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  **Warning**


Please be aware that this paranormal romance, interwoven with elements of dark fantasy, delves into intense and mature themes. It is important to note that this book contains sexually explicit scenes, graphic descriptions, acts of extreme violence, and strong language.

Reader discretion is strongly advised. If you are sensitive to or uncomfortable with explicit content, violence, or strong language, this book may not be suitable for you. However, if you are prepared to explore the depths of these themes within this captivating and thrilling story, I invite you to embark on this journey.

Please approach this book with an open mind and be aware of its content. Your comfort and enjoyment are of utmost importance, and I want to ensure that you clearly understand the nature of the story before diving in.

Thank you for joining me on this dark and alluring adventure.
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  Prologue

The Winged Beauty


Calroada Island

Demon Realm

They were coming. 
Nikena stood ashore, refusing to look back. 
The radiant moon cast a brilliant shimmer over the calm open waters. Behind it, another moon dared to steal its dazzling glow. Unlike its counterpart, it held a striking scarlet color. Together, they shined a rosy hue across the sky. Such an exquisite scene displayed a false sense of peace. 
The repeated bray of a blade rang out from the forest behind her. Growls and demonic howls followed. The breeze brought the stench of demon blood to her senses. It poisoned the surrounding air. 
The miasma was pungent, but it wasn’t strong enough to conceal the scent of her lover’s blood. His spiritual energy waned. 
Tears blurred her vision. No longer able to resist, she glanced back at the dark path. “Please, be patient, Kaishan,” she whispered, praying her words reached him. 
“I can spend an eternity waiting for you,” came his flirty reply. Even as he fought a battle that was sure to cost him his life, he found the strength to tease her.
A smile dared to touch her lips as grief gripped her heart. “I shall retrieve your soul from purgatory, then we will be as one again.” 
“I love you, my darling angel.” 
Cradling the bundle close to her breasts, she stepped out onto the water and hurried across. A spellbinding song rose from the depth, warming her bare feet. 
Nikena approached a glimmering reef that seemed to preen under the moon’s brilliant gaze. “Princess Narri,” she uttered softly. 
The song ceased as a single ripple dashed across the surface. A burst of wind washed over her, lifting her hair from her shoulders. A playful giggle danced on the breeze. In the distance, a head emerged from the water.
“There you are,” Narri whispered. 
The head disappeared beneath the water and was replaced with the flash of a stunning turquoise fin. 
The flutter of Nikena’s gown and the flow of her hair froze in mid-motion as time stood still. 
A pair of scaly hands launched out of the water and clamped onto the reef. The princess of Arna emerged and rested her lamina-coated frame on the limestone. “Shame on you for making me wait so long to be blessed with your heavenly presence.” Extending a fin, Narri splashed her jestingly. “You should’ve told me you were coming. I would’ve prepared a meal.” 
Lavender and cerulean scales stretched along her torso, hips, and elongated tail. Water droplets seeped into her flesh. Under the moonlight, her bouncy hair dried instantly, its hue changing from aqua blue to a deep brown. Tiny iridescent creatures clung to her thick tresses, sparkling like gems.
“Unfortunately, this visit is not for pleasure.”
“Aww,” Narri pouted, raking the creature-trinkets from her hair. “I was looking forward to splashing around with you again. I notice you’re not wearing your armor.” 
Nikena gazed upon the reflection of herself in Narri’s bright hazel eyes. She was indeed armor-less, draped in a sheer silver gown. It flowed gracefully against her mahogany skin.
“Surely you can take one quick swim…” Narri’s words trailed off at the sound of a soft coo. Her eyes zoned in on the bundle held against Nikena’s bosom. Excitement claimed her face. “A child? You’ve brought a child with you?” She clapped her hands and flapped her tail, sending ripples across the ocean. “Ooh, may I see?”
Nikena brushed the veil from over the infant’s face and lowered her.
“Oh my.” Narri scooted closer, nearly toppling off the reef. “My goodness, what a beauty.” Leaning in even closer, she inhaled the infant’s scent. Her eyes grew wide as her expression went rigid. “My lady, is—is this child the—”
“Yes.” 
“But—but you have—noo.” Narri’s eyes darted about. “This isn’t right. It’s too soon.” 
“She chose to arrive early.”
“If the child is here…” She tilted her head toward the dark forest. A storm of black clouded her irises. Her scales and fins turned a shade of onyx. “They are coming. Where is Lord Kaishan? Where are the dragons?” 
Swallowing back a whimper, Nikena pressed a hand to her chest. The mere mention of her demon lover shredded her emotions. “My time is limited, my friend. I must pass a great responsibility onto you for the sake of God’s children.”
“What is your command?”
The request lingered on the edge of her tongue. She looked down into her daughter’s beautiful face, so peaceful in slumber. There was so much at stake. To request the Lady of Arna to shed her scales and abandon her home for the sacred love child nestled in her arms was too much to ask. But there was no one else she could trust.
“My lady, they are drawing near. Please, tell me, what will you have me do?”
“Take my daughter away from this realm and protect her. These cursed demons cannot have her.”
An iridescent gleam flickered in Narri’s eyes. “Where should I take her, heavenly one?” 
“Mayiki will summon a portal for your escape. He awaits your arrival in Bahdea.” Nikena glanced down at her daughter once more, said a silent prayer, and handed her over to Narri. Sadness weighed heavily on her heart as tears threatened to trickle down her face. She took in a shaky breath and turned away.
A malevolent cloud drifted across the radiant moon, harboring malicious howls. 
Mentally reaching for the Heavens, Nikena sought out her spiritual energy. As the sounds of the approaching demons escalated, a steady calm washed over her. Heat melted over her eyes. She raised her hand and called out, “Geantye!”
A roaring crack of lightning speared down from the sky. It left a trail of white flames in its wake as it filled her hand with her war companion—Geantye, a double-edged battle axe. His raw energy exploded and seeped into her core, fusing with hers. 
As her wings unfurled, Nikena squeezed his leather-wrapped handle and gazed upon the silver-eyed angel in the reflection of the razor-sharp blade. “Narri, I will distract them. Go now.” 
“Wait! Before you give into the call of battle, please give me a name for your beautiful daughter.”
Nikena cast her gaze upward. 
Blackness swiftly devoured the night sky and washed over the pink glow. 
“Sharayna. My daughter’s name is Sharayna.” With a mighty flap of her wings, Nikena ascended to the sky. The wind engulfed her in a furious rush, teasing her feathers and fueling her energy. She glanced down against her better judgment. 
Narri and her child no longer occupied the reef. 
Relief spiraled in Nikena’s heart. “Swim hard, my friend.”
“Where is she, Nikena?” The venomous hiss echoed around her, boiling her blood.
He manifested from the murky cloud wavering before her, his wings large and tattered, his beady eyes glowing green. Hundreds of bloodthirsty Chingi separated from the mass and surrounded her. The flap and swish from their leathered extensions reverberated through the air, made stagnant by their foul stench.
“You can’t keep her from—”
