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Chapter 1

 New Experiences

 


 


As she watched her mother’s purple sedan
drive away from her home, she waved, completely unaware of the
monster lurking in the woods. He could have kept it that way,
attacked her without ever giving her a hint of his intentions, but
that wouldn’t have been any fun for him. The Matwau purposely
planted his foot on a fallen twig. His weight snapped it easily. As
he hoped, the noise caught the girl’s attention and she turned to
look in his direction.

The smile that spread across his mouth was
in direct contradiction to the growl that rose in his throat. It
was a deep sound, the kind that slipped under the skin and burrowed
into the bone in a disquieting invasion. The girl felt it,
flinching and taking a step back toward her house. The Matwau took
another step, and another, the noises widening her eyes and
harrying her retreat. He couldn’t let her get too far away, though.
Just as her hand touched the door, he stepped out of the trees and
into plain view.

Her hand paused in the middle of turning the
doorknob. Confusion mingled with fear at the sight of a
well-dressed man standing in her driveway. For a moment, that was
all he did. His gaze held hers in a way that made her shiver.

“Can I…help you?” she asked.

The slight tremor of fear in her voice was
delicious. The Matwau’s skin tingled with excitement. He did not
respond. Instead, he started taking slow steps toward her. Her
green eyes grew even wider as she fumbled with the door. He let her
open it a few inches before turning his measured approach into an
all-out sprint.

Her crystalline voice cried out in shock
when he was suddenly right next to her, pressing her against the
doorframe and smiling as he savored the taste of capturing his
greatest victim yet. Her lips quivered in terror, and he loved it.
He slid a hand up to her throat and squeezed. The girl’s scream
pierced the air and the Matwau laughed because he knew there was no
one around to hear her. He saw the realization dawn in her eyes,
and took great pleasure in hearing her scream turn into a
whimper.

It was a moment so sweet and satisfying that
he could barely control his desire to take her life, one bit at a
time. Her luscious skin would melt like warm chocolate under his
torture. The Matwau’s eyes closed, both to calm his desires and
mentally indulge in them for a brief second.

Pain suddenly blossomed across his jaw,
stabbing deep into wounds that had yet to heal. His vision
blackened under the onslaught. He could not control the sudden
weakness in his body. His fingers lost their hold and the girl spun
away from him, into the house. The Matwau could hear her running
from him, crashing through the rooms. She was clearly panicked, but
the Matwau simply took a moment to stifle the pain and regain his
control, and then he stalked after her.

She sat on the couch a few minutes later,
pitched slightly forward with her hands tied behind her back. Her
auburn hair had slipped over her shoulders, hanging against the
sides of her pale face. The duct tape stood out sharply against her
skin. Glowering at her captor, she never took her eyes off him. The
Matwau smirked at her defiance. The girl had surprised him with her
attack and even managed to elude him for several minutes. It
shouldn’t have surprised him, given whose Twin Soul she was. In the
end, it didn’t matter. Even her surprising strength and tenacity
was not enough to beat him.

She had shouted questions at him as he
secured her, trying to draw out useful information. He refused to
speak even a single word to her. She finally gave up, settling her
angry glare on him instead. The Matwau watched her carefully. It
was a new experience for him, holding a captive. He was not
entirely sure how to proceed. That was also new. For centuries, the
Matwau had been the ultimate weapon, the ultimate hunter. Weakness,
fear, and indecision had never before been a part of his
existence.

First to reach him had been the fear, and
then he found out he was indeed capable of experiencing weakness.
Staring at the girl, he now knew indecision. Should he hold her in
the little house, or move her? He was not worried about Uriah
showing up unannounced, he knew exactly how far away the boy was,
but any other human could walk up to the house at any moment. The
Matwau could feel the link that formed between Uriah and the girl,
but he did not understand exactly how it would work in such a
strange situation.

The exact location for his last battle with
Uriah had already been chosen. All the Matwau needed was to lead
Uriah to that spot. Slowly. Moving slowly was the key. If the
Matwau raced ahead too quickly, Uriah might follow at his usual
furious pace and reach the meeting place before everything was
prepared. The Matwau would wait. He would wait long enough to make
sure Uriah found the little house. If Uriah found the little house,
he would be drawn in by the chance to learn about the girl. That
would give the Matwau the chance to move along the path unheeded
and make his preparations.

Glancing back at the girl, he smiled
pleasantly and removed the tape. The shock on her face lasted only
a brief second before her anger settled back in, deeper than
before.

“What do you want from me?” she asked.

His smile widened. “Nothing.”

Confusion swept over her face.

It was true, in a way. If everything went as
planned, he would require nothing more of the girl than her
presence. Killing her was a last resort.

“Why are you doing this?” the girl asked. “I
have nothing, no money, no jewelry. Please just leave me alone”

The Matwau almost laughed. He had tied her
up left her sitting on the couch while he thought. Why would she
think he was trying to rob her? He could have taken her possessions
long ago and been far away from policing eyes. No sane burglar
would simply sit around waiting for the cops, or some poor
passerby, to find him. The girl was most likely very intelligent,
but her assumption made no sense. The human mind had always been a
puzzle to him.

“Why are you doing this?” the girl asked.
Her voice was rising in pitch with every question. She was
struggling to hold onto her anger, the only thing that was keeping
away her fear.

“I am not here to steal your
possessions.”

“Then what do you want?” She was pleading
for an answer.

“I want you, nothing more.”

Her anger was gone. Terror
oozed from every inch of her body as the implications of the
Matwau’s words swam through her mind. At
last, he thought. Terror was something he
knew all too well. The Matwau could exploit fear in all its forms,
the stronger, the better. Perhaps she would not be as difficult to
control as he had thought.



 


 


 



Chapter 2

 Reunion

 


 


The farthest I had ever been into Colorado
was to the San Juan Mountain range near Durango. I had visited
those mountains once to go elk hunting with my dad when I was
fourteen. I was hours, and hundreds of miles, past that mountain
range. The white on green highway sign spelled out the mileage to
the next four towns. Salida was the closest, and only thirty-five
miles away.

