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Book I - Rae of Hope is FREE!

BOOK TRAILER: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gILAwXxx8MU

How hard do you have to shake the family tree to find the truth about the past?
Fifteen year-old Rae Kerrigan never really knew her family's history. Her mother and father died when she was young and it is only when she accepts a scholarship to the prestigious Guilder Boarding School in England that a mysterious family secret is revealed.
Will the sins of the father be the sins of the daughter?
As Rae struggles with new friends, a new school and a star-struck forbidden love, she must also face the ultimate challenge: receive a tattoo on her sixteenth birthday with specific powers that may bind her to an unspeakable darkness. It's up to Rae to undo the dark evil in her family's past and have a ray of hope for her future.
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Facebook:

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Author-WJ-May-FAN-PAGE/141170442608149

Newsletter:

SIGN UP FOR W.J. May's Newsletter to find out about new releases, updates, cover reveals and even freebies!
https://www.wjmaybooks.com/subscribe
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USA Today Bestselling author, W.J. May, steps into the world of Science Fiction with her addictive fast-paced, action-packed storytelling style.

“I know the names of our constellations, but yours are all strange to me...”

Stass had told her the story a thousand times. 

She was ten years old when he found her, lost and alone in the harsh wilderness of the Northern Cascades with no memory of who she was. For the past eight years, Amber has lived with him above his martial arts studio in Seattle, slowly losing hope that her family will ever come for her. 

Everything changes the day Stass is murdered. 

Alone and hunted—with no idea where to turn or who to trust—Amber finds herself connecting with Raven, a young woman who claims to know her history. The kicker: according to Raven, Amber is an alien princess exiled to Earth by a civil war that claimed the lives of her entire family. To regain her past and go home, she needs to find a relic hidden somewhere in the very mountains Stass claimed to have rescued her from. 

With the help of a former member of the Royal Guard and her distractingly attractive trainee, Amber and Raven race to find answers.

But not everyone is who they claim to be, and a betrayal in a critical moment will put everything on the line.

Can a girl without a past win the fight for her future?
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“You are not immortal, Amber.”

I ducked as a saber sliced sideways, hissing through the air where my head had just been. Stass spun around to swing again from the opposite direction. My own weapon flashed up to block it, the move more muscle memory than thought. Blade clashed against blade. I twisted my wrist and slid the tip of my sword under the curve of his saber in an attempt to disarm him.

It was futile. I had never won a match against Stass, no matter the weapon or the style of fighting. It wasn’t surprising; the man ran the martial arts gym where we were currently sparring. He’d been teaching people to fight since before I was born. 

That didn’t stop me from trying to win, however. As I shifted my weight to my left side, preparing to lunge, I muttered, “How do you know? I’ve never been killed.”

“That could easily be remedied.” Stass dropped low and swept his leg out, kicking my feet out from under me to knock me to my back on the padded mat. He held the tip of the saber to my chest. “Would you like to find out?”

I lay there for a moment, trying to catch my breath without letting Stass see that I was short on it. And then I batted the saber aside and kicked up to my feet. “Maybe not tonight.”

Stass chuckled. “You concede?”

“Do I have any other option?” I wiped down the sword and racked it before wiping the sweat from my face with the tail of my shirt. Stass would have my head if I ever treated a piece of his carefully curated weapons collection with anything other than respect.

Stass tossed me my water bottle. “Not today.”

“Not ever,” I muttered. I unscrewed the lid and drank deeply.

Stass shook his head. “One day you will beat me.”

“It would do a lot for my confidence if you’d let me beat you now,” I retorted.

That got me a chuckle. “I don’t think so,” Stass said, still amused. “Life isn’t easy, Amber. And I’m not going to go easy on you just to make you feel better.” 

I gave him a flat look.

He stared back, all parental sternness. “No one will give you a break. Someone is always going to try to cheat you, or play dirty, or attempt to take what belongs to you.” He slid his own weapon into its rack on the brick wall. “You must always be aware of that, and you must never let them succeed.”

“So if a kid in class tries to take my Twinkies, I put a boot in the back of his knee and throttle his dumb—”

“Not what I meant, and you know it,” he interrupted. “No throttling of classmates.” He checked his watch and frowned. “I forgot to make supper.”

That wasn’t new. Stass had a habit of getting caught up in training and forgetting about inconsequential things like groceries or cooking meals. I didn’t hold it against him. He was a good guy, and as much of a father-figure as I’d ever had. 

“I can grab us some takeout.” I pulled my phone out of the basket on the table by the door. “Sushi? Thai? What do you feel like tonight?”

He dismissed the question with a wave, his mind clearly on something else already. “Whatever you want. I’ve got some letters that won’t write themselves. Do you have any homework?”

I pushed a wisp of blonde hair that had fallen loose from my braid back out of my eyes. “Your letter exchanges would go a lot faster if you would just email, you know. You’re the only person I’ve ever heard of who doesn’t even know how to turn on a laptop.”

“I have my birds,” Stass said, unconcerned.

“To send letters?” I tapped on Grubhub and selected a few things off the local Thai menu, adding a note that I’d come by to pick up the order. “You know that’s totally weird, right? I’m pretty sure nobody’s delivered messages by bird since, like, the Middle Ages. And while we’re on the subject,” I added, walking over to the desk near the front of the gym and pulling some money out of the cash drawer. “You really should get a debit machine. Or just a phone and one of those little pocket scanners.”

“The cash till works just fine.”

Stass’ tone said he really wasn’t interested in having the technology argument again, but I refused to back down. “You’d get so many more clients if you had a website for your classes, too. Why not just let me—”

“I get all the clients I need by word of mouth.” Stass ran a hand through his graying hair. “I don’t need to broadcast my business to the world.”

