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      Luke Jacobs reached over and slapped the snooze on his alarm. Rolling onto his side, he scrunched his pillow, propping his head up a few inches. A warm beam pierced the shell of the protective barrier between comfort and the desert’s ninety degree fall weather. He sighed. A branch from the large velvet ash painted hues of deep orange and plated gold along the sill, adding to the illusion of a crisp autumn morning.

      Throwing back his sheet, he slid out of bed. Running his fingers through his trimmed, chocolate locks, his gaze traveled to the royal blue and gold football jersey thrown over the game chair in the corner of his room. He smirked, visions of the winning score board were fresh in his mind.

      He pulled the charging cord from his phone and scrolled through a few congratulatory texts for last night’s game. That’s right, star quarterback in the house. Three quick raps on his bedroom door dissolved the image of cheers from the stands.

      “Yeah?” His deep voice still gravelly from the celebrations last night.

      “Hey, are you going to the mall for Mom’s birthday gift?”

      He rolled his eyes before answering. “Why Becca, what do you want?”

      “Can I come in? This is obnoxious.”

      Without waiting for a response his little sister barreled through the door.

      “Hey, what the hell?”

      “Sorry, but I need to talk to you.” She quickly sat down on the edge of his bed. Twirling the ends of her golden mane, her green eyes focused on her brother. “Can I come with you? Dad was supposed to take me, but something came up with work.”

      He smirked, sat down on the chair at his desk, and swiveled around to face her. “I’m not staying all day. In and out.”

      Becca’s eyes lit up and she fluttered a series of nearly silent claps. “I promise.”

      “Now leave. I gotta get dressed.”

      Becca padded across the room, a victorious grin on her face, and shut the door behind her.

      Luke slid out the first drawer in his dresser and grabbed his black, Thrasher t-shirt. His jeans were on the floor by his nightstand and after a quick scan and sniff he decided they could go another day without washing.  He’d showered the night before so a swipe of under arm deodorant was all he needed to be ready. Taking a quick glance in the mirror above his dresser, he raised a brow. His eyes were more red than baby blue. Ugh, maybe stayed up a little too late.

      Plodding down the stairs he smiled, last night was worth the day after zombie look. The adrenaline still running through his veins from last night’s win stole any appetite he’d normally have in the morning, but a cup of black gold was a must. Pulling down a large Yeti, he filled it to the rim and added a few drops of almond milk before pressing down the top.

      “Becca,” he shouted. “I’m leaving. Get your butt in the car.”

      “Coming!”

      Becca slammed the passenger door shut and Luke glared. The 2012, dark green Toyota Tacoma was an early graduation present from his parents. The buttery, caramel leather seats weren’t ideal in the desert heat, but he loved the smell. The Tacoma had only one original owner and the guy treated the four-seater like his girlfriend. With an odometer just tipping 90,000 miles, the near decade old small truck was a sweet ride.

      About halfway to the mall a loud screeching, like a bad violinist, pierced its way through the vents. His air conditioner was tired for the day. Luke cranked the window down and let his fingers brush along the small patches of patina on the driver’s door. The parking lot was empty, looking more like Christmas day instead of a Saturday afternoon.

       Luke pulled up to a spot only a few feet away from the main entrance; he gazed up to the glacier blue heavens where not one cloud neither obstructed nor enhanced the view. The mall in Henderson was nicer than some and less than others. But it was the closest to Boulder City and pretty much had every store he liked to shop in.

      The black river of sand, gravel, and broken stones flowed to meet the banks of concrete waiting to usher in guests. Typically, the middle-class Joneses willing to part with their hard-earned cash for a shiny, new designer this or that. Luke had a plan though, so his budget and time would be limited in the house of couturiere.

      “Hey, can we get a Cinnabon?” Becca gently shut her door.

      “Uh, what happened to quick?”

      “It’ll just take a few minutes, and neither one of us ate anything before we left.”

      He hated to admit it, but his stomach had growled its way back to needing some sustenance and a sweet cinnamon roll sounded pretty tempting.

      “Okay, let’s go.” Luke tapped the key fab and locked the doors.

