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Prologue

 

 

I DON’T BELIEVE in hell or even purgatory. Or at least I didn’t until the end of my senior year of high school.

Like most everything else in my life, I went at it backwards. I lived hell for two months before I graduated to limbo. Lucky me.

Because, yeah, being with her every day, seeing her, feeling her near me, yet knowing I no longer had the right to touch her, to talk to her—that was hell. Watching her struggle back from the edge she’d dangled over—and knowing I wasn’t allowed to help—was excruciating. Overhearing her talk about him—about being with him—give me eternal fire any day.

Each morning I dreaded getting out of my car, and each afternoon I came home and shut myself in my room. Or I went running. I ran a lot.

My grandparents didn’t say anything, and I loved them for that. I might have been able to feel their compassion, but they didn’t try to offer me words. They just stood back and let me go through it. Because I didn’t have any other choice but to put my head down and bull through it.

When graduation day finally arrived, I was almost giddy. The guy who sat next to me thought I was drunk. Nope, drunk would come later. I knew relief was almost within reach. After that day, I’d never have to see her again. Wouldn’t have to hear her voice, that sweet voice that still tore up my insides and made me want to drop to my knees and keen. Wouldn’t have to feel her presence—and her power—each time I turned a corner in school.

Yeah, thinking things through was never really my biggest strength.

Because it hit me, sitting there at graduation, listening to some school board member drone on about endings and beginnings and shit like that. I wasn’t going to see her again. After today, she would be completely beyond my reach. Unless we happened to run into one another—which I was going to make damn sure didn’t happen—this would be the end. The end of us.

Like there had ever really been an us.

For a few months, I had hoped. That night at the town green, listening to a half-decent band while we were out on a date I’d tricked her into, I had dared to hope. When she rose up on her knees next to me and kissed me, I had more than hoped. I’d dreamed. I’d believed.

I could make her forget him. I was more than enough for her. We were the ones who were supposed to be together. It might even have been part of that stupid King destiny crap I’d hated my whole life.

Okay, so I was delusional.

But for months, I let myself think it was possible. I kissed her whenever I could. I couldn’t keep my hands off her. I tried to pull her away from that she-demon, the chemistry-teacher-slash-witch who wanted to lure her into a web of darkness. I wanted to save her life, because part of me thought if I did, she could be mine forever.

Yep. Delusional.

So now here we were at graduation, and it was hitting me that today was my last chance. No more do-overs. If I could get her alone, even for a second, just remind her how good we were together—maybe there was still a chance.

Once the first notes of that stupid graduation march began to play, I booked it out of the gym. I pushed and shoved and almost knocked people off their chairs, but none of them cared, because they’d just graduated high school, and weren’t they the shit?

All the new graduates were streaming onto the lawn outside the school. Some of the people who had been closer to the front than me were already there, and I used my height to scan the crowd until I saw her.

Amber reached her before I did and grabbed her into a hug. I slowed my steps, hoping someone would distract the other girl, pull her attention away and give me my chance.

But I couldn’t seem to stop walking toward her. I dodged other people in robes and kept my eyes fastened on her.

Her back was to me, but I knew it was only a matter of time before she felt me near her. I’d been blocking my thoughts from her ability to hear them since that day when she’d nearly killed Amber—and then destroyed me, just by accident. But I couldn’t block my feelings. Not effectively, anyway. I saw her body stiffen and her hands clench as I stood just behind her.

She turned, and I could nearly touch her. The same longing and pain rolling through me were echoed on her face, but I knew it was only that—an echo. It wasn’t what she really felt, which was probably more like pity and regret.

I cleared my throat. “Congratulations, Tasmyn.”

She sucked in a quick breath, her chest rising beneath the robes. She glanced away, licking her lips. Desire like nothing I’d felt for months almost dropped me to the ground. I wanted to grab her, kiss her until she realized again how right we were. Push her to test those boundaries with me. I wanted to take her, right then and there, with all the graduates, teachers and school board looking on.

She took a step backward, away from me, almost staggering. Her hands shook. Yeah, she was still tuned into my feelings. No doubt.

Amber, who had been standing by without saying a word up to now, did what she always did best. She smoothed over the tension between us and stepped up to me, wrapping her arms around me in a tight, brief hug.

“You, too, Rafe.”

I was grateful to Amber in that moment for saving me from doing something stupid. I held her shoulders and smiled down at her. Always the peacemaker.

Tasmyn seemed to hone in on those same feelings. She pulled herself together enough to look me in the eye.

“Thanks, Rafe. Glad to be done. It was a little touch-and-go there at times, wasn’t it?” She grinned just a little, with a touch of sadness, and I knew she had to be thinking of last year, when the crazy minister tried to drown her, or maybe even just a few months ago, on the day she’d accidentally used her powers to throw Amber against a tree. Yeah, good times all around.

I let my mouth curve into a half-smirk. “Sure. Never a dull moment.” I glanced around at the people surrounding us, willing someone, anyone, to come and pull Amber away so I could have just one private word...

“What are you doing after?” Amber looked up at me, oblivious to the fact that I really wanted her to leave.

“Ah, my grandparents. They’re having a family party back at the house.” I lifted one shoulder. “You’re welcome to come if you want.”

I saw an expression cross Tasmyn’s face, one of affection, and I just bet she was thinking of my grandmother. Gram liked Tasmyn, and the feeling was definitely reciprocated. Would that be enough to lure her over today for the party?

Before I could push home the point, someone called Amber’s name, and she turned to hug another group of squealing girls.

And just like that, we were alone. Well, alone with about two hundred other graduates.

I tried to remember what I wanted to say to her, how I was going to convince her to be with me for just a minute.

Instead I said, “What you doing? I mean, in the fall. Are you going to college?”

All the animation left her face, except where she bit down on her lip. When she answered, I had to lean forward to hear her.

“Yes. Going to Perriman. That’s the plan.”

I nodded. “Of course.” Stupid, stupid, stupid. Of course she’s going to Perriman. That’s where he goes.

And as if I’d summoned him just by my thoughts, I looked over her shoulder, and there he was. He made his way through the crowd, talking to a few people here and there, touching shoulders and offering smiles like gifts.

I felt the cold creep over me, through my brain and down to my hands as he reached us and wrapped his arms around her.

“Tas!” He lowered his head and covered her mouth with his lips, kissing her with such intimacy I thought I was going to throw up. “Congratulations, high school graduate!”

