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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Elena’s hands shook as she burst through the front door and scanned the apartment for her roommate. “Reese!”

      No answer.

      Reese must still be on campus.

      Elena raced into the kitchen and slammed open cupboard doors until she found what she was looking for. She grabbed a metal pot, filled it with water, and placed it on the tile counter across from the fridge—clear away from any potential heat source, like the stove.

      It was ridiculous to stare at a pot of water, but to run a true test she needed to repeat what she’d done in class forty-five minutes ago.

      A few seconds passed, and then she felt it. The tingling beneath her skin erupted like before, which wasn’t reassuring, though she supposed it was good for experimental purposes. She thought about how water molecules reacted when heated, just as she’d thought about the solution’s properties in class. By instinct—the way she’d done with the class chemicals—she ran her hand over the pot.

      The water boiled. With nothing to warm it.

      Elena flinched as steam billowed up. Not again. What the hell? She eased back until she bumped into the fridge, her pulse racing. What was happening?

      After a second, she grabbed the handle and tossed the pot into the stainless steel sink before it scorched the tile. Or did something else it wasn’t supposed to do.

      Leaning forward, she carefully held the back of her hand over the place where the pot had been and sensed the warmth there. She curled her palms around the edge of the counter and gripped hard.

      “It’s okay.” She sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Everything is going to be okay.”

      She’d gone straight home to collect her thoughts after her solution had boiled over in class without heat, but she couldn’t run an experiment in her kitchen. Something wonky must have gone on with the chemicals in class. Maybe a leftover residue had been stuck to the bottom of the beaker. That didn’t explain the water boiling just now, but there had to be a logical reason.

      Hurrying into her bedroom, Elena grabbed her laptop. She needed to return to ground zero where the liquid anomalies had begun—in a campus lab. There she could access the right equipment for measuring and calculating every step, every nuance, to determine what was making the liquids boil.

      Reese took that moment to storm into Elena’s bedroom, and Elena jumped, startled.

      Oblivious, Reese plopped onto the bed. “Guess what?”

      Elena returned her attention to the laptop, her shoulders still tense. “Where’d you come from?” She scrolled through the online campus map for an open lab.

      But it was no use. All of the labs were closed, except during class hours. She sank her head onto the desk. How the hell was she going to experiment if she couldn’t get inside a lab? Her next class was a week from now, and what if the chemicals did something weird again? She’d managed to hide it from her classmates today. The chances of that a second time were slim.

      “I just got home,” Reese said, “but listen to this.” The bed squeaked as though Reese had shifted closer. “You’re going to have to cook me meals for the rest of the school year after what I scored for us.”

      Reese’s words cut through the fog of Elena’s distress. She glanced over incredulously. “How is me cooking for you everyday any different from what I do now?”

      Reese’s expression was pure innocence. “You know I’m not domestic.”

      “And I am?”

      The off-campus dorm they lived in offered meal plans on campus, but that required a two-block trek she and Reese rarely managed without strong motivation.

      “At least your aunt taught you how to cook,” Reese said. “My mom paid people to do that stuff. How was I supposed to learn?”

      Reese had grown up a rich kid in Los Angeles with chefs and cleaning people—Elena wasn’t exactly sure about the extent of their domestic help. Despite the obvious differences in their backgrounds, Elena got lucky in the roommate lottery. Reese had become one of her closest friends in the two months since they’d started their freshman year at Dawson University.

      “Fine, you made your point.” Elena might joke about Reese not lifting a finger in the kitchen, but she secretly didn’t mind cooking. Much like creating solutions in her chemistry labs, fussing around with food and experimenting with spices calmed her. Only today’s lab hadn’t calmed her. It had turned her into a frazzled mess. “I’m kind of busy, Reese. What’s up?”

      Reese stared at her shiny, cobalt-painted nails. “Oh, nothing. Just that you might want to toss in laundry duty along with meal prep after what I’ve arranged.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up.” Elena quit the online map and rifled through her backpack for the piece of paper she’d scribbled her professor’s email address on. She hated going to one of the professors, but who else could get her inside a chemistry lab? “I’m in a rush, Reese. Tell me what it is already.”

      Her roommate rose quickly from the bed, excitement pouring off her as she paced the room. “Let’s just say if everything works out, we won’t have any problem getting into bars.”

      “Bars? You’re thinking about…” Elena shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I have no interest in going to bars. And anyway, we’re underage. There’s no way the bouncers would let us in.”

      “They will if we have IDs that say we’re twenty-one. You said you didn’t like partying at the fraternity houses. This solves the problem.”

      Elena closed her eyes. She loved Reese, she really did, but sometimes they might as well be from different planets for how alike they were. “I’m not even going to ask how you managed to get us fake IDs.”

      Reese winked and walked toward the door.

      “Wait,” Elena called out. “Before you go, can you help me with something? I need a lab. One that’s open after classes. I…screwed up an experiment today. I have to work it out before the exam or my grade will take a beating.” Which was partially true. Elena was on scholarship; grades mattered. But mostly she needed to make sure she wasn’t losing her ever-lovin’ mind.

      Liquids boiling without heat? Not possible. Yet it had happened. Twice.

      Reese had crafty ways of getting what she needed on campus—case in point, the fake IDs—and it often involved something not altogether legal. But Elena was past caring about stuff like that. This was an emergency.

      Reese rested her hand on the doorknob. “Try our neighbor. He’s a chem geek like you, only way better looking than the students you hang out with.”

      Elena rolled her eyes. She and her chemistry friends might be geeks, but Reese was one of the biggest geeks—just in a pretty, less socially awkward package. She was a double major in political science and philosophy. Elena had learned the first week of school to never debate with Reese unless she wanted her ass handed to her.

      “He seems connected in the department,” Reese continued. “He could be a good resource.”

      “How do you even know these things?”

      She blinked innocently. “Did you not hear my reference to his hotness? Need I say more?”

      Elena closed her eyes and gave her head a shake. “No. No, you don’t.”

      Even if the only reason her roommate knew about this guy was because she’d scouted out all the attractive coeds by major and place of residence, this was a good lead. The best Elena had that didn’t involve speaking to a professor. She preferred begging their neighbor to help her find a lab over hiding the truth from someone who could get her kicked out of the chemistry department.

      What person made liquids boil by waving their hands? No one, that’s who. Which was why she needed to find the scientific cause.

      Elena slid on her leather bomber. The jacket had been her late father’s, and now she wore it, along with the amethyst necklace her mother had left behind. Her parents had been gone a long time, but holding on to their things made her feel less alone. If ever there was a time she needed a piece of them near, it was now.

