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      Emotions are more important than you think. Their sum is greater than what each stands for individually. Don’t believe me? Try living without them for a day. Or even an hour. I guarantee it will be the dullest hour of your life.

      “Daisy?” Violet called my name from afar. “Are you planning to join us today?”

      It had been two weeks since I gave up my human life to save the man I loved from giving up the thing that meant most to him. I no longer understood the decision, but it didn’t matter. Nothing did. I was numb, and there was absolutely nothing I could do about it.

      “Coming!” I dove under the cold water of the pond again. I gravitated toward extreme temperatures now. Physical sensations were all I had.

      I held my breath for as long as I could before surfacing. I kept my eyes closed, letting the water roll down my face. If I focused I could feel each cool drop as it slipped over my bare skin.

      I heard the sound of a branch snapping, and I immediately opened my eyes.

      Roland stood on the bank holding my towel. “Daisy, darling, there is a warm shower inside.”

      I ran my hands through the water, creating small waves in their wake. “Do you need something?”

      “You told Violet you were coming.”

      “I am.” I swam over to the shore and squeezed the excess water out my hair. I ignored Roland’s eyes on my breasts. I could no longer feel embarrassment, and it was freeing. I tried to pull the towel from his hand, but he held onto it. “Do you mind?”

      “You need to be properly trained.” His eyes roamed over my body as though he were memorizing every detail.

      “And I am supposed to do that naked?” I pulled for the towel again and this time he released it. I wrapped it around myself. I wasn’t embarrassed, but that didn’t mean I had to give Roland any reason to feed his desire. Desire. One of the few things Allures still seem to feel. The problem was it could only be directed at one of two people: your maker or the one you make.

      “I would have absolutely no problem with that.” He smirked, jutting his lip out slightly in a way that was starting to become familiar.

      “Of course you wouldn’t.” I ran a hand through my wet hair trying to get out the knots.

      “If it makes you feel better I can get naked too.” He brought his hand to the button of his jeans.

      I turned my back to him and headed back to the log-cabin style house we were staying in.

      Roland grabbed my shoulder and turned me to look at him. “You want me, Daisy. I am the only one who can make you feel again.”

      “I gave in. I’m an Allure, but that doesn’t mean I will ever give in to you.” Being numb was my new reality, and eventually I’d get used to it.

      “Why not?” Roland let out a deep breath. “It is not as though you still care about him. You can’t.”

      “You’re right. I don’t care. But I also don’t care about you.” I didn’t care about anything. My past life felt like a distant memory I could no longer clearly picture.

      “But you want me. It is the only thing you feel.”

      “No.” I shook my head.

      “Yes.” The smirk returned to his lips, and I wanted to wipe it off. It was the closest thing to an emotional response I’d had in weeks.

      “I feel the heat. I feel the cold.”

      “And they are more extreme for you. But that won’t last. The kick you get from them will soon disappear, and then you will turn to me.” He put his hand on his chest.

      “You lost your maker. That sucks. But I’m not her, nor am I here to replace her.”

      “Yet you are. You have her essence, which is why we have this connection between us.”

      “Get off on your own, Roland.” I walked into the house. This time he didn’t grab my shoulder.

      Violet was waiting right inside the door. “You need to manipulate.”

      “I know.” I could feel the uncomfortable ache building.

      A broad smile crossed her face. “You admitted it so easily!”

      “Yeah, well, I’m up for it as long as we leave him behind.” I pointed behind me to where I knew Roland would be waiting.

      Violet laughed. “You know you could just have sex with him. Get it over with.”

      “You should have warned me.”

      “Warned you about what exactly?” She pulled a hair tie out of her hair and shook out her long black hair.

      “The sex craze stuff.”

      “I happen to think it is a positive side to being an Allure. Besides, he will normalize eventually. Look at Hugh and me.”

      “You guys go at it every night. What’s your point?”

      She laughed. “I kind of miss the old sweet, innocent you.”

      “Too bad. She’s gone.” I headed down the hall to the bedroom I was using. I pulled out one of the ten strapless dresses Violet had procured for me. I was going to have to start picking out my own clothes. I finally understood she was doing it to annoy Roland, and I saw no reason for playing into their games.

      “Louie is going to demand to see you soon.” The male voice carried into my room. I didn’t need to turn around to know Roland was standing in the doorway watching me. He was like a dog.

      I turned and glared. “Then he will demand to see me.”

      “He would worry less about your full transformation if you were giving in to your natural instincts. It would help keep him at bay.”

      “I already told Violet I would manipulate today. You heard us talking. You always hear us talking.”

      “I meant another natural instinct.” A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.

      “You are like a teenage boy. Stop it.”

      “You ready?” Violet called down the hall.

      “Yes. But Roland stays here.” I stepped around Roland and headed toward the front door.

      “We can have a girl’s day.” Violet linked her arm with mine.

      “You hear that, Roland? Girl’s day.” I smiled at him.

      “Maybe post manipulation you will be in a better mood.” He shrugged.

      “I’m an Allure. I have no moods.”

      “Oh yes, you do.”

      I ignored Roland and headed out the door.

      “Where are we going for this outing?” I waited for Violet to unlock her Maserati.

      “Depends on what kind of girl’s day you want to have.” She started the car.

      “Meaning?” It always paid to ask the right questions with Violet. Otherwise you never knew what you were in for.

      “We could go to the spa, go shopping, whatever sounds good.”

      “Spa? I don’t think we’re going to do any good manipulating there.” I found it much easier with men, and I figured there might be less of them at a spa.

      “Fine, then where?”

      “Can we go to the marina? I’m sure we can manipulate some humans into taking us out for a ride.” I still loved the water. At least that hadn’t changed. We were staying right outside an aging resort town in Massachusetts. The place had seen better days, but it still had access to the water.

      Violet grinned. “That’s my girl.”

      I laughed. “See? Just keep Roland away, and I am a good Allure.”

      She pulled out of the gravel driveway. “I keep telling you have sex with him, and he will normalize. Besides, you’ll get something out of the deal too.” She raised an eyebrow.

      “I don’t want anything out of the deal.” I wanted to end the numbness, but sex with Roland wasn’t the way I would do it.

      “What’s holding you back?”

      “Him.”

      Violet chuckled. “Oh come on, he’s physically attractive. There is no denying that. You don’t lose the ability to discern that by becoming an Allure.”

      “Who said I was?” My aversion had nothing to do with physical attraction.

      “Then the pull isn’t there?” She turned onto the main road in town. “Because I don’t believe that could be possible since you felt the calm before you turned completely.”

      “I feel the pull. I am choosing to ignore it.”

      She smiled. “Ah, I see. Being stubborn. Trying to torture yourself. That means you still have a little bit of the human in you left. But it will disappear soon.”

      “I lost my old self. I can promise you that.” When I was human I’d never been numb. It felt like the physical sensation of your foot falling asleep. Not painful, but uncomfortable. It had only grown worse in the few weeks since my change.

      “And I can promise you there has to be something left. Otherwise you’d want Roland as much as he wants you.”

      “That would be impossible.” I would never want something as strongly as Roland seemed to want me.

      She laughed. “If his attention bothers you, maybe you shouldn’t swim naked tomorrow morning.”

      “I had his attention before that.”

      “Very true.” She pulled into the lot of the marina. There was only a smattering of cars and trucks. It was a smaller crowd than usual for the middle of the day.

      We got out and headed toward the grey wooden boardwalk.

      I surveyed the sparse crowd. There were a few families, a group of teens, and finally a cluster of guys in their twenties loading a couple of large coolers onto a party boat.

      “I assume you are thinking what I am thinking.” Violet leaned in toward me as we walked.

      “Of course. No kids, so it doesn’t leave too many options.” The no kids-policy was one of the first rules Violet taught me, but the aversion to it was there naturally.

      “It’s going to be an interesting afternoon.” She laughed.

      “Let’s do this.” I was in a hurry to dull the numbness, even if it was for a short period of time. Everything was temporary.

      Violet started toward the guys. “Hello boys.”

      One of the guys who was holding a cooler looked over. He suddenly dropped the cooler, and beer cans rolled all over the wooden dock.

      His buddies laughed at him.

      Violet nudged me. “You start.”

      “Why?” I usually let her take the lead because she was good at it.

      “Because you need to.”

      “Fine.” I walked over to where the guy was picking up the last few cans. I crouched down beside him to help. “Hi, I’m sorry we startled you.” I held out one of the cans.

      “Oh. No. It’s my fault.” He took the can, holding on to my hand for a moment before accepting the cold aluminum. “You don’t have to help.”

      “I don’t mind.” I smiled.

      His eyes widened. “What can I do to thank you?”

      “For cleaning up your cans?”

      “Yeah. I owe you.” He watched me intently. I could feel his need. His desire. There had to be another emotion. Appreciation. That was the one I was looking for. But it wasn’t there.

      I stood up, deflated. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Please, anything.”

      Violet was talking to the guy’s friends and frowned when she saw me stepping away from him. “Lana, these guys invited us for a ride on their boat.”

      Lana. I was still getting used to the fake names. Violet said it was important so Owen didn’t find me. She said it would hurt him to see me, and I knew somewhere deep inside I didn’t want him getting hurt.

      “Oh, isn’t that nice.” I walked over to the other guys, “I’m Lana. Nice to meet you.”

      “Hey, I’m Dale.” The guy with the cans hurried over and shoved his hand in my face. I felt around. Jealousy. At least it was a different emotion. I was so tired of desire.

      I smiled slightly before turning my attention back to his friends. One of them seemed amused by my brush off and was eager to shake my hand. “I’m Rhy.”

      “Hi, Rhy.” I tilted my head to the side. I tried to ignore his desire so I could latch on to Dale’s jealousy, but it was so difficult. I had to manage it. I had to prove I could manipulate another emotion.

      “I know what you’re doing,” Violet whispered in my ear.

      “And?” I kept my eyes on Rhy as I spoke.

      “And, I am interested to see how this goes.” She brushed her hand across my arm. “Is everyone ready?” She said with a smile.

      I could feel the happiness rolling off the guys as Violet manipulated them. I soaked it in. It had been far too long since I had felt happiness. My body buzzed, but all too quickly it faded away. Hopefully Violet would manipulate more.

      I let Rhy help me onto the boat, all the while focusing on Dale’s jealousy. It was strong, but nothing compared to his desire. And Rhy’s desire, which was all the more intense because he knew I’d chosen him over his friend.

      “Take a seat over here,” Rhy eagerly helped me take a seat next to him.

      “Thank you,” I thanked him while looking right at Dale. I’d hoped that would make him mad. Hugh talked about how good anger tasted, but instead I only sensed desire.

      Dale was grinning. The guy thought my look was an invitation, and he was trying to give me a flirtatious look back. At least that’s what I thought the half-wink was.

      Violet laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” Mike, the guy next to her asked.

      “Nothing at all.”

      By the time we pulled out of the marina, I was already bored. I could no longer even feel the happiness Violet was using. All I could feel was the desire bubbling around on all sides of me. I should have been used to it. I’d been dealing with that sort of attention since first being given Seduction’s Kiss, but this was different. I couldn’t handle the intensity.

      “Want a beer?” Rhy turned to me.

      “No thanks.” I looked out at the water. We were moving slowly away from the marina.

      “Not a beer kind of girl?” He put a hand on my leg. “What kind of girl are you?” His desire nearly blinded me, begging me to take it in. I didn’t want it.

      “I’m going to swim back.” I needed to find other emotions. My body craved any emotion other than desire, and it wasn’t going to be satisfied without them.

      “Uh, what?” Dale asked. “We can just take the boat back in.”

      “No. I don’t mind swimming.” I dove into the water, eating up the surprise that came from everyone on the boat. I let it spread throughout my body as I went through the motions of swimming.

      I wasn’t surprised to hear the splash moments later when Violet joined me.

      She easily caught up with my slow pace. The surprise emotion had died away, and I was in no rush to reach the shore. “Ok, you have three choices.”

      “What choices?” I focused on the cold water. It felt better than the numbness or the desire that still fought to seep into me.

      “You can spend your existence bored out of your mind and hungry.”

      “What are the others?” I climbed up the ladder onto the dock. I ignored the stares of the people. At least my dress wasn’t white.

      Violet squeezed out some of the water from her dress. “You start enjoying the emotions you can elicit.”

      I groaned. “Desire is boring.”

      “Then there is a third option.”

      “What is that?” I hoped this was one I could handle.

      “Maybe you need to discharge your own desire. That could be the problem. Maybe that’s why you can’t appropriately manipulate anything else.”

      “How do you expect me to do that? And if you say Roland I am walking home.”

      “I guess you are going to have a long walk home.” She grinned.

      “I’m not having sex with him.”

      “Why? And why does desire upset you so much?” Her forehead furrowed. “Because you are upset. And it’s more than a physical feeling. It’s emotion. You need to let go of it.”

      “It feels wrong.”

      “I gave you your options.”

      “There have to be others. I felt some of Dale’s jealousy and everyone’s surprise. And I got some of your happiness.”

      “Yeah, but they weren’t pure. Ones that come from me aren’t going to be enough, and angry emotions aren’t you. Clearly. It wasn’t a complete manipulation. You need to find something that works for you.”

      “I think a walk will be good for me.”

      “It’s going to be fine. Your full change is going slower than normal. It isn’t a big deal.” She waved her hand. “We can manipulate again tonight. I think you got enough from me that you’ll be okay.”

      I turned around and noticed the guys were driving the boat back to the marina. “We should go.”

      “Yes. I’m keeping you far away from anger right now.” Violet put a hand on my back and led the way back to the car.

      “We’re going to destroy your seats.”

      “They aren’t my seats, and you know it.” Violet had a knack for stealing cars, and the owners usually left happy. At least temporarily.

      “Nope. And I’m sure the woman who lent it to you is still happy about it.”

      Violet laughed. “I’m sure she is.”

      We made the short drive back to the house. Roland and Hugh were nowhere around, so I went right inside eager to get out of my wet dress.

      “If you want to try again tonight, let me know.”

      “I’ll pass.” I couldn’t handle any more desire, and that was the only thing I’d be able to manipulate.

      “It is only going to get better.”

      “I know.” I walked down the hall and took a nearly scalding hot shower to wash away the day.
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      Daisy was gone. My mind had accepted it, but my heart never would. She’d given up her human existence to save my wings. I would have given up my wings ten times over for her. To be with her. If she’d only given me a chance to prove it. But she hadn’t. Her decision had been rash, and now she was gone. I’d never get to taste her lips again or hold her in my arms. I’d never get to have the life with her I’d already been building in my head.

      And what about her? She would never get to feel. She was resigned to an endless life of emotionless living. I knew Daisy well enough to know it wasn’t the path she would have chosen. Immortality wasn’t enough to make up for losing emotion. She was fueled by passion and love. Losing them would leave her as only a shell of who she once was, and I mourned for her loss as well as my own.

      I wanted to go after her, but the Elders never gave me a chance. They had locked me up in their palace for over a week to make sure it would be too late if I ever found her. They’d dumped me out in the middle of a desert. I’d quickly realized it was Arizona. I was back in my own world.

      At first I’d searched for her, hoping the change hadn’t worked. Maybe she was strong enough to fight it off. I’d begged and used every avenue possible to return to the mountain, the last place I’d seen her. But it was to no avail. I was physically barred from leaving my own world. It was as though a barrier had been placed to keep me out, and I knew the Elders were behind it.

      I eventually returned to my cabin in Coleville, Colorado. If she had found a way to fight the change she’d know where to find me. I was out of ideas. All I could was wait and hope. But each day that passed made it harder to hold onto even a glimmer of hope. She was gone, and I would never be the same again.

      A loud knocking on the door broke through my thoughts. “Owen!”

      I tried to tune out Hailey’s voice. I didn’t want to deal with her, and I didn’t know why she was here bothering me.

      “Owen, open the door now!”

      She had to be the most annoying sister on the entire planet. “Go away!”

      “No. Open the door or else.”

      “Or else what? What are you going to do?” There was nothing Hailey could do to me. There was nothing anyone could do.

      “I’m getting Mom.”

      I groaned. She had me. I had no interest in explaining any of this to my mother. I had been excited to introduce her to Daisy, and now I would have to tell her I was in love with an emotionless immortal creature? That would be a lot to take even for someone married to a Pteron.

      I pulled myself over to the front door and yanked it open. I walked away before Hailey even moved inside.

      She slammed the door and followed me back inside. “You look like crap.”

      “Thanks.” I settled into the chair where I’d been spent the last few days.

      “When’s the last time you shaved?”

      I ran my hands over the unfamiliar beard on my face. “A week or so.”

      “Shave.” She pointed to the open doorway of the bathroom.

      “Beards are in.”

      “Not that kind of beard. Go shave. Now.” She crossed her arms.

      “Why?”

      “Because you don’t even look like yourself.” She crouched down to my eye level. “And that isn’t a compliment.”

      “Who cares?”

      “I do.” Hailey returned to standing. “That should matter to you, you know.”

      “I should care what my little sister thinks of me?” I turned away.

      “Yes.” She walked around so she was standing in front of me again.

      “Explain the reason for that again?”

      She groaned. “Go shave.”

      “If I do, will you leave me alone?”

      “I might.” She shrugged.

      “I guess that’s better than nothing,” I muttered as I walked toward the bathroom. I generally wouldn’t have listened to my sister, but I was at a loss for what to do.

      I shaved slowly, in no rush to face my sister or my life. I ran the blade over the familiar lines of my face, but I barely recognized the reflection looking back at me in the mirror. My eyes were red, my skin was pale, and I looked about five years older. Losing Daisy had done a number on me.

      I walked back out to where Hailey sat in my chair. “Do you mind?” I gestured to the chair.

      “Yes, I do. You can’t sit here anymore.”

      “Why?” I settled into the couch, the only other spot to sit in the room. It wasn’t quite as lived in, but it would have to do.

      “Because I know you’ve probably been sitting here for days.”

      “Why are you here?” Hailey still hadn’t fully explained her presence.

      “Because I’m worried. What happened? All you left me was a cryptic text that Daisy was gone forever.”

      “How was that cryptic? I spelled it out.” I’d sent the text so Hailey would stop calling.

      “Gone forever as in dead? Or she got tired of you?”

      I scowled. “Got tired of me?”

      “Ok, what happened?” Her voice softened.

      “She let herself become an Allure.”

      “Why?” Hailey jumped to her feet. “I should have known she would give in to—”

      “No. Stop.” I refused to let anyone talk about Daisy as if she wasn’t the most self-sacrificing person in the world.

      “Why should I stop?” Hailey’s jaw tightened.

      “Because it wasn’t like that.”

      “Then how was it?” Hailey walked over to where I sat.

      I stood up, not enjoying the feeling of having Hailey stare down at me anymore. “She turned because she didn’t want me to give up my wings.”

      “Your wings?” Hailey’s hands immediately went to her own back. “Why would you do that? And can you even do that?”

      “Evidently the Elders can.”

      “You were going to give up your wings?” Hailey’s mouth fell open. “For her?”

      “I love her.” I loved her with every part of myself. My heart had been broken before, but this was more than broken. This was shattered. I’d lost a part of myself when Daisy disappeared from my life, and I was positive that without her I’d never find it again.

      “Then why are you sitting around here?” Hailey tied her long red hair into a knot on the top of her head.

      “What else can I do? I can’t even get back to the world she is in.” I’d tried more times than I cared to remember.

      “How do you know she is still there? The Allures she was with seemed to like our world just fine.” Hailey wrinkled up her face in disgust. Evidently she’d disliked the creatures as much as I had.

      I straightened. “Are you suggesting we search for her?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “But she’s an Allure now.”

      “How do you know? Did you see the change yourself?”

      “She was already changing.” I saw the struggle in her eyes. I knew it was happening.

      “We won’t know until we find her. Until then we’re not giving up.” Hailey tapped her foot.

      “But what if she is changed?” I pictured an unfeeling Daisy. I shuddered.

      “We find a way to change her back.”

      “What if we can’t?” Not everything is possible, even when we want it more than anything.

      “Then we worry about it then. If you love someone, you don’t give up so easily.”

      “I wasn’t giving up.” I was waiting until something changed. I was out of ideas, and I didn’t know what else to do.

      “Yes you were. You hadn’t shaved and were sitting around all day. How was that not giving up?”

      “I was waiting for a great idea to come to me.”

      “No.” Hailey shook her head. “You were giving up.”

      “Fine. You have no clue how hard it was.” I’d relived the events in the palace over and over. I’d never forget the moment she was pulled away from me. “It broke me.”

      “But you said she did it because she didn’t want you to give up your wings. That was a huge sacrifice.”

      “Yes… but she wouldn’t believe me. She wouldn’t believe my love for her was stronger than my love for flight.”

      Hailey put a hand on my shoulder in an uncharacteristic way. She wasn’t a touchy person. “Do you think her feelings for you are as strong?”

      “Were.” I let out a slow, deep breath. “She’s an Allure now.”

      “Fine. Were.”

      “Yes.” I knew it, even though sometimes it was hard to believe someone like her could return my feelings.

      “Feelings that strong can’t just go away, right? They do talk about the power of love.”

      “Who’s ‘they’? People always say stuff like that, but who are we even talking about?”

      “You know what I mean, Owen.” Hailey rolled her eyes.

      “Fine. But if it was that easy, why wouldn’t every Allure turn back?” Who would ever willingly give up the ability to feel? Immortality and desirability weren’t worth that much.

      “Maybe they don’t want to.” Hailey looked away.

      “Do you doubt Daisy would?” I didn’t. Not for a second.

      “You know her way better than I do, but she didn’t seem happy about what was happening to her, and she loved you.”

      “We need to find Mayanne.” It was as though I was moving out of a fog. I had a plan, and I could do something.

      “That witch Georgina is friends with?”

      “Yes. She seemed to know more than she was telling us.”

      “Fine. Get yourself dressed.” Hailey pointed to my room. “I’ll wait here.”

      I looked down at my boxers. “I guess that could help.”

      “Yes. At least you shaved.”

      “Eventually you are going to get over that.”

      “Maybe.”

      “I assume we’re flying.” I hurried into my room.

      “Did you want to spend the entire day in the car?”

      “You were the one who drove all the way from New Orleans out here.” I hastily pulled on some pants and grabbed a t-shirt for later.

      “I had the time and wanted the experience.”

      “Ah, the experience.” I followed her outside.

      “Life is all about the experiences.”

      “Did you make up with Allie?” I transformed, feeling guilty as the strength surged through me. I shouldn’t have these wings. I’d wanted to give them up.

      “We were never really fighting. I told you that.”

      “I’ll ask again. Did you make up with her?”

      “I’m going to be the godmother.” Hailey transformed, releasing her own set of black wings.

      “Good for you, poor kid.”

      She put a hand on her hips. “You’re the one who told me not to be scared.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’m not going to tease you.”

      “I guess I should be glad you’re making fun of me.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because it means you’re back to being yourself. Your annoying self.” She took off, and I followed her up into the sky.

      I laughed. It felt good to laugh. It had been far too long. I wasn’t sure if this plan would work, but at least I had something. At least I had a chance.
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      I rolled around in my sheets searching for a comfortable spot. No one had warned me about how hard sleeping was as an Allure. It wasn’t required. That was part of the problem. Your body didn’t need it, so you couldn’t fall into a deep sleep the way a human could. I was never overly tired, but sleep was one of the only escapes from the boredom and Roland.

      We weren’t supposed to be able to feel emotion, but Roland still managed to annoy me. Or the Allure equivalent of annoyance, which pretty much felt like increased boredom. Any enjoyment I got from manipulation was wiped out.

      The only reason I tried to sleep was because I still had dreams. They weren’t as vivid as they used to be, but they were of my past. They were of Owen. I knew they would eventually disappear, and I was holding on to them for the escape they provided.

      I rolled over again. I had always been a stomach sleeper, but that didn’t work anymore. I settled on my back and closed my eyes. I thought back on my memories. They were all so gray. I remembered everything and everyone. The faces were there, but I could no longer remember how they made me feel.

      I cleared my mind. At least that part was easy now. There was so little to worry about clearing.

      “Wake up. Come back to me.”

      My eyes flew open, and I found Owen standing there in the dark. He was wearing nothing but a pair of boxers as though he were getting ready to go to bed or had just woken up.

      “I never left you. I never would.” Why would he even act like I could ever leave him? He made me feel whole in a way no one else ever had or ever would.

      He smiled and his entire face lit up. “It is still you.”

      “Of course it is.” I pushed off the blankets and crawled down the bed toward him. I reached out and put hand on his muscular chest. “And it’s still you.”

      “It’s me.” He mirrored my movement, placing his hand over my chest.

      “I’ve missed you.” I wasn’t sure why he had been gone so long. We were supposed to be spending every second together now.

      “I missed you too.” He pulled off my t-shirt and tossed it away. He cupped my breasts with his hands. “Your body is so cold.”

      “Your hands are so warm.”

      “Is the rest of you this cold?” He asked with a mix of alarm and amusement.

      “Want to find out?” I grinned, slipping off my underwear and tossing them off the bed to join my shirt.

      “I will.” He slipped out of his boxers and pushed me back down against the bed. He ran his hands up and down my body. “You’re all cold. Every inch of you.”

      “Then warm me up.”

      “Aren’t you going to say please?”

      “Please warm me up.” I gave my best puppy-dog eyes, even though I knew he’d do it no matter what I said.

      “That’s better.”

      His teasing was different than I remembered. Less sweet, more demanding. He pulled me up further on the bed and hovered above me. “What should I warm up first?”

      “Any spot you want.”

      “Any?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Any.” I smiled, loving the game he had started.

      “Are your breasts warm enough now?” He cupped them again, squeezing each one.

      “Getting there.”

      “Maybe this would help,” He took one breast in his mouth.

      I closed my eyes and soaked up the sensation. He released that breast and moved on to the other. He lifted his head up. “Warmer?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Ok, let’s see.” He ran his hands down my body. “I guess your whole body is warming up.”

      “You do have that effect on me.”

      “I’m glad.” He anchored his hands on my hips and then let his mouth travel the same course as his hands.

      I moaned and reached up and took him in my hands. “You don’t need warming up, but that won’t stop me.”

      “I need you.” He moved up my body so his face was right above mine. “I always need you.”

      “I need you too.”

      He slipped a hand between my legs, and I opened up to him. “Please, Owen.”

      “Well, if you ask nicely.” He removed his fingers and thrust into me. I leaned back against the bed and savored every second of the pleasure he gave me. His hands and lips moved all over my body as he continued to move inside of me.

      “Owen,” I moaned his name. Needing more. Needing everything.

      I woke up sweaty and out of breath.

      “You were dreaming of him.”

      I sat up with my heart beating a mile a minute. Roland was standing at the foot of my bed, right where Owen had been in my dream. “What are you doing in here?”

      “I felt your pleasure.”

      “You can’t. I’m not human.”

      “Evidently there is still something there.” He sat down on the foot of my bed. He was wearing a pair of boxer briefs, which was an improvement on the way he usually dressed at night. Naked. I was surprised he’d bothered to put on anything at all.

      “And you wanted to manipulate me?” I asked calmly. I didn’t care. The dream was over, and the numbness had set back in.

      “No. I wanted you.”

      “Okay, you can leave now.” I put an arm over my face. The dream had been good. I knew it had been, but why did it have to fade so fast?

      “We could try. Just see what happens.” Roland’s voice came from closer this time.

      “Why?” I kept my arm in place. I didn’t want to look at him.

      “Because you want some exhilaration.”

      “I had some in my dream.” That I remembered. I just wished I could remember how it had felt.

      “I know… but now? What’s left of it?”

      “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.” I sighed.

      “Exactly.”

      “Well, maybe not nothing.” I moved my arm. “I remember the warmth of his hands.“

      “My hands are warm, Daisy.” Roland sat right next to me on the bed. “And they are right here. Eventually those dreams will fade away, and you won’t have them anymore.”

      “Maybe not. Maybe I will be the exception.”

      “Other than the warmth of his hands, what do you remember?”

      “Why?” I propped a pillow up behind me.

      “Because I’m curious how long you have.”

      “I could have had a few more days with him, couldn’t I? We shouldn’t have rushed.” I closed my eyes again, willing the memories to return in color. To return with the feelings.

      “And what good would that have done? You wouldn’t remember anymore, and it would have caused him further hurt.”

      “It’s strange. He probably remembers and feels everything.”

      “Of course he does. He’s human. Ok, not human. Pteron. But not Allure.”

      “I’m sure he’ll meet someone new.”

      “He will. That is the course of things. He may have met someone already. Someone who is comforting him.”

      I pulled my knees up to my chest. “Do you think there are any humans up?”

      A smile crept across Roland’s lips. “You want to manipulate?”

      “I need to. I feel too numb.”

      “There are other ways to deal with the numbness.” He ran his hand over the blanket between us.

      “You really think that?”

      “I know it.” His eyes heated.

      “I’d rather manipulate. It sounds better right now.”

      He let out a deep breath. “I’ll come with you. I could use a little something myself.”

      “Where are we going to go?”

      “There are usually bonfires down at the beach. I’m sure there will be plenty of people to manipulate tonight.”

      “Ok. Give me two minutes.” I got off the bed and walked over to the closet.

      “Are you sure you don’t need a shower?”

      “I’m sweaty, aren’t I?” I ran my hand over the perspiration on my neck.

      “You are.”

      “Maybe I can go for a swim when we get back.” The cold water would be nice.

      “Another morning swim?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “Why not?”

      “Because you like to torture me.”

      “I don’t have the same problem. I don’t get it.”

      “You should.” Roland looked out the dark window. “And you will.”

      “Go get dressed.”

      “We might have an easier time if I went looking like this.”

      “Not the kind of time I want to have.” Desire was the one emotion I was avoiding.

      “Do you have a preference?” He sat down again on the bed, letting me know he wasn’t ready to leave yet.

      “Of what?” I released the dress I was about to pull from a hanger.

      “Who you manipulate?”

      “It only works on a few women.” I’d tried more than once.

      “Wait, what?” Roland stood up. “Since when?”

      “Since ever.” I laid down back on my spot on the bed. If we weren’t going anywhere I might as well get comfortable.

      “Does Violet know?”

      “No,” I admitted. “I have bigger problems.”

      “Bigger problems aside from only being able to manipulate half the population?” Roland watched me. “That’s a pretty big problem.”

      “Some women.”

      “Okay, almost half?”

      “Was Taylor able to manipulate all emotions?”

      “Yes, although she had her preference. Like the rest of us.”

      “But no one type was so strong that it blocked out the rest?”

      “Not that I know of… what are you getting at?” He sat down beside me again.

      “No matter what, desire takes over. It’s always about sex. “

      “What did Violet say? She has to know.” Roland surprised me with his question.

      “She thinks it will work itself out.”

      “I also suggested you deal with your own desire. Remember that suggestion?” Violet appeared in the doorway, making me wonder how long she’d been listening.

      “She had a sex dream.” Roland crossed his arms. “About him.”

      Violet nodded. “This change is going too slow. Something’s wrong.”

      I put my arms behind my head. “I’m not human. I don’t feel. I’m as numb as the rest of you.”

      “The numbness is because you aren’t getting what you need from manipulation. You should feel good.”

      “But how do you feel good if you don’t feel?” The lack of emotions was almost as confusing as emotions themselves.

      “This kind of contentment is different. But you’ll like it. We just have to get you there.” Violet always tried to make things sound simple, but this time I wasn’t buying it.

      “I’m not having sex with Roland to do it.”

      “Why?” Roland asked simply. “You are attracted to me. It’s not as if you won’t enjoy the experience.”

      “I have no desire to have it.”

      “That’s a lie.” Hugh walked in. There was no privacy with the Allures, and I guess there didn’t need to be. None of us cared.

      “No it isn’t.”

      “We can tell. There’s no reason to hide it.” Violet laid down on the bed next to me.

      “What’s with the resistance?” Hugh remained standing. “Trying to piss off Roland? I understand if that’s it.”

