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      One single act can change a person's life for good—or bad—and every choice comes with consequences. Sarah DeLuz must forge a path through resistance to save those she loves while struggling with her own inner demons.

      A late-night excursion takes Sarah to Chase Pond, her one true refuge. She soon finds there are formidable secrets hidden under the dark waters of the pond. A wealth of knowledge about man's quest for longevity and love is waiting to be discovered. But whispers of war and unspeakable horrors loom in the shadows, waiting for her to choose a side.

      Haunted by her past and driven forward by fate, she must fully embrace her destiny and awaken, even if it means losing her identity in the process.

      

      **This book contains sexual content, adult situations, and profanity.
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      Rebellion without truth is like spring in a bleak, arid desert.  - Kahlil Gibran

      

      My name is Sarah DeLuz, and I am a true child of the night. No, I'm not a vampire or a werewolf. I'm not a supernatural being. I'm different because I have xeroderma pigmentosum - XP for short.

      Now, don't run and grab your dictionary or search the Internet. It's just a fancy word for sun allergy, an extreme sun allergy.

      Scanning the room, mundane surroundings come into view.

      The same bedside table, with three scrolled legs, adorns the area. It's been part of the decor since childhood. And it still remains in the room today, reminding me of a time long since passed.

      In the far corner, next to the white oak dresser, stands a chair. Not just any chair, it's Victorian with elaborate embroidery on the bellowing, oversized padding. In the center there lies a single image of a masked female holding a lace parasol above her head.

      The decorative umbrella houses a host of images, such as an eye, lions with thick manes, and flowers, and ancient Sanskrit symbols that took me years to decipher: 'Turn not a blind eye in light or darkness. For the meekest prey may become the hunter.'

      A large, covered window spans the length of one of the plum-purple walls. The floral curtains hanging, thick and heavy, contain a lining to block out light. It's seven steps from the side of my bed. I know this because I've counted them many times before.

      Seems a shame to cover the beauty of the window's architecture. But any exposure to sunlight or ultraviolet remains a forbidden folly - one I must avoid. Even minute amounts can cause irreparable damage to my skin. So, the curtains stay closed during the daylight hours and only opened under the cloak of darkness.

      The red numbers glowing on the clock on top of the bedside table reads 11:15. Night has brought with it, both silence and darkness, leaving the house as silent as a group of church mice.

      Scooting my feet out from under the warm covers, fully clothed. I inch off the bed, wrap my fingers around the braided cord of the curtain, and then I draw it open, exposing the bay window.

      Moonlight bathes my room.

      The darkness provides a comfort. It offers the promise of life and a touch of adventure. In the lurid depths of the night, extraordinary beauty blooms if one knows where to look.

      Staci Mack, my three-year-old half-sister, moans a complaint between pursed pink lips. Rolling over, she hides her delicate face under the lavender comforter on my full size bed.

      She's afraid to sleep alone, especially in the dark. That's why she's in my bed instead of hers most nights. One could say she's a child of the light.

      Sliding the latch on the window generates a muffled click. The lock springs open. Tipping my head toward the open bedroom door, I listen for soft footsteps on the Spanish-tile floor.

      Silence fills the air. With ease, I scoot the window up just enough to slip through.

      "Morph." His name rolls off the tip of my tongue like a fleeting whisper in the night.

      An ocelli-and-tear-stained-marked head comes into view.

      Stretching his long, elegant neck, he slithers onto the windowsill. His golden-colored eyes reflect the moonlight. He chirps, in a hushed tone, as if sharing a secret message between friends.

      "Come on, boy. We're burning moonlight."

      Morph leaps out of the house with the grace of a stealthy cat, and I slide the window down. Standing at thirty inches long, from chest to rump, and weighing almost forty pounds, he's on the large side of the Savannah cat family.

      The metal trash cans, several feet away, rattle. Morph inspects the contents of each one.

      A cornucopia of odors wafts in the air. Covering my nose does little to filter the putrid smell.

      My dad and stepmother don't approve of my nightly outings, but luckily, they're heavy sleepers. It would take an earthquake to wake them in the dead of the night.

      My bike is leaning against the house. Grabbing the handlebars, I raise the kickstand and make my way to the gate. It's locked. Removing a bobby pin from my hair, I bite the little rubber tips. The blunt end slides into the keyhole. Slowly, I manipulate the stem of the hairpin until I feel the locking mechanism snap, and the door swings open.

      Turning back toward the window, the covers on my bed move rhythmically with each breath Staci takes. She'll sleep until dawn, never realizing I left.

      The cool night air is still, void of any breeze, which is odd for fall in Deadwater, Maine. But the streets are empty, as usual, this time of night.

      Few people venture out into the dark, but there're exceptions, like Mr. Jackson. He lives several houses down and has insomnia most nights. For an old guy, he's cool because he keeps my night excursions a secret. I think he knows my dad would flip out if he knew I was out most nights, especially since I'm supposed to be snug in bed.

      The telltale sound of wood-on-wood scrapes against the floorboards of the porch. He's sitting in a rocking chair, bundled up in the dark.

      "Evening, Mr. Jackson."

      "It's a cold one tonight," he yells out in a southern drawl, his voice rough and raspy from emphysema. "Feels and smells like rain. I can feel it deep down in my bones. You be careful now, you hear?"

      "I always am." Releasing the handlebars, I wave. "Besides, I have Sir Morph, my trusty bodyguard."