She severed the ghastly creature’s head with the unseen sweep of her axe. “Don’t you dare speak of my daughter, demon.”
“You will pay for that with your head, you arrogant wench!” shrieked another.
Nikena cut a glare in the snarling beast’s direction. “Is that so?” 
He lifted his spiked weapon and bolted toward her. 
She flashed out of his path, reappeared behind him, and sent Geantye’s edge sliding through his neck. “How about you give me your head instead?” The sharp chime of her blade severing flesh rang out in continuous waves as she claimed another demon’s head. And then another! 
Angry howls whipped around her, charging her intent.
She raised her battle axe to the sky. “Who else wants a taste of my blade?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Water creatures, large and small, scurried out of Narri’s way as she charged through the ocean at an unyielding speed. Holding the child close to her breasts, she stayed low to the ocean floor to avoid being spotted by the demons above.  
Piercing shrills sent vibrations soaring throughout the waters of Arna. The ripples it created obscured her vision. Yet still, she pushed forward. She expanded her perception to search for the return echo of movement in the vicinity. 
During her search, an unseen presence spiked her senses. Without slowing down, she scanned her surroundings. There was nothing in sight. Despite that, the awareness of the presence continued to grow in her mind. 
Behind me. 
She tossed a swift glance over her shoulder. 
Through the rippling abyss, a dark form came into view. 
They found me! 
She increased her speed, swimming so fast her spirit energy sliced through the aquatic life in her path. 
To her dismay, the hunter gave chase. It sped up, matching her pace. Then it gained momentum. With each passing second, the space between them diminished. As she swam, she conjured a water spear. Before she could whirl around to face her pursuer, he caught up with her.
“There’s a swarm of Chingi hovering over our home, Narri!” he bellowed in fury. 
“Sota! My goodness—you scared me!” Should’ve known it was her brother. He was the only creature in this realm capable of defeating her in a race. “I thought you were a demon.” 
“I wanted to stay and fight, but Nikena commanded I follow you. What’s going on, sister?”
“They are after the child in my arms. We must get her through the portal and protect her at all costs.”
“Then I assume Bahdea is our destination.” He swam ahead of her. “My vision is better in troubled waters. I’ll lead to clear the path.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Mayiki paced along the shoreline, leaving a wide trail in the sand where his robe brushed.  
Off in the distance, the battle waged between Nikena and the demons. The divine shimmer from her spirit axe and wings cast a heavenly glow across the sky as she beheaded one Chingi after another. Black blood rained over Arna, tainting the sacred waters.
The sudden swell from the ocean’s surface snatched his attention. Cautiously, he stepped back. 
Then two blurs expelled from the water with little to no sound and landed in front of him. 
Startled, he stumbled backward and lost his footing in the shifting sand. A pair of big hands latched onto his collar before he could hit the ground, yanking him upright.
“Oh, thank you, Sota,” Mayiki huffed, patting his hand. “I can never get used to your abrupt arrivals.”
A broad smile graced Sota’s face. “And you most likely never will, my friend.”
Mayiki glanced at Narri, gave her a quick nod, then averted his eyes. Heat flushed his face. The sight of her beautiful nude form made his insides quiver. He forgot how swiftly water demons shed their fins and scales when out of the water. 
“Well…” Mayiki swallowed hard and cleared his throat. “First things first.” He flicked his fingers as he curved his palm upward. Lighted magical streams spiraled down his hand and whirled around their bare bodies like ribbons. Seconds later, they were fully clothed in dark hooded robes, identical to his own. “Follow me.”
They hurried through the thicket, making their way into the heart of the forest. 
Mayiki cut a side glance at Narri, careful not to gawk at her lovely mortal image. “Is the child safe?”
Narri peeked under the cloth and smiled. “The fierce swim across Arna hasn’t stirred her one bit.”
“Good. We’ll do better if she’s asleep for the journey through the portal.”
They came upon the large tree bearing blue and silver leaves—the elm of spiritual enchantment. Enlightened with magical life, the leaves gleamed brilliantly. As they neared, the elm swayed, beckoning them closer.
“Please be cautious and don’t stare at the leaves.” 
Two shapeshifters lay still at the base of the enormous tree. 
Mayiki nudged the bodies with his foot. The creatures didn’t move in the slightest. 
Narri and Sota shot curious glances at the fallen shifters, and then at him.
“You two haven’t ventured this far from Arna before, have you?” Mayiki knelt and placed his fingers on the left victim’s forehead. 
The flesh cooled under his touch. The tree had devoured their souls only moments ago. 
“This plant-like creature is a soul seeker.” Rising, he stepped closer to the tree trunk and shoved the deceased shifters aside. “If your will is not strong enough, it will consume your soul, leaving your body limp and lifeless for the wretched scavengers to fight over. These two discovered that the hard way.” 
Sota nodded, a quirky smile gracing his face. “We’ll keep that in mind in case we come across any more spirit-sucking land creatures created by careless wizards.”
Mayiki couldn’t help but chuckle. His friend’s sarcasm wasn’t lost on him. “Yes, Sota. I take full responsibility for my creation.” He placed a hand on the tree and the other out to his side. “But do not forget, my mind was shrouded in darkness when I crafted this beast.”
A series of words came to his mind. “Vorethel megilid nahrak.” His staff emerged from the ground and filled his open hand. Quietly chanting the incantation, he slammed the rod into the base of the tree. “Karthakar inixar. Zurathos vaxenar.”
A streak of white light speared along the tree’s surface and opened into an oval shape. Beyond the gateway, a swirling vortex awaited. 
Mayiki waved them toward the opening. “Don’t stop running until you feel the earth beneath your feet.”
They nodded and rushed through the entrance without a moment’s hesitation. 
Once they were no longer in his sight, Mayiki began to cast the spell to close the gateway. A dark presence manifested and interrupted his wave of mana. Before he could gather his senses and strengthen his power, an unseen force lifted him into the air and slammed him into a nearby tree. 
Rattled, he stumbled to his feet, then shoved his staff into the ground to gain balance. Summoning his spiritual mana, he raised the rod and lashed out at the ominous shadows moving in on him. 
Growling hisses echoed from behind.
Mayiki dashed forward but wasn’t quick enough. A monstrous, serpentine body shot out and rammed him in the gut, forcing the air from his lungs. His feet left the ground as he was yanked backward. His back hit the tree hard. The sinuous creature spiraled around him, crushing him against the rough bark. The wood sliced through his robe’s fabric and bit into his flesh, snatching a cry from him. 
“How disappointing,” scoffed a familiar voice from the shadows. “How very disappointing.”
“Disappointed in me, are you?” Mayiki strained out as he struggled to breathe. “Seems I have a knack for that, big brother.” 
“Hold your tongue, traitor! You’re hardly in a position to be facetious.” Doshar emerged from the darkness. The glow emanating from the tree highlighted his pallid features. 
Mayiki’s heart ached at the sight. His brother was once a beautiful magic wielder. Now, he was a ghastly shell of the wizard he used to be, a mindless puppet for the dark lord. “No, Doshar. It is I who should call you the traitor.”
