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        “They say soul mates will find each other—and that may be true—but they don’t tell you about the pain you feel without them. Some will wander, numbing their body until they can function day to day. Some will forget, oblivious to the underlying torment that batters them. And some will burn through their emotions, tearing down everything in their path until they find the other. All of them searching for what makes them whole.”
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            Delaney

          

        

      

    

    
      A moan slips from between my lips when the buttery, creamy flavor of a spinach- and cheese-covered oyster explodes on my tongue.

      “Do you know you’re sexy as hell when you eat like that?”

      The whisper flutters through my mind as surely as if Ty had spoken it, and I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Do you know they say oysters are an aphrodisiac?”

      My response then had been threaded with sultry tones and flirty innuendo.

      “Madame. Are you ready for the next course?”

      Though quiet, the voice breaks through my reverie and my eyes pop open, heat rushing through my cheeks. The waiter side-eyes me, looking slightly embarrassed. I shouldn’t have come here, thinking the memories wouldn’t hit hard. Even after all this time.

      “No, I won’t be staying after all. Just the check please.”

      Outside, I wait for the valet in the crisp and breezy evening, a typical mid-Atlantic spring night. The clatter of daylight has slowly drifted to the hum of twilight, and buildings shine with a million lights reflecting from street lamps. Stewart’s Creek may sound like a town of green grass country, but the only thing the city’s farming is glass and pavement. It never sleeps, just snoozes a bit, and the scene is so close to my last visit that a band tightens around my chest.

      We had just celebrated our one-year wedding anniversary…and I had let spill the secret I’d been guarding all day.

      We were going to have a baby.

      I close my eyes, willing myself to see nothing behind the lids. No more memories tonight. Tyson’s been gone for five years, and I thought that enough time had passed that I could enjoy dinner at my favorite restaurant. I’d felt drawn to it tonight, but never again.

      A black van pulls up to the curb, its once-shiny patina molded by age and reckless drivers, beaten into a defeated version of itself. There’s something sinister about it, and my stomach clenches. I step back, gasping, as the door slides open.

      A vortex of black nothingness swirls the air.

      Bodies in black from head to toe, only their eyes exposed, spill out of the doorway. I swivel, taking them all in. Who are they? Why are they here? I can't tell if they're male or female. Ominous weaponry hangs by various methods on arms, legs, and backs.

      Suddenly, self-preservation kicks in and I turn and run, hampered by my heels. I don’t want to be around for whatever they’re here for. The sting of something cuts into my shoulder, and I run harder, knowing better than to turn around to see how close someone might be.

      A patch of uneven sidewalk trips me, and everything slows. My purse sails through the air and lands on the concrete, the contents vomited out in a drunken purge. As my head bangs into and ricochets off the stone curb, pain lances through me and my vision blurs.

      Someone leaps onto my back, a knee digging in, grinding the bones of my hips into unyielding concrete. A hand viciously fists my hair, pulling back hard and exposing my throat. I struggle to drag in oxygen.

      “Finally.” What sounds like a woman's voice hisses in my ear. “Destiny is at an end.”

      What? They’re after me? Why?

      I wildly track a curved knife in my peripheral, swinging down. This is it. My blood will spill out and my life will end.

      Katrina, my beautiful baby girl. I squirm, but there’s very little else I can do, and tears leak out the corners of my eyes. Tires scream through the air, and the smell of rubber burning forces my eyes up.

      Is that my car?

      POP!

      My head’s quickly released, and I gasp in glorious air. The dead weight of my would-be assassin falls onto my back, liquid soaking my shirt, the warmth weirdly comforting.

      I remain on the ground, staring wide-eyed at the hand that drapes over my shoulder in a macabre embrace. My body begins shaking, stones digging into my cheek, and a ball of energy builds in my stomach. I should get up.

      I blink quickly, focusing on the open passenger window of my car and down the barrel of a silencer. The other end of the gun is connected to a hand. My eyes follow the path of corded muscle on an arm that's attached to a body. The face is gorgeous and rugged. Dark stubble and dark hair flopping over an eyebrow—and vaguely familiar.

      “Delaney, you have to get moving, get your purse—leave nothing behind—and get in the car.”

      His voice floats out, husky and warm, soothing my body. I want to curl into a ball and purr. A sense of calm eases the pain on my face, and I close my eyes. I’m so tired, and his voice…a blanket cocoon on a rainy day. I shiver, goose bumps breaking out. Contentment wraps itself around me.

      “Delaney!”

      The soothing voice is insistent. I frown. How does he know my name?

      “Delaney!” the voice shouts again.

      “What?” I grudgingly answer. I don’t want him to stop talking. It makes me feel…like I haven’t in a long time. Safe.

      “Get up.”

      The weight pinning me seems heavier, but I can’t do anything about it. My arms aren’t moving. Shouldn’t they be pushing me up?

