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        Gregori:  Dragofin Mated Book #4

        (A Dragon-Gryphon Shifter BWWM Curvy Science Fiction-Paranormal-Fantasy Romance Series)

      

      

      “We do this together.”

      

      She’s a vixen on a mission determined to prove her worth. He’s a reserved guardian in need of his mate, not a seductive fling.

      Unhealed hurts and unspoken misunderstandings have wedged a gulf between them. Now, she’s in Alice, Texas while he’s in Atlanta, Georgia. They’ve suffered so many false starts that this mating is in jeopardy of going off the rails.

      Will they lose out on the one chance to walk the mated journey of a lifetime together?

      

      Life-crisis is just a word until it sets up residence in yours.

      Zia Carter is at a crossroads in life. Almost dying after being kidnapped by an alien-dinosaur-bird shifter, everything she’s known and believed has been turned on its head. She has always had a firm grasp on life, until now.

      After what she’s been through, it’s going to take more than a hot guy like Greg Griffin’s looks and far too calm ways to ever trust any man again.

      Zia’s on a new mission to get her mojo back. She needs outward, deliberate shows of attraction and affection; not the stately quiet of a gorgeous golden giant.

      

      Slow and steady win the race until they interfere with your mating.

      Gregori (Greg) Griffin has subdued his beast nature all his life. As the eldest brother of four Gryphon Guardian Warriors and second-in-command of the Dragofin Clan, he’s the wise, calm cohesion of the group.

      Since the mating thrall has started, each passing day Zia stays away renders him weaker. There’s a more significant problem, though. She’s not capable of handling what a mating requires—yet.

      Greg needs and wants his mate. His patience forbids him from usurping her control. Zia has a long recovery ahead. Does he have enough time left to win his mate and regain his power before the final nails in both their mating and his coffin seal his fatal end?

      

      Join Zia and Greg on their journey of discovery, adventure, and impossible odds.

      

      This book is for 18+ audiences. Includes Mature adult situations, strong language, opinionated strong sassy heroines, BWWM relationships, curvy and BBW women, women of color, Latina, fantasy, women’s adventure, science fiction, romantic comedy, suspense, paranormal romance, alpha males, Dragon and Gryphon shifters, angels and demons, magic, sorcery, portal travel, multiverses, spiritual awakenings, and a boatload of other amazing stuff.

      *Full length 201K word novel of an epic paranormal fantasy science fiction romance journey
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      Zia Carter… Family Home, southern outskirts of Alice, Texas

      

      “They’ve found me. Got to disappear.”

      Zia Carter whispered her prayer. She petitioned invisibility to grant her request. The former local teen beauty queen and currently displaced bakery owner was in life-crisis. Shame and embarrassment bullied and crowded in. They drove her to distraction.

      Her mojo had fired her, and her feelings disrespected her on a minute by minute basis. She had to hide, become small and invisible.

      Zia’s hands rubbed sweat from their palms onto old jeans. Until now, her former “fat jeans” from her teen closet and a bygone fashion trend had given Zia a boost to her ego. The message had championed her need for little wins. It assured her that she could still fit into clothes from high school.

      Flashes of the “winner” she used to be accused and agitated the loser cowering here now. Clamminess surrendered to a fresh heat wave.

      No, no, no, not now. Keep it together, Zia.

      If she didn’t fight, this would be a big one. The beep of her smartwatch confirmed the assessment.

      A thin equilibrium between survival and descent into darkness threatened to pull her down. Air grew standoffish and fickle as her airways begged for more. Oh, how the mighty had fallen.

      Zia’s breaths struggled to perform their task. Void of any grace or control, they stumbled out shallow and too damn fast. Air wheezed in and out in overtime to stave off the boogie man of panic.

      Come on now; you got this! Snap out of it. It’s all in your head. They can’t get to you anymore.

      Instead of acknowledging or accepting her new pesky little mental malady, her body fought and forced itself into compliant normalcy. Zia’s construct of optimal health demanded obedience.

      Damn it. She’d act normal if it killed her.

      At a little shy of thirty-years-old, Zia shouldn’t be this out of breath. The quick dash she’d made into the sunny room in the back of the house dealt an efficient beatdown. Heat pushed outward from a relentless furnace from her depths. Sweat beads tried to compensate as they rolled down her skin in itchy trails.

      Zia flapped the uneventful blouse in fast repetitions to usher in more air. Delusion played its part as her mind refused to acknowledge her predicament.

      Frantic reason supplied plausible arguments for why this wasn’t a false alarm. That guy was up to something. She was on to him.

      No way this had anything to do with panic and anxiety. She was a badass; always had been, always would be. Trickles of oxygen entered to pay down the deficit. Relief was on the hunt.

      Yeah, bitches.

      What was healthy was her skepticism that tipped toward paranoia. Nothing was a coincidence. What if they’d sent him? It could happen. What she’d witnessed erased all doubt that there was another world hiding in plain sight. This visit wasn’t on the up-and-up. Everything in her gut screamed to be heard.

      Danger!

      The intrusive presence of the outsider seeped all the way back there. Confined to that showcase of southern comfort, Zia tried not to focus on the scenic view of the clear Texas early afternoon.

      The impromptu visitor threatened to disrupt her tentative grasp on a not-so-good day. She couldn’t allow her sense of self to crack without a fight. Zia held onto her declaration of safety by a worn thread.

      No one would see her, not like this.

      Telltale signs of anxiety seeped into her body. The treadmill of her mind sped up to race thoughts of what-ifs. She ran quick rundowns of six degrees of separation to figure out how the unwelcome visitor might know anyone from her recent past. Memories became a convoluted maze of dead ends. Her smart watch beeped in warning of impending catastrophe.

      Shake it out.

      Zia’s hands flailed in a frenetic tempo in a valiant effort to dispel the anxiety attack. It marched forward dedicated to the pursuit of overtaking her mind and body.

      No, no, no.

      Her breaths sped up faster in a demented race with her mind. If she embarrassed her mother, Zia would never hear the end of it.

      As the adult daughter of the local success story family, she’d trained to be flawless in public, to never let them see her sweat, and to always show strength. Today would add another item in the fail column if she had to prance like a pony.

      Zia’s presence was supposed to be low key. Two weeks and she hadn’t left the house. No one should know she was here. Leave it to Leila to blow the one request she’d asked out of the water.

      At her parent’s sprawling Texas home and as a reluctant convalescent, Zia had come here to escape and regroup. Now, one of her greatest failures from the past stood in the foyer, ready to gawk, point, and clown her.

