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Chapter 1
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SALTY POPCORN AND FRESHLY baked chocolate chip cookies scented the air, drifting lazily through the cosy, open plan cottage. A lone lamp in the dining area cast a gentle glow around the snug interior, the only other light coming from the flickering television. 

Outside in the evening's gloom, mist snuck its way through winding streets, creeping across lawns to lap gently at closed windows—the perfect evening for a date with my TV boyfriends. 

When you lived in a smallish town like Murder Point Bay, whose only source of evening entertainment included a night out at one of the two local pubs; the 24hr drive-thru fast-food chain, where local teenagers hung out; and any harebrained schemes the locals thought of, evening fun was in short supply. If you were single and had workaholics for friends as I did, well, evening fun was even more limited. Not that I minded too much. I usually worked on weekends, and on the rare occasions that I had a night off, I tried to catch up with my workaholic friends for a night of drinks and laughter. 

Tonight, however, I wanted some peace. I needed some time with two of my main men—Dean and Sam. Oh, I had others, but tonight was their time to shine. 

I had all thirteen seasons of Supernatural lined up and ready to go, with the first disk of season two already playing. I turned the sound up; the scene unfolding with Dean being all tough man after losing his father, while Sam was attempting to deal with his loss in a more therapeutic way, which pissed Dean off to no end. 

Bliss. Pure bliss.

~
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I WAS JERKED FROM MY reverie when someone knocked sharply on the front door. I was loathed to get up from the horizontal position I was occupying on my super comfortable couch. No one could resist the couch once they sat in it, no one. 

Assessing my energy levels, I debated whether I wanted to rise when another series of knocks sounded. 

“Come on, Evanee, I know you’re in there. I can hear the TV. Don’t make me stand out here in the cold.” Cassandra’s whine crept through the spaces in the door frame, shattering my relaxed mood. 

Damn it. I thought she was out partying with Jared tonight, not bloody harassing me.

I took my time hauling my backside off the couch. I didn’t bother to hit pause as I placed my bowl of popcorn onto the coffee table. I’d already watched all the seasons of Supernatural enough times to quote most of the lines. 

Feet dragging along the fluffy caramel carpet, I took my sweet time, hoping she would give up and leave. 

Tiptoeing across the cool, dark wooden floors, I stood at the front door, hesitant to open it. There were only a few steps between my lounge room and the front door. 

A third series of impatient knocks echoed in the little hallway. 

“I’m coming, I’m coming. Keep your panties on.” 

Impatient woman.  

“I don’t have any on, another reason my butt is freezing out here.” Her high-pitched whine scraped at me as nails would on a chalkboard, grating every one of my nerves. 

I wasn’t in the mood for any company tonight. I’d had a long week and just wanted some veg-out time. 

“Well, whose bloody fault is that, Cass?” I didn’t bother hiding my annoyance, hoping she might take the hint and go? 

Although this was Cassandra—she never listened. Not anymore, anyway. 

Unlocking and pulling the door open, crisp fresh air raised goosebumps along my exposed arms. There, in all her glory, stood Cassandra. Her ebony hair was down and tousled to perfection. She had a figure enough to make even the most seasoned model jealous.  

Looking her over, I noticed she was dressed to party. A gold metallic dress clung to what little curves she had, somehow enhancing them; whilst her legs were on full display, amplified by a pair of black stilettoes any stripper would cry over. 

“I can’t wear underwear with this dress,” she complained. “Besides, Jared likes it when I keep him guessing what’s underneath.” 

I just bet he does.

“Yeah, yeah. Are you coming in, or you going to stand out there and give Steve across the street a heart attack?” I could see him nosing through the curtain as I spoke. 

Steven Mors worked in Security at the same hospital as me, Acrasin General Hospital. We’d known each other since my first day of work placement at the hospital morgue, during high school. He’d taken me under his wing my first day, showing me where all the best vending machines were and which café to get my lunch from. 

Cass stepped through the door and I waved to Steve before gently closing the door. 

“What can I do for you, Cassandra? I’m in the middle of something.”

Picking my way back to the couch, I flopped back into it and grabbed my bowl of popcorn. 

“Oh, I can see that. Is this how you’re planning on spending your Friday night?” 

Nodding in response, I stuffed more popcorn into my mouth. 

“Haven’t you seen this like a thousand times already?” Said with exasperation. 

She glided towards the two-seater against the wall. Dropping gracefully, she arranged herself as a Queen might on her throne. Me, I was going for the sloth look.  

“Yes I have, but a thousand and one times never hurt a girl,” I spoke through a mouthful of popcorn.

Poor Sam was getting his ass kicked by a demonic clown. He never could catch a break. 

“Oh, come on, Eve, it’s not even that good of a show. Never mind the lack of talent.” Cassandra bitched. 

“You’re treading on thin ice, Cassandra James. I’ll put up with you showing up at my front door with no text or phone call. I’ll even put up with you walking into my clean house in your dirty stilettoes. What I won’t put up with is you throwing shade at Supernatural. Some things should never be messed with and my favourite show is one of them.” Arching my neck, I looked back at her. My cranky expression must have been enough, as she raised her hands in surrender.

“Okay, okay, sorry. Psycho much?” she sniffed. 

She pursed lips and raised eyebrows, hinting at how she couldn’t care less about the fact that she’d just insulted me.

“Why are you here, Cassandra? I thought you and Jared had a party to go to?” I mumbled distractedly as I hit the skip button, bypassing the credits for the episode. 

Cassandra picked at non-existent fibres on her pristine dress, her boredom coming through loud and clear, as she pouted, “Yeah, we’re still going. I was intending to go after I came here and checked if you wanted to tag along? I knew you wouldn’t answer your phone or a text, so I thought I’d show up in person. Besides, I thought it might do you good to get out and socialise.” 

