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A marked soul is hard to come by . . .

and even harder to escape.
In this thrilling sequel, Ever Van Ruysdael's race to beat the odds—and the clock—begins with the introduction of an integral part of her past. As secrets are revealed, and truths uncovered, she learns her imminent death is the least of her problems: Ariadne did more than just put an expiration date on her life; she marked Ever's soul by upping its value for greedy collectors looking to buy their freedom.
Condemned by the countdown on her life, and hunted by hired Seekers, Ever’s journey leads her to question everything she’s known and everyone she’s trusted, while growing closer to the one person from her past she was determined to avoid—and the one guy she never could—Toby James.
With her ex-boyfriend by her side, and the countdown clock rapidly ticking away, Ever tries thwarting fate’s plans. But as her nineteenth birthday approaches, and desperate Seekers follow her every move, she may be too late.
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Chapter One
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Barely eighteen years old, and I wouldn’t live to see nineteen. My dad’s death had changed me in ways I still hadn’t completely figured out, but more shocking than Dad’s early departure from my life was the fact that Frankie had been brought back from the dead because my ex-boyfriend’s career path was . . . well, it was something I still couldn’t quite comprehend: soul collecting.

I wondered absently if there was a course for that in college. Speaking of . . . my best girlfriend would head off to college soon. Without me.

I looked hopelessly toward my future—all nine months left of it.

Nine months. People always talk about what they’d do with their lives if they found out they only had x amount of time to live. Skydiving, swimming with sharks, visiting the Seven Wonders of the World . . . bucket list stuff. At only eighteen years old, and having never left Southern California, my bucket list was far too long to cram into my nine remaining months. I’d also need tons of money to travel to, like, the pyramids in Egypt or something, and money wasn’t a gift Ariadne bestowed upon me when she’d decided to put a fun little countdown on my soul. Would have been nice, though.

There was a countdown on my soul. No. Big. Deal.

I found myself wondering how many other people could say the same thing. How many other people Ariadne had graced with her presence over the years? How many other people had been sucked into the vicious world of dating Toby when his psycho ex wasn’t ready to let go?

I mean, I’m sure it was natural to wonder. Maybe there was a support group for the you-dated-Toby-James-now-it’s-time-to-die girls.

Maybe I should have started one.

But frankly, I was too busy soaking up every minute with Frankie, my mom, and Jessie. There were no distractions. No drama.

Except, of course, the countdown on my soul. Because yeah, there was that. Or the fact that my mom was shipping me off to a vacation in Mexico tomorrow, with Jessie but without Frankie. Because there was that as well. But we’d be back in seven days, and the vacation issue would be out of the way.

The countdown on my soul, however . . . not so much.

“Ever. Where’d you go?”

Frankie and I stood side by side in the kitchen, washing dishes. So mundane and so normal, like we’d done plenty of times since Ariadne brought him back. I looked over at him and smiled. Then, as I always did, mostly subconsciously, I reached out to touch him. When my skin connected with his, my smile grew. He’s real. Three months later, and I still had trouble believing it. My best friend, now boyfriend, was alive again.

He looked different, of course; we had no choice in that. His dark brown hair was dyed almost blond now, like sandy brown hair that had been sun-kissed, and cropped short—his pompadour a distant memory. He wore contacts instead of his trademark retro-style glasses, which was kind of a bummer since those glasses had been so him for as long as I could remember. We’d had to take certain precautions so people wouldn’t realize he was the same Franklyn Davis who had died two years earlier. We were also really lucky in the fact that Frankie would have graduated the year he died, so most of his old friends were scattered across the states at various colleges and what not by now, and we had yet to run into anyone who’d known us before the accident—mostly because we skipped local parties and never hung out at the places he’d loved when he’d been alive . . . the first time around. Some things were just too risky, even with his altered looks.

The seclusion wasn’t too bad—I’d always stayed inside with him before, why should it bother me now?

Placing a dish back in the sink, Frankie looked down at my hand on his forearm. He turned, resting his soap-covered hands on either side of my face. He smiled his knowing smile and shook his head from side to side.

“I’m still here, Doll.” He kissed me, and I tried to ignore that sinking feeling I’d had lately.

That distant look was in his eyes again, I was sure of it. He was pulling away from me.

He returned to washing the dishes, and I dried each one as he handed it to me. This was pretty much what it looked like for us lately. Doing dishes, splitting up household chores, cooking, laundry . . . I imagined we resembled a couple of old married people.

Water hit my face, snapping me out of my thoughts.

“Hey! What was that for?”

“Pay attention—the dishes are stacking up.” He splashed me again, then the smile faded from his face. “This vacation is supposed to be fun for you, Ever. Stop looking like your mom is sending you to the gallows. Are you even just a little bit excited?”