      She had shown her ass by cussing him out and calling him everything but a child of God the last time they’d seen each other. Spying on her might be his payback for her behavior all those years ago.

      Her heart beat too fast. Large gulps of air did nothing but agitate her nervous stomach. On cue, an audible churn wailed its discontent. Great, she might need to dash for the toilet, and she was stuck back here in her mother’s colors-of-happiness sunroom. Zia’s stomach continued to protest as bile rose.

      Confidence, that’s what she had to regain.

      Zia focused on recouping her ability to be chill. She forced long breaths down her throat as her fingers wedged their way into the gap between the expensive drapery and the glass in the door.

      The high-end custom-made coverings of one of the French doors put up resistance from their taunt application. Curiosity won the struggle as one eye peeked through the space. She managed to snatch a glimpse. Questions and elaborate scenarios of dark intent ran together in a jumbled mass of a mess.

      Whispered and slow, her shaky voice gasped out her reservations. “Nah, man, there’s poison in the cookies. I don’t know you like that. I smell fuckery.”

      The breath of her words ricocheted off the heavy fabric to bounce back off her face. Flashes of the plexiglass box and expansive wings of leathery skin and veins clouded her sight. The instant regression to that night overwhelmed her sensory inputs. Buckets of sunshine pouring into the room couldn’t combat the wave of darkness that crashed in.

      Did he know anything? Who showed up out of the blue after so many years? He had to know something to come here. That must be it. Everyone must know.

      Her forehead collided with the well-crafted door as it opened to allow the other woman entry.

      “Ow.”

      The shorter woman squeezed in through the narrow space Zia allowed into the room.

      “Sorry, baby, but you shouldn’t hover like that around the door. You ready?”

      Zia rubbed the throbbing spot and ignored that last part. “Why won’t you let me get my spy on in peace?”

      “Because you’re making a big deal out of nothing.” The answer came too fast to be anything but an admission of a premeditated machination.

      Zia looked down at the other woman, making sure to scrutinize her features for any tells. “I’m not buying it. Not after all this time.” When Zia had the woman’s face deadlocked in her sights, she leaned in and whispered, “I’m on to you, Leila.”

      “On to what?” The woman rocked the innocent look and voice better than Meryl Streep on her best day. “I don’t know all the stories you make up in your head about me, but they aren’t true. I’m not out to do anything but wish you every happiness.”

      “Um-hmm,” Skeptical Zia was front and center. She didn’t believe that tired saying her mother always used when she was up to something.

      “Aw, my baby, don’t do that. Respect your mother. You’ll miss me when I’m gone.” Leila said, adjusting Zia’s blouse to cover her muffin top that pushed down hard on top of her victory jeans.

      Zia launched a silent protest. Defiant rebellion ruled and guided her actions. She unbuttoned the top two jeans buttons to take in a much-needed breath. The torture devices had tattooed themselves on her fleshy stomach. The exposed reddened skin rebounded in joy as Zia made a great show of rubbing her gut.

      Leila refused to acknowledge the symbol of Zia’s independence.

      “Baby, please? Cover up.” She stepped closer to try to fix Zia’s clothes once more.

      “Uh-uh, not so fast, Leila.”

      Her mother’s face fell for a split second. “Call me, Mami, not Leila. I’m Mami. It hurts when you shut me out.” Hazel eyes softened and pleaded as they looked at Zia. She took a breath before her next words. “Zia, please? I need you to calm down for me, Okay? You’re at home where it’s safe. There’s no need to be on guard. I promise you. Look at me.” Leila used her soft voice as she continued to smooth Zia’s hair down.

      Zia swatted away her mother’s fussy hands. She tried to sidestep around the woman. Her mother anticipated the duck and run she was about to pull off with a fake to the left that would make any NBA coach proud.

      Startled by her mother’s agility coupled with how much the woman seemed to have shrunk from the last time Zia was home, she decided to not go there today with her. Where was her father to run interference when she needed him? Oh yeah, that’s right, working as usual.

      “You don’t know what I’ve been through.”

      “Tell me. I’m here for you.”

      “You can’t handle it.”

      Leila looked down. Her daughter’s words had hit their intended mark.

      Zia turned in the other direction. She slunk along the length of the room looking for a better line of sight. Her mother adopted a sentry’s stance at the door. So like her to push Zia into the deep end of the pool. This time Zia wasn’t so sure she’d make it back to the edge of safety.

      Perched at a new position, the view, like Zia’s attitude was no better. Danger rode her hard. Never again would she lose focus. “Nope, I’m not here for it. Not today, Satan.” The foyer was obstructed from a clean shot at the entryway, but Zia wouldn’t be deterred.  A sliver of a form clad in a dark colored suit winked back at her. “Uh-uh, absolutely not.”

      “What are you going on about? That man is harmless.” The person responsible for her current flirt with a panic attack came to stand next to her.

      “What does he want?”

      “Seems to me that he finally realized his mistake and is trying to make amends.” Her flippant response proved her mother wasn’t as innocent as she claimed.

      This was the worse time for a drop by visit and from this man of all people. She was on the struggle tip trying to keep her head above water.

      “All right, Mami,” Zia stressed the name. “Today isn’t a good one. I’m in a dark place.”

      Contrary to her mood, the overtly optimistic sunlight continued to stream in all around her. Zia looked out of the windows of the sunroom.

      Located at the back of the palatial home, it gave a panoramic view of her family’s sprawling land. She’d successfully avoided this view since being back until now.

      When the doorbell rang, she’d made a mad dash back here to avoid being seen. Haunts of times long past sandwiched her in between the foyer and backyard. The biggest ghost lingered at the edges of the sun-drenched room, just beyond the backyard. It damned her in subtle reminders of what she’d done.

      “Mami… I’m dealing with the, you know. I can’t seem to shake it off. It’s like I’m back there that night when I—”

      “There, there, don’t get yourself worked up.” A wave of the hand to wipe away the direction the conversation was about to go into was all the warning Zia received. Her mother wasn’t going to go there with her, not today or any day. They didn’t speak of that time.

      Her mother’s trademark laughter floated in to smooth out the disturbance of peace from Zia’s last words. Nausea was a quick rumble away as Zia’s stomach churned to process what she couldn’t speak out loud.

      Okay. Her mother’s laughter meant to keep it moving. Zia changed course.

      “Why did you invite him? I told you I’m not ready for visitors.”

      “Because he wouldn’t take no for an answer.” Her mother gave Zia a look that said to behave and play nice.

      “I haven’t seen him since I moved to Atlanta.”

      This side of the house was no good to see the foyer. Zia tiptoed to see past the shorter woman. She tried to locate where the visitor stood. It had been a long time since she’d last talked with him.

