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			For my readers all over the world who never stopped believing in me, even when I did.

		

	
		
			ONE

			The Wi-Fi Password

			- Raquel-

			It all started with the Wi-Fi password.

			I know, it sounds simple and unimportant, but nowadays your Wi-Fi password is more valuable than almost any other thing you own. The internet alone is addictive enough; add wireless technology, and you have a permanent way to feed that addiction under the roof of your house. I know people who would much rather stay inside than give up their Wi-Fi connection.

			To back up the importance of Wi-Fi, I want to share a story about my neighbors: the Hidalgos. The only neighbors we don’t interact with. But I need to go back even further to when my mother immigrated to the United States from Mexico while she was pregnant with me. She’s struggled since arriving in this small North Carolina town. Growing up, I witnessed her victories and her defeats, her efforts and her perseverance. She’s an amazing woman who commands everyone’s respect. And in fact, she hasn’t had trouble socializing with our neighbors, but the Hidalgos are the one exception. Why? Well, they’re wealthy and rather obnoxious. 

			The family consists of Sofia Hidalgo, her husband Juan, and their three children: Artemis, Ares, and Apolo. Their parents clearly had an obsession with Greek mythology. I can’t imagine how the poor kids are doing in school. I can’t be the only one who has noticed their  peculiar names. You may be wondering: How do I know so much about them if we don’t even talk to each other?

			The reason has a first and last name: Ares Hidalgo.

			I sigh, and imaginary hearts float around me.

			Even though Ares doesn’t go to my school—he goes to a fancy private school instead—I’ve spent a lot of time checking him out. Let’s just say I’ve had an immense, years-long crush on him. It began the first time I saw him playing with a soccer ball in his backyard when I was just eight years old. I was shocked because he was the first member of his family that I saw back there.

			Naturally, my crush has diminished a bit over the years because I’ve never actually talked to him. We haven’t even shared a simple glance. I don’t think he’s ever noticed my presence, not even when I stare at him like an idiot.

			However, the little contact I’ve previously had with my neighbors is about to change, as it turns out that Wi-Fi is not only capable of connecting our devices, but it’s also able to bridge different worlds.

			>>  <<

			Imagine Dragons plays throughout my small room as I sing and take off my shoes. I just got home from my summer job, and I’m exhausted. Since I’m eighteen, I’m supposed to be full of energy, but my mother says she has a lot more energy than I do, and she’s right. I stretch out, yawning, and my husky, Rocky, mimics me, stretching out his paws. People say dogs become more like their owners, and it’s true that Rocky is my doggy incarnation. I swear he sometimes even mimics my facial expressions. 

			My eyes land on the posters with positive messages hanging all around my room. My dream is to be a psychologist and help people. I’m really hoping to get a scholarship because I know that college isn’t something I’ll be able to easily afford.

			I walk to my window, intending to watch the sunset. It’s my favorite time of day. I love watching as the sun disappears across the horizon and makes way for the arrival of the beautiful moon. It’s as if they have a secret ritual between them, a pact where they promised never to meet, but to share the majestic sky. My room is on the second floor, so I have a wonderful view.

			However, when I open my curtains, it’s not the sunset that surprises me but the person sitting in my neighbors’ backyard: Apolo Hidalgo. It’s been a long time since I saw a member of that family out there.

			Apolo is the youngest of the three brothers. He’s sixteen and from what I hear he’s a nice kid, although I can’t say the same for his older brothers. No doubt the beauty gene runs in their family, since all three brothers are incredibly attractive. Even their father is good-looking. Apolo has a face that exudes innocence, light brown hair, and amber-colored eyes just like his father’s.

			Leaning on the windowsill, I gaze directly at him. He has a laptop and seems to be typing something in a hurry.

			Where are your manners, Raquel? my mother’s voice sounds in my mind, scolding me. 

			Should I say hi? 

			Of course, he’s your future brother-in-law, I answer myself. 

			Taking a chance, I clear my throat and put on my best smile.

			“Good afternoon, neighbor!” I shout, waving my hand in the air. Apolo looks up and his little face stretches in surprise.

			“Oh!” He jumps up, and his laptop abruptly drops to the ground. “Shit!” he mumbles, picking it up and checking it.

			“Is it okay?” I ask, noticing his laptop is an expensive brand. 

			Apolo breathes a sigh of relief. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

			“I’m Raquel, I’m your neigh—” 

			 “I know who you are,” he interrupts. He smiles kindly at me. “We’re lifelong neighbors.” 

			Oh, I guess Apolo has noticed me. 

			“Sure,” I mutter, knowing my cheeks are flushed.

			“I have to go.” He picks up his chair. “Hey, thanks for sharing your Wi-Fi password, by the way. We’re going to be without internet for a few days while they install a new service. It’s really nice of you to share.”

			I freeze. “Share my internet? What are you talking about?”

			“You’re sharing your Wi-Fi with us, that’s why I’m here in the yard. The signal doesn’t reach the house.”

			“What?” But I didn’t give you the password . . .” Confusion barely lets me speak. 

			Apolo frowns. “Ares told me that you gave him the password.”

			My heart flutters in my chest when I hear that name. “I’ve never even exchanged a word with your brother.”

			Believe me, I would remember in great detail if I had!

			Apolo seems to realize that something’s off, and his cheeks turn red. “I’m sorry, Ares told me that you gave him the password. That’s why I’m here. I’m sorry, really.”

			“Relax, it’s not your fault.”

			“But if you didn’t give him the password, then how does he have it? I just connected to your internet.”

			“I don’t know.”

			“It won’t happen again. I apologize, again.” With his head down, he disappears back toward his house.

			I stare at the place where Apolo had been sitting. What was that all about? How does Ares have my Wi-Fi password? Ares is not only the most handsome of the three brothers, but he’s also the coldest, and probably the least likely to ask for a favor. This is turning into a mystery. I can even imagine the title: The Wi-Fi Password Mystery. I shake my head at the idea.

			I close the window and lean against it, biting my lip. My password is embarrassing, and somehow Apolo now knows it. How did Ares get it? 

			“Raquel! Dinner is ready!” my mom calls from downstairs.

			“I’m coming, Mom!”

			I glance back at the Hidalgos’ house before heading downstairs. This is not over. I’ll find out how Ares got my password. It’ll be like my own crime scene investigation. Who knows? Maybe I’ll even buy some sunglasses to look like a professional detective.

			“Raquel!”

			“I’m coming!”

			A smirk slips across my lips.

			Project Wi-Fi Password: activated.

