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Chapter One

 


 


“Did you just plug your flat iron in my car
charger?” I rolled my eyes at Lainey brushing rose blush across her
cheeks in fast swipes while holding the iron in her other hand.
“Only you would multitask like this. No wonder you’re always late
for school.”

She tore an exasperated glance from her image
in the sun visor’s lighted mirror and jabbed the iron in the air
like a fencer’s foil. “I wouldn’t be doing this in the car if you
hadn’t tried to wake the whole neighborhood with your horn.”

Lainey might be my best friend, but this was
why we’d never shared rides to school, even though our
neighborhoods were only five miles apart. I owned my own
lateness, not someone else’s.

I turned my attention back to the steady
stream of bustling traffic on Highway 29 and shrugged. “I wouldn’t
have had to do it if you’d come out of your house on time.”

Lainey clamped the flat iron around a hank of
wavy auburn hair, then slowly slid it to the end before grabbing
another wavy chunk. “And here I thought having you take me to
school would be less stressful than my dad.”

“Why? Does your dad’s patrol car cramp your
style?” I snickered and pressed on my brake to slow for the line of
stopped cars when my attention snagged on a red sports car doing
the same a couple of lanes over. Only, instead of slowing, the
car’s front end jerked, then lifted up, as if something big had
pushed it out of the way.

“Did you see that?” I whispered just as the
red car’s front end landed partway in another lane. A silver car
slammed into the red car’s back fender. Tires squealed…metal
crunched. The red car spun until its front end crashed into the
front of the silver car in a shower of headlight glass. More tires
screeched, and oncoming cars veered to avoid the collision.

But my attention wasn’t on the accident or
the cars slowing down to rubberneck. My gaze was locked on the huge
spinning image that had catapulted from the bulging space in the
air not more than twenty feet above the red car. A yellow, gray,
black, and skin-colored “blur” barreled toward the red car in a
tumble of vicious fists, bunched muscles, feathers, claws, and
scales…and blood. Lots of blood. Surrounded by puffs of fog, the
two massive beings’ velocity would flatten the red car’s roof like
a piece of tinfoil.

My heart lodged in my throat and I jammed my
finger on the window button. I ignored the biting December wind and
clasped my steering wheel in a death grip to lean out the window
and scream, “Get out of your car!”

I mentally braced and winced, waiting for the
fighting duo to hit. When the strange beings and their cloud of
haze slammed into the red car, they disintegrated in a poof of
nothingness. I blinked rapidly, staring at the unmarred roof.
Jerking my gaze to the airspace above the car, I shook my head. No
bubble or distortions warped the fluffy white clouds and clear blue
sky beyond. Had I imagined all of it? A horn blared behind me at
the same time Lainey yanked at my arm.

“Nara!” Lainey’s pitch elevated as she shook
me harder. “I’ve called nine-one-one to report the accident, but
you need to move. People are getting pissed at the
rubberneckers.”

My hands trembled. I slowly pushed on the gas
pedal. “Did you see if the people were okay?”

“They looked like they were fine,” Lainey
said in a shaky voice. She’d unplugged her flat iron, and since I’d
glanced her way had yanked hard at her seatbelt at least three
times to make sure it caught properly. She was probably reliving
her own car accident from a few weeks ago. “Why did you yell for
them to get out of their car? With all that traffic around, they
could’ve been killed if they had.”

I kept glancing in my rearview mirror at the
red car, then back to the road. “Didn’t you see that?”

“See what? I saw the red car spin around and
hit the silver car, if that’s what you’re talking about.” Lainey’s
brow furrowed. “You okay, Nara? You’re acting like you’ve never
seen a car accident before.”

My gaze snapped to the rearview mirror once
more. Not an accident I wasn’t expecting. Or that crazy
hallucination.

 


* * *

 


Later that day, I got a text I was
expecting.

Adam [Omni Admin] – 3:45 p.m. ~ The
feather message doesn’t exist. You must be mistaken.

Even though I’d seen these same words in my
dream last night, I ignored the swell of people bolting out of
school around me as I shuddered against the cold wind. The message
board owner’s snappy reply had made me grind my teeth in my dream.
Seeing it in real time today was like coarse salt scrubbed into a
festering wound. I punched the keys, cutting and pasting the
response I’d typed in my phone the moment I woke this morning, then
hit Send.

Me – 3:46 p.m. ~ There was definitely a post on your message board from two years
ago. I ran across it a few weeks back. The poster asked if anyone
had experienced a feather tattoo suddenly appearing on their
shoulder. Here’s the link to the cached info from the Internet. I’m
not asking you to provide an email address. I’d just like to be
able to private message the original poster.

“Nara,” Lainey said.

Instead of hitting Send like I’d done in my
dream, I preempted the response the owner would eventually send
back to me late in the day.

Me – 3:46 p.m. ~ And before you tell me “The
person deleted their profile, so there’s no way you can provide
that info”—

“Nara! We’re freezing our asses off out here
for a reason,” Lainey hissed in a low tone. “Quit Ethan-texting and
pay attention.”

My fingers paused over the keyboard. “Huh?
This isn’t Ethan—” I began, but then Lainey jerked her head in
stiff-neck fashion at a couple who’d passed, telling me to look. I
followed her line of sight to Jared, her ex, who was snuggling a
platinum blonde, apparently to keep her warm against the cold
wind.

The girl was pretty in a plastic-y kind of
way. I folded my frozen fingers into a fist to warm them and
shrugged. “She’s not all that.”

“Her hand,” Lainey huffed. She wiggled her
gloved fingers. “Did you see her left hand? Was she wearing his
class ring?”

I returned my attention to my phone and waved
absently, saying as I finished typing my text message, “It’s not.
It’s some ring she picked up in an antique shop.”

Me – 3:47 p.m. ~ I’m sure you have a way
to get to the history through your administrative panel. PLEASE.
This is pretty important.

At the same time I hit Send, Lainey grabbed
my arm in a grip worthy of a Blue Ridge wrestler. “Antique store?”
Auburn eyebrows raised, hope flickered through her brown eyes.
“What makes you say that?”