“But it’s a business!” Once again, I found myself exasperated with Stass’ refusal to even consider stepping into the modern era. “Who doesn’t want to make money? You’re a great trainer. And I could help. I’m basically done with high school, and I could work with you here instead of going to college. We both know I’ve got enough self-defense training to teach it.”

“We have plenty of money,” Stass said, giving me a pointed look as he stepped around me to lock the register. “I train to keep myself ready.”

“Ready for what?” He didn’t answer, and I rolled my eyes. “Right. Because someone is totally going to come kill us for the forty bucks you’ve got in the cash drawer and your old Dodge.” I bit my lip. Now that I’d opened the door to this conversation, I needed to let him know. “I got accepted into Florida State.”

“Florida State?” Stass turned to look at me. “Why would you want to go there?”

“The weather?” I suggested. “It’d be nice to be somewhere warm.” As though to prove my point, thunder rumbled distantly, and outside the floor-to-ceiling windows that made up the front wall of the gym people hurried by, huddling into their jackets and turning up their collars.

“What’s wrong with Seattle?” Stass scoffed. “It’s beautiful here. Mountains, snow, rivers...” His jaw set with a stubbornness I knew entirely too well. “You’re not going to Florida. I don’t want to live there.”

“It’s college, Stass! You’re not going to come with me!”

Stass crossed his muscled arms over his chest. “You can go to college around here.”

“And work in the studio as a trainer?” I pressed. 

“I never said that.”

I threw up my hands. “Stass, you have to let me do something! I graduate from high school in less than a month. It’s time I start thinking about what I want from my life.”

“You don’t need to go to Florida to do that.” He moved toward the back door that led up to the apartment above the gym. “Lock up when you leave.”

I stared at his retreating figure with frustration. Same argument we’d been having for the past year. Same answer every time. I swore that, as he stepped through the door, I heard him mutter that I didn’t need any more schooling, that I was already smarter than anyone else my age. Stubborn old man. I grabbed my backpack and headed out into the chill gray light of a Seattle spring evening. 

You’re not my father. Part of me wanted to yell that at him, but it wouldn’t have been fair. He had never asked to take care of me, but he hadn’t shied away from taking up that responsibility. I didn’t know who my parents were, didn’t even know where I’d come from. Stass never talked about my past before he found me and never seemed to know what to say when I asked, but he’d been there for me for as long as I could remember. He was the closest thing to a father I’d ever known. He’d never complained and, as far as I knew, he’d never once thought about shirking the responsibility. He may not have been a great listener, or much for hugs, but that didn’t matter. Every time we sparred, I saw how much he cared.

It had been nearly eight years since Stass found me and took me in when no one came to claim me. Everything before that time was a white blank in my memory. There was nothing, and then I was sitting in front of a fire, wrapped in a scratchy black blanket, with Stass offering me something to eat. It was a simple as that.

We’d moved twice since then, but never out of the state. I’d pleaded with him to stay in case my family ever came looking for me. Not that they ever had. Not that I really cared anymore. I was nearly an adult. It was time to take responsibility for myself and move on; I couldn’t let the past hold me back from what lay ahead. 

A chill breeze teased the hair on the back of my neck and I pulled my hood up, glancing toward the clouds. The days were slowly getting longer, but night still came too early and the sky always seemed to hang heavy in Seattle. I wished I could see the moon and stars better. There was something about lying in the park on a cloudless summer evening watching the satellites spin in their orbits amid the twinkling stars that always seemed to soothe me. 

A water droplet splattered against my cheek. I scowled and dropped my chin, listening to another distant roll of thunder. No doubt I’d be walking back from the Thai place in the rain. My thoughts turned again to Florida—long, sunny days, warm and golden, far away from Seattle’s gray skies. Sun. Heat. Warmth. What more could a girl ask for?

“You’re a damn liar!” 

I froze mid-step and glanced side to side, trying to figure out where the voice had come from. It had meant to be low, probably someone who didn’t want to be heard, but the venomous tone stopped me in my tracks. The drizzle of rain increased its tempo, plinking off metal and cement.

“You say you got nothing? Gimme the ring,” the angry voice demanded. 

There. In the alley on my right. Someone was being robbed. 

Stass would tell me not to engage. The only sure way to win a fight is to avoid starting one in the first place. I reached for my phone, preparing to dial 911, but the thud of a fist against flesh stopped me. There was a weak cry, and the thump of a body falling. There was no time to wait for the police.

Moving carefully, I crept forward. Hidden by a large metal dumpster on one side of the alley, an older man lay slumped against the wall. Blood dripped from his nose and a cut on his forehead. He had one hand tucked into his armpit, clearly trying to protect the ring the mugger had demanded. 

“Please!” he begged. “This is all I have left of my wife.”

“Give it to me!” the mugger growled. “Or I’ll—”

“Hit that poor, defenseless old man again?” I interrupted, leaning slightly forward so my weight was on the balls of my feet. If I was lucky, he’d take off as soon as he realized someone was watching. If not... I’d need to be ready to move.

The mugger spun around. He was a big man. His face was shadowed by the deep hood of his jacket, but I could see the glitter of his eyes beneath. He scoffed as his gaze raked over me. “I’m going to give you a tip, kid, and one chance. Turn around and walk away.”

He didn’t even care that I could call the police. He’d be gone before they ever showed up. I’d been right to confront him myself.

“Not gonna happen.” I set my feet and raised my fists. 

The mugger laughed. “Oh, come on. I don’t beat up little girls.” 

“Call the police, honey,” the old man said, voice trembling. “Just call the—”

The mugger kicked the old man hard in the ribs and his voice cut off with a gasp. The hand he’d been protecting fell weakly to the ground.