Real original, dude. I tried hard not to make a face as Tas smiled up at him and then turned within his arms, leaning against him as she looked at me again.

“Michael, you remember Rafe. We were just talking about college.”

His arms tightened around her waist in a clear statement. Back off, man. She’s mine. As if I didn’t know that already.

“Sure. Rafe, congratulations.”

And that was it. All the playing at being civil, all the acting, went right out the door. I wanted to hit him. Hard.

“Thanks. You, too.” I glanced down at Tas again. Her face had gone pale, and the smile was gone.

I couldn’t stand there one more minute. Without another word, I swung around, wanting to be away, anywhere that wasn’t there.

I felt his hand on my shoulder, and I froze in place, fighting to keep from ripping it off his arm.

“Hey, man, I want to say—thank you. For, you know, taking care of things.”

I clenched my jaw and focused on the exit. I wanted to take a swing at him, I wanted to lay him out. I could’ve done it, too. But she wouldn’t like that. She’d hate me.

“Don’t thank me.”

I ground out the words and pushed away, not stopping until I was far enough removed that I couldn’t feel her anymore.

That was when I graduated to purgatory.

 

* * *

 

All I wanted was to be left alone. Wasn’t getting through the ceremony bad enough? Why did I have to spend another three hours pretending to smile and make pointless small talk with people who didn’t want to be at the party any more than I wanted them there?

I’d only agreed for Gram. She so seldom asked me for anything, or expected anything, that whenever she did, I always wanted to say yes.

“Rafe, I have one grandson. One. And even though you don’t see it, graduation is a milestone. Please, allow me to mark it. You won’t appreciate it now, but someday you may look back and be happy that we did.”

Of course she’d told me to invite all my friends, but that was a tough one, seeing as I didn’t have any of those. Unless you counted Amber, which I did, but I knew her loyalty to Tasmyn and Michael would make it impossible for her to come. Starting over at a new school in senior year means you don’t have time to cultivate those lifelong friendships all the greeting card commercials tell us we’ll have.

And what made this day even better—what added the peachy to the keen—was that the people responsible for me spending my senior year in King, Florida, were here today, too.

It just kept getting better.

My mom flitted around the party, never stopping very long at any one group. She wasn’t from King, and she’d always hated it here. It was why we lived in California my whole life, about as far as we could get from ‘that awful, creepy little town’ and still be in the lower 48. But today she put on her happy face, smiling and nodding as people spoke.

Her husband was sitting away from everyone else, off to the side. I was pretty sure he wanted to be here about as much as I wanted him here. I figured he only came along because my mother had probably begged, telling him she couldn’t face King or my grandparents without him. It couldn’t have been a comfortable position, having to stay with her dead husband’s parents. Still, he’d been quiet for the first few days they’d been at the house.

I was sitting on the deck, drinking a beer. My mom had begun to protest when she saw me pop the top, but my grandmother shook her head.

“Patrice, it’s his graduation day. I know that the law might not see it this way, but if he’s old enough to hold a job, fight for his country and vote, I sincerely doubt a few beers on his grandparents’ property in celebration will scar him for life.”

My mother’s mouth opened as if she were going to say something else, but she closed it abruptly. She kind of reminded me of the Wicked Witch of the West from The Wizard of Oz—she had no power here.

And any sway she had in my life had disappeared when she chose Bradford over me and sent me away.

So here I sat, nursing my second beer and watching all these people I didn’t know walking around, eating and drinking and pretending to have a good time.

“Having fun yet?”

My cousin Lucie—well, she was a cousin who was also Gram’s secretary and housekeeper—plopped down onto the chair next to me. She was holding a glass of wine.

“Oh, yeah, can’t you tell?” I rolled my eyes.

“Hang in there, kid.” She sipped her wine, and then I heard what she really wanted to say.

Your mom is driving Caroline nuts. And I’m pretty sure your step-dad is bombed. What he wants everyone to think of as water is really vodka. Just FYI.

“Lucky Bradford.” I spoke aloud, because while Lucie could broadcast her thoughts, she couldn’t hear those of other people.

He’s not the most sociable guy, is he?

I shrugged. “He was when we were in California, with all his friends. I think here, he and my mother are both waiting for one of us to pull out a wand and blow something up. Or turn one of them into a frog.”

Lucie began to laugh. “Now I wish I could do that. Hey, I could talk to them in my own special way, see if that works.”

“Yeah, I double dog dare you, Luce.”

“I totally would, if I didn’t think it would embarrass Caroline and William.”

I nodded. “The things I don’t do out of respect for those two.”

“Good thing we both love them anyway.” She drained her wine glass and shifted back to mind talk again.

I’m going to miss you, Rafe. Having you here has been fun.

I raised an eyebrow. “I’m going somewhere?”

She shook her head, looking away. I don’t hear minds, but I can read expressions. And see the writing on the wall. You’re going to be out of here so fast, our heads will spin. And we’ll miss you.

I rubbed a hand over my jaw. “I don’t have any plans, Luce. She’s leaving anyway. Why shouldn’t I stay where I have a home?”

Lucie sighed. “She’s leaving at the end of the summer. You really think you’re going to get through another two months in one piece?”

Well, she had a point there.

“If it isn’t the man of the hour.”

I jerked around, my feet falling from the railing where I’d been propping them up. Bradford stood next to me, much too close. I hadn’t even heard him approaching, which was weird, but then again, my mind had been tuned into Lucie.

“Having one of your woo-woo secret type conversations?” He smirked, and it took every ounce of my limited self-control not to slug the expression off his face.

“What do you want, Bradford?” I finished my beer and stood up. “Run out of, um, water?” I gave the word implied air quotes.

“Just had to congratulate the man of the hour.” He kept using that same phrase, and it was pissing me off.

“Yeah, you said that.” I chucked my empty into a nearby wooden barrel, a cleverly disguised recycling container.

“How many people did you mess with to get through school? Did you make them think you were some kind of genius?” He wiggled his fingers in front of his forehead.

I gritted my teeth. Wasn’t the whole deal with Tasmyn and Michael bad enough? What had I done to deserve a special session with Bradford, too?

“Listen, Bradford, I think you better just walk away right now.”

“Or what? You’ll use your freaky mind control on me, too? Remember, son. You tried that one before, and it didn’t get you anywhere. I’m too strong for you.” He laughed, a short and ugly sound.

