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      My toes curl over the edge of an abyss, my lifeline of hope fraying into a thin line. If it snaps, I’ll plunge into complete darkness. Thankfully, I have my son and my writing. Because of them and the support of my mother, I’ve been able to hold on.

      Until now.

      Erratic impulses, disturbing delusions and my own demonic blood threaten my insanity. Everything about my world is twisting and turning and flipping me upside down with it. When the Amadis council forces me to choose between hanging on to hope or letting go to serve my purpose, I face a decision with inconceivable sacrifices. So what do I do?

      I run.

      I need to get away from it all. I need to think. I need to get my freaking life together. I go to the one place I think will provide answers, only to find myself at the center of another battle of good versus evil, not only with the Daemoni, but within myself. And also against the worst opponent imaginable.

      But even if I win—even if I survive—what will I lose?
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      THE FIRST THREE YEARS

      Living with half a soul is like living forever in the hour before dawn, when the sky is no longer black, but a dark, charcoal gray, waiting for the light. It’s like clinging to the hope of a new day lingering just beyond the horizon. The new day that never comes. The light that never brightens the world.

      I live in varying shades of gray and with each shade, I feel like a different person . . . but always only half a person. Always half empty. Except when I’m with my son, when I feel the most like the real me, the old me. When I am Almost Alexis. Dorian pushes the darkness away and brightens my life. With him, I actually feel half full.

      But then there’s Swirly Alexis, who disorients my thoughts to the point where I don’t know what is real and what is fiction, swirling my world into confusion.

      And Psycho Alexis is blind to everything but rage, lashing out with a heart and soul black as ink.

      Foggy Alexis, however, rules most of the time, allowing me to live in a dense fog, with no clear edges to my life, my thoughts, my feelings. She numbs the pain so I can survive without screaming.

      The only sure thing I know is the rope of hope I hold so tightly to—the hope that Tristan still lives. That he will come back. Just as he promised.

      Over time, however, the rope thins and begins to fray. I have tried to strengthen it by making a promise of my own. That I will rescue him from his hell after I go through the Ang’dora—a promise he may never know but I will nonetheless keep. If the Ang’dora arrives before it’s too late. As time passes, I don’t know if I can continue hanging on. What remains of the rope is now just a thin thread. If it breaks, I will plunge into an abyss of complete darkness.

      For now, the thread still remains intact. And as long as it does, I will hold on. I will hold on to that hope. Even if doing so means living in a fog. Even if it means living with just half a soul, as half a person. Because I am reminded nightly that I need to, that our souls are worth it.

      For a short time every night, I allow myself to remember, if only in my subconscious. And then I know again what it feels like to have a whole soul. To feel loved. To be complete. To live in a world of beautiful color and light. To know that he lives. And so does the Real Alexis. Somewhere, we cling to each other, our souls still united. Somewhere, we live together in the light.

      But then the sun rises, and life goes dark again . . .

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Seven years, seven months, seven days.

      That much time had passed since the day my husband left my life and disappeared without a trace.

      At least, it would be in about three minutes. Not that anyone was counting. Especially not me. Not according to anyone else, anyway. After the first few years, I finally learned to put on a game face, to mask my feelings, to lock up what I really believed in my heart and soul. I figured out how to live as Fake Alexis or, on bad days, Foggy Alexis. Only with Dorian was I Almost Alexis, as real as I could possibly be. As anyone with depression, anxiety, or PTSD—I’d self-diagnosed them all—understood, pretending was the only way to survive a “normal” life. As if my life was ever or would ever be normal. Fake, Foggy, and Almost were at least better than Swirly or Psycho, whom, thankfully, we hadn’t seen a trace of for a long, long time. They were the worst, and hopefully gone for good. How I ached to just be Alexis again.

      Seven years, seven months, seven days.

      I knew the exact count without thinking about it. In many ways, it still felt like yesterday. In others, like an eternity.

      I stared at the numerous number sevens I’d doodled all over my notebook without realizing it. I’d started out writing notes for the ending of my current book, but apparently, I’d become distracted. As the clock ticked closer to midnight, I had to hold back my hopes and mentally brace myself that my lucky number seven would fail me this time.

      A few years ago, as a coping mechanism, I’d started a game with my psyche. I’d convinced myself that he wouldn’t return on just any old day, but on one that had significance. Perhaps my birthday or our wedding anniversary, maybe our son’s birthday or Christmas or Valentine’s. When each one would come and go without his appearance, I had another day in a few months to look forward to. It helped me get through all those weeks in between on a more even keel, although those particular days were extra tough. I’d grown beyond needing the game to a point where only the Terrible Twos—the two weeks and two days between our anniversary and the anniversary of the day he left—were difficult, but I still played it.

      I still hoped.

      It was March now, nowhere near the time of the Terrible Twos, which were in July and August. Yet, I felt off all day today, and especially now, as I sat at my desk, listening to midnight chime in from the clock in the living room, staring at the number seven on the page before me, and twisting my wedding set around my finger. Exactly eight years ago, he’d put this engagement ring on me. Still not part of the Terrible Twos, but that combined with the 777 had lifted my hopes up unusually high. This is the day, a tiny voice whispered in the corner of my mind. It’s the perfect day for him to come home.

      Stop it! A bigger part yelled at that voice. The part that knew tomorrow—today—would just be another day, and I needed to stop getting my hopes up.

      I pushed away from my desk, shut everything down, and closed up my office for the night. That little secret part of me wanted to stay up all night, not wanting to miss the moment he came through the door, but another part of me said morning would come sooner—the actual day would begin—if I went to sleep. Besides, sleeping and the dreams that came were some of the best parts of my day anyway. They were the only time I could see his face. As time had passed on, the conscious memories had faded.