      Would he be the same as she remembered? Unable to gain even a sliver of a glimpse from the impossible angle of this side of the room to the entryway, Zia gave up and leveled a look at her mother.

      “Why is he here anyway?”

      “How should I know?” Leila hunched her shoulders and played like she had no clue. “You can ask him that yourself, as soon as you go in there and greet him. I didn’t waste all my time teaching you how to have proper home training for you to blow him off without at least a greeting.”

      “I’m not dressed for company, and I’m still healing. You should have told him I was asleep. That’s it, go in there and tell him I’m sleeping.”

      Zia gave her mother a little shove to no avail.

      “Oh, baby, never you mind. I know you can handle anything he throws your way. Remember what I taught you. You know how to handle a man. Go out there and handle this one.” Her mother leveled an eye of warning her way. “Don’t make me out to be a liar. I told him you were home. Give the man at least ten minutes. He drove all the way here.”

      Maybe her mother was right? It could be all in her head. Self-doubt reestablished residency. Compliance to social norms paraded to the front. She was so tired of fighting anyway. Zia would conform to what was expected of her. A quick thought of prayer formed. She hoped her mother was right.

      “Fine, but you don’t get to be in the room when I do. I want to handle this on my own.”

      “As you should, baby, as you should.” Her mother patted her on the back with one hand and pushed her out the sunroom with the other. Before the cunning little woman retreated into the kitchen, she said loud enough for only Zia to hear, “Don’t forget what I always tell you. Follow your heart but take your brain with you.”

      Zia stumbled into the hallway from the back of the home to see the handsome man standing in the foyer of the main entryway. She wondered if he’d heard her conversation with her mother. A quick reminder that he was the interloper buzzed around in the back of her mind.

      Yeah, she didn’t need to worry about what he thought. This was most likely a nosy call to see how bad her injuries were. For all Zia knew, he was here at the behest of his mother and her gossipy friends.

      He stepped forward, dressed in an expensive and impeccable suit.

      “Zia, how beautiful.” His eyes swept over her in a fluid swoop. Appreciation shone brightly in his hooded but pleasantly alluring eyes. “It’s good to see you up and about. May I?” he asked, extending a hand for her to take.

      Caught off guard, Zia took his hand and allowed him to guide her into the living room. Once there, he turned to face her and gave her an impressive gift.

      “For you.” Full of grace and poise, he extended to her what had to be a peace offering.

      There went her plan to put him out. Zia southern hospitality upbringing foiled her plan as she accepted and smiled. Why was she such a wuss?
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      Zia Carter… Family Home, southern outskirts of Alice, Texas

      

      Her switch flipped on when the gift hit her hands. Gone was her hypervigilance to reveal the polished Zia. Conditioned to play the perfect companion, instincts took over.

      “You didn’t have to do this. They’re lovely.”

      Though her words were forced and practiced to her ear, they flowed with seamless effort meant to stroke the male ego. The man lingered, too close.

      As the gift fit for a celebrity exchanged hands, the handsome, rich, and suave male visitor seemed content to invade the space she cordoned off as her intimate zone.

      Not so fast there, Buddy. You’re not in with a bouquet of roses, no matter how expensive. Never gonna be that easy—not with me.

      Zia Carter took the huge bouquet of expensive flowers with a fluid grace born out of years growing up as her mother’s daughter. Just like her mother to present the cream of the crop when it came to male suitors.

      This battle she fought was between her and one Mrs. Leila Carter. Her mother was undoubtedly the biggest influence on her life. Whether Leila’s influence was good or bad wavered with the day in Zia’s mind. Today that influence was suspect.

      She gave a quick glance over to the man standing near enough for her to feel his body heat. Whether he knew it or not, he was an unwitting knight hustling about on the chessboard of her mother’s design.

      “Come in and make yourself at home.” The common courtesy statement rolled off Zia’s tongue like the well-practiced habit it was.

      “Thanks, but first let me get a look at you.”

      Ah, so this wasn’t a nosy gloating call, it was a courtly one. Interesting.

      Well, at least Zia could do this in her sleep—usually. She tapped into the practiced comfort of playing the perfect object of men’s affection to get her through the visit.

      Zia offered a smile, meant to be pleasant but she wasn’t sure it didn’t convey the ‘back off’ screaming in her head. Instead of overtly sidestepping, she did what any pro at the dating game would do—she stalled to regain the upper hand.

      “Sure thing. Let me get the flowers placed in the best location first.”

      Taking her hint, he obliged and gave her space. Yeah, Leila came to play, pulling out the stops with this move. Her mother was hell-bent on producing a top-notch campaign to sway her into staying—and married off to the suitor of Leila’s choosing. Zia was sure of it with this move. The man standing before her was a closer of the strongest kind.

      The gauntlet was thrown, and the chess game was well underway. Her mother intended for Zia to never leave again—at least not without the man of Leila’s choosing and loyalty.

      His eyes tracked her every movement. Zia ignored him to attend to the roses. Their fragrance perfumed the air in a heady mix of rose and floral accents.

      She couldn’t do this. It was too soon to jump back in and be or pretend to be herself.

      Zia’s new smartwatch thumped against her wrist again. The bell of impending danger registered for what it was. Her therapist had given it to her as a way to track, monitor, and manage her body ’s as of yet unexplained physical episodes that started after the kidnapping. Zia jumped a little when it started vibrating and lighting up. The signal meant she had a second or two to get ready for whatever was about to happen.

      And like that, her tormentor was activated as her next breath failed to come. Zia stopped all movement as potential doom converged to rob her of control. The shallow smile Zia had plastered on her face froze in place. The next moment could become very dicey if she didn’t keep it together.

      In a snap of a finger, her breath failed to maintain its life-giving rhythm. Her waking nightmare was happening again. Zia resisted the urge to claw at her throat as invisible hands squeezed hard against it.

      The therapist said the sensation was part of a little parting gift of PTSD from her kidnapping ordeal from almost a month back. Even still, it always threw her for a loop as the frightening feeling of suffocating clamped down on her ability to breathe.

      He watched her with intense curiosity. Gentlemanly manners kept him quiet as she regained her footing and sense of presence. Good, at least he hadn’t forgotten how to behave.

      One thing was for certain. She had a clear, immediate goal. Zia would get free of the invisible torturer who rode her hard at the most inopportune times. Never again would she fall prey to anyone.

      Rich rose fragrance invaded her scent sensors to overthrow the breath thief. The heady mixture of flowers and spiciness of expensive male cologne played nicely off one another in a tantalizing spell, enough to pull her back from the brink of madness.