      “I want to manipulate. Roland was supposed to go with me, but then we got sidetracked.”

      “What’s the point of going when it’s only going to make things worse?” Violet touched my arm gently. “I know I suggested it earlier, but I’ve had time to think. I’m not certain we can handle this on our own.”

      Hugh nodded. “We should call Louie.”

      “Not a chance.” Roland jumped up in front of Hugh. “Not happening.”

      “We all know why you’re holding him off.” Hugh smirked.

      Roland glared at him. “It’s for her own good.”

      “But she shouldn’t be suffering.” Violet nodded toward me.

      Roland sighed. “If she’d just take a chance on me she’d be fine.”

      “Wait.” I sat up. “Why doesn’t Roland want Louie to come? I thought you guys were buddy-buddy?”

      “What do you think?” Hugh tilted his head to the side.

      “Shut up.” Roland frowned.

      “I don’t know why.” I sat up.

      “Come on, Daisy. You’re smart.” Hugh stepped toward the bed.

      I thought over their words. “Wait. Because Louie made Taylor, and I have her Essence so he might want me?”

      “Exactly.”

      “That’s not the only reason I don’t want to call him in.” Roland stood up.

      “What are the other ones?” Hugh ran a hand through his dark brown hair. “This should be interesting.”

      Roland took a deep breath before answering. “She’s not Taylor. She’s never going to be Taylor.”

      “Wait.” The true meaning behind his words dawned on me. “You mean he might want to hurt me?”

      “Once he realizes you aren’t her. That you aren’t acting like her in any way.”

      “In any way, meaning the whole desire thing?”

      Roland nodded. “Taylor wouldn’t resist him.”

      “But he can’t really expect me to want to be with both of you, right? How does this work?”

      “At different stages of your time you want one or the other,” Violet explained. “Right now I’m with the one I made, but I have also been with my maker.”

      Roland met my eye. “So that’s always something to consider.”

      “Meaning If I were with you, I wouldn’t have to fear Louie’s advances?”

      “You don’t have to fear anything.” Violet seemed confused. “Or you shouldn’t. You don’t actually feel fear, do you?” She watched me carefully.

      “No. It was a figure of speech.” But I did feel physically uncomfortable about Louie.

      “Did you really want to manipulate?” Roland asked.

      “Yes, unless anyone else has a better idea of what to do.” I needed to get out of that room.

      “I think I can come up with something,” Hugh grinned.

      “Uh oh.” I shook my head. “What did I just suggest?”
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      I woke up with a start. The dream had been so real. I’d felt her and tasted her. It was as though she’d actually been there with me. I closed my eyes again, wanting to return to the feeling in the dream, to a place where Daisy was still mine, and she could feel how much I loved her.

      I remained in the cotton sheets trying to hold on to the remnants of the dream. Her eyes, her lips. I needed to savor each morsel. After a few minutes, I accepted the truth. The dream was gone, and unless we found a miracle, so was Daisy.

      It was the middle of the night, but I couldn’t stay in bed any longer. I couldn’t handle another reminder of what I couldn’t have. I dressed quickly and walked out of the room.

      I’d gone along with Hailey’s idea and returned home to New Orleans for a night before we went to see Mayanne. Literally home. I was staying at my parents’ house because I didn’t have a place of my own in New Orleans anymore. I hadn’t stayed over there in years, and it felt strange to be walking around my childhood home.

      I walked down the stairs, surprised to hear the TV on. No one in my family usually watched TV.

      “Owen?” My dad’s voice carried into the stairwell.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” I walked into the small carpeted den. It was the only room in the house my mom had relented and allowed my father to carpet. She generally won the battles in my family.

      Dad turned from the rerun of an old Sci-Fi show. “Are you ready to tell me why you’re home?”

      “Do you mind?” I hesitated in the doorway, unsure if I really wanted to sit with him and endure the questioning.

      “I don’t mind that you’re home, but I’m worried.”

      “Why are you worried?” I’d tried to hide everything from my parents. It was usually easy with my dad; my mom was the more observant one.

      “Because you and your sister are getting along.” He ran his hand over his five-o’clock shadow. “You never get along.”

      “That’s not true. We do sometimes.” As much as we fought, we always had each other’s backs. Hailey had mine at the moment.

      He nodded. “You do when one of you is in trouble.”

      “Hailey’s fine.” Thankfully. She’d given us all a few scares over the years.

      “I know Hailey’s fine. That means you’re not.” Dad muted the TV.

      “I’ll be ok.” I wasn’t sure if I believed the words. Losing Daisy had destroyed me.

      “Come sit down.” He pointed to the worn armchair cattycorner to where he was seated.

      I momentarily considered refusing, but there was no reason to alienate my family. I took the seat he suggested. “I’m sitting.”

      He stretched out his long legs in front of him. “What’s going on?”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “Then you better start talking.” He rolled his shoulder.

      “It’s nothing you can help me with, so what’s the point?”

      “Do you think that little of me?” He pressed a hand to his temple.

      “That’s not it.” My goal wasn’t to piss off my dad. I already had enough to worry about.

      “You’re a man. You are entitled to do things your own way, but maybe put a little bit of faith in me once and awhile.”

      I blinked a few times and prepared myself. “I lost someone.”

      “A female someone?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s happened before.” There was no judgment in his words.

      “Not like this. Not like her.” No one was like Daisy. No one could make me feel so complete and so alive.

      “What’s her name?” He sat forward slightly.

      “Daisy.” It hurt yet strengthened me to say her name out loud.

      “Pretty name.” He turned off the already muted TV.

      “You didn’t have to turn that off.”

      He shrugged. “No reason to have a distraction on.”

      “Why are you up?” I had an excuse to be wandering the house in the middle of the night, and I assumed he had one of his own.

      “Let’s finish talking about you first.”

      “I already told you. I lost someone.” It was easier to say the second time, but it still hurt.

      “You lost this Daisy. By lost you mean, what? She dumped you?” He didn’t sound particularly certain about his suggestion.

      “No.” I shook my head. “That would be a whole lot simpler.”

      “Then what?”

      I looked out into the hallway. “I don’t want to upset Mom with this.”

      “Your mother wants to know about your life.”

      “I know.” She was well meaning, but she would get bent out of shape over my situation and try to protect me. And it was too late for that.

      “I’ll use my discretion about what to tell her if you think this is going to upset her.” Dad pressed his hand into the empty couch cushion next to him.

      “It’s not that it will upset her, but she’ll worry about me.”

      “She’s already worried about you. We both are.” My dad didn’t usually admit that sort of thing, which worried me.

      “You might not believe me.” I didn’t mind that possibility as much as you’d think. It would make the conversation shorter.

      “Try me.” He smiled.

      “Do you know anything about Allures?” Saying the name simultaneously angered me and sent a shot of pain through my heart.

      “The mythical creatures?” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Yes. I know of them.”

      “They aren’t mythical.” I waited for his reaction.

      “Ok…” He nodded. Not the reaction I expected.

      “And Daisy has become one. But not by choice. Or not really.”

      “Let’s accept for the moment that Allures exist.”

      “They do.”

      “Ok, so accepting that. What do you mean she didn’t do it by choice—really?”

      “In the end she had a choice—or really I did, but she wouldn’t let me make it.” I rubbed the back of my neck.

      “Is there a reason you are dancing around your answer?”

      “I had the choice to save her by giving up my wings.” I waited for my dad to lose it. He was the reason I even had wings. I inherited my Pteron side from him.

      “And you would have?” He leaned forward on the couch.

      “Yes.” I’d thought about the decision many times, and each time I’d come to the same conclusion. Daisy was worth it.

      “You really love her.”

      “I do.” With all my heart and soul.

      “But Allures trade their capacity to feel emotion for immortality.”

      “Yes.” He knew more about Allures than I expected. “But she didn’t want immortality. She never asked to become an Allure; she was given a paste and started to change.”

      “Instead of letting you give up your wings, she gave up her human self.” He paused for a moment. “She loved you.”

      “I know.”

      “So what are you doing back here? Why is Hailey involved? Do you have a plan yet?” He clasped his hands in front of him.

      “A plan for what?”

      “A plan to get her back.”

      “I can’t do it that easily.” If only I could.

      “But there is always a way. The thing about our world is nothing is ever impossible. It may be difficult and it may be at a high cost, but you can do it.”

      “What makes you so confident?” He was generally the realistic one.

      “I convinced your mother to marry me. If that was possible then anything is.”

      “I thought it was love at first sight.” I remembered my parents’ meeting story well. I’d always wanted the kind of relationship they had. Even forty-years later they were still incredibly in love.

      “It was. But that didn’t mean she wanted to marry me. She never intended to have a family.”

      “What?” That was news to me.

      “She was worried about her career.”

      “But she kept her career. She’s always had a job.”

      “She was worried she wouldn’t be able to do both.” He moved the remote from the cushion next to him onto the coffee table.

      “But getting Mom was different. That was a choice. Changing Daisy back to a human isn’t a choice.”

      “I never said you could make her human again.”

      “Then what do you mean?” What other solution could solve my problem?

      “I mean you may be able to pull her emotion back out.”

      “So she’d be an Allure but could feel?” I didn’t get how that was even possible.

      “Theoretically. I’ve never heard of it being done, but I’ve never heard of a modern day Allure either.”

      “But what happens if I can’t? What if she’s really gone forever?” Now that I had opened myself up to my dad, I wanted to lay it all out there.

      “First of all, nothing is forever.” He held out a finger as if counting. “And second, why focus on that? I didn't raise you to give up easily.”

      “I'm not giving up.” I couldn’t give up on Daisy.

      "You wanted to." Hailey walked into the room. "You should have seen him dad, he even had a beard."

      "Yeah?" Dad studied my face.

      I shrugged off my annoyance at Hailey’s words. It didn’t matter. "I needed time to process things."

      "You gave up."

      "I'm not giving up now. I'm ready." I jumped to my feet.

      "What's your plan?” Dad asked Hailey.

      I wasn't going to let my little sister call all the shots. I answered before she could. "We are starting with Georgina’s friend Mayanne. She knows more than she's told us about the Allures."

      Dad nodded. "That's a smart place to start. There's also your Uncle Jim."

      "Uncle Jim?" That was a name I hadn’t heard my dad mention before.

      "You've never met him."

      “Is there a reason we haven’t met him?” Hailey asked the question on my mind.

      Dad appeared to mull over his answer. “He left The Society. I didn’t think you were ready to understand his decisions.”

      “Uh, when did you think we would be ready?” Hailey narrowed her eyes.

      “I didn’t know if you’d ever be.”

      “Yet you’re telling us about him now?” Evidently my situation had changed his mind.

      “You fell in love with an Allure, a creature The Society claims doesn’t exist, and you accept that. I figure that means you’re ready to accept The Society isn’t infallible.” Dad smiled.

      “And I’m included in this?” Hailey rested a hand on the doorframe.

      “You’re willing to help your brother in all this. That says all I need to know.”

      “Where is this mystery uncle of ours?” Hailey walked over and sat on the arm of the couch.

      “Baton Rouge.”

      “As in the capital of Louisiana?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Not far.”

      “Exactly.” Hailey hopped off the arm. “We have an uncle living less than two hours away, and you really kept that from us?”

      “You weren’t upset a minute ago.”

      “That was when I was picturing him living on another continent.” Hailey sounded exasperated, and I understood. She’d always wanted a bigger extended family.

      Dad was used to Hailey’s outbursts and wasn’t bothered. “Your mother and I made the right decision. We wanted to protect you and my brother.”

      “Because The Society can’t know where he is.” Understanding dawned on me. “You’re only telling me because I walked away from my position.” But then I thought of something else. “Hailey hasn’t.”

      “I trust Hailey understands the importance of discretion.” Dad gave her a serious look.

      “I understand the importance of family.” Hailey’s words were weighted, and we all knew it.

      “Do you really think Levi would do anything?” I knew my best friend was powerful, but he was also reasonable.

      Dad looked down at the floor and then back at me. “Levi is your friend. He is a good king, but kings have rules to follow.”

      “Did Uncle Jim do something wrong?” Hailey asked.

      Dad shrugged. “We all do things that are seen as wrong by certain people. The question is whether what we do is right for everyone else.”

      Hailey shook her head. “Because that isn’t a sketchy answer.”

      “I can let your uncle fill you in. Some stories are better told by the person who experienced them.”

      “Is Mom going to be okay with us meeting him?” Hailey adjusted the strap of her tank-top.

      “Yes.” Dad nodded. “You’re both adults now, and I think Jim may be able to help you. Or at least he’ll know who can.”

      Hailey looked at me. “What do you think? Do we try our secret uncle before Mayanne?”

      I appreciated Hailey throwing the decision over to me first. “Mayanne has held information back from us before, which makes her riskier.”

      “True. But she’s a little closer.” She made a reasonable point.

      “You’re Pterons. Distance shouldn’t be such an issue.” Dad laughed.

      “That’s true.” Hailey nodded. “Ok, let’s meet this uncle. I want to know why he’s been kept from us.”

      “You really think he can help?” I desperately hoped this wasn’t a worthless detour, and I wanted to trust my dad. He’d never let me down before.

      Dad nodded. “I do. Or as I said, he’ll know someone who can.”

      “So when do we go?” Hailey shifted her weight from foot to foot.

      “Let me talk to Mom, and then I say we head over. There aren’t too many hours of darkness left.” Dad rose to his feet.

      “Good point.” And I’d wasted enough time already.

      “I’ll be right back.” Dad headed out into the hallway.

      “Wait, Dad?” I called after him.

      He turned back. “Yes?”

      “What were you going to tell me? About why you were up?” I hadn’t forgotten his sleeplessness. Pterons don’t sleep much, but we do some.

      “It can wait. This is more time sensitive.”

      “You sure?” I wanted to make sure there wasn’t something major going on I needed to know about.

      “Positive. Get ready to go.”

      He disappeared through the doorway, leaving Hailey and me alone in the dark den.

      “We have an uncle we’ve never met.” Hailey said it out loud, but I sensed she was saying it more to herself.

      “That we do.”

      “How many other secrets do you think they’ve been hiding from us?”

      “How many have we been hiding from them?” Daisy wasn’t the only secret I’d kept over the years. I wasn’t sure when I’d stopped confiding in my parents, but it had been years. I either dealt with things on my own or went to my friends for help. That was probably a really normal part of growing up, but there was something almost sad about it.

      Hailey got a serious look. “Promise you won’t do that to me anymore.”

      “Do what?”

      “Keep secrets. You’re my only brother. I need you to always level with me.”

      “Same to you. I know you hide things from me.”

      “Only the important things.” She grinned.

      “Don’t ever change.”

      “I don’t plan on it.”

      “Good.” I smiled. My little sister could be annoying, but she could also be awesome. And she was definitely closer to the awesome side at the moment. “Thanks for helping me with this.”

      “Like I said, you’re my only brother. If I had more I might have to divide my time.”

      “Glad Mom stopped with you then.”

      She laughed. “Although I did always want a sister.”

      “I wanted a brother, but it all works out in the end.”

      “It does.” She stretched. “And you’ll pay me back after this is all over.”

      “Will I?”

      “Yes. You always find ways to help me out.”

      “I thought my sage advice was enough,” I teased.

      “It is. Sometimes. Although I’ve been the one dishing out the sage advice lately.”

      “Isn’t that a bit frightening?” I laughed.

      “Yes. It is. It means I’m getting older.”

      “You can’t freak out about your age when you’re in your early twenties.”

      “I’m not freaking out. I’m facing reality.”

      “Ok, well let’s face this reality in Baton Rouge.” I headed out into the hallway ready to find Daisy.
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      “You want to manipulate here?” I tried to understand why the others had brought me to a cemetery in the middle of the night. I stopped right in front of the wrought-iron gate with a sign that clearly read ‘Closed at Dusk.’ “Everyone here is dead.”

      “I specifically said we weren’t manipulating. Remember the amusement park?”

      I thought back to the abandoned park they’d brought me to what felt like ages ago. Violet had been in a state of euphoria. She had talked about all of the mixed emotions running through the air. The happiness, the fear. The Allures seemed to nearly get high off the experience. “But this is a cemetery, won’t all the feelings be of mourning?”

      Violet shook her head. “No. People come here to remember, to think about the happy times too. But even the sad emotions aren’t bad.”

      “What are we waiting for then?” I was tired of the numbness. “Why are we standing out here?”

      “Why don’t you lead the way?” Hugh smirked, which made me hesitate.

      “What’s the catch?”

      “What makes you think there’s a catch?” His eyes twinkled.

      Now I knew there was a catch. “Why are you telling me to go first?”

      “He wants you to have the experience alone for the first time.” Violet pointed to the gate.

      “Hugh never does stuff like that. He wants entertainment, which means there’s something else going on.” I spoke calmly. I wasn’t upset by his actions and motivations because I couldn’t be.

      “The first time can be a bit overwhelming. That’s all.” Roland walked to my side. “We can do it together.”

      “Ok.” I was anxious to try it out. I needed to get rid of the numbness, and manipulating didn’t seem to be doing the trick. Maybe this would work better for me.

      I climbed the wrought iron gate with Roland right beside me. We jumped down onto the manicured lawn on the other side.

      My head swam with thousands of voices and thoughts. My chest tightened and felt like it might explode. I grabbed onto Roland for support.

      Somewhere in the background I heard Hugh laughing, but that didn’t matter. I was too busy trying to zero in on individual emotions, trying to savor them.

      Happiness swirled through me, and I could almost feel myself being swung around like a little girl by her father. It was dizzying, and it was wonderful. Tears of happiness spilled down my face. But then the happiness stopped and was replaced by a sadness. It felt like a hole in my heart had opened up and everything was being sucked inside. The dad was no longer swinging me. He was lying on a bed and he looked pale as a ghost. The happy tears turned to sad ones. The pain in my chest intensified, and it took everything I had to stay standing.

      “Keep moving. The intensity will break you.” Roland’s voice sounded far away.

      I let him lead me. I wanted to get away from the sadness that had me ready to fall to my knees.

      Anger flooded through me. Then panic. Then another wave of extreme sadness. And then acceptance. I never knew acceptance had such a unique feel. The emotion didn’t get as much credit as it should have. I held onto it, wanting to keep it for myself, but it started to drift away.

      And then a sweetness twisted with pain flooded me. It was so beautiful but so hard to handle. Two sets of lips kissing. Two people dancing. Two old wrinkled hands holding each other. My chest compressed; I struggled to breath. I felt two arms coming around me as my head spun. Memories came back to me in waves. A familiar set of lips. A different set of hands. Whispered words, and a movie on the lawn. I gasped for air, struggling to surface to a place I had believed was forever gone.

      Owen’s voice echoed through my head. His laughter filled me, and my tears started again. This time for myself. I could taste his lips. I could feel his body pressed against mine and the passion we’d shared in the short time we were given. And then, just as suddenly, it was all gone.

      I opened my eyes. I was lying on the grass, completely numb again.

      “Daisy?” Violet kneeled next to me. “Are you okay?”

      “Why did you stop it?” I sat up. “It was amazing. Why did you pull me away?” Anger surged through me. I didn’t know if it was my own emotion or not, but I felt it.

      “You had a more intense reaction than most of us. But it was positive?” She wrinkled her brow.

      “It was him.” Most of the experience was slipping away, but I struggled to hold onto what I could. The pure joy.

      “You felt the Pteron?” Roland said with disgust. “That’s impossible.”

      “Unless it isn’t.” Violet ran her hand over my forehead. “There’s something wrong. The transformation is messed up. We all know that.”

      “It’s just delayed.” Roland shook his head. “It’s all going to work. We need to be patient.”

      “We’ve been waiting weeks. It should have taken days.” Violet fell back into a sitting position next to me.

      The feelings flitted away, and I accepted the numbness that replaced it. “What does this mean?”

      “It means we’re going to have to go Louie.” Hugh sat down beside Violet. “We can’t have a half-baked Allure running around.”

      “Half-baked?” Anger surged again. I latched on to it, letting it flow through my veins.

      “Uh, Daisy. Calm down there.” Violet gave Hugh a look.

      Then just as suddenly the anger disappeared.

      “No more trips to graveyards until we figure this out.” Roland paced. “And I still think there is one easy solution.”

      “She doesn’t want you, man.” Hugh returned to his feet. “Maybe she’ll want Louie now. If that’s the case you’re going to have to deal.”

      “She’s not going to want Louie.” Roland gritted his teeth.

      “For once I agree with you, Roland.” He was far too creepy for my taste.

      “You haven’t seen him since your change, so you don’t actually know.” Hugh shrugged.

      “My messed up change.”

      “Maybe there was something else in that witch’s potion. Something that needs to be cleaned from her system.” Roland seemed to be talking to himself.

      “And how do you suppose we clean it?” Violet asked.

      “Wait. No one is cleaning anything from my system.” The thought brought all sorts of negative connotations with it.

      “You’d feel better.” Violet looked into my eyes. “The numbness you complain about will be gone. You should be able to manipulate all emotions. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      “I liked my own feelings.” I wished I could feel the loss. I wanted to remember their significance.

      “They aren’t your own. Or they shouldn’t be.”

      “Why not?” I sat up.

      “Oh no.” Violet looked up at the sky.

      “What?”

      “You’re trying to convince yourself you can turn back.”

      “No I’m not.” My head was foggy, and all I wanted to do was go for a swim.

      “He’s gone to you.” Violet scooted over and put her hands on either side of my face. “This process may be taking longer, but it’s happening. And you want it to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if you don’t the Elders will kill you and the Pteron, and they won’t make the death pleasant.” Hugh cut right to the chase. I was learning to appreciate his bluntness.

      “Hugh.” Violet frowned.

      “It’s the truth and you know it. You like her, so let’s try to keep her alive.”

      “Why would they kill me?”

      “They will think you tricked them. You didn’t accept their option, so you had to take the consequences. To do anything but change would be to throw it in their face.”

      “Louie might kill her too…” Roland stopped his pacing.

      “Why? I have Taylor’s essence. I thought that meant he’d want me.”

      “He would, but not if you’re not an Allure. Otherwise he’d try to get the essence out.”

      “He wouldn’t kill her.” Hugh shook his head. “The essence wouldn’t survive it. He’d find a way to push the change.”

      “We don’t know that for sure.” Violet moved to her knees.

      Roland froze. “We have to keep this quiet. He won’t know if she doesn’t tell him.”

      “He’s her maker, he’ll know.”

      “We only know because we’re attuned to her. We can hide this. Especially if she stays with me. I can mask it.” Roland’s eyes gleamed.

      “Or we can try to fix it before Louie shows up,” Violet suggested.

      “And how do you suggest that? You keep shooting down the one plausible method.” Roland rolled his eyes.

      “I’m going home.” I was bored listening to them argue. If I couldn’t go back to my old existence, I didn’t care. Whatever it was that was messed up was making it impossible to move on.

      “You will eventually enjoy this life.” Violet linked arms with mine.

      “So you say.”

      “You were happy in the graveyard.”

      “Because of my feelings that you say I have to lose.”

      “No, you were happy before that. Your whole body absorbed the emotions. It was clear on your face.”

      “Do you miss your old life?” Maybe focusing on Violet would help dull the numbness.

      “Sometimes. The longer I’ve been an Allure, the harder it is to remember, but the more I notice it’s missing. But it’s all part of our existence. There are so many emotions out there to take.“

      “Can we move on?” I asked as I slipped into the passenger seat of her car.

      “To a new place?” Violet started the car.

      “Yes. Somewhere different. Maybe a city.”

      “You want more options to manipulate?”

      “I want new scenery.” Something different to help pass the time.

      “Where do you want to go?”

      “Somewhere I’ve never been but with a history. I liked that graveyard thing.” It had been the rush I needed.

      “I know the perfect place.” Violet smiled.

      “Daisy, you have no idea what you just got yourself into.” Hugh laughed.
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      Flying was different now. The enjoyment I always found from being airborne was gone and replaced by a longing for Daisy. The adrenaline was missing. The sense of feeling alive had disappeared.

      “You okay?” Hailey spoke softly as she flew beside me. “You look sick.”

      “I’m fine.” I shrugged off her concern. I would be fine if I could get Daisy back.

      “You’re not fine,” Hailey snapped. “You’re wishing you gave up your wings. You were the same way on our trip back to New Orleans.”

      “I love her more than this.” Flying reminded me of the decision I wasn’t allowed to make for myself. A part of me was angry at her for not giving me the choice, but she’d done it out of love. When I remembered that, it was impossible to stay angry.

      “But this is who you are. She made the right choice.” Hailey didn’t falter. She truly believed what she said, but I happened to disagree.

      “You can’t know that. You aren’t me, and you aren’t her.” No one could know.

      “If she let you trade in your wings, I’d doubt her love for you. Now I don’t.” There was a note of approval in Hailey’s voice. Her level of respect for Daisy had grown.

      “Maybe I didn’t get through to her. I didn’t show her how strongly I felt.” I’d gone over every moment of our time together trying to find a reason for her decision beyond sacrifice.

      “You’ve never been good at expressing your feelings, but I think you did it just fine with Daisy. I saw the way you looked at each other.” Hailey sped up to match Dad’s pace. I followed.

      “I’m excited to meet this Daisy.” Dad met my gaze. “She seems like someone worthy of you.”

      “She’s more than worthy of me.” She was everything. So much more than what I ever could have dreamed of. And maybe that’s why I lost her. I was never meant to have someone who could make me so happy.

      “Snap out of it Owen.” Hailey punched my arm. “I can tell you’re being self-deprecating.”

      “Don’t act like you know me better than you do.” I closed my eyes and savored the feeling of the wind on my face. For a split second I was able to forget about how much I’d lost.

      “But I do know you that well. It’s not an act.” Her voice softened.

      “I’m not being self-deprecating.” I opened my eyes and reality came crashing back.

      “Then what were you thinking about?”

      I flew away from Hailey, needing my space. “None of your business.”

      “Because I’m right.”

      “Nope.” I didn’t even glance over.

      “Yes. I am right. Admit it.” Hailey followed me.

      “Why do you care so much?” She was getting under my skin, and she knew it. That meant she wasn’t going to give up.

      “Because you’re my brother. Remember? I’m beginning to think you don’t listen when I talk to you.”

      “I’m fine. Stop worrying.”

      “I’m having flashbacks to when you two were kids.” Dad laughed. “I’m not sure that I like it.”

      “Did we really fight that much as kids?” Hailey asked.

      “You don’t remember?” Dad chortled. “The two of you spent more time in your rooms than out of them for a while. Almost every time you got in trouble it was for fighting with each other.”

      “It was always his fault.” Hailey laughed.

      “Hardly, but not worth the argument.” I was too worried about Daisy to get into a stupid fight with Hailey.

      “Now I know there is something wrong. You never give up an argument that easily,” she huffed.

      “There’s a first time for everything.” I hoped that was enough to pacify her for the moment.

      “We’re almost there.” Dad broke through our pointless argument.

      “I still can’t believe he’s lived this close the whole time,” Hailey whined.

      “We had our reasons.” Dad made it clear he wasn’t going to continue that particular line of conversation. He was a man of few words, so when he used them, you needed to listen.

      “Where are we landing?” I asked the most imperative question.

      “Right over there.” Dad went into a steep descent. I remembered him doing that when I was a kid. It was one of the games he’d play, making us keep up with him. I spent so little time with my father as an adult, that being with him now brought back a flood of memories.

      “I thought Jim lived in Baton Rouge?” We were passing over the downtown.

      “He's outside the city, but look who’s talking. Weren't you living like a hermit in some cabin in the mountains?” Dad landed in forested area.

      I landed beside him. “Technically, yes.” I remained transformed for a moment while I surveyed the area.

      “Just know your uncle isn't exactly used to company, so ignore anything strange he does.” Dad retracted his wings, and I followed his lead.

      "Don't you love how Dad is telling us all this now?" Hailey nudged me.

      "Is he going to be happy to see us?" I pulled on my t-shirt. I wasn’t about to meet someone without being fully dressed.

      "You never know with him. Sometimes he is. Sometimes he isn't.” Dad started to walk through the woods.

      "Wait, have you seen him since we were born?" Hailey matched Dad’s pace.

      "Of course." Dad looked anywhere but at Hailey.

      "Of course?" Hailey gasped. "What's ‘of course’ about it? You have never mentioned the man."

      "Calm down.” Dad turned to look at her. “I told you your mother and I did what we thought was best."

      “All right, whatever. I guess it doesn’t matter now anyway.” Hailey sped up and passed Dad.

      I understood her frustration, but now wasn’t the time to get into a fight. I followed behind her. Dad passed us and led the way to a driveway that wound up toward a large Mid-Century Modern style house. “Nice house for a hermit.”

      Dad turned to me. “He’s not a hermit.”

      “Okay, sorry.” I held up my hands in defense. “For a loner.”

      “He’s not a loner by choice.” Dad knocked on the door, and we waited.

      Nothing happened, so Dad knocked again. I tried to quell my growing frustration that we might have wasted hours for nothing.

      Finally we heard the sound of someone moving around the house.

      The door flew open, and a man with dark hair and only the barest hint of grey stood in the doorway. He was younger than I expected and was wearing a pair of thick glasses. Pterons never needed glasses, so he must have been wearing them for purposes of style. His eyes scanned us. “I don’t remember ordering any delivery.” He held a black fedora hat in his hand as though he’d just taken it off or he was ready to put it on.

      Dad shrugged. “Yeah well, sometimes you get something even when you don’t order it.”

      Hailey and I exchanged looks. Dad seemed to think his brother’s reaction was normal, so we went with it.

      Jim turned to us. “And these are the kids. Not much of kids now, huh?”

      Dad smiled. “No. Not kids anymore.”

      Jim nodded with a seriousness that seemed overstated for the situation. “I should probably update the pictures I have up.”

      “You have pictures of us up?” Hailey raised an eyebrow.

      Jim laughed. “Nice to finally meet you, Hailey.” He pulled her into a hug. “I’m your Uncle Jim.”

      Hailey stiffened in his embrace. “Nice to meet you too.”

      “And Owen?” Jim released Hailey and gave me the same hug. I was probably even more startled than Hailey. “Yeah, nice to meet you.”

      He released me. “Well, come in.” He walked away from the door, and Dad gestured for us to follow him inside.

      The walls of the entryway were covered in bright modern art, and the color continued throughout the large open main floor. The house itself might have been older, but the inside was recently updated. The only part that looked original were the hardwood floors.

      “You finally decided to tell them about me?” Jim turned on the light, illuminating a large and modern kitchen.

      Dad walked toward the expansive concrete countered island. “Yes.”

      “Which one needs my help?” Jim pointed to where Hailey and I waited.

      “How did you know we needed help?” Hailey walked toward him.

      “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.” Jim turned to me. “Finally quit The Society? I heard you were awfully high up.”

      He knew about me, which was more than I could say about him. “I resigned with no set plans to return.”

      He grinned. “I knew you’d see the light.”

      “But that’s not why we’re here.” I straightened my shoulders. I was uptight.

      “So this is about you?” Jim watched me.

      “Yes.” No reason to put off the inevitable. We needed his help and, as always seemed to be the case, time was of the essence.

      “It’s about a girl.” He rested his chin in his hand.

      “How’d you know?” Hailey asked.

      “Because when a man needs help it is usually with his profession or a woman. He already made it clear he isn’t here about his job.” His eyes twinkled. My uncle was enjoying our late night visit. I couldn’t say the same for myself.

      “Very true assessment.” Dad smiled.

      “I assume by the late hour and the fact that I am finally meeting these kids that this girl is pretty important.” Jim rested a hand on the counter top.

      “Owen was willing to give up his wings for her,” Dad explained.

      That description wasn’t enough. “She means the world to me.”

      “But to give up your wings?” Jim walked around me. “Not to mention how could that even be an option? I assume she wasn’t asking you to cut them off?”

      I winched at the thought. “No. It was the Elders, they are—”

      “The Elders of Mount Majest?”

      I nodded in surprise. “Yes, you know of them?”

      “I absolutely know of them, but why would you be dealing with them?” Clearly he knew exactly who I was talking about.