      “Calling it a night?” Mom asked when I went into the kitchen for a glass of water. Wearing her robe and slippers, she held a mug of her usual nightly tea in her hands.

      I went to the fridge to fill my glass with ice and water. “Yeah. I’m stuck and have been staring at a blank screen and paper all day.”

      “I’m sure you’ll figure it out. You always do.” Her warm smile shone in her brown eyes as she lifted the mug to her lips.

      “I will. I think it’s just because it’s the last book.” I rolled my head on my neck and returned her smile with a forced one of my own. “I want to make sure I do a good job.”

      “Oh, you will. Your fans will love it. Get some rest, and I’m sure it will come to you in the middle of the night.”

      I let out what I hoped sounded like a good-natured chuckle. “I’m sure something will.”

      She frowned a little, knowing what I meant, before turning toward the hallway that led to her bedroom. She paused in half-turn. “I’m going to the market tomorrow. Do you need anything? I assume you’ll be writing all day and night to meet that deadline before your conference call with the publisher next week.”

      Writing this week meant all business next week. Ugh. Business sucked the joy out of my profession, especially meetings with my publisher. At least this one was on the phone and not in person, which would require actually leaving the house and wearing real clothes.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from making a face and tilted my head. “Just chocolate and coffee. Thanks.”

      She came over to give me a quick hug goodnight, and we each went our separate ways. I let out a breath of relief once I was in my own bedroom and the door closed. Mom saw through me more than anyone, and sometimes I didn’t even bother with her, but I tried when I could. She’d stuck with me through all of this, and those first years had been especially hard. I probably would have left me if I were her. But she hadn’t. And now she took on the roles of personal assistant, business manager, home manager, and nanny/Mimi, pretty much taking care of all of Dorian’s and my needs so I could write and bring in the money. Probably because she knew nobody else could stand the job.

      I peeked inside my nightstand drawer, but quickly slammed it closed. Not tonight. Maybe tomorrow, but not yet. So I slid into bed without changing my clothes, turned off the light, and closed my eyes, welcoming the dreams . . .

      We sat side by side on white sand, gentle waves sliding onto the beach with just a whisper, and the sun low, about to tuck itself behind the horizon. Pink, purple, and gold streaked the sky and reflected on the water. The mixed smell of salt and cocoa butter wafted on the warm air. I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, trying to pull the whole scene in so it would become a part of me. His tangy-sweet scent filled my senses. Fresh mangos and papayas mixed with lime and sage and just a hint of man. I would never forget that smell.

      I opened my eyes to find his exquisite face only inches from mine. My heart skipped a beat—or three or four. The gold flecks in his hazel eyes sparkled brightly. His full lips curled at the corners in an enticing smile. He lifted his hand to stroke my cheek. His fingers lingered, his palm gently cupping my face. He leaned forward, still holding my eyes. He hesitated. My heart stopped beating. My breathing ceased, too. And the rest of the world melted away as his lips met mine and he kissed me for the first time.

      In a heartbeat, we rode his motorcycle to Gasparilla Island. The engine rumbled underneath me, the sound loud but comforting. I wrapped my arms tightly around his waist and pressed myself into his powerful body. We stopped at our favorite place on the beach and sat on the bike, watching the dolphins. I closed my eyes and leaned my head against his. His lovely voice murmured, “I love you, ma lykita.”

      When I opened my eyes again, Rina had her hands pressed to our hearts at our wedding as she murmured the Angels’ covenant that created an unbreakable bond between our souls. Power flowed through her hands and into us, binding us together in a way that nobody on this Earth could ever experience or even comprehend. In a flash, we were at our beach house in the Florida Keys, the one he built for my wedding present. The white leather bodice of my dress fell to the floor. He lifted me to the bed, and we made love for the first time. Then we were in the shower. Then the motel shower in North Carolina. It was our last time. Ever.

      I closed my eyes, wanting to hold on to him because I knew what came next. When I opened them again, we were at the safe house, and I begged him not to leave. Then he led the others out the front door and into the battle. Scenes flashed quickly—shooting lights, mangled body parts, spurting blood. They were suddenly somewhere else, another field, the safe house nowhere in sight. Daemoni attacked the powerful warrior, once theirs. He fought, but there were too many. Dozens of dog-like creatures. Hundreds of them. Their fangs sank into his flesh. The scene changed again, now to a foreign place. A desert valley or some kind of cavern, stone mountains or walls reaching upward out of sight. He could no longer fight back, but writhed on the ground, his beautiful face contorted in agony.

      And then he went still.

      “NOOOO!”

      My eyes flew open, and I gasped for air. I looked around wildly as my mind adjusted to the abrupt change. Darkness surrounded me. My fists clamped the bed sheet to my chest. The duvet hung off the edge of the bed, kicked to the side. I forced myself to pull in a long, controlled breath, and then let the air out just as slowly. My breaths eventually became even, and my heart finally settled. I looked at the clock, already knowing it was around 3:45 a.m. The blue lights glowed 3:51.

      Every night was the same as the one before. Regardless of what time I would finally fall asleep, around 3:45 I would awake screaming and gasping for breath. My imagination created the last part of the memory-dream, but the rest was real and very precious. Some nights, when my subconscious knew my soul needed more, I relived some of our other times together.

      I threw myself back on the pillow and squeezed my eyes shut, trying to remember in my conscious mind what my subconscious could so easily play back. I struggled to pull his image into clarity. The edges blurred, as if an oily film coated the lens I looked through. I’m losing him. The image had become dim, faded with time. I can’t forget. I can’t forget, damn it! But remembering had become so hard. My dreams showed my husband’s face perfectly, but my waking mind had lost the clarity, unable to focus on the details.

