology, willing the tears back. He doesn’t want me anymore. He wants to get rid of me and prevent me from complicating his and his family’s life any more than I already have. “I’m s-s-sorry. I d-d-didn’t mean to c-c-complicate everything. I d-d-don’t want to r-r-ruin your f-f-family.”

      “No.” He shakes his head emphatically. “I don’t mean it that way, Riley.” He squeezes his eyes tightly and takes another deep breath. “Listen, kiddo, I’m not perfect,” he admits with a shrug. “I never said I was perfect, and I know I never will be perfect. I screw up sometimes—like yesterday—and I know I will screw up again, too. Leanne knows this, and she also knows how to get me in line when I’m being an idiot. It’s the reason I call her my better half. On rare occasions, I need to remind her to think before she acts, but generally, it’s the other way around, and she needs to give me a good talking to.

      “Cassie knows this, as you saw yesterday when she yelled at us, and again this morning when she pranked the guys.” He pauses and gives a small chuckle. “By the way, thank you for not pulling that on me.”

      “I’m sure it wasn’t her idea, Mark,” Caleb scoffs. “But I know she helped somewhat. Even though I was a victim of the damn prank, I’m kind of proud of her for helping to pull it off. It was a pretty good one this time.”

      Dad grins and nods his agreement. “Anyway, what I’m trying to say is, I’ll screw up again. I’m still learning how to be your dad. I want so badly to do everything right for you and be the dad you deserve, but sometimes, I have no idea what I’m doing.”

      I frown. “B-b-but, you have J-J-Jaxon.” Dad met Leanne when Jaxon was small. He married her and adopted Jaxon quickly after. He’s been in Jaxon’s life almost from the start. He must have some idea about what he’s doing.

      “Jaxon was completely different than you. He skipped school and snuck out to parties with his friends.” Dad glares at Caleb.

      Caleb smirks and shrugs. “I always blamed Jaxon for convincing me it was a good idea. He always blamed me. To this day, we aren’t sure who was the real bad influence. Though, I think a lot of it was Cassie.”

      The idea of Cassie as a bad influence on her brother and her boyfriend makes a lot of sense. My dad must think so, also, because he barks out a laugh and nods. “Yeah, I’d buy that.”

      He sighs heavily and turns back to me, his laughter gone. “But you’re my little girl, Riley. You went through a lot because I wasn’t there to be your dad and keep you safe. I don’t want anything bad to ever happen to you again. I’m just totally lost on where that line between protecting and overprotecting you is. I’m still learning.”

      I nod my understanding. Every day it seems like I’m learning the right way to do things. I spent a long time in the bubble my mother and Samael created, so I don’t always remember or believe I’m allowed to be myself and think for myself now.

      “Will you tell me what happened yesterday?” Dad asks. “I know you were upset I didn’t listen to you, and I’m truly sorry for that. But something else happened, too. Something more.”

      “What do you mean, something else?” Caleb stiffens behind me, his arm around my waist pulling me tighter against him. “What happened?”

      My dad draws his brows together and shakes his head. “I don’t know. You three went on your little outing and Leanne and I spoke to Riley about school. We didn’t let her explain her reasons for protesting which was wrong of us, but something stopped her from trying to be heard. At first, she was standing her ground, ready to tell us what she wanted to say. I thought she was trying to explain all the reasons school wasn’t worth it.”

      Dad cringes, then turns to me with a chagrined expression. “Then, it was like all the progress we made over the last few months vanished. You were the same scared, closed-off girl I picked up at the airport. I don’t ever want you to feel you can’t trust us, trust me. Whatever it was that triggered such a strong response out of you, I want to fix it.”

      I debate answering him. He seems sincere and so far, he hasn’t shown any anger toward me. If he truly wants to know, I may as well tell him now while he’s in an understanding mood. “Y-y-you s-s-said something.”

      “I said something?” he repeats. “I don’t remember everything I said. Was it because I said you had to go to school?”

      I shake my head. My hand covers Caleb’s, and I squeeze hard for courage. “D-d-do I m-m-make m-m-myself c-c-clear?”

      He blinks several times. “I don’t understand.”

      “Can you explain it to us, baby?” Caleb murmurs close to my ear. “It’s okay if you can’t talk about it right now. You’re already pretty upset.”

      “That’s what y-y-you said.” I take several deep breaths, desperate to stop the stutter—I can’t stand it. I repeat the words slowly in hopes they understand me better. “’Do I make myself clear?’ You s-s-said it when I tried to e-e-explain. S-S-Sam— H-h-he said it, too.”

      “Samael?” My father’s voice hardens when he repeats the name.

      Reluctantly, I nod. I hope his sudden mood change isn’t directed toward me. “If he s-s-said that, I k-k-knew he was in a v-v-violent mood. I knew it meant I’d be h-h-hurt if I didn’t sh-sh-shut up. It m-m-meant I needed to make myself i-i-invisible to s-s-survive his anger.”

      “Riley,” Dad breathes out, hanging his head. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

      “I-I-I know,” I say quietly. “It’s just, I’m u-u-used to it being my only w-w-warning. If I m-m-messed up at all when h-h-he said that, It was b-b-bad. I’ll do a-a-anything to avoid that kind of p-p-pain again.”

      “I’ll never hurt you,” Dad promises, slowly taking my free hand in his. “I promise you right now I’ll never hurt you, and I’ll never let anyone else hurt you, either. It’s my job as your father to protect you, and I swear I’ll do that. No matter what.”

      I give him a small smile with a quiet thanks.

      He pats my hand, then let’s go of it. “Well, I know this has been a hell of a weekend, but it isn’t over yet. Leanne and Cassie decided we all need to go shopping this evening if you’re up for it. There’s a little town with antique shops not far from here that Cassie and Leanne love to roam around. They find pretty cool stuff sometimes. Leanne said it’d be a good way to destress and spend some quality time together. In other words, us guys can hold the bags while you three shop.”

      “You mean the place Cassie spent ten hours wandering last time we came here?” Caleb raises his brow.

      Dad nods and cringes. “It was their idea, but I agreed. I told them if you want to go, it’s my treat.”

      “Are you shitting me, Mark?” Caleb groans, flopping down on the bed. “You hate me, don’t you?”

      “It was Cassie’s choice.” He shrugs, obviously trying to hide his laughter. “I suggested we all go see that new action movie that just came out. She refused to let me get tickets for it.”

      “Caleb, you don’t have to go,” I tell him. His annoyance at the idea disappoints me, but I won’t ask him to do something he doesn’t feel like doing. I know he isn’t the shopping type, and normally, I’m not either. At least, not the Cassie shopping type. Antiques are a different story, though. They intrigue me, and it would be nice to spend a mindless, distracting afternoon from all the chaos.

      “Of course, I’m going to go with you.” He pushed up on his elbows and quirks a brow. “You could use some fun, and I’m not going to stop that.”

      “But,” I scrunch my nose. “You d-d-don’t want to?”

      “Baby,” he breathes, sitting up farther and glaring at my dad. “I’m just giving Mark a hard time, I’m happy to go with you.”

      “Are you sure?” I ask skeptically.

      With great pleasure, I notice I can speak more clearly, finally. With all the difficult conversations out of the way for now, I’m able to relax slightly, and my stutter eases up. It’s not only embarrassing, it’s exhausting. My body tenses with every word I say and it’s physically taxing.

      “Positive.” He smiles down at me, then kisses my forehead. “I’ll even take you to a movie afterward if you want. I know there’s a chick movie out you and Cassie wanted to see.”

      “You’d do that for me?” I grin.

      He laughs. “I’d do anything for you, baby.”

      “I guess we’re going antiquing.” Dad pauses, then frowns. “Antique shopping? Antique hunting? Is there an actual term for what we’re going to do?”

      “If anyone would know, it would be me,” Caleb quips sarcastically.

      “Smart ass. I’ll just look it up later.” Dad shakes his head and stands from the bed. “I’ll tell Leanne to get ready and text you guys when we’re in the lobby.”

      “Sounds good, I’ll text Jax and let him know we’re in.” Caleb grabs his phone from the nightstand.

      “Oh, I nearly forgot.” Dad stands and pulls a cell phone from his pocket then hands it to me. “This is for you. I have no idea why we didn’t get you one before now, but I guess we always just contacted whoever you were with. But yesterday, I realized you need your own. Caleb can show you how to do anything you don’t already know how to do on it.”

      “Wow.” I turn the fancy smartphone over in my hand. “Thank you. This is amazing.”

      “You deserve it, kiddo.” He turns to walk to the door but pauses and gives Caleb a hard stare. “If you guys go to the movies later, have fun and all, but not too much fun, Montgomery.”

      “Yes, Father,” Caleb teases, earning him a glare.

      As soon as the door closes, Caleb pounces on me. He pins me under him on the bed, holding his weight off me with his forearms.

      I gasp in surprise and blink up at him with my mouth open.

      “Hey.” He smirks.

      “Um.” I hesitate, unsure what to do. “Hi?”

      Caleb chuckles and buries his face in my neck. “I missed you.”

      “I’ve been here all night.” My heart picks up speed with his body pressed close to mine and his lips resting against my neck.

      Caleb hums noncommittally. “Doesn’t count, I was asleep, and I didn’t get to see you and hold you.” He drops an open-mouthed kiss on my collarbone. “Or kiss you.”

      “O-o-oh.” For once my stutter has nothing to do with worries and everything to do with the tightness in my stomach when he kisses up my neck.

      Caleb continues a trail of kisses over my jaw, then to the corner of my mouth. He pauses, and I frown with disappointment. “Can I can kiss you, baby girl?”

      “Please.” I turn my head to give him better access to kiss me.

      He doesn’t need any further permission. His lips drop gently to mine. I follow his movements, still unsure of my skills in this area. Caleb doesn’t seem to mind as he takes the lead and eagerly deepens our kiss. My body warms up all over, almost as if a fire ignites inside me, begging to be let out. I don’t know what might happen if I let the burn continue, but I can’t resist giving in.

      Driven completely by the sensations coursing through me, I arch my back, pressing myself closer to Caleb. My arms wrap around his neck, and I gasp into our kiss when I feel the heat emitting from my body intertwine with his own fire. Caleb inhales sharply, groans, then pulls his lips away from mine. His sudden withdrawal confuses me. My brow draws together, and I tug on his neck, trying to pull him back.

      “Baby, we can’t,” he grits through clenched teeth. His eyes shut tight, and he sets his jaw as if he’s in pain.

      I let him go immediately, trying to figure out what I did wrong and how I hurt him. “I’m sorry, Caleb. I didn’t m-m-mean to hurt you.”

      He lets out a half-laugh, half-growl and drops his forehead to mine. “I’m not hurt. I’m… uncomfortable.”

      He isn’t making any sense. If he’s not comfortable, I want to do anything I can to help him, so I wiggle under him, trying to get free and give him space. My hips make contact with his, and he grunts. “Hold still, please.”

      “What’s w-w-wrong?” Panic begins to grip me. He isn’t making sense, and he’s acting hurt. Something must have happened.

      His eyes pop open, searching mine. “You don’t need to worry. Just being around you gets to me, but with you underneath me, kissing you like that, feeling the fire in you… I need to stop us before it gets to be too much.”

      “Too much what?” I tilt my head curiously, allowing my nerves to calm. “Was that fire real? Did I burn you?”

      Caleb takes a deep breath and rolls us over, pulling me on top of him to straddle his hips. “Yeah, baby, it was real, and it’s incredible. You could never burn me, but you can test my control. I want you, badly, but you’re not ready, and I need to remind myself of that, a lot.” He presses his hips up into mine, and I feel the evidence of how much he wants me. My whole body blushes. “It’s like every time I kiss you, I forget everything else, and we go too far. I don’t mean to, but it’s hard to think clearly with you.”

      “Caleb,” I breathe out, unsure how to respond. “I’m not ready for that—”

      His eyes widen, and he shakes his head. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll never cross a line you don’t want crossed. I swear.”

      “I know. That’s not what I meant.” My cheeks darken, and I turn my head away from him. “I’m not ready for…that yet, but I…I like it when you kiss me.”

      Caleb cups my cheek and pulls my gaze back to his. “You don’t need to be embarrassed. I need you to tell me what you want and don’t want. If you don’t tell me, I’m left to guess, and I’m a shitty guesser. It’s the reason why I refuse to play Pictionary—I lose every time.”

      I giggle at his joke, lowering my body against his and resting my forehead on his shoulder.

      “I think we’ve tested my control enough for one morning.” Caleb squeezes me in a tight hug. “I say we get ready and head out for your epic Sacramento antiquing trip.”

      “I really like the sound of that.” I grin, rolling off of him and curling into his side. “It’ll be good to have a day with no new secrets or tests.”

      Caleb tenses beside me.

      I look up at him. “What?”

      “Uh, well, it isn’t really a big deal, but there are a few more things you don’t know about,” he admits quietly.

      I groan and drop my head back. “Is this your way of getting back at me for helping Cassie with the alarms?”

      “Yes?” he teases. “It just isn’t anything you need to worry about right now. I don’t want to give you even more new information to process and deal with. You’ve been through enough over the past few weeks. The only reason I’m admitting this is because I need you to trust me, and I want to make sure you know I’m not keeping things from you to hurt you. I just don’t want to overwhelm you.”

      His logic makes sense. There are sure to be plenty of things about this new world I don’t know yet, but I can tell something specific makes him uneasy. His fingers tap nervously at my back, and he worries his bottom lip between his teeth.

      “Something’s bothering you.” He doesn’t deny my accusation, but he doesn’t offer any explanation, either. “Please, just tell me. I understand it’ll be hard to tell me every little detail right this second, but I need to know what has you nervous.”

      “Uh, well—” He pauses and shifts.

      Seeing him so uncomfortable puts me on edge. I sit up on the bed, and he pushes himself up to a sitting position as well. “You can tell me, Caleb.”

      He puts his hand to the back of his neck and takes a deep breath. “So, there is this thing that happens when…if…if we…if you…I mean… What I’m saying is if or when we, uh…” He looks at the ceiling like it will help him come up with the words to explain. I would never admit I find him adorable when he’s flustered.

      “Caleb, we’re soul mates, right?” I try to keep my nerves hidden, though I am not sure I am doing a good job. At his nod, I continue, “So, we can talk to each other about anything, right? You just got done telling me I can talk to you about anything. It should be the same both ways. Just talk to me.”

      “Well, it’s funny you should mention us being soul mates…” He looks at me warily.

      “What do you mean?” My heart stops and my blood runs cold. “D-d-do you not w-w-want me anymore? Did I m-m-mess everything up y-y-yesterday?” My eyes fill with tears. I thought he said he wasn’t mad.

      “No! No, no, no!” he promises over and over, pulling me close and holding me tight as if he’s afraid I’ll run if he lets go. “You didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t think like that.”

      My mind swirls. “Then, what is it? You’re s-s-scaring me.”

      “Baby.” He sighs and runs his fingers through his hair. “Okay, uh, let me think of how to word this so you don’t smack me. So when—If! Damn it, I mean if. If you decide you want to take our relationship to a more, er, intimate level, certain things happen.”

      My brow scrunches together in confusion. “I don’t get it. We already kiss and sleep in the same bed. What could be more inti—” I freeze when his words sink in. “Oh, you mean like Fifty Shades type stuff?” I wonder if he read the book Cassie told me about.

      “What?” He chokes. “Where the hell did you hear about that?”

      “Cassie,” I admit sheepishly. “We talked about some of that stuff.”

      “You talked to my sister about Fifty Shades?” he asks in disbelief.

      I nod hesitantly. “Sort of. It’s kind of a long story.”

      “Holy shit,” he breathes. “Okay, uh, no. I mean, yes. Wait, no. Sex, Riley, I’m talking about sex. If you decide you want to take that step with me, then it completes our bond, and we both get special abilities that are only between the two of us.”

      He huffs loudly as if relieved to have the words out. I vaguely remember Cassie mentioning the incomplete bond last night and wonder if that’s what she meant.

      Caleb continues before I manage to ask any questions. “The reason none of us have said anything before is because, in our world, it’s a really intimate thing between couples, and it’s best talked about in private. I was waiting for the right time to speak to you about it.”

      “I didn’t expect that.” I hide my burning cheeks in Caleb’s chest.

      He simply holds me and lets me sort through my jumbled thoughts. He said we could talk to each other about anything, and I know if I’m going to be with him forever like he says, I’ll eventually want to talk more about sex with him. I’m not ready yet, but I want to be more open with him.

      We stay cuddled together for several long minutes before I finally gain the courage to ask him my most current question. “What are the abilities we will get when…I mean if…I mean, not that you want to, you might not even want to, so I guess it would be if you… Uh, if we—”

      “Baby.” He pulls back and takes my face in his hands. “I want to, trust me.” He leans in and gives me a slow, sweet kiss. When he pulls back, he smiles at me. I try to hide my disappointment at the short-lived kiss, but his growing smile makes me think he knows. “I’m waiting for you to be ready. I will never push you into anything. I’m ready when you are.”

      I blush bright red again and try to change the subject. I’m going to have to think more about his confession later. “So, the abilities?”

      “Right, well… We can sense each other’s emotions no matter where we are.” He chooses each word with care like he worries he’ll upset me. “You could be in Africa and I could be in Alaska, but if you got nervous, I would know. If I was excited, you would know. If you were hurt, I would feel your fear and your pain. It’s like a weird buzz in the back of your mind, or so I’m told.”

      “Wow.” How cool would it be to know what he was feeling all the time? I would never have to wonder if he was mad at me again or if he really does want to be with me. Then again, I’m not sure I would want to know.

      The need to change the subject overwhelms me, and I shake my head to clear it. “Is that the only secret you have left that’s about us?”

      His ears turn pink and his eyes go wide. “Uh, well, I was going to wait for this part. It isn’t really a secret, more of a surprise.” He shrugs with a cheesy grin on his face. “Close your eyes, and I’ll give it to you.”

      Even after the issues of the last few days, I trust Caleb enough to not hurt me, so I don’t hesitate to sit back and close my eyes. I feel him get off the bed and walk away. The bathroom door closes, and I frown. I can’t imagine what type of surprise would be inside the bathroom, but I do as he asks and wait on the bed with my eyes closed tight.
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      It only takes Caleb a few minutes to come back into the room. I’m not used to surprises and I’m a bit nervous. I don’t think he’d do anything mean, but I just don’t know what to expect.

      “Keep your eyes closed, okay?” Caleb says.

      The bed dips when he sits in front of me.

      “They are.” I bite my lip, wondering what he has planned.

      “Hold your hand out,” he whispers, sounding a bit nervous.

      I do as he asks and feel a hard object being placed into my hand. “Okay, you can open your eyes.”

      I blink a few times to gain focus before looking down at my hand. I find a small wooden box with a fancy design on the lid. I smile widely at him.

      “Caleb, it’s beautiful.” I run my fingers along the intricate design on the top.

      “Open it.” He chuckles. “The surprise is on the inside.”

      “Oh.” A bit embarrassed, I open the box.

      When I look inside my jaw hits the floor. Nestled inside the box is a silver chain with a perfectly polished clear stone hanging from the end. The inside of the stone looks like flames burning brightly. Silver metal swirls around the top of the teardrop-shaped stone and several smaller stones are set inside the swirls. Four of them sit in a row through one swirl on the right. One is crimson red, the second is a smooth gray, the third a deep blue, and the fourth is a vibrant green. The other two are white and set in the second swirl to the left.

      “Caleb,” I breathe, trying to form an intelligent thought. “I can’t… This is just… How did you…? Wow.”

      “Do you like it?” Anxiety fills his tone. He’s crazy if he thinks I could ever dislike something so perfect.

      “It is just so beautiful and amazing, and I absolutely love it.” I try to keep myself from crying. It doesn’t work well because I can feel my eyes start to water. “I’ve never had anything so perfect before.”

      “Let me help you put it on,” Caleb offers with a heart-stopping smile.

      I lift my hair up off my neck and lean forward. Caleb takes the necklace from the box and clasps it around my neck. I pick it up and watch the fire inside shine in the light.

      “How did you find something with the flames inside?” I ask with my eyes still on the stone.

      “I didn’t,” he tells me. “You did.”

      My head jerks up. “I what?”

      “Your dad got the stone you made during your test, and I managed to get my hands on it.” He shrugs. “I took it to a local jeweler and asked them if they could do anything with it. He polished it, and that’s what he found. He says its quartz and the design inside is completely natural. He said he had never seen anything like it and asked where I got it. I had to make up some story about finding it while I was camping in the mountains. I’m pretty sure he’s going to go hiking up every mountain in North America to find more.”

      “I did that?” I ask in awe. I thought for sure my attempt at a diamond for the council turned into a puny pile of hard dirt or at the most, a sad rock of some kind.

      “You’re amazing, baby.” Caleb kisses my forehead.

      I blush at his praise and try to change the subject. “What are those smaller stones?”

      “The red—a pigeon blood ruby—represents your affinity for Fire.” He pauses and laughs when I wrinkle my nose. “Yeah, not the best name, but it was the most vibrant red.”

      “It is really perfect for Fire,” I admit.

      He points to the next stone. “The star sapphire—the gray stone—represents air. I thought that was sort of perfect because of the star shape the light makes when it reflects off the stone.”

      When I turn the necklace, the light hits the star sapphire and a bright white star appears in the middle of the stone. “That’s amazing.”

      “I agree.” He smirks. “The deep blue tanzanite is for water. I’m told they’re usually more purple in color, but I thought it was the perfect deep blue like the ocean.”

      “I’ve never been to the ocean,” I admit.

      His brows rise in surprise. “Then, I guess we need to make plans to hit the beach soon.”

      I become giddy at his suggestion. “That’d be amazing. I’ve always wondered what sand feels like between my toes.”

      “Consider it done.” He chuckles. “The last one is a tsavorite garnet for Earth. It has a deep, forest green color Jaxon really liked.”

      “Jaxon?” I question, finally taking my eyes from the necklace for more than two seconds.

