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      I’m getting fired.

      I stared down at the ugly combination of roses. Carol, my boss, would be pissed when she saw what I had come up with, but whatever. No matter how I assorted white, red, pink, yellow, orange, and black, I would get nothing display case worthy, the way Mindy and Carol did. I sighed.

      “It’s done,” I said over my shoulder, then added, “I’m sorry.”

      Please don’t fire me.

      Carol glanced at my workbench from the register. “Looks better than last year’s, so I wouldn’t be sorry.” She pulled out a fifty-dollar bill from the cash drawer and held it out. “Your tip upon completion. Now go set the arrangement on the cart so Mindy can get it delivered.”

      I pocketed the bill. “That’s generous.”

      “Everly, I don’t argue with a customer’s orders,” Carol said and turned her attention back to the computer.

      I set the vase down on the cart by the back door in the storage room. The arrangement looked so out of place compared to the other beautiful flowers awaiting delivery.

      Mindy walked in. Her warm presence brought in rays of sunshine.

      “Hi.” I smiled at my best friend, who was infinitely cooler than me.

      “Wow, you made that?” Mindy’s green eyes widened.

      “Ugh, I know,” I moaned. “It’s so ugly. Whoever’s grave this is going to must not have been well-liked.”

      “No, it looks like the photo I saw.” She touched the tips of the roses with her caramel-toned fingers. “It’s beautiful, really.”

      “Oh, I know you are being nice.” I paused. “Wait? There’s a picture?”

      “Yeah, didn’t Carol give it to you before you worked on the arrangement? This has been a long-standing repeat order for years. The guy was specific.”

      “No.” I tried not to sound too annoyed.

      “Girls, we have ten more orders to fill,” Carol called from the front room of the shop.

      “I have to get these out. Taco Tuesday between closing and your class?” Mindy suggested as she opened the swiveling door with her butt and pulled the cart out with her. The draft blew her black curls around her tanned face.

      “Heck, yeah!” I pumped my fist into the air and skipped back to my workstation to tackle the next ten orders. With fifty bucks in my back pocket, I could splurge and get two tacos and a side of guacamole, and still have money left over for a fresh box of Mrs. Fox’s Lavender Tea.

      I spent the next hour assembling the remaining orders. Two birthdays, one thank you, and two condolences. The rest of the arrangements were partners trying to get out of the dog-house, or just a plain ‘I love you’. The birthday orders had tulips, daffodils, and hyacinths, in celebration of Spring. The festive colors always made me smile.

      Since starting work here two months ago, I’d never had a bad day. How could I when surrounded by beauty?

      When I finished handling the flowers, I removed my gloves. Mindy picked up the last of the arrangements, taking them for delivery, and I closed the shop. Carol left at four-thirty for an appointment, which left me alone. I turned the radio from the oldies station to an alternative Seattle station, jumping for joy when my favorite indie rock band exploded through the speakers.

      I swept the floor while singing along at the top of my lungs into the handle of the broom, ignoring the pale, scrawny, red-headed girl reflecting back at me from the mirrored display cases.

      “Darkness is my friend /

      At night I come alive /

      When it rains my heart sighs /

      In the cold I thrive /

      Because Darkness is my friend.”

      For a few blissful moments, I lost myself, surrounded by hundreds of flowers, a haunting melody, and finally alone.

      Closing was my favorite time of day—the one opportunity to completely let loose and just be me. No neurotic mother to tell me to take it easy so my heart doesn’t wig out on me. No boss to tell me to work. No nosy sister to butt into every corner of my life. No well-meaning friends to tell me they “have my back.” No crazy professors to pick on me.

      This glorious half-hour belonged to me.

      Rrrrrring.

      “No!” I shouted. Nobody calls this late. I groaned and turned the stereo off before answering the phone. “Capitol Hill Floral, this is Everly speaking.”

      “Yes, I need to put in an order and have it delivered right away, please,” the woman on the other end said.

      “Where do you need it delivered?”

      “Lake View Cemetery.”

      Instead of hanging up on her like I wanted to, I took the order. It was a simple lily arrangement, and the delivery would give me an excuse to visit Grandma.

      Another half-hour later, I flipped off the light switch, set the alarm, and locked the shop’s front door behind me. A huge bouquet of white and yellow lilies filled my arms. The aroma from the blooms nearly overpowered all other scents.

      I swung my backpack over my shoulder and headed down the road. Grey clouds gathered overhead, typical of Seattle in late February. I didn’t mind it… heat and my weak heart didn’t get along.

      As I walked up the wet sidewalk of Fifteenth Avenue, my free hand found the cross my grandmother had given me. I kept the silver pendant next to my heart where the memory of her would live forever.

      At the top of the hill, I turned onto the drive that wound around the grassy slope peppered with tombstones. The layout of the cemetery felt like home. I could probably find my grandmother’s grave with my eyes closed. If I could, I would sleep here. Eventually I would be buried next to my grandmother’s plot. That day was coming faster than I wanted, but I didn’t have much choice. Either my heart would finally stop on its own, or I’d bleed out from a small cut.

      Regardless of my impending demise, I loved this place.

      The dead didn’t judge. The late didn’t talk. The departed didn’t care. The silence provided by the deceased was my lifeline to sanity. This cemetery was my church—the place where I could go to charge my batteries so I could face the harsh world of the living—and the reason I took the job at the floral shop… It put me only five blocks from my grandmother.

      I placed the lily arrangement on grave plot two-ninety-one before locating Grandmother’s grave at the top of the hill, five rows to the right of the road, under a massive aspen tree. I knelt in front of her stone, moisture seeping through my black slacks. The distant sounds of the city and the pitter-patter of the gentle rain faded into the silence I always found here.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. My throat relaxed. The stress in my shoulders melted away. Here, I felt like I was home.

      After a few minutes, I opened my eyes and touched the engraved words on the smooth marble stone.

      
        
        Grace Greene

        July 1, 1945- October 31, 1998

      

      

      “Hi, Grandma. I made a fifty-dollar tip today,” I began. “And I’m going to catch happy hour with Mindy before my microbiology class. It will give me something to look forward to before dealing with Mr. Royal-Pain-in-the-Ass.” I sucked in my breath as the image of my microbiology professor flashed in my mind. “I swear that man’s only mission in life is to make sure I fail his class. But on a bright note, I also got an A on my biochem test last week. So far, my first quarter at the university is going pretty good. Stella and I might go to Whidbey Island this weekend.”

      I blabbered on and on until I ran out of things to talk about. Then I sat back on my heels and again traced my grandmother’s name on the marble. My heart felt lighter.

      I kissed the stone and stood. “I’ll try to come back tomorrow. Love you.”

      Funny how close I could feel to someone I’d never met. Grandma Grace had died the day I was born—she’d been holding me as she took her last breath—yet I felt like her presence had been guiding me from day one, as if she’d exchanged her earthly body for a pair of wings to become my guardian angel.

      I hated to leave now, but I didn’t want to keep Mindy waiting. I allowed myself to wander through the cemetery for a few more minutes. Right before I stepped onto the road, I spotted a red, yellow, pink, white, orange, and black rose arrangement at the base of a tombstone at the far end of the row, just across the driveway from where I stood. Curious, I headed over to see the lucky recipient of the horrid arrangement. I crouched down to read the name on the stone.

      
        
        Eva Constantine

        Died October 31, 1998

      

      

      I touched the stone, and an arc of light shocked me.

      What the heck? I glanced around. There shouldn’t be any static electricity, with the rain and wet grass. I focused once more on the gravestone.

      Eva. She died the same day as my grandmother, the day I was born. Odd.

      “Well, Eva,” I said in a low voice, rubbing the tingling sensation from my hand. “Somebody must not like you. Sorry.”

      That’s when I noticed the design carved above her name. I reached out again to trace the etching: a cross layered over an upside-down triangle—the base formed by the arms of the cross, a halo-like circle encompassing the triangle. Four flames shot out from the center.

      Electric energy gripped my hand the moment my finger touched the tombstone. Images and objects flashed through my mind. A glowing sword, a large silver orb, and finally, a white fireball erupting from my hand, where the same symbol had been seared into my skin.

      I fell back onto the wet grass, gasping for air. My lungs burned, and I coughed. Rolling to the left, I dug into my coat pocket for the inhaler I carried at all times.

      Two puffs and a few minutes later, I could sit up without coughing. My pants were now soaked from laying in the grass, and I could barely see the symbol in the eerie twilight, but I knew I’d seen it before.

      Where? And why have I never noticed this grave? I had certainly spent enough time here. I glanced at my palm; there was no symbol seared into my skin.

      I glanced over my shoulders as an uneasy feeling knotted up in my stomach.

      For the first time since I’d been coming to this haven, this was the last place I wanted to be.

      In the semi-darkness, I hurried down the hill to Fifteenth Avenue to catch the bus to the train station. The hair on my neck prickled with each step as if I was being watched. Every few paces, I scanned the surrounding landscape, but all I saw were trees and tombstones in the dusk-light.

      Drops of rain fell steadily from the sky by the time I reached my stop.

      Hurry up. I checked my watch and saw that the bus wouldn’t get there for another five minutes. Five minutes too long.

      Somehow, I’d spent an entire hour in the cemetery, but that didn’t matter. The urge to get far away from the graveyard felt as strong as the need to get my next transfusion to avoid passing out.

      My only options now were to wait or to keep walking. I chose the latter. The next bus stop was two blocks down, at the edge of a residential area. The thought of being around other living people had never appealed more.

      I practically ran down the street, ignoring the burn inside my lungs.  Streetlights came on one by one as I passed beneath them. Their glow pushed away the primal fear that had taken ahold of every cell in my body.

      As I neared the next stop, I heard the distant roar of an engine coming from behind me. Breathless, I waited for the bus to pull up to the curb. Right before it arrived, I spotted him. Black trench coat, silver sunglasses, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail.

      He stood across the street, almost hidden by the shadow of a tree. I felt his eyes burning through my flesh and into the center of my soul, the scalding energy scanning over my body. I gripped Grandma Grace’s cross.

      The bus pulled up, and two people got off as I caught my breath. Then I hopped on, tapped my transport card to the reader, and found an empty seat, halfway down the aisle. I peered out across the street but saw nothing.

      He was gone.
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      On the bus, I thought about the symbol and the images, but mostly of the man standing across the street. How long had he been watching me?

      It’s probably nothing, Ev.

      I was acting paranoid like my mother. Speaking of Mom. I pulled out my phone. Sure enough, four unread text messages.

      Don’t forget your appointment tomorrow. I’m picking you up at 8 AM.

      You also have your next infusion on Thursday at 11 AM.

      I dropped off soup. It’s in your fridge for you to eat tonight.

      Text me when you get home. I love you.

      Ah, my mother. She worried about me too much. Even though I’d only been living on my own since Christmas, she constantly drove up from Tukwila to bring food and take me to appointments. The whole reason I’d moved to Seattle was to get independence—prove that I was perfectly capable of taking care of myself. Apparently, she didn’t get the memo.

      Maybe she has a point. I glanced around the bus just to make sure the guy hadn’t snuck on.

      I got off at Broadway and hurried across the street to take the escalator underground to the train platform. While I waited, I scanned the station looking for any signs of the man. I didn’t see him, but I still felt watched. The Link train arrived, and I hopped on. I kept glancing over my shoulder. No one was paying attention to me, but I still felt watched.

      The train line ended at the University of Washington, where I jumped off and took the elevator up to street level I stayed with a group of other students and health care workers as I made my way to the Hitchcock building, the location of my microbiology class. I found a seat at the back of the class next to Jen, my only ‘friend’ at school, and pulled out my notebook.

      “Hi,” she whispered as I sat down.

      “Hi.”

      The warmth faded from her voice. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “You look like you’ve just walked out of a haunted house.” Jen’s brows crunched together.

      “Oh, just a little frazzled. I’m fine,” I lied and turned to face the front of the room.

      Tonight, the professor would give us a brief mid-quarter review to prep us for midterms next week. I needed to pay attention. I needed to pass this class.

      My phone buzzed in my coat pocket, but I ignored it. Class was about to start. And then I realized I was at school and I’d never met up with Mindy for tacos.

      Shit.

      I pulled out my phone and quickly typed a text to Mindy apologizing for standing her up and then turned it off.

      “Please refrain from using your cell phones in class,” Mr. Rick Perry bellowed from the front of the classroom, glaring at me.

      I rolled my eyes and slipped the device into my purse. I had to deal with him for one more quarter after this one to meet the prerequisites for my degree. I can survive one more class, right? I opened my notebook and clicked my pen, ready to write.

      “What an ass,” Jen mumbled under her breath. “But he’s sure easy on the eyes.”

      Yes, Mr. Perry took first place when it came to jackasses, but if I wanted to graduate with a Bachelor’s in Biology and a Minor in Botany, I’d have to take his classes and pass them. I ignored the rest of Jen’s comment.

      Unfortunately, I also didn’t hear a single word my professor said during class, as my mind wandered right back to the cemetery and the man by the bus stop.

      We had a practice quiz at some point. I answered the questions, but later, I couldn’t remember what any of them were about. Nor could I recall the ride home.  I kept seeing the symbol everywhere I looked. Even when I walked into my loft apartment, I swore all the leaves of the one hundred and six plants growing inside my living room had the design etched in their foliage.

      When I slept, I saw it on my hand, on the handle of the sword I wielded, and etched on the scales of the dragon I rode. Something called to me. A disembodied voice I couldn’t tell was male or female. Then I woke up and tried to figure out what the hell it meant.

      Dragons? I’d never dreamt of dragons before.

      The night carried on like this until I finally rolled over and turned on the lamp next to my bed. I pulled out the pad I’d used to take notes in class and flipped to the last marked page, the one I had filled with the same damn symbol instead of the notes on the actual assignment.

      Crap.

      I couldn’t afford to fail microbiology. My college funding through Grandma’s estate depended on my grades. But what was up with this symbol? Why couldn’t I get it out of my head? I looked at the replica I had drawn at the page's center and traced the lines and curves with my finger. The same tingling sensation I’d felt at the grave zinged through my fingertips, but less strongly.

      Where have I seen this before?

      It felt so familiar, yet so foreign. I needed to go back and look at that grave again, but in broad daylight. Something about the semi-darkness and seeing the ominous-looking man made me want to never step outside after sundown again—a strange feeling, since I enjoyed visiting the graveyard at night. That was the best time to go to avoid other people.

      “You’re crazy.” I snorted. Last night, I couldn’t wait to get out of there, and now I itched to get back.

      A glance at the bedside clock let me know it was only 3:30 in the morning. I picked up my cell phone and turned it on—I’d totally forgotten to do that when I got out of class the night before.

      Five voicemails beeped on my screen. The first two were from my mom.

      Shit. I hadn’t texted her after class.

      The third was Stella, my sister, bitching me out for making Mom worry. The last one was from Mindy.

      “You never miss taco night. Call me when you get home.”

      Then my phone notified me I had another voicemail from Mindy. I hit the play button.

      “Hey, I’m worried about you. I got this strange feeling tonight when you didn’t show up. Something happened. I can feel it. Sorry if I’m weirding you out. Please call me when you get home. Love you.”

      I put my phone down and rolled onto my back, staring at the steel beams and skylight between them.

      I love Mindy.

      I closed my eyes and recalled one of the best days of my life.

      I had met her the first day of my freshman year. I’d walked into Tukwila High School with Stella, who was a junior, holding my breath as my sister left me in the registrar’s office. I picked up my schedule, and the secretary escorted me to my assigned homeroom.

      The nice thing about freshman year was everyone was new. We were all in this new high school thing together. But I knew that would only last so long—Mom had scheduled my next heart surgery for the following month.

      A gorgeous girl with eyes that gleamed like emeralds and black, curly hair held back by a colorful bandana sat in the desk next to me. She wore a ruffled, flowing, red skirt, a white t-shirt, and a denim vest. Roman sandals, silver hoop earrings, a charmed necklace, and an assortment of silver bangles completed the cool look. She looked like she’d just stepped off the set of Pirates of the Caribbean.

      “Hi, I’m Mindy.” She held her hand out.

      “Everly.” I gave her hand a weak shake.

      I held no hope that anything would come of this interaction, but she sat with me during lunch, and we had all the same classes that year. She also lived two doors down. I’d met none of the neighbors because my mother led a private life—almost as if she was ashamed of having a sickly child. But now I had a friend, and we became practically inseparable.

      She visited me every day when I was in the hospital and even brought soup to my family during my long hospitalizations. I always felt stronger being around her. She believed in my independence and helped me get the job at the flower shop.

      Mindy also had this weird sixth sense about stuff. She always knew when I’d had a medical episode and would show up at the ER just as the ambulance arrived with me. She belonged there, though. Her knowledge of medicine and medicinal plants blew me away. I’ve told her many times she should become a doctor, but Mindy hated the classroom. She took online classes for herbology, but that’s it.

      I sighed and opened my eyes. I sent a quick text to my mom and sister letting them know I was okay. Then, since I couldn’t sleep, I went downstairs to the kitchen table to review my notes from earlier classes to prep for midterms next week.

      I didn’t remember closing my eyes or laying my head on the open text in front of me, but a distant, annoying buzzing eventually woke me. I recognized that sound all too well.

      Seven a.m.

      I stumbled up the stairs and hit the snooze button on my alarm clock before collapsing on the bed. Today would be a long day.

      After a ten-minute hot shower, I stared back at the reflection in the bathroom mirror. Wet, red hair lay flat against my head like plastic wrap. No amount of hair product would give it any volume, so I pulled it back into a tight bun at the base of my skull. Why couldn’t I have been blessed with a flaming mane of curls like the gal from Brave?

      The permanent circles around my eyes seemed a little darker this morning… probably from the lack of sleep. My arms felt heavy and my knees weak. I sat down on the bathroom rug before I saw black dots.

      “What day is it?” I mumbled to myself as I leaned against the wall. Monday? No, it’s Wednesday.

      Which meant my next platelet infusion was tomorrow… if I could make it until then.

      I hated being weak and fragile. There were so many things I wanted to do but couldn’t. A minor injury could send me into the intensive care unit, thanks to a severe case of thrombocytopenia. I’d been diagnosed with the blood disorder a few months after my eighteenth birthday, but I’d spent most of my life in and out of the hospital for heart issues. A dozen surgeries later, most of those problems had been resolved, only for us to discover I had a shiny new one.

      Regardless of how I felt this morning, I still needed to get up and get to my appointment, then to work and school.

      Leaning heavily on the wall, I rose slowly to my feet. Once I felt strong enough, I shuffled out of the bathroom, peeking out through the devil’s ivy cascading down from the hanging basket above my head to look out the window.

      Mom’s maroon Ford Taurus sat parked outside my apartment building.

      What is she doing here so early?

      That’s when I smelled the egg and bacon breakfast sandwich that my mom had placed on the kitchen counter. I heard rustling from my loft bedroom and tiptoed over to the stairs. Mom’s head popped up over the railing.

      “Hi.” She beamed down at me.

      “What are you doing here?” I tried not to sound too annoyed but failed.

      “You need to text me more often, so I don’t worry about you. Come.” She waved. “I’ll help you get dressed.”

      “I’m perfectly capable of dressing myself, Mom.” I gripped the towel around my body with both hands.

      The clock on the microwave said seven-twenty-five. We had time. The appointment was up the road at Seattle Community Hospital, a ten-minute bus ride. My mother had just driven through probably an hour of traffic so she could take me five minutes up the road. I stomped up the metal stairs to make a point, but not too hard. Didn’t need to bruise the bottoms of my feet… That would only create more doctor’s appointments.

      She means well, I repeated to myself.

      Mom had made my bed while I was in the shower and laid out a clean pair of black pants and a white button-up shirt. On the floor at her feet lay my dirty laundry bag.

      “Mom, I can do my own laundry.”

      “No, I insist. I don’t want you going into that dirty basement and sticking your clothes in a washer where other people’s underwear have been.” She wrapped her hand around the top of the bag. “Now get dressed. We don’t want to be late. Can I help you?”

      “No, I’m fine.”

      I gritted my teeth and waited until Mom was at the bottom of the stairs before I let the towel wrapped around me drop to the floor. Not that I was ashamed of my body or had modesty issues. Mom had seen it all. She knew every surgery scar that decorated my body, as she was the one who’d nursed me back to health after every operation. I just wanted my privacy. It was the reason I’d moved into this place—Grandma’s old apartment.

      I quickly dressed and headed downstairs, then packed my notebook and chemistry text into my backpack and unplugged my cell phone from the charger. Mom handed me a brown paper bag.

      “What’s this?” I reluctantly took it from her.

      “Your lunch.” She walked into my kitchen and opened the fridge. “You haven’t even touched the soup I brought you.”

      I resisted the urge to throw the bagged lunch at her. “I will change the locks on my door.”

      “Don’t you dare.” Mom whirled to face me. “Somebody needs to keep an eye on you.” She wrapped a paper towel around the breakfast sandwich. “You better eat this on the way there.”

      “Mom, I’m fine.”

      I hated arguing with her, it went nowhere. I stuffed the lunch bag into my backpack and took the wrapped sandwich from my mother as she ushered me out to her car.

      At the hematologist’s office, Dr. Hansen informed us that my blood cell counts had dropped too quickly between transfusions, and that I should go in biweekly to get my platelets restocked. This wasn’t the best news, but I could handle it. Seattle Community wasn’t too far from work, so I could make the appointments around my schedule. Mom booked the next appointment. I added it to the calendar on my phone.

      “Why do you have to work?” Mom asked later as we pulled up to the flower shop. “Didn’t my mom leave you enough money?”

      My jaw tightened. She’d come into my apartment while I was showering, gone through my closet, made my bed, packed me a lunch, and managed all my medical appointments, so why not throw finances in there too? If she brought up my love life next, I just might send my fist through the windshield of her car.

      I took a deep breath and turned to my mother. “Just because Grandma left me some money doesn’t mean I can sit on my ass, twiddling my thumbs. I need work experience if I’m going to get a job after college.”

      Mom’s eyes got teary. “Honey, don’t use that kind of language.” She shook her head. “You could come home. I would take care of you.”

      “Mom, I’m not a child anymore.”

      She reached out and touched my cheek. “I know, baby. Make sure you wear your gloves.”

      I pulled away. “I gotta go.”

      “I love you,” she called after me as I exited the car.

      “Love you too.” I shut the door a little too hard and walked into the flower shop.

      Mindy had already done all the opening tasks. The display racks were full of black buckets with single stem roses and other flowers for custom arrangements. The cooler had several floral pieces ready to go. Carol was in her office, and Mindy worked on an order at her bench.

      “Hi,” I said as I walked to the back where I hung my purse, coat, and backpack.

      “Hi, Everly,” Carol called out from her open office. “I have a favor to ask.”

      “Okay?” I put on the green apron.

      “Can you put these houseplants that just came in on the empty shelves at the front window?” A hand stuck out of the open door pointing to the flat of potted plants on the industrial shelf. “Also, can you add ribbons to each one?”

      “I can.” At least my boss thinks I am a capable person.

      I walked to my bench to get my gloves—to protect my hands from cuts—and grabbed ribbon and wire.

      “Hi,” I said to Mindy again as I walked by her workstation.

      “Hi there, flaky one.” Mindy made a sour face.

      “I’m sorry about that. Something came up.” I groaned, the face of the man in black flashing before me.

      “Figured. How was the appointment?”

      “Meh.”

      She followed me to my workstation. “That bad?”

      “I have to receive platelets twice a month for the next three months to see if my blood cell count gets better. They’re switching my medication too.” I rolled my eyes. “It just never ends, does it?”

      Mindy’s face softened, and she wrapped her arms around me. “I’m sorry. I have some chocolate in my purse if you need some.”

      I rested my head on her shoulder. “Thanks. I’ll be okay.”

      “I know you will. You are the strongest person I know.”

      I snorted and pulled away. “You must not know many people.”

      “I know enough.” Mindy gave me a quick smooch on the cheek and went back to her bench.

      I made pink, blue, yellow, and red ribbon bows to put in each of the potted plants, then took two pots at a time to the front and arranged them on the shelves. My third trip up, I felt that prickly feeling on the back of my neck like someone was watching me. I glanced through the front window.

      Usual foot traffic passed down Fifteenth Avenue. Cars drove by in each direction at regular intervals. I noticed nothing unusual, until a delivery truck went by. Across the street where nobody had been a moment ago, now stood the man in the black trench coat, boots, and silver glasses. His dark hair pulled back in a the same ponytail.

      I froze, gripping the shelf with both hands. He was gone when a bus passed three seconds later. Had I really seen him, or just imagined he was there?
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      I spent the rest of the day working and glancing out the window every other minute. Every time the front door beeped for a customer walking in, I jumped. Mindy asked me twice what was wrong.

      “Just lack of sleep and too much caffeine.” I gave her a forced smile.

      “You don’t drink caffeine.” Mindy eyed me suspiciously.

      I left at four that afternoon with every intention of going to school. I needed to spend time in the microbiology lab to review the slides we’d gone over last week. But instead of crossing the street to catch the bus to the Capitol Hill station, I hopped on the bus headed to Lake View Cemetery.

      I checked the street and the other passengers on the bus for any signs of the guy in the black trench coat, but he was nowhere to be seen. Three stops later, I got off the bus and walked across the road and through the gate.

      Coming back here probably wasn’t the best idea, but I had to see that tombstone again to make sure it wasn’t my imagination. Daylight usually helped clarify any uncertainties. I found the marker without difficulty. The flowers were still there and the symbol right above Eva’s name and date of death. But where was her date of birth?

      Very odd.

      I inched closer and pulled out my phone. The screen wouldn’t come on. I hit the power button, but my phone was good as dead. Dammit. I thought I’d charged it overnight. I always plugged in my phone when I got home.

      My mind bounced around, searching for an idea of how to document this symbol. Sketching it was my first thought, but art had never been my forte. I could trace, though. Bingo. I pulled out my notebook and found a clean piece of paper.

      Then I hesitated.

      Tracing would require touching the gravestone.

      Would it electrocute me again like it had the first time? I reached out slowly, bracing myself for the shock.

      My fingertip brushed the smooth surface, but nothing happened. I placed my entire hand on the stone. Still nothing. Phew.

      I tore out a sheet of paper and held it over the symbol. With a dull pencil from the bottom of my bag, I created a rubbing of the design. I held it up to the light of the sky when I finished. Satisfied with the results, I tucked everything back into my backpack and headed to the bus stop.

      Finally, on the train to school, I finished the peanut butter and jam sandwich my mom had packed me and tried not to feel like an eleven-year-old again. Though annoyed by her gesture, I felt equally grateful for the food because I didn’t have time to pick up anything else. The taste of salty peanuts and sweet strawberries swirled around in my mouth in the timeless marriage of flavors—so simple, yet so delicious and fulfilling. Mom had packed a grape juice pouch too, but I didn’t mind at the moment that I looked like a kid. I nibbled on the apple she’d thrown in the bag while I walked to the lab building.

      With a full belly, I knew I could handle anything.

      Jen had already claimed a bench with a microscope for us. I dropped my backpack on the floor next to hers and grabbed a box of slides to review. Just as I sat down, my phone rang inside my coat pocket, causing me to jump and nearly knock the tray of slides off the table. The handful of students in the lab gave me dirty looks.

      “Girl,” Jen hissed.

      “Sorry,” I said, as I dug inside my pocket trying to find the phone.

      “Ms. Greene, this is the second time this week I’ve asked you to put your phone away during class.” Mr. Perry walked into the lab just as I hit the ignore button on my sister’s call.

      “I thought my—”

      “No excuses.” Mr. Perry held his hand up. “If I have to ask you again, I will write you up.”

      I nodded and powered off my phone.

      Wait, a second. My phone was dead a half hour ago when I tried to use it in the cemetery. Why is it working now? I shook off the uneasy feeling creeping up again. It’s just stupid technology, I told myself. Probably need to upgrade soon… That phone is over two years old.

      I kept my head down so as not to meet anyone’s gaze and silently cursed my jackass professor.

      Why does he hate me so much?

      I opened my notebook and a box of color pencils and found a clean page before turning on the microscope. On each line, I wrote the names of the bacteria we would be tested on. Coccus, Bacillus, Vibrio, Coccobacillus, Spirillum, and Spirochete. I left enough space between each for a rough sketch of what I saw on the slide. My artistic skills fell short compared to people like Mindy, but I had to draw each organism if I wanted to remember the images for the exam. Thus far, I’d squeaked by with a C-plus in the class, but I needed to keep it up. I couldn’t afford to fail.

      With great care, I pulled out one slide out and slipped it under the objective lens. The first was the rod-shaped bacillus. I counted twenty in the sample. Jen and I took turns silently looking through the microscope. Back and forth I went between the eyepiece and my notebook where I illustrated the bacterium the best I could. Three pages later, I’d covered all the bacteria and stains in the tray. Jen wanted to review more, but I was done. My body felt like it would collapse at any moment.

      “Study at Insomnia Café on Saturday?” Jen whispered as I gathered my things.

      “Yes, but I work until two. Meet at three?”

      “Perfect. Text me if anything changes.” She smiled and focused back on the slides.

      “Ditto.”

      I zipped the backpack.

      “Ms. Greene.”

      I looked up only to meet Mr. Perry’s glare. He wiggled his finger, beckoning me to come to his desk.

      “Good luck,” Jen said.

      Great. I slung my backpack over my shoulder and wove between the lab tables to the front of the room. “Yes?”

      “Your quiz results from last night.” He slid a sheet in front me—the piece of paper I’d written my answers on—and pushed the thin-framed glasses up the bridge of his perfect nose.

      “Thanks.” I took it and tried to ignore the sixty-five percent written at the top in red.

      “Study,” Mr. Perry warned.

      I could feel people staring. Uncomfortable with the attention, I rushed out of the lab from the side door next to the professor’s desk. The tears came the moment I’d stepped into the hall.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      I needed to pass my exams. If I failed, I would have to retake this class. My nerves couldn’t take another quarter with Mr. Perry.

      My tears graduated into body-jerking sobs after I exited the building. Thankfully, no one was around to witness the waterworks.

      Deflated, I walked down to the Link station and took the series of escalators down to the platform underground. Ten minutes later, I stepped onto the train and found a seat, pulling my hood over my eyes. No one needed to see my distress. Tears made people uncomfortable, and I didn’t need any more attention.

      Blurry-eyed, I got off five stops later and stumbled to the old brick building that had been converted to loft apartments years ago. The one-block distance between the station and my home felt like the entire length of downtown Seattle. My legs moved like I had ten-pound weights tied to each ankle.

      Thank goodness tomorrow is transfusion day.

      Upon entering my building, I took the industrial elevator to the fifth floor and then walked down the hall after getting off the ancient lift. The moment I opened my front door, I knew I wasn’t alone.

      Light from the kitchen spilled out into the hall, the smell of chicken quesadillas enveloped me, and the sounds of gospel music filled the air. Mom. What was she doing here again?

      I closed the door behind me and let my backpack drop with a big bang before I rounded the corner to the kitchen. Mom stood at the stove with her back to rest of the house. Stella sat at the counter bar, working on her laptop.

      “Make yourselves at home,” I said pointedly and turned for the bathroom.

      “Nice of you to answer your phone,” Stella called after me.

      I slammed the bathroom door and turned the latch. I really need to change my locks.

      A wave of guilt washed over me. I should be grateful to see my family. Mom was making me dinner, and they were just trying to make sure I was okay. But how would I ever prove I could make it on my own if they continued to take care of me?

      I glanced at my reflection. Blotchy cheeks, bloodshot eyes, red nose, and chapped lips. I dug through my toiletries basket for eyedrops, lip color, and tinted powder. I washed my face and applied a little concealer to the black circles around my eyes and to my spotted cheeks. The peach gloss softened the blue tint of my lips. A little pink rouge gave me some “natural” color. Saline drops soothed the redness in my eyes.

      There. Now that I appeared a little more presentable, maybe Stella and Mom wouldn’t ask why I looked like a zombie. Before exiting my bathroom haven, I spritzed on two pumps vanilla and lavender body spray.

      Stella stood outside the bathroom when I opened the door. “About time. Was coming to see if you fell in the toilet.”

      “This is my place.”

      “Grandma’s.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      Here we go again. Neither Mom nor Stella had been happy when the lawyer showed up at our house with paperwork last fall. Grandma Grace had left me her old downtown apartment in her will, to which I was to get the keys on my nineteenth birthday. Of course, it had to have some work done before I could move in. No one had lived here for almost twenty years.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “Mom and I were going to take you out to dinner tonight, but you didn’t pick up or respond to our messages.” She uncrossed her arms and took my wrist. “Now let’s eat. I’m starving.”
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      Traian sensed her presence the moment she stepped into the cemetery. He’d watched the frail, human girl come here over the last few months, but never really gave her much thought. She always walked up to the grave of Grace Greene, by the sturdy aspen tree. She’d sit and talk to the stone marker for hours, as if the inanimate object was a living person.

      Humans have such strange behaviors. Though he shouldn’t be surprised, after five thousand years of living.

      More like existing.

      Hiding in the shadows and manipulating the veil of time to keep nosy creatures from noticing his presence was not living. Twenty years he’d concealed himself. In the grand expanse of his life, twenty years should be a blip in time, but the last two decades had felt more like two thousand years.

      Now, for the first time in the last twenty years, he felt curious. And the subject of his curiosity stood a mere hundred meters from him.

      Traian focused on her blackened aura. Death hovered around her like a shroud of darkness waiting to squeeze out the last drop of life. Two weeks left, maybe two months… if she’s lucky, maybe a year. Yet she carried herself with confidence and purpose. Besides the blackness, sprinkles of white, silvery light twinkled around her torso every time she breathed—unusual for a human. Their auras comprised every color of the rainbow, but not silver or gold. Not even the gifted among them.

      He sniffed the air, taking in her scent. She was human through and through.

      He continued to watch her as she spilled her thoughts to the gravestone, observed as she kissed the hard surface and stood. However, instead of heading down the path to the cemetery exit, she meandered about the tombstones as if strolling through a garden.

      Such a strange girl.

      Now she changed direction, walking toward his location. She looked straight at his face, but didn’t see him. He backed away and slipped behind a nearby tree, just in case. The young lady walked past him, right to Eva’s grave.

      Something pulled at his heart.

      Of course.

      She worked at the flower shop where he’d ordered the arrangement for his beloved’s grave. Traian had smelled the girl’s scent on the roses. She must have seen the flowers, and their presence must have triggered her curiosity, as she had in him.