      I tried to recreate the scenes—the good ones—in my mind, focusing on the background, the feels, the smells, hoping my wandering mind could bring his face into view naturally. My scheme began to work. The blurry edges started to sharpen, the light on his face grew brighter, the hazel eyes came into focus . . . .

      My consciousness drifted off as I held on to his face. And then I heard his lovely voice, distant and muffled: “I’ll come back. I promise.”

      My dream-self felt surprised and confused. This is new.

      Then clear and close: “Alexis.”

      It wasn’t the same voice.

      Evil! Daemoni! Evil!

      The alarms of my sixth sense rang in my head. The stunning face disappeared as my heart nearly jumped out of my chest. I shot up and realized I sat on my bed again. I glanced around the darkness for the source of the gravelly voice.

      “Who’s there?” I asked, my voice thundering through the silence.

      A shadow shifted in the corner. Two small, red lights glowed from about two-thirds up the wall. I realized they were eyes. It can’t really be Daemoni—can it? We hadn’t been bothered for over seven years. Not a single visit or even a threat. Nothing at all. They had what they wanted.

      “Don’t you know?”

      The shadow moved forward, enough for the light from my clock to slightly illuminate a face—pale, bluish-white in the clock’s glare, glowing eyes, and . . . fangs. The light reflected off his glimmering teeth, bared in an evil grin, if that’s what you could call it, and I knew for sure those were fangs. And I knew immediately what he was. From what I could see, he favored some of my characters, as if he’d stepped out of the pages of the books I wrote.

      Such a strange feeling—to feel as though I’d awakened in my usual way but know I was dreaming again. I had to be. Monsters were real, but vampires were not.

      “C-Claudius?” My voice shook. I knew this dream was about to become a terrible nightmare. With his dark hair floating around the sides of his face, this visitor looked similar to my Claudius, leader of the evilest vampire nest in my make-believe world.

      “Ha!” the shadow barked. “So you do see the resemblance.”

      I didn’t respond. I stared wide-eyed at the barely visible face. My heart pounded in my ears, and my lungs seemed unable to pull in any air. I wanted to scream myself awake. But I couldn’t. I was frozen.

      The vampire came closer, almost near enough to touch . . . if I dared to reach out.

      “I am not your dim-witted Claudius,” he growled, “but my world and my ways are very similar. In fact, too similar. You are bold—and foolish—to tell the humans.”

      In a strange way, the dream made him more real. More frightening than any of my characters, even Claudius. The timbre of his voice held promises of horror, the sound more terrifying than I ever imagined when I wrote.

      But his words made no sense.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I am not stupid, woman, and I know you are not entirely ignorant. I know who you are. You know what I am. You have crossed the line in revealing our truths. You must stop writing and exposing us, Alexis. Or we will stop you ourselves.”

      The flaming red eyes narrowed. The nostrils flared.

      The vampire cocked his head and growled again. “No more, Alexis, or we will come for you!”

      Pop!

      The overhead light suddenly flooded the bedroom with brightness. I was sitting bolt upright in my bed, my heart hammering again, wide awake with the bang of the door and glare of the light. I blinked at Mom’s figure standing at the foot of my bed.

      “Are you okay?” she demanded.

      My eyes adjusted, and now I could see her looking anything but vulnerable, though she only wore a short, baby-doll nightgown. Petite, but tough. She stood with her body tense, coiled and ready to fight, as her narrowed eyes scanned the room. Then she rushed to my side and braced her hands against my face. She seemed to appraise every inch of me.

      “I’m fine.” I twisted my head, pulling my face from her grip.

      “You don’t sound or look fine.”

      “You scared the crap out of me.” I lay back down and closed my eyes. “And I had a bad dream. That’s all.”

      She stood there for a long moment, and I could feel her eyes still on me. I never heard her footsteps, but the light switched off and the door clicked softly in the latch when she left. Mom was used to me having bad dreams. She had no need to question me.
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        * * *

      

      When I awoke again, sunlight streamed through the blinds, creating narrow lines of light on the boring beige carpet by my bed. I lay on my stomach and stared at the floor for a while, not wanting to be awake. Then I remembered the dream—not the usual memory-dream, but the new one. I turned over and looked around the room. Of course, no evidence of the vampire. He was just a dream, but it had felt so real and was just so uncharacteristic. Last night was the first time I’d dreamt of anything but those memories since the day my husband disappeared into enemy hands.

      Then I remembered the other anomaly. The whispered promise. But neither the lovely voice nor the memory-dream had returned the rest of the night. Damn vampire. I closed my eyes and tried to pull the face I wanted to see into my vision. A pointless effort. Only a vague image appeared. I was forgetting.

      Forcing myself to let it go, I focused on the present, specifically on my son and my writing. If not for those, my life would be just as boring and bleak as the beige carpet. Dorian lit up everything. At one time, he was the only light keeping me from straying away into the complete darkness of insanity. If his father hadn’t already set precedence, it would be hard to believe I could love anyone as much as I loved Dorian.

      I recalled the significance of the day and rolled over and out of bed. But the little bit of hope I’d had last night was already gone, and I could feel that today was not going to be a good one. I felt all wrong, as though something inside ticked away like a time bomb. It was stupid to think this day would be the one, which was probably why I felt so messed up this morning. I’d let my hopes up too high.

      Suck it up for now. Need to see Dorian.

      It was after eight, and Mom and Dorian were probably getting ready to leave. I wanted to say goodbye to him, and then I could lose myself in my writing, which would hopefully make this day disappear quickly. Tomorrow, I would be back to normal. As normal as I could be, anyway.