      Becca grinned. “I knew you couldn’t resist a gooey bun.”

      “Whatever. Let’s get in there.”

      He eyed the passing puffs of shoppers looking for a familiar face, but he didn’t recognize anyone. Under a dome of white twinkles, the neutral tones of beige and cream tiles mapping their way to the variety of food stations caught Luke’s attention. The gleaming store windows reflecting the fracture of light was reminiscent of their last family trip to Disneyland and Sleeping Beauty’s castle. At night under the canopy of fairy lights, the allure flushed over him as if someone special shared their magic. It was a memory that stuck with him.

      The counter at Cinnabon was empty and Luke chuckled watching three of the employees busily frosting pans of freshly baked yummies. He looked around the food court; you could kick a goal and not hit anyone. What were they gonna do with enough pastries to feed the entire population of his high school? One of the intense baking teens noticed him and came over. Several adjustments to the paper chef’s hat propped up on his head was followed with glowing cheeks and a forced smile.

      After their transaction was complete, the shy teen gleefully went back to frosting his pan of naked buns.

      Luke set the food tray down and slid into the attached plastic chair. Swapping comfort for space, it felt more like grade school than a place to dine. Opting to saw the plastic knife into the steaming bun, he cut a small piece and forked it with another cheap utensil. He didn’t realize how hungry he was until he took the first bite of sugary cinnamon. He was about to cut into another gooey chunk of goodness when without warning, his heart crushed against his rib cage.

       Looking from side to side, a warning crawled along his veins. He stood up and surveyed the area, while an invisible force tightened around his neck like hands slowly squeezing the breath from his body. As he clawed to remove the pressure, his eyes bulged, and a curtain of darkness slowly took his vision.

      “Luke! Luke! What’s wrong?” Becca held a firm hold on his arm.

      Like fingers slowly releasing their grip the tightness faded, and his chest heaved filling his lungs with air. Folding onto the chair he took a fluid drink of water, his throat relaxed, and he massaged his chest until his pounding heart slowed to a normal beat.

      “Are you okay? What the heck was that?” Becca’s eyes widened.

      “I . . . I’m not sure.”

      Luke gazed past Becca and shivered. A stranger, about the same age as his dad, stared at him from across the food court. Luke shifted in his seat, a rising heat growing in his belly and then . . .  her.

      With a tray of pizza slices and drinks, she approached the stranger. Her plump, rosy lips pouted, suggesting she wasn’t a willing participant in the festivities. A waterfall of dark tresses caressed the curves of her oval jawline and ivory skin. Her attention was on the man, who hadn’t shifted his gaze from Luke.

      Setting the tray down on a table, she pulled her hair back and twirled the unrestrained ponytail to a twist and knotted it. Dropping her shoulders, she turned to face the dining room and, for a brief moment, their eyes met. Luke nervously searched his body for a place to land his hands before slipping them into the front pockets of his jeans. His eyes rounded, his heart pumping, he should have looked away, but he couldn’t. Her lips parted, turning the pout into a casual smile. He tingled with intrigue.

      “Hey, you gonna finish that?” asked Becca.

      “Uhm, what?”

      “Your food?”

      Luke glanced down at his plate, almost surprised to see it still there. “No. Lost my appetite.”

      “Okay, let’s get Mom’s gifts and get out of here. You don’t look so good.”

      Luke’s gaze traveled from the mystery girl to Becca, who had grabbed their tray and was dumping it into a nearby receptacle. Turning back, he wanted to soak in another look of the alluring beauty, but she was gone. He scoured the room for her—nothing. She and the man had both vanished.

      Becca held her promise and picked up her intended gift in the time it took Luke to grab the new CD from Beth Hart, his mom’s favorite. They were back on the road and headed for home in less than forty-five minutes. The baby blue had turned to an angry steel grey with ominous ribbons of black weaved into the afternoon sky.

                  “Damn, I hope it doesn’t rain. Dad won’t let us go tonight if it does.” Becca frowned.

      “Na, it’s not gonna rain. It’s the desert, grey skies yes, downpour . . . not so much.” Luke flashed a toothy grin.

      “I hope so.”