I’d had enough. This day had sucked, and I was done.

“Sit down, Bradford.”

“I—” A look of confusion passed over his features before he dropped into the chair behind him.

I leaned forward. “Don’t underestimate me. I’m not your son, thank God or whatever powers there are. And I never tried to mess with you. Believe me, if I wanted to, I could make you cluck like a chicken and flap your wings all around the yard before you copped a squat to lay an egg. And in this crowd—” I waved my hand to encompass the enormous patio and expanse of grass filled with people from the First Families of King. “These people, they’d only laugh. They see you for the powerless, ineffectual ass you are.”

Bradford’s mouth worked, and I only had to look at him before it snapped shut. “No more talking.”

Lucie glanced at me. Want me to get backup?

I shook my head. “Nah, Bradford is done talking for the day. Isn’t that right, buddy?”

Fury filled his eyes, but it only took a slight narrowing of mine for him to nod, jerkily.

“Rafe.”

I didn’t need to turn to know Gram was standing behind me.

“Yes, ma’am.” I kept my focus on my stepfather.

“Don’t you think that’s enough?”

“Not hardly.”

“Rafe.”

I rolled my eyes and turned away. Bradford slumped as though he were a puppet whose strings had been cut.

“What happened?” Panic filled my mother’s voice as she climbed the steps to the terrace. “What did you do?”

“What did I do? Here’s a thought, Mom. Why don’t you ask your husband here what he did to me? Why do you assume it’s me?”

“Patrice, take Bradford inside, please. And I think perhaps it might be a good idea for you two to pack up and leave tonight. I’ll have Lucie make you reservations at a hotel outside of town.”

My mother looked from my grandmother to me, indecision all over her face. “But Rafe—his party. I mean, I’m his mother. You can’t keep him from me.”

“Of course, you’re right. I can’t. However, Rafe is eighteen years old and fully capable of making his own choices. I simply suggest that you move on in order to save us all unpleasantness.”

Gram was not a large woman, but damned if she couldn’t be the scariest thing I’d ever seen sometimes.

My mother was torn, I knew, between doing what she wanted, which was to get the hell out of King, and what she thought looked right, which was staying with me. I decided to cut her a break.

“Mom, why don’t you just go? You guys were leaving tomorrow anyway, right? Bradford doesn’t want to be here, and I bet you’re ready to leave, too.”

Tears filled her eyes—the kind of tears that a year ago might have meant something to me. But now they just irritated me.

“I’ll go take care of the hotel arrangements.” Lucie stood, glanced at me with a smile, and slipped in through the open glass doors.

In a whirl of efficiency that only my grandmother could have accomplished, my mother and Bradford were heading out the door thirty minutes later. I stood at the bottom of the steps as my mom wrung her hands.

“Rafe, are you sure...you could come back to California with us. Even just for a visit.” She cast a sideways glance at Bradford, who looked less than enthusiastic.

“I’m good here, Mom. This is where I belong.”

“But college? You’ve gotten in every place you applied. You could come to a school on the West Coast. Get away from—” She stopped in mid-sentence.

“This is where he belongs, here with the other freaks.” Bradford growled the words as he stepped out the door. “Come on, Patrice.”

She looked at him and then back at me, torn. Just like always. It was up to me to make it easier on her; God knew Bradford never would.

“Good-bye, Mom.” I hugged her, closing my eyes and letting myself remember for just a moment the days when it was only the three of us, when Dad was alive and Mom loved who I was. “Thanks for coming out for my graduation. I’ll be in touch.”

“Make sure you are.” She laid one hand on my cheek, looking up into my eyes. “I know it’s been hard, Rafe. But I love you. I always will.”

I stepped back. “I love you, too, Mom. Have a safe trip back.” I watched as she stepped down the stone steps into the night.

And then it was two of us in the huge foyer. Gram slipped her hand around my arm and gave a gentle squeeze.

“I know.” She spoke softly, with understanding and acceptance.

“What do you know?” I smiled down at her.

“You need to leave. You have to get out of King, for a while at least.” She sighed. “I’m going to miss you dreadfully, you understand. But this is for the best.”

“You’re kicking me out?” I swallowed over a sudden lump in my throat. Yes, leaving had been an option, but I didn’t think it was going to be forced on me.

“Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.” Trust Gram to toss out the emotion. “You can stay here as long as you want. Forever. But you won’t. And I want you to know that your grandfather and I support you, no matter what you choose to do.” She hesitated a moment. “I think being in King this summer would be extraordinarily hard for you, and I want you to feel free to leave.”

For the first time all day, I felt like I was going to break down. I pinched the bridge of my nose, willing away the waves of hurt.

“I thought once I didn’t have to see her anymore, it would be better. But now knowing I won’t is even worse.”

Gram pulled me into a hug, holding me together for just a few moments.

“This is why you should go.”

I choked back a laugh. “Shouldn’t you be telling me not to run away from my problems?”

She reached up to smooth my hair away from my eyes, compassion and pain lining her face.

“My darling, under the circumstances, I think running away is your best choice.”


 



Chapter One

 

 

NEW ORLEANS IN the summer is brutal. In October, it’s only a little better.

I’d been in town for nearly a month now, the longest I’d stayed anywhere since leaving King. No place felt like it fit until I hit the Big Easy. But walking out of the airport into the heavy air late one night in September, I felt the click. There was something here. I took a cab into the Quarter and checked into the first hotel that looked promising. The next morning, after walking around town, I returned to the front desk and had them move me to a suite, opting for an indefinite stay.

“I thought you’d like New Orleans.” Gram was as always unfazed by my decision when I called to let her know my plans...or lack thereof. Her only requirement of me for the past months had been a weekly telephone call and an update when I changed locations. Her understanding made it easy to keep in touch.

“Yeah, there’s a connection here.” I sat by the river, looking across as we talked. “You know the old stories that Gravis King chose that spot to put the town, because it was some kind of mystical convergence? I think he would have felt it in New Orleans, too. I feel like I’m supposed to be here. It’s like I fit, for the first time in...forever.”

I fell into an uncomplicated rhythm of life there: breakfast at Café Du Monde in the early morning, before the heat became too intense. Yeah, it was full of tourists, but it was also full of history and damn good beignets and coffee. Besides, the tourists were amusing, particularly when I played with them.