Every muscle inside me tensed. I’d been so
distracted with the message board guy that I hadn’t thought to make
up something other than the truth to squelch Lainey’s angsting. I
wouldn’t learn the truth from Lainey about the ring until the end
of the day, when she called me at nine tonight with the news.

Swallowing past the sudden knot in my throat,
I made a goofy face. “Uh, ’cause I dreamed it?”

Lainey dropped her hand and scowled. “Don’t
make up crap on my account. If you didn’t want to help, you
could’ve just said so. You didn’t even look as they passed.”

While part of me heaved a silent sigh of
relief that Lainey thought I was joking, another part of me wished
I could tell her. I really did dream it, Lainey, because
I have this gift. I dream my entire next day every night when I go
to sleep. That’s why I was freaked by the accident this morning. I
hadn’t dreamed about it. Nothing surprises me. Ever. Well, until I
recently had a deadly run-in with Fate over my meddling in people’s
lives in order to save them from strange accidents—including
your life, by-the way. You’re welcome! I met Lainey’s
frustrated gaze and simply said, “Sorry, Lainey. I was just
distracted by this project I’m working on.”

“Project? You weren’t texting Ethan?”

By the squeak in her voice, I had just made
another major best friend faux pas. Even though the crowd
had thinned, I stepped close and gripped her hand. “What I meant to
say was, I think you’re going about getting over Jared all wrong.
You need to find something else to focus on, not stress over a guy
who’s proven he’s not worth your time.”

Tears filled her eyes and she quickly brushed
them away. “Just because I dumped Jared for cheating with Sophia
doesn’t mean I can just cut off how I feel about him, Nara. I’ve
tried, but—” She paused and waved in the direction Jared and his
new girlfriend had headed. “Look how fast he replaced me. The
thought he might’ve given her his ring after only a few days with
her when I never even got to see the damn thing after several weeks
of dating…it just hurts.”

I nodded as she sniffed. “I get it, but
that’s just another reason to move on. He’s a jerk. Can you at
least try to put him out of your mind?” It didn’t help that soccer
season was over and we were in the weird in-between hiatus before
indoor season began. It gave Lainey too much free time to get
worked up about Jared-related stuff.

If Ethan were here, I’d enlist his help. My
boyfriend also has a unique power, though neither one of us knows
why he has the ability to absorb the negative energy in people’s
lives whenever he’s around them. Just by touching you, he can make
all your worries fade away. I could really use his ability to keep
Lainey from angsting about Jared every five seconds. In the
meantime, I needed a distraction right now.

Glancing past her shoulder to a guy with
ash-blond hair tossing a basketball into the back of a dark blue
Jeep, I nodded in his direction. “I remember seeing that basketball
player with the new girl Jared’s dating. I’m pretty sure they were
a couple before. He didn’t even look at them. Seems like he’s
taking their breakup okay.”

Lainey cast her gaze over her shoulder and I
continued in a softer tone, “He moved on, Lainey. You can
too—aouff.” Air whooshed past my lips with Lainey’s sudden
bear hug.

“You’re brilliant!” Pulling back, she glanced
at the guy again, then at me, eyes shining. “I’m going to go talk
to him.”

“Wait. That wasn’t—” I tried to grab her arm,
but Lainey backed away before my fingers could connect.

“This is just what I need. Thanks,
Nara.”

“—what I meant…” I trailed off as she made a
beeline straight for the guy. Lainey was always so impulsive. The
whole breakup with Jared wasn’t going to change that aspect of her
DNA. If anything, it seemed to intensify it.

As she lifted her hand to tap the basketball
player on the shoulder, I held my breath, unsure of what would
happen next. This part wasn’t in my dream. Once I’d slipped up in
front of her, I’d improvised, which sometimes changed how events
unfolded for the rest of my day.

“You’re on your own, Lainey,” I whispered
just as my phone pinged with a new text. I quickly glanced at the
screen, surprised that the message board owner had gotten back with
me so soon.

Ethan – 3:45 p.m. ~ Hey, Sunshine. How are
you?

Excitement spread through me. That was
another unique aspect about my boyfriend. Unlike everyone else in
my life, he never starred in my dreams. Even conversations I had
with Lainey about him didn’t show up in them. Nothing with him was
a do-over. I’d missed hearing from him. He wasn’t big about talking
on the phone, but ever since he got his phone, he’d been great
about texting. Recently though, his texts had slowed to just a
couple over the last few days.

Me – 3:45 p.m. ~ I’m doing good! You’ve
been kind of quiet. How are things with your parents?

Ethan – 3:46 p.m. ~ Been working through some
stuff. Headed in the right direction at least.

Me – 3:46 p.m. ~ That’s fantastic! I’m so
glad to hear it. How—

Another text from Ethan came through before I
could send the question singeing a hole in my thoughts.

Ethan – 3:47 p.m. ~ I wanted to let you
know. Looks like I’ll be here a little longer. I know that’s not
what you want to hear.

My anticipation of his impending return
deflated. I resisted the urge to text back the next thoughts
spiraling through my head. How much longer? I miss you so
much. Did you know there’s a winter dance coming soon? I’d
love to go together. My fingers hovered above the keys, shaking
from more than the cold. I didn’t want to make Ethan feel guilty
about being gone. He needed to work things out with his
parents.

They didn’t know about his ability, just like
my mom didn’t know about mine, nor did she know that my “deserter”
father had the same ability and had passed it on to me. Ethan had
built-up resentment toward his mom and dad because of their
inability to support him while his manifesting powers turned his
life into a full-blown nightmare. His parents clung to the belief
that he was highly emotional and was just acting out. I didn’t want
to interrupt the mending he was trying to accomplish now that he’d
figured out how to deal with his ability.

Me – 3:48 p.m. ~ What matters is that you’re
making progress so you can be on good terms with your parents
before you come back to Virginia.

Ethan – 3:49 p.m. ~ Are you sure you’re
okay? Is Fate leaving you alone?

My heart swelled that he still worried for
me, even while he was dealing with his own personal stuff. I
started to respond when Lainey came running up, bursting with
excitement.

“Matt is great!”

“Matt, is it?” I teased as she tugged me into
step beside her. I’d driven Lainey home yesterday, because she’d
needed someone to talk to once she’d seen Jared openly pawing his
new girlfriend.