      After each win, the football team and friends would pick up fast food and go to the park to celebrate. This would be Becca’s first time getting to tag along with Luke. She was a freshman and their parents agreed to let her go if Luke made sure she stayed in his sights.

      He wasn’t happy but he had no choice. Babysit, or stay home with the latest horror release streaming on a Saturday night while his teammates and friends chilled—not gonna happen.
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        * * *

      

      A hint of pine permeated through the open window tickling Luke’s nostrils. It was one of his favorite scents. Swiping his phone to Spotify, he tapped The Killers and set it on top of the dash. Jason, his best friend, and the fiercest left guard ever to play for Boulder City High, was meeting them at Taco Bell.

      “I hope Karen’s there; her mom was iffy about letting her go,” Becca said, looking out the window.

      “Jason’s going, so I bet she’ll be there too.”

      A river of onyx sparkled under the glow of a diming streetlamp as Luke pulled into the parking lot. The drive-thru was packed and he surveyed the area for an open space. Pulling to the back of the lot, he spotted Jason standing beside his tricked-out Subaru WRX. The 6’1 teen was easy to spot, his broad shoulders tested the stretch of his black, long-sleeve T-shirt, and his dirty blonde hair and hazel-brown eyes were the lust of half the senior girls at school.

      Jason nodded at the truck. “Hey, get this, we’re not the only ones here tonight.”

      Luke bounced out of his truck, his white Nike’s catching a gleam from the nearby headlights. “Becca, don’t leave the truck.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      “What do you mean?” Luke crossed his arms and leaned against the bed.

      “Damn Green Valley is here too.”

      “What the hell? Why? They got Taco Bell in Vegas.” Luke clenched his jaw.

      “Yeah, someone said they’re pissed about losing last night. Said it was fixed.

      Luke laughed. “Yeah, like we needed to fix it to win. They sucked.”

      “Well, I promised my dad no crap. I’ve got Becca with me.”

      “Me too. I’d be grounded for a decade if I get into a fight tonight.”

      “Let’s just go in and get our food, forget those assholes.” Luke ambled toward the door with Jason behind him.

      The line at the register was no better than the drive-thru. The guys chose to ignore the rowdy opposing team taking up half of the dining area.

      Trying to tune out the obnoxious group, Luke spoke up. “Hey dude, I saw the most gorgeous girl today.”

      “Hot?” Jason bumped Luke’s shoulder.

      “Extremely. It was weird though. She was with this older guy, and she didn’t look too happy.”

      “Did you talk to her?”

      “Na. Didn’t have time. She had really long, dark hair . . . it was spine tingling. Really got me. Oh, and her skin was like one of Becca’s porcelain dolls. Perfection. I wish I could see her again. I have no clue who she is.”

      “Bro, does she look something like her?” Jason pointed toward the parking lot.

      An icy puff tickled the back of his neck and he shivered, on the other side of the glass, the mystery girl and shifty mall guy walked toward them. “That’s her.”

      Wiping his palms along the legs of his jeans, his foot slipped on a discarded wrapper on the floor. Sliding, his left leg splayed out in a near split as he grabbed onto the condiment counter. A soft grip on his arm steadied his balance and he looked up and into the creamiest light brown eyes he’d ever seen.

      “You okay?” the mystery girl asked.

      Luke’s pulse raced. Two pools of honey blinked, waiting for an answer. A map of soft freckles scattered over her cheeks and across her nose. Dropping his gaze to the floor, he stuttered, “Yyyyeah. I’m  . . .”

      She offered her hand. Trembling, he reached out. Her skin felt like silk gliding across his flesh. Flashes of darkness and fire bombarded his mind, a spike of electricity snaked its way through his veins, jolting him back.

      His mouth gaped as he struggled against the instinct to run and the burning in his chest to get closer. “What the hell?”

      “Uhm, that was weird,” remarked the beauty.

      “Mary, what do you want to order?” asked the man.

      “Mary? That’s your name? I’m Luke.”

      “Hi.” Mary put her hand on the man’s shoulder. “Hang on Dad, one second.”

      “That’s your dad?”

      “Yup. Hey, mall guy, right? I saw you at the food court.” A glow mapped across her pale cheeks.