      "Ahh, Sir Morph, I almost forgot about your gallant protector."

      He hunches over, his body racked with bronchial spasms. The wet, rattling cough loosens phlegm deep in his chest. His face reddens.

      "Enjoy the moonlight. But be weary of what spawns in the darkness, child."

      "Catch you on the way back." I pedal past his manicured lawn.
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      Adventure is worthwhile.  - Aesop

      

      My dad told me we moved to Nowheresville because it's a small community. A nice place to start a new life. He thought it would be better for me, help me cope with my mom's death. But honestly, I think it was more for him than me.

      So, we ended up in a small dead end town because that's what he said would be good for us. But it doesn't matter where I am because the light will always confine me to the walls of my caged fortress.

      I'll never stroll the grounds of a college campus under the sun's rays or tour a bustling city on a warm summer day. Tubing on the river or visiting a theme park during daylight hours will never be part of my life. But under the light of the moon, within the freedom of darkness, the essence of my soul thrives and flourishes. He doesn't understand I can't live in the light, but I wish he did.

      I thirst for freedom from the walls that confine me because I know there's a whole other world to be explored out there in the darkness.

      My condition frightens him, and I understand why. But it's all I've ever known, so it seems normal to me.

      Why can't he see that I need more out of life than four walls? I can't live in a bubble forever, sheltered from the world, not when I know there's more to life than what I've experienced.

      Rounding the corner of Holston Avenue and Pier Drive, my brown cotton hoodie slides forward. The fleece fabric covers my forehead, sliding past my brows.

      The only signs of life are a few bullbats flying around a handful of streetlights. Bowing my head, to avoid direct contact with the artificial lights, my feet keep pedaling at a steady pace.

      Morph glances over his shoulder, making sure I'm still behind him. He picks up his pace because he knows we're heading to Chase Pond, my one true refuge.

      At the entrance of the pond, I haul my bike off the road and chain it to a metal rod that's attached to the fence surrounding the city park.

      "A locked gate." That's odd - strange indeed. "But it won't stop us, will it, boy?"

      Morph crawls under the cold steel bars and groans.

      Shifting his weight from paw-to-paw, he waits for me to climb over.

      On the other side, we walk down to the bank.

      The rhythmic movement of the water lapping against the wooden legs of the dock makes a sloshing noise that whooshes in my ears.

      Under the light of the moon, the clamor of the pond comes to life like a well-orchestrated movement of a symphony playing Mahler's Fifth.

      Closing my eyes, I breathe in the sounds of the night. Why can't all of life be this peaceful and free?

      The intonation of a splash sputters to my left, and I open my eyes.

      Morph prowls along the bank, chasing shadows in the dark. He treads into the shallow water at the edge. His meow and chirp are buoyant and carefree.

      "Come on, boy." A crisp breeze cools my skin, chilling me to the bone. "It's way too cold for a swim."

      Taking long strides, my sneakers crunch the brown grass. Closing the distance between us, I scratch behind his alert ears.

      He rubs his head against my leg, nipping the outside of my hand

      Cocking his head sideways, his ears tuck back. "Mirrp," he chirps then trots off, sniffing the night air.

      "Don't go too far." Stripping off the outer layer of clothing I'm wearing, jogging pants and a zipper hoodie, my skin chills.

      My breath is visible when exhaling. It might be cold in my shorts and T-shirt now, but that won't last long.

      Unlocking my phone, I scroll through the menu, finding my jogging tunes. Sliding the blue and red ear buds into place, I crank up the classical sounds of Telemann, Dvorak, and Beethoven and tuck the device inside my sports bra. Picking up my discarded clothing, I drape them over the railing at the entrance of the dock and retie my shoes.

      Telemann's Fantasia in B- flat major croons in my ears. The carefree and lighthearted violin piece lifts my spirits.

      Morph's head pops up over some tall weeds.

      "Yeah, I see ya, buddy." Stepping onto the worn dirt path, I take off jogging the two-mile trail.

      He runs up beside me, pacing my steps.

      It's nice to let go and extend my stride. The tension and stress of the day slowly melt away with each slap of my shoes on the solid ground.

      My father doesn't understand I can't be his little girl forever. I need to stretch my wings and see where the winds of time will take me.

      A light mist falls on the last leg of my run.

      The dock entrance comes into view. The pounding of my heart slows, and my body cools. Plodding up to my discarded clothing, I pick up my pants and wiggle them on over my shoes.

      Without unzipping my hoodie, I slide it over my head. It warms my damp body. I free the buds from my ears, then retrieve my phone. Unlocking the screen, I scroll through the menu, turn off the music playing,  and I slip it into the front pocket of my jacket.

      Sliding a small bottle of water out of my hoodie, my cell phone falls to the ground with a thud.

      Morph scurries up and sniffs the device.

      The screen is unscathed. It's a few minutes after midnight. My father won't be up for another six hours.

      After slipping the phone back into my pocket, I twist the cap off of the plastic water container. The clear liquid is cool and quenches my thirst.

      Morph stands on his hind legs, pawing at my arms.

      "Okay. Okay. I know you're thirsty." Snickering, I tip the bottle until a small stream emerges.

      Morph laps the water mid-stream.

      With all the water surrounding us, I've never figured out why he has to drink mine. When he's finished, I cap the bottle and toss it into a black barrel trashcan.
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      Every truth has two sides; it is as we all to look at both, before we commit ourselves to either. - Aesop

      

      Morph runs down to the end of the free-flowing platform. His movements are silent and fluid.

