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	I


	 couldn’t wait for the school day to be over. My last period couldn’t have gone by any slower. I was practically sitting on the edge of my seat. It was the end of the day, which meant Jeremy was going to let me drive his truck! After the bell, I crossed the parking lot with purpose. The door was left unlocked like usual. No one was going to steal a truck this old. I waited for Jeremy to show, and with a nervous chuckle, he tossed me the keys. I cranked up the engine and waited for my lesson to begin. Jeremy put his seatbelt on; poor soul probably thought he was going to his death. 

	“Now, push on the gas as you release the clutch slowly.” Jeremy said once we finally got started. We only stalled once getting out of the parking lot, but I didn’t care. I was driving!

	“I’m getting the hang of this, don’t you think?” I turned to him once we were on the main road to my house. 

	“You’re getting the hang of something, alright.” Jeremy couldn’t help mumbling, yet smiled when he saw how happy I was. Slowing down and getting into my driveway took concentration, but it didn’t stop me from asking if I could drive when he came to take me to work. One member of the group was always keeping an eye on my family and me since The Others found out. The Others were a type of enemy clan. 

	“About work tonight…?” He grimaced.

	“What about it?” I said, as the engine choked out. “I meant to do that,” I assured him. 

	Jeremy’s eyebrows raised in response.

	“I think that’s my truck’s way of telling you he’s had enough.” He smirked. I just rolled my eyes as he continued. “Anyway, back to tonight. So Madeline has this thing. I promised her I would go.” He grimaced again. I could tell he was on the fence about whether or not to go. He took the job of protecting me very seriously even though there hadn’t been a sign of “the enemy” in weeks.

	“Hey. Go. Go. I’ll be fine.” I assured him. “What’s one night?”

	“Are you sure?” He asked again.

	“Of course I’ll be fine.”

	“Okay, but you have your cellphone if you need me.” He let himself off the hook, and I was glad. He deserved a night off, but with Brian being busy doing both our chores, that meant there was only one person I could call to take me to work.

	“Thanks for picking me up.” I said to Ali an hour later. Her yellow punch buggy VW, bounced past the greenery of the passing forest. 

	“No problem!” she took her hands off the wheel to sign, causing me to freak and grab the door handle. 

	“Don’t judge.” She continued to drive with her knee. “This thing’s a classic. They don’t make them like this anymore.”

	“I wasn’t judging … the car.”  I held up my hands. Honestly, I would’ve loved to have her car. 

	“Betty runs just fine,” she signed and then patted the dashboard. 

	“Betty. Really?” What could I say? Ali was different. She prided herself on being eccentric. She had pink dreads that hung down to the middle of her back and a tattoo of a cherry blossom branch that extended across her collarbone and down her one arm. Its bright pink flowers popped out around the collar of her black shirt. It was as striking as her face with her large green eyes and tiny diamond studs in her nose and chin.

	On top of that she was a great friend. She and Jill had both taken  sign language classes to communicate with me. 

	“Yeah. I named the car after my grandmother,” she continued to sign with her hands still using her knee to keep the car straight. 

	Ali had graduated a few years ahead of me with my brother, so I only saw her when I worked. Due to her eccentric personality, which included an acceptance of others and their differences, meant that I could tell her anything. When I say anything, I mean everything and none of it would be judged or shared with others. 

	“When are you and Xavier going to take it to the next level?” She signed at a red light, causing me to snap out of my thoughts. “I mean, a guy that good looking. . . It’s a waste.”

	“Ali!” 

	“What!” she insisted, as she smirked at me, and I turned as pink as her dreads. 

	“I don’t know. When are you and Brian going to?” I asked next because my brother had a crush on her, and I think the feeling was mutual.

	“Touché.” She emphasized with her lips as we pulled up to the cafe’s parking lot, got out, and walked into the back door. 

	“Oh. Good. You guys are finally here,” Gramps said at our arrival. It was his cafe. I occasionally helped out when the weather started to drop and more people came in to warm up during their holiday shopping. While Ali worked most nights. “The dishes need doing, and the floor swept and mopped.” Our faces must have shown signs of annoyance because he quickly held up both his arms. “What do you expect? We’re super busy.”

	Ali then poked me to get my attention. “So, have you set a date?” She talked and signed at the same time, as we came around the back of the bar. I realized that everyone I knew that could sign and weren’t deaf would do both: talk and sign. This included my family. I think it has helped me improve my lip reading skills. I never needed to think about it at my old school, because everyone there would just sign.  

	“Shush. Grandpa will hear you.” I hissed because that would be bad. I hadn’t built up the courage to even tell my mother yet. 

	“Calm down. Gramps is already heading back to his office. Spastic.” She smiled really big. 

	“Sorry. I can’t help it. I don’t know. Maybe a winter wedding? That’ll give him a year to back out.” I joked. 

	“Who’s having a winter wedding?” Grandpa must have caught the tail end of our conversation. 

	“Nobody,” I quickly interjected when I heard someone cough behind me. Not the kind of cough associated with sickness, but the kind of cough someone coughs when they want to interrupt someone. My ears instantly perked up, and a cool chill raced down my back. I shouldn’t be able to hear anything, which meant whoever they were, they were a shapeshifter. 

	Weird. I wasn’t expecting anyone and my mark was letting me know that it wasn’t Xavier or Luke. This was bad, very bad. I turned slowly in the direction of the noise. Aussie and Ali barely noticed my expression had changed or that anything abnormal had happened at all. The noise didn’t stand out to them, as it did with me. 

	“Hello, Julia,” an older man with tight curly hair and dazzling green eyes, that I didn’t recognize, said to me at the front of the cafe. “I’m Caiaphas, and I think it’s time we have a little chat. Don’t you agree?”

	My breath caught, so this was him ... Caiaphas. He looked so ... normal.

	xxx

	Now I had heard many bad things about Caiaphas, the leader of The Others, but I still felt drawn to him like a moth to the flame. What did he want? Why was he here at my grandfather’s cafe, of all places? Though the setting didn’t bother me. It was probably better. There would just be more witnesses if something went wrong. The thought kept me feeling safe. How did he know I’d be alone? Maybe my friends weren’t paranoid; maybe I really did need them watching over me like a hawk.

	“Come, child, sit down.” He said as if he knew me already. I glanced over my shoulder at Ali and shook her off, though I knew she knew he was a shapeshifter. 

	“Come, come. I won’t bite.” 

	“That’s not what I've heard.” I blurted out, before thinking. This guy was an Other, for Heaven’s sake!  He just threw his head back and laughed. It was a lighthearted kind of sound. It didn’t fit the circumstance, but it did seem to fit his personality. He came across as very feminine. 

	He continued to wave me over to the nook in the front corner of the cafe. Did he seriously want me to sit down? Yep. I guess he did. I was on alert but not as scared as I anticipated I would be. I mean, I figured our paths would cross eventually, just not so civilly. At least things were so far. I couldn’t imagine Xavier or really anyone being afraid of him.

	His green eyes gleamed at me from across the table. Though they were more neon green than a natural hue. The off-putting color was the first thing to remind me that he was a shapeshifter, and he wasn’t just here to chitchat. He had a small, agile frame, and I could tell he kept himself in shape. But he was no Xavier, but then again, he was a shapeshifter, so I didn’t know if this was his true self. How unfair was it that they could change their appearance to who they felt like being, though it was an odd choice if this wasn’t the real him, 

	“This is cozy. Don’t you think?” He folded his arms on the table and leaned in. I was completely dumbfounded. What was going on?

	“Yeah.” I nodded distractedly. “I guess.”

	He laughed again. This time it sounded like a blast of a trumpet, or at least how I remembered them sounding. I was deaf, at least to the human population. 

	“You’re funny, Julia.” He waggled his finger at me.

	“Not really,” I mumbled, and he laughed all over again.

	“I’m starting to get the allure now…” he confessed, and I got the feeling he was talking about Xavier and me. I blushed and looked away. “Though that kind of bond would bring anyone together.”

	My eyes widened as I just stared at him. He knew! He knew that Xavier and I had bonded? Did he know Luke and Madeline had, too? 

	“Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone,” he said playfully and leaned in a fraction more. “It’s my job to know these things,” he assured me.

	“O-Kay? So what do you want?” I just came out and said it. I didn’t know when my grandpa would be back. How would I explain just sitting on the job and talking, not signing to a stranger; no less, a grown man?

	“I have a … proposition.” He interlaced his fingers and finally leaned back.

	“O-Kay?”

	“I want you to join us,” he said with all seriousness. His eyes pierced through me. “I want you to be one of the Core.”

	“The what?” I repeated.

	“They’re going to be the very best, of the best.” That was all he said before flagging Ali down for a coffee. 

	“Everything o-k?” She mouthed at me when she thought Caiaphas wasn’t looking, but I just shrugged. Who knew at this point?

	“It’s in your blood,” he said as he poured some creamer into his house blend and stirred. 

	Oh, wow. He knew about my father, too?

	“I… I can’t be a part of that,” I blurted out. 

	“And why not?” He took a small sip of his drink as he waited for me to answer.

	I wanted to say because you’re bad, but that didn’t sound like a good enough excuse. And “bad” was very vague. 

	“My father would never allow it,” I insisted.

	“Your father made this organization what it is today.” He stressed, and I felt my stomach churn. I wondered if that was true? The only reason my dad left The Others was to protect me. He knew I was the one the prophecy had spoken of. I was the one destined to end The Others. 

	“He’s changed.” I’d like to think.

	“Once an Other, always an Other. Julia.” He lifted an eyebrow and then continued. “So, is this your answer? You won’t join us?”

	“No, I won’t.” I lifted my chin up a fraction; I had never been one to conform. I got this stubbornness from my mom.

	“That’s fine. I do love a challenge.” He shrugged, lowered his cup down onto the table, and changed the conversation. 

	“So, is that the ring?” 

	I gasped as he took my hand in his. It happened so quickly I didn’t have time to react.  What I wanted to do was yank my hand back, but that would have been rude. So. . .he knew about our engagement, great. 

	“It’s a garnet, right?” He continued to inspect it. The crimson color glimmered in the late afternoon sunlight. It truly was a beautiful engagement ring from Xavier.

	Speaking of engagement rings, I couldn’t believe I was getting engaged. I had always questioned the notion when I heard others getting engaged at eighteen. Of course, my mom didn’t know yet; I only had a couple of days to digest it myself. But it had always felt right with Xavier. We were bonded for life after all. I marveled at the engagement ring, a crimson red garnet birthstone given to him by his grandmother, for when he found the one. I had to pinch myself that that was me. Xavier was a catch. I looked down at my ring once more, and then I looked back up. 

	I retracted my hand a little bit more quickly than necessary when he finally let go of it, and he noticed. It was hard not to.

	He smiled at my reaction. “I think you’ll find, I can be very persuasive when I want to be, Julia.” His eyes darkened for a fleeting second, but maybe I had imagined it. “You’ll soon understand.” He took the last sip of his coffee and laid down a twenty for Ali.

	“See ya soon, Julia,” he promised, and I didn’t like the sound of it. 

	I didn’t want to see Caiaphas again. In a daze, I watched him just get up and leave. I couldn’t believe he showed up here. Speaking of which, Jeremy/Luke, depending on his shift, was going to be pissed at himself, and Xavier would be pissed at me for not calling.

	Ali came over to check on me when I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. It was Xavier, oh crap. 

	“Babe!?!” Was all he texted. 

	“Hey! You won’t believe what just happened,” I responded.

	“Oh shit. Caiaphas. Is he there?” His text was urgent.

	“Then again, maybe you would.” I shrugged as I texted him back. 

	“My parents just warned me. I’m coming.”

	“Don’t bother. He’s gone,” I informed him. “He wasn’t here long.”

	“You sure you’re ok? What did he say?” 

	“I’m sure. He was literally here for less than five minutes and spent most of it laughing at me.”

	“If you’re sure? I’m going to go try to get the 411.”

	“Ok.” I texted back. I figured I’d have to give him the play-by-play when I saw him, but I was still trying to decipher it myself. 
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	I


	 was just as confused as I had been yesterday when I got up the next day. Living on a farm kept me humble; these baby cows didn’t care if I was the Chosen One. All the cows cared about was that they got fed before the crack of dawn and after the sun had set. It was taxing work, and wow was their manure smelling extra powerful this morning. I pushed that away from my mind and thought about what happened yesterday.  

	Why did Caiaphas want me to join The Others? Why did he want to teach me? I wondered as I distributed grain into the baby cows’  food buckets. What did this mean for all of us? I replayed yesterday’s events in my mind repeatedly, searching for an answer, but there wasn’t one. I raced up the hill after my chores. I needed to see Jeremy, I realized as I got into the shower. Maybe he could explain it better? Crap, Jeremy, he was going to kill me when he found out. Maybe I shouldn't tell him, I thought as I let the hot water wash away some of the tension, before stepping out. 

	I got busy blowing out my long, chestnut brown, wavy hair. I needed to keep myself preoccupied for now, and that included putting on some makeup, too. 

	l put on cherry lip balm. The kind that gave my face some color without trying too hard. I wish I looked like my mom when we all knew I favored my father. Naturally wavy dark hair and chocolate brown eyes, which was my favorite attribute. Maybe it was because I could still see my father smiling back at me in the mirror for all those many years when I thought he was gone. Little did I know he had never left us, not really. He had disguised himself as the farm’s vet for years, just to protect us from The Others, a shapeshifter’s version of The Mafia. 

	It wasn’t just his eyes I had but his olive skin too. This meant I had a tan even in the winter; something Jill, a longtime friend of mine, had envied. I examined my big brown eyes in the mirror. No matter how much makeup I put on, they still looked troubled. I was such a fraud. I would fool no one. I was scared, and I couldn’t hide it. I gave up, grabbed my usual strawberry Poptart and raced Sammy, my black lab, down the driveway to meet Jeremy for school.

	Jeremy, a shapeshifter who was actually Luke to his other friends, was my best friend. Jeremy was gangly, and I mean that in the most endearing way. He had oversized hands that I found comforting; maybe because my dad had them too. He also had long, skinny legs and big feet. He reminded me of a puppy with his build and soft, primly smoothed brown hair. Just his hazel eyes stood out on his face. It wasn’t his true version of himself. He was truly Luke, but we became best friends in this version, so he shifted into Jeremy for me when it was just us. I preferred Luke in this less rigid form. There wasn’t a romantic attraction between us. I just felt completely safe around him. When Luke was Jeremy, I think it also gave him a chance to put his guard down. He wasn’t Luke, the one responsible for taking care of everyone. As Jeremy he got to be who he would like to be. He was one of my first and only friends I had made at the beginning of the school year.  Even though I was a senior I had decided that I would integrate into a normal school. I wasn’t sure what I’d been thinking at the time, but here I was. Then Jeremy and I became friends. Though his intention at the time was to protect me, by being around me as much as possible. In case I was the one who the prophecy referred to.

	xxx

	So fast forwarding to today, Jeremy was still giving me rides to school for my protection. They didn’t speculate about the prophecy anymore. Everyone was confident that it was  I who was destined to end The Others. If only I could wrap my mind around how it could be me ...  when I found the easiest shapeshifting abilities so challenging.  

	“Oh, so close.” Jeremy said when Sammy beat me to him. He then bent over to scratch her behind her ears, and it warmed my heart. But my mark didn’t respond at all to seeing him. It made me hesitant. Jeremy’s hazel eyes glanced up in my direction.

	“What’s wrong?” he asked. The big ole grin on his face was fading.

	“Someone visited me at work yesterday.” I bit my lip. 

	“Who?” He stood up to his full height again. 

	“Caiaphas,” I whispered. 

	“What?” His face tightened like maybe he had heard me wrong. 

	“Yeah.” I nodded.

	“I knew leaving you alone yesterday was a bad idea.” He put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “What happened?”

	“He wants me to join the Others,” I just came out and said it. 

	“What?” he hissed. 

	Well, he was taking this well.

	“He was only there for five minutes. He told me he wanted me to join some core. I said no, and he left. It was weird.”

	“I’m sorry, I should’ve never left you alone,” he said as he opened his arms and motioned me over, and I rushed into his brotherly embrace. 

	For a second we just stood there, I felt nothing and he must not have either because he started patting my back.

	“What’s wrong?” he seemed to ask himself more than me. “I can’t feel anything. Can you?”

	“No,” I said, but in the back of my mind, I replayed yesterday afternoon. Caiaphas said he could be very persuasive when he wanted to be, and that I’d see. 

	“Caiaphas did this. He must’ve,” I whispered. 

	“But how?” he asked. 

	“I have no idea.”

	We exchanged bewildered and concerned looks at each other. I knew we needed to bond. It had been a couple of days since our marks on our backs had connected. The marks seemed to have minds of their own most of the time, or at least mine did, so I’m assuming Jeremy and Xavier’s did too. 

	Still, bonding was very rare. Even in the shapeshifting world. But apparently not rare enough. Xavier and I had bonded first, then Jeremy/Luke bonded to me, and now Luke had bonded to Madeline. We were all connected now, whether or not we wanted to be... Thankfully, the bond was a pleasant experience. Maybe too pleasant, or at least it was with Xavier. We could barely stop ourselves once we got started, but with Jeremy it felt like a warm, inviting hug. 

	“Well, let's get you to school.” He glanced over his shoulder and up at the sky, searching for something I could not see. 

	We drove in silence for most of the trip. I didn’t know what to say, honestly. You could feel the tension in the air. Jeremy was pissed. Probably at himself, for leaving me all alone last night. I squeezed his knee with my hand to comfort him and quickly retracted it. It was strange not being able to feel him. Thank goodness the drive was almost over. Nothing I could do could make him feel better now. I realized as my eyes were drawn to my school’s white bell tower. 

	Trinity High School was one long rectangular brick building, with two wings on either side and a tall white bell tower in the center. Most of the campus was covered by hundred-year-old oak trees. The parking lot was around back by the track and football field. For a second we sat in silence after he parked the truck and cut off the engine. 

	“We’ll figure this out, Julia.” Jeremy smiled over at me, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He was clearly still mystified.

	I walked to my locker in a daze. 

	Jill, my only non-shapeshifter friend at school, must have been signing to me because it took me a moment to realize she was waiting for a response. 

	“What?”

	“What did you say to Madeline?” she signed, but I didn’t understand what she meant, and I felt my face scrunch together. 

	“I didn’t say anything. Why?”

	“Ever since you got my charm bracelet back from her, she’s been extra …  nice?”

	“Madeline? Extra nice!” I couldn’t help but laugh; apparently, Jill had laughed too, or at least her shoulders jetted up and down like she had.

	“What I mean is, she’s not... well … bullying me anymore,” she signed close to the chest. I could tell she still felt ashamed about it. Madeline had egged her once in front of the entire cheerleading squad all because of me. It was no secret that Madeline and I had hated each other. That was until she fell in love with Luke and wasn’t after Xavier any longer. 

	“Oh, yeah. That.” I couldn’t tell her the truth though. She wouldn’t understand that Madeline’s new take on life wasn’t about Jill, or really even me, but because Madeline had bonded to Luke, and she was in love. 

	“I don’t think you have to worry about her ever again,” I promised Jill, and she broke into a smile. 

	“You’re the best!”

	“Hey, I do what I can.” I rolled my eyes and grinned. 

	We said, “Bye,” to each other after Jill indicated the bell had rung. Then we smiled at each other and went our separate ways. I had Biology with Jeremy, a class he once joined to get close to me at the beginning of the year. Now, it was all about keeping up the facade.

	Jeremy still looked troubled when he came to Biology class. His brow was pulled together in thought. His hazel eyes stared off at the whiteboard. Every once in a while, he would text someone, but he did it too quickly and then flipped his phone back down before I could read it. 

	Helen, my signing aid, was at the front of the class like usual so that we couldn’t talk openly. She had no idea I could hear shapeshifters but seemed to enjoy that I was paying attention. 

	I knocked my knee into his to lighten the mood, but I think I only made it worse. Our marks felt nothing from the touch, not even a wave of warmth. What was wrong?

	Would Xavier feel the same? I wondered after the bell had rung and I walked to second-period art class alone. Jeremy had lingered behind to talk to Meg. Probably to give her an update on what was happening, plus he had to shift back into his natural form of Luke.

	I couldn’t always count on Xavier being there in Art. Honestly, most days he didn’t give a crap and came and went as he pleased. Thank goodness I got lucky today. But then again, it made sense. He was worried about my safety. What did I expect?

	He was leaning back against the couch with his hands behind his head, as if he had not a care in the world. Actually, I never saw him do any art. Even from across the room I could see his bulging muscles. I knew from personal experience, he worked out to get those large biceps and washboard abs. He had a chiseled face, and a square jaw with continuous five o’clock shadow, which never seemed to completely  shave away. He kept his dark hair short and trim. But one of my favorite traits were his bright blue eyes, which twinkled back at me, especially when I was doing something only he found amusing.

	I looked him up and down. I couldn’t help it. He had always been attractive, but knowing he was mine usually sent a tingle down my back. Oh no, this wasn’t good. Still, his echoes made my chest swell with happiness. I must have had a small smile on my face because when I finally made it back up to his eyes, he was smiling back at me.

	Busted.

	“See something you like?” he asked. 

	Yes, yes I did. Did he need to know? No. No, he did not. “Depends on the day.” I shrugged. 

	“Come here, you little liar.” He pulled me down against his chest in one fluid motion like I weighed nothing more than a feather. To him, that was probably true. 

	Xavier then held me back at arm’s length. 

	“I don’t feel anything either,” he said, obviously Jeremy/Luke and he had already talked.

	“What happened yesterday?” he asked next. “What did he want?” Xavier probed me for answers. 

	“A coffee, two creams, hold the sugar.”

	“Julia,” he grumbled. 

	“He wants me to become an Other.”  I couldn't even say it with a straight face. 

	“And you said?”

	“Yes. Sign me up.” I nodded. “Obviously I said no.”

	“Julia tell me word for word what happened.”

	So I replayed my night, word for word, hoping he could shed some light on it, but he looked just as confused as I felt. 

	“How did Luke take it?” 

	“As well as could be expected.” I shrugged. “I was hoping your touch would be different,” I added. 

	“Well, whadda we do now?” he asked, more to himself than to me.

	“I have no idea. Something tells me, Caiaphas will be back.” I sighed heavily. I wasn’t looking forward to it.

	“We could always test out the theory,” he whispered. His lips lingered against my neck.

	“What do you mean?”

	“Maybe our marks will react differently with us being back to back and… naked.”

	“Is that all you ever think about?” I rolled my eyes.

	“You date a virgin and see what else you think about.”

	I blushed a crimson red and he just smiled.

	“Helen’s watching.” He pecked me on the cheek one last time and released me. 

	I shrugged at Helen. Helen must’ve thought I was a slacker this year, and I couldn’t blame her. I had been very secretive for reasons I could not explain. But just to prove her wrong, I took a glance at my finished Monet and then collected some paint brushes to continue with my new piece of the Pittsburgh cityscape. I kept my eyes glued to the door though.

	Jeremy, or Luke rather, was uncharacteristically late. When he finally showed up for class, Meg was already by his side. 

	“You. Closet. Now.” Luke took me by the arm, but I felt nothing no matter how hard he squeezed. 

	“Just going to pick out a frame,” I tried to sign some kind of excuse to Helen, which was hard to do until Luke realized and let go. Helen just lifted her eyes to the sky. 

	“You’re never going to be alone again.” Luke turned to me once in the back closet of the art room, a place where they all hung out, and we weren’t alone. Half of the shapeshifting team followed after us. 

	“You all are already watching me day and night, I was only alone for a few minutes. I’m going to have to see him again—look at us, we can’t even bond.

	“Honestly, we’ll only get sicker and sicker if I don’t join The Others,” I said what we all were thinking.

	“She’s right, you know,” Meg added. There was a crease in her brow. Most days Megan looked like a pixie with her twinkling eyes, and short hair styled to spike up in every which way, but today she looked like an angry angelic cherub in comparison. She was worried; we all were.

	“I’m not going to let you become one of them.” Luke gritted his teeth.

	“Oh, come on. It’s not that bad.” Madeline joined in. “I’m an Other, and so is Xavier.”

	“It’s a little different, Madeline.” Xavier threw her a nasty look. “We survived an initiation and got a tattoo. Julia’s not cut out for God knows what Caiaphas wants her to do.” He spat, and I tried hard not to be offended. 

	“Maybe, I could handle it?” My voice cracked a little when I spoke up. Great. Way to sound confident, Julia. “I’m not going to just watch you guys die,” I insisted.

	“Are we sure this is even Caiaphas’s doing?” Bailey, another shapeshifter, asked the really scary question. What if Caiaphas didn’t have anything to do with this? Then what? 

	“Well, he implied he’d see me again. I guess we just wait and see?” I shrugged. 

	“I want to be there when it happens.” Xavier nominated himself for the job.

	“No.” I swallowed hard. “He sought me out when he knew I’d be alone, and he’ll probably wait till I’m alone again … which means you are going to have to let me go alone,” I repeated. I must have sounded convincing because, one by one, they all began to nod. 

	“Are you sure this is what you want?” Luke locked eyes with mine. 

	“Yeah ... I mean yes, of course.” I nodded.

	Xavier just rolled his eyes, but I could tell he was worried, so I said, “Xavier, he really didn’t sound like he wanted to hurt me, just train me.”

	“Yes, and we all know how hard that has been.” He huffed. 

	Now was my turn to roll my eyes. Yes, I was nervous, but I had hoped Xavier would have more faith in my abilities. Of course, I’d only been able to shift like three times … but all those times I was in dangerous situations, and what’s more dangerous than hanging out with Caiaphas? 

	“Fine. Now we just wait and see,” Luke decided.

	“Hopefully, not too long,” Madeline voiced what we were all thinking. 

	Wonderful. No pressure.

	 

	 


 

	Chapter Three 

	T


	he rest of the day seemed to go by so fast. I tried not to look like I was in another world for Helen’s benefit, but I was. Would Caiaphas show up at work tonight? It was a lot of pressure knowing I spoke for the group. I mean, what if he waited too long and just let us all die? It was one thing to know I had to wait for him, but I really didn’t want to have to go to him.

	“I could go, and hide in the back of the cafe,” Jeremy said on the ride home. Although I knew that would comfort me greatly, Caiaphas would delay a day because he knew I wasn’t alone.

	“No. I got this.” I put on a brave face, which looked a lot like my worried face, too, I assumed because he reached across to squeeze my hand. 

	“Julia, we won’t be there—but we will be ready to come in at any second.”

	“I know Jeremy, thanks.” I quickly pecked him on his cheek before he could change his mind but once again, I felt nothing. Man, I never would have guessed in a million years that I would be going to work later tonight, and hoping the evil leader of The Others would show up to see me. 

	I helped Brian with the chores as much as I could before heading to work. Thankfully, Ali could pick me up again. 

	Cafe Bean didn’t normally do a lot of business around dinner time, but we did have a surge around 7:00. It was 5:15. I made myself an iced caramel macchiato latte and Ali just laughed at me. “What?” I signed. 

	“Nothing, you've just  been drinking a lot of those and you normally don't even like coffee.” She signed back. “Don’t they interfere with your sleep?”

	“I don’t know why, but lately I could drink these all day long. And no, nothing could interfere with my sleep!” 

	I just shook my head and remembered I had more important things to be preparing for. Would Caiaphas come back tonight? Although it may be early, it didn’t stop me from wiping down the same table for the last ten minutes as I stared off toward the front of the cafe. 

	I felt a poke, and jumped around to see my Grandpa looking at me concerned.

	“You’re going to take the finish off that table if you keep that up.” Grandpa half signed and half did charades while talking to me. He could sign, just not well. He always said it was because you can’t teach an old dog new tricks, but I think he does a great job. He gave me one more look over and decided I was okay and proceeded back to his office. It was where he spent most of his time. 

	I looked at Ali, like that was close and how much longer will I have to wait. “He’ll come. I can feel it,” Ali signed.

	Ali was one of the few friends I trusted with my secrets. There was a time I needed her to help me think things out, and today was no different. 

	“You can feel it?” I laughed as I moved towards the cash register, where Ali was standing. Ali wasn’t exactly what you would call “normal.” She would like to think she could be a shapeshifter, too, if only she could focus hard enough.

	“What if I stare at him for too long?” she signed to the right of the cash register, where only I could see, while looking towards the door. 

	“Don’t.” I laughed.

	“Too late.” I watched her turn to face me with widened eyes. 

	Oh. No. My stomach flip-flopped. Caiaphas must have walked in. Well here goes nothing, I thought as I turned.

	Caiaphas was dressed casually for an Other. I don’t know what I expected, a dark cloak? Instead, he was wearing a light blue-button-down shirt with a thin cream pullover sweater and dark-washed denim jeans. The outfit was like something out of a J. Crew magazine. He looked like he could be anyone else in the cafe. Except for his bright green eyes, which gazed into mine, after he got seated. Those eyes were not human. Not when the light hit them, they weren’t.

	“Well? Are you going to go to him or not?” Ali turned her back to mouth at me.

	I grabbed up a menu, in case Grandpa got curious about our newcomer. Thankfully he was headed to his office downstairs. It’s not like I could just tell Gramps, I needed to talk to the leader of an enemy clan sent here to destroy us, or whatever he wanted with me. 

	“Hello, Julia.” Caiaphas greeted me like it was any other day, and not so dire. “What’s good here, darling?” He took the menu from my tight grip. 

	“Umm.” Was all I could say. My mind went blank. “... the bell pepper focaccia bread?”

	“Great. I’ll take a slice. You will, too.” He handed back the menu, and for a second I lingered. He obviously planned on staying a while.

	Wonderful.

	“He doesn’t look scary,” Ali signed with her back to him, behind the bar. 

	“Yes, but we know he is,” I signed back. 

	At times like these, it was nice to speak a different language no one else could understand. 

	“The bread’s ready.” Ali nodded at the toaster oven, which must have dinged. I was too busy scrutinizing Caiaphas between the large jars of biscottis on the counter to notice.

	Ali plated the bread for me and then nudged me around the bar. Maybe I should have said yes to Jeremy’s idea to hide here, too. I didn’t know what I was doing! Too late now, I realized.

	“Won’t you please take a seat,” Caiaphas said in such a way it was hard to turn him down.

	“Are you nervous, Julia?” He cracked a smile. “I know I would be.”

	I gulped. Yes, yes I was. My hands were sweating profusely. This was not going as planned. I thought he’d just come in and talk business. I wasn’t here to make friends because my real friends needed me to get this right.

	“I’d be lying if I said no,” I admitted, and he laughed a high kind of laugh.

	“No worries.” He carved into his focaccia bread. 

	Easy for him to say, I thought to myself.

	“I’m here because I want to be your mentor. I want to be your teacher. I want to teach you things.” He just dug in. His eyes seemed to assess me, assessing him.

	 “Why me?” I asked what had been on my mind since our last chat. 

	“Because ….” He leaned in a fraction more. The knife and fork in his hands stopped for a second. “You’re special, Julia.”

	I found that hard to believe, just because everyone said it didn’t make it true. I hadn’t done anything special yet, but okay. I wanted to say. 

	“Do I really have a choice?” The words just came out of my mouth, surprising both of us.

	“Honestly. I would say yes you do, but I’m sure you have already realized that you don’t.” He just came out and said it, and I knew for sure now that he was the reason we all couldn’t bond.

	“What do I have to do exactly?”

	“Follow me around on a couple … errands.”

	“What kind of errands?” Something told me I wasn’t just getting coffees for his staff. 

	“It’s hard to explain.” 

	I realized he was being vague on purpose. What did the leader of The Others do with his day, anyway?

	“Just give me a day. You’ll see.” He folded his napkin and tossed it over top of his plate. “Besides, being with me will help with the nausea.” He winked, and a little hiss escaped from my mouth. I didn’t know why I was surprised he knew how our bond worked? Caiaphas knew he had me; he had us all.

	“Fine, obviously I’ll do it. I’ll follow you around for a day.” I conceded. What other choice did I have?

	“Good.” He took my hand. “You could be great one day, you know.” He raked his thumb over my knuckles a little bit longer than necessary. 

	“Thanks?” I guess?

	“Till we meet again,” he promised. 

	Yay.

	 


 

	Chapter Four 
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	ell, here goes nothing,” I said the next day after Jeremy picked me up for school. I scooted over in the truck and nestled into his side. My mark instantly sparked to life.

	“That self-righteous—” he swore under his breath. “So, it really was Caiaphas stopping us from bonding?”

	“I guess so.” I rested my head on his shoulder. I craved Jeremy in a way. It may not be the same as it was with Xavier but with Jeremy, the touch was like being out in the sun after a cool winter day. He must have felt the same because he rested his head against mine.

	“But how did he do it? How is he stopping us from bonding?” he asked the million-dollar question. 

	I could only shrug. 

	“He was very polite,” I mumbled. I didn’t want to replay it word by word, but if I told Jeremy, it could keep the rest of them from making me constantly repeat it.

	“Well, that’s good,” he grunted sarcastically as I finished and we turned on to the school’s campus. 

	“Do you think you can do most of the explaining today? I don’t need to keep reliving it.” I knew, he knew I was referring to all our friends. 

	“Of course.” He rubbed my knee, and it tickled a little but burned satisfyingly enough. Our marks were like magnets finally flipped back into place. It made it hard to get out of the truck. Then I remembered Xavier and quickly unbuckled myself. 

	“Xavier.” I nodded at him.

	“Madeline.” He nodded back. 

	It was nice Jeremy finally found someone, the way I had found Xavier. But in a way, I was still intimidated. Xavier was like a grown man, who knew what he was doing. A grown man that I had a really, really big crush on. But second-period Art class couldn’t come soon enough. I practically ate my pencil, from nibbling on it so much. It was not like I could just ditch Biology. Helen would know and come looking for me. But focusing on her at the front of the class was proving to be a bigger challenge than I originally thought. My eyes kept darting between her and the clock.

	“Got somewhere to be?” Helen practically rolled her eyes at me. Oh, Helen. If only you knew!

	Jeremy must have felt a little antsy too because his knee was bobbing up and down under the table. He was waiting to bond with Madeline, come second period, too. This was worse than having a nicotine fix, or at least I figured. I wouldn’t actually know.

	Jeremy took my hand after the bell had finally rung. His touch actually helped. Though when Xavier got an eyeful of us hand and hand, during Art class, he scowled. 

	Wow. How could he still be jealous of Jeremy? But then again it’s not like I would want him holding Madeline’s hand, even though I knew she was completely over him. 

	“Don’t be jelly.” I practically collapsed into his arms.

	“O-O-Kay.” He laughed as I buried my head in his neck. I instantly got a whiff of aftershave and Xavier, and I couldn’t seem to get enough. 

	“So,” he said when he finally hugged me back. “I see. So, I take it things went well with Caiaphas?” he murmured in my ear. 