“Hey, I socialise, thank you very much. Almost every night, in fact.” I objected weakly.

I wasn’t interested in going to any party. I knew who would be there. Thinking about it left a nasty taste in my mouth. 

“Socialising with other staff members at the hospital does not count and you know it, Evanee. Now get your butt off the couch and into something pretty so we can go celebrate,” Cassandra ordered.

“Celebrate what? There’s not a lot going on our lives that needs celebrating at this point. Is there?” I looked over at her, waiting for her answer. 

“There may or may not be something to celebrate, but I’ll only tell you if you get off that couch and into something other than that atrocious nightie.” 

The little minx, she knew my weakness all too well. Curiosity. It had been my ultimate flaw since childhood.  

“Can’t you just tell me here? You don’t need me to go to a party just to tell me good news, do you?” I whined. 

I don’t want to leave my couch, and I like this atrocious nightie!  

“Nope. You want to know the secret, you need to come with me to the party. Look, don’t consider it as just a party, consider it a celebration. Come on, Eve, you also know you want to know my secret,” she taunted.

Damn it, she has me backed into a corner. Damn you, curiosity.  

“Humph, fine, I’ll come.” I relented, to Cass’ obvious glee. “But I’m only staying for an hour or two. You also have to tell me your big secret while I’m getting dressed.” 

Sitting up, I stood to turn the TV off, already mourning the loss of my peaceful evening. Clapping with delight, Cassandra followed me into my bedroom. 

I flicked the light switch, and I shuffled in, smiling to myself at the sight that greeted me. I loved how everything had come together. It was a haven and my sanctuary after a busy night at work. 

“Now what’s this big secret you have to tell me?” I called back as I retreated into my walk-in closet.

The closet was a thing of perfection. Colour co-ordination at its best. Flicking through my dresses, I was looking for something specific—a dress my mother had sent. It’d arrived on Monday. 

I wasn’t particularly interested in fashion per se, but this dress had caught my eye. It was edgier than I normally went for, but the cut was beautiful, as was the midnight fabric. No one knew my figure better than my mother. 

Placing the dress on the back of the door, I went to grab the black stiletto knee-high boots that had accompanied it. They were divine. The heel of the boots were silver-coated, with the rest of the boot made up of supple, genuine leather. 

Sliding the boots just under the dress, I stood back to admire the effect. 

Stunning.

I returned to an impatient Cass. 

“Don’t keep me waiting,” I chided as I made my way to the ensuite bathroom. “A deal’s a deal. What’s the big news?” 

Starring at my bedraggled reflection in the mirror, I pondered what makeup and hairstyle to do. 

My eyes drifted from where I stood to a hovering Cassandra, who, if I wasn’t mistaken, looked rather shy. 

What on earth would make Cassandra shy? 

She hadn’t done shy since before year 12. Intriguing. 

Clicking my finger, I pointed at her. “Out with it, woman, don’t make me beg.” 

I watched and waited as she twisted her hands. Whatever it was, it was big. It surprised me she’d kept it in this long. 

“The thing is... Um... You see, Jared kind of asked me to move in with him when he moves back to Acrasin.” She spoke hesitantly. 

Well colour me blind, I did not see that coming. Quick, say something reassuring before she sees! 

I knew it was only a matter of time before my disgust for her newest boyfriend peeked through. 

I’d met Jared Miller at the hospital two years ago when he’d taken up a position as one of the many researchers at the newly established Aeternum Ltd. Scientific Research Department at Acrasin General Hospital. Coincidentally, Cassandra had met him the same night I had. She’d paid a surprise visit to my office one Friday evening asking if she could bum a ride with me back home after my shift. 

My dislike, well, that had grown over time. There was something off about him, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but every inch of my skin crawled whenever he was in my presence.  

“That’s wonderful news. It is, isn’t it?” I checked to be sure she was happy with this recent development in their relationship. After all, she’d flittered between men more times than a butterfly between flowers. 

“Yes, of course, its wonderful news. I’m thrilled about it. I’ll be getting out of Murder Point Bay, what more could I ask for?” Her hands went into the air in exasperation, as if I’d asked a stupid question.

“What about love? You could ask for love.”

“That’s the thing. I... I think I might love him. I’m not sure. I mean, it’s not like I’ve ever been in love before! He makes me feel special, like I’m the only woman in the world for him. That’s love, isn’t it?” Her uncertainty had returned, and now I understood why. She was nervous, almost scared of taking such a monumental step, even though it was something she’d been aiming for since graduation. 

I stepped up to her, knowing right now she needed reassurance that she was making the right decision. 

I placed both hands on her tiny shoulders and smiled the most reassuring smile I had in my arsenal. “It sounds like love to me. I’m thrilled for you. I know you’ll love living in Acrasin. Now help me with my hair, woman, and I’ll do my makeup, while you tell me all about your plans.”

I prayed she hadn’t seen through my smile.

~
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FOR THE NEXT HALF HOUR, we chatted about her plans to play house. Cassandra wasn’t sure when they were intending to move, but it was likely to be sooner rather than later. Nothing was tying Jared or her to Murder Point Bay. She’d already begun looking for a job in the city, hopefully, close enough to the area Jared had said they should start looking for an apartment. 

Happiness radiated from her with the intensity of the sun. 

With my hair straightened and secured in a high ponytail and my makeup applied to perfection, I made my way back to my walk-in wardrobe. 

“I’ll wait for you in the lounge room, Eve. I’m just going to call Jared and let him know we’ll be leaving soon,” Cassandra called out as she left the room, not waiting for my response. 