Doshar’s eyes flashed with malice. “I am no traitor! I’ve stayed true to my blood.”
“Ah, true to your blood, you say. Would that be the blood you were brought into existence with, or the blood our gracious dark lord has bestowed upon you? Have you seen yourself as of late? Have you seen what his blood has done to you?”
Sneering, he grabbed Mayiki by the throat. “Which realm did you send her to?”
Despite his pain, Mayiki delivered a weak smirk. “Send who?”
Doshar’s hand tightened around his neck, restricting his airflow. “Tell me, and I’ll make sure my serpent kills you before she swallows you.”
“Aw, what a…generous offer, brother,” he croaked. “But, I’m afraid…I must pass.”
Doshar’s face drew into a scowl. “Why must you turn on your kind for the likes of her?” 
“Because she will lead me…to salvation.” Tears of anguish blurred his vision. “And save…my dark soul.”
A sinister chuckle rumbled beneath Doshar’s chest. “Save your dark soul?” He shoved his face close to his and hissed, “Then it would grieve you to hear that your savior has met her demise.”
“Is that so?” Nikena’s voice chimed from the darkness.
A piercing shriek retched from the scaly creature binding him. 
The sound made Mayiki wince. He squeezed his eyes shut as wetness trickled from his ears. The grasp around his body loosened. 
Then the monstrous serpent uncoiled and slithered to the ground in a large heap. 
Heaving and gasping for air, Mayiki stumbled over the snake’s limp body and tumbled onto the cold ground.
Nikena melted through the tree, with the huge severed snake head in one hand and her blood-soaked axe in the other. Demon blood was spattered along her gown and wings, but it failed to tarnish her radiance. “Are you okay, Mayiki?” she asked softly with her back to him.
He pushed up from the ground, taking in several deep breaths. “Yes, my grace.” 
“My grace?” Doshar hissed disapprovingly. “You address her as such when she’s nothing but a demon’s whore?”
Instant fury carried Mayiki’s feet toward his brother. Before he could strike, Nikena raised her axe against his chest. 
Narrowing a heated glare at Doshar’s grinning face, Mayiki shifted from one foot to the other, reluctantly granting Nikena’s silent command to stand down. His chest rose and fell rapidly with each angry breath he took. He balled his hands into tight fists until his nails bit into his palms. It was all he could do to prevent himself from sending a magical current over her shoulder to sever Doshar’s wicked tongue.
“Be calm, my friend.” She tossed the snake’s head to the ground and approached Doshar. “His insults mean nothing to me.” 
Panic wiped Doshar’s smug grin away. “Those incompetent demons!” Scampering backward, he tried to flee from her path. “I sent hundreds after you. Hundreds! Why are you standing here before me, alive and unharmed?”
“Because the light always prevails,” she whispered suddenly behind him.
Doshar whipped around and met the flash of her blade. A thin vertical line opened over the front of his robe. Life fluid that should’ve been the shade of crimson spilled to his feet as black muck. 
Crying out, he doubled over and slumped to the ground. 
Nikena stood over him, her eyes blazing a brilliant silver. “Doshar, son of Rydus and servant of Lucifer, I will now offer you a chance to set your wrongs right, a chance to walk into the light, therefore unraveling the darkness that binds you.” She held her hand out to him. Her wings fluttered and shimmered with the power to purify. “The pain, the evil deeds—it can all be erased. Just take my hand.”
Hope swelled Mayiki’s heart. He wanted so badly for his brother to accept her generous offer, as he had done so long ago. But there was resistance in his brother’s black heart. He felt it, like a million sharp needles piercing his flesh. 
Such a stubborn fool.
Gritting his fangs, Doshar shook his head. “No! I won’t allow you to suck me into the light like you did my brother!”
“Very well then,” she murmured, stepping back from him. “Since this will not do…” She leveled her axe at him. “On your feet, son of Rydus. Draw your blade.”
Mayiki let out a heavy sigh as sadness seized him. 
Doshar had chosen death over a chance to redeem himself. The dark lord truly had an unyielding grip on his soul. 
With a grimace twisting his visage, Doshar gripped the handle of his sword and cut his eyes Mayiki’s way. 
There was a frantic tap against the shield guarding Mayiki’s mind—Doshar’s request for mental communication. Mayiki shook his head. He had no more words for him. 
Doshar growled and sluggishly rose to his feet, clutching his bleeding stomach. “You think you can best me, you winged whore?” He thrust his hand in the air, conjured a sphere of black flames, and launched it at her. He then made a hasty dash toward the portal.
With the casual flip of her hand, she deflected the strike and hurled it back at him. 
Inches from the gateway, Doshar was slammed in the back with his own fire spell and pushed through the portal. His gargled scream erupted from the abyss and then faded to silence.
Mayiki eased up to Nikena’s side and watched the flames vanish. “This portal has access to many realms. It will take him quite some time to find her.” 
“He will find her. It’s inevitable. She will be at her peak when she reaches the mortal age of twenty. That’s when her demon will awaken. After that, her body will release an aroma attracting all who roam in the shadows.” Shimmering gold replaced the silver in her eyes. “It won’t matter what realm she’s in. He will sense her.” Her brows furrowed as she folded her lips in. A barely audible whimper escaped her. The emotional pain she suffered from having to part with her child was ever so clear. “Her essence will draw him from the pits of hell.”
Mayiki lost his hands behind his back and wrung them together. Though he suffered his own grief for losing his brother, he wanted to touch her, embrace her, do something to help ease her mental anguish. But he could not lay a single finger on a Heavenly being. The thought alone was a sin. “I’ll find her first and cast a Gychi spell. I can’t detach her scent, but I can make it very difficult for him to locate her.” 
Sighing, she gazed up into the night sky. “I must go into exile, Mayiki.”
“Yes, my grace, I know.”
“I trust you’ll do what you can to protect my daughter until I can go to her.”
“I will give my very life to protect her.”
A smile graced her lovely face. She turned and rested her golden gaze on him. “I’m so glad I was able to heal your soul, my dear friend.” She grazed her fingers across his forehead, blessing him with a touch of the sweet divine. 
It traveled through his limbs and into his heart, eliminating the sorrow he felt for his brother’s lost soul. “Me too,” he whispered, rubbing the warm spot where her fingers had kissed him. 
She tilted her face upward and extended her wings. “He must not find her before her chosen consort does.” Her aura gleamed powerfully, so powerful he had to cover his eyes and stumble away from her. “There will be many nights of a scarlet moon in the earthly realm.”
Mayiki tried to shake the question burning in his brain but couldn’t. “Please forgive me if this question offends, but…” He paused to choose his words carefully. “I perceived but a glimpse of Doshar’s evil intentions when he attempted to link with me. He will stop at nothing to grant the dark lord’s wishes, which is why I’m wondering—why didn’t you destroy Doshar when you had the chance? Why are you allowing him to go after her?”
She cast a sidelong gaze his way. 
He cursed himself for asking such a foolish question. “My grace, please forgive—”
“Because my daughter will be the one to claim his head,” she replied. “And she will succeed.” Her physical form became a blinding sphere of white light before she soared into the skies and vanished.