      He nods. “I had the stone sent to the jeweler after your test. He called to say it was ready, and he had stones for me to look at. So, that’s where I went with Cassie and Jaxon. I needed to be sure it was perfect, so I brought them with me.” His expression drops. “Maybe I should have waited and none of that stuff from yesterday would have happened.”

      “I’m sorry.” I drop my head. I didn’t mean to ruin anything for him.

      “Hey, stop that.” His gentle command brings my gaze back to his. “You should never be sorry for something you didn’t do. It’s on us, we messed up, not you.”

      “Everyone says they’re not mad, but I haven’t managed to talk to Jaxon yet,” I say with a heavy sigh. “What if he hates me?”

      “He doesn’t,” Caleb assures me, taking my hand in his. “He was a mess yesterday after what happened. He wanted to come fix things with you. He knows he shouldn’t have said the things he did, just like the rest of us know where we went wrong.”

      “I hope you’re right.” If my brother hates me, I’m not sure what I’ll do. It might also affect the way everyone else thinks of me.

      “You’ll know I’m right in a little while when you see him.” Caleb changes the subject by pointing to the necklace once more. “The two white diamonds represent the two of us. The setting and chain are platinum, so the jeweler said they’re pretty safe in there.”

      “Amazing,” I whisper, taking a closer look at the diamonds. I notice a speck in the bottom white diamond. “Wait, there’s a small red thing in this one.”

      “That”—he smiles, resting his forehead against mine and looking at the pendant with me— “is a ruby. I wasn’t planning on that part, but they showed me a few specialty diamonds they had. It’s rare, but there are times when a diamond forms around a different stone. In this case, the diamond formed around a tiny ruby. I thought it was a good way to represent my Fire.” He shrugs. “We can change it if you don’t like it.”

      “No!” My shout makes him jump in surprise. “Sorry, I just really love it.”

      “I really love you.” He gives me a soft kiss.

      I kiss him back immediately. I love Caleb’s kisses. I try to show him without words how much I cherish his gift, and him. Caleb’s hand reaches up and cradles the back of my neck, and our kiss deepens. I feel the now familiar pull in the pit of my stomach but try to ignore it. Instead, I focus on how good it feels to have his lips against mine. It takes us a while to finally part, and we have to catch our breath when we do. I rest my head against his chest, listening to his heart settle.

      “You’re going to be the death of me, baby,” Caleb mumbles against my hair.

      “Why?” I look up at him.

      “Because you keep kissing me like that, and stopping isn’t the easiest thing to do, even when I know you aren’t ready for more.” He chuckles.

      “Should we stop?” I ask, concerned I made things difficult for him.

      “No, we shouldn’t stop.” He laughs loudly. “Just don’t take it the wrong way if I stop us mid-kiss. You aren’t ready, and that is fine by me, but a guy can only handle so much.”

      Now that I understand why he reacts the way he does, I giggle at his pained expression. I couldn’t imagine my life without this man in it. He’s so loving and caring. He doesn’t try to push me into things I’m just not ready for. He’s overly generous, as well. No one has ever given me such a thoughtful gift before—actually, no one has ever given me a gift at all.

      “Baby.” Caleb gains my attention. “We may want to get ready so we can get to the shops with everyone else.”

      I nod my head reluctantly and sulk to the bathroom to take a quick shower and get ready, while Caleb uses the bedroom to get dressed. I spend some time fixing up the loose curls Cassie put in my hair the night before, and then I apply a light coat of makeup like she showed me. I don’t like to wear too much because it makes my face feel funny, but I don’t mind the bare minimum. Since we’ll be doing a lot of walking, I put on a pair of dark wash jeans and a light blue, sleeveless blouse. A pair of black tennis shoes completes my outfit for the day.

      I step back and look at myself in the mirror. This is the first day I’ve done everything on my own, from my makeup to picking my outfit. I think I look decent, and I’m rather proud of myself. Hopefully, Caleb agrees.

      Heading into the bedroom, I freeze when my gaze lands on Caleb. He combed back his normally messy hair, and I love it as much as I love his normal style. He has on black jeans and black boots. His button-up shirt is a charcoal gray, and I drool a little at the black leather jacket he put over it.

      “Hey.” He brings my attention back to his face. “You look beautiful.”

      I blush at his compliment. “You’re really handsome,” I admit.

      “I figured if we plan to go on a date after this, I should look the part.” He smirks.

      I glance down at my outfit. “Is this right for a date? I’ve never gone on an official date.”

      “Anything you wear is perfect.” He strides toward me. He kisses my forehead, and I allow my nerves to melt away. “Shall we?” He holds an arm out for me.

      I giggle and hook my arm around his. I think I’m going to like our date.
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      We end up at a small strip of antique stores. Cassie and Leanne obviously know their way around the shops. Leanne finds a good parking spot by their favorite place called A Checkered Past.

      “That’s a clever name for an antique shop,” I muse as we stroll through the old, creaky doors.

      Leanne nods enthusiastically. “It’s so cute, right? It’s the biggest store on the strip, and they have the best stuff.”

      “It’s three levels of awesome.” Cassie skips ahead of us to browse.

      Caleb veers off to the left, and I stop to wait for him. He picks up an old children’s toy. It’s a wooden doll with one eye missing, and the wood on its face and body is cracked and chipped. He holds it out to my dad, who takes a quick step back.

      “Here, Mark, I found a present for you.” Caleb extends the doll toward my dad.

      Dad narrows his eyes at the strange toy. “Montgomery, you better put that creepy thing back, now.”

      Caleb simply laughs and drops the doll back on the shelf. “What’s the matter, Mark? Afraid of a little doll?”

      Jaxon moves up next to Caleb and gestures to the doll. “Don’t you want a cute, little dolly, dad?”

      “I’m about to ground both of you.” My jaw nearly hits the floor when he scoots behind Leanne and uses her as a shield. “That thing isn’t cute.”

      Leanne dissolves into a fit of giggles. “Your fear of dolls will always be funny.”

      “If you’re so brave, you go pick up the thing.” Dad points toward the doll now in Jaxon’s hands.

      Leanne scoffs and grabs the doll from Jaxon. “It’s not possessed, Mark. It’s a toy.”

      “You hope,” he mutters.

      Leanne pushes the doll toward dad, and he jumps back. “Leanne, don’t you dare touch me with that thing.”

      Caleb snickers. “Boy, if Mark had a nickel for every time a woman told him not to touch her with that thing, he would be able to buy a lot of those dolls he loves so much.”

      Leanne continues to chase after dad with the doll, following him when he turns tail and runs the other way. Caleb follows behind with his phone out and a video recording.

      With Jaxon and I alone, I decide to use the moment to ask if he’s upset with me. He hasn’t said a word to me all morning, much less looked my way. Admittedly, I waited until we were in public before speaking with him because he’s less likely to yell at me.

      I clear my throat and shuffle my feet. “Uhm, Jaxon, are you m-m-mad at me?”

      He blinks in surprise and slowly shakes his head, watching me closely. “No, I’m not mad at you.”

      “Oh.” I glance around, unsure what to do or say. He’s not convincing in his actions or tone, but I won’t call him on it. “Okay, then.”

      “It’s all good, Sis.” He forces a smile, then quickly walks away toward the direction Cassie went.

      His insincerity concerns me, but I’m not brave enough to find out the truth. My overly sensitive tendencies could easily be at fault rather than Jaxon actually acting odd. I decide to let it go unless Jaxon brings it up again. There isn’t much else I can do.
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      Six hours later, I debate whether I’ll survive another outing with Leanne and Cassie together. Going antiquing with Leanne is as bad as Cassie and any form of shopping. The two of them together is insanity.

      Admittedly, we all had a decent time together. I managed to watch everyone closely, and I didn’t notice any hint of anger or lingering frustration in them. The only one I’m still concerned about is Jaxon, but aside from watching myself around him, I can’t do anything about it.

      Even though we’re tired from being dragged around by Cassie and Leanne, Caleb and I go to the live version of Romeo and Juliet. It turns out to be playing locally and Caleb knows it’s one of my favorite Shakespeare plays. He didn’t bat an eye when I cried all over him at the end, either. Instead, he held me until I managed to get myself together.

      After the play, Caleb suggests we grab some dinner, and my stomach growls at the idea of food. We drive to a small Italian restaurant near the theater Caleb swears is fantastic. The lighting is dim and romantic, the atmosphere quiet and calm. I adore the classy, Italian décor of the restaurant. When we eat at smaller places like these, I’m not as nervous because there are fewer people, and the place is much quieter. We also don’t have to wait as long for a table, which is a bonus. The maître d’ staff quickly seats us, and we both focus on our menus until the waitress takes our orders.

      “Did you like the play? I know I said we’d see a movie, but you’ve only ever read the book. I figured you might want to see the play, too.” Caleb takes my hand on top of the table.

      “I loved it.” I smile, squeezing his hand. “Thank you for taking me. I’m sorry for losing it all over you at the end. I knew it was going to happen, but still, it gets to me every time.”

      “I’ll happily hold you while you cry during sappy movies or plays any time.” He laughs. “What was your favorite part of the play?”

      “Easy.” I giggle. “The balcony scene.”

      “Thought so.” He smirks. “I heard you whispering the lines with the actors.”

      “I’ve read it a few times,” I remind him.

      “Just a few?” He quirks a brow, then shakes his head when I shrug. “What was your least favorite part?”

      I don’t need to consider my answer for his second question either. “I don’t like the end.”

      “Why is that?” he asks, not at all surprised by my answer. “Isn’t it sort of the most poetic part? At least that’s what I’m told. I’m not a Shakespeare expert, but it’s the romantic tragedy that captures the audience.”

      “They’re so in love and so close to their happily-ever-after,” I explain. “They never got the chance to tell each other how much they loved each other. They didn’t get to have their forever. I know it’s supposed to be a tragic romance, but if I could change the ending, I would.”

      Just then the waiter comes with our food, ending our conversation. We don’t chat more through dinner. My thoughts are consumed by the play and how sad it was they would never be able to tell each other how deeply they care about each other.

      Romeo and Juliet has been my favorite book for a long time. It was the only romance my mother let me read because she said it’s how all love stories end, and I should get used to it. To watch it live, though, was different—it turned the emotions and characters into living beings.

      It also got me thinking about my relationship with Caleb. I don’t want to ever not be able to tell Caleb how I feel about him. But am I ready to tell him I love him? Do I love him? How do you know if you love someone? Yesterday’s talk with Cassie plays through my mind. She gave me a list of reasons why my family would never hate me. It could be the way to tell if I love someone as well.

      With my mind swirling, I remain quieter than normal during dinner and on our way back to the hotel. Once inside our room, Caleb takes his jacket off and sits on the couch, motioning for me to join him. I kick my shoes off by the door and sink onto the couch next to him.

      “Talk to me,” he orders softly as he turns his body to fully face me. “You’ve been quiet all through dinner and the drive home. What’s wrong? Did I do something to upset you?”

      “Caleb, I’ve been thinking about something for a while, not just tonight.” My eyes well up before I can even tell him. “I can’t keep this from you anymore. There’s something I need to tell you.”
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      “What?” Caleb barely whispers.

      All the color in his face vanishes, and I don’t understand why. I go over my words in my head and realize he could take them wrong.

      “That’s not what I meant.” I shake my head. “I mean, I don’t want to be Juliet.”

      “I don’t follow,” Caleb mutters slowly, still pale.

      “Caleb, I’m in love with you,” I blurt. “I mean, I love you.”

      He stares at me wide-eyed, without saying a word. I worry he doesn’t like my confession. His was so heartfelt, and I barely managed to blurt it out.

      I try explaining myself, but it turns into a jumbled mess. “I know it’s kind of weird timing. Last night, I was afraid you were going to murder me, and I thought I trusted you completely, but I guess I still have some things to work through with that. Even with all of that, I don’t want to end up like Romeo and Juliet,” I explain. “I don’t want to never be able to tell you how I feel about you. I thought about it a lot since you told me the other day. I wasn’t ready to tell you then—it was just so shocking to hear it. Then, I was told I might not make it through this fight that’s coming, and it scares me. I need you to know how I feel, even if it sounds crazy.”

      I let out a shaky sigh while he remains frozen and silent. “I never thought anyone would love me, especially someone as amazing as you. Even though the past few days have been a big ball of crazy, my feelings for you have only grown. I think I knew I loved you from the moment you said it to me, I just didn’t know how to react. After what happened yesterday, I was worried you changed your mind. I know people can fall out of love just as easily as they fall into it. You could easily decide you’re done with me, and you can’t deal with me anymore. It doesn’t mean I won’t feel the same about you, though. I wasn’t sure if I even knew what love was. It took the incident yesterday and a talk with Cassie to truly understand what love is. At least, I think I know now.”

      Without a word, Caleb raises a brow, a silent gesture for me to elaborate.

      With a deep breath, I desperately attempt to speak slower and clearer. “I think love is caring more about another person than you care about yourself. It’s working out your differences with that person. It’s being there for that person no matter what. It means protecting the person you love from everything. Love means not being able to imagine your life without that person in it forever. That’s how I feel about you,” I finish on a whisper.

      “Baby girl,” he finally whispers. He didn’t say a single word through my entire confession, and my heart jumps to my throat in anticipation. He surprises me by pulling me into his arms and holding me tightly. “I was worried I would never hear you say it. I love you so damn much. I’ll love you forever, baby.”

      “I’ll love you longer,” I say, unable to control the goofy smile mixed with happy tears.

      Caleb will probably change his mind about me one day, but for now, he loves me. And I love him. It’s more than I ever thought I’d have in my life, and I refuse to do anything but cherish every second with him.

      Caleb puts his arms around my waist and pulls me onto his lap. I squeal in surprise when he gently pushes me down onto my back on the couch. His body covers mine, and he chuckles at my wide-eyed shock.

      “You’re so perfect.” He grins, leans down, then kisses me with more fervor than ever before.

      I’m stunned for a split-second before I respond to his kiss. I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him as close to me as physically possible. His body against mine is heaven, and I can’t help but sigh into the kiss. This spurs a little growl from his chest. He deepens the kiss, one of his hands tangling with my hair while the other runs down my side to grip my hip. I arch into his touch, needing more from him. His skin heats and it triggers my own fiery response.

      “Well, this is progress.” Cassie’s voice pulls us both from our own little world.

      Caleb jumps up like the couch is on fire instead of us, his stance fully shielding me.

      I didn’t even hear Cassie enter the room and, clearly, neither did Caleb. Idly, I wonder how she got a key, but dismiss my curiosity. It’s Cassie, she has her ways.

      “Don’t stop on my account.” I peek around him to see Cassie grinning. “Though, I would prefer it if you weren’t my brother.”

      “Can’t you two just hold hands? That’s my little sister, dude.” Jaxon stands behind Cassie with a scowl.

      Caleb relaxes his tense posture and scoffs, “Yeah, and that is my little sister.” He points to Cassie. “Do you know how annoying it is to see you two all over each other? It’s creepy and really fucking gross. So, if I have to deal with your lovey-dovey shit, then you have to deal with ours.”

      “Whatever.” Cassie rolls her eyes with a smirk. “We came to ask how the play was, but clearly, it was a good night. We should probably leave you two alone.”

      “No,” Jaxon barks, then takes a deep breath. He crosses the room and sits on the opposite couch. “I mean, why not hang out?”

      “Jaxon.” Cassie joins him. “You’re impossible.”

      “I just want to hang out with my best friend and little sister.” Innocently, Jaxon turns to us and tactically changes the subject. “Are you guys excited to be going home tomorrow? I can’t wait to sleep in my bed.”

      “I am.” I shift on the couch to sit cross-legged. Jaxon’s strange behavior has me on edge. It’s one of the reasons I’m skeptical he’s forgiven me. On the one hand, he’s hesitant to leave my side at all, even if I’m not alone. He subtly trailed behind me through our shopping excursion earlier and fished for an invite to the play. On the other hand, he won’t look directly at me or talk straight to me, but he isn’t yelling or cursing. I can’t figure out what it means. Still, I follow along with the conversation and try to pretend nothing bothers me. “I like it here, but home feels so much nicer.”

      “I can’t wait to get the training started.” Jaxon grins. He means my training, but his attention remains fixed on Caleb. “That way I can teach her to fend off anyone who gets too close.” He gives Caleb a wicked smirk.

      I don’t say anything in return. I’m terrified to start my training, but it seems to be a big deal to my brother. He talked to Dad about it earlier, how he gets to teach me to fight. I don’t like the idea of learning how to hurt people. If Jaxon trains me, it means I may need to try and hit him, and I don’t think I could do that.

      Caleb’s laughter pulls me from my internal panic. “I’m a lover, not a fighter. Isn’t that right, baby?” He shoots a wink my way.

      My cheeks heat, even though I know what he means, and I know we haven’t gone that far with our relationship yet.

      “You’re an ass.” Jaxon glares, grabbing at Caleb and instigating another one of their play fights.

      “I had fun today, but when do we get to have another girls’ day together?” Cassie pouts, taking my attention away from the guys.

      “I’m not sure what more we could shop for,” I tell Cassie. She’s dragged me all over the past few months, purchasing an entire new wardrobe of clothing, shoes, and accessories for me. I hate the idea of spending more money, and I honestly don’t know what else she could possibly want to buy—she has everything. It’ll make gift giving difficult.

      An idea hits me, and I perk up. “Maybe there’s a used bookstore around the house. The bookcase upstairs doesn’t have many in it I haven’t read yet.”

      “We can find one.” She shrugs, nonchalantly eyeing the guys as they call a draw and drop back into their seats to catch their breath.

      “Is that such a good idea with so much going on and so many people after Riley?” Caleb shifts nervously. “Maybe we should go with you two if you want to go out.”

      “No way in hell,” Cassie growls. “We are having a girls’ day, and you two will stay the hell away from us. We can handle ourselves. I’ll give you some time to train her to fight before we go out, but then we’re going, alone.”

      “God, you’re so bossy.” Jaxon snickers, earning him a smack on the arm from Cassie.

      “Let’s watch a movie before we go to bed,” I suggest, trying to think of something we could all do together that doesn’t involve talking about me and my training.

      “Can it be Fifty Shades?” Cassie tries to hold back her laughter.

      “No!” Jaxon and Caleb yell at the same time, causing Cassie to fall into a fit of giggles.

      “I’m going to make popcorn.” Caleb walks to the kitchen.

      “I’m going to pick a PG-rated movie.” Jaxon heads to the TV stand and opens the cabinet the hotel keeps stocked with a variety of DVDs.

      Jaxon picks an older comedy, assuring us it’s hilarious, and we’ll love it. Caleb comes back with a few drinks and a bowl of popcorn.

      “I need to change into my pajamas.” I stand and stretch. “You guys don’t have to wait for me, though.”

      “Actually, I’m ready to get out of these jeans.” Caleb falls into step behind me as I make my way to the bedroom. “We’ll be right back. Wait for us.”

      Jaxon sends Caleb a hard stare before we leave the room. I don’t quite understand why he keeps glaring at Caleb, so I decide to bring it up while we’re away from him.

      “Why is Jaxon mad at you?” I gather my sleep shorts and one of Caleb’s shirts.

      “He isn’t. Why would you think that?” Caleb lifts an eyebrow in confusion.

      Does he really not notice? “He keeps glaring at you.”

      He chuckles and grabs a pair of sweats and a plain black shirt. “He’s just warning me.”

      I shake my head. “Warning you about what?”

      “You,” he states simply with a shrug. “He’s making sure I know I need to take care of you and treat you right. It’s the big brother thing to do. I did it with Cassie, too. It was easier for me, though, since I had known Jaxon my whole life. I knew how he would be with her. I also knew how she would be with him, and he’s the only one in the world who could handle Cassie and her crazy antics. Jaxon knows you’re inexperienced, and he worries about us together.”

      “You said you’d never hurt me,” I remind him. “Anyway, why would he worry now? Why not when we were back home?”

      “I did say that, and it’s still true.” He strides to me and wraps me in a tight hug, kissing the top of my head. “You’re Blessed now. That’s one step closer to our bond being fully complete, and unfortunately, Jaxon knows what the last step of that is. He’s just doing his brotherly duty. As long as it doesn’t bother you, it doesn’t bother me. We can just let him get it out of his system, and soon, he’ll give it up and leave us alone. Realistically, he knew how things would go from the very start. I think he’s trying to squeeze seventeen years of being a big brother into a tiny bit of time.”

      “It doesn’t really bother me, I guess.” I shrug.

      I decide against bringing up the fact Jaxon won’t even look at me. Jaxon and Caleb were best friends long before I came along, and I don’t want to do anything to cause a wedge between them.

      Instead, I drop the subject and go to the bathroom to change. While I have a few minutes, I wash my face and throw my hair into a messy ponytail. The curls stayed really well throughout the day and now hang down my back in the ponytail. After finally changing into my comfortable clothes, I go into the bedroom to find Caleb waiting for me. He takes my hand, and we make our way back to the living room.

      For the next few hours, the four of us laugh at the movie Jaxon chose for us. He was right; it’s hilarious. Once the movie ends, we’re all tired and ready to get some sleep. We can look forward to a long trip tomorrow, and I don’t want Caleb to be too tired to drive. If I had my license, I’d offer to do some of the driving, but unfortunately, it all falls on him.

      When Cassie and Jaxon finally say their good nights and Cassie drags my brother to their room, Caleb and I curl up in our bed. It won’t take long for me to fall asleep tonight, and by the way he can’t stop yawning, Caleb won’t have trouble either.

      “Thank you for an amazing date,” I say as we get settled under the covers.

      “Anytime, baby.” Caleb pulls me close to his side. I lay my cheek on his chest, and he kisses the top of my head. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too.” I grin against his chest, relieved I can finally tell him how I feel. I only hope he doesn’t change his mind about loving me back.
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      One minute, Caleb and I cuddle under the covers together, deep asleep, and the next, our blankets are ripped off. The cool air hits me. I gasp and cling to Caleb, afraid Samael found me and is here to try and take me away. Caleb sits up quickly, pushing me behind him. Heat instantly emits from him as he readies to set something, or someone, on fire.

      “What the fuck are you two doing?” Jaxon bellows, looking down at Caleb and me.