		

	
		
			TWO

			The Obnoxious Neighbor

			I hate being disturbed when I sleep. 

			It’s one of the few things I can’t stand. Normally, I’m a quiet, peaceful person, but if you wake me up, you’ll see my darker side. So, when I’m awakened by an unfamiliar tune, I can’t help but grunt in annoyance. I toss and turn in my bed, covering my head with my pillow, but the damage is done, and I can’t fall asleep again. Irritated, I toss the pillow aside and sit up, muttering profanities. Where the hell is that sound coming from?

			I groan. It’s midnight. Who could be making noise at this hour? It’s not even the weekend. I stumble like a zombie to my open window, and the cool breeze sneaking through the curtains gives me goose bumps. I’m used to sleeping with the window open because I’ve never had a problem with noises during the night, until now. I recognize the song: “Rayando El Sol” by Maná. Tilting my head to the side, I part the curtains to find out where it’s coming from. There’s someone sitting on the small chair in the Hidalgos’ yard.

			But it’s not Apolo this time. 

			My heart bursts when I realize it’s none other than Ares.

			Ares is the best-looking guy I’ve ever seen in my entire life, and believe me, I’ve seen quite a few. He’s tall and athletic, with muscular legs and an ass to die for. His face is perfectly proportioned, with high cheekbones and a gorgeous nose. His lips are full and look wet all the time. His upper lip forms an arch like the top of a drawn heart and his lower lip is accompanied by an almost imperceptible piercing. His eyes take my breath away every time I see them. They’re deep blue with a flash of stunning green. His hair is jet black, contrasting nicely with his creamy white skin, and falls carelessly over his forehead and ears. He has a tattoo on his left arm of a curvy dragon that looks professionally done. Everything about Ares screams mystery and danger, which should keep me away from him, but instead draws me in with a force that takes me aback. 

			Under the floodlight, I can see that he’s wearing shorts, a pair of Converse, and a black T-shirt that matches his hair. I gawk at him as he types something on his laptop, nibbling on his lower lip. Sexy!

			But then it happens. Ares’s head snaps up, and he sees me. Those beautiful blue eyes meet mine, and my world stops. He and I have never made direct eye contact. Without meaning to, I blush immediately, but I can’t look away.

			Ares arches an eyebrow, and his gaze is as cold as ice. “Do you need something?” 

			His voice lacks any emotion. I swallow, struggling to find my voice. His look paralyzes me. How can someone so young be so intimidating?

			“I . . . Hi,” I almost stutter. He doesn’t say anything, just stares at me, making me more nervous. I grip the edge of my windowsill. “I-I—your music woke me up.”

			I’m talking to Ares. 

			God, don’t faint, Raquel. Breathe. 

			“You have a good ear. Your room is quite far.”

			That’s it? He’s not going to apologize for waking me up? He returns his attention to the laptop and continues typing on it. I twist my lips in irritation. After a few minutes, he notices that I haven’t moved, and he looks back at me, lips pursed.

			 “Do you need something?” he repeats with an air of annoyance. 

			That gives me the courage to speak. “Actually, yes. I wanted to talk to you.” 

			He makes a gesture for me to continue. 

			I frown. “Are you using my Wi-Fi?”

			 “Yes.” He didn’t even hesitate to answer.

			“Without my permission?”

			“Yes.” 

			God, his audacity is infuriating. “You shouldn’t do that.”

			“I know.” He shrugs, showing me how little he cares. 

			“How do you have my password?”

			“I have good computer skills.”

			“You mean you obtained it in some fraudulent way.”

			“I hacked into your computer.”

			 “And you can say that so calmly?”

			“Honesty is one of my best qualities.” 

			 “You’re an . . .” He waits for my insult, but his sharp gaze affects my mind, and I can’t think of anything creative, so I go for the traditional: “You’re an idiot.”

			His lips curve upward in a small smile. “What an insult! I thought you’d be more creative after discovering your password.” 

			My cheeks heat up, and I can only imagine how red I must be. He knows my password. My frustrating childhood crush knows my ridiculous Wi-Fi password. I’m doomed. 

			“No one was supposed to know about it.” I lower my head. Ares closes his laptop and focuses on me, amused. 

			“I know a lot of things about you that I shouldn’t know, Raquel.” Hearing him say my name sends butterflies to my stomach. I try to stay cool. 

			“Oh yeah? Like what?”

			“Like those websites you visit when everyone else is asleep.”

			My mouth opens in surprise, but I quickly close it. Oh my God, he’s seen my browsing history? I’m so embarrassed. I’ve visited several porn sites out of curiosity. Just curiosity. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

			 “Yes, you do.” Ares smiles.

			I don’t like where this conversation is going. “Anyway, that’s not the point, stop using my Wi-Fi and stop making noise.” 

			Ares stands up from the small chair. “Or what?”

			“Or . . . I’ll tell on you.”

			Ares bursts out laughing. His laugh is hoarse and sexy. “Are you going to tell your mom?” he asks in a mocking tone.

			“Yes, or yours.” I feel safe standing at my window, but I don’t think I’d be so brave if we were facing each other in the yard. 

			He leans back in his chair. “I’ll keep using your Wi-Fi, and you won’t do anything about it.” 

			“Really?”

			The challenge in his eyes is overwhelming. I know mine must be the same.

			“There’s nothing you can do. If you tell my mother, I’ll deny it, and she’ll believe me. If you tell yours, I’ll show her the pages you visit when no one is watching you,” he says.

			“Are you blackmailing me?”

			He strokes his jaw as if he’s considering my question. “I wouldn’t call it blackmail, but rather coming to an agreement. I get what I want, and you get my silence in return.”

			“Your silence about information you got by hacking me. That’s not fair.” 

			Ares shrugs his shoulders. “Haven’t you heard that life isn’t fair?” 

			I grit my teeth. Jerk.

			“If you have nothing more to say, I was doing something  important.” He sits up and opens his laptop.

			I stare at him like a fool, not knowing if it’s because he’s that much of a jerk or because the feelings I had for him as a child haven’t completely gone away. Either way, I have to get back inside; the cold breeze isn’t pleasant. I close the window and defeatedly crawl back between my warm sheets. 

			My iPhone vibrates on the bedside table. Who could be texting me at this hour? I open the message and gasp in surprise. 

			Unknown Number:	Good night, Witch. 

						Sincerely yours, 

						Ares.

			I groan in frustration. Who is he calling a witch? And how the hell does he have my number? Apparently, things with Ares are nowhere near over, but he’s sorely mistaken if he thinks I’ll sit by and do nothing.