I knew he was right, but I was having a hard time leaving or even getting excited. What if something happened to Frankie while I was gone? What if Ariadne showed up and changed her mind, taking him instead of me? 

What if Frankie really was pulling away from me?

“Ever, look at me. I know what you’re thinking. But you have to stop. Worrying about me is silly. I’m still here, see?”

I looked up into his eyes and really, really missed his glasses. He grabbed my chin, using his thumb to pull my bottom lip out of my teeth. He held my gaze, his caramel-flaked brown eyes mesmerizing me as usual. Then he started to smile.

“Don’t worry. You’ll be back in seven days.”

He pulled my face to his, our mouths connecting in another kiss. God, I love kissing him. When we kissed, I could block out the world. My soul, its future, my worries . . . all faded away.

His hands moved down to my waist and he pulled me tightly to him. Turning us slowly, he pushed me backwards until my lower back was pressed against the edge of the counter. He ran his hands down my back, then gripped my butt and he lifted me up onto the wet counter. I squealed as the soapy water soaked through my jeans, but Frankie continued to kiss me. I had so much to do to get ready for my trip, but I was going to revel in these moments with Frankie. I wrapped my legs around him and held on tight.

“Have you started packing yet?” Frankie breathed between kisses.

Oh, I don’t want to think about packing! I felt like pouting again. With a groan, I pulled back from him. His eyes were dark, and his pale lips were flush with color. Mmm. He licked them absently, and I was tempted to kiss him again. Screw packing and screw my vacation.

“No,” I grumbled. “And I still have to make dinner.”

Frankie leaned in and kissed me once more, then helped me down off the counter. He finished washing and drying the dishes while I gathered all the stuff I’d need for the meal prep. I was making my mom’s favorite meal, since I’d miss her birthday while I was gone. Another reason I wasn’t thrilled about this vacation. But Sharon’s timeshare was for this week, and this week only, and she’d lose the week if we didn’t go, and Mom really wanted us to go, and blah blah blah. So going we were.

And by golly, I was going to like it.

I knew how to make the casserole by memory—Mom made it for me my entire life. The pie recipe on the other hand, I’d definitely need to read.

Frankie dried off his hands and grabbed the keys off the counter, catching my attention as he reached up to push his phantom glasses up his nose. Something about the gesture always made me stop and stare at him. His old habit reminded me of the old him, before we’d had to change his appearance. I missed that Frankie.

“All right, Doll, it’s almost five. You get started on the food, and I’ll run to the cleaners to pick up your stuff before they close.”

“Oh shoot! The dry cleaning!”

Frankie laughed, and I shook my head. I was so forgetful, and he was so on top of everything all the time.

After a too-quick kiss goodbye, he left, and I set to work, a mixture of feelings coursing through me. I was happier than I’d ever been, yes, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that as perfect and happy as I felt, Frankie wasn’t in the same place. He’d never said anything to make me think that, but I’d occasionally see these looks pass over his face, and they were forlorn, melancholy . . . distant. I didn’t know what to do for him, or how to fix it.

Something was just . . . off.

Then there was that other thing, and God knows something had to be done about the countdown on my soul. As it was now, I’d already lost eighty-nine days of the rest of my life. The clock was ticking.

By the time Frankie returned, dry cleaning in one hand and fresh flowers in the other, I’d gotten the casserole and the pie in the oven—I think I can cook them at the same time—and I was only slightly covered in flour. Making pie crust was a lot messier than I’d imagined. Frankie took one look at me and laughter rushed from his lips. He actually bent over from laughing so hard, dropping the plastic-covered clothing on the ground in the process.

How ridiculous.

Annoyed by Frankie’s laughter, but also totally curious, I pushed past him and made my way to the mirror in the living room, surprised to see the massive coating of flour on my face.

And there I was thinking I was only slightly covered in flour.

“How long does it have to be in the oven?” Frankie asked between chuckles. His voice startled me, suddenly behind me in the living room. He leaned against the doorjamb, all long and trim. I rolled my eyes at him—dramatically, and very much on purpose—he was being absurd. It was just flour, for Pete’s sake.

I thought back to his question and remembered the timer on the stove, and what it said the last time I’d glanced at it.

“About thirty-five minutes left, I guess.”

He stopped laughing, pursed his lips, and looked off to the side as if pondering something.

A wickedly sexy grin pulled at his mouth. “Yup,” he nodded. “That should do it!”

He sprinted over to me from the doorway of the kitchen, and before I could even react to what he was doing, he’d flung me over his shoulder and I was flailing like a crazy person in his arms. He didn’t put me down until we were in my room, and only when he tossed me onto the bed did I realize what he was thinking.