It had taken much longer for the landscape
to turn into what I thought Colorado should have looked like, but
eventually the desert sands and low scrub brush had given way to
lush green ground cover and towering pines of the forest. The
change in scenery was a relief. I loved the deserts of New Mexico,
the land where I had spent my childhood, but a change in scenery
meant progress. I was moving closer to her.

It was painful to even think about the woman
I was moving toward when the woman I was desperate to be with,
Claire Brant, was left behind in my home town of San Juan Pueblo.
The woman I was desperate to save was my Twin Soul, the other half
of my true soul, separated from me before birth. For days I had
tried to keep this woman from my thoughts, succeeding until the
stab of pain and fear had told me she had been captured by the
Matwau. Ever since, I couldn’t force her out of my head, no matter
how hard I tried. The incessant pulse of the Twin Soul bond pulled
me toward her.

As much as I feared for this unknown woman’s
safety, I feared even more for Claire. Despite the bond’s
insistence that Claire was not meant for me, she was the only woman
I had ever loved, or could ever love. And I had left her
behind.

The mistakes I had made in the past week
weighed heavily on my broad shoulders. I had failed to react
quickly enough to keep Claire from drinking tea laced with a fatal
poison, which sent me off on a desperate race to find Claire’s Twin
Soul. I had trusted our tribe’s shaman, Quaile, when she told me
there was hope to keep the Twin Soul bond from forming between
Claire and her Twin Soul. When the bond formed, I made the selfish
decision to end my own life by giving it up to the one creature
that wanted it most, the Matwau. Only when Quaile revealed the
existence of one who knew how to rescue Claire from the Twin Soul
bond had I reconsidered my course.

That decision had been the one bright spot
in the past week. It had led me to Kaya and Samantha in Hano,
Arizona. The two sisters, so similar in passion, yet so different
in interests, had given me a most precious gift, a way to sever the
Twin Soul bond. That gift, however, had led to my biggest mistake,
leaving Claire behind in San Juan. I hadn’t even taken the time to
see her before leaving, too afraid that if I saw her, I wouldn’t
have the strength to leave. I regretted that more than any other
decision in my life. I was aching to see her, to hear her voice, to
touch her soft copper skin, or run my fingers through her chocolate
colored hair.

My desires and memories threatened to take
over when I felt a subtle vibration against my thigh. The sensation
startled me, sending my motorcycle into a hazardous arch across the
lane before I recovered. It took me a few moments to place the
source. I had completely forgotten that Kaya’s cell phone was in my
jeans pocket. I had turned it on a few minutes earlier to check the
GPS and make sure I was still going the right way.

Three rings. I debated whether or not to
answer it. Four rings. It was most likely just Kaya checking to
make sure I was safe. Five rings. No one else had the number. Six
rings. The thought of hearing somebody else’s voice had me pulling
to the side of the road quickly. The seventh ring had just started
when I pulled the phone out of my pocket and answered the call.

“Uriah?”

It wasn’t Kaya’s voice. I knew the voice
better than any other, but I couldn’t believe it was real. I
glanced down at the caller ID to be sure.

“Claire, is that you?”

I heard a deep sigh of relief. I wasn’t sure
whether it came from me or her.

“Uriah, I’m so happy to hear your voice,”
Claire said.

“How did you get this
number?” I asked. There were so many things I wanted to say to her,
but for some reason, that accusing question was the first thing
that popped out of my mouth.

“Where are you right now?” Claire asked.

I balked at answering. I had left her alone
with no explanation. What would she say when I told her I was
already hours away from San Juan and had no idea when I would make
it back? I had hidden my actions from her before because I was
afraid of not being able to live up to any promises I might make,
but I could no longer hold out.

“I’m in Colorado. I’m on my way to rescue my
Twin Soul,” I said. I waited for her response.

“I know,” she said
impatiently. “I mean exactly
where are you? What mile marker?”

She knew? Those words astounded me. I tried
to shake off my confusion and recall the last mile marker I had
seen. “Fifty-three. I think I just passed mile marker
fifty-three.”

“Okay, I just passed fifty. I’ll be there in
a few minutes. Don’t move!”

With that, the call ended. I held the phone
to my ear, unable to put it away. I couldn’t believe what she had
just said. Claire was only a few miles behind me? How had she known
where I was? How did she catch up to me so quickly? Slowly, I
lowered the phone. I put it back in my pocket and sat, straddling
my motorcycle. The low hum of the bike’s idling engine rumbled in
my ears.

My finger moved to take the key out of the
ignition. A familiar roar had me jumping off the bike and turning
in the direction I had just come from. The highway was empty at
first. I waited, searching for the beat up, blue hull of my
twenty-year-old pickup. Every second heightened my anxiety. When
the glint of sun off metal announced her arrival, I started waving
my hand in the air. The truck swerved just after my motorcycle and
skidded to a gravel and dust filled stop. Claire burst out of the
dust cloud and ran to me.

I was already running and met her at the end
of the truck bed. Claire slammed into my body, her hands coming up
to my face immediately and pulling my lips to hers. I had
absolutely no thought as I held her. Every ounce of control I once
harbored abandoned me. I pulled Claire closer, twisting my hands in
her hair. Claire’s hands moved from my face to the back of my head,
closing any distance between us that might have existed. Promises
or not, I did not think there was anything that could hold back my
passion at that moment.

I was wrong.

Suddenly, Claire pushed me away. One hand
rose and came sailing toward me. The slap sent me back several
steps. The shock left me absolutely speechless.

“How dare you leave me behind without a
word, Uriah Crowe!” The anger in her voice was softened only by her
eyes. Her eyes were swimming with unshed tears. Her angry frown
twitched at the corner. “Do you have any idea what you’ve put me
through the last four days?”