      “Because the girl I love was turned into an Allure.”

      Jim’s eyes widened. “Oh shi—”

      “Yes. He knows how bad the situation is.” Dad cut Jim off. He’d always gotten mad when people cursed in front of Hailey. He was way more protective of her than he was of me.

      “How far gone is she?”

      “She’s got to be fully turned by now. We went to the Elders for help, and they offered to assist us in exchange for my wings. She wouldn’t let me.” No matter how many times I said it, it never got easier.

      Jim nodded in understanding. “Because she loved you.”

      “I know that’s why she did it, but I would have gladly sacrificed them to save her.” I reached around and touched the spot on my back which hid one of my wings.

      Jim sighed. “All right, I need all the details. The entire story.”

      “You think you can help?” A wave of hope swelled through me.

      “Possibly, but only if you are completely honest.”

      “Where should I start?” I wasn’t going to waste a minute.

      “How did you meet her? Who gave her half their essence, and why did she accept it?”

      “Wait.” I froze. “You actually know about this stuff?”

      “Of course I do.” A funny expression crossed his face, and then he smiled.

      “What? What aren’t you saying?” He was holding something back, and generally that wasn’t good.

      “Your dad didn’t tell you what I do, or why I’m here.” Jim made a statement. It wasn’t a question.

      “No, he didn’t.” Hailey crossed her arms. “He told us nothing.”

      “Well then maybe I should share my story first. It might help persuade you that it’s worth divulging the details.”

      “Okay,” I quickly agreed.

      “But let’s sit down for this.” He gestured to the two large couches in the adjoining family room. “Anyone want coffee? Tea?”

      “We’re fine,” I took a seat on the couch. I wanted answers, and I didn’t want to wait.

      “Ok, if you say so.” Jim sat down on the arm of the couch across from me. Hailey sat next to me, and Dad sat down by Jim.

      “I still can’t believe you didn’t tell him.” Jim narrowed his eyes at my dad.

      “I wasn’t sure if you wanted them to know.” Dad looked at the floor. He was regretting his decision to keep the truth from us. Eventually I’d have to talk to him about his reasoning, but it wasn’t the right time.

      Jim stood and walked over to the other side of Dad. “They’re my niece and nephew. Of course I want them to know.” He took a seat.

      “You should have told me that.” Dad stared at his lap.

      “You didn’t trust them.” Jim looked at us even though he was talking to dad.

      “Now I do. They’re adults.”

      “And I’m done hiding out anyway. By what Owen’s told me already, I was right. Ignoring the truth isn’t going to help anyone.” Jim clenched his jaw.

      “What does what I told you have to do with anything?” I asked.

      “Everything. My whole life’s work.” He let out a slow deep breath as if trying to control his anger.

      “And what’s your life’s work exactly?” That detail might help explain things.

      “Technically I’m a professor at LSU.”

      “And non-technically?” Hailey slumped down on the couch.

      “I am an expert in extinct and rare paranormal and supernatural creatures.” Jim beamed, clearly proud of his true profession.

      Hailey and I exchanged a look. That wasn’t a job either of us had heard of.

      “How exactly did you get into that?” Pterons generally focused more on themselves. We weren’t interested in anyone else unless they threatened us, and most creatures lacked the strength and resources to do that.

      “It was always a fascination of mine. It started with understanding the downfall of the Dire kings. The more I studied them, the more I discovered creatures that had lived with them but no longer exist.” Jim’s face became increasingly animated as he spoke.

      “Including Allures?” There had to be a reason Dad brought us to Baton Rouge.

      “Yes, including Allures.” Jim stood and crossed the room as if to get something or go somewhere, but then just as suddenly he sat down. “Have you met any? I mean besides the girl, although I assume you haven’t seen her since she fully changed.”

      “Yes. Three full Allures.” Unfortunately. I wished I hadn’t had to meet any.

      “And how was that experience?” He crossed his legs at the ankles.

      “Hated two of them, one was tolerable.”

      “And the tolerable one was female?” Jim raised an eyebrow.

      I didn’t like his insinuation. “I’m only interested in Daisy.”

      “Daisy, huh?” He raised an eyebrow.

      “What does that matter?”

      “I knew a Daisy once. Fiery little blonde with one heck of a personality. I met her during college, and I never quite forgot the experience.” He got a far off look on his face.

      I brought him back to reality. “She’s got brown hair.”

      “I figured she wasn’t the same one, but the name brings back some good memories.”

      “Can you help Owen?” Hailey asked. “Is there a way to stop the change?”

      “This is where your details come in. I’m still confused as to how she could have become an Allure without being in love with one. That’s usually how the process works. An Allure finds someone he or she wants as a mate. They offer half their essence in exchange for companionship.”

      “She was given a paste,” I replied quickly. I knew how things usually went, but Daisy wasn’t in love with an Allure. She’d been in love with me.

      “What kind of paste?” Jim asked with interest.

      “A magic one she got from a witch in the quarter. It was called Seduction’s Kiss.” Hailey filled in the details she now knew well. The story turned my stomach every time I heard it. Had I responded to her original flirtation at the bar maybe none of this mess would have happened. I’d been so determined to keep people out that I hadn’t even considered giving her a chance.

      “And why are you involved in this?” He turned to Hailey. “Aside from familiar obligation. I know how those are.”

      Dad coughed. “I’m sure you do.”

      “I’m here because my brother needs help. That’s it.” She met Jim’s eyes.

      Jim shook his head. “There is always more.”

      Hailey didn’t give an inch. “He’s my only brother.”

      “Keep going.” Jim gestured with his arms.

      “And I want him happy.”

      “Fine.” Jim shrugged. “You’ll fess up eventually.”

      “Does it really matter why she’s here?” I didn’t want Hailey put on the spot. She’d done nothing but help me.

      “No. Continue. I’ve heard of Seduction’s Kiss, but as far as I know no French Quarter witches are handing it out to tourists nowadays.”

      “Daisy thought it was a hoax. A tourist trap sort of thing, but it wasn’t. She was given it years ago. She got more attention, that was it, but returning to New Orleans activated it somehow and she started to change. We were desperate and went to Georgina for help.”

      “Georgina?” Jim raised an eyebrow. “Why would you have done that?”

      “Because we needed help.” I chose my words carefully. If he was on the outs with The Society, he probably wasn’t best buddies with the matriarch of the royal family. “She did what she could.”

      “But that means Georgina knows Allures still exist?” Jim leaned forward with his hands on his knees. “She believed you?”

      “She did without too much convincing. Levi knows too.”

      “The King?” Jim’s eyes widened.

      “Yes.”

      “How am I only finding out about this now?” Jim glared at Dad.

      “I only found out about it a few hours ago. My kids evidently have been keeping secrets.”

      Jim stood and began pacing around the room.

      “Dragos are around too.” I figured it couldn’t hurt to get my uncle on my side.

      “What?” Jim stopped his pacing and stepped into my personal space. “What did you say?”

      “Dragos. I met a few. They are not my favorite, and the ones I met were incredibly arrogant.” I thought about the winged creatures that had taken us to the mountain.

      Jim gasped for breath. “Where? Where did you see them?”

      “Near Mount Majest. They helped us get to the Elders.”

      Jim grinned. “Incredible.” He nodded his head. “Tell me everything about them.”

      I had him exactly where I needed him. Invested. “After you help me with Daisy.”

      “I help you with Daisy, and you help me find these Dragos.”

      “It’s a deal.” Hailey crossed her legs. “What else do you need to know?”

      Jim turned to me. “What do you mean Seduction’s Kiss didn’t really activate until she returned to New Orleans?”

      “She always got lots of attention, but was otherwise normal until she returned to New Orleans. Then things started to change. That’s how the Allures found her. They sensed the essence and came for her.”

      “Where is she now?” Jim rubbed the back of his neck. “Did they stay near Mount Majest or come back here?”

      “I don’t know where she is.” That was part of what made things so hard.

      “Ok, so we’re going to have to figure that out.”

      I nodded. “Obviously.”

      Jim frowned. “And you’re going to have to turn that attitude around.”

      “What attitude?”

      “Your attitude.” Hailey shook her head. “See, I’m not the only one who noticed it.”

      “Whatever. My attitude doesn’t matter.”

      “Sure it does.” Jim stopped pacing and stood in front of where I sat. “If we’re going to fix this problem we’re going to have to stay positive.”

      I moved to standing. “You want to meet the Dragos so bad you’ll help us?”

      “You’re my nephew. We’re family. That’s enough.”

      “The nephew you never met.” I couldn’t forget that detail.

      “Come with me.” Jim walked out of the room without waiting for an answer.

      I followed, curious what he wanted to show me.

      He walked into a small study and pointed to a framed set of photos on the desk. “Who is that?”

      I picked up the frame with school pictures from when Hailey and I were in elementary school. “You weren’t kidding about needing to update your pictures.”

      He took the frame from me. “No, I wasn’t. You’re family, and what you need help with is my life’s work. We can do this.”

      “So where do we start?” I headed back toward the room where we’d left Hailey and my dad.

      “In the library.”

      “With books?”

      “Sorry, kid. This kind of research hasn’t been digitalized yet.” He smiled.

      “I mean, do you really think we’ll find our answer in books?” I stopped halfway back to the couches.

      “Yes. Or at least it will lead us in the right direction.”

      “Where’s the library?” Hailey asked, jumping into the conversation again.

      “The basement,” Jim and Dad said in unison.

      “How did you know that, Dad?” Hailey raised an eyebrow.

      “Because I helped him put the room together.”

      She groaned. “You’ve been keeping lots of secrets.”

      Dad shrugged. “So have you.”
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      It felt good to leave. I now understood why the Allures moved around so much. A house felt stale after a few days and started to eat at you. The numbness only grew the longer you stayed put. I’d been ready to go the minute Violet said she had an idea, but it took some time for everyone to get ready. The group didn’t have many possessions, so it wasn’t moving in the traditional way, but it took time to find a new car and make sure we didn’t leave too much of a trail. Unfortunately the effects of manipulation wear off, and you don’t want to be too easy to find after that.

      We switched to a Suburban as our next vehicle. It was roomier than the last car, which was a nice change. But I didn’t quite get why we were using a car in the first place.

      At least I got to sit in the front. “Is there a reason we’re driving across country again? I thought you guys usually fly when it’s this far.” I remembered Hugh complaining about it the last time.

      “You’re a missing person. Your face might flag the system.” Violet accelerated to pass a car. I was getting used to her fast driving. Without fear, it didn’t bother me anymore.

      “Wait. What?” I hadn’t thought of that. “My parents reported me missing?”

      “You haven’t called them in a while.” Violet didn’t need to ask. I no longer even had a phone.

      “Oh.” I felt a small tightening in my chest when I thought of my family worrying, and I savored the sensation.

      “She’s doing it again.” Roland tattled on me from the backseat.

      “It isn’t intentional.” Violet moved back into the right lane. “But it’s alarming.”

      “I’m not doing anything.” I slumped down in my seat.

      “You were feeling.” Roland leaned forward toward the front. “Don’t pretend otherwise.”

      “Violet told me my parents reported me missing. If that didn’t get an emotional response from me nothing would.”

      “But that’s the whole point.” Roland sighed. “You shouldn’t be feeling anymore. Not unless you take the feeling from someone else.”

      “I’m messed up. We know that.” There was no reason to continue playing the broken record.

      Violet patted my leg. “You aren’t broken. You are taking longer than normal to change.”

      “I’m broken.”

      “If you like that word, then sure. You’re broken.”

      “We should be heading to Louie’s, not the Magic City.” Hugh munched on a bag of chips he’d picked up at the last stop. I was convinced the whole purpose was to see how loud he could possibly chew. I didn’t know it was possible to make that much noise with food.

      “The Magic City?” I asked.

      “It’s the nickname for Birmingham,” Violet explained. “It comes from back when the city was founded. It developed overnight. Or so they say. The growth was actually not that fast.”

      “I’ve never been to Alabama,” I admitted.

      “You’d never been to California either. You really didn’t travel much.” Hugh finished his chips and scrunched up the bag.

      “Nope. I guess I’m making up for it now.” That was one benefit of the situation.

      “We’ll do plenty of traveling. We probably should get a lot further away until your family moves on.” Violet opened all the windows in the car.

      I savored the feel of the wind blowing in my face. “Moves on?”

      “She means die. Violet is still treating you like a human and being careful what she says.” Hugh grunted.

      “She’s still got feelings,” Violet yelled over the wind.

      “None that need to be spared,” Hugh replied.

      “Don’t talk about my family dying.” I got another small pang, and although feeling felt good, those kinds of feelings weren’t high on my list.

      “Eventually they will. Everyone does and then you keep living.” Hugh managed to make the most twisted things sound common place. Sometimes the habit was helpful. Other times it wasn’t.

      “Yes, I caught the whole immortality bit.”

      “Which means you should understand what he’s saying. We need to get out of the U.S. for a while.” Violet rolled up the windows. The rush of the wind died out instantly.

      “But we’re going to Birmingham first?” The small part of me that wasn’t numb wanted to stay in the U.S., and that small part had a much louder voice than the rest of me.

      “Yes. I love the city.” Violet adjusted her seat back.

      “She lived there as a human for some time.”

      “Really?” I knew so little about Violet’s past.

      “Yes. I spent much of my childhood there.”

      “Really?” I turned toward her. Violet rarely opened up about her pre-Allure life, and I knew hearing about it would help ease the boredom.

      “You’re not the only southerner.”

      “Where are the rest of you from?” I asked, hoping they’d be as uncharacteristically open as Violet.

      “Let’s save those stories for another day. You never know when you’re going to need entertainment. Don’t want to use everything up all at once.” Hugh winked.

      “Because your story is entertaining?” I turned in my seat to get a better look at him. If his personality wasn’t so jarring, he would actually be attractive.

      “Everyone’s life story is entertaining,” Violet adjusted the temperature. She sounded far off, as though lost in thought.

      “Some more interesting than others.” My life hadn’t been very exciting at all.

      “But all entertaining. All interesting, all full of little details that no one else has ever experienced. That’s what makes our Allure existences so rewarding. We get to try emotions stemming from thousands of different people. In some ways we get to live a thousand lives.” Violet sounded more excited than usual. She usually didn’t have too many positive things to say about being an Allure unless she was reassuring me.

      “That’s deep, Violet.” Hugh rolled his eyes.

      “What? You agree, don’t you?” She met his eye in the rearview mirror.

      “It is what it is. I’ve stopped trying to analyze it because there is nothing to compare it to. It is unique in itself.” He put his arms behind his head.

      “Where are we going to stay?” I changed the subject to something that actually affected me. The numbness was taking over again.

      “It’s a place packed with emotions. It might be rough on you, but I think you need it. We might be able to fix the problem that way.” Violet stared straight ahead at the road.

      “Like overwhelm me until things fall into place?”

      “Pretty much.” Violet adjusted her hands on the wheel. “If it gets to be too much we’ll leave, or Roland can help you. He calmed you down earlier tonight.”

      “In the graveyard.” I remembered his hands reaching for me.

      “I know you’re fighting the desire, but I’m still connected to you. I want this to be as easy as possible.” He reached forward and touched my arm.

      “Easy for who?” I sat forward in the seat, offsetting his arm.

      “You. Me. All of us.”

      “That’s generous of you.” I watched as we whizzed by a line of cars.

      “We’re all traveling together now.” Violet said simply. “We should try to look out for one another.”

      “You say ‘now’, does that mean we may split up?” I hadn’t thought about that possibility yet. Was she planning to leave me alone with Roland?

      “Eventually,” Violet replied. “Once we get everything straightened out.”

      “Or until I get sick of you two.” Hugh chortled.

      “What did you see in Hugh?” I asked Violet.

      Hugh laughed. “Real nice, kid.”

      “I’m just wondering how you knew he was the one person you would give half your essence to. That had to have been a huge decision.”

      “It was, and I just knew. I was attracted to him, and I felt a connection. I also knew he was strong enough to survive the change.”

      “What would have happened if he didn’t?” That was something no one had talked about yet other than with me. I knew I was a unique case.

      “Didn’t survive?” Violet asked.

      “Yes.”

      “I wouldn’t have survived.” Hugh said casually. “Simple as that.”

      “And then what would happen to the other half of your essence?”

      “I’d have had to wait a few decades and then try again.” Violet’s words weren’t casual. They had something else to them.

      “There’s a time limit?”

      “Yes. To remind you to make a better decision next time.” Violet’s expression darkened.

      “But it’s not your fault if it doesn’t work, and you’ve already lost someone.” As much as an Allure can really lose. “Does the loss hurt? Can you feel it?”

      “So I’ve heard.” Violet’s expression remained dark and almost pensive. “Makes the punishment even worse, huh?”

      “I feel like half of being an Allure is the punishments.” My experience with the ruling authorities hadn’t been a good one so far.

      “There are some of those.” Violet fiddled with the radio, and I knew she was trying to ignore me.

      It wasn’t going to work. “Why were you running from the Force?” Talk of punishments reminded me of our time in the Glamour Realm.

      “I wouldn’t play the game.” Violet adjusted her hand on the wheel.

      “I don’t really get it. Sometimes you act like the rules are everything, but most of the time you break them.” Violet was the most confusing of the bunch.

      “It’s about learning what you can get away with,” Hugh explained. “It’s simple.”

      “You are the type of people I would have stayed far away from before.” I’d generally tried to avoid drama, although for some reason it always seemed to find me, no matter how hard I tried.

      “You were a goody two shoes?” Roland asked.

      “She couldn’t have been. Otherwise she wouldn’t have gotten the Seduction’s Kiss.” Hugh as usual thought he knew everything.

      “I was usually good. Not always, but usually, and you all know the story of how I got the paste.” I turned around to glare at him.

      “I still don’t think it would have worked on a good girl.” Hugh winked. He winked entirely too much.

      “You just want me to be bad.” I crossed my arms.

      “Not bad, naughty.” Hugh grinned.

      “Hugh.” Violet groaned. “You know I hate that word.”

      “Why? I don’t see what could be so offensive about it?”

      “I don’t like it.” Violet spoke as though that were the only explanation needed.

      “Whatever you say.” Hugh leaned back against the seat.

      “We need gas.” Violet pointed to the gas gauge.

      “The light is on. We definitely do.” I hadn’t checked because I wasn’t the one driving. I made a mental note to check more often.

      Violet got into the right lane and took the next exit. I got out of the car to stretch while Violet pumped the gas. The guys went inside to do something. They didn’t actually tell us where they were going when they left. A light breeze made the otherwise humid heat tolerable as I waited.

      “Do you know that guy?” Violet nodded over her shoulder.

      I followed her gaze and saw a guy around my age leaning against his black Camaro. He was wearing a leather jacket, which seemed like serious overkill for the warm weather, and a pair of dark sunglasses. “I don’t think so, why?”

      She leaned toward me. “He’s watching you.”

      “Who doesn’t watch us?” Ever since getting Seduction’s Kiss I’d had to deal with that. It was even worse now. “And with those glasses on how can you tell?”

      “I can tell, and it’s in a familiar way.” She stretched, and I could tell she was trying to get a better look at him without making it obvious.

      I looked at the guy again, searching for something about him that would trigger a memory. Nothing. “I’ve never seen him before in my life.”

      “Ok, well maybe get in the car then anyway. Just to be safe.”

      “How can you be worried?” Yet another Allure thing I didn’t get. Why were some emotions present but others weren’t?

      “What do you mean?”

      “Worry is an emotion.”

      “It’s part of self-preservation. You can’t get rid of that even when you’re immortal.” The gas pump thumped, signifying the tank was full.

      “You’re lying.”

      “No.” She removed the gas nozzle and put the gas cap back on. “I’m not.”

      “Fine. I’ll rephrase it. You’re holding something back from me.”

      She opened her car door and slid into the driver’s seat. I took the hint, taking the passenger seat again. I glanced over my shoulder. The guy who had gotten her attention had walked away from his car.

      “Tell me.”

      “I’m not hiding anything. It’s natural self-preservation. Those sorts of emotions can’t disappear.”

      “I don’t see the point in you lying to me.” I got it when I was human, but now there was no reason for her to be trying to convince me of anything.

      “I already told you—”

      Violet was interrupted as the guys dove into the car. “Get out of here.” Hugh spoke calmly, which was at odds with his words.

      “We have company?” Violet started the car and pulled out of the lot.

      “Yes. And I am pretty sure I know what kind.” Hugh looked over his shoulder.

      “Meaning what?” I turned in my seat to look at him.

      “Meaning we can sense other supernatural creatures. It comes easily. I couldn’t sense this one completely, but I think I know what he is, and it’s not good.”

      “Was it the guy with black hair and nearly as dark eyes?” Violet asked describing the guy in the Camaro.

      “Yes.” Hugh nodded. “You saw him?”

      “I felt something off, but I thought he recognized Daisy.”

      “He’s following us.” Roland kept looking out the back window.

      “What’s the plan? We stop and meet him head on?” I asked.

      “Uh, no.” Hugh scrunched up his nose. “Are you crazy?”

      “We’re Allures, what can he do to us?” I thought the benefit of immortality was you didn’t have to concern yourself with anything.

      “We don’t know for sure what he is, which makes him dangerous.” Violet accelerated and moved into the left lane.

      “But we’re dangerous.”

      “To many, but not to everyone.” She moved the speedometer passed eighty.

      “What do you think he is?” Hugh had seemed to have a pretty good idea.

      “A Seer.” Violet swerved into the right lane before narrowly avoiding colliding with a red van.

      “A what?” That was an unfamiliar name. There were so many unfamiliar names.

      “They can tell who and what someone is completely.” Roland put his hand on my arm.

      “Hugh just said you can do that.” I was confused.

      “I said we can sense it.” Hugh turned to look over his shoulder again. “He can tell exactly what percent someone is. He can also see their past and their future.”

      “The future?” That caught my attention. My past was behind me, but I had no idea what the future held. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “He obviously wants you.” Violet muttered something under her breath before changing lanes again. Her driving expertise was coming in handy.

      “How do you know?” I asked even though I knew the answer. I found asking questions could sometimes be useful.

      “Because of the way he watched you,” she said as if it was the most obvious thing ever.

      “If he’s so powerful, why didn’t he grab me right off?”

      “Because he was waiting. I don’t know why.” Violet held the wheel so tightly her knuckles started to turn white.

      “Maybe he wasn’t after me. Maybe that’s it.” If I said it, maybe it would be true.

      “He is. There’s no reason for him to be after us.”

      “Unless the Force hired him to find you, Violet.” They’d wanted her before. “Ever think of that?”

      “They don’t need to hunt me down, and they wouldn’t use a Seer.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they don’t need to know my past or future, but someone might need to know yours.”

      “That someone being who?” I knew the answer to this question would be the most important.

      “There are plenty of options.”

      “Why? What makes me important?” I was a broken Allure. That should have made me less important.

      “Likely whatever is messing up your transformation,” Roland explained.

      “What do we do?” I asked. “If we aren’t going to stop, we don’t want to let him trail us.”

      “Maybe Daisy’s idea isn’t so bad. Face him.” Violet let off the gas slightly. “Maybe it’s what makes the most sense.”

      “I’m not letting a Seer touch her,” Roland snapped.

      “Why? What if he sees nothing and leaves us alone?” Violet stayed put behind a slow car. She had officially given up on losing the guy.

      “But what if he finds something?” I asked. “What if he tells whoever hired him?”

      “They’ll catch up with us eventually anyway. We all know that.” Hugh turned forward. He had given up watching. Everyone was giving up, and I wasn’t sure if that was such a good thing for me even if I was the one who originally suggested we face the guy.

      “Not necessarily.” Roland leaned forward toward the front. “Let me drive. I can lose him.”

      “We can’t switch drivers now, and it isn’t my driving that is going to be the problem. He has a latch onto her. That’s how he found her in the first place,” Violet shrugged off his suggestion.

      Roland shook his head. “Or so we think. We can’t know that for sure.”

      “Or we can.” Violet sighed.

      “What is the worst that can happen?” One positive part of being an Allure was being fearless. Even if I wanted to feel the fear I couldn’t. I was back to numbness again.

      “He could bring you to someone who can kill you.” Roland didn’t mince words.

      “But why would he do that?” I asked calmly. “Why would anyone want to kill me?’

      Roland leaned back against his seat. “Because you might be dangerous.”

      “How could I be dangerous?” The only people I was a danger to were human men. I seemed to get them so amped up with desire that they did idiotic things.

      “We still don’t really understand what you are.” Violet looked at something in the rearview mirror.

      I turned around to see what she was looking at. The Camaro was right behind us. “I’m an Allure.”

      “Not fully.”

      “Then I’m partially human.” I had to be something.

      “Or so we think…”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Nothing they could say would surprise me anymore, but I wasn’t looking forward to finding out I was anything more complicated. It wouldn’t bode well to ending the numbness.

      “It means that it’s possible there was something else in the paste.” Violet changed lanes again.

      “You constantly revise things. Change the rules. It’s never ending.” It was an endless cycle.

      “That’s not entirely true.” Violet glanced at me before returning her eyes to the road.

      “How is it so hard to know what was in the paste? Isn’t there someone who could figure that out?” The Allures knew all about Seduction’s Kiss. Didn’t that mean they knew what was in it?

      “Louie,” Hugh said in an exaggerated low voice. “Although for all we know he hired the Seer.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “No way. He would have brought her in himself. This isn’t Louie.” Roland sounded completely confident.

      “If we had brought her to him right away we wouldn’t be dealing with this anyway.” Hugh shook his head.

      “Who cares?” I shrugged, still turned toward the back. “Just stop the car, and I’ll face him.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Roland’s expression darkened.

      “What do you mean? I’m an Allure. I don’t care about anything.”

      “That’s not true.” Violet pulled my attention back to the front. “I already told you about the self-preservation…”

      “She doesn’t have any.” Hugh chortled. “She’s so screwed up. She doesn’t even have all the good parts of being an Allure.”

      “If I’m so screwed up then why would anyone care if we stopped? I don’t want to run. Let’s get this over with.” Delaying the inevitable was pointless, and it would only give the numbness more time to worsen. I’d spent far too much time running. It was time to face reality and whatever was waiting for me.

      Violet sped up and the sports car followed. “Where do you want to do this?”

      “How about we stick to the original plan?” Roland suggested.

      “Lead him all the way to Birmingham?” That seemed extreme.

      “Why not? Violet, you have friends there still, right?” Hugh asked. “If the Seer means trouble we’ll have backup.”

      “Wait, what friends of yours could still be alive?” From what I knew Violet had been alive for far more than a normal lifetime.

      Violet nodded. “They’re not friends from my real life. Friends from the last time I was in town.”

      “Oh.” That made more sense. There was so much about Violet I still didn’t understand. Her storytelling had stopped too soon.

      “They are older. Not immortal, but slow aging.”

      “How many different types of creatures are there?” Clearly there were tons I’d never heard of.

      “Far too many to name, especially when you include the hybrids and the offshoots,” Violet explained.

      “Have you met every type there is?” I was sure Violet had stories about each kind she had met.

      “Not by a long shot.” Violet laughed. “But I’ve met quite a few. You have to be careful though. Allures aren’t universally liked.”

      “I’m sure.” I already knew of a Pteron or two who weren’t fans.

      “Many creatures want our immortality and will go to great lengths to try to get it from us,” Hugh warned.

      “Or your essence.” I thought of Taylor.

      “That too.”

      “Are there secret skills I don’t know about yet? Ways to defend myself?” Now those would be convenient.

      “Yes, and they should kick in naturally.” Violet answered.

      “If they don’t?”

      “If they don’t, then you weren’t meant to live forever.” Hugh laughed.

      “I hope they kick in.” I was numb, but I didn’t want to die.

      “Me too. I don’t completely mind your company.” Hugh grinned.

      “Gee, thanks.”
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      Jim’s basement was just a dingy old basement. I kind of expected it to be fancy. Or at least finished. Instead it had concrete floors and cinderblock walls. The only lighting came from bare bulbs hanging from the low ceiling. The small windows were covered up with heavy black tarps, and the austere furnishings consisted of a half dozen bookshelves and a couple of folding chairs set up around a card table balanced on tennis balls.

      I walked over to one of the bookcases. It was completely packed with books with black electric tape covering the spines.

      “I wouldn’t want to make it too easy on someone breaking in here,” Jim explained from behind me.

      “Do you often have people breaking in to your basement?” I tried to taper down the sarcasm, but I found it hard to believe he was frequently the target of robbery.

      Jim wore a completely serious expression. “More often than you’d think.”

      “Even so, it also makes it harder for us.” Hailey ran her hand over a row of books. “Or is there a trick?”

      “What’s the fun in life without a challenge?” Jim smiled.

      “Great.” Hailey rolled her eyes. “But you have to have a trick, right? A way to figure out what each is?”

      “Very astute.” He turned to Dad. “Your daughter has potential.”

      “She’s an advisor to the queen. I doubt she’s going to be giving you her resume.”

      “But if she were interested?” Jim watched Dad with interest.

      “I wouldn’t stand in her way. My children are grown. They can make their own decisions.” Dad said that sort of stuff to me a lot, but not Hailey. Maybe he was finally starting to see her as an adult.

      “So, um, yeah. I’m not looking for a job. I’m looking for a book to help Owen.” Hailey pulled out a book from the shelf. She flipped through the pages.

      “Sometimes in life the thing we want the most isn’t what we’re looking for.” Jim joined her by the bookcase.

      Hailey put the book back on the shelf. “Are you a philosophy professor too?”

      Jim laughed. “Good one. I suppose I walked into that one.”

      “Yes, yes you did.” Hailey met my eye around Jim, and I smiled. He was something else.

      Jim smiled. “But to answer your earlier question, there is a trick.”

      “There’s some sort of organizational system here.” There had to be, but I had no clue what it was.

      “Right. The question is what is the system?” Jim was enjoying himself entirely too much.

      “Is he always like this?” Hailey called over to Dad.

      “You mean over the top?” Dad smiled.

      “I prefer the term theatrical.” Jim beamed.

      “Whatever.” Hailey returned to the bookshelf.

      “Life is too short to live it in a boring way.” Jim pulled out a silver pocket watch from his pocket and opened it. “You should be spending every second wisely.”

      “Do we have to guess the system, or will you help us?” I was losing patience.

      “That depends.” He replaced the watch in his pocket.

      “On?” Hailey gestured a forward motion with her hand.

      “How fast you guess.”

      “There’s a reason why the tape is placed in a different spot on each book. Slightly lower or higher.” It was the only thing I could come up with.

      “Right.” Jim smiled.

      “No two are placed in the same spot.” Hailey leaned in to better observe the books. “But that still doesn’t help us. It helps you though.”

      “Today it won’t help you, but in the future it might.”

      “Ok, but this isn’t the future.” And I had no plans to spend more time in that basement.

      “Let’s see. We need to start with botany and—“

      “Botany?” I raised an eyebrow. “How is that going to help us?”

      “The paste,” Jim said as though it explained everything.

      “It wasn’t made from plant extracts.”

      “I am sure there were plants in there.” He pulled a few books down from the shelf.

      “Either way, how is that going to help us?”

      “We need to figure out what was mixed into the paste. She didn’t change instantly, which means there had to be something in it working as a block for the Allure essence. It has to be something, and my guess is it was a plant.”

      “But the block is gone now.”

      “Do you know for sure?” He watched me carefully. “Did you see her fully changed?”

      “No,” I admitted. “They didn’t give me the chance.”

      “Then we should start with the theory that she might still have a human side.”

      His words sent a wave of hope through me. Was it possible? Did we really still have time? “Ok. So are those all your botany books?” I pointed to the three books in his hands.

      “Magical botany of course,” Jim corrected. “And no, there are many more.”

      “Of course.” I resisted the urge to make a snappy retort. Jim was helping us, and he had a point. Something had blocked the essence.

      Jim scanned the books before pulling one from a middle shelf. He held it out, and I took it while he started to pull down more books. He handed them out until we were all holding three or four each. Hailey and I just looked at each other. Our uncle was something else.