      One thing she knew: Zia would find a way to get her life back by starting from scratch. This time she’d build a bigger and better business. Oh, and rehab her tastes in men. This needed to be as far away from everyone and everything that were massive stressors. The only issue was making sure she knew which people and what things to put on that list.

      Weight from the vase of flowers that intensified with each second refocused her on the task at hand. Good, her body hadn’t gone into a full-on Twilight Zone reenactment.

      Thankful for the reprieve, she decided.

      Zia would play the game with her male visitor for now. Situations like this one needed to be put up for examination of how she’d live the rest of her life. Whatever happened, it had to be on her terms and far from danger.

      Once her body rebounded to normalcy, she jumped back in to do the flirting tango he expected. Zia shifted the roses to give him access to a full view of her face. Practiced to precision, Zia launched her showstopper smile his way. With an unobstructed view this close to her, he got the megawatt experience.

      Even without a stitch of makeup, Zia knew she’d landed the optimal reaction, based on the beaming smile stretching his face into impossible angles. Yep, that smile was the money shot she’d perfected over many years, pageants, and suitors.

      Heft of the flowers had her moving to place them. The vase resembled one given to a diva after an awe-inspiring performance. Exquisite and able to hold their own as the attention grabbers they were, she expected nothing less from their source.

      He’d been the man starring in many of her girlhood dreams of a knight in shining armor. Contained in this intimate circle of his aura and manipulated orchestration, she could still feel hints of attraction toward the prize catch of Alice, Texas. He was a hunk by any woman’s estimation. Plus, there was no denying he still had the gift of the handsome with the necessary add-on of old money on his side. His expensive cologne wafted in again reminding Zia of his impeccable taste and culture.

      Fighting the embarrassing urge to curtsey, she opted to shut up and resume her quest to find the best place for the flowers. Willing herself to return to the confident woman who always received expensive gifts from adoring men, Zia stood taller and channeled Leila.

      Flinging off the rustiness of not being around male attention for a few weeks, Zia commanded herself to return to the woman she’d grown into and not the girl she’d left behind. She wouldn’t forget all her home training and run the risk of her mother charging in to salvage the exchange.

      Without turning back to face him, she lobbed small talk meant to show interest. “I hope you didn’t make the long drive here just to see me.”

      “And what if I did? No distance is too far to come to you.”

      She had to give it to him, the guy was quick-witted and smooth as ever. Her, not so much.

      Rusty and looking for something else to say, Zia made sure to make more fuss over how beautiful the flowers were without bringing attention to the copious amounts of humongous, perfect, blood-red roses that were the stars of the arrangement.

      Roses this red trumpeted his self-assurance that she was available and willing to go back to life in the trophy case of one Mr. Jeremy Alvarez. She couldn’t hate on him though. He had to know he was her first outside visitor in the few weeks since she’d come home to recuperate.

      No matter what her mother protested, that coveted spot had been bequeathed unto him, thanks to the insistence of her mother. That woman used guilt like a well-train sniper. Leila Carter never missed her mark.

      This meeting with Zia’s first real boyfriend was no different. Leila wanted her to meet with him. Him being here was another shot meant to erode her resolve to do anything but stay here close to home—forever. He was here, and she was the dutiful daughter, spruced up like she was in another one of the many pageants her mother had entered her in during most of her growing years, ready to wow and dazzle. Strong reminders of why she’d left the next day after high school graduation danced in her head.

      In the opulent family living room her mother only opened for important or special guests, Zia felt more like a prized cow on display than the successful bakery owner she’d become.

      “I have to get out of here.” Thankful it was low enough to go unheard from where he stood she made a fuss over the lighting for the bouquet.

      “What’s that?”

      “Oh, nothing. I said I have to get more light in here.”

      Zia made a showy to-do to open the sheer curtains of the nearest window.

      “Let me help with that.”

      “No worries, I’ve got it.”

      “You sure do,” he said, hints of lusty admiration in his tone.

      Zia had no doubt he referred to her ample ass. Stretched in this position with her back to him, he had a full-on view of her jean-clad backside. The swarm of pride that she could still make him pant and fawn over her rose up like an addict’s fix.

      Fighting the confusing need to escape from Jeremy’s blatant attempt to woo her, while needing the adoration and near worship he offered, Zia took a few more moments to ogle the meaningless flowers. Once her ability to think returned, she cleared the space of the room to a table next to one of the big double windows that let in an amazing amount of natural light. That was one thing about this room she’d always loved. The flowers looked amazing as they caught the early afternoon sun in perfection.

      Turning in time to catch the heated look of undeniable appraisal, lust, and need, Zia ignored the sexual vibes the man cast her way. His attention was the everyday norm with straight men and something she could handle even on her sick bed.

      It was the expectation and pressure to do the “right thing to settle down with a good man who can take care of you,” as her mother had stressed over and over, that Zia couldn’t stomach.

      Jeremy patted the seat next to him on the sofa. “Come, sit. Let’s catch-up.”

      The need to continue to stall was heavy upon her. She’d sit when she was ready and not when he told her to.

      If he could, Zia was sure Jeremy would clunk her on her head and drag her out of here to play house with him in Corpus Christi.

      With her mother’s incessant blabbering since she’d been home, Zia had learned that he was a successful oil rights broker with connections to the major movers and shakers in the industry. That wasn’t the juicy part though.

      Gossip hounds said that his wife, the pure-bred Latina he’d dumped her for to marry, had left him and town, leaving him after their small son had passed in a mysterious accident.

      Zia could see the swirling fingers of hope curling in the air as he continued to look for ways to get back into her good graces. Jeremy cast furtive looks of longing as she admired the arrangement.

      “I don’t know where you managed to find such a bouquet, but each flower is exquisite.”

      “It’s the least I can do. You’re home, and I’m not going to miss my shot again.” Jeremy launched one of his smiles that used to make her weak in the knees. A faint but sickly-sweet smell of hungry determination commingled his words with the fragrant flowers. “When your mother told me about your ordeal, I knew I had to come over and make sure you were all right for myself.”

      “Again, that wasn’t necessary.” Zia needlessly adjusted the heavy vase situated on one of the tables her mother kept in the living room that boasted family pictures and knick-knacks.

      The bouquet now resembled funeral flowers spelling the end of her life away from this small town more than anything else. Remembering to put on her best behavior while her mother was in earshot, that woman was most definitely listening; she formed the next words to show appreciation without giving too much hope.

      “Jeremy, I’m fine, as you can see.”