      “Uh, yeah. I took my little sister shopping.”

      “Cool.”

      “I haven’t seen you at school. Are you new here?” Please let her live here.

      “We moved into town on Wednesday. I don’t really know anyone yet. This is my dad, Aaron,” she said, gesturing to the man next to her.

      The man glared, and Luke shifted on his feet.

      “We can’t stand here all night, what do you want to eat?” Aaron’s impatience dripped from his words.

      “I’ll have two tacos.” She smiled.

      I can’t believe I’m asking this. Luke’s gaze dropped to his Nike’s. “We’re all headed to the park and uh  . . .  I wanted to know if you wanna come. You know, hang out and maybe meet some people.”

      Mary tugged on her dad’s arm, and he peered over his shoulder, his glare focused on Luke.

      “Dad, Luke wants to know if I can go with him and his friends to the park for a while. Would it be okay?”

      “You’re Gabriel’s son, yes?” Aaron narrowed his eyes.

      “Yeah. You know my dad?”

      “Gabriel and I go way back. How many of you are going to the park? And how long will you be terrorizing the poor souls who live across the street from your victory haven?”

      “Dad.” Mary furrowed her brow.

      “It’s okay Mary. It’s pretty much the whole team, their girlfriends, the cheerleaders and some of their friends.”

      “I expect her home by midnight, no later.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll definitely have her home on time.”

      “Good. You don’t want me angry with you.” He gave Luke a twisted smile. His steel blue eyes dripped with ice, nothing like his daughters. Luke shivered. Instinct told him to be wary but the tingling in his gut didn’t listen. He’d get to spend time with her, and that’s all that mattered.

      He held the door for her with his foot and they ambled to the truck, arms loaded with bags of Taco Bell’s dollar menu. Mary politely tried to squeeze into the back jump seat, but Becca leaped out and let her get in front.

      “Hello,” said Becca, her voice dripping with curiosity.

      Mary smiled. “I hope you don’t mind me tagging along.”

      Becca met Mary’s gaze and abruptly bent over. Squeezing her fingers into her temple’s she seized with dry heaves before uttering a faint yelp. Mary abruptly turned away.

      “Becca, what’s wrong?” Luke peered at her from the rear-view mirror.

      “I feel a little queasy, I just need to eat.” Becca held her stomach.

      Luke handed her a fountain drink. “Here, I got you a soda. Drink some, it might help.”

      He furrowed his brow, if he had to turn around to take Becca home he was gonna be pissed. He had limited time with Mary and he didn’t want to waste it playing nurse to his little sister. He loved Becca, but sometimes she could be a pain in the ass.

      He parked alongside the curb to the park. Pulling the key from the ignition, his nerves quaked firing off pings of excitement to his already eager brain. He stepped out from the truck, in the distant a quick flash of a serrated edge slashing through the starry black, stole a precious beat from his chest. Luke swallowed back the lump rising in his throat and slammed the door shut.

      Becca widened her eyes.

      “It got away from me, shut up.” He shook his head. “You feel better?”

      She nodded.

      They carried their food to the picnic tables where Zeke was waiting, he was Becca’s latest crush and the occasional object of Luke’s torment.

      “Uh, hi Zeke.” Becca squeaked.

      “Hi, I was wondering . . .”

      Karen came running up and linked her arm with Becca’s.

      “Yay you’re here, let’s get our food and go sit over there.” Becca motioned to a bench facing the playground.

      “So, can I come too?” Zeke came up behind Becca, resting his chin on her shoulder.

      Becca grinned. “Of course.”

      Luke and Mary walked to an empty bench on the other side of the playground. He scrunched his forehead trying to decide what to ask first. He didn’t understand why, but he needed to know everything about her. The yearning clouded his mind, leaving little room for anything else. A pull from the center of his chest, inching him closer and closer would only be satisfied with answers.

      Luke looked up at the denim sky, peeking from behind scattered balls of grey cotton. He shivered, a tingle at the base of his neck launched goosebumps mapping their way down his arms. He folded them close to his chest and briskly rubbed his forearms.