      “Shit! Two more of the assassins are coming! Move your ass!”

      The voice sounds closer with an urgency that stirs something in me. I should do as he says. Why can’t I?

      The weight’s gone and cold air hits my back, snapping me into reality. The body. The blood. My heart stutters in increased tempo and my body temperature plummets. I’m so cold. I shakily push myself onto my hands and knees, intending to stand, but vomit burns through my throat and I throw up my dinner.

      POP! Thud.

      POP! Thud.

      My stomach heaves, but there’s nothing left. The chill increases until there must be ice in my veins. This can’t be good.

      “Move.”

      I’d like to but my limbs won’t obey. Steel-like arms band around my stomach and lift me, flipping me into a cradle hold so quickly that my head spins. Warmth seeps into every fiber of my body, and it’s as if I’m made of a hot, viscous fluid. I cling limply to him.

      He lowers me into the passenger side, and I’m no longer warm but terrifyingly cold and numb again.

      Come back! Give me more of whatever I’m feeling.

      I move my head slowly in time to see an assassin through the side mirror. The door of the van slams shut, and a gloved hand appears out their passenger window, a gun pointing toward us. I should warn my rescuer, but the words take more effort than they should.

      I whimper, “They’re coming.”

      The strange man, my savior, hops into the driver’s side of my car. “I see them. Stay down.”

      The screen of the backup camera lights up, and we run over the bodies on the concrete. Bile rises in my throat as the car bucks and bounces. I lean my head back, trying to force air into my lungs—make my body function right—but dark spots dance in front of my eyes.

      “My daughter…”

      The words are garbled and barely coherent, even to me.

      What’s wrong with me?

      My arms are heavy, and I can’t lift them. The spots dance faster, and there are more of them. Closer and closer together until they converge into one big, ominous mass.

      Katrina!

      Buzzing begins inside my head and drowns out all sound until the darkness swallows me whole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            Drew

          

        

      

    

    
      Finally, Delaney's body succumbs to the shock of the evening. I don't know how much longer I can drive without searching her for a tracking device. The Hunters always use them, in case their prey slips their net. They're nothing if not efficient. I pull into the nearest parking garage and into a spot hopefully hidden enough from the prying eyes of nosy humans. Urgency floods me with adrenaline.

      I search the vehicle first, using my phone to upload the scanning link. Once it has a connection, I wave the cell like a wand, sweeping over the car in meticulous rows, hoping I'm not leaving any inch unchecked. Lying on the ground, I stretch my arm as far under the car as I can reach. It's torturously slow, but I resist the urge to hurry. This is no time for deadly mistakes.

      I open the passenger door of her car and adjust the seat to a reclining position, careful to be gentle. I'm not sure of the extent of any injuries, and I won't until I can get her home. For my sake, I hope she remains unconscious. Touching her for more than a moment, conscious or not, is physically gratifying to me, just as it is for her. There’ll be no hiding it.

      I ignore the sparks that fly through me. The heat that glides through our veins. It’s obvious she didn’t pick up on it earlier, even as a part of me reveled in it when I carried her. It’s better she remains oblivious. For now. The phone’s quiet as I slowly move it over her legs and upper torso but then beeps softly when it registers a tracker.

      Shit.

      It’s embedded in her shoulder. Rage flashes through me, until a crack appears in the screen and I loosen my grip. Those bastards shot her when she was running away. In the back, like a fucking pack of wild animals.

      I'll have to dig the damn thing out. Right now. Even though I want to let them come so they can get a taste of my fury. A small whimper rumbles in her throat, bringing my attention to her pale face and the shadows under her eyes. I drag in a few deep breaths, forcing my blood pressure down. All in due time.

      A quick glance through the trunk assures me there’s no first aid kit. What kind of mother is she?

      Thank the Fates I keep my pocketknife clean and razor sharp.

      Turning her slightly onto her side, I press a knee to her ribs, using enough force to stabilize her body, in case she regains consciousness. I brush aside her hair, desperate to linger in the tresses, and pay no attention to the way my heart races.

      The knife slices through her skin. There it is. I only need to lever the tip under the tracker to pop it out.

      “What are you doing to me? Get off! Help!” She screams, thrashing and bucking her body.

      I press her down harder, slapping my hand over her mouth. “Be quiet. For fuck’s sake. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Her eyes roll wildly to the knife in my hand, and I move it behind my back to ease her fear.

      “The guys chasing you? They shot you with a tracker. I have to dig it out or they will find you.”

      Recollection burns off some of the terror lurking in her eyes. She nods, her eyes still huge in her face.

      “I’m going to remove my hand. Don’t scream.”

      I wait a heartbeat for the nod, pretending the heat pouring through me at the skin-on-skin contact isn’t there.