	“Define well?” I huffed. 

	“Cut to the chase. What does he want?” he asked when we finally broke away again. 

	“How’d you know he wanted something?” I asked.

	“It’s Caiaphas, he always wants something.”

	“He says he wants to be my … mentor.” My face scrunched together. “He wants to teach me things?” I tried hard to make it not sound dirty. 

	“What he wants—” Xavier crossed his arms over his chest. “Is for you to join The Core.”

	“The Core?” I vaguely remembered us talking about this before.

	“The shifters who protect him.”

	“Doesn’t he already have people for that?”

	“You don’t understand. You’d be like his crown jewel. Someone as talented and promising as you? He’s so greedy, he can’t resist. I don’t know why I didn’t see this coming.”

	“But the prophecy says I’m supposed to end them?”

	“It makes it even more exciting. Don’t you see? He’s bored, Julia.”

	“Well, he’s surely not afraid of me,” I remembered his behavior at the cafe. 

	“Why would he be? You’re just a teenage girl, a game to him.”

	“So, he knows I can’t really do anything?”

	“It’s Caiaphas. He knows everything.” Xavier looked truly worried. 

	“Then why does he think he can do anything differently than you or Luke?”

	“Because we care about you, Julia,” he said tenderly.

	“Great. Now I’m really nervous.”

	“Don’t worry, I won’t let him hurt you,” he promised, though his face was etched with concern. 

	“You don’t have to do this alone, you know. Technically, I am an Other. He trusts me. Well, he trusts my dad. They’re practically brothers. He might let me come along? I dunno.” 

	“That would be great.” It felt like a weight was lifted off my shoulder for a second. 

	“But he doesn’t want me, Julia.” He stressed. “I’m not as fun to him, sorry,” he ticked.

	Perfect. Yay, me. 

	 


 

	Chapter Five
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	he next day was a Saturday. It took my brother forever to wake me up for my chores. I think I was coming down with something or this whole thing with Caiaphas was tearing up my nerves so bad it was messing with my health. Knowing I had to spend the day with him, did not help. 

	 Caiaphas had made all the arrangements for our visitation. How he had gotten my cell number, I had no idea. He gave off the impression he knew a lot more about me than I would’ve thought possible. But then again he was Caiaphas, who knew how he was able to do everything he could?

	Wonderful. 

	I found myself pacing my room after a quick shower. What to wear to run “errands?” Should I wear all black like Xavier? We could be twins. That was the plan anyway, having Xavier by my side. Whether Caiaphas would go for it or not, we had no idea.

	“You look very … black.” Xavier chuckled softly when he got a good look at me outside.

	“Wonder who I got my inspiration from, huh?”

	I looked him up and down. He was dressed in a fresh set of clothes, a black t-shirt and jeans. His hair was slicked back from a recent shower, somehow he wore it better than me. He looked like a sexy model without even trying, and I looked like I was going to stake-out houses. 

	“I find you very adorable.” He tapped my nose.

	Ha! I just rolled my eyes and smiled even bigger than I intended. “He said he’d meet me at the end of the driveway. Fewer questions that way,” I added with a glance over my shoulder. My mom thought I was just going on a date with Xavier today. If only!

	Of course! Caiaphas was already there, parked in an insanely expensive BMW. I could tell by the gold rims and tinted windows. Something told me Caiaphas was the type to be punctual for everything. 

	“You’re late.” He rolled his window down a fraction. 

	“Not possible.” I glanced down at my watch. As I saw Xavier nod to both Caiaphas and his driver. 

	“Don’t question me. It’s too early in the morning for that, Julia.” He talked like someone with authority. “... thanks Xavier, I’ll take it from here.” 

	“Hello Maxim, how are you doing?” Xavier acknowledged the driver and I was surprised that I would be spending the day with two head Others. Maxim shrugged as he took me in. It made me lean closer into Xavier. His eyes felt like they could reach down to my soul. I looked at Xavier with widened eyes. 

	“Sir, I was hoping I could come with you guys, just for today.” Xavier bent over the window to speak to Caiaphas.

	“That won’t be necessary,” he insisted.

	“Just to … calm her nerves. You know women.” Xavier nodded, and I tried hard not to roll my eyes. But I honestly couldn’t argue too much, Caiaphas was definitely making me want to lose what little Pop-tart I managed to eat.

	“Xavier, I said no. And… I meant it.” Caiaphas’s green eyes flickered black, and that was the end of that. I could tell Xavier’s plan hadn’t worked because he dropped his shoulders and shook his head slightly.

	Caiaphas outranked him in their world, I had to remind myself. Something I couldn’t completely fathom. Xavier answered to no one usually. 

	“Sorry, babe.” Was all he could say. 

	“I’m not going without you,” I mumbled, hoping Caiaphas or Maxim wouldn’t hear.

	“You’ve got my cell.” He led me over to the side. “And I’ve got that tracker in yours—”

	Trying to think of a way out of this, my ears caught up with my brain, “... wait…? What?” I blinked up at him. “A tracker?”

	“Julia. Focus.” 

	“You put a tracker in my phone?” I squinted up at him.

	“... you’re welcome. Can we focus now?” He lowered his head until we were at eye level. “He’s not going to let us just chit-chat all morning.”

	“Fine.” I had to agree, and in some weird way, I was grateful Xavier would know exactly where to find me.

	“I’ll tail you, and he’ll never know.” He whispered in my ear so softly I barely could hear it myself.

	“Okay.” I nodded.

	“That’s my girl.” He slapped me on the butt like we were in the middle of a baseball game or something, and I blushed tomato red. 

	Men. 

	The BMW was dark inside because of the overly tinted windows. But I could still see the slick black leather interior and smell that fresh new car scent. Maxim, Caiaphas driver, was older but more masculine looking and acting. He was also wearing dark-shaded glasses and a blank expression so I couldn’t read him as I closed the door. He was a smooth driver,  I could barely tell he was picking up speed. Too much speed, judging by the trees flying by. We had to be going eighty already. There was a reason the speed limit was thirty-five. The roads were windy and dangerous, especially if you didn’t know them. So I quickly seat belted myself in, feeling nauseous from either the turns or the company. 

	“Relax, Julia.” 

	Maybe if your driver would slow down! I wanted to say, but I didn’t want to piss Maxim off and Caiaphas seemed all business today.

	“So, what are we doing today?” I tried to distract myself. I glanced over at Caiaphas for the first time. He was dressed like his clothes were picked out of another J. Crew catalog. Like he was a young college professor. With a white button-down shirt, a thin navy blue tie, and tan khakis. Why was he dressed up? Or did he look this way every day? Whatever the reason, it made me and my all black ensemble look a tad underdressed. 

	He didn’t answer, so I tried again. “Where are we going again?” I asked.

	“Just making some rounds.” He hummed and glanced out the side window. 

	The downtown traffic slowed us a bit when we arrived sooner than most would’ve found possible. We passed most of W&J’s campus, our local college, in a flash. The BMW flew through the precautionary lights of College Street. Thank goodness it was early on a weekend, and most of the students were still asleep. 

	We were then heading down Jefferson Avenue, away from the campus and downtown, to where a strip of businesses were located. It was one of the busiest streets in the city. Big rigs and blustery winter conditions had wreaked havoc on the roads. Even the Beamer couldn’t absorb all the shock of the pitted road.

	Jefferson Avenue began at Jollick Manor, the projects, and continued down to exit I-79. We passed by the post office on the left, the last landmark I knew by heart, and turned down a back alleyway. It was less populated here. Back by an old abandoned steel factory building. It was a grayish kind of day, which matched the grayish kind of buildings. We must have finally reached our destination because the sleek car, which looked out of place, pulled into a nearby parking lot. Was it still in use? The old factory? I looked up at its tall, square structure which loomed over the top of the BMW. 

	“Follow me,” Caiaphas instructed, as he went for his door. 

	For a second, I hesitated and glanced over my shoulder. I couldn’t see Xavier, but I knew he was there, somewhere, and that brought me comfort. Plus, Maxim gave me the creeps so I wasn’t staying in the car alone with him.

	“What’re we doing here?” I said in a rush once I finally joined Caiaphas’s side again.

	“You’ll see.” He pulled back the door for me. “Ladies first.”

	“Thanks,” I mumbled. It was a little irritating. Him being so nice. Who would’ve ever guessed this man, this polite person, was the leader of The Others? As well as a blackmailer, too. We both knew I didn’t really want to be here, but what choice did I have?

	“Hello, Jeffery.” Caiaphas greeted a man, who looked like any other. He was tall and thin, with grey hair. I know because he shot up out of his seat when he saw us coming. The man was dressed in a baby blue, button-down, short-sleeve shirt with black work slacks. Why shapeshifters chose to look so ordinary, when they could look like anything, amazed me. Though I had to admit, this man looked and dressed like a factory worker. It made sense if it was all a cover. 

	“Jeffery, I’d like you to meet Julia.” Caiaphas turned to me. I was so flustered my face twitched.

	“Hello.” Jeffery extended his hand, and I took it, reluctantly. The guy seemed okay enough. 

	“So to what do I owe the pleasure?” The man turned back to Caiaphas. “Is Nate ok?” 

	“Yeah. Nate’s fine. Just showing Julia here, the ropes.” He squeezed my shoulder and turned to look at me with expectancy. But I just dropped my eyes.

	“She’s just a little nervous. It’s her first day.” He finally released me.

	“So, how’s the wife and kids?” Caiaphas continued with the pleasantries. He leaned against the tall counter that separated us from Jeffery’s desk. It was a small office that smelled like cigarettes and oil. Across from me was a doorway into another office, one that Jeffery had ducked into for a second to retrieve something. I seemed to be the only one who didn’t know what was going on. 

	“They’re good.” Jeffery sighed, as I heard drawers opening and closing in the other room. When the man finally returned, my eyes practically popped out of my head. There in his hand was an absurdly large stack of hundred-dollar bills. The man was too busy shoving them all in a large manila envelope to notice my reaction. 

	“That’s good. Appreciate doing business with you.” Caiaphas said after taking the money. My eyes were still bulged out as he led me away. He then passed the cash off to his driver, like it was just an accessory. 

	“Why did that man give you all that cash?” I just came out and asked. 

	“For …” he massaged his chin. “Protection.” He paused to look at me briefly, but I didn’t know why. I wasn’t sure I believed him. 

	“And why would this man need your protection?” I couldn’t help but ask.

	“Let’s just say, before I got here there were a few places that the local teens liked to tag and vandalize. Plus then copper became so valuable the druggies started breaking in.” 

	“And now you, what? You take money from small businesses for protection?” My voice was filled with disdain.

	“Of course,” he said, like why wouldn’t he just help. “Someone’s got to claim the territory, Julia. Why not me? If it keeps the streets safer? He insisted, but I just curled my lip, thinking about the obscene amount of money people had to pay him to keep them “safe.” I couldn’t help but snarl openly. 

	“Watch your face, Julia.” He barely lifted his voice, but it was still effective. Those eyes and that whisper made me quickly remember my manners. I had seen what Madeline could do when she was angry with me, and she was only a fraction as powerful as Caiaphas was.

	“So, where was I? Oh yes, as I was saying.” He went from ten to one in a second. “Maybe one day, you will have a street of your own.”

	Highly unlikely, I thought to myself but tried to look stoic as he glared back at me again. 

	“To the next,” Caiaphas said to his driver. 

	“How many more?” I asked.  I wondered how long this was going to take since I got the picture of how he made his money. 

	He cracked a grin in my direction. “Quite a … few.”

	As the day continued, I began to understand just how much of this town he “owned.” It was unsettling. My grandfather and his cafe could easily be taken over if Caiaphas wanted it that way.

	Things were dragging on until we walked into a small law firm. They didn’t have enough funds to pay him, but Caiaphas just smiled as though waiting for this opportunity.

	“Please! I’ll get you the rest of the money.” The man looked truly afraid and I realized once he spoke that he was a shapeshifter. Why would he need Caiaphas’ protection? Couldn't he “protect” himself? “With interest, I promise.” His words interrupted my thoughts.  

	“What should we do, Julia?” Caiaphas casually turned to me like he hadn’t heard the man at all, like this was all a game to him.

	“I… I … dunno?” My mouth dropped open. I looked into the man’s frantic eyes. I didn’t know what to do with him! “I guess give him time to get the rest of his money back or don’t protect him?”

	Caiaphas produced a long braided cord from out of thin air. My mind couldn't compute what he could possibly plan to do with a whip. I mean, he was a grown man. Who looked like someone’s dad and had a wedding band on, so he was definitely someone’s husband. 

	“We can’t do that, can we?” He looked at the lawyer, who looked hopeful at my suggestion. 

	“Take off your shirt.” Caiaphas instructed the terrified worker, as he began to roll up his sleeves. Holy Shit! He was really going to do this! And the man in question looked like he was just going to take it.

	“What are you doing,” I said as he rounded the poor guy’s desk. “He’d give you the money if he had it!” 

	“If you don’t want me to do this, Julia, stop me.”

	“What!” I watched as the poor soul unbuttoned his shirt. His hairy chest was now exposed. I had to look away. 

	“Please,” the man hissed in my direction. 

	“What do you want me to do!” I threw my hands up in frustration and fear. “I’m sure your spies already told you, I can’t shift on cue.” I was freaking out. I knew Caiaphas would do whatever he wanted no matter what I said, but I was scared out of my mind that I wouldn’t be able to stop him. I hate seeing people get hurt. Hell, I hated spiders but if I find one in the house, I wrap it in a tissue and put it outside. 

	“Really, I heard you could shift if you were motivated enough,” he said, making me realize he did have spies. 

	Crap … every time I had shifted in the past it was because I thought I was going to die. But I would rather die than watch this poor man get beaten. So I closed my eyes and tried hard to focus, but nothing came to me. My mark didn’t even race. I was scared, but also had an overwhelming sense of guilt. I had never tried to shift to help someone before. Actually, I never shifted on purpose, my mark stepped up whenever I was in personal danger. Standing there with tears building in my eyes, I realized that my mark must have been giving me the ability to at least protect myself.  

	“No?” Caiaphas tilted his head in amusement . “… Ok, then.” And before I  could even call out or think, he cracked the whip down on the man’s back. It was with more force than I imagined it would be. Gasping, I flinched as the man cried out. I felt what little Pop Tart I had eaten start to come up so I ran for the door.

	“Julia, where are you going?” He asked in his sickly calm voice.

	My hand was on the door knob as I gagged and choked out, “I’m leaving. You might enjoy being a sadist but you can’t make me stand here and watch!”

	“If you want your mark to work again, you will stay.” He said, knowing I had no option but to continue watching this grown man get beaten.

	With a huff, I turned around, the tears that had been welling up in my eyes, broke and started pouring down my face. Where was Xavier? He said he would help protect me! I kept glancing toward the door, hoping he’d rescue me, and maybe even this man. But Caiaphas continued to crack the whip. 

	I closed my eyes, cringed, and balled my fists while trying to conjure up a response. Anything to stop this from continuing, but I couldn’t. After a while I just kept my eyes closed and my fingers in my ears. I’m not sure why I did this, the shifts were inside my head. The sounds were loud and clear: the man begging, the crack of the whip, the man screaming, and Caiaphas’s sickly laugh. I knew it wouldn’t help, but it was just a gut reaction.

	What was wrong with me? 

	Ten long minutes later, I don’t know what hurt more? My ears from having to hear the man screaming or my throat from begging Caiaphas to stop. By the 5th strike, I threw up and continued to dry heave until Caiaphas stopped and rolled his eyes at me. 

	“That isn’t what I meant when I said to get me to stop.” 

	I looked at him as though he was crazy. 

	“Next time have my money.” He said to the man.

	xxx

	I jetted from the building and looked around and up at the sky. I was still hoping Xavier, Jeremy, or hell …even Madeline would come to save me. All I saw was that damn black BMW with the driver that never spoke. I walked towards the car in a daze. 

	What the hell was going on, and what were we all thinking? My hands were literally shaking as I crossed the parking lot. Tears were streaming down my face. How was I supposed to stop him! I felt sick and angry. This all had to be a mistake, I could not be the person to bring down Caiaphas when I couldn’t even get him to stop beating a man. Plus Xavier is way more powerful than I am and he isn’t able to stop him either! I was still ranting in my head, as the scene I just witnessed played on repeat in my mind. 

	“You weren’t very helpful in there,” Caiaphas said as he adjusted his tie, causing me to jump a little because I hadn’t realized he was beside me. 

	“I want to go home.” I wiped my mouth with my shirt and tried to calm my stomach.

	“It goes with the job, Julia. You’ll get used to it.” 

	“If this is the job, I don’t want it!” I looked at him. “This isn’t something I would ever want to do! You do know that right?” I  stopped and turned to read his face. I know that Xavier and everyone else was afraid to speak their mind to Caiaphas, but that was because they were afraid of what he might do to them. It wasn’t the fear of what Caiaphas would do to me, but what he was capable of doing to my family and friends that kept me in that office. I couldn’t read anything from his face when it tilted to the side as he squinted his eyes.

	Then very slowly, he walked real close. He stood, staring down with what looked like intrigue. Even though I was sure my eyes were red and puffy, and I had to keep wiping the snot from my face, I held his gaze. He needed to know I meant what I said. That I was never going to be his little dog and pony show out of fear of what he could do to me. 

	“Right. . . there, Julia,” he pointed at my eyes. “I see so much potential in you, but I also can see what your weaknesses are. Yes, you will learn how to shift easily one day,” he said with a flick of his hand as though it was a given and not important. “No, Julia, that isn’t what you need to worry about. What you need to work on is that popular idiom all these dogs like to say about ‘wearing one’s heart on their sleeve.’ If you can’t control displaying how much more you care about your friends and family than yourself, you will always be an easy target.” He looked me up and down before shaking his head and continuing, “That was what today’s lesson was about.”

	He started to walk away, leaving me speechless. “See you soon Julia. Oh, and tell Xavier, I meant what I said.” Xavier, I spun around but didn’t see him so I focused back on Caiaphas. He walked away from me while putting on a pair of black Ray-bans and ducking into the idling car. I looked around again but still didn’t see Xavier. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the window of the BMW slide down.

	“I don’t need him interfering, he should know better. You’ll come alone next time, or there will be personal consequences. And you now know, when I say personal ... I don’t mean you.” He raised his eyebrows. 

	I just stood there as the car drove off. I had so many emotions and thoughts running through my mind. I couldn’t help but focus on the fact that Caiaphas really believed in me. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it. On one hand, here was someone else that believed I would be able to shift easily one day. As much as I wasn’t sure that was true, it is different when the enemy tells you, you’ll be able to do something than the people that love you. 

	Then on the other hand, he made it clear that he knew keeping my family and friends safe was more important to me than my own safety. He definitely got that observation right. Damn, everyone thinks that they need to keep me safe when really, I am putting them all at risk. He had me right where he wanted me. The realization made the tears begin to build in my eyes again. 

	“Julia?”

	I heard my name; that voice allowed me to finally exhale.  I looked up and saw my handsome prince.

	I ran to Xavier and clung to him as I cried. He held me tightly, leaned his head down so he could whisper into my ear. “I’m so sorry, Julia. I heard what happened, I was here the whole time. But you have to understand, as hard as that was to go through, it would have been worse if I interfered. I just needed to make sure that he wasn’t physically hurting you.”

	Still sobbing, I muttered, “ I would have preferred that instead.” I couldn’t contain it any longer.  I began to heave. “Why can’t I shift yet? Why am I only able to protect myself? Maybe you are all wrong! I don’t feel like the ‘Chosen One.’ You all need to keep looking for someone else, it isn’t me. The ‘Chosen One’ would have been able to stop Caiaphas, not stand there throwing up as a poor innocent man gets beaten like he is nothing.” I said in a rush and the words caused the scene to replay in my head. I released Xavier and turned because I thought I was going to throw up again. There was nothing left in my stomach as I continued to dry heave and Xavier rubbed my back. 

	He pulled me back into his chest, and I tried to push him off till he said he didn’t care if I blew chunks all over him. A laugh burst out of me, causing some relief and my body to settle down. But the guilt came back and I leaned into him as if I wanted to hide there forever.

	“I’m sorry Julia, I'll stop him next time. I don’t want you to have to go through something like that ever again.” He rocked me from side to side. His big hands smoothed down the back of my hair. “Next time, I’ll insist that I go,” he said, as he listened to me sniffle. “I’ll make him take me too.” But I interrupted him. 

	“No Xavier, you can’t make him. Caiaphas is crazy, but he’s also smart. He knows where to hurt me to get what he wants. He made that very clear today. But as much as I don’t want to do another day like today. He made it very clear he knew how to get me to do exactly what he wanted.” I looked up at Xavier and he knew it was true.

	“Let’s get you out of here, okay?” he cupped my face and I nodded as he stared down at me then kissed me gently on the face. Mark or no Mark, Xavier and I were meant for each other. 

	We slowly walked, hand and hand, to the truck. He opened my door which usually would have annoyed me but today, I liked it. After we rode for a while, he broke the silence. 

	“... So, you think he was just trying to show you off?” He lifted his brow. I could tell he was trying to get me talking and stop replaying what happened. 

	“I don’t know, no … I think he was assessing me.” I said quietly.

	“Assessing you.” He said then looked like he was pondering my suggestion. “That actually makes a lot of sense. Caiaphas isn’t the strongest Other, but he is extremely smart; which actually makes him more dangerous. I used to look up to him. How he was able to get people to do what he wanted just by knowing their strengths and weaknesses. Now that he is using that against you, pisses me off!” Xavier sneered, but that just made me think about what Caiaphas said to me … he was right about my weakness, could he be right about me being able to shift easily in the future? And, what did he really want from me? I wish I could just stick to taking care of the calves and trying not to funk out of high school.

	Before I knew it, we were pulling into my driveway. Sammy chased the truck all the way, always thinking every visitor was there to see her. Xavier got out and petted her before coming to get me. I don’t know why I wasn’t moving. I guess I was still in shock. My brain was trying to make sense of something that it never would.

	“Let’s get you in the house,” he insisted after opening the door. Sammy jumped up into the truck and sat on my lap. Xavier laughed, “now she is a therapy dog.” He gently pulled her off my lap and then helped me out of the truck before pulling me in close to him. His stubbly face was oddly comforting. The scent of his clean aftershave was, too. He looked very concerned about me so I tried to alleviate his pain by changing the subject.

	“I never thought I’d be so relieved to have a tracker on my phone.” I smiled. Thinking about it made me laugh. “So, I’m going to forgive you just this once.” I grinned again. “It’s not like you have a tracker on all my stuff.” I laughed, but he suddenly stiffened.

	“Xavier?” I paused for a second. “Where else do you have a tracker?!”

	“Who knows what Caiaphas has planned for you?” he whispered in my ear. “Think of it like I’m ADT but without the cost.” 

	“But ADT protects homes.” I looked up at him as we walked up to my porch.

	“... and, so do I. You’ll thank me later, babe. I gotta go meet up with Luke, is that okay?” He looked at me seriously as I nodded my head. Finally he kissed me long and hard on the lips before releasing me. 

	“I love you Julia,” he said very seriously and sincerely.

	“That doesn’t mean we’re done talking about this!” I said before getting to the door. You would’ve thought we were miles apart and not only a few inches, when he just turned with a smile on his face and walked back to his truck.

	“Hey! Only I get to be deaf!” I shouted as he climbed back into it. With his door shut, I couldn’t hear him laugh, but I saw his shoulders moving up and down. 

	Fantastic.

	I glanced up at the corners of the porch, not seeing any cameras, but I knew they were there somehow, some way. I just hoped there wasn’t one in my bedroom. Knowing Xavier though, he was nothing if not thorough. 

	Son of a bitch. . .  that one I will have to find and remove! 
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	he next day was Sunday, but living on a farm meant every day was a working day. So after Brian’s 3rd time of trying to wake me up,  I made it to the barn before sunrise. My father, who disguised himself as the farm’s vet, rounded up my brother and me the instant we stepped foot out of the barn. He looked nervous, and I was beginning to wonder if this had anything to do with Caiaphas? 

	“I’m thinking about coming back if your mother will have me.” He began.

	For a second, I just blinked. I was pleasantly surprised to be wrong. This wasn’t about Caiaphas after all. 

	“That’s wonderful news!” Brian was the first to gush.

	“I can’t protect her, or you guys either.” His eyes darted between the pair of us. “As just the farm’s vet anymore. Besides, my cover’s been blown. We know that now. So? What’d you think? Will you have me back?” He looked tentatively in my direction.

	“Of course Dad!” Tears began to well up in my eyes. “Of course we will!” I crashed into him with a hug.

	“Good,” he said after Brian gave him a hug, too. Honestly, he looked relieved. 

	“Umm. Dad. Can I talk to you about something?” I pulled him over to the side when Brian trekked away.

	“Anything honey.”

	“... How could you do it? How could you stomach it? Being an Other?”

	“Oh. Well, …” he paused. “It was a different time back then. Who knew if there were others like us? And how many? Why not join together?” He smiled briefly, and I just nodded. That part made sense. 

	“... And I was young. I know it’s no excuse.” His brows furrowed together. “But I was. I was a little like Xavier ... in those days, if that makes any sense?”

	Now that he said it, it did. I could easily see Xavier as a strong, no holds barred kind of Other. If it weren’t for the fact that he bonded to me. But at least Xavier still had a heart, my father, too. I was as sure about that as I was that Caiaphas didn’t. 

	“Why do you ask?” He hovered in a bit.

	“No reason,” I lied. I didn’t have the strength to tell him about the other day just yet. I felt like a failure that I couldn’t stop Caiaphas from beating the man.
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	fter a quick shower, and after I downed two bowls of Frosted Flakes, I thought I was ready to face the day. I was in a good mood. My dad was coming back, and we could be a family once again. That was if my mom would have him back. Hadn’t she, like us, missed him, too? It was probably why she never dated again. I was so in my head, washing my bowl at the sink, I didn’t look up right away.

	What the hell? What was Caiaphas’s BMW doing down there, at the end of my driveway? And why was my brother bent over his window talking to him? 

	I was so mad; I saw red. Mess with me, fine. Bring my brother into this, not okay. I jetted out of the house and down the driveway. 

	“There she is.” Caiaphas greeted me with a smile that never reached his eyes. “I was just telling your brother about you taking an internship with my company.”

	“Company? Is that what we’re calling it?” I was so flustered I spoke my mind. He just ignored me and continued, “Nice meeting you Brian. You have my card.” Then nodded at him dismissively. 

	“It’s ok. Jules, really,” Brian said before waving goodbye. 

	“What are you doing here?” I just got straight to it when it was just Maxim, Caiaphas and myself. 

	“Manners.” He clucked his tongue and I just gritted my teeth. I tried hard to control my face.

	“Not when it involves my family!”

	He just rolled his eyes. “Come with me and skip the dramatics…” I looked around for any sign of Xavier, but he wasn’t here yet. It was still too early. 

	“Julia, it’s not really a question … get in the car.” He said with a deadpan expression. I quickly tried to think of an excuse. 

	“I could always just ask your brother instead?”

	“Don’t even joke about that..” I said but he just shrugged.

	“I wasn’t.”

	“Fine,” I said as I rounded the car door and got inside. “But leave my brother out of this,” I said with more edge than I normally would have. It was Brian we were talking about. 

	“Why? He’s a very talented kid. He’d make for a great asset.” 

	I just retracted my lips and snarled. It was a quick gut reaction. 

	“Please, try to control your face. It lets people know what you’re thinking,” he hummed. The mischievous glint in his eerie eyes made me realize he was expecting my reaction.  I hated that he was right, so I tried to change the subject.

	“What’re we going to do today? More beatings?” I tried my hardest to not roll my eyes in front of him. If Xavier was intimidated by Caiaphas I knew I should be, too.

	“We’re just going to finish what we started yesterday.” He sighed.

	Great.

	Soon, we were flying down Jefferson Avenue once more. It was like Deja vu all over again. Except this time, Caiaphas stopped me from getting out when we pulled up to a bowling alley of all places. Maybe he had a change of heart? Something told me I wasn’t that lucky. 

	“There’s a man in there who owes me money, and you’re going to get it … alone.”

	He couldn’t have been serious. How was I supposed to make someone give me their money? If I couldn’t shift to protect someone, I sure as hell wouldn’t be able to do it by bullying a person. 

	“Maybe I could start off smaller… like picking up the coffee?” I knew I was just being hopeful.

	“You won’t learn that way,” he insisted. 

	“You’re not the first person to try to teach me, you know?” I just admitted it. 

	“Those people care too much to push you. Whereas I am unbiased.”

	Unbiased? Why did he always talk like he was a professor? 

	“Who am I looking for anyway?” I glanced up at the sign which read Route 19 Bowling Alley. 

	“Ask to speak to a man named Acer. Tell him Caiaphas sent you.”  

	Before I could stop my face, it seemed to say what I was thinking… Why do I have to do it if he was sitting right here? I told him I didn’t like this crap and it isn’t like one night was all the sudden going to make me a super shifter!

	“You will do this.” Caiaphas’s glare was so inhuman, so cold, for a second it gave me goosebumps. I looked at Maxim, though I wasn’t sure why. I didn’t understand why another head Other was driving Caiaphas around like an Uber Driver. He never said anything. Honestly he didn’t need to. If Caiaphas was creepy when he opened his mouth, Maxim was just as creepy when he looked at you and said nothing. He had dark sunglasses on but I could still see he was staring at me through the rearview mirror. 

	“O—kay.” I whispered more to myself. I wasn’t getting anywhere arguing with him. I was just going to walk in there, get the money and get out. Surely, this Acer guy was used to paying. Even as I said it, I knew there would be a problem. Caiaphas would never give me an easy assignment. Plus, I know it was judgy, but the name ‘Acer’ didn’t exactly scream…I do as I’m told. Hopefully, if I tried a nicer approach, he would see reason. I would just talk to him, explain how it would really be in his best interest. I know I didn’t want to see a repeat of what happened yesterday. With a deep sigh, I got out of the car and walked to the front doors.

	As I walked through the entrance, I kept  my head on a swivel. I needed to find the main desk. In front of me were twelve long bowling lanes. Each containing a seating section, shaped in a U formation.  Then behind that were shelves holding predominantly black bowling balls with a few neon colored ones throughout. I could almost imagine the clank/clunk noise of the balls hitting the glossy lanes’ floors. I remembered the thunderous sound because my dad used to take me bowling when I was a kid. Today, the place was practically empty, and I couldn’t even feel the vibrations of the balls dropping. This was a good thing. That meant fewer bowlers and therefore fewer witnesses. 

	I located the main counter to the right and headed over. I didn’t see anyone at first when I approached the desk. I hit a small bell that I couldn’t hear and waited.

	“Can I help you?” I was surprised to hear the kid that came out of a back room. He stood there, a spitting image of Ron Weasley from the Harry Potter movies. He couldn’t have been much older than me. It was weird, but I realized this was the first time I had ever seen another young shapeshifter outside of school. He raised his one eyebrow, waiting for me to say something as he walked closer to the counter. The smell of stale cigarettes trailed after him. 

	“I’m looking for a guy named Acer.” I glanced over my shoulder to the entrance. I only had so much time before Caiaphas came looking for me.

	“I’m Acer.”

	I jerked my head back. Wait. What? He was too young to be Acer, right? Then again he was a shapeshifter. 

	“Whadda want?” 

	“I’m … well … actually, I’m here to warn you.” I choked out quickly with another glance over my shoulder. “Is there another exit to this place we could use?” 

	“Whadda talkin about?” He looked me up and down as though assessing my rationality. 

	“Caiaphas told me to tell you…that ‘he sent me’.” 

	He stood still, staring for a second before just taking off. I hesitated, then followed after him like an idiot. Where the hell was he going? I followed him past the bowling lanes to our left and pool tables to our right. We were heading towards the restrooms now. He pushed open the last door, labeled ‘Staff Only’. It led into a small office with a door in the back that clearly led outside. 

	“Wait!” I yelled, but Acer was not stopping. I did the only thing I could do, keep following him. 

	The drastic sunlight from outside, compared to the darkened bowling alley, blinded my eyes so much it took me a minute to see Acer had stopped. Oh good, maybe he was tired of running; I know I was glad to stop. I went to him to try and reason but it took a minute for my brain to determine what was happening. Acer was pulling at his neck but there was nothing around it. He continued to gasp as he dropped to his knees. His eyes bulged and his lips turned blue. 

	“Help! Someone, we need help!” I screamed as I scratched at his neck but there wasn’t anything to hold onto! I didn’t know what to do, I was helplessly watching him die and I couldn’t save him. He grabbed onto me, as if begging me to help. I screamed ‘help’ one more time before his grasp weakened on my wrists and they just dropped. Then he fell straight down on his face with a thud. I couldn’t tear my eyes away as I backed up. Acer’s lifeless body was faced down on the grassy ground. There was bruising beginning to form on the back of his neck in perfect outlines of where fingers could have been. 

	I spun around just in time to see Maxim drop his extended hand and walk back to the car. I stood there frozen as Caiaphas, who was standing next to Maxim, walked towards me. 

	“Julia. I told you to teach him a lesson. Not get him killed.” Caiaphas shook his head at me as though I was the one that choked him to death. “Now we have a mess to clean up.” 

	I felt the world sway as the edges of my vision started to fade. He came closer as though he was going to catch me, then…

	Whack! 

	I didn’t hear it, but I sure felt Caiaphas slap me hard across the face. 

	“No fainting, Julia.” He looked at me like I was pathetic. 

	I glanced at him for a second, before throwing up the two bowls of Frosted Flakes I had for breakfast, all over his shoes. 

	“Well, the first is always the worst,” he told me. “But honestly you have got to stop throwing up everywhere. I would expect the “Chosen One,” he air quoted,  "to have thicker skin."

	WTF! I just watched a kid get killed. How the hell would ever get over that! How many people had he killed? “What’s going to happen to Acer?” My voice sounded far away.

	“I was going to make you handle it! Seriously, I expected more from a farm girl,” he admitted and it just made me feel sicker, as he led me back toward the car now. There were people pulling in, shapeshifters actually, I knew because I could hear them. They came out of a van and were dressed like a cleaning crew, all wearing grey bodysuits. Where did all these people come from? Was this The Core? Had they been following us around the entire time? I couldn’t look away as Caiaphas ducked my head into his car.

	“Here, wipe your face.” He produced a handkerchief from out of his pocket before taking off his shoes so one of the cleaners could take them. “Just chuck these with the rest of the mess back there.” 

	I wiped my mouth out and started to dry heave… guess I’ll need to eat light when hanging out with psychos.

	“Try not to puke in my car, Julia.” Caiaphas groaned, but all I could do was focus on my breathing.