  
  Chapter One

Fire & Darkness


Miami, Florida
Earthly Realm; 20 years later


“Thank you, Miami!” Rayne bowed to the sea of cheering fans. “Y’all know how to make a girl feel special! Thank you so much! I love this!”  
Their heated excitement radiated over her, filling her with the energy to perform one more song. 
The crowd chanted her name, begging for a second encore. 
Should I? She shot glances at her backup singers and dancers. 
Posted side stage, Kendra—one of her lead dancers, gave her a bug-eyed stare. 
Rayne laughed inwardly. Guess that meant no. Kendra would curse her out if she forced them through another set. 
Until next time, Miami… 
She bowed once more and tossed a kiss to the sea of people. “Y’all be careful out there! I love you. Good night!”
The hydraulic platform lowered into the stage. She waved rhythmically with the exit music until she dropped out of the audience’s sight. 
The moment she couldn’t see the crowd anymore, her smile faded. The stimulating energy they filled her with drifted away, along with the sounds around her. Everything went mute. Her heart dropped as the familiar darkness stormed in, threatening to consume her. With it, a wave of fiery heat dashed through her body. Lately, this had been happening a lot. The second she exited the stage, her energy changed. 
“You alright, baby girl?” 
Sota’s voice brought sound back, making her head jerk. 
He stood near the platform with his arms folded over his muscular chest. “What’s wrong?” 
She shook her head and forced a smile on her face. “Nothing. I’m good. You didn’t see me burning it up out there?” 
He wrapped his large hand around hers. “Yeah. Looked like you were having a blast until—” 
“Good. That’s exactly how it’s supposed to look. I left all the bullshit on the stage.” Swiping the sweat from her face, she hopped off the platform and shook her tousled hair from her shoulders. “One more to go. Hometown. Are you ready for it?”
He quirked a brow. “Are you?” He wasted no time escorting her through the narrow passageway beneath the stage. 
She slapped high fives and gave fist pounds to her backup dancers as they moved along the corridor. 
Sota ushered her to a set of double doors. 
Troy was propped against the wall, wearing a fresh layer of sweat and a sexy smirk. He tossed a towel at her and mouthed, “In your dressing room.”
Catching the towel, she winked and mouthed back, “We’ll see.”
The stadium’s security detail surrounded her as soon as Sota shoved the doors open. Screams and cheers greeted them. They tunneled through the crowd of anxious fans, reporters, and photographers. 
Rushing along, she waved and smiled, holding her persona for the cameras.  
“Rayne, I love you!” someone yelled.
“I love you too, baby!” Rayne shouted back, trying to keep up with Sota’s rapid stride. 
They made it to another set of double doors. Sota plowed through them with her wrapped in his firm embrace. 
The security guards shut the doors after they cleared it. Heavy breathing echoed through the quiet hallway that led to her dressing room.
“Well damn, that was exciting,” she breathed out, grinning at Sota. 
“I sincerely apologize, Miss Piers,” one of the security men breathed out, his face flushed in embarrassment. “That section of the hall is usually blocked off from the public. Someone must’ve let them in.”
Lips pursed, she flipped her hand. “Aw, don’t worry about it. Sota and I do this kinda stuff all the time. Ain’t that right, big papi?” 
Sota stood rigid at her side, his gaze set hard. His brows drew in tight. A groaning hum rumbled in his chest. Jaw clenching, he cast his eyes up toward the ceiling. 
Everyone in the hall followed suit, including her. “Okay. Soo, what’re we looking at?”
He cupped her elbow and rushed her to the dressing room. “Thank you, gentlemen,” he called down the hall before shoving the door open. “Wait here.”
“What’s going on?”
“Just stay.”
Leaning against the doorframe, Rayne watched him search the small room. 
A vanity on wheels, a chair, and a rack with her stage attire hanging from it—those were the only items in the room. In short, there was nowhere to hide.
“Where are the girls?” Her glam squad usually waited for her in the dressing room after the last song. 
“I sent Liz and Desiree home. Bri will be back in a few moments to do your hair. You’re good with your makeup, right?” 
“Yeah, I guess. Gonna take this off and do a fresh-faced look, but why’d you send them away?”  
He didn’t answer. Just like the last time he did this. Something was up, something he wasn’t telling her. He stuck his hand between her wardrobe and spread them to the sides. 
The hangers screeched across the chrome rod, making her wince. “Yeah, that’s a good place to check. Someone could totally hide in there,” she jested. “You should check my bag too. Just to be on the safe side.” 
Sota threw a hard glare over his shoulder and grumbled, “Quiet, you.” After searching the room, he all but yanked her inside. “You’ve got about fifteen minutes before the meet and greet. So hurry and change.” 
Cocking her head, she arched a brow. “Why are you being like this? I’ve been maintaining this happy-joy front for months now, like my life is fabulous when you and I both know it’s not. Am I snapping at you?” 
Huffing out a sigh, he pushed the door closed and rested against it. “I’m sorry, baby girl. I just—I get so caught up in protecting you, I forget you’ve been having a hard time lately. You swerved me earlier when I asked you if you were alright.” 
“Yeah, ‘cause people were around.” 
“Well, no one’s here but me and you. So, how are you feeling?”
A simple question, yet it was difficult to answer. 
“I uh—I don’t know.” Rayne lumbered over to her duffle bag. “I feel like the world is spinning in the wrong direction, like my mind and body belong to someone else, like this life I’m living is—it’s not real, not mine.” She fished out a small bag of gummies and popped four in her mouth. “I feel like—like I don’t belong here,” she said, chewing on the sweet yet sour candies. 
“Here, at the arena?”
“Here, on this planet! I know it sounds crazy said out loud, but that’s how I feel. A cloud of fire and darkness is closing in on me, and I have to constantly stop myself from running into it. Feels like if I give in, something bad is gonna happen, something colossal. I wanna set the world on fire.” She paused. The words left her mouth without thought, but she didn’t mean to say it. “Damn, that was outta pocket. It’ll make a dope lyric though. Maybe I’ll throw a song around it later.” 
Sota’s eyes danced as his lips pulled tight. “Not a bad idea. Writing helps you cope with things.” 
“Not so sure it’ll help with this. It’s getting worse, Sota.” She grabbed the water bottle from the duffle’s side pocket and took a swig. “You said not to worry. I can’t help but worry though. The visions—it happened again. On stage this time. I mean, damn man, my stage time is my therapy. And now…” she faltered. 
“Are you ready to tell me what these visions are?” 
Lips folded in, she shook her head. “If I say it out loud, it’ll make it real, and I’m not ready for that. This is bad. I think I’m really sick.”
“No-noo, you’re not sick.”
“Then what’s wrong with meee?” she whined.
“Not a damn thing. I think you’re just stressed with everything that’s going on.” He shoved a hand in his pocket and retrieved her phone. “This too shall pass.” He slid his thumb across the touch screen, then placed the phone on the vanity. 
Nina Simone’s voice wafted from the phone’s tiny speakers. 
Rayne briefly closed her eyes and listened. “A’ight, Nina, I hear you, sis,” she whispered. 
“Try not to think about it. Okay?” Sota pulled the door open. “Let’s just get through the night. You’ll feel better when you talk to Narri tomorrow. Want me to call off the get-together with your fans?”
“Uh-uh, no, don’t do that. They paid for a one-on-one with me.” She plopped down in the chair with a sigh and lowered her head onto the vanity. “Just—uh, give me ‘bout twenty minutes to gather myself.”
“Baby girl, you don’t have to—”
“Twenty minutes ‘til these edibles kick in, and I’ll be all smiles for my peeps.” She hated drugs and everything they stood for, but it was the only thing that gave her a moment of peace in her bubble of chaos. “At least I hope so.” 
He released a heavy grunt. The soles of his Timberlands scuffed along the floor, then the door closed.
“Try not to think about it? Seriously?” If he only knew how close she was to slitting her damn wrists. 
Nina wailed out a soulful tune, convincing her she had put a spell on her. 
Humming along with the legendary songstress, Rayne stood and rested her palms on either side of the dresser top. She stared into the mirror, wondering who the girl was looking back at her. 
Silver eye shadow and neon blue eyeliner accented her deep chocolate brown eyes. Glittery powder glistened against her rich mahogany complexion. Her red-streaked hair flowed over her shoulders and breasts as her silver skirt and bra-like top hugged her curves. Straightening her back, she brushed her fingers over her toned abs and flicked her small navel ring. 
Behind the bold reflection was an ordinary girl who grew up in Florida with a talent for singing and dancing. Now, that girl was anything but ordinary. 
“Hey, you…” Rayne leaned in and pressed her full lips against the cold surface. She drew back and gazed at the smudged lipstick print on the mirror. Tears veiled her eyes as a sad smile curved her lips. “We’re gonna get through this, yeah?” 
Couple months ago, a day after her twentieth birthday, some bizarre shit happened. It turned her world upside down. First, it was the bright red highlights in her hair that pretty much appeared overnight. Since it was a fashion trend, there was no need to hide it. Still, it was pretty damn weird. Who grew stark red hair out of their head? 
Then she started hearing things. There were voices in her head—voices that weren’t her own. As shocking as it was, she wasn’t that bothered by it. She figured maybe it was a supernatural gift. Maybe I’m a medium or something. I can hear people’s thoughts. No big deal. It didn’t happen often, so she could live with it. 
