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      I’m a normal girl. Sort of. I have a few weird quirks, but for the most part, I’m just your average chick about to head off to college. Two nights before I’m supposed to leave, though, I’m attacked. By creatures that can’t possibly be real. Such things of the night have always lived in my abundant imagination—but in real life? No way.

      Next thing I know, Mom’s waking me up at the butt-crack of dawn so we can hit the road early. She acts like we can’t get out of this city fast enough, but won’t explain. I know we have family secrets. I know she’s been guarding them from me for a long time. But as life grows weirder, I think it’s time for me to know them, with or without her help.

      I’ve barely started my covert investigation, though, when I meet Tristan Knight. He’s gorgeous, smart and talented in so many ways, it’s seriously unfair. And he enjoys hanging out with me. Suddenly, I forget all about our enigmatic family and retreat behind my façade of normalcy. At least, until I discover he’s not normal either. Finally, the secrets begin to unravel.

      From what I’m told, Tristan and I together means hope and promise to my family’s secret society, the angels’ army on Earth, and to the future of mankind. But our relationship also incites a dangerous pursuit by our enemy: Satan’s minions and Tristan’s creators. Yeah, that Satan. After all, apparently Tristan and I are a match made in Heaven—and in Hell.
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      Dear Reader,

      When Promise, the original title of this book, was first released in 2010, I was ecstatic and couldn’t wait to see if anyone besides myself and a few close friends would love it as much as we did. And people did! But there were a few things I’d removed from the original drafts that really nagged at me, almost as if Alexis was saying, “That’s not quite how it happened and you know it.” So I updated it in 2011, the second edition, but she still wasn’t happy. So we did more in 2015 and gave it a new cover and title, A Demon’s Promise. Now, in 2020, to keep up with the times and ever-changing market, the series covers have gone through another makeover. The 2015 story remains, but I’ve officially made it a third edition. I’ve also added a glossary at the end, which I’ll add to throughout the series, and a playlist.

      What you hold in your hands now is the story as the author intended.

      Sort of. You see, what I really intended was for Promise and Purpose (now titled An Angel’s Purpose) to be read as one book. I originally wrote them as one, and for a variety of reasons, I had to split it. I still think they should be read together, as if they were one book. I think of A Demon’s Promise as the prologue to the series or, even more so, as An Angel’s Purpose Part I.

      If you only read A Demon’s Promise, you’re getting only half the story—just the romantic beginning. You miss the second half and the true ending, which is the springboard for the rest of the series, where the love story evolves beyond first love to lasting love between husband and wife, expanding to love of family, love of all humanity . . . and beyond.

      So my hope is that you pick up An  Angel’s Purpose as soon as you can and read the two together, as I truly intended. You’ll find a link directly to it at the end of this book. But I thank you for starting here, with A Demon’s Promise, and for giving me, and Alexis, a chance.

      Happy reading!

      Much love,

      Kristie Cook

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The sensation of being watched clung to me like a spider web, invisible threads bristling the back of my neck and down my spine. I brushed my fingers across my shoulders, as if I could drag the feeling off and flick it away.

      It was ridiculous, of course. Not just ridiculous to think I could pull the sensation off so easily, as if it really was the strand of a web, but it was even more absurd to feel it in the first place. Except when accidents launched my freak-flag high, there was nothing stare-worthy about me. And right now, said flag was tucked safely out of sight.

      Yet the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end at the feeling as I visited my favorite Washington, D.C., monuments for likely the last time. I sat on the stone steps of one and gazed over the Potomac River, enjoying the peace just before sunset. Well, trying to enjoy it anyway.

      I blamed the ominous feeling on my unruly imagination, with it being twilight and the sky looking so foreboding. It provided the perfect backdrop for one of my stories. The sun hung low—an eerie, orange ball glowing behind a shroud of haze, a column of steel-blue cloud rising around it, threatening to snuff it out. I envisioned something not-quite-human watching from the shadows, waiting to begin its hunt under the cover of darkness, and I imagined the kickass heroine who also watched, ready to protect the human population.

      That’s all it is, my fascination with mythical creatures getting the best of me, I told myself. Uh-huh. Right.

      Surrendering hope for a peaceful farewell, I hurried to the closest Metro station. The feeling of being followed stuck with me on the train ride home, but at my stop across the river in Arlington, I forgot the sinister sensation. A group of teens a few years younger than me and dressed in all black stood near the top of the escalator as I stepped off. I’d witnessed before their favorite summer activity: harassing people exiting the Metro station. I usually took the elevator to circumvent them, but had been too distracted tonight. When I saw the elderly couple they heckled now, I purposely walked right by them, distracting them, as expected.

      “Hey, there’s the freak who heals,” one of them said loudly to the others. “It’s s’posed to be really sick to watch.”

      “Hey, freak, got any tricks to show us?” another called.

      I gave them a sideways glance, acknowledging the boys and diverting their attention completely from the senior citizens. They were so predictable. Focused all on me, they continued their jeers, and although I’d asked for them, they still stung. But I’d brought this on myself—I’d been a klutz with the Bunsen burner in Chemistry, and my lab partner saw my skin heal almost instantly. One of those times the freak-flag came out. Being able to heal might have been cool if it weren’t for the way people reacted. Kids hassled me about it every day the last two months before graduation, but if I didn’t let them get to me, they were usually just annoying. Usually.

      I hadn’t expected these guys to follow me.

      My pace picked up as I walked through the bright commercial district and turned down the street for home four blocks away. Night had crept its way in during my ride from downtown to the suburbs, and except for a few streetlights, darkness blanketed the residential area. Footsteps behind me echoed my own. I quickened my pace, hoping they’d give up. Two more days. That’s all. Just two more days, and we’re out of here.

      “C’mon, we just wanna know if it’s true.” The boy’s pubescent voice cracked twice as he spoke.