      The rubber soles of my shoes grip the coarse planks. Halfway down the dock, the hardwood groans under my weight. The wood giving way is predictable, another few steps and it will happen again.

      Deadwater is predictable. I guess I shouldn't be surprised - nothing ever happens in Deadwater, Maine - nothing of importance, anyway. I should know, especially since I've lived here for a portion of my childhood and on into my teen years, which is good for someone with my condition, so I'm told. I may be in a club shared by 1 out of 250,000 people, but I don't dwell on the things I can't change. So, I live as a child of the night, exploring all the world has to offer when everyone else is sleeping or should be asleep.

      Morph watches from the end of the dock, chirping softly.

      "Yeah, I'm coming." I close the gap between us and sit down.

      My legs and feet dangle off the edge, several inches above the water.

      A warm nose sniffs my hoodie, searching every opening. His muzzle comes to rest on my right-hand pocket.

      "Moouw!" He snorts and paws at the fabric.

      "Okay, okay."

      Morph climbs onto my lap and sticks his head into my pocket. He's all muscle and a big baby. Yeah, a big baby who likes to nip and drool.

      "Merwoooow." Morph shifts his weight back and forth on his long hind legs.

      I pull a clear bag from my pocket. "Are these what you're looking for, buddy?"

      His body gyrates back and forth in anticipation.

      I empty the contents onto the palm of my hand.

      He picks up the soft, chewy chunks of summer sausage with his rough pink tongue.

      The frosty air bites at my warm, pale hand now covered in sausage oils and cat saliva.

      Treats gone, Morph lies down next to me with his head on my lap. I scratch under his chin and rub his belly.

      "You miss her, don't you? I do, too."

      Gwyn Simms, my best friend, used to sneak out and meet us at the pond. She was my one true connection to the daylight. It's only been a few months since she and her family moved to London, but it feels like an eternity.

      Now, Morph and I are alone with no one else to talk to. Well, no one who understands, that is.

      A loud cracking noise breaks the stillness of the night. I jump, shoulders tense.

      Morph's ears perk up. He voices a low, throaty growl.

      Three silhouettes move by the water's edge, next to the dock entrance.

      A flash of light sparks in the darkness, followed by a thunderous boom.

      My heart races in my chest, and I swallow a lump in my throat.

      One of the three figures falls to the ground.

      What the hell was that? My thoughts run wild. Oh God, was that gunfire?

      My breath hitches. I freeze in place, listening to the surrounding sounds.

      Morph's haunches raise and the hair on his back stands on end. "Grr." He springs into action.

      Slipping through my trembling hands, he sprints off.

      An icy grip grabs my right leg, just above the ankle, and jerks me downward.

      Screaming, I claw at the wood. My fingers find a small open slat between the planks to hold on to.

      The pounding rhythm of my racing heart beats in my chest and throbs in my ears. Pulling with all my might, I lift myself partially onto the edge, but my feet are still in the frigid water.

      Something latches onto my ankle.

      Kicking with my left leg, I yank free of the tight grasp and roll onto my hands and knees.

      A third of the way down the dock, two men stand. One of them raises an odd-looking handgun.

      Morph leaps several feet into the air.

      A cracking sound rings in my ears.

      Morph yelps and falls into the water.

      "Morph." I jump to my feet.

      "I'm sorry about your pet, Sarah, but I promise, he'll be okay," says a dark figure in the night.

      "How do you know my name?" A tremor washes over my body.

      "We've been watching you."

      "You didn't have to hurt him." I fight back the tears threatening to spill over the threshold of my eyes.

      "He's only stunned. My associate will extract him."

      "You mean like how he tried to pull me into the water?"

      "No, what are you talking about?" The man takes a few steps forward. His eyes widen. "Look out." He fires two rounds that slice through the night.

      The bullets whiz past my head and shoulder.

      A solid object slams into me. The force knocks me off the dock and into the icy water below. A rush of cold water filling my mouth and nose, silencing a scream.

      Clawing, I break the surface for a frigid breath of air. My chattering teeth start a chain reaction, shaking my body from head to toe.

      "Sarah," the man yells.

      Dog paddling, I cough and sputter. Water rushes up and over my nose, making it hard to breathe. I listen for any sound or movement because I know I'm not alone in the water. Whatever knocked me off the platform is still here, somewhere.

      Turning around, I spot the man on the dock.

      "Swim to me." He's kneeling at the water's edge.

      "Why? So, you can shoot me, too?"

      "It's not what you think. You're not safe in the water."

      "Well, I'm sure as hell not safe on the dock. I saw you shoot . . ."

      Arms wrap around my upper body, immobilizing my movements, and I'm pulled underwater before I can finish speaking.

      Thrashing side to side, I struggle to break free. But the iron grip intensifies.

      The image of the moon overhead moves further out of reach the deeper I'm pulled into the depths of unknown darkness.

      Turning around, I come face to face with my captor.

      Two green glowing orbs peer back at me, inches from my face.

      My screams of terror bellow under the waves of the water.

      'Do not be afraid.' The words softly echo in my head.

      'What?' Every hair on my body stands on end.

      'Sleep, Sarah. Close your eyes and sleep.'

      'No.' I scream the word in the recesses of my mind.

      Twisting and rocking back and forth, I finally free a hand. Raking my nails across my captor's face, he releases me.