Anger flashed through me. No longer waiting for the mugger to come to me I flung myself forward, slamming the heel of my foot into the back of his knee. He stumbled, though he didn’t fall, and twisted around to face me.

I hadn’t realized it until that moment, but he was taller than Stass. Broader in the shoulders. And big. Huge was a better word. But Stass was a trained fighter. This guy wasn’t. I could see it in the way he moved. Sure, he knew how to take a basic stance, but so did pretty much anyone who’d gone a few rounds on the playground as a kid. He probably didn’t need to be any better than that if he was beating up on old men; his size did it all for him. But that wasn’t going to be enough with me.

“Girl,” he growled. “You are really pushing your luck.”

“Why don’t you come over here and see just how lucky I am?” I snapped back, regretting the words as soon as they left my lips. If this guy didn’t kill me, Stass was definitely going to. He’d talked to me more than once about getting emotionally involved in a fight. Stay cool, I reminded myself. Let him get angry.

He swung at me. It was a clumsy strike, but there was power behind it. I dodged back and then came in under his guard and slammed the heel of my hand into the space just under his ribs. He gasped for air as it was driven from his lungs and I took the opportunity to get around between him and the old man.

Trying to sound more threatening than I knew I looked as an average-height girl in a hoodie and sweatpants, I said, “Back off and leave us alone and I’ll let you walk away.”

The mugger was still wheezing, but he laughed at that. “What’re you gonna do, kid? You just put yourself in a corner.”

He was right. Stass would have lectured me up, down, and sideways about not paying attention to my surroundings. I’d been so focused on protecting the old man that I hadn’t thought about being caught with him between the dumpster and the wall. But that didn’t matter. I could still take this guy.

The rain fell harder, thundering off the metal of the dumpster. The cascade of it made the world blur. Through it I saw the mugger lunge, hands outstretched. 

I ducked under his attempt at a grapple and swept my leg out, copying the move Stass had used to knock me to the mat during our spar. It connected with his ankle, but the guy was built like a brick house, and I didn’t have Stass’ muscle to throw behind the strike. The mugger stumbled and then lashed out at me with a kick of his own.

His foot caught my thigh and I clenched my jaw to keep from yelping. I’d gained plenty of bruises sparring with Stass, but if I hadn’t been sure before that my teacher was holding back to at least some degree, I was certain in that moment. The mugger’s kick knocked me off my feet and into the brick wall behind me. 

Okay, so this isn’t going to be as easy as I thought. Maybe Stass had a point about winning fights by avoiding them. 

In the moment I’d been thrown off my footing the mugger had reached for the old man, still apparently determined to get the ring. I scrambled upright and drove my elbow into his gut, then my knee into his thigh. One big hand came down on my shoulder. I knocked it back with my forearm against his wrist, breaking the hold.

The ground under my feet was slick, slippery where the rain mixed with oil on the pavement and whatever nasty stuff was leaking out of the dumpster. The mugger nearly slipped in it as he came in again, trying to get his hands on me. If he pinned me, I was as good as done. The old man called out again for help and my heart raced.

He was helpless and hurt. I was his only chance. His only protection. Something inside me tightened and burned hot. How dare this big, stupid thug think he had any right to hurt anyone. As the rain battered down harder, I set my feet and raised my hands.

I blocked his punch and returned one of my own—left fist, right fist, again and again. My knuckles battered against his eye, his nose, his jaw. 

“Don’t...you...ever...come...near...this...gentleman...again,” I hissed between hits.

As he moved to block my strikes I slammed my knee against his side, aiming for his kidneys. Two quick hits. He stumbled back, blood mixing with the rain that ran down his face.

Expression twisted with rage, he pulled a knife from his boot. “Stupid girl. I’m going to kill—”

I spun around, using the momentum throw the weight into my leg as I kicked up and out, aiming for his chest. I had no plans to die. Not at the hand of some thug in an alley.

My foot connected with a solid thud. In almost the same moment, the other went out from under me. The back of my head cracked against the brick wall behind me and stars flashed across my vision. I blinked them away and scrambled upright to face our assailant.

Shit. 

He wasn’t on the ground. Had he taken off?

A muffled groan from a second dumpster further down the alley caught my attention. The bin shifted as something inside moved and the lid crashed down with a resonating thud. I stared. That thing was ten feet away. How had I...?

The older man scrambled to his feet and began limping away. “Get out of here, kid,” he warned. “Before he comes to.” He disappeared around the corner.

Still breathing hard, I watched him go and then looked back at the dumpster, puzzled. I’d saved the old man and his wedding ring, but I had no idea what had happened at the end of the fight. 

I didn’t have long to think about it. In the next instant a furious, familiar voice called my name. 

“AMBER!!”

Shit. Stass had arrived.
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“Amber!”

I turned slowly to face Stass, everything else forgotten at the severe look on his face. What was he so pissed about anyway? I’d just saved someone.

“What did you think you were doing?” Stass demanded, dark eyes fixed sternly on me. “You could have been hurt, Amber! Why didn’t you just call the police?”

“There wasn’t time,” I explained. “He was kicking the crap out of some poor old guy. I had to stop him!” 

“That is exactly what the police exist for, Amber,” Stass said. “You can’t just go around fighting people. It’s reckless, and on top of that it could get you in trouble with the legal system. Which is absolutely the last thing we need.”

I frowned at him. “No one is going to arrest me for stopping a mugging.”

“It’s not about you being arrested,” Stass snapped. “It’s about you drawing attention to yourself. How does ‘Local High School Student Questioned After Street Fight’ sound as a headline, hmm?”

“It sounds like people at school thinking I’m really darn cool,” I said, flashing him a grin. 