      “Hi, Mom,” Dorian greeted as I trudged into the kitchen. His face lit up, his mouth stretched into that all-too-familiar, beautiful smile, and his eyes sparkled as he pulled his jacket on. I’d almost missed him. If I had and with the mood I was in, Psycho might have reared her ugly head. But since he was still here, brightening my morning, I could enjoy a few minutes of being Almost Alexis.

      “Hey, little man.” I ruffled his hair—the snow-white color had been unexpected, but I had a feeling a similar-looking towhead had been running around a couple hundred years ago—and gave him a big smile, too. Only Dorian could elicit a real smile from me. “You ready for school?”

      He shrugged. “I guess. Just today and tomorrow, and then it’s spring break. And Uncle Owen’s coming!”

      “No fighting at school, okay?” I warned. “I really don’t want to make another trip to the principal’s office or have to ground you for your vacation.”

      “I’ll try.” He gave me the same promise every day . . . and rarely followed through on it. When it came to protecting loved ones, he had control of his anger about as much as I did. Usually, he fought kids who teased him about me, his weird mother.

      “You said the same thing yesterday,” Mom reminded him.

      “That stupid Joey! I hate him, Mimi! He said my dad’s a no good shithead who didn’t want me.”

      “Honey, that’s a bad word. You are too young to be using such language,” Mom said.

      “I didn’t say it! Joey did!”

      I fought back a laugh, but the anger at the memory flashed in Dorian’s eyes—tiny sparks in the gold flecks around his pupils—and I suddenly felt renewed irritation, too. Once I became “America’s favorite young author,” the media quickly discovered I’d been pregnant at the tender age of nineteen, and the father was nowhere to be found. People made up their own stories from there. So when Dorian didn’t feel a need to protect me, he defended his so-called deadbeat dad. Because he knew better.

      “Good for you,” I said, giving Dorian a squeeze. I would have done the same thing—punched the kid in the face. In fact, the lunatic in me this morning wanted to hunt down the little brat right now. The more rational part of me at least wanted to find the kid’s parents and give them a lesson on how to teach their child respect and compassion.

      Mom shook her head disapprovingly. I ignored her.

      “Don’t you ever let anyone talk about your daddy that way,” I said. “He’s a wonderful man, and he loves you very much. It’s not his fault he’s not here. You know that, right?”

      He nodded, his cupid-bow lips quivering with sadness. I held my arms out, and he gave me a bear hug—as big of a hug as a six-year-old can. He knocked me to the floor, and I gave an exaggerated cry. He laughed and showed me his guns, flexing his biceps. I ooh’ed and aah’ed over them. They were actually impressive. He had his dad’s strength.

      Then he crossed his arms over his chest and looked at Mom and then me, his eyes lit up with mischief. “I’ll stop fighting if you get me a dog. Then I’ll have a friend, and I’ll ignore everyone else.”

      I bit my lip, not knowing whether I would laugh or cry. I knew how Dorian felt to want a friend so badly. I also knew he would promise anything to have a dog, which he’d been begging us for since his last birthday. I had a hard time believing, though, that he would stop fighting. It was just part of his nature.

      I’d wanted to put him in an Aikido class to teach him self-control, but Mom wouldn’t allow it—his unusual strength would draw attention we didn’t need. So I taught him what little I knew and had Owen work with him whenever possible.

      “I turn seven in twenty-eight days,” Dorian reminded us when we didn’t respond. And then I did chuckle.

      “We’ll see,” I finally said.

      He scowled. “That means no in Mom-talk.”

      Mom covered her mouth, hiding the laugh I saw in her eyes. “How about no fighting between now and your birthday, and then we’ll discuss it?”

      My brows popped up with surprise. She was the one against adopting a pet. A dog would be another responsibility to worry about if we ever had to go on the run again. She must have figured Dorian wouldn’t be able to hold up his end of the bargain.

      “Deal,” he said, and I internally cringed. I agreed with Mom on this one.

      I gave Dorian another hug, and then he and Mom left so she could take him to school before going to the store. My book sales could support us, and probably the entire Amadis, but even before my career took off, my writing had always remained high on her priority list. That was probably why she’d stayed with us this long.

      As soon as I was alone, I poured a cup of coffee, went out the back door, and slipped around the side of the house for a cigarette. When I heard Mom’s car return nearly an hour later, I snuffed out my third one and drained my third cup of coffee, then hurried inside. I munched on chocolate-chip cookies when she came through the door and dumped an armful of grocery bags on the counter. She eyed me, her mahogany eyes filled with disdain.

      “Those are healthy,” she said as she placed the bags on the counter. Was that accusation in her voice or my imagination?

      “Breakfast of champions,” I replied, an edge to my voice.

      “Alexis—”

      Suddenly, the ticking that had been in my head all morning grew deafening. Then some kind of switch flipped. I couldn’t control the onslaught of emotions. I wanted to lash out.

      Psycho Alexis pushed toward the surface.

      “I don’t want to hear it, Mom,” I snapped, marching out of the kitchen. “I fucked up by not having a girl, but I gave it my best shot. I’m writing the damn books. At least back off everything else, okay? I’m trying as hard as I fucking can.”

      “Alexis!” she admonished, following me into my office. She hated my language, which was exactly why I used it. “I just wanted to remind you Owen will be here later. You might want to clean yourself up.”

      I looked down at myself. I wore the same raggedy T-shirt and sweatpants I had slept in . . . and had worn yesterday. Pretty much my normal attire. What the hell do I care what Owen thinks?

      “I’m fine,” I snarled.

      I grabbed my laptop and headed outside. The early spring morning in Atlanta, Georgia, had been a little crisp earlier, but the air quickly warmed. The fresh scent and warm sun calmed me, and my mood improved, although guilt sat like a lump in my throat. I set up the laptop on the patio table, opened the document, and then stared at the screen. For a long time. I couldn’t focus on stringing words into meaningful sentences. Giving up, I gazed absentmindedly across the yard, thinking about the turn of events last night. Well, the change in my dreams, which felt like something more. More real.