      He saw her reach out and touch the stone. A flash of light flared by her hand.

      Impossible.

      “Well, Eva,” she whispered, rubbing her fingers, “Somebody must not like you. Sorry.”

      How dare she?

      Eva was the love of his life, his second chance at finding a mate. She, like Evelina before her, had been taken too soon. These flowers… Well… it didn’t matter. He didn’t need to prove anything to this simple, human girl.

      The anger he felt toward her surprised him, though. The last person who had elicited this kind of emotion in him had died over nineteen years ago.

      A weak whimper drew his attention back to the girl. He almost left his hiding spot when arcs of light extended from the gravestone to her hand and entrapped her entire body. The girl’s heart sputtered from the shock of magic, and her lungs heaved from the burden of energy coursing through her body. If she didn’t let go soon, she would die.

      Traian didn’t want to witness her end.

      He watched the fingers of light.

      White. Eva’s fire. What in the devil’s beard is this?

      He’d touched Eva’s gravestone for years. There was not a trace of magic around that plot. Neither did it contain Eva’s remains. He knew the marker had only been set here as a deterrent to those who would seek to extract any traces of magic left in her body. It was the same reason witches were to be burned and their ashes scattered in the sea. This was the only way to keep their power from falling in the wrong hands.

      The girl fell back onto the grass, gasping for air. She reached into her coat pocket for a device she held to her mouth.

      Inhaler. She’s asthmatic.

      Then he noticed her aura. For a blink of a moment, the silver light had replaced the death shroud. It beamed brightly for a flash, and then the darkness returned.

      The girl scrambled up to her feet, her balance wavering as she looked around. She glanced at his location by the tree and the scent of fear permeated the surrounding air—common from humans when they sensed a predator nearby. The predator usually being him.

      She ran down the hill, coughing as her lungs rebelled against the physical exertion.

      Silly girl. She will kill herself if she keeps this up.

      He could hear her organs screaming at her to stop, but she kept running.

      Traian followed her down the hill to the road next to the cemetery, keeping to the shadows of the trees. She stopped momentarily at a bus stop, glanced around, and then kept going until she reached the next stop, by some homes. Her heart raced far too quickly for someone in her condition.

      Intrigued by her body’s response, he stepped out from behind the tree. The girl’s eyes grew as she met his gaze. Though he wore shades, he felt her looking right through the tinted plastic, straight into his soul. Deep inside, he felt the hum of the chord she’d struck with that one look.

      He stepped back.

      The bus arrived, stopped briefly, and then sped away, taking with it the most interesting human he’d encountered in his life.

      Traian, you fool.

      She’d seen him, that he was certain of. But how? He’d stayed hidden from supernatural and human eyes for so many years. How could a frail, human girl have seen him? She’d walked right past him before, but now she’d noticed his presence. It made little sense.

      Despite his better judgment, Traian followed the bus, leaping from rooftop to rooftop. He watched her get off, walk across the street, and take the escalator down to the subterranean transport tunnels. He took the service entrance, which let him out in the northbound tunnel below. He tightened the time veil around himself to make sure she didn’t see him again, but just in case, he stayed hidden in the shadows.

      He hopped on the back of the Link train she boarded and rode all the way to the University of Washington stop. Keeping his distance, he shadowed the group of humans she’d surrounded herself with. Typical human behavior. They always sought refuge with numbers when they sensed danger. And he was indeed a danger to her.

      You should stop following her, he told himself, but he didn’t listen to his own advice.

      From a nearby tree, Traian watched through the windows as the girl went into a classroom. He’d been to this campus before, searching for clues on Eva’s whereabouts when she’d gone into hiding. He’d found traces of her scent here, but they’d all led to dead ends.

      He knew all kinds of preternatural creatures attended university in their attempts to blend in with the humans. None of them noticed Traian’s presence. He searched the air for any otherworldly scents. The only one he found tonight came from inside the building the girl had gone into, but it was so faint, it could easily be residual from a passing creature. He stayed on the girl’s scent. It didn’t change when she went inside the classroom. Her body still surged with the flight-or-fight response hormones and her heart continued to race.

      Calm down, girl, you’re going to kill yourself.

      His concern for the girl surprised him. Why did he care? She was just another human. Another blip in time. While Traian had no animosity toward humans, nor did he wish death to their species, the only role they played was sustaining his existence. Their life force gave him his power. Though, after five thousand years, he relied less and less on human blood, requiring little to get by—especially now that his single goal was to stay hidden. One human life meant nothing to him, as three more would replace one’s passing. He’d watched the population of humans grow from two million to several billion in his lifetime. Humans had a knack for survival.

      Go home, Traian. Leave her alone. She is no one to you.

      Again, he didn’t believe a word he said to himself. He should leave the girl but couldn’t. He couldn’t even go to his home in Romania. Traian hadn’t been there for over twenty years. He could never go back. His presence endangered all those he cared about…The small coven he’d created was safer without him. The Lake View Cemetery had become his home now, and the home of the only reminder of his love.

      For twenty years he’d sealed his stone-cold heart, but now here he was, hanging from a branch like a bat and watching a fragile human girl survive another lecture, scribbling away in her notebook. His strigoi vision zoomed in on the page she wrote on, and he realized why the surge of adrenaline in her body had not subsided.

      The symbol from Eva’s grave filled the entire page.

      A layer of ice surrounding his heart cracked.

      Traian released the branch and landed on his feet. Keeping to the shadows, he made his way back to the cemetery. Flying would have been more convenient, but it would also attract unwanted attention. He’d managed to stay hidden from his enemies while in their midst thus far, but one flap of his wings would draw their notice instantly.

      At the Lake View Cemetery, Traian hopped over the fence and ran past Eva’s grave, toward the large aspen tree and the rust-colored, marble tombstone he’d seen the girl visit so often over the last few months. He’d never had reason to come to this part of the cemetery. Two meters away, he stopped and focused his vision.

      
        
        Grace Greene

        July 1, 1945- October 31, 1998

      

      

      The date of death pierced his heart like an arrow, but the name ‘Grace Greene’ rolled around in his mind like an old river stone tossed about by the current of thousands of years of memories. He’d heard the name before, had heard the girl call her ‘Grandma’.

      I need to know more. He whirled around to head back to the university, but stopped right before the fence.

      You fool. What secrets do you think a fragile, human girl like her would have? She’s dying. She’s just another dead end.

      From the corner of his eye, he spotted a rat scurrying around between the hundred-year-old tombstones. In a flash, he snapped the rodent’s neck and dried up its life force. He cast the carcass into one of the mausoleums and went back to his tree perch.

      A new smell filled the graveyard, but he ignored it. He stayed the rest of the night and the next day in his usual hiding spot, blending in with the trunk. He would wait until she returned.

      Year after year, he’d stood suspended in this fir, watching humans and creatures walk right under his nose and never notice the predator sitting in the branches above, ready to pounce. The minutes spent waiting for the girl to return surpassed each of those years. Hunting for her scent would have been easier, but he’d increase the risk of exposing himself to the many enemies lurking about the city.

      Morning came. As did the afternoon. Two funerals, one hundred twenty-seven humans, one vampire, three fairies, and one drunk witch later, he caught the girl’s scent. It had changed, but there she stood, strands of flaming red hair blowing in the wind as she made her way right to Eva’s grave, four meters from his hiding spot.

      She took out her phone and fiddled around with the side buttons. Traian quickly realized she was trying to take a picture of the gravestone. This didn’t sit well with him. This was his beloved’s memorial, not a tourist destination.

      As quickly as the anger had ignited, it vanished when she tore a page out of the notebook she’d pulled from her backpack on the ground. He almost jumped from his perch when she cautiously reached for the stone with her finger—one more zap of energy would stop her weak heart.

      But there was no electricity this time.

      She put the piece of paper over the symbol and lightly guided her pencil back and forth over the surface, the design of the symbol appearing on the paper like a shadow. She folded the paper when she finished and shoved her belongings back into the backpack.

      Traian felt torn between following her and examining the gravestone. Last night, the marker had shocked her half to death, but today, nothing.

      He jumped down after the girl had disappeared past the cemetery entrance. On hands and knees, he smelled the ground where she’d trodden. Faint traces of vanilla and lavender blended with rubber, grass, pesticides, and old leather.

      When he came to Eva’s tombstone, he ran a hand over its front. He shouldn’t have touched the stone, he hadn’t since he’d first arrived years ago. Traian didn’t want to leave any trace of his scent for his enemies to track—the strong pine essence of the tree hid what his time veil didn’t. Today, he needed to touch the grave marker. He had to know it was real and not another one of Eva’s magic tricks.

      It felt solid and cold, like it had nineteen years ago. With the tip of his finger, Traian traced the engravings on the surface. Each letter of Eva’s name felt like a knife, slicing through his bleeding heart. The symbol mystified him. What did a cross with an oval mean? Were the tongues of fire meant to represent the flames that Eva used to create from her palms?

      Traian had gone through his thousands of mental catalogues but had come up short. He rested his head on the stone, one crimson tear falling from his eye to land on the grass below. Then the aromas of vanilla and lavender with an earthy tone rich with minerals wafted under his nose. His pupils contracted as they did during a hunt.

      He had to follow this girl.

      In the semi-darkness, Traian shadowed her trail to the bus stop. He continued down the street, keeping his time veil up while increasing his pace. At the Capitol Hill station, he followed her scent down to the platform heading to the University of Washington. In the tunnel, he ran at full speed until he reached the end of the line. Her trail pulled him to the surface and down the street to a building next to the one she’d been in yesterday.

      By now, night had fallen. He climbed a nearby tree and peered through each lit window until he found her.

      Her cheeks blushed as she fiddled with her phone. Traian tuned in to the sounds from the room. The voice chastising her, ‘Miss Greene,’ pulled a nerve in his neck. Something about how the man spoke triggered a subtle but noticeable distaste in his mouth. Only one particular person had ever elicited that reaction from him…

      He watched the man for a few minutes. The male professor appeared to be a normal human, but Traian still wasn’t convinced. The way the professor looked at the girl only added to his growing dislike for the man.

      The girl, Miss Greene, came storming out of the building, face flushed and tears pouring down her pale cheeks. A strong protective feeling overcame Traian, pulling him toward her. He followed Miss Greene down to the transit station and onto the train heading downtown. She pulled the hood of her coat over her head and wept quietly. Her shoulders slouched.

      Traian’s heart ached at the sight of her distress.

      Have you gone mad?

      His logical mind kicked in, but he didn’t care.

      All he wanted in that moment was to cradle the girl to his chest and kiss away her tears. He also wanted to snap that professor’s head off and throw it into the bay. But logic won, and Traian kept his distance from the girl, comparatively, and settled for a seat two rows behind her. No one on the train noticed his presence, not even her. She got off five stops later, and he did too.

      Traian followed her up the station’s escalator and across the street. She walked up to an old, industrial, brick building that had been converted into lofts, and he stopped behind a parked car, watching as she entered and closed the main door behind her. From there, he listened as she called the rickety elevator to the first floor and then stepped inside. It went to the top floor, five stories up, where she got off.

      He pulled the time veil tighter around himself as he scaled the side of the building. Female voices inside didn’t alarm him, but the girl’s scent had changed again. From the speed of her heartbeat and the heat radiating from her body, he could tell she wasn’t thrilled about her roommates.

      Maybe they’re visitors.

      Traian moved to the hall window across from the bathroom when he heard her go in there. The sounds of running water, spritzing, the opening and closing of cosmetic containers, and deep breaths coming from inside told him she was trying to make herself more presentable to the people at her residence. The girl didn’t want the others to know she had been crying.

      One of the other women came to the bathroom door just as the girl opened it.

      “About time. Was coming to see if you fell in the toilet,” said the other woman.

      “This is my place.”

      “Grandma’s.”

      Traian could sense the underlying jealousy in the other woman’s voice. She wishes she lived here, he mused. So they weren’t roommates. Sisters, perhaps?

      “Why are you here?” Miss Greene asked.

      “Mom and I were going to take you out to dinner tonight, but you didn’t pick up or respond to our messages.” Traian sensed movement. “Now let’s eat. I’m starving.”

      Traian moved to get a better view through a different window. If he’d been a breathing human, he would have gasped at this new sight. Vines, trees, ferns, and all kinds of greenery filled the space. The apartment looked more like a garden than a home. That’s where the earthy undertone to her scent comes from.

      With each passing moment, this girl captured his fascination more completely. Through the green foliage, he watched as she interacted with whom he quickly learned was her mother and sister.

      “Everly.” The older woman scolded her for an offhanded remark.

      Everly Greene.

      Traian let her name roll through his mind like a gentle breeze through a summer meadow.

      Who are you?
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      I woke up the next morning at six a.m., despite the fact that I’d stayed up until midnight going over my failed microbiology quiz. Mom and Stella had finally left around nine after my sister had dropped many hints about how nice it would be if she could crash here on her occasional late nights at the museum. Stella worked at The Glass Museum by the Space Needle as an event coordinator, which meant she spent many late nights running galas and charity events.

      I reminded her that the whole reason I moved here was so I can have peace and quiet while studying, and both Mom and Stella laughed.  Apparently, my academic goals didn’t mean much to them. This may explain why I was the first in the family to attend college.

      But this morning, I would show them—I would prove I could take care of myself. I showered, dressed, and fixed myself a cup of tea and a slice of toast. After I finished the light breakfast, I grabbed my biochem textbook, notebook, purse, and coat. One block away, I caught the bus headed to Seattle Community Hospital.

      I’d be an hour early for my transfusion, but I didn’t care. I would prove to my mother I could take myself to my appointment without her help. I’ll text Mom when I get to the clinic, so she doesn’t freak out when she walks into my apartment and doesn’t find me there.

      Everything was going great until I was about to exit the bus, and I saw the man in the black coat again. I had to glance twice to make sure. Yup, there he was, standing at the back of the bus with silver shades covering his eyes.

      I hurried to get off the bus and misjudged the distance to the ground. My ankle rolled, and the books in my hand went flying, landing in a puddle with a spectacular splash. The rest of my body followed.

      Smack!

      My head hit the curb, sending a shimmer of black stars across my vision.

      “Ow.” I groaned.

      I tried to stand, but the ground kept tilting to the right.

      And then it rained.

      Great.

      I pushed myself up to all fours.

      “Miss. Let me help you.” A man’s voice came from behind. It was the bus driver, to my relief. “Oh, dear, that isn’t good.” He reached inside the bus and produced a roll of blue paper towels. Ripping free a generous amount, he wadded the paper and applied it to my head with one hand, while he steadied my body with the other.

      “Let’s get you out of that puddle. Can you sit?” a woman to my left asked.

      Several people gathered around me. The man in black was there too, collecting my books and papers from the ground. One person had their phone out and dialed the three emergency digits. The driver and the woman pulled me to the curb, where I collapsed on the sidewalk. I wanted to protest, but I couldn’t see or stand or do anything.

      “She’s bleeding quite a bit,” someone said, as darkness overcame me.

      I awoke for the second time today when the paramedics pulled me onto the stretcher. I scanned the surrounding faces, searching for the man in black, but everyone looked like blurry blobs. The emergency room was just around the corner, but they still loaded me up in the ambulance and drove the half city block.

      I tried to speak, but I couldn’t get my mouth to move. If only I could tell them I had an appointment at the infusion center… My consciousness came and went as they poked and prodded my body. I might as well have been dead. Time became irrelevant… I could have been there for two minutes or two days, I couldn’t tell.

      “Oh dear! Jesus give me strength,” a familiar screech came from close by, waking me up.

      And they called my mother. Dammit. I kept my eyes closed and pretended to be asleep. It was easy, as I still couldn’t move a muscle on command.

      “This is why I don’t like her riding the bus. It’s too dangerous,” Mom went on. “I will sue them.”

      Oh, no! She’s going to make a scene.

      I tried to open my eyes, but the lids wouldn’t listen.

      Once my mom knew I was awake, she would be on my case for leaving without her. In the meantime, each word coming out of her mouth felt like nails on metal. I wanted to jump out of my skin, but I couldn’t move. Instead, another blessed wave of darkness came and put me out of my misery.

      When I woke up again, I found myself in a hospital room. Mom sat in the chair, reading her Bible and sipping on diet soda. My head hurt as I tried to take in my environment. I closed my eyes for a moment and reopened them. Mom shifted in her seat.

      “Hi, baby.” She set down her Bible and soda can. “How are you feeling?”

      All I could do was grunt.

      Mom rushed to my side and placed a hand on my arm. “Just rest, sweetie. You took a nasty hit to the head.”

      I think I nodded. I don’t know for sure. The room spun, and I closed my eyes again. This time they didn’t open for a while. When they finally did, I heard lots of beeping sounds coming from the side of my bed, and I could see all kinds of tubes and wires attaching me to the beeping machines. I gagged when I realized there was a tube down my throat. I wanted to rip the thing out, but I couldn’t move.

      Oh my god, am I paralyzed? A rush of adrenaline surged through my body as panic set in. This cannot be happening.

      “She’s awake,” I heard my mother shout. It sounded like she was screaming in my ears.

      Between the alarms, Mom’s voice, and the damn tube in my mouth, I could barely stay calm. I wanted to scream too. The nurse rushed in and saw the fear in my eyes. She quickly pushed a few buttons, which silenced some of the noise.

      “Honey, I need you to settle down. We’ll get your trach out, but you need to calm down, okay?” The nurse sounded as bad as my mother.

      I tried to take a deep breath, but it felt shallow. Tiny breaths helped keep the panic at bay during the painful waiting period until the nurse could take out the tube. She approached with a male health professional, and I braced myself for the burn after. After all the surgeries I’d had over the years, this sensation wasn’t new.

      The entire procedure, I ignored my mom fidgeting in the room's corner. The moment the trach came out, I coughed, and my hand flopped to my mouth.

      Hallelujah.

      That small movement meant everything. I wiggled my toes next and turned my head. Everything hurt, and my limbs felt like gelatin. Still, little victories. I could do this.

      Later, the doctor came in and looked me over. A concussion, mild brain swelling, and uncontrolled bleeding had landed me in the hospital, but my heart stopping twice during the night had given me VIP status in the intensive care unit.

      No wonder my chest hurts.

      The nurse made sure I was comfortable and then cleared the room, leaving my mother and I alone. I stated at the ceiling to avoid eye contact.

      Mom cleared her throat, and I met her gaze like a trained dog. Her eyes narrowed.

      “You are so grounded.”

      Where had the motherly softness gone?

      “I don’t live at home anymore.” My words came out raspy. I rolled my eyes and looked out the window over downtown Seattle.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Mom said. “You are incapable of taking care of yourself.”

      “I can take care of myself just fine.” My voice cracked as I spoke.

      “Yeah, then why are we here?”

      I didn’t answer. She was partly right. If I hadn’t rushed off the bus, I wouldn’t have fallen.

      The gravity of my current situation and the doctor’s words sank in.

      My heart stopped two times last night.

      A heavy teardrop slipped from my right eye. Then I remembered why I had been in such a hurry to get off the bus, and the image of the man in black flashed in my mind when I blinked.

      “Oh, honey.” Mom was at my side, kissing away the tear.

      I turned my head away from her. “What time is it?” Why was that man there? Didn’t I see him getting my stuff?

      “Just after seven. Why?” Mom frowned.

      “I missed last night’s biochem midterm review.” I wiped my cheek. My hand came back a hot pink matching Mom’s lipstick. “Where are my books and the papers I dropped when I fell?”

      “Who cares?”

      I glanced around the room before meeting Mom’s gaze. “I do.”

      “It’s just a class.” Mom threw her hand in the air.

      “It’s my education. It’s important to me.”

      “Ev, school isn’t everything. Look at your sister. She’s making good money working at that glass place. She never went to college.”

      I shook my head in frustration. She’ll never understand. “Where’s my cell phone?”

      “You can’t use it in here. It’ll mess with the machines.” Mom waved to the equipment on the other side of my bed. “The nurse already scolded me.”

      “I need to text my classmate.”

      “I already let your school know you were in the hospital. And your boss, too.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I need to let Jen know I won’t make it to our study date tomorrow.”

      The room’s sliding glass door opened, and the nurse popped her head in. “You have a visitor, Everly.”

      Mom and I glanced at each other. I shook my head. Mom shrugged.

      The nurse wiggled her eyebrows and stepped aside. Professor Perry entered the room. For a second, I wished my heart would stop and the code team would come in and kick everyone out. That’s how much I didn’t want to see him right then.

      Mom gasped at his presence. She, like most women completely lost her ability to talk when he walked into the room. I couldn’t see what she saw.

      Mr. Perry glanced at me and then at my mom. “Hello, I’m Rick, Everly’s professor. You must be her mother?” He extended his hand to her.

      Mom flushed several shades of pink and took his hand. “Why, Everly, you never told me your professor was so good-looking.”

      Now I could feel my face turn red. “Mom,” I muttered under my breath.

      Professor Perry let go of her hand and came to the side of my bed. “My assistant informed me this evening of your ill-fortune. I had to come make sure this information was true, and you weren’t just trying to get out of midterms.”

      Mom let out a high-pitched chortle.

      My jaw tightened. The heat of embarrassment instantly turned into that of rage—at both Perry and my mom. I pushed the call button. The nurse popped in.

      “Hi.” I gave her a pleading look. “I’m feeling exhausted. Could you please escort my mother and Mr. Perry out?”

      “Very well.” She gave Mr. Perry a tight-lipped smile. “I’d be happy to show you to the lounge, where there is coffee and tea.”

      Mom cast me her we’ll-talk-about-this-later glare. Mr. Perry kept his expression cool and composed, as he always did.

      “Sorry, guys, I need my rest if I’m going to get out of here in time to take my exams.” I looked straight at Mr. Perry.

      He gave me a slight nod. “No need to apologize. I wish you a speedy recovery, Ms. Greene. Do not worry about the exams next week, they will be waiting for you when you are ready.”

      Perry took my hand in his for a second. A jolt of electricity zinged through my body. It reminded me of the shock I’d received at Eva’s grave, but not as strong. Then he let go and walked out.

      Mom followed him, shaking her head. I heard her voice in the hall.

      “I’m sorry for my daughter’s behavior… She’s had a long night. Her heart stopped twice.”

      Mr. Perry responded to her, but I couldn’t hear what he said. The nurse turned down the lights and wrapped a preheated blanket around my body. She brought me a cup of water before leaving the room.

      Alone, finally. I sighed and shuddered when I remembered Mr. Perry’s soft hand on mine. I didn’t know if I should be creeped out by his gesture. He’d never touched me before—there hadn’t been a need to. I shook my hand to rid myself of the energy of his presence and tucked it under the warm covers. The moment I closed my eyes, my mind wandered to the man in black.

      Who is he? Why does he keep showing up everywhere I go?

      The hospital sounds faded into the background. I opened my eyes and found myself in a darkened forest. I walked through the trees, noting the familiarity about these woods. Though surrounded by night, I wasn’t afraid because he stood by me.

      The man in black wasn’t next to me, but close by, watching.

      Eventually I reached a clearing and stepped out into the moonlight. I turned and waited for him to follow me, but he hesitated in the shadows of the trees. I couldn’t understand why he waited, so I extended a hand. After another moment of hesitation, he took it and joined me in the moonlit meadow. I finally saw what a beautiful creature he was.

      His chalky pale skin glowed. A slight breeze ruffled his long black hair, which flowed over his shoulders.

      Closing his eyes, he raised my hand to his lips and placed a tender kiss between the knuckles of my index and middle finger. He took a deep breath as if inhaling my scent.

      Then he opened his eyes once and met my gaze. His black irises dilated—the only movement I noticed from him when I heard, ‘Eva, te am asteptat’.

      Even though his mouth hadn’t moved, I knew with absolute certainty that the velvet voice inside my head belonged to him. Shock settled in at the realization he had telepathically communicated with me in a language I wasn’t familiar with, but still understood.

      “Why were you waiting for me?”  I irreverently broke the silence.

      It felt strange to be so comfortable in his presence, though an unspoken sliver of peril remained at the edge of my awareness.

      The corners of his lips curled into the most breathtaking smile I had ever seen in my short, pathetic life.  Not that I’ve seen many smiles.

      I’ve been waiting for you for a long time. I wondered when you would return to your roots.

      My jaw dropped open like a complete fool. How did he know why I had come to Romania? Normally, I have plenty of comebacks and smartass comments to share, but I was plain stumped for words.

      My speechlessness seemed to be a source of amusement, for I heard a low chuckle rumble from the depths of his chest. This only caused the blood to rush to my cheeks. He seemed to enjoy my body’s reaction to him, because he stroked my cheek with the back of his free hand.

      I felt mini sparks ignite where his skin contacted mine. My heart skipped several beats, my eyelashes fluttered uncontrollably, my breath caught, and my head spun. Never in my life had I felt these sensations in my body when touched by a man. Not even when Lathan and I were intimate had I felt this.

      Lathan! My fiancé.

      “Um, I’m engaged.”

      Oh? He raised an eyebrow. Is he here now?

      I shook my head slightly.

      So what is the problem?

      What could I say?

      I should have said, “This is a fantastic dream and everything, but I love my man and I will do nothing disrespectful toward him.” Yet my heart didn’t want me to say anything. In fact, I suddenly really wished I wasn’t betrothed. All I wanted was the man before me. Thoughts of Lathan disappeared into the night’s shadows.

      Then he let go of my hand and cupped my face. My breath came in short spurts as he bent down and slowly kissed my forehead, and then proceeded to kiss my left cheek, and then my right. I knew my lips would be next.

      I closed my eyes in anticipation…

      Nothing. Yes, that’s right—nothing. What kind of man leaves a girl hanging?

      My eyes opened, and he was gone. A beeping noise sounded in the distance, getting louder and louder. The clearing in the woods disappeared and suddenly, I was in a semi-dark room where the beeping continued.

      “Breathe, Everly!” The nurse stood over me. “Hi, honey. You need to breathe. Your oxygen levels have dropped.”

      I felt like someone had jerked me back into my body after stepping into someone else’s. What the hell is going on? Who’s Lathan? Did the man call me ‘Eva’? My mind raced back to the cemetery to Eva Constantine’s grave.

      Why did he call me ‘Eva’?
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      Padrick listened to Gloria Greene chatter away about her daughter, but his mind was back in the hospital room where Everly lay. He should not have come to the hospital, but he had to make sure she was okay. At least the elf’s intended rudeness during class and lab time had been taken at face value. He could tell the girl disliked his human disguise—Professor Rick Perry.

      That’s good. The less she liked him, the safer she was.

      He massaged the point in his palm where his magic had touched Everly. The jolt of energy coming from her body was all the confirmation he needed to know the process had started.

      So it begins, four years too soon. Ah, Eva, how could you have messed up?

      If he could feel the girl’s energy, so could those that would prey upon her. Everly was still too fragile.

      “I must be boring you,” Gloria said sheepishly.

      Padrick peered into her eyes. The poor woman. If she only knew who the girl she claimed as her daughter really was.

      “No, my apologies. Midterms are next week, and I have several projects at the hospital research center. I’ve got many things on my mind. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” He stood up. “Your daughter is in good hands. She’ll heal soon.” He gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze—because humans were so fragile—then walked away.

      “Thank you, Professor Perry,” she called after him.

      Much work had to be done. Everly was safe for now, but he needed to cross his ‘t’s’ and dot his ‘i’s’ if they would survive the storm headed their way.

      Outside the hospital, Padrick caught a hint of a scent he hadn’t smelled in over a decade. He scanned the parking garage and the roofs of the nearby buildings. The aroma of the undead had a distinct tone, but this particular scent belonged to only one person, who he’d known for most of his time in the human world.

      Of course, he’s here, Padrick’s mind muttered.

      It would only be a matter of time before the fiend found her. However, the scent was faint enough he could have been just passing through. The certain beast in question had a propensity for hospitals and terminally ill humans.

      Padrick adjusted the badge clipped to his suit and got into his Mercedes GT Roadster, then took a deep breath. First things first, visit the grave. Again.

      He’d erased the symbol from the stone the night before, after he’d seen doodles of the design on Everly’s notebook, in an attempt to slow down her curiosity. He knew she had touched the stone because the nineteen-year-old trapped spell had been released. If Everly had freed the magic, she would figure out who she was sooner than later. Once Everly noticed the magic in her world, there would be no stopping the shit storm to come.

      It’s too soon. Eva had orchestrated every event that had happened in Everly’s life thus far, except for this. The process wasn’t supposed to start for another four years.

      Padrick turned the engine on with a thought, as he did most things, and pulled out of the parking spot. Then he turned to the left and headed up toward Lake View Cemetery. Darkness had fallen on the city. The cemetery would be closed at this hour, but curfew and hours of business hadn’t stopped him from entering before, and neither did it now.

      This was the second time he’d come in one week—more than he had in the last ten years.

      The whole point of his human disguise and the plan to lie low meant he needed to stay away from the grave of one of the craftiest gypsy witches in history. Many would have wanted to steal her power, but her people had burned her body and her remains had been scattered in the middle of the Pacific nearly twenty years ago. By him. He knew coming to her grave twice within two days would draw the attention of those watching it closely.

      Padrick knew Octavian’s cronies still lingered about, even though he hadn’t seen them in a few years. Enemy spies loitered everywhere in the most unexpected places. No one was ever truly safe from that monster of a dictator. He could only hope that his human act had been good enough to fool whatever preternatural creatures might be watching.

      He parked the car on the west side, outside the grounds, and leapt over the eight-foot fence as if it were a knee-high hedge. He scanned the cemetery for any unwelcomed presences. Besides a few nocturnal animals and a handful of ghosts, he was alone. Again, he caught the faint undead scent. This didn’t surprise him. Many fiends had been interested in Eva, which had ultimately led to her death.

      Padrick focused on his glimmer and mentally whispered the spell to blend in with his surroundings. The next moment, the elf disappeared as he took on the appearance of the nearby bushes.

      With great caution, he moved up the gentle hill to where Grace Greene’s grave stood. Everly’s scent hung heavily here. Her strong connection to Grace didn’t surprise Padrick… Eva had told him this would happen.

      He slowly crept up to Eva’s grave next. He caught traces of the girl’s scent here, too, but it was lighter than when he’d first come to the site. A stronger scent filled his nostrils, similar to the one he’d sensed at the hospital. Padrick scanned the grass below and caught the smallest trace of undead blood that hadn’t totally been washed away by the rain.

      Of course, you’re here, too, weeping over your beloved.

      Time was running out. Even though Eva had told him Traian would find the girl, Padrick still didn’t like the fiend being anywhere close to the fragile human he’d vowed to protect.

      Bowing his head, he touched the stone and closed his eyes. Using the remembrance spell, he called up the energy signatures of the last week. Images of all the living creatures who had been in the area scrolled across the screen of his mind’s eye. Everly appeared and touched the tombstone. Arcs of light encased her hand and traveled over her entire body. Her eyes rolled back in their sockets, and then she fell back on the grass. He watched her struggle to catch her breath and pull out the inhaler from her pocket. Moments later, Everly scrambled up and glanced around her, eyes wild with fright. Then she ran down the hill and a shadow followed.

      Padrick rewound the image and focused on the shadow. He couldn’t tell if it was human or preternatural, but something had tailed Everly out of the cemetery.

      You idiot.

      He should have done this spell two nights ago when he’d first checked on the grave. Who had followed her out? Was it one of Octavian’s minions, or had it been one of the spirits that lived in this graveyard?

      Padrick looked down at the grave. The same six-rose arrangement still lay at the base of the stone, as if someone had just placed it there. Sure, it had rained generously the last few days, but cut flowers never lasted this long in the open air. He opened his third eye and scanned the blossoms. White energy radiated from the buds.

      Of course… When Everly touched the stone, part of the spell went into the flowers.

      They were proof of the magic here. He knew what he had to do.

      Padrick grabbed the roses and headed back to his car. He drove across the bridge, back to the University of Washington. He parked outside of the Hancock building and used his security access to get in, but this time he didn’t go into the day lab upstairs.

      Not one soul on campus knew about the tunnel behind the supply shelf in the custodial basement closet. Even if someone were to move the metal fixture, the wall appeared to be made of normal concrete. He pushed aside the heavy rack as easily as rolling an empty cart and then placed both hands on the wall. Where his hands lay, a green light appeared and scanned his palms. A second line of light appeared—the outline of a doorway. The concrete slipped down and to the side. Padrick stepped through, and the door slid back in. On the custodial closet side, the shelf rolled back to its place in front of the secret door.

      Being in the age of technology, Padrick relied less on his magic, which was a good thing. The less magic he used, the better he stayed hidden. Octavian’s minions had walked right through his classroom and not once sensed the elf. It took little magic to maintain the disguise, but not enough to arouse their suspicions.

      The long tunnel led deep into the earth to his lair. He passed through several security doors before reaching the lab where he spent most of his time when not guarding Everly. Here, he allowed himself to experiment with new human advancements and the ancient magic of his race. The large cave contained three multi-terabyte servers, and screens, microscopes, experiment chambers lined with crystal quartz to contain any tests gone amok, and rows of shelves filled with books and ancient manuscripts. He'd divided the space into three areas: the experiment room, the computer room, and his private quarters. Two hundred meters of steel, crystal, and concrete surrounded this fortress. He’d spent the good part of ten years building his stronghold.

      The first thing Padrick did when he’d sealed the main door behind him was drop the flowers into one of the experiment chambers. Usually he ran tests on chemicals and their reactions, but tonight, spells were in the works.

      Science. Magic. The lines blurred these days. Humans had taken leaps and bounds in the last hundred years, quickly catching up to the magic world.

      From the glass cabinet on the opposite side of the room, Padrick took out a vial of violet, viscous fluid. With a slender pipet, he pulled two drops and then released them into a beaker. He added a pinch of Wallachian mushroom powder and the tiny hair he’d pulled off Everly’s hand when he held it at the hospital. He had many samples of her DNA stored in his underground lab, but for this spell, specimen freshness played an important role.

      Standing outside the experiment chamber, he whispered the ancient words that stirred the mixture. As the potion swirled in the glass bottle, he tipped the contents onto the flowers and then closed the transparent door.

      The petals and leaves of the roses fluttered as the force of the magic picked up the arrangement. The six stems separated and floated to the center of the chamber for half a second before exploding into millions of tiny bits. The fragments rearranged themselves to form a picture—the inside of Capitol Hill Floral. The image moved as Everly came into focus, and Padrick watched her dutifully arrange each colored rose in the bouquet.

      How did she know?