      “Jax.” Caleb plops back down in the bed and runs his hands down his face. “Get the hell out of here, man.”

      “No fucking way!” Jaxon shouts. “Why are you naked in bed with my sister?”

      I frown and glance at Caleb. “He isn’t naked. He’s in his boxers.” I point to Caleb’s gray boxers for emphasis.

      “Jaxon, I think after all the shit you and my sister have done, you have no room to talk,” Caleb growls.

      “Jaxon Micheal Sullivan!” Cassie’s voice rings through the suite. The chances of getting a bit more sleep quickly slip away. “What the hell do you think you’re doing in here?”

      “Sweetheart,” Jaxon says, his tone suddenly soothing and calm. Not that I blame him for trying to calm an irate Cassie as she storms into our room. “I just wanted to check up on my sister. I wasn’t doing anything wrong.”

      “Are you insane? What if she had been naked, too? Do you even think through your half-assed plans before you go do stupid crap?” she yells, gesturing wildly. “You will leave them alone right now, or else.”

      “Or else what?” Jaxon smirks.

      Caleb hisses through his teeth at Jaxon’s retort.

      However Jaxon was supposed to respond, that wasn’t it, and I don’t think Cassie’s happy about it. My thoughts are proven correct not thirty seconds later when Jaxon is soaked from head to toe. The water came from the kitchen sink, even though the faucet was turned off. Cassie managed to channel her element and pull the water from pretty far away. I wish I could do the same. Then again, I haven’t tried that specific move before.

      “Cassie”—Jaxon’s voice is deceptively soft— “did you really just do that?”

      “You bet your stupid ass I did.” She grins back.

      “You get a three-second head start, sweetheart,” Jaxon tells her.

      Her eyes grow wide, and she bolts from the suite.

      “Why did my soul mate have to have an affinity for water?” Jaxon heads toward the door. “Get up you two, breakfast downstairs in two hours. Make sure you pack your shit.”

      “Yes, Father.” Caleb rolls his eyes.

      “No fucking around, and put some damn clothes on, Caleb. No one wants to see that,” Jaxon calls from the front room.

      “Don’t worry, Jax, I won’t do anything with my girlfriend that you wouldn’t do with yours.” Caleb chuckles as the suite door slams shut. “We’ll be barricading the bedroom door at home.” Caleb kisses my forehead as he slides out of the bed. “I’m going to shower, I’ll be back.”

      “Caleb?” I say to gain his attention.

      He pauses and glances at me over his shoulder. “Yeah, baby?”

      “I love you.” I grin as my heart flutters. I can say it to him whenever I want to now.

      “I love you more.” He winks, then saunters into the bathroom. I can’t help but watch the way the muscles in his back and shoulders flex as he walks. Jaxon’s wrong about no one wanting to see Caleb in only his boxers—it’s one of my favorite sights.

      As soon as Caleb closes the bathroom door, I hop out of bed and rush to my suitcase for some clothes. When I open it, it’s nearly empty, and I realize Caleb and I have a bunch of stuff that needs to be packed. Rather than getting dressed right away, I lay out my clothes for the day, then go about packing up our things. It doesn’t take me long to get Caleb’s things together. He packed his bags and only brought the essentials.

      Cassie took over packing my things, so I have twice as much as he does. At least, I managed to convince her to cut it down from four bags to two. It takes me a bit longer, but I finally get my things packed while Caleb finishes in the shower. As I lay the last folded shirt in the suitcase, I glance around the room to double-check I packed everything. The only things that need to be put in our bags are our bathroom items, and I can’t exactly get those yet, so I leave the bags open for now.

      With everything ready, I pull Caleb’s shirt over my head and take off my cotton sleep shorts. I slide on my lacy blue bra and matching panties, then search for the gray shirt I picked out for the day.

      I freeze when the bathroom door opens, revealing Caleb. He wears a towel hanging low on his hips, and nothing else. I can’t seem to breathe or blink as I take in the sight of him. Caleb in his boxers is one thing, but a wet Caleb in a towel might put me into cardiac arrest.

      He stands in the doorway of the bathroom, watching me while his eyes darken. I don’t understand why he’s looking at me like that until I remember I’m in nothing but my bra and panties. I want to cover myself, but I can’t convince my limbs to move.

      “Sorry.” I try to control my burning cheeks. “I thought you would be in the shower longer.”

      “I think I need a cold shower now,” Caleb grits out, turning back to the bathroom and adjusting his towel.

      “Didn’t you just take a shower?” I call after him.

      “Yep.” He closes the door softly.

      At first, I don’t understand why he needs a second shower. Then, it registers he said he needed a cold shower, and my entire body blushes. I realize what he means now, and I just might die of embarrassment.

      Not wanting to get caught in my undies again, I grab my clothes and dress quickly. Caleb comes out of the bathroom a few moments later, still in only a towel. He quickly grabs the clothes I laid on the end of the bed for him. I take the chance to silently slip into the bathroom to brush my teeth and comb my hair. While in the bathroom, I collect the rest of our stuff and double-check we didn’t forget anything.

      When I come back out, Caleb is fully dressed. He watches me as I stuff our things into the suitcases and zip them closed. When I stand, he strides over to me, and I smile up at him. He places his hands on my hips and kisses my lips softly. His breath is minty and fresh and mingles perfectly with his body wash.

      “Thank you for packing my stuff,” he says, softly. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      “I don’t mind.” I wrap my arms around his waist. “I was already packing my things. It just made sense to grab your stuff, too.”

      “You look amazing in blue.” Caleb pulls me slightly closer to him by my hips.

      “I’m not wearing blu—” I start, but then realize what he means. My face burns all the way to the tips of my ears. “Oh, thanks.”

      “Come on, babe.” Caleb chuckles and kisses my forehead. “Let’s get breakfast.”

      “What about our stuff?” I point to our suitcases. “We can’t just bring them to a restaurant, can we?”

      “The hotel staff takes care of that for us,” he explains. “They put it all in our car before we leave.”

      I nod and follow him out of the suite. Just another thing I’m not used to. It makes me somewhat uncomfortable to assume others will deal with my things for me, but I let it go.

      I’m a little sad to be leaving. A lot has happened during our short time in Sacramento. It feels like we’ve been here a lot longer than a few days. I really can’t wait to get home, though—I’m more comfortable there.

      When Caleb and I reach the restaurant, we find everyone else already seated around a table.

      “Hey, what took you two so long?” Cassie sends me a subtle wink.

      “We were packing.” I shrug, taking the seat Caleb pulls out for me. Cassie’s wink strikes me as odd, but I don’t comment.

      “Right.” Cassie giggles. “Is that what the kids are calling it these days?”

      The comment earns her a glare from Jaxon and an eye roll from Caleb.

      I pretend to not hear her, sure I’ll catch fire if I continue to blush the way I’ve been doing all morning. Luckily, Cassie drops the subject and neither of the guys comment. Dad and Leanne are too busy talking to each other to notice the strange conversation, thank goodness. It’s one thing for Cassie to joke about it with Caleb and Jaxon, but it would be too awkward for Dad and Leanne to be privy to her antics as well.

      Breakfast is uneventful and quick. Caleb insists I try the strawberry waffles, and they are now my new favorite breakfast. Whoever invented them was a genius. Syrupy strawberries, on top of fluffy waffles, with entirely too much whipped cream. It’s heaven and I remind myself I’ll need to make it at home. As soon as we finish eating, we make our way to the front of the hotel and wait for the valet to pull the cars around.

      I giggle when they drive up. “I think Cassie and Leanne went a little overboard yesterday.” Several pieces of antique furniture take up every available space in the cars, along with an extra suitcase Cassie needed for her new treasures.

      “Ready to head home, baby girl?” Caleb asks once we’re settled in his truck.

      I take his hand in mine. “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Caleb kisses the back of my hand before taking us toward the freeway. I switch the radio on to the country station he and I found when we drove here. I giggle and shoot Caleb a goofy grin as the Brad Paisley song Then plays through the speakers.

      Caleb chuckles silently and squeezes my hand. “I think this is my new favorite song.”
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      The drive home is uneventful and passes quickly. I fall asleep before we reach the freeway, and Caleb allows me to sleep until we make a stop for lunch. By the time we make it home, it’s early evening.

      “Holy shit, it is good to be home!” Jaxon bellows as we walk in the door.

      Cassie heads straight for the kitchen while whining, “I just want to sleep for the next week.”

      I set down the only suitcase Caleb let me carry. “Wouldn’t you go upstairs to sleep?”

      Cassie’s pace doesn’t slow. “I need food first.”

      Jaxon drops two suitcases by the stairs and turns around to go back for more.

      As he passes me, I raise a brow. “Didn’t we eat lunch two hours ago?”

      “My girl can eat.” He grins and pats my shoulder as he walks by.

      I smirk and shake my head. Jaxon’s not wrong. For such a small person, Cassie can eat a lot of food, and sometimes, she even gives the guys a run for their money.

      I note that Jaxon seems to be in a better mood with me now that we’re home. Not only did he look directly at me when he spoke, he smiled and patted my shoulder. I only hope the change lasts.

      Caleb drags two more bags into the house and pauses by the stairs. “I’m going to bring these upstairs. I’ll grab the rest in a minute,” he tells me with a quick kiss to my forehead.

      Lucky for them, Dad and Leanne only had one bag each. Unlucky for Dad, Leanne wanted him to carry the new furniture into the garage and help her plan the refurbishing of it. Dad suggested a long nap instead, and I can’t say I blame him—I could sleep for hours even after my car nap.

      With everyone else busy, I decide I need to be somewhat useful. I grab the handle of the two suitcases closest to me and begin the ascent up. It figures I would pick two of the heaviest suitcases to haul up a million stairs.

      I get about three steps up before I decide to drag them or risk my arms falling off under the weight. They have wheels, I may as well use them. The suitcases make a loud clunk on every step, but the obnoxious noise is worth not having to carry them. In retrospect, dragging one at a time would have been better, but I’m committed now. I do pause to ensure they’re not marking up the stairs and luckily they aren’t damaging anything so I continue on my trek. Halfway up the stairs, I have to stop to catch my breath. The task isn’t nearly as simple as I thought it would be, though I refuse to give in and let the giant bags win.

      “Riley! What the fuck are you doing?” Jaxon’s booming voice startles me, sending me off balance.

      I topple down about five stairs, then land hard on my butt. Jaxon rushes up to me, cursing under his breath. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to make you fall like that.”

      I nod and take his proffered hand. He pulls me to standing, and I wince. “I’m fine.”

      “What the fuck happened?” Caleb shouts, racing down the stairs as Jaxon helps me stand fully.

      “Jaxon pushed her down the stairs.” Cassie’s innocent voice comes from the hallway. “She told him she didn’t like his hair, so he shoved her.”

      If looks could kill, the one Caleb sends my brother would have him in an early grave. Cassie’s fib surprises me, but I can’t stop the silent laughter. I manage to cover the sound with my hand, but my eyes water. My shoulders shake with the effort to hold it back. Cassie is the definition of trouble.

      “Why, Cassie?” Jaxon whines, slowly lowering himself down a few steps and away from Caleb.

      “Because you said I eat a lot.” She grins and walks back to the kitchen, taking a bite of the giant sandwich in her hands.

      Jaxon narrows his eyes at Cassie’s retreating back. “You’re gonna get it, sweetheart.” He hops over the railing of the stairs and gives chase, but Cassie’s smart enough to make a run for it.

      Caleb takes me in his arms and looks me over from head to toe. “Are you okay? I hope I’m right to assume Cassie is full of shit. Jaxon knows he’d never live to see another day if he did something like that.”

      As hard as I try, the giggles refuse to remain silent. I give up and let them bubble out, pressing my forehead to Caleb’s chest. “She’s such a troublemaker.”

      Caleb arches an eyebrow in amusement. “What exactly happened?”

      “Jaxon yelled at me, and I wasn’t expecting it. I slipped down a few steps and landed on my butt.” I grimace. “It wasn’t a fun fall.”

      “What the hell was he yelling at you for?” Caleb glares in the direction of Cassie’s screams and Jaxon’s laughter.

      “I was bringing those upstairs.” I point to the suitcases a few steps down from us. “Unfortunately, they rolled nearly to the bottom of the staircase when I fell. All that effort for nothing.”

      “Baby girl.” He runs his hand through his hair. “Those each weigh twice what you do. How did you expect to get them up a massive flight of stairs?”

      “I was dragging them.” I shrug. “I didn’t want you guys to do all the work, so I figured I’d help somehow.”

      “So that’s what the thumping noise was. I figured Leanne had Mark building in the garage already.” He shakes his head and rubs his hands up and down my arms. “That’s exactly what you should do. Let us do the work and avoid hurting yourself.” He sighs and drops his lips to the top of my head briefly. “I’m going to bring those upstairs, then help Jaxon bring in the last of Cassie’s crap. If you want to help, you could work on unpacking, instead. Is that fair?”

      I grin and nod, happy to have a job to do. At least, he is letting me help with something. We head upstairs, with Caleb lifting the two bags like they’re leaves. I frown at the offending suitcases. It would have taken all day, but I would have gotten them upstairs eventually on my own.

      Caleb sets the bags in the hall outside his room. “Now, you can drag them if you want to.” He chuckles when I roll my eyes. “I’ll be right back. No more attempts at turning into the Hulk while I’m gone. I’d rather see you in blue, not green.” He winks when my face heats up.

      Caleb hurries back down the stairs, chuckling the whole way. While he’s gone, I grab his bag and drag it to his room before taking my bag to my room. Instead of unpacking right away, I sit on my bed and glance around. It seems like ages since I’ve slept in here, and I sort of miss it. Idly, I wonder if Caleb wants to sleep in my room tonight or if he wants to stay in his own bed. I make a mental note to ask him later, then hop up and get to work unpacking.

      About halfway through my task, Caleb pokes his head into my room. “Hey, the cars are unloaded. When you’re done in here, want to meet me in my room?”

      “Sounds good. I’m almost done with mine anyway.” I pull my shoes from the suitcase and set them in the closet where they go. “I’ll be there soon.”

      “Perfect.” He pauses. “I love you.” He backs out of the doorway before I can respond, but it doesn’t stop me.

      “Love you, too!” I call loudly, grinning like a loon.

      By the time I finish unloading my stuff, I have a full load of dirty clothes to wash so I run downstairs and start a load. It shouldn’t surprise me I’m the first to the washer. When I passed the living room I noticed Cassie passed out, using Jaxon’s lap as a pillow and Jaxon snoring away with the remote hanging from his limp hand. Judging by the channel guide up on the screen, Jaxon fell asleep before he even picked a show. Neither of them touched their suitcases before they set up camp on the couch. Dad and Leanne are nowhere to be found and I assume they haven’t left the garage yet. Leanne had grand plans for the antiques she found. They’ll likely be in there a while.

      After switching the washer on, I skip up to Caleb’s room, freezing when I make it to his door. Should I knock? Do I just walk in? Suddenly, I have no idea what to do or how to act.

      At the hotel everything was different—we shared a room. I had a key and could come in anytime I wanted. Now, we’re back home, and we have our own rooms. My room isn’t under construction anymore and I don’t need to sleep in his. Plus, isn’t knocking the polite thing to do, soul mate or not.

      “What are you doing?” Caleb whispers in my ear.

      I yelp in surprise and swirl around, holding my hand over my racing heart. “Caleb, you scared me.”

      “Sorry.” He chuckles. “I was just trying to figure out why you were staring at the door like it was going to open itself.”

      I blush deeply. “I was trying to decide if I should knock or just go in.”

      “Why would you knock?” He scrunches his brows together in confusion.  “As far as I’m concerned, it’s your room too.”

      “Oh.” Brilliant reply, Riley. I want to smack myself for not saying anything more, but I’m at a loss for words. Caleb sees his room as mine, too. Does that mean he wants to share a room for good? I toy with the idea of telling him my room is his as well, but the moment passes. He reaches past me to open the door.

      Silently, I follow him inside and beeline it to his suitcase. If I busy myself with something, maybe my heat in my cheeks will reside. He frowns at me as I unzip his bag and flip it open. “What are you doing?”

      “Unpacking?” I don’t mean for it to sound like a question, but I don’t know how he could possibly be confused.

      He snorts and rolls his eyes. “Right, but why are you unpacking my crap?”

      I freeze in place, my hands hovering over his things. “Do you not want me to touch your stuff?” The hurt in my voice can’t be hidden.

      “No, that’s not it at all. Of course, you can touch my stuff.” He huffs and runs a hand through his hair. “But you’re my girlfriend, not my maid. You don’t have to help me unpack. I asked you to come in here to hang out with me while I unpack, not do it for me. I don’t expect you to do that kind of stuff for me. You already packed it all up at the hotel when you didn’t have to. You shouldn’t have to unpack, either.”

      “Oh.” I glance back at his suitcase. Any sort of chore was always my responsibility growing up. It’s a habit to simply do it and hopefully avoid any conflict. I know Caleb wouldn’t react the way my mother and Samael did if I didn’t do chores. The difference is I genuinely like doing things for him. “I don’t mind. It’ll make things go quicker, then we can be lazy all night.”

      He studies me for a long moment as if to ensure I’m being truthful and not trying to be polite. Finally, he shrugs and lets it go. “If you say so. Though, I’m not sure you could be lazy even if you tried.”

      Together we go about the same routine with his bag as I did with mine. First shoes and clean clothes, then dirty clothes. While Caleb takes his toiletries to the bathroom to put them away, I grab his hamper and hurry downstairs to switch the laundry. On my way to the laundry room, I pass a snoring Jaxon and drooling Cassie. I make a pitstop and use the throw on the couch to cover them as best I can with their awkward positioning. Hopefully they won’t get too cold. Once satisfied I’ve done what I can for them, I continue on my way to the laundry room and go about changing over the clothes.

      With my load now in the dryer and his in the washer, I collect his basket and rush back upstairs to put the empty suitcase away. Since my closet is bigger and emptier, I decide the bags would be better off stashed away in it rather than taking up space in Caleb’s slightly smaller closet. As I drag it toward the closet, I hear a clunk in the bag and stop to dig for the missed item.

      In one of the inside pockets, I find the box my necklace came in. My fingers go straight to the chain around my neck, then follow it down to the beautifully made pendant. Caleb mentioned I didn’t need to keep the box, but I insisted. He picked it out for me, which makes it special and important.

      I pop the lid open and gasp when I find a blue rose tucked inside. It wasn’t there when I packed the box, but Caleb must have snuck it inside while I was gathering our things from the bathroom. Not wanting to lose the box or the rose, I bring it to my room where I place it safely on the dresser to look at daily. The blue roses he’s taken a liking to are odd. The red ones from the bouquet made sense and matched my fire mark. The blue ones are pretty, but they’re not what I expected him to pick. Still, I appreciate his thoughtfulness and I’d never voice my thoughts to him.

      Shaking off thoughts of roses, I push the suitcase into the closet and close the door. As I turn to leave my bedroom, something catches my eye. I gasp loudly at the sight and shout for Caleb, refusing to move my eyes in case it disappears.
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      In hindsight, shouting for Caleb in such a way was probably a bad idea. His thunderous footsteps fill the hall as he rushes from his room to mine.

      “What’s wrong?” He demands as his eyes scan the room for danger, pulling me into his arms the second he reaches me.

      “What’s that?” I point to the bed.

      He exhales heavily and gives me a shaky laugh. “You will be the death of me, woman.” He runs a hand through his hair, rolls his eyes to the ceiling, and takes a few deep breaths to calm himself. “What does it look like?”

      “It looks like a mini zoo on my bed,” I say slowly, still not believing my eyes.

      “Pretty much.” He confirms. “But these are stuffed so no messy cleanup or expensive food to deal with.”

      “How did they get here?” I look from him to the stuffed animals, then back again.

      “Well,” he drags out while he walks over to the bed, picking up the stuffed tiger, “I saw you eyeing them, so I grabbed the tiger when you weren’t looking. Everyone went back later and got you ones they thought you would like. Jaxon picked the monkey, Cassie got you the turtle, your dad decided on the kangaroo, and Leanne chose the otter.”

      “Why?” I whisper in awe, slowly shuffling to the bed. They can’t know why the stuffed animals are special to me, but they got them anyway.

      He shrugs. “They wanted them to stay together. The way you had them all lined up before we left the gift shop.”

      I blink in disbelief. “Really?”

      He barks out a laugh. “Okay, no, not really. We just knew you’d probably never had stuffed animals like this, so we thought you would enjoy them. We did watch you line them up, though. That’s how we knew which ones you liked most.”

      “I did have one, once.” I drop my gaze to the ground. The memory is a sad one, but it’s also the reason these new treasures are so special to me. “It was a dirty old stuffed bear I found in the library parking lot when I was six. I named him Boo-Boo because he had lots of them. He was missing an eye, and his stuffing was falling out. My mother never noticed I had him, and I kept him hidden from her for as long as I could. Every time I went to the library, I would bring him with me and ask the librarian if the owner came looking for him yet. She always said no.”

      Caleb’s finger comes up under my chin, and he brings my gaze to meet his. “I have a feeling this story doesn’t end well.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” I shake my head and clench my jaw to prevent my chin from wobbling. “One day, about four years later, Sam came home drunk. He was angry because I didn’t have dinner ready on time. He went into my room and tore it apart. I didn’t have much in there anyway, but he found Boo. He threw him into the fireplace and made me watch as he lit the bear on fire.” I wipe a stray tear from my cheek. “I never dared to want another one after that. He was the first thing I ever cared about, and he got destroyed.”

      Caleb pulls me into his arms and rests his cheek on the top of my head. “If I get my hands on that fucker, I’ll kill him,” he growls. “I won’t let him take anything else away from you, baby.”

      I don’t say anything as I hug him back tightly. Caleb doesn’t know what Samael is capable of. As much as I wish I could believe his promise, I know better than to doubt Samael’s abilities to hurt me.

      We stand there, holding each other for a while, and allowing the sadness and depressing thoughts to fade. All to soon Caleb pulls back and gives me a light kiss on the lips. As he tries to back off, I thread my hands through his hair and pull him closer. I kiss him a few more times, before letting him go. I smile slightly at the way he makes me feel so safe and loved, even when I’m remembering bad times.