			You messed with the wrong neighbor!

		

	
		
			THREE

			The Soccer Practice

			“You what?” Daniela, my childhood best friend, almost spits her soda in my face. 

			We’re hanging out in the most popular café in town, hiding away from the summer heat. God bless the AC. We love it here. The calm music and dimly lit surroundings create a soft, comfortable energy, and it’s become our favorite spot to hang. 

			“Yes, I did exactly what I said,” I sigh, playing with the straw of my orange juice. 

			Daniela grins broadly as if she’s won the lottery. Her black hair falls to the sides of her face, framing it perfectly. She has that kind of hair where even if you don’t comb it, it still looks good. I’m so envious! But it’s the good kind of envy, of course. 

			Daniela has been by my side for as long as I can remember. Our friendship started in kindergarten when she stuck a pencil in my ear. Yes, it was an unconventional way to start a lifelong friendship, but that’s us: unconventional and crazy. Somehow, we adjusted to each other in a perfect, synchronized way. If that’s not true friendship, then I don’t know what is.

			Dani keeps that goofy grin on her face.

			“Why are you so discouraged? We’re talking about Ares . . . your crush since you were seven, or something.”

			“I told you how he treated me.”

			“But he treated you, Raquel. He talked to you; he noticed your presence in this world. That’s a start! It’s much better than just looking at him from afar like a creepy stalker.”

			“I don’t stalk him!”

			Dani rolls her eyes. “Really? Are you going to try to deny it? To me? I’ve seen you stalk him from the shadows.”

			“Of course not, it’s pure coincidence that I see him in the distance when I walk around town.”

			“Walking through town or hiding behind a bush?” she teases.

			“Anyway,” I change the subject. “You’re supposed to help me, I need to find a way to stop him from using my Wi-Fi. I don’t want him to get away with it.”

			“Why don’t you change the password?”

			“So he can just hack my computer again? No, thank you.”

			Dani takes out her makeup and looks in the mirror to adjust her hair. “I really don’t know what to say, girl. What if we ask Andres for help?”

			“Are you kidding? And for the last time, Dani, it’s André, no S.”

			“Whatever.” She takes out her lipstick and starts to apply a bright red color to her lips. “He’s good at computer stuff, right?”

			“Do you really have to do that here?” I ask, even though she does it all the time. “And yes, I guess so; he helped Francis with his computer project.”

			“There you go.” Dani puts her makeup away and stands up. “See how I always find solutions for you?” I open my mouth to speak, but she continues. “In fact, do you know what my advice is?”

			“Get over it?”

			“Yes. You’re wasting your time, really.” 

			“He’s just so . . .” I sigh. “Perfect.”

			Dani ignores my last statement. “I have to go to the bathroom; I’ll be right back.”

			She turns and walks away, earning a few stares from the guys that she passes. Dani is tall and has a great curvy body. I can honestly say that my best friend is one of the hottest girls at my school.

			I take a sip from my straw, finishing the last of my OJ. It’s hot as hell outside, but I rejoice in it. I don’t want summer to end because that means classes will begin and, to be honest, the idea of entering my senior year of high school scares me a little.

			Thoughts of Ares invade my mind again, and I remember his voice as well as his arrogant smile from the night before. I know he doesn’t have the best personality in the world. As I’ve watched him, I’ve come to realize how cold and meticulous he is. He barely smiles and doesn’t usually talk much, preferring curt answers and gestures. It’s like he’s a robot, incapable of feeling. Part of me is hoping that I’m wrong and he’s actually a sweet person on the inside or something.

			I scroll through Instagram until I see a post from Dani’s brother, Dean. He goes to the same school as Ares and plays on his soccer team. He posted a picture of the guys at practice on a public field near my neighborhood. It’s a chance to see Ares from a distance. 

			After settling the bill, I lean against the wall in front of the bathroom to wait for Dani, running my fingers through my long, light brown hair to check for tangles. I shuffle my feet impatiently until my best friend deigns to come out.

			Dani raises an eyebrow. “You already paid? I thought we would have dinner here.” 

			“Soccer practice.”

			“You’re going to abandon me here to go see a bunch of beautiful, attractive, possibly shirtless guys?” she jokes.

			“Do you want to go?”

			“No, stalking guys from a distance isn’t my thing. I’m more into action and you know it.” She winks.

			“Stop rubbing your experience in my face.” I pretend to sound hurt. 

			“Stop being a virgin.” She sticks her tongue out at me.

			“Maybe I’m not anymore.” I also stick out my tongue.

			“Yeah, sure, stop saving your virginity for that crush of yours.” 

			“Dani! I’m not saving anything for him.”

			She averts her gaze. “Of course, of course, go away. God forbid you miss the chance to see him shirtless because of me.”

			“He never takes his shirt off,” I mutter.

			Dani laughs. “He’s making you go crazy, naughty girl.” 

			“Dani!”

			“I’ll shut up. Go, I have things to do anyway, don’t worry.”

			With my cheeks on fire, I leave the café, and head toward the field. 

			Once I arrive, I buy a pineapple milk shake—my favorite—and slip on my dark glasses. I flip the top of my hoodie over my head to cover my hair and sit in the stands out front to enjoy the view. Other than me, there are four girls sitting there—they are probably the players’ girlfriends or just their friends. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen one of them kissing one of the guys before. It’s so hot, I’m roasting inside this hoodie. It was a poor choice of camouflage on my part. 

			The boys are spread out across the field doing routine stretches. Although this is the soccer team from an elite private school, they have to practice here during the summer while some kind of yearly maintenance is performed on their own field, or at least that’s what Dean told Dani. Ares jogs around the field, wearing black shorts and a green T-shirt with the number five on his back. His black hair flips in the wind as he jogs. I watch him like a fool and forget all about our interaction last night.

			He’s so handsome!

			Clouds swallow the bright sun as practice ends, thunder rumbles, and, without warning, it begins to rain. Cold raindrops fall on me and I curse to myself, pulling the top of my hood tighter over my head. I run down the stands and quickly pass the parking lot. The guys are about to leave, and therefore the risk of Ares seeing me is high. In my rush to get out of there I crash right into someone.

			“Ow!” I touch my nose, looking up. 

			It’s one of the guys on the team, a tall, dark-haired, tanned guy who looks like he’s straight out of a TV series. “Are you okay?”

			I push past him, trying to get away as quickly as possible. And then it happens, I hear the voice of my enduring, frustrated love.