      For over a dozen years, that same arrangement had, on Traian’s orders, been recreated and placed on Eva’s grave, but this was the first time Everly had attempted the task—having only been working at the shop for two months—and she’d nailed it.

      The particles shifted, showing the Hispanic girl, Everly’s friend, driving the arrangement to the cemetery. The girl placed the flowers on the grave and walked away. The next image shifted to evening time, and Everly approached the grave.

      “Somebody must not like you. Sorry,” the pixilated image of Everly said.

      The specks shifted as her body became encased in arcs of light. She fell on the grass, took two puffs from her inhaler, waited for the medicine to kick in, and then ran. Just like Padrick had seen earlier at the grave, a shadow followed.

      “Stop,” he commanded the spell. He examined the shadow particles from different angles. “Magnify.”

      The entire chamber filled with the image of the shadow. He could see the outline of a person, but it didn’t tell him whether the shadow belonged to a human or a fiend.

      Padrick punched the inside of his left palm with his right fist, terminating the spell. All the specks fell to the bottom of the chamber. He went to the study area at the other end of the room and sat down at his desk.

      It’s too soon.

      He rested his forehead on his pointer fingers. Eva had orchestrated everything, down to Everly moving into the old apartment and getting her job at the flower shop. Had she known the girl would make that arrangement and touch the tombstone? If she had, the little gypsy witch hadn’t bothered to share that small point with him. How was he supposed to protect this fragile girl if Eva had deviated from the original plan? Everly had been touched by magic, and that exponentially increased her chances of being discovered by the wrong people. It also increased the girl’s chances of dying sooner, given her medical history.

      Padrick lifted his head and looked at the secret safe hidden in the rock wall. Over the last decade, he’d become complacent with his place in the human world and he’d stopped carrying his blade. He kept such a low profile that Octavian’s spies walked right past him, never once questioning his human glimmer.

      But that time had ended when Everly touched Eva’s grave. He’d need to keep a closer eye on the girl and watch for hints of magic, as well as protect her, as he had promised Eva with his blood. Microbiology class wasn’t enough. He needed to get closer to the girl.

      Once the first domino fell, the rest would follow.
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      The tick-tock of the clock on the wall above Mr. Perry’s desk sounded unnaturally loud in my ears. My hand shook a little as I tightened my grip on the pencil. I focused on the paper in front of me and reread the question.

      1. Which of the following comprises genes for antibiotic and enzymes resistance?

      A. Capsule

      B. Plasmid

      C. Plasma Membrane

      D. Plasmoid

      It had only been three days since they had discharged me from the hospital, which was the last day of midterms week. I’d spent the first two days at my mother’s place against my will, but yesterday, I’d come home and phoned my professor. Mr. Perry had been kind enough to offer to be my midterms proctor for all my classes the coming Saturday. Everyone would be out having fun except me—I’d chosen to take all five exams in one day.

      Carol, my boss, had given me the week off to recover and rest. Mr. Perry had advised me to space the exams over the course of the week, but I’d refused. I wanted to get them done and start school on Monday with everyone else.

      Now I’d finished the last test, I wondered about the wisdom of my decision.

      My attention span had shortened to seconds, my body felt heavy and weak, and I could barely sit up. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. When I opened them, I found Mr. Perry staring at me from his desk.

      “Are you alright?”

      I nodded. “On the last question.”

      “Ah.” He glanced up at the wall behind him. “You still have thirty minutes. No need to rush.”

      “I know.”

      I focused on the answer choices and circled B. Then I stood up and carried my exam paper to Mr. Perry’s desk.

      He shook his head. “Why do you push yourself so? Are you trying to kill yourself?”

      I was too weak to argue, but couldn’t help it. “What’s it to you?”

      Mr. Perry removed his glasses and set them down on the desk, meeting my gaze. “I want you to succeed. Not just in my classroom, but in life.” He waved toward the window. “I admire your drive, but if you burn yourself out, what good will you be out there?”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. Professor Rick Perry had always been a mystery, I couldn’t quite figure him out. He had been rude to me from day one, but he’d suddenly become heavily involved in my life.

      Why does he now care about my well-being and future?

      Since that first visit, he’d come every day to the hospital and brought my mother coffee, much to her pleasure. But he hadn’t been overly friendly and kept his visits short.

      None of this matters as long as I can keep up and finish the quarter.

      I lifted my chin. “I’m just playing catch-up. Thank you for the opportunity to take my exams.” I whirled around and headed back to my desk where my purse lay.

      “Can I give you a ride home?”

      “What?” I turned around to face him.

      “It’s getting late. I can give you a ride home.”

      “Thank you, I’ll be fine.” I grabbed my purse and raincoat from the back of the chair. “See you next week,” I called over my shoulder as I hurried out the door.

      Oh. My. God. Did my professor just offer me a ride home? Was that even ethical?

      Once I got outside, I went to the library and chill out for a bit. I crossed the street to the main campus and made my way up the hill to the Red Square. Inside Henry Suzzallo Library, I stepped into the coffee shop just past the main entrance and ordered a scone and a cup of peppermint tea.

      The walk up the hill had completely drained the last of my energy reserves. With my snack in hand, I almost collapsed onto one of the sofas, nearly spilling the hot liquid all over my front.

      I closed my eyes as I rested my head against the couch’s soft back. What a day.

      But I was done with all my midterms now I could enjoy the week.

      Professor Perry’s offer creeped up in my mind.

      Dammit.

      The whole thing weirded me out a little. Was he preying on my frailty, or was he simply a caring person?

      After resting for a few minutes, I nibbled on the blueberry scone and sipped my tea. The sugar and fat seemed to replenish my strength. I pulled out my phone and texted Jen. Finished my exam. Let’s hope I passed. Hope you are having fun in Hawaii. She’d gone on a long weekend with her family.

      Then I texted Mindy. All done. Going to chill out at the library. What are you up to today?

      My phone beeped two seconds later with her reply. Wishing you were here. She included a palm tree and sun emoji. I knew she was in California, visiting her great aunt in San Diego, and was happy for her. She needed to do something fun after spending most of her free time with me in the hospital.

      Everyone was on a mini break, and now I could do the same, although I had only one day left. Since I didn’t work the following week and I couldn’t leave Seattle, I made a list of places I wanted to visit eventually, as my energy allowed. I needed to include my mother and sister in the mix.

      Pike’s Place

      Museum of Pop Culture

      The Botanical Gardens

      Dinner with Mom on the Pier

      Lunch with Stella

      I stopped there. I was getting tired just thinking about my list. God, I hate being so weak. I wish I could have coffee and energy drinks like a normal human.

      I sent a text to my sister to see if she wanted to meet me for lunch on Monday, and one to Mom to meet for dinner on Sunday. Maybe if I reached out first, they wouldn’t be so pushy. Both responded with an all-caps YES within a minute of each other.

      Just as I slid the phone back into my purse, I looked up and there he was.

      The man in black stood in the café's doorway, looking straight at me through those silver glasses.

      I blinked, and he was gone. Did I just imagine he was there? I shook the feeling off and finished my tea, while scanning the room for any signs of him.

      First the cemetery, then my work. Next the bus and hospital. Now my school. The guy was stalking me. Shit.

      I knew he was following me, but with everything going on, I’d pushed it out of my mind… except I kept having weird dreams at night, about him and me as Eva. Part of me wanted to go talk to him, but the rational, self-preserving side of my mind wouldn’t entertain the thought. What would I say to him, anyway? “Hey why are you stalking me?” Yeah, that’s a real conversation starter.

      I looked around the café. Being the weekend after midterms, most of the people hanging out were graduate students working on their thesis or dissertation. All the undergrads were out partying somewhere warm and sunny, except for me and maybe a few others who couldn’t afford to travel.

      Stop pitying yourself.

      I stood up and took my cup and plate to the dish bin and wandered out into the hall. The reason I’d come to the library was to sit in my favorite room on the whole campus—the Reading Room.

      I slowly climbed the grand staircase up to the third floor and rounded the corner to the open ornate doors. As soon as I stepped through, a feeling of calm washed over me. The hushed reverence of the room, the smell of old books, cathedral ceiling and chandeliers, and stained-glass windows created an experience where time and space stood still for a moment, allowing me to catch my breath. I could stay in here forever and be perfectly happy. Whatever worries and stresses I had, they all melted away at the door.

      I forgot about the man in black, Professor Perry, my most recent hospital stay, and the exams as I strolled the entire length of the hall, taking in everything I loved about this room. For a brief and glorious moment, all was well in my world.

      I found a desk and sat down. From my purse, I produced my favorite book of all time, The Elf’s Promise. It had been a whole year since I’d reread it, and I’d slipped the paperback into my bag earlier this morning as a reward for finishing midterms. I couldn’t think of a more perfect place to sit and read the fantasy tale than the Reading Room at Henry Suzzallo Library. Within minutes, I seemed to be transported back to the enchanted Red Forest where the elves of Loria lived.

      I was well into chapter one when I got the creepy feeling someone was watching me. I looked up from my book and glanced around. A handful of students were scattered throughout the massive room, all with their heads down. I returned to my book, but I still couldn’t shake the feeling.

      Then I glanced behind me. There, by the second entrance, stood the man in black partly obscured by a bookcase.

      Are you freaking kidding me?

      I shoved the book back into my purse and ran out of the room and down the steps to the information desk where the usual redhead guy I saw here on the weekends manned the desk.

      A second set of curved stairs came down opposite the ones I descended, and the man in black stood at the bottom.

      “Hi, I’d like to report a stalker,” I said to the information clerk in a low voice.

      “Is the person who is stalking you here?” he asked.

      I pointed right at the man in black.

      The redhead glanced in the direction of my hand. “I don’t see anyone there, miss.”

      I glanced over. The man was still standing there. “He’s right there.”

      The redhead looked right at the man in black and then shook his head. “Um, there’s no one there. Let me call the campus police.”

      I blinked, and the man in black disappeared.

      “Don’t bother,” I muttered and walked out of the building.

      I’d had enough of this lunacy.
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      I headed to the left, down to the Drumheller Fountain. As I rounded the pool on the opposite side, I saw him standing by the trees near the chemistry building.

      How the hell did he get there so fast? Against all common sense, I burst into a run toward him.

      “Hey!” I yelled.

      He backed into the trees.

      “Don’t you dare move.” My lungs burned. I’d used up more energy than I should have. A few feet further on, I had to stop. I held up my hand. “Don’t.” Cough. “Don’t move.”

      I reached into my coat pocket and grabbed my inhaler.

      I took two puffs as I staggered toward him. My vision blurred, and one leg didn’t lift quite high enough to step. The ground seemed closer than it should. My brain finally caught up with the fact that I was falling, and I caught my balance and steadied my body. The inhaler fell from my hand. I glanced around. A few people milled about admiring the old buildings, but mostly, the campus was bare of students.

      I turned my focus to the man ahead of me.

      “Why do you keep following me?”

      He didn’t move, just kept staring through those stupid sunglasses.

      “Would you take those ridiculous things off, so I can see your eyes?” I stooped down to grab my inhaler again, but kept my gaze on him.

      “You can see me?” His voice was low with a hint of an Eastern European accent, just like he had sounded in my dreams.

      “Yeah,” I snorted. “I’m looking at you, am I not?”

      Standing up again, I took a step forward then stopped. He would have to meet me out in the open where everyone could see. I put my hands on my waist and waited.

      He got the message and stepped forward. When he was an arm’s length from me, he stopped and took off his glasses.

      I stifled a gasp.

      His eyes were as black as night with tiny glints of light shimmering off their dark surface. Without his glasses, I could see his striking face. He could be the star of the next dark fantasy movie with that black trench coat, and his long hair pulled back.

      “How can you see me?” He tilted his head.

      “Huh,” I stuttered. “You… you’re standing right there.”

      “Fascinating.” His face revealed no emotion.

      A clap of thunder overhead was the only warning we got before large raindrops came tumbling down from the sky. I didn’t move, nor did I take my eyes off him.

      “Why are you following me?” I asked again, shivering a little. The surrounding air seemed a few degrees colder than it had been a couple of minutes ago.

      “I don’t know.” His eyes scanned me from head to foot. “You’re different from the rest.”

      “The rest of who? Women you’ve stalked?” What am I doing? I glanced around and noted that the few people who had been lingering had disappeared now it was pouring down rain. Shit. I turned back to the man.

      “I don’t stalk humans.” He met my gaze. I swear I saw glimmers of red in his eyes.

      “Oh, so, what, you stalk fairies?”

      “I shouldn’t be talking to you.” He turned slightly, but my hand stopped him.

      I didn’t know why I’d reached out and grabbed the sleeve of his leather coat, or why I was even talking to this stranger in a late winter downpour.

      He focused on my hand.

      Feeling stupid, I patted his arm and shoulder. “Just making sure you were real and not a figment of my imagination or a ghost. Not that I believe in ghosts… That would be totally silly of me.” I laughed nervously and pulled my hand back. “Okay. That was weird.”

      Why do I have to be so socially awkward?

      Why did I care? This guy was stalking me, and I’d gone out of my way to strike up a conversation. What the hell was wrong with me? Had I left half of my brain in the exam room?

      My torrent of self-loathing questions stopped when his hand touched my shoulder. My gaze drifted up from his jawline to his lips and then to his eyes. My heart raced at our proximity. His hand moved from my shoulder to my cheek. Cold, wet fingers lightly touched my skin, sending sparks of electricity across my face and neck.

      “I should not have sought you out. Please accept my apologies. I shall not bother you anymore.” He dropped his hand. Before I could react or say anything, he was gone.

      The strange thing is I couldn’t be certain where he went. Like all the times before, he was there one second and then gone the next, making me think I might have imagined his presence. Unlike before, though, I had spoken to and touched him—he was as solid as the ground beneath my feet. I couldn’t explain away this experience with any rational train of thought.

      But then again, I’d been in the ICU, fighting for my life the week before. Maybe my mom, Professor Perry, and everyone else was right—I’d pushed myself too hard too soon.

      My body felt weaker than before. I stumbled forward through the puddles. The walk down to the transit station seemed miles long even though I could see it from the top of the hill. The cold rain didn’t help… My feet and legs were soaked.

      I was about to cross Stevens Way, when a black Mercedes sports car stopped right in the middle of the crosswalk, and Professor Perry jumped out.

      “Young lady, you will catch a cold.” He ran around and opened the passenger side. “Get in here before you end up back in the hospital with pneumonia.”

      My mother had always told me not to get in a car with a stranger. Mr. Perry wasn’t exactly a stranger, but I knew nothing about him. Despite my better judgement—not that I had any left, at this point—I got in. The moment I sat down on the leather seat, I felt guilty about the water dripping from my coat and soaked pants.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered through chattering teeth.

      “Nonsense.” He helped buckle the safety belt around my shaking body. “Let’s get you home before your mother worries even more.”

      “My mom?” I shivered uncontrollably.

      “Yes, she called me wondering if you had finished your exams and asking why you weren’t home.” He closed the door and walked around to the other side. Once in the driver’s seat, he cranked up the heat to full blast. My butt warmed too.

      Heated seats, you idiot. I turned to him as he drove. “Are you spying on me for my mom?”

      “What?” Professor Perry jerked his head toward me. “I got lucky because I was driving away the moment you walked out into the road.”

      “How did my mother have your number?”

      “I gave it to her to set up your exams when you were in the hospital.”

      I leaned my head back. This was too much. I should have just gone home after the exams. Would have avoided two unwise situations. Right now, I could have been home in my fuzzy pajamas, curled up with a cup of tea and a book. Instead, I had talked to a stalker, gotten completely drenched, and now was riding in my professor’s car, who for all intents and purposes, was a stranger.

      Wow, good thinking, Everly. No wonder Mom and everyone else thinks you can’t take care of yourself.

      We were halfway to downtown when I realized I’d never given Professor Perry my address. “Do you know where I live?”

      “Yes.” He gave a slight nod, but kept his eyes on the road.

      “How?”

      “Your student records.” He kept driving.

      “You have access to those?”

      He glanced at me. “I’m your assigned counselor.”

      My body warmed up, but I still felt cold. “Since when? How come the school never informed me?”

      “It did. Just now.”

      This can’t be right. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Ah, well, you may believe whatever that pretty little head wants, but this is true. You’ll be getting an official letter in the mail next week from the academic and registration office.” He turned on to Madison, heading into downtown.

      And there’s the condescending professor, I’ve become accustomed to.

      We rode in silence the rest of the way. Not once did I tell him where to go. It was as if he’d been to my place a thousand times. While we were stopped at a light, my body remembered the feeling of the man in black’s cool hand on my cheek. My hand traced the place his had been. How can such a simple touch generate such a powerful response from my body? Right then, I wished I was still standing in the rain with that man, rather than sitting in a warm luxury car with Professor Cranky-Pants.

      I never asked the man his name. Will I see him again?

      He said he wouldn’t be bothering me anymore, and that saddened me. I never got any attention from guys. I always flew way under the “oh, she’d be cute to date” radar. I kept my wardrobe plain and I almost never wore makeup, except some concealer here and there. My hair wasn’t much to work with either. All my life, I’d kept my head down to not attract attention.

      It had worked… until now.

      Maybe that’s why he’s stalking me? Don’t those type of people prey on the loners?

      I should be afraid and want to stay as far away from that man as possible, but that was the problem—I didn’t fear him, nor did I want to stay away. Not after I’d talked to him, and we’d touched. It was stupid and irresponsible of me, but I wanted to see him again, and sooner rather than later. I didn’t care if this desire made me look like those bimbos in horror movies who willingly walked into a creepy basement alone.

      Professor Perry pulled up next to my building and cut the engine. He leaned back and turned his attention to me. “What is going on in that head of yours?”

      “How old are you?” I had no idea where the question had come from, but as soon as the words came out, I realized it had been sitting in the back of my mind for a while. Why do I care?

      “Older than you think, much too old for you.” He smirked.

      “You think I’m hitting on you?” I gawked. “You’re the one who keeps butting into my life and offering me rides in your little sports car. I never asked for this.”

      Professor Perry took my hand. My shoulders tightened.

      “My darling, my only concern is that you are safe and cared for and that you succeed in your studies. I want nothing in return. Is that clear?”

      Night had fallen around us, and his green eyes seemed to glow in the semi-darkness of his car. His hand felt warm and soft, wrapped perfectly around mine, but he hadn’t made any inappropriate advances on me.

      I met his gaze. “Why have you been so mean to me, then?”

      He bowed his head slightly. “I wanted to push you, to help you see your full potential.”

      I pulled my hand back and reached for the door handle. “Look, I don’t need your help. Thank you for the ride.” I got out.

      “Everly, don’t push me away as you do your mother and sister,” he called after me.

      “My family business is none of yours. Please stay away from us.” I closed the door and hurried down the sidewalk.

      I gritted my teeth together so hard they hurt. Especially when I noticed Mom’s sedan parked next to the building entrance. My hand found the base of Grandma’s cross and gripped the silver pendant, willing it to fill me with strength.

      Here we go. Again.
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      I spent Sunday in my fuzzy pajamas, streaming comedy movies on my laptop and eating all the leftovers that Mom had left in the fridge the night before. With the rain pouring outside, it felt like the right plan. My body needed the rest. The only thing missing was a cuddly kitten. Too bad sharp claws didn’t go well with my bleeding disorder. But a girl could dream, right?

      At least I had my plants. They flourished in this apartment, with all the windows and a little attention from me.  I loved plants. Half of them I’d received over the years during my hospitalizations. Now those were the size of mini trees and bushes. The rest had come from the flower shop—all castaways that would have ended up in the dumpster. Now they thrived in my living room. Perhaps the reason I had chosen botany as my minor.

      The relaxing day didn’t erase the encounter with the man in black. My mind kept returning to him. Why couldn’t I get him out of my thoughts? And what did that say about me?

      At four, I got up and showered. The clouds cleared, and the evening winter sun came out. The reflected light from the surrounding glass skyscrapers lit up my living room. I walked around my apartment completely naked, basking in the diffused sunlight. The hundred plus plants glowed and cast a lovely, green hue on the bare walls. I twirled around, feeling like a woodland nymph.

      Joy filled my heart and spilled into the rest of my body. I caught my reflection in the window, but the distortion hid the scars from the middle of my chest down to my belly button. All I saw was radiant, glowing skin, smooth curves, red hair, and a flash of the silver cross that lay on my chest.

      If only I could look this beautiful every day.

      A key slipping into the front door lock ruined the moment and had me scrambling up the stairs to the loft.

      “Hello,” Mom cooed from below.

      “I’m getting dressed,” I called down. “Have you ever heard of knocking?”

      “It’s just me, Everly. I’ve seen it all.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      As always, it was useless to argue with her. One of these days, I really needed to find my courage and change the locks on my door. Today, however, I would try my hardest to have a drama-free dinner with Mom.

      I chose a pair of black slacks and a green turtleneck sweater. Then I slipped on a pair of brown mules. Mom chattered at me as she stood in the bathroom doorway, while I applied rose-colored lipstick and a splash of rouge. I put in silver star stud earrings and did my hair in a simple braid.

      “You look lovely.” Mom smiled when I emerged from the bathroom.

      “Thanks.” I curtsied. “I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry for some fish and chips.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Me too.”

      Three hours later, after night had fallen, Mom dropped me off at my apartment. Three hours of listening to all her church and work gossip had exhausted me, but as torturous as the night had been, me spending time with Mom had made her day. Tonight, I had shown her I was recovering, and that made her worry less. The smile on her face made the effort worth it.

      I waved at her from the entrance to the building. That’s when I saw him standing across the street under the awning of an office building.

      Mom waited for me to enter my building before she drove away. I quickly opened the door and stepped in. When I glanced out across the street, the man was gone.

      What the hell? How did he do that? Or did I just imagine he was there? Again.

      I waved at mom one more time and walked to the elevator. Once in my apartment, I wished I had curtains for the windows. I was on the fifth floor, so the only people who could look into the loft were those who worked in the office building across the street. On a Sunday night, nobody was there except maybe custodians and security guards. Despite this knowledge, my little haven suddenly felt like a fishbowl. I kept the lights off as I crept around the apartment and changed into my pajamas in the bathroom.

      Upstairs, I laid down, feeling like someone was watching. I stared up through the skylight over my bed and wondered what to do next. What if it wasn’t my imagination, seeing him across the street? That would mean he knew where I lived. I could call the police, but what would I tell them? If the guy at the library hadn’t seen him when he’d stood in plain sight a few yards away, how would the cops find him?

      Also, if I call the police, they’ll contact my mother, and that will only make her more paranoid. All my efforts today would be for naught.

      Eventually exhaustion won, and I found myself in the forest again.

      As before, he hesitated in the shadows of the trees, and I extended a hand. He waited three seconds and then took it.

      The man looked as beautiful as he did in real life. His chalky, pale skin glowed in the moonlight. I focused on his long, black hair that ruffled off his broad shoulders in the slight breeze. I waited for him to close his eyes and raise my hand to his lips. The tender kiss between my index and middle finger knuckles still gave me tingles of pleasure, as before. I watched him take a deep breath, inhaling the scent of my hand.

      He opened his eyes once again and met my gaze. I could see his black irises dilating. I cocked my head, waiting for ‘Eva, te am asteptat’ to ring through my head in his deep, velvety voice. This time, there was no shock about the fact he had telepathically communicated, nor did I wonder what language he spoke.

      And this time, I pulled my hand from his. “Who are you? Why do you keep following me?”

      His eyes widened and then narrowed. “I don’t understand.”

      He faded away, and my dreamscape shifted to a field of green with mountains rising ahead. I ran toward the snow-capped peaks, but no matter how fast I ran, I never seemed to get any closer to them. I glanced behind me. An army of dark creatures ridden by masked beings closed in.

      One masked being flew above the rest on the back of a black dragon. He seemed to gain on me. When I surrendered to the fact it was pointless to run anymore, I turned to face him. The man’s red eyes zeroed in on me.

      I see you, a shadowy voice echoed inside my head. You and Traian cannot hide from me anymore. The dragon opened his mouth, and crimson fire enveloped me.
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      I sat up, screaming. That had been the most terrifying dream I’d ever had, but the only question on my mind was.

      Who is Traian?

      Sleep refused to return, so I grabbed my laptop and opened the search window. I typed in ‘Traian,’ guessing at the spelling. A bunch of links to various Traians in Romania filled pages of results. Some were spelled ‘Trajan,’ with a ‘j’… There were references to the emperor Trajan the Great…But none of these told me anything about my Traian.

      My Traian? Really?

      I shook my head and then typed ‘Eva Constantine, Seattle’ into the search bar. Why she popped up in my mind, I did not know, but I suspected she was connected to Traian, since when I dreamed about him, I was her.

      Not much came up, just an obituary in Vancouver, BC. I clicked on the link.

      Eva Marie Constantine was born July 20, 1975 in communist Romania. Days after her birth, she was adopted by Vancouver residents Paul and Julia Constantine. Eva graduated at the top of her class from East Vancouver High School and attended Victoria Culinary College. She returned to her native country to complete her senior project in traditional Romanian and Gypsy food under Jan Trenescu, the world-class Romanian chef. Eva spent many years abroad before settling in Seattle, Washington, where she opened the Eastern European restaurant Patra’s. Patra’s won best restaurant of the year in 1997 and 1998. Eva passed away unexpectedly on October 31, 1998 in an outdoor accident. She is survived by her adopted parents. Patra’s has since been converted into a soup kitchen, Marie’s Table.

      I stared at the screen for a moment taking in the new information, then typed a new search ‘Eva Constantine death’. Nothing came up. It’s like this woman had no public record. Why was she buried in Seattle when her family lived in Vancouver? I searched for ‘Marie’s Table’ and discovered the soup kitchen had burned down last week in an oven fire. Weird. I then searched for ‘Jan Trenescu’.

      A few hits on recipes on Romanian websites, two pictures. The bald man had a jolly smile and a round belly. One of the recipes was in English on a culinary student’s blog for sarmale. Next, I searched for ‘sarmale’. They were the Romanian version of cabbage rolls. I bookmarked the page because that recipe sounded delicious—not that I cooked, but I aspired to.

      Morning came slowly. I got up and made tea and toast. Holding the hot cup in my hands, I walked up to the center living room window and stared down at the foggy, wet street below. I almost expected to see the man in black looking up at me, but only saw a couple of bums milling about and a few cars coming and going.

      I’d spent the day before in bed, but this morning, I would do a little cleaning, starting with the kitchen. But then my heart suddenly ached for Grandma Grace—it had been too long since I’d visited her.

      An hour later, I knelt in front of Grandma’s gravestone. The cemetery was deserted except for the caretaker’s truck parked at the top of the hill.

      “Hi, things have been really weird the last couple of days. I’ve been in the hospital, I took my exams on Saturday… And someone keeps stalking me. Is it crazy I want to talk to him? He keeps creeping into my dreams, too.” I tapped the gravestone. “My professor also hit on me two days ago and gave me a ride home in his super expensive sportscar. Okay, maybe he wasn’t hitting on me, but that whole situation is just as weird.”

      I pulled at a blade of grass and twisted it around my fingers. “He feels right. The man in black who keeps following me, not the professor. I can’t explain it. He seems so familiar. God, listen to me. I sound like a crazy person.”

      Something red in my peripheral vision drew my attention. I turned my head to the right. A woman stood at the end of the row of graves. A red coat covered her to mid-thigh, and the black leggings and knee-length boots she wore made her look tall. A bright red braid spilled out of the black beanie she wore. I blinked, and she was gone. I couldn’t be one hundred percent sure, but she had red eyes that matched her coat.

      “I’ve got to go, Grams. I love you. Maybe you could come haunt me and tell me what’s going on?” I kissed the top of her tombstone and stood up.

      I surveyed the cemetery, but I was still alone. Did I imagine that woman, like I imagined the man in black? I turned toward Eva Constantine’s grave and noticed that the arrangement I’d made was gone from the base of her gravestone. I glanced around, searching for the lady in red one more time, but no one was near me. I looked down at Eva’s tombstone and I realized that something else was missing.

      The symbol.

      I ran a hand over the smooth surface where it had been, but nothing happened. No electricity or visions.

      I had a rubbing, but then my notebook had gone missing when I fell off the bus. I recalled the man in black picking up the notebook and the papers that had scattered around me.

      I need them back.

      Now I wanted to see him again—when I did, I would confront him about taking my things. But he said he’d be staying away from me from now on.

      Yet he showed up outside my apartment last night…

      My cell phone jingled in my coat pocket. A message from Carol, my boss, filled the screen. She had two reject plants to add to my collection and said now would probably be the best time to get them.

      Before I left, I took a picture of Eva’s grave without the symbol and my phone worked just fine. Two hours later, I got off the bus a block away from my apartment holding two potted miniature palms. Both looked to be on their way out—one of them had only three green fronds clinging to the trunk. I placed them by the windows, so they’d get as much light possible.

      “Grow, my new babies.” I whispered as I added a mixture of homemade fertilizer and water to each pot. I would have to transplant them into larger containers in a few months.

      Now it was time to clean. I had over two hours before I would meet up with my sister, and the kitchen needed attention. I started with the cupboards where I kept all the nonperishable food. Everything had to come out onto the counter for sorting. My mother constantly brought stuff for me, so both shelves were full of teas, boxes of cereal, cans of soup, and other packaged foods. Some things I didn’t even eat, like mac and cheese. I organized each shelf with what I liked, and the rest either went into the garbage or the food pantry bag. When satisfied with the results, I moved to the refrigerator.

      Once again, too much food. Some had been there too long and needed to be thrown out. I had to pause and examine the different growths on the past expiration date foods. I suddenly had the desire to take samples back to the microbiology lab, but then Mr. Perry’s face came to mind and squashed that idea. An hour later, my kitchen garbage bag was full, and the fridge looked damn good.

      See, I am capable of living on my own.

      My phone jingled again. It was my sister confirming our one o’clock lunch date, which was less than an hour away. It would take a half hour to get to the Space Needle if I walked or had to wait for the bus. As much as I would have loved to walk, I didn’t want to exhaust myself too much. Bus it is, then.

      I put on my coat and picked up my purse. On the way out, I grabbed the kitchen garbage bag to take out back. Just as I opened my front door, the buzzer went off.

      “Hello?” I greeted.

      “It’s Rick.”

      My heart sank. Hadn’t I told Mr. Perry to stay away from me and my family?

      “I’m on my way out,” I told him.

      “I just need to talk to you for a minute. It won’t take long.”

      “Fine. Meet me by the elevator downstairs.” I hit the unlock button for the building entrance and exited my apartment.

      Sure enough, when the elevator opened, Mr. Perry stood waiting for me. “You can talk as I take the garbage out.”

      “Let me help.” He reached for the bag, but I brushed his hand away.

      “I don’t need help.”

      “Of course, you don’t.” I could hear the bitterness in his tone.

      “What’s so important that you needed to drive to my house to tell me?” I asked over my shoulder as we walked to the back of the building.

      “First, you did well on your midterms. Congrats.”

      “Ugh, you could have called about that.” I pushed open the back door, entering the garbage enclosure.

      “Yes, I know, but I also wanted to tell you about a new study at the University Cancer Center that I think would help you.”

      “I don’t have cancer.” I opened the dumpster lid and went to toss the bag when I heard a little “mew.” I set the garbage bag on the ground and lowered the lid.

      “Argh.” Mr. Perry sighed and walked over. He picked up the bag to throw it in the dumpster.

      “Shhhh.” I held a hand out and lowered my head toward the dumpster.

      He stopped mid-toss. “What are you doing?”

      Hissssssssss.

      Mr. Perry threw the bag into the dumpster and let the lid slam with a loud clang. “Come on, I don’t have much time.”

      Hiss. Hiss. Hiss.

      “You idiot. You’re scaring it,” I murmured at the professor.

      “It’s a stupid stray cat.”

      “Oh, go away.” I pushed against his solid chest.

      I’d never touched Mr. Perry before—I’d never needed to. Who knew he hid muscles of steel under that expensive dress shirt and suit? But I couldn’t care less about my professor’s physique then.

      “You shouldn’t have cats anyway,” he pointed out.

      I stood up straight. Even on my tippy toes, I couldn’t reach his shoulder height. “You are not the boss of me.”

      “I’m here to help you find a solution to your medical issues, and you’re more interested in a flea-infested rodent?” Mr. Perry glared down at me.

      “Cats are not rodents, and you don’t get to tell me what to do.” I poked his chest and then pointed toward the gate. “You’re more than welcome to go back to your fancy car and drive back to your fancy office.”

      He shook his head and stepped back. Finally.

      I lowered to the ground and peered under the dumpster. In the far corner, two little eyes glowed back at me.

      “Hi there, little guy,” I said. “You can come out. I won’t hurt you.”

      The kitten didn’t budge.

      “I won’t let anyone hurt you,” I promised.

      Still no movement.

      “I shouldn’t have kittens, I know. But I can help you find a home where people will take good care of you.”

      Nothing.

      I sighed. “Or you can come live with me, as long as you promise to never use your claws on my skin.”

      “Mew.” The kitten inched forward.

      “Really, you want to come live with me?” Anticipation had my heart racing.

      The kitten scooted closer. “Mew.”

      “I’ve never had a cat before. Or any pet, for that matter,” I muttered and stood back to give the kitten space.

      Little by little, the kitten moved closer until it popped its small head out from under the dumpster. In the light, I got my first good look at the tiny, furry beast. Blue eyes like the Caribbean Sea, and its fur, grey like the dreariest Seattle day.

      I crouched down. The kitten hopped on my lap and purred.

      “Precious.” I sighed and took the ball of fluff into my hands. Tiny claws dug in. “Eh, eh. No claws, remember? Or we can’t be buddies.”

      It retracted them instantly. “Mew.”

      “Cutie, I’m going to call you ‘Storm,’ because you match those clouds up there.” I pointed to the sky.

      It head-butted my hand and continued to purr. The kitten even let me check its south end.

      “You’re a girl! Perfect. ‘Storm’ it is.”

      I set her down on her all fours on my lap and she reached up and batted at the silver cross pendant that hung from my neck.

      “Aw, that’s not a toy. My grandmother gave me that. She died the day I was born.” I tucked the cross back inside my shirt.

      A crack of thunder over our heads sent the kitten up my chest and hiding under the collar of my jacket. I felt a drop of rain land on the tip of my nose.

      “Well, that’s our cue. We’d better get inside.” I pulled the parka hood over my head and turned toward the door.

      “What are you going to do with it?” Mr. Perry growled behind me as we made our way down the hall.

      “Her,” I corrected him. “And keep her, of course.”

      Storm hissed at him from her hiding spot.