Her question was answered, but not by her. I
felt my mountain lion companion, Talon’s, presence a split second
before images came flooding through my head. Flashes of the pain
and fear Claire had endured in my absence imprinted themselves on
my mind forever. I saw her gripping a door frame, hunched over in
pain as she gasped for each breath. I saw her huddled alone, crying
and begging for me to return. I knew Talon was not telling me these
things from personal experience, but he was somehow reading
Claire’s thoughts and passing them on to me. Usually, that ability
was restricted to me and Native American shaman. I had no idea how
he had managed to slip into Claire’s mind but, after viewing her
pain, I didn’t care.

Unable to bear the hurt in Claire’s face, or
my own guilt anymore, I took her in my arms. Silent teardrops
rained down my shirt. “I am so sorry, Claire. I never should have
left you behind.”

Claire sniffed and pulled back. “Why did you
do it?”

“I thought I was protecting you, but I
wasn’t. I was only protecting myself from any more pain. It was
selfish. I’m sorry. Can you forgive me?” I asked.

“Only if you promise never to do it again,”
she said. Her voice was serious. She was not playing some lover’s
game. She wanted a real, binding promise from me.

“I swear I will never leave you again,
Claire Brant. I couldn’t bring myself to do it even if I wanted
to,” I said.

Claire watched me, her eyes searching my
face. “Even when you reach your Twin Soul and rescue her from the
Matwau? Can you promise you won’t leave, even then?”

“You know?”

“Yes. I know that right now you’re searching
for her, and you’ll fight the Matwau to save her life. I know when
you rescue her, the Twin Soul bond will form between the two of
you,” she said. “What I don’t know is if you’ll still want me after
that.”

“Of course I’ll want you, Claire. Nothing
could ever change that. I promise I will never leave you again,” I
said. “How do know all of this?”

A deep frown crept onto Claire’s lips.
“Quaile told me.”

“You spoke to Quaile?” I asked, my hope
speeding its way through my veins. I left the potion to break the
Twin Soul bond with Quaile. I couldn’t give it to Claire directly
because of the risks of it harming her if she didn’t take it
willingly. If Claire spoke to Quaile, then she should have found
out about the potion.

My thoughts closed down and I let myself
feel, search for the bond that linked my precious Claire to her own
Twin Soul. For the second time in just a few minutes, I couldn’t
find my voice. I shouldn’t have felt anything. The absence of
consuming passion should have left her clean and pure again. The
fact that I could still feel it pulsing against me sent a tremor
through my body. I didn’t understand.

“The bond,” I said quietly, “I can still
feel it.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“But why? Didn’t you…?” I stopped myself
from completing my question. She spoke to Quaile, but if for some
reason she never asked for the potion I couldn’t bring it up now.
Samantha warned me that if drinking the potion wasn’t Claire’s
idea, it might hurt her. Frustration made it impossible for me to
keep quiet. “Didn’t you know why I left, what I went to find?”

Claire nodded, her hand coming up to my
cheek when I started shaking my head in confusion. “I know you went
to the shaxoa, and that you came back with the potion. I asked
Quaile for it, but I didn’t drink it.”

“Why?” I asked, my heart threatening to
burst.

“Because I couldn’t, Uriah. Quaile lied to
you about what the potion would do.”

“No, Samantha said it would be fine as long
as you drank it willingly.”

“But she wasn’t sure,” Claire said softly.
“She didn’t know because she wasn’t trained by another shaxoa. She
didn’t know what the potion would do, but Quaile did. She told me
the truth and gave me the choice.”

More lies. My hands clenched into fists at
the thought of that woman lying to me again. Her lies started this
whole mess. Would they never stop?

“What did she tell you?” I ask stiffly.

“The potion would break the bond, but only
by stealing my ability to love. I would be free of Daniel, but I
would have lost you, too.” Claire’s face crumpled, her bottom lip
trembling as she tried to hold back tears. “I’m sorry, Uriah, but I
couldn’t drink it. I dumped it down the sink.”

Numb, I pulled her against my chest and
stroked her hair. “It’s okay, Claire. Of course you couldn’t drink
it.”

I spent days away from Claire to get that
potion, bruised and skinned my knuckles, bled for it, sacrificed
for a chance at freeing her, and it had all been for nothing.
Seeking penance, I opened myself up to the bond hovering around
Claire and forced myself to feel it. She asked me to break it, and
I failed. I had failed her again. Despair threatened to overcome
me, but some part of me held it back, recognizing a difference in
the bond. Afraid I was imagining it, I held very still and
memorized the feel of the link trying to pull her away from me. The
last time I felt it, the force of the bond had nearly crushed me.
It was so overpowering I could hardly breathe. Now, it merely
swirled around her like a light mist. It waited on the edge of
regaining its full force or being snuffed out forever. I was at a
loss for what caused the change.

“You didn’t drink the potion, but something
is different,” I said.

Claire nodded slowly. “Daniel came back to
San Juan.”

Instantly, my muscles coiled, my eyes
darting around as if I expected him to have followed her to me as
well. Claire’s hands slid up to my cheeks and brought my focus back
to her. The purity of her smile calmed my sudden panic.

“Quaile told me I couldn’t break the bond…”
She paused, a flicker of something I couldn’t quite catch lighting
in her eyes before she continued. “She said I could suppress it,
though. I had to face Daniel and convince him I didn’t love him. I
had to do it on my own, make that choice from the deepest part of
my soul and convince Daniel of it.”

“How?” I asked in disbelief.

“I had to face Daniel and make him believe I
didn’t love him, convince him to walk away and let me go.”

She stared up at me, looking both ready to
cry and dance at the same time.

“I did it, Uriah. I told Daniel about how
you have changed me and made me stronger because of your love. I
told him how I wake up every morning happy because I know you are a
part of my life. I told him…I told him there was someone out there
waiting to make him as happy as you make me.”

I blinked at her in surprise. “And he
believed you?”

For a moment, Claire looked offended that I
would question her, but then her expression softened. She opened
her mouth to say something. Her head shook as her lips pressed
together before opening again.