      'Please. You do not understand.'

      My lungs ache, screaming for air. Breaking the surface, I gulp a ragged breath of air. Dog paddling with stiff and trembling limbs, I swim toward the bank.

      The being grips my left leg at mid-thigh, and I'm yanked below the water. Arms encase my waist, drawing me into a firm embrace.

      'No, please.' My thoughts reel, and I'm once again face to face with the glowing orbs.

      'Relax. Close your eyes, Sarah. Close your eyes and sleep.'

      Humanlike features come into focus. His lips aren't moving, and we're underwater. So, how the hell can I hear what he's saying?

      'Telepathy.'

      'Wait. You can hear my thoughts?' My heart pounds, keeping a steady cadence.

      'Yes, just as you can hear mine. Now sleep.'

      Long spindly fingers touch my eyes, lowering my lids.

      I jerk and twist in his arms, but he only tightens his hold. My body's numb, and my mind clouds over.

      'Am I dying?'

      'No, but you must sleep.'

      Darkness invades my thoughts, and my consciousness slips away. The orbs of his glowing green eyes burn into memory.

      Drifting off, only one thought lingers, 'Is this what it feels like to die?'
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      All our words are but crumbs that fall down from the feast of the mind. -  Kahlil Gibran

      

      Soft running water rhythmically pounds in my ears.

      Opening my eyes sends a sharp, intense pain shooting through my head. A wave of vertigo shakes my body. Lying in the fetal position, I draw my knees to my chest. When the wave of nausea subsides, I attempt to open my eyes once again. Groaning in discomfort, I roll onto an elbow.

      'I would not do that if I were you.' A man's voice echoes in my ears.

      "My head, it's pounding. Where am I? Where's Morph?"

      'You are safe.'

      "The lights . . ." I raise a hand to shield my eyes.

      'They are organic.'

      "What happened?" I push my body up on trembling arms. "Why do I feel s-so strange?" My chest tightens.

      Another wave of vertigo hits, knocking me off balance. I fall onto a hard surface and roll.

      Arms quickly embrace me. I'm weightless.

      A beating heart drums in my ear. The warmth of skin presses against my cold and shivering flesh, then a soft surface cradles me.

      'Can you open your eyes?' He has a smooth, velvety tone of voice.

      "I think so."

      My eyes open, but everything is fuzzy - just out of focus. Blinking, I try to clear my vision, but the room is spinning. Wiping my eyes with the back of my hands, I realize I'm crying.

      'Give it time.' He strokes my face.

      I stare at his lips, but they aren't moving.

      "What is this? Where am I?" Pushing up on my arms, I sit. My stomach lurches. "Where's Morph? Where is he?"

      'He will be fine.' The man eases my body back onto the surface I'm lying on. 'My people are caring for him.'

      His hand cups the side of my face. The warmth of his breath on my neck makes me shiver and my heart races.

      "What do you mean, your people? Who are you? Are you with them, the ones who shot - ?"

      'No, I am not with them. And Sarah, you are safe.'

      "How do you know my name?" Every muscle in my body tenses. "And why in the hell aren't your lips moving when you talk?"

      "Because I was channeling my thoughts to you direct using telepathy. Would you prefer I speak out loud?"

      I nod. "Who are you?"

      "I am called Vladimir, after my father's father. And no, I am not with them. You may address me as Vlad."

      My thoughts remain hazy and linger just out of reach. "Your eyes. I've seen them before." My hand glides across a scratch above his cheekbone.

      "Yes, you have seen me before."

      He brushes a stray strand of hair out of his face.

      No, not hair, it's something else. They look like thin tentacles that move independently of one another. The base of each strand is as thick as a coffee stir. As they taper off, they lighten. The ends have white, limpid tips.

      "Who are you and your people?"

      "We are part of the Aveline colony." His gentle touch on my skin warms my flesh.

      An image of the pond flashes across my mind. Oh God, the pond. "Wait. Don't touch me." I strike his hand from my face. "I know who you are."

      "It is not what you think." He captures my wrists in the palms of his hands.

      "Not what I think? You tried to drown me."

      "No, I rescued you and your pet. The men had planned on taking both of you."

      My heart thuds, and my eyes dart around the room seeking an escape route.

      A large water feature sits in the middle of the room. There's a closed door to the right of the fixture.

      How do I get out of here? I have to get to the door.

      "Do not entertain leaving. You have zero chance of getting out of this room, alone."

      His words make my stomach muscles tighten.

      The surface under my hands is smooth. I'm on top of a couch, at least, it appears to be one. The contours of the piece of furniture are sleek and streamline.

      Soft folds of fabric cascade down the length of the frame and have an iridescent coloration that picks up on the vivid color patterns in the room. The walls, made of smooth rock and dome-shaped, remind me of the inside of a cave.

      Pinning me down under the weight of his lean frame, he obstructs my view.

      "Give your body time to adjust. You are not used to the pressure at this depth."

      "Pressure - this depth - what are you talking about? Let me go." I'm unable to keep the tremor out of my voice.

      Seizing my wrists, he holds them in the palm of his hand, hauling them above my head. My heart pounds so loud in my ears, it's deafening, and I'm sure he can hear every racing beat.

      "I cannot do that right now." His voice is firm but gentle. "However, I will let you go when you calm down." Lowering his head, he inspects my restrained hands.

      "What are you doing?" Instead of fear rising within me, anger bubbles.