Oh!

He stood over me, looking down with that lopsided grin of his, and wiggled his eyebrows—the wicked sexy quickly being replaced with goofy and loveable—but only for a second. The sly smile crept back onto his face as he assessed me on the bed. I loved both sides of him equally, but this sexy side accelerated my pulse.

“You look pretty hot covered in flour. Like a sexy Betty Crocker or something.”

I busted up laughing, shaking my head at him again as he climbed onto the bed with me. In a moment, his lips were on mine, the connection heating my blood as our mouths moved together in that perfect way they did—so naturally.

He pulled back for a second, his expression heated, but serious. My heart skipped a beat, and I searched for that distant, melancholy look in his brown eyes. It wasn’t there. Maybe it never had been.

“You know something, Doll?”—he paused, but I could tell he wasn’t actually waiting for a response—“I can’t imagine life without you. I don’t think I’d want to live in that kind of world,” he whispered, his lips barely resting against mine. “No matter what happens between us.”

‘No matter what happens between us?’  What the hell was that supposed to mean? Did he mean no matter what, like, if we broke up? He’d still want to be friends?

Or was I just being insecure?

Before he said anything else, or I could even voice my concerns, he slid his hand behind my neck and pulled me to him again, crushing me in a hard kiss. A kiss that assured me I was being ridiculous. I pushed my fears and insecurities aside and focused on Frankie.

Everything else faded away. I didn’t worry about Ariadne, or her countdown on my soul. I didn’t worry about my vacation tomorrow, or the list of chores I still had to do in preparation. I didn’t worry about my mom, or the fact that she’d be back any minute and if she caught us in here she’d end me way before Ariadne could.

I didn’t even worry about my fears surrounding Frankie’s feelings, the weird emptiness I sometimes felt between us, or that occasional doubt I’d experienced lately when I caught that unexplainable sadness in his eyes.

I pushed all of that aside because all of it could wait. I could only think of one thing. Frankie. My Frankie. In my arms.

And I didn’t even worry about the fact that later tonight, after I’d packed my suitcase and laid out my travel outfit, said goodnight to Mom, and kissed Frankie before he headed off to his room across the hall, I would drift off to sleep with foreboding in my stomach.

Because it wouldn’t be Frankie in my dreams.

It never was.
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“Oh my God, Ever, seriously. Snap out of it!”

“Sorry, Jess.”

I’d apologized at least five times since we set out for this trip. I watched her shuffle the deck of cards and deal them out between us on her pull-down tray. I leaned my forehead against the window and looked down at the wide expanse of nothing but the top side of clouds. We’d be in Cabo San Lucas in just over three hours. A trip that had been gifted to us, thanks to my mom’s best friend Sharon and her unused timeshare week, and a bit of my dad’s life insurance money for airfare and spending. Seven long, all-inclusive days in Cabo. I could do it. I’d put on a happy face for our vacation, and I’d try to enjoy myself. After all, a seven-day vacation in Mexico with my best friend should be something to cross off my bucket list.

But I couldn’t help counting down the days. I’d been counting down since the words first left Ariadne’s perfect mouth. ‘You have one year, Ever. I will come collect your soul in place of Frankie's when you turn nineteen.’ One year. Which really wasn’t fair since it had already been at least a week since my birthday when she’d said it. She should have said, ‘You have fifty-one weeks.’ But whatever. That was just a silly technicality, and now I was down to two-hundred seventy-eight days anyway.

“Ev?”

I still couldn’t believe any of it was real. But I’d seen it for myself. Frankie was alive again. Toby, Greg, and Ariadne were soul collectors. My soul was—

“Ever! Hello? It’s your turn!” Jessie’s annoyance was loud and clear. The man in the seat next to her leaned forward a bit and glared at me.

“Sorry, Jess. Can we just skip this game? I’m pretty tired.”

Jessie’s face took on ‘the look’—the expression she wore all the time now, it seemed. Annoyance. Exasperation. Maybe a little anger added in there for good measure. Though it drove me up the wall, I can’t say I blamed her. I couldn’t be much fun to be around these days, especially now that I was headed south to Mexico, and Frankie was stuck at home in Orange.

Arriba.

“Fine. Whatever. Sleep if you must. But this is it. Once we land, there will be no time for sleeping, and that pouty face better stay on the plane when we get off.”

I rolled my sweatshirt into a makeshift pillow, then closed my window and rested my head uncomfortably on my faux-cushion, doubting that I’d be able to sleep. Eventually sleep found me, however restless it was. I kept waking up because my mouth fell open, or because the kid behind me kicked my seat. At one point, he even pulled my hair when he grabbed the top of the seat to yank himself up. That was a pleasant experience.