Cassandra was impatient. 

Sliding my dress from the coat hanger, I slipped the exquisite material over my head. Stepping into my boots, I turned carefully towards the full-length mirror in the corner of the room.

I’ll be damned. Mum, it looks like I owe you a serious thank you for this one. 

The dress not only made me look slimmer, but it also made me look taller, with the help of the heels. The simple cut and plunging neckline did wonders for all my assets; including giving me a semblance of cleavage—an unusual thing. The long sleeves were perfect for a cool evening like this one. Opting for understated jewellery, the necklace my mother had gifted me on my eighteenth birthday nestled snuggly against my chest. 

It had shocked me the day my mother, Reagan, had presented me with the scale pendant. It’d been the first time she’d mentioned her family and the significance of the pendant as a crest worn only by those born into the family. I’d loved it with all its intricately woven strands of white and yellow gold. 

Until my eighteenth birthday, my mother had never once spoken about her family. I’d mistakenly asked about her side, after being tasked with an ancestry assignment in primary school. Reagan had gone pale before walking out of the room. 

Distraught at the fact that I’d done something wrong, my father had sat beside me soothing me, whilst calmly explaining that her family had disowned my mother for choosing to marry him. I’d found it difficult to understand how anyone could disown someone they loved over who they married. 

The grief and guilt that had hung over the family that day had been bad enough for me to never question my heritage again; although the curiosity had lingered well into my adulthood, I’d respected my mother and father’s decision to not broach the topic. That and the fact that Reagan’s temper was just as bad as mine, if not worse.  

Clutch in hand, my heels click-clacked quietly on the wooden floors as I made my way to the lounge room. Cassandra’s slack-jawed expression was confirmation enough that I was in fine form tonight.

“Wow, Evanee, you look fantastic! Is that a new dress, and if so, where d'you get it? I need to be shopping in the same shop.” She made a circling motion, and I complied, turning around so she could get the full effect. “Add to that the place where you got those heels. You look like sex on legs, girl.”

Rolling my eyes at the absurdity that I could ever look like sex on legs, I made my way towards the front door, snagging my keys from the bowl on the cabinet by the door. 

“The shoes and dress arrived on Monday, courtesy of my mother. I can only imagine she purchased it from one of her designer friends’ latest collections. Are you ready to head off?” I called out. 

Cool night air rushed in when I opened the door. Cassandra was already striding past before I could snatch my jacket from the coat stand, and a cloud of the latest Chanel perfume trailed behind her. 

“Yeah, I’m ready. Jared took the day off to help Desmond, and the boys set up.” 

Oh goody, Desmond will be there. He must have swapped his shift. It’s not enough I have to see the arse at work, now I have to see him on my night off too. Awesome. 

Deflating just a little, I tried hard to keep my voice perky. “Sounds good. Look, I’m going to take my car just in case I get bored and decide to come home early.” Holding up my hand before she could object, I continued, “I promised I would go for a couple of hours and you know I don’t go back on my promises. Now let’s go, before we freeze to death on my doorstep.” 

“You know the way to Jared and Desmond’s place, right?”  

“Yep. I think everyone knows where their place is.  I won’t be far behind you.” I scoffed as I locked up and made my way towards my little Audi hatchback. 

Sliding in, I looked up in my rear-view mirror in time to notice Cassandra’s Lexus pull off. I hated driving with her. She scared the hell out of me with her inability to focus on what was going on around her. 

Reversing out, I braced myself for the night ahead, and the inevitable interaction I’d be forced to endure with Desmond. 

Desmond Reilly had transferred to Acrasin General Hospital Mortuary Facility roughly six months after I’d started. We never worked directly with each other, and I was grateful for it. I usually came in to do my night shift as he was finishing his shift. I’d taken an instant disliking to him the first shift I’d worked with him.

As part of his induction during his first week of work, I’d been required to acquaint him with the facility and AGH’s procedures. One of the forensic assistants had fallen, twisting her ankle. He’d politely offered to examine her ankle, while I rushed to grab a seat for her to sit in, but upon returning I’d walked in on the young woman crying, begging him to stop touching her. The unfriendly smile he’d worn had chilled me to the bone; it was almost as if he’d enjoyed the assistant’s pain. 

After that day I’d been weary and grateful to never be on the same shift as him. The problem was it hadn’t taken long after he’d arrived before he decided a working relationship wasn’t enough. I’d put up with his obnoxious flirting for two months, politely declining his invitations before I’d lost my limited amount of patience and told him in no uncertain terms I was not interested. 

That proved to be more of a challenge than a deterrent to him.  I’d eventually had to call the regional boss, Bob Johnston, last week after I’d noticed Desmond sitting in the car park, watching me from his car. To say I was a little weirded out would be an understatement. Bob assured me he would personally deal with the situation. 

His anger and frustration at Desmond’s actions had come across loud and clear during our conversation on the phone the other evening. 

I’d loved working for Bob from the moment I’d stepped foot in the morgue during my work placement in high school. That he was a family friend helped. He’d been the one to suggest I complete my placement at the morgue after picking up on my love of forensics and the many forms of decomposition during a family barbeque before my Dad had died. 

I’d been curled up on the couch watching a medical documentary when he and Aunty Marg had arrived. He’d also persuaded me to qualify as a Forensic Pathologist and had been delighted when I’d put in for a transfer to my old haunt. 

Not long after settling in, he’d taken a position as regional manager of Far North Queensland, confident I could handle the job on my own. He lived in Brisbane and still consulted on the particularly troublesome cases; although they didn’t pop up all too often in the outer towns and smaller cities. 

