
[image: image]


Table of Contents

Title Page

Element, Part 2 (The Natalie Vega Saga, #2)

ELEMENT | Part 2 | By | CM Doporto

DEDICATION

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Table of Contents

CHAPTER 1 – WHAT HAS SHE BECOME?

CHAPTER 2 - DISCOVERY

CHAPTER 3 – FEARFUL

CHAPTER 4 – LAB RAT

CHAPTER 5 – LEARNING

CHAPTER 6 - EXPLORATION

CHAPTER 7 – SURPRISES

CHAPTER 8 – COERCION

CHAPTER 9 – NEVER STOP TRYING

CHAPTER 10 – ALL HOPE LOST

CHAPTER 11 – WHO’S THE HERO

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Sign up for CM Doporto's Mailing List

Also By CM Doporto

[image: image]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ELEMENT

Part 2


By

CM Doporto




[image: ]


PUBLISHED BY:

CM Doporto

Element, Part 2

Copyright © 2012 by CM Doporto

Version 5

[image: image]

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form without written permission except for the use of brief quotations embodied in articles, reviews, or posts.

Published by: CM Doporto

Cover art by: Amygdala Design

Edited by: Melinda Fulton

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content. Any trademarks mentioned herein are not authorized by the trademark owners and do not in any way mean the work is sponsored by or associated with the trademark owners. Any trademarks used are specifically in a descriptive capacity.

Thank you for your support.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

DEDICATION 


[image: ]


For my Savior,

thank you for believing in me

when others didn’t.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

[image: ]


First, I would like to thank our Heavenly Father for giving me the opportunity to do what I love, write. I know now, that this is your plan and not mine. 

There are so many people that have helped me along this journey and I am grateful all your help. Melinda Fulton, my editor, thank you for always being there for me and answering my numerous texts and emails. To Ida, thank you for the gorgeous cover. I know it took a few times to get it right, but you did it!

To my husband, thank you for all your support and encouragement, not to mention your technological assistance. To all my beta readers, thank you for taking the time to read through the story and provide me valuable feedback. Everyone’s recommendations have helped make Element a stronger story. To Wednesday Writing Warriors – you guys are the best group of writers and friends and I appreciate all your support and advice. 

To my street team, CM’s Heroes and Heroines, you guys are awesome and I appreciate all the post, tweets and spreading the word around. I would also like to thank all the bloggers and book reviewers for taking the time to read my story and provide an honest review. You all help get the word out about great books and play a huge role with influencing readers to buy them. Lastly, to the all the readers, thank you for reading my work and loving it. If I missed anyone at all, I’m sorry, but know that I appreciate your help.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Table of Contents







[image: ]


You must be the change you wish to see in the world.

Mahatma Gandhi (1869-1948) Pre-eminent leader of Indian nationalism.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER 1 – WHAT HAS SHE BECOME?


[image: ]


Natalie paced back and forth. “What am I going to do? What’s wrong with me? It’s been over twenty-four hours and I’m still not back to normal.” Natalie looked at Ryan, seeking reassurance that everything would be okay. Deep down she had a feeling that she may never be the same again.

“Natalie, please don’t get so upset. We’ll figure this out.” Ryan told her what she wanted to hear, but she refused to allow herself to accept it completely. Maybe she lacked faith or recognized reality when she saw it. Regardless, this was her new world.  

She floated over to the patio doors and moved back the blinds, peeking outside.  Students walked up and down along The Drag, the main strip in front of the University of Texas campus. She longed to be outside with them. “Am I ever going to be normal again?” She let out a long and drawn out sigh, and buried her face in her hands. Her glowing green fingers reminded her of what she had become.

“Look at me, I’m a freak!” She turned around and shook her hands in the air.

“No you’re not.” He reached for her hand. She yanked it away before he could touch her.

“Don’t. I’m not safe. Look what I did to your couch and carpet.” She glanced down at the scorched leather that outlined where she sat and the burned-in footprints on the rug.

Ryan shrugged his shoulders, like it was no big deal. Why was he taking this so calmly? Her body turned to fire for goodness sake! 

“I know you won’t hurt me.” Ryan took another step forward. He put on a fearless smile.