	Then I heard a hard knock on the door’s window next to me, causing me to scream and jump simultaneously. Caiaphas swore under his breath. I looked up as the door was being yanked open. I knew those broad shoulders! 

	“Xavier!” I cried out, and before I knew it, he lifted me up out of the car. 

	“I got here as soon as I could,” he explained.

	“They killed him, Xavier. This innocent kid. He….,” tears began to prickle my eyes.

	“It’s ok, Julia. I’m here.”

	“You should know your place Xavier,” Caiaphas cracked his window to say. “I will teach her, without any of your interference.”

	And then Caiaphas was gone. He had his driver pull away. 

	“It’s okay,” Xavier whispered in my ear, but as I pulled back to search his face, I knew it wasn’t true. 
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	hen I got home, I raced to the shower. No one could see me like this, with  puke on my t-shirt and face. But there was no amount of scalding hot water and soap to wash away the filthy feeling I had. I had just watched a man get killed! And it was my fault. Without me, Caiaphas would have never tried to “teach” me a lesson, and Acer would still be alive.

	When I was out of the shower, I didn’t know what to do. I was exhausted and fell into a fitful sleep until my brother woke me for dinner. He told me, I owed him for doing my chores. I felt sick. It had to be all the trauma from Caiaphas and taking the bond, then giving it back. Plus watching a man get beaten and another get killed. It was too much for me.

	When I rejoined my family at dinner time, I was terrified. Was my family going to see me on the nightly news? Surely the cops were going to show up at our front door any second now? Right? But dinner came and went. I actually watched the news with my mother, but it was as if it never happened, I realized as the hours continued to tick by. Caiaphas was the most feared Other. And after what I witnessed, I understood why. Maybe in their world, he was untouchable?

	xxx

	“You want to talk about it?” Xavier asked the next morning. He said it so tenderly I finally lost it.

	“Hey. Hey. Hey now.” He pulled me tight against him in the truck. “It’s ok. It’s okay.” He tilted his head against mine while stroking my outer arm, but I was a mess. I was crying all over him. His black t-shirt was acting as a sponge for my tears. 

	“Who knows besides us?” I choked back my tears halfway through, and my heart seemed to flutter anxiously inside my chest. I was terrified. Who knew when they’d cart me off to prison? Shapeshifter or no shapeshifter, a man had died. 

	“Everyone... knows,” he said as delicately as possible. “It’s Caiaphas,” he muttered, and I could tell Xavier hated the man even more than before if that was possible. “Though, they don’t know your name just yet,” he mumbled against my hairline. “They’re calling you the mystery girl,” he explained, but I wasn’t comforted by this. Everyone would figure out it was me, eventually. I knew that much, and maybe they should know. Maybe that would save more lives.

	“What can I do?” he murmured once it seemed I had run out of tears. 

	“Say something, anything really, to distract me,” I mumbled against his chest.

	“Ok. Well. My mom’s already picked out our wedding colors ... hope you like red!” He snorted. “Because there’s going to be a lot of it!” He chuckled. 

	My eyes widened. Even without our marks, I still wanted to marry him and I could tell he felt the same. I was just surprised by how he changed the topic. Now another fear popped up in my head! Breaking the news to my mother. 

	“Sorry, babe, I tried to reel her in, but she was adamant. The color matches your engagement ring.” We both looked down at the garnet birthstone on my ring finger. I admired the way it twinkled in the light. “Of course she claims it’s really your choice in the end, but I think you and I know better—”

	And before I knew it, I was laughing. Without warning, I tilted my face up and kissed him. Gawd. I was the luckiest girl in the world to have him! Only Xavier could distract me and make me laugh right now. He was a Godsend. 

	“So, garnet red it is, huh?” He arched an eyebrow when we finally came back up for air. 

	“I’m actually thrilled to have your mother’s help,” I admitted. Heaven knew I didn’t have a clue as to what I was doing when it came to planning a wedding. 

	“You say that now—” He stressed, but I tilted my head back and kissed him again. The salty taste of his lips and his spearmint breath were intoxicating. I couldn’t get enough of him. His hand, which had been caressing my arm, moved up and down my back hungrily, igniting my mark, and his, too, judging by the way he stiffened and then moaned. 

	Wow. Even though I was still a bit of a mess with wet cheeks and smudged mascara, Xavier made me feel like the sexiest girl in the world. I wasn’t a murderer to him. I was his, and that was all that mattered. 
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	ow are we still able to bond?” Madeline voiced what we all had been thinking; she just beat me to it in art class, second period. 

	The dynamics of our relationship seemed to have changed since she bonded to Luke. We were all connected now.

	We were seated in the back by the couch, planning our next move. How could we break this connection with Caiaphas? So that I didn’t have to be his puppet any longer?

	“I dunno how he’s able to turn it off and on,” I admitted. “But I think it has something to do with being around him. Honestly, I dunno,” I said helplessly and hung my head. 

	“However he’s doing it, we’re in this together, Julia. I want you to know that.” Madeline reached across to squeeze my hand, surprising me. The touch felt amazingly soothing. It was the first time we’d touched since she bonded with Luke, I suddenly realized. Of course, my mark wanted me to bury the hatchet and forgive her, I could tell, but I just blinked in her direction. Maybe Jill was right? Maybe Madeline had changed? But all I could do was continue to gawk at her. The nice Madeline was going to take some time getting used to. We really were all connected now, I thought to myself.

	“We will stop this, Julia,” Xavier insisted with his arms crossed over his chest, and his brows furrowed together in concentration. But he couldn’t really promise that now could he? None of us could. 

	The rest of the day went by like a blur. How was Caiaphas able to do it? Turn our marks on and off like a switch? I didn’t know, but the world continued on anyway. Helen got on me for not paying attention in History class, and Brian must’ve already magically finished his chores by the time I got home because I didn’t see his tractor along the horizon. He wasn’t even trying to make it close at Chore Wars now that I knew he had a gift of speaking to animals, I thought to myself as I prepared the milk bottles with vitamins. At least he was willing to help out when I had to work at the cafe. 

	But by the time I made it back inside the house, the sun had already set, and I was hungry. The smell of beef stew cooking in the kitchen made my mouth water.

	“Hello, Sweetheart,” my mom managed to sign with a spatula still in hand. 

	Brian was already seated at the table. But he looked dazed, staring off at the wall. What was he thinking about in that mind of his? Maybe, how unfair it was that he didn’t have to work as hard as me. Maybe he should start helping me every day. 

	“Hi, Champ.” I sucker-punched him in the arm. But he grabbed my wrist mid-swing, quicker than I thought possible. I stood amazed at his reflexes.

	“Ok. You can let go now, you grouch.”

	He was grabbing my wrist so tight it almost hurt. 

	“Whoa. Ok. Now. Losing circulation. … What’s up with you?” I went to massage my hand when he finally released me. But he didn’t answer. He went back to staring at kitchen cabinets. 

	What was wrong with him, I wondered and I think my mom was worried, too. 

	“Bad day, Honey?” she said as she signed, but he continued to shovel down her green bean casserole like he didn’t even know we were talking to him. And then it hit me. He really didn’t know we were talking to him. It was like he suddenly didn’t understand sign language! 

	“I want more,” he said without any hand gestures, and the hair on the back of my neck stood straight up. 

	I could hear Brian, and that was not possible. Maybe it was that he was getting more power. I signed to him when my mom wasn’t looking, but he just waved me off.

	Wait a minute, this wasn’t my brother. It was another shapeshifter pretending to be him. So, where was my real brother! I felt my blood begin to race. Caiaphas. He had him. He must’ve. But was Brian, my brother, okay? It wasn’t like I could interrogate the imposter with my mother still being there. I watched in horror as the stranger gulped down another glass of sweet tea. Something about the way he was acting made it even more unsettling. 

	“Are you sure you’re ok?” I read my mother’s lips.

	“Never better,” he said without actually acknowledging her, but winked at me.

	Great. The creepy imposter had jokes. Who was this guy, anyway? One of The Core? Weren’t they supposed to be really tough? I didn’t know, and I didn’t care. 

	“Who are you … really?” I grabbed him up by the collar in the hallway after my mother retired to the family room to watch Jeopardy. “And where’s my real brother?”

	“Caiaphas told me to tell you he says hello.” He wheezed half laughing at the same time.

	“Get out of here,” I said between gritted teeth. 

	“But I was thinking I’d cuddle next to mom.”

	“Out,” I hissed under my breath. “Now.” I kept my voice down. I didn’t want to risk my mom overhearing. But I was serious, and the imposter had enough sense not to stick around.

	“Where’s Brian going?” my mom signed to me when the stranger exited the hallway. 

	“Dr. Hemstreet is delivering a calf down by the hutches … and he asked for Brian’s help.” I shrugged believably enough. But I was beginning to panic. Where was the real Brian? 

	All I could do was wait. So it goes without saying I didn’t get much sleep. Caiaphas. He had my brother, and I wanted him back. I barely touched my cereal, with my eyes glued to the clock in the kitchen. I knew Caiaphas would be waiting for me at the end of my driveway. Though if he was smart, he wouldn’t be. 

	“What did you do with him, huh? What’d you do!” I yelled, racing down the driveway, where Caiaphas’s dark-tinted BMW was waiting for me like I expected. He knew I’d figure it out. He knew I knew that was not my brother. 

	Caiaphas lowered his window in the back probably to say something dark and twisted, but I was so pissed and scared, I shoved the car. I mean I really shoved the car, and the metal gave way like it was tinfoil, leaving an impression. My hands were like wrought iron, which would have been remarkable if I actually cared. But it seemed the harder I shoved the Beamer, the harder Caiaphas laughed inside. It was unnerving. So instead of shoving the car until it flipped over and smothered Caiaphas, I put my face in the window and said as seriously as I could, “Brian,” I muttered through gritted teeth. “Where is he?”

	“Just get inside, Julia.” Caiaphas sighed. The underscore of joy in his tone didn’t match the horrific scene. I wasn’t even sure the car would run straight after I was finished with it.

	“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I told him. 

	“We both know that’s not true. You care too much for your brother and your squad of misfits, too.”

	“If you did anything to him, I swear to …”

	“Just get inside,” he said again, and for a second I faltered. He really wasn’t going to tell me! Was he not terrified by what I had just done? I knew I was!

	“Fine. But next time I’m going to shove your face!”

	“I don’t doubt it,” he assured me, trying hard not to smile openly. Was this cat crazy??

	Either way, I knew he wasn’t going to tell me anything standing outside his busted-up car, as I reluctantly came around the back and got inside. The space was tight given what I had just done to the side of the car, and I think in some sick way, Caiaphas preferred it that way. Didn’t he understand the concept of personal space? 

	“There. There, Julia.” He went to pat my hand, but I was repulsed and quickly yanked it away. After a moment he continued. “Your brother will be right as rain and back home in no time,” he promised as the car slowly pulled away from the curb. 

	I may have been deaf, but I could almost hear the sound of metal scraping against the pavement as we drove off. It had to have something to do with the vibration of the broken car. 

	“Where are we going anyway?” I just huffed. 

	“Not far,” he promised. “At least not in this car anyway.” He snickered as if he didn’t have a care in the world. How many BMWs did he own anyway? Because this one wasn’t going to last much longer, I thought satisfyingly. 

	“Julia. You need to understand your full potential.”

	“Oh. Geez. Not this again.” I just rolled my eyes.

	“I could be your mentor,” he offered. “You could be my protégé.” He interlaced his long thin fingers and rested them on his lap.

	“Umm, no.” I quickly shot him down. When was he going to realize that no means no? 

	“You’ll come around … You’ll see,” he said lightly.

	“Oh, no. Not this again.” I dropped my head back against the headrest. 

	“Oh, yes.” His eyes seemed to glitter greedily. We both knew what he was talking about. The bond, or lack thereof. 

	“How do you do it, anyway? How do you stop us from bonding?” I couldn’t resist, and it seemed that neither could he. 

	“You’re not the only one with gifts you know.” He hummed happily. Gah! He was freaking irritating. 

	“I’ll ask you to think about it, but we both know I don’t need to ask,” he said when my school’s tall white bell tower popped out through the trees. Oh, hell. What was he going to do at my school? More fear set in as we looped around the long circular entrance. But I was surprised when he just pulled up to the door and told me to have a nice day. Granted, it was said with a chuckle, while suggesting it would be anything but. 

	“And Brian?” I asked. 

	“Julia, you might have more success with your gifts if you would just learn to control your emotions.”

	I wanted to tell the psycho that maybe I could control my emotions better if some lunatic wouldn’t hold my bond and brother hostage, but I just continued to stare at him, waiting for an answer. 

	“I guess that’s a start.”

	It was his turn to roll his eyes. 

	“Your brother will be home when you return from school,” he said as I got out, and I swore everyone in the parking lot turned to stare, but not at me. No, they were staring at the busted-up car. I couldn’t help but smirk. I really needed to focus on how I was able to do that. 

	“What happened?” Xavier said, with real alarm in his voice, as he crossed the parking lot. “You weren’t at your house, and now you show up in that?”

	“Caiaphas,” I groaned as I collapsed into his strong arms, and although he smelled sexy, and I felt utterly protected pinned against his chest, my mark was unable to flourish like usual. It was like there was a disconnection. 

	“Oh, no.” Xavier must have felt it, too. 

	“Yeah, I know,” I hissed. 

	“And what did he do to his car? He didn’t try to … intimidate you, did he?” His tone shifted, but I just had to laugh. 

	“What? I don’t understand.” He held me back to look at me. 

	“Caiaphas didn’t do that,” I said sheepishly. My face turned from light pink to bright red in a second. 

	“I don’t understand,” he said. 

	“He took Brian,” I explained, regaining some of my initial anger from before. My fists tightened into tiny balls. Brian better be home after school and okay, too, or I would shove Caiaphas like I shoved his car. 

	“What?” Xavier hissed. “He took him!” This seemed to upset him just as much as it had me.

	“Yeah.”

	“... and the car?” Xavier continued, clearly mystified. 

	“That was my reaction,” I said as delicately as possible. “I may have … lost my temper.” I slowly cringed. 

	“You,” he enunciated. “You. Did that?” he stressed. 

	“He took Brian,” I tried to quickly explain. My face was now scarlet red. “And I kind of just lost it—”

	“Julia! That’s sick!” he said, and my face just fell. Oh, hell. He was going to think I was a freak, too!

	“... We’ve been trying to get you to shift like this for months!” He wrapped his big biceps around me for a bear hug and tilted me from side to side happily. My mark may have not been able to feel it, but my heart did.

	“So, you’re not? … afraid of me?” I murmured into his shoulder. 

	“God. No … I couldn’t be more proud of you, babe,” he said, and my shoulders visibly relaxed under his touch. 

	“Apparently, if I get angry enough I’m able to shift.” I snorted, and then he laughed with me. 

	“Come on.” He finally released me. “Let’s go tell the others. My chick’s a badass!” he said with glee, and I just beamed. 
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	he rest of the day, I was on cloud nine. Everyone was excited for me. Spirits were high even though we couldn’t bond and didn’t know how long it would be until we would be back out of Caiaphas’s grip. 

	Still, imagine my relief when at the end of the day, I saw my brother’s familiar broad shoulders out in the field. No matter how strong Brian looked physically, he still had a baby face that made me want to pinch his cheeks and kiss him madly.

	“Ok. Ok.” He mouthed after I ran into his arms and squeezed the breath out of him. 

	I held him back at arm’s length to get a good look at him. “It’s you right? I mean I saw you heading in the direction of the tractor and assumed—”

	“Yeah. Yeah. It’s me,” he signed. “So you can stop squeezing me to death.” He cracked a smile. 

	“Are you ok?” I asked. “He didn’t do anything to you, did he?” My face tightened around the edges. I couldn’t imagine. “Because I’ll kill him. I really will,” I said. After the car incident this morning, who knew what I was capable of? Though murder was still a bit of a stretch. 

	“Geez, sis. Breathe,” he said. “I’m good. Great actually.”

	“Great?” I repeated. How could he be … great?

	“Yeah. No worries. Caiaphas just took me to dinner.” He shrugged. 

	“What?” I hissed. “He took you where? … And you went … willingly?” I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

	“Yeah, to Miller’s downtown.”

	“But you were gone!” My face was beginning to redden. Was he being serious right now? “And your … replacement,” I tried to find the right wording. “Was creepy!”

	“Caiaphas thought it was best.” He shrugged again. “And I had some questions.” His face turned a light pink. 

	“You had questions!” I hissed. Had he up and lost it?

	“He’s really been there, you know?” he signed next.

	Was he on crack? And what did he mean by that … had there been other times?

	“Can’t you imagine how worried I’ve been?” I continued. 

	“Yeah. But I’m fine now, so you can stop,” he said, as if! 

	“Well. We got chores to do.” He tried to change the subject, but my mind kept going back to, he had “questions.”

	Why couldn’t he direct those “questions” to someone like my dad instead? I huffed to myself as he turned and walked away. 

	Speaking of dad, my mom finally broke down at dinner.

	“Something has come up,” she said as delicately as possible after we said grace at mealtime.

	“And I’m not sure how you two are going to take it.” She struggled with the wording as she passed the rolls. 

	Were we finally having the conversation? Did dad finally shift back as himself and ask my mom if she’d have him again?

	“You’re dad’s still … alive,” she signed cautiously to the chest. 

	Yep. We were having that conversation. 

	“What?” I put on my best shocked face. Brian tried to do the same. Though he was terrible at it. His eyes held no surprise. 

	Poor mom. We were horrible children. But what else could we say? Yes, Mom, we know he’s back. Oh, and yeah, he’s a shapeshifter, too! If we said that right now, she’d think we were nuts! Though I did hope one day we could tell her, and be a family again in every way possible. Just think, no more secrets. 

	“And I plan on meeting with him over drinks next week. I just wanted to talk to you kids first.”

	“Go for it!” Brian belted out.

	And the Oscar goes to anyone, but Brian. 

	“Well, that was … easy.” My mom just widened her eyes.

	“Julia?” She turned to me next, the sensible one. 

	“Where’s he been all this time?” I tried to say something I knew my younger self would say. Though it made my stomach turn. I didn’t like hiding anything from my mom. Besides, I knew where dad had been all this time. Looking over the farm from a distance, in a sad ghostly way. He had never really left us, I knew that now. And I had gotten over being angry at him, too. 

	“I dunno Honey. He said it’s been … difficult.”

	Well, that much was true. Understatement of the year actually, I wanted to add.

	“I think it sounds fabulous.” Real tears flooded my eyes, and she smiled with relief. She had missed my father, too. 

	The rest of the evening was uneventful, but with mom being in her head, probably thinking about dad, it was a lot quieter. Which was saying something coming from me, but we all went to bed early that night with dad in our heads. I still had trouble sleeping with thoughts fighting between how I was able to shift and wondering when I would be able to bond again, and picturing dad back. It was no wonder  sleep didn’t come easily.

	I was late the next morning and running around like a chicken with its head cut off. Brian was back. The real Brian, so he tried to help me. I had known for several weeks now that my brother’s gift was talking to animals, just a younger version of Dr. Doolittle himself, I guess. Yet I still couldn’t hear my brother. It was very frustrating. Why couldn’t I? I had wondered for days on end. It would just make things between us so much easier, and honestly, I missed hearing his voice, too. 

	I guess I’d have to keep on wondering though, I realized as I brushed my teeth frantically. I, of course, could not talk to animals. So, I had to get a baby calf on the bottle this morning, something new calves sometimes have to do. Who knew when I might get kicked in the gut by a reluctant calf? Who knew how to tell the baby it was going to be okay? Brian. Brian knew. The cheater!

	I was busy rolling my eyes at myself when I heard it. The clink clank sound of something hitting against the ceramic sink below. Being deaf means you don’t hear things like these. Normally, when I washed out the little bottles there was a void. A peaceful silence. Unless of course, you were a shapeshifter. Those guys I heard just fine, whether I wanted to or not. I searched for the source of the sound again. 

	I could’ve been mistaken, but it sounded like it was coming from my engagement ring. I marveled at the blood red garnet stone on my ring finger and then gently clanked the silver band against the sink once more. It rang out as clear as day, causing the hair on the back of my neck to stand straight up. 

	This wasn’t good. In fact, this was very bad. The ring had to be some kind of shift. Though I knew that to be impossible. Xavier had put the ring on me himself, the band used to be his grandmother’s, but he had his birthstone added to it. So imagine my surprise, and horror when I realized I could hear it. 

	Was this because of Caiaphas? It had to have been! I tried to slip the ring off, but it wouldn’t budge. In fact it seemed like the more I tried to twist it off, the more it tightened. I tried running it under some cold water to no avail. It was on there for good. Was this how he stopped us from bonding with each other? By touching the ring? Somehow turning it on and off like some kind of spell? It made sense the more I thought about it. 

	xxx

	“You think he did what to your ring?” Xavier spat when he picked me up later. He was just as appalled as I was. The ring had been in his family for generations.

	“Created some kind of shift around it. I dunno.” I whispered. “All I know is I can hear it, and that’s not normal,” I stressed as I stared out at the road. We were already at the school and circling around for a parking spot.

	“Let me see it, maybe I can figure out how to get his shift off it.” 

	“Can’t. It won’t come off. Believe me. I tried everything.”

	“That son of a—

	“Yep.” I nodded again. 

	“Let’s go,” he said and slammed his door shut on the way out. Now, that I couldn’t hear, but feel, man was he pissed. 

	“I’m sorry.” He said as he took me by the hand and we crossed the parking lot. His broad shoulders visibly relaxed. “I just don’t like how he’s using you. It makes me feel … helpless?” He cringed at the wording.

	“I know.” Was all I could say, as I tightened my grip on his hand, and let him lead me to the door. 

	xxx

	“So how do we destroy the ring?” Madeline asked as soon as Luke and I walked into second period art class.

	“Destroy it! Now, wait a minute!” I must’ve shouted because Helen turned to look at me from the front of the class. We were back by the sinks huddled together talking about an “art project.”

	“I’m good,” I signed to Helen with a grin plastered on my face. It helped that Meg, who knew how to sign, too, was there signing a bunch of art nonsense. It kept Helen at bay. 

	“Yeah. We’ve got to destroy it. Duh,” Madeline said. 

	It was times like these when I was reminded of Madeline’s old self. The one who wasn’t bonded to my best friend. All I could do now was just roll my eyes.

	“Help me out.” I turned to Xavier. Surely he’d defend me. He had given me the ring after all.

	“I’m with Madeline …” He shrugged. “Why not destroy it?”

	“What?” I hissed. “But it’s a family heirloom.”

	“Babe. I’ll get you another. My mom’s got tons.” 

	Well, that made me feel … silly.

	“Ok. Good.” Madeline continued right along where she had left off. It was kind of annoying. “How do we destroy it?” she asked again, turning to Luke, but he just shrugged with the rest of us.

	“Well, you’re not going to cut off my finger, that’s for damn sure.” I made a joke, and everyone laughed, but Madeline. 

	“What?” I glared at her.

	“Hey. It’s not like we weren’t all thinking it.” She quietly sulked. 

	“No, no we weren’t.” Both Luke and Xavier  looked at her in shock.

	“What I don’t get is, why is Caiaphas leaving himself so vulnerable?” Jacob piped up. He was so quiet I almost forgot he was standing there next to Meg. Jacob was the youngest of them but just as equally talented. I often marveled at his creations in the back closet, a magical place where the shapeshifters shifted scenes and basically hung out. 

	“What do you mean?” I asked first, since everyone else began to mumble under their breath and nod their heads. 

	“If it’s true, and that really is some type of shift. Caiaphas’s shift.” Luke stressed. “He could die.”

	“... if we destroy it,” Madeline added. 

	“How?” I asked, trying hard not to sound like a skeptic because it sounded too easy. Not the destroying part. We still didn’t know how to do that just yet, with it being fastened to my hand.

	“Well,” Xavier joined in. His forehead creased in thought. “It’s an extension of himself. If it’s true.” He nodded down at the ring on my hand. “And he’s shifting a piece of himself on you, and you destroy it, you destroy Caiaphas.”

	“So, do you really need that finger?” Madeline turned to me again. It wasn’t funny knowing she was still serious.

	“He can’t know, we know,” Xavier said, trying to just ignore Madeline’s suggestion.

	“Agreed.” Luke nodded. “We need him to keep shifting a piece of himself around the ring. It’s our best chance at defeating him.”

	“So, for now, you want me to do … what he says?” I sputtered out. Were they nuts? “He’s killed people!” The thought made me sick, and honestly, a little bit scared, too. The memories of Caiaphas and my time together still gave me nightmares. 

	“It’s the only way.” Luke locked eyes with mine, and Meg slowly shook her head in agreement, right along with Bailey, and the rest of them standing there. 

	“Maybe, this is the way we finally destroy the Others?” she said in almost a whisper. 

	“He can’t know.” Xavier ended the conversation abruptly. “Sorry, babe.”
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	wo days had passed, and I had nothing but nagging thoughts. Helen kept asking me what was wrong but telling her I was trying to decide if cutting off my finger or obeying a raging lunatic was out of the question. She kept telling me I looked tired, but who wouldn’t be tired in my situation.

	“We’re going on a little… trip,” Caiaphas said to me the next day after school. Xavier and I had just pulled up in the truck at the end of my driveway. I noticed Caiaphas had already replaced his busted-up BMW with another black and sleeker version. I didn’t know the model. They were all too fancy for me. But when he said the word “trip,” I turned to glare at Xavier. Were we really doing this? Were we really going to go along with whatever Caiaphas said? But Xavier just winked in response. I guess we were.

	“Where to?” I turned back to Caiaphas. At this point, I was just rolling with it.

	“Vegas,” he said.

	“What! I can’t just go to Vegas!” I blurted out. “My mom would never allow it! I’d be gone for days!”

	“Julia. We’re shapeshifters...” Xavier felt the need to add. I just turned to glare at him. Whose side was he on anyway?

	“He’s right,” Caiaphas agreed. “We can find you a replacement. I have someone in mind—”

	“Sir, if I may,” Xavier interjected. “How about Luke? He’s reliable.” His face sort of pinched when he said it. “Don’t tell him I said that,” he murmured under his breath to me. 

	“Fine. Fine. No worries.” Caiaphas clapped. “You and I, we leave tonight,” he told me. “I have my jet waiting and ready to go.”

	“Sir, she won’t go without me,” Xavier insisted again. 

	Thank goodness! I clung to one of his biceps. If I had to do this, I would choose to do it with him.

	“What I mean is, you’ll never get her up in that tin can without me. She’s afraid of heights.”

	Oh. Hell. He was right, I was! The thought didn’t cross my mind until now. 

	“And I’m a great distraction.” He smirked. I would have rolled my eyes if I wasn’t still stuck on the fact that I still had to go on a plane.

	Caiaphas must have been able to see the fear in my eyes because he agreed. 

	“Maybe, it is best,” Caiaphas agreed more quickly than I had expected. “Plus, it looks as though you guys need to bond,” he said with a sadistic sparkle in his eyes.

	“My thoughts exactly,” Xavier said quickly. “Let’s get you packed.” He steered me away.
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	he airport was busy, and I looked around in a fog. My eyes glossed over the brightly lit stores as I was led through a maze of people toward the TSA security line. I clung to the side of Xavier’s broad chest until I couldn’t; like when I had to take off my shoes or place all my belongings in a bucket before the x-ray machine, but after that I quickly fastened myself to his side again. Man, I hated flying.

	“It’s going to be ok,” Xavier murmured in my ear as we made our way through the gate, out the door, and down the stairs to a small white jet below. Great. I had heard turbulence was even worse on smaller aircrafts. 

	“I’ve gotcha Julia. I’ve got you.” He assured me, and even though my mark couldn’t feel him rubbing my back tenderly, my heart still could. He really did love me.

	“This way!” Caiaphas backpedaled a bit, in the direction of the private jet. He really was the only one happy about the flight. It made me wonder what this trip was going to entail as I slowly climbed the steps up into the small plane. 

	I was greeted by a beautiful and quite younger-looking brunette stewardess who asked for our jackets. Judging by the way her eyes took in Xavier behind me, she would’ve liked to ask for more than his coat, but he pretended not to notice. Can’t blame her for trying. He really was sexy. I wasn’t sure how the cosmos brought us together, but I was glad they did at times like these! 

	“Let’s find you a seat.” He murmured next as we continued down the aisle. 

	That wasn’t hard to do with there only being four seats. The seats were set up like a dining room table with two seats facing each other and an aisle down the middle. Although they were roomy, and none of them were side by side, Xavier sat across the aisle from me so we were both facing the cockpit because we were closer than if he would have sat directly in front of me. The seats were lux, but the walls felt like they were closing in on me. I was sure with it being Caiaphas, the jet was expensive.

	Xavier was already reaching across the aisle to hold my hand when the jet began to pull away from the terminal. Caiaphas, who had been up in the cockpit till now, boldly sat across from me in the chair facing my direction. It was on him if I got sick, I thought with some satisfaction.

	“Just think kid, all this could be yours.” He motioned around him. “If you stick with me,” he bragged as my eyes just bulged out at him. 

	“Caiaphas. Look at her. A jet is the last thing she would want to have,” Xavier said, and I swear his lips moved to say jackass to himself a second later, but Caiaphas was not looking, and his mood would not be unlightened.

	“You get the idea,” Caiaphas sighed lightly.

	It was a long flight from Pittsburgh to Vegas, as in extremely long! I thought the flight was only going to take two hours, but because of the time zones it ended up being almost five, and my phone kept messing up. I swear at one point it said it was 1986. 

	I assumed the food was better than on a regular plane. We obviously didn’t have to wait long to get our root beer and Coke. Though Caiaphas was surprised we weren’t happy to accept his offer of alcohol, I was happy that Xavier had passed. He just laughed as I ate my feelings away the entire trip. The shrimp cocktail tasted extremely fresh, and the crab cakes were heavenly. Plus I don’t know which I enjoyed more: my slice of key lime pie or the several bites of Xavier’s Peach Cobbler a la mode, I kept stealing.

	Aside from eating, we watched two blockbusters that weren’t even out at the movies yet. Besides the flight taking longer than expected, it was actually okay, and most of that was thanks to Xavier. 

	Of course, he sat up in his seat a bit more on the descent down. I tried to grimace/smile for him. I don’t think he was buying it at this point, but I couldn’t help it, we were moving so fast. I gripped my chair’s armrests and closed my eyes, waiting for touchdown. My ears popped, and then there was a big jerk followed by a couple of smaller jerks, and shortly after the jet slowed and it was finally over. Hallelujah!
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	ell, that was epic!” Caiaphas snorted, but I didn’t care. I was just relieved to be on the ground once more. I swallowed and briefly closed my eyes again. “Welcome to Vegas you two, what should we do first!”

	“We need to bond,” Xavier was the first to say it.

	“Oh. No. Not until I get what I want,” Caiaphas said greedily, and my stomach churned all over again. Great, I am not even off the plane and now the real fear begins.

	“Look at her. She’s weak,” Xavier said almost at a beg, and it wasn’t in his personality to beg. 

	“It won’t be much longer.” Caiaphas drummed his fingers together and glanced out his side window.

	Xavier just turned red in the face. If he could have, I think he would have strangled Caiaphas right then and there. That wasn’t possible though because although I hadn’t seen what special abilities Caiaphas had, he became the leader somehow. Plus he was, like always, with a  bodyguard. Our best chance was this ring, I looked down at my finger. We were all tied to it now. 

	“Let’s go.” Caiaphas got up abruptly, ending the conversation for good. “There’s a strawberry daiquiri with my name on it back at the hotel!” he called on his way out of the jet. 

	“Remember, we need to do what he says,” Xavier whispered to me as we left. 

	Vegas was bright, or at least that was my first impression of the city. I had to squint my eyes the minute I stepped off the plane. The place was located in a desert after all. 

	It was like a blur walking towards our luggage. And even though we all had carry-ons, we stopped when Caiaphas walked up to a man who was wearing a well-tailored navy blue suit and shook his hand. They weren’t too far in front of us, and Caiaphas turned to make sure we were following as they headed out the door. Parked illegally was what looked like a brand new black Lincoln Navigator. We sat in the middle section on the tan leather seats as Caiaphas whispered to his friend/chauffeur. 

	Caiaphas began pointing out famous landmarks, as if we cared. To an outsider, it would appear as if Caiaphas was a gracious host if it were not for the small sleazy smile on his face. 

	Though if you have never been to Vegas, it was hard not to be mesmerized by the city. It wasn’t long, even with the element of doom on the horizon that my face was glued to the passenger side window, as we passed the MGM Hotel and the famous show in front of The Bellagio. But my favorite was the replica of The Eiffel Tower on South Las Vegas Boulevard. 

	I had to say, I was surprised when we pulled up to the Treasure Island Hotel. Not that it wasn’t grand because it looked like it touched the sky from the curb below. It was a sandy tan-colored building with windows shooting up for miles, and a big replica of a majestic ship out front. It just didn’t scream … I’m here to cause trouble or in other words … Caiaphas. I am not exactly sure which hotel I thought did that, but not Treasure Island. Caiaphas seemed to read my mind and said.

	“The man I want you to meet is a regular here. I am more of a Venetian man myself,” he said as he headed towards the front of the casino.

	I turned to Xavier and gave him a halfway look between what and who cares, but he just grimaced and put his arm out as if to say let’s just get this over with.

	The check-in line was crazy, people were lined up like they do at your favorite ride at the local amusement park. It practically circled the casino and went out the door, but Caiaphas breezed past the other tourists to the annoyance of most of them, went to the side, and spoke to a staff member. The manager came out with his room cards and two large men in hotel uniforms. I don’t know why I was surprised by the treatment but dang, even in Vegas? People were looking at us like celebrities, and I swear more eyes lingered on Xavier than the rest of us, which wasn’t surprising. 

	We were led past the waiting people and entered the casino. To get to our rooms, we had to go through the casino itself. I wasn’t sure if we didn’t have the two bodyguards/security leading us that I would be able to find it on my own. I was distracted by the gift shops we passed, all the slot machines, a small sectioned off room filled with TVs, and a restaurant before we came across two other men standing in front of a bank of elevators. They were checking for room cards, but let us pass since we came with security and who took us up to the 30th floor. Great … more heights. 

	Xavier must have noticed I was pale white and queasy because he wrapped an arm around my back to steady me. 

	Caiaphas just piped up, “I expect better from you, darling.”

	“Does that mean I can go home then?” I said, earning a laugh from Xavier. 

	“No, really,” I mumbled.

	The elevator doors pulled back, and in a way I was relieved. Even though I knew it would get a lot worse before it got better. There had to be windows in this place with death defying views. I wouldn’t know yet, we were still in the hallway leading into the room. Very muscular men dressed in all black were waiting for us by the door. How predictable what they choose to shift as! When they could have looked like anything. But then again maybe they weren’t shapeshifters, and then again, maybe they were and needed to blend in.