      “Yeah, just show us. It doesn’t hurt, right?”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Three boys followed me, and I caught the glint of a blade in one of their hands. Their plan to satisfy their curiosity—slice me open and watch the wound heal—made my stomach clench. What is wrong with people? Of course, it hurts! Bungalow-style homes lined the street, each with an empty front porch. Not a single person sat outside on this summer’s evening. No one to witness whatever was about to go down. My heartbeat notched up, pumping adrenaline through my veins.

      Pop!

      Crack!

      Complete darkness suddenly engulfed the street. The streetlights along the entire block had blacked out at the sounds. I inhaled sharply while halting mid-stride, and the footsteps behind me ceased, too.

      “What the hell?” Surprise and fear filled the boy’s question.

      A couple had appeared out of nowhere, three houses down, standing in the middle of the street. The cloudy night made it too dark to see their features, and I could only tell their genders by their shapes. The woman’s high-heeled shoes clicked on the pavement as they walked toward me. The man, big and burly, pulled his shirt over his head and handed it to the woman. Without breaking stride, he took off one shoe and then the other, leaving him with only pants. What the . . . ?

      I considered my options. The woman and her half-naked companion blocked my way home, but I couldn’t just raise my chin and hustle past them, pretending they meant no harm. Because I knew they did, and instinct told me the self-defense moves I’d learned would do little good against them, especially him. Which meant I stood trapped between the boys with the knife and the bizarre couple. My gut told me the knife was less threatening.

      “Boo!” The woman cackled as the boys took off running. As she and the man closed in on me, the alarms screamed in my head.

      Evil! Bad! Run! Go!

      My sixth sense had never been so frightened, but I couldn’t move. Dread, and morbid curiosity, paralyzed my body. My heart hammered against my ribs.

      The couple stopped their advance several yards away. The woman studied me as if assessing a rare animal, while the man lifted his face to the sky, his whole body trembling. My gaze darted upward to follow his to the thin, gauzy clouds sliding across a full moon. The woman cackled again, the sound of pure evil. Real fear sucked the air from my lungs.

      “Alexis, at last,” the woman said, her voice raspy, like a pack-a-day smoker’s. “We’ll get such a nice reward for you.”

      My ears pricked. “Do I know you?”

      She grinned, a wicked glint in her eyes. “Not yet.”

      Or ever, if I can help it.

      I turned and ran. My pulse throbbed in my head as breaths tore through my chest. My mind couldn’t focus, couldn’t make sense of this strange couple and what they wanted with me, but my body kept moving. The bright lights of the commercial area I’d left minutes ago beaconed me to their safety.

      The woman abruptly appeared in front of me before I was halfway down the street. The shock sent me hurling to the ground, and my head smacked hard against the pavement. Stars shot across my eyes. My hands burned from asphalt scrapes. Fighting the blackness trying to swallow my vision, I rolled onto my side, gasping for breath. A sticky wetness pooled under my temple. Why is this happening?

      My eyes rolled up to the woman, who now pointed what looked like a stick at me. Her lips moved silently as she waved a pattern in the air, and I suddenly felt pinned to the ground, my muscles unable to move though nothing visible restrained me. Panic flailed below the surface of my paralyzed body, making my breaths quick and shallow. I was done for. They could do anything they wanted with me now. There was no escape.

      My vision faltered. Now two women stood over me, two sticks pointed at me. Two moons wavered behind them. I didn’t know if fear or the head injury caused everything to slide apart and together again, but I squeezed my eyes shut to make it stop.

      But I couldn’t close my ears, couldn’t block out the spine-tingling gnarl. My eyes popped open with terror, expecting to see a wild beast, but the feral sound came from the man. His eyes rolled back in his head, showing only whites. His hands clenched into fists. His muscles strained, the veins protruding like ropes along the bulges, and his body shook violently until the edges of his shape became a blur.

      “I can’t hold it,” he growled.

      “Then don’t,” the woman said. “Don’t fight it. It’s time!”

      A ripping sound tore through the night as the man lurched forward, his skin shredding. A gelatinous liquid spurt out of him like an exploding jar of jelly. His pants tore into ribbons as his body lengthened and grew. The shape of his limbs transformed. His face elongated, his nose and mouth becoming a . . .  Holy crap! A snout! I gasped, a scream stuck in my throat. By the time his front . . . legs . . . hit the ground, fur covered his body. He was no longer man. He was— A freakin’ wolf?

      The beast moved closer, a low growl in its throat. Its stench of decaying corpses and rotting leaves overwhelmed my hypersensitive sense of smell, the sharp but sweet odor gagging me and forcing me to breathe through my mouth.

      Pop! Another woman appeared, again out of nowhere, with pale skin and white hair that shimmered in the moonlight.

      “I smell blood,” she said, her voice a flutter of wind chimes, as she made a wide circle around me. “Mmm . . . delicious blood.”

      The scrapes on my hands had already healed, but not the cut on my head. It must have been deep enough for a normal person to need stitches. For me, it could take ten minutes to heal. So my blood was still fresh.

      I could only smell the wolf’s rancid odor as it hovered over me.

      “Back off, mutt,” the white-blonde snarled as she stepped closer. “This is too important for the likes of you.”

      “How dare you!” Stick-woman accused. “We had her first.”

      “Alexis is mine. Always mine!”

      What the hell? What do they want with me? Cold fear slid down my spine, and my fight-or-flight instinct kicked into high gear, though I could do neither. I couldn’t so much as twitch a muscle.

      Pop! My heart jumped into my throat as another man materialized in the darkness and strode toward me. Seriously? How many more could there be? The wolf growled at the newcomer, and both women hissed. Goose bumps crawled along my skin.

      The man stepped in front of me, placing himself between me and the others.

      Good! Very good! Safe! My sense slightly calmed me.

      “You’re alone?” the blonde asked. “Ha! You haven’t a chance.”