How Desmond secured a spot at Acrisin General was beyond me. I wasn’t even sure Bob knew how he arranged a transfer. His work was sloppy and rushed; his disrespect for his charges well known amongst his colleagues. 

I sighed heavily and drove away from the house, already missing my date night, popcorn and freshly baked cookies. 
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Chapter 2
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PULLING INTO A SPOT not too far from the front door, I sat looking up at the crowd assembled on the steps. Bodies were huddled together against the chill, laughing, smoking and swigging at whatever drink was in their hand. 

Rubbing my lower back, I debated whether to go inside. It’d started as a dull ache about five kilometres from Desmond’s house, and now the pain felt as if it was about to burn a hole through my dress. Taking another look around, I forgot all about it as I noticed a familiar-looking black ute parked not too far from me.

“Oh yes, yes! Brad, you beautiful man. When I see you, you’re so getting an extra big hug.” I exhaled on a relieved sigh.

Brad’s personalised number plates were a dead giveaway. SBH15, Science Before Hoes, was a standing joke between my best friend Ellie, Brad, and I. His work came first, with girls sitting somewhere at the bottom whenever he was in the zone. 

Brad Reign was one of the few best friends I had. Like me, he worked at the hospital. He and Ellie Arnam worked for the same private company as Jared — Aeternum Ltd. I’d met the two of them their first day on the job which was around the same time I’d transferred back to my old haunt. 

Climbing out of the car, my heels sunk slightly into the damp grass. 

Please, please don’t let me fall ass over heels. I prayed. 

Tip-toeing, I made it safely to the front stairs with no incident, stopping briefly I smiled at the song blasting from the sound system. 

On the plus side, if the party sucked, at least the music would be good. I dodged the party-goers spilling out of the front door, and no one paid attention to me— frankly, that’s the way I liked it. 

Sweat and alcohol permeated the air, along with something a little more pungent—smoke, and the cigarette kind.

The scents of the room disappeared when a sudden sharp pain stabbed at my birthmark, the area heating as though it had been burned. Rubbing at it, the renewed ache refused to ease up. 

I scanned the room to distract myself. 

Bodies writhed and ground together in time to some techno song. Couples all but screwed each other against any flat surface available, which in this case was limited to the walls and floors. They had removed the furniture in anticipation of the crowd that would turn up this evening. 

Making my way towards the kitchen, I eyed off the open eskie in the corner. I needed something cool, and it didn’t matter what it was, as I’d only be slapping it on my back to stop my bitch of a birthmark from searing my skin off. 

With the pain came thoughts of that night three and a half years ago. It triggered a searing ache within my ribs, a snippet of a memory of a face I’d rather forget flashing through my mind. 

I fought the urge to double over. The acidic taste of fear filled my mouth and adrenaline raced its way through my veins. 

Anxiety jumped into the driver’s seat, about to take me for a ride when a high-pitched squeal from right behind me jerked my mind and body from the personal hell that was my past, dumping me right back into reality. 

I shook slightly, taking longer than it should have to turn and look for the women responsible for the ear-splitting shriek. 

For a petite woman of 5’5”, my best friend and partner in crime, Ellie, really could clear a path. 

I watched, a weak smile working its way onto my face when she shouldered her way through the crowd. Her stunning blonde hair stood out from a mile away.

Behind her, towering at 6’3”, auburn locks sticking out at all angles, trailed Brad. It never ceased to amaze me he could get his hair to stick like that without the help of hair products. Not to mention, that for a nerd, his vibe was completely off. He came across as more of a billionaire who knew no one could touch him because he was at the top of his game. For the life of me, I couldn’t fathom why someone hadn’t snapped him up already. 

“You’re here!” Ellie yelled over the blaring musing. 

Ellie’s pale arms locked around my neck, her hug calmed my shattered nerves better than any pill could. 

I looked past her to Brad, who raised his beer in a silent salute and smiled warmly at me.  

“Yes, yes, I’m here. Cassandra dragged my backside out of my date night,” I giggled, letting her go when I stepped back. 

Ellie’s usual sour look at the mention of Cassandra always amused me. She truly disliked her, and I guess the feeling was mutual for Cassandra. 

“Suppose she’s good for something.” Ellie sullen tone had my eyes rolling in exasperation.  

“Okay, okay. Let’s find me a drink and some ice.” I pointed towards the kitchen, stepping lightly to avoid touching party goers as I went. 

The sensation of eyes tracking my movements across the room stopped me short. Searching the room for the owner, the sensation of those eyes roaming up and down my body sent shivers up my spine.

Finally, I spotted him almost hidden in the shadows near the doorway. 

Our eyes locked for the briefest of moments. I smiled at him briefly and his eyebrows rose in surprise as if he hadn’t anticipated being caught in the act. 

With a slight shrug, I dismissed the stranger, and I turned to follow Ellie and Brad into the kitchen. 

Scooping up a bottle of Apple Cider, a sudden movement in my peripheral vision drew my attention to a figure standing in the doorway of what I assumed was the garage. It only took me a second to realise who it was—Desmond. His bloodshot eyes roamed my body as if they owned me. Covering me in maggots would have been more appealing than feeling as exposed as I did in his presence.  

I’m out of here. 

Fleeing out the nearest door, my breath came out in small white clouds when I hit the coolness of the fresh outdoor air. This was better. Truthfully, anything was better than being in the same room as Desmond. 

“You okay?” Ellie appeared at my side, studying me with concern. 

“Yeah, sorry. Desmond was freaking me out just a little. He’s been getting worse lately.”

I hope Bob talks to him soon. I don’t think I can take much more. 

“Did Bob say he would talk to him?” Brad’s asked in concern. 