	“Oh, watch dear. There’s a step,” Caiaphas said ever so smoothly as he took my hand, and we pushed through the hotel suite’s doorway. And then I gasped. Not at the room, which was grand, and not because of the windows either, that seemed to extend out past the lights of the city to the desert, no I gasped because he took me by the hand. He had lifted the shift off of my finger, and then I knew for sure … but did he know, that I knew?

	He and Xavier were staring at me. I looked at both of them and then went back to the room.

	“It’s great, but there is only one bed, where are we all staying?” I said and even though that wasn’t why I gasped, it was a question that needed to be answered. 

	A deep roaring laugh came out of Caiaphas that made me jump.

	“No need to worry, I have attained three of these suites. I have one, and depending on your virtue, you two can decide what to do with the other two,” he said with a wink at Xavier. Neither Xavier nor I looked anywhere but the floor.

	“We leave at dusk,” Caiaphas said. “You know what to do.” He looked between the two of us, before swiftly exiting the room, though he didn’t leave us alone. 

	“Do you think he knows?” Xavier signed surprisingly well. I forgot he could sign! For a second, I was so distracted I confused him. He tried again, this time looking less sure of what he was doing.

	“Sorry.” I shook my head slightly. “I can’t be sure,” I signed back. With a security man standing by the door, I realized why we needed to talk in code. I was just … impressed again at how well Xavier could sign. Did he learn that just for me?

	“Focus.” Xavier must’ve noticed that I was distracted. “We need to bond.” He gently took my hand, but the instant we touched, I cried out. My hand felt like it had been stung by a jellyfish’s tentacles, and the prickly feeling continued up my arm and then extended out through the rest of my body. Like some kind of electrical shockwave shooting down my spine. It was my mark, and it was not happy. I bit down on my lip, hard and my eyes began to water. We had gone without the touch before, but it never felt like this!  Xavier may have been a manly man, but even he stiffened like the air had been kicked out of him. 

	Maybe it hurt so much because of Caiaphas? Maybe him turning us on and off had an effect on our marks? 

	“Damn it, Julia.” Xavier snapped me out of my thoughts again. “That hurt.” He shook out his hand and winced again.

	“Well. It’s not my fault!” I said.

	We were bickering like an old married couple, which would’ve been funny if it weren’t so serious. 

	He lowered his voice and said, “This is why we do what he says. Whether we like it or not.” He softened. 

	I knew he was right. Whatever Caiaphas was going to make me do. I had to because it was literally killing us. 

	“It’s going to hurt, but if we’re going to do this, we’re doing it right,” he said, as he pulled me down on the couch over top of him. 

	“Dang.” I gritted my teeth until I didn’t… what felt like one long minute later, the zingy, snappy touch slowly dissipated, and I sunk into his arms. 

	“You see?” He breathed against my neck, sending warm goosebumps down my chest. “That wasn’t so bad, ay?” he murmured, while the tip of his nose followed up my hairline, and his lips softly grazed my neck. The tantalizing, but innocent touch made my mark slowly begin to throb. I wanted him, and he wanted me, too, but this wasn’t exactly the right venue, and I could tell he agreed. 

	“Well, don’t stop because of me.” Caiaphas seemed to appear out of thin air. “No, really. I do enjoy a good show,” he said, and that was that. I slid off of Xavier. 

	Xavier had his stoic mask on again, the one he wore often around Caiaphas. I wish I was able to be so impassive. Every emotion seemed to play on my face before I could even open my mouth, but Xavier could turn it off at the flip of a switch. Although, I think I made it harder. 

	“It’s time.” Caiaphas fussed with one of his silver cuff links. It was the first time I noticed what he was wearing. He was dressed in a black tux with black satin lapels. He looked downright dapper for a nut case.

	“Your dress is already hanging up in the bathroom.” He tilted his head in the direction of the room opposite the living room. “So chop, chop.”

	Xavier went to get up, but Caiaphas stopped him before he could. “No, not you. It’s just me and the girl tonight—”

	“You might find it easier for her to shift if I am there.” Xavier tried to persuade Caiaphas, but Caiaphas quickly held up his hand and laughed slightly. 

	“She shifts just fine when given the proper motivation. You distract her, she will be too worried about you to focus on me. She needs to focus on helping me so she can come back to you,” he said the last part with a smile, but there wasn’t any humor in his eyes. 

	“I can do this,” I said to Xavier, locking eyes with him to let him know I understood what was on the line. The ring, and the power it represented. 

	“... of course you can,” he said, though he didn’t look a hundred percent certain that was the best idea.

	“Are we done here?” Caiaphas lifted his eyebrows, clearly not really caring.

	The black dress, Caiaphas picked out for me, was  full of sequins … a lot, I mean, a lot of sequins. I had never worn something so extravagant, or so … sluty before. But it was worth it judging by Xavier’s face. He must have thought I looked good by the way he kept looking me up and down. Of course, his face fell when Caiaphas reached out for my arm, and I stole one more glance towards him on our way out. There goes the one person here who cares about my well-being. I can do this, I have to do this, I repeated to myself trying to get myself into the right frame of mind as I got into the elevator. The ride down was just about as good as the ride up, but this time I didn’t have Xavier there to console me.
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	aiaphas looked at me and whispered, “Smile,” through his teeth when the elevator doors retracted back open. 

	Why, I thought? Were people watching us? “You are here with me,” he stressed, as though he could read my mind. Well, if that’s all I had to do tonight, was smile, I’d oblige. But when I smiled it came out more like a grimace. Who was I kidding, putting on a brave face was one thing, but pretending to enjoy it was a skill level that I did not have. 

	We walked out onto the floor of the casino. I couldn’t actually hear the slot machines, but just seeing them brought back a memory from my childhood. My dad, of all people, showed me how to play Keno once, a game where you wagered on how many numbers you can guess right in a line. I was literally eight at the time, and now thinking back on it, I’m not sure how he managed to get me in the casino in the first place. But that didn’t stop me from feeling a bit nostalgic when we passed by the machines. Where was my dad right now? I could really use him!

	I thought maybe Caiaphas was leading me to a blackjack table when we rounded the room, but we passed right by the kidney-style tables toward a small roped-off section leading into a bigger room. This room looked like where the serious gamblers go to play. Here, people were wearing sunglasses. We didn’t stop there though, we left through a set of double doors, and I realized I was heading to the “behind the scenes” of the casino. Though, I wasn’t sure why I had to wear these uncomfortable and overly high heels to end up down this dark hallway. We continued down a long hallway passing many doors until we reached the last one. There were a set of double doors that were already propped open, and you could actually see the smoke billowing out. I coughed from the amount of cigarette smoke permeating through the air. Caiaphas patted my back as though he was actually concerned. I was pretty sure this was not how he envisioned introducing his “protégée.” 

	Once I had a moment to adjust, I honed in on a table in the center of the room. It had a dealer and was surrounded by six other people. Shapeshifters? I didn’t know. Once I was able to hear one of them curse and the others laugh, then I did. I don’t know why it mattered. I think I just associated shapeshifters, especially ones that Caiaphas knew, as bad.

	“Caiaphas!” someone yelled from the table, jarring me out of my rant. The sharply dressed man quickly stood at the table causing the rest of them to look up, too. To my astonishment, I watched as the rest of them followed suit. Was I the only one not impressed with The Other? I pondered this as most of the men took their seats again.

	“Caiaphas, my dear friend.” A robust man in his fifties with sandy blond hair, a ruddy face, and a lighter goatee greeted him with open arms. Unlike the rest of the men that were dressed in suits, the man wore faded blue jeans, a white untucked button-down shirt, and a leather jacket.

	“Chuck,” Caiaphas said curtly. 

	I was just impressed that the man didn’t bow down and worship him, and then the man literally bent over and kissed Caiaphas’s hand. These people weren’t Caiaphas’s friends, I realized. These people were his followers or worked for him in some fashion. Which made me wonder why I was here again? 

	“Chuck, this is Julia, Julia, this is Chuck,” Caiaphas said politely and then glared at Chuck and said, “you and I need to talk.” And I could almost hear the man swallow.

	“But of course.” He bowed again. 

	“Somewhere… a little more private,” Caiaphas continued. 

	Oh. No. This didn’t sound good. I thought as I glanced over my shoulder back towards the way out. Of course, maybe he didn’t want me to join him for this part?

	But as they headed towards a door that continued further on instead of the way we came, Caiaphas looked at me.

	“Follow us, Julia.”  He motioned me down another dark hallway. 

	I knew I needed to go, but suddenly I was stuck. I could hear the conversation with my friends replaying in my mind, but I was also picturing Acer laying on the ground. Saying I could do this and actually doing it were two different things. The man looked terrified and rightly so. It was Caiaphas. He wasn’t the let’s talk type. 

	Caiaphas paused, and with great calmness slowly walked back to me. “Do you want to see Xavier again?” 

	What? What was he talking about? I’m sure the shock and confusion played on my face. I knew I hadn’t been so great at this but he couldn’t kill Xavier. Because that meant he’d be killing me, too!

	As my face continued to scrunch up trying to grasp what he meant, he continued, “With all his fingers?” he smoothly added as though it would be no concern to him. As though he was asking me if I would like fries with my burger or should he just leave them off. 

	No…he could not leave them off. And yes I wanted Xavier with all his fingers...sicko! 

	He stood with his cold eyes staring unblinkingly back at me.

	“... fine.” My shoulders dropped, my heartbeat increased, and I followed along. 

	They went out the door labeled exit. When I opened the door, I realized we were in the back of the casino. I was picking up the rear, so I didn’t hear all of their conversation but I noticed it was getting louder and louder, or at least Chuck was. Caiaphas remained as cool as a cucumber as if it were just another night stroll in the park. 

	“Just admit it, Chuck.” I caught the tail end of the conversation. “You thought you wouldn’t get caught. You thought you could just take what’s mine.”

	“No! I swear!” the man cried, probably because his life depended on it. He must also know what Caiaphas was capable of. 

	“You have to pay Chuck. I can’t allow people to think they can just take from me,” Caiaphas said emotionlessly. “Isn’t that right, Julia?” 

	I had finally caught up by now. They had both stopped, but I was still standing slightly behind Caiaphas. I had no idea what exactly he thought I would be doing to Chuck. Was I supposed to push him into paying? I felt my heart begin to race. Of course, me pushing him would be better than Caiaphas shooting him. I really couldn’t watch another person get killed! Just the thought gave me the courage to walk towards the man. But as I went to step in front of the guy, I was pushed back by an invisible force. I didn’t know-how, before I could even register it, I was suddenly picked up and pinned in the air by my neck with my limbs dangling below me. I clawed at the invisible force around my neck, but it was no good, I couldn’t break free. Someone or something was strangling me, the grip was tightening, and I started to gasp for air.

	“Maybe I did think I could get away with it, huh?” the man I knew as Chuck muttered below me, but as my eyes began to water, I realized he wasn’t talking to me, but Caiaphas. Caiaphas, who was also in the same predicament! 

	My eyes bulged as fear swept through me. If this man could do this to Caiaphas, I was screwed. And why was his security detail just standing there? Were they in on it? But then I saw Caiaphas wave them off as his face turned pinker. I panicked as my throat began to close further. The scene around me was beginning to fill with black dots, like a T. V. when you choose the wrong channel. But then Xavier's face popped into my mind and my mark reacted on its own. … Xavier. My mark gave a sickly little shiver. He was dying, too. I could feel it … and somehow knowing that changed something in me. I started to claw at the invisible force. I was drawing on some kind of strength. Xavier’s perhaps or my love for him? I didn’t know but my view suddenly widened again. I was coming back to the surface, to the astonishment of everyone around me.

	“Die already bitch.” The man I knew as Chuck, continued to outstretch his hand in my direction, but I felt powerful as I latched onto his invisible grip around my neck, and yanked it off. 

	I fell to the floor, gasping to catch my breath. 

	Caiaphas must have fallen, too, because he lay on the floor wheezing. “That’s my girl.”

	Chuck shrank back, bracing his arm in bewilderment. 

	“Finish it,” Caiaphas said in my ear. 

	It wasn’t until then that I realized Chuck was terrified of me. I wasn’t the only one that could feel my power. I could see it in all of their faces, even the guards.

	“Do it.” Caiaphas breathed against my neck, and it broke my concentration, and then I realized what Caiaphas wanted. 

	But I wasn’t that kind of person, and I took a step back. 

	He looked at me and sighed. “Why must I do everything myself?” He gave me a look of disappointment as he turned towards Chuck. 

	I knew what was coming, and I started to step away. The man’s screams jumped me into action. 

	I took off running! 
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	nstead of running back into the building, though, I ran around to the front where I could blend in with the tourists. It was Sin City where no one slept, so thankfully the place was hopping with people. 

	I needed to get to Xavier. It was all I could focus on, him and his safety. My hands were shaking, half with fear and half from the nervous energy of power. I felt like I could stop anyone who got in my way, including the security detail by the elevators. It was so easy for me to push them back, as though they weighed nothing at all. Their protective shifts wouldn’t work on me, not now, at least not in this moment.

	The elevator ride up made me chuckle. Was it really this easy? Is this how it is for everyone else? It felt amazing. The doors opened and Xavier came back into my mind as I raced to the hotel suite. I pushed back the two men who were manning the doors like they were paperweights, just before their intercoms sparked to life with panic, it had to be Caiaphas. He was looking for me.

	Xavier turned when I entered the room. He had been pacing, I could tell.

	“What happened?” He massaged his throat. Had he felt it, too? “I thought I lost y… oh never mind.” He raced into my arms. His mark also must have felt it, too.

	“We’ve gotta get out of here,” I told him what happened and he agreed, grabbing his backpack nearby and taking me by the hand.

	“What are we going to do?” I hoped he had a plan, I wasn’t sure if I could keep up the momentum. Especially now that I knew he was safe. 

	“To the roof,” he said, and my knees went a little wobbly as he opened the door.

	“Woah, Julia,” he said as we exited the doorway. “What did ya do?” He stepped over the men who were knocked out by the door, pulling me down the hallway. 

	“I dunno? I was worried.” My face turned a dozen different shades of red, and then he laughed, looking back one last time, as he opened the door leading into the stairwell. 

	We climbed the last six flights of steps and went out onto the roof. Even in the desert at this time of night, there was a chill in the air and the crispness made my eyes water instantly. I was afraid of heights, but with a death grip on Xavier, I was able to take in the beautiful sight of all the lit-up casinos. Then I did the worst possible thing I could, which was to glance down below. The people looked as tiny as ants down there.

	I backed up, pinning my body as close as I could to his, and was actually getting strength from our bond. I wasn’t going to go skydiving anytime soon, but I was standing on a roof, not having a panic attack ... It was progress.

	“What’s your plan here, Xavier?” I said after he gave me a minute to adjust.

	“We are going to do the same thing I did when they captured me at the barn when they thought I was you. Remember, they locked you/me in that office building with windows only up by the ceiling.” He nodded as he dropped the backpack to the ground. 

	“We are going to fly!” My breath increased as the realization set in.

	“Julia, look at me,” he said and I focused on his face, “we’ve got this.”

	“Of course we do.” I shrugged. “So how exactly do you do it?” My voice began to sound a little frantic.

	“I’m a shapeshifter, babe. It’s easy,” he said as he went to unbutton his shirt.

	Wonderful 

	“… so, we’re going to go skydiving? My brain was switching back and forth between fear and being mesmerized. I watched him pull off his shirt. 

	His broad chest looked so …? Damn nice!

	“I love when you get that look in your eyes.” He winked and I quickly turned my head. “Why look away when it’s yours?” he asked next, and I blushed a deeper red. Never thought about it like that before. 

	I was just beginning to wonder why the show when he discarded the shirt to the side, but I knew enough not to interrupt him. He was focused on some internal thought, I could tell. I watched in amazement as his shoulders began to bulge. OMG! He looked just like the Incredible Hulk, I thought when black wings suddenly fanned out from behind him. I staggered back, my mouth dropped open in astonishment. He looked like a dark angel. A dark angel who was inhumanly beautiful. His wings opened wide behind his shoulder blades. It really was breathtaking to watch. 

	“Grab this.” He picked up his backpack and nudged me with it, and I quickly closed my mouth.

	“… what’s this?” I asked. 

	“A change of clothes and some money. Now hurry, put your arms around my neck. I can hold your legs while I fly.”  He turned. “They’re coming.”

	I knew he was right. I could hear them yelling in the stairwell, too.

	“I don’t know if I can do this Xavier.” I smacked my dry lips.

	“Do you need a hug?” He turned around to face me. Wow. Truth be told, I could really use a hug, but I should’ve known it wasn’t like Xavier to just pass them out when he leaned in, and before I knew it, he fastened me against his chest and jumped off the building. 

	OH SHIT! I screamed. The world around me was like a giant blur. My stomach felt like it lurched up into my throat. We were falling! Why were we falling?!

	And then I felt it, a stiff yank, and we evened out. We were rising again. I gulped down my heart.

	“I’m going to kill you, Xavier,” I whimpered, and I felt his chest vibrate with laughter. “Go ahead, laugh.” I pressed my head as close to his collarbone as I could get. I was too much of a sissy to look around. The only thing I heard was the flapping of his wings. It was oddly mesmerizing. We were picking up speed now. I could feel the wind against my cheeks. 

	“Where are we going?” I mumbled in his ear after some time. I was sure we had left the city by now. I couldn’t know for sure, though, since my eyes were still shut tight.

	“Henderson. The nearest airport outside of Vegas.”

	Lovely, going to another airport. It just keeps getting better.
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	he plane ride from Henderson to home wasn’t nearly as bad as the plane ride to Vegas. It may have been because I spent the last forty-five minutes with my stomach being weightless for such an extended period of time, while clutched by Xavier. It was terrifying, even though I knew Xavier was built like a beast and would never let me fall. But going through that crazy experience somehow made it easier to get on the plane. It was like knowing I had my own personal parachute if something ever went wrong. As long as Xavier was around. So I strapped myself in, closed my eyes, and hoped for the best. It helped when Xavier took me by the hand to comfort me. My mark seemed to purr like a kitten. My mark. Thank goodness it was still intact. We didn’t need Caiaphas any longer, and my heart swelled with gratitude. Xavier continued to rub small circles against the back of my hand with his thumb. How could such an innocent touch make me feel so good? Our marks. They were always hungry for each other.

	“Julia.” Xavier cleared his throat like it was my fault we felt this way. “I didn’t figure you for the mile high club type.” 

	I think he just said it to shock me and it worked, causing my eyes to spring open. 

	“But that’s what you’ll get if you keep this up,” he hummed under his breath, just for me to hear. While his expression gave nothing away.

	“Ginger ale?” A blonde hostess, who introduced herself as Ginny, broke our concentration. 

	“You got anything stronger?” Xavier flashed his megawatt smile, clearly turning up the charm.

	“Really?” I just snorted in his ear.

	“Not for me you dip,” he muttered between his teeth. His eyes were still twinkling up at the woman. 

	What? He thought I needed a drink? Why, because my hands looked fastened down to the armrests with Gorilla Glue?

	I didn’t know if it was because Xavier flashed his baby blues, or because he looked old enough to drink, but I watched in awe as she presented him with a small plastic cup with ice, a Coke, and then went back towards the cockpit before returning with two small bottles of brandy. 

	The woman looked from Xavier back to me, as if trying to understand the dynamics of our relationship. Was I a … friend? A ... sister? Was it really that hard to believe I was his girlfriend? Apparently so, judging by the way she winked at him after her assessment. 

	Really? 

	“Just drink. You’ll thank me later.” He pulled the tray down from the back of the seat in front of me and placed the drink on top. 

	“What if I get drunk?” 

	“Like I said, you’ll thank me later.” He smirked.

	Well, ok, then. I took a sip and then choked from the burn. Xavier had to pat my back.

	“This really has been a night from hell,” I told him when I finally could, and he just laughed. It seemed to vibrate off the tight walls of the plane. I continued to finish the drink because I was still cold from flying around outside, and the drink was actually warming me up. I didn’t feel drunk. So when Xavier poured the other bottle of brandy into my glass and added Coke, I didn’t think too much about it. 

	My previous experience with drinking underage was mainly at weddings where champagne was shared or a sip of my mom’s wine coolers when we went to the beach. 

	He smiled over at me.

	“You aren’t gripping the armrest like a life vest anymore. See? You’re more relaxed. That’s good.”

	Then I hiccupped and he giggled. “Maybe I should have stopped you at one, you certainly are a lightweight.”

	Before I could even register what he said, the stewardess came to clean up our mess and the pilot was mentioning landing. I just hiccupped, it wasn’t like I was drunk for goodness sakes. Though it was weird that Xavier said, are you ready to go, and I was so wrapped up in my head I thought the landing was turbulence. 

	“Yep, ready to go!” I said, trying to sound confident, but it just came out louder than I meant.

	He laughed at me, causing my anger to flare up.  

	“I told you… I was worried about getting ddddrruunk.” I exaggerated my words without meaning to on my way off the plane. I wasn’t drunk, drunk. Just buzzed enough to be worried. Everything seemed brighter, more intense, but that could just be because my mind was panicking about the thought of getting arrested for underage intoxication in the airport. What would my mom think? 

	“Oops!” I tripped on my way out of the jet bridge. I was already not making a good start, and Xavier chuckled. 

	“You need to under—stand.” I told him as I leaned into him for support. Thank heavens he was so strong and was able to pin me to his side as if I weighed nothing at all. It made me appear less inebriated. 

	“This is seeerious.” I continued to humiliate myself further. Why was I trying to have a conversation right now, anyway?

	“Very,” he agreed. His tone was alight with amusement, as he led me out into the airport, past the navy blue seated section of our gate. 

	The place was packed with travelers, which was great and not so great. It was great to blend in, and therefore, if Caiaphas had sent people looking for us, we would be hard to find. It was not so great because that just meant there were more people there to watch me trip and try to maneuver around ungracefully. 

	Thank goodness for moving sidewalks! Which were like flat escalators that helped double your pace. 

	Once outside though, I think he felt free to lift me up over his shoulder and carry me the rest of the way.

	“Xavier! I’m not sure … this is such a good ... idea—” I went to warn him but he just slapped my butt.

	“Only you Julia,” he said parentally. 

	“Hey nowww,” I said when he put me back down by the truck, pinning me to its side. I had never been so glad to see the rust bucket in my life. Xavier proceeded to open the door and ease me up into the seat as if I was a small toddler and placed me inside.  

	“There we go,” he said as he went to strap me in, but I wasn’t a baby.

	“I can do it,” I insisted, but I couldn’t get the damn thing to click shut on my own.

	“No. Clearly, you can’t.” He smirked as he buckled me in properly. Did he pull the strap extra tight?

	“That’s how I like it,” he said under his breath, shocking me into silence. My face just turned an even brighter red when I heard him snickering as he came around the back of the truck. 

	“Now, we got to talk about what comes next,” he said as he started up the truck. “Do you think you can focus?” He smiled all over again. Was he talking about the alcohol or the effect he had on me? I wasn’t sure. 

	“Of course I can focus,” I said it so convincingly I almost believed it myself. 

	“You can’t go back home. It’ll be the first place he’ll look.” He locked eyes with mine, knowing he meant Caiaphas.

	“Where do I go then?” I didn’t know if it was the alcohol or what, but my stomach churned all over again. 

	“I’d say to my house, but we both know that’s not going to happen,” he said almost as an afterthought as he pulled up to a parking ticketing booth, leading out of the airport.

	Why not? I wanted to sulk but stayed quiet because I knew I wasn’t ready to go there. 

	“Julia, it’s not you…” It was like he could read my mind, and with it being Xavier, maybe he could, but it really got me thinking, as much as I could with an unclear head.

	“I bet if I was that cute blonde on the airplane you’d take me home,” I said things I never would’ve said if it weren’t for the brandy.

	Xavier began to snicker when suddenly he turned to look at me again. His eyes seemed to bulge out.

	“What?” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Are you going to dispute it?”

	“Julia, take a look at your face,” he whispered.

	“What’s wrong with my face?” I asked as he went for my sun visor, there was a mirror on the back of it. 

	Gawd, I hoped it wasn’t something in my teeth. That would be fabulous. I perked up in my seat to get a better look and froze. 

	Holy shit! 

	I slapped the visor shut again.

	… Who the hell was that??

	This wasn’t me! I didn’t have blue eyes! I stole another glance and yelped. Why did I look like the woman on the plane?

	“I never pictured you as the blonde type.” Xavier couldn’t help but chuckle. 

	I wasn’t myself anymore, I realized with horror as I looked down at my trimmed French manicured fingernails. I was the freaking flight attendant! How was I able to capture even the smallest details? The woman did lay a drink down in front of Xavier. 

	Oh. Shit. This was insane!

	“You finally did it. You shifted as another person.” Did Xavier sound ... proud? “Who knew after all this time, all we needed to do was get you drunk?” He tried as hard as he could not to smile.

	“Funny.” I looked down at my super tan arms and quickly crossed them back over my chest again.

	“Stop laughing! This is serious!” I insisted. I kept looking in the mirror. This was definitely the weirdest thing that had ever happened to me.

	“What am I supposed to do when I go home?” I gestured towards the mirror.

	“We’re not going home, remember?” He arched one of his eyebrows.

	“Oh, yeah, right. Where to then?” It never occurred to me where, but it should have.

	“Just a place where the people will also find this funny.” He sighed happily, as he merged onto the highway, heading towards home. 

	Great. More witnesses. 
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	t was a forty-five-minute drive from Pittsburgh to Washington, our hometown, and it was dark outside. So dark, I had to do a double check when we pulled up to a familiar gated community. 

	“Luke’s house!” I cried when he parked the truck out front. I looked up at the large stone house. The kind with mismatched gray stones and exposed mortar. It reminded me of a majestic castle if it were not located in a nice suburban community. The kind with manicured lawns and large houses of different shapes and sizes.

	I looked up. My eyes were drawn to the red door, which was visible by the front porch light. 

	I remembered being here once before with Ali, for a party. Gosh. It seemed like ages ago. I thought as I glanced down at my knobby knees, or rather the flight attendant’s knobby knees. How was I going to explain this? I was not above staying in the car. Xavier was going to have to pull me out … and apparently, he wasn’t above that! Because that asshole pulled me out!

	“Come on you big old baby.” He smiled even wider. “Let’s go show you off.” He looped his arm through mine and led the way down the uneven, stone walkway. 

	“This is going to be a story to tell the kids.” He continued with the jokes, and my face warmed all over again, but this time it wasn’t because of the alcohol. Kids? I was just grateful for the cover of the night sky. It sounded so…? Good?

	“Xavier?” Bailey, another “student” I knew from school, greeted us at the door. In this “life” he was the football team’s quarterback. I could tell he liked Xavier because there was a twinkle in his brown eyes, and he cracked a smile so big, it almost took up half his face.

	“And a plus one…?” Bailey turned to me next, clearly looking confused, which I had to admit I appreciated. He didn’t recognize me. Hell, I didn’t recognize me. 

	“Just someone I met on the plane.” Xavier shrugged nonchalantly. 

	“You’re really milking this, aren’t you?” I huffed.

	“You know I am.” He smirked.

	“Is Luke here?” I stepped past Bailey, as if it was my place. I needed to see my best friend. 

	“Yeah. He’s in the kitchen. . .down the hallway to the right.” Bailey made room for Xavier to enter as well. “Am I missing something?” I thought I heard Bailey whisper to Xavier. 

	“Oh. You’re missing something alright.” Xavier snorted. “But some of us are being a bit dramatic.” He said, causing me to stop and turn around. I gave him the meanest look in my arsenal. 

	“Well, not dramatic, but....” He tried taking it back, but I didn’t wait to see how he was going to try to walk back from saying I was overreacting. I knew Jeremy would understand. 

	“Did I hear my name?” Luke started to head towards the kitchen entrance. He didn’t look like Jeremy in this form, no hazel eyes or lanky legs, but I didn’t care. My best friend was in there somewhere. So I took off in a half jog, half sprint, which took more coordination than I had had all night, and collapsed into his arms. 

	“Are you ok, Julia?” he whispered in my ear.

	How did he know it was me? I pulled back wondering, and then it dawned on me, I was suddenly shorter than I was a second ago. I inspected my fingernails that were grasping his shoulders and noticed my chipped nail polish was back, which meant I was back! Thank heavens, and I hugged him again, causing my mark to sigh. 

	“I shifted into someone else. It was horrible,” I mumbled into his shoulder and then tucked my head underneath his neck. 

	I heard Xavier groan. He must have overheard me. His happy-go-lucky attitude was beginning to fade. It may have had something to do with me clinging to Luke, his one-time nemesis. I couldn’t help it though. I knew Luke would baby me. 

	“This is wonderful news!” Luke pulled me away from himself and looked down to see my disgust. “Right?” he looked over at Xavier to confirm. 

	“That’s what I said!” Xavier’s eyes bulged out, as if to say he had been dealing with my moodiness all night. 

	Great, I could usually count on one of them to see my side. I wanted them to get along, but this is definitely an example of being careful what you wish for. Luke took me out of my self-pity by asking what I knew was going to be everyone’s question. 

	“Why aren’t you still with Caiaphas?” He asked as the rest of the housemates listened in. First, Bailey came into the kitchen followed by Mrs. Barker, Erin, Becca, and Jacob. Then even Madeline, who had her hair wrapped up in a towel from a recent shower, poked her head into the kitchen.

	All eyes were on Xavier and me, and I understood why. Their fates were also tied to Caiaphas now. Well, at least Madeline and Luke’s were, and they were the head of our little clan. We were all in this together, I realized. 

	“We gave him the slip.” Xavier was the first to explain, which was great. It took the focus off of me. 

	“But how?” Bailey interjected, and Xavier’s eyes quickly flickered back to mine.

	“Well, Julia just ... stopped him.” He nodded. Even Xavier didn’t know all of the details I realized. There was no getting around it, I had to tell them what I knew while it was still fresh in my mind. 

	“One of his … partners,” I whispered, trying to regain some confidence. “Tried to kill us,” I explained further, but it felt like there was a stone lodged in my throat. It may have had something to do with having an audience, or because retelling it made it actually real. I wasn’t sure but I continued as best I could. “Tried to kill us, as in me and Caiaphas that is,” I said, and Madeline gasped. 

	“I know, right?” I nodded along with her. “Who would do that? … and honestly, I think Caiaphas was okay with it. He waved his security off, and everything.” I remembered. “It was like in some sick way he would’ve died to prove a point. And the man would’ve killed us, if I hadn’t stopped him, this guy, Chuck, from strangling the both of us.”

	“That’s why we must have felt so weak earlier,” Luke said to Madeline. 

	“Honestly, I got worried you chickened out and pissed Caiaphas off. It never occurred to me that he was able to be hurt,” Madeline, who seemed the most surprised, said. “So, how did you do it?” 

	“I dunno.” I blushed a crimson red. “I just did ... It was like I was drawing on Xavier’s power…?” My face scrunched together. 

	“She knocked out all of his security, too.” Xavier couldn’t help but grin. 

	“She knocked out The Core?” Mrs. Barker sputtered out.

	“All of them, really?” Jacob’s eyes gleamed. “Badass.”

	“It was because of Xavier, too,” I added while feeling a little foolish.

	“I didn’t do anything, she got back home on her own.” Xavier took over. “And now we need to protect her.”

	“What about the ring?” Meg said from behind me and I turned. She must have come in from the greenhouse. She was dressed in an oversized blue button-down shirt with dirt smudges on it. “Is he still connected to it?”

	“No. He took his shift off of it,” Xavier sighed. 

	I knew this was both good and bad. It was good because we could still bond. It was bad because we couldn’t hope to destroy Caiaphas without the ring.

	And the conversation ended shortly after, with people pairing off to other rooms and mumbling to each other.

	“So you’ll be staying with us?” Meg took me by the hand. She seemed like the most excited to see me there, aside from Luke.

	“Come. Let me show you where you’ll be sleeping.” 

	She had yet to release my hand as I followed her down the hallway. 

	My view was unobscured with Meg being so tiny. I could see everything over top of her brown pixie haircut. I never got to truly appreciate the house when I was here last time. Was that a water fountain at the end of the corridor? 

	The inside felt as large as a castle. Though the cream walls gave the space warmth, there was still a draft probably due to its size. It was as if the air was coming from the greenhouse close by. I had been there once before when I was hiding from the party I crashed with Ali. I was too busy getting caught to notice the beauty of the room. I stole a glance as we passed by the greenhouse. It was rectangular in shape with a slanted glass roof allowing the moonlight to cascade down and be reflected in a small oval pond in the center of the room. Three out of four walls were also made of windows held together with a patina frame. The perfectly placed purple lights allowed me to make out the amount of dark leafy silhouettes of Meg’s sanctuary. I didn’t have a green thumb, but I could definitely see how this room could be someone’s oasis. Meg giggled at me, pulling me out of my trance.

	“Do you like it?” She asked as if hesitant to hear my answer.

	“It is amazing Meg! I can’t believe you did this all by yourself. My mom gave me a plant once … I think it was a Pothos?” I tried to remember the leafy plant. “I think it was dead in a week, two tops!” I shook my head at my lack of keeping one plant alive when Meg has an entire conservatory.

	“I didn’t think you could kill those plants.” She looked at me with a smile and continued to guide me past what was obviously their library. I had built-in shelves with wall-to-wall books. I craned my neck to keep looking as Meg laughed saying we were never going to make it to where I would be sleeping if I took in every room, so I followed her past the lovely fountain I saw a glance of the other night as she turned right up a large stone, circling staircase. I took one more look at the fountain and followed her upstairs. 

	“My bedroom’s on the second floor. Luke’s is the third,” she said as we continued to walk up the winding staircase. My eyes were drawn to a large chandelier dangling above from the ceiling two floors up.

	“Sometimes even Xavier stays in a room across the hallway from mine. So if you’re gone in the middle of the night, I’ll know where to find you.” She winked over her shoulder, causing me to blush. I was just glad she was leading the way down the second floor corridor. 

	“Well, this is it! My room.” She pushed back the first door on the left, and extended out her hand, ushering me in. 

	At first glance, there was a floor to ceiling mural of snowcapped coniferous trees peeking out of a fog bank along all four walls. But as I continued in all the way, I noticed the trees slightly swaying and the foggy mist was shifting out of the mural and hovering above us. Then the room began to lightly snow! Though the flakes, which didn’t melt, were contained mostly to the walls. I turned a 360 trying to take it all in. 

	“Sorry, just wanted you to have the full effect.” She held out her hand to catch a stray flake. “I don’t get a lot of visitors, but I do enjoy my room.” She smiled sheepishly.