      “You’re not supposed to have pets in this building.” He reached from behind me and punched the up button for the elevator.

      “I’ll figure something out. Is there anything else you need?” How does he know the rules of my apartment?

      “What if it scratches you?” He pulled out a business card for the University Cancer Center and handed it to me.

      Ding.

      The elevator doors opened, and I stepped in. “She won’t.”

      “How can you be sure?”

      I smiled at him and reached to my shoulder where Storm hid under my collar. “We have an agreement.” I scratched her little head, and she purred again. “Goodbye, Mr. Perry. I’ll see you later.”
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      When I got inside my apartment, I set Storm down. “We need to get you kitty stuff.” She cautiously smelled the ground around my feet. “But I have a lunch date with my sister. Do you think you’ll be okay for a couple of hours?”

      Storm looked up at me. “Mew”

      “Oh dear, you must be hungry.” I grabbed a shallow bowl from the kitchen and poured milk into it.

      The moment I set the dish down on the ground, Storm pounced over and lapped away. While she drank, I pulled out the small box I’d carried the plants in earlier this morning, lined it with a plastic bag, and dumped in some potting soil.

      “Your temporary toilet, but don’t think it’s okay to use the pots with plants for your bathroom. I’ll get you a real cat box later today.”

      Storm ignored me. I fished pieces of chicken from the soup mom had brought me two days before and put them on a plate.

      “Got to go. I’ll be back soon.” I kissed the top of her head and hoped I wasn’t allergic to cats.

      I’d never had pets before, but I was pretty sure they didn’t make themselves at home so quickly in a new place the way Storm had.

      Thirty minutes later, I met Stella at the café next to the glass museum where she worked.

      “Mom was completely elated last night after having dinner with you.” Stella leaned in after ordering her usual salad with no dressing. “You totally made her day.”

      “We had a good time,” I lied. Mom may have had a good time, but I had only endured the evening. But who cares, I have a kitten in my house.

      Stella smiled. “Thank you, she needed that.”

      I nodded. Will Storm be okay without me?

      “How are you feeling?” Stella rested her hands on the table.

      “Good.” Of course, she will, she’s managed thus far without me.

      “Good?” She raised an eyebrow. “You were just in the ICU last week. I can’t believe you took all of your midterms on Saturday. Are you crazy?”

      I shrugged. “Probably.”

      “Have you gotten the results yet?”

      “It’s only Monday.” Although, Professor Perry gave me his results an hour ago. My mind wandered in that direction.

      “You mean Professor Yummy Pants hasn’t called you?” Stella winked.

      “What? Why would he call me?” When he can just show up.

      “He gave you a ride home the other day in his sexy sports car, and he was so concerned for you while you were in the hospital.” She pursed her lips.

      “Stella.” I lowered my voice and glanced around for evidence of anyone paying attention to our conversation. “He’s my professor.” And has been making himself a little too friendly as of late.

      “So? He’s still good-looking. You should totally go out with him if he asks you.” Stella sipped her ice water.

      “Oh, no. He’s way too old for me and let me repeat… He’s my professor. It’s completely inappropriate.” What do I need to buy my kitten?

      “So?” She shrugged

      “I have him next quarter.” Kitty litter, kitten food, a collar…

      “Or wait until spring break. You should call him up, ask about your grades, and then slip in a ‘let’s grab some lunch and talk about your next class’.”

      My cheeks burned at the thought. “Hell no. Anyway, let’s talk about you. Gone on any dates lately?” Stella loved to talk about her love life—mine too, apparently. I should probably buy some flea shampoo. Storm will need a bath.

      “None lately, but hey, you could hook me up with your professor if you don’t want to date him.”

      Earth, please open now and swallow me whole.

      Instead, the next best thing happened—the server brought my salmon sandwich and Stella’s salad.

      An hour later, my sister and I said goodbye. Stella went back to work, and I wandered around the Space Needle area, making a mental list of what I needed to pick up at the pet store. I found a bench by the International Fountain and sat down.

      The skies above threatened rain again, but not a drop had fallen yet. Hordes of selfie-taking tourists converged on the concave area surrounding the spherical water feature. I heard many different languages being spoken.

      This was one of the things I loved about living in Seattle—diversity. While I had never traveled outside my country’s borders, when I moved downtown, I felt like I had moved into an international hub of activity. The energy exhilarated my spirit after living in the boring suburbs all my life. People going about their day inspired me to move forward and follow my life’s path, wherever it may lead.

      I scanned the crowd, taking in the kaleidoscope of colors before me. Humans were truly magnificent beings. The display of emotions was incredible, ranging from the sadness of the older man sitting alone to the west of me, to the pure joy of a young family with toddlers, splashing in the shallow pool surrounding the fountain even in the fifty-degree weather.

      Proper Pacific Northwest kids.

      Romance also permeated the spring air, as couples displayed affection through kisses or holding hands. I felt myself smiling. Maybe someday I would get lucky and find someone who’d want to hold my hand.

      But I wouldn’t hold my breath.

      No one wanted a girl with a weak heart and a fragile body. It wasn’t a matter of self-confidence or worth, but of realistic expectation. But hey, I had a kitten. Which meant I needed to get to the pet store and head home soon.

      As I stood up, my gaze drifted over to a dark figure on the opposite side of the fountain, standing under one of the big trees. There he is again. I thought he wasn’t going to come around me. In a city of millions, how is it that I keep running into him. Then I remembered.

      My notebook.

      I hurried around the circle toward him as fast as I could without getting too breathless.

      “Don’t you dare move,” I muttered as I made my way to his location.

      He stood as still as a statue and watched me through those stupid silver-toned shades.

      “Thought you were going to stay away from me,” I said as I got closer.

      “I can’t seem to follow my better judgement when it comes to you.”

      “Well, how about this? You were on the bus two weeks ago when I fell and cracked my head open. Then you collected my papers and books that had flown out of my hands. What did you do with them?”

      “The water they fell into ruined them.” He stepped closer.

      I pulled the zipper of my coat higher, as the air felt more chilled than it had a moment ago. Maybe it was just my imagination, but I could feel my cross vibrating against my chest.

      “I need them back, please tell me you didn’t throw them away. And can you please take those stupid glasses off?” I motioned to his face.

      “I threw nothing away.” He slid the shades off.

      “Good.” I glanced around the park and then back at him. When our eyes met, I forgot for a second what I wanted to say next, as I lost myself in the deep, dark orbs that seemed to pull me in. “I, uh, want them back. You’d better give them back. Right now. Or… or I will report you to the police.”

      “Oh?” His lips curled in amusement. “We don’t want to involve the authorities now, do we?”

      I swallowed hard. “I’d rather not.”

      “Good, meet me for coffee tomorrow morning at Café Insomnia… say, eight.”

      My jaw dropped. “Are you asking me out on a date?” Why Café Insomnia?

      His smirk turned into a smile. “Perhaps. If you want it to be a date, that can be arranged.”

      “Fine. Café Insomnia it is.” My heart picked up its pace. “Seven-thirty, don’t be late.”

      He leaned in until his face was inches from mine. “Seven-thirty sharp. I wouldn’t want to miss our first… date.”

      “One more thing.” My heart beat so fast, I thought I might pass out right there at his feet. “What is your name?”

      His face steeled, smile vanishing. Even his black eyes seemed to darken for a moment, and then his lips and cheeks softened.

      He bowed his head next to my left ear. “It’s Traian.”

      The air froze inside my chest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      “Breathe,” Traian said.

      I inhaled abruptly and pulled the collar of my coat higher. “Okay. See you tomorrow.” I turned to leave, but his hand stopped me.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      I rolled my eyes. “Really? You have my notebook, which has my name on it.”

      “Yes, but how do I know it belongs to you? What if you stole it?”

      “I don’t steal. But what would a stalker like you know?” I swatted his hand off me. I took two steps away and then turned around. “Oh, if you insist. Everly.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Everly.” He bowed slightly.

      “What is wrong with you?” I glanced around us to see if anyone noticed.

      Traian just stared at me.

      “Oh, never mind. See you tomorrow. Don’t forget my notebook.” I waved and hurried away.

      What the hell?

      I’d been dreaming about this guy and I knew his name. How is that possible?

      It didn’t matter, I needed to get to the pet store and go home soon. I’d already been gone too long. Maybe I should go home and check on her first before I buy anything. After going back and forth for a couple of minutes, I jumped on the bus headed to my end of town.

      When I walked into my apartment, I half expected to find the place trashed, but all was in order except for a small, fresh turd in the temporary cat box and the empty dishes on the floor.

      “Storm?” I called.

      “Mew.” The sound came from above me.

      From the loft railing, a little furry head poked out.

      “There you are.” A huge weight lifted off my chest, but then she jumped.

      I froze, not knowing what to do. Like a skilled acrobat, she landed on my shoulder with a soft thump. No claws. The level of precision stumped me.

      Not even missing a beat, Storm snuggled under my coat, as she had done earlier.

      “Well, I guess you’re coming to the pet store with me,” I finally said when I found my voice again.

      Three blocks down from my apartment was a cute little pet shop.  Storm stayed hidden as I walked, occasionally hissing at passing pedestrians. I rounded the corner and stopped when I saw a flash of red. The woman from this morning stood on the opposite side of the street, looking straight at me. A bus went by, and she disappeared.

      What the hell? Am I imagining things?

      I shook myself and hurried into the store. The bell dinged as I walked in.

      An older Asian man stood behind the counter.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      “Yes, I have a new kitten and need to get supplies for her,” I replied.

      When he approached me, Storm hissed at him.

      “Oh, you brought her.” He laughed. When he reached out to peek under my coat collar, a grey paw slapped his finger, leaving two red lines. “Feisty.” He took a step back.

      We walked around the store, filling a basket with things I needed.

      “I have some special shampoo for kittens in the back. Let me get it,” he said before stepping through the ‘employees only’ door.

      I coughed. Dammit. I really hope I’m not allergic.

      I found my inhaler and took two puffs. I turned around to explore the store more and saw Traian standing less than three feet away. I expected Storm to hiss at him like she had at the shop guy and Mr. Perry, but she didn’t.

      I glanced around… Not a single soul in sight. I hadn’t heard the door ding either.

      “What,” I lowered my voice, “are you doing here?”

      “I had to see you again.”

      “Did you follow me here?”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      “Why do you keep following me?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know.” He stepped forward until we were almost toe to toe. “I will leave you, if that is what you want.”

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s kind of creepy, you know?”

      “Refreshing to hear.”

      “That’s not a compliment,” I said. “You’re so strange.”

      “I hope you can see past that.” He tilted his head and held his hand out near my shoulder.

      A second later, Storm peeked her head out. She smelled his finger and then went back to her hiding spot.

      “She likes you.”

      “Odd.”

      “Whatever.” I shifted the handbasket full of feline paraphernalia.

      “I couldn’t wait until tomorrow.” Traian took the basket from my hand.

      “What are you doing?” I went to take my basket back, but he moved it out of my reach.

      “Can’t a gentleman help a lady?”

      I sighed. “Did I ask for help?”

      Traian ignored me and turned toward the register. He placed the basket on the counter along with a fifty-dollar bill.

      “I can pay for my own stuff,” I protested and reached to take back my basket.

      “You really ought to let people do nice things for you.” He took my hand. “Not all kind gestures have strings attached.”

      Whatever I was about to say next got lost somewhere in my throat. His hand felt cool, yet heat radiated across my skin from our contact. A buzzing sensation traveled up my arm. My body froze. I dared not breathe.

      “What are you?” Traian whispered, with intensity in his eyes.

      “I could ask—” I shuddered “—the same thing.” What does he mean by that? ‘What am I’?

      His hand squeezed mine. “Can we spend the day together?”

      I gave a short nod. “I have to take her home.”

      He let go of my hand.

      I exhaled and looked up at him. “You are welcome to come over.” Are you crazy? He’s a stranger! A stalker!

      At that moment, Storm jumped out of my coat and landed in Traian’s palm. She head-butted him and burst into purrs.

      Then she turned her blue eyes on me.

      “Mew.” She settled into his palm.

      Traian’s eyes widened. “This is a first.”

      I suppose if Storm approves of him…

      The Asian man returned with a bottle in his hand and took the fifty. He bagged the merchandise and handed me the change. Not once did he look at Traian or even notice him.

      Traian didn’t seem bothered by this, either.

      Traian followed me home with Storm in one hand and the bag of kitty things in the other, but when we reached the front entrance of my apartment building, he hesitated.

      “You stalk me all over the city, but don’t want to come inside.” I shook my head. “What is wrong with you?”

      He glanced around before meeting my gaze. “Are you sure you want me to come in?”

      “Ugh.” I sighed. “I invited you, didn’t I?”

      “You said I was welcome to come over, but you didn’t specify where ‘over’ was.”

      “For real?” I blinked. “Do I really need to spell it out for you?”

      Traian met my questions with a solid, challenging stare.

      With arms crossed over my chest, I pursed my lips. When I didn’t give in, he held his hand to my shoulder. Storm stepped off his palm and curled up under my coat. He set the bag of purchases down by the locked door and stepped back.

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake!” I tossed my arms in the air. “I’m inviting you into my apartment, will you do me the great honor and accept my invitation?” Sarcasm wasn’t my strong suit, but I’d reached the end of my patience.

      In an instant, Traian stood right in front of me, his face inches from mine. “Be careful who you invite into your home. While I wish you no harm or ill-will, I cannot speak for the rest of my kind.”

      The air between us seemed to drop in temperature, but my skin grew warm—from being so close to him.

      When I said nothing, he continued. “And the great honor is mine to accept your invitation.” His cool hand touched my cheek before reaching down and grabbing the shopping bag off the ground. He waited patiently for me to figure out what the heck just happened and unlock the door.

      We rode the elevator to the fifth floor in silence, but when we reached my apartment door, he hesitated again.

      “Do I need to invite you a third time?” I glared at him.

      As soon as I opened the door, Storm leaped out of my coat, landing on all fours, and scurried off into the living room. Traian closed the door behind me and turned the lock.

      “This place is stunning,” he whispered.

      I watched him take in the mini jungle that was my living room, and couldn’t help smile at his appreciation of my indoor garden. I think plants really liked my apartment because everything I’d brought in flourished and grew as if on steroids. My newest additions seemed to be much happier already too. I knew the fertilizer I made was awesome, but I believed the combination of the air, light, and the amount of humidity inside provided the right environment.

      “What can I say? I like plants.” I shrugged and took the bag from him. “You can hang your coat here.” I pointed to an empty hook next to where I had hung my jacket.

      “You have an affinity for life, that is certain,” Traian muttered as he moved into the center of my living room, keeping his black trench coat on. “After we get your familiar settled, do you mind if I take you out for a picnic dinner?”

      I glanced out of one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, looking at the sky. “Are you sure? There are a lot of grey clouds out there.”

      “It will be sunny in about two hours.”

      “How do you possibly know this?”

      “Weather app.” He held up his phone.

      Just then, Storm attacked his feet in a playful fashion. When Traian reached down to pet her, the kitten dove under the couch. He sat down next to where she had disappeared and waited. A few moments later, she came out and loud purrs filled the living room air.

      While Traian entertained the kitten, I unpacked all the items I’d purchased for her. I placed the bowls for her water and food at the far end of the kitchen. As if she’d been expecting me to do this, Storm pounced over and took a long drink. In the bathroom, I set up her litter box. That’s when the dust did me in and a fit of coughing overcame me.

      I stumbled into the entryway where I’d hung my purse. I’d already used one inhaler recently and now I needed the second one. From the side pocket I dug out the back up medicine.

      In an instant, Traian was at my side, guiding me to the futon.

      “Take it easy.”

      I waved him off and sat down. I couldn’t talk yet, as I had the inhaler in my mouth. Why does this always happen? I don’t want him to see me like this.

      Traian brought me a glass of water as I waited for the medicine to kick in. In that time, he’d dumped the potting soil box Storm had used earlier into a garbage bag and took it out for me. When he returned, I was getting the kitten bed settled on the floor next to the futon.

      Storm immediately curled up inside the plush pink cushion and went to sleep.

      Traian sat down next to me. “How are you feeling?”

      Buzz. Buzz. Buzz.

      My phone vibrated against the granite countertop of the kitchen island. Once again, Traian was at my side in a flash with the phone in hand. I hadn’t even seen him get up.

      Are my blood counts so low that my mind is strobing? I put the thought aside and finally answered my phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Everly, this is Dr. Hansen.”

      “Hi.” I rested my head against the tall back of the futon.

      “I have good news for you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “University of Washington is doing a clinical trial for rare thrombocytopenia. Because your body hasn’t responded properly to the current medication, you qualify for this special study. The new drug has already been tested in Europe with an eighty-seven percent success rate. Would you be interested?”

      My hands tingled. Oh shit, not this again. I quickly hit speakerphone on my cell and set it on the coffee table across from me.

      “Of course,” I answered.

      Storm jumped up and curled in my lap. I didn’t want to touch her, just in case I shocked her by accident. She, however, wasn’t concerned as she purred.

      “The only thing is we must transfer your care to the hematologist at the university.” Dr. Hansen continued. “I hate to lose you as a patient, but I really think you’ll do well in this program. And since you’re a student there already, I think this transition will be more convenient for you.”

      “Yes.” I gripped my grandmother’s cross with one hand, and the tingling at the center of my palms subsided. “Thank you so much. When do I start?”

      “Are you free tomorrow morning?”

      “Yes. What time?”

      “The assistant at the clinic can see you at seven-thirty.”

      I sighed. “Oh, I have another appointment at that time. Is there another slot?”

      “Sorry, Everly. That’s the only time they can work you in. The study has already started.”

      I could feel the corners of my mouth droop. I glanced at Traian.

      He mouthed the words ‘Take it’.

      “Hm, well… I guess I can make it work,” I said.

      I wrapped up the conversation and pressed ‘end call’ without zapping my phone. I glanced at Traian who sat next me. He handed me a glass of water.

      “I’m so sorry. I really need to take this appointment,” I told him.

      “Not a problem, we can meet afterwards. I need to bring you your notebook.”

      My notebook. The symbol from Eva’s grave. My hands.

      I stared at my palms and then at Storm. With the arrival of my new companion, I’d almost forgotten about those crazy things. And what’s up with this tingling? I ran a hand over Storm’s grey fur. Her purrs got louder as her tiny paw wrapped around my wrist. She rubbed her head against my arm.

      “Why did you call Storm my familiar?” I asked.

      She licked the inside of my forearm at the mention of her name.

      “Need I explain?” Traian responded.

      “Don’t witches have familiars?”

      Traian rested his arm on the back of the futon behind me. “You’re bewitching, if you ask me.”

      I turned my head to meet his gaze. Was that a pickup line? I couldn’t tell. I’d never dated. It was time to be honest, painful as it maybe.

      “Look. I don’t know what your fascination with me is, but let’s get one thing straight. If you’re looking for romance, you should look elsewhere. I’m a broken girl.” I pointed at the inhaler laying on the futon between us. “This is only the surface. I’m a ticking bomb that can go off at any second.”

      Traian sat quietly and listened without saying a word.

      “I won’t be able to have sex. Too much excitement could push my heart too far and then it’ll go ping… Dead.”

      He nodded.

      “Do you understand?” I asked. “I’m not girlfriend quality. I’ve never even dated. Never been kissed, for that matter.” I shook my head. Maybe that was too much information. I focused back on Traian. “So tell me, why are you here?” Maybe I should have asked this question before I invited him into my apartment…

      Traian removed his arm from the back of the futon and then knelt by my legs, taking my non-Storm-claimed hand. “I wish I could answer your question, but I really don’t know the answer. Maybe we can talk more over our picnic dinner.”

      “You still want to take me out after what I’ve just told you?”

      “Of course.” He kissed my hand.

      “Are you going to rape or murder me?” Oh my god, where did that question come from?

      Traian’s normally steely expression softened. “On my word, I would never raise a hand to hurt you. May the gods have mercy on the fool who would because I won’t show him any.”

      The way he talked, his accent, and how he knelt there at my feet, made him seem like a regal prince or a knight from ages past. He didn’t belong in this century, but here he was, melting my sputtering heart. Would it be so bad if the last thing I did was fall in love with this familiar stranger?

      Storm released my arm and went over to head-butt the hand that held mine. She sure likes him. But who wouldn’t?

      Then I remembered I had class in two hours. I couldn’t miss it, but I also wanted to stay with Traian. For a moment, I couldn’t believe I was choosing a complete stranger over my education. I let the shock roll off of me and pushed all else out of my mind.

      My time was limited, so I would make the best of what I had left. I focused all my attention on the guy holding my hand. “Let’s go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      We walked through the open entrance of Pike’s Market. I hated to leave Storm alone again, but she had curled up in her new bed and fallen asleep at the mention of me staying on her behalf. I’d always read that felines possessed superior intelligence—my brief and only encounter thus far had not proven that theory wrong.

      What a strange day.

      First, the missing symbol on Eva’s grave, then the eccentric woman watching me.  Mr. Perry showing up unannounced only contributed to the series of bizarre events that had led to the end of my petlessness. Now I stood in one of Seattle’s most famous tourist locales, holding the hand of a stranger who felt more familiar than my mother or sister.

      The longer Traian held my hand, the more comfortable I felt, as if we’d been doing this our whole lives. Inside the hub, we wandered through the throngs of people. We sampled the various offerings of the vendors. More like I sampled—he only watched and smirked at my eyes watering from the spicy chicken I’d just tried.

      “Don’t you eat?” I pulled on his hand.

      “I do, but I’m hoping we can grab some of our favorite foods for our picnic down by the water.”

      “What a great idea.” It hadn’t started to rain, even though grey clouds hovered overhead. He had said the sun would come out.

      Traian bought nothing, nor did he talk to the vendors. Instead, he insisted on giving me two twenty-dollar bills to purchase my favorite foods. So not only had he paid for Storm’s stuff now he was also buying my meal.

      He’s taking care of me.

      The feeling didn’t sit well, but I focused on the green juices from a fresh-pressed juice stand. I’d never had vegetable juice before.

      I came back with some brie, olives, salami slices, a loaf of sourdough bread, two red velvet cupcakes, and grapes. Traian carried the bag of goodies and one drink, and I carried my juice.

      “Is this any good?” I grimaced at the green liquid in the transparent cup.

      “Very enjoyable.”

      We walked across the highway bridge to the pier side and turned north toward the aquarium. Along the wooden walkway, we found a dry, empty bench. There we spread our loot into a delicious feast. We sat saddle-style on either end of the bench with the food between us. Everything looked so appetizing, including the guy sitting across from me.

      I sure didn’t plan for this today. Nor did I plan to play hooky.

      Traian held up his cup. “To new friendships.”

      “Cheers.” I tapped my cup to his and took a sip. “Oh, wow, this is good.”

      I’d expected the juice to taste like grass, but what I got instead were flavors of pineapple, pear, and a hint of basil.

      “It’s also good for you.” He sipped his drink.

      We dug into the bread, breaking off chunks and slathering brie over the pieces. Paired with the salami and olives, a yummy party erupted inside my mouth. Traian seemed to enjoy our little feast as much as I did. He licked his fingers clean of olive juice and threw a couple grapes up into the air only to catch them in his mouth. For a moment, he seemed like a young boy playing with his food. The seriousness usually present on his face faded away.

      “You have good taste.” He wagged his finger at me with a smile.

      The clouds broke, and sunlight bathed our little picnic. Traian held out his hand and turned it palm-up. A nostalgic fog filled his eyes as he flipped his palm back down.

      “It’s lovely to be in the sun again,” he whispered.

      “Yeah, we haven’t had sun in a while,” I responded and amused at his reaction to the rays coming from the giant ball of fire in the sky.

      Traian met my eyes. We stared at each other for a handful of seconds before his brow creased.

      “Who are you?”

      “You keep asking that. Don’t you know all about me? You’ve been following me for the last two weeks,” I teased, shaking my head. “You know, I should really report you to the police, not inviting you into my home and having a picnic with you.”

      He nodded. “That would be wise. However, they wouldn’t do anything.”

      “Why is that?”

      Traian glanced over his shoulder. “Because, technically, I don’t exist.”

      “Technically?” I jerked my head back. “What are you, some kind of international spy or an assassin?”

      “Very perceptive.” He bobbed his head. “You are not like the rest.”

      “Like the rest of what? Girls? Americans? You have an accent, so I know you aren’t from here.”

      Traian bowed his head. “You are correct. But what I meant is people your age. You see things differently.”

      I shrugged. “Well, when it’s a miracle you are breathing each day, you tend to have a different perspective on life.”

      “Tell me?”

      “Pft.” I glanced over at the sparkling water of the bay. What could I tell him? He was obviously dangerous, and a much stronger person than I. What could possibly be interesting about me? I focused back on him. “I’m sure my life is boring. Why are you following me? Don’t you have more important things to do?”

      “I do, but you are very puzzling. I’m trying to figure you out.” He rubbed his chin. “I’ve seen many things in my life, but nothing as mystifying as you.”

      “Ha! You must live a boring life, then. Trust me, there is nothing interesting here.” I waved my hands over my body. “I already told you, it’s only a matter of time before my ticker goes caput. If you’re after my money, don’t bother—I’m a college student with a part-time, minimum wage job. Oh, and did I mention the medical bills I’ve accrued over the course of my life?”

      Traian caught one of my hands in his. “Why do you diminish yourself like that? You are one of the strongest humans I’ve known. And money matters nothing.”

      My breath caught again. Every time our skin made contact, my brain had a harder time thinking. “‘Humans’? This is the second time you’ve referred to our species as ‘humans’, as if you regularly interact with beings other than us.”

      “Well, there are many species on this planet, not to mention the others outside of our world.”

      “Right.” I eyed him suspiciously, but silently prayed he’d never let go of my hand.

      “Tell me about yourself,” he requested.

      “There’s not much to tell.”

      “Where do you work?”

      “You know the answer to that. Capitol Hill Florist.”

      He nodded. “Do you like your job?”

      “I love it. My boss is a little crazy.” I drew air circles next to my head with my free hand. “But I’ve never have a bad day at work. Flowers make me happy. It’s the perfect job.”

      “Unless you are allergic to them.”

      “True. Thankfully, I’m not. Haven’t you seen my apartment?” I laughed. “Now it’s your turn. Where are you from?” I popped a grape in my mouth and waited.

      “I’ve been in Seattle for a long time. I consider this my home now.”

      “So, before Seattle…?” I rolled my hand for him to continue.

      “If you must know.” He rested the hand holding mine on his knee. “Originally, I’m from Romania.”

      “Ooh, that’s where Dracula comes from.”

      Traian rolled his eyes. “You Americans and your fascination with vampires and Dracula. There are so many other wonderful things about my country than that joke of a story.”

      “Like what?”

      “We have a beautiful landscape, excellent food, amusing music, and an ancient, interesting history.” He sipped his juice. “We also have fantastic poets and artists.”

      “Then what brought you here?”

      A hint of sadness flashed in Traian’s eyes before he answered. “A friend’s death.”

      “I’m sorry.” I squeezed his hand.

      He said nothing as he stared out at the water like his mind was in a distant place. I felt bad for bringing up a painful memory and changed the subject.

      “So where do you live?”

      Traian didn’t answer me right away, as he appeared still lost in thought. Just as I was about to repeat my question, he met my gaze. “Capitol Hill.”

      “Ah, that is why I’ve seen you around there.”

      “How is it you see me?”

      What a strange question to ask. “Um, with my two eyes.”

      “I’m superb at not being noticed except when it comes to you.”

      I didn’t understand where he was going with this. “Okay, so you are a spy. Are you a Romanian, spying on America? Or do you work for Russia?”

      Traian threw his head back and laughed. The sound fell on my ears like a soothing balm over the racket of the city.

      “First, I never said I was a spy. Second, I work for no one.” He ripped off a chunk of bread and stuffed it in his mouth.

      “Yeah, that was kind of stupid of me to ask.” If he truly was a spy, it would explain why he had excellent stalking skills.

      He swallowed the bread and shook his head. “Not stupid.”

      “How old are you?”

      “Older than you think.”

      Weren’t those the exact words Mr. Perry had used? “Oh, please. What, twenty-five or twenty-six?”

      Traian grinned. “I am twenty-two. Technically speaking.”

      He looked more like twenty-five.

      “What does that mean? Is that what your handler told you to say?”

      “I have no handler.”

      “What, you’re an independent contractor? Have you killed a person?” I don’t know why I had asked another stupid question—one to which I didn’t really want to know the true answer.

      He stared at me with a straight face. “Yes.”

      “Which one, indie or killing?”

      He released my hand as if to give me the option to retrieve it if I didn’t like his answer. “Both.”

      I nodded and curled my fingers around the side of his hand. I should be afraid—I had invited a killer into my home. I should be terrified. I knew he spoke the truth, but that didn’t frighten me, which scared me more. Had my subconscious hunger for intimacy and being noticed blinded my rational brain?

      I observed our hands. His looked paler than mine. When Traian realized I would not bolt, he closed one of his fingers over my hand. I pushed all thoughts of death and killing out of my mind.

      “Why were you at my school?”

      “I had an assignment at the library.”

      Fair answer, but too vague. I needed to be more specific. “Tuesday night two weeks ago, you were outside of Lake View Cemetery. Why?”

      He gave his signature smirk. “I was out for a walk. You looked terrified, and I almost crossed the street to help you, but then you got on the bus and seemed to have recovered.”

      Terrified only scratched the surface of what I had felt that night. My hairs stiffened just thinking about the electric shock I’d received touching that grave. Random lightning must have just happened to hit me or the gravestone when I touched it, and the images I’d seen after were probably just a weird trick of the brain. But I wasn’t done asking questions.

      “What about the next day, outside my work?”

      Traian let out a weak whistle. “Talk about an interrogation.” He closed the rest of his fingers over my hand. “I live in Capitol Hill, remember? I happened to walk by. Our paths keep crossing.”

      “Why didn’t the guy see you at the library?” I would not give up. I glanced around us to see if people were watching, but nobody paid us any attention.

      “Some people choose not to see what is right before their eyes. However, enough about me. I want to learn more of you.” He squeezed my hand.

      I met his gaze. “Really, there is nothing to learn. I work, go to school, and then come home. That’s it.”

      “What are you studying at school?”

      “Biology, with a minor in Botany.”

      He grinned. “Why am I not surprised?”

      “What about you?” I wrapped a piece of salami around an olive. “Did you go to college?”

      Traian nodded. “A university in Italy.”

      “Italy.” My head filled with visions of bowls of pasta, plates of lasagna, and cones of every gelato flavor imaginable. “I’ve always wanted to visit.”

      “Why don’t you?”

      My heart sank. “I would if I could, but I don’t think my heart and lungs could stand the flight over the Atlantic.” I didn’t want to think about my betraying body, so I put on a smile and waved my hand. “It’s all right. There are plenty of yummy Italian restaurants here in Seattle to make up for it.” I dropped my gaze down to my salami-wrapped olive.

      I felt his cold hand on my chin, as he tilted my head up to meet his eyes.

      “You don’t have to be brave with me.”

      I looked deep into his dark eyes. In them, I didn’t see pity or sympathy—what I found was respect and acceptance.

      Traian’s hand trailed down from my chin to my neck. I felt the chain on my grandmother’s cross shift. His fingers surrounded the pendant and pulled it out from where it had been tucked beneath my coat. He opened his hand and the silver cross rested on his palm, the white metal gleaming in the sunlight.

      “Impossible,” he murmured.

      “What is?” I focused on his hand.

      “This is silver, no?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where did you get this artifact?”

      Artifact? I gulped down the uneasy feeling of seeing my most valued possession in his hand. “My grandmother.”

      He winced and dropped the pendant. Though, he closed his hand quickly, I still saw the bright pink outline of the cross on his fingers. He’d let go of my hand in the process.

      “Are you okay?” I tucked the cross back under my sweater.

      “Fine.” Traian rubbed his hand with the other. “Just allergic to certain types of silver.”

      What an unusual thing to say. “Oh, I didn’t know there was more than one type.” I sipped the green juice. Maybe I should have paid more attention in chemistry last quarter.

      “Yes. It depends on what part of the world the silver is mined.” Traian pointed at my chest. “What you have there is a very rare silver. The fact that your grandmother gave it to you makes the cross even more precious. Promise me you’ll never take it off.”

      “I don’t have to promise you anything, but I don’t take it off unless I’m going into surgery.” I popped the salami-covered olive into my mouth.

      “Let’s keep you out of the hospital, then. Now, tell me about your grandmother.”

      I finished chewing before I asked, “Why are you so concerned about my grandmother’s cross?” Maybe I had read too much into his commentary, but I found his interest odd.

      “I’m from Romania. Silver crosses are very important to the people there. Habit.”

      “Ah.” I finished the rest of the green juice. “Well, there isn’t much to share about my grandmother. She died the day I was born.”

      Small flakes of red flared in his dark eyes when I finished the last sentence. “When is your birthday?”

      “October 31, 1998.” Maybe I was revealing too much about myself.

      “Had your grandmother ever been to Romania?”

      “I really don’t know. My mother never talks about her and she gave away everything of Grandma’s except for the furniture in her house. This cross only came to me from her estate on my eighteenth birthday. You should have seen my mother’s face.”

      Traian slathered brie on a chunk of bread. “Why would your mother dispose of her mother’s belongings?”

      “The only thing she’s told me is that Grandma was into witchcraft, and she didn’t want anything Satan had touched in her house.” I swung one leg to the other side of the bench facing the water. “Funny how she didn’t mind moving into Grandma’s old house or keeping the expensive antique furniture, yet she gave me so much grief when I moved into Grandma’s loft.”

      “Did your Grandmother travel?”

      “You know, come to think of it, mom mentioned Grandma traveling extensively in Europe once or twice. I know little outside of the few pictures I’ve seen. I’m not sure where in Europe she went.”

      Then I remembered a little comment I’d heard mom mention one day years ago, when a family of gypsies walked into the waiting room of my pediatric cardiologist. She’d muttered something to the effect of ‘filthy Satan-worshiping scum’. When I asked her why she’d said that, Mom responded that gypsies were to blame for Grandmother’s death, but she wouldn’t divulge any more information, no matter how much I pressed her. None of that seemed relevant right now, so I said nothing about this to Traian.

      He and I chatted about touristy places around Seattle while we continued to nibble away at the delicious food. He fed me part of one of the red velvet cupcakes, his fingers lingering on my lips. Every time we made contact, I got little flutters in my stomach, and my skin tingled.