      The man twisted his hand behind his back, and a breeze swirled around me. My ears popped, and the air itself tasted cleaner, refreshing after the stench of the wolf. At the same time, the beast lunged at my protector, who raised his hands and thrust them outward. The creature flew back as if blasted by some kind of invisible force. The wolf hit the pavement somewhere outside my line of sight, but I heard the thud and a whimper, both sounds muffled as though passing through a thick barrier. I blinked several times, disbelieving what I’d just witnessed.

      The women hissed again. The first one raised her stick, pointing it at my protector, while the blonde took a step toward me.

      With a faint pop, another person appeared between the two women and my human shield. Where the hell were these people coming from? How? The women responded to the new arrival in complete contrast to the first guy—their teeth gleamed in the moonlight as their lips spread into grins and their eyes glinted with appreciation.

      And it was easy to see why. My protector couldn’t possibly stand up against this second man. The new one was taller, broader in the shoulders, thicker in the torso and arms than my protector, who was now out-numbered and out-muscled. The second man took a single step toward us. I didn’t dare look up at him, afraid of what I might see, but I felt his eyes rake over me in such a palpable way, I could practically feel welts rising on my flesh. My trembling turned to quakes.

      My sixth sense continued shouting conflicting alarms, everyone’s intentions strong. Good and Evil both screamed in my head, and I couldn’t tell which this new person was.

      But then he turned to face the women, and their expressions darkened. And I knew. He was on our side. I swatted down a leap of hope, though. The attackers still out-numbered my protectors.

      The wolf, now back on all fours, stalked toward us. The fur on the back of its neck rose, and hunger shone in its reddish-orange eyes as its lips curled back in a snarl, baring fangs longer than my little finger. Its pace quickened, my heart galloping with it. It lunged once more. I tried to scream. My constricted throat only allowed a whimper.

      Then the wolf flew backwards again and fell to the ground a second time. The bigger man’s hand hung in the air, palm straight out facing the wolf, as if he’d hit it, but I never saw the contact.

      Both women eyed me with obvious greed. Then their eyes shifted back to my brawny protector, and confusion and even fear flickered across their faces. He turned his hand toward them. Their eyes widened, looking as terrified as I felt.

      And then they disappeared.

      “I’ve got Alexis. Take care of that one.” The lankier man turned toward me, his face hidden in shadow while his hand waved in front of my eyes, his fingers curling inward. “The disco.”

      The phrase came as a whisper, immediately lost to a wolfish howl behind us that diminished into a human cry of pain.

      And then everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      “Alexis.” Mom’s voice, soft and distant, pulled me out of unconsciousness. “Alexis, honey, get your behind up.”

      “Huh?” I mumbled, disoriented.

      “We need to go.”

      I forced my eyes open after blinking several times against the brightness of daylight. Dressed in jeans and a silk tank, Mom knelt on the floor next to me, where I was wrapped in a blanket, a pillow under my head. How did I get here? The last thing I remembered was the word “disco” whispered in my ear . . . but it had nothing to do with funky music, mirrored balls, or dancing.

      As an image of a dark street and strange people filled my mind instead, the fear returned, and I sat up with a gasp. Pain shot from the base of my skull to the backs of my eyelids, nearly knocking me back down. I pressed my fingers to my temples. Had that been real? Or a dream? I examined my hands. No scrapes. I touched my head. No bump or cut. That meant little, though. The injuries would have been healed by now anyway.

      “What happened last night?” My voice came out as a rasp.

      “Hmm?”

      I started to tell her, and her brows pressed together as I began with the boys and the knife.

      “I can’t believe how mean kids can be,” she interrupted, but then she frowned. “And I can’t believe you taunted them. We should have moved after the burn.”

      I shook my head, just once. It hurt too much to move more than that. She misinterpreted the movement, though, thinking I still protested her offer to move to avoid my humiliation. I hadn’t wanted to leave and change schools so close to graduation, but that had been months ago. It didn’t matter anymore.

      “I know,” she said. “We’re moving now, and you can have a fresh start. You’re starting a new chapter, college⁠—”

      “No, that’s not it. There was this couple in the street, too. And the man . . . he changed into a . . . a werewolf. And the woman—I swear she was a witch and put a spell on me!”

      Mom’s eyebrows arched. “Honey, do you realize what you’re saying?”

      I did. And it sounded ludicrous. In fact, in the morning light, I knew the memory was more than ludicrous—it was absolutely impossible. But it had felt so real.

      Confused, I squinted at her face. We had similar features—chestnut hair, almond-shaped, mahogany eyes, smooth, light-olive skin—but hers were inhumanly perfect. Not that I was ugly, but nobody in this world could compare to Mom. Her beauty was on a completely different plane than the rest of us. So while she looked like an angel, I looked like her very human daughter. Well, sister. Because she also looked, impossibly, twenty-six years old. Mom didn’t age. One of her quirks. By the time I was fifteen, we had to tell people she was Sophia my sister because she looked too young to pass as my mother. Since I rarely needed parental control anymore, we pretty much behaved like sisters, too. In a she-was-the-older-and-bossier-one kind of way.

      “You have the wildest dreams,” she teased with a smile while nodding and patting my arm.

      “But—” I pulled my arm from her, knowing she used one of her other quirks, what I called her power of persuasion. She had an uncanny way of convincing people to see and do things her way.

      “It was a dream, Alexis. We don’t have time to discuss it.” An edge had come to her voice.

      Right. A dream. It has to be. Something deep inside, past the throbbing in my head, denied that theory, but there was no other explanation. Witches and werewolves . . . people appearing and disappearing . . . How can that be real? Logic told me it couldn’t but . . . my intuition knew something had happened. Right?

      I broke my gaze from hers to hide my denial, not in the mood to challenge her now. My head raged, feeling like someone had jabbed knives around my brain while I slept. Also, I’d seen that stony expression on her face before: Drop it, the look said.