	“No. This is fabulous!” I said as I turned to see where I’d be sleeping. There was a large king sized bed along the far wall to the right. It was draped in a white plush comforter, with several extra-large plush down pillows at the top. Above the bed was a large white canopy, which caught most of the snow from falling further down. I couldn’t believe I’d be staying in this room! And now that I had a chance to look around, I noticed the white, snowy theme carried throughout the space. Even the end tables on either side of the mattress were made with white birch wood. 

	“It’s just I love the outdoors so much,” she explained as I moved in closer to a photo on her nightstand. It was a picture of her with a woman who shared the same mischievous twinkle in her eye.

	“My mother,” she explained as though she needed to. 

	“Now. Let’s find you some jammies.” She turned and began to rummage through a dresser across the bed from me. It was also white and blended in with the majestic scene. 

	“Here. Try these.” She handed me a set of matching red plaid pants and top. I didn’t have the heart to tell her they probably wouldn’t fit, but surprisingly they did. Of course, you could see my ankles from a mile away, but that didn’t bother me. 

	“Now. I hope you don’t mind.” She nodded at the wall, and the snow stopped falling, and the trees flattened back into the wall. How freaking amazing! “But I have to get up at the crack of dawn. Someone has chores to do.” She flashed me a smile. 

	Oh. Man. I had almost forgotten. I wouldn’t be going home in the morning. Meg was taking over for Luke and would be going as “me.”

	“How long am I going to be here?” I asked because I was beginning to feel homesick.

	“We can’t be sure.” She nibbled on the edge of her lip. “But I promise, your family will be well protected.”

	Well, that’s good. But I still missed them. 

	“Good night, Julia,” she said as we sank back into the pillows and Meg turned off the lights. 
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	aybe it was a force of habit, but I woke up early the next morning right along with Meg. My body was fully prepared to do my chores. I had to keep telling myself we were on “vacation.”

	“Psst,” Meg whispered even though I was fully awake, lying there with my eyes wide open. 

	“Water, grain, milk, and then hay, right?” I knew she was referring to the order in which I did my chores and I nodded. “Yep.”

	“I’ll see you in a couple of days.” She promised.

	Now that my eyes had a moment to adjust, I realized she was carrying a black duffel bag. 

	“Why in a couple of days?” I asked.

	“We thought it would be easier if I just stayed over at your house for a couple of nights. You know, me being you is a hard job.” She smiled her cute little smile, and then signed. “Goodbye!” Perfectly. 

	In truth, she really was cut out for the job. 

	“Bye,” I said and then sank back into the pillows.

	It was weird being in a foreign room, even in a cool room like Meg’s. So, I threw the covers off of myself and decided to get dressed in yesterday’s clothes, but there was a post-it note on the dresser for me from Meg. 

	“Xavier grabbed some of your clothes. I put them in the drawer below.” She wrote in beautiful cursive penmanship. They really had thought of everything, I realized, and my heart swelled a little with gratitude. 

	I opened one of the shelves and it was packed with my clothes neatly folded inside. I quickly got dressed in the first pair of jeans on top, which were my favorite actually. There was no way Xavier would know that right? Gawd. Did I wear them too many times? I couldn’t help but chuckle as I paired the look with a red turtleneck. I tried not to think too hard about Xavier going through my clothes, especially my underwear. 

	Also on my dresser, was a small black bag with my name written on another post-it note in the same beautiful handwriting. Inside, it was filled with toiletries, like my toothbrush and face cream. When did he find the time to do all this and sleep? I wondered in awe, but now I realized Meg never pointed out where the bathroom was in this place? As soon as I went to the door though, I noticed there was a note, which read, “Bathroom, that way.” With an arrow pointing left down the hallway. I smiled as I took down the note and headed out the door. 

	Now that I was in the hallway, I remembered Meg telling me that Xavier’s room was across from hers. The door was shut, and Lord knows, I didn’t have the guts it would take to look inside. How funny! After all this time, I still felt a tad bit shy and unworthy around him and his world. 

	Still, I wondered what his room looked like after seeing Megan’s, and my mark tried to give me the courage to peek in, but I kept walking, wondering what I would’ve found in there. Were there supermodels scantily dressed and showing off their fake assets? Heaven knows he had a type before me. My self-esteem took a hit just thinking about his room! I just rolled my eyes at myself as I continued down the hallway.

	The bathroom wasn’t hard to find, surprisingly enough. It was literally two rooms down from Meg’s. 

	My eyes were drawn to the stone tiled floor as I rounded the door and stopped immediately. 

	First, the space was about as big as my room back home, with of course a Jacuzzi tub. Who pays the bills around here? I wondered as I walked over to the double sink vanity on the left.

	My mouth dropped open in horror when I got a closer look at myself in the mirror. My dark brown hair looked blown out from all that flying, and my mascara was smeared giving me a raccoon appearance. I ran a hand through my straggly hair. And I’m surprised no one mentioned it, not even Madeline, and she was always giving hints with her facial expressions when she disapproved of my looks, clothing choices, etc. I wasn’t sure why no one said anything, but I quickly got to work.

	First up, I aggressively washed away any trace of makeup from my face and then quickly got to brushing my teeth. I gargled on a mouthful of Listerine for a good three minutes and then tried to rake a brush through my hair. 

	I didn’t look good, I thought upon further inspection, but I looked better than before I realized as I flicked off the lights and headed back down the way in which I came. 

	The smell of cooked sausage and bacon drifted all the way up to the top of the stairs. Someone was cooking breakfast, and my stomach growled loudly. I was starving. I retraced last night’s steps back down the winding stairwell to the waterfall below, and turned left down the large corridor. 

	“Morning.” I heard a familiar voice drawl from behind me. 

	“Morn—” I turned with a big ole smile on my face, but my mouth quickly dropped open. Dressed there, in only red baggy sweatpants, was Xavier. His broad chest, which looked chiseled out of marble, was exposed for anyone to see.

	“You should see your face.” The corner of his mouth twitched up as he took a sip of his coffee. But I just rolled my eyes.

	“Whatever.” 

	“Are you … hungry?” he asked slyly, and I rolled my eyes all over again.

	“You are, I can telllll.” He winked.

	“Can we not?” I just shook my head, but truth be told. I really was hungry, or whatever he was calling it, and we both knew it. 

	Dang.

	“Julia?” I heard another familiar voice call for me further down the hallway. Jeremy was here, too?

	“I’ll just let you two—” Xavier’s smile quickly faded. “Bond.” He finished with a grimace.

	“Bye,” he mouthed and turned back in the direction he came. 
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	 found it hard to peel my eyes away from his defined shoulder blades, the V effect of his waist, down to his baggy pants, which were being held up by his sculpted butt. Still, it was the black mark that weaved in and out up his spine that I took notice of the most. The mark that meant this gorgeous man was mine.

	“Julia,” Xavier sang in little more than a whisper as he continued down the hallway, and my face went bright red. “Jeremy’s calling.” He tisked. What! Did he have eyes in the back of his head now, too?

	I quickly turned back in the direction of where I had last heard Jeremy’s voice. 

	I found my best friend in the library, a room with wall to wall books. He was sitting on a large leather couch which faced a fireplace to the right. The bright, crackling flames let me know it was some kind of shift. I was drawn to the different colored book spines, which glimmered and popped in the firelight, but upon further inspection, I realized most of the titles were from books I’d never heard of or read.

	“Hello,” Jeremy briefly looked up. His face was buried in a book. His hazel eyes looked fixed on something he was reading. Still, I was surprised to see Luke in Jeremy’s form. He must have done it just for me, I realized, and my heart swelled a little.

	“Nope. Nope. Nope.” He slapped the book shut and released it up into the air. I did a double take as I watched the book float up by its own accord and get tucked back in one of the many rows of literature. Who needed a wooden library ladder, when you could just pick and choose what you wanted to read from the walls of books? 

	“Whatcha doing?” I came to sit down beside him, partially because I wanted to know and partially because I wanted to warm my hands by the fire. 

	“Honestly …” He looked up at me. “I’m researching how to destroy the ring. That is if Caiaphas ever leaves his shift on it again.” He nodded.

	“Oh. Just a bit of light reading then, ay?” I cracked a smile.

	“Something like that.” He nodded and gave a boyish grin. Man. It was nice to see Jeremy.

	“So, how do ya do it?” I asked next.

	“Do what?” His brow furrowed together. 

	“You know…” I extended my hand up as if I could pull down any book no matter how far above us it was.

	“You’ll get the hang of it with time,” he promised.

	“I’m not so sure.” I frowned. 

	“Julia, look at how far you’ve come in just a year.” He slapped another book shut. “I mean, you shifted. You finally shifted! Into another person! … Don’t you get it? That’s amazing.”

	Oh. “Well, … when you say it like that.” My face began to warm, and it didn’t have anything to do with the fire. 

	“I have faith in you.” He wrapped an arm around me and squeezed my shoulder. My mark seemed to strengthen with the touch. “But in the end, you’ve got to have faith in yourself.” He looked me in the eyes as he pulled me back so our heads were resting beside each other.

	“Whadda you want to do today, huh?” he murmured against my hairline, but before I could answer he lifted his head.

	xxx

	“What is it?” I asked, and followed his gaze out toward the hallway. He could hear something I couldn’t, obviously, but what was it? 

	“Someone’s at the door,” he explained and we both turned to look.

	“Oh. God. Mom, no.” I heard Xavier coming down from the opposite direction of the corridor. I was surprised to see that he was dressed now, and a bit saddened by it, too. He looked good half naked.

	“We’re not doing any of this crap today.” His words were sharp, but his tone was more of a plea.

	What was going on? I wondered when I saw it. A procession of wedding dresses going by in long clear plastic bags, carried by an entourage of helpers. 

	Oh. Holy. Crap.

	“Oh. Nonsense, Xavier. She is here, right?” I watched as his mom rounded the door to the library. She was in the middle of handing over her long navy blue peacoat to someone I didn’t recognize and then her matching leather gloves. I immediately felt underdressed, and I was wearing one of my favorite outfits. 

	“Hello, Julia.” Her blue eyes twinkled in the firelight. His mom always looked so happy to see me. 

	I used to think it had something to do with her being glad he hadn’t bonded to Madeline, as she was once told. A lie they had kept up for weeks. But I had been starting to realize, she liked how much happier Xavier was since we bonded. He did seem to always be in a rut before we fell for each other. Even my mom liked him for me, I could tell.

	“And Luke.” Her face faltered for a second, like the protective mother cub she was. I realized it was an adjustment that would take time.

	“Well, let’s get you fitted, dear.” She motioned for me.

	“I’m so sorry.” I saw Xavier mouth behind her, and I couldn’t help but grin.

	“The conservatory should do.” She led the way, which I was grateful for. I didn’t know my way around this place. I could hear Xavier’s feet shuffle in behind us, which I was also grateful for, he wasn’t just going to ditch me.

	“It lets in the most sunlight,” his mother continued to explain as we turned left by the fountain at the end of the hallway, instead of going right up the circling stairwell.

	The conservatory wasn’t really a room, more like a circular garden in the center of a much larger circular hallway. I glanced up at the potted trees flanked around the inner room. The surrounding greenery seemed to flourish in the overhead domed sunroof. Xavier’s mom wasn’t joking. This space really did have the best sunlight in the house. 

	“Watch your step.” Xavier took me by the hand as we descended a few stairs into the oval space. My mark reacted to his touch by racing excitedly. 

	There was another water fountain much larger than the one down the hallway. The space was truly breathtaking. There was even a black grand piano off to the side, and I wondered who played.

	“Now set up the folding screen over here.” His mother’s voice echoed off the windows as she directed her staff. Staff that was equipped with dozens and dozens of white wedding dresses, and for a second, I was terrified. I had no idea what I was doing! Thank heavens Xavier was still there, as I leaned into him.

	“Come this way, sweetie.” His mother motioned me over. “Xavier, you can go now.” She dismissed him, but I had yet to let go of his hand.

	“It’s bad luck to see the bride in the dress before the wedding. You must know that.”

	“Sorry,” Xavier mouthed to me as he backed away. He was clearly a momma’s boy. 

	“You suck,” I signed, emphasizing each word, causing him to crack a smile. 

	“Okay, sweetie.” She guided me over to the dresses. “Let’s look through these while they set up the mirrors. You don’t have to try on all of them, but let’s start with some we both like.” 

	So I started at the left and swiped through wondering if any of them would scream, “Yes! This is you Julia,” like they seem to do on those T.V. shows.

	“Now I think you should showcase the mark,” Xavier’s mom said halfway into the rack. “I really like this dropped V plunge line in the back,” she mumbled through a couple of pins tucked between her lips. Xavier’s mother was a real hands-on kind of person I was beginning to understand. It kind of made me feel special in a way. She wanted this day to be perfect, too. But I wasn’t a real dressy kind of girl so I felt like a deer caught in the headlights. It didn’t help when I realized I had to get naked in front of a bunch of strangers. Although Xavier’s mom had thought of everything including a dressing screen, but by the third dress, she seemed to ignore it so she could zip me up in some of these frilly contraptions. One round dress puffed out so much I felt like Scarlett O’Hara in ‘Gone With The Wind.’ After today, Xavier’s mom and I were going to be really comfortable with each other. Thank goodness I was wearing cream colored underwear or I think she would’ve made me take those off, too.

	“What do you think sweetie?” she asked after what felt like the millionth dress. So much for only trying on a few. 

	I turned around to look at myself in a long vanity mirror. The deep V of the white satin dress really did show off the black braid-like marking down my spine. In truth, my mark had never been showcased so beautifully before. My usual attire consisted mainly of t-shirts and sweatpants. You know, farm clothes.

	“I like this one,” I whispered back to myself in the mirror. I couldn’t believe it. This was really happening! I was getting married to Xavier. 

	My eyes started to get misty. I guess I did get that feeling brides get when they find the perfect dress. 

	“Yes, I think so, too.” She broke into another smile. “I’m so glad he has someone like you. And, after this, you both can get started on making those grandbabies.” She spouted out so quickly I did a double take in her direction.

	“Mom. Really?” Xavier said from across the room, and we both turned abruptly. I think his mom was relieved to see he had the sense to cover his eyes. “Babies! How about we focus on keeping her alive!” He snorted.

	“Yes, of course! But I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to share my excitement. Julia doesn’t know as much about our world as you do. It’s an incredible thing to be bonded. The security of knowing you found your soulmate. And … no one has to wonder if it’s true love. So I would love for you guys to hurry up and get married, so you can make me lots of grandbabies.” 

	I just stared at her wide-eyed, but before it could sink in, she asked. “Now, why are you here?” 

	“For Julia. Something’s … happened,” he said, and the smile I had on my face dropped. “It’s your grandpa.” 
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	ait, let me help you!” His mom and every assistant there came over to me when I tried to quickly step down from the fitting platform. I liked Xavier’s mother, I really did, so I let them help me rip the dress off then and there. Something wasn’t right with my grandfather. I could hear it in Xavier’s voice. As soon as they had the dress, I skirted around the dressing screen. I managed to quickly fling on my red turtleneck, jeans, and Doc Martens again. In truth, I really was out of my element with all the extravagant wedding dresses, I realized as I ran to Xavier. 

	“Is he okay?” I whispered frantically as I grabbed my white parka from his hand.

	“Yeah, he’s ok.” He stressed, but I didn’t understand. 

	“Come on, let’s go.” He took me by the hand. “Thanks again, mom.” He turned to kiss her goodbye.

	“Oh, I hope everything’s ok, darling.” She kissed me from cheek to cheek like how the French do, but it felt genuine. I never would’ve thought it, but we really did have a good time today. 

	“... Luke’s not gonna like this,” he ticked as he led me back down the hallway and out the front door. We were hit with a blast of cold winter air. I instantly shrugged my shoulders tightly together and let Xavier’s broad chest lead the way. I had almost forgotten it was frigid outside with all the sunlight shining down on us in the west wing room. A nice, warm feeling which was quickly fading.

	“But I think you have a right to know,” he said almost to himself as we crossed over to the truck. 

	“What’s going on, Xavier?” I asked as he went around the opposite side and got in. He was beginning to scare me. 

	“You’ll see, soon enough,” he said as he cranked the truck into gear. “Now put your seatbelt on.”

	I reached for the belt in a daze. Who cared about being seat belted in? Then my body flung back against the seat as he floored it into drive. Wow. Whatever it was, it wasn’t good. Xavier never lost his cool.

	After a few minutes passed, I realized we were heading downtown. 

	“Is it the cafe? Is there something wrong with it?” I asked because we were heading in that general direction, but he only gunned it even more. When we hit almost every red light on our way there, he strangled the steering wheel as though every second counted. But he said my grandpa was okay. It didn’t help that it was lunchtime. W&J University’s students were out of class and sidewalks were flanked with college kids. Xavier even beeped at a couple of them, who lingered too long on the crosswalk. 

	“Seriously.” He groaned as he glared out his side window at them. 

	“Xavier, you’re freaking me out.” I took him by the hand and my touch seemed to calm him. “Either tell me what it is or calm down.” 

	Traffic was backed up around the corner for what looked like a mile, and it was a two lane one way street. It was only like this during homecomings and parades.

	“There was a fire,” he said grimly. His eyes finally locked with mine.

	“A fire!” At the Cafe! My hand instantly went for the door handle. I could get there quicker by walking at this point.

	“Julia no!” He reached for me but I was already out the door. Cafe Bean was like family to me. I grew up going there and always thought of grandpa whenever I smelled coffee.

	“Damn it!” He began to shout obscenities at me, but there wasn’t much he could do. I needed to see the cafe. I needed to find my grandfather. 

	I was running now, as fast as I could. The blustery wind burned my lungs with each breath as the icy air stung my face and hands. 

	“Out of the way! Outta the way!” I nudged people left and right because there was a crowd around the building. The firefighters were keeping the gawkers at bay. I could see the bright red fire truck overtop the bystanders’ heads. They were blocking my view. I was close now. The cafe was right behind it … and then I saw it. It was like one of those horror movies you couldn’t look away from. The building which contained my grandfather’s cafe was transformed into a darkened, hollowed out shell with its windows busted in.

	I stood there in shock while taking in the scene.

	Finally, I found my legs again and took off through the rest of the crowd as best I could. They were packed in tightly. People at first were annoyed that I was trying to get by, and I could see their lips move as though they were shouting at me, but once they looked at me they must have been able to tell that this was personal and moved more freely.

	“Please. Please.” Tears began to well in my eyes as I elbowed my way to the very front. It was heartbreaking to see the scorched walls and smell the scent of a diminished fire. Where was my grandpa? Was he ok? I clawed my way forward now.

	“Ali! Oh my gosh! Ali!” I cried out when I saw the back of her pink dreads. She was by the ambulance.

	“Julia.” She turned and then ran into my arms. The momentum of her hug knocked me back. 

	“Are you ok?” I asked her, and then I held her back by the shoulders so I could read her lips. “Where’s Gramps?”

	“He’s fine. He’s talking to the fire marshal.” She signed, and I dropped my head back in relief. “Were there any customers?” I asked.

	“Everyone is fine. It was a slow morning. We all got out.”

	Relief flooded through my veins. Thank goodness.

	“What happened?” I knew the building was old, but it was up to code.

	“I was rearranging the cakes in the display case, and like I said, it was a slow morning.” She signed as her eyes began to water. I could tell she was just as shaken up as I was. “When the window just … exploded.” Her eyes bulged out. “Someone had thrown a rock through the glass.”

	My shoulders dropped this time. Holy crap! This wasn’t good.

	“It had a note around it.” She continued, confused. 

	“What did it say?” I had to know.

	Her face scrunched together as she signed, “‘Let’s not play games.’” Her eyebrows knitted into one. “Do you know what that means? Your grandfather had no idea what it referred to.” 

	My heart felt like it hitched up into my throat. 

	Caiaphas.

	“Then the fire started in the basement —and Gramps, and I got the two customers and we ran out. With all the older wood, it went up so quickly, the firefighters did everything they could. She continued but I had lost all focus. My eyes began to scan the surrounding crowd. It was utter mayhem, with the firemen dressed in all their bright gear going in and out. They had set up a perimeter to keep people at bay, but it was still noonish, and the streets were flooded with students now, too. 

	Was Caiaphas here? Waiting for me? Of course, he would be. Why did I leave Xavier’s side?

	… And then I saw his face. It was his smile that caught my peripheral view. He was the only one smiling at me in the crowd. Caiaphas. The cafe wasn’t his target. I was his target. He wanted to draw me out from wherever they were hiding me.
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	li.” I grabbed her by the shoulders, though she was still signing. “I know this isn’t going to make sense, but you need to run … in the opposite direction of me.”

	“Wait—what?” Her face dropped. 

	“This was The Others. You need to run.” I shook her shoulders. “Please,” I said. If Caiaphas was here so were The Core, his security detail, and they could shift into anyone. 

	“Run?” She looked as though it was suddenly sinking in … but she still just stood there. 

	“Now!” I shouted and pushed her away from me.

	“O-kay! Okay!” It suddenly seemed to dawn on her that I was serious. We were talking about “my” world. The world she knew all about. I had always entrusted her with the truth, and now more than ever, I was grateful I had. But they didn’t want Ali, they wanted me.

	“She’s by the cafe, out front.” I heard one of them shout. I realized I also needed to move. The scene may be chaotic, and I may not be able to hear the crowd or ambulance sirens, but what I could hear were shapeshifters, and these ones were shouting loudly at each other. 

	I quickly ducked down and fought my way back through the crowd in the direction I originally came from. I needed to get to Xavier; hopefully, he was still stuck in traffic. But the crowd was dwindling the further I ran, and there were fewer places for me to hide. 

	Where was Xavier? And then I saw it. The truck! Parked up on the curb. But there was no sign of Xavier inside. I ran to it without thinking. 

	“There she is!” a man who was almost as built as Xavier and dressed in a dark leather coat, spoke into his sleeve. “I’ve got her.” He cracked a smile. He wasn’t running as he crossed the street toward me. It was clear, he wasn’t afraid of me. His confidence jolted me to a stop. 

	“Run! Julia! Run!” Xavier shouted as he ran to intercept the man. For a second, it was like a horrific scene I couldn’t look away from. I watched as both men crashed into each other like a clap of thunder. I couldn’t look away. What if Xavier got hurt?

	“Run, Julia!” Xavier shouted again, bringing me out of my daze, and I took off again. With the cover of the crowd gone, I had fewer places to hide. 

	“I see her.” I heard another voice trailing behind me say. 

	I was almost at the W&J campus where the classes were held. I could hide in one of its buildings. Duechet, a campus building that looked like a Cathedral with its stained glass windows was up on the left. I could hide in there. 

	I glanced over my shoulder as I raced up the building’s stone steps. This new man wasn’t even walking at a fast pace. The sneer on his face said it all. He, like the other guy, didn’t see me as a threat. He was a part of The Core, and I was just a teenage girl.

	“Don’t let her get away.” His intercom sparked to life. I recognized Caiaphas’s voice.

	“Got it boss.” I heard the man pick up his pace behind me as I headed through the heavy double doorway into the building. It was just me and a couple of stragglers in the hallway, classes were already starting again. I didn’t know where to go!

	“It’s pointless, little girl,” he sang eerily as I ran frantically down the hallway. 

	I glanced in the door windows for the perfect hideaway. But I was running out of time, he was closing the distance. I turned the corner and thought I had to be safer in a classroom. Surely he wouldn’t do anything to me in front of all these people? I was running out of options, so I pulled back one of the classroom doors and walked inside. Thank goodness, there were over a hundred students in the class. The professor didn’t even look up as I quickly crossed to the classroom’s stairwell and headed up the theater-like seating. I didn’t have long now, he’d be at the door soon. 

	“Excuse me, sorry,” I whispered. “Sorry.” I crossed over to an empty seat about three-quarters of the way and smack down in the middle. What the hell was I thinking? Putting all these people’s lives in danger? And then the door swung back, and the professor looked up from his notes. I immediately hunkered down in my seat. I thought of Xavier. I hoped he was okay. Just as I thought it, my mark sparked to life, but I watched in horror as the man began to scan each row. 

	“Can I help you?” I heard the professor, a man dressed in horned rimmed glasses, say as clear as day. What the hell was going on? This wasn’t natural. Not for me. I shouldn’t be able to hear anyone. The constant silence was gone. I could hear every chair squeak, pen scratch, and keyboard click. It was overwhelming. 

	Still, the heavily muscled man would not be deterred. He was definitely going to drag me out of here kicking and screaming. My big gamble was not going to pay off. My mark gave a sickly shudder when his eyes finally reached my row. I’m so sorry Xavier, I said a short prayer and closed my eyes. 

	… but nothing happened. I opened my eyes and watched as he scanned the class row by row. He didn’t even acknowledge me. Maybe he was going to wait until after? I hoped. 

	“Are you looking for someone?” the professor continued to speak, as the man took to the aisle. 

	Great. I hung my head. Caiaphas’s plan had worked. The cafe burned down. They were going to get what they wanted. I lifted my eyes, which were glistening with tears, when he reached my row and looked at each person and then … he just kept on walking, up the steps. 

	I cocked my head back, right along with the teacher. 

	“Are you looking for someone?” the professor repeated.

	I looked down again while trying to shield my face any way I could. Maybe he had just overlooked me? I cringed as I heard his boots descending back down again. My nails were digging into my balled fists so badly I knew they were going to leave a mark. My nails …? I glanced down in disbelief. I fanned out my fingers and cocked my head back once more. I had painted fingernails. Pretty, manicured fingernails. And I was tan! Tanner than I had ever been.

	Holy shit! I had shifted into another person! But who?

	“I know you’re here, little girl,” the man muttered under his breath. His head was swinging from right to left. “I can sense your shift.” 

	“Sir, I’m going to have to ask you to leave.” The teacher had had enough, but the man didn’t seem to care.

	“We’ve got the boy.” I heard a voice spark to life over the man’s intercom. 

	Xavier? Did they have Xavier? 

	“Come back.”

	“But I’ve almost got her.” The man radioed in.

	“Step down, don’t worry, she will come to us.”

	“10-4,” he muttered into the radio. “I’ll see you again my friend, I promise. Wherever you are,” he sang and then quickly descended down the steps.

	I sat there frozen to the spot. He had gotten so close. My heart was still racing. How long could I keep this shift up? I wondered when the class was finally over and everyone began to get up and disperse. I felt completely dumbfounded. I could hear the other students, too! 

	“Sorry, my bad,” I mumbled as they crossed around me to get out to the aisle. Their murmurings in the background distracted me. How was I able to hear everyone when I shifted into another person? And what was I going to do now? They had “the boy?” Did that mean they had Xavier? If so Caiaphas was right … I would come! I didn’t know where to go. What to do? I couldn’t stay here so I got up from my chair, reluctantly. It was better to move with the crowd than linger behind, I decided. 

	I glanced around the large group as we shuffled out, but the large man was nowhere to be seen. Thank goodness. It was just me. Or so I thought until I got one good look at my reflection in a nearby trophy display case outside. My eyes bulged out. It couldn’t be! My hands shot up to my face. But it wasn’t my face! It was that damn flight attendant’s face! I never thought I’d be so happy to see that flirty blonde again! I tilted my head from side to side in some kind of trance. Wow. Well done, Julia. 

	What the hell do I do now? But it was as if my connection to Xavier sent him a message because I instantly received a text. 

	“Julia, are you ok?”

	“Yes! Are you?!”

	“Oh. Thank God, and yes. I’m fine.” He texted back. “Where are you?”

	“On campus, at Duechet Hall. Please come get me!”

	“On my way.”

	I shoved my cell back in my pocket and allowed myself a moment of reprieve. We were both okay. But wait, if Xavier’s not “the boy” they intercepted, then who was? 
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	 went out a side door and slowly walked to the front until I saw Xavier pull up in the truck. Most classes were already back in, so there weren’t a lot of people around me on the sidewalk. I tried to flag him down to no avail. He was sitting in the middle of the street with his hazard lights on, looking around for me, but I wasn’t me right now. I remembered. I was the flight attendant. Surely he’d realize that. Maybe the blonde didn’t make much of a first impression after all?

	“It’s me. Dip shit.” I waved my hands to get his attention. His eyes just widened when the realization finally hit him, and then he tried to hold back a grin, but I could see it.

	Great. 

	“Where ya heading to ma’am?” He rolled down the window as I crossed the street. “Need a ride?” 

	It was taking everything within him not to laugh. I could tell.

	“Funny.”

	“Oh. I know who you are!” It finally dawned on him. “You’re that woman on the plane!”

	Really!

	“Honey. I told you I only have eyes for you! You don’t need to be so jelly.” He grinned even wider, as I slammed the door shut.

	“I can’t always help it.” I crossed her bony arms over my chest. “It’s just muscle memory or something.” I tried to dismiss it. Hell, I didn’t know why I transformed into her again! “But it’s weird Xavier.” I whispered now that I had time to reflect. “It wasn’t just the man following me that I heard, but I could hear the professor, and the other students, too.” 

	“What?” He turned to me like he hadn’t heard me correctly.

	“No. It’s true.” I nodded. “Apparently when I shift into another person, I get their hearing. I didn’t notice it the first time it happened because I was with you, and I was so relaxed from the alcohol the other noises didn’t bother me.”

	“Weird, right?” I mumbled softly. 

	“Weird.” He slowly nodded. I could tell he was mulling it over in his mind. 

	“So, how’d you get away?” I changed the subject. It’s not like we had any more ideas on the matter. 

	“Babe.” He threw me a look like come on now. “The question is how did he get away?” He flexed one of his biceps, and I had to laugh. 

	“Oh. My bad.”

	“No, seriously. They weren’t really after me, now we’re they?” he muttered gravely. His eyes briefly turned from the road over to me. “So, how’d you do it? How’d you shift again?”

	“Well, honestly I dunno.” I nibbled on my bottom lip. No. Not mine, but rather her bottom lip. “I find I can do a lot of things if I just, well, think of … you.” My face went beet red, but it was true. It was what my mark and I were thinking about when we transformed in the classroom. Then the same thing happened in Vegas as well; I thought of him just as I was being strangled.

	“They almost found me…” I remembered, feeling eager to change the subject again. “But someone radioed in telling the man to stand down, they got the boy.” My face scrunched together with the memory. “At first I thought it was you…” My face warmed all over again. “But obviously not,” I mumbled.

	“That is weird,” he agreed. And for a second, we drove in silence. We were on Chestnut St., heading back towards their part of town, and it made me miss my family and the farm even more. I wanted to see them, now more than ever.

	“Can you believe what Caiaphas did to the cafe?” I whispered when we pulled up to the black wrought iron fence leading into their housing community. “Just to draw me out.” I sniffled but quickly rubbed away any tears. I was trying to be strong, but Xavier wasn’t fooled. He quickly pulled the truck over. We weren’t home yet, but I think that was the point. Tears began to flood down my cheeks, but I couldn’t look at him. I might lose it even more.

	“We’re going to handle this, Julia. I promise you.” He unclicked the seatbelt, then grabbed my shoulder with one hand and my thigh with the other and pulled me on his lap. It was oddly soothing being smothered against his chest, and I just let it all go. The tears would not stop. My grandfather had invested a lot into that shop, I’m sure he had insurance, but there were so many memories there.

	Xavier just continued to rock me until it felt like I had no tears left. I cried so hard, I cried the shift away. I wasn’t the flight attendant anymore, I realized when I moved my head into his neck and could see the blonde highlighted hair turned chocolate brown in a ripple effect down my shoulders. 

	“Better?” he asked, as he pulled me back a bit.

	“Not really.” I sighed. Too bad I couldn’t shift the pain away, too. 

	“Come on, let’s get you home.” He started up the truck again. We were just making the loop up to the house when Luke met us halfway across the lawn.

	“This oughta be good,” Xavier muttered as he cut off the engine, and I went for my seatbelt. 

	“What is it, Luke? What do you know?” I asked as I slammed the door shut behind me. Xavier joined my side quicker than I thought possible.

	Luke looked between us, his face tensed in confusion as if not sure whether to fuss at Xavier for taking me to the fire or to tell me whatever it was that was causing all the concern on his face.

	“It’s your brother—”

	“Caiaphas.” I gasped. 

	“Yes.”

	The “boy” was my brother. I realized with horror. 

	As the words sank in, I struggled to breathe, and then everything faded into darkness …
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	ulia! Julia!” I could faintly hear the combination of Luke and Xavier’s voices.

	“She’s coming round.” Another voice said. Maybe it was Becca? I didn’t know I was confused. What had happened? How did I get on the ground? Why was everyone overtop of me? I blinked several times, trying to snap the fogginess away. I tried to sit up.

	“Calm down, babe, just lay there for a minute.” I recognized Xavier’s voice right away, and it gave me strength. Both that and he and Luke were touching my arms making the bond even more powerful.

	“Welcome back.” Luke smiled down at me.

	My back was cool, but my mark was radiating heat to my limbs.

	“What happened?” I croaked as they helped sit me up. 

	“You know how you get when you look at me, this time, I guess it was too much.” Xavier softly chuckled. 

	“Nice, bro.” Luke sneered. “I’m sure it didn’t help, you taking her to the cafe.”

	“Stop fighting.” I winced as they helped me to my feet. “I thought you two had realized you’re both on the same side.” I went to knock off any debris on my jeans when … “Brian!” I finally came to my senses. That’s why I had passed out! 

	“Where is he? Is he ok?” My knees went all wobbly again, and Xavier quickly swooped in to hold onto me. Once again I felt our bond strengthen me. My brother. Caiaphas had my brother! And after what I saw of the cafe today, I realized now more than ever, how serious Caiaphas was. He’d stop at nothing.

	“Has Caiaphas reached out yet?” I looked at Luke.

	“Yeah.” He put his hands on his hips.

	“And what does he want?” I asked as if I didn’t already know.

	“You.” He nodded. 

	“... Okay. … Fine.” I quickly nodded with Luke. “I’ll go.”

	“No, Julia. … Are you nuts?” Xavier interjected. “I won’t let Caiaphas use you like that again! What if you weren’t able to stop Chuck, we all almost felt you die!”

	“He’s got my brother, Xavier. What would you do if you were me?”

	For a second he balked. He dropped his mouth open, in search of the right words, but they never came. We both knew that he would do almost anything for his family, me included. 

	“This is crazy, at least don’t wear the ring. Now that there isn’t a shift on it. You should be able to remove it. That way he can’t shift onto you again.” He sputtered, but his eyes brightened as he thought of it. It was a great idea! 

	“Wait, I’ve been doing some research here,” Luke whispered, interrupting us.

	I knew that to be true. I had seen him this morning in the library. “And I’ve come to the conclusion, we can’t hope to destroy Caiaphas if we don’t have his shift on that ring.” He nodded down at my hand. The entire group stared at him as we took in what he had just said.