      “Don’t come home too late,” Reese said. “You just turned eighteen; we have cake to devour. I queued up She’s All That on Netflix. And if I can convince you to go, there’s a party on A Street. We need to celebrate.”

      Elena had almost forgotten it was her birthday. She’d woken not feeling well, and the day had deteriorated from there.

      Reese didn’t say the party was at a fraternity, but most of the parties she went to were. If Elena had wanted to hang out in a place that smelled like men’s gym socks and stale beer, she could have invited her cousin Mateo to stay for a few days. No offense to the fraternity party, but a calm night with trashy food and a nineties movie worked.

      She grabbed her backpack and followed her roommate out. “Cake and a movie sounds perfect. I’ll see you a little later.”

      With any luck, her neighbor could help her gain access to a lab and she’d find a reasonable explanation for why crap was boiling. She prayed it was that simple.

      But life had never been simple.
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        * * *

      

      Elena rapped twice at the house next door. Her street was a mix of off-campus dorms, like the one she and Reese lived in, and regular student housing.

      After a moment, the door opened, and the sharp scent of pot smoke billowed out. A boy with a long knobbed nose, whose head came to her shoulders, stood on the other side.

      He leaned against the doorjamb and raked his gaze down her body.

      Elena groaned internally. Most bizarre thing ever. At five foot ten, she never failed to attract guys she towered over. But she’d stopped trying to figure out the opposite sex ages ago. Her boyfriends were her beaker and the periodic table—two things in life that never failed her.

      Well, until they had. That’s why she was standing on her stoner neighbor’s doorstep. Her beaker boyfriend had just dropped her on her ass.

      “Which one of you is a chem major?” Wow, smooth. Simmer down already and show some social skills. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Sorry, I’m Elena, your neighbor. I heard one of you studies chemistry. I could use some advice.”

      Okay, not advice, per se, but no need to get into the dirty details until she was talking to the right person.

      The guy in front of her banged a fist against an interior wall. “Derek!” he yelled, and sauntered to the left.

      Elena tentatively stepped inside. Another stoner sat on a couch in the living room, zoned out and with a psychedelic-swirled bong in his hand.

      Excellent. So far, neither of these guys looked like they could hold a pencil, let alone measure the pH of an acid.

      Footsteps thundered down the stairs and a third person emerged, causing Elena’s stomach to hitch. This guy must be Derek. And yes, she got why Reese had noticed him. Elena was antisocial, not dead.

      Reese was right. Derek wasn’t like the other students in her department. His clothes were normal, if a bit baggy, and his golden-brown hair was a rumpled mess, as if he’d risen from his bed and hadn’t even bothered to run his fingers through it. But with a square jawline, heavy brow, and sensual lips, he was rather intimidating in the holy-hotness department. And tall.

      Because Elena was the height of an average man, taller men turned her head. If she was paying attention.

      Derek took in her face, his eyes widening. For a moment, it seemed as though he recognized her, which was odd, because he didn’t look familiar. He peered down on her from a good half a foot, but she would have noticed him even if he didn’t have the height to make her insides gooey. Derek lived in the house next door—an entire lawn away. And that might explain why she’d never seen him before. Elena was observant in class, not so much with her fellow students.

      “You’re a chemistry major?” she asked.

      He blinked but otherwise made no response.

      Okayyy. She took that to mean yes.

      She glanced at the two characters on the couch, their eyes rimmed with red, glassy, and half-lidded. They weren’t paying attention, but she wanted privacy. “Can we talk somewhere?”

      Derek led her to a dingy kitchen and turned a mismatched chair around. He slumped into it, facing her, and draped one long arm across the dining table. His hand was as big as her foot, and she wore size eights. He wasn’t overtly muscled like the athletes at Dawson, but his broad back and shoulders stood out beneath the oversized T-shirt he wore. In some ways he was like a puppy—all limbs and paws—but he carried himself well for such a tall guy.

      And why was she focusing on the way this guy looked? She had important things to worry about.

      She sat in the seat beside him and smoothed back her wavy hair before reciting the speech she’d prepared on her way over. “My name’s Elena. I live in the complex next door. I’m a chemistry major too.” In a moment of inspiration, she flashed the Rosales smile her cousin Mateo claimed opened doors.

      Derek’s hand flexed, but his face remained unmoved.

      Gahh. Why did she think she could charm this guy? She’d never had Mateo’s ability with people.

      She sat up and came straight to the point. “I was wondering if you know of any campus labs available for private use.”

      “Private use?” They were the first words Derek had uttered, and they delivered the same punch to her gut as his entrance in the hallway.

      Elena shifted in her seat. The low, warm tone of his voice or the fact that she was asking for something highly unethical—probably both—sent prickles across her shoulders.

      His gaze narrowed, and he took more than a cursory glance at her face this time, his look delving, as if he could see inside her head to the secrets she hid.

      “My class labs aren’t open after hours,” she hurried on, “but tonight I have to practice.” She nervously rubbed her thigh with the heel of her hand, freezing when his eyes caught the motion.

      “Practice.” His tone mocked.

      Okay, he was right not to believe her, but still. “Yes. Practice.”

      This wasn’t going well. Arrogant men drove her nuts, and there was something inherently superior about Derek’s demeanor. Her frustration rose, and he hadn’t even said yes or no yet. She mentally counted to five…

      The liquids shouldn’t have boiled. There had to be a reason, and she’d figure it out with or without this guy’s help.

      Should she leave?

      Elena shoved a dark curl from her face and huffed out a breath. Derek’s assessing stare rose from her eyes to the curl—and lingered.

      Was he passing some sort of judgment based on her looks? And okay, maybe she’d just done the same to him. Elena was lighter due to her mother’s coloring, or so she’d been told—she’d never known her mom. But even with half of her mother’s genes, she looked Mexican with her big, wavy hair, according to the white people in her hometown. Could Derek tell what she was? Did he have something against it?

      Discrimination back home was subtle—little things like shop owners being less welcoming to her and her aunt compared to how they greeted white customers. Elena had learned to ignore it, but in this instance, the judgement rankled.

      “Forget it.” She stood and reached for her backpack. She might be jumping to conclusions about the prejudice thing, but it was obvious Derek wasn’t going to help her.

      “Stop.” Though he’d spoken softly, his voice commanded.

      Normally a tone like that would have ticked her off, but for some reason Elena eased back into the seat.

      “I know of a place,” he said carefully. “My mentor’s…out of town. You can use his lab.”