      I considered writing out the evil vampire Claudius, after that rendition of him interrupted my visions last night. Maybe the time had come to kill him off. Of course, he was one of my primary villains in this last book of the series, so he was necessary until the end. But I was pissed at him now. How dare the asshole harass me at night! I eventually dismissed him for the time being after deciding he would die, a final death, by the end of the book.

      Tired of thinking so much about the stupid fictional vamp, I closed my eyes and tilted my face toward the sun, focusing on the heat of the rays on my skin, giving me paradoxical goose bumps. I felt the burn of someone watching me, but I ignored the feeling. It had to be Mom, and although I owed her an apology, I didn’t want to deal with her yet. With the warm sun washing over me, I actually felt . . . well, not good, but at least no longer Psycho. Then a slight breeze came up, light against my skin and just a little cool. And with it, a familiar scent.

      Mangos and papayas, lime and sage.

      My eyes flew open, and I sat straight up, nearly knocking my computer off the table.

      “Relax, it’s just me,” Mom said. She placed a tray of food on the table. “Seared tuna on greens with a lime vinaigrette dressing and fruit. I thought you’d be ready for lunch.”

      I eyed the tray and realized the food must have given off that mix of aromas. How could I even think it’s anything else? Stupid sevens, that’s how. I slumped back into my chair, feeling the emotional wound pulling open again as if a physical gash had been carved into my chest. My body quickly healed cuts, burns, and bruises, but not this most painful kind of mutilation. I supposed when you had an unbreakable bond and the world tried to sever it anyway, that kind of injury to the soul would never scar over.

      Swallowing against the renewed pain, I moved the laptop out of the way and took a plate from Mom. She joined me across the table. When I looked up at her, I noticed someone standing behind her. Quite a ways behind her—at least seventy-five yards, on the other side of the pool, by the fence lining the back of my five-acre property. I froze at his sudden appearance, sure he hadn’t been there just a minute ago.

      Something fluttered in my stomach, and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from him. I stood up and took a couple steps toward him, not able to control myself. He just watched me, his arms folded across his chest. Could it be? I had a desperate need to see his face. I slowly moved another step or two toward him, frightened and curious and . . . hopeful. Who are you?

      “Alexis?” Mom startled me out of my trance.

      I turned back to look at her, nearly forgetting she was there. She had twisted in her seat to see what had me ogling.

      “Who is that?” I asked, raising my arm toward the man.

      She brushed her chestnut hair from her face and peered behind me with her inhumanly sharp eyes. “Who? I don’t see anyone.”

      I turned back to him. He was gone.

      “I thought . . .” What the hell? Did he flash? Was it him? Or a protector? Or just my imagination?

      “Probably one of the landscaping guys,” Mom finally said. “They have a different crew out today.”

      “No Amadis?”

      “Not until Owen comes later.”

      “Oh. He just kind of . . . disappeared. And he was staring at me.”

      Mom raised her eyebrows. “There would be many reasons for that, my dear.”

      I looked at her for meaning. She just shrugged.

      I tried to see the stranger’s face in my mind, but he’d been too far away. His build, though . . . his height, the way he stood . . . so familiar . . .

      I slumped back into my chair and stared at my hands in my lap, fighting back tears. It’s not him. It’s not him. It’s not him. I tried to convince myself. I’d had other instances of mistaken identities, but because this was in my own backyard, it felt different. Worse. Especially because the stranger had simply disappeared, as if he hadn’t existed in the first place. As if I’d been seeing things. It doesn’t hurt. Just having a bad day, is all.

      I shoved my plate away and stood up. I had to get out of here. Because it did hurt. It hurt like hell, actually. Because of the stupid date and a glimpse of a guy I didn’t know from Adam, my soul had soared high with the tiniest glint of hope, then dive-bombed into the pavement of reality. All the pieces inside shattered into even smaller ones, if that were even possible, cutting open old wounds and making them throb and bleed again. I clutched at the pendant—my gift for our one and only Christmas together—as if it could soothe the pain.

      “You didn’t eat anything.” Mom pointed to my plate, then gestured at me. “You eat all that junk food and look what it’s done to you. I give you something healthy and delicious, and you don’t even touch it.”

      The last tick of the bomb sounded. Psycho Alexis could be suppressed no longer, and a switch didn’t just flip this time. The whole bomb exploded.

      “I’M NOT HUNGRY, OKAY?” I roared. “Why can’t you just leave me the hell alone?”

      The pained shock on her face stabbed me in the gut. I fled to my bedroom.

      Who is he? Why did he stare at me? And what did Mom mean?

      I went straight into my bathroom, and for the first time in . . . what? . . .  probably months, I looked in the full-length mirror and really studied myself. My mouth dropped.

      “How’d I get so old?” I demanded of my reflection, moving closer in, staring at a face that appeared to be middle-aged.

      Dark puffy circles surrounded my bloodshot eyes that were once a deep mahogany, just like Mom’s, but were now a flat brown. Deep lines permanently etched my forehead, between my eyebrows, and around the corners of my mouth, which drew down into a perma-frown. My skin was pale and sickly looking, blotchy and aged. My hair, a dull reddish-brown, hung lifelessly down my back in strings. Holy shit! Grays! I looked closer at my head and stopped counting at ten. I’m not even thirty!

      I stepped back to see if my body looked just as bad. It was worse.

      “How’d I get so fat?”

      A round pooch protruded in front. Where did these huge hips come from? And my ass? No wonder I preferred sweatpants and elastic-waist shorts. My breasts were the only part that looked smaller . . . and saggier.