	“Are you insane!” Xavier flinched, and I had to step in between the two boys. “Do you know exactly how to destroy the shift on the ring because if you don’t, she shouldn’t wear it. She almost D...I...E...D, You almost died, all four of us almost died, and you want her to wear the ring so he can jeopardize us all while you’re still figuring it out!”

	“You think I don’t want to protect her!” Luke shouted back. “I’ve bonded to her too. I may not love her in the way you do, but I do love her like a sister, and I’m thinking of all four of us. You are only thinking of Julia, and it’s clouding your judgment. If we take the ring off, he isn’t an idiot, he’ll just shift onto something else, and then we won’t know what it is. At least we know what he’s using. It’s our best chance at stopping him … for good.”

	“No, I am thinking clearly.” Xavier shook his head. “You didn’t see her in Vegas, she’s getting stronger, she just needs more time. Soon, she’ll be able to stop him without being in danger.” 

	“I understand what you’re thinking,” I interjected. “And I love how you want to protect me, but I can’t wait to help my brother,” I said as gently as I possibly could. 

	“Fine. You wanna go put yourself in danger, I can’t stop you, but I’m not sticking around to watch. I just can’t forget Vegas.”

	I knew it was hopeless to try to convince him, but I had to think of my brother, so I turned to Luke and for a fleeting second Xavier looked like I had taken a shiv and stabbed him in the gut. The pain was evident on his face, and if my eyes weren’t dried up and practically swollen shut from crying earlier, I would’ve cried all over again. I didn’t want to hurt Xavier. I reached for him, but he pulled away. 

	“...Whatever,” Xavier muttered underneath his breath and then turned to walk away. He was in the truck before I could stop him. Slamming the door shut in the process, before peeling away. I watched him speed off then turned back to the group.

	“... you sure you’re ready to do this?” Luke rocked back onto his heels. “We could at least train for a couple of days.”

	“I don’t have a couple of days,” I said. He had my brother … and training hadn’t worked all year. I did my best when I was scared to death or pissed off, and I was the most scared and pissed off that I could be right now. I needed to find my brother. I needed to know he was okay.

	“I’ll drive you back to the farm. Caiaphas is waiting for you there,” Luke explained.

	“As long as you come with me as Jeremy.” I leaned into his side for support.

	“Of course,” he murmured against my hairline as he pulled me in even further. 
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	eg came with us since she was only there to relay the message from Caiaphas and needed to go back to being me. We used Madeline’s fancy car. It was the first time I had ridden in it, and the bucket seats smelled of her perfume. 

	“I need to tell you something,” I told Jeremy after we sat in silence for a while. I didn’t know how to bring it up, especially in front of Meg. For the first time, I wished she hadn’t been there. I didn’t need an audience for what I was about to say.

	“What is it, Julia?” He pushed me to continue. 

	“When I shifted into that … woman.” I gulped. I didn’t know why I was so afraid. Maybe it was fear of what he would or wouldn’t say it meant, but I continued anyway, “I was able to hear again … like everything,” I added curtly. 

	“You, what?” He could barely keep his gaze fixed upon the road, and Meg gasped in the back.

	“Yeah. It was crazy.” The words suddenly rushed in. “I was able to hear the professor talking to the guy, and mumblings from … everyone when he interrupted the class. Even the shuffling of feet.” I looked him dead in the eyes. “It was like the accident never even happened.” 

	For a second, we all said nothing. It was a lot to take in. Why would I be able to hear when I shifted into that woman? I thought I was just shifting into what she looked like. Again, I didn’t know as I stared out at the neighboring fields passing by.

	“That must have been overwhelming.” Meg broke the silence first.

	“You could say that again.” I continued to watch the trees blur by. 

	Jeremy sighed heavily. “I’m going to have to think about that, but for right now we need to figure out a strategy for when we get to the farm.” 

	“How are we going to protect Julia’s family, or even the farm, if this goes south again?” Meg continued. She put another thought in my head, my mother. She was basically the only one left out of the loop now. When would we tell her? The more Caiaphas included my family in controlling me, the more important it was for her safety. She needed to know. My dad was going to have to tell her eventually.

	“Your father was following Caiaphas and knew he was planning the fire,” Meg continued. “But even he couldn’t stop it.”

	“Wait. What?” I snapped back from my thoughts. “My father saw the fire?” I was reminded of his gift. He could look into the future. In fact, he was the one who made the prophecy I was to end The Others in the first place. But I was beginning to wonder how his gift worked because he didn’t know the prophecy was referring to me all those years ago until it was too late. He also didn’t know that it would involve the four of us: Luke, Xavier, Madeline, and myself. That was if we were still going to be able to do it. That is the thing about the future, it is always changing due to our actions. We should ask what he sees about the future now.

	I looked down at the crimson red stone and thought of Xavier again. He had given it to me as an engagement ring. Only Caiaphas could twist something so beautiful into something so evil. In truth, the garnet was stunning. I watched the way it glimmered in the sunlight against my leg. 

	“Yeah. Your father didn’t know when, or why but he knew the cafe was going to catch on fire.” Meg drifted off. 

	“Why didn’t he warn me? Did he know no one would get hurt?” Then again maybe my father just didn’t share everything he saw? He had let it slip once before that there was more to the prophecy than even The Others knew about, but when I asked him, he talked about only the things that needed to be said to keep me safe. The more I thought about it, the more questions I had and realized we needed to know, but then I saw the white picket fence coming up around the bend, and my mind went back to Brian. My nose was practically glued to the window. How long had it been since I had last seen the farm? This was really happening! I realized as I sat up in my seat.

	For a moment, I was reminded of a simpler time, before all of this began. When not being able to hear was my biggest challenge. That and thinking my father left us because of me and the guilt he felt. And then I saw it… the black, shiny BMW that looked out of place at the end of our driveway. 

	Caiaphas. 

	Jeremy reached across to squeeze my hand, and my mark flickered weakly. Jeremy wasn’t a hundred percent on board about this, and through my marking, I could tell. 

	“Brian.” I ripped the seat belt off of me when his head popped out of the back of the car. I practically knocked the wind out of him when I raced into his arms. 

	“I’m ok,” he said after a moment had passed. 

	My eyes burned, and I realized they were still too dry to cry. “Don’t ever do that to me again.” I sniffed.

	“See, Brian is alive and well.” Caiaphas clapped. “And we are back together again.” He opened his arms toward me like I would ever willingly hug him! Crossing my arms, I just glared at him. 

	“Let’s move past the formalities, shall we?” He reached up and tapped my hand with the ring on it. The change happened instantaneously. He smirked at me, leaving no question that he knew we knew about the ring and still didn’t care. He was either very confident we couldn’t stop him or that we didn’t know how to stop him. I was hoping for the latter.

	“Well, pack your bags, kid. We’re going on a trip.” He rubbed his hands together excitedly. 
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	h hell, it was just as I feared. I wasn’t going to be able to just stay on the farm. Caiaphas had plans for our time together like usual. 

	“No. Not you, Luke.” He said when Jeremy stepped forward. “Only Julia and her brother will be joining me.” He looked at both of us.

	“No! Just me!” I yelled so he would know I wasn’t playing. But Caiaphas just laughed. “Sure Julia, if you think you can stop me from taking Brian and from burning down your precious farm, too.”

	I could probably stop him from taking Brian, though it would be difficult without my mark, I definitely couldn’t keep Brian and the farm safe, too, so I remained quiet. 

	“Where are we going this time?” I finally found my voice again.

	“What? No snarky comments?” he asked, but I pleaded the fifth. He knew he had me.

	“Good,” he said satisfyingly, and it made me grind my teeth together.

	“Like I said, where to?” I repeated. 

	“To the city that never sleeps!”

	“New York?” I sputtered out. Why couldn’t we go somewhere I’d been before like Pittsburgh? Or at least somewhere we could drive to! But noooo, that would be too convenient. He just continued to smirk, but since I was still just standing there, he continued, “Well, say your goodbyes, and go pack your bags.”

	“What about the bond?” Jeremy held his hand out, stopping me.

	“Surely you’ve bonded already, and it’s only a weekend trip. Plus, after that little hiccup in Vegas.” His green eyes darkened unnaturally. “I’m not taking any chances. Now. Chop chop.” He waved Brian and me on. 

	“I’ll take care of everything on this end, Julia,” Jeremy promised, and I knew he meant on the home front with my mom and at school with Helen. 

	“Tell Xavier I’m sorry.” I looked back over my shoulder. I meant it now more than ever. 

	“You can tell him yourself.” 

	I wanted to say goodbye, but I heard that it was bad luck, so I didn’t. Who knew what Caiaphas had planned.

	“It’s going to be ok,” Brian assured me with a big brotherly hug as we walked toward the house. 

	“Did you see grandpa’s cafe?” I signed with feeling. “This man’s crazy!”

	“Maybe, but I think he underestimates our abilities,” he signed only to me. It was nice to know a language that Caiaphas didn’t.

	“What abilities, Brian?” I signed with a huff. “We’re just his puppets.”

	“Why is it that Caiaphas believes in you, more than you believe in yourself?” He fixed me with a parental look, and I just shrugged. 

	“Because he’s crazy!”

	“Come on punk,” he signed and then pulled me into his side. At least I wasn’t doing this alone. Though I guess that was the point. Caiaphas needed collateral in order to get me to do who knew what.

	“How touching,” Caiaphas crooned from behind us. His words dripped in sarcasm. I refrained from rolling my eyes. “By the way, I’ll be back here at midnight to pick both of you up,” he said.

	“I’ll have people watching, so don’t try anything dumb.”

	I was grateful he gave us the time to say our goodbyes to our mom. Of course, we would have to wait to pack our bags or she would know we were leaving on a trip. Thankfully she went to bed at ten so we could slip out without her knowing.

	It was nice to have this last meal with my mother, though. Nothing was certain with Caiaphas. I almost died on the last trip we took to Vegas.

	“These pork chops are delicious, Mom. They really are,” I signed, trying to load up on the compliments because I couldn’t just come out and say I love you as many times as I’d like without alarming her. 

	“You really are the best, Mom.” Brian wasn’t helping either when he reached across the table to squeeze her hand.

	“Okay, you two. What’s going on?” She tried to figure us out. She even put her silverware down to sign. 

	“Can’t we just … love you?” Brian shrugged. 

	“I … guess.” She eyed us warily. “Is this because of the cafe? Your grandfather is going to be okay. The place was insured, and no one was hurt,” she asked, and I lost the grip on my fork. Although I couldn’t hear it clank down on my plate, my mom could. Grandfather! Holy crap. I still haven’t seen him! “How is he doing?”

	“You know my dad, he’s angry because that’s the only emotion he allows himself to have. He just wants to rebuild as quickly as possible.” 

	“Maybe he could change the theme to something more updated.” Brian shrugged as he loaded up on the mashed potatoes. Only a guy could eat, given everything that was happening. I knew I’d probably have to draw on that strength later on our trip. Thank goodness Brian was coming with me! Even if he was just meant to be “motivation.” At least I wasn’t alone. 

	Who knew when I’d get the opportunity to cuddle with my mom again? I wondered when we moved to the couch after dinner to watch Jeopardy. It was hard to focus, my eyes kept checking in with the gold chiming clock on the wall that I missed being able to hear. I wanted to shower and leave plenty of time to pack. So when it was finally nine o’clock, I faked a yawn and kissed my mom goodnight.

	I looked back in time to see my mom sign, “O-kay. Brian. Hon. I need my rib cage.” After he practically smushed her to death.

	My mom knew something was up, but she probably thought it still had something to do with grandpa and the cafe. I wasn’t about to tell her the truth; though, I wasn’t as sure about Brian; he was such a momma’s boy. 

	“Goodnight!” I yanked Brian’s hand to lead him away. 

	“You two sure are acting strange. You know I’m going to figure it out eventually, right?” 

	God, I hoped not! 

	“Love ya, Mom!” I shouted back. 

	Brian went off to pack, and I went off to shower before staring at my closet. I had no idea what to wear to NY. So I ended up taking more outfits than I needed. 
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	e waited until Mom dimmed the lights in her bedroom and turned on her television set. That was just how she liked to fall asleep, to a loud blaring TV. Still, we would have to be careful on our way down and out of the house. 

	The words “careful” or “quiet” weren’t in my brother’s vocabulary, and I’m the deaf one! I couldn’t hear, but I could see and feel him banging his bag into the wall, kitchen table, and me twice. It was a miracle we made it out without waking her.

	“Geez. Brian. Really?” I hissed once outside.

	“What?” He mouthed while shrugging since his hands were full. 

	He hadn’t a clue, but I was still agitated. It wasn’t him that I was upset with, it was the guy at the end of our driveway in the fancy Beamer that I loathed. Caiaphas and he wasn’t alone.

	“Well, lookie here. It’s the one that got away.” 

	I instantly recognized the man in the car’s headlights. It was the same guy who practically chased me around all of W&J University. I felt my stomach drop. Truth be told, I was still afraid of him. It may have something to do with the chase or fearing for my life and coming an inch from being caught. This man still looked pissed that he had to stop searching for me that day. Caiaphas may still be hoping I’d join his team, but this guy looked offended by the idea, so I didn’t say a word. 

	“What? Cat got your tongue?” he taunted under his breath as he packed up our bags in the trunk.

	“There. There. Let’s all play nice.” Caiaphas said as Brian and I loaded into the back of his BMW, which still smelled like a “new” car. Probably because it was. I had demolished his last one, and the thought made me smile.

	“What’s the smirk on your face about?” The guy glared back at me in the rearview mirror. Geez. He didn’t let up. This was personal to him, that I had gotten away from him once before, I could tell. Caiaphas was right about one thing, I needed to learn how to control my face better. I just cleared my throat, looked out the side window, and watched the trees blend together now that we were picking up speed.

	“Are we flying again?” I asked Caiaphas.

	“No. We’re driving. I need you focused,” he hummed, and relief washed over me. No airport? No jet, no height, and no turbulence? He must really need my head in the game for what we were about to do. The driver smirked in the rearview mirror.

	“Scaredy-cat?” 

	“Do you know any words besides cat?”

	“Children, if you don’t have anything nice to say … then shut up!” Caiaphas glared at the two of us.

	It was typically a five-and-a-half-hour drive from Washington, PA to New York City, but Nate Dog, which I learned was the guy’s nickname, drove like there was no tomorrow, and got us there in just over four hours. Everything seemed to annoy this man, especially me. Even the way I ate my pizza-flavored Combos seemed to bug the guy.

	“Just because you live on a farm, doesn’t mean you have to eat like a cow!” he grumbled but it just made me try and make more noise while I chewed. He didn’t seem as irritated at Brian, I noticed. That was until my brother had to take his second bathroom break. Caiaphas had loaded us up with snacks and sodas. Why he was being so nice to us, I didn’t know but I did know it wouldn’t last.

	Only Brian could catch some Z’s while the man sped up. I, however, was wide awake. It wasn’t like we were on vacation, and it was hard to shut your eyes when your driver thought he was Jeff Gordon and looked at you as though he was thinking of ways to kill you.

	The sun was just barely coming up behind us, and my eyes lifted to the tall, architectural skyscrapers. I even had time to capture it on my phone’s camera, given we were hitting the beginning of New York City’s morning rush hour. But I had to move quickly, “Nate Dog” drove like he lived there, and not the kind that knew hitting your horn a million times made anyone go faster. Although I couldn’t hear any of it, my combos and root beer were thinking of coming back up due to his need to jam on the brakes and then hit the gas pedal as though he hadn’t caught on that he was only going to get to move a yard or two before having to hit the brakes. Maybe we were all going to die on the ride there? I didn’t want to die, but a nice fender bender to put us out of the game would be nice.

	“This isn’t a tour,” Nate grumbled at me when I took another picture, but I needed the distraction. Plus, when would I get the chance to see the city again? Many times, if Caiaphas got his way, I shivered with the realization. It may be a beautiful city, but Dip Shit was right, we weren’t here to sightsee, but annoying him made it just a tad more fun.

	“There’s Radio City Music Hall, Brian!” I nudged him in the side. I recognized the iconic marquee sign from the movies. We had been in bumper-to-bumper traffic for so long, but when it got good, when there was actually something to see, like being downtown, we were picking up speed and flying past all the attractions. It didn’t help that Nate Dog, who I had subconsciously renamed as Dip Shit, had had enough of my sightseeing. Man. He could really hold a grudge. Though I’m not sure he got or deserved full credit for making the other cars move faster.

	I didn’t care if he was in a bad mood, or just wanted to strangle my neck. The majestic city was keeping me distracted from his erratic driving. I was in New York City! My eyes were drawn to the large billboards of Times Square. There was a massive blinking ad for Sephora, a makeup company, so of course, there was a close-up of a beautiful model, mixed with a Bud Light advertisement of all things, like those two went together. There was a replica of the American flag, too, in bright red, white, and blue lights. But I barely had a second to capture it on my phone. Dip Shit had a lead foot. And when he couldn’t hit the gas, like at a stoplight, he yelled. “Get out of the way, damn it!” And then punched the horn at the crowd around us. I almost cracked a smile, it’s New York City buddy, what do you expect, but figured it would only direct his anger back to me.

	Before I knew it, we passed a sign that said we were in the Upper East Side. We pulled up to a large lux hotel that was styled with black and white umbrellas on the right side, indicating they had a restaurant and a row of bicycles to the left, which I figured the hotel rented out. The center entryway was black with the letters Mark Hotel crisply written in gold. The location couldn’t have been more perfect. It overlooked Central Park. 
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	nly the best for Caiaphas,” I whispered under my breath, as a clerk took my bag from my hands. 

	Another clerk, dressed in an all-black uniform and a matching hat, quickly approached us with a golden dolly cart. Caiaphas let the men do all the heavy lifting. In fact, he seemed to ignore the check-in staff altogether. I at least mumbled, “Thanks.”

	“No problem,” one of them said and I was surprised, I could hear him. I always wondered, how many shapeshifters were out there? I watched as his eyes darted over to Caiaphas. Did he know? Did the clerk know that Caiaphas was an Other?

	“I got this.” the man said curtly to me, and I figured that meant yes. Caiaphas was probably a regular here.

	“Just leave them to do their job, Julia.” The infamous Other called over his shoulder, bringing my focus back to the grand hotel lobby. Two men, one being Caiaphas’s usual driver and another guy was someone I’d never seen before. They were there waiting on us, and I wondered why his usual driver couldn’t have driven us here?

	My sneakers looked out of place against the glossy black and white striped marble floor. In fact, it would appear I was underdressed for everything. Even my black duffel bag looked out of place next to Caiaphas’s super shiny brown and gold Louis Vuitton luggage set, which was quickly being escorted away.

	The check-in desk on the right was a tall black marble station. To the right of the check-in was a seating area with black furniture and pops of vibrant hot pink artwork and gold lighting fixtures.

	It had a Vogue feeling to it with the main focus of black and white stark stripes dominating throughout. Even the staircase in the corner was covered in black carpet with thin white lines on it.

	“Trying to catch a fly?” Nate said, and I instantly closed my mouth. “We’re not in Kansas anymore, sweetie.” He sneered, and I knew he was just making another snide comment about my living on a farm, so I just rolled my eyes, which I think annoyed him even more.

	“Bitch,” he said underneath his breath, and I just lifted my eyebrows as if to say, maybe.

	Caiaphas faked a cough at us, and we followed him toward the elevators. Soon we were ascending up to who knew what floor. He had to use his key card, so I knew it was the penthouse, which apparently was on the sixteenth floor. 

	“Ladies first,” Caiaphas ushered me out when the ride to the top was finally over. 

	The elevator opened into a small entryway. Apparently, our room took up the entire floor. The double doors were open showing an unexpectedly picturesque view. If the lobby had a Vogue feel to it, this hotel room seemed more out of a Cottage Cabin-type magazine. It had an open concept with a homey feeling. Everything was white and cream. The ceilings were two stories high with a triangular slant. It looked more like a home with five bedrooms, eight bathrooms, a library, a formal dining room, a gourmet kitchen, and four fireplaces. It also came with a private terrace that overlooked the city’s skyline and Central Park.

	“Now, let’s all take a breather and reconvene later. I have a little job for you to do,” he said like a kid on Christmas morning. 

	Oh no, I knew that look on his face. He wanted to show me off, or at least my powers, and that was not good. My abilities seemed to only surface at near-death experiences.

	“Where are we going, Caiaphas?” I droned. 

	“To an … auction.” He chose his words carefully, and that worried me. 

	“What kind of auction?” I visualized being the item for bidding and was already freaking out.

	“You’ll see soon enough,” he hummed happily. “As per usual, I’ve set out your clothes.” He glanced down at my royal blue Umbros. 

	“What?” They were comfortable. 

	“Can’t have you two looking like hillbillies.” 

	“Too late for that,” Dip Shit, Nate grumbled and I refrained from sticking my tongue out at him because I was not sure poking the bear was the best idea.

	“Help yourself to the muffins, macaroons, and tea. I’ll see ya, soon.” Caiaphas promised and turned to walk back to the elevator. Caiaphas’s regular guy and another followed after him. Nate just stuck around to glare at us. 

	“You can’t leave this floor,” he said as he crossed the room to sit down on the couch facing a flat screen, and turned it on. 

	“You don’t need to babysit us,” I said, tired of keeping my mouth shut. 

	“Like hell, I don’t.” He grunted.

	Great. This trip really was going to suck. 

	“And no pig Latin either.”

	“Do you mean sign language?” I tried hard not to sound like a bitch, but I didn’t care!

	“I can speak your freaky little language, too.” He gave me the middle finger.

	“We’ll just be outside, taking in the view,” my brother said and motioned me toward the balcony.

	“Smart choice kid,” Nate grunted as he continued to flip through the channels. 

	The afternoon seemed to crawl by given I couldn’t talk to my brother, and I sure as hell didn’t want to talk to Nate. Nate, who kept checking in on us and his cell. When he finally took a call, he looked over his shoulder at the two of us and quickly changed languages. Even I recognized the dialect from my childhood. I didn’t speak Spanish, but I knew Brian did. Who would have thought all those extra credit classes would pay off? But my brother’s face gave nothing away. He had played poker with his friends before and knew how to keep a straight face. I, however, did not. My eyes were darting between my brother and Nate, and back to my brother.

	“We’ll talk later.” Nate switched back to English and snapped his cell shut. 

	“You two. Get dressed.” He finally addressed us, and as we left the room I could feel his gaze follow after us down the hallway. 

	Once out of view, I signed close to my chest, “What did he say?”

	“Later.” That was all Brian would explain.

	The little black dress Caiaphas picked out for me to wear was just as clingy as the one he picked out for me in Vegas. I couldn’t say I was surprised. Brian wore a matching black coat, a white button-down shirt, and dark denim-washed jeans. 

	“Why do you get to look so cool?” I tugged at the edge of my dress’s hem, but it just sprung back up my thigh. Brian grunted a response. He hadn’t been the same since overhearing Nate’s phone call. 

	“What happened?” I signed again, knowing no one could overhear us. It’s not like we were talking out loud.

	“First, he called us brats,” Brian explained and I nodded. Nothing new there. “And then he told the boss not to trust us. These idiots only needed to come together to —” 

	For a second, I just blinked.

	“And?” I pressed him.

	“And then you ogled him so much he stopped talking,” Brian smirked. 

	Dang. 

	“Sorry! … But who are the idiots?” I asked. “You and me? And who needs to come together?”

	“I dunno.” He shrugged, and for a second we just stood there huddled together. He ran a hand over his five o’clock shadow, thinking, but before I could respond we heard footsteps approaching.

	“... We have an auction to go to,” Brian signed quickly and looked up at the ceiling in frustration. “And I highly doubt Nate Dog’s going to let us just talk to each other in ‘code’ again.” He finished and I had to agree. 

	Man. Sometimes I wished I could hear Brian the way I could hear my dad and all the other shapeshifters, like Caiaphas who I could see coming out of a bedroom down the opposite hall.
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	h, my.” He extended his arms open wide when we finally came face to face. Nate Dog was on his heels. “Look how well you two clean up!”

	I could only grumble inwardly.

	“It’s amazing!” Nate Dog said sarcastically, and I wondered if his nickname had anything to do with humans? “Dog” was slang for people without abilities in their world. Something told me it wasn’t just a coincidence. These guys just weren’t that nice.

	“I know, right!” I said in the same amazed tone. 

	“Watch it,” Nate growled. 

	“I would not provoke her, Nathaniel. She’s the most powerful shapeshifter in the room.” Caiaphas gleamed. 

	“Yeah. Right,” Nate said what I was also thinking. The most powerful?

	“Now, let’s go show you off.” Caiaphas held out his arm for me to grab onto … yay me, not.

	His shift was still on the ring. I could feel the tightness. The ring seemed to dig into my finger.

	We piled into the BMW and went down several streets before merging onto the FDR Drive ramp. After being on it for around six miles, we got off exit 2 towards the Manhattan Civic Center. Then we kept turning down streets: right, left, two more rights, and then a left onto Elizabeth Street. I thought Dip Shit Nate was trying to get me disoriented when we finally arrived in what had to be Chinatown. The red and yellow Chinese lanterns and stores on both sides advertising in Chinese lettering were a dead giveaway. 

	We parked in the first available spot, and Caiaphas had to tell me more than once to keep up. I really wanted to go into one of the gift shops: Dashop Corp, Jenny’s Souvenir, Bok Lei Po Trading Inc., and Patches and Pins.

	“Let’s stop and get something to eat.” Caiaphas stopped once we came to what looked like fine dining in the middle of trinket shops and different types of Asian markets. The front looked like a hotel and the words Hwa Yuan Szechuan were popping out.

	Inside were a variety of tables dressed in white tablecloths and on them were clear vases holding a bouquet of a variety of flowers. 

	I wasn’t very hungry but decided to go with my favorite, steamed dumplings, and an egg roll. 

	The food would’ve been delicious if I was with better company and the manager/chef and hostess weren’t all trying to guess our every need by hovering over the table.

	“Well, that was as delicious as always, but we need to get going.” Caiaphas’s eyes sparkled at me, and my food suddenly felt heavy. 

	No bill was brought and no tip was left as we got up to leave. Brian and I both looked at the table as if to think … shouldn’t we leave a tip, but I wasn’t carrying any money, so we walked out the door. 

	We headed up the street before entering a fancy building called Gold Bar. It got its name conveniently by decorating the place in mostly gold colors. There were even gold-painted skulls. It looked like Caiaphas’s type of place. It must have been a nightclub that wasn’t opened yet, but the bartender glanced at us before picking up the phone. 

	Soon after, a beautiful Asian woman in a hot pink and gold cocktail dress came down the stairs from the back and escorted us through a set of double doors. The hallway looked like the entrance to a hotel with a check-in stand to the right, with more girls in matching dresses. They greeted Caiaphas only and handed him an electronic tablet. 

	“Enjoy.” She smiled as we were led down a thick red carpeted hall, with gold walls holding nothing but framed mirrors. We passed several doors as we were escorted through a maze of right and left turns before entering a room with a set of stairs. 

	After reaching the front of the room, Caiaphas spoke to the woman, I’m guessing in Chinese because she stopped and smiled when Caiaphas turned towards us and pulled out two blindfolds. 

	Great. As if we weren’t freaking out enough. But before we could protest, Nate pulled one over my eyes and then slapped my hand and told me to leave it. 

	“Asshole...” I mumbled but was rewarded by being “accidentally” shoved into the wall as we continued another maze of turns.

	“Is this necessary?” I asked after being slammed into a corner. 

	Caiaphas said Nate’s name like he was amused with a toddler. They finally stopped and had our masks taken off before entering into an odd room or was it a hallway? I wasn’t sure because we were escorted around what looked like closets going around in a circular formation. After passing the third door, we were let inside one of the closets where the sight inside was even more bazaar. 

	The room was small, but it fit four chairs perfectly. The chairs were all facing a platform surrounded by mirrors. There were obviously people in the other rooms, but I wondered why all the secrecy?

	After we were seated, drinks were served. 

	“What kind of auction is this?” I asked. Patience wasn’t really my gift. 

	“You’ll see.” Caiaphas’s eyes dazzled. 

	I didn’t know why I’d bothered to ask. Soon I heard people entering the cubicle to our left and shortly after to our right. The lights then dimmed in the room. It made the platform area even brighter.

	And then I saw her. It was a teenage girl with her head shaved. She looked so familiar, but my brain was trying to figure out how and why at the same time when it hit me. 

	Ali. I barely recognized her with her pink dreads completely shaved off. 

	Then I heard him, the auctioneer. He was giving her measurements. Then the bidding started happening. I turned to Caiaphas who was leaning back in his chair and smiling. He did this on purpose! He wanted to see my reaction! But this was really happening. They were really bidding on her! 

	And she looked so helpless and inebriated, too. She struggled to stand upright. What was she wearing? A belly dancer’s silver bikini and turquoise and silver embroidered skirt? It was as if she was an exotic dancer from another country. I guess that’s what they were going for. I watched her trip again and shot up out of my seat, but it wasn’t as if I could bust through the two-way mirror. 

	They were announcing bids left and right. Time was ticking down. I was pounding on the glass by now, but the auctioneer didn’t even look up. He couldn’t hear me through the thick window.

	Caiaphas was laughing at this point. 

	I turned back to him. “Bid on her already!” But Caiaphas just popped out his bottom lip and shrugged. “… What can I say? She’s not my type.” 

	Before I could throw myself across the room at him, one of his bodyguards intercepted me, but I pushed him off me like a gnat. I would have grabbed ahold of Caiaphas, but I could see it was too late. I watched Ali being dragged off the stage, not knowing if I’d ever see her again, and then I turned to Caiaphas and just let out a scream. It must’ve been loud because everyone in the room grabbed their ears. 

	Tiny fragments of glass shards exploded everywhere. The entire two-way mirror structure was gone. Everyone cried out as they sat there with glass all over them. They were stunned and trying to dust the glass off without getting hurt. But my focus was on Ali. I hustled or sprinted over to where the tinted window used to be and felt the crunch of glass underneath my shoes. Ali was hunched over, weeping hysterically.

	“It’s ok, Ali. It’s ok,” I whispered in her ear. “I’m here now. It’s me.”

	“Julia?” Her face lifted, and I read her lips.

	“Yes, Ali, it's me. Can you walk?” I needed to get her moving before everyone came to their senses again.

	“I can tryyy,” she barely signed correctly. 

	Great. 

	I wasn’t strong enough to do this! I realized as I ducked under her arm and tried to support her on my own. Thank heavens, Brian reacted quicker than the rest.

	“I’ve got her, Julia.” He lifted her as if she weighed nothing at all and carried her back towards the door we came in. People of all different nationalities were just staring at us, no really just me, but no one stopped us. 

	“Told you guys,” Caiaphas sputtered out in laughter as we made it to the door. “Isn’t she wonderful?” The compliment was out of place given the circumstance. They were trafficking human girls. “Dogs” in their world, meaningless girls to them.

	I was still surprised that The Others didn’t originate just from our country, but were a worldwide establishment as well. I was reminded of this when I heard obscenities being shouted in different languages. We needed to hurry. 

	“Not me, you fools. Get the girl!” I heard Caiaphas say to his protection detail on our way out  the door. Once out in the hallway, we locked them in but knew it wouldn’t hold, so we took off, going down the hallway, turning corners, not knowing if it was the right way. How were we going to get out of here without Caiaphas’s help? We didn’t know where we were. We had been blindfolded and brought here, and Ali was drugged and brought here against her will, for crying out loud! 

	Caiaphas. Caiaphas. Caiaphas! That jerk! 

	And then I felt it. Something shifted inside of me. It was like a wave of transformation down my body. First, my arm hair grew out, my chest flattened, and then my legs shot up a foot taller. I had shifted. I could feel it, but into who? 

	Brian gasped at my transformation, and then I gasped at him! 

	“Brian!” 

	“Julia … ?” He double-checked that it was me.

	“Yes, it’s me. Brian!” I gasped again. I hadn’t heard that husky voice in over six years!

	“Really?” He looked at me like I had three heads.

	“Yes, really! And I can hear you!”

	“What?”

	“Brian, I can hear you!”

	“Really?” He held me back at shoulder length like how he always did when he wanted me to read his lips. It must have been a force of habit because I could hear him just fine somehow.

	“Yes! Really!” I said again.

	“How?”

	“I dunno.” I shrugged, and then I pulled my arms back and tackled him with a hug. 

	“Julia, that’s great!” He mumbled into my hair. “That really is, but we need to keep moving.”

	“Oh, yeah, right. Perspective.” I nodded and leaned in to help him carry Ali again. I am taller now and stronger, too. “Who the hell am I, Brian?” I asked when one of the pink and gold ladies bowed her head to me and continued past us. 

	“Caiaphas.” She nodded curtly. The lady looked a little confused but continued on. 

	“Caiaphas in a dress.” He snorted, and I looked down at the little black dress I was wearing, or rather Caiaphas was wearing. It was even shorter on him.

	“I never thought I’d be so happy to see him in my life.” Brian chuckled. 

	The sound warmed my heart. Apparently I just needed to shift into another person to hear Brian, and Ali, too, or at least their mumblings. It reminded me of the last time I shifted into the flight attendant. I didn’t know what was going on or care. Being able to hear my brother again brought tears to my eyes. 

	“You okay?” he asked, and I sniffled and nodded yes.

	“We need to keep moving,” he reminded me, and I nodded again.

	“But where?” I asked helplessly. “It’s a maze back here.”

	“I have an idea,” he said and pressed his ear against the hallway inner wall. “We need your help,” he said, but I didn’t know who he was talking to. “Lead us out of here.” He continued to talk, but to who? I could hear people coming towards us. We needed to hurry. When suddenly Brian took off with purpose, thankfully in the direction we were already going.

	“This way.” We continued to drag Ali down a dark corridor and turned right instead of going straight. 

	If Brian didn’t look so focused, I would have asked him what was going on. Who was he talking to through the wall? But we didn’t have that kind of time. I could hear footsteps gaining behind us. We turned left and then right again. I caught a whiff of cabbage and fried rice. Finally, we were close to a restaurant.

	“We’re almost there. Just down the steps,” Brian said. “Thank you,” he said to some invisible person before he kicked the door open, and we found ourselves back in the club’s hallway with the red carpet. 

	I let out a little yelp when it finally occurred to me who Brian was talking to ... the rats! They came out of the walls and circled around our feet. 

	“Don’t worry. I’ll send them away,” he said as he led me down the stairs and into the nearby men’s restroom. I knew Brian could talk to animals in theory, but I had never seen it first hand before.

	“You’ve gotta change,” he insisted as I continued to do a little dance. It was rats! Hello! “You’re such a baby.” He smirked. 

	“What’re you doing?” I asked after we sat Ali down on the floor. I watched him begin to take off his coat and then unbutton his shirt.

	“Well, we can’t let you walk out there like that, sis.” He snorted all over again. 