Stass was not amused. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

I turned and started out of the alley. I’d never actually made it to the Thai place, and after all that exertion I was starving. “I don’t see how I’m the one who’s being ridiculous,” I said. “Yeah sure, I got in a fight, and I know, ‘The best way to win a fight is not to start one.’ But seriously, Stass, even if they put a headline in the paper or whatever, it’s not like we’re in witness protection. No one actually cares about anything we do.”

Stass stopped walking. I heard the scuff of his shoe against the concrete and paused my own steps, turning to face him. He was pinching the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Amber...”

I felt my eyebrows draw together, a frown settling on my face as I watched him try to decide what to say. Was there something I didn’t know? Some element I was missing? “Stass? What is it?”

He dropped his hand and shook his head. “You could have been hurt,” he said, and started forward again. 

The frustration that had been briefly eclipsed by wanting to know what my mentor had left unspoken returned. “I know how to fight! You know that. You’re the one who taught me.”

“I taught you how to fight so you can defend yourself,” Stass growled. “Not so that you can get yourself killed playing vigilante!”

“Do you want me to just ignore people in danger?” I demanded. “That mugger didn’t even care about the threat of calling the police. He would have just been gone before they showed up.”

“Only if he ran,” Stass pointed out. “In which case he wouldn’t have stuck around to fight you.”

“I won,” I said stubbornly. 

“And how much of that was luck?” Stass demanded. 

None of it, I almost said. I had beaten him because I knew what I was doing and he hadn’t. But there’d been that moment at the end... I had no idea how to explain it to Stass. I couldn’t even explain it to myself. Sure, I’d connected pretty hard, but that shouldn’t have been enough to throw a grown man almost a dozen feet down an alley. And, I remembered, glancing guiltily back toward the alley we’d left, into a dumpster. I decided not to mention that particular bit.

“He wasn’t a professional fighter,” I said, turning to walk toward the restaurant again. Stass walked at my side. “I beat him because he didn’t know what he was doing.” 

“And you do?” I could hear the raised eyebrow.

I decided to go for flattery. “I’ve had a good teacher.”

“Then you should be able to break down, move by move, what you did to win,” Stass said coolly.

The fight, in my memory, was a blur of adrenaline and the clatter of rain on metal. The uncertainty must have shown on my face, because Stass shook his head. “A real fight isn’t like the sparring we do in the gym,” he said. All the reproof had gone out of his tone, leaving only a distinctly fatherly concern. My mouth opened and he held up a hand to stop me from speaking. “And before you point out that I said I wouldn’t go easy on you, there’s a difference between pushing your limits as a fighter and genuinely intending to harm or kill you. A real opponent doesn’t have those limits.”

He sighed. “You’re a very capable fighter, Amber. But that doesn’t mean you need to go looking for battles.”

For the first time, I felt guilty. I’d been sure I could beat that thug, and hadn’t stopped to think twice about how Stass might see it. Hadn’t stopped to consider what it might do to him if I was badly hurt. All I’d thought about was proving to myself that I could be a hero.

“I’m sorry.” I looked down at my feet. My shoes were soaked from splashing through puddles. “I guess I didn’t stop to think about how badly it could have gone.”

“You’re a child. You still have a lot of growing up to do.”

Part of me bristled at that. I was almost eighteen. But another part of me realized how close I’d come to really screwing up. I’d made more than one mistake in the recent fight. Any one of them could have ended in getting seriously hurt. Maybe Stass was right. 

“I just wanted to help,” I said, slumping.

Stass laid a hand on my shoulder. “You have a good heart, and caring about other people is never wrong. Just make sure that you’re not sacrificing more than you have to give for their sake. You can’t save anyone if you’re incapacitated or dead.”

Silence fell between us, broken only by the noise of our steps. 

“Stass?” I ventured after a moment. 

He turned to look at me.

“I haven’t really told you enough how much it means to me that you’ve been there for me all these years.” I felt myself blush a little, stumbling awkwardly over the words. Stass had never been much for touchy-feely stuff or big displays of emotion, but it felt important in that moment to make sure that he knew how much I cared about him. “You’re the only dad I can remember. And I know you didn’t have to take me in. You could have just handed me over to Child Services and been done with it. So I just want to... I want to thank you. For everything.”

Stass turned to look at me, surprise and an emotion I couldn’t read on his face. “Amber,” he said slowly. “Of course I couldn’t have just ‘handed you over to Child Services and been done with it.’ You were...” He hesitated, rubbing at the back of his neck. “You were all alone in the world, just this little slip of a thing. You looked at me with those big dark eyes, so trusting, and I—” He cleared his throat and looked away, embarrassed, probably, by how sentimental he was getting. “I knew I’d never let any harm come to you.”

I felt a little choked up myself at that. It was probably the most Stass had ever said about how he’d felt when he’d found me. All the times I’d asked him to repeat the story, he’d told me the details but he’d never said why he kept me.

“I still wonder sometimes,” I admitted. “How I ended up alone that far outside of civilization. If you hadn’t found me...”

If Stass hadn’t found me, I’d never have made it. A ten-year-old with no memory and nothing but the clothes on her back, alone in the mountains. There was no way I could have survived. Stass had saved my life. 

“If I hadn’t found you,” Stass said, “we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” Simple as that. 

“And I wouldn’t be giving you gray hair by running off and fighting thugs in alleys?” I suggested, smiling hopefully at him.

“And that,” Stass agreed. He sighed, but it was the kind of sigh that said he’d forgiven me. I felt a little of the tension melt from my shoulders. We were going to be okay.
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“All I’m saying is, haven’t you ever wondered?” Julie asked as we walked back from school. “I mean, it’s not like you were a baby when it happened. You should remember them. Doesn’t it ever—I don’t know—upset you that you don’t?”