			“What are you doing standing here in the rain?” Ares asks the boy behind me. 

			“I bumped into a weird girl. She was wearing sunglasses and a hoodie in this heat.”

			“You’re the weird one,” I murmur and try to hear Ares’s reply through the rain, but I’ve already walked too far away. That was close.

			I urge my legs to move faster, sighing in relief when I see the exit. I turn right to continue home. The rain is heavy, but I don’t see a place where I can take cover, not even a bus stop. I hear voices and instinctively duck into an alley. With my back against the wall, I dare to peek down the street. Ares is standing there, chatting with some guys from the team. They all have umbrellas, of course.

			I should have checked the weather forecast!

			“Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” the tanned guy I crashed into earlier asks insistently.

			 “No, I have things to do at home,” Ares says.

			His friends walk away, and Ares just stands there in the rain, as if waiting for something. I narrow my eyes. What is he waiting for? Ares starts to move and, to my surprise, he doesn’t go in the direction of his house but instead turns the opposite way. Did he lie to his friends? My curiosity encourages me to make a bad decision.

			 I follow him.

			It’s getting darker and darker, and we’re moving away from the downtown area into a neighborhood of lonelier streets. This is a bad idea. What am I doing? I’ve never followed him before, but I’m  interested to know why he lied to his friends. Although, honestly, that’s not my problem.

			Ares doesn’t slow down and it’s as if he knows exactly where he’s going. I pass a small wooden bridge, and a cool night breeze brushes over me as dark clouds swallow what sunlight is left. I hug myself and moisten my lips. Where is he going in the dark?

			I can no longer see the road, only a dirt path that takes us into the forest. My confusion is growing. I know that there’s nothing here but trees and darkness. Ares jumps over a small fence to the place I least expected to see—the town cemetery.

			What the hell? I didn’t even know you could get to the town cemetery by going this way. And what’s he doing here? Oh no. My imagination is running wild again. 

			He’s a vampire, and he comes here to reflect on whether or not to kill his next victim. Or worse, he knows I’m following him and brought me here to suck my blood dry.

			No, no, no, no, I can’t die a virgin.

			Hesitantly, I hop over the small fence too. I can’t believe I’m  following him into the cemetery. To say that this place is spooky is an understatement. The clouds that are still covering the sky paired with an occasional flash of lightning make me feel like I’m in a horror movie.

			Being the fool that I am, I continue to follow my crush as he weaves through the graves. I consider that maybe he’s going to visit someone, but there haven’t been any deaths in Ares’s family that I can remember. Believe me, in a small town you hear about everything, and everyone knows everyone.

			Ares walks faster, and I struggle to catch up with him, all while keeping a safe distance. We enter an area of mausoleums, which  resemble small houses for those who are no longer with us. Ares turns a corner, and I hurry to follow him, but when I round the  corner, he’s gone.

			Shit.

			Staying calm, I cross the little path between mausoleums, but I don’t see him anywhere. I swallow thickly, my heart beating like crazy in my chest. A flash of lightning followed by a rumble of thunder startles me. This was a really bad idea. What was I doing following him to the cemetery? I turn around. I need to get out of here before one of these souls decides to come after me.

			This is what I get for being curious, I deserve it. Another flare of lightning, another crash of thunder, and my poor heart is on the verge of collapse. I’m passing in front of a crypt when I hear strange noises.

			Shit, shit, shit.

			I’m not going to stick around to find out who or what it is. I hurry, almost running, and of course, because I’m clumsy when I’m scared, I trip over a tree root and fall to my hands and knees. I sit on the back of my thighs, shaking my hands when I feel it. Something, or someone, is behind me. A shadow falls over the path in front of me, a shapeless silhouette.

			I scream so loud that my throat burns. I get up fast and turn to start praying in defense and then I see him.

			Ares.

		

	
		
			FOUR

			The Cemetery

			Ares stands in front of me, his black jacket partially covering the green T-shirt I saw him wearing at practice, an umbrella over his head, and his free hand in the pocket of his black shorts. He looks like what he is: a rich, athletic young man.

			He appears calm, as if he hasn’t just scared me so badly that I almost fainted. It’s the first time I’ve been this close to him. I underestimated his height, which is very intimidating, and his cold gaze only makes me more nervous. A faint sheen of sweat dampens the back of my neck, and I squeeze my hands at my sides. It’s surreal to face him after watching him from a distance for so long. I’m not ready even though I’ve pictured this moment a thousand times, but in none of those imaginary scenarios were we in a cemetery, nor was I sweaty and wet from the rain. 

			“You scared me,” I say, clutching at my chest. 

			He doesn’t speak but just stands there, silently watching me. Seconds go by that feel like years before a smirk unfolds on his full lips. 

			“You deserve it,” he replies.

			“Why?”

			“You know why.” He turns his back on me and walks back  toward the mausoleums. 

			“Wait!” 

			Ares comes to a clearing and sits on a small headstone, putting his umbrella aside. I stand there watching him like an idiot, unsure of what to do with myself. He takes a lighter and a box of cigarettes out of his pocket and starts smoking. His eyes are on the cemetery sprawling around us, but he seems absorbed in his thoughts, smoke curling out from his mouth. 

			I know he has this habit so I’m not surprised, but it’s a long walk just to sit there and smoke. Although it makes sense. His parents wouldn’t approve of their star-athlete son puffing away on cancer sticks.

			“Are you going to stand there all night?”

			How can someone so young have such a cold voice? I take a seat on a headstone in front of him, keeping my distance. My mouth dries and I can feel my heart in my throat. I wasn’t ready to interact with him. He looks at me as he exhales the smoke from his cigarette again, and I swallow hard. I don’t know what I’m doing, but there’s no way I’m going back down that dark path by myself.

			“I’m just waiting for you so I don’t have to go back alone,” I explain. The lights from the small orange lamps in the cemetery illuminate him.

			“What are you doing here, Raquel?” Hearing him say my name causes a strange oscillating sensation in my stomach. 

			“I came to visit a relative.” 

			Liar, liar.

			Ares raises an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? Who?”

			“My . . . He’s a distant relative.”

			Ares tosses his cigarette on the ground and steps on it to put it out. “Of course, and you decided to come to visit this relative alone? At night? And in the rain?”

			“Yes, I didn’t realize it was already so late.”

			Ares leans forward, placing his elbows on his knees, staring at me. “Liar.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“We both know you’re lying.”

			I fiddle with my hands on my lap. “Of course not.”