      I glanced around the living room and noticed the emptiness for the first time—no furniture, no boxes stacked against the walls, nothing. “Where is everything?”

      “Packed in the moving truck.” She sounded nonchalant, as if it made perfect sense.

      “What?”

      It didn’t make sense at all. That wasn’t the plan. Mom was supposed to break up with her boyfriend last night, and we would pack the truck today and leave for Florida tomorrow. Why the sudden rush? She didn’t believe my story, so that couldn’t be it. It had to be the boyfriend. It was almost always the boyfriends.

      “We need to get out of here,” she said. “Now.”

      I knew the tone and moved as quickly as my aching head allowed. Our moves always felt like forced escapes. Sometimes we moved because of an accident, but most often because of the boyfriends. Though this move had actually been planned, it now had the familiar feeling we were once again making an escape. At least this time I knew where we headed and why.

      My head still felt sluggish as we traveled south on I-95, but once the drugged feeling lifted and I could think clearly, I analyzed last night. People had tried to hurt me and possibly wanted to kill me. I think. Maybe the werewolf and the witch and the other bizarre parts weren’t real. Maybe I hit my head harder than I realized and imagined those aspects. Or maybe the real events of . . . something . . . mashed up with an actual dream, and I had everything confused. But I was certain I was attacked. Fairly certain, anyway. And the way the white-blonde said I was “hers” told me it wasn’t the last time I’d see her. If she’s even real.

      I blew out a sigh as I stared at the passing landscape. My memory felt like a ripped-up photo taped back together but missing vital pieces. Some details, like the wolf’s terrifying eyes, were clear, while others, like everyone else’s faces, remained blank. This made me question the reality of it all, but I couldn’t so easily dismiss the fear that was deeply embedded into my memory. If that had been a dream, it’d been one hell of a night terror.

      On the other hand, if someone had truly attacked me, Mom would know, and she wouldn’t have dismissed me so easily. She’d never been the hovering type, but because of our history, she was protective in her own way. Even now, as I moved south for college, she followed, giving up her job in corporate sales because, she’d said, she was ready for a change. She’d been in sales for as long as I could remember and was quite successful at it. With that power-of-persuasion quirk she had going on, she could sell a truckload of beef to a vegan. But she had always wanted to own a bookstore, and there happened to be one for sale just ten miles from the university I’d chosen. Most people my age would be aghast at their mother following them, but I was actually okay with it. She was my best friend, after all. My only friend for years. That had been her reasoning, too—she’d even joked about taking classes with me—but now I questioned her true motivations.

      Hundreds of miles passed under the truck’s wheels before I built the courage to ask. “Are there people who want to hurt us? I mean, because of who we are?”

      She gave me a sideways glance. “I would not let anything happen to you.”

      “I know, but if there are people out there, shouldn’t I know? Don’t you think it’s time I knew things about us?” I braced myself for her reaction.

      She opened her mouth, paused, then closed it again. The corner of her lips turned down in a frown. “I can’t tell you, honey. You know that. Not until the Ang’dora.”

      Right. The Ang’dora. The enigmatic “change” that was somehow connected with our quirks and everything that made us weird. I knew little about it. I knew little about us.

      “Are you asking because of your dream last night?” she asked. “Because you know it’s⁠—”

      I cut her off. “Yeah, I know. Not real.”

      I wanted to believe her. That was the easy and safe explanation. But was there more to it?

      Mom held our secrets tightly, even from me, and I’d given up pleading for information a few years ago. She had told me many times she was bound to a promise made when I was an infant: I couldn’t know our secrets until I went through the Ang’dora and became more like her. Whatever that meant. I couldn’t even know what kind of changes there would be. This had been the one sore subject between us for years—the only time we ever argued throughout middle and much of high school. Then she finally told me her own mother had abandoned her when she was a teen to protect those same secrets, and if I didn’t leave her alone about it, she’d be forced to do the same.

      I supposed that meant they were important ones, but when other families’ skeletons included domestic violence, sexual abuse, or various addictions, ours seemed rather innocuous. After all, we simply had some weird quirks. Nothing dangerous to ourselves or others. Most of the time anyway. Not knowing what more there was, if anything, could be annoying and frustrating, but if I tucked the thought of our oddities into a locked drawer in my mind and pretended we were normal, I forgot to be annoyed and frustrated. And I much preferred to live behind the façade of normalcy than fight with my mother and best friend. Or worse, never see her again and be left completely alone in the world.

      Besides, in all honesty, I liked living behind that smokescreen. More than anything, even more than knowing, I ached for a normal, stable life—a career as an author, true love, and a big family with a home of our own, picket fence and all.

      Even so, the renewed curiosity lingered.

      I hated snooping behind Mom’s back, but her refusal to explain left no other options, and the move presented an easy opportunity for poking around. The new house was more like a cottage, but the attached garage in back had been converted into a room large enough for a bed, my desk, and a small living area, along with its own bathroom and a separate entrance. Mom thought it a perfect layout to give me privacy and independence without having to worry about on-campus housing costs or rent and utilities. After setting my place up, I volunteered to unpack the rest of the house while Mom prepared to open the bookstore. When she took me up on the offer to do her room, I knew I wouldn’t discover anything she didn’t want me to. So by the time the first day of classes came around, I knew nothing more, but I had a new plan.

      That was the day the dreams stopped. Until then, I’d repeatedly dreamt of that strange night—a recurring nightmare, I supposed. But it always ended on a good note, with one of my heroes standing over me. Not the lanky one, but the other one. I still never saw his face, just a shadowy figure, but I knew it was him. Who are you? my dream-self asked every time. I never received an answer, and he stopped visiting my dreams the first day of classes.