After breakfast, I usually wandered. It took me a solid two weeks to feel like I had a handle on the Quarter, going through alleys and spending long hours at old churches, in bars or just walking through cemeteries. The ground thrummed with energy, and sometimes I just stood in one spot, soaking it up.

When the heat of the afternoon hit, I went back to my suite and slept until the shadows grew long. And then I changed and went out into the night, hitting all the spots the locals recommended when I wanted to be alone and choosing the tourist traps when I wanted to have...fun.

I sat on the edge of the terrace at Café Du Monde, nursing a mug of dark chicory coffee and playing with the last bite of beignet. I loved the weird juxtaposition of the predictable and the bizarre here: each morning, my French doughnuts arrived on the same thick white plates, delivered by one of the many women who waited tables. I had discovered few of them spoke English, and we relied on a series of gestures to communicate.

Just beyond the low wall that surrounded the outside dining area, an interesting mix of street performers worked. There was the trumpet player whose mournful tones sent shivers down my spine, and the mime dressed all in white who startled more than one tourist by pretending to be a statue. Sometimes a guitarist joined the mix, and a clown came by later in the morning, making balloon animals and amusing the children in the crowd.

Pretending to be absorbed in the folded newspaper on the table, I scanned the other tables, looking for my next diversion. There was a girl about my own age, with long light brown hair and green eyes, sitting at a table not far from me. She met my stare and smiled tentatively, but I looked away. Too close. Too much like...her. Plus, I’d seen her here the last few days, and I had a strict policy of not engaging regulars. Not that they would remember, of course, but still...principles are principles.

“Shit! Shit, shit, shit!!”

I turned just a little to look toward the center of the patio, and my gaze stuck. The red-haired girl sitting by herself was digging through a huge handbag, distraught expression on her face. She wore black shorts and a snug gray tank top that didn’t leave much to the imagination.

Bingo.

I dropped enough cash on my table to cover my bill plus a generous tip. I liked coming back here every morning, and I wanted to keep the wait staff happy. And then I stood, stretched and wound my way through the tables.

“Everything okay?”

The red-head looked up at me, big brown eyes filling with tears. “Yes. No, I can’t find my wallet. I think I left it at my hotel, but what if someone stole it? Everyone says New Orleans is full of pickpockets. If I don’t have my wallet, I’m screwed. Not to mention I can’t even pay my bill here.”

I gave her my take-charge, assuring grin. “Let’s handle one thing at a time, okay? First of all, I’m Rafe. Rafe Brooks.” I offered my hand.

She narrowed her eyes for just a moment before smiling and shaking my hand. “Jocelyn Pennell. Joss, for short.”

“Nice to meet you, Joss. Now, let’s pay your bill, and then I’ll walk with you back to your hotel, we’ll see if your wallet is there. If it is, problem solved. If not, I’ll take you to the police station, get the ball rolling on replacing everything.”

She was shaking her head before I finished. “I couldn’t let you do that. You don’t even know me.”

I shrugged. “Fellow traveler, just happy to help. Really. I promise, no ulterior motive.”

Joss hesitated a minute more. “Well, if you don’t mind covering my check here, I can pay you back when we get to my hotel. If my wallet’s there, anyway. If not, I promise I’ll get it to you somehow.”

“Don’t sweat it. A plate of beignets and cup of coffee aren’t going to break me.” I picked up the thin slip of paper on her table and scanned it before tossing a few bills down. “There we go. Problem solved. Now what hotel are you staying in?”

“Hotel St. Marie. On Toulouse.”

I raised one eyebrow. “Nice. Well, come on. Let’s go find your wallet.”

We headed down Decatur Street, hanging a right on Toulouse just past Jax Brewery.

“So, you’re not from here.” It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway.

“Nope. I’m...well, I’m from all over. But most recently Florida.”

“Oh, like, all the theme parks and everything? Beaches?”

I bit back my natural growling response at the typical ignorance and shook my head. “Not really. It’s a big state. My family lives in an old town, kind of right in the middle of the peninsula. It’s all woods and farms.”

“What are you doing here, then?”

“Just traveling, taking some time to see the world. How about you?”

“I’m here for work.”

I glanced at her as we ducked under a tree growing at the edge of the sidewalk. “What do you do? If you don’t mind me asking.”

Her mouth curved up into a slight smile. “Not at all. I’m in talent acquisition for a consulting firm.”

“That’s kind of vague.”

“Maybe.” Joss shrugged. “It’s a title. It just means I scope out people to fill positions we need, who might be a good fit for us and for our clients.”

“And just what kind of clients do you have?”

She grinned at me. “Very demanding ones, who value discretion.”

I put a hand on her lower back to steer her around a group of kids coming the opposite direction. “Sounds mysterious.”

“You have no idea.”

Joss slowed as we approached a brick building with intricate wrought iron work and flags flying from the overhang. A small oval sign above gas lamps noted the name of the hotel.

“Here we are.” She stood to the side as I opened the door and then followed her into a quiet lobby with brass and crystal chandeliers and upholstered chairs that reminded me of my grandmother’s sitting room. A woman standing behind the black marble counter nodded to us as we passed.

“You’re close to Bourbon Street,” I noted. “Have you been enjoying the nightlife?”

For the first time, Joss frowned. “Hardly. It’s not my thing. I requested an interior room as far from the street as possible so I don’t have to hear the noise.”

She paused as we stood in front of an elevator, and I sensed her discomfort.

“Do you want me to wait down here in the lobby?” I pointed to the chairs.

She glanced down the hall, at the elevator doors and then at me, biting her lip. “No, you can come with me. Those chairs don’t look very comfortable.”

We rode up in silence. At her door, I watched Joss slide in the key and followed her inside.

The suite was beautiful. A small living room with a loveseat and chairs that matched those in the lobby gave way to the bedroom, which was dominated by a huge four-poster bed and a fireplace. I whistled silently.

“Nice. Your company really puts you up in style.”

Joss laughed. “I can’t complain. If you want to sit down, I’ll just go check the closet. That’s where I usually keep my purse. Fingers crossed that my wallet’s in there.”

I watched her move across the room, long legs striding beneath her shorts. She stopped at a white louvered door and knelt down, feeling around on the floor and giving me a nice view of her ass while she was at it. Not that I was complaining.