			He stands up and I feel helpless sitting, so I stand up too. We’re finally facing each other, and my breathing becomes rapid and inconsistent.

			“Why are you following me?”

			I wet my lips. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Ares approaches me, and I back away until my back hits a mausoleum behind me. He presses his hand against the wall next to my head, making me jump a little. “I don’t have time for your stupid games. Answer me.” 

			My breathing is a mess. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about, I just came to visit my . . . someone who . . .”

			“Liar.”

			He is too close for my poor heart’s health. “It’s a free town; I can walk wherever I want.”

			Ares takes my chin in his hand and forces me to lift my head and look up at him. His touch feels warm on my cold skin, and I stop breathing. His wet hair sticks to his beautiful, pale, perfect face, and his lips glisten. I’ve only ever seen him from afar. Having him this close is too much for me.

			“You think I don’t know about your little childish obsession with me?” he asks.

			Embarrassment sets my cheeks on fire, and I try to lower my eyes, but he gently holds my chin in place.

			“Let me go,” I demand, removing his hand. However, he stays in front of me, not backing away, and the intensity of his presence disarms me.

			“You’re not going anywhere until you answer me,” he says, sounding determined. 

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I repeat, trying to ignore the heat that emanates from his body and warms mine even more.

			“Let’s refresh your memory, shall we?” he asks. I don’t like where he’s going with this at all.

			“You’ve been watching me for a long time, Raquel.” 

			I swallow.

			“Your desktop background is a picture of me that you stole from my Facebook, and your Wi-Fi password includes my name.”

			His words make my stomach bottom out. I knew there was a possibility that Ares knew about my crush. After all, he’d hacked my computer. But he knows everything. To say I feel mortified is an understatement. This is another level of shame.

			He looks so victorious, as if he’s in complete control of the situation. There’s mockery and superiority in his expression. He enjoys cornering and humiliating me like this. He’s waiting for me to deny it, to put my head down, and let him laugh at my embarrassment.

			And that thought snaps me out of my self-conscious state. A defiant side of me surfaces when I feel cornered; it’s like a defense mechanism. Mom says I got it from my father. Now it comes out and this becomes a challenge, almost a game, and I will not lose. I won’t give Ares the satisfaction. I’m tired of hiding behind jokes and sarcastic comments. I feel the need to prove to this handsome guy that he’s wrong about me, that everything he thinks he knows is pure lies, and that I’m not easily intimidated. I’ve had enough with hiding in the shadows. I’ve had enough with not telling anyone what I think and feel for fear of being rejected and cast aside. So, I raise my gaze and look directly into those infinite blue eyes. 

			“Yes, I have a crush on you.”

			I underestimated how startled he would be. His cockiness disappears, replaced by pure confusion. He takes a step back, looking stunned.

			I give him a half-sided smile, crossing my arms over my chest. “Why are you so surprised, pretty boy?” 

			He doesn’t say anything. Ladies and gentlemen, I, Raquel  Mendoza, have left my lifelong crush speechless. 

			Ares recovers, running his hand along his jaw as if taking everything in. “I wasn’t expecting that, I must admit.” 

			“I know.” I can’t get rid of the stupid grin caused by the feeling of being in control of the situation. 

			“And may I know why you have a crush on me?” he asks, tilting his head to the side.

			“Isn’t that obvious?” I say, amused. “Because I like you.” 

			Ares’s eyes threaten to pop out of his face. “Since when are you so . . . forward?”

			Since you cornered me and had every intention of embarrassing me, I think, running my hand through my damp hair. “Since always.”

			Ares chuckles under his breath. “I thought you were just another quiet, introverted girl playing innocent, but, apparently, I’m wrong. You’re a bit interesting.”

			“A bit?” I snort. “I’m the most interesting girl you’ve ever met in your life.” 

			“And, from what I can see, you also have decent self-esteem.”

			“That’s right.”

			Ares approaches me again, but this time I don’t step back. “And what does this interesting girl want from me?”

			“Can’t you figure it out? I thought you had the highest IQ in the county.” 

			Ares laughs openly, the sound echoing around the surrounding mausoleums. “It’s amazing how much you know about me, and yes, of course I can figure it out. I just want you to say it.”

			“I think I’ve talked enough. It’s your turn to guess what I want.”

			Ares leans in until our faces are merely inches apart. Having him so close still affects me, and I swallow thickly. “Do you want to see my room?” 

			The suggestion in his voice doesn’t go unnoticed, so I push him away and shake my head. “No, thank you.”

			Ares frowns. “What do you want then?”

			“Something very simple,” I tell him casually. “I want you to fall in love with me.”

			For the second time in the evening, Ares laughs. I don’t know what he finds so funny because I’m not joking, but I’m not complaining because the sound of his laughter is wonderful. When he stops laughing, he gives me a bemused look. 

			“You’re crazy. Why would I fall in love with you? You’re not even my type.” 

			“We’ll see about that.” I wink at him. “And maybe I’m crazy, but my determination is impressive.”

			“I can see that.” He turns around and goes back to the headstone where he was sitting before. 

			Trying to defuse the tension between us, I speak. “Why did you come here?” 

			“It’s quiet, and people usually don’t come here.”

			“Do you like being alone?”

			Ares shoots me a look, putting another cigarette between those red lips I’d like to taste. “I do.”

			I realize how limited my knowledge about Ares really is, despite having had a crush on him for so long. 

			“Why are you still here?” His question hurts me a little. Does he want me to leave? 

			“I’m afraid to go back alone, I told you.”

			Ares releases the smoke in his mouth and touches a space next to him before speaking.

			“Come, sit next to me. Don’t be afraid of me. According to this bizarre situation I should be the scared one, little stalker.”

			I swallow, but I obey like a puppet. I sit next to him, and he continues to smoke. We remain silent for a while and my thoughts wander. I can’t believe I said all those things to him. I shiver a little. Even though it’s dark, I can see clearly. The moon has already made its way out from the black clouds, illuminating the cemetery. It’s not the most romantic view in the world, but being next to Ares makes it tolerable.

			I glance at his profile, and his eyes are on the horizon. God, he’s so handsome. As if sensing my gaze, Ares turns to me.

			“What?”

			“Nothing.” I look away.

			“You like to read.”

			“Yes. How do you know?”

			“Your computer had a lot of information. It’s like an electronic diary.”

			“You still haven’t apologized for hacking my computer.”

			“I won’t.”

			“You violated federal law by doing that, you know that, don’t you?”

			“And you violated, like, three by stalking me, you know that, too, don’t you?” 