“Matt agrees with me that it’s awfully
convenient Tarra dumped him and got together with Jared right
before the winter dance.”

I watched Matt drive off in his Jeep.
“Convenient? I don’t understand—”

“Don’t you get it?” Lainey grabbed my
shoulders. Wide-eyed, she shook me like she was trying to rattle
the answer from my brain.

I shook my head and shrugged, waiting for her
to fill me in.

“Haven’t you been paying attention to the
morning announcements?”

“Not really.”

She rolled her eyes. “Jared and Tarra
currently have the highest votes to be Ice King and Ice Queen of
the winter dance.”

“Is there an ‘Ice Couple’ award this year?” I
snorted at my own joke, but quickly adopted a serious expression
when Lainey narrowed her gaze. “Um, what difference does that
make?”

Lainey heaved a sigh, then kicked a pebble
before she continued walking. “It means, that maybe the reason
Jared is suddenly so hot and heavy with Tarra is because he wants
to make sure he’s got the Ice King vote locked in.”

I had to rush to keep up with her. The more
worked-up she became, the faster she walked. “You think he’s using
her?”

When Lainey nodded, I gave up trying to talk
logically with her about Jared. “Maybe she’s using him too.”

Lainey tugged her Fossil purse higher on her
shoulder, then adjusted her backpack strap on the other one.
“That’s what Matt thinks. I’m going to his house this afternoon so
we can discuss it. Did you know he lives on the far side of your
neighborhood, near the second entrance?”

“Really?” That’s probably why I’d never
seen his car before. I never took that entrance. “Er, you’re
going over there?” To discuss it? What she really meant
was…strategize. At this rate, she’d never get over Jared. “Why
don’t you come to CVAS with me instead? Volunteering is good for
the soul. Plus, you said you wanted to see why I spend so much time
there. You’ll get to play with kittens and puppies,” I cajoled with
a winning smile, hoping to entice her. Helping out at the Central
Virginia Animal Shelter would be a perfect distraction for her
until soccer started back up.

We’d stopped next to her car and she
shuddered as she dug into her purse for her keys. “And clean
up their poop. Thanks, but I’ll pass. Anyway, you can’t stop by the
shelter today. You’re coming with me.”

“What?” I frowned. “Why do I have to
come?”

Lainey pursed her lips. “’Cause it’ll feel
weird going over there by myself, silly.”

And here I thought you wanted me there for
a logical reason—like, to stop you from doing something you might
regret later! Who was I kidding? When it came to Jared,
Lainey’s logic was like a circular reference in an Excel
spreadsheet—permanently stuck on “no resolution.” I suddenly
regretted not volunteering at CVAS this afternoon. Then I’d have a
valid I-have-to-work excuse. “Why can’t you just be thrilled Jared
and Sophia didn’t end up together and let this Tarra thing go? It’s
not like you want to get back with him, right?” I really needed to
derail her from this new—and possibly even crazier—path.

“Of course not.” Lainey pointed at me with a
jingle of her car keys. “And you’re going!” As she unlocked her
car, she glanced at my phone. “Think of your sacrifice as payment
due for all the times you ignored me during your Ethan text-fests
these last couple of weeks.” A thoughtful expression crossed her
face. “How’s he liking cyber school?”

Ethan! I glanced down at my phone to
see he’d sent another text. It was hard to resist looking at it,
but I managed. Her question made me realize I hadn’t asked him how
his online schoolwork was going. Lainey didn’t know his issues.
Just that he was spending some needed time with family. “It’s
fine.” Ethan was naturally smart. I was sure he’d aced all his
tests.

“I’d be bored out of my mind,” she said, then
wrinkled her nose as she gestured toward the three ravens hanging
out on top of my car. “It’s like they’ve adopted you since Ethan
left.”

“They’re just birds.” Lainey eyed them warily
and started to say something else, but I cut in, “Fine, I’ll go
with you. See you in an hour.”

I waited until she drove off before I grabbed
some kibble from a baggie in my backpack—the last thing Lainey
needed to see was me feeding them—then scattered the hard bits on
my car’s roof to occupy the birds. Once they began to chow down, I
leaned against my door and read Ethan’s text.

Ethan – 3:50 p.m. ~ You there? Don’t leave me
hanging here, Sunshine. I need to know you’re okay.

Me – 4:00 p.m. ~ Sorry! Lainey was in a
chatty mood. Fate hasn’t shown up. Really, I’m good.

Of course, I hadn’t had to butt into anyone’s
life these past couple of weeks, either. Just because I’d
outsmarted Fate to keep him from killing me in my dreams didn’t
guarantee that he’d leave me alone while I was awake if I started
interfering in people’s lives again. Thankfully things had settled
into uneventful normalcy.

I considered mentioning the oddness that had
happened this morning since Ethan understood what it felt like to
see things he couldn’t explain, but decided not to. It would be too
hard to explain via text, and I hadn’t felt threatened in any way.
I’d tell him about it once he got back.

Ethan’s text came through at the same time
the most dominant raven, Patch (I’d named him that because of the
patch of white feathers around his right eye), walked right up
behind me to lean around my shoulder, looking over it.

“This is private,” I said, shooing him away
before I opened Ethan’s message.

Ethan – 4:01 p.m. ~ Glad to hear it. I’ve
got to go for now. TTTWFO.

The meaning behind that very special sign-off
made me tingle all over. He rarely used it, but when he did, it
felt as if the sun was rising inside me. Smiling, I texted
back.

Me – 4:02 p.m. ~ Cross my heart.

While I drove home, I sighed with wistful
longing as I recalled the first time Ethan had used that
acronym.


Chapter Two

 


 


Two weeks ago

 


“Are you kidnapping me?” I loved the fact I
had no idea where Ethan was taking us. All I knew was we’d left our
hometown of Blue Ridge behind and were heading north.

His dark blue eyes slid my way as he laid his
hand casually across the steering wheel. “It’s a surprise.”

Instead of excitement, his gaze held
something else. He’d looked at me the same way the last fifty times
he’d stolen a glance—like he wanted to stamp my features in his
memory.

My chest tightened and I reached over to
clasp his free hand. “What kind of surprise?” I asked, my voice
sounding scratchy.