“Ha!” She jumped to her feet, holding up a red leather wallet in her hand. “It’s here! Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She did a little shimmy dance, and I laughed.

“Gotta love a happy ending.”

“Yes. Now how much do you I owe you for covering my breakfast?” She opened the wallet and pulled out a few bills.

I waved. “My treat. It isn’t every day I get to help out a gorgeous a woman in distress.”

Joss narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. “Well, if I can’t pay you back, at least let me take you to dinner. Are you free tonight?”

I was free every freaking night, but I rolled my eyes back as though thinking about it.

“Yeah, as a matter of fact, I think I am. But you don’t have to do that.”

She curled her lips into a smile and widened her eyes. “I know I don’t, but I want to. That’s what makes it more fun.”

Playing right into my hands. Nice. I shook my head, laughing. “Okay, what time? I’ll pick you up here?”

“Sure, and let’s say seven. I’ve got work all day, but that should be perfect. I’ll make reservations.” She roved her eyes up and down over me, checking out my khaki shorts and t-shirt. “Dress up a little, all right? I have a place in mind, but they have a dress code.”

I nodded. “I clean up pretty good, don’t worry. See you at seven.” I held out my hand to shake hers, but when her fingers closed around mine, Joss pulled me in and tiptoed to kiss my cheek.

“Thank you for being my knight in shining armor.” A wicked gleam shone in her brown eyes.

“Any time.” I opened the door and retreated to the hallway before I got myself in trouble too soon.

It was going to be an interesting evening.


 



Chapter Two

 

 

MY HOTEL WAS only a ten-minute walk from where Joss was staying. After a fast trip to a tailor my concierge had recommended, I spent the rest of the day sleeping, catching up from the night before. By the time I woke up and showered, it was time to pick up my date.

I blinked in the light from the setting sun as I stepped out of the cool lobby of the Monteleone and into the crowds building on the street. I loved the vibe and rhythm of New Orleans, the sounds of the feet and the cadence of the people’s speech. I stood for just a moment, letting my mind reach out into the souls of those passing by.

I’ve always known what I could do, from my earliest memories. At first it was just another way to get what I wanted from my parents, even when I didn’t know I was doing it, and then my dad began to train me. He was strict: I was never allowed to bend my teachers’ minds or to manipulate people for gain.

“Then why do I have it?” I’d asked, sulking.

“You’ll know when you’re supposed to use it. Be smart about it, Rafe. This power isn’t a toy.”

I thought about my dad as I wove through the crowds. He’d been gone for over five years now, but sometimes I missed him like it was yesterday. And on other days, it felt like eons since I had a father.

On the corner in front of me, an exhausted-looking young mother was trying to cajole her toddler to stay in his stroller, while he bucked and screamed. People skirted around her, some rolling their eyes and others shooting her empathetic glances.

I focused on the little boy and probed for just a blink of time. All sound disappeared, as I fell deep into the zone, a place where nothing existed but my own ability. I felt his fatigue and unhappiness, and I tinkered.

He stopped crying and froze in place. A puzzled expression crossed his eyes, and then he settled back down and stuck a thumb into his mouth. His mother looked down at him, frowning, and then clearly decided not to waste any time second-guessing good behavior. She pushed the stroller away and disappeared into the surge of people around the corner.

Problem solved. It didn’t hurt anyone to give that kid a little push into calming down. Still, I felt a vague sense of unease as I turned into the Hotel St. Marie once again. Would my dad have approved of me doing it? I didn’t know, and he wasn’t talking.

I half-expected to find Jocelyn waiting for me in the lobby, but it was in fact nearly empty. I rode up in the elevator and was knocking on her door at two minutes before seven.

The knob turned almost immediately, and Joss smiled up at me.

“Punctual. I like that.” She stepped aside, waving her hand. “Come on in. I’m just going to grab a sweater, and then we better go.”

I didn’t know anything about fashion or style, but I knew sexy, and what she wore was that for sure. The golden brown dress clung in all the right places. The neckline dipped, giving me a teasing glimpse of cleavage when the draping shifted to the side. I was fascinated by the way the material clung to her ass, not leaving too much to my very active imagination.

She turned and caught me staring. “I take it you like my dress.”

One corner of my mouth lifted. “The color’s good on you.”

Joss grinned. “Thanks.” She pulled her sweater out of the closet and gave me a once-over. “You do clean up pretty good.”

I didn’t intend to tell her that I’d actually gone out to get the charcoal gray pants and navy blazer that afternoon, paying an extra hundred dollars to have them tailored and ready for tonight. I traveled light, and I bought new clothes when the occasion called for it, like it did tonight. One of the perks of being a Brooks and the unlimited resources that went along with that.

“So, where are we going?” I asked once we were in the elevator, heading down.

That wicked glint returned to her eye. “Me to know, you to find out. You know the drill. What’s the matter, don’t you trust me?”

I raised my eyebrows. “Sure. I’m just...curious.” I let my eyes follow the curves of her body. Let her know that my curiosity extended to more than her restaurant choice.

I half-expected her to flag one of the waiting cabs as we stepped into the night, but instead she turned in the opposite direction of my hotel, toward Dauphine Street. I followed as we went deeper into the darkness.

Another guy might have reached for Joss’s hand at this point, just to establish the tone for the evening. Hand holding is a proclamation—I’m in this for more than the company—and a way to stake your claim. But I didn’t do hand holding anymore. It was one of my rules.

Instead I walked a step behind and almost ran over her when she stopped suddenly and turned down a dimly lit alley. She darted a glance back at me, flashing a smile.

“Sorry, I always forget exactly where this is. It’s one of those places you have to find yourself. You can’t tell anyone how to get here.”

The narrow alley gave way to a small courtyard, bordered by the backs of several houses. Joss walked to a wooden black-lacquered door and rapped once. She looked back at me.

“Don’t get spooked, this is just how you do things here. It’s a very exclusive place.”

“Spooked, me? Baby, it just doesn’t happen.”

Joss laughed. “I’ll remember that later.”

The door opened, and a woman in a long black dress stood above us on the step. She inclined her head to Joss.

“Ms. Pennell. So glad you could join us tonight. Please, won’t you and your guest come in?”

The inside of the house was much larger than I’d expected, set up more like a living room than a bar, though I figured out that was what it was. People sat on sofas or leaned on chairs, holding glasses of wine or other liquor. A few women and men circulated, speaking to the guests. Though they carried no order pads, I decided they had to be wait staff.