It was the second time she’d brought up the subject. I looked down at my feet, kicking a rock across the sidewalk ahead of us. “I don’t know,” I admitted a little reluctantly. Julie and I weren’t particularly close. The school was small enough that we couldn’t help but know each other in passing, and we lived just a couple blocks apart, but it wasn’t like the two of us were best friends. “I used to think about it a lot, but it’s been a long time. If they were going to come for me, they would have by now. Stass isn’t exactly TV dad material, but he’s a good guy. We’re comfortable.”

“Is that all you want, though?”

I looked over at her. “Don’t you think you’re being kind of pushy?”

Julie shrugged, smoothing an invisible wrinkle out of her uniform jacket. “I was just curious,” she said a little guiltily. “Honestly, I thought it might help you to talk about it.”

“It’s kind of just... background noise at this point,” I said. “All talking about it does is stir up a lot of junk I’ve tried really hard to put to rest.” My chest tightened. “Of course I wonder why they never came looking for me. Are all of them dead? Do they just not care? But like I said, it’s been a long time. After a while you just start to accept that you’re never going to get answers.”

“He found you out in the mountains, right?” Julie asked. “Maybe... I don’t know. Maybe a bear got them or something. I mean, there are grizzlies in the Northern Cascades.”

I stared at her. “Not helping, Julie.”

“Right. Right. Sorry.” She gave me a sheepish smile. I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at her.

“We’ve got to split here anyway,” I said as we approached my street. “See you around, Julie.”

She looked at me like she wanted to say something else, and then nodded. “See you around.” 

I turned left with an internal sigh of relief. Julie was a nice girl, but her ability to carry on a conversation left a lot to be desired. One of those super smart types that never quite knew how to interact with other people. 

But even as I left Julie behind, I couldn’t get her words out of my head. What if something had happened to my parents out in the mountains? What if I was the only survivor of an animal attack or something? I’d thought about it before, of course. The possibility that no one had coming looking for me because there was no one to look. But I’d never really thought in detail about how they might have died. I’d never let myself. The thought was too painful. Thanks to Julie, I couldn’t stop running through different possibilities. Had they been attacked by something and fought it off to give me enough time to run? Had they gotten lost in the wilderness and, afraid that no one would find us in time, given all the food to me to give me a better chance of making it out?

I shook my head, trying to dislodge the thoughts. If they were dead, what did it matter how they had died? It all added up to the same thing: an orphan wandering alone in the wilderness, lucky enough to be found by a guy on a backpacking trip. 

The gym was just up ahead and I picked up my pace a little, eager to get home and chill for a while before I needed to get started on homework. As I approached I pulled my key from my pocket, ready to let myself in so Stass wouldn’t have to get the door. But it wasn’t locked. It wasn’t even entirely closed. I frowned at it. Stass never left the doors open. He was strict about that. And about locking them any time classes weren’t scheduled to make sure no one just wandered in.

So why was the door not closed?

“Stass?”

I put my hand on the unlocked door and pushed, swinging it wide. There was no sound from within. 

The studio where Stass taught martial arts was pristine in its emptiness, weights and weapons racked in their places, the floor recently swept. Only one weapon, I noted, was missing—a heavy, hand-and-a-half sword that Stass occasionally used for his own drills. He had never let me wield it. I could barely lift the thing. Maybe he’d taken it upstairs to polish it, but my heart beat faster in my chest and I knew deep inside that wasn’t what had happened. Something is wrong. “Stass?” I called again.

No answer came.

Slowly, my heart pounding, I headed through the door that led to our apartment and up the stairs. The door at the top was open, too, and as I stepped through it into the living room I knew that I’d been right to be afraid. 

The main room was a mess. One of the shelves either side of the entertainment center that held the DVDs had been knocked down, and cases were spilled across the floor. Ragged fabric hung from a long tear in the back of the couch. 

Why did he fight here and not downstairs?

The kitchen cabinets had been opened. Our rarely used dishes were scattered across the counters and floor, some of them in pieces. There was no way that had been caused by the fight, though. Someone had been going through the cabinets. Looking for... what?

I felt sick. 

“Stass?”

There was a faint noise from down the hall. I stiffened, pulse racing. What if the intruder was still in the apartment? I cursed myself for not taking a weapon from the rack in the gym. No. That didn’t make sense. If they were still in the building, I would hear the sounds of fighting. 

Unless Stass wasn’t home when this happened? That would explain how the intruder had the time to go through our cabinets. Then I remembered the torn couch and the broken shelf. Maybe, I told myself, the intruder had done that, too. Maybe he’d just wanted to cause as much destruction as possible. But I couldn’t shake the horrible, sick ache in the pit of my stomach, the certainty that something had gone terribly wrong. The metallic taste of fear was heavy on my tongue.

“Stass?” I called again, my voice trembling.

I crept down the hall, feeling like an intruder in my own home. There was a weight to the air that made every familiar inch feel strange. The shadows seemed to lie wrong on the floor. I knew it was only my own fear amplifying the darkness, adrenaline picking out details I usually didn’t bother to notice, but the knowing didn’t make me feel any better. 

At the end of the hall, Stass’ door hung half off its hinges.

I moved toward it. My feet felt heavy, reluctant to reach that doorway and find out what lay beyond it. But I pushed myself forward. I had to know. No matter what, I had to know. 

I stepped around the broken door and into the room. Blood was splattered across the floor just beyond the doorframe. Not much of it, I tried to reassure myself. A minor wound, maybe. My ears caught the sound of ragged breathing. My heart was in my throat. I stepped around the sturdy frame of Stass’ four-poster bed and found him on the other side.