“Of course I won’t hurt you. At least not intentionally, but I could accidentally.”  She turned away, on the verge of tears. She longed for him to hold her, caress her, and comfort her. He couldn’t and that’s what upset her the most.  At least she had one thing to be grateful for: he stood by her side and she wasn’t in this alone. She admired him for being so brave and understanding.

At first, she didn’t think he would be, especially the way he freaked out at the lake. Thankfully, it didn’t take long for him to come to his senses and realize that despite what she looked like on the outside, on the inside, she was still Natalie.

“I know, but I can’t help wanting to hold you in my arms.”

She glanced up at him. “You have no idea how bad I want that.  I’m so scared.” Her voice trembled and she swallowed hard.

“Don’t worry, beautiful, I’m not ever leaving your side.  I promise.” Ryan took another step forward. She sensed the sincerity and truth coming from his heart. Hopefully, he would not prove her wrong and stay true to his word.

“You promise?” She had to hear it one more time. 

“Yes, Natalie, I promise.  Besides beautiful, I’m tough. You can’t hurt me.” He pounded his chest with his fist, like Tarzan. 

She giggled. Leave it to Ryan to make her laugh and smile. However, it didn’t change the fact that she had the capability to hurt him physically and that scared her to death.

“Natalie, I mean what I say. I really do want to be here for you... help you find out why this happened and get you back to normal.  I need you more than you know. I’m in love with you.”  Ryan inched his way closer to her.

Natalie warned him to stop by holding up her hand. “I’m in love with you too and I can’t stand us not being able to touch. I want to be in your arms, feel your lips against mine, and hear your heart beat when I lay my head against your chest.  I can’t and it’s killing me. But I can’t risk hurting you. If I did something to you accidentally, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.” Tears poured from her eyes but dissolved immediately into her body of flowing energy. 

“Please don’t cry. It breaks my heart to see ya this way.” His eyes filled with tears and his voice escalated. He shoved his hands through his hair and tugged. He turned around, hiding his face from her. It tore her apart to see him tear up in front of her. She swallowed back the grief and allowed her eyes to dry.

His hands dropped from his head and he turned around. He took a moment before saying anything. “I want you to know that it’s just as hard for me as it is for you. I want to hold you so bad and tell you this is all a dream.  But I can’t and it’s killing me too.  You already know how hard it is for me to control myself around you. For whatever reason, I feel more attracted to you now than ever before. It’s like your scent draws me to you. That’s why I’m willing to risk hurting myself to be able to kiss and touch you.” Ryan walked back to her and reached for her arm once more. 

She jumped back. “No! Don’t Ryan. It’s too risky.” She continued to back away from him until she pressed against the patio doors.

“I’m sorry. I won’t try to touch you unless you want me to. I have faith that we will get through this. We will find out why this happened and we will be able to hold and kiss each other again. Regardless, I’m never leaving your side. I love you too much.” He smiled gently at her and took a step back. He rested his open palms against his thighs, inviting her to take his hands into hers.

That smile gave her hope. Hope that they would be able to touch one day. Every word he spoke was what Natalie needed and wanted to hear. She believed that he loved her and would stay by her side, no matter what. She wasn’t in this alone. That calmed a fraction of her fears.

She smiled back. “Thank you for loving me so much and not abandoning me. I was worried that you would be afraid and run away from me and... what you would think of me.” Natalie sat down on the wrought iron chair he had placed in the middle of his living room for her. 

Ryan knelt down at her side. “Did you really think I’d abandon you?”

She didn’t respond. She sat there staring at her vibrant green body wondering how on earth he could ever come to terms with what she had turned in to. Especially when she hadn’t.

“Natalie, look at me.” She lifted her head slowly and then gazed into his pleading brown eyes. “I’m being sincere when I tell you that I love you and will never, ever leave you. What do I have to do to make you believe me?” He had a pleading in his voice that she had never heard before. 

She placed her hand over her heart. “Ryan, I do believe every word you’re telling me. Let’s face it, this is beyond normal circumstances. I didn’t expect for you to be so understanding and willing to make this type of sacrifice for me.”

He nodded. “I know... this is beyond crazy. I have to admit you freaked me out at first. However, I’m intrigued more than anything else. It’s amazing to watch your body transform from fire, to water, to air, and to earth.” 