      Seriously? She’d hoped for this, but she hadn’t actually believed an undergrad would have access to a private lab.

      Before she could second-guess his motives or consider all the reasons why this was a bad idea, she said, “Thank you.”

      Derek tapped his finger on the table, his dark blue eyes studying her again.

      Her heartbeat spiked, and she broke eye contact. She wasn’t used to attractive guys staring at her, unless they were five foot four and fantasized about dating an Amazon. “So can I go there now? Do I need a key?”

      Derek stood, pulled out a cell phone from his pocket, and glanced at the screen. “Give me five minutes. I’ll walk you over.”

      He’s going too?

      She jumped up and jerked on her backpack, accidentally knocking into Derek’s arm. With her chest.

      Not the first time her boobs had collided with an unsuspecting object, just the most embarrassing.

      Elena froze then carefully eased back an inch, only to find that the air between them had changed the way it did before a lightning storm—positive and negative molecules separating, creating the urgency to rush back together. She glared at the empty space between them, as if it, like the liquid anomalies, had betrayed her.

      Slowly, she scanned up Derek’s broad chest and shoulders, beyond the firm jaw, tangling momentarily with his full lips, and landing on his eyes. He was staring down, his beautiful gaze almost threatening, as though he sensed the crackling and blamed it on her.

      And maybe it was her fault. She didn’t know what came from her and what didn’t. Or why strange things kept happening today.

      “You don’t have to go with me,” she said. “I can find it. There’s no need to put you out.”

      Of course he’d want to go. It was his lab. But she didn’t need a witness. Bad enough her classmates had been around for the incident this afternoon. She’d cleaned it up quickly without anyone noticing, but privacy, a safe place to figure things out—that was what she needed.

      Derek’s jaw hardened. “Either I go with you or you can forget about the lab.”

      She didn’t like his tone, but how many people had access to a private lab? It was a strange coincidence her neighbor happened to, but Elena wasn’t going to question her good fortune.

      Maybe she should have.
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      Derek’s heavy tread on the pebbled path fell silent as he turned up a campus sidewalk and loped up concrete steps to a two-story beige building with steel overhangs. Elena had seen the building before, but she’d never been inside. From what she understood, it housed upper-division professors’ offices.

      She followed Derek up the steps, and he held the door for her. As soon as she entered the building, he passed her in two long strides and jogged up a flight of stairs.

      The air on the second level smelled of formaldehyde and cleaning products, leaving a bitter taste on her tongue. Some of the doors were labeled with professors’ names, while others were numbered laboratories. Derek stopped at the last lab on the right, and Elena’s grip on the padded straps of her backpack tightened.

      Her hands had been trembling all day. This morning she’d assumed she drank too much caffeine, but her last double latte had been hours ago, and still the shaking continued.

      Derek opened the door to the lab and flipped on light switches.

      Elena’s breath caught. For a moment, she forgot everything—her trembling hands, the liquid crisis…

      She stepped inside and spun slowly around. Aside from an odd section of antique devices and bottles—was that a vintage Bunsen burner?—every piece of cool chem equipment she’d ever dreamed of using stood in front of her. Some were so high-tech even her class labs didn’t carry them.

      Derek’s gaze narrowed on her face, and his lips compressed.

      So maybe she’d been grinning from ear to ear. Who wouldn’t be in the mecca of all labs?

      Refocusing, she set her backpack on one of two work islands. “Any special rules you want me to follow?” If she couldn’t figure out a solution to her problem with access to this equipment, she never would.

      “Yeah. Don’t use anything you’ve never used before. And don’t blow anything up.”

      Haha, funny—if it wasn’t actually a risk. But he didn’t know that. “I’m not an amateur.”

      His sculpted eyebrow rose. “Aren’t you? Isn’t that why you wanted to practice?”

      He wouldn’t believe her if she told him about class and the water at home. She had no one to confide in. Reese had become her closest friend since starting Dawson, but their friendship was new. Elena wasn’t ready to share this with her, let alone a guy she hardly knew.

      She ignored the question and let out a slow breath. Act normal. “Who else uses this place besides you and your mentor?”

      “No one.”

      “You have it all to yourself?” She peered around. The lab was large enough to support several scientists. “How’d you get so lucky?”

      Derek unloaded books from his backpack onto a desk in the corner. “I published in a major medical journal in high school.”

      Elena chuckled, then noticed his serious expression.

      Holy crap. Only kid wonders published in scientific journals. The rest of the authors were seasoned experts. “So you’re, what, some kind of genius?”

      “I’m not a genius. My memory is—” He stacked the last book on his desk. “Advanced,” he finally said.

      “What do you mean advanced? Are we talking photographic?”

      He shrugged. “Something like that. I took extra classes during high school at the nearby university. My dad’s a cardiologist. With his help, I researched proteomics and immunization. Professor St. Just, who’s now my mentor, heard about my project and asked me to work with him at Dawson.”

      Most high school students weren’t far enough along in school to take college courses. Even so, the chemistry class Elena had taken at the junior college near her podunk farm town was nothing compared to what this guy had done. His accomplishments made her look average.

      “If that’s the case, why did you choose Dawson? Why not attend Harvard or Johns Hopkins?” Not that she was putting down Dawson. It was a top university. But there were top schools and then there were elite schools.

      He shrugged, tucking his backpack beneath the desk. “Marlon—Professor St. Just—offered something those programs couldn’t.”

      “A sports car?”

      His gaze slid to her. “Funny.” No hint of mirth crossed his handsome face. “He offered exclusive anytime access to his lab.”

      “I would’ve taken the car,” she said, though it wasn’t true. She would have taken the lab as well because it was kick-ass. But for some reason, she needed to ruffle this guy’s steely exterior.

      Derek’s mouth twitched. “Don’t make me regret bringing you here.”

      Grumpy with no sense of humor. But beggars couldn’t be choosers and all that. She needed his lab. For her sanity, if nothing else. Still… “Why did you bring me?”

      He shrugged and paced to a locker. He pulled out a lab coat and other protective equipment. “You seemed desperate.”

      She hadn’t said anything to that effect, which meant he’d read her without words. And that was unsettling.

      She didn’t want this guy reading her and discovering the truth.
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        * * *

      

      Stupid, Derek thought. Why had he brought Elena? Because she’d seemed desperate? Partly true. He wasn’t sure about the complete answer, didn’t want to think that deeply. All he knew was that the minute they stepped into Marlon’s lab, he wanted to take it back. Tell her she shouldn’t be there, that he couldn’t help her. He couldn’t risk ruining what he’d built with Marlon, and he’d had his reasoning rock-solid in the kitchen, totally prepared to say no. Then she’d smiled.