He pointed our locked fingers toward the
window, indicating the sunshine streaming across the dash. “It’s a
beautiful day. I just want to spend it alone with you.” His smile
was genuine, but his expression still seemed pensive.

Twenty minutes later, the rumbling Mustang
took a hairpin turn, gravel pinging the car’s fenders as we took
what appeared to be a back access road. Sunlight dappled through
the thick canopy of firs lining our path, warming the car’s
interior to the point I’d cracked open the window. Somewhere far
off in the distance, a grill billowed a delicious mesquite aroma.
Looked like others were enjoying this rare warm November day too.
When I turned my nose toward the window and inhaled, my stomach
suddenly growled like a bear waking up from a long winter’s
nap.

Releasing my hand, Ethan laughed and patted
my noisy belly. “Don’t worry. We’re going to eat.”

The easy way he laughed set my questions
about his mood aside, making me smile.

I was pretty sure we were on Montpelier land,
because I’d seen the “Home of James Madison” signs as we drove near
the area. Montpelier was a historic landmark and private land, so I
was surprised we were able to just drive in without being stopped
by someone. “Um, don’t we need to like ask permission to be
here?”

He gave a sly half smile. “We’re not actually
on Montpelier property, just near it, but if anyone asks, this is
when having a brother with government connections comes in
handy.”

“Samson got permission? Wow, that was nice of
him. What’s the catch?”

“Catch?”

“Yeah. Why’d he do this? Your birthday is
already past and mine’s not for a few weeks. Seems like a lot of
trouble…”

Ethan shrugged. “I asked and he found us a
way in.”

I squinted in suspicion. “Just because?”

With a resigned sigh, Ethan slowed his car
until we rolled to a stop in the middle of the road. “You’re not
going to let me surprise you, are you?”

His steady gaze made me squirm. All it took
was that look to remind me I still had a hard time not
knowing every step of my life before it happened.

I gave a sheepish smile and laced our fingers
together once more, setting our hands on my thigh. “Surprise
away.”

Relief rolled through his features and his
grip on my hand relaxed. Why was he so tense? I wondered, but then
brushed aside my anxious musing. Today was about spending quality
time alone. Ethan and I really hadn’t had much of that since I’d
faced off with Fate a couple of weeks before. As soon as my mom got
home from her trip and found out about Lainey’s car accident, she’d
taken me on two back-to-back girls’ weekend trips.

I was glad Mom and I were finally starting to
reconnect, but the trips had eaten into my time with Ethan. I was
definitely ready for some alone time.

I tensed when Ethan turned off the dirt road,
driving straight through a narrow pathway between a group of trees.
It looked so overgrown, I wondered if we were going into uncharted
territory and would unknowingly plunge into a ravine. Before I had
a chance to ask, the Mustang emerged from the thicket into a
clearing.

A patchwork blanket of fall-colored leaves
completely covered the secluded quarter acre of land surrounding a
gorgeous pond. Several geese quietly maneuvered around maple leaves
the size of dinner plates, while the sun sparkled off the rippling
water. The idyllic scenery could have been plucked right out of a
Kinkade painting.

“It’s gorgeous!” I whipped out my phone, but
after a couple of attempts, I frowned that my phone couldn’t come
close to capturing the breathtaking colors. “Cheap camera,” I
grumbled and tucked my phone away.

While Ethan carried the basket he’d hidden in
the trunk of his car, I grabbed the huge blanket he’d brought
along. The noon sun shined, making me giddy as it warmed me from
cheek to toe. As soon as I laid the blanket out, I slipped out of
my jacket and shoes, then plopped onto the middle of the blanket,
throwing myself back to stare into the crystal blue sky. If I
didn’t know it was November, I would have sworn it was early
September, where only the mornings were brisk and cool.

“You couldn’t have picked a more perfect day
for this.” I sighed happily, resisting the urge to make a “snow
angel” against the blanket’s soft lamb’s-wool lining.

Ethan nudged my foot with his black army
boot. “Scooch over and give me some room, blanket hogger.”

I snickered and rolled onto my belly. “What’s
in the basket?”

“Something I slaved over.” Ethan set the
basket down with anticipation lighting his eyes.

“Ooh, you cooked?” I sat up, reaching for the
basket to see what kind of meal he’d put together.

Ethan swatted my hand away. “A fine meal like
this should be savored.”

I waited with barely controlled patience as
he made a show of first pulling plastic plates, cups, and napkins
from the basket. My mouth watered when he finally reached in. What
would it be? BBQ chicken? Grilled steaks? When he pulled out a
cracker and cheese tray, a small fruit tray, then a couple of candy
bars—all courtesy of our local grocery store—we both laughed.

I shook my head and smiled. “Slaved over,
huh?”

Ethan shot me a cheeky grin as he opened the
food containers. “It’s the thought that counts.”

Leaning over, I kissed him on the jaw and
whispered, “It counts for a lot. And so does bringing me here.”

Before I could pull away, Ethan pressed his
mouth to mine. I smiled against his lips and kissed him back. When
he cupped my face to pull me closer, tiny shivers rippled through
me. I melted into him, wanting to drown in the closeness we’d both
missed lately. While I’d been out of town with my mom for a long
weekend, Ethan had been working on a home project with Samson. If
Ethan spent time away from me, his power’s effect on me faded and
he no longer continued to absorb my dreams. They’d returned to me
last night, but since Ethan never appeared in my dreams, I’d only
dreamed that I spent this afternoon reading at home.

Dates like this—surrounded by nature and
Ethan’s own heady smell of outdoors and spicy deodorant—oh, yeah, I
was already addicted. Ethan’s warm fingers slid under my shirt,
splaying wide across my bare skin. He pressed me to him as if he
couldn’t get close enough. My heart thumped and I started to tug
him back onto the blanket when my stomach had the nerve to growl,
ruining the moment.

As I murmured my embarrassment, Ethan kissed
my chin and then my nose. “Guess we’d better eat before your
stomach gives away our super-secret location to anyone within a
ten-mile radius.”

While we made ourselves plates, Ethan asked,
“Have you heard from your dad yet?”