Brad’s gaze darted between my rigid form and the kitchen behind me. 

“Yep, whenever he was next up. He mentioned that he needed to pop up to check on some issues the hospital has raised with him. I’m hoping that means he’ll be here next week sometime.”

“Well, let’s go down to the gazebo and chill out. Did you drive?” Ellie suggested. 

I laughed to myself. In other words, Ellie wanted to know if I could legally hit the piss with her or was she on her own.  

“I drove. Sorry, Chicky. Besides, I have work tomorrow night and I am so not turning up hungover. It didn’t end well the last time.” I shuddered lightly. 

Setting off along the concrete path, we made our way towards the outdoor lounge chairs in the gazebo. 

I thought of Ellie’s birthday last year, which saw the three of us reliving drinking games from our uni days. I’d passed out on the couch during the evening, only to wake with the world’s worst hangover. 

Work had been wretched, and I’d thrown up after only one cut. Steve had chosen that precise moment to walk in, at which point he had laughed his arse off, before walking back out to grab a bucket and mop. The bastard had stood there, his deep bellied laugh ringing in my ears, while I dry heaved and cleaned at the same time. 

“Oh, come on, it wasn’t that bad,” Brad laughed.  

“Not that bad? I only just missed losing what was left of my dinner all over poor old Mrs Misty.” Index finger and thumb coming together, I emphasised how close it’d been. “She deserved better than that. Not to mention I had to finish the damned autopsy with a bucket on the actual table. Steve stood there the whole time laughing at me while wiping my brow.” I said with exasperation.

Uproarious laughter was the only thing I was getting out of the two of them. 

Bastards. 

I sipped on my cider, raising my right hand in a one-finger salute.

“Arseholes. I hate you both,” I groused. 

Despite my words, a grin tugged at the corners of my lips. A giggle slipping through, signalling an end to all seriousness. 

It took a while before any of us could talk without erupting into new laughter. We really were a morbid lot.

Enjoying the night air, I sipped at my cider. The glass walls of the gazebo kept the chill of the wind out, allowing us to sit in comfort. 

I looked out over the lawn at the small groups of party-goers and noticed my mysterious stranger once again hovering in the shadows. This time, however, he had company—a giant of a man and a lean gentleman. 

Our eyes locked once more, familiarity tickling the back of my mind, a memory trying to resurface. 

My curiosity was interrupted when Ellie’s body grew rigid beside me. Frowning at her, my internal alarm bells shrieked in warning, something they’d only ever done once before. 

Brad and I reached for her simultaneously.

My fear that Ellie might be having a fit vanished when birthmark flared to life. I was halfway across the space separating us when I dropped to the cold, tiled floor, curling into a ball. 

The intensity of the pain tore a ragged moan from my lips. Ellie’s scream of anguish sliced at my pain riddled body, my cries silent against my clenched jaw. 

Brad’s pained yell barely registered over Ellie’s screams and my ringing ears. 

The glass walls surrounding us splintered audibly before they buckled under an unseen pressure.

They gave way, and the glass shattered, spraying outwards and into the garden bed bordering the gazebo, as Ellie’s high-pitched screech sought freedom. 

For a moment, there was silence, a blessed peace that allowed a dazed Brad to crawl over to where the two of us lay. His shaking hand touched my shoulder.

His touch may as well have been a hot poker straight out of the blacksmith's forge. So intense was the pain, I was sure that if you stood close enough, you’d have smelt my skin burning under his palm. The sensation accompanied by the burning from my birthmark had tears streaming from my unseeing eyes, while darkness danced enticingly at their corners. 

It would be so easy to give in to the encroaching darkness. Let it take me away to the land of quietness, calm and bliss. I was close enough to that darkness that I was sure I heard a voice calling to me from within. 

The fire ripping my shoulder to shreds ceased when Brad’s hand lifted abruptly, only to be replaced by a heavy cooler touch. 

Respite was instantaneous, and my soul fairly weeping in relief.  The sudden weightlessness of my body left me confused and even more lightheaded. A soft cushion supported my back before cool hands framed my face, gently caressing my icy cheeks. 

A man whispered my name gently into my ear, beckoning me back to reality. 

I fought that beautiful voice, fought to slip into the darkness. My eyes drifted shut, and I was one step closer to oblivion. The man whose voice promised seductive nights spent wandering beneath the stars and silk sheets, lovingly caressing bare skin, wouldn’t release me. His grip on my mind was total, as he gently entranced me, pulling me slowly towards the surface. I fought that grip, fought with what little strength I had left. 

No! No more pain, please! Just let me rest, let me sink into her arms. She’ll protect me. I beseeched.

‘That darkness can’t have you now. We need here you. Your friends are anxious, especially Brad.’ The man soothed. Yet there was the impression of steel that flashed through my mind. That steel gave me pause, warning me of a man whose will was strong and wouldn’t bend easily. 

My hackles rose. If he thought I was some weak-willed female who’d obey his every command, he had another thing coming. Just because I wanted to pass out didn’t mean I was weak. 

Fire flashed through my mind. Steel might be strong, but I’d be quite happy to show him just how pliable it was when met with heat. I sure as hell would not be bossed around by some random, albeit sexy as hell, voice. Amusement fluttered at the edges of my mind as the fog sluggishly cleared, despite my best attempts. 

“She is fighting me. Your friend is strong-willed.”

“That’s our Evanee, she’ll fight till her last breath. She’d probably keep on fighting after that too,” Brad chuckled nervously.

His worry helped to drag me just that bit further to the surface. I certainly wasn’t going to give the strange man the benefit of being the one to wake me fully. 