      Just as suddenly as he started, Jim stopped. “I think that’s all I have here. Everyone grab a chair and a book. Remember you’re looking for anything on an herb or other extract that could act as an inhibitor.

      “I wish I’d paid closer attention in biology.” Hailey pulled out a chair and sat down.

      “You always did well in science.” Dad sat down beside her.

      “That didn’t mean I paid attention.” Hailey opened one of her books.

      “And you wonder why I never had children.” Jim took the one empty chair.

      “That’s not the reason you never had any children. You’d have had to find a willing woman first,” Dad ribbed. It strange watching my dad fall into such a familiar routine with a man I’d never met. I was positive they had fascinating stories if we’d had the time to listen.

      We spent hours flipping through the books. I learned more than I ever wanted to know about magical botany, but I found nothing. I tossed down my third book and tried to keep my cool. This was just one idea. There were others. We also could always go to Mayanne. Still, I hoped we weren’t wasting our time.

      “Ah, huh!” Jim jumped out of his chair so quickly that the chair fell down in a crash.

      Dad looked up with his book with a start. “What did you find?”

      “Rosimo!” Jim exclaimed. “It must have been the rosimo herb!”

      “And that is what?” I asked certain any explanation he gave probably wouldn’t mean much to me.

      “An herb that’s had a resurgence suddenly. No one had seen it in years.”

      “And the fact that it’s out there again means it was in the paste?” Hailey set down the book she’d been reading.

      “That’s not the only reason.” He fixed his chair and sat down again. “It also has strong impeding properties. It is often used in poisons to slow the effects in order to prevent detection.”

      “You think something used in poisons was given to Daisy?”

      “Emphasis on used in. It isn’t a poison, and it’s far less dangerous than the partial Allure essence she was given.”

      “Didn’t they say they thought it was a whole essence?” Hailey asked. “Like that made it even worse.”

      Jim’s mouth fell open. “Daisy was given an entire Allure essence? But that’s impossible. The Allure would have had to have been killed!”

      “That’s what they think…” Or so I was told.

      “That explains a lot. You should have told me, Owen.” Jim scooted his chair closer to me. “This changes everything.”

      “What does it change?”

      “It means the Elders never would have agreed to stop the change even if you had given up your wings. It was only a trick. Entertainment. And it means there had to have been an inhibiter in the paste. Otherwise the full essence would have killed her.”

      “Why? What does that detail change?” Dad asked.

      “No human has ever been given an entire essence. The effect could be beyond belief or incredibly dangerous.”

      “That still doesn’t explain why they wouldn’t have stopped the change.”

      “They will want to see what happens. Unfortunately it also means she’s being watched, closely. She would be considered highly valuable to many.”

      “I assume these people include many I don’t want near Daisy.”

      “You assume right.” Jim’s face darkened. “We need to move quickly.”

      “Agree.” I nodded. “So what do we do now?”

      “We find rosimo and study it.”

      “Uh…” That didn’t sound like moving quickly to me.

      “And find out who has it and is selling it because that is going to be the ticket to helping your Daisy.”

      “Who we still need to find.” I’d assumed she was completely transformed already, but what if Jim was right? What if the change hadn’t fully happened? I should have tried harder to find her in the beginning.

      Hailey reached across the table and patted my hand. “We’re going to find her and fix everything.”

      “Or we will at least try.” Jim set aside a pair of reading glasses he’d been wearing.

      “We will fix everything.” Hailey set her jaw. “If you need encouragement think of how incredible it would be to meet Daisy after all she experienced.”

      Jim’s face reddened. “All the encouragement I need is in this room. As much as you may think I abandoned our family, I didn’t. I was given no choice.”

      “They know that,” Dad said quietly. “No one is accusing you of anything.”

      Jim leaned back against his chair. “We need to find who harvested the rosimo and sold it. It will lead us to who was really behind the paste, because it surely wasn’t a French Quarter witch.”

      “Her name is Kalisa.”

      “She was working for someone. I can guarantee it.”

      “Everyone is always working for someone.” I’d learned that the hard way.

      “True observation.” Jim pushed the book forward. “As much as it’s lovely to see you brother, you need to get back to New Orleans and find my old journals.”

      “You need them right now?” Dad’s forehead furrowed.

      “Yes.” Jim nodded. “It’s going to help. Call me when you have them and then we can meet up.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you are trying to get rid of me?” Dad narrowed his eyes.

      “Because I am.” Jim’s face remained completely serious. “But I do need them.”

      “These are my kids, do you understand that?” Dad crossed his arms.

      “Yes. I am aware of who they are.”

      “Then understand when I tell you no samurai hustles. And no Chicago kid’s meals. Got it?”

      Hailey and I exchanged looks. Had my dad lost his mind? Why was he talking about samurais and kid’s meals?

      “Got it loud and clear.”

      “Fine, I’ll get the journals, but take care of my kids.” Dad relented far easier than I’d expected. I assumed that meant he trusted his brother. I had to trust Jim too. He knew far more about Allures than anyone else I’d met, and thankfully he appeared willing to help.

      “We can take care of ourselves.” Hailey could never sit back and let conversations happen.

      “Fine, take care of your brother then.” Dad grinned.

      Hailey smiled back “That I can do.”

      I stood up as my dad walked around the table.

      “Don’t give up. That’s the only way you can lose.” Dad pulled me into a hug.

      I hugged him back. “I’m not giving up. I’d do anything to find her.”

      “I know.” He patted my back before letting go and moving on to Hailey.

      I watched with bittersweet feelings as Dad walked up the stairs. We were officially putting all of our faith in an uncle we’d only just met.

      “And then there were three.” Jim laughed.

      “This is really going to work, right?” I asked.

      “Why wouldn’t it?” He leaned a hand on a chair.

      “I’m just surprised you wanted Dad to leave.”

      “I wanted him to leave because he’s not going to like what we’re really going to do to find the herb.” His lips twisted up at the corner in a smirk that matched my father’s in an eerie way.

      “And what is it that we’re going to do exactly?”

      “We’re going to deal with some people your dad isn’t a fan of.” Jim looked toward the stairs as if to make sure my dad had really left.

      “Dad doesn’t usually care what I do.” At least he hadn’t in years.

      “He cares what your sister does.”

      He’d figured that out quickly. “Very true.”

      “Which is stupid. And sexist.” Hailey pouted.

      Jim ignored her pout. “I happen to want you on this journey.”

      “Good, because I’m coming regardless.” She put a hand on her hip.

      “But you two need to follow my lead and my instructions. I’d rather not have to explain to my brother how I got one or both of his kids killed.”

      “I’d prefer if you didn’t have to do that either.” Hailey shook her head. “We’re not on a suicide mission.”

      “What kind of training do you two have?” Jim looked between us.

      “As in hand-to-hand combat training or—” I started.

      “As in survival training,” Jim interrupted.

      “We’re pretty good at surviving.” Hailey smiled. “We’ve been put in some trying situations.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking.” Jim rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Then what are you asking?”

      “How about I show you?” Jim headed toward the stairs.
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      I was crazy. Or as crazy as an Allure could be. I saw no point in delaying the inevitable, and I wasn’t a fan of running. I’d spent years of my life searching, and now there didn’t seem to be much of a reason to delay anything.

      The landscape whizzed by as we made our way toward Birmingham. Watching cars and making up stories for who was behind each window helped pass the time. I could sense the passengers’ emotional state even through the glass. When I felt excitement, I imagined it was a little girl thrilled about visiting her grandparents, and the anger next to her had to have been coming from a teenager mad she had to leave her boyfriend back home. Thankfully the game helped make the last few hours of the drive go quickly. I was ready to meet this Seer or whatever he was and find out exactly what he wanted with me. It probably wasn’t for a good reason, but it was a reason. Any reason might help end the numbness that was starting to eat away at me. It had moved passed the uncomfortable sensation and into pain. I felt breathless, and my skin itched in a way that I knew no amount of scratching could fix.

      I tried to push the discomfort from my mind. It didn’t matter. I’d face the Seer, or whatever the heck he was, and something would change. Something had to change. I wasn’t sure how many more days I could handle the sensation, especially if it became worse.

      I knew Violet sensed something was up. She kept glancing over when she thought I wasn’t looking. I pretended not to notice. It didn’t really matter what she thought.

      “What are you thinking about?” Violet turned off at an exit. Getting off the interstate seemed to signify a need to break the silence.

      “That guy. Whatever he is.” I pictured his dark hair and handsome face. His eyes had been hidden by sunglasses, and part of me knew those eyes wouldn’t be friendly.

      “What about him? And I’m almost positive he’s a Seer. You might as well assume it.” Violet turned onto a four lane highway slowing down only when she absolutely had to.

      “What do you think he wants with me?” I glanced over my shoulder to confirm what I already knew. The sports car had followed us.

      “Whatever he wants with you isn’t good, and he’s a Seer. I’d be willing to bet on it.” Hugh said in a far-off voice.

      “I figured he wasn’t there for anything good.” But if it would end the numbness it was completely worth it.

      “We won’t let him take you without a fight,” Violet rolled down the windows and relaxed back against her seat.

      “But that implies you’d still let him take me. Just with a fight.” I focused on the wind on my face again. The sensation helped dull the numbness and helped with the breathing.

      “I’m glad you have that humor.” Hugh laughed.

      “I have an idea,” Roland leaned forward.

      “And what’s that?” I turned in my seat.

      “We split up.”

      “Great idea, we’ll catch you later.” I smiled, purposely misinterpreting his words. I knew I wasn’t getting rid of him anytime soon, and the rational part of my brain told me that was a good thing.

      “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. We split from Violet and Hugh. We can get away faster.” His eyes were lighter than usual.

      In theory his idea made sense, but it wasn’t one I was interested in. I’d already made up my mind, and I refused to let anyone sway me. “But we already decided not to run away. I am facing this Seer and getting it over with.”

      “He could kill you. I’m not okay with that.” Roland grabbed for my hand. “Even if you are.”

      I tugged my hand away. “Because you want to have sex with me.”

      “Because we’re connected, and your death will leave a giant gaping hole in my very being.” He hit his fist into his chest with such force that I assumed it was painful.

      “That’s colorful and descriptive.” Hugh smirked.

      “I lived it long enough. It’s finally closing.” Roland grabbed hold of my hand again, and this time he held it tighter.

      “Did it hurt that bad?” Violet met his eye in the rearview mirror. “When Taylor…”

      Roland tightened his hold on me. “Yes. It did.”

      “So you really felt it?” I pictured how I felt at the cemetery. The pain and misery. I wondered if he could feel to that extent.

      “Yes. It’s mostly physical though. Don’t go getting your hopes up.” Roland loosened his hold slightly.

      “Oh? Like scalding hot water?” I pictured the sensation.

      “You’re lucky you even have skin left.” Roland released my hand and leaned back against his seat.

      “Funny how we heal so easily.” Burning hot water merely turned my skin red for a few seconds before it faded back to normal. The cold had a similarly temporary affect. I guess it helped with the whole immortality thing.

      “Not funny. Just reality.” He kept intense eye contact with me.

      I broke the eye contact, uncomfortable with the way it felt. “I’m still curious how we can die.”

      “When did you get so morbid?” Hugh asked.

      “I’ve always been, it’s just worse now.” I turned back to the front as we drove past a playground. It was full of young children and their parents, and I’d never felt so far removed from people before. That was a life I would never have.

      “She needs self-preservation.” Violet slowed down. Maybe she was watching the parents and children as well.

      “I have enough for both of us, which is why my idea will work. You two can distract the Seer while I get Daisy far away from him.” Roland sounded excited again.

      “How are we going to distract him? He wants her. Not us,” Hugh replied quickly.

      “You and Violet are masters at distraction. Don’t act like it’s difficult. You can pretend she’s with you. I know you can pull it off.”

      “But she wants to face him. It’s Daisy’s choice.” Violet served as the voice of reason. I appreciated that about her. She supported my autonomy. I’d had so few opportunities to make my own decisions. I savored any opportunity I got.

      “But she’s making the wrong choice,” Roland whined.

      “It’s her choice to make.” Violet turned at a traffic light.

      “You aren’t in charge of her.” Roland’s voice deepened. “You don’t get to decide.”

      “No one is in charge of me, but me.” I wasn’t human anymore. There was absolutely nothing to lose, and I wasn’t going to sit back and let other people dictate my fate.

      “She’s right,” Hugh agreed with me. “Technically she has your maker’s essence so that makes her in charge of you.”

      I laughed. That thought sounded so foreign to me. To be someone’s maker. To be in charge.

      “She’s too inexperienced to be in charge of anyone.” Roland crossed his arms. He was pouting like a child, and it was amusing.

      “But she has a whole essence,” Violet drove with her knees and stretched her arms. “None of us are talking about that.”

      “Because we don’t know what it means.” Roland continued to pout. It was less amusing now.

      The argument was cut short when Violet pulled to a stop in front of a large industrial building complete with tall smoke stakes and a large white water tower.

      “What is this place?” I took in the large red industrial building.

      “The Sloss Furnaces.” Violet said simply. “They stopped operating in the early 70s. It’s a national historic site now.”

      “A furnace in what way?” I leaned over Violet to get a better look at the buildings.

      “A blast furnace. To make iron and steel. It was a major industry down here for over a hundred years.” Violet sounded like she was picking through her own memories to tell me.

      “Oh.” I leaned back to my side of the car. “I really know nothing about this place.”

      “What do you know a lot about?” Hugh ribbed.

      “Not much.” I reached for my door latch.

      “Stop.” Violet put a hand on my arm.

      “What?” I let go of the door.

      “You need to make sure you’re ready.”

      “I’m never going to be ready to face this guy. There’s no sense pretending I will be.” And the beauty of it was it didn’t matter. There was no one else to protect. I could do what I wanted.

      “This place is full of emotions.” Violet squeezed my arm. “It may overwhelm you.”

      “Then why are we here?”

      “Yes, Violet. Why are we here?” Roland leaned toward the front. "Do you really think this is a good spot for Daisy?”

      “It’s perfect. It’s full of emotions, none of which are desire.” Violet released my arm. “She needs to prepare herself. If she takes the time to do that she’ll be fine.”

      “Of course there’s desire,” Hugh argued. “It was a plant. It was run by industry. Industry desires money and power.”

      “But those running the company weren’t in the factory often. It was mostly filled with workers.”

      “Many of which died or were injured.” Hugh fought with Violet in an uncharacteristically assertive way.

      Injured and dead workers? Could I handle that onslaught of emotion? It would break through the numbness for sure, but what if it was too intense? Too much for me to handle?

      “Daisy?” Violet pulled me from my thoughts. “Are you listening to me?”

      “Kind of,” I admitted.

      “You should thrive in there. Plus it’s daytime and it’s open to the public. The Seer can’t be too tough on you in public. You will need to grab hold of emotions though.”

      "Why do I need emotions? Doesn’t he want to read me or something?" I pretended that I had some clue what I was facing. It’s not like the Allures had filled me in on too many details.

      "Emotions can be your best weapon, and your greatest strength. I hoped you’d understand that by now."

      “But I’m broken. We all know that.” And nothing was coming naturally to me. I couldn’t appropriately manipulate, and I wasn’t automatically filled with the knowledge the others seemed to think I had.

      “He’s coming.” Roland’s voice was deadpan.

      “Where?”

      A knock on the window told me exactly what I needed to know.

      “You ready?” Violet asked.

      “Sure, why not.” I rolled down my window and took a long deep breath before turning to it. I came face to face with the leather jacket and sunglass wearing man. His dark hair was rumpled, and he wore a completely serious expression.

      He looked right over me at Violet. “Interesting location choice.”

      “I thought it had a certain ambiance.” Violet smiled.

      The supposed Seer nodded. “I’m going to take her with me now.”

      “I’m coming too.” Roland opened his door.

      “Why?” The guy stared as Roland stepped out.

      Roland stepped toward him. “Because she’s my maker.”

      “She’s not your maker.” The man’s lips twisted into a smile that sent a strange thrill through me. It was a sensation like riding up on a roller coaster knowing the big drop is only seconds away. “Don’t pretend you believe that.”

      Roland puffed out his chest. “She has my maker’s essence. I have the right to come.”

      “You have no rights. None of you do. I am here on the authority of those eons above you.” He wove his hand in the air to dismiss Roland.

      “Who sent you?” Violet asked.

      “I’ll tell the girl that.” He put a hand on the window pane. “After we’re through.”

      “What do you want with her?” Hugh spoke for the first time.

      “That’s between her and me.” He reached into the window and touched my shoulder.

      “Do you even know her name?” Hugh asked.

      “Why would any name matter to me? It is just a contrived word made up to represent a person or creature.”

      “My name is Daisy.” Somehow I needed him to know that. I had no clue what he planned to do to me, but I wanted him to know the name of the girl he was dealing with.

      He seemed to mull over the information. “The name of a flower.”

      “We like flowers in this troop.” Hugh slid across the seat and joined Roland outside the car. I was blocked in, otherwise I would have done the same. I wasn’t going to sit around and let others defend me.

      “Wonderful.” He stared down the others. “I’ll be taking the girl now.”

      “Excuse me, you could talk to me you know?” Facing danger was one thing. Letting him talk about me disrespectfully was another. I had a backbone, and I was going to use it.

      “Why?” He tiled his head to the side slightly.

      “Because I’m the one you’re here to see.” I touched my chest.

      “But you’re not even whole.” He removed his hand from my shoulder finally.

      “I’m whole.” I may have been messed up, but I wasn’t going to let him talk about me like I wasn’t even a full person.

      “No, you’re not. You’re not a hybrid either. There’s a nothingness to you.” His voice was haughty.

      “Shut up.” Being fearless had its perks.

      “Did you just tell me to shut up?” His lips twisted into that smile again.

      I latched onto the thrill. “Yes. If you’re going to talk to me, you’re going to do it with respect.”

      Hugh clapped. “That’s our girl.”

      I pushed aside the fact that I was definitely not Hugh’s girl. He was supporting me.

      “Spunk. That doesn’t seem to fit.” The man smiled again. “Maybe there is more to you than I originally thought.”

      “What do you want with me?”

      “Let’s take a walk.” He pulled open my door.

      “A walk?” The last person who asked me to take a walk was Louie, and he was far from my favorite person.

      “Yes. After that we can decide on the next step.”

      “The next step?” I unbuckled my seatbelt and got out.

      “Yes.” He held out his hand to me.

      “Where are we walking?”

      “Inside there.” He pointed to the furnace remains. “Or around it. That is the location you selected.”

      I hadn’t selected it, but that was beside the point. Violet seemed to think it would work to my advantage, and I needed to trust her. I had no other plan. “Sure.”

      “I’m coming.” Roland repeated his demand.

      “No. You will stay here.” The man pointed to where Violet still sat in the car. I was surprised she hadn’t gotten out yet. She was usually the quickest to jump to my defense.

      “No.” Roland shook his head.

      “Please tell him to step away, or I will be forced to apprehend him.” The man looked to me.

      “Roland, I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “I want to get this over with.” The numbness was only intensifying. There was no point dragging things out.

      “How do you know that?” Roland eyed me skeptically. “How do you know you’ll be fine?”

      “Because I do.” I absolutely didn’t know, but I knew that was what Roland needed to hear.

      “No self-preservation,” Hugh whispered under his breath.

      “I’ll survive this,” I said for their sake more than my own.

      “You will.” The man nodded. “I’m under explicit orders not to kill you.”

      “Orders from an entity you still won’t reveal to us.” Violet crossed her arms.

      “Correct.” The man smiled.

      “But you’ll reveal to me after our little walk.” I wanted a little bit of reassurance of my own. If I survived this run in, I wanted information. Maybe whoever he worked for could help with the numbness.

      “After I’m done with you.” He took my hand.

      At first I felt nothing, but the longer he held my hand the hotter my hand became. It felt close to burning as a current of electricity surged through me. It was slightly painful but gloriously not numbness. “You are differentiating between our walk and being overall done?” His choice of words had not gone unnoticed by me.

      “Yes. I am,” he said unapologetically.

      “Let’s get this over with.” I turned my body so I was directly in front of the man. “What’s your name?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “I’m not walking with you until I know it.” That was my only demand.

      “Sol.”

      “Okay, Sol. Let’s take this walk.”

      “Do you really want to do this alone?” Roland kept a distance from us, but I could tell it was a struggle for him to refrain from intervening.

      “You heard it from Sol. He is under orders not to kill me.” Somehow it felt more believable now that I knew his name.

      Roland sighed. “That doesn’t mean he won’t hurt you.”

      “Anything he can do can’t be worse than the numbness I’m feeling.” Nothing could be worse than that. Although a nagging in the corner of my head disagreed. There was something worse, I just couldn’t remember it.

      “You should have told us how bad it was.” Violet finally stepped out of the car and walked around.

      “You couldn’t have done anything.”

      She nodded. “No, but I would have wanted to know.”

      “Will you guys be here when I’m done?” I assumed I’d be back in a reasonable amount of time, but maybe that was an unrealistic assumption.

      “Do you think we plan to leave you?” Hugh asked.

      “Not Roland.”

      Roland nodded. “Of course not.”

      “We’re staying put. I’d be bored without you around.” Hugh winked.

      “All right guys, see you soon.” I waved before following Sol toward the large building.

      “We aren’t going there,” Sol said under his breath.

      “What do you mean?” I glanced back over my shoulder to where the others waited.

      “You may not know why your friends picked this location, but I do. We will go to a neutral spot.”

      “Okay.” I wasn’t thrilled with the idea of going into a place that might overwhelm me. Maybe normal Allures could use emotion as a weapon or tool, but I wasn’t a normal Allure.

      “You’re agreeing easily.” He put a hand on the small of my back leading me around the building. He was trying to trick the others. I figured Roland was watching us like a hawk.

      “I just want to get this over with.”

      “Why the rush?”

      “I don’t honestly know.”

      “What’s the numbness? How does it feel?” He asked with what sounded like genuine interest.

      “Like my whole body fell into this pins and needle sleep.”

      He smiled. “You have a colorful way of speaking.”

      “Do I?”

      He wove back further behind the building and kept walking.

      “You do.”

      “Great.”

      “Are you afraid of heights?”

      “No.” I thought of how much I loved flying with Owen. I could remember the rush of the wind. The adrenaline kick. The physical memories had remained, and they made me think of him.

      “I hope you’re telling the truth because I don’t want to clean up anything.”

      “I’m telling the truth.”

      “Good.” He grinned, and I savored the thrill. He tossed a small black stone down on the ground. A bright light emulated from the stone, and in its place stood what looked like a glass elevator. The sight should have shocked me, but I’d seen far weirder things in the past few weeks.

      “Come on.” He tugged on my arm and pulled me into the elevator. The door slammed closed in front of us. He pressed a button, and we started to surge up toward the sky.

      I looked out. I could see everything, but no one seemed to notice the glass box speeding up toward the sky. Not even the Allures noticed. They were all standing exactly where I left them next to the Suburban. It was as though we were invisible.

      Finally we stopped moving upward. Sol hit another button and the door opened. A flow of intense wind and heat filled the small space. I fought to keep my eyes open, but the pressure from the air was too much. I closed my eyes until the intensity stopped. By that time, Sol was leading me off the elevator.

      I blinked a few times and looked around trying to get my bearings. We were in what appeared to be a normal living room. The room was neutrally painted, with recessed light and pale blue window treatments. The furniture consisted of one large leather couch, an oversized chair, and a wooden coffee table. “Where are we?”

      Sol released my arm, and I stumbled away.

      “You like it here?” Sol asked with a smile.

      “Uh, it’s nice, but you didn’t answer my question.”

      “It’s my house.”

      “You live in a house floating in air?”

      He pulled back the drapes. “We’re not floating.”

      He was right. The house was situated in the middle of a green meadow.

      “Then how did we get here?”

      “That’s a secret, my friend.” He grinned.

      “Now I’m your friend?”

      “You didn’t throw up on me and ruin my jacket.”

      “You’ve got high standards.”

      “Being my friend would be a very good thing for you.” His voice was full of warning.

      “Why? You already assured me you couldn’t hurt or kill me.” I was taking that promise at face value.

      Sol nodded. “I did assure you of that, but that is temporary. Besides, I can make your life much more comfortable.”

      “I doubt that.” Nothing about my numb existence was comfortable. It was growing increasingly painful, and even the diversion Sol was providing didn’t help.

      “I’ll prove you wrong.” He leaned in toward me. “Later.”

      “Why later?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Because first we need to take our walk.”
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      I’d never been particularly good at putting my faith in others. I preferred to control my own fate. Trusting Jim didn’t come as second nature. He may have been family, but he was also a complete stranger to me. Blood doesn’t instantly forge a connection even if you want it to.

      Hailey was generally as untrusting as I was, but she was doing a great job of hiding it. She was following Jim around as he packed a backpack full of the most random things. Some items made sense. A book, a few bottles of water, but then he started adding in candles, household cleaning products, a canteen full of apple juice, a can of spray cheese, and two pairs of socks. He probably slipped in a few other things, but I was so surprised by his actions that I was more focused on whether we were making a mistake by trusting him.

      “Just stay calm,” Hailey leaned in to whisper. “It’s not going to help anyone if we get all weird on him right now and doubt his actions.”

      “What the hell is he doing?” I watched as he added a box of saltine crackers and a thesaurus to his bag.

      “Who knows? We’re about to go searching for a magical herb. Does any of it make rational sense?”

      “Nothing in our life makes rational sense anymore.” Not that it ever had. We weren’t human, and that fact alone changed everything, ensuring we’d never live normal lives. I’d finally accepted that when Daisy was torn away from me.

      “And that might just be a good thing.” Hailey smiled.

      “You’re saying that because for once you aren’t the one in the mess.”

      “You’ve been in plenty of messes before.” She put a hand on her hip. “Don’t pretend this is the first time.”

      “Technically yes. But none this big.” I had always been the good kid. Or at least I never got into trouble with my parents. When I ended up in a mess I managed to get out of it without anyone finding out. Hailey on the other hand always got caught.

      “Jim can help us. He’s weird, no doubt there, but he seems to know a lot.” She nodded toward where he ran around his kitchen.

      “I know, but there has to be a reason Dad kept him from us for so long.” I wished we’d had more of an opportunity to ask questions. Dad had left quickly, which was seeming stranger and stranger. He’d seemed so unsurprised when Jim asked him to leave. He’d never been particularly protective of me, but he was of Hailey.

      “Dad was protecting us. You were best friends with Levi.” Hailey made a valid suggestion. “There are plenty of reasons, and we’ll figure it out.”

      “You’re taking this well.” She seemed to be enjoying herself.

      “There isn’t much to take.” She shrugged.

      “An uncle neither of us knew?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “He’s cool, and we have to trust Dad.” There was more than she was saying. She liked Jim. She trusted him for more reasons than just our dad, and I hoped she was right. Hailey was usually a good judge of character.

      Still, she hadn’t acted that way before Dad left. “You were giving Dad a hard time about it.”

      “It’s my job to give Dad a hard time.”

      I laughed. “And me.”

      “Right now I’m helping you, so that makes up for any time I did.”

      “Sort of.” I was grateful to have her around. I knew she was unequivocally on my side, which was more than I could say about our uncle. I didn’t know if he was doing it out of a familial bond, or because he wanted information, or because Allures fascinated him. I bet it was a combination of all three, and I hoped the combined interests worked out to our benefit.

      “Are you two ready?” Jim pulled his bursting at the seams backpack on his back.

      “How can you fly with that on?” Hailey pointed to the full bag.

      He adjusted the straps. “We’re not flying.”

      “Uh, then what are we doing?” Hailey looked to me, and I shrugged. I was done trying to predict what Jim was going to do or say next.

      “We’re walking. Or hiking is probably a better word.” He pushed his glasses up on his nose.

      “Why would we do that?” I tried not to make my question condescending. I enjoyed hiking, I’d spent a great deal of time doing it out in Colorado, but it definitely wasn’t a typical mode of transportation for us. When flying was an option, nearly every other means of transportation paled in comparison.

      “Because if we fly we’ll miss what we’re searching for.” He said it like it explained everything.

      “I thought we were looking for friends of yours or something.” He’d seemed confident we’d find what we needed. Hiking had definitely not been discussed.

      “We are, and these friends will be where we’ll be hiking. It’s going to take some effort to find them.” He adjusted the bag.

      “Fantastic.” Hailey laid on the fake enthusiasm. Or maybe it wasn’t fake. She was acting odd even for Hailey standards.

      “You don’t have to pretend with me,” Jim adjusted the weight of the bag on his back. “I get that you both think I’m crazy. I’m used to people thinking I’m crazy, but this time my craziness is going to help.”

      “Ok. Then let’s go.” We were making him uncomfortable, and that wasn’t going to help anyone. “I hope it’s okay that we didn’t pack anything.” Hopefully he wouldn’t take my comment to be a jab at him.

      “I have everything we need.” He smiled. “But we have to make a quick stop first.”

      “A stop on our hike?” I tried to keep the skepticism out of my voice. Jim’s plan was getting crazier.

      “We’ll drive to this one.”

      “Uh, where are we going exactly?” I wasn’t sure I even wanted to know considering all the random stuff he’d put in his backpack.

      “Just a quick stop at a local bar.” Jim smiled to himself, and I wondered what he wasn’t saying out loud. Was he playing us?

      “We’re going to a bar? It’s morning. Bars are closed.” In New Orleans things stayed open all night, but even there you didn’t show up when the sun was already on the way up.

      “Are you guys sure you’re Pterons? By the way you’re talking I’d have thought you were raised by two humans.” Jim laughed.

      I decided to take another tactic. Talking logic with Jim wasn’t going to get us anywhere. “Ok, so we’re going to a bar. Is there a reason for this stop?” The one thing I refused to do was waste time. “I mean other than alcohol or whatever.”

      Jim wrinkled up his nose. “This stop has nothing to do with alcohol. Do you really think I’d waste your time for a drink? Who do you think I am?”

      “Of course we wouldn’t think that. Ignore my brother.” Hailey shot me a look. “So what does it involve?”

      “What do most stops in life involve?” Jim asked.

      “I don’t know.” I let out a slow deep breath. “Many things.”

      “They all involve getting things.”

      “But you just said you have everything you need.” I pointed to his backpack.

      “I have all the items, but we don’t have all the information.” He held up a finger as if emphasizing how great a point he’d made.

      “What kind of information?” I forced myself to stay calm even though I was anything but. With the weird stuff in his bag and the sudden need to check out a bar early in the morning for information, I was increasingly regretting out decision to trust him.

      “Information on how to find the creatures who will know about the herbs.”

      “The first people with the information won’t know how to find the herbs?” I asked.

      “No.” Jim looked at me like I was crazy. “When is the last time in your life you’ve discovered something that easily?”

      “Pretty much never,” I admitted. Jim had a point, but one could hope.

      “Ok…great.” Hailey pointed to the door. “Shall we?”

      “Absolutely. There is no time to waste.” Jim led the way to the front door, and we followed him outside. He closed and locked the door behind him, trying the door afterward to make sure it was really locked.

      After all his concern with the books in the basement, the double checking didn’t surprise me at all. Yet I was impatient, and waiting even a few extra seconds annoyed me. I’d always been a laid back person, but losing Daisy had sent me into a tailspin.

      We waited while Jim walked over to a detached garage. He manually opened the door. “I’ll pull ol’ Margret out.”

      “Ok. Sure.” I’d never named a car, and I never planned to. Somehow I wasn’t surprised that my crazy uncle had done it. However, I was surprised when a minute later he backed a Toyota Camry out of the garage. I’d been expecting a classic car, or even a truck. Not a newish sedan.

      Hailey gestured to the front passenger door. “You can ride shot gun.”

      “Gee, thanks.” I rolled my eyes before opening the back door for her. She wanted to keep some space between her and our uncle. I didn’t blame her.

      Hailey looked ready to change her mind when she took in the messy back seat. It was littered with papers and books and a few water bottles.