      Looking up at his face, I find his eyes have darkened, and butterflies explode in my stomach.

      “You’re killing me.” Caleb’s eyes flick from mine to my lips and back. “Though, I can’t complain. It’s a good way to go.”

      I take a deep breath and dig deep for a bit more courage. Caleb says he loves me, and I love him. In theory, I should be able to kiss him if I want to. Before I over think it, I push up onto my tiptoes and kiss him deeply. He inhales sharply in surprise at my sudden assault, but he quickly recovers and takes over the kiss. I’m grateful he takes control, and I don’t have to think.

      His arms make their way to my hips, and he grips me tightly. I push myself closer to him, and he seems to understand I need more. He easily lifts me up, and I wrap my legs around his waist, putting my arms around his neck. Our lips never part as he walks us to the bed and lowers me down. I keep my legs locked around his waist as he lowers himself on top of me. His weight on me feels amazing, exactly the comfort I need.

      He moves his lips to leave a trail of kisses down my neck, giving me a chance to catch my breath. I can’t help but squirm a bit at the feel of his lips on my neck—it ignites the fire inside me, and I can’t control myself.

      I wiggle and gasp as he makes his way back up my neck. My shirt rides up my stomach and over my ribs. The internal fire I felt the last time we were in this position returns with a vengeance. Caleb’s hand leaves my hip and slowly slides up my bare side. If anyone else were to touch me right now, they might get burned. However, Caleb seems to feed off of the heat, and I find myself doing the same as his body grows hotter against my own.

      My back arches into his touch when his fingertips reach the edge of my bra. He pulls back slightly and smirks. His eyes dart down to his hand, then back up to my eyes. “I think this blue is my new favorite color.” He runs his fingers over the side of my bra.

      I shiver and can’t help the small moan that escapes. Caleb’s hand lowers to grip my side, and he squeezes his eyes tight as if trying to gain some sense of control.

      “Baby,” he breathes against my lips.

      Instead of finishing his thought, he presses his lips against mine again, making me forget about everything but him. Our kiss is softer, and I know he is holding back—the heat that radiates from both of us cools little by little but never fully disappears.

      When Caleb shifts to the side a bit, my head hits something soft, and I realize all of the stuffed animals are still on the bed. Not wanting my new stuffed babies to get smashed, I pull away from our kiss. I know Caleb needs to slow down anyway and gain more control. Like he told me back in Sacramento, he can only take so much.

      I blink several times, trying to get my body to calm down. I grasp at the first subject to pop into my mind, hoping to distract us both. “I wonder where I should put the babies,” I say, thinking out loud of a safe place to put the stuffed animals so they don’t get messed up. As childish as it may sound, I’ll treasure them forever.

      Caleb sits up so fast he almost falls off the bed and gapes down at me with wide eyes. “Wh-what?”

      My brow scrunches together at his odd reaction. “The babies, where should I keep them?”

      “Baby girl, uh… Shouldn’t we… Riley, I mean I don’t know… It isn’t really…” He stumbles, trying to form a coherent sentence.

      I didn’t realize it was so important to him or maybe our kiss muddled his thoughts as much as it did my own. “It isn’t a big deal. I was thinking maybe the dresser since there isn’t really much there.” I shrug. Of course, I love them, but I think they will be safe wherever I put them.

      “The dresser?” he chokes.

      My frown deepens. “Would you rather we put them in your room? I don’t mind either way.”

      “Holy shit.” He runs his hands through his hair repeatedly, messing up the already scruffy, dark locks. “Okay, um, I’m not so sure we should be talking about this yet. I mean, I haven’t even given you a ring.” He pauses, his eyes growing wide. “Not that I don’t want to. I would right now, if I thought you were ready. But you just told me you love me. Are you really ready for that? Especially with everything else going on? I thought we would go a bit slower than that.”

      Maybe our kiss knocked his senses out of him. “What in the world are you talking about, Caleb?”

      “You’re asking about babies,” he says cautiously. “And I think it’s a little too soon for that.”

      It takes a moment for his words to sink in. When they do, I’m stunned into silence at the realization of where his mind was. I can’t seem to stop the giggles from bubbling up and out, and they quickly turn into full-blown hysterics. Caleb looks slightly less amused than I am, but I can’t stop.

      “Caleb,” I manage between giggles. I desperately try to compose myself, but the whole situation is comical. Even after several deep breaths, it’s hard to manage a full sentence. “I was talking about the stuffed animals, not real babies.”

      “Jesus Christ.” He lets out a heavy sigh of relief, falling onto his back beside me. “You sure know how to shock the hell out of a guy.”

      “Sorry,” I snicker and curl up beside him.

      “Sure, you are,” he mutters with disbelief. He takes a few deep breaths of his own and kisses the top of my head. “I think we should put the babies on the window seat.”

      “That’s a good idea. Then, they can look outside.” I nod against his chest.

      He stands, grabbing my hands and pulling me with him. He kisses my forehead before grabbing the kangaroo and otter. I grab the turtle and monkey. We put them neatly on the window seat, facing out so they can see the view. I go back and grab the tiger Caleb picked out and set him up on the nightstand so I can keep him close.

      “Let’s grab a snack.” He slings an arm around my shoulders. “I think I need a drink after you scared the hell out of me.”

      As we walk out the door, Jaxon lazily makes his way up the stairs. He and Cassie must have finished their nap. He gives Caleb a dirty look and growls, “What the fuck were you two doing in there?”

      “Talking about babies,” Caleb tells him with a straight face.

      Jaxon turns an unflattering shade of purple while Caleb snickers and leads us downstairs. He loves to mess with Jaxon, but I hope my brother doesn’t really think we are actively planning to have kids. That isn’t even on my radar and won’t be for a long time.

      Right now, all I want to do is enjoy being able to hug and kiss my boyfriend whenever I want.
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      “Rise and shine!” Jaxon’s bellow causes me to shoot straight up in bed the following morning.

      Caleb groans and throws a pillow at Jaxon, hitting him in the head with it. “Get the fuck out.”

      “No can do, sunshine.” Jaxon grins, throwing the pillow back. “It’s time to start training my little sissy here how to kick ass.”

      “Oh, no,” I groan, plopping back down. “Tomorrow would be better.”

      “Nice try.” He laughs. “Both of you, up. Now.”

      “Goddamnit.” Caleb throws the covers back and storms into the bathroom. He slams the door shut, but I can still hear him grumbling loudly about getting locks for the bedroom door.

      Jaxon gives me a satisfied smirk and leaves the room. I roll my eyes but, reluctantly, get out of bed. I know if I try to go back to sleep, he’ll just drag me out of bed or get Cassie to dump water on me. He’s bound and determined to start my self-defense training as soon as possible.

      Not knowing what training will consist of, I linger in a long hot shower using the bathroom at the end of the hall so Caleb can use his own. All too soon it’s time to turn the water off and force myself out of the shower. After quickly throwing my wet hair into a ponytail, I slink to my room and dress in a plain tank top and sweatpants. With shoes and socks in hand, I head back to Caleb’s room and go about putting them on while I wait for him to finish getting ready. Just as I bend down to tie my shoes, Caleb stomps out of his bathroom fully dressed and clearly less than happy to be awake. I giggle at his half-open eyes and messy hair. He tries to scowl at me, but his bottom lip pokes out in an adorable pout, which only causes me to laugh harder. I walk past him to get to the bathroom, and he swats my butt playfully as I pass. I yelp and give him an incredulous look as I continue to the bathroom for my toothbrush. He flashes me a cheeky grin before he leaves the room.

      After giving my teeth a good scrub, I head downstairs and find Caleb and Jaxon eating cereal at the table. Dad, Leanne, and Cassie are nowhere to be seen. A quick glance at the clock tells me Dad already left for work since he said he’d be pulling long hours to make up for our long weekend away, but Leanne and Cassie are probably still asleep. No one in their right mind would be awake at five in the morning unless they had to be.

      I plop down silently and make quick work of fixing myself a bowl of cereal. Both Caleb and I eat slower than usual. I drag breakfast out to postpone the inevitable with Jaxon, and I think Caleb does it for the same reason.

      The second I take my last bite, Jaxon hops up and pulls me to the backyard. I roll my eyes at his back, wondering if he’ll be like this every morning. When I first arrived, I didn’t sleep well, and I would hear Jaxon wake in the early hours sometimes. He would go out for runs a lot before anyone else woke up. I wanted to join him, but I never gained the courage to ask if it was okay. Now, I wish I had because being in better shape might make training less tiresome.

      Today, Jaxon being a morning person frustrates me, especially now that I’m able to sleep normal hours. I have a theory his pushiness about my training is a subtle way to keep Caleb and me from being alone as well. His sudden protectiveness strikes me as odd since he wouldn’t even look at me two days ago. He went from the fun-loving brother I’ve known for months, to an oddly protective brother who wouldn’t look or speak to me, to not wanting to leave me alone and constantly checking on me. Caleb doesn’t seem to think much of his strange behavior, though, and I try to let it go.

      Jaxon spends the next six hours testing how much control I have of my affinities like we did before the meeting with the council. My power over the elements comes to me easier, now, and I grin at the simplicity as I summon fire in the circle Caleb outlines, and then snuff it out. Maybe the training Jaxon’s so serious about will be easier than I thought. He’s relentless and only lets me take breaks to use the bathroom or grab water, but I can handle it as long as violence isn’t part of it. The routine continues through the week and I begin to relax into the new schedule.

      Jaxon’s attitude throughout the week frustrates Caleb to no end, but I try not to let it get to me by reminding myself what the gods and goddesses had to say. I need to be ready, or I’ll fail. Jaxon’s urgency and odd behavior isn’t as strange when I consider the meeting. Maybe he took the warning from the gods and goddesses harder than I thought. He doesn’t want me to mess up and ruin everything, which means training until I’m ready.

      “We don’t know how soon things will go downhill, and you need to be ready,” Jaxon repeats throughout the week.

      By Friday, I know what to expect and I no longer worry about training. After Caleb demands a quick lunch break, Cassie and Leanne pop in to let us know they’re going grocery shopping and should be back within the hour. The guys and I eat quickly before Jaxon forces us back outside to go through the morning’s routine once more. When I finish the same tasks I’ve come to know inside and out, I set up to start again. It startles me when Jaxon nods to Caleb, who steps toward me and takes a defensive stance.

      “Hit me,” he orders.

      “Wh-what?” I take a step back, wondering if he lost his mind. I could never hurt him—it makes me sick to my stomach just thinking about it.

      “I said hit me.” He steps toward me, and I take another step back.

      “I’m n-n-not hitting you, Caleb,” I whisper, glancing around for someone to step in and stop him.

      Jaxon stands to the side with his arms crossed over his chest, observing Caleb and me. After he gives me an encouraging nod, I realize he’s obviously not going to help me get out of this situation.

      Caleb doesn’t relent.

      “Hit. Me,” Caleb growls, bringing my attention back to him.

      I stare at him wide-eyed as he takes another menacing step forward.

      I begin to panic, questioning everything he’s promised me. He swore he’d never hurt me, but my stomach drops at the look on his face and the tone in his voice—it’s linked to too many bad memories. Samael would talk low and quiet when he was in a particularly violent mood. I shudder, remembering a few of those times.

      My chin wobbles. “Caleb, please.” Tentatively, I reach my hand out to him, silently pleading for him to take it.

      Caleb looks at my outstretched hand impassively, then takes another threatening step toward me. My chest tightens, and I drop my hand to wrap my arms protectively around my body. My vision blurs and my body shivers. I take a few shaky breaths and try to calm myself. I don’t want to associate Caleb with Samael and my past. I don’t want to be afraid of him.

      Caleb stops short, his expression pained. He turns to Jaxon and shakes his head. “I can’t, Jax. I’m sorry, I can’t do this to her. We can figure out another way to teach her to fight, but I won’t do this.”

      “Caleb,” Jaxon argues. “She needs to face her fears. If someone comes after her, we can’t have her freezing up and panicking. She needs to push through and be able to fight off anyone who tries to hurt her, even if it scares her.”

      “Fine, I get it!” Caleb yells. “But not like this. We can ease into it.”

      “Fuck that, I’ll take care of this.” Jaxon stomps toward me.

      I freeze in fear as he bounds toward me. Vaguely, I register Caleb shouting Jaxon’s name in warning, but I’m too focused on trying to make my body move. I know my odds of outrunning him are slim to none, and because of that, I stay in place, ready to let him do whatever he has planned.

      Jaxon stops directly in front of me, grabs my arms, and shakes me. His grip isn’t nearly as hard as I expect, but when he shakes and yells at me, my mind shuts down completely.

      It used to happen to me sometimes when I was hurt physically—I couldn’t think, move, or speak. I couldn’t hear what was being said or register anything. I would always feel the pain later when I was alone. But I learned at an early age that, if I wanted to survive, I needed to shut down—something I would do whenever I knew someone was going to be violent.

      All at once, I’m back at my old house, with my mother and Samael. My eyes close tightly, and my heart races with adrenaline. The only sound I hear is my blood rushing in my ears. I vaguely notice the hands holding me up let go, and my legs give out, sending me to my knees. This is a good thing. Sometimes, if I cower and show enough fear, it ends sooner. Mom always goes easier on me if she know she’s scared me enough. I put my forehead to the ground and keep my arms wrapped around my middle.

      I don’t know how long I stay in the same position, but someone suddenly pulls me off the ground. Every muscle in my body locks up in anticipation for what’s to come. I don’t say a word or dare make a noise, I just hold my breath and wait for it to be over. My lungs start to burn, desperate for oxygen, but I refuse to let any sound, even a breath, escape. It’ll only make him angrier, so I fight the sensation until my body gives out.
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        * * *

      

      I’m first aware of a distant buzz of voices replacing the sound of blood rushing in my ears once the world comes rushing back to me. My lungs slowly suck in air again, despite my efforts to stop it. I must have passed out for a few minutes while I held my breath. Still, as much as I want to take long deep breaths, I keep them short and shallow and silent.

      I try hard not to focus on the voices, not wanting to hear the horrible things Samael and my mother say to me.

      “—aby.” Caleb’s desperate voice breaks through my panic, and I wonder where he came from. “Come on, baby. Please, take a breath for me.”

      With a start, I realize Caleb has me on his lap as he runs a soothing hand up and down my back. Reality wiggles its way back into my brain, and I remember Samael and my mom aren’t the reason I’m here. It was my brother.

      “See!” Jaxon hollers in frustration, and I cower further against Caleb. I don’t feel any pain yet, but he may not be done with me. “This is what I’m talking about! I hardly touched her and she—”

      “Never. Again,” Caleb interrupts, his voice calm but deadly. “You will never do that to her again.”

      I hear no response as Caleb lifts me and stands. I have no idea where he’s taking me, but I don’t care. I just want to be safe and hidden.

      “I will deal with you later, Jaxon.” Caleb takes a few strides, kisses my forehead, then whispers in my ear, “Just hang on, baby girl. I’m so sorry for scaring you.” He continues to apologize over and over as he takes me wherever he’s decided to go.

      When he steps up onto the stairs, I know he’s taking me to his room, which is exactly where I want to be. Safe and sound in his room with him. Moments later, he lays me down on the bed where I curl into a ball while he climbs on next to me. He uses one arm to hold me close and the other to stroke my hair while he whispers apologies.

      “Can you open your eyes for me?” he asks after my stiff body finally relaxes slightly and the shakes aren’t as violent.

      I pry my eyes open slowly and notice they’re wet. I didn’t realize I’d been crying, but now that I’m aware of the tears, I can’t seem to stop them.

      “I hate seeing you cry.” Caleb pulls me close to his chest. “Especially when I’m the cause.”

      Words elude me, but I wish I could tell him he’s not to blame. He may think he caused me to spiral into a panic, but he’s wrong. Caleb stopped his tactics when he knew I couldn’t handle it. Jaxon didn’t, and I don’t understand why. Maybe he never forgave me for what happened in Sacramento, or maybe he blames me for the upcoming fight. Could he be angry because he got hurt during our visit with the gods and goddesses?

      “You scared the crap out of me when you stopped breathing,” Caleb says after a few moments of silence. “I’m so sorry, Riley.”

      I don’t reply because I have nothing to say at the moment. Instead, I curl up closer to him, focus on trying to take even breaths, and attempt to stop the silent tears from flowing.

      Just as I gain some control, the bedroom door creaks open. We both turn our heads toward the intruder. Caleb folds his arms around me, shielding me from whoever it is.

      “Well, if this is how we practice self-defense, where do I sign up?” Cassie asks playfully.

      Caleb releases his protective grip on me and mumbles something about going to the hardware store for seven different door locks. I can’t help but snort at his obsession with getting a lock for the bedroom door. Will he ever really do it?
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      “Why are you two playing in here instead of training?” Cassie asks. I can only see her feet under Caleb’s arm, and I watch as she bounces on her heels. She can never sit still. “While Leanne and I loaded the groceries into the car, I felt Jaxon’s attitude problem. Is it because you guys are playing hooky?”

      Caleb growls, “No, it’s because he’s an asshole, and he scared Riley.”

      Cassie stops bouncing on her heels. She stands stone-still for a long moment, something I’ve never seen her do before. “What do you mean?”

      While Caleb explains everything that transpired while she and Leanne were gone, I wiggle loose from his embrace so I can see her. The more Caleb talks, the redder Cassie’s face becomes. When Caleb tells her I blacked out for a minute, I worry she might literally explode. If steam could come out of a person’s ears, I have no doubt Cassie would resemble a train. Without a word, Cassie spins around and storms out of the room.

      “Jaxon Micheal!” Cassie bounds down the stairs.

      Caleb and I exchange a worried glance before following her down. I think both of us worry she might actually hurt Jaxon this time. I’ve never seen her so mad. Usually, when she’s upset, she gets loud and doesn’t stay in one place for more than a second. Now, she’s quiet, calm, and controlled. She’s like the world before an epic natural disaster.

      I expected her to bring the whole place down with her screams, and the fact she didn’t concerns me. Her normal tone can be heard at the top of the stairs from the kitchen. We nearly reach the kitchen before we manage to hear her, this time.

      “—the ever-loving-fuck is wrong with you?” Cassie grits out.

      Caleb and I stop short of entering the kitchen, unsure if we should intervene or stay far away. Leanne strolls down the hall but stops when she sees us hiding around the corner. She throws a concerned glance toward the kitchen but doesn’t move.

      “Sweetheart…” Jaxon coaxes like he’s trying to tame a wild animal.

      Leanne leans in and whispers to us, “I’m not sure what’s happening, I’m going to shut off the water, so my kitchen doesn’t end up with water damage. At this point, I’m not sure it will help Jaxon. Cassie’s quiet which can’t be a good thing. She could probably pull water from the whole world and drown him right now. I don’t think I want to be here when things go south.” She slowly backs away toward the garage door. “Call if you need me.”

      When Leanne disappears into the garage to shut the water off, we lean around the corner, barely able to see Cassie in Jaxon’s face. At least, as much as she can since he’s half a foot taller than her. We manage to stay mostly hidden from them, enabling us to watch the impending geyser eruption.

      “No. You listen, you stupid jackass.” Cassie pokes her pointer finger into the middle of his chest with each word. We inch forward slightly but remain unseen. From our angle, we can easily see them facing off, but unless they search for us, they won’t notice we’re eavesdropping. “You had no right to try to break Riley like that.”

      Jaxon frowns deeply and cocks his head in confusion. “Wait, what?”

      “You’re such an insensitive prick sometimes,” Cassie huffs, shaking her head.

      The room starts to shake like an earthquake. Jaxon obviously doesn’t appreciate her ire. Caleb takes a tentative step forward, ready to break them up if need be.

      “What the fuck does sensitivity have to do with it?” Jaxon clenches and unclenches his fists. The gesture has my stomach dropping to my feet, worry for Cassie engulfing me. “She needs to defend herself, Cassie. She freezes.” He lifts his hands in a flash and I flinch, hard. Instead of hitting her as I feared, though, he simply pushes his fingers roughly through his hair and tugs on the ends in frustration.

      I step slightly behind Caleb at the same time Caleb takes a small step to cover me. “It’s like she doesn’t care what happens to her. She needs to fight back. She can’t show fear like she did earlier, like she always does.”

      “Do you have any clue what true hell she’s been through in her life?” Cassie doesn’t actually wait for an answer, though. Instead, she makes a slashing motion with her hand and continues, “No, you sure as shit do not. None of us do. We only know bits and pieces, and even those are horrendous, things no person should ever have to go through in their lifetime.”

      “What does that have to do with teaching her how to get out of a bad situation and defend herself if someone tries to hurt her?” Jaxon scrubs his hands over his face. His frustration with Cassie grows. “If anything, it’s even more of a reason to push her.”

      “You could have done some serious mental and physical damage to her with your stupidity. Did you even stop to think for one second that your training could hurt your little sister? Leave her more broken than she was when she got here? Did you?” Cassie sounds less angry and more like she’s about to cry.

      I’m not sure which is worse calm and angry Cassie or emotional Cassie. She hangs her head and takes a deep breath, her voice barely above a whisper, “I love you, Jaxon, but I love her, too. I can’t let you hurt her like that and do nothing.”

      The room turns deadly silent for a full minute. The only noise comes from Cassie’s heavy breathing. She wraps her arms around her middle like she needs a hug but refuses to accept one from Jaxon. He reaches a hand out to her in comfort, but her whole body stiffens. He drops his hand back to his side. Jaxon’s eyes bounce around the room as if searching for a solution. His gaze locks on us, his brow raising in surprise to find us snooping. My heart thumps heavily in my chest, awaiting his next move.

      “Riley.” He takes a step toward me.

      Instinctively, I cower behind Caleb. It isn’t intentional, but after what happened earlier, I’m still shaken.

      Caleb tenses and steps in front of me, preventing Jaxon from seeing anything but my head as I lean to the side. Hurt flashes in Jaxon’s eyes, but he takes a step back.