“I let him kiss me,” she said quietly. “I
was the only way make him believe I didn’t love him. He needed to
feel the wrongness of the bond.”

“And he did?” I asked.

Claire nodded. “He let me go, and the bond
changed. It’s still there waiting for me to call it back, but for
now I’m as free as I can be. I’m here with you.”

“You’re here with me,” I said.

I stepped closer to her, bringing my hand up
to her face and running my fingers along her jaw. It was the way I
touched her when I wanted her to know just how much she truly meant
to me. Claire knew she gesture well. She closed her eyes and leaned
into the touch.

“I missed you so much,” Claire whispered.
“You have no idea how much I’ve missed you.”

Thanks to Talon, I had a very good idea. The
things he’d shown me threatened to bring me to tears. “I am so
sorry,” I said. “Quaile told me there was a chance to sever the
bond, and I leapt at it, but I was too afraid of failing you again
to tell you what I was doing.”

“It wouldn’t have mattered, Uriah. With you
by my side, I could have held on forever,” Claire said. “My love
for you is what convinced Daniel to let me go. It’s what keeps me
from bringing the bond back to the surface and taking the easy way
out.”

“I saw you, Claire, you were barely hanging
on. I don’t know how you managed to hold out. You never thought you
were strong, but you are. I hope you realize that now,” I said.

“What do you mean you saw me?” The
accusation in her voice hurt. “Did you see me before you left? Did
you see how much pain I was in and still left?”

“No. I didn’t see you before you left.” I
paused, not sure how to explain what I had let slip out. Was she
ready to find out how much I had changed since she drank the
poisoned tea? I decided to trust her. I had screwed up terribly in
my efforts to protect her by holding back. “My friend Talon showed
me what you went through the past few days.”

“Oh, you mean the mountain lion?” Claire
asked. “That makes sense, I guess.”

I smiled. Why had I ever doubted her? “You
know about Talon?”

“Sure, Cole told me about him and how he
helped you guys when you were looking for Daniel. I didn’t realize
he had stayed with you, though.” Claire glanced around
unafraid.

“Talon has been with me ever since the
Matwau attacked Daniel. Did Cole tell you about that, too?”

Claire nodded with a deep frown. “He told me
everything,” she said. Her body softened as she leaned against my
chest. “I’m sorry you had to go through all of that, Uriah. I guess
I’m not the only one who has been struggling lately. I’m sorry I
slapped you. Forgive me?”

I wrapped my arms around her body and kissed
the top of her head. “There’s nothing to forgive. I deserved
it.”

Claire looked up with a smile. “Is Talon
still here? I want to meet the one who’s been taking care of my
Uriah for me.”

Before I could even relay the question to
him, Talon stepped out from behind a clump of bushes and walked
slowly up to Claire. Her eyes widened with surprise, but she did a
good job of hiding her fear at facing the large cat. As children,
we had grown up being taught about the dangerous animals we shared
the desert with, snakes, coyotes, and mountain lions. Claire showed
her strength by approaching Talon and gently stroking his tawny
fur.

“She is very brave,” Talon said.

Like the stream of images he had showed me
before, his words were not actual words, but pictures I could use
to interpret his thoughts. I could answer him in the same manner.
It had been less than a week since first experiencing his unique
brand of communication, but the skill had developed rapidly and I
no longer had to take the time to interpret. His messages flowed
into my mind as simple words.

“She is amazing,” I said to him. Claire
continued to stroke Talon’s fur, and I took the moment to ask him
about his earlier display. “How did you do that? How did you see
her thoughts? I thought you could only do that with me and
shaman.”

“So did I,” Talon said. “Through your
thoughts, I heard the phone call and decided to stay out of the way
and let you have your reunion with Claire. When she appeared, I
instantly felt a connection with her, not as I have with you, but
closer to what I had with Kaya or Quaile. When she began thinking
of what she had gone through during your absence, the power of it
flooded my mind. I did not mean to relay those images to you. Her
emotions were so strong that I projected her thoughts without
realizing what I was doing. I apologize.”

“No, I’m glad you did. I needed to know what
I put her through so I could truly ask her to forgive me. I was a
fool for leaving her.”

Talon nodded, satisfied with his
confession.

“He’s beautiful,” Claire said.

She didn’t seem to have heard any part of my
conversation with Talon, just as Kaya and Quaile, both shamans,
could not. It made me wonder about Claire’s future role in our Tewa
Indian tribe.

Claire stood and faced me. “Well, where are
we heading?”

My first reaction was to tell her that we
were not going anywhere, that she should turn right back around and
go home, but her firm stance and my earlier promise forced me to
bite my tongue, literally. I clamped down on the soft issue until
my protective instinct died down and I could speak to Claire
rationally.

“To be honest, I don’t really know. I’m
following the link. I can feel her through the Twin Soul bond.”

Claire blanched at the mention of the bond.
She was afraid and so was I. “Where is the bond leading you?” she
asked.

“North. Since I left San Juan I’ve been
pulled almost directly north.”

“Is she okay?”

The concern in Claire’s voice was sincere.
This mystery woman was the only thing standing in the way of Claire
and I finally getting to enjoy our happily ever after, and Claire
was concerned about her wellbeing. I couldn’t believe how wonderful
she was. “She’s all right for now,” I told her. “I think she’ll be
fine as long as the Matwau knows I’m coming for her.”

“How will the Matwau know whether or not
you’re coming?” Claire asked.

“He can feel me because of the bond. He may
have even been able to feel me before that, but I’m not sure. He’ll
know I’m coming, though. I am sure of that.” Claire shivered at the
mention of me sharing any kind of connection with an evil beast
created by the dark gods. I pulled her close to me again and
stroked her hair.

“It’ll be okay, Claire.”

She only sighed and tucked her head closer
against my chest.

“Uriah, we should be moving,” Talon
said.

“Of course.”

Gently, I lifted Claire away from my body.
“We need to get on the road again.”