      He pulls on my fingers, examining each one. "Your fingers contain webbing. How is that?"

      "It's called Syndactyly." I struggle against his hold, trying to wiggle loose.

      "No, Syndactyly is more of a fusing of the skin or bone. You have webbing like this."

      Holding up a hand, he exposes a loose flap of skin between each knuckle that resembles webbing.

      Whoa, I've never seen someone else with webbed fingers before.

      "And your toes, are they webbed?"

      "I don't see how that's any of your business. Now let me up."

      "You wear contacts." He searches my eyes with an astute gaze. "What color are your eyes?"

      "What the hell's wrong with you?" Yanking a hand loose, I push his face away from me. But he recaptures my wrists, restraining me once more. "Ever hear of personal space? Or is that not a thing here?"

      Squirming under him, I free a knee, drawing it upward. Vlad twists to the side as if anticipating my move. He blocks the blow with a hand. Peering at him, I swallow a lump in my throat.

      "Do not try that again." He pins my legs under his. "I do not wish to injure you."

      "Then let me go."

      His hand trails down my side.

      A surge of electricity courses through my body where his fingers touch me.

      "Answer the question." He whispers the words next to my ear, and my skin prickles with goose bumps.

      "If I answer the question, will you release me?"

      "Yes, what color are your eyes?"

      "Under the contacts, they look pink. Now let go."

      "Then, you have both xeroderma pigmentosum and albinism?" His brows shoot up, and he redistributes his weight, pressing his hips against me.

      "Yes, what are you doing?" My lower lip quivers, making it hard to annunciate the words. "What? Are you taking a damn medical census? Now, are you going to let go of me, or not?"

      "I am not your enemy." He relaxes his hold on my wrists.

      "Really? Then what are you?"

      The tips of his fingers brush the bottom of my lip, freeing it from my teeth.

      A tremor washes up and down my body.

      His touch is electric, sending a charge coursing from my head down to my toes. The green depths of his emerald eyes hold me spellbound.

      "Breathe," Vlad whispers. "You are safe here." He rises on his arms, and his limbs intertwine with mine.

      Placing my hands flat on the couch, I scoot away from him. The motion thrusts my body upward, pressing my breasts against his lean chest.

      He grins wolfishly, shaking his head. "Try to relax."

      The first flutter of butterflies in the pit of my belly stir, and my cheeks heat up.

      "I will move and let you up." His eyes brighten.

      "About time." Sucking in a deep breath, I force my body to relax.

      He rolls to the side, pulling me to a sitting position next to him on the couch.

      I draw my legs up, hugging them to my chest. My damp clothing clings to my frame. A new wave of goose bumps erupts over my flesh.

      "I am sorry you are cold." Vlad grabs a blanket off the back of the couch. He stands and drapes the warm fabric over my body, covering my shoulders and feet.

      "Thank you." I wrap the soft, fluffy blanket tighter around me. Hell, why am I thanking him, I'm cold because of this guy.

      "You are welcome." He runs a hand through his hair.

      "What did you do to me?"

      "What do you mean?" He sits next to me on the couch and takes hold of my hand.

      The contact sends a plethora of tiny sparks of energy surging under my skin. Sliding a hand to my wrist, he meticulously examines my fingers, one at a time.

      "Do not be frightened. I have no desire to hurt you."

      "Good to know." I swallow hard. "Why do I hear your thoughts?"

      "You are different." The soft timber in his voice makes my stomach flip-flop. 'That is why they wanted you.'

      "I don't understand. Who wanted me? Who're you talking about?"
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      Appearances are often deceiving. - Aesop

      

      The door swings open. A woman, at least, she appears to be a woman, enters with a bag. She has short-cropped, tentacle-like hair that's a pale shade of red with pink transparent tips.

      Her eyes are green, and glow like Vlad's. The woman intentionally avoids eye contact.

      Vlad withdraws from the couch and stands. His body is long and lean and his movements graceful.

      Standing toe to toe, they're almost the same height. But she's a few inches shorter.

      Images and static noise bombard my mind. Cradling my head between trembling hands, I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Crap. The room is spinning.

      It's silent. But the faint murmur of voices rings in the distance. Zeroing in on the sounds, I isolate Vlad's voice. But when I open my eyes, his lips aren't moving.

      'What have you learned?'  The pitch of his voice echoes in my head. It's soothing and has a calming, almost hypnotic effect, but it leaves me disoriented.

      'Nothing new as of yet; however, a new team of human scouts now scour the pond and surrounding area.'

      'Keep me informed of any changes.'

      'As you wish.' Her words screech in my thoughts. 'You should not have brought the girl here.'

      'I had to save her. And that was not your decision to make. It was mine.'

      Tipping my head back, I glance at him. His facial muscles pull taut over his jaw.

      Wait. Did he just say he had to rescue me?

      'By saving her, you have exposed us. You have endangered the colony, and you have done this for what? Look at her.'

      'I had to save her. She is different. And Gaila, need I remind you of your place within the colony?'

      'I know my place. She is a defective human girl that lives under the cloak of darkness.'

      "Defective." I spring from the couch. "Who the hell are you calling defective?"

      My vision blurs, and my knees buckle.

      He wraps an arm around my waist, drawing me into his lean frame. At five-foot, four-inches, the top of my head comes to his shoulders. He well over six-foot tall.

      The woman's eyes narrow. 'Vlad, what is this?'