      “Is everything all right here?” The thick southern accent drawls somewhere behind me.

      My shoulders drop. Fuck. Of course, he must see the knife I'm holding behind my back. There's no way this doesn't look exactly what it looks like. Delaney sits up and pops her head between me and the car.

      “I don't know who he is, and I'm scared. Please help me.”

      Ah, shit. I always forget that she won’t remember me.

      I step back and turn, eying the man standing in front of me. Jeans. Flannel shirt with rolled sleeves. And wearing a cowboy hat and boots, no less. Great. Country farm boys are the worst. They love their women in distress. This man isn't going to walk away. I put my hands up and step forward.

      “Drop the knife.”

      I contemplate his request and release it, the clattering reverberating through the garage. The yokel holds his hand out, beckoning Delaney, and the cuff of his sleeve rises higher on the bicep, flashing a sliver of a tattoo—a peculiar motto in Latin on the butt of a shotgun.

      I shove Delaney back into her seat. “Grab the knife! He's one of them, and they've tracked you here!”

      I spring toward the Hunter, bending over and ramming my shoulder into the flesh under his rib cage. The hard bone meets the softness of his liver and kidney, and we both fly through the air. The crunch of his skull means he won't ever be able to harm her. I groan, getting to my feet. Even landing mostly on top of his body, I'm going to be hurting tomorrow. Concrete impact sucks.

      I spin around and my heart momentarily stops before picking up its rhythm, sweat sliding down my back. Fury ripples through me, adding to my previous rage, and I forget the ache rolling over me. I forget the heat that had soothed me. My fists clench with the need for violence.

      A second Hunter’s arm is wrapped around her chest, and there’s a knife at her throat. Delaney’s face seems paler. Blood rushes through my veins.

      “If you want your death to be painless, you’ll take your fucking hands off her.”

      The knife shakes at her throat, and I inhale quickly. The man’s going to cut her instead of pissing his pants in fear. This is getting tiresome. My hands move up in mock surrender, and the knife stabilizes and maintains a small distance from her skin. I exhale slowly. The idiot just cemented my mercy.

      “You Protectors are so predictable.”

      I narrow my eyes at his bravado, but Delaney’s snap open, confusion and chagrin written all over her face. Satisfaction curls in my gut. See? I’m not the bad guy. And where’s the damn knife I dropped earlier? Did she pick it up? I search her face, willing her to understand my unspoken question. There’s the slightest movement and the end of the handle peeps out of her fist. The blade must be pressed against her forearm, just like it should. Does she remember this time? My soul does a little dance, but first things first.

      “And you Hunters are fucking stupid, always jumping in unprepared.”

      It irritates me to resort to schoolyard tactics, but there's nothing they like more than extolling their own virtues. The man’s arm suddenly tightens around Delaney’s chest, and red tinges my vision. The man’s ego is bigger than his will to survive.

      “And yet you're standing over there, and I'm over here with a weapon and the target. I think stupid isn't the right adjective you're looking for.”

      “The target you're holding isn’t defenseless.”

      “Oh yeah, that's rich. What's she going to do, beg me to death? Talk me to death? This little lady going to do that all by herself?”

      I’d be pissed at his disrespect if it wasn’t exactly what I’m aiming for. Interesting though that they don't know just who and what they're hunting. The man's laughing so hard at his own joke that he doesn’t notice Delaney stiffening. True to form, the insult is all it takes to give her a nudge toward violence.

      “Because a woman can't possibly do you harm?”

      She pivots and jams the knife into his side, miscalculating, which I expect without recent training. She loses momentum, falling hard to the ground on her knees. The gasp of pain echoes through my head, and I rush forward, ramming my shoulder against another set of liver and kidneys. I brake hard, planting my feet to the ground and willing myself not to move any farther. The Hunter flies backward and slams to a standstill against the concrete wall.

      I reach down to help Delaney but think better of it, reaching instead for my pocketknife.

      “Well, this is definitely dirtier than it was when I started.”

      “Who are you?”

      The question comes out in a whisper, soft and barely distinguishable. Her face pales even further and her eyes roll back.

      I dive for her, knees sliding across the pavement, and manage to catch the back of her neck, cradling her scalp in my palms just as her eyes flutter shut. Her skin is damp to the touch, and I roar my frustration.

      Fuck!

      I don’t know how many more times I can lose her to Death.
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            Delaney

          

        

      

    

    
      Sterile antiseptic. The whir and hum of machines, punctuated by beeps. My heart races, driving the beeping higher, and my stomach clenches. I hate hospitals. Have ever since they wouldn’t let me in to see Tyson when he had his accident at work. I didn’t care how disfiguring electrocution could be, but by the time I won the argument, Ty was dead.

      What happened? My eyes pop open as everything floods back. The attackers. The Hunters. The man who saved me. Katrina!