			“Good point.”

			My phone rings, and I answer it quickly. It’s Dani. 

			“Why aren’t you answering your phone?” she demands. “This is, like, my third attempt. Your mother couldn’t reach you, so she just called me and asked what time you’ll get home. She thinks you’re still with me.”

			“Tell her I’m on my way.”

			“Where the hell are you? I know soccer practice ended a long time ago.”

			“I’m . . .” I glance at Ares, and he gives me a mischievous smile. “At the bakery, I’m craving a donut.” An extremely attractive donut.

			“A donut? But you hate them!” 

			I bite my lip. “Just tell my mom I’m on my way.” I hang up before she can ask me another question.

			Ares keeps that smile on his lips, and I can’t help but wonder what it would feel like to kiss him. “You just lied. Am I your dark secret?”

			“No, it’s just that explaining over the phone would have been complicated.” Before he asks more questions about why I didn’t tell Dani the truth, I continue. “Could you . . . walk with me? At least as far as the street, from there I can go on alone.”

			“Yes, but that comes at a price.” He gets up.

			“A price?”

			“Yes.” He takes his umbrella and points it at me, forcing me to step back to keep the tip of it from touching my chest. “Let me kiss you wherever I want.”

			My cheeks burn. “That’s . . . that’s a high price, don’t you think?”

			“Are you afraid? Or was being straightforward and brave just an act?”

			I narrow my eyes. “No, it just seems like an excessively high price to me.”

			He shrugs. “Then enjoy your walk in the dark alone.”

			He turns to sit down again, but I can see him look at me out of the corner of his eye. I know it’s to make sure I don’t leave alone, even if I don’t give him the kiss, but who am I kidding? I want that kiss too; every part of me is on fire just imagining it.

			“Wait,” I say, keeping true to my new extroverted attitude. “Okay.”

			Ares turns to me again. “Really?”

			“Yes!” My heart is going to collapse at any moment. “C-can we go now?”

			Ares draws in his bottom lip seductively. “I need my incentive to start walking.”

			“I said I would pay the price.”

			His face is only inches away from mine. “Do I have your word?”

			“Yes.”

			“Let’s see if that’s true.”

			“What?” A gasp escapes my lips as he leans down and buries his face into my neck, his hair brushing my cheek. “Ares, what are you . . . ?” My voice fails me, everything fails me.

			His hot breath caresses my skin, awakening my senses and, instinctively, I move closer to him.

			“Raquel,” he says my name in my ear, sending delicious shivers all over my body.

			I can’t believe this is happening. I have Ares pressed against me, his warm breath on my neck, and his hand on my waist. Am I dreaming?

			“You’re not dreaming.”

			Oh shit! I said it out loud.

			I feel flustered; however, the moment Ares’s lips meet the skin of my neck, I forget everything. He leaves wet kisses along my skin, up until he reaches my earlobe, which he lightly sucks. My legs get weak, and if it weren’t for Ares holding me firmly in place, I would be on the ground by now. What is he doing to me?

			While I stand there trembling, little spasms of pleasure cross my body and make my breath hitch. A pressure blooms in my lower belly, and I can’t believe how much havoc he’s causing just by kissing my neck. His breathing quickens, and I realize I’m not the only one affected by this. When he finishes his attack on my neck, he proceeds to kiss the side of my face, moving across my cheek, until he presses his lips to the corner of mine. I open my mouth in anticipation, waiting for contact, waiting for his kiss, but it never comes.

			Ares breaks away and gives me a smirk. “Let’s go.”

			I gasp. Are you going to leave me like this? I want to ask him, but I stop myself before the plea leaves my lips. Ares picks up his umbrella and starts walking, apparently unaffected by what just happened. Regaining control of my body, I reluctantly follow him.

			I know tonight was just the beginning of something. I don’t know if I can handle it, but I’m going to at least try.

		

	
		
			FIVE

			The Best Friend

			The walk back isn’t as uncomfortable as I expected, but I’m nervous and my hands are shaking. Part of me still can’t believe I’m walking next to Ares. I stay a step behind him so I don’t have to be opposite that cute face of his. However, my curious eyes travel down his defined arms and legs. Playing soccer suits him. He has an athletic body that makes him look strong. I continue to gawk at him until he catches me, and I look away. 

			Ares glances over his shoulder at me with a mischievous, knowing grin that takes my breath away. Why does he have to be so fucking attractive? 

			Grumbling, I focus on the street to one side of us. Ares plays on his phone the rest of the way. As we reach my front door, the atmosphere gets a little awkward. He stops next to me and runs his hand through his hair. “You’ve arrived at your cave, Witch.”

			“Stop calling me that.”

			“Comb your hair more often, and I will.” 

			Low blow.

			I immediately run my fingers through my tangled hair, trying to unknot it. “It’s the weather’s fault.”

			Ares just smiles. “Whatever you say.” He pauses. “Witch.”

			“Very funny.”

			Ares checks his phone, as if checking the time. “Get in before your mom comes out and drags you in.”

			“My mom wouldn’t do that, she knows what kind of daughter she raised,” I say arrogantly. “She trusts me.” 

			And as if hearing me, my mother’s voice calls from inside the house. “Raquel? Is that you?”

			“Shit!” I panic. “Oh . . . that was fun, good night, bye.” I turn around to walk to the door.

			“Didn’t you just say that your mother knows who she raised?”

			“Raquel?” my mother calls again.

			I turn to him again.

			“Shhhh!” I gesture with both hands for him to leave. “Go away! Shoo!”

			Ares laughs showing those perfect teeth. He has a beautiful smile, I could stare at him all night, but my mother is about to come out and make a fuss. Ares gives me the “Okay” sign with his fingers.

			“All right, I’m off, Stalker Witch.”

			“Wow, a special nickname now?” Sarcasm drips from my tone. 

			He shrugs. “I’m very creative, I know.”

			“So am I, Greek God.” As soon as my so-called nickname for him leaves my lips, I regret it. Greek God? Are you serious, Raquel?

			“I like that nickname.”

			Of course, you like it, arrogant—

			“Raquel!” My mom’s voice is louder now.

			I turn my back to him again and this time he says nothing. I hear his footsteps fading further into the distance as I open my front door. I walk in and put my back against the door as a stupid grin comes over my face. I had a good time with Ares. I still can’t believe it.

			“Raquel Margarita Mendoza Álvarez!”

			You know you’re in trouble when your mom uses your full name. 

			“Hi, my beautiful mom,” I say with the cutest look I can conjure up.