The woman who had greeted us beckoned. “Ms. Pennell, let me show you to your table.”

We followed her down a hall into a cavernous dining room. Small tables were set up throughout the room, strategically placed to offer discretion. Each one was covered with a cream tablecloth and lit with a single candle.

“Right this way.” She headed for a table in the corner. “Marlene will be assisting you tonight. She’ll be along shortly.” She stepped away, smiling.

“Assisting us?” I raised an eyebrow. “We need assistance?”

“It’s code for waitress. I know, it’s pretentious crap, but trust me, it’s the best food in the city.”

“That’s the second time you’ve said I have to trust you. I’m starting to get suspicious.”

“Don’t.” Joss reached across and covered my hand. “It’s all on the up-and-up.”

A tiny woman with white hair cut very short teetered over to us. She had to be pushing seventy. Her face fell into a mass of wrinkles when she smiled.

“Good evening, Ms. Pennell. Your food is being prepared, and I would be happy to bring you a bottle of your favorite wine, if that pleases?”

Joss nodded. “Thank you, that would be perfect. And a bottle of still water, please.”

Marlene bowed just slightly as she turned away. Joss grinned.

“I hope you don’t have food allergies. There aren’t any menus here. They prepare two specialties of the house every night, and you choose what you want when you make the reservations. Do you like seafood?”

“Yeah, most of it. Not eel or anything like that. And no food allergies that I know of. Do I want to ask what specialty of the house you picked for us?”

“Alligator and crawfish gumbo, with rice and mock choux corn. And they serve intriguing salads.”

I tried not to let my lip curl, but I guess it didn’t work. Joss cocked her head.

“What? You have something against alligator?”

“Not alligator. I just can’t imagine a salad being intriguing. Sorry.”

“Ah.” She leaned forward, giving me a tantalizing view that I decided had to be much more interesting than any salad. “I’m glad to hear you’re not afraid to be adventurous.”

I opened my mouth, but whatever was about to come out of it was derailed by the return of Marlene, carrying two large white bowls. Lettuces of different colors and textures sat alongside tomatoes and some kind of nuts. I didn’t recognize anything else. So this was an intriguing salad.

The waitress set the bowls in front of us and stepped away as a man took her place. He wore a black jacket and the chains of a sommelier, and he presented a dark green bottle of wine to Joss for her approval. I watched in fascination as she went through the ritual, sniffing the cork, swishing the wine and nodding her go-ahead for the man to pour us each a glass.

After he backed away and disappeared, she leaned toward me, her voice low. “I hope that didn’t offend you. I realize usually the guy gets to taste the wine, but they know me here. Plus, I’m figuring you’re not really legal. At least not when it comes to alcohol.”

She tilted her head, one side of mouth lifting.

I narrowed my eyes. “And you are?”

Joss laughed. “Touché. No, I’m not. I actually just turned nineteen last week. But they know me here. I’m not a risk to them, and I’m not stupid.”

“Hey, I’m older than you by a month. Maybe you should tell wine guy next time he comes over.” I lifted the glass and took a sip. “On second thought, this is excellent. You can keep picking the wine.”

She touched her glass to mine before drinking. “Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“So how does a nineteen year old—and a new nineteen year old—get the kind of consulting job where the company puts her up in the best rooms in the city and pays for this kind of place?” I looked around the room again. “I’m guessing you’re planning to expense this meal.”

Her mouth tightened just a little as she leaned back in the chair. “If I tell you, are you going to get all threatened and uptight?”

I laughed. “Nah, I’m cool. I’m not the type to be easily threatened.” I picked up my fork and stabbed a piece of curly lettuce.

“Okay.” Joss traced the stem of her wine glass with one finger. “So, I’m kind of a prodigy, I guess. I graduated high school when I was fourteen, and finished college two years ago. The people I work for approached me when I was still in school. I trained for a while and then went full-time once I graduated.”

“So you’re like a Doogie Howser?”

She scooped a small yellow tomato into her mouth and rolled her eyes, all at the same time. “Talk about reducing something to its lowest form. Okay, yeah. I guess.”

“And you thought I’d be threatened by that? Come on. How do you know I’m not working on my second doctorate right now? You might not be the only smarty pants around, you know.”

The smile playing around her mouth sparkled in her eyes. “Oh, really? Your second doctorate? I highly doubt it.”

“Just saying, it could happen.” I lay down my fork and grinned at her. “But you’re right, not hardly. I just finished high school. Not sure about college yet. I haven’t decided if I want to embrace higher education or let the road be my professor. But either way, someone like you impresses the hell out of me. And doesn’t threaten me one bit.”

Joss’s cheeks pinked a little, and she dropped her eyes. “Then you’re not like a lot of other guys I’ve known.”

“Hey.” I reached over and grabbed her hand, squeezing it for a minute before I let it go. “They’re assholes if they don’t see how great you are. And I’m serious, being that smart and motivated is cool.”

“Thanks.”

We ate in silence for a while before Joss spoke again.

“So you just finished high school. And you’re not sure about college. How does your family feel about you traveling? Are you planning to get a job?”

Most of the girls I picked up during my nocturnal adventures didn’t bring up anything more serious than the next bar or how fast we could get back to their hotel rooms. I didn’t talk about my family at all. But Joss was sitting there looking at me expectantly, with the material of her dress dipping into the valley between a really nice set of breasts. Since she wasn’t going to remember any of this in the morning anyway, I decided to make an exception to my rule.

“My grandparents are my family, and this was kind of their idea. I needed to get out of town for a while, and they were cool with me hitting the road.”

The teasing smile was back on her face as Joss leaned in again, just far enough to confirm my suspicion. Yep, no bra. Hot damn. Suddenly this chair wasn’t as comfortable as it had been.

“Why did you have to get out of town so fast? Did you do something illegal?” I struggled to bring my eyes back to hers, my attention to her words. All the blood in my body was rushing elsewhere.

“Umm...uh, no. Not illegal. It was actually a girl. A bad break up.” What the hell was I saying? I never talked about Tasmyn, never told anyone what had happened during my senior year. Be cool, I reminded myself. Not like she’s going to retain this anyway.

“That’s too bad.” Joss reached across and trailed one finger over the inside of my wrist where it lay alongside the table edge. A shiver ran down my back, and I swallowed hard.