      “Don’t mind the mess. You can’t hurt anything.” Jim misread Hailey’s hesitation.

      “Ok.” Hailey pushed the books and papers across the seat.

      “Thanks for giving me the front.” My laugh was short lived when I opened the passenger door and found a similar mess on the seat.

      “What were you saying?” Hailey laughed. She’d made herself enough room to get inside the car.

      “Nothing.” I picked up the books and papers and placed them on the floor between my feet.

      Jim backed out of the driveway. “My car is often my office when I’m on the road. Hence the mess.”

      “Do professors travel that much?” Hailey flipped through the pile of papers closest to her. She was never one to worry about violating privacy. I learned that first hand growing up with a bedroom next to hers.

      “Some, not all. My research constantly has me on the move. You’re lucky you found me at home.” Jim started down the road.

      “Yeah, real lucky,” I mumbled under my breath.

      “What was that?” Jim asked.

      “Nothing,” I quickly replied. “I appreciate all the help.” I was being ungrateful. Like the impatience, it wasn’t like me.

      “We’re family. I’d do anything for family.” He turned off onto another side street. “I haven’t stayed away from you by choice.”

      The whole situation was strange. We’d never met the guy, yet he was so big on being part of our family. It was a story I needed to learn more about, but he didn’t seem interested in sharing. He also seemed quirky enough that if I set him off he might snap. Hailey was keeping her mouth shut on the topic as well which said a lot. But since he was opening the line of conversation, I wasn’t going to ignore the chance. “Dad made it sound that way. We had no clue you even existed until a few hours ago.”

      “I know. And your father was right to withhold it from you. It was the smart choice.”

      “Why?” Hailey asked before I could.

      “To protect you. You might have gotten curious and gotten yourselves into trouble.” Jim glanced into the rearview mirror and appeared to catch Hailey’s gaze.

      “But you’re not worried about that happening now?” Hailey asked

      “You’re not kids anymore, and you are both in favor with the new king. It’s a different situation.”

      “I still don’t really understand why you had to leave.”

      “Do you really want to understand it?” Jim asked.

      “Yes,” Hailey and I said in unison.

      Jim shook his head. “I don’t think you do.”

      “We do.” Hailey leaned forward toward the front.

      “I’m sure you’re curious, and you think you want to know, but understanding will rock your faith in an organization you believe in.” Jim adjusted his hands on the steering wheel.

      “We both understand The Society isn’t perfect. It has serious flaws, but overall it serves a good purpose.” My feelings about The Society had changed over the years, but not my faith in Levi. He was a good king.

      “It does serve a good purpose, but it also has its own agenda.” Jim’s face darkened.

      “I know Robert has made many mistakes.” I’d learned too much about the former king over the past few years. He’d been hiding many secrets.

      “And I am sure his son has too.”

      “We all make mistakes,” Hailey swung her arms at her sides.

      “Yes.” Jim nodded. “And we all have secrets.”

      “So what happened?” Hailey rested her hand on the headrest of my seat. “Tell us.”

      “Robert didn’t like my suggestion that many of the creatures we believed were extinct may have been alive and well.” Jim turned onto a highway. “It didn’t serve his purposes.”

      “Because some of those creatures might have challenged his power?” I suggested.

      Jim nodded.

      That much made sense. “But why did you run? Why not just stop trying to convince him?”

      Jim laughed dryly. “You’ve never been on the wrong side of an organization like The Society. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “You really believed Robert would come after you?” I had a hard time believing Robert would exert his energy on something like that.

      “As I said before, this isn’t a conversation you really want to have. So the conversation is over.” Then as if nothing had transpired he started humming some song I’d never heard before. I wanted to ask more questions, but it didn’t seem appropriate. All we’d do was make him mad. Still, I couldn’t stop the nagging feeling that this was important. What were the chances that my uncle happened to research the very creatures that the love of my life became? I didn’t believe in coincidences, and if I wasn’t already worried sick about Daisy, I would have spent more mental power thinking about it, but I couldn’t take the risk of losing the one lead we had.

      Hailey stopped asking too. She wasn’t the type to sit back silently, but my guess was she was thinking the same thing I was. We’d have a lot to talk about the next time we were alone.

      I looked out the window as we drove through the quiet city. We were finally moving toward finding a way to help Daisy, but she still seemed so far away. I hoped wherever she was, she was doing okay.

      Jim drove down an alleyway I was nearly positive wasn’t designed for cars. Like everything else he did, it didn’t quite surprise me. Jim parked right in front of the back entrance of a red-brick building with an industrial feel and turned off the car. “We’re here.”

      “That didn’t take long.” Hailey opened her door.

      After a brief moment of hesitation as I wondered about the intelligence of letting my sister tag along on these shenanigans, I got out too. Hailey was tough. She’d be fine, and I’d be around to protect her.

      We followed Jim up two concrete steps. He knocked on the tall metal door. At first nothing happened, but then the door slowly opened.

      A girl with bright yellow pigtails that matched the yellow cotton dress she wore stepped through the door way. She propped the door open with a milk crate. She frowned at Jim. “You back again?” Her pigtails made her look young, but she had to have been at least in her mid-twenties.

      “Yeah. Afraid so.” He turned to Hailey and me. “But I brought my niece and nephew.”

      “You have a niece and nephew?” The girl looked us over. “When did that happen?”

      “I think Owen’s over a quarter-century old now, so it’s been awhile.”

      The girl shook her head. “I mean since when have they been around? I’ve never seen you with them.” She glanced between us.

      Hailey pushed passed Jim and held out her hand. “Hailey Kaye.”

      “Hi Hailey, I’m Amber.” The girl smiled broadly revealing rows of sharp jagged teeth. “And what’s his name?” She grinned at me.

      “I’m Owen.” I reached out my hand to her, trying to ignore her teeth and the way her eyes swept over me like a piece of meat. I wasn’t interested in anything having to do with her, or her teeth.

      She gave me a firm handshake. “Pleasure to meet you. What brings you to our humble abode?”

      “Abode? This is a house?” Hailey pointed through the doorway.

      “It’s a figure of speech.” Amber rolled her eyes. “She didn’t get your brains, did she?” Amber nodded at Jim.

      “You didn’t just say that.” Hailey put a hand on her hip.

      I put a hand on Hailey’s arm to calm her. “Listen, we’ve had a long night.”

      “Hailey’s as sharp as they come.” Jim laughed. “Sorry, Amber. No offense.”

      Amber ran her tongue over her teeth, eliciting blood. “No offense taken.”

      “Mind if we head inside? I’m looking for Jonathan.” Jim glanced into the darkness inside the doorway of the bar.

      “He’s in there somewhere. Be my guest.” She looked at me. “But what’s your story?”

      “My story?” I put a hand to my chest.

      “Yes. Yours. Single. Taken?”

      “Oh.” Amber went right to the point. “Taken.”

      “Too bad.” She walked around me in a circle. “I’d be careful. Those nymphs love their Pterons.”

      “There are nymphs inside?” Hailey’s voice lilted.

      “There are always a few here.” Jim gave her an understanding look. Nymphs hung all over men, and were generally rude to women. Hailey had reason to dislike the creatures.

      “Great. This outing just got even more fun.” Hailey crossed an arm over her chest.

      “My brother’s inside if you’re bored.” Amber nodded to Hailey. “And into Jackals.”

      “Your brother is a Jackal?” Hailey raised an eyebrow, probably thinking exactly what I was. How was this sharp tooth girl related to one of the tamest of the shifters?

      “He’s my step-brother.”

      “Oh ok.” Hailey nodded.

      “But he’s like blood so play nice.” Her eyes darkened.

      “I’m not interested, but thanks.” Hailey strode inside without waiting for the rest of us.

      “Hey, wait up.” I caught up with her inside the dark and smoky bar. Like most paranormal bars, this one was more a biker bar than a club, although the loud electronic music didn’t fit with the austere furnishings and vintage bar that spanned the back half of the bottom floor of the place.

      “What? Afraid I was going to leave you behind?” She grinned.

      “Sometimes you don’t think.” I scowled. “Did you have any clue what you were walking into just now?”

      She held her hands out as she gazed around the dark room. “A bar.”

      “Just don’t be stupid.” Hailey’s greatest flaw was she overestimated her strength. She was arguably one of the strongest creatures in any given room, but that didn’t mean she could take on the world.

      “I try not to be.”

      “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” Jim disappeared across the dark and crowded room. This place had a particularly late crowd. Or maybe it was early crowd.

      “The nymphs already found you.” Hailey pointed to where a group of four girls giggled and pointed to me. They were all scantily clad in brightly colored dresses.

      “Lovely.” I turned my back to them. “Protect me.” Nymphs were notorious for using their sexuality to get what they wanted from men—be it money, secrets, or power. They went after Pterons because Pterons generally had all of the above.

      “What do you want me to do?” Hailey watched over my shoulder, and I knew she was staring at them.

      “Pretend we’re together.”

      “Eww.” She wrinkled up her face in disgust.

      “I’d do it for you.”

      “We need to get Daisy back so you don’t ask me to play along with these stupid games.”

      “It’s not a game.” I gritted my teeth. “I don’t have time for them.”

      “Whatever. I’m not pretending we’re together. I have a better idea.”

      “A better idea?” I raised an eyebrow. “Somehow I don’t think I want to know what it’s going to be.”

      The nymphs left their table and headed over. They walked with their arms linked and stepped in perfect sync. There was something almost hypnotic about the motion, but I ignored it. I wasn’t in the mood to play their games.

      “Hello, stranger.” One of the girls fixed a wide smile at me. “I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      “Obviously you haven’t met if you’re calling him a stranger.” Hailey rolled her eyes.

      “You can leave us.” The girl made a shooing motion at Hailey.

      “Actually I can’t.” Hailey crossed her arms.

      “Why not?” Another of the girls asked.

      “Because I can’t.”

      The first girl frowned and then turned to me. “What are you? You scream powerful.”

      “He’s a squirrel shifter, isn’t it obvious?” Hailey pointed to me. “But he can’t really shift so that’s why I’m with him. You know, for protection.”

      The girls scowled. “Shut up.”

      “How do you know she’s not being serious?” I didn’t particularly want to pretend my shifted form was a squirrel, but now that Hailey had started it, I needed to run with it. “Looks can be deceiving.”

      “You’re trying to get rid of us.”

      “If that’s the case, what are you still doing here?”

      “You came in with a Pteron.”

      “Did we?” Hailey wore a puzzled expression. “I didn’t know that.”

      “We can make this a really enjoyable evening.” One of the nymphs ran her hand down my arm.

      I pulled my arm away. “It’s morning.”

      “Same thing.”

      I glanced around the room, waiting for Jim to come back. “I’m sure you can find someone else to enjoy the morning with.”

      “But we want you.” She ran her teeth over her bottom lip.

      “No thanks. Besides, do you really want to be known for getting with a squirrel shifter?”

      “You’re a Pteron.”

      “Not that I mind the confusion, but no wings here.” I noticed Jim out of the corner of my eye. “We’ve got to go.” I grabbed Hailey’s hand and pulled her away from the nymphs.

      “That was your great idea? A squirrel shifter?” I hissed as we made our way across the room.

      “I was going to say I couldn’t leave you because you were incontinent when you got nervous, but I wasn’t sure if that was taking it too far.”

      I laughed. “I would have loved to have seen their faces.”

      “The fact that you aren’t furious I’d even suggest you peed yourself says everything I need to know.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning you have it really bad for Daisy.” Hailey winked.

      “I thought that was already established.” At least it had been established for a very long time for me.

      “It was.”

      Jim noticed our approach and waved us over to where he stood talking to a guy in his early thirties. He had long blond hair that fell below his shoulders, and he was dressed in a blazer that set him apart from the rest of the casually dressed crowd. “You found us.”

      “You told us to wait.” Hailey tapped her toe. “I didn’t know we were supposed to be looking for you.”

      “You should always be looking.” Jim pushed his glasses up on his face. “Otherwise life will pass you by.”

      “Thanks for the words of wisdom.” Hailey laid on the sarcasm.

      “Hailey and Owen, this is Jonathan. Jonathan, this is Hailey and Owen. My brother’s kids.” Jim abruptly changed the subject.

      “Pleasure to meet you.” The blond haired man smiled mostly at Hailey.

      “Same to you.” Hailey gave him a small smile.

      “I was just telling Jonathan you two were visiting for a few days.” Jim adjusted his backpack again. He had brought it into the bar with him for one reason or another.

      “Yes, it’s been a blast visiting Uncle Jim.” Hailey held up her fist in mock excitement.

      Jonathan laughed. “You don’t have to lay it on so thick. It’s nice this old guy has some company. He’s been alone for so long I’m afraid he’s going to have to regain basic social skills.”

      I remembered what my dad said about how Jim wasn’t a loner by choice. “We’ll try to start visiting more often.”

      “Good to hear.” Jonathan nodded. “So I understand you guys are looking to do some trading?”

      I looked at Jim. It would have been nice if he’d prepped us about that.

      “Yes, sure…” Hailey said warily.

      “Great. Really I’m looking for an original vinyl of The Beatles’ White Album. Think you can find one for me?”

      I had no clue where we were going to find one of those but Jim was mouthing ‘agree’ so I found myself nodding. “Sure.”

      “Great.” Jonathan smiled. “Then we can make a deal.”

      Agreeing to a deal when you a) had no clue how to find the thing you were promising and b) had no idea what you were getting out of the deal, was risky, but we were trusting Jim, so I went with it.

      Jonathan held out his hand, and I accepted before Hailey could. If one of us were putting ourselves on the line, it was going to be me. “Jim, I assume you have the basic essentials with you?”

      “Yes. I have the full kit.” Jim touched his backpack.

      “Terrific.” Jonathan grinned. “Let’s do some Dryad hunting.”
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      “Didn’t we take a walk already?” I glanced at the small gap in the blinds Sol had left open.

      “That wasn’t a long walk.”

      “It wasn’t.” But I wasn’t sure a walk was going to help anything.

      “Would you prefer to stay here? Perhaps move to my bedroom?” His eyes heated just enough that his words set off the usual alarm. Desire. The last thing I needed.

      “Very funny.”

      “It’s not exactly a joke, although that would go completely against protocol.”

      “Good thing I’m not interested then.” I crossed one arm over my chest and held my elbow.

      “Good thing.” He watched me like an animal watching its prey. He was searching for weaknesses. Immortal or not, I had my fair share of those.

      “So where are we walking?”

      “I’m going to make coffee first.” He walked over to a coffee maker on one of the granite countertops in the kitchen that was open to the living room.

      “Coffee? You need a caffeine fix?” I said to his back.

      “We both do,” he called over his shoulder.

      “I’m not tired.” I wished I were. Then I could fall into a dream.

      “We both need caffeine.” He repeated himself.

      “Why am I always surrounded by people who think they know what’s best for me?”

      “I don’t know, maybe you should be asking yourself that question.”

      His response wasn’t what I expected. “Who says I wasn’t?”

      “You said it out loud, which implied you were asking me.”

      “No it doesn’t. It could have been a rhetorical question.”

      “But it wasn’t.” He ground coffee beans.

      I waited for the loud grinding to finish. “How would you know?”

      “I’m a Seer.” He brought the coffee pot over to the sink and turned on the tap.

      “But are you seeing me?”

      “I don’t know, am I?” He watched me yet still knew exactly when to turn off the water.

      “Ugh.” I wasn’t in the mood for him to keep pushing questions back on me. “You’re annoying.”

      He poured the water into his coffee maker.

      “You actually use an old fashioned one.” I pointed to the simple black coffee maker.

      “As compared to?”

      “You seemed like the little single-use cup coffee guy.”

      “Why would you think that?” He leaned back against the far counter.

      “Because it’s faster.”

      “I need a full pot.”

      “Even when it’s just you?” From as far as I could tell he lived alone.

      “Yes.” Something resembling amusement crossed his face, making me wonder for a second if he could read my thoughts.

      “Well then I guess I should feel honored you want to share with me.”

      He nodded. “You should.”

      “Great. Glad that’s established.”

      He poured the ground coffee beans into the machine. “You have a lot of allure.”

      “Uh, I do?”

      He turned toward me. “Normally Allures can’t use it on me.”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “I know.”

      “So…”

      “Your appeal. It’s how you can manipulate humans. I’m not human, but the appeal is working.”

      “Yeah, I seem to create more desire in people than most.”

      “But I’m not human.” He leaned over the island toward me. “It shouldn’t work.”

      “Maybe you just find me attractive.” Modesty had also gone out the window. Having confidence and showing it worked wonders. Too bad I hadn’t discovered that as a human.

      He laughed. “I guess I’ll never know.”

      “I’m sure you have worse things to worry about.”

      “Who’s the guy?” He straightened up and stepped back as if repulsed.

      “Which one? The one who thinks I’m his maker?” Thinking of Roland soured my mood further. His interest in me had nothing to do with me and everything to do with Taylor.

      Sol shook his head. “No. The one you keep thinking about.”

      I’d been right. He was reading my thoughts. Although Owen hadn’t been on my mind much, I wanted him to be. I remembered the dream, but not the way he made me feel. I wanted to remember. “He’s no one.” I had no interest in dragging Owen into my mess.

      “He’s someone.”

      “No one you need to know about.” I wanted to keep Owen and all my thoughts of him for myself. I’d had to give him up far too soon.

      “I can find out anything I want from you.” He stepped around the counter toward me.

      “Then find it.” There went the fearlessness again.

      “You don’t want me to do that. It’s easier if you tell me yourself.” There was a warning in his words and his eyes, but I already knew I would ignore it.

      “Easy isn’t a real word.” Nothing was easy. I was done believing anyone who said the contrary.

      “Ok, now you sound like a whiney little kid.”

      Hearing him say kid made me wonder something. “How old are you?”

      “Older than you.” He smiled.

      “That doesn’t help.”

      “How old do you think I am?”

      I made a guess based on the youthfulness of his face and his full head of thick black hair. Although I’d learned physical appearance had little to do with age for some paranormal creatures. “Twenty-five.”

      “That’s how old I look.”

      “Ok, then how old are you really?”

      “Why does my age matter to you?”

      “Because I like to know these things.” And I was beginning to see that often age equaled power. I knew he was more powerful than me, but that wasn’t saying much.

      “Like you wanted to know my name.” He seemed to be analyzing me. “You’re so inquisitive. Like a human child.”

      “I like to know who I’m talking with. That doesn’t make me a child.” I wasn’t as bothered by his insinuation as I once would have been. Being associated with anything human was positive, and being curious wasn’t a bad thing. It was real. It wasn’t numbness.

      He smiled. “I’m several times your age. Does that help?”

      “How long will you live?”

      He laughed. “Checking to see if I’m immortal?”

      “Maybe.” I liked to know who I was dealing with, including understanding their life span. An immortal creature was likely very old and had interests and things at stake that I couldn’t fathom. They were also powerful. I’d learned that from the Allures and Elders. But then again the Dragos had made it sound like almost no creatures were immortal. Still, I wasn’t going to take the word of a quasi-dragon shifter.

      “Not immortal, but I will live several more lifetimes.” He opened his hand palm off and pushed down four fingers.

      I interpreted that to mean four more lifetimes. “That’s a while.”

      “It is, so I won’t be going anywhere too soon.” He smiled as if thinking about some private joke. I felt like my whole life was one big inside joke I wasn’t in on, yet I seemed to be the punchline.

      “Wonderful to know.” I gave what I believed was a reasonable response. “You aren’t as scary as I expected.”

      “You’re an Allure, how could I be scary?”

      “I wish I could be scared.”

      His expression softened. “You aren’t a normal Allure. I figured that out the moment I met you.”

      “I’m a broken Allure.” Or half of one. I was out of ideas for how else to explain it.

      “Oh, you’re broken all right. All aside from that damn allure.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      I laughed. “Is it bothering you?”

      “Yes.” The coffee maker beeped and he walked over and opened a cabinet. He took down two large white mugs and carefully filled them both with steaming hot coffee. He put one down on the counter and scooted it toward me. “But it’s going to work to your advantage.”

      “Why’s that?” I ignored the coffee and watched him. I wasn’t sure anything would ever work to my advantage. My luck had run out years ago.

      “Because I don’t want to hurt you. I want to do plenty to you. With you. But I don’t want to hurt you.” His eyes ran up and down my body.

      He was starting to admit desire like a human. I could reach out and manipulate it, but that was impossible. He wasn’t human. I cringed as the desire swirled around begging me to take it in. I ignored the pull. “Yeah, not going to happen.”

      “Because you don’t desire it?” His eyes were wide and locked right on mine.

      “I’m an Allure.” That was the simple answer.

      “Yes, but you told me you sometimes feel.” He hadn’t blinked. Not once. I knew he wasn’t human, but the lack of blinking made it even more apparent.

      “Not desire for you.” Although I did feel his desire for me, and it was suddenly so heavy it seeped under my skin. My heart started beating faster with the urge to manipulate. It was as though someone had turned on a switch.

      “But that’s not why you wouldn’t want to be touched by me. Is it?” He sipped his coffee, seemingly oblivious to my struggle as his eyes maintained their heated appearance.

      He was talking about Owen. He was reading my past, opening me up in a way I didn’t want to be opened. He was seeing things I could no longer see or feel myself. Maybe he could pull the feelings out. “I don’t want to get over him.”

      “You’ve had some good dreams.” Sol grinned.

      “Have you seen them?” I could barely handle the overload of desire, maybe if I manipulated a little bit of them, the intensity would lessen. I focused in on the purple swirl. Letting it surround me. “I bet you have plenty of your own.”

      “I know what you’re doing.” He pushed the second coffee cup closer to me. “And it’s not going to work.”

      I loosened my hold on the emotion, but I didn’t completely let go. “I’m not doing it for the reason you think.”

      “You’re not trying to manipulate me into letting you go?” He adjusted the buckle of his belt.

      “No. I’m trying to get rid of some of your desire. It’s making me choke.” Not physically. Yet. But it might happen. I released my hold on his desire, breathing in the fresh air that replaced it in my lungs.

      “That makes two of us.”

      “Then stop.” He was a powerful creature. He had to be by the way Violet and the guys reacted. Even Roland had stepped down from him. Surely he could turn off his lust.

      “I can’t.” He stepped back.

      “Yes you can. If you want to.” Maybe that was an over simplification, but there had to be a way to turn it off. Some emotions aren’t choices, but desire was. Desire wasn’t despair or happiness. It was a murky emotion.

      “No. Which is why I need to get this over with. I need to get away from you. So drink up.” He gestured to the cup. “Your coffee is going to get cold.”

      I looked down at the black liquid. “You never offered me cream or sugar.”

      “You’re an Allure, you don’t need it.”

      “What if I wanted it?” I didn’t want either, but discussing coffee was everyday chatter. Nothing was less desire inducing.

      “You’re not getting what you want.” He blinked a few times as if trying to shake a dream.

      I looked down at the coffee again and then back up at Sol. “You’re trying to drug me.”

      “Why would you say that?” He rubbed his neck again.

      “Why else would you be pushing me to drink it?” It was obvious, yet I didn’t understand the reason. I hadn’t made any move to run, so he couldn’t have been that concerned with me leaving unless something much worse was coming.

      “Because you look tired. Besides I’m drinking it too. Would I want to drug myself?”

      “I’m not stupid. You put something in my cup or something.”

      He picked up my cup and drank a long, slow sip. “Nope.” He tipped the cup slowly to show me that some of the black liquid was gone.

      “Then you’re immune to whatever the drug is.”

      He stiffened. I’d figured it out.

      “Just drink your coffee.” He put the cup down in front of me.

      “No.” I shook my head.

      “Even Allures can feel physical pain.” He ran his fingers over my hand where it rested on the counter.

      “So?” I left my hand where it was. The physical sensation seemed to be lessening the urge to manipulate again.

      “So either you enjoy a hot cup of coffee, or you experience pain when I get the information I need from you.” His light touch became a painful squeeze.

      I kept my hand exactly where it was. Using the pain to keep me focused. “Or you could ask me nicely, and I’ll tell you what you need to know.”

      “Oh yeah? Coming from the girl who won’t even tell me the name of the man she can’t get over?” He released my hand.

      “That’s different. That’s not something you need to know.” No one needed to know it. Yet Sol knew the name. He had to have. It was buried with the memories he had so easily reached.

      “How do you know?” Sol cocked his head to the side. “Maybe that’s exactly what I need to know.”

      “It’s not. It has nothing to do with anything.”

      “You’re wrong. He has plenty to do with this.”

      “I don’t want to be drugged.”

      “The pain is going to be horrible otherwise.” He picked up his mug and took another sip of his coffee.

      “Oh and the drug will fix it all?” I rolled my eyes. “Likely story. You just want to make things easier on yourself.”

      “It will make it enjoyable. Painless. You will believe you want to tell me everything so you will. We will get it all done quickly and then we can move on.”

      “Doubtful. Nothing is easy.” And what did moving on really mean? My hope at ending the numbness had faded out. I was becoming an Allure no matter how slowly the process was going.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” He set his cup back down on the counter.

      “Yes, because you’d rather take me to bed. I got that the first time you said it.” I shouldn’t have made the joke, but the desire was getting to me. I reached out and let the smallest bit in again before quickly releasing it. “That’s all you want from me.”

      “That’s not it…. entirely.” He walked around the counter toward me again. “Although I do want it.”

      I let out a deep breath. “Meaning what?” I could ignore the desire again. The small taste had been worth it.

      “I like you beyond that. You seem interesting. I don’t meet too many people who interest me.”

      “I know the feeling, but that doesn’t mean I’m drinking that coffee. The pain might be a nice change of pace from the numbness.”

      “So sad.” He ran his hand down my cheek.

      I flinched. “What is?”

      “You.” He returned his hand to my cheek.

      “How come it doesn’t drug you? How does that work?” I manually removed his hand this time, which only got my hand pulled into his.

      “You don’t actually care about how the drug works.”

      “No. I want to know why I’m sad.” I tugged my hand away, and he let go.

      “It’s sad someone like you would end up emotionless. You have such passion in you. It’s a waste. You would have been a much better Seer. It would have been a far better choice for someone like you.”

      “Well, being turned into one supernatural creature was enough for my lifetime.”

      “You’re going to have a very long lifetime.”

      I didn’t want to think about my own endless life. “So are you.”

      He chuckled. “Yes, aren’t you glad you know that?”

      “I like to know things.” It made things simpler that way.

      “I am starting to see that.” My manipulation trick seemed to have helped both of us. His eyes were closer to normal again.

      “Do you wish you were immortal?” I watched for his answer. I wasn’t sure why I really cared, but I did. It was something other than numbness, so I grabbed hold of it.

      “Every time one of my kind dies, which doesn’t happen often.” He looked off at some spot in the distance.

      I turned to see if there was actually something behind me. There wasn’t, and I turned back to Sol. “I’d give you my immortality if I could.”

      “Oh yeah? Feeling generous?” There was a teasing note in his voice. At least he wasn’t talking about making me take the drugged coffee.

      “I’m not feeling anything.” I smiled, wondering if his choice of words had been intentional.

      “Bad choice of words, although you feel some...”

      “Not a lot.” Not nearly enough. Maybe once I was a full Allure I would stop missing my emotions, but I doubted it. Violet missed hers, and I remembered the Allure I met in the Glamour Realm. He’d been willing to do anything for one glimpse of a true memory with emotion. The lack of emotion was something one could never fully get used to.

      “You are trying to protect him.” Sol took a seat on a barstool.

      I sat down next to him, hoping this conversation would lead us somewhere. We’d been talking in circles, and it only made the numbness worse. “Yes.”

      “Why?” He tapped his toe of his boot on the bar of the stool.

      “Why does it matter?” I struggled to understand it, which meant it was nearly impossible to explain to someone else.

      “Because I am trying to understand.”

      “Why do you need to understand?” I shot back. He called my curiosity childlike, but I wouldn’t call his the same. There was nothing childlike about Sol. Although there was something surprisingly human. Not only was I able to manipulate him, but there was something else. I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “Because I want to.” His lips twisted into the hint of a smile. “Sound familiar?”

      I nodded. “You can't always get what you want.”

      “Good song.”

      “But I wasn’t referring to the song.” I leaned my head back and stared up at the spinning ceiling fan.

      “I was referring to it.”

      I continued to watch the twirling blades.

      “Is my fan more interesting than me?”

      “No, but it’s less dangerous.”

      “Again with the danger. I know you aren’t afraid.”

      “How do you know that?” I looked forward at him. He had my attention.

      “I just do. Are you sure this isn't on purpose?”

      “Am I sure what isn’t on purpose?”

      “This.” he waved his arm between us.

      "No. Trust me. I'm not trying to create desire. I'm sick and tired of desire.” Just the mention of it made it seem stronger again. I shook my head and blinked a few times.

      "Unless it's about him."

      "Owen." I let his name roll of my tongue. Sol already knew the name. He was pretending he didn’t for some reason. A felt a surge of something other than numbness, and I held onto it with all my might.

      “You don’t want to let go of him.”

      “No.” Complete honesty came easier now. I had no fear of how someone would view me. It was freeing and one of the few positive side effects of my new existence. “But I don’t know why. I mean I know I loved him. I know he meant so much to me, and I’ve had glimpses of it, but then they fade out.” I thought of the graveyard. I wanted to get back to those moments.

      “Which means you aren’t a full Allure yet.” Sol got up from his stool. “Which you keep telling me, and I get on some levels, but I wish I knew why. Something is holding the change back.”

      “And once again I’ll return to our familiar question of why do you care?”

      “I’m worried I might kill you.”

      “Uh, why?” That wasn’t the answer I’d been expecting.

      “Because I’ve never tried what I’m about to do on someone part human.” He moistened his lips.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t do it then.” It would have helped if I knew what it was he needed to do. All he’d let on so far was it was going to be very painful, and he needed to get information from me. “I mean to be safe.”

      “Your allure isn’t that good.”

      “But you don’t want to kill me.” I could tell.

      “What makes you say that?” His eyes were light.

      “Because you’re not that kind of person.” And he was worried. It was clear on his face.

      “I’m not a person in the way you are used to.”

      “I’m used to non-humans. I still consider you a person. It’s easier.”

      “Easier isn’t always right. We’ve already had that discussion.”

      “For my sanity I consider all supernatural creatures people so I can still consider myself a person.” Otherwise what was I? My consciousness had no other way to view the world.

      “You are still partially human.”

      “But I have to assume that won’t last.”

      “All right, enough distracting me.” He set aside his empty coffee.

      “If this kills me it’s going to be on your conscience forever.”

      “Who said I have a conscience?” His expression turned serious.

      “Fine. Get it over with.”
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      “Dryad hunting?” I wasn’t sure which word was more surprising. Dryad or hunting. The only Dryads I knew of were reasonably friendly and calm. They weren’t exactly the kind of creatures I’d have expected to go hunting for.

      “Doesn’t he know?” Jonathan narrowed his eyes.

      “I spared them the details. You know how kids are these days.” Jim shook his head

      “How are kids these days?” Hailey asked with amusement. “I’m not sure I know.”

      “Short attention spans.” Jim’s eyes twinkled. He understood his humor even if no one else did.

      “Then why is he so willing to make the bargain?” Jonathan pressed.

      “He wants the information the Dryads will have for us.” Jim stepped toward him. “It involves a girl.”

      “Ok.” Jonathan nodded in understanding. “Good enough for me. “

      “Great.” Hailey led the way toward the back door.

      Amber was standing in front of the door, leaning back against it. “Leaving already?”

      “Yes. We found what he came for.” Jim patted Jonathan’s arm.

      “Did you find my brother?” Amber asked Hailey as we walked toward her.

      “Uh, no…” Hailey trailed off. “I’ll have to catch him next time.”

      “He’s staring at you right now.” Amber nodded behind us.

      “Yeah, we’ve got to go.” Impressively Hailey didn’t turn around.

      I did turn around, and I found a guy who looked nothing like any Jackal I’d ever seen. He was easily six foot tall. Most Jackals were less than 5’5, and as Amber had described, he was staring right at Hailey. “We need to go.”