      I jerk up in the bed and gasp as pain radiates through my body and centralizes in my shoulder.

      “You're okay, I promise.” That voice. The cashmere soft quality of it wraps itself around me.

      “My daughter. I need to get my daughter.” I clear my throat and swallow, but it still feels dry.

      A glass of water appears in front of me. “Here.”

      I gulp quickly and then peer into the cup slowly. It hadn’t been tasteless. “What was in this?”

      “Electrolytes.”

      The rugged voice suddenly isn’t so innocent, no matter how my body responds to it. Why am I drinking nutrients when I’m in the hospital? There’s no IV in my arm. Fear, sharp and rancid, rolls through me. The machine beeps quickly in response to my racing heart.

      “Who are you and where am I?”

      “The name’s Drew. And I’m…a friend.” He saved me. But is he though? A memory tugs at me, but I don’t know why or what. It’s gone before I can focus on it. “And you’re in my home.”

      Not a hospital? I glance quickly around the room. There are no windows. But there are medical cabinets and medical machinery everywhere. I swallow hard. I’ve never been one for horror movies, but this seems like it would be pulled right from the plot of one.

      Drew stands up from the chair again, and I press into the back of the bed. If I’m in his house, I’m truly at his mercy. He sighs and runs his hands up and through his hair, down the back of his neck, and grips it tightly before dropping them.

      “If I was going to hurt you, I already would have.”

      Except for the murderers who like their victims screaming. His statement does nothing to ease the ball of unease in my belly.

      “Your daughter is fine.”

      Terror crawls through me. He knows where Katrina is? How?

      “You can see her whenever you feel up to it.” The panic surges through me, and my throat tightens until I can’t breathe. He has Katrina here. A cold sweat pops out on my back.

      He sighs loudly. “I’m not the bad guy here. I’m helping you.” Another sigh. “Would it make you feel better if you had a weapon?”

      Do I need a weapon? I nod, not sure if I can speak without squeaking. Drew walks to a cabinet and opens it, revealing a vast array of guns attached to the wall.

      My heart continues to pound and the sweat drips down my back. Why would he need all that? He removes one and walks toward me. I shrink back, wishing I wasn’t scared and vulnerable. He stops and slowly reaches out, holding it by the barrel. It’s pointed at him, leaving the grip free for me to take. I snatch it from him, pulling back the slider, my thumb flicking open the lock. I glance down in confusion.

      How the hell did I know how to do that?

      And why do I feel infinitely safer? I don’t even know how to shoot this thing. I glance back up, eyes wide, raising it and aiming at his forehead. “Start talking.”

      Drew calmly sits back down and peruses me in silence. Did he not hear what I said? Can he tell I don’t know what I’m doing?

      “And your explanation better include Katrina and where she is. Why am I here?”

      His face flushes red and the muscle in his jaw twitches. He’s angry? Why?

      “When they shot you with the tracker…it was laced with poison.” The words sound as if they’re wrenched from his mouth. “Backup plan I guess.”

      If I could imagine words spitting out, this would be it. He’s more than angry, which is at odds with the effect his speech has on my body. Silk sliding across my naked skin. The softest satin nuzzling my cheek.  I don’t know what to process first.

      “I thought I lost you.” Huh? “And I brought you here because taking you to the hospital would make you a sitting duck. I have everything I need to take care of you, and the poison is now out of your system. You’ll be fine. Katrina's right down the hall, downstairs. And I brought her here for her own safety. I assumed that's what you would want me to do?”

      Uh, yeah.

      He hesitates, obviously fighting something. A weight lifts from my shoulders, knowing Katrina is nearby. We can get out of here. I’ll protect her from this man, if I end up needing to. I have a gun now, after all.

      He kneads his thigh with one hand for a few seconds and then curls it into a fist, giving himself a quick punch. “Fuck it. You’re Destiny. Well, one of the Destinies, to be precise.”

      Oh, boy. He’s delusional. This makes getting myself and Katrina to safety trickier. Can I rationalize with him?

      “I’m sorry, but my name is Delaney. You must have the wrong person.” I nod. This has all been a giant misunderstanding. Those people attacking me must have also thought I was this Destiny person.

      “No, not Destiny the name. Destiny, as in destiny itself, like…fate. But not Fate. That’s someone else.”

      My heart rate increases, but then I laugh. “Did I hit my head?”

      Drew frowns. Clearly, he didn’t expect laughter. “Yes, why?”

      I can’t contain a snicker that escapes. I must have eaten too many shellfish. Maybe I’m passed out on the sofa. I lower the gun. It’s not useful if it’s not real. “That stuff only exists in stories and myths. I must have hit my head pretty hard. That's it. This,”—I look all around the room—“Is all something my brain concocted.”  I stop laughing. It really isn't funny.