“Yeah, no big thing. Shit happens, right?” I lifted my wine glass and took a drink. I never had nerves with the girls I picked up. I didn’t know what the deal was this one, but she was knocking me off my game.

Marlene appeared again. I took advantage of the break in conversation to get a grip on myself as she set two dome-covered plates in front of us. With a little flourish, she removed the silver covers to reveal the bowls of gumbo surrounded by sliced baguettes. I might have been a little skeptical about the alligator, but this smelled like heaven.

“Good, isn’t it?” Joss scooped up some of the broth and meat with a hunk of bread. “See what I mean? Best food in the city.”

“Comes damn close if not.”

“There’s just something about New Orleans, isn’t there? The food tastes better, the wine is more potent...” She glanced up at me from under her eyelashes. “Everything is just more...intense.”

Before I could formulate an answer, I felt her bare foot stroking up the inside of calf, running a teasing line from the ankle to just above my knee. I could feel the muscle of her instep, firm yet lazy as she stroked. The touch set me on fire until I couldn’t think of anything but tossing over the table that came between us. That, or grabbing her and throwing her down on top of it. Either way worked.

Instead, I laid down my fork and sat back. “God, I’m full. I don’t think I can eat another bite.”

“That’s a shame.” Jocelyn touched the linen napkin to the corner of her mouth, and I watched the tip of her tongue dart out and run over her lips. “They have the most amazing bread pudding here, in a brandy sauce.”

“I don’t think I could do it justice right now. Maybe in a few hours.” After I’ve worked up an appetite. I let the words hang there unsaid but most definitely understood.

“Then let’s ask them to box it up to go. We can take it back to my hotel, if you want.”

This time I didn’t hesitate. I let my eyelids droop to half-mast and lifted one side of my mouth in a half-smile. “Oh, I want. I want very much.”

Joss didn’t flinch. She didn’t blush or pretend to be shocked. She only returned my smile and lifted one hand in the air, signaling to Marlene.

The evening air had cooled considerably by the time we stepped back into the dark of the courtyard. Joss shivered, and I helped her into the sweater she’d brought.

“Thanks.” She shifted the bag that held the bread pudding into her other hand, and I reached to take it. Okay, so I didn’t usually need to woo the girls I picked up, but still, my grandmother had hammered manners into me. I harbored a sneaking suspicion that she’d know if I weren’t holding coats and doors, or at least offering to carry heavy packages for women.

And then, since we were standing there, it was only natural that I reached for her hand. Once I touched the warmth there, I just went ahead and pulled her against me.

She stumbled a little, and I caught her, wrapping my free arm tight around her waist and tucking our joined hands between us.

I looked down at her face, her mouth so tantalizingly close to my own. What I did on a nearly nightly basis was routine by now. It was my way of pounding Tasmyn out of my system, out of my soul, but this was more. The brown eyes that stared into mine were sober beyond the desire that shone there. Her lips parted, and I felt the warmth of her breath against my chin.

As though against my will, I lowered my mouth onto those lips. I was tentative, inquiring. I never forced myself on any girl, no matter how hard she flirted or how much she teased. It just wasn’t my style. I’d never had to do it, anyway. No one ever turned me down.

Jocelyn answered my question by moving a fraction of an inch closer, angling her face so that our mouths aligned better, sealed. Her tongue played against my lips, inviting, making me think of her foot on my leg just a little while earlier.

I opened my mouth, deepening the kiss, and tangling my tongue with her exploring one. Tightening my arm slightly, I brought her against me, leaving no doubt in her mind about how turned on I was.

“Rafe.” She broke away enough to whisper in my ear.

“Yeah.” I steeled myself for her to tell me we couldn’t do this, that we had to stop.

“Let’s flag down a cab. It’ll be faster than walking back to the hotel.”


 



Chapter Three

 

 

ONE OF THE perks of New Orleans was that it was such a party town, the girls I picked up could pretend to be completely bombed, wasted out of their minds. They could justify having sex with me, a random stranger. The truth was, I never slept with anyone who was too drunk to make a rational decision, and I never messed with their minds to persuade them, either.

But Joss was a whole different game. She was the difference. She wasn’t making any apologies about the clear truth that she wanted this as much as I did. And that was both cool and a little scary.

In the short cab ride back to her hotel, she didn’t cling or lean on me. Instead she sat just close enough that I could inhale her scent, an intoxicating mix of oranges and cinnamon, and she touched the inside of my arm with the tip of one fingernail, running it up and down my forearm, making my heart pound. I shifted in the seat, holding back from laying her down right there.

I didn’t even realize we’d arrived at the St. Marie until the door next to me opened. The uniformed attendant stood aside, waiting for me to exit. I reached into my back pocket for my wallet, but Joss laid her hand on my arm.

“Don’t bother. The doorman will take care of it.” She smiled at him as she followed me out of the taxi. “Thanks, Eddy. Give him a nice tip, please. It was a short ride.”

I briefly considered taking the stairs—anything to get to a bed quicker—but Jocelyn headed right for the elevator, and I thought it would be probably be rude to pull her up the steps by the arm. To my relief, the doors of the elevator opened as though they had been waiting for us.

There was no one else in the car, and as soon as the doors slid closed, I backed Joss against the wall, gripping her wrists together above her head. I covered her mouth with my lips again, this time pouring all of my pent-up desire into the kiss. She made a little noise in the back of her throat, and that was it. I dropped the bag that held our bread pudding and used my free hand to pull her hips into me, grinding against her center until she gasped into my mouth.

“Rafe—the doors—” I glanced back and saw that the elevator had reached her floor, and the doors stood open. I dragged her into the hallway and to her door. As she fumbled for the key card, I swept the red hair off her neck and devoured the milk-white skin there. Each taste only made me want more—and more.

The green light flashed on the lock, and the door swung open. Joss stumbled inside, pulling me with her. We didn’t bother with lights. I tossed the bag onto the coffee table and ripped off her sweater.

“This dress...has been driving me crazy all night.” I muttered the words against her ear, sucking the lobe into my mouth as my hands slid beneath the silky material.

“Then—ahhhh—you better get rid of it.” Joss wriggled just enough that one sleeve drooped down her arm. I tugged it down further and did the same on the other side, so that her arms were pinned and her breasts were freed.

