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A WRITHING MASS OF sweaty people on the dance floor was really not my scene. Especially tonight. There was something in the air, a tingle at the back of my neck... and I hadn’t put my finger on what it was just yet. I shook myself and tried to ignore my intuition that said to keep an eye out for anything that looked suspicious.

But as I glanced around the club, all I saw were teenagers, carrying on like it was the last day of summer vacay. Though to be fair, it kinda was.

For me, the last day of high school had come and gone twelve months ago, thank God, and I’d gotten a year of community college under my belt. Summer was here and break was quickly melting away beneath the heat of the sun. But that didn’t mean I wanted to spend every spare second in these underage clubs my friends liked so much.

The thump of the bass pushed through my chest like a brick wall. My very pulse beat in time with the music around us, making my ears sing. And not in a good way.

I closed my eyes and tried to enjoy the sensations, since I was already here. 

If I were being honest, I would rather be home with a good book and a hot chocolate. 

“Come on! Let’s dance, Megara.” Holly, my best friend since junior year, tugged at my hand with the enthusiasm of a person who actually enjoyed these places.

I waved at her with my free hand. “You go. I’ll watch for a while.”

I twisted my fingers to detach her from tugging at me. 

Holly put her hands on her hips and pouted. “You’re no fun.”

I laughed at her assessment, because I agreed. If this was fun, then no, I wasn’t fun.

But that didn’t mean I didn’t love Holly, or Claire—the friend we’d come to celebrate tonight. I really needed to change my attitude, or I’d ruin the night for everyone. 

I sighed and tried my best to pull out of the black mood this club had put me in. I might not be fun, but I wasn’t usually this morose or on edge. I wasn’t sure what had gotten into me, but I couldn’t settle into the party vibe tonight.

I leaned forward to speak into Holly’s ear. She would never hear me over the music otherwise. “You think we should go over and say happy birthday to Claire?”

Holly’s eyes lit up and she nodded. We turned toward the stage and scanned the crowd, trying to find Claire, who’d invited us.

There were too many people dancing, pushing and laughing to spot her clearly, and the music was so loud I could barely hear myself think. Why couldn’t we just go to dinner, or a movie? Somewhere we could actually have a conversation.

“There she is!” Holly yelled at me over the music and jumped up and down. “Let’s go.” 

She took my hand again and dragged me over the dance floor between heaving bodies and young men with too many muscles and no brains.

The girls weren’t much better.

The clothes, the makeup. Why did girls my age try so hard to look older? I wasn’t rushing to grow up. Which was one of the reasons why I’d put off going to a “real” college the past year and stayed local. This year, I was thinking I wouldn’t even continue on with community college. I wanted to travel, relax, be young and free. I wasn’t trudging down the mortgage road just yet, irrespective of how smart everyone said I was.

Holly and I wove between the thrusting girls on the dance floor and around the guys who watched on the sidelines, finally arriving at a solid wood bar that served mocktails and every energy drink under the sun.

I heaved out a relieved sigh, then shivered as a strange alertness shot down my spine. I twisted around, glancing this way and that. Was someone staring at me? What was this strange feeling that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end? 

Holly grabbed my hand and tugged on me, pulling my focus back to the task at hand. Greeting Claire and grabbing a drink.

We found Claire nestled amongst a group of guys, most of whom I remembered from high school. Holly poked me in the ribs and I focused.

“Happy birthday, Claire!” we chorused together.

The birthday girl swung around to see us, squealed, and threw herself at Holly.

“Oh, my God, I’m so glad you guys came!”

Then she jumped for me and I hugged her back, laughing as she almost toppled both of us over in her enthusiasm.

Claire was sweet. Not the brightest bulb in the chandelier, as my dad would say, but she had always been a lovely person and I was glad she was a friend.

As we pulled apart, Claire smiled at me. Happiness struck me like a slap to the heart. I was suddenly glad Holly had dragged me out tonight. 

Claire was worth celebrating. I was going to miss her when I was traveling.

“What are you drinking?” I asked her, noting the almost-empty glass in her hand.

“Sunrise twist.” She grinned, reciting a mocktail name.

I turned to the waiting bartender and ordered her another. “A sunrise twist please.”

He smiled as he poured multiple liquids into a tumbler, then lit the purple drink on fire. The cool colors swirled beneath the flames, transfixing my gaze.