      'I told you, she is different. The girl can link into our conscious thoughts. She can hear us.'

      The redheaded woman clenches her teeth. 'That is not possible. She is human. What trickery are you playing?'

      'Sarah, can you hear me?' he asks without uttering a single sound. 'And Gaila, I do not play games, you know this. Do not try my patience. You are my subordinate.'

      My mind clouds over for a few seconds, then clears. "Yeah, I can hear you. And I heard her, too." I point a shaky finger in her direction.

      'Answer me with your thoughts.' His voice remains calm, soothing.

      "How do I do that?" I ask, barely above a whisper.

      'Think your response and direct it toward me.'

      I turn to the woman. 'I'm not defective, you red-haired freak.'

      The woman hisses and takes a step forward.

      "If you got something to say just spit it out." I push away from his chest to face her.

      Vlad slides a hand to the lower section of my back and tightens his hold.

      The contact of his fingers under my blouse, on bare skin, sends an electrical surge up my body that makes me shiver in his arms. He twists sideways, shifting me away from the young woman.

      'Gaila. Sarah. Stop it.' Vlad's voice booms in my thoughts.

      "I am not the freak." Gaila's tone drips with venom. 'At least, I am normal among my people, unlike you.'

      "Oh. You didn't just say that to me." I narrow my eyes with a seething gaze.

      'Gaila, put down the clothing and leave us. I will summon you if and when I need you.'

      'I will leave you and your pet, but only because I want to.' She tosses the bag on top of the couch. 'Not because you told me to.'

      "Pet," I repeat the word. "Did you just call me a pet? What the hell's wrong with you people?"

      I lunge forward. He pulls me back, keeping me planted firmly in place.

      Gaila promenades out of the room with a smirk. Her chortle continues to boom from the other side of the door.

      "You know where to find me, you freak."

      "Stop." He holds me at arm's length. 'Enough.'

      "I'm not the one who started it."

      'That is not the point.' He shakes his head. 'You are young and impulsive.'

      "Wow, really?" I place my hands on his chest, shoving him. The contact makes him stumble back a few steps.

      'Stop. Do not push me away.' He reaches out, grabbing my arm.

      I recoil and make it to the door on shaky legs. My head is swimmy.

      How in the hell do I stop his voice from rolling around in my head?

      His long pale fingers grip my shoulder, and he spins me around to face him.

      "Don't touch me." Fear builds in the pit of my belly.

      Falling against the door, my fingers wrap around the handle, and I push down. But it won't open. I feel for the lock, but the handle is smooth. Why won't it open?

      'You are safe. But the door will not open.'

      I rattle the handle again.

      He moves away from me. 'Sophisticated programming allows it to open only for those who have authorization.'

      "So, I take it both you and your redheaded bulldog have authorization?"

      Vlad runs a hand through his hair. "Come."

      Individual tentacles loop and curl around his fingers, flowing around his shoulders.

      'You are cold and need to change.' He picks up the bag from the couch. 'It appears you are used to warmer temperatures.'

      "I'm fine in my clothes. And stop talking in my head." I try the door handle again, but like before, it remains locked. "I want my cat, now. Plus, you either take me home or to someone who can."

      'You are not free to leave.' He takes a step forward. 'And I will continue to address you through telepathy. It is the only way you will learn how to control the ability. Plus, it is how my people communicate.'

      "What the hell do you mean, I'm not free to leave?"

      'I am charged with your well-being. Now, you have two options. You may shower and put on the dry clothing, by yourself, in the bathroom. Or I can summon Gaila, and we will help you bathe and change. Decide which of the two options it will be. It does not make a difference to me one way or the other.'

      "You wouldn't dare. You're bluffing."

      'Do not test my patience, little one.' He drops the bag at my feet. 'I never bluff.'

      "Who the hell are you to call me that? You don't look any older than me."

      'You are wrong.' He opens a door. 'I am older than I appear and more so than your fifteen or sixteen years of life. Plus, you are vertically challenged when it comes to height, hence the name. Now, the bathroom is in there. I suggest you pick up the bag.'

      "For your information, I'm eighteen. Not that it's any of your business." I cross my arms over my chest, squaring my shoulders. Tilting my head upward, I hold his smoldering gaze.

      'Pick up the bag.' The corners of his lips twitch upward, and I can't tell if it's in contempt or an attempt at a smirk like smile.

      Holding my ground, I shake my head. "No. I want to go home."

      'I do not have time for this. Again, I suggest you pick up the bag.'

      "Or what? Are you going to call your six-foot tall bulldog?" I place my hands on my hips. "Go ahead. Bring her back."

      'No. I do not need Gaila to supervise since you are eighteen human years old.' He closes the gap between us in only a few strides. 'Take the clothing and change. I know you are cold."

      "So, you intend to keep me here against my will."

      'It is not safe for you to return to the pond or to your home. Consider yourself in protective custody until further notice. And know this, my people do not mean you any harm. I will not hurt you. You are safe here. I assure you.'

      His voice booming in the recesses of my mind brings on another wave of vertigo.

      My vision blurs, and the room spins. Blackness closes in, and I close my eyes.

      "Easy now." Arms encase my swaying body, pressing me against the cold stone surface of the wall.

      Vlad cups my chin, tipping my head back. His touch sends another electrical surge shooting from my head down to my toes.

      "H-how are you doing that?" Swallowing hard, I fight to keep my voice from quivering. "W-when you touch me?"