My own breath stopped in my chest. There had been only a little blood before the door. Here, it soaked into the fawn-colored carpet around Stass, dark and heavy. He didn’t move at the sound of my stifled cry, but he had to be alive. I could still hear him breathing. I frantically fished my phone out of my pocket and dropped to my knees at his side, careless of the blood that soaked through my uniform slacks. Stass’ eyes fluttered open. 

“Stass? Stass, can you hear me?”

Slowly, painfully, he nodded. 

“I’m calling 911,” I promised. “I’m going to get you help.”

But even as I dialed the number, my hand shaking, I could see more blood pumping from the deep wound in his upper chest to soak his already-sodden shirt. It looked bad. It looked like the kind of thing that killed people in movies. I swallowed a sob. 

He’s going to make it. He has to.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 4


[image: ]


“911. What is your emergency?”

“Um. It’s my-my guardian.” I pressed my hands down over the gash in Stass’ chest, trying to put pressure on it. “I came home and he was—” The words came fast and shaky with panic. “I came home and he was hurt. Really badly. Someone broke in.” I looked down at Stass’ white face and swallowed past the tight ache in my throat. “Someone broke in and he’s hurt and—”

“Okay, miss,” the calm voice of the 911 operator said. “I need you to take a deep breath for me. Is the person who broke in still at the house?”

“No. Please just send someone. He’s bleeding.”

“What is the address of the emergency?”

I rattled off the address, making sure to specify that we lived in the apartment over the studio and that they could access it through the Employees Only door at the back of the gym. “Please hurry. Please. I don’t know what to do.”

“What’s your name?” the woman asked. Her voice was still steady.

“Amber. My name is Amber, and his name is Stass. He’s been stabbed.”

“Okay, Amber. I’m Mercedes. How old is Stass? Is he breathing?”

“Um. He’s... I don’t know. Mid-forties? He’s breathing. I’m not sure if he’s awake. But the cut is really bad.” I looked down at my blood-covered hands and my voice shook. “It won’t stop bleeding.”

“What I need you to do,” Mercedes said, “is put pressure on the wound.”

“I’m doing that already,” I said, trying not to sound as frustrated as I felt. “It’s not doing anything!”

“Amber.” That was Stass’ voice, low and rough with pain. “Amber, I need you to listen to me.”

“Shh.” I shook my head. “You’re hurt, Stass. You’re really hurt. Please don’t talk.”

“No. Ambrose. I have to—” He coughed and more blood seeped from the wound, soaking into his shirt. 

He never called me Ambrose. Not when he was mad at me. Not when he was trying to get my attention. Not ever.

“Miss!” the 911 operator on the phone was saying, and I realized she’d been calling my name for several seconds. “Miss, are you still there?”

“Yes. Sorry. Stass was taking to me.” In the distance, I could hear sirens. 

“He’s conscious,” Mercedes said. “That’s good. Keep talking to him. Keep him awake. The ambulance will be there soon, and I’ll be right here with you on the phone until they arrive. Just stay calm and keep pressure on the wound.”

“Okay.” I took a shaky breath. “Okay.”

“Ambrose,” Stass said. “Your parents... I never told you...”

My parents. What could Stass know about them? He’d found me after they were already gone, and neither of us had ever been able to track them down. Had he found something and never told me? “It’s okay,” I assured him. “You can tell me later.”

There would be a later. There had to be.

“No,” Stass said. “You need to know...” He trailed off, his eyelids fluttering closed. 

“Stass?” I gasped. “Stass!” 

“Amber?” the 911 operator’s calm voice asked. “What’s happening?”

“His eyes just closed. He—”

“I’m awake,” Stass said gruffly, his eyes opening. His voice was weak, but the familiar stubborn fire burned in his gaze and some of the fear tying knots in my stomach settled just a little. 

“He’s awake again,” I said, relief making me feel weak.

“Okay, Amber,” Mercedes said. “The paramedics will be there very shortly. They’re on their way.”

“Everything is going to be fine,” I promised. “They’re almost here, Stass. They’ll get you to the hospital and everything will be okay.”

He gripped my arm. Even with all the blood loss, he was still strong. “Ambrose,” he said, his eyes holding mine. “Listen to me. Right now, listen to me.”

Caught in his gaze, I found myself nodding automatically. He was using a voice I’d only heard him use a few times, the one that said it was life or death.

“I took you in because I promised your father I would,” he said. “I promised...”

Because he’d promised my father? The world seemed to spin. Distantly, my ears picked up the sounds of footsteps on the stairs, and then there were men in blue uniform shirts gently pushing me aside. Mercedes’ voice was still talking in my ear, but I couldn’t hear what she was saying. Stass had known my father? He’d known my father and he’d never told me?

The paramedics were leaning over him, talking to each other in clipped voices about blood pressure and volume and pulse rate. Stass’ eyes were closed and they were fitting an oxygen mask over his face. 

“Do you want to ride along in the ambulance?” one of them asked me. I turned slowly to look at him, feeling as though the world had frozen around me. 

“Yes,” I said. “Please.”

The paramedics got Stass on a stretcher and heaved him up. I followed them numbly. What else had Stass kept from me? And how had he known my father? Wild scenarios raced through my mind: My parents had been criminals, and just before they went down in a hail of police gunfire they’d handed me off to Stass for safekeeping. My parents had been some kind of important public figures and they’d made Stass promise to take care of me after threats had been made on their lives. 

As the ambulance began to race down the street, sirens wailing over my head, I went through every possibility I could think of but none of them seemed right. I looked at Stass, pale and unconscious on the stretcher with the paramedic leaning over him to make sure he was still breathing, and I hoped that somewhere on the other side of this I’d get answers.
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I STOOD IN FRONT OF the vending machine, reading over the list of drink options. Nothing sounded particularly appealing, but it was something to focus on other than the worry about Stass. They’d taken him into surgery an hour before, and the only thing I could do was wait. 