The real freaky shit happened days later. 
The nightmares. She was forced to witness murders—girls getting ripped to bloody pieces by something or someone invisible. She could hear their screams, feel their terror and pain. Wasn’t long before the nightmares turned into visions that haunted her without warning. They came at her during the day while she was working. 
Just recently, she had one on stage!
She fell out of sync and almost dropped to her knees in the middle of the performance. Thank God for her backup singers and dancers. Having an uncontrollable breakdown in front of them was both embarrassing and nerve-wracking. 
Most of all, scary as all hell.
When the visions started, she thought it was a consequence of her overwhelming life and lack of sleep. She worked too hard. It was stress, her brain’s way of telling her she needed a break from her sudden stardom. Then young women started disappearing outside of the freak world in her mind. 
Coincidence? She wanted to think it was.
Even as their faces flashed across the television, she couldn’t be sure they were the girls from her nightmares. But deep inside, the possibility was terrifying.
“Jesus, help me,” Rayne whispered, activating the touch screen to end the music. She loved Nina to death, but she needed silence to soak in the pool of her chaotic thoughts. She sat down and started removing her makeup. “If you see my mental scars and my dark flaws, would you still love me?” she sang. She stood and propped her foot on the chair. As she unstrapped the three-inch silver pump, the door creaked open.
“Don’t move.” Troy crept into the room like a ninja. He closed the door behind him with his heated gaze roaming over her. “Stay just like that.”
She noted her position—her leg up with her foot in the chair. Ha! She knew what he was thinking. “Hey, boo, change of plans. I’m not in a great mind space tonight and I gotta get ready for this meet and greet. Let’s chill another time.”
He swaggered across the room, cradled her face in his palms, and fastened his mouth over hers. 
Giggling, she shoved back from him and scuttled out of his reach. “Ayy man, am I talking to myself?” She kicked off her loosened shoe and attempted to unbuckle the other. But he came after her. “You better chill. Big papi is right on the other side of the door.” 
Troy grabbed her arm. 
She spun out of his grasp and skipped back away from him. “Seriously, Troy, I can’t play with you right now.”
His face twisted in frustration. Shuffling in place, he swept his tongue over his lips and ran a hand over his fresh fade. “What’s going on, ma? You’ve been dodging me lately.”
“What—no, I haven’t…” she trailed off. “Troy…” 
“Did I do something wrong?” 
“No, it’s not you. I’m just—I’ve got a lot going on. Working on the new album, finishing up a long ass tour…” Nibbling on her lower lip, she looked away from his probing stare. “Bruh, c’mon—don’t look at me like that.” 
How do you tell a man the rhythm in his dick wasn’t making your ass bounce anymore? There was no nice way to put it, so she didn’t say anything. She just removed herself from his bed. Or tried to. In all honesty, her lack of response to his sexual groove had nothing to do with him. 
It’s me. It’s always me.
Ever since her supposedly fabulous life flipped upside down, her pussy had been on strike. Of course, he wouldn’t know that since she’d been faking it. At first, she didn’t feel bad about putting on a performance in the bedroom. Not like she was the first woman in history to fake an orgasm. But damn, if she could just have one holy eye-watering nut, just one, she’d be a happy camper. 
Not saying she didn’t get horny. Hell, the only time she didn’t think about sex was when her mind was stuck in the murderous twilight zone. Worst part of all of this was she couldn’t even get herself off. And that’s not due to a lack of trying. At least when she touched herself, she could reach the peak of climax. But she could never leap off. It was fuckin’ maddening! 
Troy took her hand and drew her against him. “I feel neglected.” He kissed her again.
This time, she didn’t pull away. It was confusing how heat suddenly engulfed her, as if someone had flipped on a switch inside her body. Her sensitive nerve endings burned with desire. She trembled and stirred as an unfamiliar hunger hid behind the craving for sexual release. 
Rayne dragged the kiss from his mouth to his cheek and nibbled on the underside of his chin. 
Troy grabbed her ass and pressed his groin into hers. “Damn girl, I need you so bad.”
She whimpered helplessly. The pounding of his heartbeat thundered in her ears. It got louder and louder the closer she got to his throat. His flesh fluttered against her lips, taunting her. A tingling flared beneath her gums as she opened her mouth over his neck.
A loud knocking on the door vibrated along the wall, startling the shit out of her. 
Yelping, she jerked back from Troy. “Shit.” 
“Baby girl!” Sota’s booming voice soared through the door. “You good in there?”
Distancing herself from Troy, she hobbled a little. Her head spun and her hands shook. She covered her mouth and dragged her tongue over her irritated gums. The ache increased. 
What the hell is that about? 
“Uh—uhm, yeah, I’m good—yeah, I think.” she stuttered. Through a hooded gaze, she stared at Troy. His neck. She couldn’t stop staring at his damn neck.
“Are you done changing?” 
She blinked rapidly and tried to calm her erratic breathing. “Uhm, no. Hold on a minute.” She staggered toward the door and reached for the knob. 
Troy grabbed her from behind, spun her around, and pinned her to the nearby wall. 
“Troy, we can’t—you should go,” she whispered hastily. “I gotta get ready.”
“I locked the door,” he mumbled, nuzzling her neck. “Please, baby, just give me a little bit.” He rubbed his erection against her pelvis. “I need to feel you.”
“Mmm,” she hummed on a moan. It was the sound of his blood rushing through his veins. Why was that suddenly so hot to her? “Real quick. Okay?”
Troy hiked her skirt over her hips. Dropping to his knees, he slid her panties down her legs. He hooked an arm under her thigh and propped it over his shoulder. He then buried his nose in her crotch and inhaled deeply. His tongue swept over her crease and delved between her folds, lapping and stroking. 
She rocked her hips with the caress of his tongue, grinding her pussy on his face. His oral seduction was a delightful distraction from the strange and constant hunger swirling in her core. But it did nothing to end the odd prickling in her gums. 
“Rayne, you’ve got five minutes,” Sota warned, his voice laced with irritation. 
“Ten!” She tugged at Troy’s head. “C’mon boo, we’ve gotta make this quick,” she whispered.
Licking her arousal from his lips, Troy pushed to his feet and quickly slid a condom over his manhood. She lifted her leg and wrapped it around his waist. He centered his shaft and slowly thrust forward. She sucked in a sharp whiff of air as he slid all nine-plus inches of his length deep inside her moist sex. 
Pressing her against the wall, Troy lifted her other leg over his waist. He adjusted his stance to accommodate her weight. Once he had her steady and in position, he pulled his hips back, and surged inward, fusing their pelvises together. 
She locked her ankles, hugged his neck, and clenched her teeth, fighting the urge to let out a sensual cry.
“Damn, Rayne, you feel so good,” he moaned, grinding her into the wall.
She nipped on his earlobe and dragged her tongue along the underside of his ear, triggering one of his hot spots. His slow strokes cruised into piston-like thrusts. Panting with one hand on her ass and the other braced against the wall, he feverishly plowed in and out of her. 
His gasping moans and heated body ignited something. It brought forth the desire to…bite him?
Unnerved yet aroused, she traced a wet, wavy path down to his neck. The sound. The delicious sound of hot fluid rushing through his veins blocked out his moans and mingled with the frantic thump of his heart. The rhythm was pure ecstasy. 
“Bite him!” 
Reeling in this wicked passion, she opened her mouth over his jugular, swept her tongue over his salty flesh, and bit down. Hard. 
His body went rigid against hers. His breathing hitched, then he cried out, “Aw fuck…Rayne!”
Drawing back, she slapped her hand over his mouth. “Oh shit, I’m sorry, Troy. Sorry.” 
Damn, that was crazy! Why’d I do that? 
She expected to see anger or confusion in his gaze but was surprised to see a flame of unrestrained lust.
His lids lowered half-mast, and his hips bucked into overdrive. 
Her body scooted up and down the wall with each powerful thrust. She tightened her arms around his neck and rocked with him. 
Troy trembled in her embrace. Squeezing her, he stumbled backward. His cock pulsated. 
As she bucked against him harder, sending him into a song of escalating cries, she nuzzled his neck and bit him again. 
Choking on a wail, he fell to his knees. His quivering arms released her. 
Rayne slipped off his shaft as she tumbled onto the floor. Moving frantically, she scrambled to her feet and scurried away from him. She couldn’t breathe for a second. Her heart rate thundered out of control. 
What the hell just happened?
Fighting to keep the distance between them, she smashed her back against the wall. Gotta get away! Not enough space. She inched along the perimeter, working her way to the door. 
“Damn, baby.” Troy chortled breathlessly, one hand planted on the floor and the other cupping his drained cock. “You bit the fuck outta me.” He palmed his neck and looked at his hand, checking for blood. “I think I like this side of you.” 
She slid her hand over her throbbing mouth and tried not to look at him, but she couldn’t help herself. Her eyes zoned in on his neck. 
The purplish bruise on the spot where her teeth had marked him mesmerized her. The way the blood gathered right beneath his skin—mmm. She couldn’t name it, didn’t really want to, just wanted that spot in her mouth. She tilted her head and moved toward him.