      Perhaps because a very real guy entered my dreams . . . and my life.
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      I dropped two classes before school even started. It was Mom’s idea. I had a novel to write. The witch and the werewolf may not have been real, but I hadn’t stopped thinking about them and eventually developed my own story about their romance. I became obsessed with writing it, and when I told Mom the synopsis, she said school could wait, the book couldn’t. Not exactly something I’d expect to hear from her, but she had her own sixth sense. Mine told me if people were unusually good or bad, as if I picked up on a brainwave revealing their underlying intentions. Mom could feel truths, and she felt the truth my book would be published. She even claimed, mysteriously, that it needed to be written.

      On the first day of the semester, with several hours between my morning classes and my one night class, I seized the opportunity to do some research and planted my butt in a hard plastic chair at a library computer station. I’d finally concluded that all I could investigate about us were our quirks—I knew nothing else about us. I found a somewhat promising trail on the internet and spent the entire afternoon researching telepaths.

      After going down plenty of internet rabbit holes, I stared at my notes and felt like an idiot. Telepaths? I seriously wasted hours on telepaths? I shook my head at the absurdity. Mom and I had peculiarities, but we certainly couldn’t read minds. Besides, telepaths, well, didn’t exist. Did they?

      I sighed and glanced at the clock, then bolted out of my seat, grabbing my bag and papers. Communications 101 started in seven minutes. I rushed through the second floor, dodging tables and students, and practically ran down the stairs and into the lobby.

      Evil? Good! (evil?) No, very good!

      My sense screamed like a banshee, surprising me.

      I stopped dead in my tracks, and my eyes scanned the area, but everyone looked perfectly normal, going about their business of checking out books at the nearby front desk. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. And the alarms baffled me in another way: my sense had never questioned itself before, never sounded so . . . confused. What’s going on? Who is it? I inhaled a deep breath to settle myself. My sense had landed on good, and that was all that mattered. And I didn’t have time to worry about anything else. I had to go, or I’d be late. Not the kind of first impression I wanted to make on the professor.

      Taking off again, I rounded the corner to the door and slammed right into a large, hard body. Sweet and tangy. Mmm . . . Having a powerful sense of smell was often unpleasant, but it was worth suffering through bad body odor and rotten garbage for this. He smelled delicious. But he sounded annoyed or angry as a low growl rumbled in his chest.

      “Sorry,” I muttered.

      I looked up to see the face belonging to such yumminess. Whoa! Talk about yummy! He was absolutely gorgeous. Too gorgeous. My gaze fell away immediately, and my cheeks heated. I bent down to gather the papers I dropped—and so did he. To complete my humiliation, I shocked him with static electricity when our fingers touched. I blushed harder. He chuckled quietly.

      “Alexis Ames,” he murmured under his breath. If it hadn’t been my own name, I wouldn’t have even understood—he said it so quietly. His thumb underlined my name on the class schedule he handed back to me. I took it, mumbled “thank you,” and bolted.

      I hurried across campus, slipped inside the classroom with a minute to spare, and dropped into the closest open seat, where a syllabus already waited on the desk. The instructor stood at the head of the room, scrutinizing the clock above the door. He started his introductions at six o’clock sharp and rudely rebuked a couple of students who arrived late, commenting that tardiness was a sign of disrespect. As if his tone was not. Note to self: Be on time for this one.

      I’d felt the burn of eyes on me when I walked in the door and took my seat. I’d dismissed it then, but as I sat there, trying to listen as the professor monotonously listed his credentials, I could feel the weight again, making the back of my neck tingle. I glanced over my shoulder, pretending to check out the classroom to find the source. Oops. I was caught. But I couldn’t tear my eyes away.

      Wow. Beautiful. That was all I could think through the haze filling my brain, obscuring any other thoughts. Although some of my favorite authors described their heroes that way, I never understood how a guy could be considered beautiful until now. He was stunningly attractive like Mom was—far beyond what should be allowed for any human.

      His eyes held mine until I finally came to my senses and pulled away. He smiled as I slid my gaze to the front of the room. And then it hit me. Holy hell! Why me? I had barely glanced at him the first time, but I knew without a doubt: he was the same guy I’d run into like an idiot less than five minutes ago. Apparently, he recognized me, too, and found it funny. Slipping lower in my seat, I wholeheartedly wished my short list of quirks included the ability to disappear.

      “Most of your projects will be done as teams,” the professor droned. “You’ll be with the same team throughout the semester, so act like grown-ups and work out any differences. Your team number is in the upper-right corner of the first page of your syllabus. Your first project is due next week, so get into your groups now to make introductions and get started.”

      Based on his instructions of where teams should gather, I didn’t have to move. Two girls—one a cute, girl-next-door blonde and the other a scowling, black-haired Goth—and two guys joined me in our designated section of the room.

      Including Mr. Beautiful.

      Of course. Just my luck.

      He was the last to join us, after switching his syllabus with one on an empty desk. When he headed our way, his athletic build straining against his shirt, even Ms. Grumpy Goth straightened up and smiled. But then I caught a quick, but odd reaction from the other three when Mr. Beautiful nodded at each of us as he took a seat. They seemed to wither in their chairs while something flickered across their eyes. A slight smile played on his lips when he looked at me last, and I couldn’t figure out what the others saw because I didn’t notice anything. Well, I did notice something, but nothing warranting that kind of reaction. Was it simply because he looked a little older than the rest of us? His larger size? The reason must have been benign, because my sense remained quiet.

      Then I realized there was something—a strange nudge in the back of my mind. I could barely introduce myself before I zoned out through the other introductions and tried unsuccessfully to determine the nudge’s meaning.

      During a break halfway through the three-hour class, I bought a soda and wandered outside. The hot, heavy air wasn’t exactly refreshing, but it was a nice break from the closed up, conditioned air inside. The sun had officially set, and the sky was still a pinkish-purple in the west, the tops of two palm trees silhouetted against it. A couple of people sat on the steps, talking. I walked down to the sidewalk and leaned against a lamppost, sipping my drink.