And dear God in heaven...what breasts they were. I wasn’t a total boob guy in that those were all that drew me to a girl, but I liked them as well anyone. But Joss...she was glorious. That was the only word that came to mind. I lowered my mouth to kiss one pink tip, swirling my tongue around until it stood stiff. Jocelyn moaned and arched her back as I moved to the other side, using my mouth on one and my fingers on the other.

We were both panting when I licked my way back up to her lips. I forced her mouth open and plunged my tongue inside, stroking against hers, giving her a preview of what I intended to do eventually...elsewhere.

Thinking about that made me move toward the bed. I backed Joss there slowly, and when her legs hit the mattress, I lowered her until we were both horizontal.

“I can’t move my arms,” she murmured against my jaw.

“And I’m okay with that. Just lay back and feel.” I found the edge of her dress and eased it up to her waist, exposing a tiny pair of lacy pink underwear. With one hand still cupping her breast while my thumb teased the nipple, I used the other hand to skim along the top of the lace, darting just underneath it again and again, while never quite touching her core. I slid down her body until my head was between her legs and glanced up at her, pausing a moment to make sure she was cool with this.

Her head was back, eyes closed. Her chest heaved with short breaths, and one of her hands groped to clutch at my hair, caressing. I took that as a go sign.

I covered the lace with my mouth, nipping gently and using my tongue to probe. She was wet beneath the barrier, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold out. But I went on anyway, torturing both of us, until she was writhing under my lips. Then I used one finger to ease the panties out of my way and let my tongue touch her bare for the first time.

At the first thrust, she shrieked, calling my name and gripping my head even tighter to her. As if I planned to move away...no, I don’t think so. I ran my tongue to the tight little center of her nerves, just letting the tip circle it, and then sucked, hard.

She fell apart, crying out and raising her hips off the bed, her hands clutching at the bedspread beneath us. I took advantage of her position to pull off her underwear completely and unbuttoned my pants as I kissed my way back up to her face.

I just reached her neck when Joss turned, throwing me off balance and onto my back. She sat up on her knees, red curls swirling at her shoulders and over her breasts. One small wriggle set her arms free, and she tossed the dress off into the darkness. My eyes had adjusted so that I could see the predatory smile on her face.

“My turn,” she whispered, and grabbing the top of my shirt, she pulled so that buttons went flying. Any protest I might have made was lost when her nails skimmed over my chest, down my stomach and beneath the waistband of my new gray pants.

“Lift up.” She leaned over to kiss my cheek, her nipples teasing against my chest. I complied, and she shimmied the pants and boxers off me completely, raising her eyebrows as she saw the clear evidence of my want.

Joss slung one leg over my waist, straddling me. She bent to rest her elbows on either side of my arms, kissing me with the same wanton passion I’d felt just a little earlier. I reached up to palm her breasts as they swung over me, and she shifted to bring the nipples closer to my mouth.

Pleasuring her while she sat on top of me was a new sensation for me, and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold back. I didn’t have to ask, though; she straightened and moved her hands between my legs.

Her grip was light but firm as she ran her fingers up and down my length, circling the head and cupping me beneath. My vision tunneled, and I gripped her waist.

“I know.” She shifted again, this time so that she just poised above me. “I want you inside me just as much as you want to be there.”

“Condom—my pants.” I managed to get the words out against every instinct that screamed NOW.

“I’ve got one.” She reached to the bedside table and pulled out the small paper packet. Once she had me covered, she didn’t hesitate again, lowering herself onto me until I filled her.

Her tight sheath pulsed against me, and then she began to move, rocking back and forth for a moment. She raised her hips until I was nearly out of her and then slammed back into me. Twice more of that, and I was gone.

“Joss—oh, God—I’m—” My body tensed as every sensation centered there, where our bodies joined. She cried out, too, and I felt her orgasm explode around me. She fell onto my chest, both of us damp and breathing hard.

I rolled over so that Joss lay next to me, both of us on our sides, and smoothed her hair away from her face. It took a few minutes before I could breathe enough to speak.

“Do you think that bread pudding is still good? I’m hungry again.”

She laughed, her body quivering against mine. “Pretty sure it is. Want me to go get it?”

I eased away. “No, stay here. I’ll do it.” I stood and stretched, aware of her eyes on my body.

“There are plastic forks in the bag, and I have bottles of water in the mini-fridge if you want one.”

I opened the container and unpacked the forks, nabbed us water and climbed back into bed. Joss plumped the pillows up and scooted to sit against them.

We ate in silence, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. In fact, I couldn’t remember feeling this relaxed with a girl since—well, since I didn’t want to think about when. Joss shook her hair back, to keep it out of the whiskey sauce, and I felt desire stir again.

Twice was unprecedented for me. Usually, I felt trapped and claustrophobic the minute it was over, and I did what I had to do and got out of there fast. But now I dipped a finger into the pooled sauce and trailed it between Jocelyn’s breasts.

A smile curved her lips. “What was that?”

I leaned to touch my tongue to the dripping sauce. “Something sweet and sticky. Can’t just leave it here, can I? I’ve got to take care of it.”

She leaned back and rested a hand on my head. “Absolutely.”

 

* * *

 

I woke in the half-light of early morning. We hadn’t bothered to close the heavy drapes, and I could see the outline of the city against the gray sky.

Joss lay next to me, red hair spread across the white pillow. Her eyelashes fanned against the paleness of her cheeks, and her lips parted as she breathed deeply in sleep.

I had never stayed this long. And I had never had such reluctance to do what I needed to do. Part of me wondered...did I need to make her forget? She wasn’t the typical needy girl I screwed and then erased. I didn’t know for sure, but I sensed Joss wouldn’t cling, wouldn’t cry when I didn’t call. If I didn’t call.

No. This was as much for me as it was for her. Last night had been so incredible that I might be tempted to repeat it. And then eventually something would get fucked up, and someone would be hurt. I couldn’t deal with that. I couldn’t risk it.

So I climbed carefully out of bed and pulled on my boxers and pants. My shirt was kind of beyond help, but I put it on anyway, tucked it in and hoped for the best.

Once I was ready to leave, I stood near the door and faced the bed. I closed my eyes and reached into her mind, past the slumber. I took the memories of the past twenty-four hours and made them disappear. She would never recall losing her wallet, meeting me or anything else that had happened between us.

And then, before I could change my own mind, I left, closing the door silently behind me.
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