      “Miss?” the guy called out. The guy didn’t sound like any Jackal I’d met either. No one in our world called anyone ‘miss’.

      Hailey turned around with an amused expression.

      “Are you really leaving already?” He watched her with a forlorn look.

      “Yeah, we’re headed out.” She pointed toward the door.

      “I was working up the nerve to come over, but I didn’t get much time.” He shoved his hands in his back pockets.

      “Oh, yeah, well. Sorry about that.” Hailey shrugged and turned around.

      “Could I get another chance then?” He called to her back. “Dinner maybe?”

      Hailey ran her teeth over her bottom lip before turning around again. “Probably not, but thanks.”

      “Seriously?” His mouth fell open.

      “Yeah… I’m not interested, but you know it’s flattering.” Hailey shifted her weight from foot to foot.

      “You already know you’re not interested before we even get a chance to talk?”

      “Yeah… sorry.” Hailey crossed her arms.

      “Why?” The Jackal pressed.

      “Willy, she said no.” Amber used a warning tone.

      “But she’s being rude.” He glared at his sister.

      Jim was in Willy’s face in a second. “Did you just call my niece rude?”

      “Yes.” Willy glared at Jim.

      “Apologize. No one is going to talk to her that way. She isn’t interested. She made her feelings clear. End of story.”

      “But she made her decision without giving me a chance.” Willy tried to step around Jim.

      “Does that matter?” Jim blocked him in his path. “She’s given her answer.”

      I had to hold myself back. I was used to jumping in to defend my sister, but she could take care of it herself.

      Hailey pushed Jim out of the way. “I can handle this.” Hailey turned to Willy and held a hand out in front of her. “I don’t want to go on a date with you. Got it?”

      Willy frowned. “Is there a reason why you’re so rude?”

      Hailey chortled. “You haven’t seen rude yet.”

      Willy made a move toward her, and Hailey stepped back. “Take one step closer to me and you’ll be sorry.”

      “Why will I be sorry?” He stepped closer.

      In a blur she knocked him through the air and pushed her black boot into his chest, pinning him to the ground. “Were you saying something?”

      I laughed. That was Hailey for you.

      “I didn’t think so.” She released him and yanked open the door while Amber stared at her with her mouth hanging open. I followed right behind her.

      “Your dad taught you well,” Jim caught up with Hailey outside.

      “I taught myself well. My dad would have preferred if I spent my life in a little glass bottle.” Hailey sighed.

      “He’s that protective?” Jim asked.

      “Yes.” Hailey tied her long red hair up in a messy bun with the hair tie she always seemed to have around her wrist. “It’s ridiculous. Owen gets to do everything.”

      “But he’s letting you do this,” Jim said as if to himself.

      “He kind of had to.” Hailey waited beside Jim’s car.

      “He trusts you, he’s just protective.” I joined her by the car. “He means well.”

      “At least your brother isn’t overly protective,” Jonathan added.

      I’d nearly forgotten he was with us. “I’m protective, but I’ve learned to temper it.”

      Hailey laughed. “You mean hide it?”

      “I’m not that bad. I let you have your own fight back there.”

      “Because you had to. You’re protective behind my back.”

      “I am. But that’s natural.” She would always be my little sister no matter how old she got. She was tough, and she could take on nearly any opponent in a fight, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t worry about her.

      Jim unlocked the car and got into the driver’s seat.

      I got into the back seat this time. I wasn’t leaving Hailey to sit in the back with Jonathan. She gave me a little smile before she slipped into the passenger seat. She’d proven her point. I was being protective.

      “Who was that guy?” I’d never met a Jackal that aggressive before. Generally they were the calm and collected one in a room full of shifters. Stereotypes are often wrong, but he was the exact opposite of what I’d have expected.

      “Willy is a piece of work, but Hailey put him in his place.” Jim started the car and slowly backed out of the alley.

      “And he’s really a Jackal? Nothing else mixed in?” I still couldn’t quite believe it.

      “There’s always something else mixed in,” Jonathan pulled out a pack of gum and put a piece in his mouth. He held out the pack to me.

      I shook my head to say no thanks. “What about you? Do you have things mixed in?” Jim hadn’t told us what Jonathan was yet, and I hadn’t picked up on any recognizable traits yet that gave him away.

      “I’m a mutt.” He put the pack of gum back in his pocket.

      “A mutt consisting of what?” I liked to know who, or often more importantly what, I was dealing with.

      “Many things.” He smiled.

      “You don’t even want to go down that line of questioning.” Jim pulled to a stop at a traffic light. “It will take you hours.”

      “We don’t have hours.” We had no time as far as I was concerned. I wanted to find Daisy, and I wanted to find her immediately. I refused to give up hope.

      Jim drove back in the direction of his house. He caught Jonathan’s eye in the rearview mirror. “You think they’ll be willing to help?”

      “The Dryads?” Jonathan stretched out his legs in the small space in front of him. “Sure. You have plenty to give them.”

      “I hope they know who’s behind the rosimo.” Jim turned onto a smaller road and headed away from the city.

      “If they don’t know, they will be able to point us in the direction of someone who does. They make it a point to stay aware of what’s being grown.” Jonathan watched out the window.

      “I thought you were confident.” I leaned forward toward the front.

      “I am.”

      “Then why are you asking Jonathan for reassurance?”

      “Because you can never have too much reassurance.” Jim slowed down as the road narrowed.

      “If you say so.” I could barely sit still as we made the drive back to his house. I itched to get moving, even if I wasn’t entirely sure where we were moving toward. I looked out the window and wondered where Daisy was. Did she feel anything anymore? Did she remember me? I wasn’t sure how things worked as an Allure. Did memories disappear, or did they dull? I hoped she was safe, but safe was a relative term.

      I closed my eyes and pictured her in the only way I was willing to. Her big brown eyes were full of light and excitement that matched the smile on her face. I refused to imagine her as an Allure, because it couldn’t happen. I wasn’t giving up on her. I opened my eyes.

      Hailey turned toward the back. “You holding up back there?”

      “Yeah. I’m fine.” I shook my thoughts of Daisy away. I had to stay focused.

      Hailey patted my leg. “We’re going to get her back for you.”

      “I know.”

      We fell back into silence until Jim pulled back into his driveway. I still didn’t quite understand why we’d picked up Jonathan only to come back to Jim’s house, but I assumed there had to be a reason.

      I didn’t voice my concerns as we all filed out of the car.

      “You painted.” Jonathan pointed to the house.

      Jim shook his head. “No I haven’t.”

      “It looks different than the last time I saw it.” Jonathan took a step toward the front of Jim’s unique house.

      “You haven’t seen it in years. Your memory isn’t as good as it used to be.”

      “Are you calling me old?” Jonathan raised an eyebrow.

      “You decide.” Jim walked around to a gate on the side of the house. He opened it and led the way through his backyard toward the woods. Jonathan followed closely behind, and Hailey and I kept a small distance behind them.

      Hailey caught up with Jim. “All right, I have to ask you something.”

      “Yes?” Jim slowed down and let Jonathan continue on ahead.

      “Why do we need Jonathan?” she whispered.

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’re back behind your house. Couldn’t we have saved a lot of time by coming back here ourselves?” She voiced the very same question I had.

      Jim didn’t respond at first. He appeared to be mulling it over before he finally answered. “Yes and no.”

      “Uh?” Hailey and I exchanged looks.

      “Jonathan has a knack for finding Dryad hideouts.”

      “But you said we needed him for information.” Those had been his exact words.

      “We do. Information on how to find these creatures.”

      “I’m lost.”

      “Jonathan has a gift for finding their tracks. They are known to be quite clever at covering up their paths, and it might have taken me days to find them on my own.”

      “Ok, so we do need him.” Hailey nodded.

      “Like I said, yes and no. No we didn’t need him to find them, but yes we needed him to find them in a timely fashion.”

      “We need him then.” Wasting time wasn’t an option.

      We followed Jim and Jonathan as we walked deeper into the woods. There was no path so to speak, but the ground was worn where we walked. I assumed it wasn’t Jim’s first time walking this direction in the woods. Jonathan seemed to know the route as well.

      If I hadn’t been worried sick about Daisy, I might have been able to enjoy the natural beauty of the woods. The old growth trees were thick, and the only sounds were our feet and a few birds singing. None of us said anything, which made the journey seem that much more intense.

      We continued through the forest, stopping every so often when Jonathan would point out a spot and Jim would fall to his knees and dig through the dirt. Neither Hailey nor I said anything at first, but eventually Hailey broke the silence. “Are you sure we’re going to find Dryads back here?”

      “Doubting us already?” Jim stood up from his most recently stopping spot.

      “Not doubting as much as questioning.”

      “What’s the difference?” Jim brushed dirt off the knees of his khaki pants.

      “I’m not entirely sure,” Hailey admitted.

      I laughed silently.

      “I can tell you the difference.” Jim brushed off his hands.

      “I’m all ears.” Hailey tilted her head to the side.

      “Doubting is negative. It means you’ve lost faith. But questioning is altogether different. It means you’re thinking through the situation and making sure you agree with the steps being taken. Questioning is the sign of genus.”

      I laughed out loud this time. I couldn’t help it.

      Hailey glared. “Well then, it’s a good thing I was questioning then.”

      Jim grinned before continuing on through the forest.

      Jim and Jonathan repeated the same process over and over. After each stop, Jim returned to his feet and continued walking as though nothing had happened. Hailey and I exchanged looks each time but continued to follow them.

      We’d already stopped a half dozen times before we reached a fallen tree stump. “There. This is it.” Jonathan had made the claim many times already, so we weren’t expecting much when Jim fell to his knees next to the stump.

      We waited as patiently as we could, but we were definitely doing more doubting.

      “This is it!” Jim pounded on the stump. “We’re in business.”

      “This is what exactly?” I peered down at what appeared to be a completely mundane tree trunk.

      “The North Dryads have been here.” Jonathan kneeled down beside Jim. “I knew we’d find them eventually.”

      “The North Dryads?” I asked. “I met Dryads in the Glamour Realm with the Allures, but I have no clue if they were the North kind.”

      “You’ve been in the Glamour Realm?” Jim’s eyes widened. I was pretty sure I’d been living his fantasies.

      “Yes, but it wasn’t under the best circumstances.” I thought back on our time there. We’d been so hopeful that Violet knew how to help us, but she only led us to the Elders. And the Elders took away everything.

      “Who is this kid?” Jonathan pointed a thumb at me. “I mean you say he’s your nephew but hanging out in the glamour realm?”

      Jim beamed. “My family is full of surprises.”

      “Are you okay?” Jim wrinkled his brow.

      “Yes, sorry. Just thinking.” Thinking back on my last hours with Daisy was dangerous. It sent me to a very dark place.

      “These Dryads are friendly. I assure you.” Jim misread my apprehension.

      “I don’t doubt that. The name brought back some bad memories.”

      “Can’t be worse than your current situation.” Jim patted my arm.

      Hailey snorted.

      “What?” Jim asked her.

      “Was that your attempt to comfort him? Telling him nothing could be worse than his current situation?”

      “I wasn’t trying to comfort him.” Jim set his pack down on the ground beside him. “I was trying to keep him on track. That’s something completely different.”

      “Got it.” Hailey nodded.

      “So what now? Do we wait for the Dryads?” I hated waiting around, but we’d decided to trust Jim. That meant following his timeline.

      “Do you have a better idea?” Jim raised an eyebrow.

      “Not exactly.”

      “They’ll come find us. I’m sure of it.” Jim opened his back pack. “That is if we use the right bait.”

      “Bait? Are we talking about the same Dryads?” The Dryads I’d met were humanoid. They weren’t like animals falling for bait.

      Jonathan laughed a deep laugh that shook his whole body. “This might be the most entertaining morning ever.”

      I ignored him. This guy was crazier than Jim.

      “Yes. How did you get their attention last time?” He opened the canteen with the juice and started pouring drops of it out on the ground around us.

      “They just walked over. Almost gave us a heart attack.”

      “Maybe because you were in the Glamour Realm. Here it takes some work to find them when they aren’t looking for you.”

      “Ok. Whatever you say.”

      “Mind telling me how you were allowed to set foot in that Realm?” Jim watched me intently.

      “We went in a rather unconventional way.” I thought of the giant oak tree in Charleston. That felt like a lifetime ago.

      “A way you’ll have to tell me all about.” Jim’s eyes gleamed. He really did love all this stuff.

      “Help me find Daisy, and absolutely.” I was all about helping Jim out, but not until he helped me. Time was of the essence with Daisy.

      “What did that juice do?” Hailey pointed to the wet areas on the ground. “It seems more like bug bait than anything else.”

      “The Dryads certainly aren’t bugs.” Jim cringed. “Don’t let them hear you making that sort of comparison.

      Jonathan nodded. “You’ll be sorry if they do.”

      I heard the faint sound of rustling and craned my ears. I could hear from miles away, so I knew whoever was making the sound couldn’t be that close.

      “Here they come.” Jim grinned. “Apple juice spiked with whiskey always does the trick.”

      “I thought that was normal juice.” Hailey peered down at the liquid on the ground.

      “Nope, it’s the combination that gets them coming.”

      “You know they aren’t animals, right?” For the first time I really questioned Jim’s judgment. All I needed was for him to offend his so-called friends and get us in worse trouble.

      “I am well aware of what they are.” Jim straightened up. “I just told your sister to watch what she said about them.”

      “You can’t be surprised by our questions.” Hailey put a hand on her hip. “You did spill the juice on the ground.”

      “I don’t expect them to drink it off the ground.” Jim appeared affronted by the suggestion.

      “Still, I’d be offended if someone did that to get my attention.” Hailey narrowed her eyes.

      “But you’re not a Dryad,” Jonathan jumped in.

      “No, I’m not, but I’m a living breathing being. So are these Dryads.” Hailey put a hand on her hip.

      The rustling got louder. “Maybe we should save this conversation for later.” There was no point upsetting the Dryads by fighting when they showed up.

      Hailey nodded. “Fine.” She tilted her head again, and I knew she was listening to the rustling now too.

      I had no clue what to expect from these Dryads, but I hoped they were friendly, and that they had an interest in helping us. Or that they could be persuaded to help. I’d found in life that most people had a price, but it wasn’t always money. It was all about figuring out what they needed, and what you could possibly do to get it for them.

      “All right, kids.” Jim smiled. “Things are about to get fun.”

      “Fun?” Hailey laughed dryly.

      “Yes, fun.” Jim grinned even bigger.

      “Fun for you maybe.” Hailey shook her head.

      “This will be fun. Don’t let these Dryads get to you. They are only amusing themselves.” Jim looked all around the clearing.

      The rustling continued and a shrill shriek filled the air.

      “He’s here!” Sky, the small female Dryad I’d met in the Glamour Realm, ran into the clearing followed by three others including Adrian, one of the male Dryads I’d met before.

      Sky took my hand and kissed it. “We found you.”

      “I wasn’t aware you were looking for me.” I searched the faces of the other Dryads, also dressed in the same green tunics and brown pants as the ones I’d met before, to see if I recognized them. I didn’t.

      “Yes!” Sky’s eyes were bright with excitement.

      I politely pulled my hand away.

      “Don’t leave,” Adrian warned in a low voice.

      “Are you telling me what to do?” I was still trying to accept that the Dryads were here, and they had been searching for me. It had to do with Daisy. There was no other reason.

      “Yes.” Adrian craned his neck to meet my eyes.

      “You know this young man?” Jim looked at the Dryads.

      “Yes. We’ve met.” Sky grinned.

      “And you just so happened to be looking for him the woods behind my home?” Jim raised an eyebrow.

      “We’ve been combing this realm for him.” Sky bubbled with excitement.

      “Why?” Jim asked the question I’d already been asking myself and the Dryad.

      “Because he wanted to find him.”

      “He?” Unless I’d missed something, there was no one else with them. “Who are you talking about?”

      “I am going to head home.” Jonathan turned as if to leave.

      “No. You are not. What’s going on?” Jim grabbed onto Jonathan’s arm. “What is going on here?”

      “I may have been told to keep an eye out for you.” Jonathan looked down at the ground.

      “Told by who?” Jim demanded.

      “By me,” a low voice called from the brush. Moments later the owner of the voice stepped into the small clearing.

      “Wait. What?” I stared at Wyatt, one of the two Dragos I’d had the displeasure of meeting on our way to Mount Majest. “What are you doing here?”

      “Sky already told you, I was looking for you.” He ran a hand through his black hair.

      “And you just happened to find me here?” My hope faded. Maybe they weren’t there about Daisy. Wyatt had to have had his own reasons.

      “I have my ways.” He grinned.

      Jim looked Wyatt over. “What are you?”

      “Owen, why don’t you tell him?” Wyatt’s eyes twinkled.

      I ignored my desire to knock the smile off Wyatt’s face. “He’s one of the Dragos I was telling you about.”

      “A Drago?” Jim’s mouth fell open. “In my backyard?”

      Wyatt grinned, evidently loving the response he got from Jim. “Yes. It’s your lucky day,”

      “Why were you looking for me?” I got back to the issue at hand.

      "I need your help."

      "You need my help?" I narrowed my eyes.

      "Yes."

      That was a change from the condescending way he’d treatment me last time. "Putting the fact that I have no idea what help you need aside, why would I help you?"

      "Because I know where you can find Daisy."

      My chest clenched and I turned my complete attention to Wyatt. "What? How?"

      "Let's just say I have my ways."

      "That's not good enough." I clenched my teeth.

      “It’s going to have to be until I know for sure you are going to help me.” Wyatt put a hand in his back pocket.

      "What do you want his help with?" Hailey walked around me.

      Wyatt’s lips twisted into a grin as he sized her up. “And who are you?”

      “Your worst nightmare if you are here to cause trouble for my brother. He has enough on his plate.”

      Wyatt grinned. “Well little sister, it’s real nice to meet you.”
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      Pain is personal. What is agony to one person is barely an annoyance to another. And sometimes it can be something else entirely. Sometimes pain can burrow so deep inside a person that afterward they are no longer the person they were before. I prepared myself for agony while accepting that whatever it was that Sol was going to do might actually hurt much worse. I reassured myself by remembering it couldn’t be any worse than the numbness.

      Sol wrapped his hands around my wrists and looked deep into my eyes. "Try not to die on me."

      I forced myself to meet his gaze. I refused to close my eyes and go into the experience blindly. "I'm hoping my immortality helps."

      "That's not full proof you know." His intense gaze didn’t waver.

      "I know," I cut him off. “So save your energy.”

      "You're the one who should be saving energy." He tightened his grip on my wrists and his eyes turned completely black.

      I felt no fear. I felt nothing but the pressure he applied to my wrists.

      Sol’s eyes had become deep black holes that seemed to circle around like two small cyclones. They pulled me in even as my body fought against the pull. His grip tightened, but I couldn’t tear my eyes away from the black holes long enough to look at my hands.

      He pushed me back down on the hardwood floor following after me. I ignored the pain in my back and stayed focused on Sol’s face. He kneeled above me, with a leg on each side of me keeping me pinned to the hard floor.

      An intense ringing filled my ears. It spread, reverberating through my head and then my entire body, igniting my blood stream.

      I was at once both on fire and frozen, torn in every imaginable direction as images flooded me. I felt them, tasted them, smelled them as they streamed all around me. The sensations from each image blurred out the picture at first, until the sensations faded enough that I could make out just the smallest details. A skinned knee, my first kiss, my mother’s eyes.

      The ringing became painful; it vibrated and I felt as though I were floating away in an abyss of nothingness. I reached out for something solid to hold onto, but I found nothing. I continued to float while unfamiliar images all in grey scales and too blurry to truly see continued before my eyes.

      And then there was Owen. His blue eyes breaking through the blurriness to reach the deepest parts of my soul. I reached out for those eyes, needing him like a parched man needs water, needing to touch the intensity in his stare.

      The vibration lessened as a more normal pain set in, but it was worse than normal. My chest ached and I struggled to breath. And then I realized it wasn't physical. It was my heart.

      Love. The emotion flooded me and I lapped it up, swimming in the purity of it all. Owen’s hands were on me. I could feel them again. His lips ignited a passion I’d thought was forever gone. I wrapped myself up in him, experiencing each sensation as if it were the first time. His eyes, his hands, his lips, each brought me to new levels of feeling, and I never wanted to let go.

      And then just as suddenly as it began, it was taken away and I was in blackness.

      "Human. You will be human again," Sol's voice echoed through my head as though he were inside my mind, and maybe he was, but it didn't matter. I'd felt love. And I wouldn't lose the emotion again, it was mine, and I wasn't giving it up.

      

      "You can wake up now you know."

      I tried to ignore Sol's voice. I was in a state of bliss. I could still feel something in my chest, and the numbness was gone. I wasn’t back to normal, but something was stirring. My human side was still there, and it was stronger.

      "I'll rephrase that.” Sol shook me. “You need to wake up right now."

      "I'd rather lay here." I wasn't sure where here was, but it was soft and there was just the perfect amount of breeze.

      "Don't you want to see Owen?" Sol’s voice came from right next to my ear.

      His words had me sitting up in seconds, pushing Sol back in the process. “Is it possible? Can I really see him again?”

      "That was easy." Sol grinned. He was wearing sunglasses again which made me wonder if his eyes had returned to normal yet. I would never forget those black pools.

      "Can I really see him?" I blinked a few times to get used to the bright sunlight. We were outside in the meadow. I saw no signs of Sol’s house. "How? When?"

      "It worked." Sol grinned. “It actually worked.”

      "What did?" I closed my eyes and leaned back on my elbows, reveling in the feel of the sunshine, and the way it made me feel. It was both emotional and physical, a combination I had almost forgotten. Something had changed, and I was never turning back.

      Sol removed his sunglasses, revealing his normal brown eyes. "Tapping into your future brought your feelings back through somehow."

      “You were in my future?” I struggled to remember anything from the experience. Other than bits and pieces, all I remembered was Owen. Just thinking about him sent a surge of warmth through me. It was ten times stronger than the sun beating down on us.

      “I was. You saw it. Or felt it. I could tell.” He sat down beside me, running his hands over the thick green grass. “I was only trying to read you. I didn’t actually think I could touch your emotions.”

      “Wait.” There was only one part that could have been the future. “With Owen?”

      Sol nodded. “Yes. That was from your future. You probably can’t remember the rest, but I won’t forget it. I’ve never seen anything like it, and I’ve been doing this job for a while.” He ripped a few pieces of grass from the ground.

      “I still don’t get what you did.”

      “That makes two of us.” He studied the grass in his hand.

      “That’s reassuring.”

      “You have bigger things to worry about right now.” He dropped the grass. “Besides, I can't promise this isn't temporary."

      "Oh." Disappointment flooded me. True blue disappointment that was my own. I laughed. Even a bad emotion felt good.

      "This is new ground for me." He rubbed his hands together in front of him. “I can’t believe it worked at all, and I may have screwed something else up for you in the process. If I did, I’m sorry.”

      "Thanks, I think." I’d given up hope of ever feeling again, let alone connecting with Owen. I felt recharged and optimistic. I’d find a way to make this permanent.

      "Don't thank me until it's all over." He glanced over his shoulder and then looked back at me.

      "Until what's all over?"

      “You really don’t remember anything of your future aside from Owen? Not even the part coming up soon?”

      I shivered as a layer of clouds blocked out the sun. “No. I’m guessing I’m not going to like it.”

      “No, although honestly I don’t really know what’s coming. Your future changed about a dozen times while I watched.”

      “Is that normal?” I asked not quite sure if I was ready to hear his answer. I had never been normal, and nothing about my life would ever be.

      “Not at all. Most creatures have one future. It’s predestined and never changes no matter what they do.”

      “But mine isn’t?”

      He shook his head. “No. I saw so many possibilities.”

      I thought over his words. About me being human. Was that only one possibility?

      “It’s happening too quickly. I can’t explain anything now, but you have to listen to me. You have to do what I say.” He put his hands on my shoulders.

      “Why?” I’d learned to question each and every thing before agreeing.

      “Because I’m trying to protect you.”

      “Ok, that’s great and all, but why can’t you explain anything?” I could feel. I needed to know why and how so I could make sure I didn’t lose the ability again. I had to stop the change.

      He sighed. “Because we are about to have some company.”

      “What kind of company?” I looked over my shoulder, half expecting to see someone there. The meadow was empty.

      “The bad kind of company, but that doesn’t matter. What matters is that you play along with what I do, and you run if I tell you to, do you understand?” He looked deep into my eyes.

      “Yes.” I nodded. It wasn’t as if I had another choice. “But will I still get to see him?”

      "I hope so.” Sol replaced his sunglasses.

      “I’ll listen to you.”

      “Don’t trust anyone.” He lowered the shades enough to meet my gaze with his shadowy eyes. “No one.”

      “Yet I’m supposed to trust you?”

      “I can’t make you trust me, but I’m the best chance you have right now.”

      “You’re the only chance I have right now.” Admitting that out loud emphasized how crazy my situation was.

      “I wish that wasn’t the case.” He moved to his feet and held out his hand. “You don’t want to face this sitting down.”

      I accepted his hand and stood up. “I don’t think it’s good to face anything sitting down.” I strained my ears and eyes searching for the company Sol had been alluding to. I was about to question him about it when I heard the sound of laughter in the distance.

      My stomach turned. I knew who the laughter belonged to.

      “Hello, Daisy."

      I recognized the blonde Elder’s voice from behind me. I took a deep breath before turning and coming face-to-face with Arabella. She walked over slowly but deliberately. Her long blonde hair blew around her face in a way that emphasized her flawless skin. She was wearing a short dress similar to the one she’d been wearing the last time I’d seen her.

      "Hi." It took me a moment to come up with a reasonable response. "Nice of you to drop by."

      "Drop by? You mean arrange your visit here?" She smiled broadly, revealing two rows of perfectly white teeth.

      "Exactly." I tried to hide my mild surprise. I still wasn’t sure who had hired Sol. I’d been more focused on ending the numbness. But he’d made it sound like whoever was coming was the enemy. Was he trying to double cross the Elders? If so, that probably wasn’t such a good idea.

      "Has Sol been hospitable?" She threw him a flirtatious look.

      For his part he seemed uncomfortable with her attention. I wasn’t sure if it was because of his personal feelings or nerves about the situation. I wasn’t entirely sure what was going on, but crossing the Elders couldn’t be an easy thing to do.

      "He’s been a wonderful host. He even served me coffee.” I hoped my humor worked. I was trying to hide my nerves because I probably wasn’t supposed to be nervous.

      “And was it good coffee?” Her expression said it all. She knew all about the drugs.

      “The best I’ve ever had. I’m going to have to take my own supply.” I resisted the urge to wink at Sol. That would get us both in a whole lot of trouble.

      “I’m sure Sol wouldn’t mind sharing, would you?” She turned her attention to him. “You’ve always been good about sharing.”

      “Of course not.” Sol spoke for the first time since Arabella’s arrival. “Always a pleasure to see you.”

      “I can’t say the same to you, but today it seems it’s an appropriate phrase.”

      “Have I ever failed at a task that you’ve hired me for?” He straightened up.

      “No. But failing isn’t the only thing you could do wrong.”

      Something non-verbal passed between the two of them. I watched their faces, hoping for more of a clue, but before I could find anything the moment was over.

      Arabella plastered another smile on her face. “How’s life as an Allure treating you?”

      “It’s been fine.” Even if Sol hadn’t emphasized the trust thing I wouldn’t have told her about the numbness. Or the renewed ability to feel. Whatever Sol had done, it wasn’t likely Elder approved.

      “Only fine?” She narrowed her eyes.

      “Is there a different way I should be describing it?”

      “Yes. You should say it’s wonderful.” She beamed.

      “Then, it’s wonderful.” I forced a smile.

      “But is it?” She stepped closer to me. “Something is off.”

      “I already told you how it is.”

      “Let me give you some advice.” She leaned in. “Woman to woman.”

      “Okay.” I found the nerves had disappeared again. That was one emotion I didn’t mind losing.

      “Don’t play this game when you see Abe. It’s going to get you in a whole lot of trouble.”

      “But it didn’t get me into trouble with you?” Being fearless sometimes made me reckless.

      “I like you, Daisy. I think the two of us could be wonderful friends.” She brushed my hair away from my face.

      I held back a laugh. Both of her statements were false. “I agree.”

      “So I need you to be completely honest with me. Friends do that sort of thing, don’t they?” She stepped real close to me. “They tell each other everything?”

      “Of course. It’s what girl talk is all about.” I maintained complete eye contact while hoping that my true thoughts didn’t seep out.

      If she noticed the sarcasm she didn’t show it. “I’m so glad you agree.”

      “Is there something in particular you wanted ask me about?”

      “Yes.” Then she frowned. “But not now. I have to do something else first.” She turned to Sol. “I'll be in touch, but I assume all went as expected?”

      “Absolutely.” He nodded. “No surprises.”

      “Great." She ran her hand over his bicep. "I'm glad I could count on you."

      "You always can." He stood as still as a statue until she let go.

      She wagged a finger in front of his face. "Now we both know that isn't true."

      "No reason we can't play nice in front of our mutual friend."

      "No reason at all." She turned her attention to me. "If it sounds good to you, I think you should stay with Sol for the time being. Violet and the others had some unexpected business surface."

      Unexpected business wasn't a good thing. "Sounds good, but I will need to manipulate. I assume Sol can help make that happen." I had no desire to manipulate but a normal Allure would. Besides, I needed a good excuse for us to exit whatever the heck this meadow was.

      "Of course. So glad Sol’s made your visit pleasant." She gave me air kisses on both of my cheeks. "See you soon, darling." She gave Sol a warning look before heading away.

      I watched as she disappeared across the meadow.

      “What’s the story there?” I whispered.

      “Oh there are a couple of stories.” Sol still stared at the spot where she disappeared.

      “Meaning?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Meaning there are more important things for us to discuss.”

      “Or in other words you are changing the subject.”

      “To a subject I think you care about a whole lot more than my past with Arabella.”

      “So you admit you have a past?” I ribbed.

      “Who doesn’t have a past?” He sighed.

      “You know I’m referring to you two collectively having a past.” In theory I didn’t care about Sol’s love life, but I did care about his relationship with the Elders. If he’d been involved with Arabella, would he really protect me at the cost of burning them?

      “Yes, but I still think you’d find this other subject far more interesting.”

      “What subject?”

      “Owen.”

      My body shook. His name resonated with me. I could almost feel him.

      “Arabella sensed something was off.” Sol seemed to be talking to himself. “Which means she’s sending Abe.”

      “Then what are we still doing here?” I was ready to leave. I was ready to find Owen.

      “I’m thinking. I have to find a way to get you to Owen, but I’m not sure how.”

      “There’s always a way.” I was impatient. Now that I knew seeing Owen again was a real possibility I didn’t want to wait. “Do you know where he is?”

      Sol looked away. “Not precisely.”

      “Then what do you mean?” I felt a surge of frustration flood me. My own frustration, and I reveled in it. I would never get tired of true feelings, whether they were good or bad. They were the reason we lived and breathed.

      “I am working with someone who is searching for him.”

      “Searching for him where?” I would find Owen myself if I had to. I could feel. We could be together.

      “I assume he’s in Louisiana. He works for The Society, doesn’t he?”

      “He used to.” He’d left it before we reunited. Although maybe now that I was gone from his life he had gone back. My chest clenched as I thought about him moving on without me in his life. Having feelings again was going to take getting used to.

      “Why did you bring me here?” Now that Arabella had left, maybe I could actually get some answers.

      “Listen, we don’t have much time, but you need to understand that you are in even more danger now.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Why now?”

      “I already told you.” Sol looked at something over my head. “Arabella sensed it. They hired me to see how it was possible that you survived being given a full Allure essence while you were human. They wanted to see what made you special.”

      “And? Did you figure it out?” There was nothing special about me so I doubted there was anything for him to find.

      “No. Instead I brought your feelings back. Or I did temporarily.” Sol shrugged. “I didn’t predict any of this. I didn’t see it. That’s the problem with my skills. They don’t work on me. They only work on others.”