“Amazing,” I said as I grabbed the glass and handed it to the birthday girl. “To another fantastic year, Claire!”

“Thank you so much!” She took the mocktail and blew on the flames with a giggle like it was a birthday candle.

I paid for her drink, some exorbitant amount that blew straight through my budget for the night and put paid to my plans to get one for myself as well.

I turned back to Holly, who swayed to the music where she stood next to me. A cute guy with spiky blond hair moved over from the crowd and tapped her on the shoulder. Holly turned to him and he leaned down and spoke into her ear.

She beamed at him, that killer smile of hers coming out to play.

My best friend had always gotten any guy she wanted. And no one could hate her for it, because she was just too nice.

Not even me, with all my bad luck with guys.

Holly leaned closer to me. “He wants me to dance. Do you mind if I ditch you for a bit?”

“Not at all. Go!” I shooed her away with a smile.

She laughed as the guy towed her into the middle of the dance floor.

A slightly envious sigh left my lips as I watched her. Her long blonde hair accentuated how sexy she was as she grooved along to the music.

The guy who had taken her to dance couldn’t move to save his life. But he was rapt with Holly, grinning and trying to hold her as she danced.

I wished I was like her: confident and sexy, and easy to hang around.

Instead, I was anything but confident. I tugged at the stupidly short skirt Holly had made me wear. The self-imposed dress code for the evening was “cocktail” and Holly said Claire would enforce it.

As I glanced over to where the birthday girl was getting suspiciously drunk—interesting given it was an underage event and we were only supposed to be served non-alcoholic drinks—I realized she wouldn’t have cared what I wore.

But Holly had insisted. It was a birthday party after all, at a nightclub. My jeans were not welcome.

But this skirt that Holly had dressed me in, and the skimpy top accompanying it, was barely more than a strip of material covering my ass and breasts.

And even if I had been slightly tempted to join my friend in her dancing tonight, this outfit did not make it possible.

I didn’t want anyone, let alone strangers in the room, knowing the color of my panties. And that was exactly what would happen if I tried to dance in this mini-skirt.

But I was happy for my best friend, who could dance and flirt as easily as breathing no matter what she wore.

Tania, one of our other school friends who was here to celebrate Claire’s birthday, sidled up next to me, her colorful mocktail in hand. “Hey, Meg, what are you doing next semester? Back to college again?”

I stifled a groan. To transfer, or not to transfer, to a new school. Or not to go back at all... A never-ending stress in my life at the moment, and a question I didn’t have the answer for as yet.

“Don’t know,” I admitted, flipping my hair awkwardly out of my face. “I’m thinking of a gap year, actually.”

Why would I permanently move out of home? Leave my parents? And begin a life somewhere I didn’t know I wanted to be.

She raised her eyebrows as she chewed on her straw. “Oh, really? I thought with your scores you could get in anywhere.”

Yep, that was me. The bookworm, the nerd.

“Well, I’ve gotten accepted to a few colleges.” Amhurst, Williams, and SUNY. “But I just don’t know what appeals.”

My parents had taken me to the open houses, kind of begrudgingly. Which was surprising. Most parents who had kids like me were excited by the prestige these small universities brought them. Yet none of the ones I visited had felt like home to me.

Not last year, and certainly not this year, either.

Everything felt... wrong, and I couldn’t put my finger on why.

None of the incredible old and beautiful campuses had inspired me or excited me. I didn’t know how I was supposed to invest the next three years of my life into a place that I couldn’t stand to be in even for a few hours.

“You’re too picky, Meg.”

I wanted to roll my eyes at Tania, but instead forced a smile to my lips. “Yeah, I suppose I am.”

I glanced around the room, a shiver rolling through me once more. I ran my hands up and down my arms, trying to warm up. 

Without Holly by my side, that strange darkness began to creep in once again and I felt like someone was studying me and finding me wanting. I didn’t fit in here; I didn’t fit in many places at all.

And thanks to the girl standing next to me, I didn’t want to be here anymore.

“I’ll see you later.” I waved at Tania and hurried away from her, my skin itching with the need to turn and locate whoever was staring at me. 

I managed to not give in and turn, but as much as I wanted to scurry out of the club and head home, I knew I couldn’t leave, not without Holly. Maybe a change of scenery was all I needed.

I walked around the crowd the best I could, saying “excuse me” a hundred times, while I wove through the sea of bodies and dancing teenagers.