      “Yes, I can. You’re even more beautiful than I remember. I’m glad nothing happened to take away your beauty. Zia, you’ve always been the most beautiful lady in Texas.”

      “Jeremy, aren’t you laying it on thick?” Her laugh floated across the room, giving him a smile of hope. Zia would calm it down a bit with a little self-deprecation. “I don’t think the legend of Beyoncé or her Beyhive,” then she remembered who she spoke with to amend the statement, “Or Selena, would take too kindly to your assessment. They’ll always be the biggest stars to come out of south Texas. You know that. Plus, I’m not too sure I qualify as a beautiful woman anymore.”

      Faint bruises and scratches from when the friends of her best friend, Wren, rescued her remained visible from her face on down the sides of her body. She had no doubt they would completely disappear soon, but vivid scars within haunted her like the enticement of freshly baked pastries every time she stayed still too long.

      They also couldn’t take away from the fact that she was at least sixty pounds thicker than she’d been in high school. As a luscious, curvy woman of color with a body and booty like pow, and a face like wow, let many of her admirers tell it, Zia wasn’t suffering from any major hang-ups about her looks or curves. In most races, she could hold her own.

      No, she recalled that Jeremy liked them tiny enough for him to pick up and toss around in the bedroom that gave her pause.

      Standing almost barefoot in her house slippers, Zia was barely an inch or so shorter than the man, and she could be in strong contention for tossing him around in the bedroom. He was sinewy, retaining his slim athletic build from their youth. Jeremy was almost the direct opposite of Greg Griffin. Greg, the golden, gorgeous giant, who’d been her main rescuer remained ever present in her thoughts and dreams.

      Where Jeremy was the average height of around five feet eleven inches with the regionally requisite jet-black Latin hair and dark looks, Greg had this Nordic Viking thing going on with rugged looks highlighted by the brightest blue eyes, fierce danger, quiet mystery, and the massive body of a golden giant going on.

      At the fresh thought of Greg, a sensual tingle of excitement zinged through Zia’s body, producing an involuntary shudder of delight.

      Jeremy Alvarez couldn’t be sneezed at, though. He’d been her first love, forever holding that dear place in her memory. He was the star everything of the town with the backing of his family’s local power and money. There was a time she would have done anything to have him almost groveling at her feet to be with him. He was the ultimate catch and had chosen her as his girlfriend.

      “A penny for your thoughts?” Jeremy was back at her side, breaching her invisible line of private space again.

      The voice cut through her musings to bring her back to the room and the fact that Jeremy stood close enough to kiss her. Sidestepping to find a seat on the sofa, Zia threw over her shoulder, “Oh nothing. Come sit and catch me up on what you’ve been up to.”

      Dutifully in tune to her like the expert at playing a long game that he was, Jeremy came to sit beside her. He made sure to sit close enough for their thighs to touch as he threw an arm behind her shoulders on the back of the couch.

      Zia was back to a close simulation of her old self by now. That meant she could mix it up with the best of them. So much so, she remained poised when her hair caught in the band of his ultra-expensive watch, and he snagged a few strands of hair extricating it from her mane. Instead of inching away, she turned to stare him in the eyes with her famous, hypnotically intense gaze. Not saying a word, she held his focus as his chocolate eyes tried to focus and challenge her alpha move.

      If she was going to be here with a possibility of ending up as his next wife, she might as well start the interview now. He seemed to accept her challenge by reaching to grasp her hand and thread his fingers between hers.

      Nice move.

      Zia continued to fake her way through the exchange. She countered by turning to him and tilting her head to mimic submissive coyness. That got a smile out of him.

      Her mother’s phone rang in the distance as the two continued their tango to determine their new power dynamic. Refusing to return his smile as not to show she was submissive, Zia leaned in ever so. The move was meant to see if he’d think she wanted to kiss him. To her pleasure, his eyes went to her lips but didn’t take the bait.

      “I see you’re even more the vixen than I remember. Age and distance have done you well. Pure refinement—I like it.”

      She couldn’t hate on him for catching her actions. It had never been said that Jeremy was slow or daft when it came to women. Good thing she’d never given into his advances to sleep with him back then.

      In the recesses of her mind, Zia knew that curiosity was part of what had made him make the fifty-mile drive down here to see her. The cell phone wailed loud again, this time pulling her attention away from their little tête-à-tête.

      Halfway trying to pay attention to what her mother said in the other room on the phone, Zia tossed a go-to come back to him. “What better to ensnare you with.” Tuning back into him, she noticed his interest spiked at that little ditty. She couldn’t help herself. This was turning out to be fun. Loosening the grip, he had on her hand to allow her fingertips to draw tiny circles in the palm of his hand, Zia’s inward smile was huge when he shuddered in obvious arousal.

      “When was the last time you were enveloped in the three-hundred-and-sixty-degree real-life manifestation of your greatest fantasy?” She waited.

      He licked his lips. “Never.”

      “Never doesn’t have to be forever you know.”

      He squirmed no doubt trying to make room for the hard-on she gave him. Zia had seen that look too many times before to mistake it.

      “When do you think forever will make its long-awaited appearance?” His whisper was so breathy and pregnant with wanton lust, Zia had to restrain the triumphant smile that wanted to burst forth and plant a flag of victory on the top of his head.

      Good.

      She had the assurance she needed. He definitely wanted her more than the other way around. Still that wasn’t enough to center her back into her old confident self.

      Before she could respond with the final blow to any controlling power, he’d have in their interactions her mother came into the room, holding the phone and looking perturbed.

      “What’s this, Mami?”

      Leila Carter flashed an apologetic smile at Jeremy, but not before looking down at his lap to see what Zia was sure was his rock-hard cock. Keeping her cool as only her mother could, Leila handed the phone to Zia.

      “It’s for you. She says it’s important.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Some woman from Atlanta that helped with your… accident.” Leila fumbled with the right word to describe why Zia was back home.

      Her kidnapping was another ordeal she couldn’t bring herself to broach with her parents. One major event in her life was enough for them to try to deal with.

      “Oh!” Zia sat up, thinking it might be her friend Wren. “Hello?”

      The voice of the older woman that answered was oddly familiar.

      “Good, finally, there you are, young lady!” The voice made a little happy sound before adding, “Hello, Zia, this is Miss Connie from The Diner, and I needed to get in touch with you. It’s very important.”

      Unable to breathe for a moment, Zia took a beat before speaking again. What was so important that this woman had managed to find her in Texas and on her mother’s cell phone?

      “You—how did you find me?”