      For the first time in my life, I realized what all those silly romantic movies meant about chemistry. Traian lit a spark in my soul that no one ever had. Not that I’d had much opportunity to explore romance.

      The clouds came and went with brilliant sunlight in between. Seagulls perched on nearby posts, squawking while eyeing our food scraps. We watched ships and ferries glide across the water. My heart felt full and content. This had been one of the best days of my life.

      If I die in my sleep tonight, I’ll die a happy girl.

      “Would you be interested in a walk?” Traian asked as he cleared our garbage and disposed of it in the receptacle a couple of yards away.

      “That would be lovely.” I smiled.

      I didn’t want this day to end. Ever. Too bad we aren’t immortal, and we can’t just keep going. But he’d probably get bored with me. I was sure I would never tire of his presence or his stories. But I had Storm to think about.

      “I should get home soon and check on my kitten.”

      “Of course.”

      I stood up and wobbled. Traian was at my side in an instant, steadying me.

      “Never mind the walk. Let’s get you home so you can rest,” he said.

      I sighed, defeated by my body. “Sorry. You really should find a different girl to pester, because this one will let you down, I’m afraid.”

      With one arm around me, he cupped the side of my face with his other hand. “I’m afraid you’re the only one I’m interested in.”

      I lifted my gaze to meet his eyes. “Why me?”

      “I don’t know. It breaks all logic and reason.” His hand slid down to mine and he placed it over his heart. “I’m a cold-hearted scoundrel in more ways than one, but when I’m with you, I feel things I haven’t felt in a long time.”

      I waited a moment to feel his heartbeat, but I felt nothing. Probably because of his thick leather coat. My mind refused to think of any other reason. “You talk like you are super old or something.”

      “Hmm.” A shadow of sadness darkened his eyes before he smiled. “Let’s get you home. Storm will need her mama, too. We can meet tomorrow after your appointment. I still need to return your notebook.”

      “Oh, yeah.”

      I’d completely forgotten about my notebook, class, and pretty much everything else when he held my hand. For a few glorious moments, I felt whole—not like the sickly, needy, college girl trying to find her way in this harsh world.
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      I woke up the next morning with fresh hope in my heart when the alarm went off at six a.m. I mostly forgot that Mom had been waiting for me when I got home the night before and bitched me out for having a cat in the house. Storm had hissed and growled at her. When Mom sneezed, she left in a hurry with the utmost displeased look on her face.

      None of that mattered. I only remembered the endless afternoon of magic. I couldn’t wait for my appointment to be over so I could meet up with Traian again. After spending most of the day before with him, I realized that I’d finally met someone who absolutely didn’t annoy me after a few hours. Even Mindy, my bestie, wore me out after a while. But with Traian, I hadn’t wanted the day to end.

      Wow, am I becoming infatuated with him?

      “No,” I answered myself out loud.

      Think of something else. Your appointment this morning. Right, maybe this new clinical trial would be the key to saving my sorry ass. If I could just get strong enough to finish college, I could get a job somewhere far away from Seattle, somewhere people didn’t know me. A fresh start.

      “Mew.” Storm jumped up onto my bed and curled up on the pillow next to me.

      “Hello.” I scratched her chin.

      Her presence enhanced the good feeling I had in my heart. “I get to meet Traian again today and might be gone for a while. Will you be okay?”

      Storm curled up under my chin and let out a soft “mew.”

      I pulled my phone out and took a selfie with her, then sent it to Mindy, to which she texted “OMG!”

      I held Storm up to my chest as I sat up.

      “I need to check my grades.”

      I trotted down the stairs to the kitchen with her in one hand and used the other to open the laptop that sat on the bar. While the computer booted up, I made a cup of ginseng tea and a slice of toast. Storm received a can of cat food and some fresh water in her bowl.

      Perched on a stool, I logged into the university’s student portal and held my breath. These would be my first university midterm grades. What if I’m failing? With a shaky hand, I clicked on the ‘Grades’ tab. Two seconds later, lines with words and numbers filled the screen. My nerves made it hard to make sense of them.

      “Chill,” I told myself and released my breath to inhale deeply.

      Storm joined me at the kitchen bar, climbing onto the stool and up my back to nuzzle my chin with her little wet nose.

      I focused on the top line: ‘Winter Quarter Midterm Grades’.

      The next lines, one by one:

      College Writing………. B-

      College Trigonometry………………….. C+

      Intro to Biochemistry…………………… B-

      Microbiology I……………………………… C+

      “Yes!” I shouted and pumped my fist into the air.

      Storm flew down the kitchen bar, her back arched.

      “Sorry!” I squealed.  All those late nights of studying had paid off.

      I was passing my classes. Now I had to pass Microbiology II next quarter, and I’d never have to see Mr. Perry again.

      I texted Mindy while I finished my tea and toast. There were another ten text messages from Stella and Mom, containing various levels of scolding regarding the newest resident in my home.

      Oh, what will they say when they find out I am switching doctors?

      They didn’t know about my appointment this morning or the transfer to UW Cancer Center—I’d kept this between my hematologist and me. Mom would be furious, but I didn’t care. I had to prove to her I could take care of myself and that she didn’t need to drive to all my appointments.

      I closed the laptop and skipped to the bathroom, Storm on my heels.

      I also need to change the locks on my door.

      I sang in the shower and used extra conditioner in my hair. Life was good. Wrapped in a towel, I spritzed water on my new plants and the orchids. The two African violets I’d gotten three weeks ago had bloomed again. Good grades, a hot shower, a new furry friend, a new mysterious friend, and pink and purple blossoms all put me in a good mood.

      After drying and braiding my hair, I opted for a pair of jeans, brown ankle boots, and a coffee-colored sweater.

      Once again, I felt guilty leaving Storm. She, however, just curled up in her bed like she had done the day before and went to sleep.

      “I’ll be back sometime this afternoon. There’s extra food in your dish.”

      Storm ignored my fussing and slept on peacefully. With a sigh, I grabbed my coat and headed out the door, feeling like I could fly to the top of the Space Needle. A light, late winter rain drizzled over the city, but the moisture didn’t dampen my spirits.

      Thirty minutes later, I stood in front of the cancer research building at the University of Washington Medical Center.  A girl that looked about my age stood behind the reception desk, helping patients and their families with a grace and poise I lacked. I couldn’t imagine dealing with sick people, day in and day out. Guess that’s why I’d never felt like a career in healthcare would suit me. That, and after spending most of my life in hospitals, I’d rather work somewhere else. The florist shop had seemed like a good place. Flowers never complained.

      When I finished filling out the required starting paperwork, a lab assistant took me into a room to draw my blood for the baseline values. From there, she took me to another room, where a nurse performed a basic physical exam. When she finished, in walked a guy who appeared to be barely a couple years older than me. His name badge had the “MD” after his name, but he seemed way too young to be a doctor. Then I remembered this was a research hospital and noted the “Resident” part under his name.

      He went over the protocols of the study and informed that me once they had examined my labs, they would set up the first transfusion—I should expect a call this afternoon. My next appointment the following morning would be with the lead physician of the trial.

      I’m so glad I’m off work until Friday.

      A few more consents needed to be signed and a couple tests were done, and then they released me.

      As I walked back to the Link station, I glanced around, hoping I wouldn’t run into Professor Perry. He had a knack for showing up at random places—not unlike Traian.

      Both men puzzled me, but in different ways. Perry had gotten on my nerves until I ended up in the hospital… Now he was all in my business, which got on a different set of nerves. Yes, I was grateful he’d proctored my midterms last weekend, but why his sudden interest in my well-being, and the increased communication with my mother? I didn’t like it.

      Traian, on the other hand, did not get on my nerves. Though if I was honest with myself, he probably still wasn’t a good idea. I hardly knew anything about him, he’d just shown up. What if all his words are lies? What if he is some kind of serial killer, waiting to pounce on a loner girl like me? I probably should not have invited him into my apartment…

      And yet, while my mind logically questioned these things, my heart seemed to be on another trajectory—one that would land me in big trouble if I didn’t take more caution. All my heart wanted was to spend another day with him, to have him hold my hand again, and to hear his deep voice with that delicious accent. My brain could protest all it wanted, but deep inside my soul, there was only one thing I wanted—more of Traian.

      I went down the escalator to the Link platform. The train arrived a couple of minutes later, and I got on. Just as the doors slid shut, I noticed a flash of red from the corner of my eye, zooming through just in time. Less than four feet away from me stood the redheaded woman I’d seen in the cemetery.
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      My blood temperature dropped several degrees. Her crazed, crimson eyes glared and held my gaze, as if daring me to look away.

      Everything inside me screamed “Danger!”

      Who is this woman? And why did I want to run as far away from her as possible? Everything about her stance, the color of her eyes, and how she watched me made me want to shout for help, but I couldn’t find my voice. I should have ignored her, but I couldn’t help stare back.

      The time between University and Capitol station seemed to take forever. Each second stretched into minutes and hours. Not once did the woman look away.

      My stop finally arrived, and I hurried past her to get off the train. I expected her to get off with me, but she didn’t.

      Once I was on the platform and the doors had closed, I turned and watched her observing me from inside the train as it pulled away. I shook uncontrollably as I stumbled onto the escalator that took me to street level. Every few seconds, I checked my surroundings to make sure she hadn’t somehow gotten off the train and followed me. She was gone.

      Across from the Link station at Capitol Hill, on the adjacent corner, stood the popular Insomnia Café. Students from both the community college and University of Washington frequented the joint at all hours of the day, as it was open twenty-four-seven.

      I stepped inside. The place bounced with activity. I scanned the room, my eyes stopping near the window. All the tension from the last twenty minutes melted away, as my eyes caught a figure who stood out above the rest. He was taller than everyone seated. The table and chair looked like a child’s set, with him sitting there, the coffee cup in front of him like that of a doll’s collection. Yet no one was paying attention to him but me. I smiled and wove my way to Traian’s table.

      “Hi.” I went to sit, but he was at my side, pulling the chair out before I could blink. Are my medical conditions causing me to lose bits of time, or am I just not paying attention?

      Before I sat down, I felt cool lips brush my cheek. It happened so fast, I could have totally imagined the brief kiss—the only thing that let me know I wasn’t conjuring up the caress was the blood rushing to my face and the desire to feel those lips on mine.

      “Good morning.” Traian helped me get comfortable before settling back into his seat across from me.

      The waitress came by a moment later, and I ordered tea and pancakes. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until I’d sat down.

      “How was your appointment?” Traian rested his hands on either side of the cup of coffee before him.

      I set my purse down on the floor by my feet. “Okay, I think. How about you? What did you do this morning?”

      He glanced out the window. “A walk and biding my time before I could see you again, something I do often.” From the inside of his coat, he pulled out my notebook and set it on the table in front of us. “How is Storm?”

      “Thanks.” I pulled the water-damaged, blue notebook toward me. “Storm is great. Don’t you have a job?”

      “I do, but it involves long periods of waiting.” Every few seconds, his eyes would scan the street.

      I looked in the direction of his attention, half expecting the lady in red to be standing across the street, but I didn’t see her or anyone else of interest. I turned back to Traian.

      “Oh, so I’m a distraction, then. Someone to help pass the time.”

      This realization stung deeper than it should have, but I was a realist. And I was nobody—just a sickly college girl, trying to survive. What could I offer this guy who’d traveled the world and seen more in one week than I had my entire life?

      Stop feeling sorry for yourself.

      I swallowed down the self-pity. If I was honest with myself, I didn’t have that much time left anyway. My clocked ticked closer to game over than most people my age, and there wasn’t enough blood in this world to save me.

      I’d gotten accustomed to living this close to the edge, which was why I didn’t have a problem stating my mind.

      “Our time together is limited, so let’s make the best of it.”

      “I agree.” Traian reached across the table and took my hand. “But you are more than someone to help pass the time.”

      The last tentacle of fear I’d felt on the train retreated, warmth filling the cold space. Safe. Why do I feel safe with this stranger? I don’t even know his last name. My mind and heart were at odds again. I pushed this conflict away and focused on the now.  And right now, his hand holding mine sent tingles of joy through my entire body.

      I met his gaze and peered into those midnight eyes. Inside those dark orbs, I saw a universe of possibilities. I saw myself as a whole person with infinite power, able to hold my ground.

      Then my eyes drew down to the notebook before me. I pulled my hand away from his and gripped my notebook. Part of me wanted to open it up and check if my rubbing was still in there. The other part wanted to chuck the thing across the room.

      I’m not crazy, and this is one way to prove it.

      I held it up and let it open naturally to where several pages of paper had been stuffed inside. A folded, detached page slid out—the one I’d been looking for. I unfolded the paper. The symbol filled the entire page. This was my proof I hadn’t imagined the symbol on the grave.

      “What is that?” Traian asked.

      “Something super strange. You probably wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” My eyes followed the curves of the circle around the center of the cross and the angles of the upside-down triangle.

      “Try me.”

      I glanced up at Traian and met a pair of serious eyes. “The night you saw me by the cemetery, something happened.” I paused and looked away. What am I doing? He won’t believe me.

      “And?”

      I focused on the symbol. Ah, hell. Will he scare off if I tell him the truth? Maybe part truth? I will start with part truth. He doesn’t need to know everything.

      “There’s this grave at the cemetery that I made an arrangement for. It was kind of ugly—the arrangement, that is. The gravestone had this symbol on it, and when I touched it, the tombstone electrocuted me. I know that sounds crazy.” But not as crazy as it would sound if I told you I also saw a bunch of weird stuff while being electrocuted.

      “Fascinating.” He observed me with an emotionless face.

      “That’s not the weird part, although it has its level of weirdness. When I went back there the next day, my phone wouldn’t work to take a picture of the symbol.”

      “You went back? Why?” Traian’s right eyebrow raised slightly.

      “I don’t know really. Something about that symbol feels so familiar. I know I’ve seen it somewhere before.” I stared down at the paper again. Where have I seen this before? “Anyways, I took this rubbing of it to research the symbol’s origin.”

      “Interesting.”

      “But here’s where it gets really freaky. Yesterday morning, I went out there to check the grave, and this symbol was gone. The space where it had been was still there, but there is no symbol. How crazy is that?”

      Traian folded his hands in front of him. “Do you go to this cemetery often?”

      My cheeks got hot suddenly. “Um, yeah. My grandmother is buried there. Which is weird, too, because the grave that had this symbol, the woman died the same day as my grandmother, which is the same day I was born.” I shook my head. “It’s kind of creepy and weird and cool at the same time.”

      There. I did it.

      I’d told him about the strangeness I had encountered—the moment when it seemed like my life had taken an interesting turn.

      I refolded the paper and stuffed it back into the notebook. I half expected him to get up and leave, but instead, he took my right hand.

      I met his gaze, and a tornado of butterflies erupted inside my stomach. God, he’s so gorgeous. His skin so smooth and perfect. How did I get so lucky as to have won this beautiful specimen’s attention? But I needed to be careful and find out more about him.

      “What are you thinking?” His thumb made gentle circles on the back of my hand. “What is going on in that magnificent mind of yours?”

      “Magnificent?” I laughed. “Quite the opposite. I am just appreciating my current view.” I smiled.

      “Oh, I think mine is better.” His eyes twinkled.

      My first reaction was to dismiss his comment, but this time, I nodded and said, “Thank you. If you must know, I was wondering about your last name.”

      “Vânătorul,” he answered. “Yours?”

      “Greene.”

      “Suits you.” He nodded.

      “What does Vânătorul mean?”

      My food arrived at that moment, and he released my hand. When the waitress left, he answered, “Hunter.”

      “Ah, it suits you.”

      We both laughed as I drizzled syrup over my stack of pancakes and sliced them into bite-sized pieces. Traian watched me as I stuffed my mouth. After a few bites, I realized he hadn’t ordered food.

      “Aren’t you hungry?”

      Traian shook his head. “I already had breakfast.”

      “It feels kind of weird to eat in front of you.” I forked a couple more bites into my mouth.

      “Oh, I find it quite entertaining.” He smirked.

      “Why don’t you tell me more about you while I inhale my food? Tell me about Romania.”

      “It’s a beautiful country.” He sipped his tea and leaned back in his chair.

      “Yeah, so is Washington. What makes Romania so beautiful?”

      “Mountains that touch heaven, valleys that cradle the soul, rivers that feed the land with life. A history rich and long as time itself. Miles of caves and underground passages that would take several lifetimes to explore. A blue sea filled with creatures and legends. But the mountains…” Traian’s eyes softened and misted with sadness. “That is where I’m most at home.”

      “Sounds enchanting. I wish I could see it. Does any of your family still live there?”

      Traian shook his head.

      “Where do they live now?”

      “They died.”

      Now the sorrow in his eyes made sense. “I’m sorry.”

      “It was long ago, I barely remember them.”

      “No siblings?”

      “No.”

      “Do you have any family, like cousins?”

      “No.”

      How awful. Family could be a pain in the ass—mine sure was—but I could always count on my sister or mother to be there when I needed them most.

      I reached across the table and took his hand. “I truly am sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I’m alone by choice. I have my chosen family.”

      “Where are they?”

      “Scattered around the world, but mostly in Romania. It is safer for them that I stay away for now.”

      These words struck the warning nerves throughout my body. Danger. Yet in my heart, I knew there was no amount of danger that would make me feel it wasn’t worth spending time with this man. Heck, I lived in danger every day. One fall, one physical exertion, one cut—anyone of those could be the final event of my life.

      I finished the stack of pancakes and tea in silence. Traian placed a twenty and a ten-dollar bill on the table as we got up to leave.

      “Let’s go for a walk.” He took my hand.

      “I need to get home and check on Storm.”

      “I’m sure Storm is fine. Nonetheless, we can stop and check on her.”

      Once again, we held hands. I didn’t mind the coolness of his skin against mine. This romance was all new to me. This feeling in my heart was pure magic—I never wanted it to end. Unfortunately, the end would come, and probably sooner than later. I resolved to focus harder on him and our finite time together.

      After a brief Link ride to my apartment and a quick check on Storm, we wandered about until we came to a county library. I couldn’t think of a better place to spend time with him than in an environment filled with history, knowledge, and beauty. Traian pulled me to the travel section where he discovered two picture books on Transylvania. We found an empty table in the back and he showed me his home country.

      The green valleys dotted with sheep and goats, and the tall crags and crystal alpine lakes did not disappoint. I could see why Traian loved his home country. I could also see the hint of sadness in his eyes.

      We spent the day strolling through downtown Seattle and he told me more about his beloved Romania. I couldn’t get enough. I wanted to learn more about this beautiful place.

      Traian held my hand the whole time. We stopped often for me to rest. When we stopped for lunch, he bought me a sandwich. Midafternoon, we enjoyed ice cream before he took me home. He waited outside my apartment building while I gathered my microbiology book and notes, which I thought was kind of strange.

      I fed Storm, who purred and padded figure eights around my feet.

      “Sorry to leave again. I’ll be back tonight.” I patted her little head before grabbing my school stuff.

      When I got back outside, I found Traian leaning against the light pole like men’s magazine model. I sucked in my breath. All thought went out the door when he took my hand again.
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      I woke up Wednesday morning, my heart light as a feather, and a smile on my face. The twenty plus voicemails and text messages waiting for me from my mother and Stella after Traian had walked me home from class had done nothing to bring my spirits down. I sang in the shower and danced around the house as I got ready. When I glanced at my reflection, I noted a sparkle in my eye I had not seen before. Even my hair seemed to have a little more bounce than normal. I felt so good I decided to wear lipstick.

      “Nice color.” Traian wrapped his arm around me as I walked out of my building. He’d promised to spend the day with me until I went to class.

      “Thanks.” I grinned like a fool.

      My day started with a trip to the University of Washington Oncology Clinic where I was to meet the physician in charge of the clinical trial. Traian went to the library during my appointment. I expected a young kid from the medical school, so when the door opened and Professor Perry walked in, nausea hit me like a blast of foul air.

      “You?” I sputtered.

      “Hello to you too,” Professor Perry said and sat down in the chair across from the exam table.

      “I didn’t know you were a physician.”

      “I am many things.” He opened the laptop he carried and typed away. “I’m glad I could pull a few strings to get you into the study.”

      “That’s why you were at the hospital, wasn’t it?” It all made perfect sense now.

      “Yes, and no.” He put on a pair of spectacles, giving him the appearance of a proper science nerd. “I was there to help you and your family, but I realized I could assist you even more if I could get you into this trial.”

      “I don’t understand. Why me?” I fiddled with the paper covering the exam table.

      “You are a special girl and you have unique needs.” Perry met my gaze. “But that doesn’t mean you need to suffer or go through life in pain. If I can improve your well-being even by ten percent, then my mission will be complete. I became a doctor so I could service people with rare diseases like yours. I want you to succeed in life.”

      I didn’t know what to say. This was completely not what I had expected. Part of me felt betrayed that he had kept this information from me, yet I knew if he could help me, my life would be so much better—I could have the independence I longed for. Maybe I could even enjoy the physical aspects of being in a relationship.

      My thoughts went to Traian, and I felt my cheeks warm. I quickly thought of something else.

      “Does my mom know about this?”

      He shifted in his seat. “Only if you want. For now, we will leave her out of the paperwork.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      “How’s the kitten?”

      “She’s well.” I braced myself for the coming lecture.

      “From a medical standpoint, it’s unwise for a person with your condition to have a feline with sharp little claws in your home.” Perry adjusted his glasses. “However, given the circumstances of your mental health, maybe a furry friend wouldn’t be such a bad idea. Just take great care not to get scratched.”

      I nodded. Well, that was unexpected. Wait, what does he mean about my mental health?

      Before I could ask him, Professor Perry launched into the protocols of the trial and gave me the medication I would take every day. This was in addition to the meds I’d received the day before. Then he scheduled me for the infusions I would get every other week. In preparation, they would take some of my blood, manipulate the cells, and then transfuse it back into my body. This was a new technology that hadn’t been FDA-approved yet. This treatment was also being tested on cancer patients with lymphoma and leukemia.

      He tied the tourniquet around my left arm and inserted the needle into my vein. Five vials later, he placed a bandage over the puncture wound and untied the tourniquet. Before he left the room, Professor Perry gave me a cup of orange juice and some crackers to eat. I downed the sweet liquid in one gulp. I didn’t know I was that thirsty.

      Five minutes later, Professor Perry came back and went over the medications one more time. There was one pill I had to take every morning, two at lunch, and another pill at night.

      “Let me see your palms,” Perry said as I got up to leave.

      “What do my hands have to do with anything?”

      “Many things, my darling.” He took one of my hands and turned it palm-up.

      “Are you going to tell me about my future?”

      Mr. Perry glance at me over his glasses. “Your future is bright, but hard times are in the works. Your energy will be tested in the next few weeks, but you will come out fighting in the end.” He turned back to my hand and repeated the same exam on my other palm.

      This time when he touched the center of the palm, I felt a zing of power vibrate through my body. Both palms warmed up.

      “Ah-ah. You have good chi.” He laughed and released my hands.

      “What?” I’d heard the term ‘chi’ before, but couldn‘t place where.

      “Don’t you wonder why your hands get hot?”

      I held my hands behind my back. “Yes.”

      Mr. Perry turned to his computer and typed something in. “It’s your reiki energy. Some people need to train to access this, but you seem to have unleashed it with little trouble.” He closed the laptop. “We are done here, Miss Greene. Call me if you have questions. See you in class tonight.”

      Traian was waiting for me when I exited the building. One look at him and all the weirdness of the last hour completely vanished.
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      “I want to take you to a special place for lunch.” He took my hand, and I welcomed the coolness of his skin on my palm.

      We stopped by my apartment, where I changed into an emerald green dress, white cardigan, and a pair of black boots.

      Storm watched me from her perch on the corner of my bed and mewed in approval when I did a spin in front of her. It might be the middle of the day, but this was a date, and I wanted to look nice. I said goodbye to Storm and headed out with Traian.

      A taxi waited outside and took us down to the docks. As early afternoon settled in, we boarded the Bainbridge Island Ferry. Even though I’d lived in Seattle my entire life, I’d only been on a ferry once, in grade school for a field trip. My mother had watched me like a hawk for any signs of fainting because my heart had been giving me trouble again. Today, it felt good to stand on the back of the boat with the wind blowing through my hair and across my face—I felt alive.

      Traian held me close as if to keep me from flying away. Once on Bainbridge Island, we walked down a cute street, coming to a quaint, little house. At the end of the building, a sign hung that said, “Rolando’s Kitchen.”

      We walked into the small but intimate space. Heavy curtains separating each booth provided privacy. Each table had a tea light holder in the center that made the light sparkle on the smooth surface. A waiter came out to greet us.

      “Hello, Mr. Hunter. Good to see you again.” The waiter extended his hand to my companion, and Traian released my hand to shake the waiter’s. “Your table is ready for you.”

      The waiter motioned toward the back, left corner—the closest booth to the back door and the darkest part of the room.

      I slipped into the small booth, and Traian sat down across from me.

      The waiter disappeared behind the curtain only to reappear a moment later. “The master will be out in a moment.”

      As soon as the waiter left, I leaned in closer to Traian. “Master?”

      “Rolando and I go back a while. He’s the master of this restaurant, what you would call the sous chef.” Traian leaned in. “I haven’t been here in a long time, Everly.”

      “Yeah, like how long?”

      “Probably ten years, if not more.”

      I was about to comment on his timeline, but a tall, balding man with a white apron covering his rotund midsection appeared at my side.

      “Hunter, my boy.” He clasped Traian’s shoulder.

      Traian stood up, and the two men embraced as if they were father and son, reuniting after a long time being apart. I’d never seen Traian be so warm toward another person before, except for me.

      “I’m being rude.” The man released Traian. “Who is this lovely lady?”

      Traian’s face lit up when smiled. “This is Everly.”

      “She must be incredible to bring you out of hiding.” The man slapped Traian’s back and then turned to me. “I’m Rolando and I’m at your service. You can call me ‘Butcher’. Anything you want to eat, it would be my pleasure to prepare for you.” Rolando bowed.

      Traian sat down. “Order your heart’s desire. Butcher really is a miracle worker when it comes to food.”

      “Are you Romanian?” I asked Rolando.

      “Yes, though I consider myself more Italian, as I spent more years on the boot peninsula than in my motherland.” He placed both hands on the end of the table. “Name it, and I’ll make it.”

      “Okay. I was going to ask you to make something Romanian, but then you mentioned Italy, and now I’m hungry for some ravioli or lasagna.” I licked my lips.

      “Done. I’ll make you something Romanian too. What would you like to drink?” Rolando pointed at me. “I know what he likes.” When Rolando smiled, I could see some shiny, gold teeth in the back of his mouth.

      “An Italian soda, of course.” I smiled back at him.

      “You got it, sweetheart.” He turned to Traian. “You take good care of this one.” Rolando disappeared through the curtain, and I heard the kitchen door close not even a second later.

      So many questions raced through my head, but I started with the most pressing one. “Is he a relative?”

      “We’re not related by blood, but he’s been like a father to me ever since my parents died. I used to hunt for him and sell my meat in his butcher shop.”

      “I see.” I understood the closeness. “What did he mean about hiding?”

      Traian leaned back. “That is a long story, my love, one for a different day. Let’s enjoy our meal together, shall we?”

      He’d called me “love.” I didn’t know what that meant, but I’d take it. That didn’t mean he was off the hook though.

      “When is your class tonight?” he asked.

      “At five.” I reconsidered pressing him for answers.

      “Perfect. We have plenty of time to eat and catch the ferry back.”

      The waiter returned with our drinks. I was about to sample the pink bubbly drink before me when my attention focused on the dark, crimson glass of wine sitting in front of Traian. My sister drinks red wine all the time, and I never gave the drink much thought, but the contents of this glass seemed different. I had a million questions, but I was on a date. Again.

      My mother would be thrilled. Then I remembered I hadn’t called nor had I texted her or my sister today. Terrible thing to do on a date, but I pulled out my cell phone.

      “What are you doing?” Traian asked.

      “I forgot to call my mother, so I’m going to text my sister,” I said and sent a quick message to Stella, telling her I was okay. “She lives at home.”

      “Put that thing away. You are in a restaurant.”

      The skin on my face exploded with heat as I calmly tucked the phone back into my evening bag and unfolded the cloth napkin onto my lap. Why the sudden anger? I wondered at myself. I put both hands around the soda glass, mostly so I didn’t jump over the table and choke him, and then met his eyes. It wasn’t so much what he’d said, but how he’d said it.

      “I want to make one thing clear and never have to repeat it again.” My jaw tightened with each word I spoke. “Never ever tell me what to do. Never. Ever.” I held his gaze for one more breath and went back to my drink.

      Traian nodded calmly, though his eyes widened a bit at my reaction. “My apologies.”

      We continued sipping our beverages without speaking. The silence felt awkward, but I welcomed it nonetheless. As the quiet period stretched on, my mind raced, thinking of ways to apologize for biting his head off. What I’d said hadn’t been necessary. Of course, it was rude of me to pull my phone out in the middle of a date in this somewhat fancy restaurant, but him telling me what to do had unleashed the same feelings of inferiority I always experienced around my family. If Traian would date me, he needed to treat me as an equal.

      I sighed.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just—” His hand was over my mouth as he leaned across the table.

      “Do not apologize. You are an adult, and I shouldn’t boss you around.” He retrieved his hand and leaned back again.

      I studied his face. His dark eyes, pale lips, and strong jaw awoke something deep inside my soul. There was so much familiarity, as if I’d known him all my life. But then he had told me what to do and, no matter how much my heart wanted him, my stubborn brain had rebelled.

      A chill filled the air. I pulled my cardigan tighter across my chest with both hands. Should have ordered a warm drink, like tea or hot chocolate. The waiter returned with a wooden cutting board, on which sat a fresh loaf of bread and a knife. He set down a small platter laden with various cheeses, olives, and dips.

      “Rolando said this is a special for you, miss.” The waiter pointed to two small bowls, one containing red spread and the other green.

      I shivered a little. “Did someone leave a door open?”

      “No, miss,” said the waiter. “I can get you a lap blanket, if you would like.”

      “Yes, please.”

      When the waiter disappeared, I turned to Traian. “What restaurant carries lap blankets?”

      Traian took the loaf of bread and broke off a piece, handing it to me. “One that serves special people.”

      “Right.” I wasn’t sure what he meant by ‘special’. I took the bread from him and grabbed the knife. “Which one do I start with?”

      Traian pushed the green bowl toward me. “This one is a specialty in my country. We serve it on all special occasions, but some people have it as a staple in their homes.”

      I dipped the knife into the saucer and slathered a glob of dip onto the bread. A smoky aroma reached my nose. In the dim light, the spread looked like an eggplant dish I’d had before at a Mediterranean restaurant. I took a small bite. Flavors of garlic, tangy eggplant, and onion danced across my tongue. The bread was still warm from the oven.

      “Mm.” I took another bite.

      Traian broke off another piece of bread and put the red spread on it.

      “What’s in that?”

      “Same as the salată de vinete, but with roasted tomatoes and peppers added.” He closed his eyes as he chewed.

      The waiter brought a fuzzy, red throw. I tucked it under my thighs. With the red blanket, my green dress, and white cardigan, I looked like Christmas. That made me smile—I loved the winter holidays.

      Traian and I continued to eat our appetizers in silence. The absence of conversation bothered me. We had always talked easily.  Although the delicious spreads and cheese made up for part of it, I couldn’t keep quiet.

      “This stuff is amazing.” I pointed to the green spread as I fixed myself another piece of bread.

      Traian said nothing, but nodded.

      After devouring several bites, I cleared my throat and attempted again. “Is something bothering you?”

      He met my eye with a steely gaze. “Something has come up. I need to leave Friday.”

      “Oh.” I dropped my attention to the plate in front of me.

      The little fairytale that had been building inside my mind suddenly crashed to the ground. Until that moment, I hadn’t realized how much I had hoped this little romance would continue. There had to be an end, though. Silly me, hoping for the best. Maybe he had finally grown tired of me. Had I really expected someone like him to fall in love with someone like me?

      A cool hand reached across the table and took the fork from my hand. His fingers clasped my wrist. “I’m not going forever. I’ll be back Sunday night.”

      And just like that, all the self-pity drained away. I looked up. Traian smirked. “You were worried I was ditching you, weren’t you?”

      “Yeah.” I nodded, embarrassed.

      “My love, I don’t think I could leave you even if I tried.” His face shadowed.

      “Then don’t.” I met his gaze. He called me ‘my love’ again.

      “I won’t,” he whispered.

      “Good.” I grabbed the knife and dipped it into the red dish, applying the spread to the corner of my bread without the green dip. I took a bite. The combination of all the roasted vegetables and spices was perfect.

      “Oh.” I covered my mouth. “Amazing.”

      Traian smiled again and sipped his wine.

      The waiter returned a moment later with our steaming food, and the smells of herbs, cheese, and carbs filled the air. He placed an ornately arranged platter of ravioli in front of me and a plate of rare steak before Traian. All talk of leaving ceased as we both dove into our food.

      With the blanket on my lap and warm food in my belly, my body stopped shivering. I felt more comfortable and relaxed as I ate. More questions swam in my head, though. Are we together now, like a couple? I’d never dated before—pathetic, I know. I had no idea how these kinds of relationships worked. I had more questions, but oh, my goodness, this was the best ravioli I’d ever tasted in my life.

      I took my last bite and realized Traian had been watching me the whole time. I met his gaze. “What?”

      “You take great enjoyment in eating,” he said thoughtfully.

      I shrugged. “It is one of life’s simple pleasures.”

      Rolando appeared at our table the next moment. “I was going to ask how everything tasted, but it must not have been too terrible, as your plate is empty.”

      I wiped my lips with the corner of the napkin and set it on the table. “This was the best meal I’ve had. Thank you.”

      “You are most welcome. Hope you left room for dessert.” He winked at me and then turned to Traian. “And you, my friend, is everything up to your standards?”

      Traian nodded. “As always, Butcher.”

      Rolando, aka ‘Butcher’, asked him something else in a language I’d never heard spoken before, and the conversation ended as fast as it started. Butcher disappeared again, taking my empty plate with him. Traian finished his steak and drained the rest of the wine, just in time for the waiter to return with a platter filled with different desserts and two clean plates. Slices of chocolate, red velvet, and vanilla cakes, and cheesecakes covered the center of the large plate, while chocolate-dipped profiteroles decorated the edge.

      My jaw dropped, but I quickly closed it as my mouth watered. “There’s no way I can eat half of what’s on this plate.”

      “Butcher loves desserts. You must sample everything. You can take the rest for later.”