“Aunt Sage hasn’t heard anything new beyond
what his office said when she called. Guess he’s still out of the
country on ‘extended’ business. You’d think he would have an
international phone that worked, but apparently not,” I said,
frustrated. Popping a cheese square in my mouth, I glanced at the
slight sunburn across his nose. “How’s the deck coming?”

Ethan exhaled a sigh, then launched into the
woes of his deck-building project with Samson. “I came pretty close
to punching him yesterday.”

I snickered. “I can see it now…you two
scuffling in your backyard.”

He snorted. “It would’ve turned into a brawl.
We’d gotten on each other’s last nerve.”

“Ah, but you would eventually have to forgive
each other. I wish I knew what a sibling bond felt like.” In my
mind, Samson was extra special. Not all older brothers would raise
their younger siblings.

“Yeah, well…yesterday I’d have traded places
with you for some peace and quiet.” He crunched on a cracker and
tilted his head. “Speaking of family keeping us busy, has your mom
planned any more weekend trips?”

“None that I’m aware of,” I said, biting into
a strawberry. “At least until after Christmas. When we got home
last night, I was so happy to crawl into my own bed after the awful
hotel beds in Williamsburg.”

“Your bed is pretty comfy.” A wicked
smile crooked his lips as he ran his finger along my lower lip,
swiping away strawberry juice before I could lick it. I stared in
mesmerized fascination when he sucked the sweet liquid off his
finger, murmuring in a deep rumble, “Mmmm, Strawberry Nara.”

While hundreds of butterflies exploded inside
my belly, Ethan glanced down and lifted a half loaf of stale bread
from the basket. “Want to feed the geese? It’ll probably involve
fast reflexes if we want to keep our fingers, but we’ve never shied
from danger, have we?” he finished with an ironic chuckle.

I grinned. “Let’s see how far we can make
them swim for it.”

We took turns tossing the hard bits of bread
to the group of geese in the pond. After our food was gone, and I’d
tossed the last of the bread into the water, a quiet settled
between us. At first it was nice, but then the silence thickened,
like there was a sudden edge in the air. I glanced sideways at
Ethan, but he seemed to be intently watching the geese.

Shaking off the feeling that Ethan was too
quiet, I tried to focus on the peacefulness of nature all around
us, but apparently, the geese had other plans. I guess they weren’t
happy we’d stopped being their food source, because a couple of
them paddled up to the embankment, then began to waddle closer,
honking in obnoxious bursts that sounded strangely close to
moremoremoremoremore.

As soon as the biggest goose moved within
five feet of us, something dark swooped down in my peripheral
vision, landing with a light thump in the crunchy leaves to my
right.

A raven, sporting a white patch around one of
his eyes, let out a deep, throaty, kaugh, kaugh, kaugh. He
hissed at the approaching birds and raised his wings, stalking
toward them as he rocked back and forth.

Ethan snorted, amusement sparking in his
eyes. “Look at that crazy bird. He’s trying to make himself look
just as big as these fat geese.”

The moment the lead goose charged after the
black bird, honking in his direction, three more ravens landed
beside their buddy, hopping around and flapping their wings. They
made all kinds of racket as they dove toward the goose, snapping
their thick, hard beaks.

Ethan and I exchanged surprised glances
before he tossed the last few grapes toward the ravens, saying in a
calm tone, “It’s okay. We’re fine.”

The other birds instantly calmed at his
voice. Once they swooped up the grapes, they flew back to their
perches in the trees. The first raven remained, eyeing the geese
with an unwavering, wary stare. I snickered. “He looks like he’s
ready to take them out if they so much as fluff a wing.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Ethan leaned over my lap
to shoo the bird away. “I said, ‘Go,’ bird!”

With what sounded like a huff of anger, the
raven instantly took flight. Unlike the other three birds, he
landed on the driver’s side mirror of Ethan’s car, then began to
preen his feathers, as if we’d been a waste of his time.

“Temperamental bird,” Ethan muttered.

I’d leaned back to give him access to the
bird, and as I moved to sit up, that’s when I saw a black feather
had landed near my hand. I smiled and picked up the feather,
turning to hand it to Ethan. “He left you a present.”

Ethan pulled away without taking it, his
expression shuttered. I set the feather on the blanket and studied
his profile. He looked uncomfortable and tense. “What’s wrong?
Don’t you think it’s a good idea to learn as much as you can about
ravens? They helped tell me when Fate was coming after me, then
they showed up in my dream when I confronted Fate, and not only
were you in my dream, but you seemed to know why the ravens
interfered when he attacked me.”

Ethan shook his head, frustration pulling his
brow down. “Go figure, the one dream of yours I finally star in,
and I don’t remember any of it.”

I waved to the birds observing us from afar.
“Obviously they have some connection or attachment to you
beyond the raven sword tattoo across your back.” Ethan
hadn’t said much about the mysterious raven’s feather tattoo that
had magically appeared on his shoulder. Later the tattoo morphed
into a sword featuring a raven yin-yang symbol near the hilt with
the original raven’s feather decorating the sword’s blade. That
change in his tattoo had happened after Ethan had helped me face
Fate in my dreams.

The way he’d just acted about the feather
made me believe he hadn’t been researching raven tattoos like he’d
told me he planned to. Still, I had a hard time believing he’d
accepted a full-length sword tattoo slicing across his back from
shoulder to hip like some kind of ancient gladiator gear. He’d been
pretty upset that morning in my room when he woke up with it on his
back. “Are you okay with the tattoo now?”

Ethan’s lips thinned as he stared across the
pond’s smooth surface. When he glanced back at me, his eyes finally
reflected the turbulence I’d been sensing. He reached up and slid
his fingers down my ponytail. “I have to make my life whole,
Nara.”

My stomach dipped that he’d avoided answering
my question. I scooted closer until our thighs touched. “I’m here
for you. You know that.”

Ethan folded his elbow around my thigh,
locking our legs together as he set his chin on my bent knee to
stare at me. “It’s like, my engine revs, ready to move forward, but
all I hear is the rattle.”

By the look in his eyes, he wasn’t talking
about the tattoo any more. Ice seized my lungs, and this time it
wasn’t due to Fate’s interference. Nor did I feel a single spark of
static electricity like I always had when Fate lurked. This was all
me, reacting to Ethan’s somber mood. I tried hard not to let him
see the panic in my eyes. “I—I don’t understand. What are you
saying?”