      Blinded by a pretty girl.

      Derek wasn’t normal under any circumstances—why he’d gone and done the most stereotypical guy thing and given in to a pretty girl’s smile, he hadn’t a clue. It was annoying as hell.

      Elena didn’t explain outright why she wanted the lab, but she wore her fiery emotions like a neon sign. He could tell she wasn’t giving him the whole truth. He couldn’t decide whether getting involved had been smart or stupid, but he was leaning toward stupid.

      Derek couldn’t risk distractions from his work. Not if he wanted control over his life.

      He pulled out his notebook, attempting to relax. So far, Elena had done things correctly. Worn the proper safety equipment, laid out her tools in the order in which she’d use them, and retrieved chemicals he deemed safe for a rudimentary chemist. She was pretty methodical about the whole thing, which surprised him. Maybe he hadn’t watched his neighbor closely enough. She knew her way around a lab better than he’d expected.

      Tapping his finger, he stared at her hands. He couldn’t be sure from this distance, but he thought they might be trembling. If they were, that wasn’t a good sign. Measuring chemicals requires a steady hand for precision. Still, she seemed competent enough, and more important, the chemicals she had before her were harmless.

      Long, dark lashes shadowed the smooth skin on her cheeks as she focused on the flask over the burner… This was totally distracting. He needed to stop staring.

      Elena didn’t realize it, but he knew who she was, had noticed her months ago. Not that he had any intention of telling her that.

      He attempted to study his notebook, but his attention, if not his gaze, was still on his neighbor. From his periphery, he saw her glance up and turn her back to him. He peered over. Was she waving her hands?

      The flask in front of her rattled, and Elena lurched back. The solution hissed and spurted, shooting everywhere—including onto her—right before the container holding it crashed onto the floor, piercing the room with the sound of shattering glass.

      Derek’s heart stopped, then pumped double-time as he careened across the room, knocking over a stool.

      Elena pressed her hands to her face, her eyes wide. The strange liquid glowed fluorescent across her lightly tanned skin, dripping down her chin.

      He yanked off her lab coat and pushed her toward the emergency shower.

      She followed him blindly for a moment, then pulled back, wiping the solution off her face with her sleeve. “I’m fine. I just used too much heat. I’ll clean up the mess right away.”

      He stared in disbelief. “What are you talking about? That stuff’s all over you. We’re taking decontamination measures.” He wasn’t sure how she’d managed an explosion with the materials in front of her, but he wasn’t taking chances.

      “It’s not necessary. I wasn’t using anything dangerous.” She tried to walk past him, and swayed as though she was lightheaded.

      Derek caught her by the shoulders. He studied her face and the skin of her neck. Whatever that fluorescent crap was, it had scorched her flesh a light shade of pink. “You’re taking a cold shower.”

      “No. I don’t need it.” Her tone came out adamant, but her body shook.

      Chemical accidents were nothing to mess with. She could be in shock, and he didn’t trust her to make sound decisions right now. She attempted to duck around him again, but he reached under her knees and swept her into his arms. She weighed nothing. But with his unusual strength, everything weighed nothing.

      Elena glanced around, her eyes widening. “What are you doing? Put me down!”

      He set her beneath the shower and turned on the nozzle before she could wiggle her way out. Water drenched her hair and clothes in seconds. She sucked in a startled breath.

      If Elena couldn’t think clearly right now, he needed to. “Take them off.” He gestured to the long-sleeved shirt and jeans she wore.

      Water poured down her face, her eyelids fluttering beneath the onslaught. “No way. You’re being ridiculous. I told you, the chemicals were harmless.”

      He sighed in frustration. “The chemicals you started with were harmless, not the fluorescent stuff that ended up all over you. I don’t even know what that shit was. This is for your safety; we don’t have time for modesty. Take them off.”

      Her body trembled and her teeth chattered—the water pouring over her was cold. Her eyes darted to the side as though she were considering what he’d said. “I was wearing a lab coat. No—nothing got on my clothes. Only a little on my skin where the coat didn’t cover. I could have flushed my face beneath the faucet.”

      She had a point. “At least remove your shirt. That solution was dripping down your neck.”

      Elena huffed out a sigh of annoyance, then reached down and whipped off her top.

      It landed with a splat on the shower floor. Or at least, he thought it did. He wasn’t looking at the piece of fabric on the ground.

      This was bad. Worse than he could have imagined.

      Her skin was fine. No scorch marks below her neck, just like she’d said, but he could see everything down to her toned stomach.

      Beautiful didn’t begin to describe Elena. She was…more.

      Derek’s mouth went dry. He tried not to look at her curves beneath the pale lace bra that had become transparent with water, but—yeah, that was impossible.

      She shivered as she rinsed her face and hair, her technique choppy and not nearly thorough enough. “Happy?”

      “No.” He kept his eyes above her neck and shoved up the sleeves of his shirt. “Hold still.”

      He traced her cheekbones with the tips of his fingers, making circular motions over her face, careful to reach the places she’d missed. He rubbed her stubborn chin and down her long, delicate neck, moving the necklace she wore aside to reach her skin. Working his way farther south, his hands stilled above the slopes of her breasts.

      Sweat beaded on his temples, the room suddenly burning hot despite the cold water that was still running. Derek dabbed his forehead with the sleeve on his upper arm and looked at her face. Big mistake.

      Liquid hazel depths stared back, the pupils dilated to half the iris.

      Elena slapped his hands away. “We’re good. You got it all.”

      He stepped back and thrust wet fists into the front pockets of his jeans. He had to get a grip. She had caused a damned explosion in Marlon’s lab. He needed to distance himself from her, not feel things for her.

      She turned off the water and swayed as she bent down for her shirt.

      Derek’s jaw clenched. He went to steady her again, but she stepped around him and wrung out the fabric. “I’m fine, just cold.”

      She didn’t look fine. The scorch marks had gone away—surprisingly fast, actually—but she looked pale and ready to pass out.

      He peeled off the long-sleeved shirt he’d worn over his tee and handed it to her.

      “Thanks.” She slipped it on, and the material draped her like a dress.

      Wrapping her arms around her waist, she turned and walked toward her work area, her legs moving stiffly in the damp jeans.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Cleaning up,” she said without looking back.

      “Do not take another step. Matter of fact, grab your things and walk out the door. You’re done.”