      “Fuck.” He locks his hands behind his neck and drops his head back, his gaze on the ceiling. “Riley, I didn’t mean to hurt you, I swear. But the gods and goddesses told us you need to be ready. After what happened in Sacramento, how scared you got from a simple disagreement, I just… I’m scared to death we could lose you. I can’t lose you. This family can’t lose you. We weren’t whole until you showed up—you make us complete. I couldn’t live with myself if I thought I didn’t do everything in my power to help you defend yourself and get you ready like we were told to.” He drops his hands from their interlocked position behind his head and holds one out to me in a pleading gesture.

      I slowly shuffle out from behind Caleb. He shakes his head slightly, but after putting a reassuring hand on his bicep, he relents and allows me to continue toward Jaxon. I slowly take my brother’s hand and feel Caleb come up behind me and place his own hands on my hips. I don’t think he’ll want me away from him or alone with Jaxon for a while. I can’t say I blame him, I don’t know if I can handle either of those things myself.

      “I’m sorry about the way I tried to handle things. Cassie’s right, we don’t know your whole past. I should have thought of that.” He pauses and gives my hand a gentle squeeze. “Damnit, Riley, I’m scared. I’m fucking terrified. We don’t know what to expect from this so-called war that’s coming,” He seems at a loss for a moment before he finally shrugs. “I just don’t want anything to happen to my family. You’re my little sister, and I should have been protecting you since the day you were born. I didn’t get that chance, but I wanted to make up for it by keeping you safe now. I love you too much to lose you.”

      Caleb pulls me to his chest and puts his arms around me protectively as Jaxon’s hand drops from mine. “I won’t allow you to scare her into learning how to fight, Jaxon,” Caleb warns quietly but firmly. “You won’t do that to her again, none of us will. We can find another way to teach her. But using fear will not be it, understood?”

      Jaxon simply nods his head in agreement. Caleb’s body relaxes against mine, then he kisses the top of my head and hugs me a bit tighter. Cassie’s shoulders sag slightly in relief as she jumps up onto a bar stool.

      “He means all that sappy crap,” Cassie assures me. “He’s still an insensitive ass, but he does mean that.” She holds her arms out to Jaxon, who doesn’t hesitate to scoop her into a hug. “And you’re my insensitive ass.” She giggles.

      “Well, it sounds like you all had a fun-filled day.” Dad’s playful voice causes us all to spin around toward the entryway. Leanne stands with her back resting against Dad’s front and his arms around her waist.

      “When’d you get home?” Jaxon blanches.

      “Relax, Jaxon.” Leanne chuckles. “We heard the whole thing, and you all seem to have worked it out for yourselves. He won’t ground you from Cassie this time.”

      Cassie giggles at Jaxon’s wide-eyed expression. “You wouldn’t have,” he sputters.

      “I would have done worse than that,” Dad retorts seriously, but I can see the humor behind his eyes.

      “Damn, you guys are vicious.” Jaxon shakes his head, then takes a few steps in my direction.

      Caleb pulls me back several steps, protectively wrapping his arms around me. I reach up and squeeze his forearm, trying to reassure him. He glances down at me, then back at Jaxon, before nodding slightly and stepping back.

      “Sis.” Jaxon comes closer. “Do you hate me now?”

      “I could n-n-never hate you, Jaxon,” I whisper back. “You just s-s-scared me, it brought back m-m-memories. I wasn’t here with you guys in the moment, I was back there with th-th-them. I don’t want to associate you with th-th-them, with h-h-him.”

      I step forward slowly and put my arms around his waist, and he hugs me back automatically. “I love you, too, big brother,” I whisper to him. He squeezes me a little tighter, before letting go.

      “Are we okay?” he asks, still unsure.

      I give him a small smile and nod. He grins back brightly, hugs me once more, then goes to sit next to Cassie. They start up a whispered conversation, which I assume is him begging for her forgiveness. I make a mental note to thank her for standing up for me yet again. I worry a bit it may cause an issue between the two of them and wonder if I should bring it up to her.

      “Want to help me with dinner, honey?” Leanne asks me as she goes about pulling ingredients for tacos from the fridge.

      “Yeah.” I grin, happy for a distraction. Something as normal as cooking is exactly what I need.

      As I help Leanne with dinner, I overhear Caleb and Jaxon chatting in the dining nook.

      “We good, man?” Jaxon asks Caleb quietly.

      “As long as you don’t pull that shit again, yeah.” I glance over my shoulder and watch Caleb hold his fist out for Jaxon to bump with his own.

      I smile to myself at their quick exchange, knowing that everything is okay, for now.
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      Over the next several weeks, everyone tries in their own ways to teach me how to fight. I manage to figure out some martial arts techniques thanks to Dad and Jaxon, who are both black belts in Taekwondo. Caleb is also a black belt, but he refuses to teach me to fight again. Instead, he simply observes and steps in when he thinks anyone is pushing me too hard. Leanne and Cassie teach me different ways to break away from someone trying to grab or pin me. Cassie tries repeatedly to explain hurting the bad guy is half the fun, and I should embrace it.

      Even Caleb becomes exasperated with my inability to do anything right. He hasn’t said anything, but he’s distanced himself from me. He hasn’t even said he loves me since we got back from our Sacramento trip. I’m not sure what to make of it, because he hasn’t said anything and I’m too scared to ask. It’s highly likely I’m reading into things and making mountains out of molehills, but my biggest fear is he’s lost interest in me and he’s ready to get rid of me. Rather than dwell on every move he makes, I do my best to push the terrifying idea from my mind and go on about my days.

      Today is Cassie’s turn to work with me again, and she’s determined to teach me a unique technique. She hopes the more action movies I watch, the more comfortable with fighting I’ll be. Over the past couple of weeks, it hasn’t worked at all, and I’m usually dragged away by someone else to try more hands-on training—and this time is no exception. The second the movie we’re watching ends, Jaxon has me outside again.

      “Let’s try this one more time,” Jaxon repeats for the millionth time. I don’t for one second believe it’s the last time. There have been way too many last times lately.

      “Okay.” I sigh, taking a defensive stance once again.

      Jaxon instructs me to do a number of moves that should help me defend myself, which I do easily. Once I’ve gone over them again, he steps in front of me and acts like he’s going to come at me. He does so slowly, knowing this will end badly for the both of us if he goes too fast.

      My brain tells me to use what I’ve practiced for weeks now—to block him and get the upper hand. My body and instincts, however, do the opposite. I put both arms in front of my face to protect myself and cower—the exact opposite of what I told myself to do. I can’t seem to rewire my body to do what I tell it to when I’m threatened, and it doesn’t help that the thought of hurting any of them makes me feel sick.

      “Damn it.” Jaxon steps back and runs his hands through his hair in exasperation. “We need to try this a different way. There has to be something that’ll work. You do great with the moves when you’re not using them on someone else.”

      I know everyone is frustrated with me. I’m frustrated with myself. I wish I knew what I could do to change my way of thinking, but so far, nothing has done the trick.

      “Okay, let’s try something different.” Cassie skips into the backyard. “Pretend some chick is trying to take Caleb from you. Like that vapid bitch from the front desk at the council’s office.”

      The guys and I stare at each other awkwardly and exchange shrugs.

      “Cassie.” Jaxon grins. “How is that going to help Riley learn to fight?”

      “Well, I don’t see your method helping her learn, so shush and try my idea.” Cassie smiles. “Jaxon, you be the girl trying to take Caleb.”

      My mouth drops open at Cassie’s idiotic idea. Jaxon is laughing too hard to form a response, and Caleb rolls his eyes and mutters curses under his breath.

      “Go for it, Jaxon,” Cassie instructs.

      Jaxon coughs and regains his composure. “I’m not going to do that. Not a fucking chance.”

      I know Cassie is only trying to help, but with her half-baked idea, it’s clear everyone else has exhausted every method they can think of. Fed up with my inability to force myself to do what I need to, I turn away and walk into the house. This isn’t going to work, and I’m not going to stand around and frustrate everyone else further.

      “Riley,” Caleb calls.

      “Down, boy, or I’ll hose you off,” Cassie warns him. “Stay here, I’ll go talk to her.” Cassie runs in behind me. “Hey. Come on, Ri, don’t be mad at me. I was just trying to help.”

      “I’m not mad, Cassie.” I curl up on the couch. “I just can’t do it. I can’t hurt someone. I can’t become him.”

      “Him?” Cassie cocks her head to the side in confusion for a moment before understanding dawns. “Oh, Riley. You could never ever become that piece of shit. It isn’t like you’re going around hurting people for fun like a sadistic fuckwad. You’re just learning how to keep yourself safe. Don’t you see the difference?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “Hitting is hitting to me. Hurting is hurting. It’s always done in a hateful way, and it brings the person joy to hurt someone. I know not everyone is like that. Logically, I do know that, but in the moment, I just can’t get past it.”

      Cassie sits in silence for a moment, letting my words sink in. She sighs and sinks back into the couch. “I’m at a loss, Ri, but I won’t stop trying to help you. I’ll start by making you lunch.”

      I chuckle as she skips to the kitchen and goes about fixing lunch for all of us. While Cassie occupies herself, I lie back on the couch to try to think through things. How am I going to overcome my instincts? They’re so deeply embedded in me I’m not sure they can be changed. Isn’t it why they call them instincts? It isn’t something I think about. It’s just there—a reaction.

      Jaxon told me everyone has fight and flight instincts. He said I had to learn my fight instinct, but maybe mine is broken or missing. Is it possible to be born without it?

      There have been a few times in my life I’ve wanted to lash out. When I think back on it, the thoughts scared me. Like that receptionist who was hitting on Caleb when we met with the council. I wanted to smack her. But I didn’t, and I feel better knowing I never acted on it. Maybe it was because she was threatening my relationship with Caleb. Unless he wants to leave me, it will hurt him to be taken from me. I wanted to protect him. But when I’m threatened, I freeze. Why would I be okay with someone hurting me but not Caleb?

      I groan in frustration. I’m certain I’m wasting everyone’s time. I’m not capable of fighting. I would rather get hurt than to risk turning into Samael. I won’t do it; I won’t be like him.

      “Well…” Caleb’s voice near my ear brings me out of my internal pity party. “That was…something.”

      “Is training over for the day?” I ask, embarrassed I got so upset.

      “Yes.” Caleb sighs. “Thank the gods. No more crazy ideas from Cassie today.”

      “I understand why she tried it.” I shrug. “Nothing else has worked.”

      Caleb frowns. “I’m not going to lie. I’m worried. I hoped you’d pick up on the self-defense by now, but nothing we do helps. I can’t stand the thought of you getting hurt. I feel like we need to try something else, I just don’t know what will work.”

      “You’re not going to try what Jaxon tried, are you?” I shudder, thinking of the way my brother tried to scare me into defending myself.

      Caleb shakes his head vigorously. “Not a chance. I wouldn’t do that to you again. We may need to push you a little more but never like that. Even the idea of stepping up the training and pushing a little bit more doesn’t appeal to me. I would rather keep you beside me forever and protect you all the time.”

      “That would be nice but not exactly practical.” I snuggle up to his side and sigh deeply. “I’m sure something will work, we just have to figure out what it is.” Even as I say the words, I don’t truly believe them. I’m not sure anything will ever push me past the wall I run into when asked to defend myself.
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      I wake the following morning in a gloomy mood. Today should be Jaxon’s day to train me, but he took over for Cassie yesterday. He’ll likely be happy to gain another day of doing things his way. It makes no difference to me who tries; it always ends with me disappointing everyone.

      I sit quietly while we eat breakfast, pushing my eggs around my plate and sulking. I hate the idea of letting everyone down again today, yet I can’t bring myself to do what they want me to do.

      “Earth to Riley!” Cassie snaps her fingers in front of my face.

      The action jolts me out of my sullen thoughts, and I jerk back.

      Cassie smirks. “If you think too hard, you’ll get a headache.”

      “Funny,” I mutter dryly.

      “I know I am.” She grins. “So, are you up for it?”

      I blink at her, waiting for an elaboration that never comes. “Up for?”

      “I said we should go shopping. Jaxon stole you from me yesterday,” She pouts. “So, I’m returning the favor today. We’re going to have a girls’ day eventually, so why not now?”

      “I think we should come with.” Caleb frowns. “Right, Jax?”

      “Yeah.” Jaxon nods half-heartedly. “I think I need new shoes or some shit.”

      “As convincing as that excuse sounds”—Cassie rolls her eyes— “you two idiots are not invited. It’s girls only.” She pauses, and her eyes light with mischief. “Unless you’re willing to wear heels and mascara and carry purses?”

      Caleb appears to actually consider her silly idea while Jaxon simply glares and turns to our dad. “Dad, tell her we can come, too. What if something goes bad?” His whiny tone is comical and clearly not helping his case.

      “Not a chance, son.” Dad laughs, shaking his head. “Leanne said they need girl time, so they get girl time. Also, you do remember you’re an adult, right?”

      Jaxon ignores Dad’s dig and pouts at Leanne as she nods her agreement. “You guys will be okay without them for a few hours. I’m going to spend the day running errands, so you’ll have the whole house to yourselves to do boy stuff. Besides, Mark and I talked, and we can’t live in fear of what might happen in the future. No firm date was given to us, and it could very well be years from now when Samael makes a move. For now, we need to be diligent and aware, but we can’t allow him to keep us from living our lives, either.”

      Dad chuckles as Jaxon deepens his pout. “I’m heading to work. You girls have fun. You boys stay out of trouble.”

      “When are we ever in trouble?” Caleb gasps, feigning offense.

      Dad’s reply is a snorted laugh as he gives Leanne a kiss and hugs Cassie and me before leaving for work.

      “Come on, let’s clean up our mess so we can get ready.” Cassie grabs her plate and heads to the kitchen.

      Caleb sighs heavily and rolls his eyes at his sister. He knows he and Jaxon have lost to Cassie, and he clearly isn’t happy about it. I, on the other hand, could use some time away from training and the stress of the upcoming battle with Samael that may or may not happen soon. If I don’t de-stress somehow, I might explode.

      After cleaning our breakfast mess, I give Caleb a quick hug and follow Cassie upstairs. She pilfers through my closet for a good twenty minutes before finally throwing an oversized ivory sweater and black leggings at me. The temperatures outside have dropped in the last few weeks, making long sleeves and jackets necessary. Halloween is just around the corner and Cassie’s been begging me to dress up with her. Some of her old friends have a party planned, but I’m skeptical it’s a good idea.

      While I throw my long hair into a ponytail, Cassie gets herself ready. We make our way back downstairs half an hour later where Caleb and Jaxon continue to pout as we say our goodbyes.

      “Sweetheart, I’ll go see that stupid chick-flick with you if you stay home,” Jaxon coaxes Cassie, but she’s having none of it.

      She snorts and shakes her head. “You’re going with me to see that movie whether you want to or not, Jax. You made me go see that superhero movie, which lasted forever, so now you can endure a movie with me that’s actually decent. Nice try, though.”

      Caleb watches me with pitiful puppy-dog eyes, and I almost give in. It probably won’t kill me to be away from him for a few hours, though. It’ll be good to get out of the house and have some fun. Caleb likely needs time away from me, anyway. Maybe it’s why he’s been different lately.

      I hug Caleb tightly and kiss his cheek. “We’ll be back soon.”

      He harrumphs but doesn’t protest further. He knows he won’t win against Cassie and Leanne.

      The drive to the mall goes quickly—mainly because Cassie drives like she’s trying out for NASCAR. She parks near the food court, and we pass through there on our way to the first store.

      We scan the racks of clothes for a while. When I find something I like, I hold it up for Cassie to see, and she does the same for me. She ends up with a much larger pile to try on than me. It’s still not easy for me to spend money on anything not considered a necessity.

      “I could use a smoothie,” Cassie announces as we wrap up our search of the first store. “Mind if we make a stop at the smoothie place before we go to that costume store next door?”

      I shrug. “I don’t mind.”

      Cassie mulls over the plan, then shakes her head. “Actually, why don’t we go to the food court and get one there instead? That place has better options.”

      Again, I agree. “Are you going to try those on first?” I point to the oversized clothing pile draped across her arm.

      “Yeah, I’ll be quick.” She gestures to my significantly smaller pile. “You try those on, and don’t turn them down just because of the prices.”

      It goes against everything I know, but Cassie manages to convince me to purchase three pairs of jeans from my pile. She tried to get me to buy more, but I couldn’t bring myself to pay three digits for a handful of clothes.

      With my one bag and Cassie’s three, we leave the store and venture back the way we came, toward the food court.

      Cassie points out the smoothie place she mentioned. “At least, the line’s relatively short.”

      She’s right, too. The rest of the restaurants have full lines, while our line is only five or six people long. While we wait in line for our drinks, I gaze around the full food court. “The mall seems busy for a weekday.”

      “Not for this mall,” Cassie disagrees. “This is the best mall for miles. Everyone comes here to shop. Plus, it’s only a few days until Halloween and months until Christmas. People are already starting their shopping.”

      The mention of Christmas has my mind wandering to gift ideas for everyone. I never received gifts for holidays before, and I never had any money or anyone to buy gifts for. It’ll be different this year because I know my family will celebrate like other families. It’ll be hard to decide what to give everyone, though. They already have everything they want. My birthday is just before Christmas, also, and I can’t help but wonder if I’ll be wished a happy birthday for the first time.

      After we get our drinks, we find a table nearby and watch the people milling about. It’s fun to people-watch with Cassie. She loves to make up stories for people’s lives. One woman in pajamas walks by. Cassie dives into a whole tale about how the woman is an adventurous sleepwalker and walked all the way here. While the woman was out, she woke up and decided to get some shopping done. I giggle at the theatrics Cassie displays while telling her tales.

      Cassie’s grin drops quickly when she glances behind me. Her eyes narrow, and her spine straightens. Her sudden change in demeanor puts me on edge, but before I can turn around to seek out the cause, a pair of hands land on the table on either side of me, caging me in. While I try not to panic, someone else rounds the table and leans against it, close to Cassie.

      “Hey, sugar.” The guy who trapped me backs away and moves to the side, allowing me to see him. Neither he nor the one who stands closest to Cassie, look nice. They’re grungy with glazed over eyes and stink of alcohol.

      I shoot Cassie a panicked glance, but she’s too busy glaring at the men to notice.

      The one next to her leans in closer. “Want to have some fun?”

      Cassie’s eyes narrow further, and her anger scares even me. She opens her mouth, no doubt to say something unsuitable for children’s ears, but she doesn’t get the chance.

      Caleb storms up to our table with Jaxon in tow. “Stay the fuck away from them.”

      I watch with wide eyes as he stops toe-to-toe with the taller guy next to me.

      The guy sneers at Caleb, “Who the hell are you?”

      “None of your Goddamn business.” Jaxon takes a step closer to the shorter one next to Cassie. “Just like these girls are none of your business. They’re not interested, now fuck off.”

      “You gonna make us?” the taller guy taunts.

      I sense a physical fight coming on. The idea of Caleb or Jaxon getting hurt or even hurting someone else makes my chest tighten painfully, and I whimper aloud before I can stop myself. The sound barely reaches my own ears, but Caleb manages to hear it. His eyes instantly dart to me. He gives me a once over, and as soon as my fear registers with him, he relaxes his stance slightly. He puts a hand on Jaxon’s shoulder just as Jaxon takes a step toward the two guys. Jaxon glances back at Caleb, then to me when Caleb gestures toward me.

      Jaxon sighs in resignation. “Come on girls,” he growls. His eyes never leave the two men in front of us.

      Not one to go against direct orders from pissed off people, I jump to my feet and scoot behind Caleb before Cassie can even push her chair out. Cassie’s whole body vibrates, but instead of from fear, it’s from anger. Her face turns a deep shade of red as she pushes up from her seat too hard, sending the chair crashing to the floor. By the glint in her eyes as she shoots the two guys one last dirty look, I know Cassie wants a chance to finish this battle on her own. Instead, she links her arm through mine, bypassing Jaxon completely and pulling me away from Caleb. Her pace quickens, and I find myself running to catch up with her.

      Without another word to the jerks who ruined our lunch, Jaxon and Caleb turn on their heels and follow us to the parking lot.

      The second we step outside, Cassie unhooks her arm from mine and swings around to face off with Jaxon. “Seriously? One girls’ day! You couldn’t give us one day?”

      “Sweetheart.” Jaxon rubs his forehead. “There’s too much going on with Samael to risk you two going out alone. Obviously, it was good we were here. Look what happened.”

      “It is a crowded mall, Jaxon. We were handling those dicks just fine.” Cassie raises an eyebrow, arms crossed over her chest. “I’m telling your mother about this.”

      “What a second.” Jaxon holds his hands up in surrender and takes a step away as if worried Cassie may physically attack him. “We don’t need to do anything rash. We can talk about this.”

      “Forget it, we’ll see you guys at home.” Cassie swirls around, smacking Jaxon in the face with her dark hair. She takes my hand and drags me away without any thought of Caleb. As I’m pulled away, I turn to look over my shoulder and find a frustrated Caleb hanging his head and an ashen Jaxon watching us with mounds of regret. Cassie’s threat to tell Leanne has him scared. What might happen when she finds out Jaxon and Caleb didn’t listen?

      When we round the building toward the parking lot where Cassie parked, I notice Jaxon’s car is parked a few spots down from hers.

      “That must be how they found us so fast,” I muse aloud, gaining Cassie’s attention.

      She follows my line of sight and stops suddenly. She drops my hand, and a firm look of concentration crosses her face. At first, I don’t understand what she’s doing, but when the sprinkler in the grassy area to the right of Jaxon’s car sputters, I know she’s summoning water.

      A frantic glance around the area shows no signs of people, but it doesn’t ease my worry. I have no idea what Cassie has planned, and anyone could walk up and catch her. For the time being, we’re alone, so I turn my attention back to Jaxon’s car where Cassie’s focus is and find it filling with water from the sprinkler that continues to flow faster than it should.

      My mouth drops open, and I stare at the car in awe. Jaxon loves his car. It’s his most prized possession. Cassie’s stunt may send him over the edge. Idly, I wonder if Caleb would be able to dry it out by channeling fire and heating the seats, almost like a blow dryer. If I had better control of my affinities, I’d be trying to stop Cassie and fix the damage, but instead, I stand shocked.