      “Oh, that—not important. What is important is that you come back to Atlanta, now. Greg hasn’t quite been himself since you left without a proper goodbye and I suspect there are some great new happenings with Wren that you’ll want to be here to witness. I wanted to give you a few weeks to regroup, but it’s time you got back in the saddle and face your life and destiny, don’t you think, hun?”

      Her destiny? What was this lady smoking? Zia hadn’t even gone home to pack anything in her apartment. When she’d been released by Miss Connie as well enough to leave, and Hildy had talked with her and determined that she could handle what had happened, Zia had rented a car and driven straight home to her family home.

      For some reason, Hildy had it in her head that she had a power that would erase Zia’s memories of the ordeal. Even if that were true, Zia wanted to remember everything. She wanted never to forget how stupid she’d been to let her guard down and allow a guy like Patrick to fool her so convincingly.

      No, the next man she was with had to prove he was strong, capable, sane and safe enough to be with her. One thing she’d seen and told no one was that Greg wasn’t what he appeared to be either. Her deep secret shame was that she was still as attracted to him as ever—probably even more since he’d been the one to do most of her rescuing.

      Feeling the energy of two pairs of eyes scrutinizing her every word and action, Zia had to end the call fast.

      “Zia, I can hear the wheels turning in that mind of yours from here. Trust me; you’ll only regret it if you miss this window of opportunity. The Goddess is gracious, but ain’t about to usurp your will. It seems like you can’t talk as freely as you’d like to, but if you want to take me up on seeing what could be, I suggest you hightail it back here to Atlanta as soon as possible. If you don’t trust the words I speak, trust your gut and move, hun.”

      Visions of seeing Greg again massaged hidden tension from her body. Safety snuggled her with a new layer of protection. She might not know for sure all he was, but rescuer was in the definite column.

      Her feelings rebounded to focus on one thing, seeing if there was any hint of attraction he had for her. Yes, it felt good to slip into her confident skin again.

      Bow down bitches, I’m back.

      Mojo neared to reconsider her eligibility. It landed a solid kick to push panic back to the shadows as her mind began to whirl with hope and excitement.

      “What are you talking about? I need to come back to Atlanta for an important meeting about everything that happened?” Zia found herself asking for the benefit of her listeners.

      If nothing else, Miss Connie was quick on the draw. “Yes, hun, I know that you can’t talk, but you understand exactly. Don’t worry about anything but getting here. I’ll take care of the rest. How about I see you in a few days? That should be enough time for you to get on a plane or drive back, right?”

      Determined to reconnect with herself, Zia heard the words tumble out of her mouth. “Yes, that’s right. I’ll see you in two days, at your location.”

      Once the line disconnected, she tossed the phone. It landed somewhere outside the reaches of her concern on the sofa. The scene before her slid into the background of her plans to travel back to Atlanta. Her body buzzed like it was alive for the first time in a while.

      Looking at two stunned set of eyes, Zia had to break the news. “I have to go back to Atlanta for an important meeting.” The supplemental information that would solidify the trip hopped to the forefront of her mind. “Oh, and I have to pack up my apartment and handle some things.”

      Zia noticed the happy tears flooded her mother’s eyes. Leila had to be ecstatic at hearing that she’d be packing up her place there. Zia hadn’t meant for the woman to make the jump from her packing to that meaning that she’d decided to move back home.

      Jeremy patted her on the thigh. Instinct drove her to shift away. His cockiness knew no bounds. What the hell? He wasn’t guaranteed to be on the list of recipients of her time and attention if she came back.

      She took a second to see the smiling faces beaming smiles of different intentions as she gathered herself to prepare to scoot on up out of here.

      What was it with these two? Were they in cahoots with some nefarious plan to get her back home and on lockdown? Too excited to divert her attention to that, Zia stood, making it clear her visit with Jeremy was over.

      “As you can see, I have to get ready to make the trip back to Atlanta. Thanks so much for coming all the way over here from Corpus Christi to check on me.” Zia gave Jeremy one of her smiles she used when she wanted a guy to go away but not think she was getting rid of him.

      He complied, smiling like he’d won some ground with her. No matter, all she could concentrate on was the fact that Miss Connie had said Greg wasn’t doing too well and that it had something to do with her. She needed to get back there and see him for herself.

      Even if it might be for the last time, she owed it to herself to see if there was some destiny waiting for her with Greg.
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      Finally.

      

      The burner cell phone skittered across the counter. Buzzing vibrations cut through flatness of TV talking heads droning on and on in the background. A quick jaunt across the expanse of the high-end open concept living area completed and the agitated device was in hand.

      This burner phone was new, and one person had the number. Without checking the caller ID , no etiquette or pleasant greeting was offered.

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you make contact with the target?”

      The voice on the other end of the call wasn’t the expected one. Instead, the voice that sounded like one and many had trickled through the line. How did it or they get this number? And how did they know what was going on with this timetable? Time to ponder what to say next was a luxury that wasn’t available when dealing with this caller.

      Need to stall for a moment to get it together.

      Hatred of how interacting with this caller always turned thought processes into mush, and fuzzy thinking weighed heavy.

      How much to tell?

      A nagging concern bounded forward. Danger and mystery always shrouded any dealings with the entity on the other end of the line. Here was another example of how quickly everything could turn wrong-sided. They called on a line that hadn’t been given out. It was a burner phone with encryption.

      Ideas for needed updates to the project forged a hastened path to the forefront.

      Top priority was to get through the call without giving too much information or showing weakness. Once that was done, would need to get rid of this phone ASAP—after the expected call came through.

      No use tipping off the caller of that.

      When the unexpected happened, the true artist incorporated the new element to make the piece greater. This call would become part of what made the art of this deal flourish. To be the best, one had to take everything thrown in and make a masterpiece.

      Skill, talent, and flare—that was what the caller wanted, and why they’d approached to do this deal.

      Keep it short and make it happen.

      Would have to play off that curt phone greeting and recoup a sense of professionalism. Too much was on the line here.

      A deep breath and normal breathing were restored without incident. Time to play the role and keep everything in play.

      Role of the day—Goldilocks—not too much or too little, just right. Another breath did the trick to reset and infuse bright eagerness into the tone of voice, the words had to be perfect. Then they formed in thin air, like reading them on an invisible piece of floating paper.

      “Yes. I’m waiting for an update now.” Whew, that statement came out on the money.

      “Good. Don’t keep your information to yourself too long. There are certain expectations for you to fulfill.”

      “I’m quite aware of that. Don’t worry. I’ll deliver.”

      “So, you shall.”

      The call ended without warning. Nerves rattled enough to produce the slightest shaking of the hands. That reaction to the unexpected couldn’t happen again. It was a sign of subordinate behavior and wouldn’t be tolerated. Only those traits of a powerful leader would be nurtured and allowed to thrive.