      “Alexis, right?” a silky, sexy voice asked behind me, making me jump and slosh soda over my hand.

      I turned to find Mr. Beautiful coming down the last step. Of course he would sound lovely. I already knew he smelled good, too. Yep. He strode over to me, and I could really take in the scents. Hmmm . . . sweet yet musky, like mangos and papayas, citrusy like lime, and spicy like . . . sage, I think . . . and the yummiest hint of man. My wacky sense of smell was not only stronger than normal, but also allowed me to pick out the individual layers of a complex scent. His was natural—it didn’t have the chemical undertone like cologne or soaps did—a fresh fragrance, making me think of sitting in the sun on a warm day.

      “Uh, yeah,” I muttered. The lamp over us cast its light directly on his spellbinding face, making my mind foggy and unable to form coherent words.

      It should be illegal for a guy to be this attractive. Besides how tall he stood, towering at least a foot over my five-two, I noticed his hazel eyes first. They pulled me into their staggering beauty, with a wide ring of emerald green on the outside of the irises and a smattering of brown around the pupils. They were fringed with such long, dark lashes that it was unfair they were on a guy. His facial features were flawless—a square jaw, full lips, and a golden suntan—better than any movie star or model. Sandy brown hair, longer on top and streaked by the sun, topped off his perfection.

      As I stared, a slow smile stretched across his face and reached his eyes, where tiny gold flecks in the brown seemed to actually sparkle, like when the sun hits gold flakes in a mining pan. My brain slid out the exit door, and my insides puddled into a hot, gooey mess in my lower abdomen. Get. A. Grip!

      I blinked as I tried to remember his name. He had to have introduced himself to the group, but I must have been really focused on that mind nudge, because I drew a blank.

      “I’m Tristan . . . in case you didn’t catch it.”

      I nodded, pretending to remember. “Yeah, nice to meet you, Tristan. I’m sorry about running into you earlier.”

      “I’m not,” he murmured so quietly, I probably wasn’t supposed to have heard.

      We both stood there awkwardly . . . well, I felt awkward, anyway. I expected him to leave, but, strangely, he didn’t.

      “So . . . how was your first day of classes?” he finally asked.

      I looked up at him in surprise. Why are you talking to me? No one talks to me.

      My throat tightened as I tried to swallow before managing to squeak out, “Fine, I guess. You?”

      “This is my only class today, and so far, it’s perfect.” He chuckled, as if there were some underlying meaning to his answer.

      “Lucky. This is my third.”

      “Busy day.” Another moment of awkward silence passed before he tried to keep the pathetic conversation going. “This is my only class this semester, actually. Too much other stuff going on to take a full load right now.”

      I told him I could relate, and for some reason, babbled through my entire schedule, my hand flitting anxiously between twirling the tab of my soda can and tugging at my hair.

      “Women’s studies, huh?” He lifted an eyebrow, a gleam in his eyes. “Maybe I should look into that one. Sounds . . . interesting.”

      I laughed, but it came out more as a squeal. “It’s almost all girls . . . but I’m sure they wouldn’t kick you out.”

      Oh my god. Did I really say that out loud? Fire lit in my cheeks. He laughed, the pleasurable sound making my heart flip. This guy would be my undoing.

      After we returned to our seats, I struggled to concentrate through the rest of class, mentally replaying the two-minute conversation with Tristan and chastising myself for acting like a schoolgirl with her first crush.

      “Which dorm are you in?” the blond girl-next-door asked me after class. I was pretty sure someone had called her Carlie.

      “I don’t. I live off campus, with my sister.”

      “Oh, too bad.” She sounded genuinely disappointed. “I thought we could walk back together, maybe hang out. I guess I’ll see you Wednesday afternoon for our team meeting.”

      “Yeah, see you then.” I thought maybe college was different than high school. People were actually friendly.

      As soon as she left, though, prickles of fear trailed down my spine. I’d have to walk to my car alone in the dark, and that scared me more than it should. I was probably extra jumpy from my sense’s false alarm earlier, but it felt like the opportune time and place for an attack. Of course, I’d been fine since the move, and my attackers probably didn’t know where I lived now, but I had no guarantees. They’d found me once. They could find me again.

      If they even existed.

      They don’t. It wasn’t real. Get over it. I repeated the mantra I’d been using to convince myself as I stuffed my books in my bag and retrieved my keys. I gripped them with their points jutting between my knuckles to use as a weapon, clutched the bag’s strap in my other hand, and inhaled a deep breath.

      “I’ll walk you out to the parking lot,” Tristan offered, slinging his own backpack over his shoulder. He glanced at my fist full of keys. “You shouldn’t be alone on campus at night.”

      I exhaled with relief. “That’d be great.”

      Though I’d just met him, I felt safe with Tristan. Not that I wanted him or anyone else involved, but I hoped those strangers wouldn’t try to attack with other people around—grown people, not boys with little pocket knives. Yeah, because those monsters are so real? Forget about it already.

      As we walked in silence, I wondered what was wrong with this guy. There had to be something for him to show such interest in me. Were people really this nice for no reason? Because I’d yet to meet them. Of course, I was usually the one avoiding everyone else, only because I knew there would be a negative reaction at some point. So why waste our time? But Tristan . . . I didn’t want to avoid him. Something inside me had clicked with him already, like a missing piece settling into place.

      I knew I was making a mistake, setting myself up for disappointment . . . or worse. Guys who even had a fraction of his looks could pick any girl, throw her a bone and she’d do anything for him—like his homework. That was the only reason they talked to freaks like me . . . unless they thought we were an easy score.

      I’d experienced both, but didn’t want to think that way about Tristan. It wasn’t fair, considering I’d only just met him. But if either were true, he’d be the one disappointed. For now, I’d give him the benefit of the doubt and pretend like it was perfectly normal for him to be talking to me. Again.