  
  Chapter Two

Tragic Numbers


“Ray-Ray, open the door!” Brianna’s high-pitched voice gave Rayne pause.  
She shook her head and blinked a few times. Somewhere within, she found the strength to snatch her gaze from his neck.
“Raaay,” Brianna whined. “C’mon, lemme in, gurl. Time is of the essence!”
Rayne sucked in a deep, trembling breath and hobbled to the door. She tugged her skirt down over her hips and brushed her hair back from her face, attempting to look halfway decent. 
The second she opened the door, Brianna sashayed into the room, swinging her styling bag. Her lengthy burgundy tresses cascaded over her petite shoulders in two ponytails. As usual, her makeup was dramatic yet flawless—bright colorful eye shadow, dark eyeliner, and raspberry red lip gloss. 
“I know you took my gummies. I hope you didn’t eat…” Brows furrowed, Brianna cocked her head in Troy’s direction. “Why are you on the floor?”
Luckily, Troy had already tucked his shaft away. He climbed to his feet and flashed a candid grin. “What’s good, Bri.”
Brianna’s eyes whipped back and forth between the two of them, then she burst out in laughter. “Ooh, y’all been hunchiiinn’!” 
“Yoo, why’re you so loud, sis?” Rayne whispered harshly, her finger over her mouth. 
“It’s not like Sota doesn’t know what y’all are doing in here. He’s right outside the door.” Snickering, she pulled her supplies out of her bag and placed them on the vanity one by one. “Don’t mind me. Just watching. Freaks.”
Before Rayne could utter another word, Troy pulled her into his arms. 
His eyes were glazy and his pupils were unusually large. Looked like he was high. He pressed his forehead against her temple. “I need to talk to you about something. About us, ya’ know, making this real.”
Rayne swallowed hard and bristled in his embrace. “You should go. We—we’ll talk later.”
“I’m serious, girl. I wanna do this, and I think you wanna do it too.” His hands roamed down her torso and over her hips. He tilted his head back, baring his throat. His pulsating veins called out to her again. 
“What’re you doing?” she asked, shoving back from him.
Confusion crossed his face. “What?” His pupils normalized, allowing the light brown color to melt back in. 
Wait, did that really happen, or am I trippin’? 
“Why are you looking at me like that, babe?” 
“Just, uhm—nothing. Let’s get together on Tuesday. We’ll talk then.” She blinked a few times, then tore her eyes away from him. The sound of his pulse pounded in her ears. “You should really go now. I gotta get ready.” 
Troy stood there a moment, not moving or speaking, just staring at her. His stance was awkward, stilted even. His eyes grew wide, his lips quivered. He scratched at his neck, the place where she bit him. “Rayne…I need you…to do it again.” His voice deepened as his words slurred. “Pleeease.” 
“What—do what again?” 
Did he—did he mean bite him?
Suddenly, he laughed. “That shit is crazy. See ya later, babe.” He offered a weird smile then walked out of the room. 
The sound of his heartbeat drifted away until she couldn’t hear it anymore. “What the hell was that about?” she muttered, staring at the door. 
“The coochie.” 
Rayne spun around to face Brianna. “Girl, what?” 
“You know how sometimes dudes be speaking gibberish after sex—just be saying shit that doesn’t make sense?” A minxy smirk slid across her lips. “It’s the coochie.” 
Pursing her lips, Rayne rolled her eyes. “Why is the coochie the answer to all questions for you?”  
“‘Cause the coochie rules the world. Duh.” Giggling, she tapped the back of the chair with her comb. “C’mon over here, so I can do something with all that hair. And take off that other—what the hell? He fucked one of your shoes off?”
For the first time in weeks, Rayne bubbled up in laughter. And it wasn’t forced. Felt damn good. “Give me a sec to change real quick.” Unlatching her bra, she slipped behind the rack. After stripping out of her costume, she gave her lady parts a swift baby wipe clean-down. 
“Soo, Sota’s a little weird today. Right?” 
“My weird must be rubbing off on him.” She slipped on a pair of hip-hugging leather pants. “What’d he do?” 
“Nothing really—I don’t know. He’s just acting strange. He keeps staring up at the ceiling like he’s expecting something to burst through it. Normal weird stuff, I guess.” 
“Yep. Sounds about right.” She finished her ensemble with a scarlet, off-the-shoulder blouse and a matching pair of leather high-tops. “He does seem more on edge these days,” she added, plopping down in the chair. 
“He’s still sexy as fuck though.” Brianna dug the comb into Rayne’s hair. “How many of those gummies did you eat?”
“Four. Two does nothing for me.” 
“That’s too many, Ray! You’re gonna wake up butt-ass-naked in a cemetery somewhere.” 
Rayne giggled. “They don’t affect me like they affect you.” There was a pull at her head, then a snapping noise. “Uh-oh.” She knew that sound. That was the third comb Brianna had lost to her freakishly strong hair. “Sorry.” 
Brianna released a strangled groan. “Bitch!” She threw her comb, in two parts, across the room. “Ugh, that was my favorite comb!” Face twisted in annoyance, she dug into her bag. “I hate your hair! I swear it’s getting thicker and redder just to spite me. Da fuck are you putting in your shit? Steroids?” 
Lowering her eyes, Rayne scratched at her scalp and tugged at her strands. “Just another mutation to add to the list of many,” she grumbled under her breath.  
“Anyways…” A new bigger comb sunk into her unruly mane. “What’s up with you and Troy.”
She was grateful for the topic shift, but Troy was the last person she wanted to talk about. Especially considering what just happened between them. She had yet to wrap her mind around that. “You know how it is. Just a little play, nothing serious.”  
“Hmm, I don’t know ‘bout that. I heard what he said. Sounds like bruh is trying to make you his woman.”
Rayne stiffened. Just thinking about him made her gums itch. The memory of her tongue gliding over his flesh sent sparks darting down to her clit. The color red dotted her vision, then vanished. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. 
God, what’s wrong with me?
“Aaand she’s silent.” Brianna pursed her lips at her through the mirror. “A’ight, I get it. Moving on. Do you remember the light-skinned chick with green eyes—the girl who was in our statistics class back in high school? Ya’ know, the same chick who made it her business to sleep with any dude you dared to bat your eyes at?”
“Yeah! Ole girl who had the vendetta against me for no damn reason.” Huffing out a sigh, Rayne dipped her head back. “Her name was…” She perked up and snapped her fingers. “It was Cruella, right?” 
Brianna snickered. “We used to call her Cruella ‘cause she was a bonafide mean girl, but her name was Carmella.” 
“Carmeeella!” Rayne belted out in song. “That’s right! The super bitch with the gemstone cape. What’s going on with her these days?”
Brianna pulled Rayne’s hair back in a bundle, paused, and locked eyes with her. “Missing, since last month.”
Her heart lurched. “Seriously?” 
“Yeah.” Brianna slid between her and the vanity and started shaping her baby hair over her temples. “Fucked up, right? It was crazy hearing about the other disappearances, but now that it’s someone we know…” 
Rayne fell silent, only because she couldn’t find her voice. Her vision grew blurry, her stomach twisted in knots. She would’ve preferred to hear that Carmella was still popping out babies from different men. Not that she wished that life on her, but anything was better than finding out she was missing. 
Like the others. 
“I’m shocked this shit ain’t getting more media coverage. It’s been happening everywhere.” Brianna reclaimed her position behind the chair. “These chicks are our age, Ray. And get this—they say about three to four girls go missing every month. In almost every city! You add that shit up and that’s some tragic numbers!” She brushed Rayne’s thick mane up to the crown of her head, applied some gel, then drew it tightly together with a stylish band. “We’re gonna be on lockdown soon. Watch what I say.” 