      The waiter came back with a teapot and two cups and disappeared again.

      “I love chocolate cake,” I said as Traian put a slice on my plate. “You must come here often, now that you live in Seattle.”

      “Agreed,” Butcher said as appeared next to me with a small to-go box. “This is for whatever you can’t eat. Please take the leftovers home.”

      “Thanks.” I took the container and set it on the seat next to me. Butcher left again.

      Traian filled my cup with tea. “As I said, it’s safer not to be around me.”

      “Why? And if that is true, why did you bring me here?”

      “Danger follows me everywhere I go.” The emotionless expression he wore most of the time returned.

      “Am I in danger?”

      “More than you realize, but not to worry. You now have me and Butcher, one of the few people I trust. That is why I brought you here. We will protect you.”

      “Protect me from what?”

      “How is everything?” The waiter returned.

      “Good.” Traian and I replied at the same time.

      “Excellent, let me know if you need anything else.” The waiter bowed and left.

      I glanced at Traian and knew he wouldn’t answer my question here in the restaurant. I took a bite of the dark cake, followed by a sip of tea. I couldn’t stop the moan that escaped my lips. The perfect blend of bitter, sweet, and cream melted in my mouth.

      “Tea and chocolate cake are a match made in heaven,” I decided.

      The corner of Traian’s lips curled up. He transferred a piece of decadent red velvet onto his plate and closed his eyes as his lips closed over a forkful of cake. He then set his fork down on the table with such reverence. I watched him chew slowly, as if he didn’t want to miss a single note of flavor or texture. He performed the same ritual with the second bite. I returned my attention to the chocolate goodness before me.

      An hour later, I’d sampled everything on the platter. Butcher came out several times to check on us and refill our teapot. I felt like a proper piggy. Thank goodness my dress had an empire waist and could accommodate my expanding midsection. When we’d had our fill, Traian placed the few untouched pieces of dessert into the small box and closed the lid.

      Butcher walked us out when we were ready to leave. He hugged Traian again and then he opened his arms to me. I stepped into his embrace without hesitation.

      “It was lovely meeting you, Everly. My restaurant is always open to you.” Butcher kissed my cheek and then handed me his card. “If you ever need anything, call me.”

      “Thank you,” I replied and slipped the business card into my purse.

      Traian took my hand, and we headed up the street the way we had come. I looked down at our hands, both pale in the grey daylight. Our fingers weren’t intertwined, but I wished they were. On the corner stood a man playing a violin. As we walked by, I stopped, pulling Traian to a halt.

      He looked at me questioningly.

      I touched a finger to my lips and then to my ear.

      The man played a lovely classical tune. The melody soared around us like magic. While I enjoyed listening to the music, my body wanted to move, to dance and sway back and forth, but Traian stood still like a statue.

      He pulled on my hand. “We must not miss the ferry.”

      I slipped my hand out of his. From my purse, I pulled a dollar bill and placed it in the musician’s open violin case before Traian and I walked to the ferry dock. A few drops of rain fell from the sky, so we sat inside the boat in a booth to ourselves. Traian kept scanning our surroundings.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered.

      “Nothing. Just restless, I guess.”

      “Am I boring you?”

      “You could never bore me.” He shook his head and placed his arm around my shoulders.

      I rested my head on his arm as he placed a small kiss on my forehead. As much as I wanted to tell myself things would be okay, I had felt a shift in the energy between us. I relished the closeness I felt at the moment, knowing this would not last forever.
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      Back on the mainland, Traian hired a taxi to take us to my place, where I picked up my books and backpack. I expected him to ride with me to school on the Link, but the same taxi was waiting for me when I came downstairs. I wanted to argue about the unnecessary expense but held my tongue.

      The taxi dropped us off a block from the science building. Traian walked me to the front steps and stopped. I turned to him, not knowing what to expect.

      “I’ll be waiting here when the lecture is finished.” He squeezed my hand and let go.

      I nodded and took two steps away before turning and launching myself into him. His arms wrapped around my body, and he held me close.

      “My little doe, what is bothering you?” he whispered in my ear.

      “I feel like something bad is about to happen,” I mumbled, afraid to say it too loud and jinx myself.

      His hand smoothed the hair at the back of my head and trailed down to my lower back. “I won’t let anything bad happen to you. I’m right here, and will wait for you when you finish with class.”

      “Okay.” I felt stupid and pathetic, throwing myself at him like that.

      “I will be here, do not worry.” Traian tightened his hold.

      Not too tight, though, because I stood on my tippy-toes and plant a kiss on his smooth cheek. His whole body trembled around me.

      “You must go to class before I change your evening plans.” Traian’s words quivered. He rested his forehead on mine.

      Eventually he let go, and I composed myself enough to walk up the steps, into the building, and to my classroom. I sat down next to Jen in the lab.

      “Wow, you look nice,” she whispered.

      “Thanks, I just got back from a date.” I kept my voice low.

      Her lips formed an ‘O’ and she wiggled her eyebrows at me.

      Class with Professor Perry dragged on for two hours. It felt weird to be in class with him after he had been my doctor earlier that morning. How would we delineate our relationship as patient and doctor versus student and professor? He seemed to pop into my life more and more as time went on, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about any of this.

      “Good evening and welcome to the last half of winter quarter,” Professor Perry began. “For the second half of the term, we will deal with more bacteria. We might as well jump right into your first lab assignment.”

      As he spoke, he paced the front of the classroom. I caught a glimpse of his ears—they had pointy tips. When I blinked and looked closer, they appeared to be normal again. Professor Perry caught me staring at him and gave me a stern look.

      This happened several times. I didn’t understand. Was it the medication? I didn’t remember seeing hallucinations listed in the side effects. Maybe I was just sleep-deprived.

      No, I slept well last night.

      Eventually class ended, and Professor Perry motioned for me to come up to the front as students were leaving.

      “Everly, how are you feeling?” Perry asked. “Have you taken your medication?”

      I glanced around, making sure no one was listening to us. “Are you my doctor right now or are you still my professor?”

      “Both,” he said without missing a beat.

      “I think I’m okay. How are you?” I didn’t know why I was asking him how he was, I didn’t really care. Might have been my inner smart-ass talking.

      Professor Perry looked up, surprised. “I am well, thank you for asking.”

      “Is there anything else you need from me?”

      “No, that is it. Have a good evening. Let me know if anything changes. Oh, and I forgot this morning to give you this.” He pulled a card from his pocket and handed it to me. “My cell number is on the back. I’m available twenty-four-seven. Call me if you need anything or are having any problems with the medication.”

      “Okay then. Have a good night.” I turned and walked away in confusion. I have his cell phone number now? What does this mean?

      Come to think of it, I already had his cell phone number. My mother gave it to me when I went home after the hospital. I wondered if she’d found out I’d switched doctors.

      Traian stood by a tree near the street when I went outside. He took my hand and stayed with me right until I reached the entrance of my building.

      “Want to come in?” I stopped and turned to him.

      “As much as I would love to, I need to get work done tonight. I will be here in the morning.” He let go of my hand for a hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Sleep well, my love.”

      I nodded, forcing a smile.

      Sometime in the course of the previous four hours, I had realized that I never wanted him to not be a part of my life.

      “See you tomorrow,” I said and went inside the building.

      As I reached for the door handle to my apartment, an arc of light hit the metal and exploded into hundreds of tiny, white sparks.
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      I shook my hand. All my skin buzzed from the energy release.

      “Jesus Christ,” I said through gritted teeth.

      That should have been enough electricity to stop my heart, but the faulty ticker in my chest continued to thump away like nothing had happened. Was that the reiki energy Perry mentioned this morning?

      The door opened, and my mother stood inside my apartment. “That is not how I taught you to speak.”

      I drew my attention to her hand on the doorknob. “How are you not being electrocuted?”

      “Huh?” She blinked.

      I pointed to her hand. “I just had the Holy Ghost shocked out of me when I tried to open my door.”

      “Everly, your language,” Mom hissed.

      Storm appeared at my mom’s feet and jumped out to me.

      “Whatever.” The buzzing feeling zinging through my body had subsided. “Hey, baby.” I picked her up, rolled my shoulders and walked past Mom into my apartment.

      I’d been so wrapped up with Traian, I’d forgotten to check my phone and hadn’t noticed her car parked in front of the building.

      God dammit, why haven’t I changed the locks?

      “Where have you been?” Mom closed the door behind me and followed me into the kitchen. “I’ve called, texted. Your sister called and texted. But no answer.”

      “I went out and then I went to class.” I shrugged and hung my purse on the hook by the door.

      “You went out?” Mom had her hands in fists, resting on her hips. “What about your new little pet? You’re already abandoning it while you go do heaven-knows-what around town.”

      As calmly as I could, I turned to her and looked her directly in the eyes. “Mom, I live here. This is my home. I can come and go as I choose. I’m an adult. And Storm is just fine.”

      “Pft, nineteen is hardly adulthood.”

      Storm hissed at Mom, but Mom ignored her.

      “You had Stella at nineteen,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, and I had to grow up quickly. But that doesn’t mean you need to.” Mom grabbed my arm and pulled me into the kitchen. “Now come on, I brought Chinese takeout.”

      This time, Storm growled at her. Mom let go of my arm and sneezed.

      “I already ate, but thanks.”

      Mom put the small white boxes in the fridge. “You can eat them tomorrow. Now get to bed so I can go home.”

      “Mom, I don’t want you coming in here and bossing me around like this. No more.” I shook my head. “This ends tonight.”

      She frowned and pulled a tissue out of her purse where it sat on the kitchen bar. “I’m not having this discussion with you. You need me, and you desperately need help. You cannot take care of yourself.”

      “Mom, I can take of myself. Look at these plants.” I waved at the jungle that was my apartment. “I work, I pay my bills, and I even passed my midterms in school, even though, I was in the hospital for a week.”

      “You wouldn’t have been in the hospital had you waited for me to take you to your appointment.” Mom blew into her the tissue.

      I sighed. This is pointless. “I’m going to go take a shower. Make sure you are gone by the time I come out.”

      “Why, you ungrateful little brat!”

      I walked into the bathroom with Storm and slammed the door, locking it behind us. Next, I turned the shower on so I wouldn’t have to listen to her ranting on the other side of the wall. A few moments later, I heard my front door slam shut. I breathed a sigh of relief and finished washing up. Storm curled up on the bath rug.

      When I came out into the living room, I grabbed my phone and texted Mindy.

      I went on a date today.

      Thirty seconds later, Mindy was calling my phone.

      “Tell me everything!”

      I sat down on the futon, wrapped in my fuzzy, green bathrobe, with Storm snuggled into my lap. “Well, where shall I begin?”

      “Where did you meet him?” Mindy asked.

      “Funny thing….” I laughed and made up a lie. “We met at school in the library. Pretty romantic, eh?”

      That was partly true. She didn’t need to know he had been stalking me. I told her mostly everything, leaving out the parts that would have made her worry.

      “When can I meet him?”

      I hadn’t thought of that… Traian would need to eventually meet my family and friends.

      “Soon,” I answered vaguely.

      We chatted about work and a few other things before hanging up. A knock came at the door the moment I ended the call.

      Who could possibly be at my door? Mom and Stella had keys to my apartment and usually just let themselves in unannounced. My neighbors kept to themselves.

      Storm raced over to the door and mewed excitedly as I padded over. I peeked through the peephole, and my heart nearly stopped. I couldn’t open the door fast enough.

      “You came back. What changed your mind?” I threw my arms around Traian.

      “A man was leaving as I approached the entrance.” He wrapped his arms around me.

      Storm head-butted him and disappeared into the living room. I pulled him inside and locked the door behind me.

      Traian’s hands cradled my face. My breath caught in my throat.

      “I had to come back. May I stay with you tonight? I promise I won’t do anything disrespectful.”

      I couldn’t speak, so I nodded.

      “May I kiss you?”

      Oh, dear lord, please do!

      I made the move, shutting my eyes and closing the space between our mouths without another thought. Maybe it wasn’t lady-like of me to initiate the kiss, but who the hell cared? Well, maybe my poor heart. But if it were to go out now, what better way than this?

      Traian pressed me against the back of the front door. His cool lips moved slightly against mine. “Breathe,” he whispered against them.

      Oh yeah, that might be a good idea.

      I drew a breath through my parted lips, and his taste filled my mouth. Tangy with a pinch of salt and pepper.

      Lord, have mercy.

      My hands resting against his chest tingled as my whole body vibrated. I didn’t know I had wanted him so much until that moment. Right then, I didn’t care about my ailing health or anything else. All I wanted was to be with him in every way humanly possible.

      One of his hands trailed down my neck to my collarbone. I felt his thumb brush the top of my scar, and I froze. My eyes flew open.
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      “Don’t.” I squawked.

      Traian lifted his head to study my eyes. I could feel my cheeks burning. Dammit. Why did my insecurities have to get in the way?

      Without saying a word, his gaze lowered to the top of my chest. In slow motion, he unfastened the bathrobe until it covered only my breasts, revealing the entire length of the scar that started at the top of my sternum and went to my bellybutton.

      Thank goodness I put underwear on.

      Traian lowered his head to my chest until I felt his cool lips caressing the mangled strip of skin right below where my grandmother’s cross hung. His hands came to my hips, holding the sides of my robe in place, as his mouth traced every inch of the scar I had lived with most of my life. Heat built at the base of my spine and trickled through my entire body. The shame I had felt a moment ago morphed into raging desire.

      I braced my hands against the wall at my back. I couldn’t believe this was happening—how could a person make me feel so alive and make the thing I had been ashamed of most of my life feel sexy?

      Traian stopped at my belly. By this point, he was kneeling before me. He kissed my belly button and then met my gaze.

      “You are so beautiful, Everly.” His words on my abdomen sent sparks of energy through my body. My palms burned and buzzed. “I promised I wouldn’t do anything disrespectful, my love.” He closed the sides of the robe and tied the belt into a tight knot.

      “I don’t care.” I found my voice. “You can have me.”

      He rested his forehead on my abdomen before standing up. “Not like this, my love. There are a few things I must do before we continue this relationship.”

      “What do you need to do?” Relationship? My heart bounced as it raced.

      “It’s more complicated, but I promise when I return from my trip, I will tell you everything. I want us to be together, if that is what you want.”

      “I do want that.”

      “Good.” He kissed my forehead. “You must rest now.”

      I slammed my blazing palm against his chest. “Hang on a second. You can’t just get me all excited and then tell me I need to...”

      His mouth was over mine before I could finish my sentence. Words, thoughts, insecurities, and all logic flew out the proverbial window as one of his arms swept under my knees and the other around my waist without breaking contact with our lips.

      Traian carried me up to the dim-lit loft bedroom and laid me on my bed before breaking away. “I care more about you than I do about my desire to have my way with you right now.”

      “What if this is what I want?”

      He laid down next to me, his arm still under my upper back. “You need rest. You’ve had a long day. Now is not the right time.”

      “Ugh,” I grumbled. “This is torture. You’re not very nice.” I sounded like a whiny child. That’s when I noticed that the fire and tingling in my hands had left.

      “It’s torture for me, too,” he whispered into my ear before gathering me into his arms.

      I rested my head on his chest and sighed. At least he is in my bed. Traian wrapped his other arm around my body. The leather of his coat felt soft, which surprised me.

      He hummed a soft tune, and soon, my eyes closed.

      That night, I dreamed Traian had sprung wings from his back and wrapped them around my body like a protective cocoon. It didn’t feel weird, either. It was like I’d known he had wings. Eventually I fell into a deep, dreamless sleep—the deepest I’d experienced without medication.

      The next morning, I woke up in my bed alone, tucked under the covers and still in my robe. I sat straight up. Storm lay curled at my feet on the soft chenille blanket I kept there. She lifted her head for a moment, winked at me, and then rested her head back. That’s when I smelled the aroma of bacon and potatoes. I tossed back my blankets and padded over to the railing.

      Traian stood in my kitchen, working the two skillets I have in my house. One had bacon, the other had hash browns. On the far-left back burner, the teapot whistled merrily.

      Can this guy get any more amazing?

      Traian wore jeans under a long, black, tunic-like shirt—the first time I’d seen him without his coat. Oh my. His denim pants showed off his fine posterior. I wondered where his wings went and shook that thought away. Must have been a dream.

      He tilted his head back and caught me ogling him. “Good morning, gorgeous.”

      “Morning.” I felt silly standing there still in my fuzzy robe. “Wow, way to change up the wardrobe.” I giggled and turned to head downstairs.

      He smiled when I reached the kitchen. “I have a little adventure planned for you this morning, but first, breakfast.”

      “Great.” I grinned back. “I didn’t know you cooked.”

      “Not enough.” Traian pulled me to him and kissed me. “I hope you slept well,” he said as he turned back to the stove.

      “Good.” I got out plates, cups, and silverware. “Had some weird dreams.”

      “About what?” He flipped the bacon.

      “Well, there’s one with you and me in this moonlit meadow… I’ve had that one almost every night since I first saw you.” I regretted saying the last part out loud. “Sorry, that was kind of weird.”

      Traian took one plate from me and transferred some bacon and hash browns onto it. “Do we talk in this dream of yours?”

      “Yes, but it changes each night.”

      As he took another plate, I heard the locks turn on my front door.

      Mom.

      I set the rest of the plates down on the counter and turned to Traian.

      “You have to hide. My mother cannot know I have a guy in my apartment.” I pressed him away from the stove, toward the storage closet in the corner. I quickly opened the door and pushed him inside. “I’m so sorry. Please forgive me.” And I shut the door.

      “What in the world?” Mom came around the other corner into the kitchen. “Since when do you cook?”

      “Oh! Um, since I live by myself.” I moved to the stove and turned off the burners, pretending like I knew what I was doing. “Haven’t you heard of knocking first?”

      “Please, like you have anything to hide from me, except this horrible cat.” Mom motioned up to Storm, who peered down from the loft and hissed at her. “It’s too wild. You must find a new home for it.”

      “She is here to stay. But why are you here?”

      “Can’t a mother check on her child?” She grabbed a piece of bacon and nibbled on one end. “Hang on, there are two settings? Are you expecting someone, or did you go through all of this for me?”

      The nerve. I bit down a plethora of choice words. “I’m expecting a friend.”

      “How is it that you go through all of this trouble for a friend, but make no effort for your sister or mother?”

      I wanted to slap her. Instead, I gripped the spatula handle with all my might. “Please leave.” I would have a lot to explain to Traian when I finally got my mom out the door.

      “Everly Grace Greene.”

      “I can’t deal with this anymore, Mom.” I shook my head. “I moved here to spread my wings and learn to be more independent, but I can’t do that if you are here every day.”

      Guilt flooded my entire being when I saw tears welling in her eyes. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings or sound ungrateful. She’d done so much for me. Does she know I’ve changed physicians yet? It didn’t matter right now.

      “I see.” She sniffled and fussed with her handbag. “Since you no longer have time for your mother, I will leave.”

      Gut-punch, mom style. My mother had mastered that skill long before I moved out. She came around to the other side of the counter, peering into the living room.

      “What’s this?” She walked over to the coffee table and picked up the paper with the rubbing of the symbol.

      “Oh, just something interesting I found.” I sighed in relief when I realized she hadn’t noticed the black leather trench coat draped over my futon.

      “Where?”

      “On a stone. Why?” I didn’t want to tell her exactly where.

      When Mom met my gaze, her were eyes wide, like all the times I’d ended up in the ER and she didn’t know what was happening.

      “Honey, this is the symbol of witchcraft my mother had gotten into before she died. This is satanic.”

      “Grandma was a witch?” Mom had mentioned Grandma had been involved in devil worship.

      “Yes. That’s why I don‘t want you involved.”

      “It’s not satanic, Mom. It’s a cross. That’s Christian. You know that.” I set down the spatula and walked over, plucking the paper from her hand.

      She grabbed my wrist. “I’m serious. I don’t talk much about my mother, because the last few years of her life, she totally lost her faith in God and went down an evil path. And she died because of it.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I just stared at her incredulously for a moment. “Mom, she wasn’t evil. She gave me this cross, remember?” I pulled back the robe enough for her she to see the necklace.

      She released my wrist to reach out and touch the silver pendant. “I wondered if this was the same one from her. I saw it in your belongings bag at the hospital.”

      I stepped back I had someone in my broom closet. Poor Traian.

      “I need to get dressed before my friend arrives.”

      “Very well. Come home Saturday for lunch. Please.”

      I hadn’t been home since my hospitalization, and I wasn’t in the mood to go back, but if it would make her leave, I’d agree to just about anything.

      “Sure.”

      Mom stepped forward and kissed my cheek. “I’ll see you Saturday. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” I escorted her to the door. “Say hi to Stella.”

      “You should spend more time with your sister, you know.”

      “I had lunch with her the other day.”

      “It’s not enough.”

      “Okay. Bye, Mom.” I closed the door and turned the locks. I leaned my back on the door, hoping she didn’t decide she had more to say.

      Traian.

      I ran around to the storage closet on the other side of the kitchen and flung open the door. Traian stood there, leaning against the side wall.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      He nodded. “Your mother seems a little intense, no?”

      “Just a little.” I pulled on his arm. “Please forgive me for unceremoniously shoving you in here with my mop and broom.”

      “No need to apologize. But why did you not want your mother to know I was here?” He closed the closet door behind him.

      “She’s very nervous about me living alone, and if she saw you here, she would either freak out and make a scene, or freak out and want to know everything about you.” I pulled the collar of the robe closer around my neck. “I’m not ready for either. Sorry, it was selfish of me.” My gaze dropped to the ground.

      “I don’t think so.” Traian took my chin with his hand and tilted my head back. His lips met mine for a second. “I will meet your family when you are ready.”

      “Okay.” I drew a quick breath.

      “Let’s eat. I had an adventure planned, but what if we went to the cemetery and you showed me where you saw this symbol?” His other hand touched the paper. “Also, I will take you to class tonight.”

      “Okay.” I nodded, completely unaware I still had my symbol paper in my hand. I couldn’t believe what was about to come out of my mouth. “I’m skipping class tonight.”

      Traian jerked his head. “Again?”

      I nodded.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I want to spend as much time as we can together before you leave for the weekend.”

      He held my gaze and then gave a quick nod. “Fine, but for the record, I don’t condone missing lectures.” He brought his palms together in a soft clap. “With that said, let’s eat, and then go make some memories.”

      We sat down at the kitchen bar. Traian poured hot water into our teacups. I had chosen a rooibos blend tea, and he’d picked peppermint. The hash browns and bacon had cooled off with all the interruptions, but everything still tasted good.

      “I’m gonna keep you around,” I said between bites. “You can cook.”

      “Nothing would give me more pleasure than to provide nourishment for you every day.” When he talked like that, he sounded so old.

      I still couldn’t believe my lucky stars had landed me this gorgeous hunk of a guy, but a part of me knew that he could be gone just as quickly as he had come into my life. I shoved that little voice in the closet like I had Traian earlier. Tomorrow I would let it talk, but not today while he still sat, flesh and blood in my kitchen.

      We finished breakfast with some leftover cheesecake that Butcher had sent home with me yesterday. I took a quick shower and got dressed while Traian washed the dishes and cleaned up. I’d told him I would do it later, but he insisted, saying that arguing wasn’t an option. Even Storm stayed out of our way, sleeping in her pink bed.

      I chose a pair of jeans and a white sweater. Wool socks were in order, too, because though we had entered the first week of March, temperatures had dropped to the low-forties. I got cold easily, and if we were planning on going to the cemetery, I would need to stay warm. I found the down coat I wore when temperatures dropped below fifty degrees, and stuffed a hat and gloves into my purse. I speculated on what kind of adventure Traian had planned for me afterwards. Downstairs, he led me to a parked black truck with tinted windows.

      “When did you get this?”

      Traian shook his head. “Borrowing it for the day.” He opened the passenger door and helped me with the seat belt.

      “I can buckle myself in,” I protested.

      His lips brushed my ear. “I know.”

      I shivered as his cool breath caressed my neck. And then Traian was gone. A moment later, the driver’s door opened, and he slipped into the seat next to me. He looked odd sitting behind the wheel of a vehicle. Why, I didn’t know. Maybe he wasn’t used to driving a truck. But the way he started the engine and shifted into drive showed the confidence of someone who’d driven one all their life.

      Twenty minutes later, he turned the truck into Lake View Cemetery. “Tell me where.”

      “Up the hill and to the right. By that big aspen tree.” I wanted to see Grandma first. She was the most important family member I wanted to introduce Traian to.

      He parked the truck near the row of gravestones where Grandma’s stood. I zipped the front of my coat all the way up as a cool breeze rustled through the cemetery, and then I took Traian’s hand and led him to Grandma’s grave.

      “This is where you saw the symbol?” He gave me a questioning look.

      I shook my head. “No, but I wanted you to meet my grandmother.” I turned to the reddish stone. “Hi, Grandma. I brought a special person today… I wish you could meet him in real life. This is Traian.”

      Traian stared at me for a moment and then turned to the stone. “Eh, hello.”

      To dispel the awkwardness, I kissed his cheek. “I come here and talk to her a lot.”

      “Were you close before she died?”

      “Not really. I mean, I feel close to her, but she died the day I was born.”

      “That’s right, you mentioned that before.” Traian nodded.

      He probably thought I was crazy.

      “I know it’s weird I come and talk to the gravestone of someone I never met, but I wish I’d met her in real life. She seemed like such an interesting person.”

      “Your mother didn’t think so.”

      “Ah, yeah, you heard the whole conversation.”

      Traian squeezed my hand in reassurance.

      I led him to Eva’s grave next. When we stood in front of her tombstone, I pulled out the piece of paper I’d done the rubbing on and held it near the spot where the symbol had been.

      “I swear to God, I did the rubbing right here, but this design is gone. How is that possible?”

      Traian released my hand and stepped toward the gravestone. He crouched down and examined the surface of the stone before walking around to the other side. I realized in that moment he was just as interested in my little story as I was. That should have been odd but it only added to the intrigue.

      “The stone doesn’t appear to be tampered with.” He patted the top of the stone. “Someone could have replaced it while you were in the hospital.”

      “Which makes me question my sanity.”

      “I don’t think so.” Traian shook his head and ran a hand over the spot I’d seen the symbol.

      His curiosity over this puzzled me. It was as if he’d seen the symbol before. Maybe he’d been here too—he lived in the neighborhood.

      “Where do you live?” I asked him.

      He never looked up from the stone, but raised his right arm and pointed north toward a tree. I was pretty sure he didn’t live in a tree, but perhaps he meant one of the houses past the tall hedge encompassing the entire cemetery.

      “Can we stop by your place?” I asked him.

      Traian stood up and turned. “My home is under construction, but we can drive by. Then I would like to take you somewhere. A special place.”

      I looked at the gravestone one more time and caught a glimpse of red at the top of the hill, near the grave of a famous Asian martial artist. The woman from the train stood watching us.
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      My blood froze. Who was this woman and why did she keep following me?

      Traian stepped forward and blocked my view of her.

      “Stay calm. You are safe,” he said in a voice so low it was almost a whisper. “Take my hand, and we’ll go to the truck together.”

      I did as he asked. His hand gripped mine tightly as he led me back to the driver’s side.

      “Is this a joke?” I asked under my breath.

      “Do as I say,” he whispered. “Get in the truck and act like you’ve done this a million times.”

      I got inside and Traian was in the passenger seat moments later.

      “The lower lever on the side of the seat will move it forward,” he instructed me. “Buckle your seat belt.” He handed me the key when I’d completed the tasks. “You know how to start a car, no?”

      “Yes.” I’d seen Mom and Stella do it.

      “Put your foot on the brake, the pedal in the middle. Gas is on the right. Pull this lever down until you see the ‘D’ on the screen there.” He pointed to the dashboard.

      Everything inside me wanted to scream, “Hold up! What the hell is going on?” but instead, I followed his commands like a pre-programed robot.

      “Ease off the brake, I got the wheel. Now slowly press on the gas.”

      “Oh my god,” I muttered as the truck jerked forward.

      Traian guided the truck around the loop while I scanned the cemetery, looking for the woman. She was gone.

      “She’s not gone,” Traian said. “We will discuss her when we’re a safe distance from this place. And never come here again if you want to stay alive.”

      I was about to say something, but his other hand covered my mouth. “Shh.”

      We exited the cemetery slowly, my heart racing like lightning. I didn’t have a license, or even a permit to drive. He guided me onto the northbound freeway, and several exits later, we got off and switched seats.

      “Now?” I asked as I collapsed against the passenger door. Black spots peppered my vision.

      Traian gave me a sideways glance and turned his attention to the road. “You are not feeling well, I should take you to a hospital.”

      I closed my eyes. “I’m fine, just that whole thing was a bit much.” I would be okay. Maybe.

      He reached over and felt my limp wrist, looking for my pulse. “Your heart rate is irregular. I’m taking you in.”

      I gathered up all the strength I could muster and sat up. “No. I will be okay. Just give me a moment to rest, and my heart will regulate itself.” I leaned back against the headrest.

      “Fine… I will drive around for five more minutes… if your pulse doesn’t change by then, I’m taking you in.”

      “Fine.” I didn’t have enough energy to argue. “Who was that woman?”

      “An enemy.”

      “Of yours?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why is she following me?”

      “You’ve seen her before?” I could hear the tension in Traian’s voice tighten.

      “This is the third or possibly fourth time.”

      “Blasted dragon’s dung,” Traian muttered.

      I opened my eyes halfway and peeked at him. He massaged his chin with one hand, while the other had a death grip on the wheel.

      “Why is she an enemy?”

      “Long story.”

      “I’ve got time.”

      Traian shook his head.

      “This is bullshit,” I muttered, but inside I wanted to explode. I just didn’t have enough energy to do so. “I invited you into my home, let you sleep in my bed, and answered your questions about my life, but I know nothing about you. It’s not fair.”

      Traian reached over to take my hand, but I pulled away.

      “This is good,” he decided. “It will make saying goodbye easier.”

      My head came up off the headrest. “You’re leaving me?”

      “I am trouble and I have brought trouble upon you because of my selfish desire to know you better. For that, I am most regretful.”

      “Of course, you are.” I looked out the passenger window, but didn’t pay attention to where we were. “Figures. Silly me for thinking otherwise.”

      “My little doe, it’s not because I want to. If I had a choice, I would choose you. Every time.”

      The truck stopped.

      We were at the top of a hill, overlooking downtown Seattle. The black spots had faded from my vision, allowing me to see clearly again.

      “Why are you leaving?”

      “Because I have to.” Traian cut the engine and turned to me. “I have to leave tomorrow, but the choice is yours if you want me to come back.”

      “I want you to come back. But only if, you promise not to be an ass.”

      He crossed his heart. “Promise.”

      “Now we should report the woman to the police.”

      “No, that will only get you and other innocent people killed. The police can’t do anything.” He rubbed his chin again.

      “Okay, the FBI then?”

      He laughed. “The FBI can’t do a damn thing. Let me check your pulse again.” He held out his hand.

      I reluctantly placed my arm in Traian’s palm. He gently touched the inside of my wrist with his cool fingers. When he was satisfied, he kissed the spot where his fingers had been, letting his lips linger.

      “Am I going to be okay?” I had to catch my breath, as heat radiated down my arm.

      “For now. Let’s get you home. You need rest.”

      I wanted to argue, but Traian was right. My body felt depleted of energy, and my warm bed and a hot cup of tea sounded like heaven.

      “‘Blasted dragon’s dung,’ eh?” I mused as he turned on the truck and pulled out into the street.

      He winked at me.

      Why do I feel he didn’t get that phrase from playing D and D? When he winked, I noticed a scar above his left eye I hadn’t before.

      “What happened there?” I pointed.

      “Old battle wound.” He smiled and squeezed my hand. “A story for another day.”
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      I woke up alone in my bed Friday morning, but a rose and a note rested where Traian’s head had been. I instantly missed his presence. Two nights in a row, I’d slept so deeply with him near me. Yesterday, we’d come home, and he’d made tea as soon as we arrived. Later, I woke up from a nap to homemade soup and toast in bed.

      We’d had the evening to ourselves. I did text Stella to let her know I was home and fine around the time I would have gotten home from class.

      My phone had been full of text messages from Mindy, Mom, Jen, and Stella, but I’d ignored them all and focused my attention on Traian. We did nothing but sit and talk the evening away, but that time felt magical and perfect. Even Storm curled up with us on the futon. I’d fallen asleep in his arms, not knowing anything more about the crazy woman I needed to avoid.

      Now I picked up the pink rose and read the note while Storm nuzzled up against my shoulder and purred.

      My dearest Everly,

      I regret leaving without saying goodbye. I simply couldn’t bring myself to wake you up, as you were sleeping soundly. I promise to tell you everything when I return Sunday evening. While I will only be gone two days, it will feel like two centuries, being away from you. You have stolen my heart. I will return soon.

      Yours forever,

      Traian

      P.S. Whatever you do, don’t take off your grandmother’s cross.

      P.P.S. I saved Butcher’s number in your phone. Call him if you see the woman again.

      P.P.P.S. Have I mentioned you’ve stolen my heart?

      I sighed. Everything inside me ached to feel his cool hands on my skin again. He’d only been in my life a short time, yet I didn’t know how I could manage a day without him.

      Obsessed much?

      I got up, taking Storm with me. Today was my first day back at work, and it would be a full eight-hour shift, possibly longer depending on how many orders had come in overnight—a perfect distraction.

      Downstairs, I discovered a banana nut muffin on the counter. I heated water for tea while I showered. Instead of tying my hair back in a knot, I pulled out the old hairdryer. After working my red locks for a good twenty minutes, I had a few waves in my hair with more body than usual. I decided I would wear it down. Why not?

      I scarfed down the muffin on my way to work, while constantly scanning my surroundings for any signs of the woman in red.

      “Hi!” Mindy threw her arms around me when I arrived. “Why haven’t you been answering my texts and calls? Or are you too busy for your best friend now?”

      I closed my eyes for a moment, feeling my cheeks warm up. “I’m so sorry.” I glanced around the room and lowered my voice. “I was on a date.”

      Mindy gasped. “Another one? Do tell.”

      “Girls, we’ve got lots of work to do,” Carol called from the back room.

      No ‘welcome back, Everly’ from her…

      “Later.” I hugged Mindy back. “I missed you, girlfriend.”

      “Good to see you again.” She gave me another squeeze. “And you need to spill the beans.”