She shook her head in disbelief. “What? You enjoy seeing me this way?”

“No, beautiful, it’s not that I enjoy seeing ya like this. I’d rather have you back to normal, so I can hold and kiss you. All I am saying is that what has happened to you is pretty damn amazing.  I am going to help you find out what’s causing your body to morph and change. Regardless, I’m here for you.” His words were soothing to her aching heart. 

“You are the most incredible guy that I know. Thank you for loving me so much, for whatever I am. I’m so lucky to have you in my life. I love you.”

“I’m lucky to have you too. Even though I can’t touch you, kiss you, or hold you, that doesn’t mean I don’t love you. That’s what unconditional love is. I agape you, Natalie.”

She winced slightly. It all sounded so thoughtful and sweet but she didn’t know what he meant. “I’m sorry to kill the moment, what do you mean you agape me?”

Ryan shook his head and laughed under his breath. “Sorry. It’s something my dad taught me about love. When you love someone unconditionally, no matter what – I mean through sickness, misfortunates, bad choices, whatever – it’s agape love.”

“Oh. I’ve never heard that before.”

“It’s the deepest love someone can have for another person. That’s the kind of love I have for you.”

The tears reappeared and then quickly disappeared as they ran down her cheeks. “That has to be the sweetest thing I have ever heard. I have never known a love like this before. I want to show you that kind of love in return.”

Ryan smiled. “Then our love will endure and be able to stand up against this difficult situation we are in. We will have agape love for one another.”

Instinctively, she reached her hand forward, wanting to caress his face and kiss his lips.  She pulled her hand back. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to tempt you.”

“It’s okay. I almost did the same thing. At least I can do this.” He held up his hand to his mouth and blew her a kiss.

She pretended to catch it and blew a tender kiss right back to him. “Hey it’s fifteen ‘till ten. You should get going.”

“No way. I’m not leaving you here by yourself.” Ryan stood up.

“I’ll be okay. Don’t miss class on account of me. Please?” 

“I don’t know.” He walked around in a circle. After pacing for a half a minute, he stopped and said, “Are you sure?”

“Yes. I need time to think.”

“No, I’m not leaving.” He shook his head. “You think too much.”

Natalie narrowed her eyes at him. “I know I do, but right now is the time for me to think.  I need to figure out how I got this way.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“I also have to decide what I’m going to do about school, my internship...” She slumped back in the chair and held her hands up to her head. 

“I think you need to relax. Don’t think about all that right now. When I get back, we will talk through this and I’ll help you figure something out. Okay?” He winked at her giving a slight grin that showcased his one and only dimple. 

His charm was irresistible. “Alright. Thank you for being so understanding.”

He stood there for a moment staring at her.

“Ryan? Ryan?” Natalie repeated several times before his attention returned.

“Sorry, your beautiful green body mesmerizes me. I can’t stop looking at you. I hope I’m not scaring ya or freakin’ ya out. But you’re one sexy and hot chick, Natalie.” He took a deep breath and his nostrils flared out. He shook his head, like he was trying to erase some forbidden images out of his mind.

She snickered. “Me scared or freaked out by you? Hardly, baby. I’m doing a good job of not scaring you.” 

“Don’t worry, you don’t scare me. Just don’t turn to fire. I can handle everything else, but I have to admit, the burning inferno does put me on edge a bit.” 

“I’ll try not to; however, I can’t control it.” She hated the fact that she didn’t know how to control the erratic changes of her body morphing into the different elements.

“I know you can’t. It’s okay.” His heartfelt smile reassured her again that he understood what she was going through and how little control she had.

“I’ll sit here to be on the safe side.” Natalie patted her hands against the iron armrests.

“I’ll be back in a few hours and we’ll try to figure this all out.” He swung his backpack on his shoulder and walked over to the door.

“See you in a little while. I’ll be here waiting for you.” Natalie blew him another kiss.

Ryan reached out his hand and acted like he caught it. He blew a kiss back to her and walked out the door.
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Natalie jumped when she heard pounding coming from the front door. She looked around, still half asleep. It took a second for her to remember that she was at Ryan’s apartment. She had apparently fallen asleep. 