“She’s surfacing slowly. Jordan, clear an area around the gazebo and get rid of the crowd. They’ll only unsettle the women once they are fully conscious,” the sexy voice ordered. His tone making it clear he would not accept anything other than what he’d just commanded. 

A deep and gravelly males voice responded, “On it.” 

“Tristan, what progress have you made?” 

“She’s not as resistant as your ward, sire, but she appears to have a powerful will—and some very un-ladylike comments.”  

Sire? Are you kidding me? Did I travel back in time or something? 

‘It’s my title. Why does it offend you?’  Amusement once again infiltrated my mind. 

‘You’re not serious? I shouldn’t need to tell you how medieval that sounded. And excuse me, just what the hell are you doing in my thoughts? I must have hit my head, that’s the only logical explanation for me having a random conversation with a random male in my mind of all places.’ I rationalised. 

‘You were checked for concussions and other injuries you may have sustained. You’re fine physically, what I can’t determine is why you’re in a state of semi-consciousness. Perhaps you could come back fully so we can determine what caused this episode?’ He sounded worried, which I grudgingly admit was kind of sweet. 

Fine, I’ll come back, but if I’m in any pain, and you are in fact real, I will punch you. I didn’t care that I sounded stubborn and sullen.  

I can accept that deal. The sexy bastard was laughing at me. Oh, he had no idea just how hard I could punch when I scared or in pain. He’d learn.
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Chapter 3
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MENTALLY BRACING MYSELF, I gently swim back to the surface. Eyelids fluttering, a pale face with somewhat familiar blazing emerald eyes framed by black-winged eyebrows loomed over me. With weighted limbs and a body lethargic, I was thankful my birthmark was no longer shooting mind-numbing pain through my body. The pain had been replaced by a soothing warmth radiating from the area. 

The fire burning in my chest, on the other hand, was not soothing, drawing my attention to the fact that my body was starved of oxygen. My mouth opened to draw in precious air and nothing happened. Back arching, my head snapped backwards, eyes widening in panic. 

How am I not breathing? Am I going to die? 

My mind fought my body as it tried to remember how to breathe. A large, smooth hand weighted my chest, as a smooth cool cheek pressed gently to my cold one. 

Soft lips caressed my ear, my mystery man whispering one word, “Breath.” 

Just like that my body obeyed, drawing in lengthy heaving breaths, lungs inflating with precious oxygen. After several gasps, my stampeding heart settled from a gallop into a trot. 

I rotated my head to my left, and I noticed Ellie lying on her back, fear etched into her delicate features. Bracing, I attempted to sit up, only to be restrained.  

“Rest, you’re not strong enough to move yet.  Your friend is fine, she’s just in shock. Tristan will look after her. You need to recover first, okay. How much have you had to drink this evening?” The man soothed. 

He was handsome and somehow familiar, but I would not admit that out loud. 

“I’m fine. Really.” I reassured him. 

Scepticism creased his gorgeous face. He wasn’t buying into my brave attitude one bit.

I sighed and rolled my eyes. “Look, I’m fine, okay. If you must know, I’ve barely had one drink this evening. I also have no clue what happened, so let’s not go there, please.” 

Cause if I go there, I will freak out and this is neither the place nor time for that. 

Pulling myself into a sitting position to prove my point, my gaze took in the surrounding carnage. My mouth clenched at the sight of the chunks of shattered glass circling the gazebo. 

My attention turned back to my rescuer if you could call him that, it occurred to me I hadn’t thanked him for helping me yet. 

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to sound like a bitch just then. It’s just that the damsel in distress thing is not my gig. My name’s Evanee, by the way.” I offered. 

“Evanee, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I’m Erick.” His face gave nothing away, yet a spark of something in his eyes hinted at the humour he held in check. 

“Erick?” Why did that name ring so many bells? 

Now’s not the time to wonder. Just thank the guy, for goodness’ sake. 

“Thank you for your help. I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say that.” I fought the urge to cringe at the primness of my thank you.  

Brad stood in the corner watching the scene unfold before him, concern and anxiety fairly rolling off him. The poor bugger did not understand how to handle whatever was going on in front of him. Truth be told, neither did I. 

“You’re very welcome. I believe another one of your friends has arrived and is determined to see you.” His sentence had barely finished before an irritated Cassandra descended upon the gazebo.  

“Eve, what the hell is going on here? You’ve got the whole damn party harping on about you and Ellie? Des will flip when he sees what’s happened to his gazebo!” She chortled. 

Taking in the carnage that used to be the gazebo, it took a moment before she finally registered that Ellie and I were not alone. I could see the gears turning in that calculating mind of hers. 

“Hi, Cass, nice of you to worry. I’m fine, by the way. Why don’t you go back inside,” I snapped? 

Cass’s reaction to the scene was not one I would have expected from a friend. 

Beside me, an intrigued Erick watched on, a delectable eyebrow raised. 

Damn, that’s hot. The bimbo purred within me. 

She was one of the two versions of myself who occupied my mind, bringing balance to my control-freak nature. The bimbo, as I liked to call her on account of her brain being between her thighs, only ever came out to perv or whisper naughty thoughts and ideas. 

“Oh Eve, don’t be silly I am worried about you. What happened, do you need an ambulance?” Cass purred. 

Crouching down in front of me, she positioned herself, ensuring the three men a magnificent view of her figure. Always thinking about how she presented, that was the new Cassandra. 

“Thanks, Cass, but I’m fine. I think I’m just going to make my way home. I’ve had enough excitement for one night.” I replied stiffly. 

I looked past her to where Brad still stood.

“You okay to go, Brad?”

“Yeah Evie, I’m all good. You need me to give you a lift?” Brad nodded. 

His clenched fists hung loosely at his sides, yet his eyes depicted kindness and brotherly love.  