He straightened and tilted my chin so the
sun’s warm rays shined across my face. “Even in bright sunlight,
your eyes are crystal clear. There isn’t a flicker of uncertainty.
You know who you are and never apologize for it. I want clarity
too.”

Turbulent blue eyes sought my understanding.
It’s not like I didn’t feel uncertainty. I was still waiting to
hear from my dad so I could learn more about my powers. Why
hadn’t my dad called my aunt now that she’d let him know I was
finally ready to talk to him? The wait was driving me nuts. I
gave a self-deprecating snort. “I have my murky moments too.”

A smirk of amusement tilted his lips before
resolution tightened his jaw. “You mean everything to me. That’s
why I have to do this.”

“Do what?” I gripped his arm, my muscles a
bundle of knots.

Fierce determination reflected back at me.
“I’m going home.”

“You’re leaving?” I couldn’t help the crack
in my voice as fear set in.

Ethan winced, then rubbed his hand over mine,
where my nails had dug into his forearm. “Just until I can set
things straight with my parents. I’m leaving first thing tomorrow
morning. I hope to be back after Thanksgiving break.”

I was speechless. I wanted to scream “No!”
and do something extreme like slash his tires so he couldn’t leave.
Yet another part of me wanted to hug him for trying to reconcile
with his parents. Samson had wanted to tell their parents that
Ethan had gotten his act together a while back, but Ethan had been
too resentful to let him. Ethan’s brother would support Ethan’s
decision to speak to his parents alone and in person. And now I
knew why Samson had helped get Ethan access to this private land
today. I swallowed, wanting to say the right thing, but my heart
and mind had shifted way beyond torn; they were in full-on,
down-and-dirty combat.

“And look…” Ethan’s gaze never left mine as
he reached into his jeans back pocket. “I even got this so we can
keep in touch.”

He’d gotten a cell phone, which so
wasn’t Ethan. He didn’t carry one because he’d said, “I don’t like
being that easy to find,” yet he’d made the sacrifice for me. It
wasn’t a smartphone, so we couldn’t have face-to–face chats, but at
least we could text. I should feel special, but all I could
think was…he’s leaving. My heart folded inward.

Ethan ran his knuckles along my jaw, deep
furrows etched around his mouth. “Say something, Sunshine.”

I closed my eyes against the bright light
shining down. Sunshine. I’d never be able to hear that word
or feel the warm sun kissing my face without thinking of Ethan and
the way he made me feel: Unique. Special. Needed.
Wanted.

“Nara?” Ethan slid his fingers along my
scalp, slipping the red ribbon and elastic band from it.

When he ran his fingers through my hair, then
cupped the back of my neck, I felt the tension in his hold. I told
my heart and mind to cease fire and opened my eyes. “Just…promise
you’ll come back,” I managed to whisper.

Relief flooded his features, and he gave that
brilliant smile that never failed to melt me all the way to my
toes. Running his thumb in a caress along my throat, he said,
“Never doubt it.”

I forced a smile. “It’s just…I’ll miss
you.”

Ethan glanced down and swept the raven
feather from the blanket, then pushed me onto my back, a
mischievous look in his eyes. “I just thought of a great use for
this feather,” he began as he leaned over me.

“Oh, yeah? What’s that?” I asked in a breathy
voice. Tingling shot through me as he ran the feather from my chin
to my neck. My heart tripped when he continued along my chest, then
trailed it down the buttons of my shirt until he reached my exposed
belly where the cotton material had ridden up.

“Sending a message.” Eyebrow raised, he said
in a serious tone. “If you start to question us…” He paused and
ever so slowly traced the feather in a horizontal line across my
belly button, then joined that line with a perpendicular one that
stopped at the top of my jeans.

He’d created a T.

“Always remember…” he continued, this time
writing two more of the same letter.

“This…” he finished with three more letters.
A W, an F, and an O.

Dark blue eyes locked with mine right before
he lowered his head. I let out a gasp of excitement as his warm
lips touched my skin, imprinting his message on me. Clasping my
waist in a firm grip, Ethan then pressed a longer, lingering kiss
on my belly button. As goose bumps skittered along my body, I bit
my lip and slid my fingers into his long dark bangs and thick hair,
encouraging his exploration.

Ethan looked at me, his eyes swirling with
primal intensity. Promises reflected in his gaze as he shifted
higher, then tucked the feather into the top opening of my shirt,
sliding the entire soft vane past the lacy edge of my bra. When he
settled over me, his chest crushed the feather between us, and my
breath hitched.

Without words, he’d shown me where he wanted
to kiss me next. I burned everywhere, blistering hot. God, I was
ready now, but I finally understood. When he came back, we would
both be ready to move forward.

Lowering his hard body fully on me, Ethan
finished his message in a husky tone, “Forever and always,
Nara.”

The intimacy of his actions, and the feel of
his weight pressing me into the soft blanket, his legs entwined
with mine, played havoc with my pulse. Picturing the letters he’d
written in my mind’s eye, I forced myself to focus.

TTTWFO.

Then the meaning dawned. It was the promise
I’d made him after he discovered his tattoo had changed into a
sword. He was confused and freaked out by the change. I’d told him
that I loved him, and I’d promised I’d be there for him, that we’d
be together ‘til the wheels fall off.

Tears prickled the corners of my eyes, and I
dug my fingers into his broad, muscular shoulders, pulling him even
closer. While he settled things with his parents, I planned to
learn everything I could about ravens and his tattoo. I’d be ready
when he came home to help him resolve that aspect of his life, or,
at the very least, acknowledge it. Clarity was about full
acceptance. Nothing was going to stop us from moving forward.

“Cross my heart—” I started to whisper, but
Ethan cut me off, pressing his lips to mine with a fierceness that
sent fire shooting through my veins. I tugged him even closer,
loving that his heady kiss sealed our promise better than words
ever could.


Chapter Three

 


 


Honk, honk…honk, honk, honk,
hooooooonk!

“I’m coming,” I hollered out my bedroom
window, then grabbed my purse and keys while my laptop powered
down.