      The client had won that little battle, but it would be the last one. It might be accurate to assume the client did these sorts of things to produce that type of fear and loathing. Unfortunately for them, this deal wouldn’t go the way they expected. Just a few more days and the payoff would be worth it.

      Faint tremors still cascaded through when the phone buzzed again.

      Damn it.

      As if on cue the cell phone buzz with the anticipated expected call.

      “Did you learn anything?” Unchecked emotion peppered the words. Needed to tone it down.

      The arrogant laugh that snaked through from the other end gnawed and grated the nerves as it always had. This call couldn’t end too fast. Then, there would be time to rejuvenate properly.

      Patience was the key. Just had to wait for the urge to lash out to pass by not giving in to cussing and fussing as a rebuttal to the theatrics.

      The annoying laugh was left to support itself with silence on the other end. Point finally taken, words began to come forth to answer the question.

      “Of course, I did.”

      “And?”

      “And, I need to meet with you to give you the information and other gifts we weren’t expecting.”

      What the hell? There was no “we.”

      Annoyance at how this was turning out to be another information dragging session threatened to erupt into full-blown anger. They’d been over the specifics of the project a thousand times. This was a part of a deal they had—nothing more.

      Instead of bringing that up and making the call last longer than necessary, the best course was to whittle down to the information subtly and cleverly. That would be far easier than dealing with the begging and bargaining that would come with a flat-out no.

      “This is a secure line. You can relay the info without concern.”

      “Yes, but not all the information is verbal.”

      Curiosity piqued by the obvious dangled bait, there was no other recourse but to bite.

      “What kind of information are we talking about that you can’t give over the phone?”

      “Physical information.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “You will when I give it to you.”

      Damn it, that tone usually meant stubbornness had set in. There’d be no way around it. A meeting was the only way to resolve this but couldn’t let that be known up front.

      “Okay, let me be the judge of whether this warrants a meeting or not. Give me something that you can say over the phone.” A stern incentive was added to run the point home that it better be good. “It’s time to see if you’re out for this type of work.”

      “I’m more than cut out for it. If not, you wouldn’t have offered it to me.”

      “Enough with the overconfidence. Tell me what I want to know, or I’ll punish you.”

      The inhale of breath on the other end was audible and infused with emotion enough to know it had been the right course of action. Keeping this simple and straight to the point was the best way to deal.

      “You always know how to get me to do what you want.”

      “Yes, and don’t forget that. Now talk.”

      “They were telling the truth about it all.”

      “You’re certain? How do you know.”

      “Trust me, I know from all the clues thrown off here and there. And, the test? It worked. Got positive confirmation.”

      Based on how this was said, there was no reason to doubt it. Decision made, it was time to wrap this up. No use doing anything to encourage more chit-chat than necessary.

      “Ah, I see. Very well, then. We can meet.” Had to stay in control and not leave anything up for grabs. Added a quick addendum for good measure. “Give me time to get to you.”

      “Come tonight.”

      Thirsty—good.

      In dealings like this, it was always a great status confirmation to keep the upper hand in all transactions. A few mental calculations on the logistics of how to get there in hours done, the answer flowed out without a hint of consternation. Couldn’t let this current location be known. Thirsty could turn desperate and clingy too easily.

      Plan mapped out on how to pull it off, nothing warned of hesitation in agreeing to come here.

      “I’ll meet you at ten tonight at a location I’ll text to you in a few hours.”

      “Why can’t I come to you now?”

      Damn it. This was too much. It became clearer each day that working together would be way more of a headache than originally imagined. This was a bad idea.

      Then visions of power and what was at stake danced in the logical region that always pushed forward to keep the project on the rails. The line fell silent as the idea to take a few beats before continuing came forward.

      When the time swelled to allow rational logic to win out, a well-chosen word reigned supreme.

      “Because…,” patience bore down to wait before saying anything else. The other end of the line didn't bite.

      Continued patience to let the moment breathe allowed more time to handle the situation. An answer that would do the trick to keep the conversation under control formed. A quick clearing of the throat to remove any tale-tell signs of agitation helped to get the explanation out.

      “Because there are eyes everywhere. We can never be too cautious. Do you want to be the reason this blows up?” No answer from the other end. Stern control guided the next words that were more commands. “Huh? Answer me. Say it.”

      “No, I don’t want to blow this.”

      “That’s what I thought. Pay attention and keep your head in the game. I’ll meet you at the location I text at ten tonight. Don’t call me at this number again. When we meet, I’ll have new contact information to give you.” About to hang up the call, another spark of insight into who was on the other line flashed to be used. “And, don’t, I repeat, don’t try to renegotiate anything when we meet. This is the way it has to be. I’m halfway out the door of doing this deal with you as it is.”

      “No, don’t be like that. I promise, no funny business. I’m good. We’re still good, aren’t we?”

      Yes, the upper hand was firmly reestablished.

      “We’re good, for now. I’ll see you tonight.”

      When the phone signaled a clear disconnection, no time was wasted smashing the device. A new box opened, and the new phone number obtained, the text message with information would go out in a few hours.

      A quick check of the neural app’s data confirmed that the trigger had fired, and corresponding information had been received. It was interesting to see how well the subject responded so fast to the conditioning. Good but too soon to call it a success.

      Refusing to celebrate too quickly and another rundown of all plans was enough to coax a small bit of relaxation. Not too much though. Precision was the key to everything. The perfect amount of tension and stress worked to ensure that the highest level of accuracy and vigilance was in action.

      For now, it was safe to move forward. Tired wasn’t the word to describe the deep ache that radiated every part of the body.

      “Forty percent. I’m just at forty percent of capacity. Got to press on.” The mantra seeped out with the ease of habit it had become.

      There would come a time very soon that no one could impede on anything desired. The deal was in play and victory was close at hand. Just had to keep all the plates spinning for a little while longer.

      Keeping all the players in the dark and at a distance was a priority. It had been too long in the making, but after these next few days, everything that had been worked for up to now would pay off.

      “Yeah, you’ve got this. Go get yours.”

      The text was sent, and a little sigh of relief escaped the prison of years of self-control. That cue was enough to reset and power up before tonight’s meeting.

      Seated on the comfortable, plush sofa surrounded by the healing power of the many crystals, it was time to review, learn and adjust to the day’s events.

      Waves of meditative frequency bathed the mind, allowing the body to unclench as scenes, thoughts, and ignored feelings and reactions replayed as if on a projection screen. Like a puzzle, pieces moved to rotate and show possibilities to fit into the grand scheme.