      His breath is warm on the side of my cheek. "Look at me."

      My eyes spring open, and his haze features come into focus.

      The tips of his fingers trace my jawline, leaving feather-light sparks of hot energy on my skin. His hand comes to rest on my neck.

      Shivering under his touch, I turn away from his dark, hot gaze.

      His lips brush over my jaw and down my neck, leaving a quivering trail of hot flesh.

      Rising emotions wash over my body. I don't know if I want to push him away or pull him closer.

      "Wait. Stop." I cling to his shirt.

      'Are you sure that is what you want?' His probing eyes study me. 'Remember, I can hear your thoughts. And there is a tug-of-war raging in there.'

      Pressing my hands against his chest, I shove him back, placing a few inches between us. "You have no right to read my thoughts." The warmth of his body radiates through his clothing.

      'Then you should learn to control your emotions and safeguard them better.'

      His voice makes my head feel fuzzy, as if it's stuffed with cotton.

      'Stop it. And get the hell out of my head.' I scream the thought in the recesses of my mind.

      'Good, you are learning. Now, pick up the bag so you can shower and change.' He releases me with a wolfish grin. 'Or shall I assist you in the grooming process?'

      "That's not funny." I rest my gaze on his mouth.

      The memory of his warm lips on my skin surfaces in my thoughts, and my cheeks warm.

      He leans close to an ear, tracing the line of my jaw with his fingertips. 'Remember, I can hear your thoughts, and they are immensely distracting.'

      "Then stay out of my head." My voice cracks. How the hell do I block my thoughts or turn them off? "Perhaps, you should move out of the way and stop touching me."

      Vlad takes a step back, bowing in the process, and then he points at the clothing.

      I pick up the handles of the bag, keeping an eye on him.

      "Destiny awaits." He motions toward the open door.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I enter the bathroom wondering what the hell that was all about.
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      Perplexity is the beginning of knowledge.  -  Kahlil Gibran

      

      Pushing the bathroom door closed, the click of the electrical lock engages. I'm sure it's only a formality because he can unlock the door. The thought doesn't instill confidence.

      I lean my fuzzy head on the bathroom door.

      Why can he hear my thoughts? But more importantly, how the hell do I stop it?

      The skin on my face and neck tingles where he touched me.

      Letting out a ragged breath, I shiver, partly because of the chill on my skin, but more so, because of the reaction my body has to him: his touch, his voice, his all-consuming presence.

      The room opens into a long walkway that has walls that bow out like a half-circle on the left-hand side. And the right has a fifteen foot long countertop with double vanities, extending the length of the walkway. Odd-looking circular lights recess into the top of the rounded ceiling.

      I run an unsteady hand over the smooth walls and countertops. Carved of solid bedrock, the surface smoothed and buffed, glisten.

      'The shower stall is to the left-hand side of the hallway. There are clean towels and washcloths on the towel rack next to the shower. Plus, you will find shampoo, conditioner, and soap in the stall.'

      "Yeah, okay, thanks."

      'If you require assistance with any of your grooming needs, or for any other services or needs you may desire, you know how to reach me.' His smug voice echoes in my thoughts.

      "Trust me. I don't need or want your help. You know, you're a pompous ass. Anyone ever tell you that?" Geez, why are the cute ones always asses?

      'I'll give you your privacy. However, you really need to work on shielding your thoughts. Plus, sarcasm does not become you.' He pauses. 'And Sarah, I also find you attractive. Now, take your shower and dress.'

      My thoughts clear and I no longer feel as if I'm in a bubble underwater. Sitting on the countertop, I contemplate my next move.

      He has me trapped in his living quarters. I can't pick the lock to the front door because it's electronic. There has to be another way - something I'm missing - but what?

      How long are they going to keep me here? And where exactly is here? God, a warm shower, and dry clothing would be nice, but is it safe?

      I take a deep breath and sigh. If Vlad intended to hurt me, he had plenty of opportunities before now.

      'Did you hear me? Take your shower. I will not tell you again.'

      "Yeah, I heard you." I shake my head. How much of my thoughts can he actually hear? "Thanks for the so-called privacy. But it doesn't seem all that private at the moment."

      The memory of his lips on my neck and his touch on my skin replays in my mind.

      'That is because I can still hear your inner thoughts, and lots of them, including how my lips on your flesh made you feel, which is extremely distracting.' His voice conveys a smile. 'And you are right, if I had intended to hurt you, I would have done so in the water.'

      "Yeah. I can really feel the privacy. Now, get the hell out of my head."

      'Hmm. More sarcasm. You seem braver with a door between us. But as you pointed out earlier, the lock is only a false sense of security.'

      "If you really want me to bathe and change, this conversation is not helping to move me in that general direction."

      'Point taken.'

      Taking several uneasy steps, I look through the opening to the left of the hallway to view the shower.

      My breath hitches in the back of my throat. I'm speechless. It's twice the size of my bedroom back home.

      In the middle of the room is a circular, egg-shaped structure. It has to be the shower because the only towel rack in the room is next to it.

      On the other side of the silver and black structure, I touch a sleek surface and a door slides open. "Okay. That's different."

      Reaching into the stall, I turn the showerhead on, and then exit the egg room.

      My feet drum against the cool floor. Stepping through the doorway, I make my way along the long narrow hallway.