“You’re early,” I huffed as I slid into
Lainey’s car. I was out of breath from rushing down the stairs at
breakneck speed. She’d torn me away from a fascinating website I’d
just discovered that mentioned ravens. The forum administrator had
finally gotten back to me, saying he couldn’t provide any contact
info, but he sent me the last link the original poster had followed
from a thread on his message board. And the best part was, the info
on this forum was all in Latin. He probably thought he was sending
me on a wild goose chase, but the Latin made it a double win. I
couldn’t believe my luck. I was salivating to translate it. “What’s
with the crazy horn honking? I heard you the first time.”

“Payback, plus…change of plans. Matt’s coming
over to my house. He had an errand to run first,” Lainey said,
checking her lip gloss in the mirror.

“That’s great! Now you won’t feel awkward
about it.” I put my hand on the door handle. “So, guess you don’t
need me then.”

“Oh no, you don’t. You’re not getting out of
this.” Before I could bolt from the car, Lainey backed out of the
driveway, then cut a suspicious gaze my way. “Also, you have some
’splaining to do about Tarra’s ring.”

“About what?” By her tone, I could tell my
earlier slipup had come back to bite me. I looked down at my short
fingernails, then rubbed absently at the ink smudging my thumb. I’d
just started to translate the first few sentences on that website
when Lainey pulled up.

“How did you know it came from an antique
store? That was just way weird that you knew that. When I
got home I had a text from Janet, telling me the deets she’d
overheard Tarra saying. And don’t give me some craptastic answer
that you dreamed it.” She paused, adopting a thoughtful look.
“That’s strange, not counting this morning, I suddenly feel like
we’ve talked about you dreaming things before…”

Oh, God! I’d completely forgotten that
I’d confessed to Lainey about my ability to see the future via my
dreams while she lay in a coma after her car accident a few weeks
ago. She must’ve heard what I’d said on some subconscious
level.

I’d known Lainey since we were in middle
school. She couldn’t handle the truth. First, there’d be denial.
Anger would follow that I hadn’t told her. Then, she’d move to,
“Tell me my entire day.” Which I’d hear… Every. Single. Day.

“I’m sorry, Lainey. I was just trying to get
you off the subject. Earlier in the day, while I was in a stall in
the bathroom, I overheard Tarra tell one of the cheerleaders about
shopping for the ring.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me?” Lainey took a
right at the light, gripping the steering wheel tighter.

“Because I didn’t want you to dwell on the
fact that Jared was with her when she picked out the ring.”

“What?” Lainey’s gaze jerked to mine briefly
as her foot pressed harder on the pedal. “He never went
shopping with me! Said he didn’t have the patience for it.”
Gritting her teeth, she seethed. “The Jared I dated wouldn’t
be caught dead in an antique store!”

Lainey hadn’t learned that part? Crap.
Guess she hadn’t drilled our soccer teammate, Janet (who’d
actually been the one to overhear this conversation in the
bathroom) as much today as she had in my dream scenario. Maybe she
hadn’t asked as many questions because she’d been distracted by
meeting Matt? Argh, I was royally screwing this up.

We took the left into her neighborhood on a
whiny squeal. I gripped the dashboard as my stomach bottomed out.
“Lainey, slow down—”

Lainey let off the gas and exhaled a
frustrated huff.

I put my hand on her arm. “Maybe Jared really
is trying to suck up to Tarra. That kind of makes sense with this
complete one-eighty he’s taken.” Great, now I was letting myself
get sucked into her conspiracy theory.

She narrowed her eyes. “I want to drive by
his house right now. See if he’s washing her laundry by hand.”

I snorted at the absurd image of Jared
scrubbing a pair of designer jeans up and down an old-time
washboard in a tub full of soapsuds, then pointed toward her
driveway ahead. “Matt’s coming, remember?”

Lainey perked up. “You’re right. Matt’ll be
here in a few minutes.”

We’d just walked in the door and shrugged out
of our coats when Lainey rubbed her hands on her arms. “Why is it
so cold in here?” Glancing around the living room, she continued,
“Where’s Lochlan? Loch, where are you, boy?”

“Maybe he’s upstairs?” I said.

“Oh, no…the door!” Her eyes went wide and she
took off toward the back of the house.

By the time I reached her side, Lainey was
standing at the open back door in her kitchen, calling, “Lochlan,
Lochlan!” in a high-pitched, frantic voice.

I quickly retrieved the box of dog biscuits
from the pantry and handed them to her. “What happened?”

Lainey shook the box hard and called the
dog’s name once more, then whistled several times. “I took him out
when I got home. I must not have latched the door all the way and
the wind blew it open.” Worry creased her forehead as her fingers
tightened on the box. “My dad will kill me if something happens to
him. Sometimes I think he loves that dog more than me.”

You didn’t see your dad the night you had
that car wreck. “Trust me, he loves you, Lainey. Grab Loch’s
leash. We’ll find him.”

When Lainey picked up the leash from the rug
at the backdoor and the collar was still attached, dog tags
jingling, I gave her an are-you-kidding-me look. She raised her
shoulders, looking sheepish. “Loch hates his collar, so we only
make him wear it when he’s outside.”

We’d just put our coats back on when the
doorbell rang. Lainey finished pulling her wavy red hair out of her
coat collar. “Oh, God. I forgot about Matt,” she whispered.

“No better time than the present to find out
if he’s really a ‘team player,’” I said, then opened the door. “Hi,
Matt. Hope you don’t mind helping us out…” But the rest died on my
lips. A guy with light brown hair shot with blond streaks stood
behind him. “Um, hi.”

“Hey, you’re Nara, right?” Matt said from his
position at the door. Running his hand through his short hair, he
turned and glanced at his friend standing on the sidewalk, his
hands shoved in his jeans pockets. “Lainey, Nara, welcome Drystan
Maddox, an exchange student all the way from Wales. He caught an
earlier flight and got here a few hours sooner than we expected.
Thought I’d bring him along so he could get to know some
peeps.”

Drystan nodded. “Nice to meet you both. Just
call me Maddox.”

I smiled. “Welcome to Virginia, Maddox. What
made you choose the US—”

“Hi, Maddox,” Lainey spoke over me, then
hissed in my ear, “We have to find Lochlan!”