But worse than the punk kid behind me, or the growing drool stain on my hoodie, were my chaotic dreams.

Toby still haunted them. Though not in a bloody, fear-inducing way. He was always there when I closed my eyes: smirking at me that sexy way he did, or brushing my hair out of my face before bringing his lips to mine.

And those were just the PG-rated dreams.

Ugh. Wasn’t I supposed to be over that guy? I mean, seriously. Why did my subconscious mind obsess over him so much, all these months later?

I dozed off again, pondering why I was kissing Frankie during the day and subconsciously cheating on him with Toby during the night, which probably didn’t help to keep the latter from sneaking into my dreams.

The plane’s rocky landing startled me awake. Toby’s fingertips had just brushed across my mouth, and his lips had been about to connect with mine. Dammit! These dreams had to stop.

I grumbled under my breath as the plane jerked around. I loved flying, but the landing terrified me every time. This time was not very smooth, so my heartbeat took its sweet time slowing down to a normal rate again. That could have been due to the pervy dream as well, though I tried not to overanalyze that.

Of course, had the landing not awoken me, the excited squeals from Jessie would have done the trick just fine. I wished her excitement was transmittable, but the guy next to her didn’t seem to be catching any of it, so I was probably out of luck on her happiness becoming a contagion. I plastered a smile to my face anyway, and tried to fake it. For her sake, at least.

“Oh my God, I'm so excited! Nothing but margaritas, beaches, and boys for the next seven days!”

Seven days. I’d already done the math, of course. When we got back home, I’d only have two-hundred seventy-one days of life remaining.

Jess and I followed the other passengers off the airplane single file, and were greeted with intense heat when we exited. The sun was high in the sky and shining brightly. I tilted my head up, closing my eyes, and let the sun’s rays warm my skin. I sighed. I could do this. I already felt better.

The woman behind me cleared her throat.

I’d held up the line soaking in the sun, and Jessie was already halfway across the tarmac. Her blonde bob bounced with each step she took. She turned back and waved her hands around in exasperation.

I looked to the lady behind me and smiled. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s okay, sweetie. The sun sure feels great, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah. It definitely does.”

“You better catch up to your friend there, hon; she looks about ready to explode from excitement.”

I nodded, my own wide smile matching hers, and turned back to the stairway. I hurried down the stairs and caught up with my travel partner. Jessie’s grin could only be classified as huge. Her tiny pink dress did little to cover her up, and I watched as every airport worker, along with just about every male traveler—and even a few of the women—watched Jessie bounce her way into the building.

The boys of Mexico better watch out; I was about to unleash a hot pink tornado on them.

Turned out everyone else’s excitement was infectious after all. I actually felt good. Well, maybe not good exactly, but definitely better. Jessie was beyond happy, the travelers around us were practically buzzing with excitement, and I was about to spend seven days in a Mexican paradise with the girlfriend I loved most in the world. I could do this.

Jessie grabbed my hand and pulled me forward. I was apparently going too slow for her liking, even though I was right behind her.

“Where are the people with the leis?”

“I think that’s only in Hawaii, Jess.”

“So? They should do it here, too. Except, like, greet us with a sombrero and a margarita instead of a lei.” She paused by a particularly cute airport worker and said, “Hola,” in the sexiest voice she could muster.

I swear the guy drooled.

I stifled a laugh and shook my head.

“Come on, harlot.” I pulled Jessie along, trying to avoid being the cause of any traffic jams or workers getting fired for spacing out on the job.

“Flirting, Ever, just harmless flirting. That hardly makes me a harlot.”

“No, what you plan on doing with the guys you meet later makes you a harlot.”

“I’m offended, Ever Van Ruysdael.”

“No. You’re not.”

Jessie squealed. “I know! I’m not at all! Know why?”

I humored her. “Why?”

“Because we’re in Meh-hee-co, you old bore! Ai ai ai ai!”

This time it was me who pulled Jessie forward, as we continued to follow the wave of tourists through the airport.

Going through Customs turned out to be a hellish experience, and I really hoped it wouldn’t be the same way on our way back into the United States. We retrieved our bags from the conveyor belt in baggage claim, then made our way outside in search of our hotel’s van service.

Luckily, the drive to the resort didn’t take too long, and the driver had cold Coronas and chips and salsa in the van waiting for us. Talk about service.

Jessie had no qualms about drinking—which had been obvious by the amount of margarita references she’d made leading up to the trip—and when her lips hit that bottle of beer, I wondered if she’d finish the whole thing in one swig. Who was this girl? I’d never been a big drinker, and even though I was legally old enough in Mexico, it still felt weird. But I took a few sips of beer to counteract the heat from the salsa. No harm in that.