I shook my head and cringed at the stiffness of my neck, as I murmured, “Nah, I’ll drive myself thanks. Besides, I need my car for work tomorrow. Erick, would you mind helping me off the couch, so I can get up, please?” 

Cassandra’s huff went unnoticed. I really couldn’t deal with her competitiveness right now.  

“Are you sure you don’t want to rest for just a little while longer?” 

Not on your life. Next thing you know, dipshit will come over for a gander. I won’t be vulnerable in front of Desmond.  

“I’ll be all right,” I reassured Erick, and I swung my legs off the couch. 

Erick stood with a grace and elegance I’d have never thought humanly possible, let alone for a man at least 6’1”. His hands extended towards me and I had no choice but to accept them unless I wanted to appear rude. 

Clasping his hands, surprise zinged through me at just how cool they were to the touch. They were smooth and defined, with not a scar in sight. 

Beautiful. 

With him helping me off the couch, I didn’t have to exert myself. The man lifted me with little to no effort on his part. I had a feeling if he had used any energy I’d have ended up on the grass outside the gazebo. 

“Thank you,” I whispered thickly. 

Erick nodded, his hands remaining in mine. To be honest, I was reluctant to let them go. 

The sudden pulsing of my birthmark startled me. My eyes widened with fear as the pulses gained strength the longer I held on to Erick’s hands. The fear was replaced with curiosity when the pulses made their way towards my abdomen, travelling slowly south towards my core. 

What the hell? 

Surprise and heat warred with each other, a slight crease forming at the bridge of Erick’s nose. 

Good to know I’m not the only one feeling strange and wonderful things. Disturbing, but wonderful all the same. 

We’d only been holding hands for thirty seconds. I could only imagine what would happen if we continued, I wasn’t so sure I wanted to find out right now. Letting go, I backed away on unsteady legs, my stilettos not helping. 

Noticing my wobble, Erick moved closer, placing his arm around my waist, securing me to his side. 

Warmth shoot through my body and the world and its people stopped. The very earth held her breath, before releasing it in an explosion of colour and sparks. My gaze darted to Erick, and I stared into his eyes, captivated by a soft light shining from within them, enhancing the emerald within. Flecks of red danced dizzyingly around his irises, swirling in time to pulses radiating from my birthmark. 

He was breathtaking right here in this moment. A bomb could have gone off inside the house and I’d have been oblivious to it. Erick, it appeared, felt the same way, as he stared right back with a look of wonder softening his gorgeous features. 

All too soon the moment ended, shattering the cocoon of intimacy that had embraced us seconds ago. 

Releasing a shuddering breath, I was grateful for its end. I feared the intimacy we’d just shared; I feared where it might lead. Relationships were one thing I didn’t do, not anymore, not since that night in the hospital car park all those years ago. 

A slight movement in my peripheral vision caught my attention, and I turned to the right.

I stared straight into the face of a hulk of a man. He stood, staring up at me speculatively. His raven hair pulled back into a tight ponytail. His arms were loose at his side, yet ready for action. 

This must be the Jordan that Erick spoke to during my ‘episode’. 

Gazing at the man with a beautiful russet skin-tone, he smiled at me before doing the most bizarre thing. He placed his right palm flat to his heart and inclined his head at me ever so slightly. 

Erick’s head swivelled towards Jordan, his expression stone. His gaze drifted between Jordan and I, before pulling me closer towards him. 

The big guy met Erick’s frosty gaze, and the smile I’d been admiring vanished. With a curt nod, Jordan turned to face back out towards the crowd. 

Clearing my throat, I asked, “I’m guessing that’s the Jordan you were barking orders at while I had my ‘episode’?”  

“I don’t bark orders, I instruct. And yes, that’s him. So, you remember our conversation?” Erick’s mirth had me frowning.  

“Oh, I remember all right. Speaking of which, that reminds me of the promise I made.” 

Stepping back, my hand formed a fist, thumb on the outside before I raised my arm and swung. It connected with his shoulder with a loud thump. 

Silence descended around us. Cassandra gasped in shock. From the corner of my eye, I could see Jordan turn towards the gazebo, while the man named Tristan jumped to his feet, a thunderous look overtaking his Elven features. 

Guess I’ll be referring to him as elf boy. 

Ellie raised her eyebrow and winced. Erick, on the other hand, barely even moved. I may have held back on how hard I hit him, but I’d still hit hard enough to warrant some kind of movement from him. Yet, there he stood as if I’d merely caressed his cheek instead. 

I cradled my fist. I’d be regretting that little tantrum in the morning. 

Damit.

“Evanee, what the hell is wrong with you? Why the hell would you do that?” Cassandra’s screeched. 

If the gazebo’s glass hadn’t already shattered, her screech would have done the job. 

“When I promise something, I always deliver. I warned you what would happen if I woke up and was in pain. You agreed to the terms.” I muttered, flexing my hand before I massaged the cramps from my fingers. 

Elf Boy looked as though he’d just swallowed something vile.

“Ah yes, I recall that conversation, now that you mention it.” Erick agreed, moving his arm exaggeratedly. 

Oh please, like you felt that. You barely even flinched. 

“Yes well, I woke up hurting. Don’t say I never gave you fair warning. Now if you will all excuse me, I’m going home before Desmond comes up with some creative way to make me pay for all the damage.” I huffed. 

My legs were only slightly stronger than they’d been a moment ago, but I was determined not to fall arse overhead in front of one of the hottest men I’d ever met in my life. I bent and scooped up my clutch, momentarily forgetting my dress was low cut. When I eventually rose, pure carnal lust blazed in the emerald depths of Erick’s eyes. 