“Natalie, are you there?” Persistent pounding followed the nagging voice.

“Oh no, it’s Lise.” Natalie muttered under her breath. She glanced down. Her body had completely restored itself to human flesh. “Oh my God! I’m back to normal.” Her voice trembled in both fear and relief. She touched her arms and then her face: all human skin. She didn’t know how it happened or when it happened. She was just glad to be a human being again.

“Natalie, I know you’re there. Open up.” Her college roommate, Lise, continued to yell and pound on the door.

She got up from the chair. “I’m coming,” she shouted, making sure Lise heard her. She ran over to the bathroom. She flipped on the light and stared in the mirror. She looked exactly the same way she did before she transformed Sunday evening at the lake: very little makeup, her hair in a natural wave and wearing the same clothes. It amazed her how everything she had on reappeared; t-shirt, shorts and shoes.

“Natalie?” Lise knocked louder.

“Coming.” She dashed back into the living room. She stood in front of the door thinking of what to tell her and how to get her to leave. What if she changed? Could Lise handle it? She prayed for the best and opened the door. 


“Hi, Lise.”  Natalie opened the door and stuck her head out.


“Hey, how are you feeling?” Lise took a step forward, trying to enter. Natalie held the door firmly in place, not opening it further. Lise winced. “Can I come in? I’m burning up out here. Besides, I got your stuff.” She held up a bag of clothes and Natalie’s backpack.

Natalie didn’t want to let her in. She couldn’t take the chance of her changing in front of her. But when she saw that Lise had her things she didn’t have much of a choice. “Sure, come in.” 

“Ryan asked me to get some of your clothes together and your laptop and books. He said he’d stop by and pick them up.  I thought I’d bring them to you before going to work. I also wanted to see how you were feeling.” 

“Oh, he did? Th—anks.” Natalie took her stuff from Lise. Her mind raced with a million thoughts and her body tensed, wondering if she would change. Before she could say anything else, her phone rang. “I better answer that.” She set her stuff down, went over to the coffee table and picked up her phone. When she saw Ryan’s name flash across the screen, she nearly dropped the phone.

“Hello?” Natalie held the phone close to her ear.

“Hello beautiful, how are you? Did you get my text?”  His comforting voice soothed her frazzled nerves.

“Fine, everything is good. Lise is here.” She tried to think of how to tell him she was normal again.

“What? Lise is there?” Ryan’s voice escalated about three notches.

“Yes. She brought me my stuff.” Natalie glanced up at Lise and smiled. 

“Are you still transformed?” His voice lowered.

“No. In fact, I’m not.” Thank God he said it for her.

“Really? Oh, that’s great! I’m sorry she showed up. I asked her to get your things together so I could pick them up for you. I figured you may need some clean clothes and your books and laptop. That’s what I texted you about.” He sounded flustered.

“Oh, I didn’t see your text. I had fallen asleep.”

“So when did you change back?”

“Not sure. I woke up a few minutes ago when I heard Lise banging on the door.” Natalie watched Lise snoop around Ryan’s apartment.

“Oh, I see. I know you can’t say much since she’s right there. I’m going to call my boss and tell her I can’t go to work and then I’ll be back at the apartment after my last class.”

“Okay. I’d like that.” The words jumbled in her head and she didn’t know what else to say. She didn’t want to sound suspicious to Lise, who pretended not to be eavesdropping.

Lise stopped in front of the wrought iron chair. She pointed at it. “What’s this doing in here?” 

Natalie shrugged her shoulders, turned away from her and continued talking to Ryan. How else could she avoid the looming question about the awkwardly placed lawn furniture that clashed with Ryan’s brown leather couch and recliner? “Thanks for thinking of me. I appreciate you calling Lise to get my stuff.” 

Before she could say anything else she remembered the scorched marks. She darted over to the couch and sat on top of the charred circle, covering it. She started to cross her legs when she noticed the floor. She wedged her shoes perfectly over her two footprints, masking the carpet burns. Hiding all of this from Lise proved to be harder than she thought. She wished she would have never opened the door.

“Anything for you, beautiful. I’ll see you after class.”

“Sounds good. See you in a while.” Natalie didn’t wait for Ryan to say bye before hanging up the phone.