“That doesn’t sound like a bad thing…given the circumstances.” 
She smoothed her hands from the edge of her hairline to the base of the ponytail. “Crazy part about all this is they don’t know who’s nabbing these girls. I think it’s like a huge cult or something. It has to be.”
“Or maybe they’re being murdered,” Rayne uttered without thought. “By ghosts.”
Brianna’s hands paused over her head. “Yo! WTF alert! Why would you say some dark ass shit like that, Ray?”
Rayne grimaced. “I don’t know, I’m just sayin’…”
“But we’re not gonna think like that. Right? They’re missing, not murdered, just missing.”
“Just missing,” she echoed with a quiver in her voice. “But what if…” She gulped back the bitter taste in her mouth and met Brianna’s puzzled expression through the mirror. It was carving her heart into pieces to keep this horrific secret. Especially after hearing about one of her old classmates. Dammit! She had to tell somebody. Why not her best friend? “A’ight, I have to tell you something. Don’t freak out though. ‘Cause it—it’s kinda disturbing.” Her stomach coiled and her pulse quickened. “What I’m about to tell you—it cannot leave this room,” she stressed, pinning her with a wide-eyed stare. “I can trust you, right? Not to tell anyone?”
Her brows knitted. “Really, bitch? I’m pissed you think you even have to ask me that.”
“It’s just, this is important, and I really need you to—” 
“Just say it, Ray!” 
Rayne ran her clammy palms over her thighs. “The—those girls, who are missing—uhm, I’ve been having nightmares, well more like visions—”
“Knock, knock, hookas.”
They both snapped their heads toward the familiar voice. 
Colleen stood in the doorway, a smirk tilting her lips.
“Ayy, boo!” Rayne shot up from the chair and rushed over to hug her. “You made it.”
“Yeah, almost didn’t.” 
“I’m so glad to see you. It’s been like forever.” Rayne pulled back and grinned at her. “You look great, ma. Loving the hair.” 
“Thanks.”  
“Did you like the show?” 
Colleen cut her eyes at Brianna. “It was cool.” 
Her eyes narrowed, Brianna leaned against the vanity, her arms folded, and her lips pursed. “Do you carry this hatin’ ass energy everywhere you go?”
“Bri…” Rayne cast a sidelong glance at her best friend. “Chill.” 
Colleen rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I just came by to tell you I’m heading home.”
“What? C’mon, sis, hang out with us for a bit. I have a room set up for you and everything. Got a little bubbly, a little whiskey, a spread of your favorite finger foods…” Rayne coaxed with a playful sway of her hips. “It’ll be fun!” 
Brianna loudly sucked her teeth, grumbled something under her breath then turned her back to them. 
Rayne struggled to hang onto her fake smile. She sounded desperate. Only because she was. She wanted to keep Colleen close, even though Colleen didn’t want to be anywhere near her. It had been like this for the last five years. When Rayne accepted the recording contract, Colleen became distant and resentful. That was all it took for their twelve-year sisterhood to fly out the window. Didn’t matter how bitter Colleen was; Rayne still loved her. She loved her so much that she called her in the middle of the night and begged her to come to Miami. It wasn’t just an attempt to rekindle their friendship. There was a feeling in her heart that haunted her. A feeling that something horrible was about to happen to her old friend.
Colleen folded her lips in and rolled her eyes. “Yeah-yeah, that sounds good and all, but I got things to do at home.”
“You’re lying!” Brianna sneered from across the room. “You know you ain’t got shit to do.” 
Again, Rayne shot a glare at her mouthy friend. “Bri!”
“Ray, please let this girl go home! She ain’t gonna do nothing but taint our positive energy with her stank-ass negative vibes.”
Suddenly, the door swung open and Sota rushed in. “C’mon, Rayne, we have to head out.”
“Why? What’s going on?” 
Leaving her questions unanswered, Sota swept his arm across the vanity’s surface and dumped all of her and Brianna’s contents in her duffle bag. “Brianna, let’s move,” he barked. “C’mon!” 
Brianna glanced at Rayne in bewilderment, then without a word, she dashed out the door. 
Sota grabbed Rayne’s upper arm and ushered her out of the room. 
“Sota, I thought I had a meet and greet with my fans. What’re you doing?”
“Change of plans. We’ll discuss it on the ride to the hotel.”
“What happened? Why are we rushing like this?” As annoying as she knew it was, she couldn’t stop asking questions. Something wasn’t right. While trying to keep up with Sota’s rapid pace, Rayne looked over her shoulder. 
Colleen was being led down the hall in the opposite direction.
“Whoa, hol’up—wait!” Anxiety slammed into her and turned her stomach inside out. “Colleen! Wait, Colleen!” 
Colleen glanced back, but continued moving forward with the security detail. 
“What the hell is going on, Sota?” 
“Just received orders to get you out of the building at a certain time. That’s all.”
He’s lying. The furious twitch in his jaw muscles told her so. Something had spazzed him out, probably the same something that had her guts about to leap out of her body.
They moved through the building’s rear exit. The cool night air kissed her face. It wasn’t nearly enough to calm the panic in her heart. 
Instead of leading her to the tour bus, he guided her toward his truck. 
“Uh-uh, hold the fuck on,” She dug her heels into the ground and jerked her arm from his grasp. “I don’t like this.” 
Seeming aggravated, he grumbled something under his breath and dragged a hand over his face. “Rayne, we have to—” 
“No.” She folded her arms under her breasts and grounded her stance. “We’re not taking another step ‘til you tell me what’s going on. ‘Cause this shit here—this ain’t it, fam!”
“Dammit, baby girl. Look, everything’s cool. Okay? Just a minor glitch in the plans. It happens sometimes.”
She shook her head. “That’s bullshit. This doesn’t feel right. Plus, you know I don’t like running out on my fans.” 
“The PR team has it all covered. They’re getting autographed pictures, shirts, hats, digital first-looks of your videos, your new album before it hits the streaming sites, all of that jazz,” he rambled off. “Believe me, they won’t be disappointed.”
Nibbling on her lower lip, she served him a squinted glare. “You’re hiding some—” A sharp scent sliced through the air like a hot knife, stealing her ability to speak. Her eyes stretched wide, her nostrils flared. It was a sweet and spicy aroma sailing on the breeze. She tilted her face to the sky and pulled in a deep inhale. The scent was faint, but it was there, teasing her, caressing her, making her nipples painfully hard. “Ooh, what’s that smell?” She advanced against her will and walked into Sota’s massive frame.
He stooped from his towering height and held her by her shoulders. “What does it smell like? And how does it make you feel?” 
Drunk, high, intoxicatingly horny! God, what is this? 
“It’s like, I don’t know,” she breathed out without pulling her sight from the dark clouded sky. “Ooh damn, it’s like…” The fragrance swirled around her in stimulating ribbons, making every nerve in her body tingle. It was hard to keep her hands at her sides and not rub her fingers over her quivering hot spots. “Wooow.”
“Tell me, Rayne! Hurry!”
Gradually, the fragrance faded and gave way to a new scent. This one hit her like a punch to the face, making her head jerk back. 
Her eyes watered and her throat drew tight. “Eww, what the—did you fart?” Covering her nose and mouth, she scuttled back. “Smells like boo-boo and rotten meat. That’s nasty. You could’ve warned me. My mouth was open.”
“Dammit,” he groaned. His muscled body swelled unnaturally. Like he literally grew larger. Then before he cast his gaze upwards, his brown eyes clouded black. Even the white parts.
That was no fuckin’ illusion! “Ayy, Sota—your eyes…”
He grabbed her arm and rushed her toward his truck. “Time to go.”