      Had I mentioned my preference for living in a fantasy world . . . and that my personal fantasy was to be normal? Sheesh. I was hopeless.

      “So you live close by?” he asked as we crossed the quad.

      I nodded. “Over in Cape Heron, with my sister, Sophia. She bought a bookstore.”

      “The Book Nook? The one on Fifth?”

      “Yeah, you know it?”

      He lifted his chin in a nod. “I live in the Cape, too. I noticed it was re-opening soon.”

      “In a few weeks. It’s been closed for over a year, so it’s needed a lot of work.”

      “Let me know if she needs any help. I’m good with my hands.” He waved his hands in emphasis.

      I tried not to think about what his hands may be good at. The thought made me giddy.

      I was glad she’d already hired someone. Mr. Beautiful around Sophia? They might meet at some point, considering we had several team projects over the semester and he lived near the bookstore. I thought I would kill her, though, if she ever hooked up with him. Although he couldn’t possibly be interested in me, I didn’t think I could stand for him to date her . . . to be my mother’s boyfriend. Ugh!

      “I’m taking a gamble here, but I’d say that’s your ride?”

      Besides a motorcycle, my 15-year-old, white VW convertible was the only vehicle in the parking lot. The other classes must have let out early for the first night. He walked me to the car I’d bought when we moved down here, using the savings from my high-school job of tutoring elementary kids.

      “Guess I’ll see you Wednesday?” he asked as I opened the car door and dropped my bag on the back seat.

      I turned back toward him. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      “Be careful.” His unexpected warning gave me pause, but then he added, “Driving home, I mean.”

      “Oh, right. You, too.” I eyed the shiny motorcycle. I didn’t recognize the make, but it definitely wasn’t a Harley-Davidson, the only brand I really knew. This was a crotch-rocket, the kind seen screaming down the highway at a hundred miles an hour, the rider hunched over the handlebars, dangerously weaving around traffic. He had a risky side. Maybe that’s what the mind-nudge had meant.

      “You don’t like bikes?”

      “I like Harleys.” I hoped that didn’t offend him, if it was a Chevy-versus-Ford kind of thing.

      He chuckled. “My other one is a Harley.”

      I scoffed. “Your other one?”

      “I like toys.” He shrugged with a grin. “See you Wednesday.”

      I sat in my car and watched him walk away in my rearview mirror. What a fine sight to see. He had the perfect butt of a warrior god. As I admired, I couldn’t help but notice that about halfway across the parking lot, his whole body shifted and became more relaxed. I hadn’t even noticed he was tense until now—he’d seemed so cool and casual. I wondered what made him anxious. Surely someone like him couldn’t be nervous talking to someone like me. As he fired up the bike, he glanced over at my car, and I started my own engine so he wouldn’t think something was wrong. Don’t mind me. Just ogling.

      Before I left, I put the top down. The balmy air hung with humidity, but I hoped the wind on the highway would equate to a cold shower.
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      Wednesday morning I rushed again, this time to my women’s studies class. It was the last place I wanted to be, so I took my time getting to campus, and now I was running late. Why did I take this stupid class anyway? Tuesday had been a productive day for writing. Going to this pointless elective now seemed like a waste of a valuable hour. It would be a long day on campus, too, with the team meeting in the afternoon. Of course, that meant seeing Tristan again, but after a delicious dream the other night and waking up to the disappointment that it could never come true, I’d convinced myself to stop thinking about him.

      I walked into class right at 9:30, but the instructor hadn’t started her lecture yet. A low thrum of chatter among the students filled the room. Not all were female; there were three guys. No . . . four today. My mouth nearly dropped open. Tristan sat at the back of the room, talking to a couple of scantily clad girls. He stretched his arm across the desk next to him and shook his head, saving the seat for someone. I wondered who the lucky girl was as I headed to an open desk.

      I retrieved my books from my bag when he caught my eye and grinned. He nodded at the desk next to him and winked. I stared at him, a dense fog filling my brain. When I shook my head to clear it, he pushed his bottom lip out and gave me sad eyes. A small giggle burst through my lips and before my brain registered that I moved, I was already back there. So much for not thinking about him.

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded.

      “I told you, it sounded interesting, so I picked up the class. Maybe I’ll learn something.” The smile he flashed caused my heart to flip. He was good at making my internal organs do gymnastics.

      “I’m sure it’s not what you’re thinking,” I said, waving my syllabus as I took my seat.

      He held up his own copy. “Do you really think I enrolled in a class without knowing what it was? Give me a little credit, please.”

      My face flushed. “Sorry. It just doesn’t seem like the type of thing you’d be interested in. I feel like it’s a waste of time, and I’m a woman.”

      “Hmm . . . maybe I can make it interesting for you.”

      I lifted my eyebrows. What does that mean? He smiled and nodded at the front of the room as the instructor began. I tried to focus on the lecture, but my eyes kept pulling to my right. Sitting next to Tristan in class was like driving down a highway parallel to a breathtaking landscape—I knew I should keep my eyes straight forward, but they kept drifting to the side to enjoy the view.

      Unable to control myself, I snuck a glance at him out of the corner of my eye. I was shocked to see his jaw muscle twitching and his nostrils flared, as though he were angry. I wondered what he could possibly be thinking about. Was this feminine stuff too much for his manly ego? No, that seemed too petty. The next time I peeked, he appeared perfectly fine, to the point that I thought maybe I’d imagined the anger before. He peered back at me, the gold flecks in his green irises sparkling again. He pushed his notebook to the side of his desk, toward me, with a note written in the margin.

      How many cats do you think she has?

      I bit my lip, suppressing a giggle. I’d wondered the same thing about the teacher on the first day of class. I wrote on my own notebook: 12?