      I crumpled to the floor, wailing a mix of sobs and screams. “What’s happened to me? What did I do to myself? I’m fat and ugly and old. And alone. All alone.”

      I literally looked twice my age, and I never noticed I was getting older. For me, life stopped at nineteen. I knew time had passed. Dorian’s birthdays were the biggest marker another year went by. Plenty had happened, but I hadn’t lived it. I’d just been going through the motions, existing and pretending, but not actually living. Over seven years gone that I’ll never have again. And I looked like twenty-seven years had passed. I’d let all that stress take a toll on me and my body while never realizing that I—the essence of me—was aging.

      Images of the last seven years flashed through my mind like a slideshow while I lay on the bathroom floor with my eyes closed, tears still seeping. Pictures of Dorian—his first smile, his first steps, his birthdays, his first days of school—were bright. Others were dim—book launches, signing tours, buying my first house with my own money. Those experiences should have been remarkable, but I’d let them slip by barely noticed, like water through a sieve.

      How could I be so stupid? So wasteful? So fucking nothing?

      I cried for some time. Then I grew mad. Mad at myself. Then mad at him. The anger boiled up and exploded again.

      “How could you do this to me!” My voice came raw and scratchy as I screamed at the top of my lungs to ensure the one who left me behind heard me, wherever he was. I pounded my fists on the floor, breaking the tiles. “How could you leave me? Why haven’t you come back? It hurts so much. I am so alone.”

      I broke down in hard sobs again.

      Where are you? Come back to me! Save me from this nothingness!

      I cried until my chest and stomach hurt. Then I curled into a ball on the bathroom floor, closed my eyes and pulled out every single memory I could possibly grasp, forcing their clarity, no matter how much they felt like daggers piercing my soul.

      That first night of class, when we met. The first time he smiled that angelic grin at me. Looking into those hazel, sparkly eyes, full of love. The first time he touched me and the unusual spark. Our first kiss as the sun set that fall evening. Cooking together. Motorcycle rides. Christmas, when he gave me the pendant, explaining it was a piece of his heart. His warm laugh. The night he proposed. His strong hands and powerful arms holding me close against his hard body, feeling so safe and so loved. And our wedding on the beach. Our wedding night . . .

      Darkness overcame me.

      Mom knocked once, and I told her to go away. After so many years of pretending, I just wanted to wallow in my misery alone. She didn’t come back until much later, yet I hadn’t moved from my fetal position on the bathroom floor. I no longer cried. I physically hurt from the sobs and didn’t think I had any more in me. I barely acknowledged her as she helped me up and to my bed. But I hugged her fiercely as she tucked me in, as if I were six again.

      “It’s okay, honey,” she murmured in my hair as I held her tightly. “It will get better. I can feel the truth that change is coming.”

      “Mom?” Dorian squeaked from the doorway, his stuffed shark tucked under one arm. “Are you okay?”

      I propped up on an elbow and held my other arm out to him. He crawled onto my bed, squirmed under the covers, and snuggled against me.

      “I’m okay now,” I said as I wrapped my arms around him. Mom left, turning off the light and shutting the door behind her.

      “Please don’t be mad at Dad,” Dorian whispered in the darkness. “Don’t yell at him for leaving. You said it’s not his fault. And he can’t even hear you anyway.”

      I sighed sadly. I hated that he’d heard my outburst.

      “I love your father very much, Dorian. Don’t ever think I don’t. I just get mad sometimes and say things out of anger, but only because I miss him so much. Understand?”

      “Yeah. I miss him, too.”

      I squeezed him tighter. “But we have each other right now. I love you, little man. Very much.”

      “Love you, too, Mom.” Within minutes, his breathing settled into a quiet snore.

      I fell to sleep shortly after, welcoming unconsciousness, waiting for the memory-dream to start. But it never came.

      Seven years, seven months, seven nights.

      Two-thousand seven hundred seventy six—that’s how many times I’d had the same memory-dream. Now they were finally different.

      I found myself in a world where everything was a shade of what my dream-self called steel-blue-gray. I sat on the top of a mountain, at the apex of an arced range, with several peaks pointing to the steel-blue sky in each direction. Far below, at the base of the mountains, appeared to be a meadow and a lake, but they seemed small and vague from this perspective. Much closer, a multitude of images hung in the air, as if projected on unseen screens. The images changed, like the slideshow of my waking memories while lying on the bathroom floor. Dorian, the beach, vampires, writing, college classes. Mom’s old bookstore, werewolves, my mom, motorcycle rides, me on the bathroom floor. And the figure in the yard . . . a lot of him. In fact, I later realized, I didn’t even remember seeing my husband’s face, not clearly anyway. Anytime his image would start to come into focus, the vision would shift to the stranger standing in the yard watching me.

      I’d always feared losing the memory-dream. Because I knew I’d lose forever the clear image of his face and perhaps even our connection . . . and my sanity along with it.
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      I awoke slowly, not my usual gasping, upright bolt. My eyes cracked open, but I didn’t find the expected darkness. I lay on my stomach again, my head nearly hanging off the edge of the bed. From the dim light on the floor, it looked like the sun had just started to rise. I glanced up at the clock. 6:05. Not 3:45. Not 8:00. And I felt wide awake.

      I rolled over to find Dorian still sleeping peacefully, spread-eagle on the other side of the king-sized bed. He was a strange phenomenon, like his mother. Before me, no Amadis daughter had ever given birth to a male without a twin sister. Mom and Rina had been sure I was pregnant with twins. I’d never had an ultrasound, never even went to the doctor for prenatal care. Mom acted as my midwife, and her and Rina’s feelings were supposed to be enough.

