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Patrick stared moodily at the beer in his hand. The Under 21 Club wasn’t supposed to serve alcohol, but slip the bartender a little extra cash and those rules went right out the window. He knew it was stupid to spend the last of his money on a couple of beers, but he was in a bad way and he’d hoped getting a buzz would help. It hadn’t. 

Bass pumping from the speakers vibrated the floor under his feet, rattling his bones. A dull throbbing in the back of his head spoke to the onset of a killer headache, but it wasn’t like he could leave. He had nowhere else to go. Or at least, nowhere he wanted to go. 

He sat the half full can down next to the empty one on the table, cast a furtive look around to make sure no one was watching, then stretched his hand toward the empty can and zapped it with a bolt of low grade lightning from his fingertips. 

The can popped into the air, hit the table, bounced, then rolled onto the floor. Nobody so much as glanced his way. Strobe lights, loud music, and a general sense of self absorption kept the other teens focused on their own little worlds. That was one of the reasons why Patrick liked this club so much. He could be completely surrounded by people, and still be alone. 

Patrick leaned back in the booth and let his gaze wander across the dance floor to the bar. That was when he saw her. Tight blue jeans. Dark red sleeveless top. Long black hair. She was sitting alone, drumming her fingers on the scarred wooden surface and looking as bored as he felt. 

Chatting up a girl had been the furthest thing from Patrick’s mind when he came to the club. But this girl was gorgeous. And she was lacking that desperate air most of the kids who usually hung out here had hanging around them. It was that, as much as her clearly expensive clothes, that put her out of place and drew Patrick to her like a moth to the flame. 

“Hi.” Not the smoothest line ever uttered, but then Patrick never had been any good at flirting. 

She turned her head, looked him up and down with the greenest eyes he’d ever seen, and wrinkled her nose. “Not interested.” 

Heat rushed up the back of his neck, accompanied by a warning crackle of lightning along his nerves. Of course she wasn’t interested. Her diamond earnings probably cost more than he could make in a month. But she didn’t have to look at him like he was something needing to be scraped off the bottom of her shoe. 

“I was only saying hi,” he said. “Not proposing marriage.” 

She raised a brow. “Well maybe I don’t like random, scruffy looking guys saying hi to me.” 

“So what, a guy can only talk to you if he’s wearing a three piece Armani suit?” 

“What would you know about an Armani suit? I doubt you’ve been within five feet of one.”

“I might not smell like money, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know a thing or two.”  

“I’ll bet you do.” She smiled, throwing him off guard. “What’s your name?” 

“Patrick,” he answered hesitatingly.

“I’m Meagan. Care to join me?” She patted the empty barstool next to hers. 

Patrick’s eyes narrowed. “Why?” If he’d learned one thing since coming to the first realm it was to always be wary. Humans were unpredictable and often dangerous. Especially the ones who smelled like money. 

She shrugged. “Maybe because you didn’t slink off like a scalded dog. You have some confidence in yourself. I like that. And you’re kind of cute. Besides, I was being a total bitch. Let me make it up to you? They have killer wings here. My treat.” 

Warning bells went off in the back of Patrick’s mind. Another little thing he’d learned about humans, nothing was free. Even kindness was bound to have a price attached. But though his head screamed run, the hollow ache in his stomach insisted he stay. 

“Okay. I guess.” He slid onto the barstool. 

“Cool. So,” she rested her hand on her chin, “how old are you?” 

“Fifteen.” 

“Really? And your parents don’t mind you being out at a club this late? Or did you sneak out?” 

Patrick debated on whether he should outright lie, or give her some of the truth. He kind of wondered how she might react if he were to tell her about the second realm. But no, he didn’t dare go that far. “No parents.” 

“Then who do you...” Her voice trailed off as realization dawned on her face. “Oh. I get it.”

“Yeah.” Patrick looked down at his lap, figuring this was the part where she would clutch at her purse and yell at the homeless kid to get away from her.  

“Hey, bartender.” Meagan waved to get the guy’s attention. 

Patrick’s heart jumped into his throat. Was she going to get the bartender to throw him out? It was supposed to rain and he’d planned on sneaking into one of the storage rooms to spend the night. Sleeping out in a storm was not an option for him. His only other choice was to go to Jordie, and he really, really didn’t want to have to do that. 

The bartender ambled over. “What can I get for you?” His gaze was fixed on Meagan like Patrick wasn’t even there. 

“A plate of wings.” Meagan laid a bill on the counter. “And two beers.” 

He palmed the hundred, smiling. “Coming right up, sweetheart.” 

“You mean you still want me to stay?” Patrick asked. “Why? Doesn’t it gross you out, me living on the street?” 

“I’m not heartless.” Meagan pulled a compact from her purse and looked into it while she touched up her lipstick. “Are you always this suspicious?” 

“Yes.” 

Meagan shook her head, closing the compact with a snap. “Sounds like a depressing way of looking at the world.” 

“It keeps me alive.” 

“But does it let you live?” She dropped the compact back into her purse. “There is a difference, you know.” 

Patrick shifted in his seat. This conversation was getting a little heavy for someone he only just met. “Maybe for people like you. Not me.” 

She gave him the strangest look. “You never know. Maybe some fantastic opportunity will drop into your lap just like that.” She snapped her fingers. “But if you’re too suspicious to jump at it, then what?” 