Our timeshare hotel was even better than the pictures in the pamphlets the travel agent showed us. After checking in, we made our way to the room to drop off our bags and freshen up, but Jessie was in a huge hurry to get to the pool bar, so she reminded me numerous times that there would be no resting.

Our suite had two rooms near the entry, then a bathroom, and a kitchen/living area beyond that. A large sliding glass door shed bright sunlight into the living area. I picked the room on the left and threw my stuff down on a small blue chair in the corner. My balcony looked out to the ocean, and the crystal blue water was hypnotic. I sat down on the bed, stretching out my legs, and noting with relief how soft the mattress was. Maybe I’d actually get a good night's sleep.

“Oh my God! Can you believe this hotel suite? It’s like a condominium!” Jessie’s voice was far away, and I wondered how big the suite actually was. Guess I’d have to eventually venture past my room to check it out.

The walls of the bedroom were a bright, happy shade of yellow, and I have to admit, the cheery decor made me feel even less grumpy. I’d be enjoying myself in no time. Especially if Jessie had anything to do with it. My eyes were closed, but I didn’t need to see her to sense her impatience. I could hear her wedge-heeled foot tapping away in the doorway to my room.

“Oh no you don’t. I warned you on the plane. No rest for the wicked, remember? We’ll sleep when we’re dead.”

I opened one eye and looked at her. Dead for her meant something completely different than it did for me. After all, as far as we knew, I’d be dead in less than a year. Two-hundred seventy-eight days, to be exact.

“Oh. I mean . . . um . . . .”

“It’s fine, Jess. Relax.”

“Sorry, Ev. I wasn’t thinking. But seriously, get up! We’re on vacation! Viva la Meh-hee-co!”

I laughed as she did a weird salsa-samba-sashay dance move thing over to the bed and tried to drag me off it.

“Fine! I’m coming, I’m coming! Just promise me you’ll never do that move again.”

“What, this?”

She shook her boobs in my face then spun around, making her little pink sundress expose the bottom half of her butt cheeks. I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Jess, seriously, is that even a dress?”

“It’s a tunic.” She responded matter-of-factly, as if that was a logical answer.

“A tunic, huh? Well, I’m pretty sure that means it’s a shirt. You know, the kind you wear with pants? Or shorts? Or even a skirt?”

“I have pants on.”

“I don’t think underpants count, Jess.”

“I’m on vacation. I’m single. I’m an adult . . . and I’m about to put my bikini on under this anyway.” She shrugged, and I knew arguing with her was a lost cause. She fiddled with her cropped blonde hair in the mirror and turned back around to face me. “Speaking of pants . . . you’re changing, right? I mean, we are at the beach, you know.”

Leaving me to change out of my hoodie and jeans, Jessie ran out of the room, only to return seconds later with a determined look in her eyes and a yellow shopping bag in her hands. Uh oh. I knew that look. And that bag.

“I have something for you!” Jessie practically squealed in delight. “You were too sadpants to go shopping for the trip, so your mom and I did a little secret shopping of our own! Open it!”

Somewhat reluctantly but with a hint of curiosity, I took the plastic Forever 21 bag as she thrust it toward me. Noting the expectant look on her face, I couldn’t help but be excited. And slightly embarrassed—she’d been out with my mom, shopping for me and planning this awesome trip for the two of us, and I’d been nothing but gloomy and distant or focused only on Frankie. I felt like a total jerk.

I pulled out three brand new sundresses of varying lengths, all of them black or at least black as the main color, a new fringe bikini, also in black, of course, because clearly my mom and Jessie knew what I liked. The last item I pulled out of the bag was a pair of tight cigarette-pant style, black capris. I couldn’t help the smile that pulled at my face.

“You like?” Jessie asked me, though she didn’t need to hear my response to know I liked the new clothes. I could imagine the quickly-forming tears in my eyes were proof enough. “Strip out of your pity-party outfit and throw on a bikini and sundress. This is no place for jeans, Ever Van Ruysdael, and you need some color on those pale legs!”

I can’t say I disagreed. It was way too hot for jeans, and I had lost all of my tan. Every bit of color I’d had this summer faded away while I holed myself up in the house with Frankie the last few months.

Jessie left me alone, so I threw on the new bikini, happily noting that the fringe actually helped minimize my chest instead of adding bulk to it. I topped it with a black sundress that had varying sized white, lavender and teal stars all over it. The dress was super low cut and way too short, but next to Jessie’s tiny pink shirt, my dress looked like a muumuu. I grabbed my wallet, and left the bedroom, finding Jessie bouncing in place by the door of the suite.