      Before I recover and attempt to stop Cassie from completely destroying Jaxon’s car, a tiny cry for help reaches me. For a moment, I worry it’s a child in trouble, but it dawns on me quickly that the language spoken isn’t one I’ve ever heard before. It doesn’t make sense for me to understand this voice calling for help, but somehow, I know.

      My feet move before I consciously decide to follow the sound. Cassie calls out for me, but I don’t acknowledge her. If someone needs help, I need to find them. As I get closer to the sound, I find a line of prickly bushes dividing the rows in the parking lot. The cries come from inside the bushes, and I realize whoever is in trouble is stuck in the prickly patch. I do my best to avoid the sharp spikes as I rummage around in the brush, attempting to locate them. My hand brushes against something unexpectedly soft, and I jerk back in surprise.

      “Riley!” Cassie yells when I continue to ignore her. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Can’t you hear that?” I move branches aside again.

      “No.” When I glance back at Cassie, I find her head tilted and her expression curious. “Are you sure you heard something?”

      She probably wonders if I’ve lost my mind, but I know what I heard. It’s odd she can’t hear the cries as well, but I turn from her and find my way through the brush again to the soft spot I’d touched before. There, twisted among the branches, is a tiny black kitten with bright blue eyes. It takes me a full minute to realize it wasn’t a person calling out at all, but instead, I heard this kitten in need. The undetectable language makes perfect sense when I know it’s an animal I heard. I haven’t been around any since Sacramento, so I’d nearly forgotten about my ability to communicate with them.

      “Awe,” Cassie coos, looking over my shoulder into the bush. “She’s so cute.”

      The kitten hisses at Cassie, then mewls again. Her tiny hiss sounds out of place, and I grin despite her obvious upset over her predicament. “I can’t believe it.”

      “Can’t believe what? Do you hear her?” Cassie grins. “What’s she saying?”

      The kitten growls low and tries in vain to wiggle free. Without any true words spoken, I understand what the little fuzzball wants and where her frustration comes from. “She’s stuck, and she’s worried we might be a threat rather than here to help.”

      “Poor little thing.” Cassie frowns, watching on as I gently untangle the kitten from the overgrown prickly bushes. “Is she hurt?”

      “No, she’s not in pain, and I don’t see any blood.” I pull the kitten the rest of the way out and examine her tiny body. “She’s really small, though, and she’s not happy with us. She’s convinced people are bad. I think someone dumped her here recently. She doesn’t trust us and she wants her mama.”

      “Some people are such assholes,” Cassie huffs.

      Satisfied the kitten isn’t injured, I snuggle her to my chest. She struggles briefly, and I whisper reassuring words to her, “We won’t hurt you, kitty. We want to help you.”

      Immediately, the small ball of fuzz stops wiggling against me and buries her face into my arm. She purrs contentedly and I grin. “She’s adorable.”

      “I think she understood you.” Cassie takes a step closer. “You said we won’t hurt her, and she stopped trying to claw at you. That’s impressive.”

      My forehead wrinkles in confusion. “Aren’t I supposed to be able to communicate with animals? Part of my affinity for Earth? If I can understand them, they should be able to understand me, in theory.”

      “Yeah.” Cassie drags the word out, then shrugs. “Jaxon said it took him a long time to master that particular skill, and he hasn’t been worried about teaching you because it won’t help with Samael. He said it would be a while before you learned it. Understanding them and communicating with them are two different things according to him and Leanne.”

      The mention of Jaxon brings me back to the reason Cassie and I are standing around in the parking lot. I glance behind me to find Jaxon’s car slowly leaking water from several spots, and a quick look inside shows the car filled to the roof with water. The sunroof remains open and it’s clearly how Cassie managed to get the water to the top.

      Jaxon and Caleb take that moment to step around the corner on their way to Jaxon’s car. He freezes in place the second he notices it’s sprung a leak. Caleb takes a few steps away from him and searches around. When his eyes land on us, his brow rises.

      “Let’s get out of here before Jaxon loses his shit.” Cassie grabs my arm and drags me to her car. “Get in, quick.”

      Cassie releases my arm and jumps into the driver’s seat. Something stuck on my door grabs my attention and my steps falter. The kitten meows loudly and pops her head up to investigate. She watches curiously as I shift her in my arms and pick up the blue rose stuck on the handle of my door and inspect it. Caleb probably placed it on the door before they came inside as a way to apologize in advance for following us. I move it closer to me to smell it, but the kitten hisses and startles me. I drop the rose to the ground at the same time Cassie rolls down my window and hollers at me to get in.

      Jaxon and Caleb already started making their way toward us, so I quickly scoop up the rose, throw my door open, gently toss the rose into the back, and slide into my seat. Cassie speeds out of our spot before my door fully closes.

      We pass by Jaxon’s car, and Caleb watches us drive by. He sticks his thumb out like a hitchhiker hoping for a ride, but Cassie simply laughs and speeds past him. Caleb isn’t too upset about the incident in the food court or the car being turned into a swimming pool, but I find myself dreading tonight when Jaxon makes it home.
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      The first half of our trip home is spent in silence. My mind plays the incident with the guys on repeat, and no matter what way I look at it, I can’t understand why Cassie was irate when Jaxon and Caleb showed up. The fact they followed us doesn’t seem like such a bad thing to me, especially since their timing to show themselves was fantastic. It was only seconds before a panic attack hit me after those creeps came to our table. While I can handle strangers easier now than I could a few months ago, I can’t handle true conflict easily. If Jaxon and Caleb hadn’t shown up, those guys wouldn’t have been content to leave us alone, and I don’t know what I would have done.

      “Hey, Cassie,” I turn toward her, “Why did you get so mad at Jaxon and Caleb for showing up back there?”

      She glances my way, then back at the road. “They were told they weren’t invited today, and they snuck out after us anyway.”

      “But why is it such a bad thing they came to help us when we needed it?” I still don’t understand her thought process.

      Cassie’s eyebrows shoot up in surprise. “Who said we needed them to swoop in to rescue us like knights in shining armor?”

      I shake my head and frown in confusion. “Those creeps who came up to us were obviously up to no good.”

      “Ri.” Cassie chuckles. “We did fine on our own. Jaxon and Caleb knew we would be fine, too. Those guys were just being dicks. We could have handled it on our own. We don’t need them to jump in and save us every time there’s an issue. If they always come to our rescue, how will we ever learn to take care of ourselves and be independent?”

      Her question seems rhetorical. I don’t have a response anyway, so I remain quiet. Cassie may be able to handle herself, but I know I lack the skills to help myself if I needed to. That’s what they’ve all been trying to teach me with the training and self-defense lessons. I also know I’ve failed miserably at it, and I may never be able to take care of myself in uncomfortable situations.

      With a long, frustrated sigh, I drop the subject. I don’t have a solution for my problems now, and I won’t find them today by dwelling on it. Instead, turn my attention to the fuzzy little ball asleep in my lap. She purrs heavily as she snoozes and the vibration and sound comfort me.

      As we turn into the driveway, I find myself wondering what my dad and Leanne will say about the kitten. They may hate cats or have allergies, or they may want me to put her back outside or take her to a shelter.

      As I get out of the car the kitty grumbles and shows her obvious dislike of being jostled. I giggle because I find it adorable, like a small toddler stomping her foot. Cassie opens the front door and holds it open for me.

      “Lucy, I’m home,” Cassie calls out in a terrible Cuban accent.

      “What did you buy me, Ricky?” Leanne yells back from the kitchen. Cassie and I giggle as we make our way to the kitchen to find Leanne and my dad behind the counter with a pile of mail in front of them.

      Dad’s head rises, and his eyes lock on the kitten. “Is that a cat?”

      “It’s a kitten.” I give her a cuddle. “She was trapped in a bush. She doesn’t have a home. Can we keep her here? I’ll take care of her.”

      He laughs heartily and shakes his head. “I don’t care, but it isn’t me you’re going to have to convince. Good luck convincing the resident cat-hater.”

      “Who?” I scrunch my nose.

      Leanne flips through a catalog from the mail pile. “Caleb hates cats.”

      Caleb’s dislike of cats is news to me. The subject never came up about which animals we liked, but I’ve always wanted a pet. I hope he doesn’t make me give her up.

      “Something tells me he won’t have a problem,” Cassie answers my unspoken worries with a wicked gleam in her eyes.

      Leanne narrows her eyes in suspicion. “I’m not even going to ask why you suddenly look like the cat who ate the canary.”

      The kitten mewls softly, raising her head and seeking out Leanne. Leanne smiles widely at the kitten. “Not you, little one.” It takes a second, but I realize quickly the kitten understood Leanne was talking about cats and birds. It piqued her interest and woke her from her little nap in my arms. The abilities of all Elementals never ceases to amaze me.

      Leanne raises her brows at Cassie who simply shrugs, giving away nothing. Leanne lets the subject drop without another word. She pushes the mail pile toward my dad as her attention flicks to the clock on the stove, then back to us.

      “I’m shocked to see you two home this early,” she muses while making her way to the living room to sit down. “I figured you’d be gone all day, then drag an exhausted Riley through the door a little while after the mall closed and they kicked you out.”

      “Oh, I’ll tell you why.” Cassie’s perky mood vanishes, and she stands with her hands on her hips and her foot tapping. “Your lovely son and my darling brother decided to play Jason Bourne and spy on us. They ruined our day before we even got the chance to map out our shopping route.”

      “They did not,” Leanne gasps, her eyes popping wide.

      Before anyone says another word, the front door swings open, and a furious and soggy Jaxon storms in. Caleb strolls in behind him with an easy grin. When he spots me, his grin widens, and he winks at me. The kitten in my arms stirs and draws his attention. The second he spots the animal his smile drops away, and his eyes grow wide.

      “What is that?” he demands, not taking his eyes off of the kitten.

      “It’s a kitten.” I pet her silky fur.

      “No, it’s demon spawn.” He takes a few steps away from me. “Where did you find it?”

      I bow my head and hug the kitten closer to my chest as tears threaten to spill. Caleb doesn’t get upset often, and I don’t remember him ever snapping at me.

      Leanne jumps up and squares off with Caleb. “She found the kitten in the parking lot of the mall just after you and Jaxon ruined their girls-only shopping trip by following them. Even after Mark and I specifically told you both to leave them be.”

      I raise my head in time to watch Caleb’s horror over the kitten morph into chagrin from getting caught and scolded. Jaxon, who was too angry to form a complete sentence, finally lets loose.

      “Do you know what she did to my car?” he screeches after taking a few shallow breaths. “I’ll tell you! She filled it with water. My precious car’s interior is ruined. I had to drive home sitting in a damn puddle! She killed my poor car.”

      “Dude, I dried the majority of it out with heat on the way home.” Caleb sighs and rolls his eyes at Jaxon’s theatrical rant. I guess my theory about using his affinity for Fire was correct. “Don’t be such a drama queen.”

      “Stick a sock in it, Caleb!” Jaxon still glares at Cassie. “That isn’t the point! The point is she—”

      “The point is you didn’t do what you promised you’d do, and you completely ignored me and your mother,” Mark cuts him off. “Which means you just volunteered yourself to go get Riley’s new friend all of the things a little kitten will need.”

      Jaxon’s jaw drops as Cassie and Caleb snicker at him.

      “I don’t know why you’re giggling, Montgomery.” Dad turns to Caleb with a sly grin. “You’re going with him.”

      Caleb sputters and turns bright red. “You can’t be serious. I’m not buying anything for that furry demon. It needs to find a different home to terrorize.”

      I gasp at his hateful words. He truly hates cats and clearly doesn’t want us to keep her. I bite my lip to prevent it from wobbling. I’ll need to find another place for her to stay.

      “Caleb,” Dad barks his name in warning and gestures to me with a nod of his head.

      Caleb’s attention darts to me instead of the kitten. He curses under his breath, and his anger deflates while he makes his way to me. “Please, tell me you don’t want to actually keep her. It’s going to bite our feet, wake us up at two in the morning, and scratch everything. Litter boxes smell horrible, and you have to scoop their crap. Don’t you want a dog or a fish instead? Goldfish don’t scratch or bite.”

      The kitten wiggles in my arms and lifts her little head to yawn big. She lets me know without words she’s hungry, and I marvel at the way I can understand what she wants and needs with no verbal communication and no truly known language. She stretches like a tiny tiger, and it’s adorable. My eyes fill with tears knowing I need to give her up.

      She picks up on my emotions somehow and hisses, searching for a threat or reason why I may be upset.

      “It’s okay, little girl.” I choke back tears. “Everything’s fine.”

      “Shit.” Caleb sighs, hanging his head. “I didn’t mean to upset you, baby. But that’s a cat. Cats are evil and mean.”

      “I understand,” I whisper to him. I don’t want him to have to live with something he doesn’t like. The way he snapped at me earlier cut deep, and I’ll do whatever I need to in order to avoid it happening again.

      “The cat stays, bro,” Cassie announces. “Whether you like it or not.”

      “Mark, do you really want to deal with a litter box, do you?” Caleb protests.

      “Don’t even,” Cassie snarls. “She’s never had a pet. She wants the kitten, she gets the kitten. You would really deny her that?”

      Caleb goes silent for a moment, then finally rolls his eyes upward. “Fine, but she’s not sleeping in our room.”

      “Really?” I squeal and set the kitten down to launch myself at Caleb.

      He anticipates my attack and easily catches me. I hug him tightly, inhaling his smoky scent. “I’ll take care of her, and she won’t bother you at all, I promise.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see.” He sets me on my feet after barely returning the hug. “Come on, Jax, let’s go get the furry little shit something to scratch besides my legs.”

      Leanne giggles. “The things we do for love.”

      Jaxon grumbles while following Caleb. “Yeah, like not locking your girlfriend up for ruining your damn car. It must be love.”
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      Caleb and Jaxon make it home from the pet store in time for dinner. We set up the kitten’s litter box and food dish and I ensure she’s happily eating before sitting down for what I assume will be an interesting meal.

      Dad starts the conversation off in safer territory than I expect. “Hey, kiddo, do you have a name for your kitten?”

      I ponder for a moment, thinking of the blue in her eyes and how it matches the blue roses Caleb keeps leaving for me. There’s also the fact I found her in a thorny bush. Blue doesn’t quite fit her, but another name pops into my head that suits her perfectly. “I think I like Rose.”

      “That’s a great name.” Dad nods between bites. “Rose the cat.”

      “It is.” Leanne’s eyes slide mischievously toward Cassie, and I know the conversation is about to take a turn. “So, what are you girls going to do tomorrow?”

      “Stay home and knit?” Jaxon asks hopefully.

      Cassie sputters, almost choking on her drink. She glares toward Jaxon, and if it weren’t for the coughing, she’d likely be cursing at him.

      “Not a chance, Jax.” Dad chuckles. “Leanne and I talked about what happened today, and we have agreed that you and Caleb get to spend tomorrow helping Leanne weed the garden.”

      “That shouldn’t take too long.” Caleb shrugs nonchalantly. “Then we’ll get to have a guys’ day. I need to pick up some things.”

      “Oh, that’s not all.” Leanne arches a brow and takes a sip of her wine. “I need help dusting the ceiling fans, cleaning out the gutters, trimming the trees, cleaning the pool—the list goes on and on.”

      Jaxon and Caleb groan in protest, which earns them satisfied smiles from Dad and Leanne. Cassie makes no move to hide her glee as she snickers at the guys.

      “We’ll probably spend the day at the mall,” Cassie states over the whining. “We’re owed a redo since somebody ruined our first attempt. What do you think, Riley?”

      Part of me wants to simply stay home with Caleb since I didn’t get to spend much time with him today. Then again, I don’t think he’s too happy about Rose and maybe giving him a day to himself would be a good idea. He wrinkles his nose every time she walks by, and he didn’t even come close to me when I was holding her earlier.

      “I don’t mind. I already told you I don’t really need to go shopping, but I’ll go if you want company.” I push the food around on my plate. I want to add, especially if Caleb is upset with me and wants time to himself, but I don’t.

      “Oh, you may want to get a new outfit,” Leanne tells me.

      “Why would I need a new outfit?” I frown. “I have a ton that magically appeared in my closet.”

      “That would be the closet fairy.” Cassie tried to keep a straight face. “She’s a gorgeous creature, or so I’ve heard.”

      “I completely agree with that statement. Plus, she has a nice ass.” Jaxon snickers, earning him a slap upside the head from Caleb.

      “Shut the hell up, Jaxon,” Caleb orders with an eye roll.

      “No.” Jaxon grins. “You shut the hell up.”

      “No, you,” Caleb growls playfully.

      “No, you!” Jaxon shouts back.

      “No.” Dad tries to hide his amusement. “Both of you shut it.”

      “He started it!” Jaxon and Caleb yell at the same time, causing laughter to erupt at the table.

      “You boys are so immature.” Cassie sighs through her laughter.

      Caleb scoffs, “You’re drinking chocolate milk with a silly straw with your dinner, Cassie. I don’t think you have much room to talk about maturity.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with enjoying a drink with dinner,” she counters. She takes a long, noisy slurp from her pink, loopy straw. When Caleb shakes his head and returns to eating, Cassie sets her drink down and turns to me. “As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted by children, you’ll want a new outfit for dinner tomorrow night when you meet my parents.”

      Half of the drink of water I was in the process of taking slips down the wrong tube, while I inhale the other half with an accidental gasp of shock. It takes a few tries to cough and clear my airway enough to suck in air, but as soon as I do, I’m hit with a horrible coughing fit.

      “Damn it all to hell, Cassie.” Caleb pats my back. “Did you have to tell her like that?”

      “You should have told her by now,” Cassie counters defensively. “You had all week to talk to her about it, and it’s not my fault you didn’t.”

      Caleb sighs. “I was waiting for the right fucking time.”

      “Y-Yo-Your parents?” I croak, finally gaining my breath back.

      “Baby girl, it isn’t a big deal,” Caleb tells me quietly.

      “I think this’s a very big deal.” I push my plate away as my appetite completely vanishes. “It’s a giant, huge, massive, and every other word for big that ever existed, type of deal.”

      “It’s just my mom and dad,” Caleb insists. “They’ll adore you as much as everyone else does.”

      “Plus, if they hate you, it isn’t like they can do anything about it,” Jaxon jokes. “You two are kind of stuck together forever.”

      Part of me knows Jaxon’s only joking, but I can’t help but wonder if Caleb really does feel stuck with me sometimes.

      “Jaxon,” Leanne chides.

      “Not helping, son,” Dad scolds him.

      “Come on, babe.” Caleb stands and takes my hand. “It’s Jaxon’s turn for dishes, anyway. Let’s go talk.”

      I silently allow Caleb to pull me up the stairs. While on the way, I realize Caleb never said anything about not feeling stuck with me, and my worry intensifies.

      “I need to check on Rose,” I mumble as we come up to my room. Caleb doesn’t look pleased with the detour, but he doesn’t say anything, either.

      Rose happily sleeps in the center of my bed, her rhinestone collar sparkling as it catches the light. She basically decided my room was now hers, and she loves the shiny, over-the-top things Caleb picked out for her. He was hoping it would be a joke, but the brightness and glitter of her dishes, collar, and cat bed catch her attention and amuse her.

      Satisfied Rose doesn’t need me, we silently make our way to Caleb’s room. He closes the door and drops onto the bed, gesturing for me to sit beside him. He puts an arm around me and pulls me into his side, kissing the top of my head. I melt into him, savoring the feel of his arm around my body and his lips on me. He hasn’t been as affectionate lately and I miss it.

      He doesn’t waste time dancing around the subject, though. “Why are you so worried about meeting my parents?”

      “What if they hate me?” I rest my cheek on his shoulder. “Or what if they’re mean? I don’t like to be around new people, and new people despise me. I’m scared they’ll hate me, then you’ll decide to hate me also and want to leave me.”

      Caleb grunts, obviously not happy with my worries. “Baby, they won’t hate you. You’re very hard not to like, and the idiots from your past who didn’t like you weren’t worth your time.” He rubs my back in comforting circles. “My mom and dad know all about you, and they’re excited to meet you tomorrow. Also, I could never and would never even think of hating you, so just get that thought out of your head right now, okay?”

      “How do they know about me?” I raise my head to look up at him. It isn’t lost on me he said he could never hate me, but he didn’t say he would never leave me, either.

      “Cassie and I never shut up about you when we have our weekly video chats with them.” Caleb shrugs. “She’s always talking about how cool it is that my soul mate is her best friend.”

      “I’m Cassie’s best friend?” I ask, stunned Cassie would give me such a title. Then something else he said piques my curiosity. “What do you tell them?”

      “Erm…” He coughs, rubbing the back of his neck. “Just the usual stuff, I guess.”

      He keeps his answer vague, and the way his cheeks turn pink proves he doesn’t want to talk about it. I don’t want to push him, especially if usual stuff means complaints and wishes for someone different.

      “I’m not sure I can do this.” I put my face in my hands.

      “You can,” Caleb promises. “You’ll do great, and I’ll be there the whole time. I promise it’ll be fine.”

      I huff and flop back on the bed. “I hope you’re right. I’ll try not to hide in the closet or something but only because I love you.”

      Caleb leans down and lightly presses his lips to mine in response. He doesn’t say he loves me back, but I try not to think much about it. Instead, we both get ready for bed and call it a night early. While drifting off to sleep, I can’t help but worry about meeting Caleb’s parents tomorrow and my growing anxieties over his feelings toward me. He’s slowly pulling away, and I don’t understand why.
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      My nightmares prevent me from sleeping well through the night. The same dream plays on a repetitive loop. I meet Caleb’s parents, and they immediately hate me. They tell Caleb he can do better, and they’ll never accept me into their family. They morph into my mother and Samael, then throw me out of the house. All the while, Caleb, Cassie, and everyone else sides with them and shun me.

      When the clock next to the bed reads seven in the morning, I give up on sleep and roll over to find Caleb fast asleep. Since sharing a bed with him, he’s always been the one to wake first, so it surprises me to find him sleeping.