Normally, I thought, in this situation there would be calls to make, people to greet, something to do. But Stass was the only family I had and, as far as I knew, I was all of his. He’d never mentioned anyone else. There wasn’t even a boss to call since he ran his own business. For all the years that I’d lived with him it had been just the two of us, and I’d been content with that. But standing alone in front of the hospital vending machine, knowing that Stass was in a room somewhere being pieced back together, I found myself desperately wishing there had been someone to call. I didn’t want to be there, thinking about Stass. Thinking about what he’d told me just before the paramedics arrived. Wondering what else he hadn’t told me.

Did I even know him at all?

“Excuse me?” The voice was a man’s but not familiar, and I turned, half-hoping to find the doctor there to tell me that Stass was in recovery. 

The man standing behind me was not a doctor. He was tall, so tall I almost had to tip my head back to see his face properly, and dressed all in black. He looked, I thought, maybe Stass’ age, with a head of thick silver hair and piercing dark eyes. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, moving to step aside. “Am I in your way?”

“Not at all,” the man replied. “I’m actually here looking for you.”

“For me?” I blinked. Did I know this man and not recognize him? Was he someone I had met before?

“My name is Hamion,” he said gravely. “I’m a friend of Stass’.”

“He never mentioned you.” I crossed my arms over my chest, frowning up at him. “I didn’t even know Stass had friends.”

“Everyone has friends, Ambrose,” Hamion said, and I bristled at the condescending correction in his tone. How was it that I didn’t know anything about this guy, yet he clearly knew who I was? Was he another one of Stass’ secrets?

“Okay. So you’re Stass’ friend. What do you want me for?” So help me, if he was the guy who’d broken in and stabbed Stass I’d kill him. I watched him carefully.

He frowned. It made the lines in his forehead deepen. “To check on you, first of all,” he said. “I can’t imagine that it’s easy to be here waiting to find out whether the man who raised you is alive or dead.”

Dude. What the hell? I glared at him. “No, it’s not easy. And you’re not helping.”

“My apologies.” He gave a little bow of his head, but I thought I caught a smile tilting up one corner of his mouth. My dislike of him grew sharper. 

“You’ve checked on me,” I said. “Is there anything else?”

“What do you know about how Stass was wounded?”

That brought me up short. I supposed it made sense to want to know what happened, if he really was Stass’ friend, but he hadn’t seemed like the type to actually care. “First, tell me how you know Stass,” I countered.

“He and I are old colleagues,” Hamion answered.

I looked him up and down. He didn’t look like a fighter, but looks could be deceiving. “You teach martial arts?” I asked dubiously. 

He laughed at that. “Goodness no. I worked for the same man Stass did back in his private security days.”

Private security? When had Stass worked private security? It was possible. Plausible even. But he had never told me about it. How much did I know about him, after all? I was beginning to think it was very, very little.

What if he didn’t just find me? a small voice whispered in the back of my mind. What if he took me away from my family? What if he’s been lying to me all this time about who I am and why he raised me? But why would he have kidnapped me? Why would he have never given me back? And if he kidnapped me, why would he have promised my father anything at all?

“Ambrose,” Hamion said. I shook myself out of the thoughts.

“There was a break-in,” I said haltingly. My throat felt tight. Just saying that much made me see it all over again: Stass lying on the blood-soaked carpet, gasping for air. “I found him in his room. It looked like he fought with someone, but they—” I couldn’t go on.

“Hmm,” Hamion said. And then, “I see.”

He said it like I’d told him what he expected to hear. Had he known already? Why ask me, then? To test me? To see how much I would tell him? Or maybe he was seeing how much I knew. Trying to find out if I’d seen anything. Because he wanted to catch Stass’ attacker? Or because he was Stass’ attacker, and wants to see if I know anything that could put him in danger?

When had I started to see everyone and everything as a threat?

I turned back to the vending machine so I wouldn’t have to look at Hamion’s unreadable face any longer and slid change in. Each coin thunked heavily into the guts of the machine. I hit the button for a Coke. “They told me he’ll probably be in surgery for a couple hours,” I said as I bent down to pull the bottle from behind the clear plastic guard. “There was a lot of blood loss.”

“Miss Eadlin?” a voice said behind me. 

I turned. A young-ish guy in doctor’s scrubs was standing there. He might have been good-looking—tall and blond with smooth, angular features—if he hadn’t looked so exhausted. There were heavy dark circles under his blue eyes. My stomach twisted.

“That’s me,” I said slowly. Something in me wanted to refuse the call, pretend I didn’t hear it, anything to stop what he was going to tell me. 

He’s just here to let me know that Stass is out of surgery, I reassured myself, hugging my arms tight around my ribs. It’s fine. Everything is fine.

“I thought you might be here when I couldn’t find you in the private waiting room,” the doctor said. His eyes went to Hamion. “Is this man with you?”

No, I almost said. No, he’s not with me. But Hamion had said he was a friend of Stass’, and he might as well know. If I sent him away, I’d only have to tell him the doctor’s news myself later, probably. I nodded. 

The doctor took a deep breath. And then very, very gently, he said, “Miss Eadlin...”

I shook my head, disbelief welling up in my chest. I knew what that tone had to mean, and I didn’t want to hear the rest. He couldn’t be gone. Stass couldn’t be gone. And maybe if the doctor didn’t get to finish, none of it would be real. 

“No... no...” I said hoarsely, shaking my head and taking a step back..

“Miss Eadlin,” he tried again.

“What happened?” I whispered even as everything inside me screamed not to ask, to just run until the news couldn’t touch me.