He snorted. “I don’t think I have to worry about it. Stuff like doesn’t happen. Maybe in fairytales, but not in the real world.” 

“Unless you happen to run into your own, personal fairy godmother,” she said. “Then you could get a happy ending.” 

This girl was weird, but no way was Patrick going anywhere until after he’d eaten. It had been too long since the last time hot food passed his lips. The bartender came around with a plate of golden brown wings that smelled like Heaven to Patrick. It was all he could do not to drool all over them. 

The bartender leaned toward Meagan and lowered his voice. “The club closes at eleven and I’ve got a Corvette in the parking lot. Want to go for a spin?” 

Meagan’s lips curved into a flirty smile. “It’s a very tempting offer and I’d love to take you up on it. But I’m afraid tonight I’m saddled with my little brother. Sorry.” 

He shot Patrick a dirty look. “Maybe some other time, then.” 

“Sure thing.” Meagan waited until he’d moved out of earshot before starting to giggle. “As if I’d go anywhere with the likes of him.” 

“Not your type?” Patrick sank his teeth into one of the wings. A sweet and slightly spicy flavor filled his mouth. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten something that tasted so good. 

“Hardly.” She popped the top on her beer and took a sip. “Guys like him are all brawn and no brain. Which can be fun sometimes, if they have any spark in them. But that guy? He thinks way too highly of himself to be anything but boring.” 

Patrick grunted. It was the only reply he could make with his mouth stuffed full of chicken. He licked the sauce from his fingers, enjoying the food too much to care if she thought he was gross. 

Meagan tilted her head to the side and regarded him thoughtfully. “It’s kind of stormy out tonight. Where do you plan on sleeping?” 

There went those warning bells again. And now he had food in his stomach, Patrick felt more inclined to listen them. “I have a place. Don’t you want some of these?” He pushed the now mostly empty basket toward her. 

“Nope. All yours.” Meagan pushed the basket back. “No offense, but you look like you could stand to gain a few pounds.” 

She had a point there. He’d long ago had to discard the clothes he’d worn from the second realm because they were falling off him. If he lost much more weight, the stuff he’d bought at the Goodwill would soon need to be replaced by a smaller size as well. 

“Thanks.” Patrick told himself he would finish off the wings and then find some way to get away from Meagan. Hanging around seemed like a bad idea. He could always slip out into the alley, and then sneak back in before the place was locked up. It was riskier than settling down in the storage room while the club was still crowded, but he thought he could manage it. 

“I think,” Meagan stood, “that I need to powder my nose. You stay right there, you hear? Don’t go anywhere.” She patted his leg. “I’ll be right back.” 

Patrick watched her push through the crowd, trying not to stare too long at her butt. This was his perfect opportunity. He could be long gone by the time she got back from the bathroom. But even though he knew it was probably in his best interest to bolt before she tried to get payback for her kindness, he found himself glued to his seat. 

It made no real sense, but he kind of wanted to hang around. It wasn’t only because she was beautiful, though that didn’t hurt, but maybe also because he was a little lonely. Even though he knew it was naive and foolish, some small part of him was still looking for something good in the mess that was his life. Maybe Meagan really was doing something nice with no strings attached. He wanted to believe it was possible. 

When Meagan returned to the bar, she rested her hand lightly on his arm. “What do you say we get out of here?” 

“Out of here?” Patrick’s stomach did a little twist. Now came the payback after all. He’d been a fool to think she was any different. “What do you mean? Where do you want to go?” 

“It’s a surprise.” She smiled, tugging at his arm. “Don’t you like surprises?” 

"Not really, no." 

Meagan rolled her eyes. “Don’t be a baby. It’s a nice surprise. I promise.” She coaxed him out of his seat. 

“Wait a minute.” Patrick planted his feet firmly on the floor. “I’m not... You don’t even know me. I could be a serial killer.” 

“You?” Meagan laughed. “Oh, no. I can read people better than that. You are definitely not the dangerous sort. What’s wrong?” She stepped closer to him. So close the scent of her perfume smothered the sweaty body smell lingering around the bar. “You don’t have to be afraid of little old me. I don’t bite. Well, most of the time.” She winked and then grabbed his hand. “Now come on.”  

Patrick reluctantly allowed her to drag him through the crowded club and out the door. The parking lot was alive with activity, what with the club closing in less than forty minutes. They passed slow moving vehicles with their harsh orange headlights lighting up patches of darkness,  then wove around parked and empty cars to the far side of the lot, where a silver Camaro waited. Somehow, Patrick had expected Meagan to have a fancier ride. 

“Whoa.” Patrick planted his feet again, this time planning on keeping them planted until he got some kind of explanation out of her. “I’m not getting in your car if you won’t tell me where we’re going.” 

“Oh, so now I’m the serial killer?” 

“Maybe,” Patrick said. “I’m not sexist. I think girls can be just as homicidal as boys.” 

“How enlightened of you.” Meagan sighed. “I’m taking you somewhere you can sleep under a roof tonight.” 

He narrowed his eyes. “Your house?” 

“No way. My parents would freak. They pretty much let me come and go as I please since I started college, but I think they’d draw the line at me bringing a homeless kid in to spend the night. So I’m taking you to
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