      He flipped over to a blank sheet, and his pen dashed across the page. I started to think he was just taking notes when he pushed the notebook toward me again. He’d drawn a cartoon picture of the teacher with twelve cats surrounding her. I had to cover my mouth with my hand to keep from laughing aloud. We exchanged written jokes about her and the cats and added hilarious details to the cartoon drawing throughout the remainder of class.

      “What are you up to next?” he asked after class.

      I wrinkled my nose. “I have calculus in ten minutes. Then I’ll probably torture myself some more and try to get homework done before our team meeting later.”

      “Not a math geek, huh?”

      “Not even close.” It was the only freshman core class I hadn’t tested out of.

      “Well, you have fun with that. See you later. And thanks for making class interesting.”

      I cocked an eyebrow. I should have been thanking him. I had practically fallen out of my seat with silent giggles.

      “Seriously. It’s no fun writing notes to myself. I don’t play along nearly as well as you do.” He grinned. Then he did it again: he winked at me. My insides softened as I gawked at him. I’m such a fool.

      “I’ll see you later,” I finally muttered when my head cleared. I made a beeline for the door before I made a bigger idiot of myself.

      After calculus, I grabbed a soda and a bag of trail mix at the student union and headed for the seating area where our team would be meeting. I had just spread out my calculus text and notebook on the table when the familiar voice murmured close behind me, sending a tingle up my spine.

      “I’ve been waiting for you for a very long time.”

      It’s like he keeps finding me . . . but why would he want to? Not that it bothered me. It should have, but it didn’t. He made me feel . . . good. Despite the mind-nudge.

      “If that’s the case, then I should turn you in for stalking,” I replied drily as Tristan dropped his bag on the table and took the seat next to me.

      He tilted his head toward me as the corner of his mouth lifted in a smirk. “Let’s consider the facts. You run into me, then show up in my communications class, and then in my women’s studies class that I decided to pick up with no idea which one you’re taking, and now you’re right here where I need to be in thirty minutes. I could turn you in for stalking.”

      Obviously, he was teasing because his analysis was full of holes, but heat crept from the base of my neck to the top of my scalp anyway.

      “I wouldn’t, though, turn you in, I mean. You can stalk me anytime.” He grinned. I blushed harder. Mr. Beautiful is flirting with me.

      “Yeah, well, I don’t have time right now. First, I need to get these problems done.”

      “Ah, right, your own personal torture. Need some help? I am a math geek.”

      I laughed. “Geek” was the last word anyone would use to describe Tristan.

      That’s how it all started. With two classes together and team projects to work on, I saw him every other day during the week. He helped me with my calculus, I helped him perfect his essays, and we kept each other company between classes. Each time we were together, I felt another click in my heart, and that was probably not good.

      I honestly couldn’t explain my behavior. I should have pulled away, if I knew what was good for me. Instead, I was drawn toward him. He brought something out in me I never knew was there. I couldn’t pinpoint what it was, but it felt good. Emotionally good. Well, physically good, too. But also emotionally. Really.

      Even more than my own behavior, I certainly didn’t understand his—he could easily take his pick of girls. I didn’t complain, of course. For weeks, our conversations centered on homework, college, and the weather—pretty boring, yet safe topics. The more time we spent together, the better I felt around him. The mind-nudge had all but disappeared. Even when he’d flirt with me or get this certain look in his eyes or shift his body closer to mine, I didn’t mind. Well, my body didn’t. It would zing with anticipation of his touch. But my mind still protested, worried he’d be like . . . others. Then he’d pull back, as if there was a line I didn’t want drawn but was there nonetheless—one neither of us could bring ourselves to cross.

      Yet.
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      I used to think Mondays were nothing but a rude awakening from the lovely dream of the weekend. Now I looked forward to them. Except for the fifty minutes of calculus, Tristan and I spent from nine-thirty in the morning to ten at night together, so I was always ridiculously giddy as I entered our women’s studies class. Of course, we had class and team meetings the majority of the time, but sometimes it was only the two of us hanging out.

      One such Monday in late September, we sat outside on the quad’s lawn. The air was still warm, but we didn’t drown from the humidity. I kicked off my flip-flops and sat on the grass, absorbing the sunshine. I closed my eyes and tilted my face to the sun for a few minutes, but I felt Tristan watching me, making me self-conscious. I surrendered and reluctantly pulled my books out of my bag.

      Tristan leaned against a tree with a notebook on his lap and pencil in hand, already working on something. I left my calculus for later, not wanting to bother him for the help he gave, always patient with my mental blocks when it came to numbers. So I pulled out the communications text instead. I had three chapters to read before I could even start on the paper he was probably finishing right now. He was always several steps ahead of me in our assignments, but, for some reason, still had me review his nearly perfect essays.

      I stole a glance at him one more time before delving into the text. He caught my eye, smiled, and winked, bringing that fog into my brain. Why does he do that to me? Apparently pleased with my dazed reaction, he grinned wider and bent over his notebook. The way his pencil flew across the page, he obviously wasn’t working on that paper after all. He was drawing. But when I leaned over to look, he pulled the pad up so I couldn’t see and shook his head. I blew out an annoyed breath, and lifting my chin with petulance, I turned to my book. He chuckled under his breath.

      “Hey, Tristan,” a vaguely familiar female voice called from behind me a little later.

      He glanced over my head, and his body went rigid.

      “Hey,” he muttered.

      “We’re going to the Phi Kapps’ house for a pool party. Wanna come?” a different female asked as they came closer.

      He shot them a strange look, almost like he was angry.

      “On a Monday?” he asked, his voice full of skepticism. I could hear something else underneath—a steely hardness.

      “It’s the Phi Kapps. Any day is good enough for them,” the first girl said. “So, you coming?”

      The girls stood by his side now, towering over him as he remained seated. If he looked up, he’d have an eyeful of long legs in short shorts and big boobs in tight tops
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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