      Elena’s back tensed. She looked over her shoulder, blinking several times. “It was an accident. It won’t happen again.”

      “You’re right, it won’t,” he bit out. “I need this lab. I should never have brought you here.”

      Elena couldn’t have caused an explosion with the materials she’d been using, and yet somehow she had. She was trouble, and she wasn’t coming anywhere near his lab again. He had enough to worry about with his mentor missing. “Leave. Now.”

      A flare of fire turned her hazel eyes deep emerald. She stormed to the locker, grabbed her things, and slammed the door shut. When it didn’t catch, she slammed it again.

      Why was she so pissed? He was the one with the contamination zone to clean up. “Wait outside. I’ll walk you home when I’m finished.”

      Elena grabbed her folder from the island, water trickling off her jeans in a wet trail as she swept out the door without slowing.

      Of course she wouldn’t wait.

      He assessed the mess and rubbed his forehead. If Marlon suddenly showed up and walked in on this, he’d be pissed, but Derek couldn’t let Elena walk home by herself in the dark. He’d become paranoid since his eighteenth birthday. He didn’t take chances.

      He strode out of the room and spotted her at the end of the hallway. She shot him an icy glare he interpreted as Stay the hell away.

      Change of plans. He’d follow her to make sure she got home safely, but she wouldn’t know he was there.

      No one saw him once he Blended.
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      Elena stared at the PowerPoint slide on the large screen in the physics auditorium. What the hell was going on? She didn’t need her reading glasses today—a first for her. But it wasn’t just her eyes. The percussion of hundreds of fingers flying over keyboards as students took notes sounded like a million tiny mice scampering across a wooden floor, each key pounding into her skull.

      This morning, she’d hoped things would be back to normal, that yesterday would be some weird dream she’d wake from. But the liquids were real, her hands still shook, and now her senses were in hyper mode.

      She hunched in her seat and winced. After gaining access to the most amazing chem lab she’d ever seen last night, she was no closer to explaining how she made the liquids boil. She didn’t dare experiment at home after the mess she’d created in front of Derek. Which had been followed by one of the most embarrassing shower scenes ever.

      Elena had been so shocked by the explosion she’d lost all sense of safety. Derek was right to throw her in the shower. Harmless chemicals or not, they hadn’t reacted as expected. But when he helped her remove the solution, she wasn’t thinking about the danger of the chemicals on her body. She was too busy being stunned by the effect his touch had on her.

      Her attraction to him should have been the last thing on her mind, but her breath had quickened and her heart raced in her chest. She was sure he could tell what he was doing to her.

      It was no surprise Derek told her to leave. He’d been a bit of a jerk about it, but she couldn’t blame him for getting her out of there. Overnight, she’d gone from a budding chemist at the top of her class to a menace with lab equipment. Everything she knew about science was dissolving. If she could accidentally boil her solution, what else could she accidentally boil?

      Jesus—people were roughly sixty percent water. What if she boiled the liquids inside herself? Or inside someone else?

      She had to figure this out before something terrible happened.

      Elena breathed deeply, attempting to calm down, but it wasn’t working. Because as soon as she returned her attention to the professor, her heightened senses zeroed in on a door behind the podium that was the same color as the wall.

      A door she’d never seen before.

      Maybe it had been there all along. She could just be searching for things because she’d become an overanxious crazy person these last twenty-four hours.

      The door swung open.

      Dammit. And if that wasn’t enough to convince her the door was strange, another classroom lay beyond. A classroom that shouldn’t exist because it was physically impossible. Her physics auditorium filled the entire first floor of the building.

      Elena stared into the other room. Everything in there appeared larger: the people, the ornate desks spread farther apart than the stadium seating of her auditorium. It was like looking through a magnifying glass. What the hell?

      She wrapped her arms around her chest and clenched her elbows. Right now, sprawling farms and the single stoplight of her California hometown sounded nice.

      A tall blond guy in dark, fitted clothes sitting near the door in the strange classroom turned and looked right at her, a slow, knowing smile spreading across his face.

      Her back tensed. Why was he looking at her like that?

      Before she could consider it further, he rose and strolled out of sight, giving her a clear view of the rest of the students. A few of them had light brown hair, but most were blondes or redheads with smooth, pale skin. All of them were unnaturally attractive like the first guy, who could have been a Viking warrior with his height and broad shoulders.

      Dawson University was known for its diversity. This Norse group looked out of place.

      Elena glared at her physics professor, but the woman didn’t seem aware of the room behind her.

      She nudged the girl next to her, who was texting. “Do you see that?”

      The girl’s gaze went straight to the professor, as though the other room wasn’t important—or not there. Her long, side-swept bangs dropped over one eye. “See what?”

      Elena opened her mouth to say something, then shook her head. “Nothing, I—did they paint the wall a different color? Wasn’t it maroon?”

      Her neighbor edged to the far side of her seat. The girl’s body was angled away, but the screen of her phone was visible. She texted, Freak next to me in Phys 4.

      Great. A quick scan confirmed the rest of the auditorium wasn’t looking at the strangers in the other room either. Their attentions were focused on the PowerPoint images overhead, even though the room stuck out like Elena’s wavy hair on a humid day.

      Rubbing her temples, she faced forward—and her heart launched into her throat.

      The strangers beyond the wall had gathered into a semicircle. And they were all watching her.

      The physics professor clicked off her laser pointer and crossed the podium, showing zero signs that she noticed the people inches away. She flipped on the auditorium’s bright lights. Lecture over.

      Students emptied desks—Elena’s neighbor like a fire had been lit beneath her butt. The crowd blocked Elena’s view of the podium and wall for several minutes.

      By the time the last person moved out of the way, the door to the other classroom had closed, all evidence of the strangers gone.

      Elena shoved her laptop into her backpack and swung the bag over her shoulder. She strode to the front of the classroom. The professor was busy talking to students and didn’t seem to notice her. She hesitated for only a moment before reaching for the indentation of the hidden door.

      The surface was smooth, no grooves, but she could still see the edges. How was that possible?

      She peered from various angles and continued to feel around the wall, pressing in different places. That was when she saw the faint outline of a doorknob the same color as the wall halfway down.

      Elena reached for the knob. And her fingers slipped straight through as if it were air, her knuckles bumping the wall instead.

      She stepped back, shaking her head. The door had opened. It was real. She’d prove it.

      She ran out of the auditorium toward the end of the building where the other classroom should be.

      And came to a dead end.

      No doors. No creases in the wall. Nothing to indicate anything lay beyond.