      “And aren't stories based on some truth? Humans turning fear or hope into something they can comprehend and use?”

      I shake my head and he stands, walking toward me. I’m not afraid of him. This is all some kind of convoluted dream.

      “Reallllly?” He drags the word out and pinches my toe. Hard and fast. The warmth that briefly accompanies his words quickly turns to pain and I yelp.

      This can’t be. I shake my head. “No, this is ludicrous. This can’t be real. Because I asked you for an explanation and this, this destiny thing, is what you’re coming up with? Nonsense?” Fine. If it’s real, there’s something strange going on and I want out. “I want to see my daughter and I want to leave. Right now.”

      “You can’t leave. You’ve got a target on your back, and I won’t put you in danger.”

      At first, a sinking feeling hits my stomach. Then panic ensues. If this isn’t a dream, he’s right. Those people, whoever they are, will come after me again. Won’t they?

      “Why? I mean, why are they after me? Who’s after me? Why won’t you put me in danger? How did you know to get Katrina? What did you tell her babysitter? Why are you helping me?”

      With each question, my breathing gets faster till I think I might hyperventilate. I rub my forehead, the questions cascading through my mind giving me a headache. The incessant beeping of the heart monitor seems overly loud, and my palms are clammy.

      Drew’s been slowly moving toward the doorway, and I focus on his retreat. Why is he looking like he wants to escape?

      “It's a bit complicated. I don't know how much information to give you or how you're going to process all this. I don't know if you're going to lose your shit.”

      I’m confused. Why can’t he just answer my questions? “Lose my shit?”

      He finally comes to a standstill and leans against the door.

      An escape route? What the hell?

      “You know the guys at the garage called me a Protector. They're called Hunters, and they're hunting you.”

      A shiver runs down my spine at the memory of the cold knife against my skin. “Why?

      “Something happened to you fifteen years ago.”

      “You're telling me that I was destiny of the world only fifteen years ago?” I really need to get Kat and get away from this man.

      “No. You're part of a long line of Destinies. It’s an inherent trait you’re born with. There are usually several of you to ensure there’s at least one active Destiny at all times. Of course, it’s much better if there are more, but when one dies, another Destiny is born, and as you can imagine, aren’t up to speed yet.”

      He may be beyond delusional. Because I can’t be a Destiny. I’m a mom. And I already have a job. But something clicks inside my brain. And then whatever it is, it’s gone, leaving only an ache behind, and I swipe at the spot on my head, pushing my hair to the side. “This…is all ridiculous in more ways than one.”

      “No, it's not. You just don't remember any of it. Yet.”

      The word echoes around the room, loud in an obnoxious way. I don’t think the volume of his voice went up…but the word jumps out at me. I swallow hard. Why is he making up such lies? What is the point of this? My hands fist into my sheets, my knuckles grazing the gun I laid down in my lap. I can’t deny the comfort, the wisp of memory when I held it. My heart rate increases again and suddenly, I feel warmer. Anger seems like a great choice, and I lock it in.

      “Amnesia? That’s what you’re leading with?” I lace each word with sarcasm so there’s no question what I think.

      He continues to lean against the doorframe, arms crossed, as if he doesn’t have a care in the world.

      “What do you know of the meaning of Destiny?”

      Katrina. Calm. I need to calm down. “Um, things that are pre-determined? Like, no matter what you do, it’s going to happen?” I just have to keep him talking. Maybe use his own words to help me.

      “No. That’s closer to Fate. Destiny is what can be. What you’re meant for. That’s the gist of it, anyway. Destiny shapes the things that are going to happen, predetermines them, if you want to call it that. But it can be changed. I can’t explain that part since I’m not a Destiny myself.”

      I rub my forehead harder, trying desperately for any of this to make sense in a way I can use to my advantage. “How is this even possible? How can someone—how can I decide the destiny of thousands, millions of people?” He definitely has more than one screw loose in that handsome head of his.

      “It's not necessarily that specific. I mean it can, and is in lots of instances, but there are plenty of nobodies too.”

      “I’m sorry, nobodies? What the hell does that mean?” This is all gibberish.

      “Nobodies. You know, people who simply...exist, I guess. They aren’t important enough to have destinies.”

      How can he callously dismiss human beings? Drew shrugs as I stare, incredulous.

      “It’s not my job to unravel the mysteries of the world. I’m only concerned with one thing. You.”

      And I’m worried about how I’m going to get Kat out of this place and away from Drew. Clearly, he has some issues. But I still don’t know how. He told me I can see her, but he hasn’t offered. Should I ask again? Should I wait and completely assess the situation? There’s something I can’t describe growing in the pit of my stomach. My intuition maybe, but last time I listened to it, I ended up at The Coveted Pearl and in an assassination attempt. I can’t possibly need to be here.

      “Katrina—”

      “Is sleeping. It’s the middle of the night.”