      “Yes, I see it now.”

      The audible words signaled brain frequency was back to beta and out of the vortex of consciousness. Eyes opened and ready to go; the immediate step presented itself on that invisible page inches away.

      “Got it. Time to set the trap and bag the prize.”

      An internal clock that always signaled the perfect time to move and do dinged. It was on. The new game was afoot. No more subordination. When the dust settled, all power would firmly rest within. No one and nothing would ever stand in the way again.

      Next stop—power to infinity—forever.

      The snicker was all that would be allowed to signal how corny that last bit had been. Hey, being tainted with humanity meant missteps could be made, for now. That status as a weakling wouldn’t last for long, though. Not with this doozy of a grand plan in the works.

      The only undesirable part? Zia Carter.

      A spark of hatred flared. That was another reason to loathe her existence. The primary reason was that the fat Mulatto was the key to making all the moving parts come together.
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      Zia… Outside the Dragofin Lair, Atlanta, GA

      

      “And, we’re here!” Miss Connie spread her arms open as she displayed the site like a rare prize.

      Miss Connie had led the charge after Zia insisted there was nothing here. Victory shone brightly on the older woman’s face. It amazed her at how fast Miss Connie’s little legs could move when challenged to prove her case. She’d stomped briskly to take Zia to a place she’d respectfully told the woman didn’t exist. Here they were and stood on firm ground. There was no denying it. There was a building here—just like Miss Connie had sworn there would be.

      The triumphant grin that spread across the other woman seemed more like the glint of the Cheshire Cat than a mere Diner owner.

      Zia tried hard not to let an audible squeak of a mixture of relief, joy, and confusion with a dash of disbelief escape. With her arms moving about to showcase the sight before them, the older woman looked more like a wizened game show model flirting with the expiration of her prime than a guide to a building that wasn’t supposed to be here.

      Hues of emerald, hunter, and moss green poked through the rich brown of the earth and new leaves of the dense thicket of trees to give the scenery a magical vibe. Zia’s body felt alive like there was a low-grade hum buzzing from her core.

      Was the air alive?

      Zia pushed the rare sensation of butterflies down as her stomach lurched and fluttered. It hadn’t been the unexpected squirrel that skittered across her path that was the cause of the acceleration of her heartbeat and clammy hands. No, it was the sight that stood prominently in front of her.

      It figured. This is where he lived.

      Why wouldn’t his living space be just as strange, alluring, exciting and life-disrupting? Now would be a great time to beg off going through with her crazy compulsion to see him one more time. Maybe it was too soon to be back here confronting her demons and desires.

      “It’s so big, and here—I thought…”

      “There, there, hun. Take a moment to take it all in.” Zia felt eyes that were the lightest blue watch her, as the older woman added, “Catch your breath. Don’t want you passing out. You’d make it to the ground faster than I could get one of the fellas to catch your fall.”

      Zia heard Miss Connie’s words in the distance too far away from her immediate attention to pay much mind to them. It took too many mental calories to process the stately edifice that stood here in all its glory and listen to the older woman’s ramblings.

      A whisper, soft, and halting slipped out of her psyche. It floated on the cool morning air like a Ninja directive to retreat.

      “Do I want to go through with this?”

      As soon as the thin thought sprang up, conviction to follow through on her task pulsed and pounced tearing down that negativity. Focused on being the strong, sure, Zia from before, she stood her ground. She never wanted to be duped or swayed by lying emotions that seemed to plague her ever again. Zia’s gut jerked forward to stamp this moment as the one that could take her life into a different trajectory.

      Like a plop of finality into a well of certainty, she knew she couldn’t turn back. Nothing about this was going to be normal… or easy, but it had to be done.

      “See, hun, I told you to trust me. We’re here.” Miss Connie’s voice continued to hum at the edge of her thoughts.

      “Yes, it appears so,” was all she could manage to get out in the swell of the moment.

      A few weeks ago, her life had changed forever. Zia had been kidnapped and tortured by her boyfriend, Patrick. That by itself would have been enough to traumatize anyone, but he’d turned out to be an alien-dinosaur-like bird who fed off her life force.

      New buds of life surrounded the building as the first hints of spring made an appearance. Zia focused on that one part of this wacky encounter—new life. She had to hold onto forging a new life. New everything was the priority objective if she was to keep her sanity.

      Not arguing with the therapist her family had insisted she see when she went home to regroup, Zia half-way accepted her PTSD. There was no way she could tell anyone the complete truth about what she’d seen and endured. Talk of Alien abductions would get her thrown into an asylum faster than a hot soufflé’ could fall in a cold room. Still, she needed to come back—to see him one last time.

      He’d saved her.

      Maybe it was the state of her mind that had played tricks on her that night, but Zia had seen things about him that defied explanation as well. Nothing was ever going to be the same.

      “This is so big.”  Zia’s words floated up with the craning of her neck. She spoke of more than the height and width of the building. This event was so significant.

      “I know,” the older woman said, walking over to stand close by. “I’ll give you another moment, but just one. Can’t let you stand out here staring all day.”

      The edifice seemed to know they stood here gazing at it. Zia allowed her eyes time to scale the height of the building. The top was flat unlike most buildings in the area that had a pitch. She drifted into an imagining of a trendy rooftop terrace that was host to exciting gatherings. Gatherings that she wanted to be a part of.

      Shaking her head clear of that wayward thought, Zia pushed the desire out of her mind. Her being here was for closure and nothing else.

      NOTHING ELSE.

      Miss Connie, the owner of The Diner across the street, hadn’t been as cuckoo as she’d thought—this time. True to the woman’s word there was a five-story red brick building standing tall and imposing before her. If she didn’t know better Zia could easily believe the building called to her.

      Eyeing it again, a level of awe and respect rose within. This was more of an experience than a sight to behold. The building had to be way more. Complexity and depth rolled off it as she continued to take it all in.

      Words too breathy to conceal the impact of the moment continued to swell, filling the space between the two women.

      “I thought you were kidding. It’s so… real.”

      Miss Connie’s smile and comforting assurance seasoned her words. “It has a name. Meet the Lair.” The woman turned back toward the building and said, “Lair, I’m pleased to introduce you to Zia Carter.” Miss Connie stepped aside and made a grand gesture of pointing to the massive doors of the Lair. After a beat, she added, “Great, you’re welcome to come in. The Lair approves and likes you.”

      “Huh? Please don’t tell me you heard the building say that.”

      A smile that hid more than it revealed crinkled the corners of the other woman’s expressive eyes, “You could say it did, in its own way. The fact
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