Clicking my fingers in front of his face, I grabbed his attention. “Up here, sonny boy, my eyes are up here.”

“Um, what? Oh yes, yes, sorry.” His cocky grin was anything but sorry. 

“Yeah, sure you are.” I shook my head and my eyes rolled upwards. 

I made to move around the scrumptious specimen before me only to halt at his side when his arm snaked around me and settle on my hips.

“Let me help you to your car.  You’re still not one hundred percent. Don’t bother arguing, because you won’t win this one,” he admonished when I opened my mouth to decline his offer. 

That bossy attitude chafed at my stubbornness and independence; although, just this once, I’d let him win, I decided. I still had to make it across the yard, through the crowded house, and down the front steps. Judging by my roiling stomach and the blossoming headache coming to life at the back of my head, I wasn’t going to manage that trip without falling flat on my backside at least once. 

“Okay. Ellie, you good to move or do you need more time?” I called out to Ellie. 

Ellie had already risen and was being supported by the Elf Boy, sorry, Tristan. 

“I’m good, Evie. Luckily Brad is the sober driver tonight. We’ll follow you.” She whispered with tiredness.

Poor Ellie, she was whiter than a ghost, her blanched complexion almost the same colour as Tristan’s pale skin. Brad had her purse in hand and was watching the two of us carefully. 

“Well let’s hit the road, people. Cassandra can’t say the party was a pleasure. I knew I should have stayed home,” I bitched.

Not waiting for her response, I took the first of two steps at the gazebo’s entrance on wobbly legs. 

My heavy pants by the time I reached the bottom would have outdone any asthmatic. Head thumping with an impending migraine, my already sensitive stomach churned just that bit more. 

Yep, this is going to suck. 

“I should have stayed home with Dean and Sam,” I groaned with regret.

Erick looked down at me speculatively, before he asked, “Who are Sam and Dean, and why didn’t they come with you to the party?” 

I didn’t bother turning my head to reply, because if I did, I was sure I’d throw up, which would be beyond mortifying.  

“Dean and Sam Winchester happen to be two of the hottest brothers known to womankind. They save people from the things that go bump in the night. It’s the family business.” I spoke through my clenched jaw. 

If he didn’t know who the Winchesters were, I might consider hitting him again. 

“I don’t know who the Winchesters are. What exactly do they save people from, and how do you know they’re the hottest brothers known to womankind?” he frowned.  

Oh my word, I can’t, I just can’t. How does he not know Supernatural? Was he born under a damn rock?

“Look, they are fictional characters in the show Supernatural, and I swear if you ask me what Supernatural is I’ll hit you again just on principle,” I growled. 

The vibration from his chuckle radiated through my sensitive body, tightening things below. 

“Okay, I won’t ask. Are you ready to keep going?”

Nodding, I focused on my breathing as the slow and arduous journey began. 

It took what felt like forever to reach the back door, and I could feel everyone’s eyes following our progress. 

My night went from bad to worse the closer we got to the back sliding door. There, framed by the light from the kitchen, stood Desmond and Jared.

Desmond’s sneer at Erick’s hand on my hip creased his boy-next-door features; while Jared looked on, his cynical eyes assessing the scene before him. His stocky silhouette was slightly shorter than Desmond’s, yet his stance gave the illusion that he was Desmond’s height. 

My hand tightened on my clutch the closer we got to the two men and my stomach churned just a little more, my heart beating a little faster. 

Erick’s hand tightened where it lay on my hip, making me wonder if my uneasiness had shown. 

A whiff of Chanel slapped my nose as Cassandra breezed past to get to Jared before we did. 

“Everything okay, Princess?” If you looked close enough, I was sure you’d have seen the honey dripping from Jared’s voice. 

It took all my will power to not roll my eyes. 

“Of course, baby. Everything’s great. Eve just had a clumsy moment. She and that friend of hers smashed all the glass in gazebo somehow,” She crooned, her nails digging into his upper arm and hand while she smiled ever so sweetly at him. 

Oh, sweetheart, you don’t need to worry about any of us trying to steal him away from you. He is so far from my type, he may as well be from another planet. 

It pissed me off that she couldn’t even show Ellie and Brad the respect they deserved. 

Looking between Cassandra, Jared, and Desmond, I realized this moment right here, this was where I’d be getting off the friendship train. Sadness gripped my heart. My sorrow not for the friendship that had ended, rather for the wonderful memories I had of us in high school before she’d become obsessed with popularity. 

A weight I hadn’t known existed lifted, the relief physical and emotional. My weak body sagged a bit more, as the cool night air caressed the path a single tear tracked. 


Righto, time for me to go to bed. Since when do I cry in public? 


Never. 

Exactly. This is simply a physical response to the trauma my body has experienced. Now suck it up, princess, and get moving. 

I looked up at Erick and I leaned in a little, catching his attention. He turned his head ever so slightly, acknowledging me whilst still keeping a close eye on the three before us. 

“If you could help me up the stairs and through to the front, I’d appreciate it. I need to leave now,” I mumbled my plea, anger at my vulnerability crackling throughout my body. 

Would this evening and its humiliations never end?

“Sorry, I assumed these were more friends of yours,” Erick apologised.

He gently eased the trembling thing that was now my body forward. I wasn’t so sure I’d make it to my car. My was body growing weaker by the minute and my insides were trembling worse than a sinner on his death bed, facing the unknown abyss.  

“No, they are not friends of mine. Not anymore.”  

“Don’t sulk Evanee, it’s not an attractive trait,” Desmond slurred. 

It was the last nail in the coffin. After months of putting up with his endless flirting and unwanted advances, I’d had enough. My gut may have
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