  
  Chapter Three

Private Dancer


“Fuckin’ bitch!” Colleen slammed the car door, started the ignition, and sped out of the arena’s parking lot as fast as this piece of shit for car would take her. A voice within told her to head home, but she needed a drink. Something strong,  something to get her mind off of Rayne.
First, that hoe begged her to come all the way out here to Miami to watch her perform. Like I haven’t seen that before. Then she had the audacity to have her escorted out of the building like some common groupie. After all that talk about sipping on whiskey and hanging out with her… 
“Think she’s hot shit now. I knew her ghetto ass when she was a nobody.”
She and Rayne both gained attention in the music industry during a popular singing competition. But the big-time producer only wanted Rayne, which was total bullshit. 
I sing better than her. I even look better than her! 
He chose her big ass just ‘cause she could write a few songs and do a few fancy dance moves.
Clenching her teeth, Colleen sped onto the highway. Traffic was congested. Only because there was a three-car accident off the side of the road, and everyone had to look at it instead of minding their own damn business. 
“Ugh, come on, nosey people!”
Zigzagging back and forth between the three lanes, she filled every gap she could find. Some jerkoff blasted his horn at her when she shot by and whipped in front of him. 
She stuck her hand out the window and cocked her middle finger in the air. “Fuck you too!” 
Once she cleared the rubber-neckers, she turned on the radio. One of Rayne’s songs came blaring from the speakers. “Aw hell naw!” She quickly switched stations. Then she had to change it again, and again. 
That bitch dominated every station! Even the rock stations. 
What the fuck? 
She flipped to an unfamiliar station and cringed when a singer with too much twang in his voice belted out a country version of a Whitney Houston classic. “Guess I’ll be a country music fan tonight,” she grumbled. “Long as I don’t have to listen to her shit.”
She sped past a semi-truck and slid into the exit lane that led to a club she would frequent whenever she visited her cousins in Miami. The place was always hopping. Never a dull night.
After finding a parking spot near the rear of the building, she touched up her mascara and lip gloss. The pounding reggae rhythm pulsated through her body before she even walked into the club. She navigated and pushed her way through the writhing bodies, parched for the drink she desperately needed. The bar was crowded, but she was able to wiggle between two patrons and find herself a spot.
A popular reggaeton song came blasting from the speakers, drawing excited squeals from a group of women who ran out onto the dance
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