      “Are you cold?” Mary asked.

      “I’m starting to warm up. You didn’t look too happy to be at the mall earlier.”

      “I’m not really into shopping. Honestly, I don’t know much about fashion and my dad’s not exactly GQ.”

      Luke chuckled. “Why’d you go?

      “My dad thought it would be a good idea to get out of the house.”

      Mary’s gaze followed the row of bungalows along the tree lined street. Once used for the men who helped construct the dam, they were part of the proud history of Boulder City, and now preserved as historical landmarks. The glow from the streetlight partially framed her face, highlighting flecks of gold of the honey-eyed beauty. Every muscle in Luke’s body burned, urging him to reach for her. He pulled back, resting his elbows on his thighs.

      Mary leaned in closer, closing the gap that separated them.

      Luke sat up, accidentally brushing her shoulder. Visions flashed through his mind, a collage of Mary’s life experiences, followed by a sudden stream of current that thrust him back and nearly knocked him to the ground. Mary jumped to her feet. She glared; pools of onyx replaced her warm honey eyes. She turned and ran.

      Stunned, Luke ran after her.

      “Mary. Wait.”

      “Leave me alone.” she cried out.

      “Please,” he called. “Let’s talk.  I have no idea what that was. Your eyes . . .”

      Mary halted and turned around. “You don’t understand. It’s better if you just stay away.”

      “You’re right. I don’t get it. So, tell me.”

      Luke caught up to her in the middle of the street. Small puffs of clouds followed their breath. His fists clenched to his side as a distraction not to say something stupid.

      “Please, let’s go back,” said Luke. “I want to know. Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

      “This isn’t any good. I thought things might be different in a new place, but it’s not. It doesn’t matter where I go, it will follow me because it’s me—only me.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re talking about. Please come with me, we’ll talk.” Luke reached out a hand and gazed pleadingly into her eyes. “I know we just met, and this is gonna sound weird, but I feel like I already know you.”

      After several seconds of silence, she gazed up at him and nodded.

      “You wanna sit in the truck? It’s kind of private.”

      “Yeah.” Mary’s smile didn’t reach her eyes.

      The short walk to the truck felt more like the buzzer going off at the end of a losing game. Emptiness had captured the butterflies in his belly, clipping their wings and leaving them to die.

      Luke opened the door for her and started the engine to warm the cab.

      Becca called out, “Hey, it’s freezing, can you bring me the blanket from the backseat?”

      He leaned on the door. “The truck should warm up in a minute, I’ll be right back.”

      Mary blinked.

      He hustled over to Becca and gave her the blanket. Karen scooted next to her, and two girls snuggled to get warm.

      “Zeke,” Luke said in a stern tone.

      “Yeah, bro?”

      “The blanket doesn’t touch your skin. Got it?”

      “I got it.”

      Becca rolled her eyes.

      “I’m watching.” Luke smirked and walked back to the truck.

      As he approached the even hum of the running engine, Mary leaned over and popped the driver’s side door open. Luke slid in, briskly rubbing his hands together.

      “It’s damn cold.”

      “Is your little sister having a good time?” Mary asked.

      “Yeah, she is. This is her first after-game hangout,” he chuckled.

      “Listen, I know you want to know more about what happened earlier, and I’ll explain. But for now, could we just pretend this is a normal night?” She bit her lower lip.

      Conflict gnawed at Luke’s brain. Yes, he wanted to act like everything was normal, but caution whispered to his logic. He couldn’t ignore what had happened . . . what he felt.

      “Okay. Normal—for now.”

      Mary explained that her mom died soon after she was born. She and her dad had moved from Manhattan, and she hoped the move would be good for him. “It’s more relaxed here. He’s been uptight lately; I’m hoping he can chill out.”

      Her words buzzed around in his head, drowned out by the thumping in his chest.

      “Luke, stop it.”

      “What am I doing?”

      “You’re staring at me.”

      “I’m sorry, you’re so beautiful. It’s hard to look away.”

      “You wouldn’t say that if you really knew me.”

      “I’m trying . . .”

      A shriek carried through the park and nestled on the back of his neck. A foul stench stung his nostrils, the air heavy with the offensive odor of sulfur.