      My body jerks and my stomach clenches again, a slick of the constant fear weaving through me again. Will he ever let me see her? But no, this makes sense. There are no windows here. I had eaten dinner…hours ago? Still couldn’t possibly be daylight. Fine. My intuition wins and we keep going with this unbelievable conversation.

      “What happened fifteen years ago?”

      “You committed an infraction. You, more or less, killed for your own purposes. And that's not allowed. The Council sent Slayers—exactly how they sound—after you, to take care of you...”

      I’m not sure what it says about me that I latch on to one thing. “To kill me?” My voice squeaks. “I would’ve been ten? Someone sent assassins after a ten-year-old?” Why all the elaborate lies?

      “Well, as you can see, they didn’t get their target. Also, you weren’t ten. You were fourteen.” Drew watches me like a hawk. I get the feeling he doesn’t miss a thing.

      “Are you telling me as a ten-year-old, I managed to escape from trained assassins… Wait. Did you just say fourteen?” He must definitely have the wrong person, but he’s no longer nonchalantly propping up the door. He’s standing, staring intently, his body tense, a coiled weapon. Why?

      “In order for you to understand, you have to know more about what it is you do. You envision what’s going to happen, and then, it happens.”

      “I just envision what happens.” I speak slowly, letting the words hang in the air. He nods. I nod, then I shake my head. “Yeah, no. I think of things all the time, and they don’t happen.”

      “It’s a different state of mind. You will it to happen. There are all kinds of training you go through when you’re younger. Classes, learning how to decipher visions of the future, languages, customs, all kinds of things you learn in order to be a Destiny. On top of all that, you have physical training: various martial arts and weapons training.”

      He rattles this all off as if it’s a normal, commonplace occurrence for children to have specialized training.

      I close my eyes. “Stop. Why don’t I remember any of this? And how was I fourteen, exactly? Last I checked, twenty-five minus fifteen does not equal fourteen.” I open my eyes.

      Ha. Get out of this.

      His jaw clenches. “I’m trying to tell you everything. With the powers you have, you have the ability to make things happen. To shape the future. That’s why you were considered a liability to the Guardianship. That’s why when you break one of the rules, they kill you. And they do it swiftly and without notice. You could envision world wars, destruction, famines, plagues. And they would happen. You can start it, you can stop it, you can control it. Of course, there’s always the chance it changes, but that’s usually not the case.”

      “I absolutely take umbrage at being considered a liability. This is absurd,” I scoff. “I’ve envisioned things before, and it’s not happened.”

      I willed Tyson to not be dead. Pregnant, worried about the future and losing the love of my life to an early death, single parenthood staring me down. I damn well willed it with everything I had, and it hadn’t mattered.

      My chest tightens and my heart, an aggravated pump, pushes the blood thickly through my veins. It’s pounding in my ears, pulsating in my shoulder. None of this can be true.

      A machine next to me beeps incessantly now. Drew looks at it swiftly. “It would be really helpful to me right now if you took a few deep breaths.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?”

      His eyes keep darting to the screen, and I turn my head.

      “Are those numbers accurate?” I squeak. “Because I don't think they're supposed to be that high.”

      “Yes, and it’s why I’m worried about overloading you. You need to calm down.”

      “I'm trying.” Sweat beads down my back. My voice sounds shrill even to me, and I inhale deep gulps of air, but the machine’s getting louder, the beeps more frequent. I scrunch my face, concentrating. The pounding in my ears moves into my head. I relax my hands that grip the sheets, but they reflexively bunch back up, clawing into the bed.

      Suddenly, Drew is right next to me, and my heart rate increases. How did he get here so fast?

      “I'm sorry. Don't get too freaked out.” He grips my arm tightly.

      Warmth flows through me and it’s as if everything else disappears. My temperature rises and my body relaxes. I sigh gently, my eyes fluttering shut, while my face softens as if the muscles languish under the skin. My blood stops pounding and instead hums through my veins. The machine’s beeping slows and quiets. How is this possible? The warmth pools into the pit of my stomach, and it’s as if I'm floating in a pool of warm water, caressed by the sun's warm rays. I could stay here forever. I pop open my eyes. Is this for real?

      His are closed. The expression on his handsome face can only be described as pure satisfaction. It's uncomfortably close to the expression Ty used to make after a long bout of sex.

      “I'd like you to let go of my arm now, please,” I say quietly, turning my head away from him.

      Please, please let go. I don’t understand any of this.

      He removes his hand from my arm and the sensations drop away like a curtain dropping at the end of a play. They linger, and in a way, I’m thankful. As the warmth leaves me, the pain returns slower instead of slamming into me like it did earlier.

      I still won’t look at him, embarrassed by what I felt and by what I saw on his face. And very much afraid the expression on my own face is disgustingly similar to his own.