I finally made it to a corner where there were less people, and leaned against the wall. I could breathe there, and watch Holly from a safe distance.

I pulled my cell phone from the tiny bag Holly had allowed me to bring and checked the time.

Only eleven o’clock? Shit! How much longer do I have to stay?

“Hey... How are you?”

A male voice slid into my ear and warmed my body like honey. I heard him perfectly, even over the thump of the music. His voice was smooth, and deep, and at odds with the barely-adult males around us.

I turned toward the voice and my gaze connected with the man before me.

He was no teenage boy.

My stomach tightened and my heart jumped.

He was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen in my life and, as I stared into his eyes, I shivered once again. Only this shiver was not caused by cold. This shiver shot straight through every part of my body and centered between my legs in a lick of desire stronger than anything I had ever felt in my life.

Holy shit. This person... this absolutely beautiful man was the reason why my instincts had been going haywire and warning me to run.

He’d been the one watching me.

And from the way my heart began to pound with equal parts fear and desire, I could sense he was one hundred percent dangerous in every way.
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DESPITE THE SUDDEN dread coursing through my veins, I couldn’t drag my eyes away from the angel standing in front of me. Maybe he was a figment of my imagination? Or I’d already made it home and was dreaming about the night?  

“Hello, I’m Fiore,” he said, accompanying the words with a sexy grin that lit up his stunning blue eyes.

I stuck out my hand without thinking. It was my immediate response, born of politeness. One of the many lessons my parents had drummed into me since I was a child.

“Hi... ah, I’m Megara. Meg for short.”

He looked at my hand a little strangely, as if he hadn’t expected the action, then put out his own.

“Nice to meet you,” he said.

His palm touched mine and he squeezed my hand a little too long before letting go.

My belly tightened and hot attraction pulsed between us. The desire was unexpected, but not surprising, considering the beauty of the man before me.

That wasn’t the problem.

The problem was the fact that the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end once again, and the sense of danger in the room grew.

I swallowed a gasp. I’d learned a long time ago not to ignore my instincts about people. Or places.

I always knew when something bad was about to happen. I didn’t know how that was possible, and I’d never confided in anyone except my parents about my weird abilities. But I trusted them, because they were always right. 

And there was something immensely dangerous about this guy.

I just couldn’t be certain if the danger he posed was more generalized, or if it pertained directly to me.

“You wanna get out of here?” he asked suddenly, like he was the romantic hero in some movie.

Was I being punked or something? 

I looked around the room for a minute, but didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary. And certainly not a camera crew.

Since when did hot guys like this want me to go home with them?

I laughed awkwardly, then chewed on my nails. Dammit. I was nervous but I didn’t want him to know that. “No, I’m here for a birthday party.”

Of course, if I were honest with myself, no was the exact opposite of what I wanted to say. I would have loved to ditch the club and get out into the fresh, cool air. Somewhere quiet.

But with this guy?

The obvious answer was yes, I wanted to go outside with this guy. But he didn’t fit here, and that was a big red flag for me. Along with my spidey senses screaming danger, of course.

“So... thanks, um, Fiore. But I can’t.”

His intense gaze locked onto mine. “But you don’t look like you’re enjoying yourself, Meg. Wouldn’t you rather get out of here and go somewhere quiet? Where you can hear yourself think? Where we can... talk?”

A slow smile spread across his face and icy worry shivered through me.

It was like he was reading my mind, and that in itself was scary.

But in the best way.

I was flattered that he was watching me and reading me so accurately. Few people did. 

I couldn’t stop staring at him. He had high cheekbones, full lips, and eyes that sparkled like the ocean on a sunny day.

I shook myself, focusing on the warning signals zinging through the parts of my body that weren’t influenced by his beauty.

“Are you trying to get me alone, Fiore? And what sort of name is that?”

He grinned and my knees buckled a little.

Damn.

I staggered, putting my hand against the wall, worried I was going to topple over.

“Are you all right?” he asked, his eyebrows drawing together as he studied me. 

He put his hand on my elbow to stabilize me, but it had the opposite effect. Warmth spread from his touch, all the way up my arm and into my chest.

I didn’t pull away from him. 

I swallowed hard, forcing down a sudden lump in my throat. “Yeah, I’m fine. I’m a klutz. Ignore me. You were saying?”

He stared at me, then his mouth kicked up on one side.

“Of course, I’m trying to get you alone. What guy wouldn’t want to have a beautiful woman like
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