       He leaped from the truck, his rubber soles slamming into the pavement. Mary followed close behind him as they ran toward the girls.

      The intruder stood well over six foot, a cumbersome frame with large muscles, and green glowing eyes. His protruding jawline accented razor-sharp teeth that rested on a thin, crepe, bottom lip. His dark hair matted to his head like a helmet, barely covering two deformities that one could only guess served as ears. He dangled Becca and Karen from their necks, one girl in each of his enormous fists. The girls sobbed, kicking their legs to wiggle from his grip, they dug their nails into the giant’s flesh.

      Zeke fumbled on the grass, bloody and staggering to get up. One of the other guys ran to his side and dragged him out of harm’s way. Luke advanced, the other boys close behind him.

      “Stop right there, boy, or I’ll snap both their necks like a chicken bone.” The intruder’s words resonated with a deep echo.

      Mary stood behind Luke. He motioned for her to get back, but she wouldn’t budge. He slowly pivoted his body to shield hers.

      “Look, mister. We don’t want any trouble with you. Just let the girls go and we can help you with whatever you need.”

      Jason inched up, standing shoulder to shoulder with Luke. “I’m with you bro,” he whispered.

      “Hah! You are as naïve as your father.” The giant’s deep voice possessed a haunting quality that raised every hair on Luke’s body.

      “My father?”

      “Tell Gabriel that Abezethibou is here, and Astaroth is coming.”

      “Whatever you want, let them go.” Luke’s back stiffened.

      “Better I show him.”

      The stranger slowly tightened his grip around Becca’s throat. Luke watched in horror as the life drained from his sisters’ eyes.

      Both boys charged.

      With a swift kick the stranger knocked them down like bowling pins. He kept a firm grip on Karen as Becca’s limp body slipped to the ground. Dazed, Luke struggled to get to his feet, as another voice cried out. This one was different. Commanding , raucous. His jaw dropped when he realized where the dissonant voice came from.

      Mary stepped directly in front of the stranger.

      Luke yelled out for her to get to safety, but she didn’t acknowledge him. Instead, she stood tall, immovable, like a centuries-old oak tree. He rushed to her side. Shock and terror swelled in him as he saw her face.

      The pools of onyx had returned to her eyes, darkness filling the cavity where kindness once rested.  They were twice the normal size.

      Her soft, porcelain-like skin, now grey with crevasses mimicking the craters of the moon. Her once soft, plump lips were replaced with a cracked and blistering slit.

      He struggled to draw in a breath. The frenetic beating of his heart deafened the sound around him.

      Mary lifted her arms toward the sky and a bolt of lightning illuminated the atmosphere, sparking across the horizon it sizzled toward the park grounds. The stranger screeched in agony as the thunder stroke pierced his back. Crumbling to the ground his grip loosened, releasing Karen from his clutches. Jason scrambled to his sister’s side, pulling her to safety.

      Luke bent down to his little sister, cradling her in his arms as he shielded her with his body.

      The stranger struggled to draw one leg under him, placing a heavy foot beneath his weight, he tested its strength before leaning to draw the other up, he grunted and pushed himself to his feet.

      When he regained his stance, his gaze fell upon Mary. His eyes grew wide, and his mouth stiffened. He dropped one knee, bowing his head. “Mary . . . miss, I am so sorry. I had no idea you were here. Please tell Araqiel that I meant no harm to his daughter. I did not know he had arrived. I am acting directly on the orders of Astaroth, the Grand Duke. Please forgive me and take mercy.”

      Luke’s thoughts spun around like a hurricane in his head. Mary’s voice but not her voice, the piercing black pools that replaced her soft eyes and her words . . . he wouldn’t think she was beautiful if he knew her. She frightened him and yet . . .

      “Leave this place at once,” she commanded.

      “Yes, miss.”

      The stranger zipped down the empty space in front of him, he took a step and vanished. A light breeze swept through the park bringing movement back to the night.

      Terrified, the teens clamored over to the girls. Karen was breathing normally, but Becca was having a harder time coming around. Dropping her head back, with a thick tongue she murmured gibberish.  Luke rocked back and forth begging her to open her eyes.