Claire nodded, biting her lower lip at the
same time. I knew that habit well. She was worried, but she would
continue on. Claire was not one to be deterred by any type of
obstacle, big or small.

“Do you want to follow me?” I asked her.

Claire started shaking her head. “No way.
The truck is perfectly capable of hauling your bike and Talon. I’m
not letting you out of my sight.”

“That sounds like a wonderful idea,” Talon
said. He was tired of running along the road beside me. I wasn’t
against the idea either.

 


 


 



Chapter
3

 Weakness

 


 


Claire’s body was warm against mine. The
heat was distracting, but welcome. I had missed her touch so badly
over the past four days. I’d loaded the motorcycle and watched
Talon jump into the truck bed, happy for the chance to be next to
Claire. However, not being able to stay focused on the road made me
question the wisdom of my decision.

More than willing to let me drive, Claire
had handed over the keys and slid into cab. I drove down the
highway with one hand on the steering wheel and the other hand
clasping hers. I wasn’t sure whether it was her tight grip or mine
that had caused my fingertips to go numb, but neither of us was
willing to let go. I knew the glimpses Talon had given me of
Claire’s pain were only that, glimpses. I wondered if I could even
bear to hear the rest of her pain.

Claire’s voice rescued me from such
thoughts.

“Who’s Kaya?” she asked.

“Kaya? Where did you hear about her?”

“The voicemail message on the cell phone.
The greeting said the phone belonged to Kaya.”

Claire’s voice held only the slightest hint
of jealousy. I could hardly blame her. “Kaya is the Shaman in Hano,
Arizona. She helped me find the shaxoa who knew how to make the
potion to sever the Twin Soul bond,” I said.

Claire nodded. “I can’t imagine Quaile ever
helping somebody get in touch with Zarafen. I thought all shaman
and shaxoa hated each other.”

“Well, Kaya and Samantha, that’s the shaxoa,
are a little different than your typical shaman and shaxoa. They’re
sisters.”

Suddenly, I knew exactly what my face looked
like when Kaya revealed the same thing to me, because the matching
expression was plastered across Claire’s face. I smiled and let out
a laugh.

“Sisters, really?” Claire asked. “I wouldn’t
have imagined that was even possible.”

“They’re two very interesting women. You
would like them,” I said. “In fact, they’re dying to meet you.”

“Me? Why?”

I finally released Claire’s hand and slipped
my arm around her shoulders, pulling her closer to me. “They want
to meet ‘the girl who would make me risk so much.’ Their words
exactly. They probably feel like they already know you after
everything I told them.”

“What did you tell them?” Claire asked. The
smile on her lips was soft and timid, as if she needed to be
reminded of my feelings for her after what she had been through. I
was happy to oblige.

“I told them everything that happened after
Quaile told us we weren’t Twin Souls and couldn’t be married, but
more importantly, I told them how much I loved you. I told them
about how I used to watch you at school and hope you would come
over and talk to me. I told them about the day you tricked Jonny
into driving to the river because you knew I’d be there to help you
get away from him, and how that day changed the rest of my
life.

“I told them how kind you are, and how you
make me laugh and try new things. I told them how strong you are.
You never let anyone tell you what to do, and how you always do the
right thing no matter what anyone else thinks. Basically, I told
Kaya and Samantha that you are the most amazing person I have ever
met, and I couldn’t imagine my life without you.”

Claire had been soaking up the reminders,
her eyes closed with a pleasant smile on her rose tinted lips,
until the last sentence. Suddenly her smile turned into a deep
frown. Tears sparkled in her eyes, the eyes I loved to look into
and try to see myself as she saw me. A tear slid down her cheek
just before she ducked her head and turned into my chest. I hugged
her to my body and stroked her hair.

“Claire, what’s wrong? Did I say something
to upset you?”

Claire sniffed, but didn’t look up. Her
voice came out muffled against my rumpled shirt. “I know what you
almost did,” she whispered.

“What I almost did? What are you talking
about?” I asked.

“After Daniel woke me up, you said goodbye
and left. You were leaving for good, and I don’t mean moving to
another state. You were going to…” Claire sobbed into my shirt,
struggling to finish her thought. “You were going to let the Matwau
kill you.” Then she cried in earnest.

My heart broke. I had never kept secrets
from Claire before all this started, but that was one decision I
had planned to take with me to my deathbed. “How did you find out?”
I asked. My anger against Quaile spiked once again. She was the
only one who had known. There seemed to be no end to her
treachery.

Claire pulled her head away from my chest
and faced me, tearstained. “Your mom told me. She didn’t know
exactly what you were planning, but after Cole told me about what
happened on the trip to get Daniel, I had a pretty good idea of
what you would have done.” Claire took a deep breath and steadied
herself before continuing. “Can you ever forgive me?”

I thought my jaw might have fallen open but,
since I had lost all feeling in my body, I couldn’t be sure. I had
to force myself to form words and speak to her. “Forgive you for
what?”

“For not being strong enough. I told you I
didn’t know if I could stand up against the bond. I saw your face
when I said it. I stole your hope and left you with nothing. You
needed me, and I wasn’t strong enough to be there for you when you
were counting on me the most,” Claire said.

The admission was startling, but she said it
with such composure I suspected she had been preparing it for a
while. She waited patiently for my reply. Slowly, I took my foot
off the gas and steered toward the side of the road. My hands
mechanically put the truck in park before settling back in my lap.
It was a few seconds before I could face Claire.

“Claire, I can’t forgive you. My decisions
are not your fault,” I said. Claire started to shake her head, but
I took her face in my hands and held her still. “All you did was be
honest with me, which I love about you. I can’t fault you for
telling me the truth. You are strong. Look at what you’ve been
through. I felt the bond. I can’t believe you overcame it as much
as you did. All the time I was gone, I was terrified I would get
back and you would have already forgotten me.”