As we made our way through the expansive hotel, we passed the media center and I paused.

“Oh, Ever. You just saw Frankie this morning. Let’s go have some fun! We’ll check our emails a little bit later, okay?”

She wasn’t asking, which was obvious by the way she pushed me forward. I nodded. She was right. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours since I’d seen him. Heck, it hadn’t even been six hours. I could call him later tonight from the media center. I had a prepaid calling card and everything.

This trip was for Jessie and me—one last hurrah before she headed off to college without me. I should be focused on her . . . but I couldn’t shake this funny feeling. I just had this weird knot in the pit of my stomach that wouldn’t go away.

I’d seen the distance in his eyes again this morning when he drove Jess and me to the airport; I was sure of it. I mean, sure, he made small talk and listened to Jessie ramble on incessantly about her plans for us for the week, tossing an occasional smile my way, and laughing at all the right times . . . but every time he didn’t think I watched him, I caught the distance in his eyes.

Like he was somewhere else. Somewhere away from me.

Or wanted to be.

The pit in my stomach grew even more as I thought about it now. I debated telling Jessie my suspicions, but as she linked her arm through mine and pulled me out to the pool area, I realized it wouldn’t be fair to bring her down. I also didn’t want to tell her for fear that voicing my concerns would make them real.

Totally logical assumption.

Plus, if I were to tell her that I felt a small reaction to that look in his eyes, a feeling that told me something was missing between us . . . well. What would she think of me then? What kind of girl waits for a guy for so long—practically my entire life—then takes him for granted when he’s finally hers?

No. I didn’t want to talk about this with Jessie just yet.

The hotel was packed. Mid-Autumn in Cabo was definitely not the down time of the year. Bikinis and muscles were everywhere, and I briefly wondered why the pool even had a Shamu water slide because there were maybe four little kids in the pool area. As we made our way past the multiple pool decks, my enthusiasm grew. 

“Welcome to Villa Del Palmar. What can I get for you lovely ladies?”

Jessie giggled as the bartender’s eyes slowly grazed over her. When he moved on to me, they widened for the slightest second as he took in my over-exposed chest. I felt like kicking Jessie for picking out this skimpy sundress, and then kicking the bartender.

Jessie pulled out a chair and sat down, leaning forward on the bar and turning on the Jessie charm, leaving me standing behind her like an idiot. Clearly, I was the only one who wasn’t completely intoxicated by the bartender’s accent, or his dark skin and exaggerated charisma. I shook my head and sat down on a barstool.

Jessie finally ordered her margarita. Hopefully that would be the last I’d have to hear about how badly she wanted one. I ordered a virgin strawberry daiquiri, and you’d think I’d ordered a side of deep fried alien toes for the crazy looks everyone directed at me. Even some random stranger sitting on the other side of Jessie. Sheesh.

“Fine. Make it a regular daiquiri. But go easy on the liquor.”

“Si, Bonita, your wish is my command.”

Yeah right. That drink arrived with more alcohol than was humanly safe. The first sip made my entire body shudder. I ate the cherry, spooned the whipped cream into my mouth, and played with the straw. There was no way I could drink the dangerous concoction. The stranger to the right of Jessie passed me a beer out of his bucket, and I took it, thanking him for the gesture—and the save. At least I knew the alcohol content of one beer wouldn’t kill me. That daiquiri, however, I wasn’t so sure about.

I’d almost finished the beer when I realized I’d been off in my own world again. Jessie was chatting with the guy next to her, who in my opinion was far too old to be talking to Jessie, but whatever. He had saved me from drinking that poison slush earlier, after all.

“Senoritas, tonight is local night at my favorite bar in town. For locals and guests. I would love the accompaniment of two beautiful girls such as yourselves.”

Ha! Yeah, I bet.

Accompaniment . . . was that even a word? There was no way we were falling for that nonsense. This bartender was a regular Don Juan Demarco. I wondered if he really spoke that way, or if he played up his accent for the tourists. His nametag said “El Paso, TX” underneath his name. Which was Juan. He really was a Don Juan. And not even from Mexico. The nerve.

I think I may have even scoffed aloud because I received a swift elbow to the ribs from my best friend.

“Oooh, local night! With locals! That sounds fantastic, doesn’t it?”

My jaw may have hit the floor. Here we were in this foreign country, and Jessie was just going to wander off to some bar with a total stranger. Shocked would be putting it mildly.

“Jess,” I whispered. “I thought our plan was to stick close to the resort.”

“Live a little,” she growled under her breath. Then she turned back to the bartender and beamed. “Of course, Juan! We’d love to go, right Ev?”