      The truth was, I didn’t realize how much I’d missed her until I saw her. Mindy was my best friend, although I hadn’t been treating her like that, ignoring her texts. While we got busy on the orders, she told me about her last-minute trip to California, and I told her about the time after my hospitalization and all that had gone down.

      But I didn’t tell her the truth about Traian—I didn’t know how I felt about him yet. He was very new to me, and there were still too many secrets on his end. I wasn’t sure how my friends would handle the relationship.

      My mom would freak out if she knew. The previous morning had been a close call. Who knows what she would do when she found out? She might invite him over for dinner. Probably invite him to church, too. My sister would probably pepper him with twenty million questions or share too many embarrassing stories of my childhood.

      Traian was my little secret for now, and I wanted to keep it that way. I didn’t know who he was, so I needed to know him better before I told all my family and friends about him. It might not be the wisest thing, but I didn’t care. When he came back on Sunday and we’d had our chat, then I would introduce him to the rest of the people in my life.

      The spring dance at the local middle school was happening on Saturday, so orders were pouring in for boutonnières and corsages. This kept Mindy and I quite busy, besides our usual orders for birthdays, thank you's, and other occasions.

      At lunch, I took twenty minutes to scarf down a sandwich that my mom had made me two days ago. Then I busted butt all afternoon. Eventually, closing time arrived.

      Mindy turned up the stereo, blaring a classic rock song, while I swept the floor. We’d finished the last corsage and boutonnière. All in all, not a horrible way to spend a Friday night. I dumped the day’s cuttings into a basket and went out back to deposit the compost in the receptacle. As I closed the lid, I realized I wasn’t alone.

      The woman in red stood on the other side of the compost bin.
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      How did she get here? Everything within me screamed “Run!” yet I stood frozen in place. My phone with Butcher’s number was inside the building, sitting on my workbench.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, keeping my voice as calm and steady as possible.

      She didn’t answer, just stared at me with those cold, red eyes.

      “I need to close shop.” I took a step back. “My partner is waiting for me inside.”

      One moment, she was on the other side of the blue garbage can, the next, she was right in front of me.

      How did she move that fast? Or is my new medication screwing with me?

      She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. When she opened them again, her irises dilated until the red was a slender halo around the black. The feral look reminded me of Traian.

      “I can smell him all over you,” she sneered.

      “Whoa, lady, I don’t know what kind of drugs you’re on, but—”

      My words were cut short by her hand around my neck, lifting me until my feet were dangling two feet off the ground.

      “How interesting that Traian suddenly has the hots for a human.” Sharp fangs lengthened from her mouth as she talked.

      This was not how I thought I would go—not in the back alley of my work, being choked to death by a crazy woman. Already, black spots sprinkled my vision. I struggled to breathe, and her hold tightened around my throat. I couldn’t even get enough air to beg for my life.

      This is it.

      What will my mother think when the police tell her they found my body?

      I had been prepared to meet my end any day, but now that it had come, the sadness I felt surprised me. I wished for one more chance to tell Mom and Stella I loved them. I longed to have one more cup of tea with Mindy and share another kiss with Traian.

      Hang on, how does she know about Traian? Last night, he’d told me she couldn’t see him—that’s why he’d had me drive out of the cemetery. I blinked, trying to stay cognizant. I wiggled my toes and focused on the woman.

      “How?” I croaked out with the last bit of air left in my lungs. The cross on my chest vibrated. My hands grew hotter by the minute.

      Her red lips curled into the evilest smile I’d ever seen, but then the pleasure vanished from her face as her mouth twisted into a grimace. The next moment, my knees buckled as my body collapsed in a heap on the cold concrete. I gasped for air and coughed. My vision blurred and then focused on her hand. A small plume of smoke rose from her palm. I watched the woman as she looked at her hand, eyes wide, and hyperventilated.

      I didn’t know what to do.

      “You will pay for this,” she said. “You will pay for this dearly.”

      And then she was gone.

      I lay in a heap, panting for air and not knowing what to do. What just happened?

      The back door of the shop opened, and Mindy came out.

      “What are you doing?” She rushed toward me and squatted down. “Oh my god, are you okay?”

      “I’m not sure.” I rubbed my neck and groaned. Oh, that’s going to leave a mark. Not to mention the throbbing in my right knee, which had taken the brunt of my weight when I fell. The burning in my hands had subsided at least.

      “Shit, you’re hurt.” Mindy’s eyes widened. “Who attacked you?”

      My throat hurt too much to talk, but I had to try. “A woman,” I whispered.

      Mindy shot up to her feet and scanned our immediate area. “Girl, I’m worried about you.” She pulled out her cell phone and dialed nine-one-one.

      “No,” I protested, but it didn’t matter.

      A handful of minutes later, an ambulance, a fire truck, and a police cruiser pulled into the entrance of the alley. First responders swarmed around us and Mindy answered their questions when I couldn’t talk. She even called my mother, much to my dislike. Given my blood disorder and the fact I’d just been in the ICU the week before, it took no convincing for the paramedics to load me up on a stretcher and haul me off to the hospital.

      And at the hospital, who did I meet? Professor Perry. Yes, he was there waiting for me. It was like he knew I was coming.

      “Tell me how this happened.” He shined a penlight into my eyes.

      “A woman attacked me behind the flower shop where I work.” I told him in a raspy low voice. “I think she was high on meth or something.” That was the only explanation I had about her strange behavior.

      Mindy stood by, listening. “The police are here too. They have more questions,” she told us.

      “I will take care of the officials. You’ve been through enough.” Professor—I mean Dr. Perry rested a hand on my arm. He then checked my neck and vitals and told me to rest.

      Unfortunately, my mother poked her head around the curtain.

      “I told you that job was dangerous.”

      I gave Mindy a pleading look.

      She nodded and turned toward my mother. “Hi, Mrs. Greene.” She hugged my mom and somehow convinced her to go grab coffee while the nurses did their job.

      A nurse brought me some food and medicine. They ran scans and blood tests. Thankfully, everything turned out okay. The new medicine must be already working because I hadn’t lost too much blood from the bruises and scrapes on my knees. Mom returned in a much better mood. Dr. Perry came back in a while later.

      “All police reports have been filed. Your labs and scans look good. You have my okay to go home.” My professor who was also my doctor gave me a warm smile and turned to my mother. “Your daughter is in good hands. I’ll take her home.”

      “And I’ll stay the night with her,” chimed Mindy.

      “You can go home and rest, Mrs. Greene.” Dr. Perry gave my mother’s hand a gentle squeeze.

      “Alright.” She nodded and gave me a hug. “I love you, sweetie. I will stop by tomorrow.”

      “I love you too.” I gave Mom a peck on the cheek, relieved I wouldn’t have to listen to her ranting about my life choices.

      An hour later, Dr. Perry drove me and Mindy back to my place in a luxurious sedan instead of his sports car. I didn’t catch the make or model, because I was too tired to care. When we got home, he walked around the entire apartment checking windows, locks, and other safety features in my home.

      Storm jumped onto my shoulder and hissed at Perry every time he came too close.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow morning with new locks,” Perry said before he left. “Take your medicine and rest.” He turned to Mindy. “Call me if anything changes.”

      “I’ll take good care of her, sir,” Mindy responded.

      “I don’t doubt you will.” Dr. Perry nodded and opened the door. “Don’t forget to lock up behind me.”

      Mindy hurried to the door as soon as he closed it to turn the locks and set the chain. The moment I saw her sliding the hook, I wanted to kick myself in the head. Why didn’t I think of that? That would have kept my mother’s unannounced visits to a minimum. But then I realized it hadn’t been there until today. Did Traian put that in, or am I losing my mind? At least I’d be getting new locks the next day.

      I didn’t mind Mindy being there, but I really wanted some alone time. I missed Traian. Oh, what would he say if he found out about what happened tonight?

      The medicine Dr. Perry gave me made me sleepy. Mindy made me some tea and toast, and then I curled up in bed and dozed off. Storm curled up on the pillow next to me—the one Traian had used last.

      As I fell asleep, right into the forest I went. Traian waited for me, and I ran into his arms. “I’ll be back soon, my love,” he said. “It won’t be long.”

      The forest disappeared, and I was alone with my dreamless sleep.

      When I woke, it was sometime in the middle of the night. Mindy had fallen asleep on the futon downstairs. I got water, went to the bathroom, and then climbed back up to my bed in the loft. Because I couldn’t sleep, I worked on my homework. Since I’d missed two classes this week, I needed to make up my assignments. Luckily, they were posted on the online class forums, both for Intro to Psychology and Research Paper Writing. Once I completed the reading and typed up a rough draft of the paper due next week, I turned to Microbiology. I still needed to get three more samples of mouth bacteria. I can ask Mindy when she wakes up, and hopefully Traian when he comes back Sunday. That would take care of two.

      I turned to Storm, who watched me from her pillowed perch. “Can I get a sample from you?”

      As if she understood, she jumped down and padded across the spread of books and papers to sit on the open microbiology textbook. I opened one of the Petri dishes and took out a swab. Storm opened her mouth, and I took a quick sample, then she closed it again.

      “Thanks.”

      She responded by head-butting me and then returning to her pillow. I applied the sample to the gel in the dish, sealed the case, and labeled it. Right before daybreak, my eyelids grew heavy, and I passed out again.

      I woke up later to the smell of pancakes, bacon, and tea. Storm was nowhere to be seen. When I peeked over the loft railing, I saw the top of Mindy’s head by the stove. My cat sat on the counter nearby, supervising her from a safe distance.

      What a great friend. And smart cat.

      I pulled my fuzzy, green robe over my shoulders and headed downstairs. This was twice that someone I loved had made breakfast for me in my home. As much as I loved the gesture, I couldn’t help feel dependent—a feeling I kept fighting against.

      “Good morning.” Mindy beamed from the kitchen. “How are you feeling?”

      I tied the robe belt loosely around my waist. “Pretty good. You didn’t need to make me breakfast.”

      “Sure, I did. What would you eat if I didn’t?” She shook the spatula in her hand in my direction.

      “I can fend for myself.” I held my hands up.

      “Right, one look in your fridge says you’ve never gone grocery shopping. Although that box of desserts looks amazing.”

      “I never get a chance. Mom keeps bringing me food, and I can’t let it go to waste.” I slid onto the barstool. “But thank you for making me breakfast. How did you find ingredients to make pancakes in this grocery-less kitchen?” Traian must have gone grocery shopping the other morning.

      Mindy flipped a cake with ease. “I had to go to the store.”

      “When?”

      “This morning while you were sleeping. I checked on you to see if you wanted to grab breakfast out, but you were sleeping so soundly surrounded by your school books, I couldn’t bear to wake you.” She shrugged. “I heard you typing away up there when I woke up to pee in the middle of the night.”

      I tried to recall, but I didn’t remember hearing her downstairs. “Oh, well, thanks.”

      Mindy slid another pancake onto the small stack on the kitchen bar. Next to them was a plate with a modest pile of bacon. I grabbed a piece and munched on the end. Mindy placed an empty plate and a set of eating utensils before me.

      “Eat.”

      “Are you going to eat with me?”

      She grabbed a piece of bacon. “One more pancake to finish, and I’ll join you. While I wait, I want to hear about this date, now that Carol isn’t here to eavesdrop on our conversation.”

      My cheeks felt a few degrees hotter. I didn’t know what to say, except that Traian filled my every thought.

      “I went on a date,” I began.

      “Yes, we know. Your face confirmed that. What’s his name?”

      I glanced around the house, as if I expected to see someone else besides my best friend. “Well, I ran into him a few times around Capitol Hill and then at school.”

      “And?”

      I lowered my voice. “His name is Traian.”

      “Interesting name.” Mindy flipped the last pancake one more time. “Where’s he from?”

      “Romania.”

      “Oh.” There was a hint of wariness in her voice.

      “‘Oh’, what?”

      “Be careful.” She shook her head. “When can I meet him?”

      I stuffed a large piece of pancake into my mouth to avoid answering her question, but I didn’t need to, as the buzzer went off. It was Mr. Perry or Dr. Perry. Whatever, I can’t keep track of who he is anymore. My conversation with Mindy ceased, as moments later, Perry knocked on my door.

      “Good morning.” Mindy let him in.

      “Good morning, ladies.” He carried two bags with him.

      “What is that?” I asked before I stuffed another bite of food into my mouth.

      “Your new security system,” he said as he unloaded several boxes onto the kitchen counter. He went right to work, installing the cameras and keypad.

      “I don’t want cameras in my apartment.” I got up and walked into the living room, where Perry was mounting a camera in the corner. The idea creeped me out.

      “These are only for when you sound the alarm.” Perry drilled the last screw and tested the camera support for secureness before stepping down from the chair. He handed me a small remote. “The red button is like a panic button. It alerts the security office you are in trouble, and then they dispatch the police and special security guards.”

      “Isn’t this a little extreme?” I asked as I held the device.

      Perry set his power drill on the chair and placed both hands on my shoulders. “My dear, you were attacked at your workplace. If she knows where you work, chances are she may know where you live, and she’s not going to knock when she comes.”

      I sighed. He was right. But then Traian’s words rang in my head. ‘The police won’t be able to do anything.’

      What kind of mess have I gotten myself into? Is this the danger that Traian always speaks of? If so, why would he leave me after seeing her in the cemetery?

      Perry finished installing the system and showed Mindy and I how everything worked. He helped me set a code to punch in to turn the alarm on or off. Before noon, he left, but not before changing the locks on my front door. I gave Mindy spare keys to the apartment and building entrance. Mom showed up five minutes later, banging on the door with two bags of groceries and more takeout. Mindy let her in and then left to feed her cat and go to work. She promised to come back in the morning.

      “This makes me feel much better.” Mom pointed at the camera in the corner of the loft living room. “But I need a spare key, too.”

      “Nope.” I shook my head. “The time has come for you to let me go.”

      “Yeah, when I let you go, you tend to land yourself in the hospital.” She sat down on the easy chair across from the futon. “Why don’t you let people help you? You need it, honey. There’s no shame in that.”

      Oh, here we go again. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, resting my head on the back of the futon. “I’m not having this conversation, Mom. All we do is go round and round.”

      Mom crossed her legs. “I called your hematologist’s office this morning. They informed me you transferred care. Why would you do that?”

      “Because I want independence. If it makes you feel better, Dr. Perry is my new physician.”

      “Oh, really?” Her voice sparkled with delight. “That makes me feel better, but I still don’t like that you didn’t tell me.”

      “Get used to it.”

      After a moment of silence, she said, “I feel like I’m losing you.” Her tone turned serious again.

      I opened an eye and peered at her. “Mom, you will lose me at some point. It’s inevitable. Dr. Perry’s trial is only buying me more time to do the things I love.”

      Mom nodded and carefully wiped a tear from her left eye, so as to not smudge her heavy eyeliner and mascara. “Is it wrong that I want to spend with you whatever remaining time you have left?”

      Right through the heart.

      Mom was a pro at the ultimate guilt trip. Yet I also felt her pain. It must be hard to watch her own flesh and blood, her baby, reaching the end before she did.

      I sat up and patted the seat next to me. Mom didn’t hesitate. She came over and wrapped me in her arms.

      “I love you, my darling.”

      “I know.” I squeezed her.

      After a long moment, she let go. Storm sat on the coffee table, watching us. “Why must you keep this beast here?”

      Storm responded by hissing at her.

      “She’s my guard cat.” I smiled.

      “Pft.” Mom waved her hand to shoo her, but Storm didn’t budge. “All right, I’ll give you space. Please be careful. Your grandmother was into some evil stuff, and I feel like it’s still here.” She scanned the room. “There were strange people showing up right before she died, too, so please be careful. Call on Jesus. He’ll protect you.”

      If only it was that easy.

      I gave my mom a tight-lipped smile, because I didn’t know what else to do or say. She meant well, and I needed to keep that in mind.

      She stood up and gathered her things. “I’m going home. Let me know if you need anything.”

      “I will.” I followed her to the door. “And sorry for not coming over for lunch today.”

      “It’s okay.” We hugged one more time before she left, and I turned the locks.

      Thump.

      Something fell in the living room that sounded like a book. When I came around the corner, I found Storm on the second shelf of the bookcase under the stairs. A red leather book lay on the floor, its cover facing up. I nearly froze in my tracks. There on the front cover was the symbol from the grave—etched in silver.
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      Sunday morning found me sitting on the futon with the red leather book spread in front of me, along with the rubbing from the grave, and a note I’d found inside the book, which was from my grandmother and addressed to me. The book was actually an empty journal.

      I had dozed off for a couple of hours at some point and woken up in a cold sweat. My symbol rubbing was exactly the same size as the one on the book cover. In fact, it could appear that the rubbing had been made from the book, and not the gravestone where I had done it.

      I picked up the note again and reread it for the hundredth time since the previous afternoon.

      Dearest Everly,

      I hope this note finds you in good health. If you are reading this, that means you’ve moved into my old loft, which warms my heart. This is a journal. When I started down this amazing path, I recorded everything I witnessed. By now, you may have experienced a few things you can’t explain. It will all make sense soon. Two men will show up in your life, if they haven’t already. Keep them close to you. They are there to protect you as you step into the next chapter. I wish I could be here to witness the amazing transformation you are about to undergo. I love you, my child. Be safe.

      Yours forever,

      “Grandma” Grace

      If I was confused before, it didn’t compare to the confoundment I felt now. Two men? Does she mean Traian and Dr. Perry? If so, how did she know about them? Mom had always said Grandma Grace had been into witchcraft… Does that mean she had psychic powers, too? And why did she put ‘grandma’ in quotation marks?

      I ran a hand over my face. I couldn’t wait until Traian came back tonight.

      Someone knocked on the door. I quickly picked up the book, note, and paper and stuffed them under the quilted throw. I heard the key going into the lock and sighed in relief. Mindy. Maybe she could help me solve this weirdness.

      “You look like shit.” She stepped inside.

      I punched the code into the alarm pad as she closed and locked the door behind her. “Thanks. I feel like shit, too.”

      “Should you be calling Dr. Yummy Pants?” She handed me a small pastry bag with a cheese Danish inside.

      “Not you too.”

      I took the bag and smelled its contents. My stomach growled angrily. I’d forgotten to eat anything after I had found the book that I hadn’t known existed in my house until yesterday afternoon.

      “What? He’s cute. Don’t deny it.” Mindy strutted right into the kitchen and filled the teakettle. “Goodness, girl, you haven’t even made tea?”

      “I’ve been preoccupied.” I took a bite of the buttery pastry and sighed as the fat and sugar melted in my mouth.

      “Have you even slept?”

      “Uh -uh.” I shook my head and took another bite. I set the pastry on the kitchen counter and took Mindy by the hand. “I have to show you something.”

      We sat down on the futon, and I told her everything from the beginning—from when I got electrocuted at Eva’s grave until yesterday when I found this book—except I left Traian out. I still wasn’t ready to talk about him yet.

      Storm jumped into Mindy’s lap and purred.

      “Are you sure you didn’t just miss this book somehow?” Mindy asked as she scratched the top of Storm’s head.

      “One hundred percent sure.” I put the rubbing paper over the cover of the book. “But this is making me question everything. I know I made this at the grave, but now the symbol is gone, but then here’s this book. Someone’s messing with me.”

      But who… Perry? Traian? A ghost? Is Grandma Grace haunting me?

      “I don’t know what to tell you. It’s weird. At least you have a new security system.” Her brows scrunched together. “Tell me more about your hands getting hot.”

      I set the book and paper down and looked at my palms. “All I know is when I get pissed, they get hot, really hot. One time, I even saw an arc of electricity shoot from my hand when I went to open my front door. It all started that night in the cemetery.”

      “Hmm.” Mindy took one of my hands. “Sounds like reiki energy. Maybe the energy you encountered at the cemetery unleashed your flow of chi. I know a reiki master… she might be able to help you sort that out.”

      I nodded. “That’s what Dr. Perry told me last week. It’s almost like he expected me to have this reaction.” What if he’s the one who brought the book and hid it while installing the security system?

      “I’ll call her tomorrow and see if we can set you up with an appointment this week.” Mindy smiled.

      “Thanks.” I took my grandmother’s note. “But this only has me reeling.”

      “Yeah, that is weird. Do you think she’s referring to Dr. Perry and the guy you’ve been seeing? Those are the only two men in your life I know of, unless you’re hiding more secrets.”

      “You make it sound like I’m some flirtatious broad.” I exhaled forcefully and turned to Mindy. “Do you believe in magic and witchcraft?”

      She laughed. “You know I do. I am certain there is a world out there that is invisible to the mere human eye, even though I can’t prove it.”

      “What do you think Grandma means by ‘your next chapter’ and ‘transformation’?” I set the note on my lap and pointed to the lines.

      “That’s easy,” she said. “Look at you. You’re living on your own, going to school, holding a job, and being Little Miss Independent.”

      “Hardly,” I mumbled.

      “You are. What happened yesterday was just a little bump in the road. You will do amazing things, this I’m sure of.” She squeezed my hand. “We’ll figure this out.”

      “I bet Carol is pissed I’m off work again.”

      Mindy’s nose scrunched up. “Yeah, she’s not happy, but there’s nothing she can do about it.”

      “Oh, she could fire me.”

      The kettle whistled on the stove, and Mindy got up without responding. When she came back with a two steaming cups of tea, we’d already moved on to something else. We hung out for a couple more hours, and sometime around noon, she left.

      I felt better after talking to her, but still felt guilty for not sharing how Traian was connected to all of this. I wasn’t ready to yet.

      I took a long, hot bath and then lay down for a nap. Storm curled up with me on the futon and I snoozed for two hours.

      When I woke, I got cleaned up and tried to look somewhat presentable for Traian. I chose black leggings and a green turtleneck sweater dress. Storm stood on the edge of the bathroom sink and watched as I applied a little mascara, concealer, and blush. Then I slipped my feet into navy, slipper-like flats.

      Traian arrived at my place right before dark.  I knew when the buzzer rang that it would be him. He looked so good, standing outside my door, dressed in black, his hair pulled back, holding a bouquet of red and white roses. When he smiled, I thought I would dissolve into a pile of goo at his feet. I barely found my voice to invite him in.

      As soon as he stepped inside my foyer, he closed the door behind him and wrapped his arms around me. Heavens, I had missed him. All the stress of the last two days vanished as my body relaxed in his embrace.

      “I have missed you, my love,” he whispered in my ear, then placed a kiss on my cheek.

      I let myself melt in his arms, my head resting against his solid chest. I breathed in and held the scent of the flowers and something else—the Traian scent. Leather, woods, and a hint of musk.

      “I missed you too. Don’t ever leave again. You need to stay with me or close by.”

      Traian shifted his body to look into my eyes. A moment later, he dipped his head and kissed my lips, but then he abruptly pulled back.

      “What happened?” His eyes were wild. He pulled down the sweater and glanced at my neck, turning my chin side to side. “Who did this?”

      “That crazy woman.” I lowered my voice, afraid that she might be outside the door listening. I know he would protect me, but one can’t be too cautious.

      “Where?”

      “She came to my work.”

      “Did you call Butcher?” he asked.

      “No.” I hadn’t even thought about calling him after the attack.

      Traian’s eyes went cold. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. When he opened them, the black part of his irises had little red flakes. “You are not safe here anymore. You’re coming with me.”

      “Excuse me? I’m okay. I’m at home, we have a security door, and the police are aware.  Also, my professor installed an alarm system in my apartment. I think it’ll be fine.”

      “You’re not safe here,” he repeated. “Human things will not protect you from her. Only I can protect you.”

      “What are you talking about?” I stared at him, not believing what my ears heard. “Is she an alien or something?”

      “You are not safe.” He took me by the sides and stared right into my eyes, as if hoping to convey some kind of message telepathically.

      “I am perfectly safe, thank you very much, and you’re here, so let’s just have dinner while you tell me everything you’ve been keeping secret, and then you can help me with my microbiology project. Sound good?” The words came out fast.

      He shook his head. “Why do you care so much for your stupid assignment when your life is in danger?”

      “My stupid assignment?” I gawked. I couldn’t believe it. Did he just call my education stupid?

      “It means nothing in the grand scheme of things, Everly. You, however, mean everything to me. You are my world, and I am damned if I can’t protect you from the evil about to befall you.” Traian’s voice cracked.

      “Unbelievable,” I muttered.

      He sighed.

      “School means everything to me. Graduating with a degree is my life dream. If you can’t respect that, then maybe you shouldn’t be here.” Now I felt even more guilty for missing two classes last week.

      “Everly, you are being ridiculous.”

      “Am I?” I set my hands on my hips, the way my mother had on hers so many times. “So, what, we run away? If the woman knows where I work, she probably knows I have a family. What about them? Aren’t they in danger too?”

      Traian’s jaw tightened. “We can figure that out later, but we must leave soon.”

      “No. I’m not leaving. This is my home. Well, my grandmother’s, but that’s besides the point.” I squared my shoulders. “I’ve worked hard this year to gain my independence, and you just want me to leave it all behind?”

      “Everly, we’re wasting time here.”

      “No, you still haven’t told me anything and yet you expect me to drop everything and run away with you?”

      Traian removed his hands from my waist and balled them into fists. “I know school is important to you, and under normal circumstances, I would encourage you to continue, but the longer you stay here, the more endangered you will be. We need to leave now.”

      I blinked. This cannot be happening. “Are you going to help me with my project or not?” Screw dinner, I needed one more sample for my assignment. Why microbiology suddenly became so important I didn’t know, but my hands started heating up.

      Storm poked her head around the kitchen counter and mewed.

      He sighed again, this time releasing a low growl, sending the kitten into hiding. “Fine, what do you need?”

      In that moment, I didn’t know whether to kick him out or slap him. I could feel the tingles of electricity popping in my palms.

      Instead, I went to the counter. From my backpack, I pulled out a sealed bag containing mouth swabs and a set of Petri dishes. I opened one swab packet and the last unlabeled dish and turned to Traian.

      “Open up.” I forced a smile.

      He did as I asked. I ran the swab on the inside of his cheeks and transferred the specimen to the Petri dish.  “That’s it.” I discarded the swab and wrappers.

      “Okay, now that you got that out of the way, can we go?”

      “Go where?”

      “Anywhere. Here you are a target. We need to get you as far away from Seattle as possible.”

      “If you’re so concerned about my safety, how about we go talk to the police?”

      “The police cannot protect you from this evil, I promise you that.” He glanced around the apartment.

      My whole body shuddered. This was the first time I actually felt a little scared—of him. All of the alarm bells inside my head exploded.

      Where had this fear been last week when I invited him into my home?

      I glanced at the small remote on the counter between us. Hit the panic button.

      Maybe he was dangerous. I knew so little about him. And I never saw him with other people—he’d never introduced me to anyone except for Butcher. His family was conveniently dead, or so he said. As my thoughts buzzed, my hands crackled. I looked down and gasped.

      Traian was at my side. “How long has this been happening?”

      “Since I touched that stupid grave.” My breath came in spurts.

      His eyes closed for a second. “No wonder she’s interested in you.”

      “What’s happening to me?” I whimpered as the power in my hands turned up a notch.

      “I don’t know, but we have to go.” He cautiously put his arm around me. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      I suddenly felt trapped, and panic took over. I knew he could easily overpower me, but right then, I felt energy surging through my body. What if I hurt him?

      “Stay away from me.” I pushed against his chest and felt the power unintentionally flow of out my hands.

      Crack!

      Traian smashed against the brick wall so hard, the side of the building shook. The light overhead exploded, raining thousands of glass shards down on me.

      “Holy shit.” I covered my mouth with both hands. My palms didn’t feel hot anymore. What just happened? Did I hurt him? I hadn’t meant to.

      Traian stared back at me, his eyes glowing red. “You are not safe here.” He pushed himself off the wall and examined the damage. “You need to come with me.” He extended his hand.

      No, he isn’t safe with me. I stomped to the front door and opened it, smashing more glass under my flats. My heart hurt for what I was about to do.

      I turned and glared at him. “You are not welcome here, Traian. Leave now, and don’t come back. Don’t follow me. Just leave.”

      “Don’t do this, Everly. I’m the only one who can protect you. You are vulnerable. Your power is growing, but your body is weak. Aidra will find you and destroy you,” Traian pleaded.

      “I don’t trust you. You are not good for me. You need to leave now.” I hated myself for saying those lies. It was me I didn’t trust, not him.

      Traian shook his head, muscles straining in his neck, as if he was trying to force himself to stay, but something was compelling him, pulling him out the door.

      “Goddamn magical rules,” he muttered under his breath, and then he was gone.

      I closed the door and locked it. What just happened? Magic rules?

      I wanted him. I wanted him to stay. I wanted to be with him. I wanted to snuggle with him on my bed, like I’d dreamed of doing so many times the last two days. Instead, we’d had a fight, he’d pissed me off, something happened with my hands, I nearly killed him, and now I’d kicked him out.

      So much for a romantic night.

      I surveyed the disaster in my apartment. Storm peeked out from under the chair in the living room.

      “Oh god, what have I done?”

      I ran a hand through my hair, only to pull it away covered with tiny pricks of blood. I grabbed my phone and called Mindy.

      “I’m coming right over,” she answered, then she hung up.

      A knock came the moment I turned my phone screen off. Please don’t be my mother, I prayed silently as I peeked through the peephole. Thankfully, it wasn’t.

      “What are you doing here?” I opened the door with the chain on. “How did you get into the building?”

      “I came to check on my patient. Wait, you’re bleeding.” Dr. Perry stepped up to the door. “Let me in so I can examine you.”

      “I’m fine, just a little accident. Nothing to worry about.” My voice shook a little too much to convince him.

      “Everly, please let me in,” he said in a calm tone. “I’m here to help.”

      “Nope.” I went to close the door, but his hand pushed it back. “What are you doing?”

      “I will call nine-one-one if you don’t open the door and let me check out your hand. Is that what you want?”

      Dammit. At least Mindy was on her way, so I wouldn’t be alone with him too long. “Fine. Back up so I can take the chain off.”

      Dr. Perry took in the war zone inside my apartment. “What happened?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Tell me while I check your hand. Let’s go in the bathroom.”

      I sat on the toilet while he picked the tiny pieces of glass out of my palm and hair. He listened as I told him about my energy blast, though I conveniently left out the part about Traian being flung against the wall.

      Just as he was wrapping the bandage around my hand, another knock sounded on the door.

      “That’s Mindy.”

      He said nothing as he opened the door and let her in before she could use her key.

      “Oh, my… What happened?”

      “Our girl was trying some wizardry and broke the kitchen lights.” Perry turned to me. “Now you aren’t bleeding everywhere, go upstairs and rest, while Mindy and I clean up the mess. I’ll run to the store and get you some new light bulbs.”

      Once again, I was being told what to do and treated like a little child. How had my evening gone so badly? There was no point in arguing, as exhaustion had settled in. I grabbed the red journal, rubbings, and Grandma’s note off the coffee table and headed up the stairs. Storm padded up behind me.

      As I lay in bed, I texted my mom goodnight, so she wouldn’t worry. Then I texted Stella.

      She responded. ‘Hey, do you want to come to a gala with me on Wednesday?’

      ‘Sure.’ I texted back. ‘Lab gets out at seven. I might be able to sneak out sooner.’

      My phone jingled two seconds later. ‘Cool I’ll come pick you up at eight Wednesday night. Wear something fancy and do your hair and put makeup on please.’

      ‘Okay,’ I responded.

      Mindy brought up toast and chamomile tea, but the bread tasted like cardboard and the tea was just sweetened water. Perry brought me some medicine, checked my vitals, and said he’d be back the next morning.

      “I hate my life,” I said to Mindy after he left.

      “Tell me what really happened.” She took away the uneaten toast and cold tea.

      I waited for her to return before I told her everything about Traian. Finally. It felt good not to hold that secret anymore, but I braced myself for the lecture.

      It never came.

      “It all makes sense now.” She nodded thoughtfully. “I have an appointment with Tara, my reiki friend, on Thursday. I can move it up closer.”

      What makes sense? “No, Thursday is fine. Would you be willing to do my hair and makeup on Wednesday? My sister invited me to attend a gala with her.”

      “Of course. Do you have witches in your family?”

      Her question shocked me, and I didn’t answer. “Thank you for coming over. You can go home and get some sleep. I’ll be fine, I promise.”

      Mindy’s brows pressed together. “I don’t know if leaving you alone is such a good idea. What if Traian comes back?”

      “He won’t hurt me, and I have a feeling he won’t be back.” Which breaks my heart. “We’ll be okay.” I pulled Storm onto my chest. “I have the panic button, and I can always text you if something comes up.”

      “Okay, if that’s what you want. But I am more than happy to spend the night.”

      “No, please go home and rest. Stop fussing over me. I’ll be fine.” I waved a hand.

      Mindy gave me a hug and left.

      Storm laid down at the far corner of the bed. Mindy’s question bounced in my mind as I tossed and turned, but as soon as I closed my eyes, I stood in the forest again. Traian wasn’t there. As much as I wanted to call for him, I didn’t want to see him. I was still pissed, but more importantly, I felt guilty for hurting him.

      Sometime around six a.m., I woke up, but I felt like I hadn’t slept at all. Storm even grumbled a few mews at me as I put some dried food in her bowl. She ignored the food and curled up in her princess bed with her back toward me. My mood seemed to sour by the minute as I packed a lunch from the food Mom had left in the fridge the day before and gathered my bags for school.

      The buzzer went off around seven, and Dr. Perry was at my door less than a minute later. He checked my hand. My palm had healed overnight, so I didn’t have to go into work with gauze wrapped around it. His medicine must be working—this is the fastest I’ve ever healed from cuts. Granted, these were micro wounds, but still…

      As soon as he left, I caught the Link train to Capitol Hill. He’d offered me a ride to the flower, but I’d refused. From the moment I left home, I felt hyperaware of my surroundings. I kept expecting to see Aidra everywhere I turned, but the streets were only full of usual strangers.

      The shop was still locked when I got there, but I had a key, so let myself in and turned off the alarm. It was nice to be there first, so I could start the day without having to deal with my boss or Mindy. Not that I minded Mindy. But even though she was my best friend, we’d been spending way too much time together. Though is being here alone such a good idea?

      I shook off the paranoid feeling setting in and focused on the opening tasks. I got the buckets for the flower displays out of the cooler and filled them with single stems of various blossoms.

      Next, I checked the combo fax machine/printer and collected the orders for the day. We had fifteen already. I took the first five and gathered the flowers needed for the arrangements. My workstation was full when Mindy walked in.

      “Hi,” she greeted me. “How are you feeling? How’s your hand?”

      “Great.” I smiled, breathing a sigh of relief. “All healed up.”