Claire tried to voice her opinion on that,
but I silenced her by pressing my hands against her cheeks.
“Claire, I was the one who wasn’t strong enough. At the time, I
thought I was doing the right thing by walking away. I thought it
would make it easier for you to let me go if I wasn’t around,” I
said. “When I decided to go and find the Matwau, that was my own
weakness showing. It was stupid, I know that now, but I just felt
so alone and helpless at the time that I didn’t have any strength
left.”

I pulled Claire close to me again, cradling
her in my arms. “Even when Quaile told me there was a chance, it
wasn’t until later that I finally found something that gave me back
my strength.”

“What was it?” Claire asked.

I smiled and breathed in the scent of her
hair. It smelled different than usual. It took a few moments before
I recognized the scent as the shampoo I usually used. I was quick
to tamp down the emotions the idea of Claire using my shower
brought up, and snapped my mind back to her question. “It was you,
Claire.”

Claire looked up at me. “What do you
mean?”

“I realized that even if Quaile was lying to
me in order to keep me from killing myself, I would be okay. It
would be horrible to lose you, and I hope I never do, but the time
we’ve had together has been wonderful, and nothing could take that
away from me. You changed my life for the better, and I wanted to
live up to the gift you’ve given me,” I said. I wondered if all of
that had made any sense to Claire.

Tilting her head to one side, Claire’s frown
started to turn up. “I’m not sure whether that’s a compliment or
not,” she said. “You don’t want to disappoint me, but you found out
that you could live without me after all.”

Her smile widened, and I knew she understood
what I had been trying to say. “Only if I absolutely had to,” I
said.

Claire settled back into the seat next to
me. Feeling confident enough to get back on the road, I shifted
into drive and rolled onto the highway again.

“Tell me about what happened in Hano,”
Claire said as she leaned her head against my shoulder.

I spent the next several hours giving Claire
almost every detail of the past four days. It was hard to explain
everything I had learned about myself in Hano. They were things
that had changed me. I was afraid I would never be able to go back
to the simple rancher I once was. Claire listened quietly, soaking
up every detail of my story, interrupting only when she needed more
explanation.

When I mentioned the word Qaletaqa, she
again surprised me by already knowing what I was talking about.

“That means Guardian of the People, right?”
she asked.

“Yeah, did Quaile tell you that too?”

“No, actually my dad did.”

I look over at her, my expression frozen in
shock. “Your dad?”

She nodded. “Yeah, he told me you’re the
Qaletaqa and that you’re supposed to kill the Matwau. He said you
have special gifts and that you’ll be able to defeat him,” Claire
said.

I was surprised her dad had so much faith in
me, given the fact that he had always looked at me like I was lower
than the dirt under his shoe. The Matwau was the most powerful and
secret creation of the dark gods. Before he met me, he was the most
powerful creature on earth, able to find and destroy any human
seeking their Twin Soul. Until I brought Claire’s Twin Soul,
Daniel, to her in order to save her life, the Matwau had not failed
to kill his target for many years.

What really surprised me, though, was that
her dad actually told her what he knew. Because of his threats and
strange comments about me, I suspected he knew something, but I
never would have guessed he would willingly give that information
up. Certainly not to help me.

“How did you get him to tell you?”

“I threatened to never speak to him again,
which you think wouldn’t would work with how awful he’s always been
to me, but apparently there really was a reason behind him hating
you and trying to control me,” she said, taking a slow breath.
“Quaile told him who you were when you were born. He knew the
stories about what you were meant to do and he tried to keep me
from getting pulled into your destiny.”

“He was protecting you.”

Claire’s dad was an egotistical,
self-centered idiot. He put family honor and money above everything
else, treating those around him like pawns on his gameboard of
self-delusional greatness. Even still, my mouth turned up in the
slightest of smiles. As terrible of a father as he was, at least he
was trying to do something right. He loved his daughter, and now
she finally knew it.

When I looked over at Claire, I saw a
peaceful expression on her face, the first one I had ever seen her
wear when she was talking about her dad. Even in the midst of
everything I was facing, it made me immeasurably happy to know
Claire and her dad had found some kind of balance in their
relationship. But as her dad’s reason for trying to keep us apart
filtered back into my mind, my smile disappeared.

“Your dad was right, Claire. This is going
to be very dangerous. You said Cole told you about the Matwau, but
I don’t know if you can really understand until you’ve seen what he
can do. He is powerful, very powerful. He’ll stop at nothing to
kill me,” I said.

Claire stiffened, expecting what I was about
to say.

“I know I said I’ll never leave you again,
so I’m giving you the choice. I won’t tell you what to do, but
you’ll be much safer if you stay behind when I face him.”

“Uriah, you can’t protect me from
everything. I will stay by your side no matter what we face,” she
said.

I sighed. I knew she would never agree to
stay back, but I had to try. “Okay, we’ll do this together.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

There was a moment of silence before Claire
said, “Do you know where we’re going?”

Ever since leaving San Juan, I had been
blindly following the incessant pull I felt between me and my Twin
Soul. I made turns in towns I had never been to before and merged
onto highways and interstates I had never previously driven as if I
knew the route by heart. We had left the congested traffic of
Denver, Colorado about an hour earlier. I left I-25 without any
good reason beyond a slight shift in the pulling sensation. The
drive took us through Boulder and toward the looming Rocky
Mountains. I was beginning to wonder how far I was going to have to
go for my rescue attempt.

Nearing a town named Lyons, I felt another
shift and glanced up to see a green and white traffic sign.
Junction 66 to Estes Park. The arrow on the sign indicated I should
turn left, so I did. “Apparently, we’re going to Estes Park,” I
said.

As I prepared to make the turn, the gentle
pull I was following blossomed into a terror-filled noose around my
neck.

 


 


 



Chapter 4

 Harvey

 


 


Claire didn’t say a word when the old truck
suddenly lurched onto highway sixty-six and the speedometer read
well over the posted speed limit. She simply took my free hand and
closed her eyes. The panic lasted only three torturous minutes
before simply fading away. With the lightening of the bond, my
speed dropped back down. Claire finally broke her silence.