Expectant turquoise eyes turned back towards me, and I knew I was supposed to say something.

“Right, Ever?”

“Yeah, sorry,” I answered, as I shook my head in an attempt to clear my thoughts. I leaned in towards Jess to whisper. “Jess, seriously. Are you sure we should go? Is it even safe?”

“Si, senoritas, I promise you will be safe.”

“Said the wolf to Little Red Riding Hood,” I mumbled.

“Ever!”

Whoops. Jessie heard me. Didn’t know if the bartender had or not. Didn’t really care either. I was too busy flinching from the second elbow I’d just received to my rib cage.

“Fine, fine. Geez, Jess. We’ll go.”

Whether I was convincing or not didn’t seem to make a difference. Jessie tried to pay for our round of drinks, batted her thick lashes when Don Juan Demarco shook his head ‘no,’ then hurried off to the restroom, leaving me alone at the bar.

“Your friend is a very beautiful woman.”

I snapped my head back around and glared at him. “Easy there, Don Juan.”

He laughed as if I was being funny, then turned around to clock out and exchange cash register tills with the new bartender on duty.

“I will see you ladies here in two hours, yes?”

“Sure. Whatever.”

Ugh. What had I agreed to?

A date with the hungry wolf, that’s what.
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Chapter Three
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Later that night, I realized that walking down the beach at sunset, in Cabo San Lucas, hand in hand with my very best friend in the world, was exactly what I’d needed, regardless of whom we were with, or where we were going. Jessie’s joy was infectious, and having not stopped with just the one drink, we were both a little tipsy. Well, I was a little tipsy. Jessie had guzzled down that easy-on-the-alcohol-yeah-right strawberry daiquiri I’d ordered earlier.

We were also not alone with our charlatan bartender, as the other guy from the bar had joined us. I was creeped out at first, thinking we’d been set up on some creepy double date, but then his wife and a few of their friends came along as well, so it was more of a group thing and less of a creepy-old-guys-hitting-on-teen-girls thing. They were on vacation from somewhere in the Midwest, and once I discovered their ages, I realized he wasn’t nearly as old as I’d originally thought. Oh well. I’d been grumpy earlier, and he never had to know that I’d pegged him for mid-forties when he was early-thirties.

Whoops. My bad.

I wanted to believe that with the added people came added protection—safety in numbers and all that—and my worries were disappearing by the second.

Don Juan was leading all of us to a place called Skid Row, which I thought sounded kind of scary until I got there and read the sign: El Squid Roe. Squid eggs? Isn’t that what roe is? Well, that made absolutely no sense, but at least it wasn’t as scary as Skid Row. All I could think of with that name was serial killers and inmates, so naming a bar after baby sea creatures was far less scary than that.

Or so I’d thought. Because one hour into the evening, and Jessie was dancing on tables, which actually was pretty scary. Luckily, her skirt was long and flowy, and covered just about everything that her tunic hadn’t covered earlier. It was see-through, yes, but at least her cheeks weren’t hanging out, because she was coming toward me doing that shimmy-shake-sashay thing she’d promised to never do again.

Liar.

“Dance with me!” She tipped her head, indicating a stage behind her and smiling wildly.

“Oh no, Jess. Uh-uh. I’m not getting up there.”

Ignoring me completely, she pulled me through the crowd and climbed up to a makeshift go-go booth. Well, it was really just a large plywood box painted bright yellow, but Jessie started dancing around on top of it, and it seemed like it could hold her. Could it hold both of us? I highly doubted it and wasn’t about to find out. Sweating like a banshee, and suddenly dying of thirst, I motioned toward the bar.

“Good idea! I’m parched!” Jessie winked and gestured for me to get her a drink—at least I think that’s what she intended—then turned back to dance for the crowd of people that had been surrounding her all night. Even in Mexico people gravitated toward her like moths to bright lights.

On my way to the bar, I spotted the bathroom sign and decided on a quick detour. Geez, beer goes through you fast. Of course, there was a line, so I took my place and leaned up against the wall which—eew—was apparently as sweaty as I was. Didn’t know walls could perspire, but there it was. Sweating. Gross.

I scanned the patrons waiting in front of me, people watching out of boredom, when the line of men parted like the Red Sea, catching my attention as they allowed the woman to pass by easily—without suffering any groping, which at this place was a shock in itself. She was just about hidden from my line of vision when I focused in on her long black hair, hanging down over a pale shoulder exposed by the nearly backless strapless dress she wore . . . .

Someone stepped into my line of vision, blocking the darkly painted hallway just as the woman stepped out the back door and disappeared from my view. My stomach churned, and my need for the bathroom was momentarily forgotten.