“Was that Ryan?” Lise gave Natalie a funny look and then sat down in a chair next to the couch. 

“Yeah. He said thanks for bringing over my stuff.” Natalie put her phone down next to her on the couch.

“So what’s going on with you? Have you been that sick?” Lise sank down into the overstuffed chair. She wrestled with the pillows behind her, trying to make herself comfortable.

“Yeah... I guess I caught some kind of bug or got really overheated. I’m feeling better though.” Natalie realized she had to make up a reason for not going back to the dorm.  “I thought I better stay at the condo to be on the safe side.” She extended her hands out in front of her, keeping a close watch on them. If the change started, she would tell Lise she wasn’t feeling well and run to the bathroom.

“Oh, so you’re not staying here at Ryan’s?” Lise’s eyes surveyed the room, as if looking for proof that she had been staying there.

“No. I stayed last night. I’m heading over to the condo today. I’ll be back at the dorm in a few days.”

“Oh, okay. I gotcha.” Lise winked at her.

“What?” Natalie didn’t understand.

“You two want to play house.”

“Play house?” Natalie shook her head. 

“Come on. It’s obvious you two are getting more serious. It’s okay if you two want to spend the night with each other. You’re grown-ups now.”

“No, Lise, it’s not that. Sharon asked me to stay at her condo while she’s out of town, remember?” Natalie stopped. Her heart rate doubled.

“What is it?” Lise sat up.

“Nothing. I just remembered that I left Sharon’s car at the lake.” She let her head hit the back of the couch. How could she have forgotten? She was more responsible than that.

“What lake?”

“Lake Travis.”

“What were you doing there?” Lise sounded confused. 

Natalie lifted her head. Why did she mention that to her? She tried to think of an excuse. “ I... ummm.... went there Sunday morning to get some fresh air. I needed to get out. After I got there, I got sick again and couldn’t drive. I had to call Ryan to pick me up. That’s when he bought me over here to his place.” Natalie struggled to tell Lise the story. She sucked at lying.

Lise nodded as if she believed her. “Oh, I see. That was sweet of him.” 

Natalie smiled, a bit relieved. “I know, he is a sweetheart.” 

Lise pulled a pillow from behind her back and tossed it to the side. “I could have picked you up if you wanted.”

Natalie took a deep breath and exhaled silently, trying to calm her nerves. “I know, but I didn’t want to expose you too. I hope I get back to normal soon. I may go to the health center if this continues.” Natalie immediately put her hand over her mouth. Why did she say back to normal?

Lise kept staring at the wrought iron chair sitting in between them. Natalie acted like she didn’t see her eyeing it. 

“If you’re still feeling bad, you should go and get checked out.” Lise seemed to believe her story. “You never know, you could have food poisoning or some type of bacterial infection.”

“I guess I’ll call later and make an appointment so I don’t have to wait.” Natalie struggled to make small talk with her. She wanted Lise to leave before anything happened. She kept looking at her hands, watching out for any signs of change. Please don’t change. Stay normal. 

Natalie’s cell phone chimed and it startled her to the point where she literally jumped up off the couch. 

“Are you okay? You seem so... nervous.” Lise’s eyes traveled up and down like she was watching her closely, waiting for her to change.

Natalie fumbled with her phone. “I’m just worried about Sharon’s car.” She looked down to read the text message.  “Crap!” She tossed her phone to the side.

“What’s wrong?” Lise perched on the edge of the chair.

“Ryan said that he won’t be able to take me to get Sharon’s car until after he gets off of work.” She didn’t want to tell her that Lynn, Ryan’s and Lise’s boss, refused to let him off of work.

“I can take you to get her car. I don’t have to be at work until one.”

Natalie bit her lip. “That’s okay. I’ll wait for him to get home.” 

“Are you sure?  It’s on the way.” Lise stood up and walked toward her, making her way around the patio chair.  

She didn’t know what to do. A part of her wanted Lise to take her to get Sharon’s car and the other part didn’t for fear of her changing. “That’s okay, I’ll wait for Ryan.”

“Come on, let me take you. My car’s downstairs in the garage.” Lise persisted, pulling her keys out of her pocket.