“Uriah, what’s happening?” she asked.

“I…I don’t know. I was about to turn and,
suddenly, the bond changed. She was terrified again. I don’t know
why, but she was really scared. I could hardly think. I just
slammed down the gas and ran after her.”

I stopped talking and thought about what I’d
just said. The feeling had been so intense. It had taken over my
mind completely. I wondered again how Claire managed to survive the
bond to Daniel.

Claire squeezed my hand. “It will be okay,
Uriah. We can do this together.”

I hoped she was right. My hands were
shaking. I clenched the steering wheel to try to hide it.

“I think we’re getting close,” I said.
“Estes Park is only twenty minutes away. I’m sure that’s where she
was.”

“Was?”

“I think he’s moving her right now,” I said.
“I knew he would, but Estes Park might be somewhere we can get some
information, maybe figure out where he’s taking her.”

“How did you know he would move her?” Claire
asked.

The list was long. “My dreams, Quaile’s
dreams, Bhawana’s vision. They all showed me fighting the Matwau in
the desert. He’s leading me somewhere. I just need to find out
where that is before he gets there and sets the trap.”

“Well, hopefully Estes Park will have some
clues for us,” Claire said.

I stared out the front window and watched
the last sliver of sunlight dip behind the mountains. Slowly, stars
began to dot the sky, and I found myself scanning the night in
hopes that just one would fall and let me try to wish my way out of
this.

 


***

 


“I think this is it,” I said. The cottage in
front of us was built out of plain grey rocks and mortar. The
landscape around it had been left completely natural, letting the
little house melt into the surrounding forest.

“How can you tell?” Claire asked. “If she’s
gone, how do you know this is where she lives?”

“It’s like she left a trail. I can still
feel where she’s at right now, but I know this is where everything
started. Did you ever feel anything like that?” I asked Claire.

She shook her head. “All I ever felt was
where Daniel was and that I should find him.”

It hardly surprised me that my experience
with the Twin Soul bond would be unique from anyone else’s. I
glanced back at the cottage. There was a light on. I wondered about
that. It should have been light enough to see when she was taken
earlier that morning. I was positive the Matwau had been holding my
Twin Soul in the house since her capture, only moving her when I
had gotten close enough to find the little house.

It was possible the Matwau had turned the
light on, not because his superior eyesight would demand it, but
because he was trying to lure me into the house. What the ruse
would accomplish, I wasn’t sure, but I already knew it would work.
The cottage might hold clues I could use. Bypassing the house would
have me following him blindly, once again. I was about to suggest
to Claire that we get out and take our chances when the front door
popped open.

“Who is that?” Claire asked. There was a
tremor in her voice. She was afraid that I had been wrong in
assuming the Matwau had already left.

A dark silhouette was outlined against the
light coming from the house. The figure in the doorway definitely
belonged to a man, but not the Matwau. I could identify the Matwau,
no matter what disguise he wore, as soon as I came into close
proximity with him. This figure held absolutely nothing for me.

“It’s okay, Claire. It’s not him. It’s not
the Matwau,” I said. I took her hand as I opened the truck’s door.
“Let’s go talk to him. He must know the girl.”

Claire’s expression said she wasn’t sure
about my decision, but she followed me anyway.

Seeing someone emerge from the car, the
figure in the doorway called out. “Hello?”

It was a question. His voice was off. He
knew something was wrong, but not wrong enough to have called the
police, judging by the quiet atmosphere.

“Hello,” I called back.

I began walking toward the front door,
wishing I knew the name of my Twin Soul. What was I supposed to
say? I was approaching a house in the middle of the night with no
reasonable explanation for why I was there.

The man stepped forward a few steps, before
changing his mind and returning to the house. I faltered. Suddenly
an exterior light flipped on and the man was back out on the front
stoop.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “There are a
lot of roots sticking up around here.”

“No problem,” I said.

A few more steps and I was standing right in
front of him. Under the porch light I could see that the man was
only a few years older than myself. I offered my hand to him and he
took it, looking somewhat relieved. I wondered about that.

I still hadn’t worked out my excuse, but I
decided to start simple. “Hi, my name’s Uriah Crowe. This is my
fiancée, Claire Brandt.”

Claire extended her hand politely, and the
young man shook her hand as well.

“I’m Harvey,” he said.

He looked like he was about to say something
else to Claire when he froze and turned back to me.

“Did you say your name is Uriah?” he
asked.

“Yes, uh, Uriah Crowe. Does that mean
something to you?”

“Um, I’m not sure. I think it would have
meant something to Melody, though,” he said. “You know Melody,
right? I mean that’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

Melody. The name felt right. It fit with the
face I had seen in the dreams. I looked back at Harvey. He was
waiting expectantly for my answer. “I’ve never actually met Melody
but, in a way, I do know her.”

“Dreams?”

I nodded, too surprised to say anything.

“Maybe we should go inside,” Harvey
said.

 


 


 



Chapter 5

 Melody

 


 


“Sorry about the mess,” Harvey said. “We
just moved in.”

I looked over at Uriah. The corner of his
mouth twitched slightly when Harvey mentioned that he and Melody
lived together. His hand gripped mine more tightly. This was
something we had talked about on the way up, how Melody possibly
being in love with someone else might affect the situation. At
first, I thought it would be a good thing, but the pain in Uriah’s
eyes betrayed his darkest thoughts. If Uriah and Melody couldn’t
hold back the bond, there would be one more person’s life they
ruined. Knowing that the potion he labored to make me wasn’t an
option for him any more than it had been for me had really shaken
his confidence.

But Uriah would hold strong. I knew he
would.

“Actually, Melody was supposed to be
unpacking today, but it doesn’t look like she got much done,”
Harvey said. “When I walked in and saw all the boxes still sitting
here, I knew something was wrong. I called her mom, and her mom
said she dropped Melody off early this morning before she went to
work. I was about to call her friend Anna when I heard your truck
pull up.”