      I had developed my own theory: Mom and Rina had sensed a boy and were so sure I’d follow everyone else’s precedence, they simply assumed a girl accompanied him in the womb. Stupid assumption. I was always abnormal, even for us. Of course, I would be the one to screw everything up.

      They hadn’t given me a good reason why Dorian couldn’t lead the Amadis when the time came. Instead, they clung to the hope that, because I was different in so many other ways, I might still be able to have a daughter. Mom and Rina felt this could happen, although no Amadis daughter had ever given birth more than once.

      There was one obvious problem with this new “plan”—it required a father. And my only love was . . . gone.

      As I watched Dorian sleep, his face looking so much younger than his nearly seven years, the thought of him hearing my temper-tantrum last night tortured me. No kid should have to witness such loss of control by his own mother. He had his own pain to deal with; he didn’t need to hear mine, too. I was supposed to be strong for him.

      What had happened yesterday? What caused me to snap so horribly? Even our last anniversary hadn’t been this bad. In fact, it had been years since Psycho had taken over so vehemently. The bitch even changed my dreams! Why now?

      Perhaps something deep within was telling me it was time for a change. Time to truly live, instead of existing in a fog. Time to discover the Real Alexis. I couldn’t entirely let go—that was out of the question—but I could surely move forward with some things. Right? I needed to, for me and for Dorian. I owed him. He deserved more than Almost Alexis. But how?

      I thought I could start with my writing. I needed to get back on track with it. I hadn’t written for two days straight, finding it difficult to write the final chapters of the last book of the series I’d started six years ago. The series was a wildly successful—although dark—love story bringing together the worlds of humans, vampires, and other creatures. I stayed out of the talks of movie deals, so they hadn’t come very far. I didn’t care. That wasn’t why I wrote.

      Shortly after Dorian’s first birthday, my agent started harassing me for another book, since the first one did fairly well. She reminded me of my contract, but I didn’t care. Writing was a part of my old life, I’d told her. That’s not who I was anymore.

      “Who are you, then, Alexis?” she’d asked. “You’re barely alive. Your characters are more alive than you. At least they do something!”

      I finally promised her I would try to get her off my back. And Mom and Rina, too, who insisted I start on the new idea I had before my world fell apart. I thought I could use writer’s block as an easily acceptable excuse when asked why I never produced anything. But no one ever had to ask. I discovered, once I sat down at the computer, I did still enjoy writing, and the stories came effortlessly, as if they’d been given to me by some other force and I simply served as a tool. As time went on, I found the escape to be even better than my dreams.

      Apparently, I’d created a welcomed escape for my readers, too. As the normal world came into its own dark times with wars, failing economies, and endless natural disasters, people looked for a fictional world in which to lose themselves. The world I’d invented became one of the most popular choices. Knowing I’d given this to readers—a little escape from their miserable lives—was one of the reasons I enjoyed writing. Because I knew exactly how they felt.

      Now that I’d almost completed the entire story, however, I struggled to bring it to an end. Just three days ago, my fingers flew across the keyboard, barely able to keep up with my thoughts. But as soon as I ended the chapter and started a new page for the next one, the flow of words ceased, as if turned off at the source. I knew how the story ended. I just couldn’t put the words together. Yesterday, I’d blamed it on the vampire dream. But I knew the real reason. I had no ideas for the next story, which meant no other world to throw myself into. Then all I would be left with was my own life of nothingness.

      I needed to push past this obstacle, though. I needed to do it for Dorian. Perhaps ending this series would allow me to end this chapter of my life. Perhaps Dorian and I could move forward with a fresh start at a new story. Perhaps Psycho saw this coming and refused to go out without a fight, sparking yesterday’s meltdown. Or, perhaps Swirly Alexis had stepped in overnight, mixing my thoughts into a mass of confusion.

      I hated Swirly Alexis almost as much as Psycho. Nothing made sense with her. I often had a hard time distinguishing between fact and fiction when she ruled my brain. Today will be another doozy, I thought with a sigh. As I crept out of bed, leaving Dorian to sleep for another hour, I tried to remember the last time I’d had two bad days in a row. I couldn’t remember such a time, at least, not since Dorian was born.

      I stopped in the doorway of the breakfast nook, which led to the kitchen. Always an early riser, Mom sat by herself at the wooden table with a cup of coffee held between her hands in front of her. Surely she sensed my presence—even normal humans could feel when someone has entered a room—but she didn’t acknowledge it. Her back faced me as she seemed to be staring out the window, watching the backyard brighten with the morning’s first light. The bluish-gray of dawn still colored the sky, and the birds and squirrels were already active, hopping around the lawn and fluttering among the tree branches. The windows should have muted their chatter and calls, but I could hear every note and squeak—they sounded unusually loud today.

      Mom provided a stark contrast, sitting so still and looking so peaceful. Remorse flooded over me. I had treated her cruelly, and she didn’t deserve it. I lashed out at her because, well, she was here. And also because she stood next in line to lead the Amadis, but she couldn’t give me even the smallest bit of information. I held a certain amount of resentment for that, but I knew she had no control over it. Until she became matriarch, she had to follow orders. And in the meantime, she never complained, even after my bad days.

      I wrapped my arms around her shoulders.

      “I’m sorry I was such an ass,” I whispered against her cheek. I cringed, knowing I’d just offended her again. “Sorry.”

      She patted my hand. “I’m sorry you had such a bad day. Do you know what triggered it?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.”