It couldn’t be . . . .

I pushed through the crowd, irritation and curiosity stirring inside of me. But mostly irritation. What the hell was Ariadne doing in Cabo?

I reached the back door and pushed it open, propelling myself outside. Either the door had been way lighter than it looked, or the alcohol made me clumsy, because I plummeted through the doorway and landed on my hands and knees in the dirt. I caught myself just before face-planting, and right in time to hear the door click closed behind me. I jumped up and pulled on the handle. Locked.

Of course, it was locked.

Shit!

I turned around, looking in all directions for Ariadne—or whomever I’d just followed outside. I was beginning to wonder if I’d momentarily lost my mind. I was alone. In an alleyway behind a bar. In Mexico, of all places! What had I been thinking? I realized how foolish I’d been to think I’d seen Ariadne. I could have sworn it was her, but now that I was standing out here in the fresh air, I realized how crazy it was. Ariadne? In Mexico? At the same exact time as us? How likely was that?

Not very.

It must have been the alcohol. I’d need to go back to being anti-drinking because this was just stupid.

I pulled on the door again, hoping luck was on my side. Nothing. I knocked as hard as I could and waited. Nothing.

Damn. No one could hear me over the pulsating music coming from inside. Now I had to walk all the way around to the front of the bar. I placed a hand on the wall to steady myself, then began following the back of the building.

My skin prickled, and every hair on my body stood on end as a cold breeze skittered up my spine. I froze as my blood chilled and my pulse sped, the sensation of being touched by nonexistent, icy fingers disquieting. My breath swooshed in and out in loud, heavy gasps.

I gathered my nerve and whipped around to face the empty alleyway. Still alone. No icy fingers waited to tickle my back again.

What is wrong with me? I’d wandered away from Jessie and the safety of the group of people we kind of knew, and for what? I was going to die back here!

I wasn’t one for panic attacks, especially unprovoked. I was freaking out for no reason. I tried to take a deep breath, but my lungs were tight. I tried again. I inhaled a little more air this time. I closed my eyes and leaned against the wall of the building. I waited a few long seconds until my breathing was almost back to normal. I still had goose bumps all over, which was an odd sight against the glistening layer of sweat coating my skin. What’s wrong with me?

I straightened up, then took a few steps, but my ankle twisted slightly when I stepped in a small crevice in the hard dirt—just enough to throw me off balance. I reached out for the wall, but missed, and plummeted to the ground, catching myself with my palm out, and damn lucky I didn’t snap my wrist backward when I landed. 

“Ooomph,” I exclaimed as I hit the ground, my legs a jumbled pretzel beneath me. Damn wedges. How does Jessie walk in these all the time?

My vision swam, and my head spun. It must be the alcohol. Yeah, that was it. I’d had at least four beers at the pool bar earlier, and a shot of something peach in color when we’d gotten to the bar, and . . . shoot. Another two beers after that? I think? Maybe more. Then there was the half a beer in the car from the airport, and . . . damn. I’d never had that much to drink before. I’d never even come close.

Okay, okay, see? You’re fine. Just walk back in and find Jess. It was time to go back to the hotel. I’d had too much to drink, Jessie was dancing on tables, and I’d gotten myself locked in an alleyway.

An alleyway in Mexico, you idiot! Who does that? I started to panic again and had to take a few more deep breaths.

So, I was alone in an alleyway in Mexico. It wasn’t like I didn’t know how to get back to the bar. I just had to follow the structure around and I’d get to the front of the building. I looked up, noticing for the first time the purple wall I leaned against. How pretty, I thought absently—

My stomach rolled over, flooding my mouth with fluid. Oh shit.

I bent over just in time to miss vomiting all over myself. Though Jessie’s black platforms weren’t quite as lucky. When I was done expelling every. single. thing. I’d ingested today, I leaned back against the wall a few feet from the puke and slid down to sit on the dirt. I pulled my knees up to my chest and was relieved that I was wearing my new black capris so I wouldn’t be flashing my undies at any people. People? Look around you! You’re completely alone in an abandoned alleyway, genius! In Mexico! Get up!

Tilting my head back, I searched the wall above me for something to pull myself up with, but the wall was flat . . . and then everything tilted sideways. I slammed my hands to the ground on either side of me, flattening my palms to the ground and bracing myself. Make it stop. I focused on the wall on the other side of the alley, but looking that far away made my eyes cross, churning my stomach over once more. I lay down on my side, curling into a ball, and pressing my cheek into the cold dirt. I just needed to feel the coolness of the earth on my skin. I closed my eyes, but that sent me spinning once more.

I rolled over, facing the wall of
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