      He clears his throat. “I’m going to get you something to eat from the kitchen. And give you a minute to yourself.”
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      I slam my back into the cold walls of the hallway and gulp in the circulated, clean air. Fire. I’m playing with fucking fire every damn time I try to save her. And I’ll keep doing it. But I’ve got to start thinking of gross shit, like maggots crawling over decaying meat. Corpses even. Because I can’t keep getting a hard-on every time I brush against her. I can’t nearly orgasm from touching her skin. I mean, I’m more than okay with it, but seeing how she doesn’t remember me nor has any clue who the fuck I am right now would make it creepy.

      But the pure sex that ripped through me when one fingertip rested on the pulse beating madly through the delicate vein at her wrist… A shudder rolls through me. This is not helping. I press the palms of my hands into my eyes. I need to calm down.

      The smell of rotisserie chicken wafts from the cart full of food Charlie must’ve left next to the doorway, and I push off the wall. She must be starving, and her blood sugar’s probably dangerously low. The need to protect her, to ensure her wellbeing does what nothing else has done. Now I can stop looking like a horny teenager.

      She lies still on the bed while I push the cart through. Her eyes remain closed, the dark lashes resting on the shadows beneath them. Fury crashes into me again at the thought that the Guardianship sent Hunters. How dare they think they can just eliminate her. Well, fuck them. They underestimated her. They underestimated me. They didn’t stop to think about how strong we are together. And apart.

      If I didn’t know her better, I’d think she was sleeping. Too bad I’m not going to let her just ignore everything going on.

      I let the door slam shut. Nothing. She’s always been one to dig in her heels.

      “Delaney.” I pause, giving her a moment to pretend to wake up. “I know you aren’t sleeping.”

      Her body twitches minutely at the comment, but she continues to remain motionless.

      “You aren’t an ostrich. Sticking your head in the sand isn’t going to make all of this disappear. There’s no changing it. There’s no making it go away. Stop behaving like a child and sit up so you can eat something.”

      I don’t have time for games. “Fine. Don’t eat. And later when you faint, you get to feel me touch you as I cart you back into the bed you will inevitably fall out of. I’ve no problem with that.”

      Her eyes snap open and she sits up and huffs. “Fine. What am I eating?”

      I smirk. She’s so true to form I could shout. This Delaney might just be the one. I hand her the plate and a bottle of orange juice. “It’s a cold chicken sandwich with lettuce, tomato and cheese. No mayo, but crushed avocado. The OJ will help boost your hemoglobin, which you need after your blood loss.”

      She looks like she wants to hit me, and I almost tell her to stop acting like a toddler, but I can’t. I never know when teasing and pushing will shove her straight over the edge into insanity.

      “How the hell do you know when I’m sleeping? Never mind. Where exactly is Katrina?”

      Oh good, she’s willing to continue. But she hasn’t started eating yet. I motion at the sandwich and hand her a napkin. “She’s downstairs.”

      She takes a big bite and chews quickly, surprise crossing her face. Was she not expecting something edible?

      “That’s not enough. Where is she?”

      “She’s well-guarded. You don’t have to worry.” The look on her face says otherwise, but I don’t know how to put her at ease. I don’t know anything about kids.

      “Yeah, mothers don’t work like that. I want proof. I want to see her.”

      This is something I don’t have experience in. None of the previous Delaneys had children. The thought of some man touching her, fucking impregnating her, infuriates me to the point everything in the room blurs.

      The vision dancing through my brain mocks me like a fucking dripping carcass dangling in front of a winter-starved wolf. I curl my fingers into fists, and it takes everything I’ve got to ease the red out of my sight. She’s my soul mate.

      “What’s the point of waking her in the middle of the night? We have things we need to discuss.” Her face hardens, the jawline tightening. This is just what I need—her contrariness at anything that hints of anyone telling her what to do. But I can’t risk her taking her kid and running. She thinks I don’t know what she’s thinking.

      She’s wrong.

      I’m not going to risk her destroying the world because she has a case of the motherhoods, but if I don’t let her do what she wants, I risk it all anyway. Rock, fucking, hard place.

      I quickly text Mark and the reply buzzes in seconds. I hand the phone to Delaney who takes it, careful not to touch me. Regret weaves through me. There was a time she’d have purposely brushed fingers just for the hit.

      Her eyes narrow as she glances at the photo. My own quick skim showed a dark-haired, mini version of her curled up in a bed, clutching a stuffed bear.

      “If you don’t take me to see her in the morning, I’ll find her on my own. I’ll call the police. I’ll scream for help. I’ll do everything in my power to get to her, and if you deny me this, you’ll quickly wish you didn’t.”

      The words are soft but determined, backed by the conviction I know she’s capable of. But does she? I’m not about to find out. Not if I can help it.