      Elena kicked the surface hard with the tip of her sneaker, the impact reverberating up her leg. The wall was solid.

      Why was this happening? She sank to the ground and pressed her fingers to her eyelids. She tried to concentrate on what she knew—to piece it together and make sense of it all.

      Logically, the room couldn’t exist. She’d walked past the Physics Hall every day for the last two months. No buildings backed the structure, not even a temp, but the door and the classroom—the students—she’d seen them.

      Last night, she’d humiliated herself in front of Derek, could have injured both of them. Nothing should have happened with the chemicals she’d been using, but it had. And now her hearing was elevated and she was seeing things she couldn’t explain?

      She needed to see a doctor, because something was seriously wrong.

      Nothing in life had come easily. Her mother had left her and her father on Elena’s first birthday, and then the universe took away her father a few short years later. Those were things she couldn’t control and had never understood. But school made sense—science and chemistry, molecules and the predictable ways they reacted. She trusted it to be there for her.

      Now her foothold in life was failing her too.

      Her head pounding, Elena lumbered to her feet and started to run, her backpack slapping her spine, threatening to unbalance her.

      She rounded a corner, desperate for an exit—and slammed into a large body. Air burst from her lungs, stars flittering across her vision. And then the giant wall of a human she’d bounced into grabbed her and picked her up.

      “I wondered where you had gone.” The unfamiliar, melodic voice rumbled through the chest her face was plastered against.

      Elena couldn’t breathe and her arms were pinned. The man began to move, carrying her away.

      She angled her mouth past the thick fabric of his shirt and sucked in air. “Let me go. Help!” she yelled, but his grip tightened and the slight view she had revealed the hallways were empty.

      Her struggles grew frantic and she kicked her legs to free herself. The man shifted her body to the side, and that was when she saw his face.

      The Viking with the wry smile.

      She hadn’t imagined him…and now he was abducting her?

      Elena’s blood whooshed through her veins, the throbbing increasing the headache her heightened senses had triggered.

      Before she could figure out how to get away, the Viking opened a door and unceremoniously dropped her on her feet.

      She spun around, ready to dart in the opposite direction, and froze. Ornate desks, intricate plasterwork—it was the classroom that shouldn’t exist.

      Three adults sat behind a wide table like magistrates. A woman with silver, wavy hair and piercing blue eyes nodded to the Viking. “Thank you, Keen.” She regarded Elena. “Good morning.”

      Elena glanced behind her to find her kidnapper blocking the exit. “What’s this about? Where am I?”

      The woman’s smile was cold. “In due time. For now, all that matters is that we know about you, Elena Rosales.”

      Elena had never seen these people in her life. “What do you mean, you know me?”

      A man and another woman sat there too. The man had a spray of gray at his temples and the other woman had short red hair, but all three of them had smooth, creamy skin. They wore fitted, dark clothing, like the Viking who’d grabbed her, and were slender and unusually tall, even while seated.

      It was the first time Elena had ever felt like the short person in the room.

      “We know who your mother is, why you were recruited by Dawson, and what you’ve done.”

      Elena had received a full-ride scholarship. It was more than she’d ever hoped for… Had that been intentional? “Wait—” She shook her head. “How do you know my mother? I don’t even know my mother.”

      The woman smiled that cold smile again. “No, you wouldn’t.”

      That’s all she was going to say? No explanation?

      “You’ve been using your magic.” This time the comment came from the man. His features were Nordic, like those of her captor, but sharper, more chiseled, with a longer nose and high cheekbones.

      Elena’s brain blew a fuse at his words. A long pause followed while she wrapped her head around it. “My magic?” The prickles along her skin returned full force. “I’m sorry—” She gestured to him.

      “Leo.”

      “—Leo. If you’re referring to the lab—ah, labs—that was an accident. Won’t happen again.” She hoped.

      Leo exchanged a look with the two women at his side.

      “Oh, but we want it to happen again,” the silver-haired woman said. “In fact, we count on it.”

      The red-haired lady with delicate features remained perfectly silent.

      Elena fought a shiver. The liquid disasters, these people with their strange doors and knowledge about her missing mother—there was something very, very wrong with this situation. Still, given the size of Keen behind her and how easily he’d deposited her here, she chose her next words cautiously. “I don’t know what happened in the labs.”

      “Don’t you?” the older woman asked. “I think you know exactly what you did, Elena Rosales.”

      The solutions had exploded, but there was something—something she’d ignored yesterday because it was insanity. Before the explosions, the shaking and tingling in her fingers had magnified…as if an energy simmered beneath her skin.

      This was nuts.

      The woman nodded. “I see from your expression that you agree.”

      Elena’s control slipped, panic tightening her chest. “Who are you?” she choked out, glancing around the room more thoroughly.

      A large map with odd land formations hung behind them, and there was state-of-the-art computer equipment below wavy-paned diamond glass windows. The contrast of old and new reminded her of Derek’s lab and the antique equipment next to modern devices.

      “You’ve already been introduced to Leo,” the silver-haired woman said. “I am Portia, and this is Deirdre.” She gestured to the silent redhead. Portia pursed her lips as though she’d tasted something sour. “They said you were bright for a human, but you are proving particularly dense.”

      “For a human?”

      Portia waved her hand to Keen and the others at the table. “We are Fae. And you are Halven—half Fae from your mother’s side.”
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      Elena held back a maniacal laugh. These people had lost their minds. “What do you mean you’re Fae? Like a fairy? Where are your wings? You’re not going to tell me vampires exist too, are you?” The last question was facetious, but she glanced around instinctively, searching for fanged creatures ready to pounce. It had been that kind of day.

      Portia sighed and met Leo’s gaze. “Vampires are a part of human make-believe. Again, your intelligence concerns us.”

      Maybe it wasn’t the best moment to allow the insult to bother her, but it did. She might not be a genius like Derek, but when she wasn’t boiling liquids with her hands, she was a damn good student.

      Given the events of yesterday and today, Elena wasn’t in the mood for this—whatever this was. “What do you want from me?” she asked bitterly.

      “Your assistance, of course,” Portia said. “To answer your earlier question about who we are, we must go back to an earlier time when angels still ventured into the human realm. There are those who refer to us as Nephilim, but Nephilim are a separate race. They were created by angels rejected from heaven who mated with humans. A mistake much like you, Elena, though you are at least descended from Fae, whose existence was ordained by God.” Her chin tilted up pompously. “God created us, and with our powers, we are the closest relation to angels.”

      Elena glared at her. “So Fae and Nephilim are both the result of angels mating with humans.” Portia was attempting to draw a distinction, but Elena was pissed and confused, and she wasn’t above annoying them to get the answers she needed.