	“You gotta point,” I said as I pulled the dress off of my head.

	“Eww. Caiaphas.” He gagged.

	“Oh, shut up.” I blushed a crimson red.

	“You know, I’m never going to let you forget this, right?” He snickered all over again.

	Wonderful.

	“Stay focused please,” I glared at him. “Now, what’re you going to wear?” I asked because he was only dressed in his plaid boxers now, and as if on cue, or maybe it was Jesus, one of the cooks pushed through the doorway, just when we needed him to. Brian yanked the man inside before he could yell our whereabouts. The Others were out there, too, I caught a glimpse of one of them before the door swung shut again.

	“You couldn’t have come at a better time, buddy,” Brian said to the chef. 

	Five minutes later, Brian was dressed in a pair of super-tight light denim jeans and a white short-sleeve t-shirt. He had chucked the apron at the poor naked soul back in the bathroom. Brian then tipped him twenty bucks to give us a five-minute lead. Something told me the man’s naked backside was motivation enough to stay inside the restroom.

	It was after eleven, and the place was packed. People were up dancing, some were at the bar getting drinks, and then there were The Others. They were easy enough to pick out because they were all trying to come up to me. I was Caiaphas now. I had to remind myself. I just waved them off like I was annoyed, and it worked as we jetted out the front door.

	 


 

	Chapter Twenty-Nine 
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	oss-man! Boss-man!” I heard a familiar voice that instantly made my stomach churn. It was Nate by the car. “What happened? And who is she?” He turned to Ali, who still looked as pale as a corpse.

	“This child.” I mustered up my best Caiaphas impersonation. It helped that I had his vocal cords. I was still amazed I could continue to shift it. “This is the dog I won at the auction,” I said it like it was a carnival game or something, which it probably was to Caiaphas.

	“Oh.” His face scrunched up. “I didn’t know you were that way.”

	“Of course I am, darling! Now, start up the car.”

	“But where’s the bitch?” Nate asked. 

	We all knew he meant me, and I tried my hardest not to slap him, but then again… Caiaphas would’ve slapped him! My hand was across his face before I could think twice. The slap had never felt so good. I could hear Brian sharply intake a breath.

	“Enough questions!” I shouted. “Take us to the airport and never ask me about her again!”

	“Yes. Boss. Sorry!” He opened the door and helped me slide Ali across the back seat. 

	“She sure is pretty.” Nate looked Ali up and down like she was lunch, and it made me want to slap him all over again.

	“Yes. Well. I do have good taste.” I ducked my head into the car and sat down next to Ali. Brian rushed to the other side. It wasn’t long after that Nate got behind the wheel of the BMW and pulled away from the curb.

	How long could we keep this up? Then all of a sudden, I heard his phone ring. 

	“Turn your phone off. It’s distracting,” I said instantly. It really was distracting! I could hear the phone, too! “I SAID turn your phone off! It’s waking up the girl!”

	“Whatever you say, boss,” he said respectfully as he pushed the silencer on the phone and placed it into the cup holder. He merged onto the highway, but he must’ve started overthinking things because I could see the wheels turning in his head in the rearview mirror as his eyes darted back and forth between us and the freeway.

	“Where’s Maxim?” He poked his head up to look back at us. “He never leaves your side. He didn’t even like that you let me drive us here!”

	“Because Maxim knows his place! Do you?” My voice cracked a little. Maxim must have been Caiaphas’s regular driver/bodyguard. My voice cracking scared me but not as bad as when I looked over at Brian. What if I couldn’t keep this shift up? I usually changed back into myself soon after a shift. 

	“Whatever you say, boss,” he mumbled under his breath again. Was that annoyance, or doubt I heard in his voice?

	Thank goodness signs for the airport began popping up on the highway. We had pulled into the terminal when Brian looked at me and did a double-take. His eyes looked as though they were going to bulge out of his head.

	“What?” I mouthed to him. 

	He circled his face and pointed at me. What was he doing? And why was it so quiet all of a sudden? Then it occurred to me. I was deaf again. And I realized he meant my face! 

	Oh, no, he was right! I couldn’t see my face, but I could see my hairless arms and feel my chest pop out again. I was shifting back to my normal self! 

	We didn’t have long until Nate came to the same conclusion. Thank heavens we had just passed by a sign for departures. However, I didn’t know what we were going to do at the airport. Neither Brian nor I had much money so when I picked the place on the spur of the moment. Then suddenly, my thoughts were interrupted. 

	“I knew it,” Nate mouthed, and I just closed my eyes. 

	Dang, it. He had looked back and seen me. He peeled across both inbound lanes and stopped the car. 

	“Leave this up to me,” Brian signed as Nate went swiftly for his front side door. What was Brian going to do? Dip Shit Nate outweighed him by fifty pounds, and he was a shapeshifter. Nate had rounded the front of the car and was heading for my door. He looked determined. I could tell he had been waiting for this moment. Then suddenly the grown man began to thrash around, but I couldn’t tell why from the backseat. 

	In all the confusion, Brian jumped out and quickly got behind the wheel. As we pulled away, I looked back at Nate, and I saw it. The reason why Nate was screaming like a little girl. A dozen or more bats were swarming around him as if someone had thrown a bunch of dead beetles on his face, and they were picking away at it. It sounded painful I realized as we merged back onto the road that led out of the airport.  

	“Wow. Brian. I never knew,” I mumbled and continued to look over my shoulder as Nate’s dancing body became smaller and smaller. When I turned back around, Brian just grinned and shrugged at me in the rearview mirror. Man. I missed hearing his voice already. 
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	Ali was lying across the seat with her head on my lap as I replayed the entire night in my head. Even without my mark connected to Xavier, I was able to break that thick glass with a scream.

	“How’d you get the bats to do that?” I asked Brian once we were at a rest area eighty miles out from the city.

	“I can will the animals to do whatever I want.”

	“Wow. I thought you just talked to the animals? Dr. Doolittle.” Then, I remembered how he told the rats to lead us out of the maze-like underground. 

	“No, it’s like I can speak to them in their minds.” He cracked a grin. 

	“I wonder what Caiaphas will do to get me back this time?” I said what was really on my mind. 

	After using the facilities to get cleaned up, we headed back to the car. 

	“What are you going to do about the ring?” he signed after we checked in on Ali in the back, and I came around to sit upfront with him. Ali was still sound asleep. What did they use to drug her? I wondered as I glanced back at her curled up on the seat behind us. Seeing her like this darkened my thoughts. 

	“I don’t know what I can do about the ring. What I do know is that we are all going to get sicker and sicker with his shift on it.”

	He knew I was referring to Xavier, Jeremy, and Madeline, too.

	“You shattered that glass like it was nothing, surely you can get a ring off!”

	“I dunno,” I murmured, looking down at the ring. Then it made me think of Xavier, and I leaned over the seat to get my cell from the backseat pocket where I had put it earlier in the night. Damn, it was dead. 

	What could I do? I wondered to myself for a fleeting second. Though I would never admit it to Brian, I was scared. The choices I made affected everyone. I knew Xavier would understand. Me leaving Caiaphas behind meant we’d just get sicker and sicker. He didn’t want me to leave in the first place. Surely Luke and Madeline and the others would understand, too? I glanced back at Ali’s tear-stained face. It’s not like I had another choice. 

	The rest of the drive seemed to take forever. Unlike Nate Dog, my brother went a reasonable amount over the speed limit. I needed to find everyone and explain to them what happened. And who knew where Xavier was? He had left in one of his  “I could be gone for a couple of days pissed off moods.”  And then there was my adrenaline. It was almost shot, and I could feel myself getting ready to crash, but I had to stay awake. I needed to get in front of the nauseating feeling in my gut. I knew from past experience we could last about a week before we all got sick as dogs. 

	“It’s ok, Julia. Get some sleep,” Brian quickly signed on a straight stretch of road when my eyes began to droop. The sun was just coming up along the horizon, and I tried to resist, but the next thing I knew, we were home. Brian woke me, and I realized we were already parked in front of our house. 

	“I need to find everybody.” I fought to keep my eyes open. 

	“You’re not going to be useful to anyone like that,” he insisted. “Let me tell everyone,” he offered instead. 

	“What about Ali?” I asked. 

	“She’ll be fine with me.” He shrugged. 

	I tried to find something to fault him with, but I knew he was right. I needed to sleep if I was going to be useful to anyone. 

	 


 

	Chapter Thirty 
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	he next thing I remembered I was in bed. The sunlight was far across my bedroom wall. How long had I slept in? I turned to the alarm clock on my nightstand table beside me and almost knocked it over. I had to find everyone!

	“Relax.” I heard a familiar velvety voice say. I looked over my other shoulder, where Xavier was seated beside me in bed. “Everything’s okay. Everything but that alarm clock that is. You spaz.” He cracked a grin.

	Xavier.

	I had never been so relieved to see him in my life! I threw off the covers and jumped over on top of him. He pulled me up as if I was as light as a feather and kissed me.  

	“I heard him, Xavier. I heard my brother,” I mumbled against his chest. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

	“It is.” He breathed into my hair. “I heard you had a lot of firsts,” he hummed tenderly. “Blowing up a room full of glass,” he said in the same soft tone. “Shifting into the world’s most renowned Other. I would’ve given my left nut to have seen that. Caiaphas in a dress?” He snickered.

	Wonderful. Brian hadn’t left any part out. 

	“So, what’re we going to do?” I asked though I didn’t expect an answer. 

	“We wait.” He hugged me tighter. “It’s all we can do.” 

	It was Thursday, and thank goodness Brian and I worked on the farm. It kept me distracted. Friday was an in-service day, so I didn’t have to go to school and relive my NYC time. I talked to Ali, but she was still recovering. And the group told Xavier to keep me at the farm. By Sunday, I was already feeling sluggish. I knew it was my mark. I hoped the others were okay. It had only been three days. I was surprised to feel the effects of missing my bonding time with Xavier and Luke. Though for Luke and I, it had been more like four days, so maybe that was why it was worse.

	Xavier walked into my room and asked me what was wrong? 

	“I feel bad already, do you?”

	“Yeah…” he looked like he knew something I didn’t and came over to my bed. He pulled me onto his lap and kissed me. I was momentarily distracted. 

	“It’s weird,” he said as he held out my hand to examine my ring finger. The finger his garnet birthstone was on. “I can almost feel his shift on you. I can feel his evilness.”

	Bits of Caiaphas attached to me? I shivered at the thought as well. 

	“I can feel it, too,” I admitted now that I thought about it. The ring didn’t just dig into my finger. It dug into my heart as well and blocked my mark from feeling like it should. He must’ve seen the concern on my face because he tilted it up. 

	“It’s going to be ok, Julia. We belong to each other. I’m your protector.” He took my face in between his oversized hands and kissed me softly but needily. Although my mark wasn’t working, I felt better in his arms. I kissed him back just as needily. Something about knowing we’d be together forever changed things. My body was racing with anticipation. 

	But his blue eyes seemed to darken like the night sky. “If anything would’ve happened to you, I don’t know what I would’ve done…”

	“But it didn’t,” I said, knowing he wasn’t over me leaving. 

	“But if it did—” 

	“But it didn’t.” My hands braced his tight waist, and then I did what I wanted to do … I rubbed my fingers up and down his mark. If only I could feel it!

	“It belongs to you, too,” he murmured in my hair anyway. “I belong to you.” He pressed himself against me. The anticipation was pounding through my veins, as I raked my fingers up and down his back. Although my mark couldn’t feel it, I could.

	“You gotta stop, Julia. Mark or no mark, I want you.” He moaned in my ear, but I continued to encourage him, so he bent down to kiss me before I could respond. I couldn’t help it when our tongues touched. It was electrifying. I found myself running my fingers through the back of his tousled hair so that I could press us as tightly together as humanly possible. Our tongues were now passionately intertwined. He pulled me against himself even tighter and moaned up toward the ceiling, 

	“I’ve never wanted you more than I do right now,” he said huskily. 

	“Me too.” Were we really going to do this? I wondered when he tugged at the bottom of my shirt and then yanked it up and off my head in one quick motion before our lips found each other again. And as if he could read my mind and wanted to leave no doubt, he unzipped my jeans quicker than I thought possible, stood me up, and ripped them down my thighs in one stiff tug until I could kick my legs free of them. 

	His muscular arms lifted me up under my backside and pressed me against the wall behind us. There was nowhere for me to go and nowhere else I wanted to be. The wall behind us absorbed our gyrating motion. I couldn’t get enough of him when he went to unzip himself. We were too distracted by what we were about to do. Trying to muster up all my courage, I rocked against him once more. 

	“Julia.” He growled at me like I was being a naughty child. “Don’t start something you don’t want me to finish.” A small smile played on his lips, and I giggled like a little kid.

	His eyes locked with mine like he had been waiting for my permission. Were we really going to do this? Were we finally going to be together in every way possible? 

	“I want to.” That was all I needed to whisper. I had never felt so sure of anything in my life. I buried my head against his neck. I felt the stubble of his five o’clock shadow and took in his husky scent, which had never smelled so good. 

	He twisted off my panties, nearly ripping them off with one swift tug before he quickly pinned me against the wall again.

	“I love you, Julia.” He moaned once more as he slowly pushed into me. I cried out at the painful intrusion. After a few slow thrusts, my body adjusted to his size. I then groaned at the slight pinching but pleasurable pulsing feeling. It was always meant to be Xavier. I had never felt so alive.

	“Yes.” I beckoned him closer, tightening my legs around his backside until he finally thrust into me like he meant it. 

	“You okay?” He exhaled long and hard into my shoulder shortly after.  

	“Yeah,” I said breathlessly. “Never better … kiss me.” I wanted him inside of me in every way. I think he did, too, when his lips found my mouth again, and he slowly began to thrust once more. The initial pain melted away with every push and pull motion. He continued harder and harder. He was ramming into me again and again against the wall. I garbled inaudibly. Our moans were escalating with each powerful, mind-blowing thrust. Suddenly, I could feel my mark come alive. I swear it was free for a moment.

	“Yes!” I cried up toward the sky. 

	“I can’t … stop,” he said in short, hard mutterings.

	“Then don’t.” I thrust against him again. 

	It was ecstasy. 

	“Julia,” he said as if it was a warning, but it was too late. His body began to shake until every muscle seemed to tremble. We were in the spot where everything was blissfully heightened and alive. I could feel an unstoppable wave building between us. Xavier began thrusting frantically until the wave crested and crashed over both of us. And as I rubbed his back, I could feel Caiaphas’s shift on the ring start to release. 

	“Holy, shit. Julia.” He huffed in and out in labored breaths. His shoulders slackened over top of me. “What am I going to do with you?” he asked, still trying to catch his breath.

	“I dunno.” I tried to play coy, but my wobbly legs could barely hold me up when he gently set me back down again. 

	“Whoa, there.” He softly chuckled as he steadied me, and I leaned back against the wall for support.

	We stood there in silence, breathing overtop of one another, unable to form a coherent sentence. 

	“That was … incredible,” Xavier was the first to speak.

	“Yeah, it was,” I agreed, but what felt like only moments later, I grabbed ahold of him again.

	“Unbelievable.” He just smiled and leaned in for another kiss.
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	“You’re amazing,” he mumbled after we had finished. “You truly are.” He kissed me softly. “Just imagine what it will feel like when our marks are completely uninhibited.”

	“You felt it too, right?” I leaned up on my elbow. 

	“Yes, just at the very end. It was like breaking free.” He stopped to ponder something and then widened his eyes. 

	“Oh, no—” He swore as he glanced over his shoulder. 

	“What is it?” I asked. 

	“Your mom’s home,” he explained, but I didn’t want this to end, so I took his face in my hands and kissed him hard on the lips. 

	“Have you talked to her yet?” he asked, and the look of confusion on my face was met with hurt. 

	“What do you mean?” I honestly had no idea what he was talking about as he went for his jeans on the floor. 

	“She still doesn’t know we’re engaged, does she?” he said as he zipped himself up, and then looked at me with expectation. 

	“She’s met you twice.” 

	“Who’s fault is that? Have you at least been talking about me?” 

	For a second, I hesitated. I had no idea he was thinking about this!

	“That’s what I thought.” He huffed in frustration as he went for his t-shirt next. 

	“No! Don’t go!” I cried out as he turned for the door. “You are all I think about, but I’ve been so used to hiding everything from her, just to keep her safe...” I said to him and then paused for a moment. “I’m sorry, you’re right … I want her to know about you.” I just realized. “You have to know it has nothing to do with how I feel about you. You’re better at keeping things in boxes. My emotions and thoughts skip around every second of the day. I’ve kept everything inside, but you have always been my rock. You’re where I go to get my strength—”

	I barely finished when in a flash, he crashed his lips into mine. When we finally came up for air, I invited him to dinner. It was time. “But at least pretend to come in through the front door,” I smirked, and he shook his head back and forth.

	“She giveth, and then she taketh away.”

	I couldn’t believe I hadn’t been getting my mom acquainted with Xavier; he was so hurt. But she was going to flip when she found out we were engaged. I mean, I was eighteen, but my mom had only seen him a couple of times. I’d been so busy trying to protect her that I’d never let her even see how much he meant to me. In the end, it didn’t really matter, we were destined for each other. Our marks might’ve started this, but today showed how much our hearts had grown. Even if it came as a surprise, she would eventually see how right we were for each other. 

	This gave me some comfort and strength, standing there at the top of the steps. Who was I kidding? My mom was going to freak. It is what it is, I thought as I descended down the steps. 

	“Look who stopped by.” My mom gushed at Xavier, who was already seated at the dinner table. How quickly had he gone to the back door? Damn it. I hated not being able to hear. 

	“It’s such a nice surprise!” She continued to be amazed. I think she still remembered him buying her a poinsettia for Christmas. Thank heavens, he was a hit with the moms, or at least with my mom. Who knew if it would be enough?

	“It really is.” I nodded.

	“We were just talking ...” Xavier signed the correct words close enough, and both my mom and I were impressed. 

	“What about?” I signed back as if I couldn’t hear him perfectly well. 

	“You.” His eyes glimmered, but my face fell for a second.

	“That’s … nice.” I know I was a little scared to break it to my mom, but I still wanted to be the one to do it. But he winked at me, because he knew me so well. I let out something between an exhale and a laugh. 

	“We were just sitting down for dinner,” my mom interjected. She signed and talked to Xavier at the same time. If only she knew I could hear him just fine. “Would you like to stay, Xavier?”

	Ok. Wow. This was going better than expected. 

	“I’d love to. You really do have a beautiful home, Mrs. Welsh.” He laid it on thick (The mom charmer). He smiled at her but continued to laugh at me behind his eyes when she wasn’t looking. I’m glad someone enjoyed drawing this out!

	“What a nice boy,” my mom signed without saying it.

	Oh. Hell. She had no clue where this was going. 

	“About that mom—” I started when Brian came busting through the back door. 

	“Oh, good. You’re up,” he signed to me. Man. How I wished I could still hear him. 

	“Is everything okay … on the farm?” I tried to speak in code, knowing full well it was only my mom who was out of the loop. 

	“Yeah,” he said tensely, but I didn’t believe him. “It’s just.” Brian looked from my mom back to me. “Dr. Hemstreet is looking for you.” We both knew he meant our dad, not my father’s cover as the farm’s vet. “I’m afraid it can’t wait,” he insisted. Both Xavier and I bolted up from our seats. 

	“A rain check, Mrs. Welsh?” Xavier still remained focused. Dang, he really liked me. 

	“Julia,” Brian prompted me, snapping me back to the problem at hand. Why did my father want to see me? What did he know that we didn’t?

	My mom gaped at all of us. “Surely, whatever this is, it can wait until after dinner?”

	“Sorry, mom,” Brian signed. “There was an … accident.”

	“Do I need to call 911?” I read her lips. 

	“No.” Brian backpedaled fast. “Not that kind of accident. One of the cows got its head caught in the gate—” he continued to lie, but I didn’t care to watch the rest of his hand gestures. I needed to find my father. 

	Xavier was already there holding back the kitchen door for me.

	“Bye Mom!” I called over my shoulder on the way out. We didn’t need to worry her any more than we already had, and this did tend to happen once in a while. 

	“Whaddya think this is about?” Xavier asked on our way down the hill to the barn. The sun had set by now, and there was a chill in the air. I pulled my parka tighter around me. 

	“I dunno. But I hope it’s good news,” I said even though I doubted it.

	“What is it, Dad?” I asked when we reached the lower barn, where he was taking cover from my mom, I assumed. Then I heard a throat clearing sound behind me on the opposite side from my father. I watched as Madeline and Luke stepped out from the shadows. Why were they here, too? 

	“I had a vision.” My father just got straight to it. 

	“Okay … okay?” I didn’t know what to think about that. I turned to Luke, but he just nodded and took my hand, and of course, my mark felt nothing. Madeline cleared her throat once more. I thought maybe she was just trying to be annoying, and then I heard her sniffle, too. She looked worse than I felt. Wait, was this why I felt bad? Was she sick from not bonding? Man. I hoped not. We didn’t have much time as it was. 

	“What? It’s allergies.” She tried to shrug it off, but Xavier just rolled his eyes, and I knew.

	“Is that blood dripping from your nose?” I took a step closer to her. It was dark out.

	“I said I’m fine!”

	“How long has it been?” I asked because I was deeply concerned.

	“Like my seventh day.” She grumbled under her breath as if she could read my mind. 

	“But it’s only my fourth.” I gawked at her. 

	“Yeah. Well. Good for you, some of us had to be protecting people.” I knew she meant my family. Luke put his arm around her whispering to her so low I couldn’t hear, and I suddenly felt worse. No wonder I felt crappy, and how awful Madeline must feel, too.

	“I had a vision …!” Dad said louder this time, so we all would stop. “That showed me how to end The Others, or at the very least, take the shift off the ring,” he explained and all of our mouths dropped open. 

	“How do we do it?” Xavier was the first to ask.

	“You only need to come together,” he said, and we all waited for more… 

	“What do you mean come together?” Madeline asked doubtfully.

	“That’s it?” Luke also sounded unconvinced, but then I remembered what happened when Xavier and I were intimate. How it felt like the shift had wavered when we were connected. 

	“No, it’s true,” I said. “We just need to come together.” I looked at Xavier to see if it made sense to him. He looked at me as though he were pondering the idea, too.

	“Yes.” My father nodded. “That’s all it’ll take.”

	“So, if we come together … like what … hold hands, we’ll destroy Caiaphas once and for all?” Madeline said with snark, but I could see her also looking at Xavier and me with hope. “It’s really that easy?”

	I really hoped all we had to do was hold hands! But I kept the thought to myself because Xavier was still watching me, and with a roll of his eyes, I knew he knew where I went!

	“Yes,” my dad … always the stoic one said. “Coming together will destroy Caiaphas.”

	I turned to him for an explanation. Surely he didn’t mean “destroy” Caiaphas. I couldn’t believe it now that I was actually here, and it was almost over. But it wasn’t like I had much of a choice. Still, to murder someone? I wasn’t so sure I could do it now.

	“I don’t know what will exactly happen to Caiaphas,” my father admitted. “I only saw you four standing hand in hand and ending his reign.”

	Relief and fear washed over me. Hand and hand was easy enough, but I wasn’t a killer! 

	“So yes,” Xavier said flatly while staring intently at me. “If we don’t destroy him, there is no other way he’d quit trying to manipulate you.”

	“Well. What’re we waiting for!” Madeline looked like she had gotten her second wind, but I still wasn’t sure. Yes, Caiaphas was evil. Yes, Caiaphas manipulated me. Yes, he’d stop at nothing to get his way. But to kill him?

	“Surely there’s another way.” I still had yet to take anyone’s hand.

	“No. Julia,” my dad said softly. “I saw it. This is the only way…” I watched as they all inched together. 

	“Just let me talk to him first,” I interjected. “Maybe we could make some kind of deal?” Was I the only one thinking sensibly? 

	“He’ll kill us first,” Madeline whispered hoarsely. “If he gets wind of any of this, he’ll kill us all.” She wiped away the blood trickling down her nose with the end of her sleeve. Wow. She was really bad off. Seven days was a long time to go without the touch.

	“Even your father thinks it’s the only way, babe,” Xavier added, his tone was regretful. His face tense.

	“What do you think?” I turned to Jeremy, even if he was still in Luke’s body. I needed my best friend’s advice. 

	“We’re dying, Julia. A little each day. Can’t you feel it?” he asked. “Search yourself. You know it’s true.”

	I knew it was true. It may have only been day four for Luke and me, but Madeline looked terrible, I could feel her effect as well. It might as well have been day seven for us all.

	Now that he mentioned it, the weariness I felt since escaping New York had never really disappeared no matter how long I slept. 

	“You want to know why I’m on day seven?” Madeline asked. “Because we’ve been separated trying to protect you and your mom, and your grandfather, and Brian. So we hadn’t seen each other. And then you went to New York. We can’t protect your family or ourselves until this is over. So decide, it’s him or everyone else you love,” Madeline said what I needed to hear.

	“Okay. You’re right.” I couldn’t just pick Caiaphas’s well-being over Madeline, and Luke, and Xavier, and everyone else I cared for. I nodded and stepped into the circle. 

	“Let that asshole rot in hell,” Madeline breathed. But I couldn’t believe I was about to kill someone! Someone who in a sick way believed in me. I rocked back on my heels as they took hands, but before I could step into the circle, Madeline dug her nails into my palm and forced me to unite. 

	I was about to say wait, but I couldn’t finish. None of us could. We began to tremble so hard, it was impossible to talk. It was as if my jaw had locked into place. Were we being electrocuted? I couldn’t release my hands if I wanted to. We were one. Our marks were one, and it was the first time they all had come together like this. Next, I felt it. Caiaphas’s shift melting off my finger like molten rock, and it stung. Madeline’s hand must have, too, by the way she was gritting her teeth. She had grabbed the hand with my ring on it. Then my mark tingled, showing signs of life. But we had gone too long without the touch. It was like a fire poker had been pressed firmly against my spine. 

	“Aww!” I heard Madeline cry out, too. 

	The wind picked up around us, or was that the blustery winter air? I didn’t know.

	“That’s it,” my father shouted in amazement from the side. “That’s it kiddo.” My heart seemed to swell. My father was proud of me. 

	I closed my eyes. I didn’t need to see the watery ripple-like effect exploding out of me for miles. I could feel it. It sounded like a boom of thunder and cracked like lightning. And the next thing I knew I was flat on my back. We all were. What had just happened?

	“You did it, Julia.” My father raced to my side. “You guys destroyed the shift, honey.”

	“That was intense,” I mumbled as I stood up with ease. I checked my left hand and could see a burned mark around my finger where the ring had been. Xavier had yet to move, but I could hear his haggard breath across from me in the circle. Thank heavens he was okay. 

	“It was your powers uniting as one,” my dad explained. “There’s nothing you can’t do now. No one can stop you guys. You are the future generation.”

	“Caiaphas’s powers are finally gone … Yay,” Xavier grunted as he rocked from side to side on the ground. Did it hurt him more than it had hurt me? In fact, Luke and Madeline also looked a little worse for wear, too. “Just give me a sec.” Xavier groaned when I knelt down to check on him. “... Wow, babe. You really are a knockout.” He wheezed/laughed. 

	Luke and Madeline were also staring at me with widened eyes. I didn’t know why but I felt fine. They seemed to think it meant something, but maybe it was just because I was the one wearing the ring. Though Madeline was also touching it, and she seemed the weakest of us all right now. 

	“Oh. Shush. We all did this.” My eyes filled with tears. Thank heavens Xavier was okay, or okay enough. We all were. I could feel a change inside of me that I could not put into words, and it happened instantaneously.

	“What about Caiaphas?” I asked after a moment had passed.

	“We wait and see,” my father said next. 

	 


 

	Chapter Thirty-One 
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	fter the crazy night, I was confined to my house for the next two weeks. Just in case Caiaphas was still alive and wanted to retaliate. I wasn’t even allowed to do my own chores. That was Meg’s responsibility now. Still, I watched her from my bedroom window, anyway. I couldn’t believe I was actually jealous of my own life! Though, I still got little tidbits of information here and there. Xavier thought I deserved to be kept in the loop no matter what Luke said. Luke. Who I think was just trying to protect me.

	“No one’s seen Caiaphas in days,” Xavier said when we all sat down at my family’s kitchen table, come the next morning. At least with all this time, Xavier had been a constant at my house so my mom could see how good we were together. And man, now that our marks were back, being together was amazing. 

	Still, my house was the perfect place to gather, given all of Luke’s crew were protecting the farm anyway and my mom was already at work. Of course, my dad wasn’t here most days either. He took to following my mom around whenever he could. We were all worried Caiaphas would take another family member as a bargaining chip. That’s if Caiaphas was still alive. A thought that didn’t bring me comfort. I didn’t want the eccentric Other to be killed. Even if it was the only way.

	“So? … He’s dead?” Madeline couldn’t hide the glee in her tone, and I thought it was revolting. Whatever happened to the “nice” Madeline? I wondered.

	“If so, there’s no reason to keep me locked up in this house any longer?” I quickly changed the subject.

	“It’s still only rumors,” Xavier grumbled. “And it isn’t like I haven’t been here to entertain you,” he said, and I blushed instantly. 

	So, they weren’t going to let me just go back to school, and we all knew it. Although Xavier’s visits had been great, I felt confined. Stifled, actually. I needed to stretch my legs, and it wasn’t like Xavier didn’t leave early enough for me to catch the bus, I thought that night as I lay in bed. At least I had a plan come that morning. Maybe it was foolish? Okay, it was foolish, but they were talking about keeping me locked up in the house till the end of the semester, and I couldn’t have that, even if my grades were picking up, and Helen told Madeline how proud she was of my new attitude on paying attention. But the quicker they saw me as competent and not someone they all needed to protect, the better. Besides, none of them were in hiding, and last time I checked, we were all connected. Any one of us could actually be kidnapped… or worse killed. But apparently, I was the least trained. It was funny how the person who believed in me the most was who I was hiding from. Maybe that was why I wasn’t afraid of him. 

	The next morning I wasn’t feeling as sure about getting past everyone as I crept down the steps. I knew Meg was done with my morning chores. I watched her leave shortly after my mom. I needed to be quick. The bus would be here any moment now, but how to get down the driveway undetected? Jacob had the job of watching the sky, surely he’d see me leave before I had a chance to get away?

	“Just walking my dog.” I rehearsed what I would say if I got caught, on my way out the door. But where was Sammy, our black lab? Probably still down in the barn where Meg had been.

	Traitor. 

	Damn it. I was just going to have to make a run for it, and I would have if I didn’t come face to face with Bailey, who was one of the shapeshifters protecting the farm. 

	“Julia? Whaddya doin out here?” He looked truly perplexed. 

	“Oh, I’m just.” Damn it. Of all my luck. I turned back for the door. “Just getting the newspaper—” I mumbled as I opened the door … then I saw her. Yes! Thank God! Because the next thing I knew Sammy came bouncing out the door. 

	“And now I’m going to walk my dog!” I threw my shoulders back. No one could stop me now. I decided.

	“I can’t let you do that,” he said. 

	Well. Try and stop me. I wanted to say.

	“Come on now. How could you say no to this face.” I put my hand underneath Sammy’s chin, and she jumped up on my legs right on cue. Yes! Good girl, Sammy!

	“We’ll just go down the driveway and back,” I lied, and Sammy sprung up on my legs again. Man. She must have really wanted to run with me.

	“Please.” I joined in with Sammy as she placed a paw over her eyes. Huh? Now, I knew I didn’t teach her that.

	“Oh. Ok. Go, on. Cute dog, Julia.”

	“Ah, thanks.” I marveled at him. 

	“Well?” He stared at me, and I shook my head. 

	“Oh, yeah. Right. Come on girl.” I motioned her away. According to my phone, I didn’t have much time. In fact, I could see the yellow bus approaching straight ahead. I needed to run now and fast. 

	“Come on Sammy! Let’s race!” I was almost there when I realized that Sammy wasn’t ahead of me. I stopped suddenly.

	“Sammy!” I looked down and around. What happened to Sammy? I twirled around again as the bus came to a stop. Did she see a squirrel?

	“Honey,” I read the bus driver’s lips when I finally looked up. “Are you coming or not?” 

	I saw Bailey finally approaching up the driveway and snapped back to reality.

	“Yes! I’m coming! Bye, Sammy! Wherever you are!” I dashed up the steps and threw myself into the closest seat. I ducked my head down like the scaredy-cat I was. Please! Don’t let Bailey catch up in time! Please! I felt the wheels take off again and opened one eye. How was it possible I had gotten away? I didn’t know or care! I was free! 

	I couldn’t believe my luck. I kept waiting for someone to hop on the bus at the next few stops and take me back, kicking and screaming, but no one did. Surely, they’d intercept me at the school entrance. I looked from my left to my right once I got off the bus and made a run for my locker. 

	Awe! Freedom! I began to fidget with the combination on the locker when someone poked me on the shoulder from behind.

	 Wonderful. They finally found me. But then I turned, and to my amazement, it was Jill. Her sapphire blue eyes looked troubled and her face confused.

	“Did you forget something?” she signed next. 

	“What do you mean? Gosh. It’s so good to see you.” I just came out and said it, confusing her even more. I could tell. How long had it been since I was last at school? Since the real me was at school?

	“Julia. We just saw each other,” she signed slowly like something was wrong with me.

	“Oh. Yes. Right.” Meg was shifting as me this week, I remembered. She must’ve already come by. “Can’t I just miss you?” I took her by the hand. Jill, like my mom, didn’t have a clue what was going on, and in a way, it saddened me. I could really use Jill’s opinion on everything, but last time I told a friend about my world like I had with Ali, she was abducted and auctioned off like a piece of meat. No. Jill couldn’t know. 

	“Sure.” Jill looked at me like I had three heads. “Well,” she mouthed because I wouldn’t let go of her hand. “Bell.” 

	“Oh! Yes. Of course.” I finally released her hand. 

	“Nice. Seeing you ...” she signed with a little wave, but her face was saying another thing. “... Again.”

	Jill was right. I was acting strange, and now that I thought about it, I realized I couldn’t actually go to class! Meg or Madeline were probably already with Jeremy in my first class, Biology. There couldn’t be two of us in the same class! Crap, now that I was here, what was I going to do?

	And then I heard them coming around the corner of the next connecting hallway. 

	“She’s taken off. We don’t know where.” I recognized Luke’s voice right away talking to someone, probably Meg. Oh. No. This was bad. I quickly opened my locker to shield my face. What the hell was I doing here? 

	“There she is,” he growled, and my shoulders instantly caved. Well, there goes that.

	“Julia.” He cleared his throat, prompting me to shut the locker door. If only Jill was still here, to stop me from being carted off. 