      The advantage to waking before him is being able to ogle him without the worry of getting caught. Only a sheet covers him from the hips down. He doesn’t wear a shirt to bed, so I take the opportunity to watch his smooth, defined chest rise and fall with steady breaths. One of his arms rests above his head and the other across his stomach. The definition in his arms matches the perfection of the rest of him. My fingers itch to run through his dark, bed-mussed hair, but I don’t want to wake him.

      Caleb shifts slightly, though his bright blue eyes remain closed. The sheet falls lower on his hips to show the band of his black boxers, and for some reason, my heart rate quickens at the sight. It feels like I’m doing something wrong by gawking at him, but I can’t help myself. Curiosity gets the better of me, and I find myself reaching a hand out to rest softly on his chest. He doesn’t move or react in any way, which spurs me on to feed my curiosity. I run my hand lightly down to his stomach to feel how smooth and hard he is all over. My eyes dart to his face repeatedly, ensuring he doesn’t wake to find me exploring his body.

      My hand on his abdomen doesn’t appear to bother him, and I grow a bit braver. I use my fingertips to lightly draw lazy circles around on his chest and stomach. He sighs contentedly in his sleep and turns his head to the other side. As my invisible trail of circular patterns moves lower, the blanket twitches just below his hips. I pull my hand away and freeze, worried I’ve gone too far. Thankfully, his eyes remain closed, and after a few long seconds of his steady, even breathing, I slowly put my hand back down on his lower stomach and continue drawing patterns on his skin again. The blanket twitches again, and I quickly peek up at Caleb to check if he’s still asleep. He doesn’t move, so I carefully and slowly lift the blanket to discover for myself what my touch does.

      I let out a gasp of shock, and my eyes widen when I find a part of him I’ve never seen peeking through the top of his boxers. My cheeks burn, and I squirm when my lower belly tightens. I’m not sure what the sensation means, but I don’t want it to stop. My entire body warms, and I find myself unable to turn away from something I know I shouldn’t be looking at.

      “You know.” Caleb’s husky voice breaks my awestruck state. “I could get used to waking up like this, baby.”

      I drop the covers like they’re on fire and try to scramble away. His arm wraps around my waist and stops me from slinking off to die of embarrassment. I peek up into his sleepy eyes and find an easy grin on his face. My cheeks catch fire, but it soon fades to a different kind of heat. The tightness in my body returns with a vengeance when his sleepy eyes darken.

      He nods at my hand, suspended in the air above his stomach. “Go ahead and explore all you want. I was just enjoying the show.”

      My mouth opens to say something, but all that comes out is a very unflattering squeak. I have no idea how or what to explore. Part of me would like to know more of him and his body, but I don’t know if I’m comfortable enough to scrutinize him while he watches. I’m curious, just not ready to take that step yet.

      Caleb’s light chuckle cuts off my thoughts. “You’re so fucking adorable when you’re flustered.” He leans up and kisses me.

      What I assume will be a quick good morning kiss soon turns into something much different. Caleb drops light kisses down the side of my face until he reaches my mouth. He pecks my lips softly. When I hesitate to respond, he nips at my bottom lip, demanding entrance, and I happily grant it to him. I allow him to take over the kiss. I’m too consumed by the warm sensation growing stronger in my body to think straight. I know what it means, but I don’t know how to ask him what to do about it.

      Rather than try to hide my body’s reaction, I give in to my instincts and lightly drag my nails down Caleb’s bare chest. He gasps in surprise, then lets out a low, sexy growl as he flips me to lie underneath him. He kisses the corner of my mouth, down my neck, and finally reaches my collarbone, where he nips and nibbles at my sensitive skin. His mouth on me and his weight pressing me into the bed turns the warmth in my body into a full inferno.

      I tangle my hands in his hair and pull him closer, urging him to keep going. When he nips lightly at the spot between my shoulder and collarbone, a jolt goes through me, and my back arches off the bed. I can’t help the loud moan that comes out when he does it again on the other side.

      “Please, baby,” Caleb begs between kisses. “Skip shopping and stay in bed with me all day. We can spend the day exploring each other all over.”

      The mention of shopping reminds me I need to find an outfit for when I meet Caleb’s parents tonight. If that isn’t a metaphorical bucket of ice water, I don’t know what is.

      I jolt upright, practically pushing Caleb off the bed. “Your parents!”

      Caleb reaches for me, trying to pull me back to him. “They won’t be here until tonight. We have plenty of time.”

      Jumping up and avoiding Caleb’s grabby hands, I run to the closet and grab the first thing I touch—a pair of blue jeans and a purple cotton sweater. At some point over the last few weeks, several of my outfits have ended up in Caleb’s closet.  “I have to go, I have to get the perfect outfit for meeting them. I hope Cassie is ready.”

      “Baby, no!” Caleb whines. “Come back.”

      I hurry to the bathroom and quickly go through my morning routine. Caleb grumbles and whines the whole time about coming back to bed. The excuse of needing to find an outfit is true, but it also helps me pull myself together. I got carried away with Caleb, and I need to sort through my feelings about it. Just last night, I was concerned he felt stuck with me, yet I can’t keep my mind or hands off him. I don’t want to push myself on him and drive him away from me. Then again, he could be growing tired of waiting to take our physical relationship to the next level, and he’s trying to be nice by telling me he’ll wait.

      “I can’t believe Leanne is making me do all that work today. Following you two was Jaxon’s idea.” Caleb’s change of subject brings me back to the present. He quickly gave up on trying to get me back in bed.

      “It’ll probably go by fast for you. I want to be perfect for your parents tonight, or I’d stay and help,” I tell him while tying my hair up.

      “I’ll survive.” Caleb shrugs and drops back onto the bed.

      I hate the idea of being away from Caleb, but he appears to be okay being without me. My concerns over his growing disinterest become stronger. Something isn’t right with him. I know it in my heart.

      “Will you check on Rose for me today?” I force a smile before hurrying out of the room.

      “Not the demon cat!” he yells as I rush down the stairs.
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      After Cassie and I scarf down a quick breakfast, Cassie makes sure the guys are hard at work under Leanne’s watchful eye before we hurry out the door. For once, it’s me rushing Cassie and not the other way around. We listen to music the whole way to the mall, and Cassie sings as loud as her voice will allow. Cassie’s so carefree and happy all the time, which always makes it interesting when we hang out. It makes me somewhat forget about the bad stuff and focus on the good. Even if my lingering doubts about Caleb never fully leave my mind.

      “What do you think about parking in the back?” Cassie asks as we pull into the mall.

      I shrug to show my indifference. “Why?” I don’t mind walking, but I’m curious about her choice.

      Cassie slides her mischievous gaze to me and continues to drive toward the back of the mall. “Because, knowing our boys, they’ll try to slip away and find us. If we park back there, they won’t be able to see the car as easily, and they might think we just left or went to a different mall.”

      I giggle. “You’re terrible.”

      “But you love me,” she retorts.

      The parking lot toward the back of the mall is mostly abandoned so there will be plenty of spots for us to pick from. Cassie chooses a spot behind a tree, giving us a bit more coverage in case the guys drive around searching for us.

      We spend hours going from one store to the next, and I worry my feet may fall off by the day’s end. The first hour is spent loaded down with bag after bag of Cassie’s finds, showing her true shopaholic tendencies. After dragging the first haul of Cassie’s bags to the car, we head back in. I tried to find a decent outfit while Cassie did her shopping, but nothing was perfect enough.

      Toward the middle of the day, we find ourselves in one of the larger clothing stores. Cassie loads her arms down with dresses for me to try on while I pick my way through the racks, finding nothing.

      A shiver races up my spine, the sensation of being watched hitting me hard. I drop what I’m doing and spin in a full circle, expecting to catch Samael close by.

      “Cassie?” I tap her shoulder to gain her attention.

      She pauses her shuffle through the rack in front of her and turns around. “What’s up?”

      “I feel like we’re being watched,” I whisper as my eyes scan the store.

      Cassie perks up and searches around with me. We take several moments to inspect everything around us. “I don’t see anyone strange, Ri.”

      “It’s probably my imagination.” It’s a toss-up whether I’m trying to convince her or myself.

      I try to ignore the bad feeling in my gut and focus on the task at hand. No one stands out to me and makes my danger, bad guy radar light up. Cassie didn’t find anyone suspicious, either. I chalk it up to my anxiety over being around crowds and do my best to push it from my mind. Still, the feeling lingers in the back of my mind.

      Cassie doesn’t dwell on my worries. She throws me into a dressing room with a large pile of dresses and other outfits she found. None work for dinner tonight, though.

      “What about the blue one? I love that blue one.” Cassie points to the sparkly blue dress.

      “I can’t look trashy when I meet your parents, Cassie.” I frown. “That one is backless. They’ll think I’m trying to show off my body or something.”

      I want to convince them I’m perfect and worthy of their son’s love and their daughter’s friendship. If they believe I’m worth it, maybe Caleb will, too.

      “You’re worse than me, right now,” Cassie chides playfully. We exit the millionth store empty-handed. “That was the last store, Ri. You’ve turned down everything you’ve tried on. We’re kind of out of options unless you want any of the rejected ones.”

      “Let’s just head home.” I sigh heavily, glancing around at the dwindling crowd. “I’ll just wear that purple dress you put in my closet a few weeks ago. Nothing we find will be good enough anyway.”

      “You do realize my parents won’t give a crap what you’re wearing, right?” Cassie hooks her arm with mine. “You’ll wow them, and they’ll fall in love with you. They’re not as scary as you think they are.”

      I don’t respond, sure she’s wrong but unwilling to call her on it. Glancing at the time, I realize it’s already close to five, and we’re supposed to meet everyone at the restaurant for dinner in a few hours. Normally, it would take me half an hour to be ready for dinner, but I want to be sure I have time to make myself presentable.

      We exit the mall at the back entrance and find Cassie’s car to be the last one left in the back lot. We silently make our way toward her car, Cassie allowing me to sulk and pout about the failed trip.

      Halfway to the car, a faint cry for help stops us both. This time I know it isn’t an animal because Cassie stops with me and searches the area.

      “Where did that come from?” I squint in the dark of the lot.

      We listen quietly until we hear it again, and Cassie turns around, pointing toward the loading docks.

      “This way.” Cassie takes the lead, walking a few feet ahead.

      I continue to search the area for anyone else who may be able to help this person if we need it—though no one is around. Hopefully, the two of us can handle whatever it is on our own.

      I turn back toward Cassie in the same moment someone pops up from behind the loading docks and grabs her arms. She reacts quickly and knees the person in the groin. He drops her and grabs himself, dropping to one knee and sputtering curse words at Cassie.

      Cassie doesn’t have a chance to run before another person jumps out from behind the loading docks and hits Cassie in the head hard enough to knock her out. She drops to the ground and doesn’t move. My entire body freezes up and shuts down. I’m too shocked and scared to even breathe. My vision and hearing fade in and out, and my hesitation gives the man who hit Cassie and his accomplice the chance to come after me. I cower in fear, but he doesn’t acknowledge it as he grabs my arms in a vice grip. Ignoring Cassie, he pulls me farther into the shadows, near their hiding place. The chances of breaking free from the man’s grip are slim to none. With the mind-numbing terror coursing through me, I don’t even try. Don’t run, just cower and show fear, and he’ll deal with you then leave you alone. Samael’s face replaces the one of the man who has ahold of me.

      He stops suddenly and pushes me into his friend. I stumble to the ground by his feet, but the friend jerks me upright harshly with a fistful of my hair. Over the friend’s shoulder, I watch as the other man’s face returns to his own, and he spins on his heel, his focus on Cassie.

      Reality catches up with me as Cassie’s safety is threatened. I can handle whatever they want with me, but I won’t let them hurt Cassie. She’s my best friend, and I will never forgive myself if she’s injured worse because I’m too scared to do anything.

      “Leave her alone!” I scream, causing him to stop his advance on Cassie.

      He spins around and shoots me an evil glare, then turns to his partner. “Shut her up, Adam! These bitches need to pay for making us look like idiots yesterday.”

      His words turn a light on in my mind. These are the two creeps who tried to talk to us at lunch yesterday. They must have seen us around the mall today and followed us out. I idly wonder if they’re the reason I felt like we were being watched today.

      My sudden realization of who these people are distracts me until something hard connects with my cheek and knocks me backward.

      “Shut your fucking mouth,” the man holding me with one hand, Adam, growls. He lifts his fist, ready to strike again if I don’t listen.

      Cassie starts to stir as his friend turns back to her.

      I cling to a small bit of hope she may be able to get away, and I shout to her, “Cassie, get up! Run!”

      Adam wraps a firm hand around my throat and holds my back to his front. “I’ll kill you if you don’t shut up right now, bitch.”

      My only focus remains on my need to take the attention away from Cassie, consequences be damned. I use every bit of strength in me to force a harsh gust of wind at the man after my best friend. He stumbles to the ground but, quickly, picks himself back up. He turns in a full circle, searching for the source of the sudden gust. He doesn’t find anything obvious and shakes himself off, taking several more steps in Cassie’s direction. The second time I force the wind at him, he falls to the ground significantly harder, and it takes him longer to gain his bearings. The effort of controlling such harsh winds drains me, but I refuse to give up on Cassie.

      “What the hell, Steve?” Adam yells. “Are you having a bad fucking trip or something? Don’t be a pansy, man. I took the same shit as you, and I’m fine!”

      “Did you not feel that damn wind?” Shocked, Steve blinks repeatedly at his friend.

      Using their distraction to my advantage, I elbow Adam in the stomach as hard as I can. He drops his hold on my neck and gasps in surprise. I spin around and knee him in the same place Cassie did. Adam howls in pain and drops his hold on me completely. He hunches over, clutching himself and gasping for air.

      It’s one of the defensive moves Jaxon taught me, and I know it was necessary. My concern and need to protect Cassie far outweigh the guilt over hurting the men who want to attack her.

      “You fucking bitch!” Steve screeches.

      Ignoring him, I bolt for the door of the mall, hoping to find help. If nothing else, the two men will follow me and leave Cassie alone. My hopes of finding help soar when I manage to make it to the door, but as soon as my hand touches the handle someone grabs a fist full of my hair and pulls me backward, throwing me to the ground.

      My hands shoot out to catch myself, and the concrete digs into my palms, sliding across them when I land. The rest of my weight lands on my hip, and pain radiates down my thigh.

      “You think you can just hit my boy like that and walk away from it alive?” Steve spits, putting his hand around my neck and straddling me to keep me in place.

      Adam comes over and kicks me hard in the side. “That’s payback, stupid whore.”

      Flashes of Samael’s drunken beatings race through my mind, and I no longer have the ability to focus on an escape plan.

      “Please just leave us alone,” I cry, struggling to get out from under him.

      I find myself somewhat relieved that Adam and his accomplice shifted their focus to me. It may give Cassie a chance to run and find help.

      “Not a chance, bitch.” Steve swings his fist, connecting with my temple, and my vision blurs. My head spins, and I stop struggling in an attempt to keep from throwing up or passing out. “You will pay for making us look stupid, and you will pay twice over for trying to get away. See, we were just gonna have a bit of fun and leave you two alone. Now, we’ll have our fun then kill you and your friend.”

      His mention of Cassie brings the fight back to me, and I shove him, wiggling under him and kicking out at Adam. Steve hits me again in the same spot on my temple as Adam kicks at my legs, deeply bruising them and revoking my ability to kick at him.

      “Keep struggling, bitch.” Steve pulls something shiny from his pocket. “I like it when you squirm.”

      He presses the shiny object against my throat, and my panic intensifies when I realize a knife is pressing against my skin. He lets out a maniacal laugh while running the knife down my throat, just hard enough to break the surface of the skin but not hard enough to cause serious damage. The blade cuts through the top of my shirt, and he leans down, his focus fully on exposing my chest. With my legs useless and numb from Adam’s blows, I use the only part of me I have control over and thrust my head forward, hitting him in the nose.

      He shouts in pain and attempts to stab me with his knife while screaming and cursing. He’s too irate to hit his original target of my stomach and slashes my side instead. I gasp in surprise from the pain and wonder how deep he got.

      He draws back in an attempt to stab me again. Fighting through the pain, I force the last of my energy forward and focus on heating the knife to a scorching temperature. The heat comes from the evening air. There isn’t much of it, so pulling it all together takes every bit of my strength I have left. The air around us drops dramatically in temperature, and at the same time, Steve yelps in pain and throws the knife. He tries to jump away from the scalding knife but, instead, trips over his feet and stumbles into Adam, bringing them both to the ground beside me.

      Steve’s eyes widen as they dart from the knife on the ground to his hand and back again. From the conversation about ‘bad trips’ he had with Adam earlier, I know he’s on some kind of drug, and my hope is he assumes it’s the influence of the drug making him hallucinate.

      With Steve and his friend in a tangled mess, I attempt to get up and run. My body doesn’t react as quickly as I want it to, and the two men are running on drugs, adrenaline, and fury. They get to me before I can do anything but roll myself onto my stomach. Their fists and feet come into contact with any part of my body they can reach, and I curl into myself in a feeble attempt to block their blows.

      One of them, I’m not sure which, grabs my hair and slams the side of my head onto the pavement. My vision turns dark, and I fade in and out of consciousness.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” an unfamiliar man shouts through my foggy brain. “Get away from her! I called the cops, and they’ll be here any second!”

      The blows to my body stop immediately, and I hear the two of them run away, yelling profanities and promises of retribution.

      I don’t know how much time passes while I drift in and out, but Cassie eventually brings me back.

      “Riley!” Her voice is one of the best sounds I’ve ever heard, even if the volume kills my already throbbing head. “Son of a bitch, Ri. You’re bleeding really bad. Hang on, the ambulance is on its way. You’ll be fine, okay? Can you hear me? Open your eyes for me, Riley, please.”

      “Cassie, please say you’re okay.” I open one eye enough to see she’s fine. Relief floods through me to find her in one piece.

      “Shut it, Ri,” she sobs, which alarms me because Cassie never cries.

      Fear hits hard. Did she really get hurt? Maybe they hit her head harder than I thought.

      “I’m not the one who got hurt. You’re in so much trouble.”

      “Why?” I mumble, my eye closes on its own again.

      She could be referring to my use of the elements as a means to escape. More likely, she’s pissed off I let the whole thing happen in the first place. I mean, she was knocked out, and it’s my fault. Before Cassie can answer, the sound of squealing tires fills the parking lot. The car never shuts off, but I hear doors open and footsteps pounding in our direction.

      “Jax!” Cassie’s hands leave mine as she goes to Jaxon.

      Caleb shouts for me, but it sounds like he’s in a tunnel. I want to answer, but my eyes won’t open anymore. My mouth won’t form the words I so desperately want to say. The last thing I remember before the darkness overtakes me is hoping Caleb and Jaxon aren’t too angry with me about all of this.
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      Consciousness slowly creeps in, and I notice only the small things at first—the beep of the monitors around me, the sound of doctors and nurses talking about my injuries, and the pain. The brutal pain radiates throughout my entire body. Several hands are on me, touching my burning palms with gravel embedded in the cuts, stitching up the wound on my side, and cleaning the cut on my neck. With all the people around me, I can’t hear anyone familiar. The realization I’m in a hospital and I can’t hear Cassie causes my heart to race and my eyes pop wide open.

      “Cassie!” I cry out, struggling against the nurses and doctors while I try to sit up.

      “I’m here, Ri.” Cassie’s voice is thick with unshed tears as she comes into my line of sight. “I’m right here. Calm down.”

      I sob with relief to see her. “You’re okay? You’re really okay?”

      She runs a hand over my hair, smoothing it down. “Your parents are on their way. Caleb and Jaxon are with the doctor outside. I’m so sorry, Riley.”

      “Why would you be sorry?” I whimper when one of the nurses urges me to lay back down. “I tried to protect you, Cassie. I did everything I could. I—”

      “Don’t,” Cassie pleads, putting a hand up. “Just calm down, and we can talk about this later. You need rest.”

      My panic levels rise as I wonder what she may be thinking, but I try to relax while the nurses and doctors finish taking care of my injuries. They wheel me out of the room, explaining that I need X-rays. Cassie refuses to let me go alone, and for that, I’m grateful. I can’t handle being alone right now, even if the process doesn’t take long at all.

      After settling me in my room with Cassie still by my side, the doctor leaves to put in an order for pain medication. A few seconds after he leaves, a commotion comes from the hallway outside my door. I tense up, worried the two men from the mall are back to finish their job.

      My door bangs open revealing a frantic Caleb, and I breathe a sigh of relief. He rushes over to me as Jaxon hurries to Cassie, scooping her in a hug.

      “Baby girl.” Caleb sighs heavily as he buries his face in my hair. “Are you okay? One of the doctors pulled me out to talk to me for three minutes, and when I came back, you were gone. They said they took you to X-ray, but when I got there, you were already finished.”

      “I’m fine,” I mutter.

      “You are not fucking fine!” His harsh tone causes me to flinch. Caleb pulls back and narrows his eyes. “You’re far from fucking fine.”

      “Caleb,” Cassie warns, giving him a hard stare. “Not now.”

      Caleb snaps his mouth shut, stepping away from me as Dad and Leanne enter the room and rush to my side. They pepper me with questions. I tell them the same thing I told Caleb, but they don’t get upset over my answer like he did. They simply ask me what happened. I go into as much detail as I can about the guys at the mall, and from the corner of my eye, I notice Caleb getting more and more furious. I’ve never witnessed him in such a state and especially not with his anger directed at me.

      “Honey, we’re going to go grab some coffee and get a few things for you.” Leanne rubs her tired eyes and stretches. “We’ll be back in a few minutes. Cassie, can you come with us and tell us what you remember? The police are going to want to know, too.”

      Cassie nods as Dad gives me a kiss on the forehead. Cassie and Jaxon follow Dad and Leanne out of the room. No one says a word about Caleb staying behind with me. At first, I assume he wants to stay and comfort me, hold me, and tell me everything will be okay.

      Instead, he completely explodes the second the door shuts. “What the fuck were you thinking?”

      I flinch violently at the anger in his tone.

      “You could have been killed! Do you realize what could have happened tonight?”