			My mother, Rosa Maria Álvarez, is a hard-working, dedicated woman. She’s a respected nurse at the local hospital. She’s the best person I know, but as a mother she can be strict. Although she doesn’t spend much time at home because of her job, when she is at home, she likes to take control and maintain order.

			“Don’t mom me,” she warns, holding up her pointer finger. “It’s ten o’clock at night, can you tell me where you were?”

			“I thought we agreed that I could arrive at eleven o’clock at the latest during the summer.”

			“Only on weekends,” she reminds me. “As long as you let me know where you are, and who you’re with.”

			“I stopped by the bakery, and I was eating a donut and—”

			“The bakery closes at nine o’clock.”

			I clear my throat. “You didn’t let me finish. I stayed outside the bakery eating the donut.”

			“Do you expect me to believe that?” 

			I put my hands on my hips. “That’s what happened, Mom. You know me, what else could I be doing?” 

			Letting a boy kiss my neck in the cemetery.

			My mom narrows her eyes. “You better not be lying to me, Raquel.”

			“I would never dare, my sweet mother.” I give her a hug and kiss the side of her face. 

			“Your dinner is in the microwave.”

			“You are the best.”

			“And go upstairs and give that dog of yours some love, he’s done nothing but crawl around the house depressed.”

			“Aww! He misses me!”

			“Or he’s hungry.”

			Both are very possible.

			After devouring my food, I go up to my room, and Rocky comes running out to greet me. He almost knocks me down. He’s getting bigger every day.

			“Hello, beautiful, cutie, fluffy doggy.” I rub his head gently. “Who’s the cutest doggy in the world?” Rocky licks my hand. “That’s right, you are.”

			My phone chirps in my jacket pocket and, closing my bedroom door with my foot, I check the message. It’s from Joshua, my other best friend. I haven’t seen him in days because I’ve been spending so much time with Dani.

			Joshua BFF: Are you awake? 

			Me: Yes, what’s up?

			A second later, my phone lights up with a call from him.

			“Hi, Rochi,” he says as soon as I answer. He has always affectionately called me Rochi.

			“Hi, Yoshi.” And I, of course, call him after the dinosaur from Mario Kart. He reminds me of Joshua, and he’s cute. They’re not the most mature nicknames in the world, but in my defense, we picked them when we were children.

			“First of all, the crazy girl is not with you, right?” 

			“No, Dani must be at home.”

			“Finally. You’ve completely abandoned me for her. I’m already forgetting your face.” 

			“It’s been four days, Yoshi.”

			“That’s a long time. Anyway, how about tomorrow we binge-watch The Walking Dead?”

			“Only if you swear to me that you haven’t seen the new episodes without me.” 

			“You have my word.”

			I walk around my room distractedly. “It’s a deal then.”

			“Your place or mine?”

			I look at the calendar on the wall. “Mine. Mom has a double shift tomorrow, and my TV is bigger.”

			“All right. See you tomorrow, Rochi.”

			“See you tomorrow.”

			I smile at the phone as I hang up and remember the times when I thought I had a crush on Joshua. He’s the only guy I’ve interacted with and shared so much with. But I would never dare put our friendship at risk when I wasn’t sure how I felt. Joshua is nothing like Ares. He’s shy and cute in his own way. He wears glasses and a hat that he never wants to take off. 

			Unconsciously, I walk over to the window. Will Ares be out there on the patio stealing my Wi-Fi? My heart skips a beat just imagining him sitting there with his laptop and that stupid, arrogant smile that looks so good on him. But when I open my curtains, all I see is the empty chair with a few drops of water on it from the rain this past evening.

			I look at Ares’s house and at his window. The light is on, but I don’t see him. I sigh in disappointment. I’m about to give up when he appears in my field of vision and grabs the hem of his shirt to take it off over his head. I blush instantly at the sight of his naked torso.

			That flat, defined abdomen . . .

			Those strong arms . . .

			Those tattoos . . .

			That V in his lower abdomen . . . 

			It’s hot in here suddenly.

			I drop my gaze, cheeks coloring, but I can’t help but take one last look at him. To my surprise, Ares is standing in front of the window, looking directly at me.

			Shit!

			I drop to the ground and crawl away from the window. Rocky tilts his head to the side in confusion.

			“Don’t judge me,” I tell him seriously.

			My phone rings again, scaring me. I pray to God it’s not Ares making fun of what just happened. I open the message nervously.

			Ares <3: Do you like what you see? 

			Me: Nah, I was just looking at the moon. 

			Ares <3: There is no moon. It’s cloudy.

			Me: I just wanted to make sure I didn’t have neighbors stealing my Wi-Fi. 

			Ares <3: Your signal doesn’t reach here.

			Me: Just making sure.

			A long time goes by and I don’t think he’ll say anymore, so I take a shower and put on my pajamas. I come out of the bathroom, drying my hair with my towel, and I see a new message on my phone.

			Ares <3: Why don’t you come over here and make sure in person?

			The message is from five minutes ago and takes me by surprise. He wants me to come to his house? At this hour? Is he . . . Is he inviting me to . . .

			The towel falls out of my hands. 

			No.

			I’m a virgin, but I’m not stupid, I know how to read between the lines. 

			I get another message that makes me jump.

			Ares <3: It’s fun to scare you. Good night, Stalker Witch. 

			Was it a joke?

			I don’t think so. Ares Hidalgo just invited me to his room to do who knows what in a subtle way, but he still did it. And what confuses me the most is the fact that I hesitated instead of running over there. Apparently, I’m all talk and no action, as Dani would say.

			Silly, silly, Raquel.

		

	
		
			SIX

			The Advice

			“He can’t die!” I scream at the TV screen. “This is what I hate about The Walking Dead! That fear that one of my favorite characters could die at any moment.”

			Yoshi eats Doritos next to me. “The episode is about to end, and we won’t know who dies.” 

			I snatch the bag of Doritos out of his hands. “Shut up. If that happens, I swear I’ll never watch this show again.” 

			Yoshi rolls his eyes and adjusts his glasses. “You’ve been saying that since the first season.” 

			“I’m weak, okay?”

			We’re both sitting on the floor, our backs against the bed behind us. It’s warm, so I’m wearing shorts and a white tank top without a bra. I’m comfortable around Yoshi and I know he’s comfortable around me too. Rocky is sleeping peacefully by the window.

			My room is a decent size, with a queen-size bed and posters of my favorite inspirational quotes all over the purple walls. I have a few small Christmas lights attached to the top of the walls that look beautiful at night. In front of the bed is the TV, on one side of it is the window, and the door to my bathroom is on the other side.