      “So now what?”

      “Now we get you as far away as possible. You need to find Owen. Your feelings tie back to him the strongest. If you’re going to get them back permanently it’s going to be through him.”

      “Then take me to him now.” The thought of seeing Owen again made my heart soar.

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?” I demanded.

      “Because Arabella is going to be back with reinforcements. If I’m gone the Elders are going to know I crossed them.”

      “And you’ll be in trouble.”

      “We’ll both be in trouble. Right now she thinks you’re drugged and obedient.”

      “Yes, drugged by the drug you pushed on me.”

      “It’s probably good you resisted.”

      “Probably? I’d say more than probably.” I had no interest in losing consciousness or clear thought.

      “I was trying to help… I didn’t want to hurt you.” He looked down at the ground as he spoke.

      “Yeah well, that doesn’t matter right now.”

      “No it doesn’t. We don’t have much time so I need to explain to you how you get out of here.”

      “You mean I can’t just take your glass elevator back down?”

      “No, that would be entirely too easy.”
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      I stepped in front of Hailey. I didn't like the way Wyatt was looking at her, and even worse, I didn't like the way she was looking at him. She was annoyed at his comment but also intrigued. I knew my sister far better than she understood, and I didn’t have time to deal with any other problems. "What kind of help do you want?" I went straight to the point. He knew where Daisy was. Or he said he did. If that was true, we were way farther ahead than we'd been even a few minutes before.

      "The kind of help you wouldn't give without getting something in return."

      "And you think I'd do it to find her?" Of course I would. I’d do anything, but he didn’t need to know that yet. I wasn’t laying all of my cards out until he did the same.

      "I heard what happened.” Wyatt pointed to me. “Your wings."

      Every time I thought about those last few moments in the palace my heart ached. There had to have been something else I could have done. "She's an Allure. It's not like I can just get her back." I’d go after her anyway. I wasn’t giving up until I saw her with my own eyes.

      "Maybe, maybe not." Wyatt’s lips twisted into a smile.

      "What do you mean?” I shouted.

      "I have someone figuring out the details as we speak, but Daisy hasn't fully turned."

      Relief flooded me. I had no idea how Wyatt had gotten his information, but I was going to believe him. I’d never needed hope more.

      “I take it you are willing to help me then?” Wyatt smiled.

      “Take me to her.” I stepped toward him. Ready to physically convince him if necessary.

      “Not so fast.” He held out a hand in front of him.

      "It's the rosimo, isn't it? The herb." Jim interrupted. “It’s the reason she hasn’t turned.”

      Wyatt made a face. “What does an herb have to do with this?”

      "It’s what’s blocking the change. It’s the most likely possibility I’ve been able to come up with.”

      "This is the genius Pteron you were babbling about?" Wyatt looked at Sky.

      She shrugged. "Yes, and I was right. He helped us find Owen."

      "He did." Wyatt nodded. “And why are you together anyway?"

      "Jim is my uncle." I wasn’t going to bother explaining we’d just met. It didn’t change anything, and it was none of Wyatt’s business.

      Jim beamed. "My brother was kind enough to finally introduce me to his kids."

      Wyatt shook his head. "I always knew Pterons were weird."

      "Weird is probably a good way to describe our family situation at the moment." Hailey rolled her shoulders back. "But you still didn't tell Owen what kind of help you need from him.

      Wyatt cracked his knuckles. "I need you to help me take out the Elders."

      "Uh, what?" I had to have heard him wrong. The Elders weren’t the type of beings anyone ‘took out.’

      "You heard me."

      "And why would you want to do that exactly?” I had a reason, a huge one, but the Dragos had seemed perfectly fine with the immortal beings.

      "Because they have Troy." Wyatt’s eyes darkened as he mentioned the name of his Drago friend.

      “Why do they have Troy?" I assumed they had him against his will. I felt a twinge of sympathy for the cocky Drago, but it quickly faded.

      "Because they know he's on to them." Wyatt crossed his arms.

      "On to them?" I was so new to the world of Elders and Dragos I wasn’t sure what to make of Wyatt’s words.

      “The Elders aren’t what they seem.”

      “You mean they aren’t arrogant beings set and determined to ruin our lives?” I didn’t mince words.

      Wyatt laughed. “Ok, then they are as they seem except for one important detail.”

      “Which is?” I waited.

      “Do you know how an Elder becomes an Elder?” Wyatt tilted his head to the side.

      “I have absolutely no idea. At the time I met them that wasn’t my concern.” Saving Daisy had been my only concern.

      “They are former Allures.”

      I let that piece of information sink in. “Former?”

      “When they become an Elder they take on a god-like stature. Their power is endless.” Wyatt’s voice dropped lower.

      “And I am guessing there is more. Why is this so important?”

      “They become an Elder by taking another Allure essence. They find one that is compatible with their own.”

      “But how?” The wheels in my head started spinning. “What are you getting at?”

      “They kill another Allure.”

      “The Allure essence Daisy was given by the witch came from an Allure that was killed. Did an Elder kill her?” At least that’s what it seemed. No one else had any other explanation for how Daisy wound up with it.

      “Maybe. I don’t know of too many creatures who can take down an Allure.” Wyatt glanced over his shoulder. “And I know of several who have gone down trying.”

      “But how did it end up in the paste? And given to Daisy?” That was what we still didn’t know or understand. I’d pushed it out of my mind, convinced it couldn’t help the situation, but maybe I shouldn’t have. Anything could potentially be the key.

      “That’s my point. Only a few creatures could have killed her.”

      “But Daisy has a whole essence.” That was what made her even more unique as an Allure. “Does that mean she can become an Elder?”

      Wyatt shook his head. “In theory, but she wasn’t an Allure when she got it. I think it only works if you were an Allure first and then add on. Or so it sounds.”

      “Do the Elders want Daisy for something? Do they want to take the essence from her? If so why didn’t they just do it?” I shuddered at the thought of them laying a hand on her, but my question was serious. None of what Wyatt was saying made much sense.

      “I don’t know what they want with her, but they want something. The guy I have working for me was originally hired by them.”

      “A double agent?” Hailey grunted. “How do you know you can even trust him?”

      “We can trust him.” Wyatt emphasized the word we as though we were all part of a team or something. I’d agree to any team that would bring Daisy back as a human.

      Jim nodded. “And now I know the true identity of the Elders. All this time I thought they were omnipotent.”

      “They like to think they are. They have power, but they want more. They’ve tried to get it from other ancient creatures.”

      “Like you.” I knew there had to be more involved than Wyatt was saying.

      “Yes. Like me.” Wyatt shifted his weight from foot to foot. “They’ve been experimenting, and it hasn’t been in a friendly way.”

      “When is experimenting ever friendly?” Hailey rolled her eyes.

      “Good point.” Wyatt appraised Hailey again.

      “What do you think I can do to help? I distinctly remember you calling me a bird.”

      Wyatt waited a moment longer than I expected before answering. “We need your influence with The Society.”

      Jim coughed.

      Wyatt scowled at him. “Is there a problem?”

      “No.” Jim shook his head. “None at all.”

      “I’ve left my position at The Society. You are aware of that.” Everyone seemed to be.

      “You still have influence.” Wyatt seemed unmoved by my words. “We need that influence.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we need numbers. The Dragos can’t do it alone.”

      “Do what exactly? Are you really going to try to take on these Elders?” Hailey asked. “Doesn’t their crazy level of power pretty much mean they are unstoppable?”

      “No one is unstoppable.” Wyatt flexed his arm, accentuating his elaborate tattoo. “It’s when you start believing someone can’t be stopped that you are in trouble.”

      “I don’t know what we can do to help, but if you get me to Daisy and help me change her back, I will do my best.”

      “I can’t promise we’ll change her back. She may be the weapon we need.”

      Anger swelled through me. “Daisy will not be used as a weapon.”

      “Not on the front lines. That’s not what we mean.”

      “Then what do you mean exactly?” I tried to hold in my anger, but it wasn’t easy. Daisy had been through enough. No one was using her.

      “She has a full Allure essence. That means she should be as powerful as they are even if she’s not an Elder.” Wyatt looked at Hailey as much as me as he talked. He was mostly ignoring Jim and Jonathan.

      “Should be is the right word. She may not be.” And we weren’t going to test her to find out.

      “We agree to help if—” Hailey started.

      I cut her off. “Hailey, this is my decision to make.”

      She put a hand on her hip. “And you aren’t going to be making a stupid one. I’ll finish what I was saying. We agree to help if you bring us to Daisy and we can come up with a way to restore her humanness.”

      “We may not be able to do that. I said she wasn’t fully changed, but it’s not that simple.” Wyatt gritted his teeth.

      “Yes we can.” Jim jumped in. “Or we can at least restore some of her human capacities. I need to find out if rosimo was used.”

      “Weren’t you convinced the Dryads could help?” Hailey pointed to the group that had stayed quiet.

      Jim nodded. “Yes.”

      “What do you need from us?” The smallest Dryad asked. “We don’t support the Elders. They are trying to use our powers as well. That’s why so many of us are back here.”

      Jim nodded. “I need to know who’s growing rosimo. It can’t be that easy to hide the evidence.”

      “If anyone can find your answer, we can.” Adrian pointed to himself. “We’ll find it.”

      “We need to find a witch we can trust.” Jim pulled out a small notebook and a pen from a pocket of his backpack. “Got any suggestions?”

      “Mayanne.” Hailey and I said in unison.

      Jim groaned. “Not her.”

      “You know her?”

      “If we are referring to the same Mayanne.”

      “She lives out in the country outside New Orleans. She’s an old friend of Georgina.”

      “Yes we are talking about the same one.” Jim sighed. “She’s the reason I discovered Allures were still around.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “So she didn’t tell you?” Jim frowned.

      “Tell us what?”

      “That she fell in love with an Allure.”

      “Uh…” I looked at Hailey who only shrugged.

      “Yes. She fell hard. He seemed to care for her, and he offered her half his essence,” Jim explained.

      “She didn’t take it?”

      “He disappeared before she could.” Jim looked off into the distance as if lost in thought.

      “No offense,” Hailey began, “but how do you know any of this?”

      Jim turned back to us. “Because I was friends with her daughter.”

      “Mayanne has a daughter?” Hailey asked all in one breath.

      “Yes.” He shook his head. “Mayanne was widowed when she was still relatively young.”

      “She’s never mentioned a daughter.” Not that she’d told me anything about her personal life.

      “Her daughter disappeared at the same time the other Allure did.” Jim looked down.

      “Oh no.” Hailey narrowed her eyes. “Did he take her instead?”

      “Maybe. None of us have ever heard from Taylor again.” Jim’s voice was full of disappointment.

      “Wait.” Wyatt startled. “Did you say Taylor?”

      Taylor was a common enough name, but hearing it again got my attention.

      “Why?” Jim asked.

      I steeled myself before answering. “Because that’s the name of the Allure whose essence Daisy has now.”
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      “Ok, so if there’s no elevator what do I do?” Getting to his house in the meadow was easy. Somehow I wasn’t surprised that it wasn’t as simple to leave it.

      “First repeat after me.” He put his hands on my shoulders again.

      “Uh, are you kidding me?” I stepped back, but I didn’t manage to offset his hands.

      “No. I didn’t accomplish the coolest thing in my existence to have us both killed a few hours later.”

      “Us both killed?” Theoretically I knew it was possible, but I wasn’t thinking death when Sol told me I had to run. “You think the Elders would go that far?”

      “Yes,” he didn’t hesitate with his answer. “But to be fair they might have killed you anyway.”

      “Hey!” I glared at him. “Whatever happened to you being under explicit orders not to kill me?”

      “What do my orders have to do with the Elders?” He dropped his hands to his sides.

      “Whatever, fine. What do I have to repeat?”

      He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I will not trust anyone.”

      “I will not trust anyone.” That was easy enough to repeat. There was only one person in the world I really trusted, and Sol couldn’t have meant to include him. “Wait. What about Owen? I’m going to trust him.” If I couldn’t trust Owen I wasn’t sure if I had anything I could count on.

      Sol nodded. “Ok. I didn’t see a single vision of him hurting you, so he’s probably safe.”

      “But that’s it?” He’d made it seem like I would be repeating a lot.

      “Yes. Especially don’t trust the Allures.”

      He didn’t need to tell me that. I never fully trusted them, and I trusted them even less now that I knew there was a way for me to feel again. Did Violet know that all along? Was she keeping it from me? Still, I wondered why he specifically mentioned them. “I already don’t really trust them, but any particular reason?”

      “It’s not in their interest for you to become human again.”

      “Become human again.” The words soaked in. “You said that.” I remembered his words. Human. You will be human again. “But I’m not human.” I wasn’t. Having some feeling back didn’t change that I was an immortal creature.

      “No you’re not,” Sol admitted. “But you’re closer to a human than any of them will ever be. Once they find out what I managed to do they’ll be as dangerous to you as the Elders.”

      “Although they aren’t as powerful.” That’s what made the Elders particularly worrisome.

      His expression darkened. “Don’t underestimate Violet.”

      “I won’t. So tell me how to get out of here.”

      “You need to focus on a place from your memories. A place you know every detail of.”

      “That’s a hard thing to ask an Allure. I mean if I’m not picking something from my memory of the last few weeks.” Most of my other memories were grey scale or missing crucial details. It was as though someone had tried to paint them over, only leaving hints of what used to be there.

      “Don’t pick one of the recent ones.” Sol removed his sunglasses. “We don’t want Violet finding you.”

      “Or Roland.” I shuddered.

      Sol nodded. “He’s intense.”

      “Very.”

      “I wish I had more advice for you, but I don’t.” Sol was completely deadpan. “All I do know is that the key is Owen. Your feelings all tie back to him. I have no clue how I brought back your emotions, but I may not be able to again, so it’s in your interest to hold onto them as long as you can. Hopefully if you really love the guy it’s all it will take.”

      “I really love him.” I grinned. “I still do. It’s not past tense.”

      “You can thank me later, even if I did it for the wrong reasons.”

      “The wrong reasons?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Don’t worry about it, because if everything works out the why won’t matter.”

      “Why always matter.” The reason or cause of something was as important as the outcome.

      “Not always. Sometimes the result outweighs the reasons.”

      “It sounds likes you’ve dealt with this kind of situation before.” Sol was a mystery. His personality had changed several times since I met him. I thought back on how long it had been. I wasn’t sure if it had been hours or more than a day. My head felt too scrambled.

      “Not quite this one, but plenty. Life is all about individual interests that sometimes align. If they align long enough to help the other out, then you both win.”

      “Are you really going to help me find Owen?” I glanced around us. Sol had been in a hurry, and I knew it was for a reason.

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we’re on the same side of this whole mess. More now than ever.”

      “Am I supposed to understand what that means?” I asked.

      “No. Not in the slightest.” Sol shook his head. “Do you trust me?”

      “You brought my feelings back.” And for that I would be forever grateful.

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      I thought over his question to make sure I was giving an honest answer. “Yes.”

      “Good. Now back to what you need to do.”

      “Are you sure we need to separate?” Something had occurred to me since he suggested I leave on my own. “Won’t they retaliate against you if they discover you helped me leave?”

      He shrugged. “Yes, but they won’t kill me. Not right away at least. They’ll want to use me to try to get you apprehended again.”

      “What if that’s a miscalculation? What if they kill you?” I shuddered using the word kill, but Sol had suggested the possibility himself.

      “Then it’s a miscalculation. It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “But it could be the last time.” The real possibility of my statement hung in the air for several moments after I said it.

      “So? There always has to be a last time.” He smiled in a way that made me wonder if he was being serious. Then he sighed. “You need to go. We are running out of time.”

      “How?”

      “I already told you. Focus on a memory. Can you try that?”

      I closed my eyes. “No. There’s nothing there.” I was surrounding by grayness.

      “You need to find one. Then you fall.”

      “What?” He wasn’t making any sense.

      “Start running, latch on to a memory and fall.”

      I sighed. “Maybe the running will help.” I took a deep breath before launching myself into a sprint. I ran with all my might, but no memories came to my head, and then next thing I knew, I ran right into something hard.

      Two arms steadied me, and I looked up into Abe’s eyes.

      “Going somewhere?” Abe smirked.

      “Hello, Abe.” Sol’s words startled me. I’d run as hard as I could, yet Sol was still right beside me?

      “Sol.” Abe nodded tersely, but then he turned his attention right back to me. “What are you?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to play it cool.

      “Are you an Allure, or are you human?”

      “I’m an Allure.”

      “Lying isn’t something you’re good at.” Abe gave me a stern gaze.

      “I’m not human.”

      “That’s true.” Abe walked around me.

      I wasn’t fearful, and I knew that was because of a lack of emotion rather than a true lack of concern. Abe was the leader of the Elders for a reason. He radiated power.

      “You’re stuck.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “What’s the other way?” He asked.

      “I’m broken.”

      “Stuck better refers to your situation. We are going to get you unstuck.” Abe ran a hand through his dark hair.

      “We?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “Yes.” He held out a hand. “We have decided to extend to you our assistance.”

      “Why the generosity?”

      “Because you are to become an Allure. That makes you like kin to us.”

      “I’d prefer to handle this on my own.” On my own meaning with Owen, but I wouldn’t utter his name in front of Abe.

      “Your preference has nothing to do with this.”

      “Why not?” I snapped. “It’s my life we’re talking about.”

      “There are more important things than your life.” Abe grabbed my wrist and tugged me toward him.

      I winced as Abe’s nails dug into my skin. There wasn’t a chance I was going anywhere with him.

      “Speak for yourself.” Sol put his hands on either side of Abe’s head.

      Abe grunted and his hands released me. I stumbled away.

      “Run.” Sol kept his hands on Abe’s head. “I can’t distract him with memories for much longer.”

      “Where? Where am I running?”

      “Do as I said. Run. Remember what I told you. Find the memory and fall. The rest will take care of itself.”

      “But I don’t remember places anymore. Not really.” I felt panic start to rise.

      “You do. You remember Owen. Start there.” Sol’s body began to shake, and I knew I was running out of time.

      I ran. I sprinted away, running as fast as I could, until I reached the edge of the meadow. An edge I hadn’t seen there before.

      I jumped, free falling as I hurtled back toward earth. I followed Sol's advice and tried to focus on a place I wanted to be. I wanted to be with Owen but that wasn't a place. My thoughts went to the night we met, but I couldn't picture the bar. I could only picture him. I remembered every detail of what he was wearing and the intensity of his blue eyes and the exact shade of his blond hair. But that was it. Nothing else from our first meeting came back to me.

      Instead I thought of Colorado and our first night together. I remembered the cabin, and the grass with the big movie screen he’d put up for me. I remembered the feeling of his soft, cool sheets on my bare skin while my limbs entwined with his. I remembered the feeling of his arms around me. His fingers in my hair while his lips traced their way over my skin.

      I focused as intently as I could, but nothing happened. I panicked as I continued freefalling, thinking of how I wished Owen were there to save me. I thought about his arms around me as he rescued me from the vampire nest. I’d thought I was dying, but my angel appeared. Little did I know he was something completely different than an angel. He was my Pteron. I remembered admiring his wings that night, shocked and delighted they were real.

      Suddenly everything buzzed. I fell faster until I hit the ground with a thud. I sat up, glancing around the darkness. I was lying on grass in an open field near a pile of rubble. After a moment it all clicked into place. I was back at the site of the Vampire nest. The rubble was all that was left of the house. I remembered the fire that had lit up the night sky. I’d transported myself back to the site of one of my most hellish nights ever. Only this time Owen wasn’t around.
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      I shivered before pulling myself to my feet. I had a slight ache in my side from where I fell, but I knew it would heal quickly. That was one positive perk about being an Allure.

      I blinked a few times, grateful for my night vision. I wasn’t positive where I was, but I knew I couldn’t be too far from New Orleans. If I could get there maybe I’d find Owen. If he had returned to his old city. For all I knew he was back in Colorado or somewhere else entirely.

      Finding Owen would have been far easier if I had his number, but I didn’t. I also didn’t have my phone. I had nothing on me besides the clothes I was wearing. I had no identification, no money, and no means of transportation.

      Now wasn't the time to panic. It was dark, and I knew there was no way I could walk all the way to the city.

      I made my way across the field toward the road in the distance. I glanced over my shoulder every few moments to make sure I wasn’t being followed, but the field remained empty. Part of me waited for Owen to show up to rescue me. And if not Owen, maybe Sol. Maybe he’d followed me. By the time I reached the country road that led up to the field, that hope was gone. My best bet was to stay along the road. Someone would have to come by eventually and that someone would likely have a phone.

      Hitchhiking was dangerous, but I was an Allure; I was immortal. Surely that meant I could handle a stranger. Hopefully my allure would also help me out.

      I walked down the road, staying as close to the side of the road as possible. Immortal or not, getting hit by a car wouldn't be a good thing.

      I walked, and I walked. I didn't see a soul or hear an engine. All I had for company was some insects chirping and the sound of the wind rustling the leaves. I constantly looked over my shoulder. I wasn’t sure who I was worried about finding behind me, but I didn’t want to be taken by surprise.

      Finally I heard something. I moved off of the road and hoped whoever was coming would notice me. Otherwise I was going to be walking all night, and I wasn’t even sure if I was going in the right direction.

      A pickup truck slowed down beside me. I straightened and watched as the passenger side window rolled down. A guy leaned out. "Do you need some help, miss?"

      I couldn’t see the man’s face, so I stepped a little bit closer to the open window. I glanced inside. He was young. Possibly even younger than I was. He was wearing a LSU baseball cap. "Yes, I could use a ride or maybe I could use your phone?" For once I was glad for my allure. By the smile on his face and the widening of his eyes, I knew he wasn’t going to shoot my request down.

      "Of course. Anything you need." He gestured to the door. “Please, get in.”

      I smiled at him. “Thank you.” After a brief moment of hesitation in which I debated the intelligence of my decision, I stepped up into the passenger seat.

      His eyes slid over me as I buckled my seatbelt. “What’s your name?”

      "Dana." At least Violet had gotten me used to giving fake names. Daisy was too unique, and when my allure wore off, I didn't want him to have anything to connect back to me. There was no reason to make things harder than they needed to be.

      I had a fleeting thought of my family. A moment of guilt and worry. It took me a moment to realize what the sensation was. I’d only lost my ability to feel for a few weeks, but it was as though I were experiencing them for the first time.

      "Hi Dana, I'm Norman." He pulled down on the brim of his hat.

      I smiled far bigger than came naturally. "Thanks for the lift."

      "Of course, I couldn't leave you out here." He pointed out the window.

      I nodded. "Are you heading to New Orleans?"

      "Past there, but I can take you anywhere in the city you need to go."

      “Great, thanks.”

      He pulled back onto the road, and I hoped I was making the right decision. "Want to tell me why you are out here all alone?"

      Want to? Not a chance, but I had to tell the guy something. “I got in a fight with my boyfriend, and he ditched me out here. I left my purse in the car.” I didn’t need to worry about sounding convincing, I could manipulate the guy into anything I wanted, but it came easily anyway.

      “Where is this guy?” The driver’s face darkened. “Leaving a girl out on the side of the road at night? Is he crazy?”

      “Maybe a little bit.” I looked around the front cab of the truck for a cell phone. Maybe it was in his pocket. Not that I knew what number to call. My generation didn’t usually have land lines, so finding Owen through information was out of the question. There was only one person I knew who would have a way to contact him, and she happened to live outside New Orleans. I had no idea which direction she was in, but maybe I was somewhere nearby. I let out a deep breath before turning to Norman. "Could I borrow your phone?"

      "Absolutely." He pulled out his phone and slid it into my hand. He held on several moments longer than he needed to before letting go.

      “Thank you.” I pulled the phone into my hand. I’d never actually called information before, so I decided to open the internet browser and search for her instead. Before I did anything I needed to know where we were. “Do you know what county we’re in?”

      “You’re not from around here are you?” He took his eyes off the road and smiled.

      “No… how’d you know?” Did my accent give me away?

      “This is Louisiana. We have parishes. Not counties.”

      “Oh.” I made a mental note to remember that. “Then what parish is this?”

      “St. Bernard Parish.” He put his hand behind me on the bench seat.

      I ignored his hand and searched for Georgina Laurent in St. Bernard Parish. I got lucky and found a listing. “Perfect.”

      “Did you find what you were looking for?” Norman glanced over again.

      “Yes.” I typed in the number before deleting his browsing history. No reason to leave even more of a trail than necessary. I braced myself before placing the call.

      The phone rang four times and my heart sunk. I was starting to formulate a plan B when Georgina’s abrasive voice flooded my ear. “Hello, who is this?”

      I readied myself for whatever reaction she was going to have. “Hi, Georgina. It’s Daisy.”

      Norman glanced over and frowned. I realized my slip. I’d used my real name. I couldn’t worry about it now. I’d make up some sort of excuse later.

      “Owen’s Daisy?” Georgina’s voice lilted.

      “Yes.” Warmth flooded me. Owen’s Daisy. I would always be his Daisy.

      “Where are you?” she asked with what sounded like genuine concern. “Were you successful?”

      “Not completely.” I had some of my feelings back, but it was more likely than not temporary. I was lost, I had no idea where Owen was, and crazy powerful supernatural beings were searching for me.

      “Meaning? Don’t play games, tell me what is going on.” Her voice cracked.

      “I need some help. Could I come see you?” I pushed the phone closer to my ear.

      “Where are you?”

      “I’m not sure, but not too far away.” I looked at the driver. “Where are we?”

      “Who are you talking to?” Georgina asked.

      “The guy who picked me up from the side of the road.” When I chose the words I’d thought they sounded better than hitchhiking, but after they left my mouth I realized they sounded just as bad.

      “What?!” Georgina shrieked.

      “It’s a long story but I ended up stuck out in the middle of nowhere, and Norman here was nice enough to give me a ride.” That much was true.

      “Hand the phone to the driver,” Georgina ordered.

      “No, it’s—”

      “Hand this phone to the driver,” she cut me off.

      “Okay.” I handed the phone over.

      My hearing was better than it used to be, so I could make out part of the conversation. Mainly her spurting out an address and swearing if I was not delivered there quickly she’d have him locked up.

      He hung up and set the phone down. “Your grandma is intense.” He typed an address into his phone GPS while he drove. It was entirely unsafe, but nothing about my current situation was safe.

      “She’s not—” I stopped myself. There was no reason to explain anything more. “She’s not the calmest person in the world. She’s very protective.”

      “I understand why.” He ogled me.

      His desire started to overwhelm me, but I breathed in and out and focused on Owen. It helped. Whatever it was Sol did was still in transition. I could feel again, but clearly I still had the same effect on people. The numbness was gone though. I’d never complain about my foot falling asleep again.

      Norman turned a few times before pulling into the long drive I remembered from what felt like a lifetime ago.

      Before the truck even stopped, I watched Georgina walking down from the porch. Norman pulled to an abrupt stop.

      I opened my door. “Thanks for the lift.”

      “My pleasure. Hope to see you again, Dana.” His eyes were glazed over.

      I hesitated for a moment before making a decision. “Could I have your phone?” I didn’t want to take something that didn’t belong to me, but I had to protect myself and Georgina. I’d look up his address and send it back to him.

      “Sure.” He grinned.

      “Ok. You can go now.”

      He nodded and backed away.

      “Are you harmed?” Georgina looked me over. “And are you human?”

      “Physically, I’m fine.” Emotionally was a completely different story. “And I’m getting my emotions back. Kind of.”

      “Good.” She seemed to hesitate before walking toward me and pulling me into a hug. “Now, where’s Owen?”

      “I don’t know. I was trying to find him, but I don’t have his number, and I don’t have my phone.”

      “I can reach him.” She put her arm around me and led me inside her home.
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      “Where is she?” A sudden and intense ache in my chest had me desperate for answers. “Tell me where she is.”

      “First explain to me how Daisy has Taylor’s essence.” Jim’s entire posture and attitude had changed since hearing about Taylor. I understood his concern, but I needed to find Daisy.

      “No.” I shook my head. “Daisy’s location first.”

      “I don’t have her exact location.” Wyatt looked away.

      “You said you knew where she was,” I said through gritted teeth.

      He nodded. “I did.”

      “Then where is she?” I stepped toward him.

      “I exaggerated to get your attention.”

      “What do you mean by exaggerated?” Hailey seemed almost as angry as I was.

      Wyatt smiled at her. “Minor exaggeration. Nothing to worry yourself about.”

      “Worry myself about?” Hailey put a hand on her hip. “Did you really just say that to me?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “No getting into an argument until Wyatt explains to me what he does or doesn’t know about Daisy’s whereabouts.”

      “I know she’s been back in this world.”

      “She’s been back? That’s pretty vague. Is she here now?” I needed to believe she was close and that I could get to her.

      “That depends on how the process went.”

      “What process?”

      Wyatt looked over his shoulder. “We can’t talk here.”

      “Because there’s someone listening in the middle of the woods?” Hailey frowned.

      “There’s always someone listening in the middle of the woods.” Sky shrugged.

      “But you were more than willing to talk about the Elders.” He hadn’t had any concerns until I asked for the answers I needed. “What are you afraid of?”

      “We’ll hear soon enough.”

      “What about Taylor? What happened?” Jim returned to his original question.

      “No one really knows. She disappeared, and then Daisy turned up with her essence,” Wyatt explained.

      “And Daisy wasn’t questioned for it?” Jim pushed his glasses back up his face.

      “Daisy did nothing wrong!” I wasn’t going to let anyone, not even my uncle, accuse her of anything. She was innocent.

      “I am not implying that she did, but I would think she’d at least be questioned about the situation.”

      “She was. Plenty. Nothing about this experience has been easy for Daisy.” Not even finding me.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out, surprised to see an unfamiliar number. At any other time I would have ignored it and let it go to voicemail, but this wasn’t a normal time. Daisy was out there, and I wasn’t ignoring any possible means to get to her.

      I picked up. “Hello?”

      “Get to my house immediately!” Georgina’s distinctive voice was easy to recognize.

      “Georgina?” She wasn’t exactly who I’d expected to hear from, and I knew she’d only be calling if it was important. She wasn’t one to waste any time.

      She sighed dramatically. “Of course it’s me.”

      “I can’t come to your house.”

      “Yes you can. And you will.”

      “Wait. Why?” A small glimmer of hope swirled through me even though it made no real sense. “Is she? Did you—” Was it possible? Had she found Daisy?

      “I’m not saying anything over the phone. Get here now.”

      “On my way.” I pocketed my phone. If there was even a small chance she’d found Daisy or knew where she was, I wasn’t wasting a second. “I have to get to Georgina’s.”

      “Georgina’s?” Hailey raised an eyebrow. “What does Georgina Laurent have to do with this?”

      “I think she knows where Daisy is.” I was too afraid to admit my true hope out loud. That Daisy was with her.

      “How?”

      “I have no clue, but there is no other reason she’d be calling me over.”

      “Unless she needed you for something. People always need people for things.” Wyatt was talking from experience. It was clear on his face and in his voice. And he was right. But Georgina didn’t need me. I had nothing to offer her that ten other Pterons couldn’t and wouldn’t do.

      “Just like you need something from me.” Something I was likely going to struggle to deliver on, but it didn’t matter. I’d do anything to get Daisy back. “I’m going to check. It won’t take long.”

      “Want me to come?” Hailey asked. “Or should I stick with Jim and find the herb?”

      “Stick with Jim.” I appreciated Hailey’s company, but if Jim was right about the herb, finding it was too important to leave solely in the hands of someone I barely knew. “I’ll call you.” I pulled off my shirt and released my wings.

      “I’m coming with you.” Wyatt planted his feet in a wide stance.

      “What?” I glared at Wyatt.

      “I need your help, and I need to find Daisy too.”

      “My help was in exchange for finding Daisy.” I turned to him. “I may have found her on my own.”

      “You will still want to help.”

      “Why would I want to do that?”