Natalie gave in against her better judgment.  “Okay. Let me text Ryan and let him know you’re taking me.”  Her hands shook as she typed Ryan the details.
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Natalie could barely sit still in Lise’s car. She kept her eyes fixed on her hands: watching, waiting and praying not to change. She listened to Lise ramble on and on about how much fun she and Sal, her boyfriend who also happened to be Ryan’s cousin, had at Kronberg’s Masquerade Party and how much it sucked that Natalie was stuck in the bathroom puking her guts up. Lise chatted about who had the most hideous outfit, who got the drunkest, and what intern made the biggest fool out of themselves. She also went on about how Sean, Natalie’s lab partner and co-worker, was outside on the veranda all over Paul, a guy she interned with in Marketing. 

Natalie tried to seem interested, nodding and acknowledging her comments. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop thinking about what she would do if she happened to change in the car, next to Lise.

Lise stopped mid-sentence. “What was that?” 

Natalie touched her stomach, feeling a little embarrassed at the horrible gurgling sounds it made. “Sorry, I’m starving. I’ve not eaten since, well, uhmmm...” The last thing she ate was a microwave dinner, over thirty hours ago.

“Did you want me to stop and get you something?” Lise asked, peering out of the side of her metal framed Ray-Ban sunglasses. 

Natalie’s eyes locked in on a fast food restaurant and she motioned for Lise to pull over. “Yeah, if you don’t mind. I want a hamburger.” 

“Okay, I think I’ll grab me some fries since I ate earlier.” Lise drove up to the drive thru and they ordered their food.

Natalie devoured her large burger and fries and strawberry shake. In all her life, Natalie had never experienced hunger to this extreme. Her body felt exhausted and tired from all the energy it consumed while transformed. She needed energy, and food seemed to be an instant recharge for her.

“Wow!  I’ve never seen you eat like that before. Are you sure you had a stomach bug or heat exhaustion?” Lise lifted her sunglasses for a brief moment before returning her attention back to the road. “Are you sure you’re not pre—gnant?”

“What?” Natalie said with a mouth full of fries. 

“You heard me.” 

After a large gulp she managed to cough out, “Lise, I haven’t slept with Ryan. I’m not pregnant.” Would she ever be able to have sex and children? She shook that distressing thought out of her mind.

Lise shrugged her shoulders. “Okay, if you say so. You know it’s okay if you slept with him. You’re in college now and you’re not a kid any longer.”

Natalie stopped before taking another bite. “I didn’t eat dinner last night or breakfast this morning. That’s why I’m starving to death and I guess my appetite is coming back.” 

“Whatever.” Lise popped a french fry in her mouth.

She couldn’t believe it. Lise actually thought she had slept with Ryan. “What about you? Have you slept with Sal?”

Lise sighed and her hands slid down the steering wheel. “No, I wish. He refuses to break his promise.”

“What promise?” Natalie took a quick bite in between questions.

“Oh, some promise he made to not have sex before marriage.” She waved her fry in the air before eating it. 

“Seriously? Ryan made the same commitment.” 

Lise stopped before eating another fry. “Really? He did too?”

“Yes. He said it was a family value that his parents drilled in his head.”

“Sal said the same thing,” Lise licked the ketchup off her fingers and chewed a few times before speaking, “and that his parents had made that commitment too.” 

“Apparently this is an important family value for them and it is for me too. The weird thing is I can’t control myself when I’m around him. I... I’m ashamed to say that I really want him. You know.... want him.” Natalie stared at her burger, unable to look at Lise. 

Lise let out a laugh. “OMG! Did you just admit that you want to have sex with Ryan?”

“Yes,” she muttered before taking another bite.

Lise patted Natalie on the leg. “Don’t be ashamed. You obviously are in love with him.” 

She flinched, realizing that she had let her guard down. Things were still uncertain with her transformation. It wasn’t safe for Lise to touch her.  She inched her body closer to the door, as if that would help. “Yeah, I am. I don’t know what it is about him or what he does to me, but he has the same reaction when he is around me too.” 

“You don’t have to explain that to me. I saw it for myself, when you two were dancing at the masquerade party.” Lise turned down the long winding road that led to the lake front.

“What? We weren’t doing anything.”