      Portia’s eyes blazed and she leaned forward. Leo placed a hand on her arm, urging her to settle back in her seat. He studied Elena calmly. “Nephilim were created by disobedient angels mating with humans, while Fae were created by angels ordained by God to create a new race with powers and immortality. It is the difference between good and evil.”

      His words were myth and legend, but a part of her couldn’t entirely discredit them. She’d witnessed things science couldn’t explain. And these people touched on something else she’d never understood—the puzzle of her mother.

      No one knew why her mother had left on Elena’s first birthday. She’d been told her mother had simply disappeared—literally during the party. She was never heard from again.

      Did Portia and Leo know what happened to her mother?

      Portia grinned rigidly. “You are descended from the beloved Fae created by God. Is it any wonder you have come into your powers? On your eighteenth birthday, you reached your majority, a time when Halven present with abilities, if they possess them.”

      She had turned eighteen yesterday. “If this is true, why am I only now learning of it? If I’m part Fae, I’m one of God’s beloved,” she said half-mockingly, because dammit, these people waited until unexplainable things occurred before telling her she wasn’t human?

      Portia and Leo visibly stiffened, but Deirdre looked on with an expression of sadness. Something Elena had said apparently hit home.

      “No.” Portia leveled her with a look of disdain. “Halven are far from beloved. I suppose Halven may be perceived as a bit of disobedience on the part of a few willful Fae. But Halven are an abomination, much like the Nephilim.”

      Elena gritted her teeth. She was sick of the insults. “Then why am I standing here? I’ve got school and friends and better things to do than be kidnapped and verbally abused by you.”

      “There is nothing more important than the battle Fae face,” Portia spat. “Abomination or not, you were sired from a powerful bloodline and possess an ability we need.” She looked away, as if exasperated.

      Leo’s hand once again came down on Portia’s arm. She glanced at his expression and let out a sharp breath. Plastering on a tight smile, she turned to Elena. “Are you up to the challenge we have to present to you?”

      The light tone of her voice after that anger could be nothing short of fake. Portia sucked at diplomacy. And a challenge? Hadn’t they dumped enough on her? “I doubt it,” Elena mumbled, her mind buzzing from the emotionally charged moment.

      Portia’s eyes narrowed. “Your mother and the rest of the Fae are in grave danger, and you stand here⁠—”

      Elena’s head lifted. “My mother? Where is she?”

      “For now, she is safe, but she will not be for long. Unless you help us.”

      Elena stared in disbelief. “How do you expect me to help you?”

      “You may be a half-blood, but you are still Fae. Have you not noticed additional strength, healing, or sensory input, along with your abilities?”

      Elena swallowed. She had noticed some of those things.

      “Fae have never been susceptible to disease in all the millennia of our existence. But someone managed to create a virus that kills our kind. It will kill your mother as well.”

      “My mother left me,” Elena said, without thinking. Of course, she didn’t want people hurt, including her mother, but this was insane.

      “Elena,” Portia said in a voice filled with warning. “Consider your options very carefully. We may be injured as a race, but we are not weak. If what we believe about your particular ability is true, it makes you valuable to us. We are asking for your help. We will not ask again.”

      There was an eerie finality to her words. Elena looked to the others at the table. Leo’s expression was stoic, but Deirdre glanced away as though she was uncomfortable.

      “What do you want from me?”

      “We want you to build your powers and create a cure for the disease sweeping our land.”
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      Elena couldn’t deny the things she’d done and witnessed the last two days. Or that the Fae’s story provided an explanation for her mother’s absence, if not a highly unusual one. But how did they expect her to cure them of a deadly Fae disease?

      The atmosphere in the strange classroom had been charged from the moment Elena was thrust inside. With so much going on, she couldn’t dissect what the Fae had told her in a rational manner. Their question about her helping them had been more of an order than a request.

      “I’d like to go home before I answer,” she said.

      Portia shot her another tight smile. “You have one hour.”

      How would she figure anything out in an hour?

      Elena turned unsteadily. A little time was better than no time. She needed to process everything that had happened—needed the comfort of her apartment and Reese to figure out what was real and what wasn’t.

      She walked toward the door that led to the physics auditorium, her limbs heavy. Keen allowed her to pass, but she sensed him behind her while she exited the building.

      Elena glanced back. “You don’t need to follow me.”

      He stared straight ahead. “I am your guard while you work on the antidote. Until the disease is contained, I will ensure your safety.”

      She stopped in mid-stride. “I haven’t agreed to help.” Nor did she think she could help, even if she was considering it. Abilities or not, how the heck did they expect an undergrad to create an antidote to a virus? “And Portia didn’t say anything about me being in danger.”

      Keen shrugged. “Whoever created the virus targeted our people. If you try to help us, they’ll want you dead.”

      That was the craziest thing she’d heard so far. In the span of two days, she’d transformed from a bookworm to a magic wielder in mortal danger?

      “This is madness, you know,” she said, and continued walking.

      “For you, perhaps.” Keen’s long stride equaled two of hers. “For us, battle is a part of our existence.”

      “Well, I’m not sure I want to know my ‘other culture’ if that’s the case.”

      “We do not choose our family, Elena.”

      His face remained expressionless. She suspected there was a story there, but since she had bigger issues to worry about, she left it alone.

      Keen insisted on driving her home, though she lived only a short distance from campus. Elena probably should have refused, but her abductor had lost his dangerous edge once he’d started talking about not being able to choose family and how he was ordered to protect her.

      She idly ran a finger along the leather seat of his sleek black sedan. It somehow appeared sporty, but she supposed real sports cars didn’t come in jumbo size for seven-foot Fae. Between their turn-of-the-century classroom and modern cars, these people were old-school thrown into modern times. “You and Portia said a person created the virus. What did you mean by that? People don’t create viruses, unless they’re of the computer variety.”

      Keen looked for oncoming traffic and turned a corner. “Human viruses do not affect us. This is no ordinary affliction. Someone created a disease designed to destroy our healing capability.”

      “Right. Your healing capability.” Whatever that meant.

      He glanced over, taking in the skeptical expression she didn’t bother to hide. “You are fresh into your abilities. You may not have experienced it yet.” A small knife flashed in his hand.

      “What the hell?” Elena pressed her shoulder to the door. Why had she thought for one second that she was safe with this guy?

      He ran the blade over his steering arm where the sleeve of his shirt didn’t cover his wrist. Blood dripped onto his black pants. He continued driving with the bloodied wrist and flicked on the blinker to turn another corner.