      “C-Caleb—” I whisper, not knowing what to say or how to handle the situation.

      “No!” he cuts me off. “Don’t ‘Caleb’ me. This is not fucking okay. Jaxon was right, we can’t do this anymore. I can’t do this shit anymore. I’m done.”

      I let out a strangled gasp, and Caleb glances at me. His eyes widen for a second before he lets out a growl of frustration. He runs his hands through his already messy hair, pulling on the ends. He curses under his breath, then walks out of the room without another word.

      When the door to my hospital room closes, it feels like Steve’s knife slicing right through my heart.

      I’m done. Caleb’s words ring through my head over and over as I lie in the hospital bed, desperate to catch my breath. He’s done with me. He finally saw what everyone else has seen my whole life, and he wants nothing to do with me. I knew this day would come, but a deep, naïve part of me hoped he spoke the truth when he said he wanted me.

      My throat closes, and I can’t suck in enough air. My mind blanks, and I can only think of getting out of here—away from the painful tightness in my chest, away from the person who no longer wants me. I drag myself out of the bed, pulling the IV out of my hand, and the monitors off my chest. The blood rushes from the puncture wound from the IV, but I’m able to use some gauze on the counter to apply pressure and slow it down. I wrap the thin blanket over the backless gown and hurry out of the room.

      The alarm for my monitors beeps rapidly, but the nursing staff is occupied with a crazy patient who’s yelling and screaming. The distraction allows me to easily sneak past them and out the side door. I don’t stop when I step outside, though. I keep going until I reach the tree line, then farther still into the dense forest that surrounds the hospital.

      When the pain in my body catches up to me and I can’t take another step, I collapse onto the forest ground and wrap my arms around my middle, trying to hold myself together. My effort to run from the agony in my heart fails. As soon as one tear escapes, a million others follow. I cry until I can’t feel my body anymore. I cry until my mind and heart are as numb as the rest of me. The person I love most in the world is done with me. I’m not sure how I’m going to be able to survive without him. I don’t know if I even want to survive anymore.

      After a while of lying on the ground, unable to do anything but sob and gasp for air, my eyes grow heavy. I close them for a few moments, needing the bliss of darkness for a little while.
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        * * *

      

      I lie in the same place for a long time, drifting in and out of consciousness. I should pull myself up and go back to the hospital. I don’t want to scare Dad or Leanne, assuming they still care if I’m all right. After hearing what I did and how I let Cassie down, they’re more than likely as angry as Caleb is, as done with me as Caleb is.

      Logically, I know it’s not smart to be out in the cold with only a thin sheet to keep me from freezing. The cold doesn’t bother me, though; it helps keep me numb. The sensible part of me knows it can’t be good to be out here like this for so long, but I can’t bring myself to care. Caleb’s shouts of being done with me echo through my mind as I slip back into the darkness.

      Someone yelling my name brings me out of a deep sleep. I blink my eyes open and wonder why the earth is shaking violently under me. I try to sit up, but quickly realize it’s not the earth but my body shaking uncontrollably.

      I try to yell back or call to the person, but my voice comes out in a quiet huff. When I try to push myself up, my body collapses back to the soft ground. Tears of frustration and heartache fall—and I idly wonder how it’s possible I have any tears left. The voice calling my name grows closer, and I realize it’s my dad.

      “Riley!” he shouts, and by his tone, he’s found me. “Oh, Riley, what happened?”

      I don’t say anything, simply lying there and trying to pry my eyes open. I sense him checking me over, and when he asks if I’m all right, I give him a tiny nod.

      “Yeah, I found her,” Dad’s voice registers closer to my ear. “She’s really pale, almost blue. She’s freezing, but I don’t think she is hurt any more than she already was. I’m going to bring her back now. She’s shaking pretty hard.”

      I know my dad is talking to someone on his phone, but I can’t bring myself to care who it is. After a second or two, he lifts me into his arms.

      “Damn, kiddo.” Dad shutters. “You’re freezing.”

      I don’t respond as he walks us back into the hospital. They assess me and hook me back up to the IV and monitors. A bunch of heated blankets are placed on and around me to warm my body up. They tell my father I have a moderate case of hypothermia, but I should be fine. I don’t listen to anything else they have to say, I just don’t care.

      I know I could use my Fire affinity to warm myself quicker—my dad even suggested it—but the numbness of my body helps to keep me from falling apart again. I want to forget Caleb’s words. I want to forget everything. Instead, Caleb’s voice continues on a loop through my mind. I can’t do this shit anymore. I’m done.

      “Not now,” my dad whispers to someone as I drift in and out. “Give her some time.”

      I hear the soft click of the door closing as I fall into a fitful sleep full of nightmares that are now my reality.

      I can’t do this shit anymore. I’m done.
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      The next time I wake, sunlight filters through the partially opened curtains. No one else is in the room with me. The only sounds around me are the beeping of the heart monitor and the drip of the IV. I sit up slightly and scan the room, tears filling my eyes as the hole in my heart grows. It shouldn’t hurt to be on my own—after all, I grew up that way. I hoped this whole situation was simply a bad dream, but seeing such an empty room brings back the flood of memories from the previous day. The pain in my chest grows quickly, and I have to gasp for air as my throat constricts.

      The tears pour down my face as I recall Caleb’s harsh words and the expression on his face. I should have protected Cassie better. I failed him by not protecting her like I’m sure he and everyone else expected me to. It’s obvious he hates me for letting her down. He probably considers this the last straw. He can’t handle being with someone like me, especially if I can’t protect his family or myself.

      Flopping back onto the bed, I let go of my emotions. The pain inside claws its way to the surface, ready to break free and leave me broken and bleeding. I curl into a ball and close my eyes, shutting out the world. It doesn’t help, though. Nothing helps when all I can see flashing behind my closed eyes is his angry face. I can’t stop hearing those awful words in my ears. Any hope he would change his mind once he had time to calm down is obliterated by the knowledge that he’s not here beside me. No one is here beside me.

      Cassie must hate me, too, and Jaxon—especially Jaxon. I didn’t do what I should have to protect his soul mate. Dad and Leanne will probably make me move out. I’m not sure what I’ll do when that happens. I briefly toy with the idea of letting Samael and his army of Fallen take me. At least then I won’t be a burden on my family anymore.

      The hospital room door opens, and I glance up as a man in his late forties wearing a white coat enters my room. My heart immediately picks up speed, uncomfortable in a strange doctor’s presence. This isn’t the same doctor I had earlier when everyone else was here with me. I don’t know who this doctor is, but I don’t care either. With my family gone, I want to be left alone. Having a stranger in my room, even a doctor, makes me feel vulnerable.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Storm,” the doctor says in a cheery tone. “I’m Doctor Andrews, just here to check you over.”

      As the doctor strolls closer to my bed, the door opens again, and a nurse walks into the room. The male nurse gains my full attention. He doesn’t appear as friendly as the doctor. He steps toward me, and my throat closes up. Something about the nurse triggers warning bells deep within me. He isn’t safe. I need to get away from him, or he’ll hurt me.

      “Miss Storm?” the doctor says when I don’t respond to him.

      “P-P-Please, go a-a-away,” I stutter, addressing the nurse.

      “Miss Storm, this will only take a moment,” the doctor insists, confused.

      The nurse sneers at me. “What’s her problem?”

      My body continues to react in a negative way to the nurse. I can’t stop shaking or stop the tears from freely falling. The nurse comes closer to me, and without conscious thought, I open my mouth and scream. Something about him is wrong.

      “Nurse,” the doctor says, his tone full of warning. “Please step away from the patient and be more considerate. She’s obviously in distress. I’m going to get a sedative. Don’t touch her, but try to calm her while I’m gone.”

      “Yes, doctor,” the nurse answers, standing a few feet away from my bed.

      As soon as the door closes, the nurse rushes to my bedside and drops his face close to mine, roughly grabbing my chin. “Samael has been wanting to see you.”

      I try to push him away. The waves of evil and darkness radiate off the man, making me nauseous.

      When I try to yell for help, he quickly covers my mouth with his free hand. “Shut up, or I will slit your throat.”

      Believing his threat, I stop moving.

      He slowly removes his hand when he’s sure I won’t yell. “Samael will be glad to know you’re still alive. I hope you don’t mind.” Wickedly, he runs his hand along my cheek and laughs darkly when I flinch. “We’ll be paying you a lot more visits now. We wouldn’t want you to get lonely in that empty bed, now would we? The things I would do to you if I could… Unfortunately, your step-daddy insisted he do the honors himself. He said to ask if you liked his gifts?”

      As the door opens, the nurse quickly backs away the doctor returns. My heart monitor goes crazy as the pain in my chest increases, and I idly wonder if this is what dying feels like. Maybe I’m having a heart attack.

      “Okay, Miss Storm,” the doctor murmurs quietly, coming back to my bedside. “This is a mild sedative and will help you calm down.”

      I shake my head, not wanting any medication.

      He ignores me, fiddling with the syringe. When he lifts the IV, I do the only thing I can to try and stop him. I focus on the water line in the room and build the water pressure quickly until the pipe bursts, and the room floods instantly. However, my efforts don’t stop the doctor from emptying the syringe into the IV line as the nurse in the corner slips through the door quickly.

      “What the hell?” The doctor jumps back from the flooding water.

      The world turns fuzzy while the doctor yells for some assistance. I become light-headed and am only vaguely aware of the door being swung open and my father and Cassie rushing in. I watch in a haze as Cassie silently takes over control of the flooding water while glaring at the doctor.

      She practically steams from the ears as she yells at him, “What the hell did you do to her?”

      “What happened in here? Is Riley alright?” Dad yells at the same time.

      I fight through the fatigue, shocked to find them here asking about me.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Dr. Andrews sputters to my dad, shaken and confused. “The water line must have burst. We’ll get it fixed as soon as possible. I’ll have her room changed right away.”

      “Why does she look like that?” Dad gestures to me. When he looks back to the doctor, he sees the syringe in his hand and turns bright red. “What did you give her?”

      “She was panicking, sir,” Dr. Andrews explains. “I thought if I sedated her—”

      “You obviously did not think.” My normally calm father yanks the doctor away from my bedside. “You will not give my child medication without my permission.”

      My vision blurs in, and out and my ability to focus dwindles.

      “You ignored my express orders to have no one enter this room while I was gone, and you gave my child unauthorized medication. You’re lucky the whole room didn’t explode. If you only knew…” My dad doesn’t finish his thought before he pushes the doctor toward the door. “Get out of here before I do something I’ll regret.”

      Cassie, who had been busy subtly stopping the water from gushing into the room, ends her efforts as the doctor leaves. She hurries to my side and pushes my hair off my forehead.

      “Oh, Riley…” She frowns as her concerned eyes land on mine.

      Her face comes in and out of focus, but I try to give her a smile. I can’t believe she’s still here after everything I’ve done. The room fades, and my eyes close without my permission. I’m unable to fight the drug coursing through my veins.

      “Don’t let…” I try to get out my concern for the nurse, but my voice gives out.

      “Don’t what, Riley?” My father takes my other hand. “Tell me, and I promise, whatever it is, I’ll take care of it.”

      “Stop him…hurt me…don’t let…him in,” I force out before I give in and let my consciousness fade.

      Cassie squeezes my hand. “Who, Ri? Who hurt you?”

      The door crashes against the wall, and I jump in surprise, though my eyes refuse to open.

      “Riley!”

      I swear I hear Caleb’s voice call to me, but I know it can’t be him. He doesn’t want me anymore.

      I’m done.

      “Caleb?” I whisper as I fall into darkness.
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      When I open my eyes, the sun shines through the window, and I know at least a day has passed. I blink a few times to clear my vision then search around the room. My mouth feels like I’ve been chewing on cotton, and my head is heavy and full. It takes a lot longer to get my mind to focus than it should.

      “Good morning, dear,” a cheery female voice says. I jerk my head in her direction. “I’m your nurse, I’m just taking your vitals. How are you feeling?”

      Physically, I’m in pain, but nothing I can’t manage. I blink at her, not sure how to answer her question. I attempt to sit up, but a sharp ache in my side prevents it. I reach my hand down in surprise and feel a bandage stuck to me. I bend to inspect it, and every bad part of the past however many days flashes across my vision—the mall, the attack, Cassie getting hurt, and Caleb. My eyes fill with tears and I turn away. Caleb.

      “Are you feeling better than yesterday?” Cassie’s voice rings out, bringing my attention to the corner of the room.

      She sits with a fashion magazine in her hand. She appears angry, so I simply nod to avoid upsetting her further. When I notice the deep purple bruise on her forehead, a lump forms in my throat. I should have stopped her from getting hurt.

      I don’t think she or the nurse care about my emotional problems, so I turn away from them and continue to search the room for any signs Caleb came back. My father sleeps in a chair in the corner of the room, and it stuns me to see him there. Does he still care about me? He should hate me, but maybe he doesn’t.

      “Now that you’re awake, I’m going to grab the doctor,” the nurse tells me before leaving the room.

      My dad stirs when the door clicks shut. He opens his eyes and looks straight to me. Seeing me awake, he jumps to his feet quickly.

      “Hey, kiddo.” He rushes to my side and takes my hand in his. “I’m so glad you’re awake. I was worried about you. I think you gave me at least ten gray hairs in the last twenty-four hours.”

      I appreciate his attempt at a joke, though I can barely smile at him.

      When I don’t respond, he sighs and drops the jokes. “You’re going to be just fine, Riley. The doctor said if you were feeling good today and were able to answer some questions, he would let you go home. Are you feeling any better today?”

      “Ri, I’ll be right back. I’m going to let Leanne and Jaxon know you’re awake.” Cassie heads out of the room.

      The fact she doesn’t mention Caleb isn’t lost on me.

      My father’s attention never leaves me as he patiently waits for me to respond.

      I shrug slightly, wiping at the tears in my eyes. “I guess,” I croak. I dig deep and find the courage to voice my curiosity. “Is…C-Cal… Is h-h-he here?”

      Dad’s face turns a concerning shade of purple, and he grits out, “He’s not here. He won’t be coming around you anymore.”

      I stare at him blankly as his words bounce around my still fuzzy head. Never see him again? It’s all the confirmation I need. Caleb really is done with me. Why did I ever think he would love someone as pathetic as me? He finally found a way to be free of me, and I can’t blame him for taking it. It was the final straw in the list of reasons why I’m not worth his time.

      I couldn’t even protect his sister when I needed to. My best friend and I couldn’t prevent her from getting hurt. I’m nothing but a hindrance to him, and he finally realized it. He finally had enough like I always knew he would.

      As I curl onto my side, I’m vaguely aware of my father talking to me. A doctor enters the room, asking how I feel and the reason for me leaving the other day. I don’t answer them; I have nothing to say right now.

      My chest gives a tight squeeze as I continue to imagine my world without Caleb. Thinking of him moving on and finding his true soul mate knocks the air from my lungs. What if he continues to come around to visit Jaxon and Cassie, or worse, brings a new girl over? How could I survive that? He must know the connection he felt for me was a fluke. He can clearly fight it, which means it isn’t real.

      “Riley!” Cassie’s voice right in my ear snaps me out of my thoughts. I don’t remember her coming back into the room. “Answer the damn doctor’s questions so we can get your butt home.”

      Surprised Cassie cares if I come home or not, I look over to the doctor, unsure what he asked me.

      Luckily, he takes pity and repeats his questions.

      I give him all of the answers I know he wants. I feel fine, nothing hurts, I’m ready to go home, and so on. I keep my answers short—it takes too much energy and concentration to focus on his questions, and I just want to lie down and sleep.

      “Why did you leave the hospital yesterday?” he asks, though based on his demeanor, he doesn’t care about my answer.

      I stare blankly at him, trying to think of an answer that will make him go away.

      “I was looking for Cassie and got lost.” It’s a sorry excuse, but one the doctor seems to accept. Maybe because he’s afraid my dad will yell at him again, or maybe he just wants me out of his care.

      When he’s satisfied I’m of sound mind and physically healing alright, he allows the police to interview me.

      Two cops with pot bellies and balding heads step into the room. They could almost pass as twins if not for the full foot of height difference and the mustache on the shorter cop.

      “Ms. Storm, can you please tell us what you remember? Cassie gave us her account, and we now need yours.”

      The last thing I want to do is relive everything, but I know they need the information. “We were going to the car, we’d parked in the back of the mall because we wanted privacy.”

      The taller of the two officers cocks a brow. “Privacy from what?”

      I shift uncomfortably at his accusatory tone, whimpering at the pain it causes. “We were supposed to have a girls’ day. We wanted to prevent Jaxon and Ca— We wanted to prevent our brothers from following us and ruining our girls’ day like they had the previous day. It wasn’t entirely secluded where we parked, just less populated. I didn’t think it would be completely empty when we left…”

      The shorter officer with the mustache motions for me to continue when I pause. “We heard a cry for help and wanted to make sure no one was in trouble. Cassie was ahead of me. When she got close to the loading dock, one of the men jumped out and hit her in the head. She lost consciousness and fell to the ground.”

      Cassie stands abruptly, spinning to face away from me. I’m forcing her to hear about how I failed her. It can’t be pleasant for her.

      “Ms. Storm?”

      I turn back to the police and their expectant stares, then drop my eyes to my hands. “I didn’t have a chance to run or anything. They grabbed me and while one of them, his name was A-A-Adam, held me, the other, S-S-Steve, tried to go back for Cassie. I yelled for him to stop, but they just hit me to stop me from making any noise.”

      My eyes dart to Cassie’s back, silently pleading with her to believe me. “I kept fighting them, trying to keep their attention off Cassie because she couldn’t fight back. I thought if I could just get away and find help, then I could stop them from hurting her… hurting both of us.”

      “How did you get the stab wound, Ms. Storm?” The taller cop’s tone softens significantly.

      My eyes never leave Cassie’s back in the hopes she’ll turn around and tell me she doesn’t hate me anymore. “I h-h-hit him and got away. I tried to run, but they caught me. He threw me down and sat on me. When I struggled to get free, he pulled out a knife. They were talking about being on drugs, so I think he couldn’t focus enough to stab me in the stomach, where he was aiming. He only got my side.”

      “When did they leave?” the shorter officer asks.

      I shrug. “They were angry, and they kept hitting me over and over. Eventually, someone opened the back door, yelled for them to leave me alone, and told them the police were coming. I don’t remember much after that, but I know they promised they’d get us next time.”

      “Well, we are going to do our best to catch these guys and ensure this doesn’t happen to you or someone else again,” they promise. “We’ll leave you for now, but we’ll be following up in a few days. Take care of yourself.”

      The officers leave, and the doctor quickly gives me instructions to rest and take it easy for a few days, then exits the room in a flash after signing my discharge papers.

      Leanne brings me clothes and helps me into them. Dad and Jaxon show up with a wheelchair, and I don’t have the energy to try to deny it.

      “Hey, sis.” Jaxon gives me a gentle hug. “You feeling okay?”

      I blink at him silently. We haven’t talked since everything happened. After an awkward moment, he shakes his head and gives me a sad smile. Shouldn’t he be throwing me out the window or at least cursing me?

      “That’s a dumb question, I guess.” He helps me into the chair.

      Leanne places a soft hand on my shoulder as Jaxon starts to wheel me out of the room. “I’m glad you’re okay, honey. Let’s get you home.”

      They quickly get me bundled in a blanket in the car. Jaxon and Cassie sit on either side of me in the back while Dad drives, and Leanne sits in the passenger seat. I don’t say a word to them the whole way, too lost in my heartache to even wonder what they may be thinking.

      Once home, Dad helps me up the stairs. Walking toward the room Caleb and I share, I peek inside to find the bed untouched and empty. The stuffed tiger from Caleb sits on the bed, sad and lonely. I want to pick it up and cuddle it.

      My dad takes hold of my arm gently and stops me from going inside.

      “This way, Riley,” he tells me softly, pointing to my old room.

      I quickly realize I’m no longer sharing the same room as Caleb, and I’m not welcome in there. I refuse to dwell on it as we make our way to my room, and my dad tells me to rest and call if I need anything.

      While I yearn for a long, hot shower, the bandage make it too difficult right now, so I curl up in my bed instead, surrounded by my kitten and my stuffed animals. Rose curls up to my side and purrs softly against me, trying to comfort me as I silently cry into my pillow.

      I make a sudden and rash decision to sneak into Caleb’s room and steal the tiger from his bed. Once safely back in my room, I cuddle it close and realize it still smells like him. As pathetic as it is, I can’t stop myself from putting it to my nose and inhaling deeply as I fall into a fitful sleep.

      Leanne comes in at some point during the day, waking me to ask if I want dinner, which I decline with a shake of my head. Later, Cassie pops in to ask if I want to watch a movie or to hang out, and again, I decline with a shake of my head. Jaxon and Dad stop by, but I pretend to be asleep as I hear them debate if they should wake me to see if I want chocolate or ice cream. I don’t want anything except for them to leave me be.

      But that isn’t entirely true. I want Caleb, but that’s not possible. As I wallow in my misery later in the night, my door opens. I hold still and feign sleep to avoid talking to anyone. I know they’re only trying to be nice, but I can’t handle talking right now.

      Once the person closes the door, I hear talking on the other side.

      “Mark, I think this is a mistake.” Leanne tries to stay quiet, but I can understand her easily in the silence of my room.

      “You weren’t there, Leanne. You didn’t hear her and see how scared she was. I won’t let it happen again,” Dad whisper-shouts.

      “Mark! Look at her,” Leanne insists, struggling to stay quiet. “You know what will happen next. Imagine if that was me. Would you be all right with that? This is hurting her more than anything else. Something needs to be done.”

      There’s a long pause, then my dad curses and sighs in defeat. “Okay, you’re right. I’ll figure out a different way.”

      I hear them both walk away and wonder if they’re talking about bringing me home. By ‘figure out a different way,’ my dad could mean he’ll kick me out as soon as possible. I can’t muster up enough energy to care, though. My heart is already shattered now that Caleb admitted he doesn’t want me. Anything else that happens at this point doesn’t matter.

      “I can’t do this shit anymore. I’m done.”
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