      “Because Daisy will never be safe. Even if you try to change her back, the Elders will always be after her. They never give up a fight.” His eyes were full of a warning I knew I would be wise to heed. I needed to find and change Daisy, and I also needed to keep her safe. I was never losing her again.

      “Fine. But you better move fast.” I didn’t have the time to delay, and I didn’t particularly want to leave Wyatt around my sister.

      “You’ll be the one who can’t keep up.” He released his enormous leathery black wings.

      Hailey’s eyes widened as she took in his shifted form. “Wow.”

      I gave her a long look.

      Wyatt laughed. “I’ll see you later.” He winked at her, and I had to resist punching him in the face. Hailey had enough in her life. She didn’t need to get mixed up with dragon boy.

      “Be careful.” I’d always worry about Hailey, no matter how strong she was.

      “Same to you.” Hailey patted my arm. “I hope she’s there.”

      “Me too.” I turned to Jim. “Make sure she doesn’t get hurt.”

      “I will.” He nodded solemnly.

      I took off. I knew the flight would be short, but that time seemed endless. I flew as fast as I could, well aware Wyatt was flying alongside me. I refused to let him get to me. I had to believe Daisy was with Georgina. And she would only be there if she hadn’t fully changed. Maybe Wyatt's informant was right. Maybe she was still human enough. Hopefully when Jim found the herb we could change everything back. We could start over yet again, and this time there would be no ending.

      “You can slow down,” Wyatt called from where he flew next to me. “You aren’t going to lose me.”

      “I don’t care where you are, but I’m in a hurry.”

      “You believe she’s there?”

      “Yes.” I wasn’t sure why I was willing to admit it to this Drago and not my sister, but we were on our way now. It felt different.

      “And what if she’s not?”

      “I’m going to ignore you.”

      “I’m preparing you for reality. She may not be there, and you can’t let that destroy you.”

      “I’m going to find her.”

      “I never said you weren’t, but it might not be as soon as you think.”

      “Do you actually know anything or are you just running your mouth?”

      “I’m being real with you. I’d want someone to be real with me.”

      “I’m living in reality. I don’t need another dose from you.”

      “Then what do you want?” He flew around me.

      “I want to get there. I want to find Daisy.”

      “In other words you want me to shut up.”

      “Bingo.” I smiled. “I’m glad we’re finally on the same page.”

      

      

      “Owen.” Georgina pulled me inside the second I hit the porch. She also unceremoniously slammed the door in Wyatt’s face. That last part was particularly satisfying, but I didn’t focus on it long. There were far more important things going on.

      My heart beat erratically. “Is she here?”

      “Yes.” Georgina paused. “But she’s not quite human. She’s struggling. She’s trying to hold onto her emotions, but I can tell it’s difficult. She seems to think you’re the key to keeping them.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Upstairs in the shower. She mumbled something about hot water helping her, so I sent her up to the room you used last time.”

      “Thank you.” I headed for the stairs.

      “Owen?” Georgina called me back. “Who is that boy out there?” She pointed to the door.

      “His name’s Wyatt.” I hesitated with my foot on the first step. “He’s a Drago.”

      “A Drago?” Her eyes widened. “You are starting to sound like—” She stopped herself.

      I finished her sentence. “My Uncle Jim.”

      “You know him?” Georgina watched me carefully.

      “Just met him. Hailey’s with him now.” Disrespecting Georgina and walking away before she was done talking wasn’t a good idea, but I was so close to Daisy. It took every ounce of resistance I had not to run immediately upstairs.

      “Does your father know?”

      “He’s the one who took us to him. It was a crazy reunion.” I glanced up the stairs longingly.

      “Go.” Georgina gestured with her hand. “I will have my security see to the Drago.”

      “If he asks, I will uphold my promise, but I have to take care of Daisy first.”

      “I probably do not want to know to what promise you are referring to.” Georgina folded her hands in front of her.

      “Probably not, but you should know.”

      “Yes. I like to stay informed. You understand that.” Georgina’s lips twisted into a hint of a smile. “But go to Daisy. She needs you.”

      “And I need her.” I took the stairs two at a time, desperate to find Daisy. I heard the water running in the bathroom and knew she was still in the shower. I opened the door to the bedroom suite we’d shared the last time we’d been there.

      My heart rate accelerated as I neared the bathroom.

      There was only a door between Daisy and me, and I knew this was the moment of truth. I didn’t know what I would find on the other side. Would she be the Daisy I knew or would she be something entirely different?

      It didn’t matter who she was. I’d love any version of Daisy, and I’d find a way to bring her emotions back.
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      The hot water cascaded over my body. I focused on the sensation of the water and the dense steam that permeated the shower stall.

      At the first signs of the numbness I’d escaped upstairs. Sol had warned me that the effects of what he did might be short lived, and I was determined to hold onto my feelings long enough to see Owen. Even if I couldn’t have the feelings forever, I needed to see him one more time. I needed to experience the kind of love I had never thought possible. It was the kind of love that could transform someone. Even as I tried to minimize the hope, it was still there. Maybe I could go back to my old self and truly spend my life with him.

      The door creaked open, and I froze. My heart beat accelerated, and I turned off the water. It wasn’t Georgina. She’d have knocked first. There was only one person Georgina would have allowed to come up to see me.

      I heard nothing, so I built up the courage to speak. “Owen?” I spoke his name slowly. Carefully. Was he really there?

      “Daisy.” He said my name in the same slow and careful way.

      I pushed open the glass door, oblivious to the fact that I was still completely naked and soaking wet. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered beyond seeing him again. And he was there. Shirtless, with the same gentle eyes I’d always loved.

      He stepped toward me, searching my face for something.

      “It’s me.” I knew he’d understood what I meant.

      He reached out for me, pulling me into his arms. Tears spilled down my face as he cradled me against him. My body heated, my heart felt like it might explode inside my chest. I gasped for air.

      “Daisy?” He pulled back slightly.

      “Don’t let go.” I tightened our embrace.

      “I won’t,” Owen promised “I’ll never let you go.”

      “Neither will I.” I connected my lips with his, overwhelmed by the current of emotions and electricity flooding my system from the touch. He responded immediately and wrapped his arms tighter around me. My head spun with a myriad of colors and sensations, but the only thing I focused on was the taste of his lips and the way my body fit perfectly in his arms.

      There was so much more to talk about. So much to do. Georgina was downstairs, but I didn’t care. This time the lack of care had nothing to do with being an Allure. It had to do with being human and so completely in love with someone that it brought me back from a place no one had ever left before.

      “It’s you.” He whispered the words against my lips as he held me against him.

      “It’s me.”

      “Are you? You feel this. I know you do.” He lifted his head away from mine, without loosening his hold on me.

      “I feel it.” Tears fell down my face. “I’m not human, but I feel this. I feel you. I feel us.”

      “I’ve missed you. I thought I’d lost you forever.” He wiped away a few of my tears. His eyes glistened with unshed tears of his own.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Me too.” His lips returned to mine again, and this time he picked me up and carried me into the bedroom. He pulled back the covers and lay me down in the bed. He removed his clothes before laying down next to me.

      “I need you.” I reached up and cupped his face.

      “I need you too.” His lips crushed into mine while his hands roamed up and down my body.

      I moaned when he squeezed my breast. He broke the kiss and took my other breast in his mouth. Every touch set me on fire. It wasn’t only physical. It was emotional. Each touch ignited me and brought back sensations and feelings I’d thought were gone forever.

      His hand slid down between my legs, and I opened up to him as I pulled his face back to meet my own. There were things I needed to express to him I couldn’t say in words.

      He removed his hand and thrust into me, all without breaking the kiss. I kept my eyes closed, focusing and savoring each and every sensation. The feeling of him inside me, rocking me to my core. We moved together perfectly, even better than before, as if our time apart had strengthened our bond.

      “I’m yours.” I ran my lips down his neck.

      “And I’m yours.” He sucked my lip into his mouth.

      I moaned, overwhelmed by the intensity of my feelings. I’d known love, but not this. Not this all-encompassing sensation.

      “I love you, Daisy.” His words urged me to open my eyes.

      I looked deep into his eyes. “I love you, Owen. I always will.” It was a promise to myself as well as to him. I wouldn’t let go. I’d fight the change even if it killed me. Life was meaningless without feelings, and I refused to live that way again. I would never go back to the numbness, and I’d never go back to a life without Owen.

      He continued to move inside me, bringing me pleasure I never imagined possible until finally he pushed me over the edge. He reached his release moments later, and we lay there with him still inside of me. Neither of us wanted to move or break the magic that tingled in the air.

      We were meant for one another. No one and nothing could ever tear us apart again.

      

      A knock on the door brought me back to reality.

      “Who is it?” Owen called.

      "It's me," a somewhat familiar voice called.

      "Levi?" Owen gently moved his arms from around me. "What are you doing here?"

      "Georgina called and told me there was a dragon on her porch. She also said you were with Daisy but she couldn’t be sure how human she was. I figured I should come check on things."

      "Hold on. Give me a second." Owen kissed my forehead. "We need to get dressed."

      I sighed. "Yes, time to face reality."

      Owen took both of my hands in his. "Face reality together. It's time to face reality together."

      "And that makes it completely doable." I squeezed his hands.

      “Yes. I agree completely.” He kissed me hard on the mouth. It was the kind of kiss that promised much more to come later.

      We quickly got dressed and opened the door. Levi was standing on the other side with a guy I vaguely remembered.

      "What is he doing here?" Owen pointed to the guy with the short black hair.

      Levi smiled. "I figured we might need reinforcements."

      "Aren't you going to properly introduce me to your friend, Owen?" The dark haired guy grinned at me.

      "We've met." Although it had been years.

      "Yes, but you are less bloody this time."

      Bloody? There was only time he could mean. I thought over the night with the vampires. Had he been there? I shivered remembering that night. I used to want to forget it, but now I appreciated all my memories and besides it was the night that Owen and I kissed for the first time. "I'm Daisy."

      He held out his hand. "Jared Florence."

      I accepted his handshake. "Pleasure to meet you."

      "So what are you?" Jared looked me over. "Levi told me to guess."

      "I'm not sure what I am." I answered honestly. "But I'm not convinced it matters."

      "And the dude outside? He with you?" Jared nodded toward the stairs.

      "No. She's with me." Owen put his arm around me,

      Jared smiled. "Yeah, I gathered that much, but who the hell is he? He's claiming to be a Drago."

      "He is a Drago." I remembered his black leathery wings from our journey to Mt. Majest.

      "And for some reason he seems to think I'm going to help him with something?" Levi narrowed his eyes.

      "I said I'd help, that doesn’t mean you have to."

      “Yes it does.” Levi leaned one hand on the doorframe. “You know I’m not leaving you hung out to dry.”

      “Do you know what kind of help he wants?” Owen raised an eyebrow. “Don’t you think that detail is important before you agree to help?”

      “Like I said, I’m not leaving you in the lurch.”

      “He wants help taking down a group of super powerful beings,” Owen looked down at his hands. “Still want to help?”

      “Wait. Are we talking about the Elders?” I definitely wanted to take them down, but I had no clue why Wyatt would have an issue with them. “The last time I checked the Dragos got along just fine with the Allures.”

      "They have Troy," Owen explained.

      "How you managed to get into this mess I'll never know." Jared shook his head.

      “I have my ways.” Owen entwined his fingers with my own.

      "Let’s get this heart to heart with dragon boy over with." Levi straightened and walked further out into the hallway.

      "You don't have to talk with—" Owen started.

      "I'm talking with him." I was done sitting on the sidelines of my own life.

      Owen nodded. "It's up to you. It's your choice."

      My choice. Those words were like a lifeline, and hearing them come from Owen made me even more grateful to have him in my life. “I want to meet with him.”

      “Great, so let’s get this party started.” Jared grinned before leading the way back down the grand staircase.

      “Daisy, you look better.” Georgina assessed me as soon as I reached the ground floor. She was standing in the foyer as if waiting for us. Maybe she’d been listening to us talk. Georgina wasn’t exactly the eavesdropping type, but she was concerned with the situation, and in all fairness, we were in her house.

      “I feel much better.” I squeezed Owen’s hand, and he squeezed mine back.

      “I am glad the shower was so helpful for you.” She gave me a knowing smile.

      “Yes. It’s amazing what a hot shower can do.” I returned her smile. She was such an interesting woman. She was so intense on the outside, yet inside she cared deeply.

      “Are you planning to talk more with that boy out there?” Georgina pointed to the front entryway.

      “Yes.” Levi nodded. “We need to figure out why he wants our help.”

      “Daisy, are you going with them or staying inside with me?” Georgina reached out a hand as if to escort me from the room.

      “I’m going with them.”

      “Ok. I’ll be in my sitting room if anyone needs me.” Georgina walked off without a second glance.

      “So you came to my Grandma for help, huh?” Levi grinned.

      “Yes, and it worked.” I owed a debt of gratitude to Georgina. She’d helped me without a second thought even though I was no longer human, and I’d be forever grateful.

      “I’m glad.” Levi took a step toward where I waited with Owen. “From what Hailey told me, Owen was a mess.”

      “When did you talk to Hailey?” Owen’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “A few days ago. She told me to stay out of her way.” Levi walked over to the door.

      “Same old Hailey.” Jared laughed.

      “Where is she?” I didn’t know Hailey well, but I liked her. “I haven’t seen her.”

      “With our uncle trying to find an herb that might help you.” Owen pulled me tight against his side.

      “That could help me how?” That had my attention.

      “To stop the change.” Owen ran his hand down my side.

      I sighed. “I’ll take anything that will help in that way.”

      “Well, it reversed on its own.” Owen led me toward the doorway. “That’s something.”

      “Well, it didn’t reverse exactly.” I still hadn’t explained the experience with Sol. There was so much more we needed to talk about.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I haven’t had a chance to fill you in on a lot yet.” I thought of Sol and how I left things. I’d been so relieved to find Owen that I had pushed it from my mind. I hated how easy it was for me to do that sort of thing now.

      “Do you want to tell me before or after we talk to Wyatt?”

      I eyed Levi and Jared. They were also waiting for me to make the decision. “We should talk to Wyatt. He may know more about what I need to tell you anyway.” Maybe Wyatt was the mystery friend Sol had been talking about. I couldn’t imagine there was anyone else involved.

      Levi opened the door, and we all filed out.

      Wyatt grinned when he saw me. “Hey, you look a whole lot better than the last time I saw you.”

      “I seem to be getting that comment a lot.”

      “Take it as a compliment.” Then Wyatt’s expression darkened. “What happened to Sol?”

      “I was hoping you knew something.” I knew he had to have been working with Sol.

      “I never heard from him, and then Owen got the call that you surfaced.”

      “You were the one he was working with?” I had no doubts, but I still didn’t understand why.

      “Yes. As luck would have it he was hired by the Elders.”

      “He hates them. I don’t know why, but my bet is it has to do with Arabella.” So much in life came down to relationships.

      “It’s more than Arabella, but did he tell you about them?” Wyatt tilted his head slightly to the side.

      “He didn’t get the chance. Abe showed up.” He also didn’t want to tell me about them.

      “Abe? Is that what happened?”

      “Yes. He tried to take me and Sol intervened.” I thought about the craziness in the meadow.

      “And you managed to find your way here?” Wyatt asked with surprise.

      “Ok, enough of this. Get to the point of what help you need.” Jared crossed his arms.

      Wyatt glared at him. “Not until Daisy finishes with her story.” He nodded for me to continue. “How did you get here?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “Since you said that, I’ll have to ask how it was possible.” Wyatt grinned.

      “I latched onto a memory, fell, and then hitchhiked.”

      “You hitchhiked?” Owen ignored the first two parts of the story. “Are you serious?”

      “It was my only choice. Luckily my allure helped me out.”

      “You wouldn’t need an allure to hitchhike,” Owen mumbled under his breath.

      “It doesn’t really matter because I’m here.” I wrapped my arm across my chest. “Alive.”

      “Yes. Alive.” Wyatt looked me over. “You’re an Allure. Yet you’re with Owen and seem to actually care about Sol. You haven’t fully transformed into an Allure yet.”

      “I was getting closer but then Sol did something.”

      “What did he do?” Wyatt frowned.

      “I don’t know. He pulled my emotions back by going to my future or something?” I tried to remember his exact words.

      “But it didn’t completely work?” Levi asked.

      “No.” I admitted to the growing numbness I’d been trying to ignore. “And I’m afraid I’m going to lose what I gained.” But I wouldn’t. I couldn’t.

      “You’re not losing anything.” Owen pulled me back into his chest. “We’re going to try my uncle’s idea and find the herb. I’m sure it’s going to work.”

      “You really think so?” I needed to believe in something. The alternative terrified me.

      “I know so.” Owen exchanged a look with Wyatt that immediately made me nervous. If he wasn’t confident, how could I be?

      “Who’s Sol?” Owen belatedly asked.

      “A Seer,” Wyatt answered. “A powerful one I’ve known for years.”

      “And what did he do to you exactly, Daisy?” Owen asked.

      “I can’t quite explain it, but it was intense. He looked into my eyes. I saw some memories in blurry tones, and then I saw your eyes. Everything opened up from there.” I thought back over the experience. The intensity and my relief. I felt tears welling, but I fought them back. I was done crying.

      “My eyes?” Owen’s expression softened.

      “Yes. Your eyes brought me back.”

      Wyatt pulled out a cell phone, glanced at the screen and replaced it in his pocket. “Sol needed to get her away from the other Allures to try anything. He contacted me to say he had Daisy and she wasn’t quite human, but that was it. It’s been radio silence since then.”

      “Why did he need to get her alone?” Owen asked.

      Wyatt sighed. “I think I’m going to have to let you in on a little secret.”

      “What secret?” My body tensed. “Secrets are never good.”

      “You can come out now,” Wyatt called.

      We all exchanged looks before a tall and slender brunette walked out from the shadows beside the house. She walked toward the front steps slowly but with purpose, and the whole time her eyes were fixed on my face.

      “Hi Daisy, I think we need to talk.” The girl held out her hand.

      “Who are you?” I didn’t recognize her face, but something about her was so completely familiar.

      “The name’s Taylor, and I think you have something that once belonged to me.”
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      Keep reading for a preview of Forged in Stone (The Forged Chronicles #1), a New Adult Fantasy Romance by Alyssa Rose Ivy

       

      www.AlyssaRoseIvy.com

      www.facebook.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      twitter.com/AlyssaRoseIvy

      AlyssaRoseIvy@gmail.com

       

      To stay up to date on Alyssa’s new releases, join her mailing list: http://eepurl.com/ktlSj

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Forged in Stone Preview

        

      

    
    
      
        The Forged Chronicles

        

        Alyssa Rose Ivy

      

      The son of darkness is all grown up...

      James is a Guardian. He is tasked with protecting the most important person in his world. For eight years he has done his job without complaint, but he has grown tired of living under the shadow of a father who is responsible for the most unimaginable violence and destruction his world has ever known.

      Ainsley is at a loss for what to do with her life. She hates her two dead end jobs and the family who betrayed her. She has resigned herself to living one day at a time, but she longs for an escape from her lonely life.

      When Ainsley finds James in her bed, their two lives and worlds collide. They may have both found exactly what they need, but the darkness James has been running from his whole life has just caught up.
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      The dated rock music was giving me a headache. If not for the alcohol still left in my glass I would have been out of the bar already. Even the redhead hanging on my every word was getting to me. Did girls no longer believe in the chase?

      “James?” she said my name with an exaggerated southern drawl that came across as almost fake. It probably was.

      “Yes?” I blinked a few times trying to bring things back into focus. I had drunk far too much, but there was nothing I could do about that now.

      “Are you even listening to me?” She tapped her fingers on the bar top between us.

      “No.” I took in the faded blue paint on the walls. The place had seen better days, but it served my needs perfectly. No one thought anything of the quiet guy getting plastered at the bar. I blended in.

      “I asked you if you wanted to take me home. I only live a few blocks from here.” She put her hand on my upper thigh.

      I looked into her glazed over green eyes. “Probably not.”

      “Oh.” Hurt marred her overly made-up face, and for a second I felt bad, but then it faded. She would be even more hurt when I left her in the morning. Besides, if she was half as drunk as I was, she had no idea what she was asking.

      “I am doing you a favor.” I downed the rest of my beer. It was some crappy lager I had no plans to try again. I had chosen it as an alternative to the whiskey that had filled my glass earlier in the evening.

      “Oh.” She stared at me blankly. She clearly liked that word.

      “See you around.” I moved over a stool to make sure she got the less than subtle hint. I did not particularly enjoy being mean, but I had no time or energy to play nice.

      Loud laughter got my attention. “Cold.”

      I looked at the aging bartender chuckling in front of me before glancing down at the now vacant stool the redhead had been seated on. “Honesty.”

      “You have to admit that was harsh.” He leaned on his elbows. “Do you usually treat pretty girls that way?”

      “Would it have been better to have bedded her and never spoken to her again?”

      He straightened up. “No, but there is an in-between. There is value in politeness.”

      “And what value is that?” I pushed my empty beer glass toward the bartender. “Give me something stronger this time.”

      “I can’t serve you more. We both know that.”

      “And we both know you make exceptions.” I was drunk. There was no question about that, but I needed more to numb the emptiness. Otherwise there was no point in having made the trip into Charleston.

      “I can’t serve you more booze, but I don’t mind listening.”

      “Listening?” I raised an eyebrow. “Do I look like I want someone to listen?”

      “You’re wasted before nine o’clock at night. You need someone to talk to.”

      “Next time I will wait until later to get intoxicated.” I tossed down enough money to cover double my tab and stumbled out of the bar.

      The cool night was a welcome change from the stifling heat of the overcrowded dive. It had been years since I lived in the city of Charleston, South Carolina, but one thing remained the same. They still insisted on pumping heat into buildings the second the temperature dropped south of sixty degrees. I doubted that most of the people at the bar could survive long where I came from.

      The city portion of my walk should not have taken long, but it did. I guess that happens when you get pissed drunk. I knew Charleston well from the months I lived there in high school—and the few nights I spent there now. I spent most of my time in an altogether different place, a place that had stopped feeling like home years ago. A place that was literally another world.

      I was far too exhausted to make it all the way back home, so I stopped at the one place I could in the city. I had no key, but I had another plan to get in. I went around back, taking one cursory look into the withering garden before starting my climb up the thick ivy that wound its way all the way up to the third story balcony.

      The ivy swayed under my weight, but I made it onto the balcony without breaking my neck. I shook the doorknob with enough force to get it to budge. I pushed the door open, kicked off my boots, and tossed my shirt before collapsing on the queen sized bed. It was not my bed, but at the moment any bed would do.
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      I was living the life of a TV sitcom friend. You know the type: the boring one that serves no purpose except to make the main character seem more interesting. I worked not one, but two dead end jobs. I didn’t know which was worse, serving frozen yogurt or working as an office assistant at a law firm. Neither had anything to do with my career goals, but as my mom always said, beggars can’t be choosers. My art history degree had proved as useful as it sounded. I couldn’t manage to land a job working in a gallery, let alone a museum. I’d eventually have to go back to school to get a degree in something useful, but the thought of spending time in a classroom wasn’t something I could stomach. At twenty-two, I was just happy to be paying the bills without moving back in with my parents. It was more than most of my friends could say. Or at least most of the friends I still had.

      I waited impatiently as a couple stared at the flavor listing above my head. They’d been in the frozen yogurt shop for twenty minutes already. We only offered a dozen flavors. The decision couldn’t have been that hard to make. “We close at nine.” I used the most polite voice possible, but as it was 8:56 I figured they needed a reminder.

      “That means you don’t let new customers in after nine. We’re already here. You can’t kick us out.” The guy wrapped his arm around his date’s waist. “Don’t worry baby, there’s no rush.”

      I bit my tongue. Who did this clown think he was? If I wasn’t certain the guy would report me and get me fired, I would have given him a piece of my mind. Instead I started wiping up a sticky spot on the counter I’d overlooked earlier. Despite how boring the job was, it did pay decently, and I didn’t mind my boss.

      “Can I try the vanilla again? I’m not sure I liked it.” The girl pointed at the hard yogurt in the case in front of her.

      Seriously? Who tried vanilla twice? I mean everyone in the world knew what that flavor tasted like. I gritted my teeth. “Sure.” I picked up one of the small pink spoons and scooped a tiny amount. I handed it to her.

      She tasted it. “I’m still not sure.”

      I glanced at the neon colored clock by the door. It was two minutes after nine now. “I’m sorry, but I really have to close.”

      “No you don’t. You’re going to let my girlfriend take her time and pick a flavor.” The guy puffed out his chest like that was supposed to intimidate me or something.

      I sighed before glancing at the clock again. I was going to be late meeting my friends for drinks. Or really my friend Grace and her other friends. Saying it in the plural made it sound better.

      “Is the chocolate chip cookie dough flavor good?” The girl batted her long eyelashes. I’d have bet a lot they were fake.

      “If you like cookie dough, yes.”

      She nodded as though I’d just shared some life altering secret. “Can I try that one too?”

      I sighed again. “Sure.” I took out another pink spoon.

      She tried it. “I changed my mind. I don’t want anything.” The girl turned toward the door.

      “I agree. Horrible service here.” The guy followed her and slammed the door behind him.

      I silently cursed them while I wiped down the rest of counter. There was a time in my life when I got along with everyone. That time had come and passed. Now I was lucky if I could handle being in the same room as someone who rubbed me the wrong way. It made working in the service industry dicey, especially when your customers were mostly tourists. I loved living in Charleston, but sometimes I wished I lived somewhere a little more off the beaten path.

      I finished my clean up and checked the clock again. I didn’t have time to do much to help my appearance, but I changed into a black three-quarter length sleeve sweater rather than my Yogurt Love t-shirt. I checked the tip jar. There wasn’t much in there, which was the same way it was every shift. Clearly my sparkling personality wasn’t doing me any favors.

      I locked up and hurried out to my car, checking the clock as soon as I started the engine. Nine twenty-two. I could still make nine-thirty if I didn’t hit too many lights.

      I raced down to King Street, nearly destroying my car in an attempt to parallel park in the smallest spot known to man. Even my tiny Honda Fit barely found enough room. If it had been during the day, I could have avoided using my car completely, but I was far too paranoid to walk around the city alone at night. My step-dad the cop had shared countless horror stories with me.

      I got out and booked it around the corner to the bar. Right before I reached the entrance I realized I hadn’t locked the car. I turned around, locked it, and walked into the bar half out of breath.

      I took a moment to compose myself while I strained my neck to locate everyone. When I didn’t see anyone I went over to the bar and ordered a glass of wine. You always look less socially awkward when you have a drink in your hand.

      So much for being late. I pulled out my phone and texted Grace. You coming?

      She didn’t respond. I took another sip of wine. It was only ten minutes after the meeting time. They’d show up.

      Twenty minutes later my wine was gone, as was any of my motivation to wait around. My phone buzzed. Sorry. We had to cancel, but someone else is coming.

      Someone else? My chest clenched. What was going on?

      I promise you are going to love him. His name is Brad and he’s been dying to meet you since he saw your picture.

      What? You know I’m not interested in dating.

      Of course I know. Why else would I make up a girls’ night?

      I silently cursed her before stuffing my phone back in my purse. Luckily I had a ten in my wallet, so I tossed down the cash and got up. Whoever this Brad was, I had no interest in meeting him.

      I was never talking to Grace again. She may have been my last friend in town, but that didn’t make up for this. We’d been friends since the first week of our freshman year of college, and she set me up with no warning? How pathetic did she think I was?

      I hurried toward the entrance, carefully maneuvering through the crowd until I walked into something—or rather into someone.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled before I tried to walk around him.

      “Ainsley?” A hand wrapped around my arm. I looked up at the sound of my name coming from a stranger’s mouth. “Am I that late?”

      I glanced into the deep brown eyes of a guy I’d never met. “Uh, sorry, you’ve got the wrong person.” Was my luck really that bad? I literally ran into the blind date I was ditching.

      “I’m Brad. Didn’t Grace tell you about me?” He still held onto my arm a little too tight.

      “Not until a minute ago.”

      “Wait. You didn’t know we had a date? Didn’t Grace show you my picture or anything? And why are you here then?” He glanced over my head as though someone else might somehow have the answers. The only one with the answers was Grace, and she was conveniently not there.

      “I was supposed to be having drinks with friends.”

      “Oh.” His eyes set on mine. “How about having drinks with me instead?” His lips twisted into a smile.

      Talk about confidence. Too bad that wasn’t going to change the fact that I was angry and in no mood to deal with him. “Sorry, I’ve got to go.”

      “Just one drink? I’ve been looking forward to this all week.”

      All week? Grace was really going to get it. We’d only planned the night out a few days ago. “There are plenty of girls here, I’m sure you’ll find someone to occupy your time.” I put a hand over my mouth. Had I just sounded that bitchy? He probably had no clue what he’d stepped into.

      He laughed. “Feisty. Nice.”

      And any sympathy for him disappeared at the use of the word feisty. “Not feisty and not nice.” I shook my arm, but it didn’t budge from his grip. I swore I’d start working out with weights more. “Listen, I’m sorry if you’re disappointed, but I never agreed to meet you.”

      “I get that, but why leave now? Might as well enjoy the evening, right?” He smiled.

      I sighed. “Let go of my arm, and I’ll think about agreeing to a rain check.”

      “A rain check?” He glanced at his watch. “But it’s early. Why not have a drink now?”

      “Because I’m annoyed, and nothing good is going to come of anything I do when I’m annoyed.”

      He laughed. “Fair enough. Can I get your number? Maybe set something up without involving Grace?”

      “How about you give me yours, and I’ll call you?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You mean so you can lose my number and never call?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “You don’t think I will?”

      “I know you won’t.”

      “Then why bother getting my number? I could blow you off that way too.” I gazed longingly at the exit. It was so close yet so far away.

      “No, you like being chased. I understand girls like you, and I’m willing to play the game. Usually the reward is well worth the effort.”

      “Ok, offer to take your number revoked. Goodnight.” I turned away. What an arrogant jerk.

      He grabbed my arm again. “What? I’m just saying it like it is.”

      “Like it is? No, what it’s like is that you’re going to let go of me and walk away right now. Preferably forget my name.”

      I used his momentary shock to slip away. I made it to the door and stepped out into the cool night.

      Holding on to my arm once was one thing, but twice? I’d done the whole Neanderthal guy thing before, and I wasn’t interested in going there again. He’d turned out to be the biggest mistake of my life, and Brad was no different. He screamed alpha male asshole, and I didn’t need that in my life. Boring was better than that.

      I dared one glance over my shoulder before walking around the block to my car. At least I’d parked close. I tossed my phone on the passenger seat.

      I spent two minutes getting my car out of the cramped spot, miraculously sparing my car and the others from any scratches. I drove home slowly, in no real rush to face the giant empty house. It wasn’t my house.

      A former professor had talked me into house sitting for one of his old friends. I didn’t mind the rent free part, but there was something depressing about living alone in a giant house when you were single and nearly broke.

      I marveled at the live oaks as I drove down the narrow streets. I loved Charleston, but there were some things about urban life I’d probably never get used to. The house came into view. It was gorgeous. Three floors and right near the battery. It was so close to the water that you could nearly taste it, and you got an amazing view from the upper balconies. I had no trouble understanding why it was a stop on the historical tours, even if it did get annoying when people parked out front to take pictures.

      I pulled around to the side of the house and parked in the small drive. When I got out, I did what I always did, I checked over my shoulder before walking up the wraparound porch. Living alone in a city wasn’t good for an already paranoid person.

      I unlocked the door and quickly locked it behind me. I glanced at the large kitchen. It was tastefully done, but I was surprised the owners hadn’t updated it. Then again there was something charming about the old countertops. Granite might have taken away from the overall feel of the place.

      The thought of a late night snack appealed, but a glass of wine sounded even better. I filled a tumbler two-thirds full with some left over Cab Sav. Although I was broke, there were certain luxuries I indulged in. I walked down the hall to the living room. At least there was a big screen TV to keep me company.
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