      Unable to tell her about my hopes for yesterday’s “significance,” which seemed so ridiculous now, I pulled away to pour a cup of coffee, then sat down at the table with her. I played absentmindedly with my necklace, sliding the pendant and key back and forth on the chain, rubbing my thumb over the smooth face of the triangular ruby. I hadn’t been fooling anyone with my mask of normalcy, especially not Mom. And not myself. Even when Foggy came in and numbed the pain, I still felt it as a dull ache under the surface, and deep down, a part of me wanted to always feel it . . . needed to feel it.

      “I can’t explain what it’s like, Mom. I logically know that it shouldn’t be so hard anymore, but I can’t help it. My soul still feels him. And I’d try not to feel it at all, learn to ignore it completely, but if I did, then it feels like . . .” I swallowed against the lump in my throat. “Like I’m . . . giving up.”

      “Nobody would blame you, honey,” she said quietly.

      I stared into my coffee cup. “I know. They’d probably be glad I was finally coming back to reality. Seven years is a stupid long time to be like this.”

      “Not really. Not for us,” she said, waving her hand as if dismissing the idea. “I still mourn for Stefan.”

      My breath caught at Stefan’s name. I still mourned for him, too, but . . . “He was a protector. I mean, not even a boyfriend, let alone a bonded soul mate. It’s not the same.”

      “Yes, but we were very close. We even talked about dating, but were afraid we’d ruin our friendship. I miss him very much.” Mom sighed. “And I still mourn for my true love.”

      I looked up at her with wonder. She’d never mentioned her true love before.

      “Yes, honey, I’ve lost my own true love. Many years ago.” She stared out the window but seemed as though she saw something other than the backyard as she remembered. “It was 1910, a very different time, before either of the World Wars. Oliver was an English man visiting Italy, where I was born and raised. We fell in love at first sight. I followed him back to England, and we married almost immediately. Barely more than a year later, he died. He’d become terribly sick and no one knew why. He probably had cancer, but we didn’t know back then. I couldn’t save him.”

      A single tear slid down her cheek. She brushed at it with the tips of her fingers and then wiped at her eyes before any more fell.

      “Mom, I had no idea.”

      “He was my soul mate, Alexis. And just like you, I had such a short time with him. As you can see, I still grieve for him. But life goes on, and so do we.” She smiled, just a turn of her lips that didn’t reach her eyes. “So, it’s not how long it’s been that bothers me, honey. I understand.”

      “But you mourn for their deaths. Tristan isn’t dead. I can’t believe that. I don’t mourn. I hang on!”

      “Look how miserable it makes you. I know hanging on is part of who you are. Ever since Stefan left when you were little, breaking your heart, I realized you were given the capacity to love more intensely than even me. Once you allow yourself to even trust enough, you become so attached.”

      “It’s more than that, though. I feel like part of me is really, physically missing, but more than a body part. Part of me. I don’t know how to explain the . . . emptiness.” An emptiness in my soul.

      “I know you can’t. Rina bound your souls together in a way no one alive has ever experienced. You’re the only two people in the world who know what it feels like to be together. And apart.” She took my hand in hers and looked into my eyes. “But, honey . . . do you really think he would want you to live like this?”

      Tears pooled in my eyes. This wasn’t the first time she’d brought this up, so it wasn’t the first time I’d thought about what he would want for me. He would want me to be happy. I knew that with my brain, but my heart didn’t care. I had to hang on and wait for him, regardless of how much his absence hurt. After all, he hadn’t broken up with me, and he hadn’t died. He was missing in action, captured in a strange and secret battle, and I was left here, waiting for his return. I couldn’t let go. She was right. That’s just how I was. And even if I wasn’t like that, even if I was the type to easily let go, the bond between us would never let me. Not completely.

      “If I don’t live like this, I’ll still always feel that pain, that emptiness. But it would be for nothing because I’ll lose the memories. I’m so afraid I’ll forget them. And I can’t forget!” She took me in her arms, and I clung to her as if she were the thread of hope I hung on to so tightly. “He’s already so dim, fading in my mind. What if I lose his face? What if I can’t remember anymore?”

      Very quietly, she said, “Maybe it’s time to let go, honey.”

      I jerked out of Mom’s arms as if she’d just slapped me. How could she say that?

      “No,” I whispered, pushing her away and shaking my head, slowly at first and then more violently. “I can’t. You just said our souls are bound together.”

      “But maybe letting go of the memories will make the rest easier for you.”

      “No! I can’t do it. I’ll never let go!”

      Swirly Alexis jumbled my thoughts, and Psycho tried to push her way in. Before I let her, before I lashed out at Mom again, I grabbed my coffee cup and stormed outside. A tumult of emotions battered at me, a hurricane suddenly raging in my mind. How could I make any changes, move forward with Dorian, if I refused to let go of the past? Of the pain the memories brought? Letting go of everything that caused days like yesterday meant letting go of him. And I absolutely refused to do that.

      Did that mean changing would be impossible? Did I have to live like this until he returned? Or until the Ang’dora, which would change me, make me strong and give me powers so I could find and rescue him? Or did I hold on to something that didn’t really exist? Was holding on to the thread of hope that he still lived completely futile?

      Ugh! I hate you, Swirly! Stop messing with my mind!

      She responded with more irrationality. An unexplainable and overwhelming need to move overcame me. I went around the corner and pulled out my stash of cigarettes from under the air conditioning unit, needing to take the edge off. As soon as I lit one, I gagged and choked. Gross! When did I start doing this? I smashed the butt out and crushed the pack in my fist. I took a swig of coffee. What I normally called the nectar of heaven now tasted bitter. The warmth felt thick in my mouth and coated the back of my throat. I tossed the rest out. I didn’t need the caffeine anyway. I already felt wired. What’s wrong with me now?

      I was too on edge to write again. My publisher would be expecting those final chapters before our meeting next week; it had been too long since I’d submitted anything. I didn’t care about their deadlines as much as I did about
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