			We are completely focused on the TV when the episode ends and the credits roll.

			“I hate you, producers and screenwriters of The Walking Dead! I hate you!”

			“I told you,” Yoshi taunts like a smart-ass. I smack the back of his head. “Ow! Don’t take it out on me.” 

			“How can they do this to us? How can it end like this? Who’s going to die?”

			Yoshi rubs my back soothingly. “It’s okay, it’s over.” He hands me a glass of cold Pepsi. “Here, drink.” 

			“I’m going to die.”

			“Relax, it’s just a TV series.”

			Totally depressed, I turn off the TV and sit down in front of Yoshi. He looks restless, and I know it’s not because of the series. His little honey eyes have a spark in them that I haven’t seen before. He gives me a nervous smile.

			“Is something wrong?” I ask.

			“Yes.”

			The atmosphere feels heavy for some strange reason. I don’t know what he has to tell me, but it makes me uneasy to see him hesitate so much. What’s wrong? 

			Yoshi licks his lower lip before speaking. He removes his hat, freeing his messy hair. “I need your advice on something.”

			“I’m listening.”

			“What would you do if you liked one of your friends?”

			“You make it sound like I have so many friends.” I smile, but Yoshi doesn’t. His expression becomes even more strained. 

			“I’m serious, Raquel.”

			“Okay, okay, excuse me, Mr. Seriousness.” I hold my chin as if in deep thought. “I would tell them.” 

			“Wouldn’t you be afraid of losing the friendship?”

			And then my little brain clicks, and I realize what Yoshi is telling me. Is that . . . that friend he likes—me? Yoshi doesn’t really have any other female friends, just me and a few acquaintances. My heart rises in my throat as my sweet, lifelong best friend watches me intently, waiting for my advice.

			“Are you sure about what you feel?” I ask, playing with my fingers. 

			“Yes, I’m very sure, I like her a lot.”

			My throat gets dry. “When did you realize you liked her?”

			“I think I’ve always known it. I’ve been a coward, but I can’t hide it anymore,” he says.

			He looks down and sighs, and when he looks at me again, his eyes have a glint in them, so full of emotions. “I’m dying to kiss her.”

			“Oh yeah?”

			Yoshi moves a little closer. “Yes, her lips are pure temptation; it’s driving me crazy.”

			“She must have very nice lips then.”

			“The most beautiful I’ve ever seen in my life, they have me spellbound.” 

			Spellbound . . .

			Spell . . . 

			Witch . . .

			Ares . . .

			No! No! Don’t think about Ares! Not now!

			Inevitably, those sea-blue eyes come to my mind, that cocky smile, those soft lips suckling my neck.

			Oh no! I hate you, brain!

			My best friend since childhood is about to confess his love to me, and I’m thinking about my arrogant, Greek godlike idiot neighbor.

			“Raquel?”

			Yoshi’s voice brings me back to reality. He looks disconcerted, and it’s no surprise. I chose the worst moment to disconnect mentally. But it also helped to clear my mind a bit. Seeing Yoshi so vulnerable in front of me made me realize that I can’t handle a confession. Not now.

			“I need to use the bathroom.” I rush out of the room before he can say anything.

			I walk into the bathroom and lean against the door. I shake my hair out in frustration. I’m a fucking coward and stupid too. I didn’t even bring my phone into the bathroom to ask Dani for support. Who goes into the bathroom without their phone these days? No one, just me. I grunt and massage my face, thinking.

			“Raquel?” I hear Yoshi’s call on the other side of the door. “I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.”

			“No!” I open the door as fast as I can, but I only catch a glimpse of his back disappearing out the door of my room. Throwing myself on my bed, I let myself be consumed by laziness. I don’t want to think anymore; I just want to rest my mind. I close my eyes and quickly fall into dreamland.

			Rocky’s barking wakes me up abruptly. The barks are continuous and loud—what I call his “serious barks”—and he only gets this worked up when there is someone he doesn’t know in the house. I get out of bed so fast that I get dizzy and crash against the side of the wall. “Ow!”

			Rocky is barking in the direction of the window, as if sensing something out there. It’s already dark outside, and the night breeze moves my curtains gently. There’s nothing at the window, so I calm down.

			“Rocky, there’s nothing there.”

			But he just keeps barking. Maybe there’s a cat outside, and his dog senses are tingling? Rocky doesn’t stop, so I walk to the window to soothe him. When I peek out, I yell so loudly that Rocky jumps up beside me.

			Ares.

			On a ladder.

			Climbing up to my window.

			“What the hell are you doing?” Is the only thing that comes out of my lips as I see him standing there in the middle of a wooden ladder. He looks as cute as ever in his jeans and purple T-shirt, but the craziness of this situation keeps me from drooling.

			“It’s called climbing, you should try it.”

			“I’m not in the mood for your sarcasm,” I say.

			“I need to reboot your router. The signal is down, and it’s the only way to recover it.”

			“And you decided to sneak into my room without permission, climbing into my window like that? Do you know what people who do that are called? Burglars.”

			“I tried to reach you, but you didn’t answer the phone.”

			“That doesn’t give you the right to come into my room like this.” 

			“Can you cut the drama? I just need to come in for a second.”

			“Drama? Drama? I’ll teach you drama.” I grab both ends of the ladder stuck to my window and shake them as hard as I can.

			Ares holds onto the rungs tightly and gives me a death stare. “Do that again, Raquel, and you’ll see what happens.”

			“I’m not afraid of you.”

			“Then do it.”

			“Don’t challenge me,” I warn.

			“Really? Are you going to drop me?”

			“It’s not worth it.” 

			I watch as Ares finishes climbing, and he’s level with me, his face inches away from mine. Rocky goes crazy, barking as soon as he sees the intruder, but I’m too busy gawking to call him off.

			“Could you control that fleabag?”

			“Rocky hasn’t had fleas this month, show more respect.” 

			“I don’t have all night.”

			I sigh in frustration. “Rocky, sit down.” My dog obeys me. “Quiet.”

			I step back to let Ares into my room. Once inside, his height makes my room feel small. His eyes look me up and down from head to toe, lingering on my breasts, and that’s when I remember I don’t have a bra on.

			“I need to go to the bathroom,” I say quickly.

			For the second time tonight, I try to use the bathroom as an escape strategy, but I forget one small detail. Ares is not Yoshi. Ares won’t let me flee so easily. His hand grabs my arm
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