      She checked my neck and then my palm. “The bruising is almost gone. Wow, and your cuts healed. This is amazing.”

      “Modern medicine.” I turned back to my work. “We’ve got a bunch of orders to do.”

      Mindy pulled out some flash cards and set them on her workstation. “I have a test tomorrow.”

      I sighed, feeling awful. She had spent most of her weekend either taking care of me or working, but she had a life too.

      “I’m sorry. Why didn’t you say something? I would never have called you last night.”

      “Oh, please.” Mindy waved her hand. “You come first, always. Plus, this is just herbology.”

      And so our day went on, with Mindy quietly working as she went over her cards. I got lots of work done, as well, even though my head was in a different place. Carol came in around lunchtime, just before it was time for me to leave.

      Once at school, I went by the lab to drop off my Petri dishes in the incubator, then headed to the library to study until class time. Psychology that night was as boring as ever.

      When I went home. I checked my surroundings like a paranoid person, but there was nobody following me. I didn’t see Aidra—or Traian. The latter saddened me. I missed him. I wanted him.

      Maybe we can talk it over… But I don’t have his number.

      Tuesday was a repeat of Monday but with Microbiology. Professor Perry didn’t speak to me during class, nor did he call me to his desk after, as he did sometimes. He basically ignored me the whole time. His ears looked funny, though, like before. I found this interesting because they hadn’t appeared different when we were at the hospital, or this morning when he’d come by. With all the craziness of the last few days, I shook it off as just another weird thing in a string of strange events. Maybe he’s into elf cosplay.

      Even Storm was acting odd. At night, she’d sleep in her princess bed downstairs instead of with me. And she ignored me when I fed her in the morning. Is she pissed off at me? I hoped there wasn’t something wrong with her health. Her food dish was empty when I got home, though, so I took that as a good sign.

      At night, my dreams were devoid of the one person I longed for. The forest stood empty.

      Wednesday was just another day, except I had the gala later that night.

      Why did I agree to go?

      The day before, during my lunch break, I’d gone to a boutique across the street from the flower shop and found a black lace dress with a high neckline to cover my scars. I even bought a pair of matching heels—I never wore heels.

      Lab first, though. I almost groaned as I huffed up the science building steps.

      Jen was already there, and together we looked at the specimens from our projects. I went up front to grab the staining chemicals from the supply cabinet. Professor Perry sat at his desk and looked at me over his spectacles. He said nothing, just nodded and went back to his papers.

      When I peered into the incubator, I realized I was missing a specimen—Traian’s. I checked again, looking at all the shelves. Still missing. I glanced over everyone’s desks, hoping I would spot it, but it was silly to think someone would take mine, since Professor Perry had given each of us color-coded labels with our names already printed on them.

      Maybe I accidently left Traian’s sample at home or in my backpack?

      “Is there a problem, Miss Greene?” Professor Perry asked.

      My cheeks warmed up, and my hand tingled. Oh no. Not this again. I turned to him. “I’m not feeling well. Can I make up my lab tomorrow?” I put the specimens back on the shelf and closed the incubator.

      He nodded. “Be here tomorrow at three.”

      “Got it, thanks.” I rushed over to my desk to gather my things.

      “What’s wrong?” Jen asked.

      “Migraine,” I lied. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

      As soon as I got outside, the tingling subsided. I gripped my grandmother’s cross as I walked to the Link station as fast as I could, checking my surroundings. Nobody followed me home, including the person I really missed.

      Storm ignored me as I walked through the door.

      “Really?” I threw my hands in the air. “Are you mad at me, too?”

      “Meow-wow,” she said and turned her little butt toward me.

      “Fine.” I stomped into my bathroom and closed the door.

      It took me fifteen minutes to get my new dress on. I loved how the glitter in the chiffon skirt shimmered as I walked. I slipped my feet into the sparkling heels, just as a knock came at my door. I checked the time on my cell phone.

      Seven o’clock. Mindy must be here to fix my hair and make-up.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” I said when I opened the door, I loved that she respected my privacy and didn’t just barge into my place like my sister and mother had.

      “Of course, thank you for asking.” Mindy hugged me. “How are you feeling?”

      “Nervous as hell.”

      “Aw, don’t be. I’ll have you looking like the belle of the ballroom in no time.” She set her makeup bag on the kitchen counter. “Pretty dress. I can’t believe you went shopping without me.”

      “Thanks.” I sat down on a stool at the counter. “And I didn’t do it on purpose.”

      “I know.” She kissed my cheek.

      Mindy used glitter eyeshadow and applied mascara to my lashes. She powdered my cheeks and pleated my hair into a medieval-looking braid. It took a whole hour to get me looking gala-ready.

      “Thank you.” I hugged her.

      “You’re welcome. I’m glad I could help.” She smiled. “Have fun tonight.”

      I doubted I would. The hole in my soul seemed to grow deeper and deeper as more time passed without Traian.
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      I stepped out of the cab Stella and I had shared. The Space Needle towered over us. A lantern-lit path led up to the entrance of The Seattle Glass Museum. The dark sky lit up as a lightning bolt slashed through the overhead clouds. No rain yet, but I could smell the moisture in the air.  I took a deep breath and grounded myself.

      “Ready, sis?” Stella took my hand.

      I gave her a weak smile. “Yeah, sure.” I fought the urge to jump back into the cab and go home. I glanced around me, looking for him.

      Three torturous days had gone by since I’d seen Traian. Since I hurt him. I turned away from my sister and whispered, “I’m sorry, please come back.”

      “Did you say something?”

      I shook my head. “Let’s go see some glass art.”

      “You look lovely.” She gave me an air kiss, and we walked into the museum.

      A man dressed in a black suit and orange bow tie opened the main door to the museum and greeted us. “Evening, ladies.”

      Once inside, ushers escorted us through the lobby and into the first room. My sister had been working here for two years now, but this was the first time I’d walked past the foyer.

      “We can always leave if it gets to be too much, okay?” Stella gave my hand a soft squeeze then released it. “You’ve been working too hard and studying too much. Try to have fun?”

      I nodded. I figured she was right about me needing to get out, but the Spring Gala at the famous blown glass museum wouldn’t have been my first choice. Seattle’s wealthiest residents weren’t people I normally associated with. I was one hundred percent positive I wouldn’t find a single invitee I had something in common with to strike up a conversation.

      The idea of conversation fled the moment I entered the first room. The combination of light and color against the black-painted walls made the twisted flutes of glass glow like a magical fairy garden. But then the cacophony of hundreds of talking voices cut through my initial awe of the art before me.

      “Let’s get drinks,” Stella yelled over the noise. “Nothing alcoholic for you, so don’t ask.”

      “It’s okay,” I responded. Like I’d ever ask her to sneak something like that for me. “Is there a quieter area where we can go?”

      “Yes.” Stella pulled me into the next exhibit hall. Fewer people filled this room, but it was still too noisy.

      Goodness, why am I so sensitive to noise tonight? My hands tingled again. No. Not that again. I stifled a groan. Was this the medication, or was it really the reiki energy that Mindy and Dr. Perry kept telling me about? I signaled to my sister I needed to keep moving. I didn’t even stop to admire the art in the third room.

      The fourth exhibit hall felt much calmer. I could hear a string orchestra music coming from down the hall. Some of the tension in my shoulders eased.

      “Much better.” I exhaled. “Thank you.”

      “Sorry, honey.” Stella patted my arm. “There are leather benches over there, if you need to rest.”

      “I’m good,” I lied and looked up at the magnificent glass sculpture covering most of the ceiling. “Whoa.” I hoped I wouldn’t have another episode like I had on Sunday night, because I didn’t want to break this beautiful work of art.

      “Will you be okay?” Stella asked.

      “Yes.” I glanced at her face. “Go.”

      “Okay, I’ll be in the next room.” She gave me a quick hug.

      I watched her disappear in the direction of the music, and returned my attention to the swirls of glass above. The red and orange colors gave the piece the appearance of fire. If I stared too long at them, they seemed to dance around like flames. What imagination to create something so glorious. For a moment, I forgot about my illness, my recent hospitalization, the madness of the week, the tingling in my hands, and the awful turn my brief romance had taken. For a blissful moment, all I saw was beauty. My heart swelled a little, and a small, real smile spread across my lips for the first time in days.

      But then my whole body tingled. I shuddered and noticed several people looking at me.  I fiddled with my black chiffon dress, pretending I was straightening the layers of my skirt, only to release the fabric as my hands got hotter. My observers went back to their small talk, and I noted the door leading to the glass garden outside.

      I need cold air.

      Nobody was in the outdoor space. I made a beeline to the trickling fountain in the center and stuck both hands into the water.

      Sweet relief.

      My hands cooled off a bit.  To the side of the garden was a great, glass hall with the biggest glass sculpture hanging from the ceiling. The room was filled with people. A small string orchestra played at one end. I spotted Stella in her bright red dress, chatting with an older couple.  The air shifted around me like a cool breeze.

      “You look beautiful,” a deep voice spoke behind me with a hint of Eastern European accent.

      I whirled around. I didn’t need to look to know who had spoken, but I wanted to make sure he was real. “You came.”

      Traian stepped out from the shadows. “I did.”

      “How did you get in here?” I shook my head and stepped forward. “Never mind, why did you come back?”

      “You asked me to.”

      “You heard that? Were you following me again?” Heat churned at the pit of my stomach.

      Where had the anger that now boiled under my skin been two weeks ago when I had let him into my life? The urge to slap him and kiss him pulled me into two opposite directions, but he was like a magnet. It didn’t matter what I felt, his presence always drew me in, like a moth to the flame.

      I squeezed my eyes shut for a second. “I’m sorry for hurting you.”

      “No need to apologize.” Traian’s face changed as he glanced to an unlit corner of the garden. “There isn’t much time. Please come with me.”

      “What?” I took a step back. Finally. Maybe I did have some common sense after all. “You think you can just show up and whisk me off after avoiding me for three days?”

      “I didn’t avoid you. You asked me to stay away, and I respected your wish.” Traian took my hand and led me to the darkest corner of the garden. “Before we have any more conversation, I must show you something. I need to keep my promise and tell you the truth of who I am.”

      “Oh, now we’re going to be honest?” I just couldn’t help myself. Ugh, why am I being so… What’s the word… Crazy? “I’m not playing these games.”

      “We’re not playing games,” he said firmly. “That’s why I’m coming out. Do what you will with this. If you never want to see me again, I will leave forever.”

      I was about to make a smart-ass comment about ‘coming out’, when from behind him, two massive, bat-like wings exploded outward.

      “What the…”

      Traian closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they glowed bright red, just like they had when I’d slammed him against the wall, and like Aidra’s had before she attacked me. His wings expanded, each stretching to at least eight feet long.

      I stared at him. All thoughts and words vanished, along with any trace of logic. I was too stunned to speak.

      “I’m a monster. A strigoi,” he said. “I take blood. I kill. This is who I am, and I will not apologize for that. I never had a choice in becoming this.”

      He beat his wings and rose above me like a dark angel, hovering a couple of feet above the ground.

      He’s the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen—the only thought that made its way into my brain. I should have been terrified, but I wasn’t. No, what I felt inside could best be described as wonder. The anger I’d felt before simmered down. Now I just wanted to reach out and touch him.

      Traian landed back on the ground with the lightness of a seasoned acrobat. He lowered his wings and partially retracted them.

      “This monster has fallen in love with you. I didn’t want to reveal who I really was, because you are so frail and didn’t want to scare you. But if anything, the last three weeks have shown me how strong you really are.”

      From the inside of his coat, he pulled out a silver medallion. On it, the symbol I had seen on Eva’s grave gleamed, as a lightning bolt lit up the sky.

      “No way.” I gasped. My hands vibrated again.

      “I should have told you before.” He shook his head. “Blast it, we don’t have enough time.”

      I stepped forward and held out my hand. Traian put the pendant into my palm.

      “The grave…” I met his red eyes. “You’d been there before. That’s why you were interested.”

      He nodded. “There isn’t much time. We need to go.”

      And just like that, the floodgate opened inside of my brain. Hundreds of thoughts poured in, sending my mind into a whirlwind.

      “I don’t understand. Are you real?”

      Traian wrapped his arms around me, sending a flurry of sensations through my entire body. “There isn’t much time,” he repeated. “I must show you one more thing.”

      “Everly!”

      We both turned toward Stella’s voice, though we knew she couldn’t see us right away.

      I peered up at him. “If you are real, you must meet my sister. Then you can show me whatever you need to.”

      Traian nodded. “Very well.” In an instant, his wings disappeared behind him. Then he took the chain off his neck and let it drop into my palm on top of the pendant. “Put this in your purse.”

      I didn’t have time to ask where his wings went or why he was giving me his medallion, so I just did what he told me. The next moment, his hands cupped my face and his mouth found mine. The remaining air in my chest froze as heat filled my entire body. The tingling in my hands stopped.

      “Uh-hm.” Stella coughed behind me.

      Traian released me. “Pardon us. I haven’t seen her in three days.”

      My cheeks burned hot. I rested my head on his chest for a second before turning to face my sister.

      “Well, that explains a lot.” Stella held a drink in each hand or she would have rested them on her hips just like Mom.

      “I can explain,” I started.

      “Please do.”

      “Let me.” Traian put an arm around my shoulder, pulling me to him. Together, we stepped forward into the light. “I’m Ian.”

      I blinked. Fake name. Lovely. But then I stopped myself. How did I know ‘Traian’ was his real name to begin with? Well, if we’re going to lie…

      “A friend from school,” I added.

      “Oh, reeeally.” My sister narrowed her eyes. “How did you get into this party?”

      “Donor. Transpatia Enterprises.”

      “Oh.” Stella’s composure transformed. “My apologies. I just assumed.”

      “What did you assume, Stella?” I asked a little too sweetly. “That I wasn’t capable of meeting someone? Of being liked? Of having a boyfriend?”

      “No.” Stella shook her head. “I didn’t know.… I understand now. I couldn’t figure out why you wouldn’t go out with your hot professor, but now I understand.”

      Oh, why did she have to go there? I couldn’t understand why everyone had to keep bringing up my professor.

      “Your sister,” Traian spoke, “has an impeccable taste in art.”

      “Oh, does she now?” Stella extended a drink to me and I took it from her. “Well, I’ll leave you two lovebirds out here in the garden. Don’t get too frisky.”

      A few seconds later, she disappeared around the corner, Traian took my drink away and pulled me back into the darkened part of the garden.

      “I promise I will keep you safe.” He placed his arms around me. “How is your energy?”

      “I’m good.” I whispered, but my body shook. “All I wanted was a normal life.” I laughed. And then I went ahead and fell in love with the most unnormal person I’ve ever met.

      “What if you weren’t meant to be normal?”

      Traian’s words rang over and over in my head.

      Before I could blink, his wings sprouted from under his coat, and we were flying. I pressed my head against his chest. As crazy as this all seemed, I knew one thing—the hole in my soul was gone.
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      We landed in the cemetery ten feet from Eva Constantine’s grave. Part of me understood why we were here, but the other part was confused. Hadn’t he told me never to come here again?

      Before I could catch my breath, Traian’s lips were on mine. I melted into them, but then he pulled back.

      I blinked at him. Suddenly, the sky lit up with electricity. I thought it was a storm, until I realized the tiny arcs of light cracking from both my palms and falling to the damp grass below.

      “Not this again,” I gasped.

      “I have shown you who I am. Now it is your turn.” Traian stepped away. “Unleash your power.”

      “I don’t have power. I don’t know what this is,” I insisted. Don’t panic. I didn’t want him to leave me. I searched his eyes and found they had returned to the red glow I’d seen earlier. “Where are you going?”

      “Nowhere. I’m giving you space, so you can work your magic.”

      “Magic?”

      “It started here, the night you touched my beloved’s gravestone.” Traian pointed to Eva’s grave.

      My attention shifted to the tombstone to my right. In rapid succession, all the events of the last three weeks flashed through my mind.

      Yes. This was where everything got a little weird.

      First, getting shocked, then running for my life. My mind connected the dots as everything shone bright like the midday sun.

      “You think I have magic in my blood.”

      Traian nodded.

      My mother’s words about Grandma being involved in witchcraft and Mindy asking me if I had witches in my family replayed in my head. Am I a witch? The electricity died down to a weak hum in my hands.

      Traian stepped forward.

      “I should not have pushed you. I apologize. But we don’t have time.” He took my hand and let me to the tombstone. “You must touch the stone,” he urged as he guided me closer to Eva’s gravestone. “You two are linked and I need to know why.”

      “I’ve tried to touch it before. You were there. Nothing happened.” I protested, but he had a strong hold on my arm and pushed me closer.

      “That was before you released your power on me. Try it now.”

      “So that’s it. You have been hanging around me because of this.” I pointed to the stone. “You don’t really love me, you have zero interest in me—you just wanted information.” I burst into uncontrollable laughter. “Here I thought you actually liked me. The way you touched me, the way you wooed me right into your arms. I guess my mother’s right, I am no good on my own. I can’t take care of myself after all.”

      “That isn’t true.” His arms wrapped around me. I fought against them, but it was no use—they were like a steel bars around me.

      Another realization hit me like a speed train.

      “I’m so stupid.”

      “Stop saying that.”

      “Who is Eva to you?”

      Traian lowered his forehead to mine. “My beloved who was taken from me too soon.” He wrapped his hand around my wrist. “You must touch the stone. Please. Just once, I need to see for myself.”

      “You think I’ll bring her back or something? Will you let me go if I do?”  I asked.

      Traian eyed me for a moment. “I doubt she’ll come back, but you can do whatever you like, go whenever you want. You owe me nothing.”

      Really? I thought. After everything we’ve been through he’s just gonna let me go like that?

      I suddenly felt like a paper plate, tossed away after one use. The emotions that raged through my body nearly took my breath away. I wanted to cry, scream, laugh, slap him, kick the tombstone, curse every person who had ever touched me or been around me, curse my grandmother, curse God, curse Hell, curse anything. I was done. Witch or no witch.

      Fine.

      I would do this one last thing for him and then I would be out of here.

      He released my hand. I touched the stone.

      Shockwaves of electricity gripped my entire body. I felt like a solid statue, frozen. Images raced through my head: a red dragon with ruby eyes and a tongue of red fire, a female elf with blonde hair and eyes as green as the spring grass. Then there was another woman, with dark hair, black almost, but her eyes were the same green as the other woman’s. All three—red dragon, elf, and dark woman—looked at me and then disappeared. Then another series of images appeared one by one. A silver cup, a glowing, silver stone, a silver dragon and a silver sword. The last image was of a black dragon, coming straight for me.

      The next moment, I was back in Seattle, gasping for air just as rain poured from the sky.

      I didn’t know what had just happened, but I felt like I had gone through all twelve heart surgeries, plus transfusions, blood treatments, and whatever other craziness I’d gone through in my life, all in one second. Despite everything, my heart continued to sputter inside my chest, pounding away irregularly.

      Traian held me as I shook violently. It was like I was having a seizure, yet I fully knew of what was happening around me.

      “Stay with me, my love.” Traian pulled me close to his chest and rubbed my back and arms. “Stay with me. I can’t bear to lose you too.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have brought her here,” a voice spoke from behind us.

      Professor Perry. Of all places for him to show up.

      He’d been acting strange all week, ignoring me.

      Had he suspected something?

      A low growl rumbled through Traian’s chest. “What are you doing here?” He moved me behind him.

      “Same thing you are,” Perry answered. “I shouldn’t be surprised to see you. I have been trying to protect her since the day she was born.”

      “You think you can keep her hidden with your elfish parlor tricks?” Traian barked. “He’s already aware of her presence.”

      Who is aware of my presence? Perry has been protecting me all my life?

      Perry’s revelation stopped me in my tracks. My body ceased shaking as a strange new energy filled my bones. I slowly peered around Traian’s shoulder and looked right at Perry.

      Just like I had seen in the classroom earlier, his ears stood straight and pointy. In addition, his jawline had changed somewhat, his cheekbones had risen higher and his hair had whitened. It was still Professor Perry, but a different version of him.

      And then the memories came flooding in one by one.

      The male nurse at the children’s hospital, the janitor in my preschool, the lab tech in the hospital who had drawn my blood before each surgery, the clerk at my high school library, where I’d spent an hour each day, and then the professor of Microbiology at the university—all those men had been different versions of Perry.

      How could I have not noticed this until now? I should know better. How can I ever be free?

      The world tilted on me again.

      First it was my hands. Then Traian and his bat wings. And now Perry stood in the graveyard, looking very much like a main character in The Elf’s Promise.

      Either my medication is messing with my brain, or the world is very much not the way I thought it was. 

      Either prospect terrified me, but then another horrid thought came.

      Medication… Perry… Oh. My. God. What had he done to me?

      “Everly, I need you to step away from him and come over here.” Perry opened his arms and motioned for me to come.

      “Are you poisoning me?” I shouted. “What’s in that medicine?”

      Perry’s jaw tightened. “No, it’s keeping you alive.”

      Traian cursed something under his breath. “She will go nowhere near you. Why do you always have to show up, every single time?”

      “You guys have history?” I asked incredulously.

      Grandma’s words rung in my head. ‘Two men will come into your life.’

      “It’s not what you think, you stupid, dead brain,” Perry retorted to Traian.

      I’d had enough. I pulled away from Traian, but he held onto my wrist.

      “Don’t leave. He will only destroy you,” he warned. “As he did Eva.”

      “Oh, I’m not going to him. I don’t want to be near either of you right now,” I lied.

      I wanted very much to stay in Traian’s arms, but the problem was that I couldn’t think straight when he was near me, touching me. And I needed to think as straight as a two-by-four.

      Traian finally released my arm, and I stepped back. The further away I got, the clearer my thoughts were. As soon as I had reached a safe distance, Perry jumped over the tombstone and landed on Traian’s shoulders.

      I didn’t have time to react to what was happening except to continue moving away. What in the world? This is beyond crazy.

      The two continued to fight. One moment, Traian had Perry by the neck, and the next, Perry smashed Traian’s head into a nearby tombstone, breaking the marker into a million pieces. The ground shook when they both landed on the grass.

      Aren’t these the two men who are supposed to protect me? I recalled Grandmother’s note, which had conveniently shown up after Perry had been in my apartment. If I hadn’t known her signature from all her will documents, I would have thought Perry would have been responsible for this madness.

      I continued to back up until I hit something solid, and two cold arms grabbed me.

      “Now that they’re distracted, you and I can have a chat.”

      The next thing I knew, sharp teeth sank into my right shoulder. A hand covering my mouth stifled the scream escaping in my throat. The cross on my chest burned as pain exploded down my arm and torso.

      I caught a flurry of motion from the side.

      Smack.

      Something had taken Traian down. Perry was on the ground, too. Dark shadows moved about the cemetery at lightning speed.

      My vision faded until a loud crack of thunder snapped me back to lucidity.

      I lay on the wet grass of the graveyard, my new black dress in shredded pieces. Voices shouted nearby. I rolled to my side and peered between the tombstones… Aidra lay a few feet away, her mouth covered in blood. My blood. She convulsed, and then black tentacles like spiderwebs covered her entire body. The next moment, she turned into a pile of dust, drifting away in a gust of wind and rain.

      “What the fuck?” I gasped, feeling bile rising in my throat.

      I scanned the graveyard. Both Traian and Perry struggled against an army of fast-moving shadows, and they were losing.

      Everything clicked in my brain, and I realized I would lose the two men in my life that were supposed to protect me. I didn’t know who the monsters were that they fought, but I knew if I didn’t do something, we’d all die.

      Balls of blue light exploded from Perry’s hands, killing the creature attacking him, but three more appeared out of nowhere and launched themselves at him.

      Traian ripped off heads and limbs as if he were tearing through a pile of thinly wrapped Christmas presents, but he, too, seemed overwhelmed as the dark, wraith-like beings multiplied.

      My love.

      Now would be a good time to have tingling hands and awesome powers, but I felt nothing except pain in my arm.

      One lace sleeve had been torn off, and even in the darkness, I could see the blood spilling from the gaping wound in my right shoulder.

      Lightning lit the sky again, and I felt it.

      The warmth started at my core, as if the electricity from the air had ignited a fire inside. It spread through my body. Every cell hummed, as if they’d finally been awakened. I raised my left hand toward the sky. The clouds above me crackled, and thousands of arcs danced overhead like a majestic firework display.

      “Come.” The words flowed from my lips as if I’d done this before. “I call upon fire. Fill me with your power that I may banish the evil unleashed upon the ones I love.”

      The sky responded with a loud cracking sound. All the tentacles of lightning in the sky flowed into one pillar of light, straight down into my palm.

      I gasped at the overflow of energy suddenly filling my body. I needed to release it soon or I would explode.

      I closed my eyes for a moment to focus, but it was nearly impossible. The buzzing in my ears threatened to overwhelm my mind.

      It’s now or never. I opened my eyes. “Hey, you creepy-ass monsters. How about you come play with me?”

      The blur of movement stopped. All dark eyes were on me.

      “Everly, what are you doing?” Traian shouted as he popped off another creature’s head.

      “Oh, no.” Perry threw a ball of light at a creature and then came running toward me.

      “Stay back,” I shouted.

      No one listened. All of them closed in, including Traian and Perry.

      Now. I closed my eyes and directed my right hand down.

      “Darkness be gone,” I whispered.

      The energy inside me exploded out from my hand. Everything lit up around me like the noonday sun, even though I shut my eyes tightly. When darkness returned, I collapsed in a heap, a high-pitched ringing in my ears.

      I don’t know how long I’d been laying on the ground, but eventually I felt raindrops falling on my face. I mustered enough energy to open my eyes and sit up. The cemetery was gone. I was sitting inside a huge crater.

      “Oh my god.” Did I do this? Where are Traian and Perry?

      I crawled up to my knees, then stood. I looked down at my hands. They looked perfectly normal like before, except there was a faint outline of a cross inside a circle on my left hand. Like I’d seen it the first time I touched Eva’s tombstone

      I peered around the big pit.

      “Traian?” I called. “Professor Perry?”

      Nothing came back except for the sound of wind and the pitter-patter of rain. Did I kill them? I looked around, but I was alone. There were no bodies or limbs… Just me and some smoldering dirt.

      The urge to get out of the pit grew until I had to move. I stumbled to the side and clambered on hands and knees. My wounded shoulder screamed in protest from the effort, but I persisted. After a long process, I reached the top completely out of breath.

      It was even darker up above. The power had gone out in the entire neighborhood. Sirens wailed, and city noise hummed in the distance, but in the cemetery, everything stood eerily still.

      In the shade of night, I made out a couple of bodies lying on the other side of the crater. I hobbled around to the nearest one.

      Traian. My heart sputtered, sending out a wave of adrenaline. No.

      Sharp, broken tree branches stuck out from his body. He lay as still as Aidra had before she’d disintegrated.

      I fell to my knees near his head.

      “I love you.” I bowed over him and kissed his forehead. “You can’t die, I just found you.” I lifted his head into my lap, though the wound in my shoulder burned. Tears dripped off my face onto his. “Traian, my love, please don’t leave me.”

      He never moved.

      ‘I’m a monster. A strigoi. I take blood.’ His words came like a whispered memory.

      Blood.

      I leaned my wounded shoulder over his mouth and let my blood drip onto his parted lips. The pain in my body grew, and my vision blurred… I’d lost too much blood already. If I didn’t reach a hospital soon, I would be dead too.

      “I’m sorry, I can’t save you.” I kissed his lips. “I love you.”

      I lowered his head back to the ground and stood. My body teetered, and blackness hovered at the periphery of my vision. I glanced over at the other body. It had to be Perry, but I couldn’t tell from this distance, nor could I afford the time it would take to investigate.

      “Goodbye, Traian,” I whispered and stumbled toward the cemetery exit. With my left hand, I gripped my grandmother’s cross.

      Sadness filled every cell in my body. My heart felt like it was breaking into a million pieces, again and again. Everything made sense but also absolutely no sense at all. So much chaos, so many lives lost.

      Why my grandmother? Why me? I could see the tiny silver threads connecting all of us in this web of destiny and fate, but why we were all connected or what that destiny was, I couldn’t see.

      My mind raced as sorrow flooded every corner of my body. I gasped for air. The sky opened fully, and water poured over me, hiding my tears.

      I pulled the cross out from under my tattered dress. Lightning lit the sky again, and I saw on the back, the symbol glowing in the flash of light.

      How did I not notice this before?

      I looked up when I reached the blackened street, and there she was, only much prettier than I had seen in pictures.

      “Grandma?”

      Grandma Grace smiled, but her eyes were sad. “Hello, my child.”

      I stepped into the road. “Are you real?”

      She shook her head. “I’m so sorry.”

      Light filled the space between us, followed by an angry honking sound. The engine’s roar and the deafening horn faded into the night. The faces of Mom, Stella, Mindy, Storm, Perry, and Traian flashed before me, and then all I saw was my grandmother standing at the center of the light with her arms open wide.

      Her skin glowed in the dark night, and a sleeveless, lavender-colored gown flowed over her body. Behind her lay a great, red dragon. On either side of the beast stood the dark-haired woman and the blonde elf girl. Behind them, a shadow I couldn’t quite make out.

      “This is it,” I whispered.

      And then the world went black.
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      The low hum of a spinning fan was the first thing I noticed, followed by the smell of laboratory chemicals and cotton. Hard, cold metal pressed against my back.

      I took another breath and held it in my lungs as I analyzed the odors of my surroundings. One hundred percent bleached cotton, a hint of sanitizing solution, metal, formaldehyde, pheromones, and faint traces of other chemicals being filtered by the cotton material—covering my face.

      I choked back the terror. Why is something covering my face? Where am I? I let out the breath I had been holding, not out of lack of oxygen, but of habit. Habit?

      I inhaled once again, this time more slowly. On the hypersensitive nerve endings of my tongue, I could taste the various air particles. As I exhaled, a new sensation vibrated from the back of my throat down into the middle of my gut—a thirst greater than I had experienced before. The burning fire that came next was virtually unbearable.

      I gasped. I needed to drink something, or I would die.

      Instant panic gripped my heart. I bolted upright, ripping off the white sheet covering my body. I looked down at the lacy scraps of my black dress. My pale, bare feet sticking out beyond the torn hemline appeared lifeless, but I could move them. Dark, dried blood and mud covered almost every exposed bit of skin.

      My eyes shifted to the right. Another metal gurney containing a decomposing human body beneath a white sheet lay five feet and two-point-six inches away.

      How do I know the exact distance?

      Past the lifeless corpse was another gurney, but this one was filled with containers of chemicals—the ones I had smelled earlier. I took another breath to confirm what my mind had already concluded.

      With the latest intake of air, a thicker blast of pheromones filled my nasal passages. I could taste the molecules on my tongue. I immediately recognized the source and turned to it.

      Traian stood farthest to my left, leaning against an empty metal table. He wore the same black pants, boots, shirt, and trench coat. His hair was gathered back in the usual ponytail at the base of his neck. But now his skin glowed silver, like winter’s full moon. The shimmer radiated inches off his skin, giving him a misty, metallic aura.

      I blinked several times, thinking it was only a trick of the light, but there was no light inside the room, and he never changed. I had thought he was beautiful before, but right now, he surpassed every fantasy I may have had.

      Then my eyes focused on the pouch of red liquid in his hand, and the burn in my throat increased. I licked my lips in desire. Just as fast as the fiery hunger had come, disgust for my bloodlust filled my mind, temporarily taming the rage building within every cell of my body.

      What have I become?

      I covered my mouth and nose with my hand, hoping to dampen the building frenzy. Utter misery and desperation replaced my disgust. I gazed into Traian’s eyes, begging him to convey some hope. They only returned sadness.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head, denying everything my senses were screaming at me.

      No. It can’t be. He’s dead. What’s happening? Is this a bad dream? I clenched the sliver cross still hanging around my neck and rocked back and forth.

      I was no longer human.

      I took deep breaths out of habit, hoping to calm the sensations blasting my senses, but they only pulled in more of the sweet scent of the blood that every cell of my body craved.

      A sudden shift in the air distracted me from my misery.

      Traian stood next to me, holding the bag close. I knew this without opening my eyes.

      “Don’t fight it.”

      The sound of his voice vibrated from my ears down to the bottom of my spine.

      My eyes shot open, and I glanced up at his face.

      “This is not the life I wanted for you. I’m sorry.”

      “I thought you were dead.” My voice sounded raspy, and my attention drifted down to the clear pouch of red liquid in his hand. “How is this possible?”

      Traian’s hand tilted my chin until I met his gaze. “You saved me… I couldn’t let you die.”

      I loved how his fingers felt on my skin. I could feel him so much better now than before. I stared deep into his red-speckled, black eyes.

      “Promise me one thing,” I said.

      “Anything.”

      “Promise you will never leave me again.”

      He nodded. “I have no choice, but to stay. Our blood binds us… You are my responsibility now. I will guide you through this transition until you are ready to be on your own. Then you can make the choice to be with me or not.”

      That didn’t sound very romantic. I didn’t want to be anyone’s responsibility. But if my immortality had brought us together, I’d take whatever I could get. Now that I’d awakened from death, a new chapter lay before me.

      I met his eyes. “Eva brought us together for some reason. There is a destiny I must fulfill. I don’t know what it is, but I will need you.” I swallowed down the saliva flowing in rivers inside my mouth. “I cannot complete this journey on my own.” My body shook as I resisted chomping down on the blood bag.

      Traian rested his free hand on my shoulder. My skin burst with electricity at his touch. “I will not leave you, I promise. Now please feed yourself, woman, before you drive yourself into madness.”

      Without hesitation, I bit into the bag, draining the last drop within seconds.

      Sweet relief.

      Something inside me clicked into place. I had satisfied my primal need, and now I needed to get to work.

      I kissed my grandmother’s cross and turned to Traian.

      “Together,” I whispered.
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        Author’s Note

      

      

      Thank you so much for reading my debut novel. This book (and the rest of the series) has been a project in the making for a decade now! Many creative liberties have been taken with the locations in Seattle and Romanian folklore of strigoi. If you enjoyed this book and would like to read more, check out the Legends of Carpatia short story collection.

      The Witch’s Chalice, Book 2 of the Silver Witch Chronicles, will be out soon. You can subscribe to my newsletter if you want to find out when books are coming out and when there are sales. I don’t spam, because I’m busy writing the next book.

      Thanks again for your time and support to indie authors. Don’t forget to leave a review so other readers can enjoy this series too. Sending my love to you all.

      Melania

      Subscribe to Newsletter.
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