      I nod and she slumps back into the bed, relief clearly running through her.

      “Thank you. In the meantime, tell me everything else. I promise I’ll keep my heart rate down.”

      “Finish eating and I’ll tell you more. But not everything. I don’t think overloading you is going to help anything. Plus, you need time to rest.”

      Understatement of the year. Overloading her won’t help her. Or me.

      “Deal. Twice now you’ve mentioned the Guardianship. Want to tell me what that is?”

      She picks up the sandwich for another bite. What can I tell her? The Guardianship is a complex living, breathing entity that would take entirely too much time to delve into. Besides, what difference does it make? I’m not going to let them kill her. I swallow past the rage attempting to burn me again.

      “The Guardianship is exactly what it sounds like. It’s comprised of those of us tasked with guarding the world.”

      “Guarding the world? From what? And don’t tell me aliens. I don’t think I can handle that right now.”

      “From itself, actually. Humans have a way of trying to destroy their own existence.” I shrug. “I don’t know if aliens exist.”

      “Yet you say humans as if you aren’t one.” She grabs the orange juice like it’s a lifeline, taking deep gulps.

      Her throat moves with the labor of swallowing, and all I want to do is trail kisses down it. I respond without giving the words much thought on how it will affect her.

      “I’m not a human. I’m a Guardian. You’re a Guardian.”
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      What is he talking about? I nearly choke on the juice and the bread that now seems lodged in my throat.

      “Need me to pound you on the back?”

      His voice sounds concerned, but I shake my head and cough hard until the tickle goes away.

      “We’re not human?”

      “I mean, technically we are, but not like normal humans.”

      Yeah. This just cements that he’s not in touch with reality. It would’ve been easier if he had just taken the alien bait I gave him, but maybe he’s trying for plausible. I bite down for another, much smaller, mouthful and motion for him to continue.

      “We have abilities normal humans don’t.”

      I nearly snort but catch myself in time. “You said I committed an infraction and the Guardianship wanted to kill me. Did they take away my abilities?”

      “No. They aren’t capable of taking them away. That’s the subtlety to your gift, it’s not on all of the time. It’s when you tap into that part of your brain—that sense—that starts it. Then when you’re envisioning things, that’s when it occurs.”

      “How do you know so much?”

      “You know the Hunters called me a Protector.”

      “Yes. I’m guessing you protect people. This Guardianship isn’t creative when it comes to titles, is it?” I can’t help my snark. You’d think someone capable of creating this entire fabrication would create better names.

      “First of all, the Guardianship isn’t a company that hands out titles. It’s an entity that came into being thousands of years ago. And we Guardians are born with specific abilities and called after them.”

      I think about that statement. If I were to make things up, I’d do something similar. “That actually makes sense. Like a classification instead of a title.”

      “Precisely. But my job isn’t to protect people.” Drew pauses and peers intently, holding my gaze. “It’s to protect you.”

      Hold up. What?

      “Me? I’m confused. You said you’re born with abilities and that it’s just what people are. Why are you supposed to protect me, specifically? Wait. Why now? Where have you been?”

      “I’m not supposed to protect you, as you put it. I’m not assigned to you. It’s not a job like that.”

      He pauses and shoves his hand through his hair again and then trails it down his neck and grips the back of it.

      Trepidation curls in my gut, turning the bread sour. No matter what he says, I have to remember it’s not real. I take a few experimental breaths. My eyes remain locked on his.

      “You’ve heard of the term soul mates?” he asks quietly.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” My voice explodes, and the tempo of the beeping increases frenetically. Of all the things to say!

      “No. And unless you want a repeat of earlier, I suggest you calm down.”

      He points at the monitors, and I close my eyes, but taking deep breaths doesn’t seem to be working. Panicking is only helping the escalation.

      He thinks he’s my soul mate?

      Drew’s voice interrupts my thoughts. “Empty your mind. I know it’s hard, but just picture nothing, like a black space. Now, envision a small bright dot, like a light at the end of a tunnel. Can you see it?”

      I barely nod, not trusting myself to speak. I can’t let him touch me. As it is, I can barely focus when his voice seems to dip into me—saturate me. I picture a bright, small dot as if my life depends on it.

      “Okay. Now picture that light getting bigger, until it surrounds you. All you see is white. When it does, focus on your breathing. Listen to it. Hear the air come into your lungs and hear it come out.”

      At first, my breathing’s shaky. But as I concentrate on inhaling and exhaling, the sound steadies. The pattern becomes rhythmic and controlled. I open my eyes and glance at the monitor. My rates are back to normal if not lower than before.

      Neat trick.

      I slowly turn to him. “Explain.”

      “I’m not sure the explanation is one you want to hear right now.”

      He gets up from the chair he’s sitting in and begins pacing. Not necessarily heading for the door this time, just a simple symbol of
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