Lisa smirked. “Whatever. I saw the way you were looking at him, like a lioness stalking her prey.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“Yeah, you were and Ryan, his eyes were glued to your boobs. I told you he’d love the corset on you.”

Natalie felt her cheeks get warm. “Gee, I didn’t realize we were showing too much PDA. That’s embarrassing.”

“Relax, it wasn’t that bad. I just couldn’t help but noticed how good you two look together. You’re meant for each other. I can tell.”

“You think so?”

“I know so.” Lise slurped on the last of her diet drink, sucking on the straw until nothing remained.  

“Well, I think you and Sal made a great couple too.”

“Seriously? We are so different.”

“Yes, but you know what they say.” Lise chimed in with Natalie, “Opposites attract!”

Lise sighed. “I just don’t know if I can help him keep his promise. Here’s the real kicker, he’s already had sex with his ex-girlfriend and decided to make the vow again! I think he just needs to give it up. Not having sex sucks! I mean, what are we supposed to do? Just kiss and hold hands?”

Natalie nodded. “Yes, and spend time together getting to know each other.”

“Whatever.” Lise pulled into the secluded lake parking lot.

Natalie let out a huge sigh. “Oh thank God, her car is still here.”  

Lise parked next to the flashy red Mercedes convertible. “I’m glad it is too. Sharon would have killed you if anything happened to her car.”

“I know. I shouldn’t have driven it in the first place.” Natalie grabbed her stuff and got out of the car. She leaned in saying, “I’ll give you a call tomorrow. Thanks Lise.”

“Sure, anytime.”

“Oh and Lise, Sal is worth waiting for. He’s a good catch, just like Ryan.” Natalie shut the door to the car, not giving Lise a chance to say anything.

Lise waved bye to Natalie as she drove off. 

Δ
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​CHAPTER 2 - DISCOVERY
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The second Natalie turned off the hair dryer, the door buzzed. Her heart skipped a beat, knowing Ryan waited outside. Before opening the door, she noticed she had on her short, plush terry cloth robe. She wondered if she should change. A part of her didn’t care. She longed for Ryan to hold her. Besides, she was too tired to get dressed, and definitely too tired to get all glammed up. Without hesitation, she flung open the door.  

“Hey baby. Look, I’m back! I’m normal again!” Natalie leaped into his arms. 

“Thank God!” Ryan embraced her tightly. His lips met hers and he planted kisses repeatedly all over her face.

“Yes, thank God.” She managed to speak in between the flood of pecks he covered her with.  

He pulled back and gazed into her eyes. “I’m so glad you’re okay. I was so worried about you.”

“Me too.”

“You look tired. Did you get to sleep?”

She snuggled closer to him, burying herself against his strong chest. “Yes, for a few hours.” She yawned. “I feel like I could sleep for a day.” The short three hour nap didn’t make up for the lack of sleep over the past thirty hours.

“Then why don’t you? You’ve been through so much. We can figure things out later.”

Before she could say anything, he swooped her up.

“Where are you taking me?”

“To bed.” 

“I don’t want to sleep.” She peered in to his eyes and then combed her fingers through his hair.

“Why not?”

“Because I want you to hold me and kiss me.” She traced his bottom lip with her thumb, wanting to savor every one of his kisses.

Ryan raised a brow. “And that’s all I want to do. When you told me you had changed back, all I could think about was holding you and kissing those gorgeous lips.” He laid her down gently on the bed in the guest room of her Aunt Sharon’s condo. He hovered over her, allowing the warmth of his body to cover her. It made her tingle from head to toe.

She sunk into the mattress, pinned between his rippled arms. She forgot everything that happened to her and all she could think about was sharing her love with Ryan. “Then kiss me.” Natalie slid her hands around his neck and drew him closer to her. 

“This is how we get ourselves in trouble.” He leaned in closer, but kept his feet planted firmly on the ground. His hot breath caused every muscle to shiver in excitement. She wanted to feel his lips all over her body.

“Kiss me, please.” Natalie pleaded, watching him chew on his lower lip. He may have been trying to contain himself, but seeing the way his teeth held onto his lip only made her want him more. 

He glided his hand through her hair and then around the curve of her neck. He raised her
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