	“What?” I said with more edge than necessary. I didn’t care if I sounded rude at this point. I didn’t want to be locked up in my room any longer. 

	“I’m sorry.” Luke’s voice softened considerably.

	“Well, you should be,” I muttered back.

	“I was looking for … a friend.” 

	“What?” I crossed my arms over my chest in frustration.

	“Yeah,” Meg, who was shifting as me signed. “We thought you were somebody else.”

	What were they talking about?

	“See ya later at lunch, Jill,” Meg signed before walking away.

	Jill? I grabbed at my face, then reached for my hair when I saw that it was platinum blonde. Did I just shift into my best friend? I looked down at her favorite silver charm bracelet and gasped. But I didn’t want to be stuck as Jill for very long. I had no idea where her classes were! And it wasn’t like there could be two of us either. She knew people I didn’t. And then I felt it. It was like a wave of shifting scales crossed from one arm down the length of my body to the other arm. Had I? Just shifted back?

	I needed a mirror. There was no way. I had never been able to shift back so easily before. I raced to the nearest restroom. 

	“Oh. Snap,” I said to my reflection. I recognized that oval face, those chocolate brown eyes, and chestnut-colored, wavy hair. Then  suddenly, I started to gag. The girl’s restroom always smelled bad, but today I could not take it.

	“There you are.” Helen found me soon enough. I should have known she’d come looking. Meg or no Meg. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere! Were you in here this entire time? Are you sick?” 

	“I don’t know,” I mumbled more to myself than her. I was still confused. I shifted and then shifted back again so quickly, I gagged again. 

	“Well. Come on now.” She ushered me out. “You’ve already missed.” She looked down at her wristwatch. “Like fifteen minutes of class.” She huffed and I took in a few fresh deep breaths. 

	“Well, I’m late, so I need to go to the office to get a tardy slip.”

	“Okay, let’s go.”

	“No, you go back to class … I can do this.”

	She looked like she was going to argue, but she knew I liked my independence, so she shrugged and left. I took some more deep breaths letting my stomach calm from nausea and headed to the office. It took the rest of first period to get a tardy slip. Were this many kids always late? 

	The bell must have rung because the hallway was crowded. Was it really time for art? I knew I’d come face to face with all the shapeshifters in the school there. What was I thinking, by showing my face? They had to have been worried and out of their minds by now. 

	“Julia.” I heard a voice call from behind in the hallway and felt my shoulders instantly cave again. Of all the people to find me first, it would be Xavier.

	“Do you know how worried I’ve been?!” he said. “How worried we’ve all been?”

	“I needed to get out,” I told him. “You don’t know what it’s like being shut up in your room day after day.”

	“Does it feel something like … irresponsible?” His brow pinched. “Because that’s what it was.”

	“Funny.”

	“I’m not laughing.”

	“Neither am I.” My eyes instantly moistened, I hadn’t realized how trapped I felt. Why do you get to walk around free—

	I was just about to say when he glanced over my shoulder and cursed. “It’s Helen.”

	But I didn’t want Helen to interfere. I had had enough of her and everyone else’s meddling! 

	“Oh! I’m so sorry,” I heard her say as clear as day when she rounded the door and came face to face with the two of us. “I thought you were someone else.”

	“Helen!” I hissed, but I couldn’t help it. I could hear her! 

	“Yes?” She looked even more flustered by my calling her by her first name. In fact, I was startled by her, too. I had never heard Helen’s voice before! She was hired after the accident. It was a bit harsher than I expected, but then again she looked pissed off at the moment.

	“Nothing.” I shrugged. This could only mean one thing, me hearing her. I had shifted again! And I knew to who! Jill’s charm bracelet dangled off my wrist again.

	“Have you seen Julia?” She turned to Xavier next.

	“I did and then I just didn’t.” He tried hard not to laugh, and I just rolled my eyes. 

	“I think she left for the restroom.” I nodded in that direction. 

	“Oh, she must be sick,” she mumbled under her breath and took off down the hallway. 

	“Wow. Look at you,” Xavier began to sing. 

	“Oh. Shut up,” I said sheepishly. 

	“Blonde looks good on you.”

	This time I just nudged him in the gut. I didn’t want to look like Jill anymore. Xavier was mine.

	“And you’re … back.” This time he did look truly amazed.

	“Am I really?” I glanced down at my olive skin tone. I knew those taut arm muscles. I got them from working on the farm.

	“Julia. That’s amazing,” he whispered in awe. 

	“Well, I’m a shapeshifter,” I mumbled.

	“You ARE a shapeshifter,” he repeated. “But how long have you been able to shift back and forth like this?”

	“I’m stronger. I have been since we all connected.” 

	“We all are.” He locked his eyes with mine. “Ever since that night. Here let me show you.” He nodded over my shoulder back inside the art room. “Even Madeline has grown stronger.” He told me as we crossed the room toward the windows. It was another rainy, bleak day. 

	“How?” 

	“She can shift a scene while remaining herself. It’s a rare gift. Remember Jacob shifted the Christmas scene, but it stopped when we played Dirty Santa?”

	“Oh yeah, but Meg can do it too.” I remembered her snowy bedroom winter scene. 

	“Yeah. And so can I, but it used to take more concentration.” He shrugged. “What did you expect?” He rolled his eyes at me. “The best, most gifted shapeshifters were sent here to protect you. You’re why they came here in the first place.” Now that he said it, it did make sense. Only the best were protecting me. It was funny, Xavier wasn’t one of the ones sent here to protect me. Oh, how things have changed.

	“But Madeline couldn’t do it before?” I remembered back to a time at the beginning of the year when she shifted as a fire but nothing else, and shivered. I had firsthand experience with Madeline’s so-called weaknesses. 

	“No. But she can now.” He insisted. 

	“And you’re? You’re … stronger?” I couldn’t fathom how. He was already a force to be reckoned with, and I didn’t mean just physically. Everyone looked to Luke and him to decide things.

	“Yes.” He nodded outside the window. “Take a look.” 

	So I did. But I didn’t know what I was looking for. Everything looked the same. The art room faced the school’s football field like it did every day, and there was a line of parked cars further down below. Aside from that, I couldn’t see much of anything through the curtain of rain. 

	“Here. Let me give you a hint.” He cracked the window open, and my hands shot up to my mouth. I couldn’t believe it. I could hear it! I could hear the rain! 

	“You’re shifting the storm?” I gawked at him. 

	“Yes.” He nodded. “I mean, it takes all my strength, but … yeah. That’s me.”

	I looked out at the rain pelting against the windows in awe. We really were getting stronger!

	“I can only do it for so long, but it covers the entire town.” He shrugged. “Anyway—Oh, no. I think your cover’s blown.” He pointed over my shoulder. I heard a rumbling of thunder and laughed. 

	“Thanks for the heads up.” I snorted.

	“Hey, what can I say? I couldn’t help myself.” 

	“Julia!” Helen signed. “Where have you been?”

	“The restroom. Sorry I was feeling nauseous again.”

	“No. No. You weren’t. I just came from there.”

	Poor Helen. What was I supposed to say? I shifted into someone else? No, that was not going to happen. 

	“There’s more than one restroom.” I tried to calm her down. “And I’m just setting up to finish this painting.” It was of a cityscape I had been working on for weeks. I knew it would make her happy if I actually worked in class. Sometimes Helen struggled not being a parental figure at school. She liked to watch me like a hawk. It was a little annoying.

	“Are you sure you don’t have a bug?”

	“Yes, I’m sure, just a weak stomach lately.”

	“Okay.” She looked concerned so I changed the subject. 

	“I’m going back to the sinks now.” I let her know so she wouldn’t freak. On the way there, I heard the rest of my friends talking.

	“She shouldn’t be here! It’s not safe for her!” I caught the tail end of what Luke was saying to Megan in the back of the room by the closet.

	“She’s vulnerable here,” Luke continued until he saw me in the corner of his eye. “Julia.”

	“Luke,” I said coolly. 

	“What were you thinking?” he asked me.

	“You get to be here.” I tried not to sulk, but there it was.

	“No. Actually, I was on the farm last I checked. Protecting you.” He pointed a finger at me.

	Oh, crap, really?

	“I just needed to get out. I won’t do it again.” I promised. 

	“You got that right.” Xavier decided to join in. “Even if I have to babysit you all day myself.”

	Humph, I tried to be mad but that didn’t sound too bad. 

	“Can I just have the rest of the day to stay? Please,” I begged. 

	“Fine,” Luke muttered. “But you do exactly what we say—

	“Fine.”

	“Now show everyone your trick, Julia.” Xavier nudged me in the side. 

	“But Helen?” I tried to get out of it. Who knew if I could do it again? Change into another person? And come back again?

	“Here.” He turned me around with my back to Helen now.

	“See, there. Now, show ‘em your trick.” He nodded. 

	“Fine,” I muttered, but for a second, they all just stared at me, waiting. This was the worst. Madeline just rolled her eyes, and I just rolled mine back at her. What was I doing? 

	“Here. I’ll call out some names, and you just … think about them.” Xavier continued to believe in me. If I wasn’t so terrified, it really would have meant something. 

	“Helen.”

	Oh. Shit. “What about her?” I hissed and spun my head around.

	“Sorry, sorry.” He chuckled. “I couldn’t resist. No. Seriously. No!” He stopped me from stalking off. “Babe.”

	But I was pissed. I didn’t want to do this! Right here, right now, in front of everyone! I was pissed the way Helen got pissed with me. And then I felt it … a change. Followed by a collective gasp from the group. I looked down at my arms where the skin had sagged over time. I recognized the tiny little freckles and age spots along my skin. No one needed to tell me I had shifted into Helen. I knew it. But where to hide, now that I was her! I buried her face in my hands, which were really her hands. Helen was also a little wider than me, so my clothes were uncomfortably tight!

	“Now, Jill.” He threw out another name. 

	“No. I don’t want to do this.” I looked toward the door. How do I escape without Helen seeing?

	“Jennifer Aniston!” He shouted next.

	“Really, Xavier!” I muttered, thinking about the actress/model and how he had the nerve? When everyone gasped again.

	“That’s it, Julia,” Luke whispered. “That’s it.”

	“What?” I snapped. 

	“I didn’t think you’d actually do it.” Xavier cracked a smile.

	“No way,” I said as I ran to the back mirror. 

	“That isn’t a bad shift to keep,” Madeline muttered under her breath, then winked at Luke … ew, I really didn’t want to know about their role-playing. But I couldn’t believe my reflection in the mirror. Sure enough, there was Jennifer Aniston. Her bright blue eyes twinkled back at me in the mirror. It was like I was in the middle of an Aveeno commercial. Except now my clothes were baggy, and I had to keep pulling up my jeans. Dang, this chick was skinny! I inhaled sharply and turned back toward the group again.

	“Wow.” Xavier boasted proudly. 

	“Now, how do I stop it?” I asked desperately.

	“Why would you want to?” Madeline snorted.

	“I still can’t believe it,” Luke said, clearly stunned. “You’ve worked so hard for this moment.”

	“That’s great. Now how do I get back?” I asked when suddenly I heard another student shout. “Oh, my gosh! It’s Jennifer Aniston! It’s Jennifer Aniston!” She turned to her friend and pointed straight at me.

	Wonderful.

	“There’s no going back now.” Xavier snickered.

	“Whadda I do?” I hissed between my teeth. 

	“I dunno. Get creative?” He smiled all the more. The only thing I could think of was to wave like a celebrity, like I was Miss America or something, though I looked awkward with my one hand continuously pulling up my pants. 

	“Can I get your autograph?” One of the braver ones approached me.

	“Sure.” I took her pen and drawing pad in hand and scribbled my John Hancock. The signature was mostly unreadable like I had intended.

	“Right this way Ms. Aniston.” Xavier acted as my bodyguard when the crowd of girls finally converged around me.

	“Why are you here?” they shouted on my way out.

	“It’s such … a beautiful school and we might do a movie here,” I mumbled like an idiot. “Really need to get into character.”

	Helen looked just as confused as I felt. What was a celebrity doing in this art class? She seemed to wonder, right along with me. 

	“Well. That was interesting,” Xavier said as we continued down the hallway and turned out of sight of prying eyes. He then gently pushed me back against the yellow lockers and leaned in for a kiss. The touch had never felt stronger. The want for him left me breathless.

	“I’ve never been more proud of you,” he whispered.

	“You’re just saying that because I look like Jennifer Aniston.” I smiled up at him. 

	“Nah, I like at least a little junk in the trunk to squeeze.” He smirked at me. “And you don’t anymore, silly.” He said and gently pushed me up against the lockers once again. The touch of his body pressed against mine made me want more. I wanted him. It was amazing to want him so much.

	“Julia. You’re glowing,” he said, but I thought he meant my skin, so I murmured. “Thanks.”

	“No. Look.” He took me by the elbow and led me into the vacant stairwell across the hall from us. “Your mark. It’s—”

	“Oh, my gosh! It is!” I squeaked after a quick glance over my shoulder. “Why is that?” I asked, and looked up the stairwell for any incoming students. Being Jennifer Aniston was one thing, my mark glowing like the sun was another. He let go of me, and we both saw that it was fading.

	“So, what? I can’t touch you?” I could hear the panic in my voice. I sounded a little pathetic. 

	“Not if it’s going to turn you on, it seems.” He raised his brows. “We were fine earlier.” He pointed out. “When I was dragging you out by the elbow.”

	“But why now?” I sulked.

	“I dunno …?” He cocked his head back. “But I kind of like that I made you so hot you glow!”

	“Great. I’m a lightning bug.” I tugged on the loophole of his jeans, pulling him in closer as he smiled. 

	“Oh, no.” He turned abruptly, which usually meant he heard something I couldn’t. “Bell,” he informed me. “Another time then …?”

	“Well. This sucks.” I frowned at students filling in around us.

	“Yes, yes it does.” His eyes softened. “I’d kiss you if it weren’t for—” 

	But I didn’t care. I leaned into him and kissed him. His lips pressed hard against mine. His fingers were entangled in my hair. And then he … stopped. I rocked back onto my heels. 

	“Whoa,” his eye became enlarged as he looked behind me. I was pretty sure I was glowing again.

	“Guess I don’t care who sees us.” I shrugged.

	“Bye babe.” He looked over his shoulder at the crowd and then turned for the stairwell door. 

	Man. I loved him. 

	“I see you’re back.” Was all Helen would say at my return, the next period.

	Back? Oh. Helen, if only you knew!

	Everyone was talking about Jennifer Aniston. I just blushed a crimson red and kept my head down as I ate my salad. It didn’t help that Xavier was snickering at me from clear across the cafeteria. 

	“Can you believe it?” Jill nudged me in the side. 

	Yes. Yes. I could.

	“I know right,” I said, but I tried to look equally shocked. I interjected at all the right times anyway. I was just grateful when it was time to empty our trays. 

	Next up, math class. I tried to soak up as much freedom as I could, given a return to school wasn’t happening anytime soon. Who knew if I’d even be back before graduation at this point? Surely, we’d know about Caiaphas’s whereabouts or lack thereof by then? A thought that gave me the shivers. Who knew what had really happened to Caiaphas? And who knew when I’d be back? So I focused on another lesson of graphing exponential and logarithmic functions when I heard a knock on the door. I instantly looked up. Whoever it was, they were a shapeshifter. Then I realized it was Luke. 

	“I have an early dismissal note for a Ms. Julia Welsh.” He held up a slip to the teacher.

	Oh, no. This was not good. Why did I need to leave before the end of the day? 

	“I’ll walk down with you,” Helen said from the corner in the front of the class, where she had been signing. 

	“It’s fine Helen.” I tried to play it down. “I can walk down with Luke,” I signed because I knew I had to lose her somehow. 

	“Actually,” she persisted, “I have to leave now, too, and this will give me time to talk to your mom.” She went for my arm.

	“Actually, it isn’t her mother but a friend of the family,” Luke explained. But Helen apparently had had enough of me today and actually grabbed ahold of my arm.

	“I insist on coming,” She said to Luke, but I got the gist. 

	“Helen,” I whispered … because the class was staring. What was wrong with her? Helen had always been overprotective, but even this was a bit much. I knew she didn’t understand, but if Luke was pulling me early, I doubted we had a lot of time.

	“Stop.” I wrangled my arm free. “I said no!” I must have shouted because my other classmate’s eyes enlarged, and Helen staggered backward as if I had pushed her in the chest, and I instantly felt ashamed. But before I could apologize, Luke grabbed my hand and said come on. Whatever was going on it must be serious.

	“She was out of control.” He muttered under his breath, and although I agreed, I also felt really bad.

	“What’s going on Luke?” I whispered. “Is it the farm? Is it my dad?” I began to fish. What was so important?

	“You’ll see, soon enough.” He continued to hold my hand. We were heading down the stairwell to the parking lot below. Luke’s hand was squeezing me so tightly and I could barely keep up.

	“Slow down Luke,” I said when I almost fell, skipping a stair to keep up. “What is wrong with … ?” I just said it, gasped, and suddenly stopped when we only had one short set of stairs to go. I tried to yank my hand away from whoever this was, but he was holding onto me so tightly. I couldn’t believe I was so distracted by Helen that I was too late to realize that my mark wasn’t reacting to Luke. Which meant this wasn’t Luke! 

	“Who are you?” 

	“Resist me, and I’ll snap your neck right here, right now.” I recognized Nate’s real voice as he changed instantly into himself, like a recurring nightmare I couldn’t wake up from. He grabbed me up and jolted down the stairs and through the double doorway with more force than necessary. I instantly felt pelted with raindrops. Raindrops! Xavier! Could he feel me? Could he sense I was in danger?

	“Xavier!” I shouted up at the clouds. “Xavier!”

	“Yeah. Nice try, kid. He can’t save you now.” Nate dropped me in front of a familiar black BMW. Was it just me or did the rain stop?

	“Hurry up!” I heard a raspy voice inside say. I couldn’t see who it was from where I was standing outside the overly tinted car. Was it Caiaphas? He sounded different. 

	“She’s called him; he’s coming!”

	“Now you’ve done it—” The next thing I knew, I was hit with something solid in the side of my head, and then I fell into darkness. 

	xxx

	“Julia. Ju-lee-a. Wake up, Julia!” Someone was singing my name off key. It was a warning. I didn’t want to surface, but the adrenaline began to pump as the memories unfaded. I was waking up, whether I wanted to or not. I needed to escape. Before opening my eyes, I took inventory of my body. My head was pounding, and my shoulders ached from being slammed into the door. There was some kind of cord digging into my wrists which tied them behind my back. I was secured into place on a chair. Now that I was coming around I opened my eyes and instantly recognized the place. I was on the farm again. My farm, in the lower barn.

	“No one’s going to hear you scream.” Nate seemed to read my mind. “So don’t even try.” He slapped my face so hard, the corner of my mouth split open. Holy shit that hurt. I’d been kicked by cows with less force, and my eyes began to water. 

	“You can thank yourself for being here.” He grunted next. 

	My face must have scrunched up so he continued. “Slipping away to school like that.” He ticked. “You made our jobs so much easier.”

	“Now wake up.” He slapped my face again. It was still numb from the first slap, but the tears I had been holding back broke free. “Before Caiaphas comes looking for us.”

	“He’s alive?”

	“No thanks to you,” he muttered. “Now this ends today.” He cut the cords and yanked me up. “Thankfully I’ve been watching this place so much that I found the perfect place to hide your body.”

	“Where are you taking me?”

	“You shouldn’t worry about where, but what!” He sneered. 

	“I’m about to do what Caiaphas won’t. He’ll thank me later.” He lifted me over his shoulder and carried me out of the barn. 

	I looked up toward the sky trying to see the familiar hawk when I realized they had all probably stayed at school after they chased me there this morning. How stupid of me! I thought in retrospect.

	I looked over my shoulder and gasped.

	“No. No. No.” I pounded my fist against where his kidneys would be. He was leading me to the manure pit. A circular station filled with cow crap. It was over ten feet tall and worked like quicksand. No one could swim out of it. We had lost a family dog to it when I was very young. I could still remember it well. I loved that dog.

	“I doubt they’ll ever find your body.” He sneered again as I tried to claw at his neck and face, but he was stronger than me. I needed help! I needed help right now! We were at the edge of the pit. He needed to only shove me up and over into it. And then…

	I heard a snarl, followed by a cry. Nate’s cry. For a second he lost his grip on me, and I fell clumsily to the ground.

	“Damn dog!” Nate howled. 

	It was Sammy! She was trying to save me. The dog had grabbed ahold of his forearm and was determined to drag him away. If I was going to run, now was the time to do it, but as I went to stand, I instantly fell back down. Looking down at my foot I saw that Nate had grabbed onto it. He was so strong I couldn’t get him to let me go. Then Nate kicked Sammy hard in the face, causing the dog to whine and myself to gasp. Then poof, suddenly Sammy had disappeared into thin air. I did a double-take. What had just happened? Sammy was gone. 

	“Nice try kid,” he said as he readjusted his grip from  my foot to my wrist and yanked me back up. 

	I did that? Did I shift Sammy? I couldn’t believe I could do this. In fact, this morning when I was running with her to the bus, she disappeared then, too. It must’ve been a shift as well. Now if only I knew how to shift more Sammys!

	“I can’t begin to tell you how satisfying this is going to feel.” He twisted my hands behind my back and shoved me toward the pit. He pushed me forward. I was inches away from death. Nate was right. They’d find me dead a week later when they cleaned it out. Xavier, Luke, and Madeline would die, too. I had failed everyone with my foolishness.

	We were at the edge, and he was getting ready to push me up and over. I tried to resist, but he was so much stronger than me. 

	“Die already—”

	I couldn’t believe this was how my life was going to end. When … 

	WHACK!

	I felt him suddenly loosen his grip on me. I was still on the edge trying to push myself back so when he let go, I ended up dropping back on the hard ground. The wind was knocked out of me.

	I cringed. Too afraid to look. What had just happened? 

	“... Are you okay, Julia?” I heard a woman’s voice say. I turned in its direction. 

	“Helen?” I said slowly. She was standing over top of Nate’s listless body with a shovel in her hand. 

	“We need to go before he wakes up or Caiaphas learns you’re gone.”

	“You know about Caiaphas?” I mumbled dumbly. “And I can hear you, Helen! You’re a shapeshifter?”

	“We don’t have time for this.” She helped me stand up and then grabbed me by the hand and led me up the hill. “You didn’t think your father would leave you all alone, and unprotected at school, did you?”

	I thought of all her meddling over the years, and the way she watched me like a hawk, and it all made sense now.

	“But I’ve never heard you talk before?”

	“That’s what shields are for.” She huffed. We were at the crest of the hill. She was leading me in the direction of her Subaru when I heard it. A crack of lightning, and then I jumped. Was that Xavier? And then I heard another. It didn’t just sound like lightning, it was lightning! It was obviously not Xavier because the next one was directed right at us, but we were protected by some kind of invisible force field. 

	“Get down by the car.” Helen shoved me. It dawned on me that Helen was creating the bubble around us, as more bolts of lightning cracked in our direction. 

	Hooded figures moved like wraiths, stepping out from the cover of the forest. Ten. Fifteen. I spun around. Twenty. They just kept coming. At least thirty of them. 

	The Core.

	It had to be.

	They lifted their hands in unison and launched fireballs. Bushes and trees ignited.

	Would they burn my house down?

	Helen dowsed the surrounding area with water, but the fire kept coming.

	We were outnumbered, by a lot.

	I wasn’t sure how long Helen could keep this up.

	“Give us the girl.” I heard a creepy voice that didn’t sound human. It hissed too much.

	“Never!” she said, and I looked up at Helen in awe. Who knew she was such a badass? All these years she had been protecting me, and I didn’t know. 

	“Julia. Get in the car.” She directed me. The invisible field was still in place. We managed to wrangle the door open when I heard her gasp. It sounded like the life had been sucked out of her. 

	“Helen?” I turned to her in a state of shock. In all the confusion, a kind of sharp blade had pierced through the barrier. Sticking her right in the back.

	“Run, Julia,” she whispered after she fell.

	“Nooo, nooo, Helen.” Tears blurred my vision as I moved in. “Helen!” I cradled her face, trying to will her back. I didn’t care about The Core or even my own safety. Helen, who had been like a second mom to me, was dying.

	“Julia, you need to move!” I heard another voice say urgently as they ran towards me. The invisible bubble-like field was still in place. Without looking up, I couldn’t tell who this woman calling to me was. There were so many questions I had for Helen now. She couldn’t die, not when I just found out I had another ally. 

	“Helen!” I pleaded. 

	“Julia, you need to move!” I finally recognized the other woman’s voice as she stood over top of me. But it couldn’t be? I glanced up at the hooded figure fighting for me in Helen’s place. Was it really Xavier’s mom? 

	“Focus!” she shouted at me next, but I didn’t know what to do. “Stand up and get behind me!” she said protectively while backing up, and then I heard it. There was a commotion. I heard shouts followed by a stream of obscenities. Xavier’s mom and I weren’t fighting this alone anymore, I realized. The lightning was cracking away from us now, or at least a little. 

	“Julia!” I heard Xavier’s voice breathe into my ear. 

	Oh! Thank goodness! I turned to cry into his shoulder. His muscular body shielded me from the fight. 

	And then we heard it. The sound of Xavier’s mom gasping for air. I feared the worst and reached out to her. I would never forgive myself if she died protecting me.

	“Xavier,” she gasped again. In fact, everything and everyone had suddenly been silenced. I looked around for the reason, but couldn’t find it. 

	“You didn’t tell me she was pregnant.” 

	What! Who’s pregnant? I looked from her to Xavier. Who did he get pregnant? I stared up at him with a questioning look on my face. Xavier was staring back at me with resignation on his face as a slow smile appeared. I couldn’t be pregnant! I was only eighteen, my mom will kill me. Surely it would be too soon to know, I looked down at my flat stomach and back up at Xavier, who was just smiling at me in admiration. This was crazy, I looked at his mom and then back to him. Then I noticed the fighting had stopped.

	“Julia, you’re glowing again,” Xavier murmured, and he was right! My mark, down my spine, was lit up like the sun again. It was so bright, I could feel the warmth going up my spine.

	“O-kay?” I said, and then suddenly I watched all the hooded figures around the field slowly bow. This was weird, all I had to do was get my back to glow and everyone would stop? 

	“And having a king no less…” his mom whispered. 

	I was mystified by everyone’s reaction, but before I could even ask any of the million questions running through my mind, I felt it.

	A rumbling coming from the ground, vibrating up my legs. Oh, no! Everyone was looking for the source as Xavier and I stood tightly together. Coming up the hillside, charging, all the heifers, bulls, and even deer were racing toward us in a wild stampede. Before I knew it, Xavier had pulled his mother and me into Helen’s Subaru. I closed my eyes, but somehow they parted around the car as if they were determined to get somewhere. Then I realized it wasn’t a where, but a who … Brian. 

	The hooded figures took off. Most were stripping off their clothes and shifting into birds as they ran from the two-ton animals charging after them. The creatures raced the hooded figures off our lawn and kept going until they were gone for good. It was an amazing sight to see. The farm was overtaken with animals. And as amazing as Brian’s gift was, I finally found my voice again. 

	“I’m pregnant?” I whispered out loud to Xavier. Could it be true? 

	“We need to move her to the inside of the house.” Xavier’s mom turned to look at us in the backseat. Her face was determined and in protector mode. “It’s unlikely they’ll be back after seeing what happened today, but still.” 

	I couldn’t fathom what all had happened, but Xavier helped me out of the car, and we were hand in hand as we climbed the back porch steps and walked into the kitchen, but I jerked to a stop at the horrific scene being played out in front of me.

	We were in the middle of the room, across from us was our dining room table. To the right was Caiaphas or at least I assumed, and to the left was my mom. 

	The hooded figure was leaning back against the far wall, and my mother was seated across from him around the kitchen table. My mother was gagged and bound by duct tape. I could tell she had been crying. Xavier quickly released my hand and looked ready to pounce, but I pulled him back. I didn’t want my mom to get hurt.

	“So, Julia’s alive after all.” The familiar voice rejoiced.

	Caiaphas. 

	I knew it was him even though I couldn’t see his face. It was cloaked by his hood. “Isn’t it nice to all be reunited once again?” he continued. 

	What was he doing with my mom? And as if he could read my mind, he added. “I invited your mother … I thought she deserved to know…”

	I couldn’t think, too much had happened. What was his plan here? 

	“And you’ve all been lying to her. Tisk. Tisk.” He waggled his finger at me. 

	“Where to begin?” he said thoughtfully. “First and foremost, that you’re a shapeshifter.”

	I looked to my mom to read her face. This was not how I imagined this going. I wanted to tell her on my own terms. But she looked too focused on breathing through the cloth to really be present. 

	“Let her go, this has nothing to do with her,” I said, but he continued anyway. 

	“That you knew about your father being alive for months and his whereabouts, but you didn’t tell her. And … that you’re pregnant.”

	Suddenly, my mom snapped out of shock and looked at me with concern on her face.

	“Oh, and most importantly, that she’s going to die tonight, and it will be entirely your fault.” He placed a Glock down on the table. 

	I looked at the gun. Anger built inside of me. No way would I let him hurt my mom.

	“You wanna see what you’ve done to me?” he continued to taunt us. And then we saw it, his charred, mutilated fingers reached up to remove his hood…

	I gasped without meaning to. Caiaphas’s face was unrecognizable. It looked like his forehead and cheeks had melted, and now contained a mixture of pink and white welts. His eyebrows were singed completely off. He looked like he had been blasted by a burst of hot steam. But how were we to blame for him looking like a burn victim? He could tell I was confused. 

	“Tell me. Did the ring burn and melt off of your finger? The day you destroyed it?” He asked next.

	“Yeah, but—” I said without thinking, and then I realized it had burned him too.

	“We had no idea Caiaphas,” I began to apologize profusely. 

	“That you would destroy my powers, too? I find that unlikely!” He was shouting at this point. So, that’s why he had the gun. His powers were gone.

	“I didn’t want to do it Caiaphas.” I admitted against my better judgment. “But—”

	“You only have yourself to blame,” Xavier interjected while stepping toward Caiaphas. 

	“Back up.” Caiaphas snatched up the glock and aimed it at my mother’s head. I latched onto Xavier’s arm, yanking him back. Xavier quickly held up his hands. 

	“... What’s the plan here, Caiaphas?” he asked slowly. 

	“REVENGE! I thought about it. It all happened because of this woman.” He exhaled in disgust as he quickly cocked the gun and aimed it at my mother. “If J. Jones had never fallen for this dog, then he’d still be by my side, and you would’ve never been born.” Caiaphas looked at my mom with pure hatred. Then back to me. “I could’ve given you everything,” he said spitefully. “But no, you didn’t want my help, thought you were too good for me. Let’s see how this works out for you now.”

	He turned to my mom with determination. 

	It was like everything went into slow motion, I saw him start to pull the trigger, and I screamed, “Noooo!” with my hand stretched out. At the same time, Xavier ran to tackle Caiaphas, but I knew it was too late. I could even see the bullet. But then everything sped up again. The bullet rebounded and shot back at Caiaphas. It was over as quickly as it started. 

	“What happened Xavier?” I said breathlessly. Everything happened so fast I couldn’t be sure.

	“You stopped the bullet. That’s what!” He looked at me with pure admiration.

	“And Caiaphas?”

	“Got what he deserved.”

	I could hear Caiaphas’s haggard breath coming from the floor in the corner of the kitchen. I had to get to him. I had to apologize. A piece of me felt responsible for what had happened to him that night.

	“What’re you doing?” Xavier’s face pinched when I quickly went to him. Caiaphas was gurgling on his own blood when he took my hand. “I knew … you could … do it,” he said like a delusional, proud parent. “You … really … are … breathtaking… to watch.” He wheezed as I squeezed his hand. Tears began to run down my cheeks. “I hope,” he continued, “… you’ll forgive me … one—”

	I watched as his eyes glazed over and turned up to the ceiling. I couldn’t believe it. He was dead.

	“Come on.” Xavier gently pulled me back by the shoulder, but I resisted. I needed a second. I knew in a very messed up way, Caiaphas believed in me. This was not how I wanted to remember him, with a face so badly mutilated, he looked like a dried apricot. I had done this to him. We had done this to him, and it made me cry.

	“Julia. He tried to kill your mom,” Xavier reminded me. But this monster believed in me.

	“Come on now.” Xavier helped me up to my feet. “Just when I think I know how you’ll react to something, you surprise me.” He bulged out his eyes. 

	“I just needed a moment.” I wiped away a fresh set of tears. I got up and looked back towards my mom. Xavier’s mother had just finished getting the duct tape off of her and she stood. I ran into her open arms.

	“Oh, mom! Thank goodness you’re okay!” Now that I had more time to process what happened, I cried harder. She then cupped my face and kissed me on the cheek.

	“I’m so sorry!” I began to sign. “This was not how I wanted you to find out—”

	But she shook her head and began to sign back, “I’ve known your father was different … for years now. Honey.” She explained, “He changed … once when he didn’t know I was watching.” She looked at me tenderly. “We never talked about it. I tried to rationalize it, but a part of me started to suspect you were different, too. I just thought you would come to me when you were ready.”

	“Mom!” I said with exasperation. “You could have saved me a lot of grief!” I laughed through my tears. 

	“I love you, sweetie,” she signed and then kissed me on the cheek again. She then turned to Xavier next. “So, you’re the father?”

	Oh, no. For the first time in a long time, Xavier was speechless. 

	“I just found out myself … but I couldn’t be happier.” I wrapped my arm around his waist, and he pulled me in closer. 

	He responded, “Me neither.” Then he smiled down at me. He was proud of me and to be mine, I could tell, and I was proud to be his. 

	“We got here as soon as we could.” My dad and Brian ran in with Helen in their arms. Apparently Helen was still alive!

	“Oh! Thank God!” I rejoiced. 

	“She needs medical attention fast.”

	My father said in a rush as he quickly walked over to embrace my mother. Telling her how sorry he was. Brian just looked at Caiaphas dead on the floor and then looked at me. “Are you okay?” He knew. My brother knew that a part … tiny as it was, cared for Caiaphas. He then looked at my parents and asked what were we both thinking? “What happens now?” 

	“I don’t know, but I think.” My mom looked up at my dad and then at Xavier and me. “We’re all going to be okay.”

	Xavier’s mom, who had been quiet this entire time, spoke up. “Actually,” she looked at my dad, and he nodded. “You two are having a child changes everything.” She looked genuinely concerned, and my father turned to me with the same expression. 

	“She’s right, but you’re not in this alone.” He glanced at my mother then back at us. “I didn’t foresee this happening, but this changes everything in our world.” 

	Xavier and I looked at each other. He put his arm around me tightly, and my back beamed. I didn’t understand what this meant, but I could only feel a sense of calm for what the future held. We would figure this out together.
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