      Mary approached and leaned over, placing her hand on Becca’s chest. Becca’s body quivered and she woke, her eyes clouded with confusion. Jason stepped in and pulled Becca from her brother’s grip. Woozy, she leaned into his body for support. Luke scrambled to his feet and wrapped his arm around his sister’s waist. Gingerly, he helped her walk to the truck as she swayed to retain balance. Placing her in the front seat, he secured her seatbelt. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just really tired.” Becca dropped her chin.

      Jason leaned up against the truck. “Hey bro, I’m gonna get my sister home but later, we need to talk.”

      “Yeah, I know. Is Karen okay?”

      “Considering she was almost murdered—yeah, she’s okay.”

      Luke nodded. He turned around and spotted Mary sitting at the base of a tall pine tree. His stomach roiled as he fought to swallow  the acid painting the back of his throat. He swiped his sweaty palms on his pants and hesitantly ambled to her side. Standing against the tree he peered down, she met his look, tears trickling down her cheeks. Her eyes were once again the golden honey he’d had been drawn to earlier.

      “What was that?” Luke gripped the steering wheel.

      “I don’t know. It just happens.” Mary rubbed her temples.

      “How did you know how to fix Becca?”

      “When I was a kid, I saw a cat get hit by a car. I ran to it and . . . I don’t know, it was like I just knew what to do. I jolted the cat back from near death, just like I did your sister.”

      “And that guy? Who is Astaroth and Abezethibou and what do they have to do with your dad? And why did he call him Araqiel?

      “I told you, Luke, I don’t know. Maybe he’s Abezethibou. I have no idea what he has to do with my dad. I’ve asked him why this happens to me, asked him to take me to a doctor or something, but all he says is there’s nothing the doctor can do about it. He says eventually it will all make sense; I just have to be patient. But the older I get, the worse it gets. Whatever it is, it’s killing me inside.”

      Her voice tugged at his heart. To see her in so much anguish was hard. He had no idea why someone he’d just met that day could have so much influence on his emotions, but she did. Truth was, he felt like he couldn’t spend one day without her.

      He reached for her, and she pulled away, looking into his eyes with a weighty sadness.

      Mary leaned back, and Luke nervously put his hands in his jacket pockets. His brain told him to follow her lead—stupid brain.

      “You’re pretty cool for not totally freaking out tonight. The weirdness follows me wherever I go and usually people run.”

      Luke dropped his gaze to the ground and then slowly raised his head. Meeting her eyes he smiled. Sliding his hand from his pocket, he inched it closer to hers until they barely touched. Mary didn’t pull back this time, with her index finger she traced the lines in his knuckle. Luke tightened his core hoping to quiet the flutters in his stomach. He traced the pain in her face with his eyes, the moon’s kiss illuminated the dried tears on her cheeks. He was free falling into the unknown and had no intentions of pulling the cord.

      He jolted when Becca rolled down the window and shouted her need to go home. He slipped his phone from his pocket and checked the time.

      “Damn. I promised your dad you’d be home by midnight, it’s fifteen minutes past.”

      They darted back to the truck and Luke hastily put it in drive, the shifter grinded.

      “Auto abuse,” said Becca groggily.

      Mary lived near the historical side of Boulder City. When they pulled up, her dad was waiting with an open front door. He didn’t look happy.

      Luke walked Mary to her door. Her father’s eyes were cold as steel, and his arms tightly crossed at the chest. The closer they got he focused on the bulging veins in the guy’s neck—he readied himself for the confrontation.

      Before he could say anything, however, Mary spoke.

      “Dad, we need to talk. And don’t try to blame Luke for my being late. Some creepy giant attacked us at the park. He almost killed Becca and Karen.”

      “What giant? What are you talking about?” His face softened almost instantly. “Are you okay? Did he harm you?”

      “I’m fine. In fact, he knelt down in front of me and bowed his head. Told me to tell you he was sorry, and he didn’t know Araqiel was here with his daughter. Why did he call you that? What did he mean?”

      “Come in, and we’ll discuss it.”

      “No. I want to talk
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