      Okay, so he wasn’t going to kill her, but…“What are you doing?” Elena glanced out the window. They were only a couple of blocks from her apartment, nowhere near the urgent care. “We have to go to the hospital. You need stitches for that.”

      “Not necessary.” Keen reached across her and popped the glove compartment. Pens and a tire gauge clattered around as he unearthed a stack of napkins. He used them to wipe the blood off his arm. “We heal.”

      His flesh was smooth and unblemished where the blade had slashed.

      Oh hell. What had she gotten herself into?

      They were immortal, Portia had said. With the exception of this virus that was killing them, they were immune to disease. And apparently that meant they healed from injuries in seconds.

      Elena sank in her seat. “Let’s say, for argument’s sake, that what you’re telling me is true,” she said shakily. “And I’m in danger from—from certain people. How do I protect myself?”

      “What I say is always true, as you will find of all Fae. As to the other, I will protect you.” A languid smile spread across his face, one hand splaying down his body, as if to show off the package that was Keen.

      The gesture was so arrogant and male she snorted—before she realized what she was doing. Keen wasn’t a man. Not in the sense she knew.

      “Do not worry,” he said. “If all goes as planned, a cure will soon be devised and no one will know of your involvement.”

      His words didn’t reassure.

      Keen pulled to a stop in front of Elena’s complex, and she yanked the car door open, desperate to get away from the madness. “Thanks for the ride.”

      She hurried up the cement path, but before she could reach the door, Keen came out of nowhere. He swept past, lightly bumping into her, but his body was massive and his little nudge sent her stumbling off the path and onto the lawn between her building and her neighbor’s house.

      She straightened and caught a blur across the yard in front of Derek’s door. Or was that her vision doing weird things again? Keen grabbed the keys dangling from her fingers while she was distracted.

      “Hey.” Elena scrambled onto the pavement. “What are you doing?”

      He unlocked the front door of the building, then the door to her apartment on the first floor. He stepped inside.

      How had Keen known which apartment was hers?

      Because they’d been following her; how else would they know the things they did? Awesome.

      Elena skittered after him as he opened bedrooms and peered inside closets. “Stop!”

      At least Reese wasn’t home. Explaining why there was a seven-foot Fae barging into her room would have been a challenge.

      “Get out of my apartment, Keen. I agreed to you taking me home, not making yourself at home.”

      Ignoring her, he walked down the hall and into her bedroom.

      She rushed after him and peered around the doorjamb. He stood in the center of her room and regarded it for a moment before fluidly ducking his head beneath her bed. Seemingly satisfied with what he saw—or didn’t see—he rose and strode to the closet.

      She’d met Portia and the others less than an hour ago. There shouldn’t be danger lurking around. Should there? “Is this really necessary?”

      Keen reached inside the closet, and his arm reappeared with a lacy blue bra dangling from his cigar-sized finger. He grinned.

      “What the—let go of that!” She stalked across the room and tore the unmentionable from him. “You’re taking this too far. This wasn’t a part of the bargain.”

      Keen’s eyes lost their glint. “You don’t know what you bargained for.”

      “Bargain?” The question came from behind them.

      Elena swiveled to find Derek standing in the doorway, his gaze piercing Keen.

      She threw the bra behind her. What was he doing here?

      Keen’s chest rose and fell on a sigh. “I’ll be outside when you wish to leave. For all our sakes, make your decision quickly. Things will go better that way.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      But of course Keen didn’t answer. He moved toward the door, only Derek was blocking the exit. A second passed as the two stared each other down.

      For the love of God… “Let him pass, Derek.” Just what she needed, a pissing war.

      Derek didn’t take his eyes off Keen, but he stepped aside and Keen walked out.

      “He’ll be here when you wish to leave?” Derek’s tone was casual, but his jaw clenched as he glared at the doorway. “Charming guy. Sounds like a jail warden.”

      Elena sank onto her bed and flopped back. She closed her eyes. “Why are you here?”

      “Uh-uh, tell me what’s going on.” His footsteps grew closer, and the heat of his large body brushed her side. “First, you almost blow up my lab, and now this…person is in your house talking about bargains? I have a right to know what’s happening.”

      She blinked her eyes open. “Why? What does Keen have to do with you?”

      “Maybe nothing. But if he’s why you needed the lab last night, I want to know. Some of your compound got on my hands, and now I’m seeing things.”
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        * * *

      

      Okay, so he lied.

      Derek wasn’t seeing things. He was worried about her, that was all. Last night in the lab, Elena had been unsteady on her feet after the explosion. He’d followed her home to make sure she returned safely, but he couldn’t shake the feeling she was keeping something from him. And considering what he’d hidden the last couple of years, he knew a little about secrets.

      Elena sat up. “This is so not what I need right now.” She wagged her head, then her eyes narrowed. “How did you get in, anyway? The front door to the building is always locked, and I never told you which apartment I live in.”

      “I walked in as someone was leaving. And the front door to your apartment was cracked open. I heard voices and recognized yours.” Derek omitted that he’d already known which apartment was hers. Had known for months. He kept track of all his neighbors.

      The blond girl Elena lived with burst into the bedroom, holding up two cards. “Check out our kick-ass fake…” Her voice trailed off, and she eyed Derek. “Hey.” She smiled and turned to Elena. “Did another guy just leave?”

      Elena waved toward him absently. “Reese, this is Derek, one of our druggie neighbors. Derek, this is my roommate.”

      Druggie neighbor? Good. Let her think he was like his roommates. He’d chosen them because they were too busy getting high to notice anything odd.

      Elena glanced at the cards in her roommate’s hand. “What’s up, Reese?”

      Reese smiled and rushed over to sit beside Elena on the bed. She handed her one of the cards. “It only took three weeks of heavy flirting with the computer nerd in advanced calculus, but I got them.” She bounced up and down.

      Elena held the card up to the light. “This ID looks real.”

      “Of course it does. The guy has connections.” She nudged Elena in the shoulder. “What d’ya say, Phyllis Downs?”

      Derek coughed into his palm, stifling a laugh, and Elena glared.

      She pressed her fingers to her temple and sighed. “That’s the worst name ever, Reese. It sounds like a porn star.” Her shoulders were slumped, her body filled with tension.

      Her reaction to the fake IDs was heavier than he thought the situation warranted.

      Reese’s mouth parted. “Whatever. My name’s Mona Pratt. They were the computer nerd’s suggestion. He was doing me a favor. I didn’t
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