My gaze darted between the guys. “Do you two
mind helping us find Lainey’s dog? He’s roaming around here
somewhere.”

Maddox pulled his hands from his jeans
pockets and grinned. “I don’t mind. I’m pretty good at finding
things.” He stepped onto the porch and glanced at the leash in
Lainey’s hand. “Is that your dog’s?”

As Lainey nodded, I met her gaze. “When
Loch’s gotten loose before, what direction does he usually go?”

Lainey grimaced and skimmed her gaze over the
whole neighborhood. “The woods. Remember, he hunts with my
dad.”

I frowned. Her entire neighborhood was one
big wooded playground for a hunting dog.

“I think we’ll cover more ground if we split
up.” I looked at Matt and pointed to the thick grove of trees
across the street from Lainey’s house. “Why don’t you and Lainey
head in that direction. Maddox and I will check out the woods
behind Lainey’s house.”

“Do you have another leash, Lainey?” I asked
Lainey.

Maddox shot his gaze to the cloudy sky, then
quickly unhooked Lochlan’s leather collar from the leash in
Lainey’s hand. “Looks like it’ll be dark soon. Let’s not waste
time. This should do.”

“Thank you for helping, guys.” Lainey’s hazel
gaze pinged with appreciation between Matt and Maddox.

Matt smiled and turned his collar up against
the cold wind. “No problem. We’d better get going.”

Before we left, Lainey shoved a pair of tan
gloves in my hands. “Wear these. Lochlan’s wily. This might take a
while.”

After I’d tugged on the soft leather gloves,
I was surprised Maddox held onto the collar instead of handing it
to me, but I didn’t say anything. Instead, I fell into step beside
him as we made our way around the house and through the
backyard.

“What’s the dog’s name?” he asked once we’d
entered the woods.

His accent had a pleasant, sing-song rhythm
that made me smile. “Lochlan,” I said before I cupped my gloved
hands around my mouth. “Lochlan! Come here, boy!”

Maddox turned in the opposite direction and
yelled out for the dog. Then we began walking forward, diagonally
away from each other and deeper into the woods, calling in
unison.

Off in the distance I heard Lainey’s
higher-pitched call, then Matt’s deeper voice echoing our calls for
the dog. The trees whipped with wind, full of chimney smoke and
forest smells. The gusts stripped colorful leaves, leaving behind
gnarled limbs creaking with the currents’ constant tug and
pull.

After hollering once more, Maddox and I
stopped to listen.

A group of black birds passed overhead,
squawking and beating their wings. I watched their flight, then
slid my attention to Maddox, who’d made his way back over. “Why
don’t you go by Drystan?”

He stiffened then scanned the woods.
“Maddox’s the name my dad always called me.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Your dad doesn’t call
you by your first name?”

He cut a sharp glance my way, his lips
thinning. “No, he didn’t call me by my first name. My
dad is dead.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” I mumbled,
glancing away.

He lifted his shoulders, then let them fall.
“No big deal.”

By his reaction, it was a big deal. I needed
to lighten the mood. “I like the name Drystan better than Maddox.
Like Tristan with a D, it just rolls off the tongue better. You’re
in a new country…how about a new name? I’m going to call you
Drystan.”

He laughed, his green eyes crinkling. “Well
’tis my name. Is Nara your actual name or is it a nickname?”

“It’s Inara.” I smiled. “Lainey gave me the
nickname ‘Nara.’”

We both turned and walked farther into the
woods. After we’d called the dog’s name several times, I asked the
question I’d started to earlier. “What made you decide to come to
the US?”

He slid the buckled leather collar in a
continuous circle between his fingers as his gaze met mine. “My mum
thought it’d be good for me. Said it would make a good transition
before we officially moved to England.”

“Are you excited about moving to England?” I
asked, then called Lochlan’s name once more.

“It’s not Wales,” he said, pride in his tone.
“But sometimes you need to travel away to appreciate your
home.”

“Is that why you’re here? To appreciate your
homeland more?”

“I’m here to broaden my scope.”

Broaden my scope? The way he said it
sounded like someone else’s words. Guess this exchange trip wasn’t
his idea. I pulled a glove off and put my hand on his. “You’ve got
friends now, Drystan. We’ll make sure you have fun while you’re
here.”

Drystan blinked, then quickly glanced down at
the collar in his hand. “So weird,” he mumbled.

Did he think what I said was lame? I pulled
my hand away and took a step back. “I was just trying to make you
feel better.”

Drystan glanced at me, his brow furrowed.
“No, I was just thinking that Lochlan’s an odd name for a smallish
dog.” He pointed to the name stamped on the collar’s gold
nameplate. “But I suppose it probably suits a Jack.”

It seemed like we weren’t making any progress
and the sky was getting darker by the second. I was about to
suggest we head in opposite directions, when he held up a finger.
“Listen.”

“Do you hear something?”

“Shhh.” He closed his eyes and tilted his
head as if tuning in. “Do you hear that?”

After a couple of seconds, the distinct sound
of water running across rocks floated to my ears. “It’s rushing
water. I forgot there’s a creek back here. Lochlan might’ve gone
this way.” I took off toward the sound with Drystan’s heavier
footfalls close behind.

I’d just started down the incline toward the
creek when he grabbed my arm and pulled me to a halt. “Careful.”
His gaze slid up and down the creek bed below, then he released me.
“Take it slow.”

It was just a creek. Nothing down there could
hurt anyone, but the caution in his tone slowed my pace, especially
since this entire afternoon was all new to me. I really needed to
not improvise my dreams. “I’ll be careful.” I moved with
caution down the hill’s slippery leaves toward the flowing
water.

I’d just gotten to the bottom of the hill and
was about to step closer to the creek bed, when Drystan gripped my
elbow in a vise hold. “Stay out of the underbrush along the
edge.”

Maybe he was worried about snakes. They
weren’t even out this time of year. Wait? Did they even have
snakes in Wales? I glanced back at him, getting ready to ask,
when he released me with a nod, telling me to move on.

I stepped over the leaves and onto the
pebbles near the creek. “Lochlan!” I called a couple more times,
peering up and down the long winding creek.
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