Harvey glanced at the front yard. He had
been checking the bare window every few seconds since stepping back
into the house. I knew the feeling. Even though I had known the man
for only a few minutes, I felt an instant connection with him. I
wanted to reach over and take his hand and tell him everything was
going to be okay, whether it was true or not.

Harvey turned his gaze back to Uriah. His
fingers were tapping nervously on his leg. “She’s not going to
drive up, is she?”

“No,” Uriah said. The look on his face held
an even deeper sadness than Harvey’s. Uriah knew the truth. I
wondered how much he would tell Harvey.

“Where is she?” Harvey asked. The glassy
sheen in his eyes pricked my heart.

“Would you mind telling me about the dreams
first? It might help when I try to explain my side of the story,”
Uriah said.

Harvey frowned, but didn’t argue. “Well, for
the past, I don’t know, I guess it’s been about a week now, Melody
has been having these really bad dreams. At first, she just passed
it off as stress, but when the dreams came back the next night, and
the next, she started to worry.”

“What were the dreams about?” Uriah
asked.

I think we both knew what the answer would
be.

“Well, you, I guess. She said that she’d
never seen the man in her dreams before, but she knew his name was
Uriah, and he was in trouble. When she first told me about the
dreams, I told her to forget them. It wasn’t until she gave me the
details of the dreams that I started to believe there was something
going on. They were so vivid. She described the man to me, and I
have to admit you certainly match what she described.”

Harvey shook his head. “No offense, but
talking about some guy Melody was dreaming about every night kind
of put a damper on our honeymoon.”

My knuckles ground together under Uriah’s
vice-like grip. I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from
yelping at the pain. The tears in my eyes matched the ones showing
in Uriah’s, but I knew his pain was of a different kind. His head
dropped and a hand came up to cover his face. If he failed to break
the bond, he would be ruining a marriage, not just a relationship.
Harvey watched Uriah, confused by his response. I decided it was
time for me to take the lead.

“When were you and Melody married?” I
asked.

“Last Tuesday.”

“Tuesday, that’s an interesting day to get
married,” I said.

“Melody wanted a small ceremony, just our
immediate family, so we got married in the middle of the day on a
Tuesday. It was beautiful,” Harvey said. The smile on his face
momentarily cleared away the fear.

I wanted to get married on a Saturday so all
my family would be able to attend, especially my aunt Valerie.
Uriah had once suggested getting married in the middle of the week.
I knew he was thinking fewer people would be able to come. He was
never very comfortable in front of a crowd, at least outside of a
sports stadium. I fought to keep a pleasant smile on my face as the
similarity between Uriah’s and Melody’s choices in dates was not
lost on me.

“We left on our honeymoon that night and got
back Monday. I thought maybe once we were home, the dreams would go
away, but they only got worse. She was waking up in the middle of
the night crying,” Harvey said. “I didn’t know what to do for
her.”

Helplessness, that was also a feeling I knew
all too well. Fortunately, I had learned to hold my own against it.
I felt a sense of responsibility toward Harvey to make sure he
could do the same.

“It will be okay, Harvey. Melody will be all
right. Why don’t you tell me a little more about the dreams? What
did Melody say was happening in them?”

“She said Uriah was in trouble, that
something was hunting him. And when I say something, I mean
something. Melody tried to explain it, but I couldn’t even picture
something so terrifying. She said it was like a big black mass that
kept changing its shape into these horrible, dangerous creatures.
She dreamed of the creature fighting Uriah once. That was the first
time she woke up screaming and crying.”

“Was there anything else?” I asked.

“Just more of the same,” he said. “One night
it was Uriah being hunted, the next they were fighting, then back
to hunting. It was frustrating to watch her so worried and afraid
and not be able to help her.”

I glanced over at Uriah. He didn’t look
interested in taking over. I squeezed his hand and turned my
attention back to Harvey. “Tell me about Melody. What’s she
like?”

Harvey jumped up out of his chair. He moved
around some boxes and packing material before finding what he was
looking for. He took a photo frame out of a box marked “Fragile”
and handed it to me. “This is her. That picture was taken last
summer. We drove up Trail Ridge Road in the national park to see
the alpine tundra.”

I held the frame in my hand and stared at
the photo it held. She was beautiful. Melody and Harvey were
standing together in front of a set of towering peaks. I hardly
noticed anything but Melody, though. Her long auburn hair hung down
in rippling waves. The sun caught the highlights of her hair and
lit up her entire being. Her face was clear and bright. I knew she
was good and kind just by looking at her. In the picture, she was
looking up at Harvey. The love in her expression reminded me of
what I saw in Uriah’s sweet face when he looked at me. Without ever
being in Melody’s presence, I felt I already knew her because I
knew Uriah.

I wanted to believe Daniel and I had been
too different to ever be together. It was just a lie I told myself.
Being loved by Uriah changed me in ways I never expected, but my
days of manipulation and vanity were too close to forget. Even
though I had grown by the time I met Daniel and widened the gap
between our similarities, the pull to abandon Uriah for him was so
incredibly strong. Strong enough it almost broke me.

After experiencing the Twin Soul bond with
Daniel, it was hard to imagine anything stronger, but looking at
the picture of Uriah’s Twin Soul, I knew the bond between them
would be at least ten times stronger than what I had endured. I
wondered if my presence would even faze Uriah when he reached
Melody.

My hands started to shake. Slowly, I handed
the frame back to Harvey. “She’s beautiful,” I said. My smile
couldn’t have looked very sincere. I would have felt much better if
Melody had buck teeth, too many freckles, and acne.

“She is,” Harvey said, “but she’s so much
more than that. We met in a veterinarian’s office. My dog, Shasta,
caught kennel cough two winters ago. He was getting really bad, so
I rushed him to the nearest vet I could find. Melody was the
technician who called us back. She was so kind and gentle. Shasta
instantly relaxed. I took her back three times in the next month
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