      Plopped on the counter next to the sink, legs dangling, I wait for the water to warm. My eyes, scratchy and itchy, remind me of how tired my body feels.

      Leaning forward, I raise a hand to my right lower lid and pinch the edge of the blue contact between my thumb and index finger.

      Anchored on the back of the vanity sets a green ornate dish holding paper towels. Pulling a sheet free of the rectangular container, I unfold it and spread it out on top of the smooth countertop. Placing the soft lens on the paper, I repeat the process with the left.

      Gazing in the mirror, light pink, bloodshot eyes stare back. I pull the ponytail holder out of my wet, wavy hair. My eyes water and tears spill over onto my face.

      Has my father realized I'm not home?

      I think of Mr. Jackson, rocking on his front porch. Will he tell my father about my nightly rides - where I was headed? I don't even know where I am, or if I'm anywhere near Chase Pond.

      The warmth of my breath fogs the mirror. Huffing, I march back into the egg room with the bag. First, I remove my hoodie and T-shirt, then slide off my sweatpants and shorts.

      Wet clothing folded, I place them on the corner of the chair. Slipping out of my undergarments, I tuck them into the pockets of my jacket before stepping into the shower stall.

      The water is warm. It's a welcome change from the cold.

      Moving my head from side to side, water cascades down my body. The shampoo and conditioner are on a built-in shelf. I grab the shampoo. It smells like jasmine. Pouring it into my hand, I scrub away the remnants of Chase Pond from my hair then condition.

      Under the nozzle, water cascading, I rinse the last of the conditioner out of my hair and the soap from my body.

      'You okay?'

      Vlad's voice in my head makes me flinch. Quickly, I turn off the faucet and grab a towel.

      "Are you all right?" His voice echoes through the egg room.

      Great! It's not enough that he's in my head, but now he has to pipe his voice through the room too.

      Looking up at the ceiling, I wonder if there're cameras. The thought makes me blush, and I dry off quickly.

      A door slamming makes me jump, and my heartbeat quickens.

      'There are not any cameras in the - wait, what did you call it - the egg room.'

      His voice sounds close. Crap. I think he's in the hallway.

      "I'm dressing. I'll be out in a moment."

      Wrapping my fingers around the handles of the bag, I lift it up, turning it upside down over a small table.

      A pair of faded jeans, a teal T-shirt, and undergarments tumble out onto the dry, sleek surface. Tags dangle off the matching white bra and panty set.

      After removing the tags, I slip the items on. Reaching for the shirt, I pull it over my head then unfold the jeans. I'm surprised to find they're the right size. Unbuttoning them, I slide my feet into the leg holes.

      Feather-soft footsteps drum against the floor.

      I yank the pants up and over my hips.

      'Are you ready?' He's standing on the other side of the shower.

      "Do you know the definition of privacy?" I zip and button the jeans.

      'It is the state or condition of being free of the presence of unsanctioned intrusion.' He grins. 'This is my living space. Therefore, I am not conducting an unsanctioned act of intrusion. Plus, you had ample time to shower and dress.'

      "Stay out of my head."

      'If you do not want me in there, then you should learn to sever the connection or block me from your thoughts.'

      His voice booms in my mind, making my head swim. My vision blurs. Reaching out, I grab the frame of the shower stall.

      "Please. Stop doing that." The world around me spins, making my stomach lurch. "It makes me dizzy."

      'Telepathy is disorienting until you grow accustomed to it.' Vlad voices, softly in my thoughts. "But if it will make the adjustment easier, I will speak to you both ways, for now. Is that what you want?" His voice is deep and rumbles in his chest.

      "Why not just verbally?"

      "Because you must practice both channeling and concealing your thoughts." He cups my chin. 'Why do you wear contacts? Is it to correct your field of sight?'

      "No. I have good vision. But they help me see things better, clearer, since they're colored."

      He turns on the overhead light.

      "They help with light sensitivity, too." I raise a hand and squint.

      'Will you put them back on?'

      "No. I don't have cleaning solution or eye drops."

      "I have sunglasses." He turns off the light. 'Will they help?'

      "Yes. In brighter light they will." His intense stare makes me uncomfortable, and I fidget with my shirt. "I never let people see me without contacts."

      "Leave your wet clothing. The staff will launder it." He studies my face. "Come with me. I have dry shoes for you in the living room." He extends a hand, waiting for me to take it. 'And you should not feel vulnerable because you are different. You do not have to hide who you are, at least, not from me.'

      "That's not fair. You shouldn't read my thoughts without my permission. They're private."

      "Turning them off or shielding them is not my responsibility. It is yours. Plus, your thoughts have been loud for a while" He moves his fingers in a come-hither motion. 'But it appears others in my colony cannot hear you as I do. Now, you must practice channeling your thoughts. I have already told you this.'

      "What do you mean?" I back up, hands on my hips. "Are you implying you've listened to my thoughts before?"

      "Yes. I know you fairly well. I have heard your thoughts for months." He smiles. "You frequent the pond to jog often, which is why I was there last night." He takes a step closer and extends his hand once more. 'I knew the minute you crossed over the gate with Morph.'

      Hesitantly, I place my hand on his.

      An electrical current surges through my fingertips and up my arm.

      He looks at me with smoldering eyes, then guides me out of the bathroom and into the living room.

      "You may sit." He motions to the sofa. "I shall return momentarily." Without waiting for a response or acknowledgement or any reaction from me, he strolls into an adjacent hallway.
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