“There was just too much damage,” the doctor said, and he sounded sorry. He sounded like he wanted to stop the words as much as I did. But he kept mercilessly going on, making it real. “We tried everything, but we weren’t able to stop the bleeding in time. I’m so sorry.”
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I didn’t burst into tears. I didn’t sniffle. No crying, just a few blinks. I felt frozen, like everything inside me had locked up. I had never imagined a world without Stass in it. And even if he had secrets, even if everything I knew about his past was a lie, he’d raised me. And he’d loved me. What was I going to do without him? Who would take care of the gym? There were bills to pay. A funeral to plan. I wasn’t eighteen yet. Would they send me off to some foster family until my birthday? My thoughts whirled around and around, refusing to settle.

“Ambrose.” There was a hand on my shoulder. Hamion’s. I tensed beneath it.

“There will be some documents that need to be signed,” the doctor was saying. “And a funeral director will need to be contacted. We can provide you with a list of options, or you’re welcome to make the choice on your own.”

“I can’t—I’m not eighteen. I can’t legally sign anything,” I said, not even sure how my brain was functioning and my mouth knew how to speak. The two things didn’t seem like they should be connected at the moment.

The doctor frowned. “Were you living alone with Mr. Sofka? Is there anyone you can stay with until more permanent arrangements are made?”

“I will be staying with her,” Hamion said smoothly.

“Great. If we can just have you come over here and sign this, then,” the doctor said. “Stating that you have received notice of...”

The voices faded into the background. Hamion was going to stay with me? I didn’t even know him. How did I know he was who he said he was at all? He could be the person who’d broken into the apartment. Some creepy stalker who had attacked Stass to get to me. And I’d walked right into his plan, whatever it was, by telling the doctor I knew him.

The rest of our time in the hospital passed in a blur of numb exhaustion and cold fury. There was paperwork to sign, Stass’ belongs to collect. At every step nurses and aides expressed sympathy or wished me well until the words didn’t even sound like words anymore in my ears. Just sounds people made because they thought they were expected to. But finally, the last ‘i’ was dotted and the last ‘t’ crossed, and Hamion was guiding me out into the parking lot and toward a sleek black vehicle that looked exactly like the kind of car I would have expected him to drive. That, or one of those big-ass Mercedes. 

“I know you came here in the ambulance,” he said as we walked. “You can ride with me back to the gym.”

“Hold up,” I said, stopping and turning to look at him. “You’ve just kind of invited yourself over and assumed you’d be my babysitter. I don’t even know you. And I don’t need a babysitter.”

“Stass did,” he answered. “And I can assure you that he would not want me to leave you alone at a time like this.”

He opened the passenger door for me and, in need of a ride home whether I wanted it or not, I got in. But I determined that as soon as we got back to the gym, Hamion and I were going to have a talk.

The drive itself was uncomfortably silent. I didn’t want to confront Hamion while I was trapped in a vehicle with him—if we were going to argue, I wanted the ability to walk away from it. I leaned my head against the window and stared out at the passing scenery, my chest aching. 

How many times had Stass and I driven or walked down these same streets? The city felt unfamiliar without his comfortable presence in the driver’s seat, as though the lines of the buildings had subtly changed while I wasn’t looking. Heavy clouds hid the moon, and I tucked myself deeper into my jacket with a shiver that wasn’t about the temperature in the car. I almost didn’t want to go home. 

Will it ever even feel like home again, with Stass gone?

By the time we arrived, I found myself almost grateful that Hamion had come with me. The gym was dark and silent, and it already felt emptier—hollow and echoing—as though some part of Stass’ presence that had lingered in the space had departed with him. I was going to have to call his clients and let them know that classes would be on hold until... Until when? The thought of going upstairs and seeing the destruction left behind by the fight again made my stomach knot.

“I don’t know what to do,” I admitted. I’d never prepared myself for having to handle the gym alone. I had thought there would be plenty of time to learn the business. 

“First things first,” Hamion said. “You need to eat something. You’ve been sitting in the hospital for hours. Have you had any water?”

The only thing I’d had was the Coke I got out of the vending machine. I shook my head. 

“We’ll get you some dinner, then,” Hamion said, moving toward the door that led up the stairs to the apartment. He moved confidently, like he’d been in the gym before, but I couldn’t imagine when. I’d never seen him visit.

“You said you’re Stass’ friend,” I said as I followed him up the stairs. “So you must know some things about him.” I paused. “Some things about me.”

Hamion strode straight to the fridge and opened it, looking down at the meager contents in disappointment. “I know he didn’t cook much,” he said flatly. “But I didn’t realize he kept no food in the house at all.”

“We usually ordered out,” I told him defensively. That had worked just fine for us. If he wanted to come in here and look down his nose at our refrigerator, he could just turn around and leave. There was enough money in the cash drawer to see me comfortably fed for a few days, and after that? Well, after that I didn’t know what. But I would figure it out.

“Very well,” Hamion said. “I suppose that’ll have to do for tonight. Tomorrow I’ll go to the grocery store.”

“What? Do you think you’re just moving in here?”

He shut the fridge sharply and turned to look at me. “Ambrose, I told you already that Stass would not want you left alone.”

“It’s Amber,” I retorted. “Which you would know if you knew me at all.”

Hamion took a deep breath, pinching the bridge of his nose between two thin fingers. “Amber,” he said carefully. “I realize that you are going through a very difficult time right now. You’ve just lost the man who raised you, and you are hurting and confused, but I promise that I am not here to harm you. I am trying to keep you safe.”

“How do I know that, though?” I demanded. “I’ve never met you. Stass never talked about you. You could be anyone, and he’s not here to tell me if anything you’re saying is true!” My throat tightened
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